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      At the stroke of midnight, creatures of the realm come out to prowl.

      Beyond the witching hour, darkness and light collide in this limited edition paranormal and fantasy romance collection. These sweet to spicy stories will sweep you off your feet and sate your fantasy cravings. Gods, shifters, fated mates, enemies-to-lovers, alpha heroes, angels, demons, and so much more.

      Gargoyles watch silently over the realm where alpha shifters hunt, mighty dragons soar, dark fae wreak havoc, and powerful witches own the night. Enjoy numerous full-length novels, filled with paranormal creatures and fantasy romance. Heart-stopping heroes and alluring anti-heroes rule the land of midnight.
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VAMPIRE VANISHING BOOK ONE
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            TRIGGER WARNINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      Forgotten is an RH book featuring graphic sex with multiple pairings including M/F, M/F/M and F/F.

      

      
        
        For those of you that use the trigger warnings as a menu

        Here’s your meal tonight:

        Vampires

        Blood sucking

        Bad language

        CNC

        Violence

        Car Crash

        Death

        And lots and lots of blood.

        It is a vampire book after all.
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      Once upon a time, we were predators. Kings and queens ruling the land, taking what we wanted. Now we are reduced to being the prey of humans, hiding in our own filth for centuries until one woman came along and told us she wanted to talk to the most dangerous creatures to ever exist

      We are the forgotten.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ELEANOR

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m going to die

      I’m going to die and when they find my corpse, there’s going to be a pig chewing on my face. That’s all I can think as I fight the howling wind and hammering rain that batter the cliff side steps up to Whitby Abbey in the middle of the night with a fucking pig on a leash. The only people up there are dead, but they have the luck to be already buried.

      The pig won’t want them.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SILAS

          

        

      

    

    
      I've felt pain like this before. I can endure it. The dryness in my veins, the unearthly burning of my skin, and my organs yearning for the oxygen only fresh blood can provide. I can handle all of that. I can even manage the awful desperation and gnawing hunger that nothing seems to satiate. But what I can't bear is the constant bickering of the clan. It's a mental burden that no one should have to endure, yet I do. I have no choice.

      We are vampires.

      It's been one hundred and twenty-six years since any of us ventured beyond these walls to interact with a human being. We rely on the fresh animal blood that's delivered to our house daily to prevent us from terrorizing humans, to quell the urge to suck their warm blood directly from their veins. It's been a century and a quarter since our last interaction with another human...

      ... but it's been one week since our last feed.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            SILAS

          

        

      

    

    
      SILAS

      “I’m fucking starving, Silas,” Beau mutters, slamming his hand on the table. He looks sick. We all do. Haunted eyes stare at me, black and soulless, with dark circles on paper thin white skin beneath them. He looks like a corpse. He’s looked like a corpse for a long time. We all have, but in the past week, without blood, the process has speeded up incredibly. We can’t die, but we are not living either.

      Anger pinches at my bloodless nerves. “He’ll come,” I grit out.

      Beau’s black eyes flash with an anger that hurts my soul, not that I’ve had one of those for a long time. My soul was extracted from me at the same time my before-life ended. “When Silas? When will he come? When we’ve all turned to powder? He’s dead, and no one is coming to feed us. None of the other feeders survived past middle age, and neither has Jacob. Stop being a blind asshole. You know what you have to do. There is no choice anymore.”

      The little blood I have left in my veins sizzles in anger at what he’s asking me to do. I grab him by his lapels and slam him against the wall. The effort is excruciating, but Beau is as weak as I am. He weighs nothing right now, despite his size. “He’s not dead, but if you don’t shut your mouth, you will be.”

      Betrayal shows in Beau’s eyes, and I know it’s my fault. There are twenty-seven of us living in an exile I created, but only two of them knew me before I was turned. My brother, Beau and my youngest brother, Louis. The clan is my family, but Beau and Louis are my blood. The three of us spent our carefree youth sailing the waters around Whitby. When I was turned, the two idiots sought out the ancient vampire that turned me. The inevitable happened. The three of us became monsters, Whitby, our hunting ground. Then we met Bram Stoker and our undead lives changed forever.

      Their imprisonment is on my shoulders. It’s a pain that I will never be able to erase.

      “We all owe Jacob gratitude for keeping us all alive for all these years.”

      Beau stares at me as though I’m crazy. His black eyes might be dull, but they hold the anger of countless years of living in this eternal nightmare. A nightmare that I’ve subjected him to. “Jacob isn’t even the issue here. You’re using him as an excuse.” He slams his fists into the wall behind him. The sound of it echoes around the room, almost stirring up the dust. “You think that if you argue about Jacob, you can put off making the decision you know you must make?”

      He’s right, but it’s a decision I don’t want to make. It’s a decision that will either destroy us...

      Or destroy everyone else.

      “He’ll come,” I reiterate, letting go of him. He’s so weak, he falls to the floor in a heap.

      Beau spits on the ground as he picks himself off the floor. He doesn’t try to fight back, though I see the desire to in the way he looks at me. It would be a pathetic spectacle if he did. The pair of us are as weak as day old puppies. We are dangerously close to losing the tenuous life we’ve built up, and he knows it as well as I do. “You are such a pussy. You get too close to them. You always did. They are human slaves and nothing more.”

      “They are the reason you are alive,” I remind him.

      He strides back over to me and levels a finger to my face. “We aren’t alive, Silas.” He extends his hand to the dark and decrepit room around us. “You call this a life? We are undead. Jacob and his father and his father’s father are the reason we are prisoners in this godforsaken hellhole. I owe them jack shit.” He holds his forefinger and thumb an inch apart. “I’m this close to burning everything to the ground and doing what my nature tells me to do. I’m a vampire and yet I may as well be a guinea pig in a cage rolling around in my own filth and squeaking for every god damned morsel the humans see fit to throw our way.”

      “We made a pact,” I grind out. The pact only works while we are being fed. I should have made a contingency plan. I never wanted to think about what would happen if our food stopped coming, so I didn’t.

      “You also made a pact to look out for us, or have you forgotten that?” He shakes his head and his long black hair ruffles along his collar. It’s lost its shine and looks more like burnt straw than hair. It’s pitiful what we have become and how quickly it has happened. There was a time we could all go weeks without fresh blood and not feel the effects..

      He doesn’t wait for me to answer. “You are responsible for this.”

      “Don’t forget who you are talking to,” I snarl. “I am in charge here. I lead this clan. Not you. Not anyone else. I fucking run this place and I don’t need your input. I decide how long we wait.”

      He bares his teeth at me, his anger radiating from every pore as he edges closer. And yet his fangs are not showing. He’s angry, but he’s not past the point of no return. He’s holding back, but I don’t know how long that will last. I’m pushing him and everyone else into insanity with the drawn out bloodlust and lack of sustenance. “Well, brother,” he spits out. “You’d better get leading and find us some food, because I’m not the only one that’s starving and I’m not the only one having ideas about capitulating to my nature. I’ll wait because I love you, but if you keep us all in this excruciating starvation, it won’t be long that the others will do what they need to do and your tenuous hold on us will break like a gossamer thread.”

      He turns away on his heel and slams the door behind him.

      I'm relieved he's finally out of here. His anger, yeah, I get it. It was on point, but it was choking the life out of the room. And even now that he's gone, I can still feel that heavy, lingering vibe of fury. His hunger hasn't done anything to cool it down. And it's even worse with Whitby Abbey open to the public, their bodies brimming with blood, hundreds of hearts, pumping life-saving sustenance just feet below us day in and day out. It's a never-ending torture I've forced on my clan, and it's eating at all of us.

      There was a time Whitby Abbey was all ours. A hundred years ago, the hilltop belonged to the vampires. Even then, when Beau, Louis and I chose it for our home, the abbey was a ruin set against the backdrop of the turbulent and often dreary North Sea. Back then, we were able to build within its crumbling walls and glamor our home to keep out the humans. Other vampires joined us. Those that still had shreds of humanity. For years, it worked. The cliff side climb put most people off venturing up here, and the whispers and reports of ghosts and evil forces kept the fitter ones out. Even back then, there were rumors of a malevolence that haunted the town. No one was brave enough to climb up the dreary cliffs to see the old graveyard and crumbling abbey. The inhabitants of the graves had long since been forgotten and no one had reason to come up. Then things changed. People took a macabre interest in the dark ruins, and the abbey became a tourist hotspot. A youth hostel was built, along with a road bringing carfuls of humans, and with them the stench of fresh blood and the problem of what to do. Moving was unthinkable. Here was our refuge. The glamor was still in place, so we moved up to the first floor of our secret house hidden within the walls of the seventh century abbey. Now we live a torturous existence among ghosts. Not the ones in the nearby graveyard, but living breathing ghosts that don’t know they are feet away from being prey as they wander the ruins and eat picnics, torturing us all with their presence on a daily basis.

      The smell of them is painful and I pray for the night time when they all go home. Usually, their presence is bearable, thanks to our feeder, but enduring a week without blood is pushing the limits of sustainability. Beau, has never been the type to hold back, always possessing a fiery spirit that leans towards impulsive recklessness. It’s not him I really worry about. One of the forgotten I can handle, but I fear he’ll encourage the others to rebel, thrusting us back into the dark era when we were seen as the bane of humanity. If it wasn’t for Bram Stoker, we’d have all been wiped out years ago.

      The door opens. I ready myself for another fight of words with Beau, but it’s Victoria. Beautiful Victoria. Her presence brings my anxiety down a notch.

      “I guess Beau sent you?” I snap. “You want to leave too?”

      She shakes her head. Once upon a time, her head was covered in gorgeous auburn curls, but over the years, with lack of human blood to sustain her, it has become brittle and thin. I hate that she looks the way she does, knowing it’s my fault. Not that she complains. I’ve not heard her complain once since we met in the late nineteenth century. She was only nineteen when she was turned and still retains the youthful features of a blossoming young woman. Her thinning hair and paper-like skin show her real age, but her beauty still shines out. Not even a week without blood will fade that.

      She comes over and pulls me into her arms. I relish her touch. It’s little respite from the thirst, but it helps. “Beau is an idiot.”

      I smile. She always knows what to say, even when she’s wrong. “He’s hungry, Vic.”

      She runs her thumb across my lips and grazes my hand with her other palm. “We all are, but showing ourselves is a death sentence and not only for the people. It’s a death sentence for us, too.” She’s parroting my own words back to me and I don’t think she realises it. I’ve said the same thing to her, to all of them more time than I can count.

      Don’t go outside.

      Don’t get caught.

      Don’t be seen.

      And for the love of all that is holy, in no circumstances, ever feed on a human.

      Those rules have kept us safe, but they have kept us in torment for too long a time.

      I let myself be soothed by the touch of her skin on my cheek as she cradles me against her chest. She makes me feel weak for needing her, but she is the only strength I have left. “He doesn’t understand how times have changed. Once upon a time, we could roam and feed without consequence.”

      She strokes my hair and I savor the touch of her fingertips on my scalp. “For us maybe,” she replies. “I’m sure the families of the dead we feasted upon didn’t feel the lack of consequence.”

      “Today it is not humans that are the underdogs anymore,” I sigh. “We aren’t invincible. As soon as they figure out what we are, it won’t take them long to find a way to kill us. Even back in my day, they knew how. Today they have technology beyond anything we can imagine. We’ve only seen a small part of it. They have cars and phones and goodness only knows what else out there.”

      “I know,” she purrs, and I feel myself stirring, reacting against her touch.

      “I’m not sure I can bear another night of this myself. Maybe I should let him do what he will.”

      “Silas!” Vic retorts, shock in her tone making me feel worse for admitting that we’ve been thrust into an untenable situation of my own doing. I hate how weak I am. How tired. Once upon a time, my name was only spoken in terror. Now, like everything else, it’s been forgotten by everyone outside these four walls.

      “He’s right about one thing,” I mutter as Vic runs her hands between my legs, drawing her brittle fingernails upward achingly slowly. “Anything is better than this suffering. We were meant to kill, to feed. We were never meant to be reliant on humans, beyond the nutrients in their blood. I hate this unnatural curse and the debilitating urges that go along with it. The horrific, unrelenting thirst for blood. The need for sex, for life, for every fucking thing.”

      “I have no blood to give, but I can help you with the other thing.” She pulls my head to face her and kisses me. Her lips are cracked and dry, but she’s still a balm to my wounded soul. Her body is so familiar to me, as are all the women here. Being with her is like being home. I pull down the collar of her dress and nuzzle into her neck just below the scars where she was turned. Two small round puncture wounds that are a pale purple, almost invisible against the white. Her scent is dusty, like a thing or an object rather than a person. Her humanness has all but disappeared in the last few days. It is the saddest thing of all, because of anyone I’ve ever met in my life, and since, she has the most human soul, though it’s as damaged as the rest of ours.

      She murmurs lightly as my fangs elongate and graze against her neck. I won’t bite her. Even if I did, the black sludge pulsing through her veins will not offer me any nourishment. Still, I can’t help how my body reacts.

      “Silas.” She pulls my head up quickly and I know why. I can smell it too. It’s intoxicating. Blood. Fresh blood. Human Blood. Animal blood. Pig I think. I look through the window at the darkening sky. It’s not a tourist. They’ve all gone for the day.

      “He’s back?” Vic looks at me with such excitement I feel it in my bones. No one should be subjected to this, least of all her.

      I sniff the air. “It’s not Jacob. It smells a little like him, but different somehow. Whoever it is has brought us blood.”

      She sniffs the air again, then nods. “I’ll go tell the others.”

      They’ll already know, but she’s so damn happy I let her go.

      I rush downstairs and to the door, opening it an inch to peer out. The weather is horrific, the wind whipping the rain almost sideways. My eyes zone in on the top of the stairs across the graveyard. The tombstones are barely visible against the black clouds that have begun to scud across the sky. A storm is imminent. I can smell the rain already, though nothing is as strong as the smell as the woman coming my way. I know it’s a woman even though I can’t see her yet. So like Jacob, but not the same. His sister? Daughter? It’s intoxicating. My fangs ache as they react to her scent. They’ve not yet retracted from my broken off tryst with Vic. Sex and blood. Blood and sex and hormones that are way beyond scientific reasoning mix in my veins. My cock strains in a similar way to my fangs, and the urge to jump on the woman and do unspeakable things to her is overwhelming. Her smell is driving me crazy. I hate what a base creature I’ve become. She is the lifeline to all of us. I need to keep that in the forefront of my mind and not let my frenzied body do something that we will all regret. I wish she had come after I’d fucked Vic. At least it would be slightly more tolerable, but she hasn’t, and it’s excruciating. I grip the door frame and wait. She appears at the top of the stone steps, a silhouette. In her hand, she seems to have a pig on a leash.

      Behind me, I hear them—the forgotten. I pivot to find twenty-six pairs of hungry, desperate eyes fixed upon me.

      “Upstairs,” I growl, addressing their ravenous faces. “All of you, now.”

      “Are you out of your mind?” Beau rages, his gaunt face taking on such anger. It’s practically dripping through his pores. “I can smell her blood from here. Don’t even think about stopping us from taking her.”

      The pact has kept us for so long and it seems a week without blood has made it crumble. As I look into the haunted eyes of the people I swore to protect, my resolve wavers. I could let them take her. Apart from the pig, she is alone. No one would know if we took her. I could hide the body once it has been emptied of her blood. It wouldn’t be the first time. The scent of her hits me as I contemplate the unthinkable, bringing back my senses, and along with it, a hit of pure dizzying desire that shakes me to my bones. I can’t let them have her, because they’ll suck her dry in an instant and I want to taste her. Damn!

      I want her.

      “She’s our only salvation,” l remind them, steel in my voice. “No one is taking her. If we feed on her, there will be no one left to bring us food.”

      “She’s brought us one pig,” Vic says softly, arching a perfect brow. “There are twenty-seven of us.”

      I don’t need to do the math to know that it won’t sate all of us. Not even close.

      “It’s been a week,” she pleads. Victoria isn’t a murderer, she never has been. She’s pleading for her life, just as they all are.

      “No one is taking her,” I snarl. “Get upstairs now.”

      Reluctantly, I follow them upstairs. I desperately want to see if she’s as beautiful as her scent suggests, but in the state I’m in, I’m the most dangerous of all of us. My body is reacting powerfully to her scent, drawing me to her. I wasn’t lying when I told them that she was our salvation. If something has happened to Jacob, then this girl is our only means of being fed. To feed on her blood would be madness, but as her scent increases, the madness is beginning to take hold. Once we are all in the drawing room, I slam the door behind me and lock it before pocketing the key.

      I stare back at the people who have become family to me and see nothing but anger and danger staring back at me.

      I won’t let them out until I know she’s safely gone.

      It’s only then that I realise something is wrong. I glance around. Beau is here, a seething, brooding presence resembling a black mist lurking in the corner of the room. His anger and discontent hang heavily in the air, a brewing storm waiting to erupt. I do a quick headcount, making sure to include myself. Twenty-six forgotten souls.

      One of us is missing.

      One of us is downstairs... Right where the human is.

      ELEANOR

      I’m beginning to question my life choices as I drag the stupid porcine bag of crap up the cliff steps. A hundred and ninety-nine of the fucking things, and not one of them level. Centuries of feet and salty air have worn the stone away, so every single one of them is crooked. The wind is a nightmare at the cliff top, blowing so harshly, I’m forced to close my eyes every few seconds against it. A shiver passes through me as I gaze out over the sea. In the low evening light, it’s black, though I can just about see the cresting of waves a hundred feet below me. I can hear them breaking against the rocks, a thunder of powerful forces that have been around long before I was here and will still be here long after I’m gone. It’s hard not to think about death, being as I am between a hundred foot drop into the sea and an ancient graveyard with cracked gravestones and worn away names. Behind the graveyard to the front of me is St Mary’s Church and beyond it, and slightly to the right, is the famous Whitby Abbey ruins. It’s a morbid freaky place, much loved by beautiful weirdoes and glorious freaks. Twice a year Whitby hosts a Goth weekend and thousands of Goths turn up in old-fashioned clothes and parade around like they belong in a graveyard. On those weekends, the graveyard can usually be found hosting a Goth wedding or two. I always take those weekends off work from the Magpie Cafe to people watch. Now the graveyard is silent save for the roar of sea and the snuffling of the pig beside me. The only light in front of me comes from the youth hostel behind the ruins.

      I’ve never felt more ridiculous in my life and I’m glad that the only people within two hundred feet of me are the ones that are beneath the stones under my feet. The dead can’t mock. Neither can they offer any help.

      “Fucking pig. Move,” I yell at the swine. It pulls on the leash as I try dragging it. Not that I can blame it. I’m torn between fear and embarrassment, even though I’m the only one up here. I have a feeling that a camera crew is going to jump out at me at any second and paint me a fool on national television. There is simply no other reason I could be up here. The whole thing is madness. It’s inconceivable that my father would send me up here as a joke, but I literally cannot fathom why else he’d ask me to bring a live pig up to the abbey ruins in the middle of the night. Now I’m here, I wish I’d have ignored his bizarre request. I probably would have if he’d not been so strangely adamant about it. I think back to my last conversation with him in the hospital only a few short hours ago. He’d only just woken up from a coma after a car crash last week. After being told what had happened and how long he’d been in the hospital, his eyes had gone from calm to manic in seconds. In his agitation, he’d pulled on his stitches, of which he had many, and caused a massive bleed. Apart from the head injury, he’d broken a couple of ribs causing internal bleeding and had broken one of his legs so badly, surgeons had fixed the bones with metal rods. As they’d wheeled him out of his room to re-sew his stitches, he’d begged me to promise to go to a local butchers in the centre of Whitby and bring some meat up to the abbey ruins. What he had failed to tell me was that the meat in question would still be breathing. I’d expected the butcher to have no clue what I was asking when I went, but not only did he know exactly who I was, he’d acted as though handing over a live pig on a leash was a normal state of affairs. When questioned, he’d refused to tell me what the hell was going on. His exact words had been. “Ask your father, but whatever you do. Get your ass up there quickly. It’s been a week. They’ll be hungry. Whatever you do, don’t talk to them. Just drop the pig off and leave.”

      He didn’t elaborate on who ‘they’ were.

      The only living inhabitants on the cliff top are the people that run the small youth hostel tucked away behind the ruins, and people who think sharing a hill with the dead is a good idea for a vacation. I’m not being fair. In the daytime, the cliff has amazing views of the tourist and fishing town of Whitby, and the abbey itself has such a rich history that draws people to the area. Yet, as I step over the rickety tombstones that make up the path to the church and the abbey, I can’t help but be reminded that the dead were here before all of us. The youth hostel isn’t visible from where I’m standing, but the light from it backlights the abbey ruins, making them seem more majestic and a fuck-ton more creepy than they do in the daytime. I step up to them as another gust of wind sends my hair flying across my face. The pig squeals and pulls harder on the leash.

      “Come on Pork Chop. The dead are probably vegetarian, so you’ve nothing to worry about.” I don’t mention that he’s probably going to end up with an apple in his mouth on a youth hostel barbecue.

      I think I hear a chuckle, but it’s probably just the wind. It has to be the wind. There’s no one else here and I’m still too far away from the Youth hostel to hear a full on belly laugh let alone a chuckle. At least I tell myself that as I step over the names chiselled in stone beneath my feet. Whoever thought it was a good idea to use gravestones as a path should be shot, I think, as a shiver passes through me that has nothing to do with the blistering cold wind.

      I pause for a second, wondering what the hell I’m supposed to do. I could leave the pig here and go home, or back to the hospital where I should be. I shouldn’t be freezing to death on a cliff top with a walking bacon sandwich when my dad is in a hospital bed. I pull out my phone and look down at the screen. There are no missed calls. If my dad had died in surgery, the hospital would have called me, surely? My thumb hovers over the hospital phone number, but I don’t press down. The wind is so ferocious that I won’t be able to hear anyone on the line. I’ll ditch the pig, then call when I’m in a less windy place. Rain whips my face, freezing cold despite it being the middle of summer. Just marvellous! Whitby is a damp place. Everything about it is cold and damp, and even on the hottest days of summer, the dampness never truly leaves. I swear at the clouds, at the pig, and at my father for sending me on this absurd mission. This time there’s no chuckle in answer. The obvious place to take the pig is to the youth hostel, so I start down the pathway between the old church and the much older abbey ruin.

      “Come on Peppa. We have a barbecue to go to.”

      The pig pulls against me and it’s a battle of strength to drag it through the grave yard. The thought of getting out of this macabre place and back to civilisation at the bottom of the cliff has me straining against the leash as the pig, equally pissed off as me, yanks in the opposite direction. It’s pretty much on its stomach now, its legs dragging on the ground beneath it.

      Are pigs supposed to act this way?

      I finally manage to weave through the graveyard over broken slabs of stone with weathered names, now unreadable, of the people below them. I pass the church, glad to be out of the graveyard. The light of the youth hostel is a little brighter here, illuminating the fat raindrops that are falling in pitter-patters, drenching me and the pig. As I pass the church, the atmosphere changes. It’s a stark contrast to the graveyard, but I can’t figure out why. The rain is still falling, the wind is still blowing and waves are still crashing behind me, but something is different. The air is different. The pig seems to sense it too. It scrambles to its feet and begins to squeal in a porcine panic attack as it yanks hard on the leash, almost pulling me over. It takes all my strength to remain upright as it strains with all its might against me. It’s downright terrifying. I’ve never seen fear like it in anything beyond animals fleeing forest fires or earthquakes. There’s no forest fire here. There’s no forest, and Whitby is hardly known for its earthquakes. Yet the pig senses something. The same thing as me? The memory of a story I read in a local paper a few years ago flitters across my mind. The cliff eroded a little and a number of dead bodies fell from their graves onto the street that runs to the right of the steps below the graveyard. I shudder again, and this time not because of the cold. It’s creepy as fuck here. I look up at the looming abbey. I’ve seen it a million times, but now it seems different. Alive somehow.

      “Fuck!” I whisper into the wind. I’m making up scenarios in my head. The youth hostel is only about a hundred feet past the abbey ruins. I can even see it now, peeking out behind the old stone. Once I’ve dropped the pig off, I’ll phone for a taxi to take me home. I make it a few more feet when I hear a noise. This time it’s unmistakable. Not a chuckle, but the sound of a door creaking. The abbey doesn’t have doors. It hasn’t had doors for hundreds of years, but I’m sure I heard it. I try to rationalise it in my head when there’s another yank on the leash. This time it’s strong enough to pull me down on to the muddy path. There’s an unholy squeal as the pig slides sideways into the abbey through a gap in the crumbling wall. I think I see a face, but no face is so stark, so black and white, all shadows and highlights. As soon as I think I make it out, it’s vanished. I grip the grass beneath me as the leash is yanked from my hand and the pig completely disappears. The squealing stops and all I can hear is my own heart hammering in my ears, accompanying the patter of rain drops on the mud next to me. I suck in a breath, unable to understand what has just happened. I can see right into the abbey. There’s nothing there but grass. I pull myself to my feet and stare at where the pig vanished into thin air. The abbey has no roof, no rooms. It barely has outside walls anymore. I step through the large gap into the abbey courtyard area. As I do, my lungs constrict. The wind has stopped. The rain isn’t falling on me though I can see the pock marks in the puddles where I’d just been sitting. I look up. The clouds swirl ominously above me, but something is stopping the weather from hitting me. It’s like I’m inside, but I’m not. It’s warm, I realise. Much warmer than it should be. I can’t move. My muscles feel like they’ve turned to stone. It’s not fear exactly, but it’s not a good feeling. My phone emits a loud beep and my heart nearly implodes. I pull it from my pocket and check the screen. It’s a text from my dad. With fumbling fingers, I press down and read the message. Just four words.

      Did you do it?

      I reply yes quickly and shove the phone back in my pocket before hotfooting it to the youth hostel. From there, I go with my plan of calling a taxi and getting the fuck out of here as quick as humanly possible.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            LOUIS

          

        

      

    

    
      The smell is overwhelming and all-consuming. Her scent is intoxicating, but touching her is not an option. I’m really fucking angry at Silas for putting us into this position, but he’s my brother. She's absolutely breathtaking, with vibrant, windswept red hair, and a look of pure angry madness on her face. I love watching humans, but this one is something special. The way my body reacts to her presence shocks me with its intensity. She would be fun to play with, but to touch her, to show myself would send Silas bat-shit crazy so it is with him in mind, I try to drown out the scent of the girl and concentrate on the pig but it’s impossible. My fangs ache so badly it’s almost as if they are being pulled right from my head. I’m dizzy with blood thirst and I want her. I need her. Somewhere in my brain, a speck of humanity screams at me to spare her. I’ve not tasted a human in over a hundred years, but my entire body pulls toward her as though my existence depends on her blood. I fight my primal urges and yank the swine inside. The second the pig is through the door, I sink my fangs into its thick pink neck. I cannot wait. The hit it gives me is almost instant and I revel in it, the girl momentarily forgotten as the pig gives its final squeal. I suck at it, pulling its life force right from its heart and veins. I feel my own veins filling, my muscles hardening and the flush of pink returning to my skin. As my body recovers, my mind becomes clearer. My bloodlust is far from sated, but I’ve drunk enough to know what I’ve done is horrific. I drop the pig in alarm. Its body thumps to the ground, pale, bloodless. I’ve drunk it dry. I stare at it, aghast. This meagre meal was for everyone. I know how much blood a pig has. This one had barely a few teaspoons each between all of us, and a teaspoonful is what I should have taken. I’m not the only one who is blood starved. I’ve always been able to fight my urges, but something came over me tonight and I don’t think it has anything to do with being blood starved. Some baser instinct took over.

      Human.

      The girl.

      Her scent. Blood. Human blood.

      Primal instinct takes hold, sending me into temporary madness.

      The pull of her is too strong. The scent of her lingers over the stench of the dead pig and it’s driving me to distraction. I can’t control myself. I feel myself working into a frenzy.

      Silas won’t forgive me for what I’m about to do, but he won’t forgive me for what I’ve already done, either. The craving for her is pulling at every thread of sanity I possess.

      As I pull open the door, shame mingles with a thrill I’d long ago buried in the recesses of my memory. Once, long ago, I only feasted on the blood of humans, but ever since Silas made a pact with Bram Stoker and Abraham Byrd a century ago, I’ve existed in this wretched life on the flesh of animals. The harsh rain and wind whip my hair behind me as I near the door, and just as I'm about to step outside, a hand seizes my shoulder and yanks me around.

      Silas clutches me by my lapels, his eyes blazing with an anger I've never seen in him before. His elongated fangs protrude menacingly, prominent against his lips. I haven't witnessed him like this in years. It's a sign that he's no longer in control, and that makes him dangerous. He mirrors exactly how I feel—unhinged, frenzied, and utterly out of control. “Do not tell me you were about to go out to her, Louis,” he growls.

      The shame that was held back by the thrill of the thought of finally tasting human blood after centuries comes back in a rush. Her scent has dissipated, blown away by the wind and rain, and I’m no longer held in the grip of bloodlust. I run my hand through my hair manically.

      “I only wanted to play with her,” I say with a grin, trying to lighten the absolute horror I feel. Silas looks at me as though he wants to rip my throat out. I plough on regardless. “I should have waited for everyone. I know.” I raise my hands in surrender. “I will starve myself until everyone here has taken their fill of any other animal brought our way.”

      His dark eyes drop to the carcass on the floor and his nose shrivels up in disgust. I follow his gaze. It looks repulsive to me now. The pig’s anaemic sallow skin is enough to make me want to throw up.

      “It’s not that, you fucking lunatic. She saw you. For the first time in over a hundred years, a human saw a vampire. How the fuck do you think this is going to end for us?”

      My mouth drops open in horror at his words. I have controlled myself for so long and become a master of hiding myself, as we all have.

      One slip. That’s all Silas said it would ever take for us to be over. I just never thought I’d be the one who slipped.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            ELEANOR

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t stop shaking as the taxi takes me through the dark streets of Whitby. It’s a beautiful seaside town in the daytime, full of tourists with small children. There is a small fairground on the front, donkey rides on the beach and boat trips that leave daily from the harbour. The main part of town is filled with the prettiest independent shops geared toward the tourists. But at night, Whitby is a strange place. The shadows seem longer here, the nights darker. It’s no longer a place for frivolity and summer vacations, but a place where people with any sense stay indoors. The juxtaposition between night and day is a stark one. I don’t believe the rumors of a paranormal underbelly, or at least I didn’t until today. The rumors are what attract all the Goths twice a year, and make Whitby what it is, but even without the gothic history thanks to Bram Stoker, the town still has an air of being haunted after the sun goes down. The taxi takes me past the Bram Stoker museum, known as the Dracula Experience. With the dark gray facade and red window frames, it’s every bit the fake gothic building the tourists love to lap up. I’ve passed it a hundred times on my way to work at the Magpie Cafe, but tonight the silicone Dracula in the window makes me shudder. It looks eerily like the face I saw up at the abbey, though nothing made of silicone can match the darkness of the eyes I saw, nor the hunger in them. I try to push away the way I felt as his eyes lapped me up. It was the briefest of seconds, but in the way he looked at me, he had my body completely spellbound. It was as though my body had disconnected from my rational mind and then it was gone, broken by the terrified squealing of the pig right before it disappeared into thin air.

      Dad is awake when I enter his hospital room, though his eyes are dull. He looks so tired. More so than when I saw him this afternoon when he woke from his coma and pretty much demanded I go to a butcher shop in town. He looks up as I enter the room and I see an expression on his face that I’ve not seen on him before - fear.

      Ice runs down my spine as I remember the ghostly face up at the abbey. “What is going on, Dad?”

      “They redid my stitches,” he says, gesturing to his chest. “I’m sorry Eleanor. I shouldn’t have gotten so agitated.”

      It’s not what I mean, and he knows it. The adrenaline from my night time adventure is beginning to fade. Exhaustion is following behind swiftly. I fall into the seat beside him and take his hand in mine. It’s so cold, almost like marble. There are many times I’ve sat with my father like this. Throughout his life, he’s been plagued with one illness after another, none of which have ever been identified. I feel like I’ve spent more time holding his hand by his bedside while he’s battled illness than doing anything worthwhile with my own life. But this is no illness. This is the result of a truck ploughing into the side of my dad’s car, or so the police told me when he was first brought into the hospital over a week ago. They never found the driver and attributed it to a hit and run. Probably a drunk driver. The only witness mentioned a man with a moustache driving, but they never found him.

      He pats my hand with his other hand. A wire is pulled momentarily, causing the heart monitoring machine to give one long beep. He pulls his hand back quickly, and the machine goes back to its nauseating rhythm. “Are you alright, Ellie-Bird? “

      I’m far from alright. My entire life has been turned upside down, and I feel lost. “What have you got me into, Dad? A butcher in town seems to know more about you than I do. I literally dragged a live pig up to the abbey. A pig, may I add, that disappeared into thin air. Poof.” I wave my hand out as though I’m the one that made it disappear. A magician and a trick box.

      My dad looks at me in ominous silence.

      “He recognized me, Dad,” I press on. “The butcher knew exactly who I was, even though I'm fairly certain I've never set foot in his shop before. We buy all our meat at the supermarket.”

      He casually shrugs, as if trying to be deliberately evasive. “Supermarket prices are more budget-friendly, but the quality from the butcher is superior.”

      His vague responses are pushing my patience to its limit, and frustration simmers within me. “Just tell me what's going on,” I press, my tone growing more insistent. “He said I need to do this every night. Why?”

      He remains silent. A horrible thought hits me unbidden. “You do this, don’t you? This isn’t just something you asked me to do once. This is where you go every night.”

      So many times I’ve heard him leave the house in the middle of the night, only to return an hour later. I used to lie awake, waiting for him to come back. He always did.

      “I didn’t know you knew about that.” He sighs. “It was always late when I left you. I hoped you were asleep.”

      Anger bubbles up within me, cutting through the exhaustion. “You’ve been lying to me my whole life. Why, Dad? Because you are working for some kind of weird night butcher?” I’m trying desperately to understand, but there is no explanation I can think of that makes sense. I still can’t process what I saw up there on the cliff side.

      “I’m not working for the butcher, Eleanor.” He lets out a long sigh, as though he’s been waiting to have this conversation a long time, but doesn’t quite know what to say.

      “So, who are you working for?” I ask, the image of that face flashing vividly in my mind, recalling the way my blood surged through my veins in that split second. “Who was that person up there?” I ask in a hushed tone.

      He sits up quickly, then grimaces and clutches his chest. “You saw them?” He says through a pained expression.

      Them? “There’s more than one?”

      Fucking fuck. I’m in a nightmare.

      He closes his eyes for a second and inhales through his nose. “Please tell me you didn’t speak to them?”

      “I didn’t speak to anyone,” I grind out in frustration. “I took a live pig up there and it vanished into thin air.”

      “That’s good,” he croaks and lays back down.

      I think I’m going to lose my mind. “What the hell is good about that? Dad. Just tell me what the fuck is going on.”

      He gives me a weighted look. “I should have told you this long ago, but I didn’t want you to have to deal with it. I didn’t think you’d have to for a long time, but here we are.” He pauses a second then levels his gaze at me. “I’m a feeder, Ellie. That’s why we have such a comfortable life. That’s why we have such a nice house.”

      I thought we had all that because he was a dentist, but his job isn’t the thing that my brain is focussing on.

      “Feeder?” Dread pools in the pit of my stomach and a shiver runs up my spine as I remember the feeling of a presence up at the Abbey. “What exactly is it that you are feeding, Dad?”

      His lips thin out and he pats the back of my hand. I think it’s meant to be a comforting gesture, but I’m so creeped out, I want to pull away. “You saw one of them. You know what this town is famous for. I think you already know the answer, my love.”

      I think I do too, but it’s so utterly ludicrous that there is no way I’m saying the words out loud.

      He shifts his eyes to the door behind me, then when he’s satisfied we’re alone, he looks back at me. “I think Bram Stoker popularised the term,” he says quietly, “but they don’t think of themselves as such. At least so I’ve read.”

      Bram Stoker. The author of Dracula. A legend in Whitby. The legend in Whitby

      “Vampires.” I whisper the word, hoping that my father will start to laugh. This whole thing feels like a sick prank.

      But he doesn’t laugh. He only nods his head.

      I can’t get enough air into my lungs. I’m tired. I can’t remember the last time I had a good night’s sleep. Before the accident, for sure. I don’t have the mental capacity nor the emotional bandwidth to be having such a conversation, but I’ve never seen my father look so serious.

      “You know there is no such thing, right?” I rasp, desperately wishing I wasn’t having this conversation.

      I saw... something.

      He looks so weak. His voice is barely more than a croak, and yet I want to shake the truth out of him. I hate that I feel this way. My dad is all that I have. “There is a reason that Bram Stoker wrote that book after visiting here, Ellie-bird. There’s a reason people flock to the Abbey, though I suspect they are compelled by the darkness and poetry of the place rather than the knowledge there is a colony of vampires that reside there. People must feel them, though. I know I feel the darkness when I go up there.”

      I felt it too. Compelled is the right word, because tonight, I felt a compelling urge to walk toward the terrifying face before my brain kicked in and I raced out of there.

      “No one resides there.” My voice is louder now. I no longer feel the need to keep quiet because everything we are talking about is absurd. “I’ve been a hundred times up to the Abbey. There’s a church and a graveyard and a youth hostel. The only people that live up there are the youth hostel workers and in the day time, the tourists passing through.”

      He closes his eyes and takes in a deep, rattling breath. “There is the Abbey itself.”

      “It’s a ruin!” I shout out before lowering my voice. “You can literally see right from one side to the other through holes in its walls.” Even as I say it, I remember the pig and how it disappeared into nothingness. I walked right where the pig had vanished. There was no building there. Just grass beneath my feet. Then I remembered how the rain drops hadn’t hit the ground and the face that seemed to appear out of the darkness. Was it even attached to a body? It seemed carved from shadows.

      My father lets out a long wracking cough then flinches at the movement. “You don’t think they are going to show themselves, do you? They have a way of concealing themselves from humans. I don’t know how, but they do.”

      I shake my head. The distracting beeping of the machine is annoying me. I want to rip it out of the socket, but I don’t really know if it’s keeping my dad alive, or just monitoring him. “I think you hit your head too hard in the crash. I’m going to call for the doctor and then go home to sleep. I suggest you do the same.”

      I lean over to press the call button, but he grabs my wrist. His grip is soft, but his tone is hard. “Don’t Eleanor. The doctor won’t understand. You can’t tell anyone about this. I shouldn’t even be having this conversation here where people might overhear. I should have told you this at home a long time ago.”

      He’s always been so dependable, so rational. So fucking normal. This delusion isn’t like him at all and I’m sure this is a problem in his brain. I pull my hand back. “Vampires, Dad?” I sigh. “I mean, come the fuck on!”

      “Where there are rumors,” he responds, “the truth is often closer than you think. Vampires have been a part of this town for centuries. It's well known for them.”

      I sit back and fold my arms. It is known for vampires, but it’s a gimmick. If Bram Stoker hadn’t decided to vacation here a trillion years ago, Whitby would be just like all the other quaint fishing-cum-tourist villages along England’s North-East coast. Pretty and stinking of fish. “So, okay, say I believe you and there are invisible vampires living in a ruin that hundreds of tourists visit daily but somehow magically don’t see them. Why on earth would you want to feed them?”

      My father has always been the serious type, which is why him making this shit up is strange, but he looks sterner than usual. “Your grandfather was a feeder. His father before him. Everything you need to know is in our loft. When my time is over, the mantle will pass to you.” He coughs. “Maybe it already has.”

      “You need to rest,” I say, slipping my feet into my shoes and kissing his forehead. “I know I do. It’s been a long day for both of us.” I grab my bag and make to leave, but he stops me with a hand on my wrist.

      “They need fresh blood, Ellie. If they don’t eat the animals, where do you think they will get sustenance?” He sounds so frail, and yet his words are full of an ominous foreboding.

      He means human. I shudder at the thought of it. I stand up and shake it off. “I’m sorry, Dad. I don’t buy it. I don’t know what happened up there, but we seem to be in the middle of a shared delusion. We both need some rest, and maybe when we wake up, we can make sense of it all. I'm heading home now. I'll see you first thing tomorrow before my shift at the cafe.”

      I gently withdraw my hand from his grasp and turn to leave, but as I reach for the doorknob, his voice pierces the air, sharp and filled with an unfamiliar intensity. “Eleanor, promise me. Don't ever talk to them, and don't talk about them. I mean it.”

      His words send an involuntary shudder down my spine, like he's transformed into someone I no longer recognize. He tugs at his wires, and the machine emits its ominous, monotonous beep.

      “Goodnight, Dad,” I sigh, reluctantly turning back to him. “I hate that thing,” I mutter under my breath as I slip on my coat. “I'll get the nurse to come in and sort it.”

      There's no response from my father. My eyes dart to the machine, wondering why it's acting up again. The line on the monitor is flat. “Dad?” I inquire, my voice trembling.

      Still, he doesn't answer, doesn't even move.

      Panic surges through me as I struggle to comprehend the scene before me, desperately seeking an explanation that doesn't involve the only conclusion I can't bear to consider.

      “Dad?” I shout, my voice cracking as I rush toward him. Behind me, a team of nurses rushes in. One of them begins performing chest compressions, the force causing my father's stitches to split and a bloom of blood to stain his once-pristine hospital gown.

      Time seems to slow to a crawl, and the incessant tone from the machine fills my ears. Eventually, someone reaches over and switches it off, plunging the room into silence. All that lingers are my father's haunting final words: Don’t ever talk to them. Don’t talk about them.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          
            ELEANOR

          

        

      

    

    
      I open my front door in a daze. An hour ago, I was talking to my father about mythical creatures that somehow are not really just myth and legend. Now I’ll never have a conversation with him ever again. I’ve walked through this blue door a million times, but this time it’s different. The house has lost something, and though it looks no different from when I left it earlier, I feel the difference in my heart. It’s like a great invisible hand is squeezing the air from my lungs, leaving me with nothing but the taste of dust, despite the cleanliness of the house. It’s cold, even though it’s the middle of summer, but grief is wrapped around me like a blanket. Dawn is still hours away, so I flick on the lights. Anything to keep out the darkness. I can’t let my mind wander back to that face and the dizzying compulsion to walk towards it.

      The house I shared with my father is a huge red bricked property on the cliff edge on the opposite side of Whitby to the Abbey. On a clear day, I can sit looking out of my bedroom window and see the Abbey and if I look hard enough, I can see the cliff side steps. I can’t bring myself to look out into the darkness as I wander through the house I’ve grown up in. With five bedrooms, it’s way too big for two people, but before now, it never seemed that big... or so empty. Now it feels like a museum with my father’s books and maritime artefacts filling the shelves of his office. I pull open the drawers in his desk and find nothing out of the ordinary. Stacks of paid bills sit in organised piles, banded together with elastic bands. Some flyers for local restaurants. There are no crucifixes or bulbs of garlic, nor anything else I’d associate with vampires. I let out a mirthless laugh. Of course there aren’t. The only thing being fed by my dad was me... full of incoherent ramblings of a man between coma and death and pumped up on morphine. Nothing in the house is macabre or screams vampire feeder, because, of course, it doesn’t. It has more of a nautical theme than anything else, with painted wooden anchor bookends and the pale blue of the walls. But as I run my fingers along one of the many bookshelves in my father’s office, I see now hints of where he’d get the idea of vampires. So tenuous and subtle, but there, nonetheless. History books of Whitby sit alongside novels and biographies and the well read puzzle books my father is... was always so fond of. Some of the history books include vampire stories set in Whitby. Made up stories written by people wanting to make a quick buck jumping on Stoker’s coat tails. I pull down a copy of Dracula. It’s a book I’ve never read before, despite it being synonymous with Whitby’s history. Every kid in Whitby grows up with its vampiric history, just as we grow up with the story of Captain Cook. Except Captain Cook was real and vampires... I can’t finish the thought. I put the book down on the desk to read later and head upstairs. The loft is through a hatch in the ceiling just outside my bedroom. I’ve never been up there, and before now, thought of it as nothing more than a crawl space full of insulation. My father keeps a pair of ladders in his room. It’s weird the things I’ve never questioned, but they’ve been there as long as I can remember. For going into the loft? No, it’s a ridiculous thought and I can’t believe I’m thinking about it. I can’t believe I’m contemplating even looking in the loft, but something agitated my father in his last few hours and, for my own peace of mind, I need to put this whole absurd notion to bed. The stark face once again pulses in my brain, but that too can be explained away rationally. I’m tired. I’ve barely slept since the accident a week ago. It’s not really a surprise that I hallucinated something. And the pig? It probably ran away as I fell over. It had been a stormy night. Dark. There were plenty of shadows for it to have gotten lost in. Nothing sinister. I sweep my gaze around his bedroom. It’s so ordinary. It’s not the room of a man who feeds imaginary paranormal creatures. He’s a dentist... was a dentist. A normal run-of-the-mill dentist. My eyes settle on a book on his bedside table, placed open upside down. My heart beats a little faster for a second until I see the face of an old Hollywood actor on the front. It’s a biography, nothing more. My father’s last words are haunting me and I’m beginning to see supernatural in the normal.

      I seriously need to get a grip.

      I grab the ladders and set them up under the loft access hatch. As I push up, a breeze hits me, ruffling a few stray hairs that have worked their way out of my messy ponytail. My heart almost stops when I take in the loft and I have to blink a few times to understand what I’m seeing. It’s not a crawlspace, but a full attic room filled with bookshelves and a desk. Light pours in through a skylight that’s not visible from the ground outside.

      Holy shit!

      My mouth drops open as I take it all in. My father didn’t just have a secret life, he had a whole secret world. The room is huge and spans the top of the entire house. The lack of dust tells me it’s used regularly. A heavy weight pulls at my heart. I’ve lived in this house my whole life with a man I didn’t even know. What else has he kept from me? A slight breeze causes me to shiver again. The skylight is open, accounting for the breeze. I pull myself up through the hatch and head over to it, shutting it closed. The air stills and with it, my heart calms a little. Apart from it being secret, the room is not particularly strange. It’s ordered and neat and the desk is exactly the same as the one in my father’s office downstairs. I pull on the drawer, but unlike the one downstairs, this one is locked. Staring around, I look for a key, but there isn’t one. My father’s keys will be at the hospital with him. It reminds me I need to go back and collect his belongings. He doesn’t... didn’t have much on him. Just his keys, wallet and the wedding ring my mother gave him. The one he’s never taken off despite her being dead for almost twenty years. Leather-bound books line the bookshelf, each one with a date in gold on the spine. Journals? I pull the first one down carefully. It’s dated 1896. The leather is cracked and faded with age. I’m scared to handle it for too long. I don’t know anything about old books, but if the date on it’s accurate, surely it should be in a museum? Would a museum care about the Byrd family history? Probably not, but as I open the book, I feel a kind of reverence, as if this is an artefact. It must be worth something for it to have been passed down through so many generations. If not in monetary value, then in maybe in historical value. There is over a hundred years of history in this room, and I don’t quite know what to make of it. I think back to my father’s last words. This history is mine. These journals were written by my ancestors. I open the book with shaking fingers. The sense I’m betraying my father for doing this is immense. This book wasn’t written by him, but I feel like I’m reading his private diary all the same. There’s a reason he kept all this from me. The pages are brown with age and the words are barely legible. I make out a name. Abraham Byrd. Even if the journal was written yesterday, the cursive would be difficult to read. I run my finger across the first line, written on 4th March 1896.

      
        
        She’s gone. My beloved Clara. Vanished. Just like Henry, Joseph Thomas, Amelia, Simon, Frederick, Nicholas, and little George. The police cannot help me. I only have the baby left.

      

      

      My eyes hurt with the effort of trying to read the faded handwriting, but one word leaps out at me from lower down on the page. I read the whole sentence aloud quietly.

      
        
        “The rumors of vampires persist. I don’t want to believe it, but with no other evidence, I am forced to.”

      

      

      Vampires! I close the book and try to breathe. If my father was delusional in his last few minutes on this earth, then it is a delusion he shared with his ancestors. One that has been passed down from generation to generation. Something moves by my side, sending my heart into hyper drive before I realise it’s only my phone vibrating in my pocket. I need to take a chill pill. Finding a secret room has me buying into the insanity. Maybe I come from a family of people with severe mental problems.

      Or maybe I come from a family of vampires.

      “Fuck that!” I whisper under my breath. I’m going to go as bat-shit crazy as my father on his death-bed if I’m not careful. I’m a fucking vegetarian, for fuck’s sake. I love garlic, sunlight and sometimes I wear silver jewelry. I’d be the world’s worst vampire. What I need is a good night’s sleep and a reality check.

      Pulling my phone out, I read the text. It’s from Olivia, my best friend from university in Edinburgh.

      
        
          
            
              
        OLIVIA: How’s your dad? It’s half term in a couple of weeks and I thought I’d come down and cook for you while he’s in hospital. I know you’ll starve without your home-cooked meals and the shops in Whitby will be running out of Pot Noodles by now

      

      

      

      

      

      As I stare at the phone, not knowing what to say, my heart gives way to a wave of emotion. The strength to write out what I’m feeling evades me. There are no words to describe how desolate I feel, how empty and how betrayed. I hate that I feel that about my father. He’s not betrayed me. He was probably high on morphine when he talked of vampires. He was suffering. That is not a betrayal. That’s sickness. I swallow back the bile in my throat from all the horrible thoughts in my head. Finally I type.

      
        
          
            
              
        My dad died and I’m the only thing stopping a clan of vampires ravaging the entire town

      

      

      

      

      

      I delete the text. I’ve never kept anything from Olivia before, but she’ll think I’m insane. Maybe I am, or maybe I’m just tired. I slip the phone into my pocket to call her later. I can’t for the life of me think what to say to her that doesn’t paint me as a lunatic and I don’t want to say the words out loud.

      My dad is dead. It hurts too much just thinking about it.

      I gaze up at the books on the shelf once more. Up until 1908, the journals are all different sizes and colors, each showing the wear of time differently. Then, from 1908 onward, they all look strikingly similar—uniform in size and thickness, bound in red leather. It's remarkable how well-preserved they are, given their age. I trace my finger along the row of books, their dates embossed in gold. I continue until I reach the one with this year's date. My breath catches in my throat because I know I'll find my father's handwriting inside, and I'm not prepared for that. Not yet.

      I'm surprised to see that the journals don't end there. There's one with next year's date in gold, and the year after, and the year after that. I follow them all the way to 2040. My mind struggles to comprehend why there would be journals from the future. I can't help but let out a sad, almost bitter laugh. Sure, why not be a time-traveling vampire too? Heck, let's throw in some aliens while we're at it.

      My head throbs with confusion, and nothing seems to make sense.

      I pull out the journal for the next year and find it empty, its pages waiting to be filled. Someone had the foresight to buy these books for future generations. But who would do such a thing? A quick check reveals that the next few journals are also blank. It dawns on me—these are meant for me now. My words will fill these pages, but what words will they be?

      I need to read my father’s journals, I realise, but before I do, there’s a crash downstairs that has my heart doing another loop of my chest.

      This time I can’t blame my phone. Intrusive thoughts run through my head as I hurry downstairs. I push them away and try to think rationally. I could have accidentally not closed the front door properly and next door’s cat might have gotten in. When I get to my father’s downstairs office, I can see that it wasn’t a cat. My father’s office has been overturned. The neat stacks of household paperwork are scattered all over the floor and the drawers of my father’s desk have been pulled out and upended. Books have been pulled from the bookcases and strewn all over the floor, leaving the shelves empty. With my heart thumping wildly, I do a quick sweep of the lower floor of the house. There’s no one here. Whoever had broken in was obviously looking for something, but what? As I waver about calling the police, I notice that one book has been left on the shelf. The only book that shouldn’t be on there. The one I’d pulled off and left on the coffee table less than ten minutes earlier. Bram Stoker’s Dracula.

      My heart chills as I retrieve the book from the shelf. My hands tremble as I carefully open its pages, and a wave of dread washes over me when I discover a hastily scrawled handwritten note tucked into the front flap of the book.

      DON’T FEED THEM

      I fall down onto my father’s chair and try to breathe to lower my increasing heart rate. So there is someone that knows what my father did.

      Anger begins to cut through my exhaustion. Someone out there knows more about my family than I do and they’ve made it very clear they don’t want me to carry out my father’s wishes. I don’t even want to carry them out myself, but I can’t live under the shadow of knowing my own father was a stranger to me. I can’t ask the person that ransacked my house and all my other relatives are dead, so I’m going to do the one thing that my father specifically asked me not to do with his dying breath. I’m going to contact the vampires.

      I pull out a pen and a scrap of paper and begin to write.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          
            BEAU

          

        

      

    

    
      My anger reaches a boiling point as her scent fills my room, sending my blood into a frenzy. Her scent had dissipated, but now it’s stronger than ever. I wrench open my door and stride across to Silas’s. The scent is even stronger out here. I hammer on his door. He opens it with a resigned expression. “Come to complain again? I’m busy.”

      I shove my way past him into his room, my frustration palpable. “What are you going to do about this?” I demand, my eyes locked on him.

      He responds, his voice tense, “I've locked Louis in his room for his own safety.”

      “Not the fucking pig, Silas. I couldn’t give a shit about what he did. I’m talking about the girl. I can still fucking smell her and... What the fuck is that stench?”

      He shuts his door quietly before addressing me. “You can smell her because she was just here. She came back.”

      I glance around the room, half expecting to find her lifeless husk. Silas claims to be the strong one, but her scent is distracting. It’s also less noticeable in here, covered as it is by some other smell. Something awful and rotten. “You fed on her?”

      “Sit down. Of course, I didn’t feed on her. Do I look like I’ve fed recently?” I look at his gaunt features and pale, dead eyes. He’s telling the truth. He looks like shit. “So what did you do with her if you didn’t... Seriously, what the fuck is that god-awful stink?”

      “She left this.” He gestures to a box on the floor.

      My stomach curdles as I look over the opened lid. It’s full of raw beefsteak. “She brought dead meat up here?” I spit out. I have to look away to stop my stomach from upending itself. Humans are vile. Vampires can eat just like humans can, but they have this disgusting notion we can suck on animal corpses and somehow survive.

      He looks down at the beef with a resigned stare before bringing his eyes back up to me. “She’s obviously doing her best. It’s clear Jacob told her nothing.”

      His words amplify my anger. “So this is what we have been reduced to. Sucking cold blood from this shit.” I kick the box, sending it falling over. The steaks fall out, leaving a bloody mess on the floor.

      “She also left this.” He hands me a handwritten note. I grab it from his hands and read it.

      Vampires. My father is dead. I’ve been warned not to feed you. I want to talk. St Hilda’s. 9am today.

      I turn the note over, hoping for something else. “This is it? She leaves us with dead meat, then demands we meet her? Who the fuck does she think she is?” Even as I say it, a thrill of excitement runs through my almost empty veins.

      Silas shrugs. “I think she’s scared. Her father has just died.”

      My face scrunches up in disdain at the situation we find ourselves in. "If she's willing to meet vampires, then she's clearly not scared enough," I mutter.

      “I don’t think she really understands what she’s asking.”

      My anger surges, and I fix him with a piercing glare, my frustration spilling over. “Don't tell me you're actually going to agree to this?”

      He snatches the note from my hand and crumples it up before throwing it in an overflowing wastepaper basket that will never be emptied. “Of course not. Last night was a big enough mistake. No one can go to her. No one can talk to her.” He glares at me with contempt. “No one!”

      I lean down and pick the steak up from the floor. Red blood drips through my fingers. Cold. disgusting. “So what are you suggesting, Silas?” I ask, thrusting the meat in his face. “It’s bad enough we’ve lived on animal blood for a century, denying ourselves of the only thing that will make us feel alive, but now because you want some fucking human, we have to degrade ourselves to this.”

      He slaps the meat from my hand. It falls with a splat to the floor. “I don’t want her any more than I want any other human.”

      I snort. “Bullshit. we’ve had humans running around below us for years, but this is the first one you’ve specifically told me not to touch. She smells like fucking heaven and I know you sense it, too. There’s something off with this girl.”

      He opens the door, ending the conversation with a clear gesture of finality. “I've been telling you for years not to lay a finger on any human. Don't start now, Beau,” he warns sternly, closing the distance between us until we're practically nose to nose. His voice is low and filled with caution. “She's not yours for the taking.”

      I step out of his room, my fists clenched with rebellious thoughts. If he won't take action, then I will.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          
            LOUIS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Get the fuck up. We’re going out.”

      I look up to find Beau looking like the angel of death silhouetted in my doorway. With his ghoulishly pale skin and sunken eyes, he looks every bit the vampire. Anger shows in his face, giving him a feral look I’ve seen on him thousands of times, but now he looks completely unhinged.

      I sit up in bed. “Silas tell you to come get me?” I grunt.

      Beau shakes his head. “No. Silas wants to rip your tits off and feed them to the clan, you fucking dipshit.”

      So eloquent, but Beau has never been known for subtlety... or manners. “So you thought you’d come and have some fun at my expense, or are you here to do the tit ripping?”

      He leans down and drags me off my bed. “No, you fucking cockwomble. We’re going out! Dust yourself off. It looks like you’ve just been dug up.”

      I heard him the first time, but it didn’t quite register. It’s registering now. “We’re going out? Like out, out?”

      His eyes blaze as he nods his head. “That’s right.” His fangs dip slightly over the top of his bottom lip as he lets go of me.

      I turn to look outside the window to see the early morning sun just beginning to peek over the horizon. Beau has pulled some crazy shit in his time, but going out in the middle of the day is way more fucked up than anything else he’s ever done.

      I try to quench the thrill that’s been running through my veins since last night. “Silas knows about this?”

      He shakes his head. “No, Silas does not know about this, so keep your fucking mouth shut.”

      To follow Beau would be insanity. I put my hand to the door frame, blocking his exit. Beau, even in his emaciated state, still has enough anger and volatility to rip me to shreds, but whatever this is, I can’t be in. I owe it to Silas. We both do. “We can’t go out. We’ve not been outside of these four walls for over a hundred years.”

      “So it’s about time we did,” he growls, baring his fangs. When I don’t back down, he carries on, “Silas has got a hard on for the chick that brought the pig up last night. Asshole made it very clear to me that I’m not to touch her.” He shakes his head. “I fucking hate being told what to do.”

      I meet his fiery anger head-on, despite the excitement coursing through my veins. “I’m not going outside just because you can’t stick to the rules. It doesn’t matter if Silas wants the girl or not. He can’t have her and neither can you.”

      “I don’t want the girl,” Beau replies hotly.

      He’s lying. I can see it in his eyes. He’s pissed at me that I got to see her, and he’s pissed at Silas for not affording him the same opportunity. The dick’s pissed at the whole world most of the time, but this is different. This time, he has every right to be pissed. “I couldn’t give a shit about some excremental filthy human,” he continues. “She wrote a note to us. All of us. Dropped it outside this morning with a box of dead meat. Fucking stupid crazy bitch. She wants to meet up with us. Called us vampires.”

      I raise an eyebrow as my excitement grows. “She’s fucking insane. I knew I liked her. She’s really beautiful too and funny. Got a mouth like a sailor.”

      “Yeah?” Beau leers at me. “Well, don’t you be going all soft on her too. It’s bad enough Silas behaving like a fucking idiot. We’ve had an invitation and I plan to take it, so get dressed and let’s get the fuck out of here before Silas figures out what we are up to.”

      I shake my head, keeping my hand in place. “You suckle on one human and the lot of them will be up here so quick with their silver bullets and wooden steaks.”

      “I never said I was going to suckle on her,” Beau spits out. “The bitch wants to talk.”

      I scoff, incredulous. “You hate humans. I highly doubt you're heading down there for a cozy chat.”

      Beau leans in closer, lowering his voice to a dangerous whisper. “I do hate humans, but in her letter, she said that someone warned her not to feed us. Someone knows about us, Louis. Someone who doesn't want us fed. So, however much I hate humans, I hate whoever is out to see us starve more. Silas won't listen. He's too busy playing imaginary kissy, kissy, sucky, sucky with the bitch in his head, so we need to find out who this is and to do that, we need to do what she asked us to do and speak to her.” He pushes my hand from the door frame. “So, the question is, are you in or are you a fucking lame ass pussy?”

      I know Silas will be in his room at this time in the morning, but it doesn’t stop my nerves from jangling as I follow Beau down the stairs. No one comes down here during sunlit hours. Here is where the humans picnic and walk through our invisible walls like ghosts, not knowing that over twenty deadly starving vampires are directly above them watching their every move and hoping that one day, one will accidentally stay after the sun goes down.

      “Hurry up,” Silas whispers angrily. “I want to leave before the others waken.”

      “I bet you do.” Stepping out through the glamor is as easy as walking through air, but what it represents is the freedom that has escaped me for centuries. I’m surprised at how fresh the air is and how brisk the wind is. It’s like the shackles of my existence have fallen away.

      “Will you get a move on?” Beau mutters as he steps through the darkness. He walks with the gait of a man with a rod up his own ass. Behind him, I skip with the freedom I haven’t had in over a hundred years. I steal a fleeting glance back at the Abbey and our home, seeing it from the outside for the first time in an age. I can’t see our home now we’re through the glamor, but the ruined abbey itself with its crumbling walls and arched holes that once upon a time held stained glass windows, looks magnificent in the early morning light. I shudder as I feel someone watching us in the darkness. Someone that I can’t see.

      I turn back to Beau and hiss, “They will find out.”

      Silas will find out.

      “I know,” he grits out. “Silas is probably watching us leave, but he won’t come after us. His fucking pride shackles him to that hell hole. His pride and the pact.”

      “Pride? It’s not pride that’s kept him in there for so long,” I say. “It’s our safety. You’d be hard pressed to remember that.”

      “He’s just fucking scared,” Beau retorts. “A hundred years of being locked up has turned him into a worse pussy than you are acting right now.

      I bite back the urge to push him over the cliff edge. “I never thought you’d be so naïve. He’ll do anything to keep our clan safe.” I pull salty air into my lungs before I say the next words that I know are true. “Even kill the pair of us if he has to.”

      “So get a fucking move on then,” Beau urges. “He’ll feel differently when we come back with the girl.”

      I stop in my tracks, my nerves ticking up. “Are you fucking insane? You want to bring her back here... To a house filled with starving...” I hate to say the word, but it’s what we are... “Vampires?”

      He turns to me and brings his hand to my lapels. “Turn back if you are too much of a pussy to help me with this.”

      I push his hand away, my anger flaring. “I’m not a fucking pussy, Beau. I’m also not stupid. What you’re proposing is madness. Silas will never forgive you for this. Especially if you’re right and he likes this girl.”

      He gives me a long, dark look. “Silas can have her for all I care. As long as he waits for her to tell us everything she knows. Now get a move on.” He turns back around and begins to walk away.

      My throat feels like dust and despite the meal of the pig blood I had, just walking against the wind is a struggle. “I only hope she’s worth it,” I huff out, but my words are lost to the wind.

      Despite Beau’s miserable attitude, I feel alive. The fear I feel at getting caught is eclipsed by my first taste of freedom in a century. I’m already caught. Silas knows we’ve left. It’s shocking how little I care now that I’m outside. I jump like a small child over the gravestones of the long dead who have been our neighbours for as long as I can remember. No fun at all, but they are quiet and don’t cause trouble.

      Beau stops. The rising sun frames him. Behind him is a view that has evaded me for so long. The North Sea. I can smell the sea salt from the house and hear the waves crashing on the cliffs, but for a century the sight of it has eluded me. Beau, silhouetted against the rising sun with the sea behind him, looks striking. He looks like a vampire. Even from the back with his long hair moving in the wind, it’s difficult to see him as anything else. Maybe it’s not Silas we’ll have to worry about killing us. The humans might end up doing the job for him.

      “Care to tell me where we’re going?” I ask as he begins walking again.

      He doesn’t break a stride as we step onto the top of the uneven steps that will take us down into the town. “St Hilda’s.”

      “St Hilda’s? The church? Are you out of your fucking mind?” St Hilda’s is a church I remember well. I was baptised there, but once I was turned, I never set foot in a church again.

      “Humans think that sunlight will kill us,” Beau comments as he keeps up his brisk pace down the steps.

      I have to practically run to keep up with him. “So?”

      “They think we cannot consume garlic and will turn to dust at the sight of a crucifix.”

      “Humans are stupid.” I twirl the crucifix hanging round my neck between my fingers. It has been a long time since I believed in any kind of deity. I’m undead and I know there’s nothing beyond that, but it was given to me by my mother when I was a young man before all I knew was blood and bloodlust. “They thought that even back when I was a kid. Hell, even I used to think that.”

      “And you know it all to be wrong,” Beau asserts. “Stepping foot in a church is no different.”

      I pause long enough for him to come to a stop, too. He turns his face toward me. The white of his skin is startling against the bright orange of the morning sun. He looks ghastly. “You can’t know that.”

      He shrugs, then gives me a dark grin. “I don’t, but there is only one way to find out.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not going into a church. Why did you agree to meet her in a church? Does the girl not have a home?”

      “That’s where she asked to meet us,” he replies gruffly. “Maybe it has something to do with her father dying.”

      “Jacob’s dead?” I never cared for the Byrds. Where Silas thought of them as our saviors, I knew them to be nothing but jailors. They did not condemn us to the hell we have suffered, but they drew it out, bringing us fresh animal blood for over a century. And now it seems we are going to go visit the next in the long line of jailors in, of all places, a church.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          
            ELEANOR

          

        

      

    

    
      I feel them before I see them. I arranged to meet them in the church where my father will be cremated in a few days because it felt like the safest spot, but now that they are here, the darkness that surrounds them is all pervading and not even the sanctuary of the church behind me is making me feel safe. They look strange and yet they look exactly what they are. Flawless. Striking. Regal even. They look like vampires. I don’t know what I expected, but they are tall, with long dark hair, and both possess an ethereal beauty. They are also incredibly hot, but the taller of the two is pale and looks sick. Haunted...

      Hungry?

      I swallow back the thought as they stride slowly but purposefully towards me. The gate to the churchyard creaks as they open it and walk through. My breath hitches in my throat. The sun doesn’t quite reach here this early in the morning and the small graveyard seems extra creepy with the long shadows cast by old weathered gravestones. I back to the wooden door of the church and feel for the circular handle. I should have chosen somewhere more public. I should have checked if the church was indeed open before inviting them. My heart chills in my chest as they slowly walk the stone path, both of them magnificent, hauntingly beautiful and yet malevolent.

      With a start, I recognize the shorter one. That face has been etched into my mind since I first laid eyes on it last night. There's a touch of color in his cheeks, which makes him appear somewhat more human than his friend. I glance around, attempting to quell the rising panic within me. There's no one else in sight. In a couple of hours, these streets will be bustling with tourists enjoying ice creams and snapping photos. I should have waited.

      Part of me wishes they’d walk quicker. Their unnatural gait is the most unnerving thing about them. So slow and yet so deliberate. It’s not escaped my notice how utterly breathtaking the pair of them are. The taller of the two has a menacing expression, as though he’d quite happily eat me on the spot. His paleness doesn’t distract from his muscular frame and perfectly symmetrical face. His raven-black hair cascades in a wild, untamed mane, falling effortlessly over his broad shoulders and down behind his back. He’s wearing an ancient suit which would make him stand out in any crowd if there was a crowd to stand out in. As I stare at him and as I let thoughts of tattoos below his ancient shirt drift into my mind, he licks his lips. It’s both salacious and frightening.

      I thought I’d be able to handle this. If it was just the sight of them that bothered me, I’d take a deep breath and suck it up. They are just people or once were. It’s not just the way they look, creepy though it is. My blood is reacting to them, or at least I think it is. Something physical is happening to me, something that’s not just a reaction to how good looking they are. It’s not an unpleasant feeling, but I’m surprised by it. Overwhelmed by the strength of it. Just like last night, my body feels compelled to walk towards them. I fight that shit off and twist the church’s circular door handle in my hand behind me. The old church door creaks open and I fall back. tripping over the threshold into the church.

      I slam the door and bend over, filling my lungs with air. Asking to meet them was a crazy decision, fuelled by a sleepless night, grief and too many weird things happening. The asshole who broke into my home was probably the sanest and safest one in this whole rabbit hole I seem to have fallen down. They warned me not to feed the vampires, so what did I do? The exact fucking opposite. Feeding the undead, in retrospect, was a stupid decision to make. Writing to them was another stupid decision, but at least here in the church, I’m safe. They’ll turn to dust the second they walk through the door. My heart thuds as there comes a bang on the door.

      I sit on the nearest pew to wait them out. They can’t stay out there forever. In an hour, the vicar is due. I can wait in here until then. A shudder rolls down my spine as I take the gothic church in. It’s used daily, but still manages to keep an air of oldness. The ancient stone walls show its age and the names of people who once gathered here are written literally in stone on the walls and floors. I don’t know if any of them are actually buried here in the church or if they are merely tributes.

      The door bangs again. I pull my arms around my chest as the handle begins to turn. Fear churns in my stomach, almost eclipsing the weird compulsion pulling me toward them as the door opens at the same preternatural slowness as the way they walked.

      They’ll be turning to dust any second.

      Any second now.

      I hold my breath.

      The door opens, silhouetting the pair of them.

      “Come out,” the taller of the two demands. His deep voice has to be the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard, but in this context, it’s also the most chilling.... and the most compelling. I have to fight with my own body to keep it glued to the pew. My veins are tingling and the feeling is getting stronger with each step they take towards me.

      “No,” I call back. Having them so close to me is terrifying, even in the safety of the church. I know they can’t bridge the ten-foot gap between us, but that doesn’t stop my heart from hammering in my chest and the desperate desire to run away as fast as I can. My mind’s desire. My body is still fighting the urge to do exactly as he asks and walk out to him. “I shouldn’t have asked you here,” I call out. “I’m sorry.”

      “But you did, Eleanor Byrd,” he murmurs. His voice is as seductive as it is chilling and pulses through me, right to my core. I steel myself and grip the arm of the pew as sweat breaks out on my forehead.

      My heart freezes as he steps over the threshold.

      He’s in the church!

      He’s in the freaking church and he’s not turning to dust! Fear overloads my brain, short circuiting it, so I do absolutely nothing as the second vampire steps in. He too stays completely un-dust-like.

      My plan to bring them here so early in the morning has backfired in such spectacular fashion that it would be laughable if not for the fact that two hungry looking vampires are currently looking at me as though I’m their next meal. By the look of the tall one, it’s been some time since he last ate.

      I might be wrong about them turning to dust when entering a church and it’s clear a crucifix isn’t going to hurt them. The shorter one is wearing one around his neck, for Christ’s sake. I’ve probably been told a lot of lies and superstitions about vampires, but there is one thing that it’s abundantly clear that I know is true. They have blood lust. I can see the desperate hunger in the way they are both staring at me.

      Fuck this.

      I stand up and take a step towards them. If they really are vampires and want to suck my blood dry, nothing I can do will stop them.

      “I made a mistake,” I say, trying to sound as business-like as possible. They’ve already seen my fear today. I won’t let them see it again. Fear will serve me no purpose if they decide to kill me. They are vampires.

      Holy shit, they are vampires!

      “I shouldn’t have asked you to come out. I’m...”

      I don’t finish the sentence before the tallest vampire is on me. He moved so quickly, all I saw was a blur. A shriek of surprise sticks in my throat as the tingling sensation I felt earlier erupts into fireworks. I don’t have time to process what is happening before his teeth are puncturing my neck.

      All at once, a feeling of pure euphoria spreads through my veins, shocking me to my core. I start to fight him off, but my body turns to putty as the feeling spreads blissful warmth throughout my veins.

      “Damn it, Beau!” the other vampire calls out, but his voice sounds distant and hazy. My mind is already feeling woozy, not in a bad way, but more like the dizziness that washes over you when you've had a few too many drinks and you're about to take that last shot, only to realize you've overdone it.

      “What the fuck, Beau!” This time the voice is more urgent. “We’re here to talk to her.”

      There’s a shudder and the woozy feeling stops in an instant and my head clears. Beau has me by the throat. He’s holding me close as though I’m a prize that he doesn’t want to give up. The other one is staring angrily at him. Beau’s eyes flick to mine. He’s gripping me so tightly, he’s almost closing off my windpipe. I can barely breathe.

      “You said you could control yourself,” the other one spits out.

      “I don’t remember saying that to you, Louis, but here...” He angles my head toward him and pushes my body out so my neck is practically under Louis’s nose. “Can you control yourself?”

      I can feel my blood slowly seeping down my neck from the puncture wounds. I can breathe slightly better now, but the crippling fear of being sandwiched between two vampires, along with the intense desperate compulsion fizzing in my veins, is overwhelming.

      “Lick her, Louis,” Beau offers salaciously. “She’s all yours for the taking.”

      Louis grits his teeth as though he’s an addict that’s just been offered a fix but knows what it means to accept.

      His eyes fixate on my neck as he battles with restraint. Up close, I get a good view of his full lips and carved cheekbones. His lips are light pink. Flushed.

      His eyes flash in anger as they flick up from my neck to Beau. “Cut it out, Beau. This isn’t funny.”

      Beau pushes me further into Louis, so I’m squashed between them. Even though Louis is shorter than Beau, he’s still easily a head taller than me.

      “Smell her,” he goads. “If you are so strong.”

      I feel Louis’s resolve weakening as his eyes flash red from the warm brown they were a moment ago.

      “Humans are only good for two things.” Beau whispers into my ear. The hairs on my neck rise with every damned word that comes out of his mouth. “Blood and pleasure.”

      He runs his hands round the front of my pants, pressing down when he finds what he’s looking for. I hitch in a mortified breath, glad for the thick denim of my jeans.

      Even with it, a bolt of electricity runs through my core. I’m utterly petrified and yet I’m sandwiched between the two hottest men I’ve ever seen. If they weren’t out to drink me dry, this would be a fantasy. My body seems to think so.

      “I said, smell her!” Beau takes his hand from my jeans and wipes the blood from my neck before swiping it across Louis’s nose and mouth.

      Fear grips me as Louis struggles with his demons. The anger in his eyes is no match for the blood on his lips. He pushes closer to me so I can barely breathe between the two of them. Beau is still holding my throat with one hand, but the side of my neck that is still bleeding now belongs to Louis. He runs his tongue up my neck, lapping up the spilled blood. My body reacts with nervous desire as he cleans my neck with his tongue. A thousand sensations run through my body to my core as Louis tickles my neck with his tongue and Beau slips his hand down the front of my jeans into my panties.

      “That’s right. She’s so fucking wet with you sucking on her.”

      Louis brings his face to mine. His eyes are a deep red and his fangs clearly showing. Blood... my blood is smeared across his mouth and nose and as Beau pulls his hand from my jeans, I can clearly feel Louis’s erection pressing into my stomach. Louis licks his lips, slowly tasting my blood.

      It’s horrific, but what’s worse is how turned on I feel.

      I’ve never known terror like it, but beneath the fear and the strange and unwanted sensations taking over my body, anger is bubbling away.

      “Get the fuck off me.” I push Louis away.

      His eyes snap out of their haze. He steps back and throws a punch at me. As Beau falls away behind me, I realise it wasn’t me he was aiming for. Louis grabs me before I fall backwards with Beau. I pull in a long breath of air and clamp my hand to my neck to stop the flow.

      “Shit!” Louis tries pulling me to a pew, but I fight against him. “I’m trying to help you, Ellie. Sit down before you fall down.” I sit, partly because I know he’s right and partly because I’m stunned by the use of the name Dad called me. To everyone else, I was Eleanor. To Dad, I was Ellie.

      “You’re a fucking asshole,” Louis spits out, turning his anger to Beau. “What do you think you were playing at?”

      I’m too tired to look up. Hopefully they’ll fight to the death and I might be able to actually get out of here with my life. Like a boiling pot of water, my whole body is simmering, but now I’m no longer touching either of them, it’s beginning to settle.

      “That's exactly what I was doing, Louis,” Beau spits, his voice heavy with disdain. I feel his towering presence as he sits down next to me on the pew. “It was fun, wasn't it, Elle?” he purrs, his tone laced with dark amusement.

      I raise my gaze to meet his. He no longer looks as gaunt as he did, and the hungry look in his eyes has faded.

      “My name is Eleanor. Not Ellie. Not Elle. Eleanor.”

      He gently strokes my neck just below where I'm clutching, preventing my life force from seeping out through the wounds.

      “Well Elle,” he says deliberately, leaning in closely. I shudder when I see how stained his lips are with my blood. “You made a grave mistake by leaving us that note. Did you not hear that vampires are predators and humans are their prey?”

      “Knock it off, Beau,” Louis says. “You’re scaring her. Just ask her what you want to ask her and let’s get out of here.”

      “Oh, I think we’re way past that, don’t you, Elle?” He turns his face to Louis, who is hovering over the pair of us. “I told you before. We’re taking her home.” He stands, pulling me upright by the top of my arm.

      Home? Where the fuck is home? The abbey?

      Louis stands up to him. “You know what they’ll do to her. Silas will kill you.”

      Beau responds with a strange, almost mocking laugh. “I want to see if Silas can resist this little bird better than you did.”

      I stamp down on his toes hard. He doesn’t even grimace. “I’m not going anywhere with either of you. My father died last night and I’m pretty sure someone murdered him and then this morning someone broke into my house and left me a note in a fucking Dracula book. I had to pull a fucking pig up the abbey steps and I’m not ending this fuck-awful day becoming some fucked up dinner for a bunch of blood thirsty vampires.”

      Beau shares a look I can’t decipher with Louis.

      “Dracula?” His demeanor shifts abruptly, and he releases his grip on my arm. I should take the opportunity to run, but now that I can, suddenly I’m intrigued. This dark menacing vampire looks scared which goes exactly against the macho arrogant bullshit vibes he’s been giving off in the last ten minutes.

      The fucker literally had his fingers inside me and now he’s looking like he found a fucking mousetrap down there.

      “Just an old copy,” I say. “Bram Stoker’s book. Surely you’ve heard of it?”

      It's evident that he has. The vampire's face, which had begun to regain some color after drinking my blood, now pales once more.

      “We need to get her back to the Abbey.”

      I turn to Louis for support, but he nods in agreement.

      “I just said I wasn’t going anywhere with you two fuckers.” I retort, defiantly. I sound a lot stronger than I feel. My body is still shaking from their assault.

      “Oh yes you are Little Bird.” Beau picks me up and makes to haul me over his shoulder when Louis stops him. “It’s broad daylight outside.” He points to the church door which is still hanging slightly open. “We’re going to be a little conspicuous with a bleeding girl hauled over your shoulder, don’t you think?”

      “What do you suggest we do, genius?” Beau snaps as he lowers me back to the floor.

      Louis rubs at his chin, transferring some of the blood that still stains it to his fingers. It’s grotesque. “We have to let her go.”

      “Not going to happen.” Silas growls. “Not now. You heard what she said about the note. She’s as good as dead if we leave her here.”

      What?

      “She’s as good as dead if we take her back to the abbey.” Louis retorts. “Everyone is starving.”

      “And whose fucking fault is that? Dumbass.”

      As they argue amongst themselves, I step away from them and towards the doorway. Whoever wants me dead outside is a way better option than being dragged up the hill to a vampire colony by these two bloodsuckers.

      “She’s trying to escape,” Beau says lazily.

      I pull the church door wide open. I’ve not even taken a step outside when Louis’s arms are around my waist and he’s pulling me back inside.

      I fight against him, but it’s clear I’m no match. Beau steps up to me and grabs my face between his hands. Even though they look alike, Louis has a more traditional beauty and semblance of humanity, but Beau is all hard dark lines and angles. Sexy and compelling, but utterly dangerous. I pull back as he leans towards me and presses his lips to mine. I squeal as he parts my lips roughly with his tongue. Everything tastes coppery. When he pulls back, he gives me a malicious grin. “Did you taste that, Little Bird? That’s the taste of blood... Your blood.”

      If I’ve ever wondered if I was a secret vampire, that kiss has made it clear I’m not. I spit the taste from my mouth, coating Beau’s face with pink tinged saliva. It’s thoroughly disgusting. It’s even more disgusting as he wipes it off with the back of his hand which he then licks. My stomach heaves as he holds his hand up to me.

      “That is what they want, Little Bird,” he says, wafting his hand under my nose as though he expects me to react to the smell of blood. I don’t.

      I’m tired and more than a little pissed off. “What who want?”

      “Those that left you the note.”

      I’m so confused. “Someone wants my blood?” I laugh, though I’m sure I’m just dizzy from blood loss and adrenaline. “They’d better form an orderly line then after you two shit bags.”

      Beau grimaces. “It’s no fucking joke, Little Bird.” He wipes his blood coated thumb across my lips which makes me gag. “They don’t want your blood in the way we do. They want your blood to spill whereas I don’t want to waste a single delicious drop.” He licks his fingers one by one. “You taste fucking delectable. Every part of you, Little Bird.” It’s then that I remember where his fingers were not five minutes ago.

      I suck in an alarmed breath. “Just let me go,” I plead. “I’ll leave town. I have nothing here anyway now that my dad is gone.”

      “They killed your father, Little Bird.”

      I stop struggling, my gaze locked on Beau.

      “They killed your father and your grandfather, and your great-grandfather, and now it seems that they know you are the next feeder. They’ll kill you too.” His breath is warm on my cheek, and his words are both chilling and unsettling. Survival instinct kicks in. I pull myself out of Louis’s hands as emotional pain courses through me. “A drunk driver killed my father.”

      He gives me a chilling smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “That’s what they want you to think.”

      “They? Who the fuck are you talking about? More vampires?”

      Beau shoots a look towards Louis before turning his eyes back to me. “They are not vampires. It doesn’t matter who they are, only that they want you. They already know where you live. It’s only a matter of time until they come for you.”

      Fucking great! “If they do want me, it’s because my father was feeding you. If I don’t feed you, I won’t be in any danger.”

      Louis turns me to face him. Unlike Beau, he actually seems worried by where this conversation is going. There’s something akin to concern in his eyes. “As long as you live in Whitby, you’ll always be in danger. They won’t wait and see if you are feeding us. If they’ve made themselves known to you, you’re as good as dead already.”

      A chill runs down my spine. I look between the two vampires. Both have my blood coating their lips. Louis still has it smeared across his nose and cheeks.

      I’m not about to be manipulated by two bloodsucking assholes. I shake my head and fold my arms across my chest. “I’m not going with you. If you want to take me up to the abbey, you’ll have to carry me. I’ll scream every step of the way so good luck with that.”

      Louis exchanges a glance with Beau, who now wears an expression as if someone has just taken away his dinner plate before he could finish dessert.

      Stepping back from them, I push open the church door. They don’t follow.

      “I won't breathe a word of this to anyone,” I declare, turning to face them. “But if I hear of anyone vanishing under mysterious circumstances, I'll reveal everything I know about you on Facebook, YouTube, TikTok, and every local news outlet that will listen. Most will think I'm crazy, but it only takes a few believers to spark curiosity, and your home will be uncovered.”

      I turn and head out of the door, closing it behind me. I look a mess and I’m pretty sure my neck must be bloodstained. I don’t look behind me as I stride through the small graveyard, but the second I get through the gate I run as fast as I can, and not once do I look back to see if they are following me.
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      I seethe with anger as I brace for the inevitable. I've lost count of how many times I've had to clean up Beau's messes, but the fact that Louis is out there with him is pushing me to the edge. There are only two possible outcomes to this day. Either they'll return here, and I'll kill the pair of them with my bare hands, or more likely, they'll lead an enraged mob of humans armed with silver bullets and unimaginable new technologies right into our home. I’ve felt anger before, but until now I’ve never felt such violence. And that’s saying a lot coming from a vampire.

      My anger is threatening to blow as Beau and Louis appear over the cliff edge. She’s not with them. I’m relieved and disheartened at the same time. I storm downstairs, keeping clear of the humans as they walk right past me, unwittingly putting themselves in the path of a vampire. I hold my breath so I don’t get a whiff of their blood. I’m so incensed it would only take the slight scent of blood from a cut or a menstruating woman to send me teetering over the edge.

      I haul the door open and glare as they walk through the graveyard and along the stone path. People watch them with intrigued expressions as they walk past, but thanks to the biannual Goth Weekend, people here are used to people wearing odd old-fashioned clothes. As soon as no one is watching, Beau and Louis jump through the glamor, effectively disappearing from the view of humans.

      The second they are through the door, I slam Beau into the wall. I smell her on him. The scent of her blood is dizzying.

      He doesn’t even try to stop me, to fight back, even though it’s clear he’s fed. The pink bloom of his cheeks incenses me further. “Give me one good reason not to kill you both,” I snap. “Just one, but make it good!”

      Louis pushes himself between us and bares his fangs. He’s never done that to me before. He has a trace of blood on his lips and I already know it’s her blood. The scent of it is driving me crazy.

      “Stop.” He holds a hand out to my chest and pushes me back. “She’s fine, but that note she told you about. It was written on a copy of Dracula.”

      I let go of Beau. I stare at him in shock. “It must be a coincidence.”

      Beau shrugs. “Fine. Someone kills her father then breaks into her house, leaving a vague note in a copy of Dracula. I’m sure it was just some local hoodlums out for a good time.”

      The fury I felt when Beau and Louis walked in drops away. This changes everything.

      “It can’t be the Descendants.”

      He gives me a morbid chuckle. “Yeah, I got that you think that from the must be a coincidence crap. Except it must be because it is.”

      Fuck! I turn to Louis, but he only holds his hands up.

      “You left her?” I growl.

      It’s Beau that answers. “The bitch didn’t want to come.”

      Anger courses through me. “I don’t give a shit if she wanted to come. She’s not safe out there.”

      Beau pulls himself from my fists. “Why are you getting your panties in a bunch over some fucking human whore? So what if they kill her? We can always find some other hapless human to feed us. It’s not like you don’t pay them enough. Humans will do anything for money, even if it means keeping predators alive. The Byrds have done it for years. Maybe it’s time for a change.”

      Anger flares in my veins. The smell of her blood all over him is pushing me to my limits. “If they kill her, we’re as good as dead.”

      “And if we bring her here, she’s as good as dead,” Beau snaps back. “Look at you. She’s not even here, and the smell of her blood is driving you to distraction. And you are meant to be the strong one. Here, smell this.” He shoves his fingers under my nose. I close my eyes as my blood roars to life in my veins. Beau’s mouth twitches up. “See. You won’t be able to control yourself and neither will the others up there. After a week without blood, they’ll shred her. Then what do you think will happen?”

      I turn to Louis. “You did this to her, too. I can still smell her on you. The pair of you disgust me.”

      “She’s fine,” Louis protests. “We had a small taste, that’s all. Her blood will coagulate quickly. She talked about running away. It’s not her you should worry about. It’s the rest of us. without a feeder, we’ll have to leave here to find sustenance. If we do that, the Descendants will be on us within a day. Whatever you decide to do now, brother, we’ve lost. This is over. We may as well enjoy our last few days.”

      “It’s not over. I’ll go and clear up your mess.” I point at Beau. “Don’t even think about leaving here again or I’ll find the Descendants and hand you over to them myself. Louis. Keep an eye on him. Lock him up if you must, and don’t tell the others.”

      He gives me a perplexed look. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to finish what you fuckers started. I’m going to get her and bring her back here.
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      I think I’m going crazy. My neck doesn’t hurt anymore, but the puncture holes are glaringly obvious. I finger them delicately, feeling the raised area where my blood has coagulated. I’d be lying if I pretended that being squashed between two vampires wasn’t a turn on. I can still feel the faint compulsion pulling me toward them, even though they must be back up at the abbey by now. I look out of the office window, over the bay, and to the abbey. It’s a view I’ve seen so many times. It’s hard to reconcile the two vamps with the crumbling old pile of stone and yet my blood is calling me toward it. I turn my eyes away from it and pull on a high neck sweater to cover the marks on my neck. Exhaustion sweeps through me, and I yawn as I tidy up my father’s books into neat piles. The copy of Dracula taunts me from its position on the shelf. It’s barely evening and since I last slept, my father has died, I found out vampires existed and two of them fed from me and last but not least, I seem to have some unknown enemy now. It’s way too much to take in. I leave the rest of the mess, and after making sure all the doors and windows are locked, I head upstairs to my room. Despite what I told the vampires, I have no intention of leaving Whitby. It’s my home. This house is all I have. At some point, I’m going to have to finally act like a grown up and figure out how to pay for a mortgage. I doubt my waitress wages will keep up with the payments for this house. Maybe it’s paid off already. I don’t know. I don’t know anything.

      “Why didn’t you tell me, Dad?” I whisper, but there is no answer. I fall onto my bed and close my eyes.

      I wake up at some point, roused from a dream. My heart rate increases as I hear someone in the house. Fear threatens to engulf me as I try to make sense of what I’m hearing. I’m sleep deprived enough to be making something out of nothing. I pick up my phone and grip it, ready to call the police if necessary. The corridor outside my bedroom remains shrouded in darkness, with closed doors exactly as I left them. However, as I turn my gaze, I spot the ladder. Looking up, I notice that the hatch leading to the attic room is wide open. Did I leave it like this? I can't recall. The only illumination emanates from the faint bluish glow of moonlight and starlight seeping through the skylight. A cool breeze brushes against my face, tousling my hair. I remember closing the skylight earlier, or at least I thought I did. I tentatively step up the ladder and poke my head through the hatch. My father’s books and papers are scattered everywhere. I barely have time to process when someone grabs me, pulling me back down. I tumble, and the force sends both me and my assailant sprawling backward. He cushions my fall with his body, but it doesn't subdue him. He swiftly rolls me over, pinning me down beneath him. My heart thuds loudly in my chest as I take in the man's moustache and balding head. The police report of my father’s hit-and-run accident mentioned the driver looking exactly like this. I catch a glint of metal as he brandishes a knife to my neck.

      “Take me to them,” he demands, his voice a menacing whisper.

      I shake my head and as I do, I feel the knife scraping my skin.

      “Why are you protecting them?” He asks a valid question, but it’s the point of his knife that’s my biggest worry. Beau's ominous words echo in my mind. They killed your father.

      “You killed my father!” I spit out. “You’re a fucking murderer.”

      I kick out at him and try to push him off. He’s bigger than me but nowhere near as big as the vampires I met earlier. He struggles back and as he pushes me back down, I feel pain in my arm. I look down to see the knife impaled in the flesh. It’s only a flesh wound, but fuck does it hurt.

      He makes to grab it, but before his hand can grip the handle, his body flies off me, directly upwards. It’s too dark to see what’s really going on, but I don’t need too much light to know he’s been pulled off of me by another freaking vampire. Seriously. How many are there of them?

      The murderous bastard screams and I hear something that sounds disgustingly like his body being torn limb from limb. I grab the knife and grit my teeth as I rip it out of my arm. Pain flushes through me, making me dizzy. I drop the knife and race down the stairs into the kitchen. The back door is locked and bolted. In my sleep deprived state, I can’t get the door to unlock. The terrifying noise and screaming from upstairs stops. The silence is all the more chilling than the sound of his agonized screams.

      Frustrated tears stream down my face as I finally get the lock open, but the door won’t budge. I look down and try to see what’s stopping it in the dark. It’s the deadbolt. I’d locked it for my safety. Ha!

      “You’re bleeding.”

      I pull on the deadbolt with my knifed arm and let out a yowl of pain. A hand presses down on the top of my arm.

      “Let me help you.”

      “I don’t need any help,” I scream out. I turn to find myself face to face with the most glorious looking man I’ve ever laid eyes on. The blue glow of the moonlight makes him look like he’s a painted picture.

      “Let me wrap that for you.” He grabs a towel from the work surface and delicately wraps my wound. “My name is Silas Calverley. I believe you met my brothers earlier.” Brothers. I should have guessed. The three of them look so similar. It’s hard to reconcile this guy being so delicate with the vamp I saw pulling a man’s limbs off upstairs. I gasp as the skin pinches together.

      "You might need stitches," he remarks calmly.

      “You’re a vampire.” It’s a ridiculous thing to say, as his teeth are elongated and he’s dripping in blood.

      “I am.” His voice is so resonating, so precise.

      “Why aren’t you sucking my blood?” I remember the two vampires from earlier who couldn’t seem to control themselves when my blood was inside my body. Now I’m covered in it, and this guy seems more self assured and in control than either of them.

      “I have fed.”

      The implication is obvious. The guy upstairs didn’t die from his arms or legs being ripped off. This guy sucked him dry first. I stare at his lips that glisten in the moonlight and shudder. There’s nothing to stop him from making me dessert.

      “He’s dead?” I nod upwards.

      “Please do not tell me you will mourn him.”

      I shake my head. “He tried to kill me. He killed my father. I’m pretty sure he wanted to kill you, too. You and the rest of...”

      He arches an eyebrow. "The vampires?"

      I nod. It’s so strange to be having such a calm conversation after everything that happened.

      “More will come,” he says, lazily running a finger up the arm he’s still holding for some inexplicable reason. “They won’t stop.”

      I steel myself against the strange feeling shooting up my arm where his finger contacts my skin. “I told your brothers and I’ll tell you. I’m not coming with you. I don’t want to be a vampire dinner. I’ll run away.”

      He offers me a small, knowing smile. "So you told my brothers, and yet here you still are."

      I want to argue with him, but I’m feeling dizzy. I falter, almost dropping to the ground. He catches me in his arms. “You’re losing too much blood. Look.”

      I look down at the towel around my arm. It’s already soaking wet.

      “I can take you to the nearest hospital...” He looks me in the eye. “... or I can help you.”

      I feel like I only just left the hospital. I’ve spent the last seven days there with my father. A shot of pain hits my heart. His body is probably still there somewhere. In the morgue or wherever they store bodies. The thought makes me feel sick. I shake my head and the room begins to spin. I breathe in deep breaths, but my head won’t seem to clear. Thanks to this guy's brothers who snacked on me for lunch and now, the dead asshole upstairs, I’ve barely got any blood left. I slump, barely conscious against the vampire. He may as well feed on what’s left. I can’t fight him and I doubt I’ll make it to the hospital in time for them to do anything of any use.

      I mumble out a word, but it’s incoherent. I don’t even know what I’m trying to say. The vampire carefully unfastens the towel and brings his face to the cut. Despite the dizziness, the same euphoric feeling as before fills my senses. My body leans into him, craving the feeling. If this is what dying feels like, I can take it. It’s not so bad. It feels like I’m going to heaven. And then it stops.

      “Wha?”

      “I took only enough to coagulate your blood. Vampires have a venom of sorts that makes feeding not only painless to the donor but also gives them the urge to give more. It’s dangerous, but I assure you I won’t take more, even if you beg.”

      I’m not going to beg you to drink my blood, I want to say, but it comes out more like “Inagabeyoutatamablah.”

      “The venom can also act as a coagulant. There. The bleeding has stopped already.” He runs his thumb over the red line. It no longer hurts, but I’m feeling way too woozy and floaty to do anything. He makes to move away, but as he does, I fall toward him. He catches me again. “You’ve lost too much blood. What blood type are you?”

      “Apoh.”

      He bites down on his own wrist and offers it to me.

      There’s no fucking way I’m drinking your blood. “TherenofahwahIdrahyourblah.”

      He doesn’t ask again. He shoves his wrist between my teeth and holds my head back. With his other hand, he holds the back of my head in place. I try to fight it, but his blood trickles down my throat. I gag, but he doesn’t let up until I swallow. My throat warms to the liquid, which tastes nothing like my own blood. It tastes like nothing I’ve ever tasted. It’s not unpleasant, but knowing what it is makes it so. After a few minutes, my head clears and my strength comes back. I push his arm away and vault away from him, wiping my mouth with my sweater sleeve. It’s already soaked in blood and I have no idea if it’s mine, his, or the dead guy’s upstairs. I really need a shower.

      “I won’t let you turn me into one of you,” I cry out.

      He smiles indulgently. “I haven’t, Eleanor, and I won’t. There is a... procedure to change someone, and that is not what I did. I saved your life, not took it from you.”

      My whole body is shaking and I don’t know if it’s because of blood loss or all the trauma of the last twenty-four hours.

      “Eleanor. I was not a friend of your father’s, but I knew him well. At least as well as anyone can know a person that they’ve never conversed with.”

      “Yeah, well, I conversed with him a lot and I didn’t know him at all,” I say bitterly.

      He guides me to a chair by the kitchen island and I sit. “He couldn’t tell you until the time was right.”

      I rest my arms on the kitchen counter. “He ran out of time and now I’m stuck here. I have no way to pay the mortgage and I can’t sell because I’m pretty sure there is the dried out husk of a dead guy currently on my upstairs landing.”

      “I’ll take care of everything,” he says smoothly, “but before then, I need to get you to safety.”

      I laugh out a mirthless laugh. “Yes. Going to a colony of vampires is the safest place I can be right now.”

      He takes a step towards me. “Actually, Eleanor Byrd. It is.”

      I lick my lips. “Didn’t your friends tell you what they did to me earlier?”

      He nods. “My brothers told me, yes, and they will be reprimanded. No one else will hurt you while you are under my charge.”

      “That’s a pretty huge promise for a guy whose teeth are dripping in blood,” I scoff. “And what if they do?”

      He leans in so close I can still smell the dead guy’s blood on his breath. “If anyone tries to hurt you, I will tear them into such small pieces, the rats eating them won’t have to chew to swallow.”
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      I lick my lips for the hundredth time, trying to taste Little Bird again. Fuck. I’ve licked my fingers raw with frenzied desperation. I’ve tasted the blood of hundreds of humans before, but hers was something so divine, luscious. A taste to savor. Somewhere in the distance, a car door slams. Just another tourist arriving late at the youth hostel, I think until my nose picks up the scent. Her.

      Despite Silas’s bluster earlier, I never actually expected him to do it. Bringing a human into a house of starving vampires is asking for the worst kind of trouble.

      Under the smell of live goats, her scent strengthens. My body reacts to it in an instant. My blood hums through my veins, my body throbbing with the desire to taste her again.

      “He’s brought her back!”

      I turn from the window to find Louis in my room, a look of pure filthy excitement on his face and his desire evident.

      Disgust fills me because he looks exactly how I imagine I look.

      Absolutely fucking desperate.

      I wouldn’t know because I’ve not seen my reflection in a mirror for nigh on a hundred years, but Louis is the only mirror I need to know how pathetic I look.

      “You needy asshole. You think Silas is going to bring her in here and let you alone with her with you looking as pathetically desperate as you do?”

      He gives me a grin and joins me at the window. “You can talk, dickhead. Your fingers are still wet from where you’ve been licking them. I can’t see them. They came in a car?”

      Her scent hits me again and my body comes alive. The molecules in the blood I consumed from her earlier are buzzing, desperate to be reunited with more of her blood. My body actually physically aches for the dumb bitch.

      “She’s a fucking human,” I say, but he’s not listening. His eyes are closed and he’s inhaling deeply.

      The noise of footsteps on wood race past my doorway. The others smell her too.

      Louis runs to the door and opens it to find everyone heading down the steps to the lower level. He runs out and joins them. His wretched act of last night seems to be forgotten in the excitement. Or at least they don’t feel like ripping his head from his shoulders just yet. I stride toward the door and look down the stairs. There’s a buzz in the air. That’s what a week without blood has done to all of us. Turned us in to desperately sad pathetic creatures. It’s pitiable what we have become. Anger stirs within me, but as she gets closer, I’m overcome with the same pathetic excitement. Eleanor’s family is the reason that we have lived the way we have for so many years. I should hate her. I do hate her and everything she represents, but I want her too. I want to taste her again with every fiber of my being and with every molecule of my blood.

      Despite the general buzz in the air, it’s deathly silent inside as we group together near the door. I hear their footsteps. It’s a mixture of people and animals. I hear hooves on the stones.

      “At least he brought dinner,” James, one of the younger vamps, says and the tension is broken. A few of the others laugh. I almost don’t hear the ‘Holy shit!’ outside, but I hear it.

      Silas comes through the glamor first, dragging three live goats behind him. Within a second, its carnage. The goats last less than a minute with twenty odd vamps sucking at them. The sight of it makes me sick to my stomach and yet the urge to join them is so intense I have to grip onto the banister. I can’t feast on goats now that I still have the taste of her on my lips, no matter how faint.

      Silas trains his eyes on me. He raises his eyebrows in askance. “Not hungry?”

      “She’s with you.” It’s not a question. I can smell her. My entire body is pulsing with a need I’ve never felt in such strength before. I should have partaken in the goats. How my body is reacting to her is dangerous.

      Louis cautions me with a hand on my arm.

      “I’ve brought back a surprise,” Silas says to everyone. I feel one of my nails break as I try to dig it into the old wood of the banister. It’s rotten and ancient, but then again, so is my fingernail. Everything here is rotten and ancient.

      “A human girl!” James stands from the goat, blood still dripping from his fangs and smeared all over his chin like the animal he is. Like we all are. The girl is meat and we are predators. Silas is a fool for bringing her here. She won’t last much longer than the goats. Her smell is so strong it’s driving me crazy and I’m not the only one. One look at the others is enough to tell me they feel it too. Their teeth should retract after they’ve fed, but they haven’t. The meal isn’t over. Little Bird is going to be our dessert.

      “Jacob Byrd’s daughter, Eleanor. I brought her back with me.”

      There’s a look of confusion from most of the vamps, but one or two still look hungry. It’s clear they think they are in for the treat of a lifetime. Actual human blood.

      “You brought us dessert,” I call out from the staircase. “How thoughtful.”

      “Dick!” Louis hisses under his breath.

      Silas shoots me a look of warning. “The Descendants killed Jacob Byrd. Eleanor is his daughter. They tried to kill her, too. I have brought her here to protect her. You will not touch a hair on her head... Any of you.” He turns to me. “Do you understand?”

      Her letting him bring her when she wouldn’t let me ignites a fury in my belly, but I’m already so fucking angry that it barely scratches the surface. “No, I don’t understand. She’s a fucking human and we’re vampires. Look at your clan, Silas. Look at how fucking pathetic we all are and now here you are, bringing prey into our home and expecting us to fucking protect her. Would you bring a pet mouse into a colony of cats? Let a rabbit into an enclosure of lions?”

      Silas glares at me, but he knows I’m right. “Look at them, Silas,” I demand. He continues to glare, so I shout, “Look at them.”

      He turns and looks at the people he’s lived with for a century. All of them are thin and frail, every single one of them with goat blood smeared around their mouths.

      Louis passes me on the stairs. “Maybe we should clean up before we bring her in?”

      Silas finally sees what’s been in front of him the whole time. We are barely above animals.

      He finally concedes. “Louis. You go out to Eleanor and ask her to wait. Everyone else upstairs. Now!”

      “The lions have been beaten by the rabbits again,” I hiss as Silas follows everyone up the stairs.

      “You come with me too. I don’t trust you when you are like this,” Silas says, but it’s not him I’m looking at. I’m looking at the feral look on Louis’s face as he heads outside.

      I turn back to Silas. “You are right not to trust me,” I spit out. “You’re asking too much.”

      He looks tired as he answers. “We made a pact.”

      “The pact. It’s all we fucking hear about.” I jab my finger at him, my anger spilling over. “You made the pact. Not me. Not Louis or Vic or James or anyone else. You sentenced us to an infinity of hell.”

      “You all agreed to it.”

      “None of us knew what we were getting ourselves into,” I spit back. “None of us could comprehend how long eternity would be.”

      “What would you have me do, Beau?” he rages back. “Let them feed on her until she’s a husk, like those putrid things.” He points down at what’s left of the goats. It’s not a pretty sight. “I know you like her. The fact you left her still breathing is the proof of that.”

      “Like her?” I snarl. “I like her as much as any starving man would like a feast. I didn’t feed on her fully because you were in my ear. Even in town, I could hear you complaining about how we’d have no feeder left if we killed her.” I turn around and storm up the stairs and join the others in the drawing room. Vic is passing around a cloth and a bucket of rain water for everyone to clean their faces with.

      “What’s going on, Silas?” Victoria asks as Silas steps through the door after me. Her voice is full of worry. So it should be. We all have plenty to worry about.

      Silas takes her by the hand. I’m sure it’s meant to be a comforting gesture, but Victoria has always been Silas’s most favored. She’s sweet, but at the end of the day she’s a vampire above all else, and I can’t see her taking too kindly to having another woman competing for Silas’s attentions. “She’s our new feeder. She’s all we have until I think of anything else.”

      “She’s not safe here, Silas,” Victoria says softly. “We’ve hungry. You’re asking too much of us.”

      I fold my arms as Victoria echoes the words I’ve just spoken to Silas. Maybe he’ll listen to her.

      “She has agreed to bring us as much blood as we want from the butcher in town,” Silas tells us. “We won’t stay hungry.”

      There’s a suspended moment of silence before James speaks. “Goat’s blood isn’t the same as human blood and you know it.”

      Silas stares around the room, as though he’s talking to each and every vampire one on one. “I know that, but it will have to suffice. We’ve managed to be around humans for many years. We can be around one more for a little while.”

      Victoria bows her head. “The tourists are outside of our glamor. It keeps us separate. Their scents are diluted. To have one in with us. Touching our things. Touching us.”

      My body reacts to her words. I touched Little Bird in ways that weren’t just about my yearning for blood. I remember the feel of her warm, inviting pussy, so wet. “Maybe if she lives long enough, having her around won’t be so bad after all.”

      Silas gives me a hard look. “She will live because if any of you even think about harming a hair on her head, I’ll...”

      He’s cut off by Louis and Eleanor walking through the door. The scent of her is overwhelming. All at once, twenty-seven pairs of teeth re-emerge. It seems I’m not the only one who can’t control myself.

      I give Silas a smug look. “What were you saying, brother?”

      Just like the little bird she is, she flutters in and comes to a stop. Her mouth drops open.

      I try to see from her perspective. Not all the goat's blood has been washed away and even though we are still weak, we make a frightening spectacle.

      “There is going to be a massacre.” I whisper, but as I speak, the thought of the others touching her has a ball of angry energy firing pistons through my body. As the others take a step toward her, instinctively I step in front of her, shielding her. “Leave her be!” I warn. Next to me, Silas gives me an odd look, but somewhere in it is a note of thanks.

      The energy in the room has changed perceptively. It’s become dangerous, darker. It’s like watching the moment before a snake strikes. The split second where you know it’s going to happen, but can’t do a thing about it. They swarm toward me. Louis, sensing what is about to happen, jumps to my side. The pair of us act as shields, holding them back from the human.

      “Get her, the fuck out of here!” Silas screams to Louis as the others claw at us. Behind us the door slams shut and a few seconds later, another door slams.

      “Calm the fuck down!” I shout at everyone. “You’re a fucking embarrassment. Is this what we’ve all become?”

      “That’s not fair,” Victoria says quietly, but forcefully as some semblance of sense is restored to the room now that Little Bird’s scent isn’t as strong. She turns to Silas. “You know we are hungry. We’ve not eaten in a week. You left us and you fed and then you act as if we’re in the wrong for needing to feed.”

      “I brought you goats,” he says. “That should have been enough.”

      James shakes his head. “Three goats between twenty-seven of us. I suggest you keep her locked up if you are going to keep her here.” He spits on the floor as he storms out through the door.

      I give Silas a smug look as they all trundle out past us to their own rooms. “You didn’t mention that she was injured.” I snarl at him. “She’s covered in blood. What the fuck did you expect to happen.”

      “I fixed her, and she washed.” he explains. “It should have been enough.”

      He’s so blood drunk on her scent that he’s fucked in the head, and all because of some human girl. “Well plainly it wasn’t,” I snap. “What’s the plan now that our delicious little feeder is locked in a room? Are we going to keep her captive like her family has kept us captive for a century? It does have a fucking irony to it.”

      “We’re not going to keep her captive,” he asserts, meeting my eyes. “She’ll stay in my room until I can trust any of you. He storms past me into the corridor.

      “And what makes you so strong that we can trust you?” I ask.

      He gives me a filthy look, unlocks the door and steps inside, leaving me out in the corridor with the scent of her fuelling my rage.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

          
            ELEANOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Louis watches me intently as I try to get my heart down to a rate that isn’t going to induce a coronary. I’m sure he can hear it. His arms are folded over his knees, which are juddering almost as much as mine are. I’m pretty certain fear isn’t his worry. He’s consciously holding himself back. My entire body is shivering. I knew coming here wasn’t my best idea, but it was only when an entire room full of vampires lunged at me with their fangs bared did I realise just how freaking insane an idea it was. What did I expect to happen? I expected what the movies told me would happen. I expected wealth and decadence and insatiably horny vampires who lusted after me. Well, I got two out of three wrong. The room is filled with dust and decay and the smell of a house that’s needed airing out for a long time. There’s nothing beautiful about this place. Once upon a time, the furniture in this room would have been beautiful. Now I can see marks on the wood where the varnish has been rubbed away after a century of use. And if they are wealthy, I’m yet to see evidence. The clothes they all wear are grayed and old and some of them are practically threadbare. I can’t look at Louis. His teeth have retracted, but he’s staring at me as though he wants to continue what happened between us earlier. I think back to how I felt being trapped between the two of them. Him and Beau. Unconsciously, my body reacts to the thought and I have to turn away, keeping him in my peripheral vision only. I’m so insanely tired and yet I know I won’t sleep anytime soon. I saw the way the other vampires looked at me. I feel how Louis is looking at me now. It was insanely risky to come up here after the twin warnings from my father and the butcher. I came because I felt something in that church earlier and again when Silas was licking my blood, closing my wound. It’s something intangible that I don’t have a name for. A connection that I can’t explain. I was terrified back at the church, but I was turned on, too.

      I’m going to get killed because I wanna get some vampire cock?

      I swear if Olivia could see me now, she’d either laugh or ask to join in. I came here because I was being chased by the people that murdered my father; I remind myself. It’s equally laughable. I feel like I’ve asked a shark for help because a goldfish is chasing after me.

      The door opens and Silas walks in, a grim look on his face.

      I stand to face him. “You lied to me. You told me I would be safe.”

      “I have not lied to you about anything,” Silas says smoothly. He takes a step toward me as though he’s going to hug me, but I step back. He was nice to me down at my house. He saved my life, and because of that, I let him lead me right into the lion’s den.

      “Your definition of safe and mine are very different,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. My hands are shaking, so I fold them, clamping them under my armpits.

      Silas sighs and rests his top hat on the desk in front of him. He is rigid and put together, and ominous. “I thought they would behave better. I misjudged the situation.”

      Oh, that’s totally fine then!

      “Misjudged? They looked like they wanted to eat me,” I shout at him. “Louis here hasn’t been able to sit still since we came in here. I think the only reason he hasn’t turned me into an empty carcass like the goats downstairs is because he fears you more than he wants me.”

      We both look over at Louis, who stands. When he walks over to me, I’m once again reminded of how it felt to have his cock pressed against me, his tongue on my neck. “My fear of Silas is nowhere close to how much I want you, Ellie,” he whispers. My whole body tingles at his words and a shudder runs through me. “I just don’t want it to be over so quickly. It’s no fun when all the blood is gone, but I look forward to tasting you again someday.”

      “That’s enough,” Silas growls, opening the door. “Get out.”

      Louis cocks an eyebrow at me, then gives me a slightly sadistic grin before licking his lips and heading out. Silas closes and locks the door behind him. The atmosphere is lighter but only slightly less charged.

      I swallow thickly. There may only be one of them I need to worry about right now, but one vampire will do the job as quickly and just as thoroughly as many.

      Silas walks across the room and takes a seat on the bed. “Sit,” he commands.

      I shake my head defiantly. If he wants my blood, he can come and take it himself. “I'm not about to offer myself up as a willing sacrifice,” I retort, my voice trembling with a mixture of fear and defiance.

      “Just sit on the damn bed. I won't touch you without your consent.” When I hesitate, he adds, “I meant what I said earlier. I'll rip anyone to shreds if they dare to look at you in a way you don't like. I have no desire to harm you.”

      It's a compelling argument, and I have to admit, Silas has been nothing but helpful so far. Yet, the ominous warnings about vampires continue to echo in my mind and the frisson of sexual energy Louis emitted seems to still be hanging in the air, whether I want it to or not. I decide on a compromise, pulling an old chair out from under the dusty desk and seating myself on it.

      Silas doesn't look pleased, but he refrains from questioning me further. “We've shared this ancient house for over a century, imprisoned ourselves here to stop the senseless killing we once subjected the residents of Whitby to. Despite how it may seem, we're just people... or we once were.”

      “People who feed on blood,” I murmur, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “Before we were turned, we weren't murderers or depraved souls,” Silas explains. “Behind that door are people who were once mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters. There's a doctor, a solicitor, someone who cared for her ailing mother, a man who watched his wife and children pass away. And after all that, he had to watch his own grandchildren grow old and die. None of us are monsters. We endure.”

      I swallow thickly. “I don’t understand.”

      “Tell me, Eleanor, could you willingly lock yourself in a house for eternity, all for the sake of others' safety? Could you relinquish the life you've known, surviving with nothing but the possessions you've been trapped with for centuries? The women you saw out there wear dresses that went out of fashion before your grandfather's grandfather was born. Our conversations are cyclical because what else is there to talk about?” The air is thick with tension. I stare at the floor, unable to look him in the eye. I feel responsible, and yet none of this is my fault. I still don’t know how I’m connected to all of this. He brings his finger to my chin, which forces me to look up. I shiver at the coldness of his touch and the proximity of him. He’d crossed the room so silently I’d not noticed him moving until he was touching me. I suck back a gasp at the unexpected intrusion.

      “Until today, I hadn't tasted coffee in a century.”

      I’d bought him a frappuccino from a well-known coffee chain when we were waiting for the butcher to wrangle the goats together. He’d taken one sip and declared it disgusting.

      “You didn’t seem to enjoy your coffee very much,” I say, moving my head to one side to escape the touch of his finger on my face. It’s not awful, it’s just... well, it’s weird and unnerving. I don’t think he’ll hurt me, but his lack of understanding of proper boundaries is shocking. I guess it comes from living in such close quarters as a bunch of other people for so long. I cast my eyes upward at him. “You left most of it.”

      Silas smirks in a way that seems incongruous to his general demeanour. “That foul brew was not coffee.” He seems to get the hint as mercifully he returns to his spot on the bed. “It was made from the sickly sweet stewing of moonbeams or ground up unicorns.”

      I know he’s making a joke to get past the wretchedness of his life, but I can’t stop thinking about it. How something as innocuous as a frappuccino is alien to him. “It was probably too sweet.” I point out.

      “I’d make you a real coffee, but alas,” He holds his hands out. “We haven’t had coffee here for a century. Even if we did, we have no running water.”

      My mouth falls open. “No running water? How do you survive? What do you drink?” As soon as the words leave my mouth, I regret them. It’s as bad as asking a blind person if they saw something.

      A sly smile tugs at the corners of his mouth, and if he's taken offense to my idiotic question, he hides it. His lips part slightly, revealing the tips of his incisors, just barely protruding over his lower lip. They're not fully extended like the menacing fangs of the other vampires, but their presence is unmistakable—a subtle reminder that I'm confined in this room with a creature of the night.

      I feel like Red Riding Hood asking her grandma why her teeth are so big.

      All the better to eat you with, my dear.

      “I miss wine the most,” he continues, obviously unaware of the maelstrom his presence ignites in me. “Red wine has a tang to it, almost like blood if you get the right kind. Coppery.”

      “So you survive entirely on blood?”

      He lets out a resigned sigh, his gaze distant. “I survive, yes. But I do not truly live. Perhaps, in different circumstances, I might have savored that coffee. My palate has been confined to a painfully limited diet for so long that it recoiled at anything else. I dream of relishing other flavors, but, like most aspects of my existence, I fear that I am doomed never to taste anything exquisite again.”

      With every word that comes from his mouth, his life seems more and more wretched. I can’t begin to comprehend how they all endure this eternal torment without succumbing to madness. Then, remembering the feral way they looked at me earlier, a chilling realization washes over me: they probably already have.

      I swallow back my nerves. The atmosphere in here is getting thicker by the second. “You came out to see me today,” I say. “Why don’t you go out more? You can get your own animals. If it’s a matter of how much blood, I can have a word with the butcher and ask for more. Getting three goats instead of one didn’t seem to be much of a problem for him.”

      He sits forward in his chair and brings his hand up to his mouth. It’s a deeply erotic gesture as he runs his thumb along his lip as though he’s revisiting a memory. I wonder if he knows what he’s doing. I don’t think he does. “Louis and Beau came out to see you because you asked us. It was incredibly risky and difficult and if I’d have known what they were up to, I would have forbidden it. There is only so long any of us can fight our nature.”

      There’s a horrific silence between us that I want to cram with words just to stop it, but I don’t know what to say.

      “It’s a thirst that never fully goes away,” he continues. “Like the drunkard who cannot resist the pull of one more pint for the road, we will never recover from this. All we can do is manage it, and that means staying in here for the rest of eternity.”

      Eternity. Never has a word sounded so utterly horrific. “What happens if I stop bringing animals?”

      He sighs and lets his eyes drift downward.

      “I won’t stop!” I add hastily. “I’m just curious.”

      “I will have to find another feeder.”

      I try to imagine finding someone for such a role. It’s not really a job that can be advertised on the internet. On the dark net maybe.

      “Isn’t that risky?”

      He gives me a wan smile. “Everything about our existence is risky, Eleanor, but if I can’t find someone to bring us livestock, our skin will pale, our bodies will weaken and our thirst would rage through us so swiftly and so intensely that we will either be forced to give into it, or lose our minds entirely. There have been times we have been close to that, but not once have we fallen against the pact we made a century ago. There has not been a single death of a human by our hands in that time, and that is thanks to your family.”

      He’s thanking my family, but for what? Keeping them in some eternal struggle. A life that I cannot begin to comprehend and don’t want to.

      “You look pale now,” I point out. “You fed on the goats like the others?”

      “My dear, Eleanor... may I call you that, or is that term outdated?”

      With him saying it, it sounds gallant and of another time. I shrug. “I don’t mind.”

      “My dearest Eleanor. I didn’t partake because I didn’t want to scare you. That is, I kept you outside. I’m sure my brothers and the rest of the clan remember very well how to sit at a dinner table and use a knife and fork, but these days, etiquette is just something that gets in the way.”

      “But you are so pale,” I press. “Don’t you need blood?”

      There’s a sudden chilling silence and the gap between us seems to shrink even though neither of us has moved.

      When he speaks, his voice is harsh. “I fed earlier in your house. It should be enough to tide me over.”

      The others fed on goat’s blood, but they still wanted mine. He’s itching to sink his teeth into me. It’s not just any blood he wants. It’s my blood.

      “But it isn’t...” I let the sentence fall.

      He stiffens. “I will fight my bloodlust to keep your safe, Eleanor.”

      Bloodlust

      His words are mesmerising. No one except for my father has ever cared about my safety before and yet, despite his words, I no longer feel safe. He has bloodlust. He’s starving, and I’m the only thing close to a meal.

      “But you feel it? The pull of my blood?” I press further, my voice quivering.

      He moistens his lips with a slow, deliberate motion, and an electrifying sensation courses through my body. He crosses the room and kneels at my feet, taking my hand in his. He holds it up and runs his nose cross my wrist, sending electrical pulses up my arm. “I can hear the rhythmic thump of your heart,” he admits, his voice husky. “I can detect the faint, coppery tang of your blood as it courses through your veins. I thirst for you. I ache to discover the taste of you.” His grip on my hand loosens, as if he's trying to distance himself. “But I don't want to know, even though every fiber of my being insists that I do.”

      My heart thunders in my chest, a deafening drumbeat that seems to echo in the silence between us. Even if he were not a vampire, my racing heart would surely give away my fear. The room is charged with tension, both of us caught in the grip of our own rapid breathing.

      A strange and intoxicating blend of terror and desire courses through me. With a tremor in my voice, I lean forward, tilting my neck towards him, and whisper, “You don't have to take my life to drink from me.”

      His eyes widen, a ravenous hunger flickering in their depths. I fight to suppress my fear as he leans up to me, his movements swift and predatory. Despite the forcefulness of his words, his gaze remains locked on my exposed neck, utterly transfixed.

      “You don't understand what you're requesting,” he asserts, his voice rough with a mixture of desire and resistance. Yet, as his elongated teeth extend over his moistened lips, the atmosphere in the room becomes charged and, just like before, I feel compelled to move to him.

      I can’t breathe as he leans forward and runs his nose up from my collarbone up to just below my ear. I close my eyes, waiting for the sharp sting of his teeth, but he hovers there for a painfully long time. My shin shivers at the feel of his warm breath upon it, but he makes no attempt to pierce the delicate skin beneath my ear. The tension is excruciating. My body is humming with desire and heat that have been thrumming through me since this morning when Louis and Beau awakened something in me. When he doesn’t drink from me, I turn slowly and brush my lips against his. There’s an almighty crash that makes me snap my eyes open. Silas stands at the other side of the room, his left hand clutching his temple, and a look of abject horror etched across his face.
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      I thought after all these years I knew myself. I knew my own limits, but Eleanor Byrd has blown those limits out of the water. I want her. I want her in every way there is to want a person. I’ve known craving. As a vampire, I have become used to it, but this is something else, something far beyond my plane of understanding. It’s almost as if she is my... I cannot even finish the thought. It is too preposterous. I walk a track up and down a carpet that is worn and musty, trying to understand what it is that is happening to me. The man that turned me told me that such a thing could happen, but in the time I’ve been walking the earth, I have never seen it with my own eyes. I thought it was a myth. A fallacy given to newly made vamps to ease their minds on being turned. And yet what I feel now is beyond blood, beyond sex. It’s not even the strong urge that is pulling me to her to lay claim on both of those things. I’ve had such feelings before. It’s the dull ache of knowledge that resides in my bones, in my flesh, and is etched into every cell in my body.

      She is my mate.

      I laugh out loud. I don’t look at her because I know I must look crazy, laughing at nothing, but it is almost amusing that a dull ache can so totally override the pure lust of wanting her blood, and wanting her body, though I desperately want both. I want her soul, too. I want every part of her.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She thinks that she is at fault here. I turn to face her and observe as she plays with her long red hair, twirling it around her fingers. “There's nothing to be sorry for,” I reassure her. “You simply caught me off guard, that's all.”

      She walks over to me and I’m powerless to stop her. This time, she lifts her wrist to my mouth. I grab her wrist and hold it still. There is no fear in her eyes. Not anymore. I’ve never taken someone’s blood without watching the terror in their eyes. It was one of the many reasons I made the pact. The cost of slaking my thirst was too great. This is the first time I’ve had someone give it willingly. I can control myself and take only a little without damaging anything other than her wrist with the pricks of my teeth. I know that, but in doing so, it would cross a line. A line I promised never to cross ever again. Of course, when I made the pact to never taste human blood ever again, it never occurred to me that someone would willingly offer me their blood.

      I drop her hand and turn away from her. She cannot be my mate. I’m crazy. I’m justifying my urges with a centuries-old myth.

      “Do you want me to go?” she asks.

      I bring my eyes back up to hers. She’s a fucking vision, her arm still outstretched, her teeth biting her bottom lip. I feel like if she leaves, I’ll turn to dust.

      “I don’t want you to go. I...” I don’t say anymore. I can’t. I can’t expect a human girl to understand something I don’t understand myself. Just being in here alone with her is dangerous.

      She runs her thumb across my lips. They must feel ancient and dusty to her, and yet she doesn’t seem to understand how close she is to danger.

      “I don't want to hurt you,” I manage to grit out, my resolve teetering on the edge of breaking as her scent continues to assault my senses.

      Her response is clear and unwavering: “So don't.”

      She extends her wrist to my nose once more, and this time, I can no longer resist the overwhelming draw. I hover my teeth just above her vein, my entire being quivering with desire and agony. It's an exquisite torment that courses through my veins, a pain so intense it's almost intoxicating.

      I hesitate, every fiber of my being yearning to succumb to the primal urge to bite. There's a fine line between ecstasy and agony, and I’m standing on its precipice. Primal instinct takes over and I bite down, piercing the delicate skin. A rush of blood pours out—beautiful, life-giving, and pure. I only got a slight taste of it before. A hint. I can't contain a moan that escapes from deep within my throat as I savor the first drops.

      “Better than a Starbucks Frappuccino?” she teases, her voice laced with a hint of playfulness.

      Her taste fills my mouth, coating my teeth and my tongue, an illicit elixir of life that I can't resist. I manage to reply, my words ragged, “Better than anything.”

      She closes her eyes and moans. The sound of it makes my cock hard and my head soft.

      I take her wrist in both hands and suck hard. I feel the warm fluid enter my system. It is a feeling like nothing else. It’s intoxicating. My entire body pulsates with Eleanor’s life force filling me. I do something I’ve not done for a long time. I let out the poison in my fangs. In too high a dose, it will kill a human, but in tiny doses, it brings about a heavenly euphoria, or so I’ve been led to believe. I know how glorious it felt when my ancient master did it to me.

      She moans loudly and her head lolls back, her red curls spilling out behind her.

      “Fuck!” I’ve done the one thing I promised I’d shield her from. I panic for a second, thinking I’ve done too much, taken it too far, but a smile pulls on her lips and she thrusts her wrist closer, almost jamming the whole thing into my mouth. She’s weak, and in the grip of the euphoria. I catch her as she falls and lay her on the bed where she writhes in some kind of ecstatic dance, her hips working furiously up and down. She’s utterly beautiful to watch. Now that my bloodlust is sated, a more carnal type of lust takes over. I pull away before I do something unspeakable and lay her hand gently beside her. A few drops of her blood fall, reddening the dusty sheet that once was white but is now a yellowing gray.

      Her eyes flicker open. She looks half dazed. “Why did you stop?”

      I take a ragged breath. “I stopped because...” Because if I don’t stop now, I don’t think I’ll be able to stop at all.

      “Take more!” she urges. She pulls herself up onto her knees on the bed and takes my face in her hands, dragging it towards her own. When she kisses me, her blood still on my lips smears over hers. She isn’t turned. I made damn sure not to do that to her, but she’s acting like a vamp would in the throes of bloodlust. Keeping any semblance of control is impossible. My cock is straining against my old suit pants, her blood is shooting through my veins like an electric current. I kiss her in a blood fuelled frenzy that she is revelling in. Never in all my thousands upon thousands of days have I ever expected to feel this way.

      “Stop!”

      She gazes at me with wide, enraptured eyes, her skin just a shade paler than usual, her lips stained crimson. Her breath comes in heavy, contented pants, and a self-satisfied grin graces her face. She’s utterly delectable and possibly insane.

      “You are beautiful,” she pants, her fingers tenderly pushing a lock of my hair away from my face.

      I can't help but raise an eyebrow. “Do women commonly call men beautiful in this day and age?”

      She laughs. “Women do whatever the fuck they want.”

      Her hair is slick with sweat and her mouth is stained with her own blood. Something primal stirs within me and I’m getting dangerously close to doing the one thing I promised never to do ever again. A distant memory flashes back, causing a bitter taste to sweep through my mouth. Eleanor isn’t the first girl who taunted me this way. I don’t even think she knows she’s doing it. The blood or the euphoria has made her less scared than she should be. It didn’t end well for the other girl. I refuse to make the same mistake again.

      “Enough!” I growl, my frustration getting the better of me. But as her eyes meet mine, I relent, my tone softening. “I would appreciate it if you stayed. There is a bed in our library.”

      Her eyes flutter slightly. “I thought I might stay...” she pauses and I already know what’s coming. “...in your room.”

      I want her in my room, in my bed. I want her to be everywhere that I am, but I will not be able to think with her next to me, and I need to think. I breathe deeply, trying to rid myself of the urges that have plagued me for over a century, but only now have become overpowering and dangerous. “No!”

      She rests her head on her hand and cocks her head. She needs to sleep off the euphoria before she triggers something in me that I can’t control. “If I’m in a room by myself, won’t the other vampires do... what you just did?” Her voice is both seductive and almost childlike. It’s enthralling. “Won’t they want to?”

      The thought of them touching her heats my blood. I can’t have her in the way I want, but I’ll be damned if the others have her.

      “If anyone touches a hair on your head without your permission, they won’t need to worry about vampire slayers. I’ll push a silver steak through their heart myself.” I mean it too.

      Louis is still standing sentry outside the door when I open it. He raises an eyebrow at me.

      “I’m taking Eleanor to the library room,” I snap. “She is to stay there and not be disturbed by anyone but me.”

      “It looks like you’ve already disturbed her,” he says with a sly grin as Eleanor shuffles past him.

      Once in the library, I point out the door to the small bedroom. “I’m locking this door for your safety. No one will disturb you. I’ll wake you up in the morning.”

      She nods her head and I swear I notice a touch of disappointment in the way she looks at me. I grit back a growl and lock the door behind her. Back in my room, I'm taken aback to find Beau seated on my desk. The sight of anger etched across his face raises the hairs on my neck.

      “What the fuck do you think you're doing?” Beau demands as I step into my office. His voice carries an unnatural edge of fury as he steps down from the desk.

      I respond, my tone measured and cautious, “I don't know what you mean.” I lie. “I'm not doing anything.”

      “Bullshit!” His lips pull into a thin line. “So I guess I can assume that’s a tomato sauce stain on your chin, dear brother?”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

          
            SILAS

          

        

      

    

    
      The look on his face gives him away more than his words can.

      “No one touches her, huh?” He stands up, arms crossed in an imposing manner. His macho don’t give fuck attitude might work on some of the others in here, but I knew Beau when he was a scrawny kid and our mother used to call him Beau Britches. I never knew her reasoning, but it doesn’t matter. Our mother is long dead and so is the cutesy nickname. There’s nothing cutesy about him now as he steps towards me.

      “She’s my mate,” I growl out.

      His lips turn up into a sneer. “How very fucking convenient. First, we’re not allowed to speak to or otherwise engage with humans and now the first one that comes anywhere near us in a century happens to be your mate. We all have a hard-on for her. The rest of us aren’t too fucking shy to admit it. Just because you’re the head of this clan does not give you dibs on her. I fucking saw her first.”

      There’s no point arguing with him. “I’m telling you. She’s my mate. That means she stays in her room until I figure out what the Descendents want her for and no one other than me goes in there.” I sidle up to him. “Got it?”

      He glares at me with the anger of the gods. I’ve seen Beau angry plenty of times. It’s practically his default setting. If there’s ever anything wrong, he’s always the most vocal. He always was a pissy bitch, even before he turned, but now he’s brutal with it. Dangerous when provoked, and I know I’m provoking him now. I’d be pissed if someone brought a human up here and demanded that no one else take her. But it’s tough shit for Beau and the rest of them because, like it or not, she is my mate. “In a week, I’ll be able to prove it.”

      A muscle tics in Beau’s neck. “You’re off your fucking head. Fated mates are bullshit, a fairy story told to us when we were first turned, to make living in this hell easier. Just admit you want to fuck her while sucking down on her silky neck. Hell. I’ll admit it. I can’t wait to taste her again.” he licks his fingers. “Does that mean I’m her fucking fated mate, too?”

      I shake my head, anger coursing through me. “I know what she’s doing right now. How the fuck would I know that if she wasn’t my mate?”

      He glare at me. “She reading a fucking book, by any chance?”

      “How did you...?”

      He storms past me. “She’s locked in a library with nothing else to do but read. What the fuck else would she be doing? Playing croquet?”

      “We’ll know for sure within the week.”

      Beau starts to laugh. “You think her blood will change colour. You actually believe it. Jesus, fuck. I thought you were above all that bullshit.”

      He’s mocking me. The superstition goes that when a two vampires are fated to each other, their blood lightens, becomes almost silvery in the light.

      “We’ve all been turned for over a hundred years and not one of us has found our fated mates,” he continues, sliding out through the door. “I tell you what. If she really is your mate and both of you physically change in the next week, I’ll bow down and let you do whatever the fuck you want. If none of that happens, I’m taking my fair share.”

      He pins me with a stare, then stalks away. I slam the door behind him. I know she belongs to me. I felt it the first time I smelled her scent. I knew before I even saw her, but seeing her has compounded the fact I’m right. At least Beau promised to keep his hands off her until her blood and my blood change. It’s one less thing to worry about. Now I just need to figure out why the Descendants targeted her. They usually don’t show themselves until a feeder is middle-aged and when they do fix their target, the target doesn’t live long enough to tell the tale. Saying that, before now, no one had me to swoop in and save them.

      It’s not long before there’s a knock on the door. “What?” I snap. I’m in no mood to have another lecture.

      “Hey dildo. It’s me.”

      I swing the door open to let Louis in, but as he strides into the room, he raises a quizzical, dark brow. “Fated Mates?” he muses.

      “Don't you start,” I snap, slamming the door shut and locking it behind him. “I assume Beau told you. Are you here to gloat as well?”

      Louis holds his hands up in a conciliatory gesture. “Hey, if you're convinced she's your mate, who am I to argue? It just seems a bit coincidental, that's all. Her being our feeder.”

      “At least you believe me,” I mutter bitterly. “Beau thought I was insane.”

      “He's just jealous,” Louis offers. “This is the first time we've been this close to a human in ages, unless you count the tourists. And now you're claiming her.”

      “I'm not claiming her,” I retort firmly. “She's mine. End of story.”

      He fixes me with a dark, sceptical look. “Yeah, well, Beau doesn't see it that way. He thinks you're using this as an excuse to keep her all to yourself.”

      “Fate, or whatever mysterious biological force occurs when two people are destined for each other, is happening to me now,” I explain. “I can feel it. Beau will never understand that.”

      “Beau wasn't paying attention to the masters when we were first turned,” Louis adds, his tone contemplative. “I remember some of the older vampires finding their fated mates. He doesn't have that frame of reference. He was too busy going after all the blood he could find.”

      I sigh and sit on the chair that Eleanor sat in earlier. “He'll believe it soon enough,” I reply. “The change is visible within a week.”

      Curiosity shines in Louis's eyes as he leans in closer. “What does it feel like? Can you describe it?”

      “My body simply knows that it's meant to be with her,” I begin, struggling to put the ineffable sensations into words. “This feeling transcends the mind. It feels... It feels ancient.”

      Louis responds with a dry laugh. “That's exactly how I feel about her. I attributed it to her being human and my body recalling what it's supposed to do after all these years of isolation. Maybe that's what you're feeling too?”

      I shake my head. Beau not believing me, was par for the course. Louis telling me feels as I do about her is just annoying. He doesn’t have the depth of emotion to feel something as dark and as light as this. He wants to fuck her and suck her. They all will, I realize. Once again, I know bringing her up here was a mistake. “I’ll say the same to you as I said to Beau. No one touches her. I need to find out what the Descendants are up to and after that, she leaves.”

      Louis looks hurt. “You think she’s your fated mate, and you’d let her leave? I think that answers your question. I don’t think she’s my fated mate, and I would do literally anything to keep her here.”

      “I guess that’s the difference between you and me then,” I say bitterly.

      Louis strides out under a cloud of thunder. I’m not winning any friends this week, but I don’t give a shit. Eleanor is all that matters now.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

          
            ELEANOR

          

        

      

    

    
      What the hell did I just do?

      My hormones or whatever it is I feel around these bloodsuckers have finally begun to calm slightly and, with that, my head is clearing. In the church, I felt something between Beau and Louis, but at least I fought them off. I didn’t sound like myself in Silas’s room, and I sure as hell didn’t act like myself.

      Whatever my father has dragged me into, I need to drag myself out of it.

      I need to listen to my brain and fight the stupid compulsion I have around them. It’s not helping that my body is humming in constant low-level desire. It’s not even the last remnants of what happened between me and Silas, although that was embarrassing enough. I’ve felt this way ever since Beau and Louis first accosted me in the church. I hate it, but I enjoyed it. The disconnect between brain and body is strong, and I feel like I’m fighting a compulsion. Even now, in an empty room. There's the sound of a key turning in the lock and already I’m buzzing with nervous anticipation. When the door opens, a woman walks in, turns to face the door and shuts it, locking it behind her. When she turns back in my direction, her mouth falls into a perfect o shape as though she’s surprised to see me.

      I bite back the urge to shout out surprise and throw my hands up in the air, because the urge to cross the room and... and what? I don’t even know, but it’s stronger than playing stupid games, so I grip the book I’m holding and concentrate on the feel of it beneath my fingers.

      “Wow. They said...”

      She shakes her head a little, as though she’s clearing her thoughts.

      “Hi, I’m Victoria. You must be Eleanor.” She crosses the room and holds out her hand to me. The gesture is perfectly normal and yet when I shake her hand, a buzz runs up my arm. She must feel it too, because she drops my hand quickly. “Silas asked me to check on you. I think he thought I would be safe because I’m a woman.”

      She might be a woman, but she’s still a vampire. Framed by long black eyelashes, her eyes are the lightest hazel I've ever seen and her lips are cherry red as though she was born to taste blood.

      I can tell she’s nervous by the way she flitters around, but the flare of her nostrils tells me that I’m getting under her nose, just like I did with the others.

      She’s very prim and proper, with a high-necked dress and her hair pinned into an old-fashioned bun. She looks like something out of a museum. The way she can’t quite catch my eye is making me nervous.

      “I’m sorry about all this. I don’t think Silas meant to lock you up when he brought you up here. It’s not to keep you prisoner. It’s...”

      “To stop the others chewing on my neck like a snack?”

      A spot of color comes to her cheeks. She turns her head away and picks up a book from one of the bookcases which she flicks through absentmindedly.

      “What’s stopping you chewing on me like a snack?” I ask.

      She brings a hand up to her face. “Please top saying that. You’re not a snack. None of us think of you as a snack.”

      “Not even Beau?”

      She snorts, but still manages to keep it lady like. “Okay. Maybe Beau thinks of you as a snack, but the rest of us don’t.” She heaves in a breath, then puts the book back on the shelf. “Could you open a window?”

      I’m confused, but do as she asks. The smell of salt breezes in along with the muted sounds of people milling around the Abbey below us. The tourists are up here already.

      She finally turns round. “I’m sorry, but you smell so...” She pauses, then raises her hand to her mouth. “I’ve forgotten so many manners in the time I’ve lived here. It’s just... your smell is overwhelming.”

      I literally showered yesterday, but a lot has happened since then. I give myself a tentative sniff, but all I can smell is the dust and decay of the room.

      I glance back at the people outside. “How do you do it? Be surrounded by people all the time I mean. You’re obviously not comfortable around me.”

      “You’re... different. I’ve had many years to get used to the smell of humans. I thought coming in here would be easy, but...” she sniffs again, then shudders. “I should leave, but if you need anything, let me know. Silas is out with Louis getting you food.” She makes for the door, but I cross the room quickly to stop her before she leaves me alone. I know she means well, but it’s annoying the way she acts as though being around me is some sort of challenge for her. I don’t blame her. Not after I practically threw myself at Silas last night, but every interaction I have with them compounds the fact that I shouldn’t be here. I should be at home, but that comes with the possibility of being murdered in my own bed. The irony that my safety relies on a group of feral, blood starved predators that can’t even look me in the eye, doesn’t escape me.

      As I reach for the door, my hand grazes hers. She pulls back quickly as though she’s been touched by electricity. Her light eyes flash red for a brief second. She closes them and pulls her lips together. When she opens them, they’ve gone back to their pale hazel.

      I pin her with a stare. “Who are they? The people out to get me?”

      “Silas will explain,” she responds, her eyes briefly darting toward the door handle, where my hand still rests.

      “Silas won’t tell me. That’s why I’m asking you.”

      “He’ll tell you in his own time. Please let me go.” Her voice is almost a whimper, as though I’m torturing her. I’m not even touching her.

      “Please just tell me. They killed my father.” I reach out to put my hand on her arm, but the touch is too much for her. Her eyes flash red and she’s on my neck in a second. She grabs my arms, pinning them to my side as she inhales my scent. It’s like a shock right to my core. As she’s fighting the urge to not bite me, I’m fighting the urge not to fight her off.

      I feel a light sting as her teeth graze my neck, but unlike the others, she doesn’t puncture the skin.

      “I have to go!” She pulls back and before I have a chance to react, there’s a slamming of the door and she’s gone.

      I barely have time to process how my body reacted to hers when the door opens again, this time, much more forcefully, sending me flying backwards. I fall, but in the split second before my head hits the ground, one of the vampires catches me.

      Beau.

      “Hello Little Bird.” He gives me a hungry, salacious grin. He leans down over me, a hand at each side, stopping me from getting up. As he runs his nose down my neck, my body prickles with hatred even as it pulses with desire. I try to push him off, but it’s like trying to push a truck off myself. I fix my eyes on the wooden ceiling, now full of small holes as though it’s been eaten away by termites for decades. I can’t let myself succumb to the weird compulsions these vampires make me feel. Even as I think about it, my body is grinding in to his, trying to find friction. It’s clear he’s enjoying watching me suffer like this. I’m mortified.

      “Get off her!”

      Victoria grabs his arms and tries to pull him off me, but it’s too late and he’s too strong. He leans in and punctures my neck. The strange euphoria kicks in, sending blissful signals right to my core and taking all my resistance away.

      “You taste like nothing I’ve ever tasted before,” he growls. “So sweet, like a ripe apple.”

      Someone groans. I think it’s Victoria. Beau’s body shakes, rippling the motion through my own, and I think Victoria has resorted to kicking Beau. I don’t even care anymore. The more he sucks at my neck, the more I want him to. Reason and resolve have flown right out the window, and I no longer care about the termites. I don’t care about anything except the desperate need for this to be more.

      Beau pulls away slightly and to my disgust, I find myself pushing my neck up towards his teeth

      “Sweet Jesus!”

      Beau laughs and angles his head away from me. My blood is smeared all over his face. It’s vile and repulsive.

      There’s a blur, and the blood disappears. It takes me a moment to process what I’m seeing. Victoria is kissing Beau. No, not kissing. She’s licking my blood from his lips in a frenzy. He’s still completely on top of me, stopping me from moving at all. As my stomach churns at the grotesque sight of them, my hips arch up. I’ve never been more repulsed or more turned on in my life. I have two frenzied vampires making out on top of me and all I can do is lie here and watch.

      And wish they were doing it to me.

      Shame and disgust that I’m watching this fills my soul. I can’t move because of the weight of them, but there’s nothing stopping me from closing my eyes or turning my head away from the sight of them. Except horrifying curiosity and the fact that I want to see where this goes, how far they will take it. Whether they’ll involve me. My mind is telling me to try to push them off or at least attempt some kind of resistance, but my body is revelling in the show. I hate this so much and yet I’m enjoying it. The feel of them on me, the complete desperate need for each other, or is it my blood that they are desperate for? A small thrill runs through me at the thought of my blood somehow being the catalyst for this. It makes me feel... Powerful.

      Beau’s hand snakes round to the back of Victoria’s head and he forcefully pushes it away from his face. His hands are in her hair, which is beginning to unravel from its bun. He thrusts her head to my neck. There’s a lusty moan as a second pair of fangs pierces my neck. And then the euphoria hits me again, dragging out a need in me, way more potent than anything I’ve ever felt or experienced before. My brain is telling me to fight these two vamps off, but my body is arguing against that with such force that I don’t know why I’m bothering to even have the conscious thought.

      Not that I’d be able to push them off, anyway. They’re freaking vampires. And though I’ve learned that a lot of things I know about vampires are false, their strength and speed is every bit what I imagined.

      I’ve never wanted to be with a woman, but there is something so sensual about the way Victoria sucks on my neck that my body responds to her all the same. Her mouth is eager and warm. The experience is so visceral, compounded by the feeling of Beau’s cock pressing down on me through his clothes and mine. There’s a certain inevitability that this is going to turn into something more than feeding time at the zoo and I think that if it did happen, I wouldn’t want to fight them off.

      I know I wouldn’t fight them off and it’s nothing to do with the fact I wouldn’t be able to if I tried.

      Beau thrusts a hand between my legs as Victoria moans against my skin. I push against his hand, desperate for some friction. My head is getting woozy and yet the sensations my body is producing aren’t abating in the slightest. The glorious euphoria and fog in my mind heighten it.

      “Tell me she doesn’t taste like the ambrosia of the gods, Vic,” Beau growls, lowering his head to the other side of my neck and piercing it.

      I let out a startled yelp that sounds much more wanton than I would have liked.

      Victoria pulls back instantly, as though my yelping has startled her. “Damn it, Beau!”

      She levels a punch at his face and finally he rolls off me with a satisfied smirk.

      Victoria’s breathing is as heavy as my own and she wears a look of tortured horror. Next to her, Beau grins. Both of them are smeared with blood.

      “What have we done?” Victoria exclaims.

      Beau pulls himself to his feet and wipes the blood from his face to the back of his hand before licking his lips. “We did what we’ve been denying ourselves for a century.”

      “We fed from a human, Beau.” She holds a hand to her head as her eyes start to glisten with tears. “May god forgive us.”

      Beau lets out a low growl. “God forsook us when he allowed this hell. We’ve suffered enough at the hands of humans.”

      Victoria bends down to me and carefully slides an arm under my ass. The other slips around my neck. I’m so woozy, I don’t even try to do anything to stop it. Whatever she’s about to do to me, she can. My body feels wrung out, empty except for the feeling of lightness. It’s like I’ve just come through a billion orgasms and now I’m too floppy to move.

      “At least help me get her to the bed,” Victoria pleads.

      Beau shakes his head. “Leave the bitch on the floor.” He heads over to the door and slams it behind him.

      “I’m so sorry. That was...” she pauses as she picks me up. Despite her asking Beau to help, she does it with ease. “Unforgivable.”

      “It’s fine,” I rasp. Just thinking has my head spinning as she lays me carefully on the bed.

      “It’s not fine. We could have killed you. Silas will break our necks for this.”

      She looks so remorseful. I want to put my arms around her and hug her. I’m too blood-dry to even attempt it. It’s taking enough energy just to keep my eyes open.

      “I’ll tell him that you couldn’t help it.”

      Her tears slice through the blood on her face in rivulets. “I was turned over a hundred years ago by one of the ancient vampires, who used to be the scourge of the east coast. Even back then, I refused to take from a human. The vampire who turned me desired me as a pet, a mere object of desire. I meant nothing to him. But when I declined to drink human blood, he cast me out. I spent several years on the fringes of society, sleeping under the open sky. Throughout that time, in my solitude, I was cold, alone, and perpetually hungry. Not once did I succumb to the temptation of human blood, even though I knew it would bring warmth and strength. Then Silas made the pact with Bram Stoker, and we all ceased drinking from humans.”

      “Silas knew Bram Stoker? The Dracula guy?” I ask, intrigued. Beau and Louis had acted strange when I mentioned him before.

      Victoria's gaze narrows. “You're aware of him?”

      “Know him? The entire town of Whitby is renowned because of him. There's even a museum dedicated to him. They've made hundreds of Dracula films.”

      “F-films?” Victoria's expression displays her confusion.

      Sometimes, I forget how old these vampires are and how much they've missed in their quest to protect humanity. They aren't monsters; in fact, they are the most selfless group I've ever encountered, with perhaps the exception of Beau. “It's like a play,” I explain with a yawn, feeling my eyes grow heavy.

      Victoria's soft hand brushes over my forehead. “Sleep now. Regain your strength. Silas will return soon with some food.”

      As she moves towards the door, her bare feet padding softly on the floorboards, it creaks open.

      I struggle to keep my eyes open. “Victoria?”

      She turns to face me, and her tattered dress rustles with the motion. With holes in her faded garments and tear-streaked, bloodstained cheeks, she is a pitiable sight. She’s not a short woman, but she holds herself as though she wants to be, all hunched over. I try to picture her in modern clothes with a modern hairstyle, but it’s impossible to imagine.

      “You've never tasted human blood before? Not ever?”

      She offers a sad smile. “Not before today, no.”

      “So why now?”

      She shrugs. “I don't know. I felt a calling to you, and I couldn't resist it.” She lowers her eyes. “There's something about you, Eleanor Byrd, that's driving us all to the brink of madness.”

      “But you must have been hungry,” I suggest. “I mean, you haven't eaten much this week. Maybe that's it?”

      “No, Eleanor,” she replies softly. “It's you.”
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      “Stay by my side and act normally,” Silas cautions. He’s still pissy with me, but I’m finding it difficult to care. Now that I’m away from Eleanor, my mind is clear and with her blood flowing through my veins, I feel more alive than I have in centuries.

      I’ve seen the changing fashions of the people that visit Whitby Abbey, but to see so many people dressing so strangely gives me a thrill, like nothing else I’ve experienced. I long to look like them, to be like them. To know what it feels like to dress so casually, to wear their hair in all manner of strange forms and colours. I long to know their freedom and to not be shackled to the house and to the bloodlust that consumes me if I go too long without sustenance. Today, even surrounded as we are by people, my urge to take their blood is barely a thrum in my veins.

      Thanks to Eleanor.

      Today is a day for nurturing my soul, not my body.

      Silas tips his hat to the people we pass, which elicits a number of strange looks from them. “I thought the Goth Weekends were in October and April?” one says as we pass. I have no idea what he’s talking about, but when Silas replies, “Indeed it is, my good man,” the man tuts and hurries inside muttering something about the youth of today.

      I want to see everything, taste everything, experience it all. Silas hurries along, leaving me frustrated as we pass shop after shop, windows full of things I couldn’t have imagined in my wildest dreams. Even under gray clouds as we are, everything looks so vibrant, so colorful. We walk to the sea front and gaze upon the boats that seem to be more for tourists than fishing these days. Still, the breeze carries the faint smell of fish from one of the many fish stalls along the front. The bank is on the other side of the estuary and quite a walk, or at least I thought it would be until we turn a corner and come to a bridge that I don’t remember.

      We have more riches than God himself, if God were to possess such a thing, but I cannot buy anything. It’s like dying of thirst whilst standing right next to a glass of water. My blood thirst is low thanks to Eleanor, but not even tasting her sweet nectar has dampened my thirst for life. I find myself desperate to try one of the frozen whipped cream treats I see children with sticky mouths eating and yet without a penny on me I’m forced to watch as a man in a shop doles them out to everyone, it seems, except me.

      “Will you stop staring,” Silas mutters. “People are looking at us oddly.”

      “I hate to break it to you, brother, but people have been staring at us oddly all morning. We look absurd in our funereal clothes. Look at everyone else. They are dressed in every colour you can imagine.” As I say it, a young woman with pink hair passes. She’s like a flower, with a pale blue t-shirt and short trousers that expose most of her legs. When I was young, the girl would have been locked up or worse, but I like how she looks. There’s a confidence about her that I rarely saw in women a century ago. I long to touch her, to feel if her skin is as smooth as it looks, but I refrain.

      Silas growls under his breath. “We are dressed in funereal outfits because this is all we have that isn’t moth eaten, you imbecile.”

      “We look like that guy,” I say, pointing to a man in a window.

      Silas turns to follow the line of my finger. The man is perfectly still and menacing in a strange way. Above him are the words ‘Dracula Experience.’

      For the first time since leaving the castle, Silas appears something other than sickened. He stares in through the window. The strange man in a cape seems to pay him no mind, though they are inches from each other with nothing but glass between them. As I step up beside Silas, I see why the man has not moved. He is a dummy of sorts. A macabre representation of a man with fangs elongated, resting on his bottom lip.

      “He’s a vampire!” I exclaim. I’m not sure how to feel. He’s disgusting and surprisingly familiar. Silas nudges my side and points to a sign in the opposite window. The blast from the past hits me with full force. the sign says something about prices to enter the museum, but it’s the name on the sign that has me sucking in a breath. Bram Stocker. The author. The man we made our pact with over a hundred years ago. The reason we live as we do. Hidden. Forgotten. Bile collects in my throat. "The bastard became famous?” Even back then, we knew he’d written a book based on us. He sent a copy to Silas not long after it was published. We even knew that it was well known. The tourists have brought hundreds of copies up to the Abbey to read while they picnic in the sun. Until now, I didn’t understand just how popular his book had become. Memories of the fateful night Silas bumped into him flood back to me. Back then, Whitby was overrun with vampires. Old ancient blood lines that ruled the coast for hundreds of miles. I think Bram was nothing more than a snack for Silas, but for whatever reason, Silas didn’t bite him. Bram invited him to dinner at an inn. Then, in a quiet corner of the dark inn, a pact was formed. Bram would write a book about vampires, outing Whitby as one of the most ancient boltholes on the English Isles for vampires in exchange for us sparing his life.

      For centuries, the ancient vampires would turn new vampires for play things, then dispose of them when they craved someone new. We were on borrowed time. The ancient vampire that had turned us some time before had grown bored with us and was now looking for new blood. We were no match for him. He had hundreds of years under his belt. In vampire terms, we were new blood. Weak.

      I think Silas saw this as our way out from under the ancients. If we couldn’t kill them ourselves, maybe the humans could if they understood what vampires really were. Silas not only offered to spare Bram, but promised to go into exile, hiding forevermore from humans and no longer taking their blood. Bram agreed, paid for our dinner and we never saw him again. We heard from him a few months later when he sent his book to our lawyer. Abraham Byrd, who had known Bram in some capacity, brought the book to us along with a note from Bram saying that it had worked and the ancient vampires had been taken care of.

      Suddenly, I start to laugh with the absurdity of it. I cannot help it. “Dracula was based on you. Oh, my goodness. That mannequin is you!” Tears roll down my face.

      Silas does not see the funny side. The mannequin is macabre, but the long hair and sour expression do resemble him. It’s clear the mannequin has annoyed him. He never did have a sense of humor. I grab his arm and pull him away before he’s mistaken for one of the museum exhibits. “Come on, brother.”

      The bank is quite a walk inland, and it takes asking a number of people to find it. Once upon a time, I knew these streets like the back of my hand, but that was before the advent of motorized vehicles, many of which seem to jump out of nowhere. If I wasn’t immortal, I’d fear for my life. I have no idea how humans survive the day these days.

      Our finances have undergone significant changes since we entered exile, and thanks to our law firm and the Byrd family, we've managed to amass a substantial amount of wealth, building upon the gold reserves we deposited many years ago. The ancients often liked to provide for their playthings, granting each of us substantial sums. With twenty-seven vampires, it added up to a small fortune. These provisions were one of the stipulations for us taking in other vampires. They had to be in danger from one of the ancient vampire families, promise never to reveal our secret home, deposit their wealth into our joint account and swear off tasting human blood ever again.

      I managed to adhere to all four stipulations until yesterday. The bank we enter is like something from a dream or a nightmare, but it's no less fantastical than any other establishment we've encountered so far. The doors open by themselves, as if by magic, and the bank teller no longer leads us to a vault. Instead, she takes the card provided to us by Jacob and swipes it through a machine before handing us the five pounds we requested.

      The money looks strange, but Silas accepts it with gratitude. “We need to find a shop that sells food.”

      “There are plenty of them,” I reply, gesturing down the long street. We eventually locate a shop that seems to offer a variety of food items, all neatly packaged in colorful wrappers and cans. Since we lack a stove, we opt for ready-made sandwiches and packets of potato products, which we've seen tourists eating. I toss a few more items into the basket and follow Silas to the counter. The cashier gives us an odd look as he scans our purchases. I tense under the weight of his stare. Something is wrong, but I don’t know what.

      “That will be forty-eight, fifty,” he informs us.

      “Forty-eight pennies, my good man. I hope it's not too much trouble for you to make so much change.” Silas hands him the five-pound note. The cashier takes it but extends his hand as if expecting something more.

      “Is there a problem?” Silas inquires.

      The cashier narrows his eyes. “Er, yeah. The total is forty-eight quid. You've given me a fiver.”

      It's as if he's speaking in riddles. Silas continues, “Are you trying to tell me that these sandwiches cost nearly fifty pounds?”

      The man nods and confirms, “Yup, forty-eight pounds and fifty pence. Do you have a card? I can process the payment on that.”

      His condescension irritates me, as if he's treating us like simpletons. Silas hands over his bank card, which seems to resolve the issue. We exit the shop with our groceries in two bags.

      “We can't continue like this,” Silas says plainly. “This is precisely why Eleanor must leave us. Every moment we spend out here, we risk danger. We can’t even go to a shop without being obvious. The Descendants could be anywhere, and we stick out like sore thumbs. We'll provide Eleanor with food and enough money for her to leave this town. She's a smart young woman. She'll survive.”

      “I thought she was your mate,” I remind him.

      Silas grits his teeth. “She is.”

      We walk back up the hill in silence. I don’t really know Eleanor, and I doubt Silas is her fated mate, but I don’t want her to leave. There’s something about her that transcends normal vampire human interaction. I know how Silas feels about her, because I feel it, too. It’s like a pulling toward her. We’re both surrounded by humans, walking past us, minding their own business, but I’m not interested in any of them. It’s not bloodlust pulling me to Eleanor. It’s not even the fact that she’s beautiful. I can’t even say it has anything to do with her personality, although I liked how she stood up to Beau back in the church. All I remember of humans is how they cower when they realise they are to become a vampire feast. Eleanor didn’t. She must have been scared and yet not once did she cry out. Just thinking about her is making both my fangs and my cock ache. I can feel her. Even so far away as we are, I can distinguish her presence through the hundreds of other people surrounding us. It’s impossible, but I feel like I’m being pulled towards her. No wonder Silas feels like he’s her mate. If he’s feeling even a fraction of what I feel towards her, it explains why he’s so adamant. As we walk through the town, the pull of her blood becomes stronger. And then as we walk the cobbles to the bottom of the steps, I smell it. I’d know Eleanor’s blood anywhere. It smells different to everyone else’s. At this distance, we shouldn’t be able to smell it at all, but it’s strong.

      Very strong. Too strong to all still be in her body.

      Silas must have come to the same conclusion I have as he mutters, “Fuck!” then takes off at speed. I race to catch him up.

      We practically sprint up the one hundred and ninety-nine stone steps, darting past the few tourists who have ventured up here in the dreary weather.

      Silas kicks the door open, not caring how strange it might look to the tourists. He’s almost in a frenzy as he bolts through. The scent of her blood fills the place. I drop the bag of sandwiches and sprint after Silas up the stairs.

      We both freeze at the sight in front of us. Victoria is seated on the landing, feverishly wiping her face with the hem of her dress. My own blood boils as I notice the crimson stains smearing her lips and chin. Tears roll down her face.

      “Where is she?” Silas grabs her, lifting her clear off the ground. He’s a fireball of psychotic rage as his eyes dart about frantically, and the scent in the air is overwhelming.

      “Beau went into the room, and...” Victoria starts to explain, but Silas abruptly drops her to the floor with a thud. I rush over to help her up, holding my breath to avoid inhaling the lingering scent of Eleanor that clings to her.

      Silas slams into the library door, splintering it at its ancient hinges. The guttural howl that escapes his mouth reverberates through the entire building, summoning the other vampires from their rooms.

      I peer into the library, exhaling a long breath when I spot the empty room with no sign of Eleanor, her body drained of blood as I had feared.

      Beyond Silas, the window stands wide open, and outside, a makeshift rope made of bed sheets dangles down.

      It appears our resourceful mate has taken matters into her own hands. Our Little Bird has escaped.

      SILAS

      Anger courses through my veins like molten lava as I bolt across the room to the window, but it's too late. She's gone. My fangs elongate, not driven by bloodlust but by a seething fury as I whirl around to face Victoria. Her expression is one of petrified fear. I've seen that look on her only once before, the night we found her running from her ancient master. I hate that I've put that expression on her again, but the blood on her lips has me infuriated.

      “Where's Beau?” I grit out, struggling to keep my anger in check, though it simmers dangerously beneath the surface.

      “I don't know. In his room?” Victoria suggests, crossing the room to stand before me. Her hand reaches for my chest, a gesture that usually calms me, but today, I'm running hot with anger. “Don't do what you're thinking of doing. Beau isn't the only one to blame here.”

      “No, but he led you to this,” I retort sharply. “I know you, and I know him.”

      Victoria shakes her head slightly. “It's Eleanor. There's something about her. None of us are in control. You can't blame Beau.”

      Anger radiates from him. “Oh yes, I can.”

      “If you insist on placing blame on Beau, then you have to include me as well. He did nothing to her that I didn't do,” she admits.

      I stare at her, conflicted. Even in her moment of remorse, she remains beautiful, and with Eleanor's blood now coursing through her veins, she has recaptured some of the beauty she had lost over the decades. I can't bring myself to harm her. Instead, I press a kiss to her cheek, inhaling the remnants of Eleanor's blood. She softens slightly.

      “I understand what you're saying, Vic,” I murmur, “but someone has to pay for this. Beau has done this before. He's a danger. I warned him.”

      Victoria straightens her posture. “He hasn't slipped in centuries, Silas. I've never slipped at all, not even come close. I thought I was better. Eleanor has shown me that I'm not. There's something about her, something more than her being your mate. You couldn't control yourself with her any more than we could, so you can't hold everyone to a higher standard than you hold yourself.”

      A guttural growl escapes me. She's making perfect sense, and yet, Beau touched her. He fed on her, and who knows what else he did to her? “She's my mate!” I bellow. “Not yours, not Louis's, and certainly not Beau's!”

      “Did I hear my name mentioned?” a voice interjects from the doorway.

      I fly across the room in a blur, crashing into Beau and sending the pair of us into the opposite wall. There are not many ways to kill a vampire, but ripping his head from his limbs will make light work of it. I pin him to the wall by the throat.

      There’s no fear in his eyes, only sly amusement.

      “Don’t fucking tempt me!”

      “You don't need tempting, brother. You know what I did. If Vic hadn't pushed me off, it wouldn't just be her blood I'd taken. I'd have taken her warm little body too,” Beau sneers with a malicious grin.

      I turn to find Victoria rolling her eyes at his words.

      “Just do it,” he goads further, his eyes challenging me without a trace of remorse. The mere thought of him anywhere near Eleanor's body turns my stomach to lead and fills my veins with poison. He's my brother, but in this moment, there is nothing, not even years of brotherhood, that can save him. His lips and face are still smeared with her blood, and he hasn't made any attempt to clean himself like Victoria did.

      “No!” Victoria screams, darting between us, but it's already too late. I raise my other hand, intending to twist Beau's head clean from his body. Louis rushes over, attempting to separate us, while Victoria delivers blows to my arm. The only person not fighting this is Beau.

      And then it stops.

      All of us forget what we are doing. I let go of Beau, Louis lets go of me, and Vic turns her head.

      Towards the scent.

      Doors open all down the corridor as the others stick their heads out, all of us inhaling.

      My blood begins to tingle as I sniff again.

      “Eleanor!” Vic shouts out and runs towards the stairwell.

      I race after her as the thunder of footsteps on the stairs follows behind me.

      No one, except the vampires that live here, has ever been able to walk through the outer door without accompanying one of us, but somehow, Eleanor manages it. I push in front of Vic and fling my arms wide to stop anyone passing me as the door opens, and in walks Eleanor with two cows on leashes and a huge bag strapped to her back.

      Her eyes spring wide when she sees the welcome she’s come back to. I need to go to her, but she extends a hand out stopping me. She looks remarkable for someone that was fed on by two vampires a few hours ago. She’s soaked through to the skin and her hair is whipping around her face with the wind. There must be a storm brewing and I hadn’t even noticed.

      “These are for you,” she declares aloud, as if addressing an audience. “But... only if you listen to me.”

      “She's completely insane.” Beau's voice barely escapes his lips beside me.

      Eleanor shuts the door behind her, her red hair falling still as she faces us.

      “Something happened to me today that made me realize that I'm not safe here.” Her eyes briefly flick to Beau, and I clench my fists, feeling my fingertips press into the palms of my hands.

      “However, my father fed you, and so will I. He made an oath, or at least someone in my family did, so they must have seen a reason to keep you all alive.” She pauses momentarily as tension fills the air. “I'll stay here until I find somewhere safe to go. I can't go home, and I have no money. While I'm here, no one will touch me without my express permission.” She fixes Beau with an icy stare. “No one will suck my blood without my express permission. No one will lock me in a room, and no one will come into the room I've been given without my express permission. If you can all hold yourselves in check, then I'll keep bringing you food.”

      The sheer audacity of this girl is thrilling. Watching her stand up to twenty-seven vampires, all of whom are worked into a blood-fuelled frenzy takes balls of steel.

      “The butcher could only get me two today,” she continues, her voice steady despite the uncertainty in the air. “But by the haunted look on most of your faces, you need more. I cut a deal with a local farmer. Now, Belle and Daisy here set me back my entire life savings, so I'm hoping that you lot are richer than you look, because if not, we're all going to be in trouble.”

      “Is it just me, or is she a real turn-on right now?” Louis whispers, a sly grin playing on his lips.

      “It's not just you, you fucking cretin,” Beau snaps back, irritation flickering in his eyes.

      Eleanor's gaze sweeps over all of us. “If any of you touch me or try to suck my blood without my permission, I'll leave, unless you take it too far and kill me. In either case, you'll have no more feeder. Is all that understood and agreed?”

      I step down the bottom step. She eyes me warily, but stands her ground. “Is this agreed?” she asks.

      “No one will touch you again,” I assure her. “Beau was out of line.”

      “Beau was acting like a fucking vampire, doing what it is in my nature to do.” Beau spits, stepping down next to us. “Please tell me you aren’t going to be controlled by a fucking human?”

      “Beau,” I caution, my chest swelling with a slow burning fury that’s only eclipsed by the magnitude of the pull Eleanor has on me. I'm just about to remind him how close he came to me ripping his head off when Eleanor steps in, her eyes shooting daggers at him.

      “It's not just his decision to make,” she asserts defiantly. “I'm telling all of you this is how it's going to be.” She flicks an eyebrow up. “Of course, if you want me to leave, just pay me for the cows now, and I'll be on my way.”

      Beau's eyes narrow as he glares at her, attempting to intimidate her into submission. Eleanor stands her ground, matching his glare.

      “Fine,” he snaps, his tone dripping with hostility. “But you'd better watch your back in here. I'm not the only one who's hungry.” He takes a step back and stalks past the others up the stairs.

      In my day, both women and men cowered in the presence of vampires. Only a few brave enough stood up to us, and the majority of them ended up as a meal. Beau’s words from earlier come back to my mind. She’s insane. I don’t think she’s insane. She’s been backed in to a corner with nowhere to live and obviously she doesn’t know how rich she is, but she’s got a strength I’m yet to see in any human. It’s not insanity, it’s spirit. And it’s fucking exciting.

      I wrap my arm around Eleanor’s shoulder protectively as I address the others. “If no one has any objections, the cows are all yours.”

      We begin to walk up the stairs. I feel Eleanor tense up beside me as we pass by the others, but despite all eyes watching us, no one is fool enough to try anything. Eleanor isn’t the only one trapped into a corner. We are too.

      The second we hit the top step, there’s a swooping sound, followed by the sound of vampires sucking two cows dry.

      I guide Eleanor to my room and lock the door securely behind us. She raises an eyebrow as she hovers by the door. “I said I wanted to stay in my own room.”

      “And you shall,” I assure her. “Right after the others have finished their feeding. I'll feel much safer once their hunger is sated.”

      She regards me with curiosity. “And what about you?”

      “I am fine,” I lie.

      She lowers her eyes and I think I detect a hint of pink in her cheeks as she surely remembers what happened between us in this room.

      She moves across the room. “I do have one more demand,” she says, cutting through the tension. She trails her finger across the dusty mantle before coughing from the cloud of dust she's disturbed. “This place isn't suitable for humans any more than it is for vampires. It’s a total shit hole.”

      I manage a weary smile, though inside, I'm cringing at the thought. “Are you suggesting you want to domesticate us?”

      During the initial years of our residence here, we attempted to maintain some semblance of humanity. However, with only rainwater for cleaning and a lack of proper facilities, we slowly descended into the ragged existence we lead today.

      “You're already living a domesticated life,” she counters, her eyes sweeping across the room. “Beneath all this dust, I’m sure we’ll find something half decent.” She brings her eyes up to me and draws them up and down. “Your clothes are ancient, but surprisingly well-preserved. I mean, you can probably pass as one of the freaks that like to dress up as vampires for shits and giggles.”

      She’s teasing. “I’m glad that I can only pass as a freak.”

      She smiles. “I can see the pride in all of you, and I can also see how years of confinement here have slowly worn it away.”

      She sets down the enormous bag and unzips it. From within, she retrieves some clothes and tosses them onto the bed. “These are for you. If you want to go outside again, you might want to try not standing out so much. I’ve brought three pairs of men’s clothes and a couple of dresses and some jeans and t-shirts for Victoria.” She piles the lot on the bed as she carries on unpacking. I’m in awe of her. She’s so caught up in her own world, a smug look on her face as she piles the clothes up.

      “Why does Vic get more than the rest of us?”

      She pauses what’s she’s doing. “Women’s solidarity?”

      I arch an eyebrow. “She nearly killed you.”

      That makes her stop and look at me. “She’s a vampire.”

      I move away from the bed and go over to her. “Why do you brush off such violent acts as though they are nothing? She hurt you. She marked you.” I run my finger over the almost invisible bite marks on her neck and she flinches. “She could have killed you.”

      She stares right at me and the room seems to shrink around us. “Because I liked what she did.”

      I stare at her.

      “I liked it when Victoria sucked softly on my neck. I liked the weight of Beau as he pinned me down and took what he needed. I liked it when he and Louis pinned me between them at the church. It all frightened me, but I can’t pretend I didn’t like it.”

      My heart is as cold as any vampire’s but on hearing that the abhorrent actions of my people were a pleasure to her, it practically freezes. She’s my mate.

      Mine.

      “And when I kissed you the other day. I liked that too,” she whispers.

      “Like is such a bland word,” I murmur, the rhythm of her accelerated heartbeat echoing in my ears at her confession.

      “Feed on me,” she demands in a sensual whisper. The bag drops onto its side as she moves closer.

      I clamp my teeth together to stem what I already know is happening. My entire body tightens as my fangs drop down. She angles her neck. The twin marks that either Beau or Vic caused have all but disappeared. She heals so quickly. Still the anger of them touching her runs through me.

      “Are you going to stare all day or are you going to feed?” she demands.

      I lick my lips. “I’m not going to feed on you. Not until...”

      “Until?”

      “Nothing. Never mind. I slipped yesterday. I cannot slip again.”

      I turn away from her but she turns me back. “No one else has been able to stop themselves. What makes you so strong?”

      I don’t answer. I’m not strong. I’m fighting an internal battle I’ve been fighting for a century and had always won until Eleanor came along.

      “You didn’t take the pig or the goats,” she continues. “You let the others take the cows. I can see that you are hungry.”

      I feel so close to snapping. “Vampires are like crazed animals when they feed.”

      “If you are worried about corrupting me, we’re way past that. I’m offering myself to you.”

      I inhale sharply as she moves closer, pressing her chest to me. Now I can feel her heart. “You don’t know what you’re doing,” I rasp.

      “I know exactly what I’m doing,” she whispers. “I don’t know why I feel the way I do around you, but I know how strongly my body pulls to yours.”

      The mate bond.

      “Damn you!” I bellow. “Stop it!” but she can’t stop it because my mouth is already on her neck. She gives a sigh as my teeth graze against her skin. The taste of her is like nothing else. It takes every ounce of composure I have not to bite down. She’s right. I am starving, but I can’t take her again. Not until I know for sure if she’s my mate or not. If she is, then I can take as much as I want. The legend says that the human mate’s blood regenerates faster when taken from their vampire mate. It’s part of the mate bond.

      But it’s not just her blood I want. The taste of her is exquisite even without biting down. I want to taste all of her.

      I want all of her.
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      The feel of his lips and his tongue on my neck fills me with anticipation as I wait for the bite and the feeling of bliss that I know will follow. When he doesn’t bite down, another feeling fills the void of anticipation. Carnal desire. I hadn’t planned on fucking Silas when I offered him my neck, but he’s turning me on. I wonder if he knows. I’m guessing he’s fucking at least one of the female vampires, if not all of them, but I wonder if he can differentiate the difference between bloodlust and plain old lust. Both are cravings that need to be sated, but in the midst of what he’s doing to me, can he tell the difference? The way I’m feeling is so different, but no less intense, from the way my body responded to being bitten. This feeling I know, I understand it. It’s human. I had already made the decision to let them take my blood the second Vic pushed Beau off me. It was a feeling I didn’t want to stop. Somewhere between bliss and heaven. It’s addicting, and it’s really freaking hot. To let them take my body is another thing entirely. But as Silas lowers his lips down, tearing through the thin fabric of my t-shirt with his fangs, my resolve is fading. And when he takes my nipple into his mouth and I feel the sharp point of his fangs grazing the soft, sensitive flesh, I know that there’s no turning back.

      I’m like a ragged doll in his arms. My limbs are like jelly as he licks and nibbles, not once piercing the skin.

      “Bite me!” I cry out, wrapping my hands in his hair and pressing his head closer. I no longer know who I am, but in that, I no longer care. All I care about is getting more from them. Always more. Deeper, faster,

      More!

      He gives a low, guttural laugh that reverberates through his fangs, sending shockwaves down to my core. “You’re so bossy.”

      “We don’t call women bossy anymore,” I breathe out. “I’m assertive.”

      “Did you hear me complaining?” he growls. I guess a lecture on women’s lib is for another day, because right now, I’m willing to let him do anything he wants to me.

      “And here I was thinking dresses with laces were an infernal menace,” he grunts. I look down to find him trying to unzip my jeans.

      “Let me.”

      I unzip and pull my jeans down, flinging them off along with my panties. My t-shirt and bra are long gone, ruined by the sharpness of his teeth.

      He stares at me through hooded eyes as I stand in front of him completely naked except for a pair of mismatched socks. His eyes trail down my body as though he’s the frenzied animal he was talking about earlier. He looks like he wants to devour me, which works in my favor, because that’s what I want too. My sanity was stripped from me the moment I stepped through that church door and Beau and Louis followed, and it’s showing no sign of returning soon. All I feel is the magnetic pull towards Silas. It’s overriding every rational thought in my head, impossible to resist.

      He inhales sharply, his fangs almost biting into his bottom lip. It’s insanely intimidating and erotic. I have no idea what’s happening to me, and I don’t really care. Getting away from them for a few hours cleared my head and the unrelenting desire I feel for all of them, but it also cleared it enough for me to realise that I will never feel this way again if I leave Whitby... If I leave them. My whole body thrums and pulses every time I’m near them. It’s probably some weird vampire power that’s making me feel this way. A way of disabling their prey making it easier to hunt, but I honestly don’t care. As long as they don’t actually kill me, I could live with this feeling forever and never tire of it. He’s a blur as he comes back to me and hoists me into the air. I wrap my legs around his waist and kiss him. His kiss is awkward and his lips feel paper thin. I’m disappointed for a half second before he goes straight back to my throat, dragging his fangs across it again, but not puncturing the fragile skin.

      “Bite me,” I heave out again as my body tries to find friction, to stem the tide of want. I’m so damned wet and needy, but he’s taking his sweet time and I don’t exactly know what I want anymore. I want him to suck me and fuck me, and I’m pretty sure he’s deliberating between the decision himself. But then the decision is made as he lifts me slightly and brings me down on his cock. I hadn’t even seen him unzip, but like everything else going on, it’s a blur.

      I cry out. I’ve never orgasmed through sex. I thought I was incapable, but I’m so turned on. I think I could come on the spot. I grind against him as he somehow manages to hold me up. With his mouth still sucking on my wounds on my neck, but not opening them, he brings the one hand not holding me up down between us. I cry out again as he moves circles around my clit with his thumb, then thrusts into me. I don’t know how he’s doing it, but then I remember he’s a vampire with super strength.

      My blood is no longer the only thing pulsing with need. My entire body is lost to him, the sex amplified by the strange connection between me and him. It’s as if my body has yearned for this for an eternity, or at least for more years than I’ve been born. It’s a crazy thought, but it’s no worse than what I’m actually doing. I’m fucking a vampire who I only just met. and I’m freaking loving it.

      I feel my orgasm starting to build. It’s so intense I bite down on my own lip, then feel a drop of blood. He’s on it in a flash, claiming my mouth. This time, he’s not hesitant at all. Just forceful as he explores my mouth with his tongue. I can still taste the strange copper of blood. It’s a taste I’m getting used to. He lets out a groan, which sends me over the edge.

      “Bite me!” I cry out as the orgasm hits, and this time, he does.

      My sanity is taken from me in an instant as the twin feelings of being fed on and orgasm hit me with full force, colliding together like twin galaxies coming together in a supernova.

      I’m either breathing or screaming, and I don’t care which. I don’t care if this is my last few seconds on earth, because if this is the way I die, I welcome it. Silas might actually kill me with how hard he’s sucking on my neck. I don’t know how much blood I’ve lost, but it’s a lot. I’m getting dizzy around the edges again, but the force in which he’s pulling at my life force makes me come again. This time I hear it when I cry out. He thrusts hard, emptying himself into me as he unclamps his fangs from my neck.

      When he looks up, his face is flushed pink. He looks feral with my blood dripping down his chin. He’s breathing wildly.

      “I lost myself.” He turns his head away and I can practically feel the remorse crashing off him in waves. He pulls out of me.

      “Are you always this much of a bummer after sex?” I wheeze out as I put my feet to the floor and collapse onto the bed. I’m too tired and too drained to stand.

      He peers down at me, seemingly unsure. He was handsome before, but now filled with my blood, he’s downright beautiful. It’s like my blood changes them on a molecular level. I should jar it up and sell it as a beauty serum. I’d make a fortune. Who knew?

      “Will you come down here and stop looking at me like a lost puppy?” I sigh out with pleasure.

      He stares at me, aghast. “I bit you.”

      Yeah, I remember. It was freaking awesome. “Thank you.”

      He gives me a mirthful laugh. “I shouldn’t have, and you are a fool to thank me.”

      “Most probably,” I admit, “but it felt good.” I sit up on the bed. “I’ll do you a deal.”

      “You and your deals. Is this how people talk to each other these days? Like bankers and lawmakers?”

      “No, but you are a stubborn weirdo.” I hold my hand out to him. “You come down here into bed and I’ll cuddle you.”

      “Cuddle?” It’s like the concept is alien to him. Maybe it is. Do vampires like to cuddle? I have no idea. I don’t even know if he enjoyed sex. He certainly seemed to enjoy it whilst it was happening, but I’ve never met such a morose ass in my life.

      He gets into bed next to me. It’s the most uncomfortable bed I’ve ever laid on and I’m pretty sure it’s filled with straw. It bows so much in the middle that he rolls toward me, squashing us both in the rut.

      “We really need to get you a new bed.” I muse, shifting my body slightly to get comfortable. He’s no longer cold to the touch, but he’s still fully clothed. He stiffens as I wrap my arms around him.

      “I thought you wanted to stay in your own room. The library is still yours.”

      “Yeah.” I yawn then cough. “I know, but I doubt the bed in there is any better than this one.”

      He stiffens again. “Beau and Vic didn’t even give you the luxury of a bed as they defiled you?”

      It’s almost amusing how jealous he is. We’ve literally only just met, and yeah, I feel an unnatural pull to him, but I feel the same about the others, too. He’s the only one that’s hung up on it.

      “Neither did you,” I point out.

      “No.” He sighs. “I don’t want to think about you with anyone else.”

      “I get that,” I say, running my hand over his shirt, idly wondering what he looks like beneath it. “There’s something you should know about me. I’m not anybody’s. I belong to myself. I’m not about to be anyone’s slave. I’m sorry if that upsets you but tough shit.”

      “I don’t want a slave. I never wanted that for you, but it does upset me that the others want to stake a claim on you. It angers me.” He’s silent for a second then, “I nearly killed Beau today. If you hadn’t shown up with those cows, I would have.”

      “I’ve not been frightened of you before now. Why would you do that?” I pause and when he doesn’t answer, I keep talking. “Because he wants me the way you want me? It’s a little hypocritical, don’t you think? Technically, he saw me first. He tasted my blood before you even met me.”

      “I know that,” he grits out. “I can just about deal with that, although I don’t like it. It was the fact that he drove you away that made me see red. I saw the sheets hanging from the library window and once I figured you were gone, I lost my sanity.”

      It’s both a sick and romantic admission. I’m just not sure which.

      “What we just did was off the charts amazing, but I can’t promise myself to you when there are twenty-six others here.”

      I sound insane. Am I really suggesting offering myself to twenty-seven vampires?

      He looks at me as though I might suddenly disappear. It’s not that fact I’m offering myself to these people I’ve only just met that’s terrifying, but the how easy it is and how much I want it.

      “I won’t stop you doing what you want, but I must warn you, I have three things none of the others have.”

      I pull myself up and rest my head on my hand. “And what’s that?”

      He gives me a mischievous smile that’s incongruous to his manner. “I have the key to this door. I have you, and I have all night to make you forget the others exist.”

      SILAS

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more beautiful vision than Eleanor as she is now, with her lips parted slightly in a deep sleep and her red hair splayed out on my pillow. I’ve broken my most cardinal rule and suckled from a human. Guilt consumes me, but now I know for certain that she is my mate. It has never felt like that before. And the taste of her was like tasting paradise itself. There is no question that she belongs to me, and as soon as our blood changes to silvery red, she will not think about any of the others again. I should feel guilty about keeping her to myself, but we are fated to be together. It is something they are going to have to come to terms with. She is a novelty to them. A human to play with, but to me, she is my entire being. I stroke her face as she sleeps, and she lets out a contented sigh. If she is my mate, which I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that she is, then there are questions we will need to discuss. Fated mates between two vampires are extremely rare, but between a vampire and a human, the phenomenon is almost unheard of. She's young, much too young to be turned, but one day she will have to. If she is my mate, she will want to. That’s how strong the bond is. I won’t do it to her until she asks. There is also the question of how to keep her safe. With the Descendants after her, she will not survive long outside. But in here, I can’t truthfully expect the others to accept that I can have a human mate to take blood from and they can’t.

      “What are you thinking about?” she asks sleepily, flickering her eyes open.

      I sigh, grappling with my inner demons. “I was thinking that you must be hungry. I bought you some sandwiches and food yesterday.”

      Her lips curl into a tender smile, like a ray of sunshine on a gloomy day. “I still can’t believe you went outside for me.”

      Her simple joy over such a small gesture tugs at my undead heartstrings. “It cost me nearly fifty pounds.”

      “Yep.” She nods. “Things are expensive nowadays. I won’t even tell you how much those cows cost.”

      I recall her words from the previous night. “You spent your savings on feeding us?”

      Her eyes meet mine, unwavering. “Don’t get soppy on me, Si. I knew that if I came up here with nothing, all hell would break loose. I was saving my ass.”

      A bitter chuckle escapes me at her nickname for me. “You truly are a strange creature.”

      She retorts playfully, “You can talk. You’re the bloodsucker here.”

      I feel myself deflate at her words. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Don’t start getting all weird on me again,” she says, pushing against my chest. “I’ve told you countless times. I like it.” She’s so perfect, so wonderful that I can’t quite understand how lucky I am that she came to us. On the flip side, I can’t quite understand why she would want to. Her youth is making this all so romantic, but in reality, we live like animals. It won’t be long before the lustre wears off, even if we are fated to be together.

      I give a long sigh. “Still. I took way too much. You need sleep.”

      She gives me a sly smile. “You did keep me up half the night.”

      “All the more reason to rest.”

      She gives me a mock scowl as I step out of bed, but I see her watching me intently as I step out of my ancient suit and dress myself in the clothes she bought me. After all the years of wearing my ancient clothing, the feel of the new cloth on my skin feels strange and soothing. The jeans are rough. I pull some of the food from the shopping bag and make to hand it to her, but as I look up, I find her staring.

      “What is it?”

      “You look so normal in those clothes. I’m not sure if I like it. I brought some scissors for you all to cut your hair, but I don’t think I want you to now. Your long hair is part of who you are.”

      “Then I won’t cut it.” I hand the sandwich to her.

      She sits up and begins to eat. “We really need to think about getting electricity and running water in here. I had to pee into a freaking chamber pot twice in the dark last night. Do you know how gross that is?”

      There are so many things about us that are contemptible. “I can’t expect you to live like this with us. I will have to come up with some alternative.”

      “Why don’t you all come back to my place?” she offers. “The Descendents won’t get a look in with twenty-seven vampires protecting me.”

      I give her a chuckle. “I know I paid your father handsomely, but I doubt it was enough to fund a twenty-seven bedroom mansion. Not if a bag of sandwiches cost fifty pounds these days.”

      She stops eating. “You paid my father?”

      I nod. “I did. And I will pay you too. I told you last night. I don’t expect you to be our slave.”

      She ruminates on this. “I wondered how he managed to fund everything. Up until a few days ago, I thought he was a dentist. Boy, was I naïve.”

      “Did you believe him when he told you about us?”

      She lowers her eyes. “I thought he was crazy on morphine. I should have believed him.”

      Her strength comes tumbling down like a dam wall falling. “I didn’t know him like I thought I did.” She looks up and there’s a light hint of tears in the corners of her eyes. “You probably knew him better than I did.”

      I want to offer her words of comfort, but I hardly knew him at all. “I never met your father. Our entire interactions were through notes and even then, it was rare. He’d hand notes to the law firm in town and brought me bank cards for our account. Yesterday was the first time I used it.” I sit beside her on the bed. “He did like to chat to us, though. Not that we ever answered, but he’d always call out and offer a few words before dropping off whatever animal he brought with him.”

      She nods, then coughs. I hand her one of the cans of drink I bought her yesterday. “I can’t believe he’s gone. I can’t believe I didn’t know him.”

      I pull her toward me and she melts into my arms. Of all the urges I have around her, the one to protect her is the strongest of them all.

      “I did meet your great  - great-great-grandfather. I’m not even sure how many greats. His name was Abraham Byrd. He was our first feeder.”

      She picks up her sandwich that had fallen onto the bed. “How did you meet him?”

      “It was Bram Stoker that suggested him. It was just after we made the pact for us to go into hiding. I don’t know how Bram knew him, but I didn’t have time to sort out anything myself. I left it to Bram. Then, on our first night in exile, Abraham came up to the abbey. He waited outside until I came out to him. We spoke a little. I offered to keep him and his family in wealth. Thanks to the generosity of my master, I was well off. I had nothing else to spend the money on, so I set up a trust for Abraham.”

      She pulls back from me. “So my family was money hungry. No offense, but if I didn’t know you, I probably wouldn’t have agreed to this. I’m still processing the situation I’m in now.”

      I understand her scepticism and offer a reassuring smile. “I don't think it was a money thing for Abraham. As far as I was aware, he came from one of the wealthier families in town. He owned his own boat. Before he became a feeder, he was a fisherman.”

      She looks intrigued. “So why did he agree to this?”

      “He told me his entire family had been taken by vampires. It was common back then for people to go missing, but for an entire family to be taken, that was strange. His wife was taken first, but then they came back for his children. One by one, they picked them off. Eight of them, gone within a year. He said that a lot of people thought he was murdering them, but he wasn't. He agreed to help us to keep his last child alive, a baby boy that would grow up to be our next feeder.”

      Eleanor's brow furrows. “So he decided to help you in exchange for you promising not to take his son?”

      I let out a bitter laugh. “We weren't taking his children. It was someone from one of the ancient families. You have to remember that everyone in here was recently turned when we went into exile. All of us had been playthings of one of these families. We only hunted when we had to, and I don't think any of us enjoyed it. It was survival for us, but for the ancients, it was sport.” I shrug, feeling sickened by the memories of my youth. “We're just a band of misfits and vagabonds, brought together by our circumstances.”

      She finishes her sandwich and swallows the last of her drink, almost choking on it. She thumps her chest as she coughs. “Today I’m going to get everyone cleaning the dust out of this place so I don’t suffocate. Then I’m going to go back to the church and sort out my father’s funeral.”

      “I’ll come with you. You shouldn’t be alone.”

      I think she’s about to argue, but instead she twirls a strand of my long hair through my fingers. “You’ll fit right in with your new clothes.” She leans in and kisses me, sending my synapses firing and the blood rushing down to my cock. I no longer feel guilt as I kiss her back. She’s fine. Totally healthy despite my worries that I’d taken too much of her. It’s not her blood I want this morning though, it’s the rest of her I want to taste.

      “We have time for me to fit right in you without my clothes on,” I murmur.

      “We really need to work on updating your dirty talk,” she laughs, but I silence her as I pierce her neck. Not to suck on her, but to give her pleasure. She gasps out loud as someone bangs on the door.

      “Ignore it,” she moans out breathlessly. I’m so tempted, but whoever is at the door is insistent. I pull back and lick her blood from my teeth.

      “Open up, damn it. It’s me!” Beau.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to murder him?” I whisper, “because I happily will.”

      She bites her lip, and it’s absolutely gorgeous. “I think he might beat the door down if you don’t open it.”

      I begrudgingly get out of bed and wipe my mouth. I didn’t take enough of Eleanor’s blood to stain my lips, but I can taste it all the same.

      I unlock the door and Beau comes barrelling in, followed quickly by Vic and Louis.

      He’s got a crazed look in his eye and a knife in his hand.

      “Cut her!” he demands.

      My whole body tenses. “I will do no such thing.”

      He looks frenzied as he stands with the knife aloft. “I want to see her blood.”

      I understand what’s happening. He wants to see for himself if I’m truly her mate. He’s out of his mind with anger and jealousy. “It’s not been a week,” I point out. “It won’t have changed yet.”

      Eleanor wraps the sheet around her body, covering herself. “Anyone want to tell me what’s going on? What do you mean by my blood not changing yet? What exactly is it going to change into?”

      Beau laughs manically. “He hasn’t even told you?” His eyes bore into mine. “Fucking coward. Either you cut her and let me see her blood or I take it in the more traditional way.”

      I lunge at him and wrestle the knife from his hands. Anger blazes through me as Beau fights against me, but I will not let him harm her. I’m vaguely aware that Louis is once again trying to break us up by inserting himself between us.

      “Men!”

      I lash out, landing a punch on Beau’s eye as Louis tries to push me back.

      “Men!” Victoria screams the word again so loudly that we are forced to stop pounding the shit out of each other to see what’s making her scream.

      My mouth falls open. Victoria has the knife to Eleanor’s palm. She’s made a small cut out of which trickles a liquid that is undeniably silvery.

      My anger falls away to be replaced with a smug happiness. I take the knife from Vic and pierce my own hand. Silvery red blood fills my palm.

      I hold it up for him to see. “I fucking told you she was my mate.”

      Beau gives me a hard stare, then bites down into his wrist. When he holds his hand up, rivulets of silver run down his arm. I look to Louis for support, but he, too, holds his arm up to show me silvery blood running from a fresh bite. Vic’s is the same.

      “You were right, asshole,” Beau snaps. “You are her mate, but so are the rest of us. All twenty-seven of us.”

      LOUIS

      I didn’t see it coming, but of all the people in the room currently, I seem to be the only one happy about it. Vic’s face has lost what little color it did have. Beau is angry as all hell, and Silas is close to losing his shit completely. Eleanor seems the only one not pissed off by the turn of events, but if the look on her face is anything to go by, the news has left her bewildered.

      “What the fuck are we going to do now?” Beau snarls. “We can’t share her. We’ll drink the bitch dry within a day with twenty even of us going at her.”

      “No one is sharing her,” Silas bites back, his face contorted into an expression of agony.

      “Maybe we should discuss this between ourselves quietly before we let the others know?” Vic wrings her hands.

      “You know what?” Eleanor starts, pulling herself out of bed. She wraps the threadbare sheet around herself, but not before I get a glimpse of her body, before she tightens it. If the others weren’t in the room, I’d be pushing her back down on the bed, fucking her to within an inch of her life, sucking on her sweet nectar, but Silas is seriously about to blow and curious as I am to know what it feels like to be with Eleanor, I think the pleasure might run its course a little too quick if Silas rips my head off mid fuck.

      Premature decapitation.

      I watch as she scurries across the room to a bag where she pulls out a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. While the others bicker, I watch her trying to pull on the jeans while simultaneously holding up the sheet to not expose herself. She’s not doing a very good job of it. It keeps falling below her tits before she hoists it back up again. I’m not merely curious, I realise. I’m desperate to taste her again. Once in the church was enough to whet my appetite, but my craving for her has only grown. I’m glad that I’m her mate. It doesn’t bother me that everyone else is, too. As long as she belongs to me, if only in part, then I could live with that. Question is, can she?

      She gives up with the sheet completely, dropping it as she pulls on a t-shirt, not bothering with a bra. My cock twitches as I imagine burying it into her tight pussy as I bite down on her neck.

      The others are so preoccupied with arguing over who gets to play with her that I’m the only one who notices her stalking to the door. I wonder if she’ll manage to get right out of it before any of the pigheaded idiots notice that she’s gone. My lips pull up into a wry smile. They’ll notice. The pull of her is so magnetic that it fills the room and they’d notice in an instant if it was gone. Still, it’s fun to watch this play out. It’s like cats fighting over a mouse hole while the mouse walks right past them unnoticed and escapes for its life.

      “Gentlemen. Victoria.” She nods to each in turn. “As much as I’m enjoying being some kind of prize in this weird vampire love triangle...er, quintangle that seems to be going on in all your heads, I must excuse myself. I have an appointment with the vicar to discuss my father's funeral arrangements.”

      My lips pull up into a grin as the others stare at her.

      Silas is on her in a flash, blocking the doorway. “No!”

      Defiantly, she rests her hands on her hips. “You remember my conditions for being here.”

      “I remember them quite clearly,” Silas retorts, “but circumstances have changed. You are my mate now, and you belong to me.”

      “Us!” Beau interjects, his voice dropping dangerously low. The room's atmosphere shifts from light argument to something more intense, even deadly, in an instant.

      Despite it, Eleanor holds her ground. “No, I do not! I will not be forced to stay here and be anyone’s mate. If you want me here, you have to let me leave when I want. Being a mate to twenty-seven vampires is something I will have to come to terms with, but being your prisoner, I will not stand for. Either move and let me through that door or kill me, because those are your only options.”

      Silas’s face is black as thunder, but she’s left him at an impasse. He won’t kill her.

      “Fine,” he growls in agreement, but he doesn’t look happy about it. “Go and speak to the vicar, but I’m coming with you. It’s not safe out there. If the Descendants find out about you being our mate...”

      “I’ll go with her!” Beau cuts in angrily, his eyebrows pulled low over his eyes.

      Eleanor gives a frustrated sigh.

      “I’m not going anywhere with either of you the way you are behaving. If I have to go with anyone, I’ll go with...” She turns to look around the room. I’m sure she’s going to pick Victoria, but her eyes settle on me. “Louis.”

      A thrill of excitement roars through my veins and right down to my cock as our eyes meet. She doesn’t look happy about the prospect of spending the day with me, but of everyone in the room, she chose me.

      “Don’t look so overjoyed,” she snaps as we head out the door of the house five minutes later. “You were the least annoying option. I’d have chosen Victoria if I didn’t think it would take half an hour to undo all those laces in her dress to get her into something that wouldn’t stand out a mile.”

      After she picked me, she’d handed me a pair of jeans and a t-shirt to wear to help me blend in. I hold my hands up. “Who said I’m delighted about spending the day with you? Maybe I’m just looking forward to the ice cream. Silas wouldn’t let me buy one when we went out shopping for you.”

      She gives me a sceptical look. “As long as you know, that’s all you’ll be licking today.”

      I lean into her. “I don’t know. There are parts of you demanding to be licked. I can smell your arousal a mile off.

      “I was talking about my neck,” she murmurs, a hint of pink in her cheeks. “We’re outside and it’s raining.”

      I shrug. “So? You’ve never fucked in the rain before? Two hot bodies writhing together as the cool rain water drips over their naked bodies.”

      She narrows her eyes. “I’m not aroused.”

      It’s true that she’s aroused. She’s been pretty much permanently turned on since the second Beau and I walked into that church. It’s very clear that the pull of the fated mate bond runs both ways. “You’re like a bitch in heat, inviting all the dogs with her scent.”

      “The sooner I get that ice cream in your mouth to shut you up, the better,” she grimaces, picking up her stride. “And you really need to work on your dirty talk. It’s almost as bad as Silas’s.”

      Being outside for the third time in as many days is a thrill like no other, and to spend it alone with Eleanor is the icing on the cake. Even so, I keep aware of my surroundings at all times. The Descendants aren’t particularly clever, but they are tenacious. Over a hundred years, they have been picking off the Byrd family, killing each one in their prime of life. I won’t let them come anywhere close to Eleanor.

      “Hold my hand,” I demand.

      She stops at the top of the cliff steps and turns to me. She’s beautiful. I know that already, but here on the cliff edge, her hair wet and plastered to her face giving her an untamed look. She’s gorgeous. My blood pulses for her and pulls toward her blood. Taking her now on this cliff would be insane, but that doesn’t stop me from wanting to.

      Her eyes narrow. “Are you out of your freaking mind?”

      “Probably.” I give her my best grin. “But we are kind of boyfriend and girlfriend now.”

      She rolls her eyes. “No way!” She turns back to the steps, so I reach out and take her hand in mine. The connection feels electric. She gasps at the force of it.

      “I told you we were boyfriend and girlfriend.”

      She doesn’t look too happy, but her lips quirk up anyway and, more importantly, she doesn’t pull away. It’s something I’m beginning to notice about Eleanor. She likes to hide her emotions. I can understand why. Having your only remaining family member die and then finding out you are a mate to a coven of vampires must be a lot to take in. I have to give it to her, though. She’s not run away like most others would. Maybe it’s the strong pull of our blood that’s keeping her tied to us. If she wasn’t our fated mate, she’d probably be half way across the country by now. She was wrong when she said she wasn’t going to be a prisoner. This feeling between her and us is way stronger than any locked door. She’s just a prisoner bound by blood and fate rather than locks and chains.

      “This whole fated mates thing. I don’t understand it,” she says as we start down the steps.

      “I didn’t believe it was real before now,” I admit. “It’s a vampire myth or at least that’s what I believed. Our ancient masters told us that there was a chance we’d find one. They told us a lot of bullshit to keep us compliant whilst they tortured us.”

      She stops again. “They tortured you?”

      I don’t like thinking of our history, but Eleanor deserves to know where we came from. “It was a long time ago. The ancient vampire bloodlines were cruel in everything they did. They tore families apart, tortured humans, murdered for fun and then when they found a human they liked more than the others they turned them so they could torture them some more. They played with me for months, ripping my body, tearing it with silver knives, carving their names on me, then waiting for me to heal before starting all over again. It only stopped when we founded the house. That’s why we made the pact with Bram Stoker. It was the only way to get rid of them, and it worked. I don’t know how. I suspect the publishing of Dracula brought not only tourists to Whitby, but vampire hunters too. Fame killed the ancients off in this part of the world.”

      She looks at me with horror. It’s been a long time since a human looked at me the way she’s looking at me now. Shame turns in my veins and I drop her hand. I’m a monster. The others got off lightly compared to me, but I guess I was turned by an especially cruel bastard. I still have the scars to prove it. Marking me as different, scarred.

      “I’m sorry. Hold my hand again.” She tries to put her hand in mine, but it only angers me more. I pull away and step ahead.

      “Louis, stop.”

      I pivot, fixing her with a searing glare, my emotions surging through me like molten lava. “His name is still etched into my chest. Is that what you want to hear? That I'm repulsive? That I'm a monstrous abomination?”

      “You’re far from an abomination,” she whispers lightly. My chest is roaring with anger and embarrassment as she steps up on her tip toes and kisses me lightly on the lips. Like a flame quenched, the blackness falls away, but in its place, another equally strong emotion hits me. I grab her neck and pull her into me roughly. She doesn’t even try to pull away as I part her teeth with my tongue and kiss her. We crash into the railing as she matches my passion with her own. She pulls on my long hair as though me having my tongue in her mouth isn’t close enough for her. She wants me as much as I want her. Despite the scars.

      My teeth elongate. I can’t help it. She yelps and pulls back, bringing her hand up to her mouth. When she brings it back down, her fingers are coated with silvery-red blood. In my passion, I’ve inadvertently bitten her tongue. I’m so fucking hard already, but the sight of that has me taking her hand and licking it clean.

      “I’m so sorry,” I growl, but it’s no real apology when I go in to kiss her again. Now with the taste of her blood in the mix, it’s fucking beautiful. Now, for the first time in my life, I actually feel like the predator I am. I want to devour every part of her, but she’s not my prey by a long shot. The way she’s kissing me, she could be a vampire too. As soon as the thought hits my mind, I push it back. She can’t be a vampire. She’s shown no interest in blood, or at least not in consuming it.

      She pulls back and starts to move down my body. The weather is shit, but this is a public walkway used by thousands of tourists a day.

      “Eleanor,” I caution.

      What I think she’s about to do fills my senses, but she only lifts my shirt. I stiffen as she runs her hand over the scar left behind by the monster that turned me. Her fingers trace his name. Caedmon.

      “Eleanor,” I growl and try to pull her up. She looks up at me and licks her lips. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, but I still cringe when her eyes go back down to the name.

      “Caedmon was your master?” she asks.

      “Fuck. Let’s go.” I want to leave, but as she bends down and kisses the curl of the C, my resolve falters.

      I grit my teeth as she continues dropping light kisses along the name. It’s galling and yet my cock twitches at the sight of her head kissing my chest. “Stop,” I hiss, but she ignores me. The scars etched into my flesh by a sadistic tormentor are a shameful reminder of how I once lived and what I was forced to do.

      “Please,” I beg, my voice thick with desire and despair.

      She pulls my shirt down and kisses my lips lightly. “You are so fucking beautiful it hurts me that you think otherwise, but if the scars really upset you, there are ways to cover them.”

      “They were covered before you started kissing them,” I point out through gritted teeth.

      “Not by clothes. I was thinking of something more permanent. Did they have tattoos in your day?”

      I scoff. “Tattoos are for sailors.”

      “I have one,” she admits. She slowly pulls the sleeve of her t-shirt up to uncover her right shoulder. On the back of it is a cute little hummingbird. I run my fingers over the perfect picture, expecting it to rub off. “It’s a bird. I got it because of my name. It’s so embarrassing.”

      “It’s beautiful, just like you are.”

      She shakes her head. I lean down and roll my tongue over it. “It still tastes like you. Maybe a bit inky.”

      She laughs. “No it doesn’t.”

      As I look at her and how care free, she is in my presence, especially after everything I’ve told her and all that she’s been through, another bolt of lust hits me. I pull her to me and clamp my teeth into the hummingbird. She cries out but then begins to writhe against me, grinding her hips against me, shuddering as I suck the blood right from her tattoo.

      The sound of footsteps cut us off and I jump back. Eleanor hastily covers her exposed shoulder just in time as two elderly ladies with shopping bags make their way up the hill.

      “What did it really taste like? she asks when they are out of earshot. Her face is deliciously flushed.

      I shrug nonchalantly. “Like I said before. Inky.”

      She laughs again as I wrap my arm around her, this time protectively as we make our way down the uneven steps. I lean into her and whisper, “If they hadn’t shown up, I would have fucked you right here on this railing in broad daylight.”

      She gives me a grin and kisses my cheek. “If they hadn’t had shown up, I’d have let you.”

      ELEANOR

      Today is a sad day but being with Louis is breaking through the sadness. At some point in the next few days I’m going to have to unpack all the feelings I have about my father. The immense grief at him dying, the hurt that he kept so much from me and the anger that I can no longer talk to him. To let him put it right. He’s the one that put me in this situation. To be a feeder to a clan of vampires. It’s something that I want to shout at him at and thank him for at the same time.

      Kissing Louis was an experience in itself and when he bit into the ridiculous tattoo on my shoulder, I actually orgasmed with the intensity of it. Not that I’m going to tell him that. These vampires are too cocky for their own good. Especially given that they live in what amounts to a hovel. It’s a very grand regent style hovel, but it’s a filthy mess all the same. Ever since I’ve been in there my throat has been scratchy and I constantly feel the need to rip my clothes off. Not because I’m horny all the time as Louis thinks, although he’s not altogether wrong, but because the dirt makes me want to scratch my skin off.

      Louis is such an enigma although he shouldn’t be as he wears all his emotions on his sleeve. On the steps he was dark and demanding, but now we’re in the town proper with all the sights, sounds and smells that come with it, he’s as giddy as a four-year-old in a superhero costume. He drags me from shop to shop, demanding to try all the chocolates and sweets. At an ice-cream shop, he chooses the most expensive ice cream there is with three flavours and more toppings than I can count. I close my eyes and pray as I tap my credit card to the reader. I breathe a sigh of relief as it goes through, but after the last few days, including the two cows I had to buy, I must be close to maxed out. I don’t even want to speak to the vicar because I don’t have a penny left in my savings account to pay for the funeral. My job at the Magpie Cafe doesn’t pay amazingly well and seeing as I’ve missed my last couple of shifts and not bothered to call in and tell them why, I’m probably going to be fired, anyway. I haven’t even turned on my phone since the morning in my father’s attic. I’ve still not replied to Olivia’s text because I can’t begin to explain the craziness that my life has become.

      “No more after this,” I say, handing the giant ice cream monstrosity over to Louis. “I can’t afford it. I don’t know how I’m going to pay for the cleaning stuff, because I’m not going back up there without a scrubbing brush and about a billion cleaning chemicals.”

      Louis gives me an odd look. “You really have no idea how rich you are, do you?”

      I scoff. “If you call a hefty overdraft rich, then yeah, I’m rolling in cash. I already told you that the clothes and the cows wiped me out.”

      “What time is the vicar’s appointment?” he asks then licks the top of the ice cream.

      I glance at my wristwatch. “In about an hour, why?”

      Without hesitation, Louis extends his hand toward me, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Come with me.” I take his hand. It’s like a buzz that won’t wear off, but it also feels so natural. If anyone was to look at us, they would think we really were girlfriend and boyfriend. Of all places to take me to, we end up at a bank.

      “I thought Vampires kept their money in spooky old vaults,” I tease as we walk into the bank.

      Louis pulls out a bank card and hands it to the man at the counter, who proceeds to scan it. He leans down to whisper in my ear, “The woman serving us yesterday gave us a very strange look when we asked for a five-pound note. I only realized why when we got to the sandwich shop later.”

      I can't help but smile, understanding why a bank teller might find it odd for someone to request a five-pound note in this day and age. Five pounds barely covers anything.

      The teller addresses Louis, “How can I help you, sir?”

      “I was wondering if you could tell me how much is in that account.”

      The teller responds, “The current total is seven million, three hundred thousand, nine hundred and thirty-three pounds and seventeen pence. Would you like to withdraw some today?”

      My mouth falls open in awe. That’s an insane amount of money. I lean in and whisper to Louis, “You have seven million quid, and you don't own a suit without moth holes in it?”

      Louis ignores my remark and speaks to the teller instead “No thank you.”

      The teller nods and hands him back the card. Louis then takes out another card and says, “I do want to make a withdrawal from this account though.” He turns to me. “How much does two cows, a few sets of clothes, and an ice-cream come to?”

      I ponder, “I don't remember. A few hundred quid?”

      Louis turns back to the teller. “I’ll take three thousand.”

      I shake my head quickly. “It wasn’t that much.”

      Louis grins mischievously, “Who said I was going to give it all to you? I might want another ice-cream on the way back.”

      The teller hands Louis his money and card, and we exit the bank.

      “I can’t get over you having seven million quid between you,” I sigh. “You’re so buying the cleaning stuff.”

      Louis corrects me, “I don't have seven million pounds. That first bank account wasn't mine.”

      “Silas's?” I inquire.

      Louis responds by thrusting the three thousand pounds into my hand. “It’s yours.” He walks off ahead as though he hasn’t just dropped a bomb on me. I have to run to catch up and when I do, he’s got a look of pure smugness on his face.

      “What was that now?”

      “What?” He shrugs his shoulders as though he’s purposefully trying to goad me. The bastard is purposely trying to goad me.

      “Are you serious? Why do I have seven million pounds?” Just saying it makes me feel queasy. It’s crazy. A horrible thought comes to my mind. “Am I some kind of high-class vampire hooker now. Is that payment for sex?”

      He laughs. “I’m not sure how you can call yourself high class in that soggy t-shirt with blood stains still on it, but if you think sex with you is worth seven million, I want a go of whatever you did with Silas last night. That must have been some mind-blowing sex. I mean I did hear you yowling like a cat.”

      “I was not yowling!” I bluster, trying to twist to see where the blood has stained my shirt. “I need to buy another outfit. I can’t meet the vicar like this.”

      “So let’s get you something.” He steers me into a thrift store which seems crazy given how much money I now know I have, but I don’t have time to go fashion shopping. I just need a new clean shirt and a jacket. My arms have had goose pimples since I stepped out of the warmth of the house. Of course, that might have something to do with Louis biting me on the cliff steps or the fact I’m now a multi-millionaire.

      I pick up a demure top and matching black skirt and pay for it with some of the cash Louis gave me, before heading into the tiny changing room. Louis follows me in.

      “You can't just barge in here,” I hiss, glancing nervously at the shop assistant.

      He swiftly pulls the curtain, shrouding us in privacy, and winks mischievously. “Problem solved.”

      My annoyance flares. “Are you seriously planning to watch me change?”

      He grins unabashedly. “Of course. Why else would I be here?”

      I shoot him a pointed look.

      “You've seen my chest,” he adds with a playful smirk. “It's only fair I get to see yours. I might do to you what you did to me earlier.”

      Heat creeps into my cheeks when I remember kissing the scars on his chest. Caedmon. Just the thought of the name makes me shiver.

      “No way. Close your eyes.” I know he won't, but it makes me feel like I tried. His eyes remain open and fixed on my chest as I pull the soggy t-shirt off.

      I’m ready for his reaction when he realises I’m not wearing a bra. The one I was wearing yesterday is currently in shreds on Silas’s floor.

      He’s on my breasts in an instant, sinking his teeth into the fleshy area above the nipple.

      I let out a long moan as the sensation hits me and I have to hold the sides of the cubicle for support.

      “There’s only one person allowed in the changing rooms,” comes a rattling voice from outside. “I’ll call the police if you are getting up to shenanigans.”

      I swipe Louis away and pull the shirt over my head, glad that I decided on black seeing as my breast is now bleeding too. I swap out my pants for the skirt so that I match. I take a quick look at myself in the mirror to make sure I’m presentable and don’t inadvertently have a bleeding boob hanging out. I’m just about to pull the curtains back when I notice Louis doesn’t appear behind me in the mirror. I can see him plain as day, but he has no reflection. Some of the myths about the vampires are true. No wonder they all dress so haphazardly. They can’t see what they look like. I point to a drop of blood on Louis’s lips. He licks it off with such a lustful look, I feel my panties get damp.

      “Sorry,” I mutter to the shop assistant as we exit the changing room. “I wanted him to tell me if it looked alright.”

      The old lady gives us a hard stare, clearly not believing me. I pick up a jacket from a rack and pull out another twenty-pound bill. Louis checks my pocket and retrieves the rest of the cash, which he then dumps next to the cash register.

      “That’s for the jacket and your troubles,” I explain.

      I’m pretty sure I hear her squealing with joy long after we’ve left the shop.

      “You really have no idea of the value of things, do you?” I chuckle. “Yesterday you tried to do a shop with a five-pound note, and today you're paying for a second-hand coat with three thousand pounds.”

      “Actually, you paid for it with three thousand pounds. It was your money, remember?”

      I give him a wry smile. “How could I forget? You still haven't told me why I have seven million pounds in my bank account.”

      He leans closer, a playful glint in his eye. “It's actually in your father's account, but you're probably going to be the only benefactor? Unless you have any siblings I don't know about?”

      “No siblings, but it reminds me I need to sort out all the paperwork too. I should have told the bank that he died.” I come to a stop. Excitement has fuelled my last few days, but the enormity of everything that has happened hits me like a ton of bricks.

      I’ve not cried. I’ve not shed a single tear for my father, but now in the middle of a busy shopping street in the rain, the tears finally come. It’s like a deluge. I snuggle in to Louis’s chest, melting into him. Three days ago I didn’t know he existed and now he feels like the only thing stopping me from washing away in my own grief.

      He strokes my hair with one hand as he holds me with the other. He doesn’t let go and doesn’t say a word as I shudder against him, letting all my grief out. Then when I’m done, he takes my hand again.

      “Come on. Let’s go and see that vicar to sort out the funeral. I’ll get our man of law to sort out everything else.”

      The vicar offers me sympathy, but he didn’t know my father. Not that I really knew him. I feel numb throughout all the arrangements as the vicar asks me questions that I really don’t know how to respond to. Grief weighs heavy on my heart. I'm rich now, but my father wouldn't have wanted an expensive funeral. What’s the point? I’ll probably be the only one attending. Throughout it all, Louis holds my hand like a boyfriend would. It doesn’t go unnoticed by me that it was here where we first met.

      I’m glad when it’s all over.

      “Do you want to go straight back to the house?” Louis asks as we step out through the church door.

      I shake my head. “I’m pretty sure I promised you another ice cream and I really need to get some cleaning stuff, but before we go back to the ice cream parlour, there’s somewhere I want to take you.”

      The tattoo parlor where I got my humming bird isn’t far from the thrift store we stopped at earlier. Pictures of tattoo designs fill the window.

      I nod towards it. “You don't have to if you don't want to, but if those scars bother you so much, you can get them covered,” I suggest with a shrug. “It's sexy.”

      He doesn’t look sure. There must be so many layers of resentment that have grown over the years, that I think he won’t know how to feel without the scars marking him. He runs a thumb over his bottom lip before making his mind up. “Okay.”

      “Do you want me to come in with you?”

      Louis shakes his head, his gaze fixed on the tribal designs. “This is something I need to do on my own.”

      “I’ll go and pick up some cleaning supplies.”

      Louis stops me. “Don’t go too far. Silas will murder me if you get taken away by the Descendants while I’m getting doodled on.”

      I kiss his cheek. “I’m going to the mini market. It’s just round the corner. A tattoo big enough to cover your chest will take hours. I’ll be back in half an hour and if you don’t mind, I’d like to watch.”

      “I don’t know.” He raises an eyebrow. “Will you be able to keep your hands off me?”

      I roll my eyes. “I’ll do my best and if I can’t, the tattooist will have to work around me riding your cock.”

      The look on his face is priceless as I turn away. It’s an antidote to the sombre hour we spent in the church organising the funeral. At the shop I find a cart and load it with cleaning supplies. I also throw four cell phones in the cart along with a couple of bras and t-shirts from the tiny clothes collection at the back of the store. Then remembering that I haven’t bought any for Victoria. I try to guess her size and throw another three pairs of matching underwear into the cart. It’s only when I’m at the cash register that I remember that Louis gave all my cash to the thrift store lady and the money I do have is still in an account under my father’s name. The irony doesn’t escape me that I'm now a millionaire seven times over, and I’m still praying for my card to go through without being declined. By some miracle it does, so I head back to the tattoo shop.

      It takes me a few seconds to wedge open the door and drag all my shopping bags inside. Louis is already waiting for me in the front part of the shop. My mouth falls open and a shiver of lust runs through my body as I take him in. His ass-length hair has been cut into a messy chop that makes him look all kinds of delicious. I thought I liked the long hair, but this suits him so much more. It makes him darker. My mouth begins to water at the sight of him.

      “I thought you were getting a tattoo?” I manage to squeak out.

      “I did. The tattooist had some scissors, and I decided to chop my hair while they doodled on me.”

      I look down at my watch. I’ve been gone just over an hour. A tattoo big enough to cover his whole chest should take hours if not days.

      “You wanna see?” He grins and runs his hands through his newly chopped hair. My mouth isn’t the only part of me getting wet.

      I nod my head and wait for him to pull his shirt up, but he turns around and pulls down his t-shirt over his right shoulder. There, in the exact same position as my tattoo is a tattoo of a humming bird.

      ELEANOR

      I snort out a surprised laugh. “I thought you were getting your scars covered?”

      “You told me I was beautiful,” he says simply before heading out of the shop.

      Being outside feels so freeing after the confines of the dark old building they live in. I can only imagine how it must feel for Louis to be outside and free after so long. Not that he is free. I notice every time he looks over his shoulder, every time he does a double take. I’m beginning to do the same, checking my surrounding, scoping out suspicious looking people. In a town as packed with tourists as Whitby, anyone could be suspicious.

      “Do you know why the Descendants are after me?” I ask. “Why they killed my father? He never hurt anyone.”

      Louis provides me with a protective arm. “I don’t know. They’ve targeted our feeders for years. Every single one of your ancestors died under mysterious circumstances. Why do you think Silas is so protective of you?”

      I hate that he knows more about my family than I do. I hate that a group of people I don’t know are out to kill me for reasons I don’t really understand. So my family fed the vampires. Surely that could only be a good thing? My family has single-handedly kept the people of Whitby safe for generations. If it wasn’t for us feeding them, they’d be feeding on humans like they used to do.

      I must look bad, because Louis says, “I won’t let them hurt you, Eleanor.”

      I shrug. “I’ve lived here my whole life and never felt scared of anything, and now I can’t keep checking people out, wondering if they are going to attack me.”

      As he pulls me in closer, I notice the admiring looks we’re getting. He doesn’t seem to pay them any attention. “I’ve spent my life wondering when a group of vampire hunters would figure out where we are and torch the house. Before we went into hiding, we were the hunters. It made us into the hunted, too. The vampires were the scourge of the East Coast. While we hunted, humans plotted. I don’t blame them. The ancients were the worst. I’ve hated spending my life missing out on all this.” He gestures around himself to the busy shopping street. “I’ve hated missing out on what I saw people have. New foods, cars, cell phones. But we made the pact and in doing that, someone managed to wipe out the ancient bloodlines. As far as I’m aware, there hasn’t been a vampire related death in over a century here. Unless you know of any?”

      “The only vampires Whitby sees these days are the thousands of people dressing up like them on the Goth days.”

      He stares off into space, a grin on his face. “I do love the days when humans dress up, pretending to be us. It’s like sheep donning the attire of wolves for a day. If only they knew real vampires were watching them from above.”

      “I think a lot of them would like that,” I remark. “Vampires are pretty well known to be sexy creatures.”

      He runs his hand through his newly cropped hair and poses. “Well. I didn’t want to be the first to say it.”

      I grin and hand him one of the cell phones I bought. “I can’t do much about you wanting a car, but I did buy the group some cell phones. I don’t know where we’ll be able to charge them so they won’t be much use most of the time, but I thought if you are all heading out a bit more, then they might come in useful.”

      His face lights up as he takes in the box. It’s like I’ve handed him a winning lottery ticket even though it was the cheapest phone in the shop. “Don’t get too excited. I’ll need to set it up before you can play with it, and I can’t do that until it’s charged.” I take the box back from him and put it back into one of the shopping bags. “You know what? I can probably do something about the food situation too. Can vampires eat normal food?”

      “We can,” he admits. “We just don’t. We can’t go shopping.”

      I shake my head. “I’m so going to have to introduce you to Uber Eats.”

      He gives me a strange look. “What’s that?”

      “Never mind. We can go back to the supermarket and grab some food for everyone and I think we just passed a camping shop. We can buy a camping stove and a bottle of gas. Tonight I’m going to cook you all a real meal. It won’t be much, but I think after a hundred years, you all might enjoy some fine dining. If you can call hot dogs and burgers, fine dining.”

      He pulls me into him and kisses me on the forehead. It’s such a sweet and intimate gesture, so different from our kiss on the cliff steps.

      “Shit!” Louis’s eyes dart to the side. My heart rate increases as I scan the shoppers. I don’t see anything out of the ordinary, but something has raised his hackles. “Don’t say a word, just follow me! Quickly!”

      He grabs one of the shopping bags with one hand, taking my now free hand with the other. We dart down a small alleyway between two shops. I try to angle my head backwards to see if anyone is chasing us, but Louis is pulling me too fast. I can barely keep up with his urgency as we dart left and right through Whitby’s maze of back alleys.

      “Stop,” I call out, wheezing. I look behind us. No one is there. I drop the shopping bag I’m carrying and lean against a wall to get my breath back. “The Descendants?” I wheeze.

      Louis drops his shopping bag next to mine and runs his hands through my hair as he presses me into the wall.

      “Nope.” He leans down and kisses my neck, sending sparks flying through my body.

      “Louis! Who was following us?” I follow it up with a moan as he grazes his teeth lightly over the soft skin under my ear. This is not the time to be caught in flagrante with a vampire with a band of probable vampire hunters chasing us.

      “No one’s chasing us,” he admits. “I just remember running through these back alleys when I was a kid, and I especially remembered how quiet they always were. I used to get up to so much trouble when I was young that I knew these back alleys like the back of my hand in case I needed a quick getaway.”

      “You made me think we were being chased!” I push him back to admonish him. “I swear I nearly had a heart attack!”

      He runs his hand up my shirt. I gasp as he cups my breast, then leans down and sticks an ear to it. “It sounds pretty fine to me. Maybe it is beating a little fast. I should look to make sure.”

      “Louis!” I cry out as he lifts the prim and proper blouse I bought earlier. He snakes his tongue over my nipple, wetting it with his tongue. I want to be so mad at him for frightening me, but it’s so hard to be mad when he takes my nipple in my mouth. His fangs are elongated. I can feel them as he circles my nipple with his tongue. I jump as something cold hits my skin.

      “What’s that?” I ask breathlessly.

      He looks up and, with a grin on his face, sticks his tongue out. There in the centre is a tongue piercing.

      “You got your tongue pierced in the tattoo studio?”

      He raises his eyebrows and gives me the most panty melting grin. “Not just my tongue.”

      Holy shit. I’m desperate to find out where else he got pierced, but I can’t speak as he disappears under my skirt and pulls my panties down.

      “Where else did you get pierced? I ask breathlessly.

      “That’s for me to know, Eleanor.” He finds my clit with his tongue. The coolness of the tongue piercing combined with the added danger of his fangs has me crying out as I try to find purchase. Something to grip on to stop me from falling over. In desperation, I reach down and grab his head through the crappy material of my skirt and hold on to him as I press myself into him. The mate bond has taken normal arousal and magnified it into something insane. I’m almost feverish with desire as he darts his tongue across my clit, then lower, entering me, before darting back up again. No one has ever done this to me before. No one has ever bothered going down on me. And now that I know what it feels like, I want more of it. My body is a wanton mess of hormones and blood rushing through my veins.

      “It’s not just your blood that tastes intoxicating, Eleanor,” he mumbles beneath my skirt. In an act of pure desperation, I pull my skirt up, exposing myself. If any one of the people living in the building opposite happened to look out of their window right now, we’d both be carted off to the police station. That should give me pause, but I’m way too far gone to care. If anything, the prospect of being caught being tongue fucked by a newly pierced vampire is even more of a turn on. I grab his hair and buck against him as his tongue hits the sweet spot over and over.

      “This feels...” I let the words drift away, because how can I even try to explain something that feels like nothing else I’ve ever experienced?

      “You taste so fucking good,” Louis rumbles.

      I whimper as I hook a leg over his neck. It feels so filthy and obscene. I’m no longer in control. Not that I ever am around any of them, but this is taking it to the next level.

      I want him to bite me, but I don’t even know if that would be insane given where his teeth currently are.

      I thrust forward again. Louis grabs hold of my thighs to stop from falling over as my body bucks wildly and then when I think I can’t take it any longer, he sinks his teeth in. I cry out as a billion sensations erupt through me. Where he’s bitten isn’t necessarily a sensitive spot, but he’s clamped his teeth down in just the right spot to keep lapping at my clit with his tongue. The twin sensations of the euphoric bliss as his vampire venom rushes though my veins, and orgasm hitting me at the same time almost completely knocks me over.

      I’m literally seeing stars as I grab onto his head, his hair, anything to stop the pair of us falling to the ground.

      And then we do. I can’t help it. My one leg that is still touching the floor is like jelly and though Louis is more than strong enough to hold me up, I catch him off guard. His teeth retract, and I roll off him as the thunderous aftershocks shake my body. I’m laying on the ground in an alley, feet from a main shopping street, my skirt bunched up around my waist, and god only knows where my panties are. I’ve got two puncture wounds half an inch above my clit which are probably dripping with blood that is more silver than red and I’ve banged my elbow pretty bad in the fall.

      I feel fucking amazing.

      “Kill me now.”

      Louis rolls into place next to me, a smirk on his face and silvery blood on his fangs. “If it was that bad, I  want to see you when you enjoy yourself.”

      “Bad?” I wheeze out, unable to catch my breath. My whole body is shaking. “It was so good that I want to die now, so I can say I died in a moment of utter bliss.”

      “I don’t think the others would thank me if I killed you.” He runs a hand up my thigh and to my wet pussy. I squirm under his touch. My whole body is one sensitive ball of nerve endings.

      “You tasted so good. The blood and your juices make for quite the feast. You really need to let me know when you are on your monthly.”

      “My what?” And then it dawns on me. He wants to go down on me during my period. Oh my god. I cover my face with my hands. I didn’t even know him two days ago and now he’s actually talking about eating me out while I what? Bleed all over him. It's shameful, yet beneath that shame, there's an undeniable undercurrent of excitement.

      “Come on.” He stands up and offers me a hand. I push my skirt back down so I look at least half decent and let him heave me to my feet. “Where are my panties?” I ask, then groan when I find them balled up, soaking wet in a puddle.

      He follows my gaze. “Don’t worry. I like the thought of you not wearing panties as we go and buy all those hamburgers and hot dogs you were talking about earlier.”

      I rub my elbow and flinch as the pain hits me. I’m so going to have a bruise. “So are you going to tell me where else you got pierced?” I lift my eyes to his face. “Because I can see that it wasn’t your ears, eyebrow or lip.”

      “Think a little further south,” he says with a smirk. “I’m not going to tell you, but if you play your cards right, I might let you look for it later.”

      I roll my eyes at him, but as he turns away, a fission of excitement pulses through my body and I wonder if I’ll ever get enough of these strange creatures that have been thrust into my life.

      BEAU

      “Does everyone understand?” Silas asks. He’s supposed to be talking to all of us, but his eyes have been on me the whole fucking meeting. Like Louis isn’t fucking her right now. Knowing him, he’ll be doing it on the beach on a fucking carousel or some such shit. And while he’s getting down and dirty with Little Bird, I’m stuck here having to listen to Silas on another of his power trips, bossing everyone around as usual. He actually wants me to take it in turns with the others to see her and on her terms.

      “Beau?”

      “Actually, no. I don’t understand,” I snap, sidling up to him. “Why should we give the bitch what she wants? She’s fucking dinner, for Christ's sake. Would you ask a slab of beef if it wants eating?”

      “You heard her,” Vic says, worried. “She’ll leave if we don’t, and we can’t all feed from her at once. What Silas has put forward makes sense.”

      “We’re not losing her because you can’t keep your fangs in your mouth,” Silas adds. He’s always been an arrogant prick, but he’s lost it big time over this one.

      I run my thumb over my bottom lip. “Fine,” I agree, “but I’m not lining up at her door asking for scraps like a fucking orphan.” I turn and head back to my own room. I'm so sick of the same shit day after day, year after fucking year. And now we have something to play with, Silas wants to set a fucking rota system. I agreed to keep my fangs in my mouth, but I never agreed to keeping my cock in my pants. There are more things Little Bird is useful for than just the taste of her blood. She’s a horny little bitch, anyway. I saw how she angled her neck toward Louis in the church, how she didn’t pull away when Vic went to town on her neck. I’ll fuck her so hard, she’ll be begging me to take her blood.

      I smell her already. They’ll be back soon. No doubt Louis will walk through the door with a fucking Cheshire cat grin on his face and she’ll have more puncture wounds on her pretty little neck.

      The rest of the bunch scurries out of the living room, acting like a bunch of obedient lapdogs, eagerly awaiting our master's return. When the hell did we all become so fucking submissive?

      When she came here, that’s when.

      I head down anyway, just to pick up more of the scent of her. One way or another I’m going to have her tonight, rota system or not.

      Of course, Louis strolls in here like he's won the fucking lottery, but what really catches me off guard is that he allowed her to brand him. I can't hide my fury as he parades a new tattoo—a fucking hummingbird. That’s exactly what she is, flitting around us all, taking what she wants when she wants. Louis is a pathetic dick, thinking that having her on his shoulder makes her his.

      Silas practically grabs her away from Louis and guides her up the stairs, with Vic following close behind.

      Eleanor's gaze locks onto me as Silas drones on about his rota system. There’s no fucking fear in her eyes at all. She’s more wary than anything. I intend to change that soon enough.

      She keeps a watchful gaze on me, just like a mouse knows when a cat is about to strike. She’s not stupid enough to think that she really is safe here, despite Silas’s reassurances. His blustering machismo might sound impressive, but it tells me that he’s underestimating her. The human. She might be breakable, but she’s already got everyone scurrying around after her. She’s not as pathetic as he thinks she is. As she enters the living room, she coughs, breaking her gaze. She bangs in her chest as tears form in the corner of her eyes.

      “It’s all this damn dust,” she croaks.

      Silas rushes to the windows, yanking them wide open.

      “I reckon a rota system might just work,” Eleanor chimes in. “But I'll be the one to decide who gets what and when. I'll make sure to share my blood without going overboard. Will that work?”

      Silas finishes opening the last window and gestures for her to take a seat. “Your blood is more potent than any I've ever had. Must be something to do with the mating bond.”

      Eleanor's eyes dart to him. “Mating bond? When you said mate bond before I thought you just meant our blood was connected.”

      “Come on, Hummingbird,” I goad. “We all know you’re horny for us all. It’s not like you’ve not noticed. I can smell the sex on you from here.”

      It’s almost cute the way her cheeks flame, blood rushing to them. Her eyes go to the door as Louis walks in, arms full of shopping bags. “I can smell your cunt juices on Louis, too.”

      “Beau,” Silas cautions. A muscle tics in his cheek and I think I see the flare of his nostrils to confirm what I just said. Not like it’s not obvious by her messed up hair and Louis’s smug as shit grin.

      “Here.” Louis thrusts a bottle of into my hands. “You can wrap your lips around that and shut the fuck up.”

      “Scotch whisky?” At least something good came from their trip out. Louis pulls another bottle out and puts it on a side table. “Yeah. We went shopping after I went down on her in an alleyway.”

      “Louis!” Eleanor brings her hands up to her face as though she can somehow hide what she did behind them. She’s an endearing bitch.

      Louis holds his hands up. “What? You heard him. You can’t keep a secret like that around a bunch of vampires.

      I unscrew the lid and drink it from the bottle neat. I’ve not tasted fine whisky in over a century. Hell, I’ve not tasted anything but animal blood in that time. It goes down smoothly. “Tastes almost as good as your blood, Hummingbird. And if it gets me fucked up enough to not have to listen to either of these assholes, then even better.”

      She crosses the room and wrests the bottle from my hands. “No one is getting fucked up. We’re cleaning this hovel you call a home before I die of dust poisoning.” She gives another cough as if to prove her point. “I need a shower or bath, too.”

      “I bet you do. You need to wash the Louis stink off you.” I look her coldly in the eyes. “I’m not your fucking maid. You want the house clean, you do it yourself, or get these two chimps to be your cleaning boys.”

      Silas strides across the room, stepping between us. “You’ll do as she says.”

      “Or what?” I scoff. “You’ll take me off the rota?” I grab the bottle back and stalk back to my room.

      They can be her bitches all they like, running around after her as she changes everything.

      All afternoon I hear the whole group brushing and sweeping, doing her bidding. Through the day, they all belong to her now, but tonight, she will be mine. The scotch isn’t nearly as strong as I remember it to be. Maybe it’s just a shitty watered down brand, but I suspect that it’s because I’m a vampire and alcohol doesn’t affect me in the same way it used to. It means that when I take what I want from Hummingbird tonight, I’ll be able to feel everything.

      For a moment, I imagine pulling back that hair of hers in my fist as I bend her over and plunge my teeth and my cock into her. By the time this day is over, she’ll be either begging me to stop or begging me for more. Either option excites me.

      At some point in the afternoon, the smell of her that I can’t seem to get out of my nose is replaced by something else.

      Someone is cooking. I don’t know how as we don’t have a kitchen here, but someone is definitely cooking something. My mouth waters at the scent of cooked pork and beef. A real fucking meal. No matter how delicious it smells, it’s not what I want to taste tonight.

      Finally, I hear them all go to bed, but it’s one door in particular I want to hear.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to sleep in my room? I will keep you safe.”

      I know Silas well enough to know that he’ll stick to his word. If she does decide to sleep in his room, no one is getting in there. We’ve had our fights in the past and I’m more than pissed off with this little arrangement, but if she does decide to be with him, I’m out.

      “No,” I hear her say, sending a dark thrill through me. “At some point, we'll need to test if your rota system works. Besides, I told everyone I was tired. It's been a long day.”

      Excitement grows in my chest like a fever. So our little hummingbird is planning on being alone tonight. I wonder if she really believes that this will work. With twenty-seven hungry vamps, only four of which have had the pleasure of tasting her blood, I doubt it will be long before this whole thing crashes to the ground.

      I wait. I’m not stupid enough to think the others will leave her alone. It doesn’t take long before I hear them knocking on her door. At first she’s polite when she declines them, but as the night wears on, I hear the annoyance in her voice as she turns them away, citing tiredness.

      Eventually, it stops, and the house goes quiet. Unlike most vampires, we sleep at night and wake during the day. Before we moved here we were nocturnal, hunting our prey in the darkness, but trying to sleep through the noise of hundreds of tourists plus the fact that we haven’t hunted in years, means that we have more human sleep patterns than vampire.

      I knock on her door lightly.

      She answers the door with fire in her eyes. “What?” She pauses and wipes the sleep from her eyes. She looks so innocent. It’s going to make what’s coming all the more interesting. “Oh. It’s you. I was wondering when you’d haul your sorry ass across the landing.”

      I love the spirit of this girl. It’s going to make it so much fun when I break her.

      “I’ll tell you what I told the others. I’m tired. I’m not going to be your blood donor tonight.” She makes to close the door, but I bring my foot forward, stopping it. For the first time, I think I see fear in her eyes, but she quickly masks it with an expression of defiance.

      “Who said anything about being a blood donor? There are other parts of you I want to know the taste of. You’ll be screaming out my name by the end of this night.”

      She pushes on the door, trying to close it. It’s adorable how she thinks she can match my strength. She might have a lot of the characteristics of a vampire now that she’s our mate, but she doesn’t have the strength.

      “You could scream.” I offer, keeping my voice low as I push back on the door, pushing her backwards in the process. “Your mate is only next door. He’s probably listening at the wall, ready to come save you like a knight in shining armour.”

      Her eyes narrow and I can feel the heat in them. “As much as I’d like to watch Silas kicking your ass,” she hisses, “I’m not waking him up because you’re an asshole that can’t stick to the rules.”

      “The rules are about taking your blood, Hummingbird. There’s nothing in them that says I can’t fuck you. And seeing as you’re not screaming out for Silas to come save you, I’m taking that as consent.” I step through her door, closing it behind me, and turn the key in the lock.

      ELEANOR

      Consent is such a fucking pointless word in this scenario. My mind is screaming at me to tell him to back the fuck off and attempt to push him out of my room so I can actually get a minute’s peace from these needy-ass vampires, but my body has the same awful pull toward him as it does all the others. It doesn’t matter if I give consent or take it away, because my body wants whatever he’s going to give.

      And it’s not like I can explain the concept of consent to a hundred and whatever year old vampire who’s probably never heard the word no in his life apart from when people were screaming it before he bit them.

      I’m regretting buying the cheap pyjamas with cutesy unicorns on them as he slowly crosses the room toward me. Even as I step back, the one thing going through my mind is that no vampire movie ever featured the poor, unsuspecting heroine rocking unicorn PJs. It’s a ridiculous thought, but concentrating on the naffness of my attire and the fact it’s not a long flowing white gown is keeping my mind away from whatever it is Beau is going to do to me.

      “What the hell are you wearing?” he asks, his tone dripping with disdain.

      Well, it looks like he's finally clued in to how unprepared I am for this whole living-with-vampires thing.

      “Sorry it doesn't meet your high fashion standards,” I retort, irritation creeping into my voice. “I didn't exactly plan on getting kidnapped by vampires this week, so forgive me for not making a pit stop at the costume shop to pick up my damsel-in-distress costume.”

      Beau's eyes narrow, and he steps closer. “No one kidnapped you, Hummingbird. Don't twist the narrative to protect your precious pride just because you're terrified of how much you want all of this.”

      I shake my head as my back hits the bookcase. “I don’t want this.”

      He can surely smell the lie as strongly as he smelled me on Louis earlier. Actually. It’s not a lie at all. I’m appalled at how my body is craving his touch. It’s utterly mortifying how my brain seems to cut out from my body the second any of them are near me.

      He’s across the room in a second, blurring across it so quickly I can barely see him.

      “I don’t believe you, Hummingbird.”

      I breathe in sharply as he presses me into the bookcase. My whole body stiffens. “Don’t excite yourself. I’m not turned on by you.”

      He looks almost amused as he slides his hands down the top of the waistband and presses a finger into me.

      “You’re so fucking wet.” He laughs. “Now tell me you’re not turned on, Hummingbird.”

      “I’m not!” I grit out.

      He brings a wet finger out and starts to rub it round my clit. I grip onto one of the shelves behind me and grit my teeth as I stare at him and try to keep my face as impassive as possible.

      “What about now?” he says in a low hum.

      I give him a death stare and shake my head as my body feels like it’s lighting up like fireworks. “No.”

      He licks his lips. “Funny how your hips were bucking into my hand as I touched you.”

      Damn it!

      “Your face is flushed and you are panting,” he whispers into my ear, sending another shot of electricity through my veins where his breath heats my exposed neck. “There’s a sheen of perspiration glistening on your forehead and your exposed skin is covered in goose pimples. Are you sure you don’t want this?”

      I close my eyes and try to stave off all those telling signs. It’s almost impossible, because I can already feel the beginnings of an orgasm building up. “I’m sure!” I grit back, opening my eyes and staring directly into his, keeping my face as stone-like as possible while my body is crying out for release.

      “As you wish.”

      Shock fills me as he actually pulls back, taking his hands from my pyjamas.

      My body is aching for release now that he’s worked me into a hyped up mess.

      The pull of my blood mixes with the wanton desire as the bastard walks purposefully slowly away. It’s depressing how strongly my body yearns for him, even when my mind is telling me every interaction with him is a bad idea, especially the physical ones.

      I can get myself off. I don’t need him.

      It’s like telling a tree it doesn’t need sunlight, or a fish, it doesn’t need water.

      “Stop!” The word is out of my mouth before I can stop it. I mentally curse myself at how needy I’ve become. Beau is right. I’m so turned on, it’s taking everything I have not to run across the room and throw myself on the gorgeous asshole.

      I don’t need to run anywhere, because, like a blur, he’s back at my side. He grabs my hair, pulling it back and making me yelp.

      “Don’t fuck with me, Hummingbird.” His lips curl up at the edge. He looks so dangerous and evil. It’s funny how someone with two brothers who look so similar can work the muscles of their faces to give such different expressions. Louis couldn’t look as downright scary as Beau does now if he tried.

      “On your knees, Hummingbird.” He pulls on my hair, so I have to do what he asks whether I want to or not.

      I let out a yelp as he pushes a foot against my shoulder, forcing me lower on the cold floor. I glare up at him, my defiance clear in my eyes. But all I'm met with is a cold, unyielding stare, filled with nothing but contempt.

      He unties the top of his trousers, which drop to the ground without anything to hold them up. He’s not wearing any underwear, and he’s already hard. It’s not just their faces that are similar. Beau’s cock is almost a replica of Silas’s. I’m going to fucking choke on it.

      I keep my gaze steady on his eyes, getting nothing but hostility back.

      “Suck it.”

      “You suck it!” I spit up at him.

      He pulls my hair again, almost ripping it from the follicles. I cry out in pain as he wraps it round in his fist.

      “You don’t get to dictate this, Hummingbird. This was your choice.”

      “I don’t remember agreeing to this. Forcing this on me is illegal nowadays.”

      He laughs. “You think I care about the law? I’m a fucking vampire.”

      My hands coil into fists. I’m seething with anger, but I want this too. It’s a hateful position to be in.

      “I’ve tasted you,” he snaps. “It’s only fair that we even up the score.”

      “You fucking bit me. I’d like to even up that score!” I mumble, but he cuts my complaints off by grabbing my face with his free hand and squeezing my cheeks so my mouth is open. “That’s good, Hummingbird, but don’t even think about doing what you just threatened. If I so much as feel your teeth, I’ll suck you so dry, there won’t be enough blood let in your body left to fill a teaspoon.”

      For some reason, my wretched brain goes back to Louis licking me in the alleyway earlier and his threat sends a wave of unwanted desire right to my core.

      He lets go of my mouth, straightens with his hand still in my hair and thrusts his cock into my mouth. I don’t move. I’m not going to make this pleasurable for him. He pushes my head forward, almost gagging me on the sheer size of it. I don’t fight back, but I don’t suck either. I let my mouth hang open slackly, purposefully keeping my tongue pinned to the bottom of my mouth.

      “You’re a sad fucking human bitch! Suck it. I want to know what my brothers see in you.”

      I glare up at him as best I can in the position I’m in. I feel hurt and humiliated and more than a little shocked, but in the position I’m in, there’s no winning.

      I clamp my lips around his cock, wrapping my tongue below the head.

      “That’s a good girl. I knew you could do it.”

      Anger spurs me on as I grab the base of his cock and move in a bobbing motion, forward and backwards. It’s not so bad when I get into a rhythm.

      “Oh,” he groans in a long inhale. There’s no enjoyment in the physical aspect of what I’m doing. Not for me anyway, but the feeling of power I have over him is keeping me going. His grip on my hair goes slack as the muscles in his thighs tense.

      My mutinous body begins to react, thanks to the mate bond. Is there nothing this motherfucker can do that won’t have my mutinous body gagging for more of him? With the others, I can understand it, even though the force of my feelings for them is scary and weird, but I hate any man that forces himself on a woman and Beau is no exception. And yet as I suck and his hips begin to rock with my motion, I’m becoming more turned on. I know I’m going to hate myself later, but the pull is too strong. I sigh, and that little vibration makes him groan again.

      I’m going to be tethered to him for as long as I live or until something else happens. I don’t even know what that will look like.

      “You are so fucking good at this.” His voice is hard and low, but his words are hitting my right in the core. I glance up to see his eyes, black as thunder.

      “That’s right, Hummingbird. Look what you’re doing to me while I watch what I’m doing to you. I’m going to come so hard and you’re going to take it all, suck up every drop just as I want to suck on you. You are so fucking hot with my cock between your pretty red lips.”

      My panties are a soggy mess. It looks like one brother at least knows how to talk dirty. His words are an aphrodisiac, pushing me to give him what he wants. He’s so deep that I’m not ready when he thrusts hard, spurting cum down my throat. I almost gag, but my hair is still fisted in his hand.

      “That was so fucking good, Hummingbird,” he says as he pulls out and I gasp for air.

      The mix of threats and praise has me worked up into a wet, dizzying mess.

      “It was so fucking beautiful watching you squirm, so hungry for my cock. Swallowing my cum. You liked the taste of it.”

      God help me, I did. Maybe it’s the mate bond, but I liked the feel of it warming my throat. I even like how it almost choked me and he wouldn’t let up.

      Not that I’m going to tell him that.

      “Get on the floor.”

      I’m already on my knees. There’s not much closer to the floor I can go. “Why?”

      He chuckles. “God, you’re a lunatic. No one can be so dense. You tasted me. Now it’s my turn to taste you.”

      “You already sucked my blood,” I say, alarmed. “You know what I taste like.”

      He pushes me roughly, so I teeter off my knees and fall to my side. “I’m not talking about tasting your blood, Hummingbird. Now open your pretty legs for me. I want to see that gorgeous pussy of yours.”

      I obey, partly because I know I have no choice in the matter, but mostly because I’m so wet and his words have affected me more than I care to admit. I sit up on my ass and lean back, shouldering my weight on my arms. I open my legs wide.

      “Nice try, Hummingbird. I’m that good at this, I probably could get you off using my tongue through those pyjamas of yours, but I’m damned if I want to do it looking at those fucking unicorns. Take them off and let me see your pussy.”

      My cheeks fill with shame as I do as he asks, leaving the pyjama top on. It’s a small act of defiance, but it makes me feel like I’m not so utterly compliant. He doesn’t force me to take that off, but he does grab my ankles and pull my bare ass toward him, so he’s situated between my legs. The friction of wood on my bare ass cheeks burns my skin. I grit my teeth together to stem the pain.

      “I’m going to enjoy this, my beautiful Hummingbird. Now lay back and relax.”

      It’s hard to relax when one minute I’ve got a vampire calling me a bitch and ramming his cock into my mouth and the next he’s calling me his beautiful Hummingbird, but I doubt that he’ll understand something that requires an ounce of empathy, something he’s sorely lacking in.

      My body tenses up and my head lolls back as his tongue touches my clit and he clamps his mouth down over it. I think he’s going to bite me like Louis did, but he doesn’t. Instead, he licks and sucks like a man insane. “You do taste fucking delectable,” he murmurs. “Mouth watering, delicious, luscious.”

      Every word he utters drives me higher and higher, and as he punctuates each one with a lick or suck.

      “So fucking beautiful.”

      My body stiffens, readying itself for release, but as I reach the peak, he pulls back.

      Sweat drips down my brow and I pull my head back up to look at him. Dark, feral eyes gaze back at me.

      “Tell me how much you want this, Hummingbird.”

      “Wha...” I have no words.

      “You heard me,” he says, aggressively. “If you want this, you have to tell me.”

      “I want it,” I whisper, mortification filling my soul.

      He presses a thumb to my clit and begins to work in slow circles. “I’m not sure I heard you.”

      My breathing becomes ragged as he takes me to the very edge of climax and stops again. It’s beautiful torture.

      “Tell me.”

      “I want it,” I pant out.

      “What do you want, Hummingbird? You have to spell it out for me or you won’t get it.”

      “I want your fingers. I want your tongue. I want...”

      He bows his head and starts lapping again. My fingers coil into fists as the sensation mounts again. It’s getting painful, the ebb and flow. When he stops again, I almost lose my mind.

      “I still don’t think you want this enough,” he says with a malicious grin, his fangs clearly showing.

      I hate him. I hate him with a passion. He’s making fun of me and I’m a coiled up disaster waiting to explode.

      “Tell me how much you want this,” he demands.

      I heave in a ragged breath. “Damn you and the hellhole you crawled up from, Beau Calverley,” I scream out in some kind of frantic anger. “I want it. I want you. I want you to suck on my pussy until I come.”

      His mouth turns up into a sly grin. The bastard’s won and I don’t even care.

      “You got it, my beautiful Hummingbird.” He coils his arms under my thighs and pulls me closer. His tongue darts inside me, then back up to my clit. When I come, it’s like an inferno. I grip my stupid unicorn pyjama bottoms in my fist as I come so hard, I scream out Beau’s name. When it’s over and my body has had every orgasm wrung from it, my entire body flops to the floor. I look at the ceiling in a daze as aftershocks course through my body. I’m soaking wet all over.

      When I finally, muster up the energy to look up, Beau’s looking at me with a feral grin. “I told you, you’d scream out my name before the end of the night.”

      He wipes his wet mouth, then stands and turns around. Without a word, he strides across the room, opens the door and slams it behind him, leaving me like a wrung out dishrag on the floor.
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      I’m fucking livid. The mate bond was supposed to be a blessing, not a curse. She was supposed to be mine, and I wasn’t supposed to be forced to have to listen to her screaming out my brother's name through my bedroom wall.

      “Morning,” she trills happily as she walks past my door on her way to the living room.

      I follow along the corridor. “Tired?”

      “Not really.” She turns to me. “You?”

      “No, but then I didn’t pretend to be last night before inviting my brother into my room and fucking him half the night.”

      Her cheeks turn crimson, but she holds my gaze as we enter the living room. “That was a regrettable incident.”

      “What was a regrettable incident?” Louis asks from the floor. He’s tinkering with the portable stove they bought yesterday, twisting the knobs on it.

      Beau leans out from one of the high-backed chairs. “I think she’s talking about how I made her squeal last night. I think our dear brother might be pissed that I made her shout out my name and he couldn’t do that.”

      “Louis, you’re going to blow the house up if you’re not careful,” Eleanor says, taking a place next to him on the floor and ignoring the rest of us. She takes a thing she calls a lighter from a box and lights the small stove. “I think we brought enough for everyone for breakfast, but I forgot to get myself some vegetarian sausages.”

      Beau leans in, his elbows resting on his knees as he speaks. “Isn't it amusing how she's a vegetarian in a household of carnivores? Not that she complained when she was eating my meat last night.”

      Anger flares as I take in his smug, predatory grin. I storm across the room, but Eleanor has already placed herself between us. She looks up into my eyes in a pleading way. “Don’t do this, Silas. It isn’t worth it.”

      The touch of her hand on my arm sooths the roaring beast in me enough to let her guide me out into the corridor.

      “I’m still yours, Silas,” she whispers. “I can’t help the force of this bond anymore than anyone else can. Just because I’m with the others doesn’t mean I feel it less with you.”

      Anger and resentment swirl in my chest. “You were meant to be mine. I feel it in my soul.” I hit my chest where I once had a heart. Now it seems to only hold a seething mass of jealousy and blackness.

      She runs her hand down my arm to my hand and threads her fingers over mine. “I feel it too. It’s the strongest feeling I’ve ever had. It’s scary and insane and sometimes uncontrollable. I don’t know how to come to terms with it or what we should do or what we are supposed to be doing. I’m letting my feelings guide me, but here’s the thing.” She gently pulls my hand to her chest. I feel the thrum of her heartbeat beneath her delicate skin and thin top. “Whatever I feel in here, and whatever you feel in there, the others feel it, too. Just as strongly. None of us asked for this and I’m still coming to terms with it. I was supposed to be locked in my bedroom at home, crying in my bed mourning my father this week, but between you all, you’ve taken a lot of the pain away. I’m not going to lie to you. It feels wrong, feeling so wonderful when I should be grieving, but it does feel wonderful. And if you let go of all this resentment of having to share me, you might feel wonderful too.”

      “I didn’t ask to feel like this,” I whisper. “It’s not wonderful. It’s crippling. I want you all the time. It’s absurd and painful. I’ve never been an impulsive man. I’ve always had control over my actions. Even when I was turned, I was able to control myself around humans better than most vampires. Maybe that’s why Bram Stoker came to me, but since you got here, I can’t seem to control my thoughts, my actions. I hate not being in control. I want you all the time, and it’s maddening that I can’t.”

      She shakes her head sadly. “I’m sorry that I’m making you feel this way.”

      “I didn’t ask for this.”

      “Neither did I.” She wraps her arms around me and in an instant I’m calmed. I grip onto her, pulling in her warm little body, inhaling her. If I live another millennium, I could never get enough of her. She looks up at me. “I need to go and grab some more food. We couldn’t carry too much up the hill yesterday and there is so much I forgot. Will you come with me?”

      “I wouldn’t let you go without me.”

      She gives me a sly smile. “Of course not. Let me go and turn the stove off before Louis burns the house down and we can head out.”
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        * * *

      

      The rain spatters down as much as it did yesterday as Eleanor and I make our way down the cliff steps. The wind is so strong, I have to hold on to the railing to stop from being blown over. I grip Eleanor’s hand tightly, though she doesn’t seem to mind the rain and wind. I guess, like all of us, she’s used to it. Even summer in Whitby can be cloudy and dull and storms often sweep in without much notice from the North Sea.

      She seems so content with my hand in hers. It’s as if she was made solely for me. Even something as dull as shopping, an activity I detested even back when I was human, seems full of excitement. I’m not sure I’ll ever be okay with hearing her with Beau of Louis or any of the others, but if she truly believes that they feel this depth of agony as much as I do when she’s not near me, then it would be cruel to deny them. I thought Beau would hurt her and I’m surprised she looked so happy this morning, but I suppose a leopard can change its spots. Even an angry human hating one. I should be amused that the lifelong human hater now has one for a mate.

      Eleanor talks as we walk toward the cliff steps. “I took Louis to the mini market yesterday, but we didn’t get nearly enough. I want the house to feel like a home, not just a place where we’re all forced to live. Having meals together is a big part of that, and I don’t mean sucking the blood out of an animal. My dad and I always ate dinner at the table. It’s nice.”

      “I did enjoy the burgers you brought yesterday,” I muse. “I’ve not tasted anything quite like them before.”

      “Yeah, well, if you’ve brought my dad’s bank card, we can do better than burgers and hot dogs. My dad wasn’t vegetarian, and he said I made a killer shepherd’s pie. If any of you want to venture into the unknown, I’ll buy enough stuff to share my vegetarian version.”

      “Sound’s fucking abysmal.”

      I scowl when I hear Beau’s voice behind us. I turn to find him with Louis. “What are you two doing?” I growl, “I said we were going shopping and wouldn’t need assistance today.”

      “Since when do you get to have the fun, brother?” Louis runs down and takes Eleanor’s other hand.

      “Since I wanted a few hours of Eleanor to myself. You’ve both had her way too much.”

      “I wouldn’t say too much.” Beau winks salaciously at Eleanor as he passes us on the steps.

      “Let them come,” Eleanor sighs, turning cherry red. “They’ll only annoy the shit out of us later if we don’t let them.”

      “I’d rather they annoy the shit out of us later than now, honestly.”

      “Nah,” Beau says, taking off down the steps.

      Louis shrugs. “I just want to get another of those delectable ice creams.”

      Eleanor grins and tugs on my coat.

      It’s quite a walk to the supermarket and the jeans Eleanor insisted I wear are beginning to become uncomfortable. The supermarket itself is intolerable, with noise and lights, like a giant modern warehouse. Still, Louis seems to enjoy himself, throwing everything and anything into the cart.

      “I bought Victoria some underwear the other day, but I didn’t have enough space in my bags to get enough for the other ladies.” Eleanor says as we trundle down aisle after aisle. All of us are wearing modern clothes, but I still feel like we stick out like sore thumbs. “I should probably get some for you lot, too,” Eleanor continues. She gives a meaningful look to Beau, which makes my toes curl.

      “I’ll go with you,” Louis says, taking after her.

      “Me too,” Beau adds.

      I’m left alone, pushing a cart up and down aisles of food, most of which I don’t know what it is. The cart is already full of multicoloured packaged goods and I’m not sure what else to grab, so when I find the alcohol aisle, I fill it to the brim with whisky and brandy and red wine. When I’ve finished, I add in boxes of wine glasses, cutlery and plates and dishes. Eating a hamburger was one thing. Eating it off a paper plate was another thing entirely.

      Eleanor and Louis find me. They are alone.

      “Where’s Beau?”

      Eleanor shakes her head as she heaps mountains of clothes into the cart along with something labelled luxury bed sheets. “I thought he was with you?”

      “He said he was going with you. Louis, have you seen him?”

      He shrugs. “I was choosing bed linen with Eleanor.”

      I feel uneasy as we walk to the people using machines to price our wares. Every time we step out of the house, we are putting ourselves in danger. Beau knows that. That’s why we haven’t left it in so long. As the cashier pushes our items through, Eleanor bags everything up. I hand her my card to pay. I won’t have her using her own money to buy us food and clothes. She’s already doing enough for all of us. Outside, Eleanor begins to pull out the shopping bags and distribute them between us. “We really could do with Beau here to help. Even with the three of you helping, I’m not sure how we’re going to get all this stuff up the cliff. We’re probably going to have to call an Uber.

      “What an Uber?” Louis asks as he takes the final bag from her. We’re ladened down like packhorses. “Is it like Uber eats?”

      “Like a taxi,” she breathes out, then coughs.

      “Taxi?”

      “A car you can hire that someone will drive for you,” she explains. “My dad’s car was totalled in the wreck and I don’t have one. I’ll call for one to take us to the youth hostel. It’s always busy in the summer, so no one will suspect anything. She delves her hands in her pocket for her phone, but comes up empty. Then she tries her other pocket.

      “Shit. I think I've been pick pocketed. I know I had my phone on me earlier,” Eleanor mutters as she pats her clothes.

      “I took it!” a voice announces.

      We all spin around to see Beau striding across the busy parking lot.

      “Why? Who could you possibly need to call?” Eleanor questions, perplexed, as he extends her phone toward her.

      “Come with me,” he demands. Eleanor stares at him, then glances at Louis and me. We both shrug. Knowing Beau, he could have gotten up to anything in the twenty minutes he’s been missing.

      We follow him across the uneven pavement, the weight of our bags pulling down on our arms. “Care to enlighten us on what's going on?” Louis shouts. “Or at least get your ass back here to help with these bags?”

      Beau stops beside a sleek, black car with no roof and turns around, leaning against it. “No need, brother. I've secured us a ride.”

      Eleanor whistles softly as she runs her hand down the car's side. “This belongs to you?” she gasps. “How?”

      “I borrowed your phone last night when you were too exhausted to notice, Hummingbird,” Beau whispers in her ear, loud enough for me to hear. “I made a call to our lawyer. Turns out we've been overpaying that law firm for far too long, and he bent over backwards to do us a favor. A little how you'll be tonight in my room.”

      My inner beast growls, but Eleanor's delight at the car is evident.

      “None of you can drive!” she exclaims, her excitement palpable. “None of you can drive, and this is a nineteen seventy-eight Corvette Stingray.”

      “Get in, Hummingbird,” Beau says, passing her the key. She eagerly jumps into the driver's seat. Beau rushes around the back of the car on his way to the passenger seat as Louis loads our bags into the back.

      I stop Beau before he gets in. “The back compartment won't fit all the bags, and it seems you miscalculated the space we would need. There is only room for two people.”

      His mouth pulls up at the edges. “Sucks to be you, brother. You and Louis will have to carry the rest of the bags home while Hummingbird and I give this a spin.”

      I glower at him. “You not only disobeyed me last night, you broke our pact.”

      “Calm you horses, brother.” He says, pushing past me and opening the front passenger door. “I didn’t take any blood from her. I didn’t break any pact.”

      “Never the less,” I growl at him, “by my reckoning, it is my turn with her now.”

      “By my reckoning, you already had her and there’re twenty-four other vampires waiting back at the house in the line to have her before you get to be with her again.”

      “Twenty four vampires who are currently up at the house and not here to argue with me, I snarl, pulling him back from the car and jumping in. My ass sinks into the low seat as Eleanor turns the key and the engine roars to life.

      I know I shouldn’t feel so smug at the jealous faces of my brothers as we drive past, but I do.

      “From someone who prides himself on manners and doing the right thing by your people, you can be such a dick sometimes,” Eleanor comments as we drive out of the parking lot.

      “You want to turn around and pick up Beau?” I offer. “Drive up to the house with him?”

      I get a deep sense of satisfaction as she scrunches her nose up. “I think I’ll give that a miss, but there’s no way I’m driving back to the house just yet. Put your seatbelt on, we’re taking this baby for a ride.” She puts her foot down and screams in pure joy as we pull onto a main road.

      “Where are we going?” I ask as we pass the town limit marker.

      “I don't know!” she shouts over the wind. “Does it even matter?”

      I clutch the seat as she careens around corners, overtaking other cars on the road.

      “This is nothing like travelling in a horse and cart,” I muse aloud.

      The rain starts again as we leave the town behind.

      “I thought about driving along the coastal road for a bit, maybe even as far as Newcastle,” she yells above the roaring wind.

      “Why would anyone living on the northeast coast of England buy a car with no roof?” I remark as the sea comes back into view.

      “Because it's fun!” she exclaims. “You know why I didn't complain when you got in the car instead of Beau, even though I knew that both he and Louis would enjoy this so much more than you are right now?”

      “You’re driving is enough to make an immortal uncomfortable,” I grit out as she races past another car.

      She laughs. “That’s the reason,” she says, pointing a finger at me.

      “Please keep your hands on the wheel thing.”

      She pulls her hand back and grips the wheel. “You have stuck to the rules for so long that you’ve forgotten how to have fun. Louis hasn’t forgotten and I suppose Beau has his own brand of fun, but you never smile.”

      “If you slow down, I promise to smile.”

      “Not a fucking chance,” she shouts out, glee in her voice. “I’m pushing this baby as fast as it can go.”

      Wind and rain whip into my face and it beggars belief that she can even see where she’s going. I’ve never met anyone so utterly fearless that wasn’t immortal.

      “May I remind you how breakable you are and how little I can see of the view if you drive at a speed that would make racehorse puke.”

      “Spoilsport.” She sticks her tongue out at me, but finally she slows down. “Tell me that wasn’t exhilarating.”

      “Being with you is exhilarating,” I agree. “Being with you at a thousand miles an hour is vomit inducing.”

      Now that she’s slowed down. I finally get a chance to see a view that I’ve not seen in over a hundred years. I was born and raised in Whitby, but before I was turned, I often rode the family horse and cart to Sandsend, and Staithes and sometimes Saltburn. We only ever got as far as Newcastle once, and that took many hours. I bet in this car we could get there in less than an hour.

      I never truly appreciated how times have moved along, and how much we’ve missed before coming out of the house this week. So many things have passed us by. So many things that are fascinating. I knew cars existed and I've seen the giant metal birds that fly overhead, some bigger than others. I’ve read books and magazines left behind by day trippers and through them, I thought I had kept abreast, but nothing has really prepared me for how fast the world is now, and not only Eleanor’s driving. Everyone is in such a hurry to be places.

      “I’ve been lost for so long,” I sigh. “We all have, and if you hadn’t had come along, I wonder how many more lifetimes would have gone by before we found ourselves again.”

      She puts her hand on my knee. “Why did none of you go out? You’ve managed it this week without devouring anyone. Well, anyone but me.”

      I sigh. “At first, we were worried about the ancients finding out where we were. It wouldn’t have taken much thought to deduce it was us that told Bram Stoker about them. Then, when we were sure they were gone, we worried about hurting someone. I don’t think any of us wanted to test the strength of our will and, if I’m honest, I forbade anyone from trying to. Then you came along. After drinking your blood, the cravings for other humans’ blood have dwindled to nothing. I don’t even feel the need for animal blood anymore. You are sustaining us.”

      She heaves out a long breath. “It’s a lot to put on one person’s shoulders.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry.”

      She squeezes my knee as I stare at the coast road ahead of us. A shiver runs down my spine as the memories come flooding back. Even with the modern road, I’ll never forget this view as long as I exist.

      “One of the ancient families used to live in a huge house in Saltburn,” I tell her. “I’ll show you it if we pass it.”

      “Caedmon?”

      One of the others must have told her the name, but still it strikes daggers into my heart. The Caedmon family was the worst of the worst. The Regent of their clan, Alexander Caedmon, was the one that destroyed my family. The way she casually dropped the name tells me that whoever told her it didn’t go into too many specifics.

      Her body stiffens as she glances in the mirror. “I think someone is following us.”

      I turn in my seat. A non-descript brown car is behind us. “The road is long without many turn offs. I suspect it’s merely coincidence.”

      “They’ve been behind us since we pulled out of the car park at the supermarket,” she says. “It’s no coincidence that a shitty old banger has caught up with the freaking corvette.”

      I turn again and try to get a good look at the driver. “It’s hard to see them in the rain”

      “Shit, I'm sorry.” She presses a button, and the top begins to cover us.

      “The top comes up? Surely it would have been more prudent to put it up before the pair of us got drenched by rain?”

      She gives me a sorry smile. “I thought it was more fun this way. I’m going to turn around when I next can and see if they do the same. If they don’t, we’ll turn back around and head to Saltburn to see this ancients’ house.

      She pulls over to the side of the road and we watch the car pass us and keep going. She manoeuvres the car, spinning it around so it’s headed back to Whitby. “I’ll drive slowly for a mile or two and see if they show back up.”

      Sure enough, after a few minutes, the brown car appears.

      “Shit.” Eleanor says as she sees it in the mirror. “We need to get out of here.” She shifts the gear stick between us and presses her foot on the pedal, but before the car can gain speed, the brown car crashes into our side, sending the Corvette careening off the road. It scrapes down the side of a barrier before crashing through it and into a tree precariously close to the cliff's edge. Below us, the sea crashes against the cliffs. Both of us lurch forward with the impact, crashing into the glass window, shattering it.

      “Are you alright?” I ask in a panicked tone.

      Eleanor groans. “Shit. That really fucking hurt. Blood blooms silvery red through her shirt. She gingerly lifts her t-shirt and looks down. There’re small cuts from the broken glass all over her torso and arms and face, but none of them seem to be too bad.

      I turn in my seat. The other car is turning back around. “Eleanor!”

      She's already noticed. Despite the blood seeping through her clothes, she starts the car again, pulls it back from the tree onto the road, and presses her foot to the pedal. We take off at such a blistering speed that the road seems to blur past us.

      “Sorry Silas, but I’m not giving those assholes a chance to catch up with us to find out where we’re going. I hope your lawyer knows how to get people out of speeding tickets, because I’m going pedal to the metal on this baby until we’re safely home.”

      “We’ll never be safe with the Descendants out looking for us,” I murmur back, but my words are lost to the wind.
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      After parking the car in the youth hostel car park, Silas helps me back to the house. It's eerie how every door opens as he helps me down the corridor and as the vampires stick their heads out of their rooms, their teeth elongate and they stare at me with predatory gazes. “Get back in your rooms,” Silas bawls at them. “She’s injured, not a snack. Vic. Get out here!”

      Victoria’s eyes widen as she sees the state I’m in. “What happened?” She casts her eyes back up to Silas, “Silas you...”

      “No, I did not,” he barks at her. “The Descendants. We crashed into a tree. It’s only cuts and bruises, but she’s going to need some help to clean her up. Bring out the old tin bath and help her.”

      Victoria nods, then scurries off. Silas leads me to the living room. “You wait here for Victoria. I’m going to speak to Beau and Louis.”

      A few minutes later, Victoria arrives with an old tin bath which she sets down in the middle of the room. “We only have collected rain water, but you could probably warm it with the stove you brought.”

      It takes us almost fifteen full minutes to bring the water and warm it. Victoria helps me undress. Her fangs are elongated, but she keeps her head down as she helps me undress, then step into the water. I flinch in pain as the warm water hits my cuts and grazes. I look down. My whole torso is a bloody mess and I’ve got cuts on my arms and probably my face, but all of it seems to be superficial.

      “Thank you for helping me.”

      Victoria smiles, then quickly closes her mouth, hiding her elongated fangs. This must be so hard for her. I’m literally dripping in blood.

      Victoria is so tender as she washes the blood from my body. I can tell by the way her hands shake how difficult this must be, but she doesn’t complain as she runs the sponge over the bloody scars. I wonder how she’s been able to stand it, being cooped up so long with so many male vampires. There are other women here, but the men far outnumber them.

      I look up at her. “I’m sorry if me being here has taken something from you.”

      She stops what she’s doing and looks up in surprise. “What have you taken from me?”

      The fact that she has to ask makes me feel sad. “Silas, Louis.” I shrug. “Anyone else?”

      She snorts. “No one in here belongs to me. When I first came here, I had such romantic notions. It wasn’t always like this.” She gestures round the room. “It was so much grander than where I lived as a human. My father was a fisherman as were most men those days and him, my mother and I lived in a tiny cottage that always stunk of fish. Silas and Louis felt like princes to me back then.”

      She begins to rub the sponge down my back, so I lean forward.

      “But things change,” she continues. “I grew up. They grew up. The truth is that I probably wouldn’t have looked at them the way I did had we not been thrust together the way we were. And then you came along and made everything new and fresh.”

      She gives me a smile before rinsing the sponge in the water and soaping me down again, running it over my shoulders.

      “You haven’t taken any blood from me,” I point out. She stops again and I detect discomfort in her face.

      “That’s not strictly true.” Color rises to her cheeks. “I still haven’t gotten over what I did to you the other night.”

      “I don’t blame you for what happened. We’re all figuring shit out right now and it’s scary and weird and I’ve done so many things in the last few days that I wouldn’t have done in any other circumstances. I don’t want you becoming sick, because you think you might hurt me or out of a sense of propriety.”

      She gives an uncomfortable smile and shakes her head. “I can’t. It doesn’t feel right.”

      “You said it was a good idea when Silas came up with the idea. What’s changed?”

      “It is a good idea,” she says with a shrug. “Your blood both riles everyone up and calms them down. It’s as though our vampire urges are sated with just small amounts of your blood. I guess it’s something to do with the mate bond.”

      “But you're not sated? You are the only one who won’t accept my blood. Everyone else is pestering me constantly. Since the other night, you’ve not even asked.”

      “It wouldn’t be right,” she argues.

      “Why?” I ask.

      Her face flames. “Because you’re a girl and I’m a girl.”

      It’s then I begin to wonder if her reservations are about taking my blood at all. “You’re a vampire and I’m a feeder.” I point out. “I’ve fed the other women in here. They didn’t seem to think it was weird or dirty. You’re all trying to survive.”

      “I never said it was dirty.” She pauses a beat and pulls in a long breath. “I just... I’m just scared of losing control again.”

      “I think you can control yourself,” I whisper softly. I know I’m pushing her boundaries, but if he doesn’t accept what she must do, she will wither away or snap like he did before. I angle my neck toward her.

      Her breathing deepens as she stares at the spot on my neck where so many of the others have drunk from me. Each time they do, it heals over, leaving tiny silvery scars, almost invisible.

      She leans over the edge of the tin bath slowly. Her bite actually hurts more than the others because she pierces the delicate skin so slowly and with such care. The others have all dashed in with their fangs, so the pain is over in a second before the euphoria starts.

      I hitch in a breath and I think she’s going to pull back, but the blood starts flowing and with it comes the blissful high.

      She groans in pleasure as she pulls her fangs back and laps at my neck. None of the others have bitten me like this and I’m not sure if she realises how much her small licks are sending shockwaves down to my core.

      She pierces me again with her fangs, sucking for a second. This time, the high is stronger. I grip the edge of the bath, sloshing water from it onto the hardwood floor.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you,” she exclaims, pulling back from me quickly, worry working her features.

      “You didn’t,” I reassure her. “It felt amazing!”

      She gives me a quizzical look. Her fangs are prominent, dripping with the silvery red of my blood. “It was?”

      I nod.

      She gives me a shy smile, then leans in again. This time when she sticks her fangs into my neck and excretes whatever blissful venom they have, my body explodes in a torrent of sensation. It’s like the strongest orgasm I’ve ever had, magnified by about a billion.

      She pulls back again, her face a picture of alarm, but when she sees the bucking of my body and the bliss that must be plastered all over my face, the penny finally drops.

      “I can’t do this.” She holds her hands up and drops the sponge to the floor. “I’ve never been with a woman. I've never wanted to.”

      She makes to stand up.

      “Victoria.”

      She looks down at me and bites her bottom lip. “What?”

      I pull in a breath. “Do you want to now?”

      I see the fight in her face. Propriety and what she’s been brought up to believe warring against her vampire nature and the sexual pull of the mate bond. “I want to touch you,” she admits.

      I hold my hand up for her to take it. “And I want to touch you.”

      Tentatively she kneels back down and picks the sponge back up from where she’d dropped it on the floor and begins to wash me again. It’s like she needs a prop to be able to do what I know she’s aching to do. I feel her need in my own. I’ve never been with a woman before either, but I’m her mate just as much as I’m everyone else’s, and I feel it as strongly in her as I do in any of the men in this place.

      Her eyes are glued to her hand as she brings the sponge up my leg. As it moves, her finger grazes my skin ever so softly. There’s a war going on in her eyes. Just like I’ve fought against Beau and Silas and Louis, it’s a war that she won’t win. I just don’t want her feeling bad about this.

      “Why don’t you join me in the bath? Then we can just clean each other. We don’t have to do anything more.”

      She runs her eyes down the short length of the bath. “It won’t fit both of us in.”

      I move back so there’s space for her. “It will if we sit really close together.”

      She ponders it for a second. It’s clear she wants to, but she’s fighting against being told that two women together is wrong her whole life. I was born in a time where no one bats an eyelid if two men or two women or any other combination of people come together, but she was born in a different time and I have to respect that. No matter how much my blood is calling to her and my body is aching to feel her touch, I won’t be like Beau. I won’t push her and I won’t degrade her if she truly can’t do this.

      She brings her hands behind her back and begins to undo the laces holding her dress together. Unlike the other woman who swooped on the modern clothing I bought for them. Victoria has stayed in her old-fashioned dresses.

      “Turn around,” I say. “Let me help you.”

      She shuffles around on her knees to turn her back to me. Slowly I unlace her dress, pulling an ancient ribbon through old eyelets. Her breathing comes hard and fast as I pull the ribbon out completely and her dress falls slack. When she turns to me, I slowly pull the old material over her head. As her face appears, I kiss her lightly on the lips.

      She’s so soft compared to the hardness of the male vampires and she gives a little murmur, as though she’s been waiting for her turn for a long time.

      Her underwear must have been white once upon a time, but now it’s yellowing with age and covers most of her body. A corset holds it altogether, pulling in her tiny waist and pushing her breasts up. I drop a kiss to the top of one as I undo the tiny hook and eye fasteners down the front of the corset.

      When I’ve finished with the corset, she’s left in the strangest outfit.

      I finger the thin papery fabric of the top. “What is all this called?”

      She gives a small chuckle. “The top is a chemise and the bottoms are knickerbockers.”

      “I like them,” I say. “Underwear now is so boring compared to this.”

      She looks so scared as I bring the chemise over her head, but she doesn’t try to stop me and she doesn’t say a word, but her chest heaving and the flush of her skin is telling her story for her. Underneath there’s a line marked into her pale skin where the corset bit into her. Her body, so much like mine and yet so different, is beautiful. Her breasts are slightly larger than mine. I lick my lips. I’ve never been into women before now so it’s a shock how much her body is turning me on. It’s not just the mate bond pulling at me, it’s something deeper.

      She pulls down the knickerbockers herself and jumps into the tub as far away from me as she can, which is saying something as the tub was really only built for one person. She hitches her knees up to her chin and lowers herself until she’s got as much of herself under the water as she possibly can.

      “How about I wash you like you washed me?” I offer.

      She nods. “Okay.”

      “Would it make it easier if you turned around, and I started with your back?”

      I figure she might cope with this a bit better if she can’t see me. She nods her head wordlessly and tries to shimmy around. Her hands cover her breasts as she navigates my own legs, and hers and tries to get into a position that hides her body.

      I open my legs to give her space and she finally comes to a stop. She’s still huddled up in a ball, but now she’s facing the opposite way, her back to me, my legs astride her.

      I lower the sponge into the water between us and run it down her back. She lets out a long, blissful sigh and her body relaxes.

      “I’ve not had a warm bath in as long as I can remember,” she admits. “When we first moved in here, we had fires in the fireplaces and I’d move the bath in front of them, but our supply of firewood dwindled. Then, about six months after we moved in, a spark from one of the fireplaces set fire to the curtains. We were quick and put it out, but it was agreed that we’d never have a fire in the fireplaces again. The house is made almost completely of wood. It was the only way it could be built so quickly. We’d almost run out of fire wood by then, anyway. From then, we bathed in cold rain water and we washed our clothes in cold rain water.”

      My heart goes out to her. She’s had it so incredibly hard and yet she’s not become hard herself. I lean forward and drop a kiss to the point where her neck and collarbone meet. I don’t know what’s going through her mind, but she leans into it.

      “I’ve done your back. Lean back and let me do your front.” She shivers slightly as I put my hand to her shoulder and gently bring her back so her back is pressed onto my breasts.

      She flinches as I run the sponge down her neck and over her collarbone to her breasts, but as I slowly run the sponge around, she relaxes.

      My own desire is building again, but the difference between Victoria and someone like Beau is that she doesn’t take what she wants and because of that I’m guessing she’s been denied what she wants for a long time.

      I’ve had countless orgasms since being here, but my body is constantly on switched on mode and orgasms aren’t difficult to come by. It’s something I’ve wondered since the whole mate thing. I know I didn’t think about sex a tenth as much before I met the vampires, but on the few occasions I did sleep with someone, I didn’t orgasm at all. It’s like all my orgasms were saving themselves up and now the dam is broken, they are tumbling out of me. I’m betting it’s not the same for Victoria, or at least I doubt the men took care of her as they do with me. I didn’t know them before we bonded, but I’m willing to guess they weren’t as attentive as they make themselves out to be.

      I’ve not got the compulsion to bite down on Victoria’s neck the way she did with mine, so I land a soft kiss on it instead. She murmurs lightly as I slide my tongue over the twin marks on her neck. Her bite mark are barely noticeable, but as I lick over them, he shivers. I’m no longer touching her with the sponge. It’s lost to the depth of the bath and Victoria either hasn’t noticed or doesn’t care. She arches her back, resting her head on my shoulder, so get a good view of the front of her body. As my body and blood call out to her, I feel the mate bond stronger than ever. It’s beautiful the way her body responds to my touch. I thought the feel of her breasts would be weird. The only ones I’ve ever touched are my own, but as I cup her right breast, running a lazy wet thumb over her nipple, she moans which lights my body up with excitement. She feels beautiful. I love this, I realize. Her hips raise up in invitation so I lower my hand, running it over her soft skin and find her clit. She lets out a harsh breath, but as I begin to run circles, following the same path my fingers do to my own body, she begins to respond. I know how she feels because I’ve felt this exact same thing. Fucking the men was amazing, but this, what I’m doing with Victoria is poetry. It’s beautiful. It’s so much softer, but in that, it’s also so much more intimate.

      I want more of this. I want to do this forever, going between the hardness of the men, to the softness of Victoria. I want her to feel every bit of amazing as I feel. When her body tenses and her hips start to buck, it’s a visceral moment, so much so, that I can almost feel the orgasm myself. The energy she’s sending out is driving my blood crazy. She comes with a shudder, sloshing more water onto the floor. The people picnicking below us must think it’s raining with all the water we’ve spilled.

      Vic freezes in my arms as the door opens and Silas, Louis and Beau walk in. I don’t need to imagine what they are thinking as they stare at us. We’re both soaked and Victoria’s legs are wide open, straddling the sides of the bath. I have one hand on her pussy and the other on her breast. It must be quite the view, positioned as we are, directly towards them.

      Silas glares at us as though never in his life had he expected to see two women together. I doubt it’s crossed his mind that it was even a possibility.

      “Looks like Vic took care of our Hummingbird better than you expected she would,” Louis smirks.

      “Actually she took care of me.” Victoria sniffs. “I’m a woman and I’m allowed to do this just as much as you are.” Seems that Silas is getting that women’s lib talk after all. “I was about to return the favour before you three walked in.”

      Beau folds his arms and leans against the door frame. “Don’t let us stop you.”

      “Yeah and if you want any help...” Louis adds.

      Victoria pulls her feet into the bath and stands up. All three men gawp at her naked body, Silas especially. She doesn’t bother to stop and pick up her clothes as she strides over to him leaving wet footprints on the floor behind her. She stands on her tip toes and kisses Silas on the cheek. “You’ve always been good to me Silas, but if you interrupt anything between me and Eleanor again, I will eat you for breakfast.”

      Way to go, Victoria! I inwardly cheer her on.

      “You can eat me for breakfast any time you like, Vic,” Louis mutters.

      “Put your clothes on,” Silas demands. “And then get this fucking mess cleaned up.” It strikes me that I’ve never seen him talk to Victoria like that before. Obviously I don’t know him as well as I think I do. Victoria has done nothing wrong and yet he’s treating her like a slave girl. No wonder it took her a long time to warm up to being touched the way I touched her. Maybe she wasn’t used to it. “You too” he snaps, looking directly at me. “We have to talk.”

      His icy gaze turns to me, and he snaps, “You too. We need to talk.”

      I want to retort that we can talk just fine as I am, but it's clear he won't be able to. And judging by the way both Beau and Louis are staring at me, I might as well be a mirage in the desert.

      Reluctantly, I grab my clothes and pull them on. My body is still humming with desire. Not sated, but as I’m living with twenty-seven horny vampires, I’m pretty sure I won’t have to wait too long for my next orgasm.

      “What’s up, boss?” I grumble, taking a seat in one of the chairs.

      Silas’s eyes harden in anger. I guess he’d made peace with sharing me with the twenty or so men that live here, but adding the six or seven women into the mix means he’ll have even less time with me. His eyes follow Victoria as she picks up the wet towels and leaves the room.

      “What were you doing with Victoria, Eleanor?”

      “What did it look like we were doing,” I bite back.

      His expression is controlled, but I see the barely controlled fury beneath. “It looked like you were fornicating with her.”

      “If you mean I was giving her all the orgasms that I’m pretty sure she’s missed around here, then yeah. We were fornicating like rabbits until you all walked in.” I pull my wet hair in front of me and start running my fingers through it to detangle it.

      Silas stands. “I don’t want you to do that. Give her blood, but that’s it.”

      I stare up at him. “Why?”

      “I don’t like it.”

      I glance to Beau and Louis for support but it’s clear that both of them liked catching two women at it. I’m pretty sure it’s going to be the focus of their wet dreams for some time to come.

      “Well tough shit,” I say standing up to shout at him across the room. “You need to grow up and get with the times. I told you before that I don’t belong to anyone. The mate bond doesn’t change that. My body seems to want to be around all of you and I’m not going to lie, it’s been pretty good so far, but try bossing me around because something about me makes you uncomfortable, then I’ll leave. I don’t care that we are all bond mates. I know that if I drive far enough away from you all, the feeling will pass. It has to because if I’m quite honest, I can’t spend the rest of my life getting release only to need it again ten minute later. It’s been a few days and already I’m exhausted. You just treated Victoria like shit and now you think you can treat me the same way. I’m not a doll or a toy to be played with and I won’t have you demanding that I act a certain way. Either take me exactly as I am, or lose me.”

      The anger bleeds from Silas’s face. “I’m sorry.”

      He doesn’t sound sorry.

      Beau steps in front of him. “We came to tell that we’re going to the funeral with you whether you like it or not before Silas opened his big mouth.”

      I don’t even have the energy to argue. I’m tired to my bones and somehow I have to appear nice and proper for my father’s funeral tomorrow.

      “Louis.” Beau says. “You stay with her tonight. I don’t think she’s up for my particular brand of fun and Silas has been enough of a buzz kill for one day. Take care of her.”

      I stare at him, my mouth agape. I’ve not known Beau to be nice to anyone, but I’m grateful all the same. Louis runs over to me and drapes his arm around my shoulder protectively.

      I stop when I get to Silas. He looks wrecked. I think that in the coming months, it’s not only me that’s going to have to get used to things changing. They are too.

      “I’m not your slave to clean and suck and fuck, but neither are the other women in here. You go to Victoria and grovel like you’ve never grovelled before, because if I don’t see a smile on her face when I leave Louis’s room in the morning, I'll go to the funeral by myself, Decedents or no Descendents.”

      As I exit the room, he shoots me a frigid glance, but within his gaze, I catch a glimpse of something resembling redemption... and fear that I might actually go ahead with my threat.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

          
            ELEANOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Louis directs me to his room. I’ve not been in it before. Unlike the sparse other rooms, his is filled with framed photographs. Each one is old and faded with age. I pick the first one up and smile. It’s a sepia colored family photo, obviously taken in some kind of studio. I recognise the three brothers immediately. They look a little younger than they do now, but it’s clear that this was taken not too long before they were turned. There’s a man and woman and a much younger girl in the photo.

      “Who are the other people in this photo?” I ask, holding it up to him.

      He takes it from my hand. “That’s my mother and father. He was an accountant, and she was a seamstress. The girl is our sister, Alice.”

      I take a good look at her. She’s a strikingly beautiful little girl, even in the sepia picture. I sometimes forget that the vampires were once normal people with families and friends. “What happened to her?”

      He looks away and sits on the bed. I sit next to him.

      “When Alexander Caedmon turned Silas, we thought he was dead. He went out one night for a nightly walk, as he usually did, but one night he never came back. We all suspected what had happened, but the police said there was nothing they could do. He was twenty-one. A man. He could come and go as he pleased. Beau and I spent weeks looking for him. Our mother was beside herself, telling us not to go out after dark, but we didn’t listen. We thought we could find the vampires and kill them. We listened to rumors, asked questions and most importantly, we roamed the streets at night, keeping to the deserted alleys. Eventually, someone in a pub mentioned the Caedmon family. Everyone in Whitby knows about Caedmon. There’s a cross erected in his honor up outside in the graveyard. You’ve probably seen it.”

      I think back to all the times I’ve passed the graveyard in the last few days. There is a large Celtic style cross.

      “He was a medieval poet and a monk.”

      “A medieval monk bit you?”

      He laughs sombrely and shakes his head. “I don’t really know if it was the same guy. He lived in the seventh century, but somewhere along the line, a colony of vampires grew and took that name as a surname. I suspect they took it to hide what they rarely were. Not that it matters. There is proof that the Caedmon surname has been in Whitby since at least the fourteenth century, but probably before that too. They were a wealthy family that owned a lot of land. Beau and I took our horses to Saltburn and sneaked to their house one night. We had planned on saving Silas, but when we found him there, it was clear he couldn’t be saved. He’d already been turned. He was a vampire. He was in the first grips of bloodlust as newly turned vampires usually are. There were scars all over him. To this day, I don’t know if one of the Caedmon vampires did it to him or if he did it to himself. We tried talking him into coming home, but he would not. He said he was a danger. Nothing we could say would return him to us.”

      “But he must have, eventually.” I point out. “I mean, you’re together now. He told me that you and Beau asked the ancients to turn you so you could be together.”

      He sighs. “That’s not quite what happened. One of them must have heard us pleading with Silas because by the time we got home, both our parents were dead, both completely bloodless. The vampires had got to them. We couldn’t find Alice anywhere. We rode right back to the Caedmon’s house and this time we knocked at the door. They told us that Alice now belonged to them. We pleaded with them to let her go. Eventually, they agreed to let her go if they could take us as their playthings instead.”

      My mouth falls open at his horrifying story.

      “What happened to Alice?”

      “They kept her anyway.” He gives me a look that pulls on my heartstrings and I feel the pain radiating from him. It’s another effect of the mate bond, but even without the connection between us, I’d feel his pain.

      “They never planned on giving her back. She was kept in a different part of the house to us and we never saw her. A month later, the three of us escaped, but not before they’d had their fun with us. We tried to find Alice, but it was no good. The part of the house she was in was heavily guarded. Later, when we decided to go into Exile, our hopes of ever finding her again were dashed.”

      “Did they turn her into a vampire?”

      He shrugs and puts the photo back on the bedside table. “I like to think she got away, but she was only seven years old when she was taken. We’ve never heard any stories of tiny vampire girls running around Whitby, so it’s unlikely they turned her then. They probably killed her when they’d had their fun.”

      My heart is breaking for him. We undress each other quietly. There’s no urgency in it. He lays back on the bed, so I lay next to him and cuddle up to his warm body. I meld into him as though we were made for each other. He wraps his arms around me and drops a light kiss on my head. And there, in his warmth, we both fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      I never really remember dreams usually, but since living with the vampires, my dreams have become vivid. I’m in a room with a faceless vampire drinking from my neck as he penetrates me from behind. I moan out loud as pleasure begins to build up and my body tingles. I wake from the dream to find Louis’s arms wrapped around me, his cock hard against my back as he spoons me. It’s the safest and warmest I’ve ever felt in my life. I murmur out a contented sigh and rub my ass lightly against him. He stirs slightly. I give an indulgent smile and my eyes flutter open.

      My heart bottoms out when I see a face staring back at me in the dark. It’s not Louis, because he’s definitely still behind me, his body plastered to mine. I open my mouth to shout out when my eyes adjust to the darkness and I see Silas holding his finger to his lips.

      “Don’t wake him,” he whispers. “I just came to talk to you.”

      His voice is so quiet, I can barely hear it over the lashing of rain on the windows.

      “You came to talk to me in the middle of the night?” I whisper back. “Forget that. You got into bed to talk to me?”

      I give him an incredulous look.

      “It was cold, and you looked so inviting.”

      I roll my eyes. “What’s so important that you had to come and wake me up? The house isn’t on fire, is it?”

      He chuckles. “Not that I know of. I came to tell you that Victoria and I had a good talk.”

      Behind me, Louis grinds his cock up and down the crack of my ass in his sleep. I want to appear like I care about what Silas is saying, but it’s really freaking hard when Louis is doing what he’s doing.

      “I thought a lot about what you said yesterday,” Silas continues, seemingly oblivious to how turned on I’m getting. What is it with these freaking vampires and their lack of boundaries? It must come from living in such close quarters for so many years that they don’t see the inappropriateness of coming for a chat with me when his brother is practically fucking me in his sleep.

      “Uh huh!” I murmur, then gasp as Louis presses his cock into me.

      Ok, so not practically.

      “Maybe we should talk about this another time,” I squeak. “I seriously don’t want to wake your brother.”

      Silas lifts his head up and looks over my shoulder. Louis gives a low snore, leaving me wondering if he’s really sleep fucking me or only pretending to. Either way, I’m starting to feel really hot with the body heat of both men, not to mention the discomfort of trying to hold a civilised conversation with one brother while the other has his cock inside me.

      “I’m beginning to realise we have done the females of our clan a disservice,” Silas continues.

      “Yeah you have,” I whimper. “Times have changed buddy, you all need to change along with them.” Louis thrusts harder and my voice goes up an octave. “I’d love to have a deep discussion about feminism, but I’m still tired. Maybe it can wait?”

      My body must hate me because what Louis is doing to me feels so damned good that I rock gently against him. I grip the pillow and pray that Silas isn’t that observant. I mean, it is dark.

      “You’ve opened my eyes to so many things, Eleanor. In the few short days you’ve been here, you’ve changed us. All of us.” He leans in to kiss me. I’m not sure if he means to give me a small peck on the lips, but kissing him while he doesn’t know his brother is fucking me is both terrifying and exhilarating... and so utterly exciting.

      He moves closer, pressing his body against mine, and deepens the kiss.

      “Louis is asleep!” I hiss out. The danger of Louis waking and discovering Silas kissing me or Silas discovering Louis is literally inside me has me squirming with mortification. Or delight. I’m not sure which anymore.

      “He’s a deep sleeper,” Silas mutters.

      “Not as deep as you think,” I murmur as Silas starts to kiss down my neck. I’ve never been more turned on in my life.

      “I can go deeper if you like?” Louis whispers in my ear. I freeze. So the bastard was awake the whole time and he let this happen. He pushes hard into me and I gasp. There’s no point pretending away what we are doing now. I wait for the explosion of jealousy from Silas, but it never comes.

      “Silas!” I whisper, but my word turns into a moan as takes my nipple into his mouth.

      My body is a raging torrent of sensations as Louis thrusts in and out and Silas kisses and tickles my skin with his teeth.

      Louis runs his fangs over my neck from behind as Silas brings himself back up to me and kisses me again. He presses his body against mine and it’s then that I realise he’s completely naked.

      “Did you two plan this?” I grumble.

      Silas brings his fingers down to my clit and begins to work me into a hyped up mess. “No, but I want to show you how well I can share. I want to prove it to you.” He glances to my right. “You don’t mind, do you, brother?”

      Louis doesn’t take his lips from my neck, but I feel the movement of his head shaking.

      “See how well I can share, Eleanor?” Silas says as he quickens the motion on my clit. His cock is hard up against my stomach and the motion of Louis thrusting against me has me grinding against Silas’s naked body. They have me sandwiched between them and it’s so hot. My blood doesn’t know which direction to pull, leaving me feeling dizzy with desire. The need to be bitten fights with the desperate need to come.

      “Silas, I whimper, gripping onto him and biting down on his shoulder as I break apart on Louis’s cock.

      “You’d make a good vampire, Eleanor,” he remarks, looking down where I’ve left teeth marks on his shoulder.

      “Don’t be getting any ideas,” I breathe out. I’m slick with sweat and spent from the orgasm, but my body or my blood craves more. Always more. I’m so fucking needy.

      “Do you think I’ve done a good enough job of sharing, dear brother?” Silas asks, looking over my shoulder.

      Louis stops thrusting to answer him. “I think she can take more.”

      “I want more,” I pant, although I can’t begin to fathom what more actually means. “I want both of you.”

      I meant one after the other, but they either intentionally misconstrue my words, or they already had other plans.

      Louis tightens his arms around me and rolls us both, so I’m on my back with Louis directly under me and still inside me.

      Silas pulls back the blankets from all of us and throws them on the floor. He moves, positioning himself between mine and Louis’s legs.

      He stares down between my legs as though he can’t get enough of watching me being fucked by his brother. So much for jealousy. It’s dark, but his eyesight must be keen, being a vampire.

      He leans over me, holding his weight on his outstretched arms.

      “What are you going to do?” I whimper. If they aren’t going to take it in turns, there’s only one other option I can think of, and I’m not sure I’m ready to go down that route. Or at least allow one of them up that route.

      “Lift yourself up, little one.”

      I do as he says, unable to resist these vampires.

      Silas moves himself into position and reaches down. I bite down on my lip and follow his line of sight. A tidal wave of desire washes over me when I see that he’s got both his and Louis’s cocks in his fist.

      It’s so fucking filthy and yet I can’t take my eyes off it. They are brothers!

      I hear Louis sigh as Silas runs his fist down both cocks.

      I’m so wet and so turned on that I don’t know what to do with myself.

      “Now it’s your turn, little one.”

      I bring my gaze up to Silas. His eyes flash black with desire and he kisses me on the lips, his tongue in my mouth, as Louis puts his hands to my waist and guides me down on to both cocks.

      I cry out as my pussy stretches wider than it’s ever needed to before.

      “It hurts,” I whimper. “I can’t.” I try to pull myself up, but Louis holds me in place.

      “Help her, Silas.”

      Silas runs his tongue down my neck before sinking his fangs into me. I brace myself for the insane pleasure. It hits me with full force and as I cry out, Louis guides me down until I take them both in. It’s still painful and uncomfortable at first, but the vampire venom takes away the pain and soon enough, my body adjusts. From then on, it’s pure pleasure. Neither vampire can move, so it’s up to me to set the speed and motion. As Silas takes my neck and Louis runs his hands over my breasts, playing with my nipples, I ride them both together. This time, when the orgasm comes, I’m not ready for it. It’s strong and powerful and takes me so hard, I scream out.

      Louis comes straight after me. I feel him jerking beneath me and he thrusts hard one final time, emptying himself into me. When he pulls out, my pussy feels empty for half a second before readjusting to fit just Silas’s cock. Louis strokes my hair while Silas pumps away.

      “Did I share you well enough, little one?” he asks through gritted teeth. I can see he’s on the verge of coming. I nod and then he does, coming inside me in a roar.

      I’m sore and wet and so hot I might just combust, but I’ve never felt so sated in my whole life.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

          
            VICTORIA

          

        

      

    

    
      Yesterday Silas decreed that only he, Beau and Louis would accompany Eleanor to her funeral, but after she shouted at him, he came to my room and asked me to come along too. He said that Eleanor had requested it, but I’m pretty sure she actually ripped him a new one.

      I’ve always felt protected by Silas, but until last night I hadn’t felt listened to. He spent half the night asking me questions about how he could be better, how we all could be better, and the silly goose wrote down every word in his notebook.

      There’s a knock on my door. I know it’s Eleanor before she walks in. I can smell her.

      I open the door to find her all dressed in black. “Silas told me you were coming to the funeral. I thought you might want to wear this.” She hands a black dress to me. It’s so much different from the fashions I’m used to. She then hands me modern underwear. “However much your knickerbockers turned me on, I think you’ll be more comfortable in these.” She gives me a wry grin.

      I pull the door wide to let her in.

      She helps me into the thing she calls a bra. My blood hums with every touch and every graze of my skin. After putting the matching panties on, she spins me around to look at me. “I know you can’t see what you look like in a mirror, so I’ll have to be your mirror. You’re really hot.” She steps forward to adjust my bra and drops a light kiss on one of my breasts. When she brings herself up to me, I stroke her hair. “Let me brush your hair for you. I’ll be your mirror.”

      She sits on the bed as I run my brush through her long red tresses. “I love Silas.”

      She tenses up. “I know you do.” She turns to me. “He came to me last night after he left you,” she admits.

      There’s something so pretty about her. So fearless. I admire her. “I don’t love him the way you think I do,” I say, pushing her back around so I can continue brushing. “I love everyone here. Some more than others. Silas is special, but I’m not in love with him. I’m happy he went to you last night. I’m happy that you’ve made him happy.”

      “Me too,” she replies.

      I take her hair into a ponytail and keep brushing, working out the knots. “I meant it when I said I’m glad you’re here. I want Silas to be with you. I want everyone to be with you. As long as I can be with you, too.”

      She turns round and gives me a smile. “Always.”

      There’s sadness in her eyes which makes sense in the day of her only relative's funeral, but I can see that she means it. I put the hairbrush down and squeeze her hand as I appraise her.

      “Now you look hot, too.” I smile.

      “I came to tell you it’s time to go soon. You might want to put some more clothes on. I think the vicar might have a heart attack if you turn up in only your undies.”

      She’s making light of the situation, but I can see that she’s sad. I only hope that whatever Silas did to her last night, it was a reprieve from the sadness, if only for a little while. It certainly sounded like it was.

      When I’m ready, she takes my hand and we step out of the room. All the clan are lined up along the landing in their best clothes. They must be desperate to touch her, to feed on her, and yet every one of them gives us respectful nods as we pass them. There will be time to be with Eleanor, but not today. Today there will be no feeding on her. At the end of the line, Louis, Beau and finally Silas stand. The three of them are the only ones in modern suits. The three of them look so handsome. I sigh at how beautiful they are.

      “Ladies,” Silas steps forward and takes Eleanor’s hand. I’m not jealous of their relationship in the slightest, but it makes my heart drop all the same. “Louis, Beau, Would you accompany Eleanor?” He passes Eleanor’s hand to Louis. “I want to walk with Victoria.”

      As my eyes catch his, he gives me a small wink and my heart soars. We follow the three of them out of the door. For the first time in days, the rain and wind have stopped, and the sun is peeking out behind soft white clouds. Silas threads his fingers through mine as we stroll through the tourists.

      “I never thought I’d see my brothers settle down, but she’s so good for them,” Silas says. “Even Beau has calmed slightly since she got here.”

      My eyes glance up at Louis, who is holding hands with Eleanor. They’d look like a couple of young tourists in love if it wasn’t for their black attire. Beau walks begrudgingly behind them. I’m not sure he’s calmed down at all, but I keep my mouth shut. Beau is the only one who doesn’t like Eleanor being with us and I’m pretty sure he’s still bitter about the fact he didn’t have a chance to drive the car he bought before Eleanor crashed it.

      “They’ve been as settled down as they can possibly get,” I remind him. “It’s you that’s surprising me. Why did you let them walk with her today when you could have?”

      “She’s not mine to take,” he says softly, turning to me and kissing my cheek. “She’s ours.”

      “She is,” I agree. We step onto the top of the stone steps. They are busy today with people making the most of the sunny weather.

      “Besides. I like holding your hand,” Silas continues. “I always did. The mate bond with Eleanor is so strong, I can barely comprehend it, but before she came into our lives, there was you. You don’t mean any less to me now that she’s here. If anything, she’s made me see how much more you mean to me. I’m sorry I didn’t see it myself.”

      “You did,” I assure him, “but at some point in our miserable existence, you forgot it. I think we all did.” We walk in silence for a while. “Do you really think the Descendants will try to hurt her today?”

      Silas stiffens at the mention of their name. “I don’t know,” he admits. “They found us yesterday, and we were only shopping. Today they’ll know where she’s going to be. I’d like to think that no one would be callous enough to spoil a funeral, but as they are the reason, there’s a funeral at all, they probably will. The question is if they try something in broad daylight. It’s sunny, and it’s busy and they’ll be able to see that she’s with us. They’d be crazy to try anything, but I’m not letting her out of my sight, not even to go to the bathroom.”

      I come to a stop. “Is that why I’m here? To chaperone her if she needs to use the toilet?”

      “No, my dear.” Silas squeezes my fingers. “You’re here because I want you with us. I want you with me.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m shocked and saddened to see only the five of us at the funeral. Eleanor mentioned that her father liked to keep himself to himself, but it’s sad none the less. I didn’t know Jacob, but he spent his life in our service. I know I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for him. To see such an empty church is heart breaking.

      “This is awful,” I whisper to Silas as we sit behind Eleanor on the second pew.

      “Being a feeder is a lonely life,” Silas whispers back. It makes me all the glad that Eleanor reached out to us. It hurts to think she might have had the same lonely life as her father.

      I rest my hand on her shoulder as the vicar gives a short speech. Then Eleanor stands and says a few words. I learn that Jacob wasn’t only important to the vampires, but was a wonderful and caring father to Eleanor. She doesn’t cry, but her eyes are sparkling as she sits back down on the pew.

      Jacob is going to be cremated as per his own wishes, so when the service is over, there’s nothing left to do. No graveside to stand beside. It feels so empty.

      “I want to go home,” Eleanor says as we walk down the small pathway through the tiny graveyard. “Not to stay. My father wrote journals and I think it’s about time I finally got to know who he really was.”

      “I don’t think it’s wise,” Silas says, his eyes constantly surveying the passing tourists. He’s been would up like a coil since we left our home.

      Louis claps him on the shoulder. “We’ve been out here for hours and no one has looked at us once. If they were going to get her, they’d do it now.”

      He opens his arms and spins around. A couple of tourists give him a passing glance, but nothing else happens. “See. No one is out to get her. We’ve scared them off if they are watching. Besides, they are human. They wouldn’t stand a chance with four vampires guarding her. Right Beau?”

      Beau gives him a dark look and mumbles something incoherent.

      “She needs this,” I say to Silas.

      “Fine,” he concedes, “but we all stick together.”

      “It’s not far,” Eleanor says, threading her arm through Louis’s. “It’s up on the cliff side. About ten minutes' walk.”

      Silas keeps his eyes peeled as we walk through the streets. He’s so on edge. The road starts to rise and finally we come to a stop at a pretty house with a sky blue door. Eleanor fishes in her pocket and brings out a bunch of keys. She fits one in the lock and opens the door. Silas lets go of my hand and barges past her. “I’ll go in first with Louis. Eleanor, you come in with Vic, and Beau can take up the rear.”

      “It’s a real military operation.” Eleanor mumbles, but she smiles when I take her hand in mine. “The journals are upstairs in the loft,” she calls out, but they’ve already gone. Half a minute later, Silas calls out that it’s safe, so we step inside. The house is so clean and so pretty. No wonder she hates the dust and decay of ours. We step into a kitchen. It looks so different from the kitchens I once knew. The stove is recognisable as such, but there are so many machines that I can only guess the use of. “I’d love a kitchen like this,” I say, picking up a pot with a handle and some kind of wire snaking from it.

      “That’s the kettle,” Eleanor smirks. She opens a cupboard door and starts bringing out mugs. “Does anyone want a coffee? I think we all deserve one. I’ll make some sandwiches too. I should have prepared a proper wake, but I’ve been so busy.”

      Beau smirks. We all know what she’s been busy doing.

      “I’ve not had coffee in a century, I breathe out, flutters of excitement in my stomach.

      “Got any whisky?” Beau asks, poking his head through a couple of other doors, then disappearing through one.

      “That’s the pantry, and that’s the dining room,” Eleanor says as she opens a jar of brown granules and begins spooning them into the mugs. “Can you fill the kettle with water?” she asks me, nodding to a tap.

      It takes me a few moments to figure out how to open the kettle lid and a few more to turn on the tap, but soon the water is flowing. My heart leaps, and I nearly drop the kettle in the sink when I hear a crash behind me. I turn and gasp when I find a woman with a knife to Eleanor’s throat. One of the mugs is smashed at her feet and the granules are coating the floor.

      “It’s a silver knife!” she growls out. “Stay back.”

      Her features are etched with a malevolent fury, as if anger itself has sculpted her face. My heart pounds in my chest as I see the knife beginning to draw blood. My senses immediately react to it, but this time out of fear.

      “She’s not a fucking vampire!” Beau growls as he races back into the room. I put my hand out to stop him. I don’t doubt for a second this woman will slice through Eleanor’s throat without much provocation. “Silver won’t hurt her,” he growls.

      “A silver knife will hurt anyone if you press it in deep enough,” she retorts. “I know she’s not a vampire, but you two are.”

      “Let her go,” I whisper softly, my voice barely audible above the tension in the room. Eleanor holds my gaze. I can see the fear in her eyes. It’s the first time I’ve seen our girl scared of anything. It’s as though she’s trying to tell me something without words, but I feel helpless as I can’t read what’s going on in her eyes.

      The woman shakes his head. “No. Here’s what’s going to happen. You are going to let me go with her and no one will get hurt. Not even her if you play your cards right. I have no wish to hurt her, but if you come closer...”

      “You touch one fucking hair on her head and I will destroy you!” Beau rumbles. He takes a step forward, forcing the woman to hold out the knife in front of her while still holding Eleanor by the throat.

      There’s a scuffle, and as Beau and Louis race into the room. The woman disappears, taking Eleanor with her.

      We all race to the open back door and stare out. She moved so quickly, it was impossible to see which way they went. Silas looks almost insane as he swivels his head up and down the cliff top path, looking for her.

      I run to the edge and look down, fearing the worst, but she’s not there. I don’t know how the Descendant took her so fast, but she’s already gone. I sniff the air, but the breeze has already taken away her scent.

      I turn to gape at the three men, each of them holding expressions of horror. We couldn’t protect her.

      Eleanor is gone.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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      As we race up the sea road in a sports car remarkably similar to the one Beau bought, I take my time to really look at the woman that took me. The woman that got me through a door and into a car so quickly that it was almost super human.

      My blood is fizzing in my veins with anger, but also with something else. It’s pulling to her.

      “You’re not a Descendant,” I say to her.

      She barely takes her eyes off the road. “You know exactly what I am, Eleanor Byrd. You can feel it in your veins just as surely as I can.”

      She’s a vampire.

      I knew it from the very second she took me by the throat. Just as my body pulls towards the others, it began to pull toward her.

      I look out over the sea to my right. We’re heading north on the coastal road. “Where are you taking me?”

      She cackles. “I thought you’d have figured that out by now, but maybe my brothers didn’t tell you as much as I expected them to.”

      Her brothers? The Descendants? Suddenly, a horrible thought comes to my mind and it all clicks into place.

      “You’re Alice Calverley,” I gasp.

      “You smell just as delicious as you look, Eleanor. Tell me. Did my brothers treat you well?”

      “If you knew that it was your brothers protecting me, why didn’t you tell them who you were? They went looking for you. They think you died a long time ago.”

      She laughs once more, but it's a sinister, mocking sound. "It's better for them to believe that. The Alice they knew did die a long time ago."

      I attempt to make sense of the situation. "Why did you abduct me, and who exactly are the Descendants? Silas mentioned something about them being descendants of Bram Stoker?"

      A sardonic smirk tugs at her lips. “The writer? He has nothing to do with this beyond procuring my freedom. Not that he knew.”

      “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      She puts her foot down and we surge ahead at speed. “All in good time. I’m taking you home.”

      Home. I was at home before she snatched me rudely away. I keep my thoughts to myself as we pull into the quaint village of Saltburn and approach a colossal Georgian mansion perched on the cliff side.

      As the car comes to a halt, I step out and gaze up at the imposing structure. “This is where the Caedmons lived,” I murmur, the pieces of the puzzle slowly falling into place. This is where first Silas, then Beau and Louis were turned into vampires then tortured. For such a beautiful place, it hides a dark and sinister history. My eyes flit down to a familiar brown car parked further along the driveway with scratches down its side.

      “Come,” Alice demands. With no way to get back to the others I follow her in through the front door.

      She inhales deeply as I pass her and a shiver passes up my spine.

      “I’m here!” I shrug as she closes the door. “What now?”

      She moves towards me and inhales my neck. The hairs on my neck stand on end. The pull toward her is just as strong as it was with the others, but I can’t give into it. I push her back, but she clamps down with her teeth and by the time the euphoria hits me, I’m already lost.

      She carries me, lips and teeth still clamped to my neck, to a gorgeously decorated room with wide windows with a view over the ocean.

      Her hot breath tickles my neck as she takes her fill. When she’s done, she drops me onto a chair and throws me a cloth. “Don’t get blood on my chair,” she orders.

      I hold the cloth to my neck and try to shake myself out of the blissful stupor. “Why am I here?” I breathe out.

      “I was the Caedmon’s queen,” she says. I don’t know if she’s even talking to me or waxing lyrical to herself about something that happened over a century ago. I keep my eyes locked on her as she paces the room.

      I don’t know how Silas, Beau and Louis didn’t recognise her immediately. Now that I can study her, she looks just like them with her beautiful face, slightly softer than theirs, but with the same intense eyes, only much lighter. That in itself should have been enough of a giveaway.

      She even dresses like a vampire, with a black high-necked top and black jeans.

      “Once upon a time I was everything to them. All of them worshiped me and then she came along.” Her face twists into an expression of digust.

      She?

      “Amelia Byrd,” she spits.

      Amelia Byrd. I try to wrack my brain to remember who she is, but it doesn’t ring a bell. She’s obviously one of my ancestors.

      “Abraham’s wife?” I guess.

      “Abraham’s eldest daughter. His wife did come too, but they played with her a little too hard and she died, the blood sucked clean out of her.”

      I suck in a breath at the horrible image in my mind.

      “When Amelia came, they forgot I existed. I was nothing in their eyes, discarded like trash. It wasn’t just Amelia either. They had their sights on the other Byrd kids too. There was something about them that the Caedmons couldn’t keep away from.”

      “I don’t understand,” I moan. “The Caedmons killed them all.”

      She finally turns and looks at me. “No. I killed them all. Every single one of them, and when I got to precious Amelia, I made it hurt. I sucked the life force from her and that child of hers.”

      “Child?” I croak. The fog is beginning to lift from my brain. I cast my eye to the doorway and try to figure out how to get out of here without her noticing.

      “She was pregnant!” she spits. “Do you have any idea how many times the Caedmon’s fucked me and nothing. Same with the other girls they kept here. Years and years, I watched them fucking those girls and then when I was old enough, me too. No one got pregnant. Until her!” Her voice rises to a screech that chills me to the bone. “I loved her o much, but I hated her too.”

      “Your brothers will find me,” I snap.

      “I certainly hope so,” she replies, though she doesn’t elaborate on why this is a good idea for her. “Humans came and wiped the Caedmon family out. Took them all out in a hail of silver bullets. I hid in the attic while it happened. When I came down, it was to a blood bath. Bodies everywhere. The Caedmons, their slaves, both human and vampire. I was the only survivor.”

      I can imagine the scene all too clearly, although the house show no signs of its gruesome past. I fidget in my chair, waiting for her to look away from me.

      “I spent years on my own. I couldn’t even hunt anymore because I was scared that the humans would figure out they missed one. I survived on rats and squirrels and foxes.” She crunches up her nose. “Can you imagine it? I’d spent years in luxury, only to have to live off the vermin that ran through my garden.”

      “I don’t know what the fuck any of this has to do with me.” I glare at her. “I didn’t kill anyone. You are the murderer. You killed Amelia and her family and then you moved on to her father, her brother, nephew.”

      She moves over to me. The familiar pull of my blood towards her sickens me to my stomach. “There’s something I failed to mention to you, my darling child.”

      She doesn’t look a day over eighteen which makes her calling me child all the more irritating.

      “The Caedmons weren’t the only ones obsessed with Amelia. As a newly turned vampire, she was impossible to resist. I wanted her too. I wanted her so badly, even though I hated her. When I sucked her dry, her blood was almost pure silver in color.”

      “You bonded to her?” I think back to how I’ve mate bonded with the other vampires. It’s not beyond the reach of reasoning that Amelia mate bonded to the Caedmons and the other people they turned, but to hear having that bond with someone I despise, freaks me out.

      But I’m bonded with Alice too. I can feel it.

      “Mate bonded.” She laughs again, an unnatural guttural laugh that shakes me to my core. “Is that what my brothers told you this was?” She drags the cloth from my hand and holds it up in front of my face. It’s stained silver-red.

      “It’s a disease, a curse. We’re not living in the nineteenth century anymore, girl.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      She nods. “You have a disease, or a defective gene that runs in your family. It has nothing to do with myth or superstition. Amelia had it and now you have it. It makes your blood irresistible to vampires and vampires irresistible to you.” She runs a finger over my cheek. “I bet my brothers and their little band of misfits have loved having you in their house to feed on haven’t they?”

      I don’t answer, because it’s true. They have.

      “I killed Amelia and her siblings, but once they were gone, I regretted it. I had never tasted anything like her blood before. It took hold of me in such a glorious way. Her brothers didn’t have the faulty gene. Their blood didn’t compare to hers. So after years of living off vermin, detesting myself, I went to find my brothers. It took me months and months, but then I noticed something curious up at the abbey. I guessed where they were, hiding inside a secret house. I never saw them come out, but I did see a man delivering live animals every night.

      I could smell he was related to Amelia in an instant, but he didn’t have the gene either. By now I was ravenous. I wanted human blood, but I needed to taste blood like Amelia’s again. I followed Abraham, watched him for months while I decided what to do with him. I couldn’t kill him. I needed him to live long enough to see his child grow up. But his son didn’t have the gene either, or at least it was dormant in him. I needed to stay in their lives, hoping that one day, the gene would pass down. Five generations I’ve waited. Five!” She holds a hand up to me as though I need her fingers to count to five. “I almost gave up and then you came along. I had to stay away from you. When I got too close, the urge to suck your blood was almost impossible to resist, but a baby has so little blood. And a child.

      So.

      Little.

      Blood.

      I had to wait until you were old enough and when you were, I killed your father so that I could claim you.”

      I shake my head and try to keep angry tears at bay.

      “A man killed my father. The same man that tried to kill me.”

      She sighs. “He was an idiot. I assume one of my brothers killed him?”

      When I don’t answer, she continues. “I hired him, though I should have saved my money. The Caedmon’s were insanely rich and when they were wiped out, I took their money just as I took their house. It doesn’t even cost that much money to have someone murdered. The man wasn’t trying to kill you. He was supposed to kidnap you, but I suppose if you want a job doing, may as well do it yourself.”

      “Just like you did when you ran me and Silas off the road.”

      She arches an eyebrow. “You’re a good driver, you know that? I figured you’d found them and that’s where you were hiding. You weren’t going back to your house. When I failed the first time, I decided to try again after your father’s funeral.” She opens her arms wide. “And here we are!”

      The corners of my mouth pull back. This bitch killed every family member I had. “So what now? Are you going to suck me dry like you did to Amelia?”

      She steps back over to me and bends down. When she speaks, her voice is low and full of malicious glee. “No, my dear child. I learned my lesson with her. I will suck on you, take your blood when I want it, but I have other plans for you now. My brothers will probably figure this all out and find us within a few hours.”

      “So what?”

      She leans down further still and presses a hand to my belly. “Vampires live a very, very long time and humans don’t. My brothers will sire a child which you will grow in that womb of yours and when they do, it will belong to me. Just like you do now.”  She leans in and pierces my neck with her fangs and this time she sucks so hard that the edges of my consciousness close in and everything fades to black.

      THE END

      

      Read the second book in the Vampire Gene here

      https://mybook.to/vampiregene2
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      Since time immemorial, the gods of Olympus have ruled. Now, a mysterious challenger emerges, seeking their thrones...

      

      Ares, god of war and ruler of the powerful Fire Kingdom, discovers a threat to his empire. Arising from obscurity, a maverick king of the eastern territories has launched an attack in the valley of Hades. This enigmatic king, Sisyphus, wields a mythical blade and begins to set his sights on other Olympian strongholds, with plans to unite them all under his rule.

      

      When his requests for help fall on deaf ears, the god of war takes matters into his own hands.

      

      Eager to stamp out Sisyphus' ambitions, Ares puts together a strike force, comprised of his most promising Fire Kingdom warriors. Among them is Xira, a talented young recruit and descendant of Ares. Relatively inexperienced, will the fiery young warrior prove herself, or will she fail the god of war in his hour of need?

      

      This pulse-pounding prequel novella sets the stage for the Throne of Gods series. Fans of Greek mythology and blistering fantasy action won't want to miss it!
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      The king of the underworld had been taken by surprise.

      In his numberless years, wise old Hades had come to believe that his fortress was well and truly impregnable. It was a vast thing, built largely of black volcanic stone, and was so imposing in design that even invited guests tended to eagerly set out from the place once their business had been settled. Located deep within a shaded valley, the royal compound could only be accessed through a few choice routes, which were often patrolled for intruders. Employing several legions of skilled footmen as well as many armed bodyguards, Hades had thought himself fully insulated against outside threats.

      Upon discovering one of his palace aides dead near the throne room entrance, his throat cut and weapons seized, Hades' illusions were banished at once, however.

      The Olympian returned swiftly to the throne, taking up his glistening bident. Eyes as grey as smoke jumped from one corner of the vast throne room to the next in search of the assailant. With an even hand he held the lengthy weapon out before him, its metallic shaft terminating in two diamond-sharp steel prongs. Feet planted at shoulder-width upon the smooth stone floors, he looked past the row of elegant columns framing the entrance and drank in the silence, sure that the killer would reveal himself.

      No sound came, however.

      It was immediately apparent that the intruder was no amateur in the ancient art of assassination—no, here was one who operated at the very highest level. The intruder's movements had been swift and silent; almost phantasmal. The next attack could come from virtually any quarter, and without warning.

      Hades' plain white robe fluttered in the draft as he began scanning the corners and ceilings, his brow furrowed, and fists locked around the imposing bident. His harsh gaze lingered on the statues placed within the alcoves, upon the masterfully painted historical scenes along the walls and ceilings. His eyes crept back toward the throne, too—and there, in the great shadow cast by the immense seat of black stone, his senses registered movement.

      It was a single thrust, as of a hand flicking something forcefully visible only for an instant before the shadows ate it up once more.

      Hades turned on his heels and took a step back, narrowly avoiding the kiss of a dagger. The small blade flew through the air like a hornet with its stinger trained on him, and it continued to sail across the throne room until it met one of the gorgeous columns with a clatter. The one who had thrown the thing was no more in sight, vanished like a specter into the dim.

      The god of the underworld started toward the throne purposefully, only to draw back once again at sighting a flurry of movement up above. Another presence had edged its way into his periphery—one who had climbed a pillar and come sailing down with sword drawn. The assailant, dressed in a black cuirass, face obscured by a strip of dark cloth, descended in utter silence, prepared to sink his blade into the god with a hard downward stab.

      Hades thrust his weapon upward in a gesture of welcome, catching the assailant in the gut with both razor-sharp prongs. The masked killer was then thrown from the tip of the bident, and his writhing body slammed against the black throne with a terrible thud.

      The death of his aide had not been the work of a lone wolf, then—it had been the work of multiple assassins in concert. Just how many there were remained to be seen; one had been dispatched and another was known to loiter behind the great throne, but whether there lurked still others, yet undiscovered, Hades could not say.

      The Olympian strode quietly toward the fallen man, kicking his sword away and peering down into his glazed eyes. “How many of you are there?” he asked the dying man in the hopes that he might extract a bit of information from his lips before they fully cooled.

      The answer came instead from across the room—from behind one of the large columns. “We are beyond counting,” replied a dweller in the shadows. “Surrender that your miserable life might be spared, old Hades.”

      The king of the underworld smirked, his eyes tracing the movements of the assailant behind the throne. “I admire the boldness of a man who ventures into the land of the dead and speaks to its king with such bravado as this.” The dagger-thrower was preparing another volley; before the attack could be executed, Hades quickly rounded the corner and made a vast sweep of the darkness behind the throne with the tail end of his weapon. The butt of the bident crashed into the silent lurker, knocking the dagger from his hand and sending him flying through the air. He landed some feet from the throne, striking the floor with a bone-rattling crash. Like the other one, he wore a black cuirass and soft-soled boots that allowed for a quieter tread, as well as a scrap of dark fabric across his visage.

      Hades pursued the fallen man and probed his breast with a thrust of the two-pronged staff, killing him instantly. A hush fell once again over the throne room. Surely, the intruders were having second thoughts about their mission, and didn't want to end up like their fallen comrades. Even the haughty speaker who had called out from behind the columns had now gone quiet.

      “Two of your men now lay dead,” boasted Hades, wicking the gore from the tip of his weapon. His steely gaze passed over the succession of columns. “How many more shall we put to rest this day before you realize the gravity of your mistake?” He chuckled darkly, continuing, “I am rather enjoying myself. Come, if you've the Thumos—come at me, all at once.”

      From shaded corners came sprinting two more men, these in the same garb as their predecessors—one armed with a sword, the other a spiked club. They rushed across the room with nary a sound, poised for savagery, and upon closing the gap let loose upon the lone Olympian.

      Both were cut down with a single strike. Hades swung his weapon first to the left, raking at the legs of the swordsman and rending his knees. The other was caught on the backswing in the thigh, and let go of his club in favor of his punctured leg. Though the assassins tried to scramble away, their wounds were sufficiently deep to ensure a quick death by blood-loss.

      “That's four now,” announced Hades, his rich voice tinged with pride. “Is this all you're capable of?”

      This last taunt drew someone—or something—from the shadows.

      A lone figure slipped past one of the columns with a calm and measured stride. He stood a reasonably good height for a mortal, and his well-proportioned limbs were dense with corded muscle. He, like his fellows, wore a black cuirass, but was further distinguished by a long black cloak that hung nearly to his feet. The hood of said garment hung over his face, keeping it hidden, and what appeared to be a large sword sat in a sheath strapped to his left side. This sword was carefully drawn out, the meaty hilt giving way to a most transfixing blade. It was no mere steel; the weapon appeared forged of a dark, inky stone. The obsidian weapon had been polished to such a degree it looked like a black mirror, and when drawn boasted a length fully half the bearer's height.

      But the most striking thing about the incoming stranger was his face—or, that is, the thing which answered for a face beneath that black hood.

      The sword-bearer wore what appeared to be a bone-white mask of the theatre. It was the mask of a laughing king—replete with a crown. This odd face-covering was transformed into something truly sinister when viewed in the dim perpetuated by his hood, and the bright blue eyes that stared on from within the holes of the mask chilled the blood like permafrost. Even the Olympian, powerful and confident though he was, could not help being a bit unsettled by the figure that presently came toward him.

      “Who are you?” demanded Hades, raising the bident defensively.

      “I am the scourge of Mt. Olympus,” came the swordsman's cool reply. His voice was proud, unruffled, and his fist was locked around the hilt of his great sword like a stony vise. “I have come to make of you a fine pyre, old Hades, and to end your line.” He singled out the black throne with his glossy blade. “This and every other throne shall be consolidated under my rule.”

      The Olympian prepared to strike, the swordsman's braggadocio growing tiresome. “Allow me to awaken you from these delusions of grandeur.” Lunging forth, Hades drew back the bident and—when his lead foot once again met the floor—delivered a lightning-fast thrust.

      That thrust, which might have killed a lesser man in an instant, was ineffective.

      Like an insect, the masked opponent leapt into the air, carefully landing upon the tip of the outstretched bident; he then dashed up its length toward its stunned wielder. The obsidian sword found its way to Hades' throat, and might have left its mark had not the god jerked back in terror. The swordsman was lifted higher into the air and shaken off the lengthy weapon with an agitated swing. He landed softly upon the stone floor and then proceeded to lunge at the Olympian with a fresh flurry of blows.

      For the first time in the conflict, Hades was forced onto his heels. He backed away from the series of wild slashes, dodging them where possible and parrying them with the shaft of his weapon when they could not be avoided. The force with which this stranger wielded his sword was incredible by the god's reckoning; he had never encountered a mortal possessed of such raw power as this. His earlier boasts retreated back down his throat as he faced off against this foe. If Hades let his guard down even an instant, death was a very real possibility.

      The black blade came charging back again and again, its stony cutting edge never seeming to dull even as it left minute gouges in the dense shaft of Hades' bident. The god drew back with a wide slash, buying himself a little distance and a chance to catch his breath. Meanwhile, the stranger in the mask hardly seemed to have exerted himself. He had not slowed one iota during the exchange, had not even begun to tap into the stores of his strength and endurance, by the looks of it.

      Appraising the odd visitor, Hades was no longer certain that the man was, in fact, a mere mortal. “Who are you?” he demanded once more. “Your name?”

      The swordsman leveled his icy eyes on the Olympian and loosed a chuckle. Rather than reply, he let his sword do the talking, plunging once more into a series of sweeps and jabs. Despite its obvious heft, the sword was thrown around effortlessly—the speed of its transit a testament to the mysterious warrior's physical prowess.

      Forced back toward the columns, Hades was beginning to truly struggle. His footing became less sure, his attempts at blocking more desperate. The swordsman delivered a punishing downward cleave, which the Olympian only caught lengthwise with the handle of his weapon. The impact knocked slivers of steel from the shaft, however, and as the two remained gridlocked the bident began to rattle. Another blow like that one and it was possible that the handle would shatter, leaving the god unarmed.

      The swordsman changed tack, suddenly delivering a nasty kick to the gut. Hades was knocked backward, gasping for air, and hit the floor with a groan. The bident clattered out of his reach. The Olympian was, for the moment, helpless.

      The masked intruder wasted no time in bringing the tip of his sword to Hades' breast. He pressed it in a little, shearing the god's white garment and pricking the skin beneath so that a rivulet of red marred the torn fabric. He stopped short of killing the Olympian, however. Instead, he raised a hand and signaled to his men. From all around the throne room—from corners and shadows unplumbed—came numerous men garbed in black cuirasses, their faces covered in makeshift cloth masks.

      Hades stared up at his conqueror with a mixture of dread and rage. “What do you want?” he barked. “Why do you hesitate?”

      The man behind the mask sheathed his mighty blade and peered down at the god with utter contempt. “If I spill your blood now, I won't be able to use you as bait. You are more valuable to me as a hostage.” He glanced at his men, now standing in orderly lines to each side of him. “Has the complex been secured, men? The bodyguards and aides taken care of?”

      One of the soldiers replied in the affirmative. “The only living things in this building are located in this very room.”

      Hades' eyes sprang wide with terror. “What?”

      The masked man nodded, picking up the fallen bident and inspecting it narrowly. “Very good. Very good.”

      The bested Olympian sat up, casting a furious gaze upon the men. “Who do you think you are?” he asked, shaking with outrage.

      With a brutal shout, the masked swordsman lobbed the bident across the room. Its two sharpened prongs struck the back of the throne, sending up a mist of black stone on impact. “I think,” he replied in a mocking tone, “that I am your king now, Hades. Address me with due reverence; I plan to let you live so long as you are useful to me. Depending on your behavior, that can either be a shorter or a longer time.”
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      “Where, then, is the messenger?”

      This question, shouted several times now, echoed deafeningly through the court of Ares. The generals of the Fire Kingdom, the smattering of court advisors and several Ena attendants all cowered as the god of war stamped his sandaled foot against the floor.

      Bathed in the sunlight that poured in from the opening in the domed ceiling, Ares glowed like a figure wrought of gold. His spear—longer than any mortal in attendance was tall—had been left propped against the right edge of his throne. He wore a thick metal helm, which brought only his most ferocious features to light—his wide, burning eyes and sharp, bared teeth. His furious gaze passed over the gathered officials; if looks could kill, then not a one would have survived.

      “Where is my messenger?” asked the Olympian once more, leaning back against his marble throne. “He was sent with a message two days ago to the valley of Hades. Two days. Has he not returned? Have we no word yet from the lands of brother Hades?”

      “None, sir,” replied one of the generals with a rueful shake of the head. “There has been no sign of the messenger, and no report from the territories of Hades.”

      The god of war drew a deep breath in through his nose and looked up toward the skylight. “My messenger, then, has likely met a terrible end, has he not?” A few of the men nodded; others remained stock still lest they attract the god's ire. “This can surely be taken as a sign that Sisyphus has made his move.”

      For over a month, Ares had been monitoring a tense situation in a lesser kingdom of the east. There, in a lowly land populated chiefly by farmers and tradesmen, a mortal king by the name of Sisyphus had lately been making a name for himself by enacting several controversial reforms. The man had worked his followers into a lather, severing longstanding ties with neighboring territories, shorting established trade deals with Olympian-run kingdoms, and promising an expansion into the lands of the gods. A cult of personality had been raised up around this maverick king whose chief goal was, apparently, the destruction of the Olympians.

      Sisyphus had first come to the notice of Athena, goddess of wisdom, owing to the proximity of her lands to the eastern frontier. Some of her servants had been harassed on the outskirts of the small kingdom by followers of Sisyphus, threatened at sword-point. Further reconnaissance had unearthed a potential plot against the Olympians, beginning with none other than Hades. This threat on Hades' life had not been taken seriously; a mere mortal challenging the god of the underworld seemed a laughable prospect, and it had been in amusement that Ares had initially been told about the plans of this minor kingdom.

      Now that Ares' messages to said god had gone without answer for two consecutive days, the strange king's plot no longer seemed so humorous.

      Ares had been keeping an eye on the kingdom of Sisyphus, sending a few envoys there in disguise so that they might scope out the land and weigh its capabilities. These missions had run against frustrating obstacles, however. The citizens of this far-off land were rather tight-lipped and would not discuss local affairs with outsiders. Moreover, they possessed an almost fanatical devotion to their king. This latter detail was especially odd to the Olympians, who were used to ruling through fear and savagery, and whose societies were often based on hierarchies of force, rather than on trust and respect.

      The god of war had earmarked the little kingdom as an interesting locale, a place worth keeping an eye on, but had not taken its threats very seriously until his Hades-bound messenger had vanished. The messenger had been entrusted with several scrolls pertaining to trade dealings between the two Olympians, and in the past such messages had been delivered—and answered—with haste. Two days of utter silence was most unusual; Ares could only assume that some harm had come to his fellow god.

      As best he could tell with the limited information available to him, the populace of Sisyphus' kingdom was dwarfed by that of the Fire Kingdom and other Olympian-run regions. It stood to reason that their enlisted were also much fewer in number. Ares did not believe the small kingdom to pose a genuine threat, but keen tactician that he was, he always liked to keep his ear to the ground and to rout his enemies preemptively.

      It was for this reason—the destruction of this potential foe—that Ares became more deeply involved in the matter. When he had exhausted his rage against his subordinates, he released them and promptly moved to his quarters. Locking the door behind him, he entered his rooms, passing first through the handsomely-decorated bedroom, with its plush bed, desk, chairs and life-sized statue of him. He moved next into the dim fountain room, whose focal point was a gorgeously-sculpted fountain spewing waters of refreshing coolness and jewel-like clarity. The sun peeked in through a small skylight, its rays lending the gurgling fixture an ethereal glow.

      Beyond the fountain, a little to the right, was a short hallway masked almost completely in darkness. At the end of it sat a thick door with impressive iron fittings—this, an entrance to a place that was at once within the royal compound as well as outside of it. Ares pulled open the door and stepped into a vast realm dominated by shadow and primordial mist. Amorphous slabs, only visible from certain angles, comprised the space's walls. A little beyond the threshold was a lengthy corridor which was lined in great doors not unlike the one he had just passed through. These each led to different and far-flung destinations. Each represented, in essence, a portal to a new world.

      Through these doors, Ares was able to travel to virtually any land in the blink of an eye. The foot of Mt. Olympus, the hottest deserts, the most temperate islands and the remotest kingdoms were all within his reach through this mysterious network of doors in the haze. He strode on, helmed head low, and approached the door he knew to lead to the realm of Athena. Pushing through it, he emerged into a building of brown stone. These walls, he knew, were those of her personal chambers.

      Ares walked quietly through the winding halls of Athena's complex, arriving eventually outside her throne room. Except for a handful of servants, who all snapped to wide-eyed attention at sight of him, the room was nigh empty. The goddess then seated idly on the throne did not appear especially busy; she read leisurely from a scroll, twisting her long hair between her delicate fingers. “Hard at work, I see,” he called out with a chuckle. “Have you a few moments in your packed schedule to speak with me, dear Athena?”

      The goddess of wisdom peered at him narrowly, her orange-yellow hair spilling over her shoulders in great waves. She wore a delicate dress of glowing white fabric and a few simple ornaments of gold about her breast and shoulders. The smile she offered was as pretty as it was annoyed. “Ares? To what do I owe this honor?” she asked with a roll of the eyes.

      “Why, you owe it to the Kingdom of Sisyphus,” he snapped, pacing before her with hands behind his back.

      She chuckled. “Is that why you've come dressed for war?” She motioned to his helm.

      Ares, however, had not come to kid around. “That's quite enough of the pleasantries. You were the one who first told me of Sisyphus' kingdom, and of his plot against us. Tell me, how does the matter seem to you now? Are you still convinced he poses no threat? That he is a weakling, undeserving of our attention?”

      The goddess crossed her legs and shrugged. “Why should my opinion of the man have changed, Ares? To the best of my knowledge there's been no development on that front.”

      “No?” replied Ares. “Then why is it that my message to Hades has gone unanswered for more than two days?” He sighed, continuing, “It's begun. Sisyphus is on the move. I'm sure of it.”

      “Why?” countered Athena. “Because Hades hasn't written you back? Be calm! Is there no patience to be found in the Fire Kingdom?”

      Ares shook his head. “No, such a delay is unheard of. My messengers are not ones to shirk their duties, and brother Hades has always been quick to write back. You know me; I'd kill a man if I thought him dragging his feet in delivering an important message. I think that something has happened to my messenger—and possibly to Hades as well.”

      She arched a golden brow. “I'm listening.”

      “I propose an action, Athena. A military action. Join me so that we might visit the valley of Hades and see what has become of him. We may find Sisyphus there—and take the opportunity to destroy him before he becomes a more painful thorn in our sides.”

      “It would be better for us to send a small force,” opined the goddess. “Scoping out the region first would be ideal. If in fact something has happened to poor Hades, then a military intervention might be necessary. But only then.”

      “Fine. I see the sense in your course. I could throw together such a team—a unit capable of exploring the land and getting back to us with the details. One or two squadrons of my Ekdremoi, perhaps, could make the march within two days,” he said.

      “Do as you see fit. Personally, my people are uninterested in warring with so close a neighbor. Unless this Sisyphus character seeks to make good on his outlandish threats against us, I see no need to intervene personally.”

      “I'm telling you that he may very well have done so already.” Ares glowered. “Lend me some men—put a few of your warriors under my command for this mission. Put something on the line for old Hades, won't you?”

      “This I will not do,” replied Athena. “Report back to me, Ares. If harm has befallen Hades, we will decide upon the proper course then. If not, I'd rather avoid an armed conflict against this man.”

      “So, you would heap this all on my shoulders then, would you?” complained Ares. “Fine. So be it. All the more glory for me and mine.” He turned and started from the throne room.

      Athena chuckled. “Leaving so soon? Well, do be careful. Let me know how Hades is faring, will you?”

      The god of war smirked as he set out. “Sisyphus lives practically on your doorstep. If there's anything at all to this suspicion of mine, he may well be knocking at your gate next, Athena. When he does, don't come crying to me for aid.” He began once more through the winding passages, hastening back to the Fire Kingdom.

      This mission would be his and his alone to orchestrate.
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      That evening, Ares summoned all of his generals to the throne room for a brief meeting. From his throne he began, “To the east there is a kingdom ruled by a man named Sisyphus. This mortal sovereign is said to be quite hostile to Olympus, and wishes to see the gods struck down. Have any of you ever heard of this man?”

      None of the generals in attendance knew the name; they uniformly shook their heads.

      “I have been watching the man closely for some time,” continued the god. “I have also sent a few men personally to study the region I speak of; they have only come away with a few morsels of information, however. My hope was to discern the seriousness of the threat posed by such a man. He does not appear to have a large army behind him, nor a rich land—either in gold or natural resources.”

      “Lord Ares,” offered one of the generals in a reverent tone, “surely a weakling of this caliber is of no concern to you. You are the god of war—a matchless power! Mortals the world over quiver at the mention of your name!”

      The Olympian grinned. “Such flattery! You are right to say it... However, recent events have made me look more closely at this matter. You see, my messenger to Hades has disappeared, which leads me to believe that there has been trouble in that distant valley. A plot was previously discovered singling out poor Hades for destruction, and I think it possible that Sisyphus has attempted to carry it out. Whether he has met with success, I cannot say...

      “Nonetheless, I think it the duty of our kingdom to ensure the welfare of a fellow Olympian—especially when he has been targeted by so loathsome an adversary. I have little patience for mortals who think themselves gods. Thus, my plan is this: We will put together a small but powerful party of warriors. I will lead the effort personally. Following the same route my messenger took, we will seek to get to the bottom of things and, if necessary, destroy this Sisyphus and seize his lands.

      “I wish for one or two squadrons of our top warriors to be put together. Suggestions, gentlemen? Who will come along? Give me some names that we might set out on this journey come morning.”

      For a time, the generals conferred with one another, discussing potential candidates. Lists of elite Ekdremoi warriors were compiled, along with up-and-comers who had proven themselves in recent campaigns. “Might I make a suggestion, Lord Ares?” chanced one of the generals. “There is an Eksi by the name of Xira—a sixth generation. Some say she is part Fury... Nevertheless, I think that she would be a promising addition to any such mission. She is a very capable fighter—truly relentless.”

      “Very well,” replied Ares. “Bring her along. Any others?”

      “A man by the name of Karim,” ventured another general. “His family has a long history of service to the Fire Kingdom, and he has lately been distinguished as a strong warrior and cunning tactician. He is the offspring of a centaur and a siren—odd parentage, to say the least, but a dependable man.”

      “Ah, yes,” said Ares. “I am familiar with that line. Karim is welcome to join us; I have watched his progress with interest.” He nodded, rising from the throne. “Collect these two, along with the others that have been mentioned. A good mix—ranged and melee fighters. We will meet outside the royal complex at sunrise. Then, the march for the valley of Hades begins.”
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        * * *

      

      She was drawn from her room by a fierce summons. The hammering at her door made her wonder if the kingdom wasn't being invaded, and she sprang from her bed in such a hurry that she nearly lost her balance. Tossing her long, silvery hair over one shoulder, Xira threw open the door and found a stern-faced general awaiting her..

      It was Atmos, the general in charge of the sixth-generation warriors. A bold man with a resonant voice, he was among the most respected military officers in the entire kingdom. His limbs were decorated with scars he'd earned in war and his military uniform, comprised of a deep brown cuirass with an assortment of medals fixed to the breast, was always immaculately maintained.

      “Yes, sir?” began Xira, still shaken for the commotion. She hadn't been expecting visitors; in fact, she couldn't remember the last time she'd been approached by the top brass in this way. Ordinarily, officers would pass on their orders or requests to her when the day's training was done—not hours after the fact, and certainly not in her quarters. She wasn't sure what had brought him to the barracks, but doubted it was anything good. Did I do something wrong? she wondered. Was there a problem with my performance today? She tensed in anticipation of a good scolding.

      “Xira, the kingdom has need of you,” began proud Atmos, stroking at his dense black beard. He stepped past her, inviting himself into her room and striding toward the small chair in the corner. Arms folded, he lowered himself into the seat and squared her with a deadly serious gaze. “Close the door. I need to brief you on a matter of some importance.”

      The young warrior wasn't sure what to make of this, but she was not so dumbfounded as to refuse an order. She did as she was told, shutting the door and wandering toward her bed. “A briefing, sir?”

      “Please, sit,” continued the general. When she'd plopped down onto the edge of her bed, he went on. “I understand this is highly irregular for a warrior of your rank, however Lord Ares has requested you personally. He is launching—and leading—a special mission come morning and wants you to take part. You must report to the royal complex; there, you'll meet up with the rest of the team.”

      Xira's comprehension had promptly fizzled out early into Atmos' explanation. “W-Wait, Lord Ares... wants me?” she asked. The chuckle that left her thin lips was incredulous.

      The general nodded. “Yes, that's right. He's putting together a team for an important mission to the valley of Hades. Your name came up when we were discussing warriors of great promise. I was asked to seek you out and pass on this information. That won't be a problem, will it?” he added with a slight grin.

      She remained skeptical—and more than a little dazed at so auspicious an assignment. “Lord Ares wants to work with me? I've... I've never served directly under his command before. I'm honored... and, if I'm honest, a bit surprised...”

      “It is indeed a great honor to be summoned in this way,” said Atmos. “It is a rare opportunity for glory—and to gain favor in the eyes of Lord Ares. Make no mistake; if you perform well on this mission then an increase in rank, a promotion of some kind, is assured.” He waved one of his thick hands in the air as if to dispel a foul odor. “But let us not think of such things at present, young Xira. Lord Ares does not seek a careerist—he needs a reliable warrior. No matter what may come of this mission, the glory of serving the Fire Kingdom must be reward enough!”

      “Of course,” replied Xira. “I'm delighted that Lord Ares thinks me worthy to accompany him on this mission. Please, tell me what I must do.” She hesitated. “We are going to the lands of... Hades? Why is this?”

      Here, Atmos stood, hands behind his back. He began to pace as he explained. “The situation is a complicated one and we are, at this time, still short on details. There is a king, a mortal, by the name of Sisyphus in the east. It is suspected that he has set his sights on the throne of Hades, and that he has slain one of our kingdom's messengers. Lord Ares thinks the threat posed by this man is credible enough to warrant a small raiding party. He intends to scope out the valley. Hades is feared a captive—or worse.”

      Xira frowned, following Atmos' pacing with a dark, narrow gaze. “That can't possibly be right. A mere mortal causing such disruption?” She laughed in disbelief. “Hades is god of the underworld—a great power. What mortal could stand against him?”

      Atmos nodded. “I find myself wondering the same. Until we have ventured to the valley, following the same route as our missing messenger, we can't know the truth of the situation. It is hoped, of course, that Hades is well—that this is some sort of misunderstanding. But Lord Ares doesn't see it that way... And he has always been one to follow his gut.”

      The young warrior fell deep into thought, her fair features hardening as she tried to picture the alleged scenario. A mortal king from the east defeating Hades in his own lands? This seems impossible. But then, if Lord Ares thinks it worth investigating, who am I to disagree? What's more... even if nothing comes of it, it will be a wonderful opportunity to work alongside him and gain his favor. Perhaps he'll notice me and bring me into his inner circle!

      “So, we set out in the morning?” asked Xira.

      “That's right. You are to report outside the royal complex at first light—fully armed.” He peered across the room at the tired tan cuirass and sheathed sword stashed in the corner. “You carry a sword, yes?”

      She nodded.

      “Good. We'll be needing a mixture of personnel; some proficient in melee combat, others in ranged.” Atmos started for the door. “Please, don't be late. Lord Ares values punctuality. If you have any further questions, don't hesitate to ask.”

      The entire conversation felt almost like a dream to her, and as she saw the general out with a friendly salute, closing the door behind her, she began to doubt it had even taken place. Earlier that day, she had been doing basic training exercises with her fellow sixth-generation warriors. Now, she was being brought along on a mission of immense importance to serve directly under the god of war? It was all so surreal.

      Xira staggered back to her bed and attempted to get comfortable, but she was only a few minutes under the covers before she realized sleep was no longer on the agenda. She was too excited, too nervous to sleep, and eventually crawled out of bed and changed out of her evening robe.

      She strapped on her sword, cuirass and boots, choosing instead to sit up and greet the sun.
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      When young Xira arrived outside the royal complex, she was greeted by a most incredible sight.

      The god of war himself stood outside the vast complex of stone, spear in hand and fully-armored. Alongside him there stood a legion's worth of local warriors pulled from various squadrons; there were talented archers in the lot, as well as swordsmen of her own lowly rank, lightly-armed Ekdremoi and others. Three generals had also assembled. Among them was Atmos, who greeted her with a wave.

      Xira rushed toward the group and offered the general a quick salute before turning to stare at great Ares nearby.

      “You've made it,” began Atmos, patting her on the shoulder. “Very good. I will be accompanying Lord Ares on this mission as well. Keep close to me, Xira. It seems that everyone has arrived; I'm told we'll be moving out shortly.”

      The god of war began striding about the throngs of warriors, sizing them up. Raising his spear, he uttered a gruff command. “Into marching formation, at once! We set out for the valley of Hades, uncertain of what awaits us there. Perhaps we will arrive as rescuers, to help my brother Olympian. If the worst has come to pass... then we will enter that land as conquerors. Whatever the case, our swords are not likely to go unused, so let every man fall in line and follow me to glory!”

      Ares took to the fore with a pair of personal spearmen at his flanks. Behind him marched the three generals. The legion was sorted into three neat columns and ordered to march behind the three officers according to their armament; archers in the center, Ekdremoi to the right and those pulled from the generation-segregated squadrons, such as Xira, to the left. In this way, the force marched down the main street, arresting the gaze of merchants setting up their wares in the early morning gloom.

      They proceeded from the eastern gate of the city and started off across the plains at a breakneck pace; a pace so furious that even the elite Ekdremoi would be hard-pressed to maintain it for very long. It was clear from the start that Ares was an uncompromising taskmaster, and that he meant to reach the kingdom of Hades as swiftly as possible. Xira, still energized at having the opportunity to tag along, kept to this brisk pace, standing in Atmos' line behind a few other men.

      As they marched through the flatlands, Xira looked now and then at her fellow soldiers, seeking familiar faces. There were precious few to be found in this melting pot of a force, however. Her best friend, Jaku, had not been invited to take part in this mission; neither had any of the other sixth-generation warriors from her assigned squadron. There were some third and fourth-generation warriors she recognized, as well as a few of the decorated Ekdremoi in the opposite column, but ultimately she felt rather out of place. No one else of my rank was brought along, except for maybe a few of the archers...

      She looked to the man directly in front of her—a figure tall and lithe, with slightly pointed ears, dark hair and an olive complexion. He had a lengthy tail reminiscent of a centaur's and wore a long sword and a slick brown cuirass. This man, like her, seemed to be studying his fellow warriors with intense scrutiny. Xira found she recognized this soldier—though she didn't know him particularly well. He went by the name of Karim, and as best she could recall his family was well-connected in the kingdom. She could not guess at his rank, and couldn't remember what squadron he had come from, but had seen him a few times during training outside the barracks.

      Karim seemed to sense her attention and cast a harsh gaze back at her, as if to ask, “What're you looking at?” She turned away at once, almost losing the cadence of her march, and instead fixed her gaze on Ares.

      The god of war passed effortlessly over the plains. His long legs propelled him so swiftly that the three generals behind him nearly had to run to keep up with him, and even at this speed he seemed dissatisfied with their progress. He spoke to no one, seething silently, and only slowed on those occasions when he wished to consult the small map he'd brought with him. The god was leading them on the same route taken by his messenger—a well-traveled path often used by the Fire Kingdom in its dealings with Hades. When taken by a single man trained in long-distance running, the gap between the two lands could be bridged quite quickly.

      Hours passed and many miles were logged before the Olympian allowed his panting force to rest. “Stop here,” he said, raising his spear into the air and signaling a halt. “Take wine, food, a moment's rest. We will move again on my say.”

      The generals had brought along men to serve as pack mules, and from their bags were drawn a few rations and wineskins to be passed around. Men ate and drank voraciously, sitting on the ground and kneading at their aching legs. Far from Ares' ear, complaints about the day's pace were muttered by some.

      Xira, though, kept her mouth shut. Her feet ached as terribly as anyone's and she felt quite exhausted as she helped herself to a spot of wine, but she said nothing lest she appear a weakling in Lord Ares' eyes. Being brought on this mission is a great honor. These men would do well to keep silent. Otherwise, Lord Ares might lose patience with them.

      There was one other who didn't seem too bothered at the pace of the day's march. Karim had planted himself on the field and was drinking deeply from his wine, uttering not a word but seeming to listen to the utterances of those around him. Xira could tell at a glance that the two of them were of the same mind—and that glance got her caught again as Karim locked eyes with her.

      Startled at the half-centaur's stony gaze, Xira donned a little smile and sauntered over to him, offering a kindly nod. You may as well introduce yourself, she thought. “Hello... It's Karim, right?” she asked. “My name is Xira. It's nice to meet you.”

      Karim appraised her from the ground, one of his dark brows arched. He nodded in acknowledgement but couldn't help cracking a smile, perhaps amused at her earnestness. Taking another gulp of wine, he exhaled loudly and turned away from her, returning to his thoughts.

      Well, that was kind of rude, she thought. I guess he isn't in a talking mood... She wandered off a little distance, sitting alone and enjoying her rest. She had never ventured to the land of Hades before and wondered how soon they might reach its borders. A few of the well-traveled Ekdremoi had spoken of it as a dark kingdom within a great valley, and had wagered that it could be reached in less than a day, provided that they marched with only minimal rest. Such a course, however, was anything but popular among the men.

      No sooner had she consumed her rations and warmed her tired limbs with wine did Ares order them all back into formation. Xira fell in line behind Karim and resumed the march, ignoring the hushed groans of her fellow warriors.

      Miles were crossed over the course of the next few hours, and gradually the terrain was transformed. Gone were the familiar plains of the Fire Kingdom; the eastern region was given over to rolling hills and vast wooded areas, which made for more difficult marching. Keeping to a slender path and weaving between the many hills, Ares led his dozens on a ceaseless march well through the afternoon.

      He had begun to entertain the idea of a longer break for a proper meal when, in the distance ahead, his sharp gaze zeroed in on something. He halted and threw up a hand, ordering his men to stop. “What's this, now?”

      Ares' personal guards looked to one another. One of them, motioning into the distance with his spear, asked, “What is, Lord Ares? Is there trouble? Shall we go ahead of you?”

      The Olympian shook his head and started down the road on his own. “I believe I've found our messenger,” he uttered in a cheerless tone. Teeth grit, he took a few more steps and nodded. “Yes... Yes...” He pointed out a dense copse of trees to the right of the makeshift road. “There.”

      Propped up against the trunk of an ancient tree was the pale corpse of the Fire Kingdom's messenger. His light cloak had been torn and discolored by blood, and he appeared pinned to the trunk by an arrow to the shoulder. A pair of sandals sat a few feet away from the body, and in the dead man's cold hand was clutched an open scroll.

      Ares led the group silently toward this grisly find, his eyes scanning the woods carefully for threats. He then examined the message still locked in the cadaver's fist. It was the same scroll he'd been sent with—a short missive to Hades, asking if all was well in the valley. Beneath the brief scrawl that he himself had penned, Ares found a new addition, written in a smooth, almost mocking hand. It read thus: If you're reading this, then you're already too late. Beneath the taunt had been sketched a strange little picture—something that the god of war puzzled over for some time. It looked like a human face; or, more specifically, a mask of the theater. Ares drew the pad of his thumb over this image before looking up with a sneer. “He thinks us too late?” he muttered. “No, no, I think we're just in time. Just in time to water the valley with his blood, that is.”

      Atmos, peering around the Olympian with wide eyes, loosed a growl that sent a shudder through all the men under his command. “So, the messenger really was struck dead, then. Hades has been threatened! But who would dare?”

      Ares turned to one of his guards and motioned to the pitiable corpse. “See to it that this man is given fitting rites for his service. A tall pyre. When it is lit, we will proceed.” He spared a sharp glance to the silent warriors idling to his back. “The lot of you will gather wood. Eat, drink, rest your feet. When we set out from this location, we won't stop again until we reach the valley, understood?”

      Xira studied the body of the fallen messenger and stole a glance at the scroll in his hand. She wondered after the meaning of the crude drawing sketched across the bottom and felt her heart rate quicken. So, Lord Ares wasn't mistaken. The messenger really was killed... And this mad king from the east is going to try and take the throne of Hades.

      Atmos repeated the god's orders in a booming voice. “Gather wood, immediately! A pyre will be built for our fallen comrade!”

      At once, the troops broke off into the wooded hills to gather materials. Xira and the men in her line followed the rest into the shaded copses in search of fallen branches and twigs. A few had brought axes and immediately set upon dying and gnarled trees for use as fuel. Xira was thankful for the break from marching and took her time, passing slowly through the trees and gathering up armfuls of branches.

      Two of the men, exhausted and in poor spirits, took the order as an opportunity to relax. Stationing themselves in the shade, they ran their mouths and reclined. “I guess this isn't a fool's errand after all!” said one in a hushed whisper. “And here I thought the silly old messenger had just taken a day off!”

      The other warrior, removing one of his boots and massaging his foot, grinned. “Yeah, but this fella must be insane if he thinks he can stand toe to toe with the likes of Hades! If he's got any sense, he'll flee that valley before we get there. He's made an enemy out of Lord Ares here—that would keep me up at night!”

      Xira picked up a few more twigs and then drew nearer to the men, intending to encourage them. “We've got a job to do,” she began, showing them the bundle of wood she'd gathered. “There will be time to relax once we've built the pyre and—”

      The two men, grimacing at Xira for the interruption, suddenly looked away, deeper into the woods. Their expressions grew rather grave and their eyes probed the dark canopy in a frenzy. Both of them stood, steadying themselves against the trunks of trees, and preempted Xira's questions with a gesture of quiet. “Did you hear that?” asked one in a breathy whisper.

      The other man nodded. “Someone's out there.”

      Xira joined them in peering through the trees. “It must be one of our men,” she ventured. “We have guys gathering wood all around here—”

      Her words were cut short by the almost musical twang of a plucked bowstring. An arrow came barreling out of the woods and struck the bootless soldier in the breast with a terrible smack. He fell shuddering to the ground, his trembling hands working upon the shaft in vain, and was dead within moments.

      The other warrior retrieved his spear, which he'd left leaning against a nearby tree, and immediately raised the alarm. “T-There's someone in the woods!” he cried. “We're under attack!”

      Xira threw down the lot of wood she'd collected and freed her sword from its scabbard just as the plucking of the bowstring made a reprise.
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      An arrow tore through the air.

      Time itself seemed to slow down as she watched the razor-sharp projectile fly straight at her. She raised her sword, held it outward and parallel to her body in the hopes that she might be able to block it, but knew that she lacked the speed. Her body grew tense and her thundering heart suddenly stood still. It's going to hit me, she realized. There's... There's nothing I can do.

      The arrow was descending on her from the canopy above; somewhere, in the highest boughs, a sniper was lurking. Until the assassin had killed the first man, none—not even Lord Ares—had suspected his presence. In the same way that a spider watches its helpless prey before pouncing, the hidden archer had monitored their movements from on high. Xira and her allies were mere flies caught in a web—not of thread, but of dense foliage.

      Overcome with terror, Xira's body gave in to sheer impulse. She dropped her sword and tried to dodge the incoming arrow, diving to her left in the hopes that it might miss her. She shifted clumsily and threw herself out of its path, but not before the tip of the arrow met her right shoulder. She loosed a hiss of pain as the projectile scored her skin. The knife-sharp tip pierced her and the quivering shaft gave her a friction burn as it passed by.

      Somehow, she'd avoided the worst of it.

      Xira came away with only a glancing blow. Blood trickled from the gash on her shoulder but the arrow ultimately found its home in the trunk of a neighboring tree. Knocked back to her senses, Xira wasted no time in gaining her feet and taking cover.

      The woods erupted into violence as the Fire Kingdom warriors drew their weapons and sought out the assassins in the treetops. Whether there was only one, or whether dozens had been stationed there was unclear, and even as men trekked through the underbrush, their eyes fixed upward, they could find neither hide nor hair of the assassins. Xira carefully reclaimed her blade and put a hand to her sore shoulder, applying a bit of pressure to the wound. With her back to a dense tree, she hoped for a moment's respite from further volleys.

      Atmos rushed through the woods with sword drawn, following Ares' personal guards. “Come out of there, you cowards!” shouted the general. “Why don't you come down here and fight us on level ground?”

      By way of answer there came the thwack of a newly-launched arrow—and this one came speeding toward the mouthy general at a wicked speed. Atmos drew back, the silvery tip flashing in the dim light, and moved to parry the shot—only for a large, swift hand to snatch up the shaft and wrench it from its course.

      Ares had stalked silently into the woods and whisked the arrow out of the air. Glowering, his iron gaze scanned the canopy. “You waste your breath, Atmos. There can be no convincing such a coward to come down from his perch; you must persuade him by other means.” The Olympian's sight was sharper than that of any mortal, and with it he combed the forest for signs of movement. “There you are,” he snapped, eyes springing wide. With a flick of his wrist, he lobbed his mighty spear upward, sending it crashing through the canopy.

      A blood-curdling shout rang out in the next instant; proof that the god had hit his mark.

      A man clad in black came tumbling out of the trees, fully impaled by the god's spear, and landed on his side with a bone-jarring thud. He made terrible noises as he writhed there, clawing at the soil and kicking his feet in anguish. The Olympian moved on him at once, seizing the tip of his spear and lifting it—along with the man still attached to it—into the air. “Are there others?” began Ares, staring into the dying man's eyes.

      The sniper wore a black cuirass, and his labored breaths were further hampered by a makeshift mask of black cloth. Spittle dampened the strip of fabric as he struggled to reply. “I—I won't tell...” he groaned.

      Ares lowered the man and shook him from the spear with a frown. “I'll take that as a yes.” He nodded to Atmos. “There are others here, surely. Keep your wits about you, men.”

      Another arrow came surging through the woods, this one bound for Ares. The god of war swung his spear aloft in a fierce crescent and the wake it left in the air succeeded in knocking the projectile far off course. With mesmerizing fluidity, the Olympian balanced the shaft of the spear over his right shoulder and then threw it with an explosive thrust into the heights of an ancient tree. The weapon struck the trunk with a deafening crash and halved it in a flurry of splinters. The upper portion of the tree fell to the ground, along with the archer hiding within it.

      The sniper bounced off the forest floor as he was knocked from his perch, and was subsequently pinned by a heavy piece of the ruined trunk. Dressed in black, the fallen archer clawed off his mask and begged the advancing Olympian for mercy. “P-Please, no... no! Please, let me go!”

      Ares nodded sagely, dropping to one knee and staring the man in the face. “Surely, I will! You will be set free, and shortly, if you answer these questions of mine. I am a man of my word.” He reached out one of his massive hands and took a fistful of the man's hair. “How many of you are there?”

      “J-Just two of us!” replied the man through a wince.

      “And who are you working for?” continued Ares.

      “K-King Sisyphus...” came the pained response. “He ordered us to stay here and keep watch for a few days. H-He thought that someone might come looking for the messenger, and he wanted us to kill whoever came looking.”

      “But you didn't expect a force this large, did you?” mused the god of war with a wolfish grin.

      The man struggled against Ares' grasp. “P-Please, let me go.”

      “Where is Sisyphus?” continued the Olympian.

      “He's in the valley of Hades,” said the man, almost weeping with panic. “He... He plans to take Hades prisoner and to occupy his throne.”

      “Very good.” Ares stood, clapping the dust from his hands. “You have all heard it now, from this man's mouth. The situation is precisely as I suspected.”

      “Please!” begged the sniper, straining beneath the weight of the tree. “I... I'll be crushed! I can't move! Please, let me go, Lord Ares!”

      “Did I not say that I am a man of my word? Here—I shall free you!” replied the Olympian, placing one of his sandaled feet upon the offending trunk. Chuckling, he began to apply pressure to the fallen log, slowly crushing the man trapped underneath. “Be free of this mortal coil, my friend!” The warriors standing nearby all turned away as the sniper's pleas were ground down into the soil. After a minute of this furious pressure, Ares let up and there was silence once again in the woods.

      The dead assailants were thoroughly searched; when no identifying materials were found, they, as well as the fallen soldier of the Fire Kingdom, were carried out of the woods. Ares' plan remained the same. He ordered a pyre to be built—larger than before so as to accommodate the new additions. Xira and the others quickly began gathering wood, lest they kindle the war god's anger, and within the hour the thing had been lit. When the job was finished, she took some time to clean her wound and bandage it. It was, thankfully, not a serious blow, and would likely heal within days.

      A meal was taken and drink once again passed around, but the men hardly had time to get their fill before the Olympian drove them onward. “That'll be quite enough,” growled Ares, taking up the lead once more. “We march for the valley of Hades! Prepare yourselves!”

      The troops took up formation and began to march.

      And this time, they didn't stop till well after dark.
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      The gradient continued to increase. The highs and lows of this far-flung terrain pushed Xira's legs to their breaking points and by the time Ares ordered a pause she found she could no longer feel her toes. The other warriors were in a similar state, and some of them collapsed at the end of the long march.

      They had arrived at the mouth of a large valley, quite bare and stony at its center, but heavily-forested on both sides. A royal complex of dark rock sat surrounded by a profusion of smaller structures. The windows of these buildings glowed orange in the dim evening and an eerie quiet seemed to dwell upon the land—an uncanny silence that Ares was quick to attribute to the invader, Sisyphus. “This is the silence of a people under occupation,” said Ares as he canvassed the area.

      “Sisyphus' gambit was successful, then?” chanced Atmos.

      “So it would seem.” The Olympian turned back to his men, sneering at those who had fallen to the ground, panting. “Look alive! That was a mere brisk walk. The real work is yet to be done.” He nudged the horizon with his spear, singling out the distant royal complex. “This is our target. Old Hades, if he still lives, is surely being kept prisoner there.”

      “Surely Hades is not dead!” started one of the other generals with a gasp.

      “Nothing is guaranteed,” shot back Ares. “This maverick king has proven himself quite a nuisance. Perhaps he has succeeded where a thousand men would fail. Whatever the case, I intend to grind him into paste beneath my heel. By killing one of my men and ambushing us in the woods, he has crossed a line.”

      Atmos nodded. “So, how will we proceed, Lord Ares? These lands, as I recall, are heavily patrolled, are they not? If we attempt to enter the city in a straightforward fashion it's possible that we will attract notice—and trouble.”

      “Were Hades still in charge, I expect we would have been sighted by now,” replied the Olympian. “The pretender to the throne has surely ordered a few of his maggots to keep watch, but I doubt they will pose much of a problem.” His nostrils flared. “But then, there is something to be said for meeting stealth with stealth.” Ares turned back to his men. “I have need of volunteers.”

      The ears of every soldier perked up. Curious, Xira stepped out of line, looking past her fellow warriors toward Ares.

      “I want three good soldiers—three willing to risk their lives—to spy out the situation. We will set up a simple camp on the outskirts of the valley this evening. I should like to evade detection for as long as possible, to let my enemy work himself into a lather of paranoia. Three skilled warriors will be sent into the city to survey its current defenses and the activities of the occupiers. Are there three among you who can gather this information in a mere few hours and report back to me?

      “The risks are great; if you are found out, death awaits you—and it is sure to be a painful one. But glory, too, awaits!” He paced before the winded throngs with a grin. “Come, surely some of you thirst for glory. There must be some among you who aspire to true power, to heroism... I require three soldiers!”

      In a calm, low voice, Karim raised one of his hands and started toward the Olympian. “I will go, Lord Ares.”

      “Karim!” replied the Olympian. “Yes, very good. I see you're made of the right stuff. And who else?”

      Another voice called out from the righthand column—one of the Ekdremoi. “I, too, will go,” said a man, hand resting on the hilt of his sword. He was a stocky fellow, easily a head shorter than Karim, and his features were so rough they seemed carved from stone. He had the face of a born fighter, with plenty of scars and deformities marring his features. He wore his brown hair in a long braid.

      “Elias!” said the god of war, welcoming this next fighter into the fold. “Yes, you will be a fine addition.” He then looked out across the legion expectantly. “And who will be the third?”

      Xira's chest tightened. At any moment, someone would claim this coveted last position—someone would volunteer and rob her of an opportunity to serve Lord Ares directly. And yet, she couldn't find it in herself to raise her hand. She was crippled by self-doubt, unsure that she could handle such a dangerous mission. Sending three warriors to sneak around an occupied city seemed extremely risky, and though she craved the Olympian's praise she wasn't sure she could take on such a mission.

      While she dithered, a few men around her seemed to be weighing the possibility of joining the team. This is it, she thought. This is your chance. You came out here to be of use to Lord Ares. Now that he's looking for someone dependable you're going to let one of these guys serve him? No... You need to take this job. You won't get another chance like this one.

      Before she could dissuade herself, she sent her hand up into the air. “I-I will go,” she said, teeth grit to keep them from chattering.

      The god of war looked upon her with curiosity and summoned her with a quick wave. “And you are?”

      She started from her line and approached the Olympian with her hands clenched at her sides. “I-I am Xira,” she replied. “A warrior of the sixth-generation.”

      “Ah,” said Ares, grinning. “I remember now—your name came up when we were launching this mission. You were invited on the recommendation of a general, if I recall correctly.” He sniffed the evening air and nodded. “Ordinarily I wouldn't send so young and inexperienced a warrior as you on a job like this one, but let us see if you can live up to that recommendation, little daughter.”

      Her heart did a somersault in her chest at being addressed in this way. “Y-Yes, Lord Ares,” she said, giving a reverent bow. “Thank you for this great opportunity.”

      The three were summoned to the edge of the valley and sent off with a wide grin. “I send the three of you—the pride of the Fire Kingdom,” continued Ares with arms outstretched. “I know you will succeed. Tell me the state of the city, the number of occupying warriors and whatever else you are able to glean about this invader, Sisyphus.”

      “Yes, Lord Ares!” replied the three warriors in tandem. Then, looking to one another, they departed—Elias and Karim leading the way and Xira following close behind.
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        * * *

      

      From the very moment they left Ares' gaze, Xira couldn't help feeling like a burden.

      Karim and Elias, reasonably seasoned warriors with solid connections throughout the kingdom, knew one another and conversed in hushed tones like old friends as they proceeded into the valley. Whenever Xira attempted to get a word in, or to break the ice, she was treated, at best, like a nagging little sister. That they didn't respect her as an equal was clear, and this lack of camaraderie only added to her anxiety.

      Great, so these two want nothing to do with me, she thought, shuffling in their wake under the light of the newly-risen moon. If things heat up and we encounter danger, will they actually look out for me? For that matter, if things go wrong, will they just pin the blame on me? She frowned, head low. I'm a perfectly capable warrior. They'll see how valuable I am soon enough. And if they want to treat me this way, I'll just have to work that much harder and prove it to them.

      In order for them to make it into the city as stealthily as possible, the trio had to keep close to the forested sides of the valley. Both flanks of the city were coated in dense growth, and in the darkness they could remain nearly invisible by skirting the treeline. A mile or so ahead there seemed to be a slight decline in the landscape, which would allow them to come down from the trees and directly access the rooftops of select buildings. This bold move was only sensible because the nearest watchtower—a tall, dark thing mounted with a heavy bow—did not at that moment appear manned. Once they had entered the city proper, they would keep to the alleys and make use of the dim, growing ever-closer to the royal complex. Any servants of Sisyphus they met on the way were to be killed on sight, and with prejudice.

      This was the plan Elias and Karim hatched as they strode amidst the tall trees. Never once did they ask Xira for her input; in fact, as they trekked on, they almost seemed to forget she was tagging along behind them. Xira reviewed the plan while looking out over the city. “Do you think there's an invading force here—that we'll meet a lot of resistance?”

      “Of course not,” blurted Elias with a roll of the eyes. “What kind of question is that? If there were an army stationed here, we'd know it. The streets are clean and there aren't any signs of invasion or even vandalism. Whatever happened here, it was a real smooth operation—surgical. I bet the invading force was thirty, forty guys, at the most. Of course, there could be more on the way...”

      Karim chuckled. “Isn't it obvious?” he asked Xira, sparing her a withering glance. “What, is this your first time in battle or something?”

      “No, it's not,” she shot back earnestly. “I've... I've fought before...”

      The two soldiers promptly ignored her and returned to their hushed conversation.

      The city was as silent as the grave; though various of the homes and other buildings glowed with torchlight, the three hadn't seen so much as a single living soul since departing from the group. Xira reflected on this eerie stillness, contrasting it against the usual nighttime scene of the Fire Kingdom. One could find people wandering the streets of the Fire Kingdom even during the wee small hours of the night; here, however, no one stirred even an hour past sunset.

      There was an oppressive air about the city. No threat had manifested and no injustice had been witnessed, and yet the very atmosphere felt uncommonly heavy to her. Something definitely happened here, she thought to herself. The people living here... they've been put under a great stress. I can feel it...

      The three approached the slender decline and, after looking up and down the treeline, began a rapid descent of the valley wall. With quick movements, the three removed their sandals and hopped onto the roof of a small house; from there, they dove onto the next roof in the succession, climbing a bit higher and scoping out the streets below.

      “All's clear,” muttered Karim, crouched atop the roof of a small shop.

      Elias, already hanging from the building's edge, lowered himself down onto the street. He pressed himself to the cool wall of the shop and inspected each of the nearby avenues. Finding them empty, he gave Karim a signal.

      Xira followed Karim down into a slender alley, her heart thrashing as she scoped out one dark passage after another. As best she could tell, they were alone—undetected. You thought the same thing in the woods, too, she thought, shuddering as she recalled the snipers they'd encountered in the treetops. The enemy could be anywhere, and it's clear they've been expecting us. We can't afford to be careless...

      Karim and Elias paused in the alley to discuss their plan, leaning toward one another. Xira, still being ignored, had to listen in like an eavesdropper. “There don't appear to be any security patrols—at least, not in this part of the city,” offered Karim in a voice so low and breathy it could have been mistaken for the wind.

      Elias nodded, his eyes passing repeatedly over the nearest watchtower. “Honestly? I don't like it. It feels like we've wandered into a trap. This city has been taken over. I have no doubts about that. But if I'm right and they did it with a small force...”

      “Then they're probably really good at staging ambushes,” offered Xira.

      Elias granted her a token nod. “Exactly. I wouldn't be surprised if this king has mapped out the entire city—if he's posted more of those archers in odd, hard-to-reach places to shoot at anything that moves.”

      “So, what are we supposed to do?” asked Xira, daring a look around the corner and finding only an empty street lit in the hues of a lonesome torch.

      “We have to find them before they find us. And, at this point, we shouldn't move as a single unit.” Karim teased one of his long ears and then rubbed at his stubbled cheeks with an open palm. “It's too obvious. In a place like this, where everything is still and silent, three people moving around draws far too much attention. We should split up.”

      Xira's stomach dropped. “W-We should... split up? But isn't that dangerous?”

      “No, he's right,” said Elias. “What's dangerous is sticking together. They'll pick us off with ease if we wander around arm-in-arm. It's too obvious. We cast a bigger shadow that way, make more noise... But if we move along the same lines after putting a little distance between us, we'll be harder to spot and track. It's more difficult to chase three mice bolting in different directions, get it?”

      She grit her teeth. Xira didn't disagree with the logic. Already feeling way out of her depth on this mission, the thought of being left to her own devices in enemy territory chilled her blood, however. “All right, then... Where are we going?”

      Karim thrust his chin out into the distance, motioning at the roof of the towering royal complex. “I take it you can see that, right? That's where this king is holed up, I think. Our goal should be to split up and approach that building from three different routes. Once we get there, we can check it out from up-close and find a way to sneak in. Sound good?”

      “Well, what about the rest of the city?” asked Xira. “Didn't Lord Ares want us to look around and report back on the state of the place? Maybe we could sneak into one of these houses and talk to a local about what's been happening.”

      “Look around you,” uttered Elias. “Nothing is happening out here. There's nothing to report on! The streets are empty. You want to pop into one of these houses for a bit of chatter, be my guest, but don't be surprised if it gets you killed.” He tugged on one of his battered earlobes. “Do you hear that, girlie?”

      Xira shook her head. “N-No, what?”

      “That's the sound of people being real obedient,” quipped Elias. “These folks are doing what they've been told to do. I'm sure this crazy king has threatened them. You walk into one of these houses and shake things up, there's a good chance they'll rat you—and us—out. It's too dangerous. Lord Ares didn't send us in here to rescue the locals. We need to figure out what's happening in the city and, more importantly, in that royal complex,” he concluded, jabbing a finger toward the immense building.

      “He's right,” said Karim. “The townspeople aren't our problem. They'll back the stronger horse, and as far as they're concerned, that's Sisyphus for the time being. We need to see what this king is all about. I'm not impressed with his security patrols, but he may have some surprises in store for us yet.” He started carefully out of the alley. “We need to get as close as we can to him. Come on.”

      And so the three of them left the alley, fanning out across the quiet square. Karim continued straight ahead, slipping into a nook between houses. Elias rounded the corner and was gone, only a furtive shuffling audible as he ventured out of sight. Xira hesitated, combing the night for threats. Finding none, she hastened out of the alley, scurried down a nighted passage running behind a quiet market square, and endeavored tremblingly toward the royal complex.

      She had wandered for two or three minutes, taking bends and idling cautiously in still crannies, when panic well and truly rattled her. It wasn't that she'd happened upon danger; quite the opposite, she now felt herself utterly alone in a black world, and every noise she made sounded to her ear like a cacophony. Elias and Karim had long left her hearing. Where they had gone—whether they had already reached the complex, had encountered trouble or were still puzzling their way through the dark city—remained to be seen.

      Xira's eyes jumped from rooftop to rooftop, seeking doubtful figures and leering assassins, and when she didn't find any she almost felt disappointed. Had she stumbled upon an enemy, at least she would have been prompted to action—at least then the tension would have come to a head. Instead, she was left to wander in taut silence, never knowing if the next bend in the road would be her last. She wasn't used to this flavor of stress. The veteran of many battles, Xira had always known combat as something straightforward. This mission had her drawing upon skills she wasn't sure she possessed, and the churning of her guts was so painful she almost couldn't go on.

      She sped out of another alley, making sure the city square ahead of her was clear, and then took refuge in the shadow of a tall dividing wall. On one side sat a small public garden, and on the other was situated a row of empty stalls where merchants hawked their wares. She peered into the stalls one at a time, having to convince herself of their emptiness before staggering on. At reaching the opposite end of the wall, she stopped to drink in the silence, hopeful that she'd hear some sign of her companions. If Elias and Karim made any sounds, the night was fully swallowing them up. Distant birds and insects cried out now and then, but nothing more could be heard.

      The great pillars of the royal complex were in view from where she stood. At least I seem to be moving in the right direction, she thought. Xira carefully studied the road ahead before stepping out of the shadows and continuing on—though something she glimpsed in the corner of her eye made her seize up and retreat back into the darkness.

      A lone figure sat in the window of a small house nearby. A man with a long beard leaned against the inside of the sill, his tired eyes fixed on the darkness and a warm fire burning to his back. Perhaps the man was merely enjoying the night air, though upon catching sight of him Xira couldn't help entertaining other possibilities. Is that man keeping watch? Is he a lookout for King Sisyphus? She threw a hand over her mouth so as to stifle her breathing and pressed herself against the wall of the house. If he sees me, I'm done for. He might cry out and alert the authorities.

      For more than a minute Xira remained frozen where she stood, too frightened to move an inch. She did not fear the man—this old, tired gentleman would not be able to hold his own against her in battle, she was sure—but was terrified at what he represented. Moreover, she didn't want to hurt him. Even if to save her own life and the lives of her allies, she didn't want to shed blood needlessly. If you fight him, you might kill him. And if you kill him... She squeezed her eyes shut, quieting her mind. Never mind that. The mission comes first.

      As slowly as she could, Xira eased her way to the corner and carefully peered round it, attempting to become one with the prevailing shadows. Her eyes clicked rightward, singling out the window in question. For the moment, it was empty. She now had to make a difficult decision. I can't see him, but if he looks out the window again and sees me racing past, I'll be found out...

      Desperate to rejoin her allies, Xira exhaled a long-held breath and dashed out into the open. Streaking past the window with her head low, no one seemed to notice her pass. From there, she found her way into a snaking alley leading directly to the monolithic walls of the royal complex. In that shadowed corridor, she momentarily sought refuge, crouching in the dark and listening once more for the sounds of pursuit. None came. Finally, Xira stood, probing the depths of this newest alley. You made it, and now you're close to the building. Elias and Karim must be around here, somewhere...

      She started toward the royal complex with one hand resting on her sword, her gaze bouncing from side to side. The imposing building she and the others had set their sights on was incredibly tall, and was built of such dark stone that its true enormity was difficult to measure in the moonlight. The upper edge of the nearest wall was lined in handsome marble statues of Hades; the figures, locked in dramatic poses, leered across the city with a certain cruelty. It was while she stood in study of them that Xira sensed movement just ahead and jerked her blade from its scabbard.

      Someone had spotted her.

      A blade was loosed from its housing, glimmering with twilight as it found its way to Xira's breast. She tensed, her breath catching in her throat.

      The one wielding it was Elias.

      The swordsman rolled his eyes and lowered his weapon, nearly doubling over. “You scared me half to death!” he hissed.

      Xira might have accused him of the same, but was just thankful to be alive. She took a few steps back, placing a hand over her quaking heart. “W-Where's Karim?” she chanced.

      Elias shook his head. “I don't know. I haven't seen him yet.” He arched a wooly brow and slid his sword back into its sheath. “Any trouble on the way here?”

      “No,” she replied. “None.”

      “Good.” Elias turned to the wall, running a hand against the dark stone and appraising it with a stern expression. “Now the question is... how do we get in there. I don't see a clear way to climb in—the walls are steep. If we walk around the perimeter, we might find a side door, but—”

      Xira had begun toward him, intending to study the structure herself, when something suddenly caught her eye up above.

      “What is it?” asked Elias.

      Xira glanced up at the row of sinister statues, counting them again and again. “I... I think there were seven statues along this wall when I looked earlier,” she began, voice tremulous.

      “Yeah, and?” pressed Elias.

      “Now... there are only six.”

      No sooner had the words left her lips did a shadow come bolting over the wall with sword drawn.
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      The assailant, clad in black, sailed down from his rooftop perch like a wraith. He had blended in perfectly with the shadows, with only the glow of his blade in the moonlight giving him away. Now, hurdling toward the stunned pair below, he drew back and prepared to cleave them apart with a single swing.

      Neither Elias nor Xira had time enough to wage a proper defense, and could only throw themselves out of harm's way as the killer descended toward them. Elias fell back, finding his back pressed to the wall of the alley that had brought him to the complex, and Xira avoided being hacked in two by dropping to the ground.

      The silent swordsman, his face obscured by a mask of black cloth, prepared his next strike while his two victims scrambled to defend themselves. An instant's meditation on the two saw him set his sights on Xira, who he likely considered the weaker, more vulnerable target, and he unleashed a profound jab against her, aiming to impale her.

      She had just regained her footing when this attack was launched, and it was only by a quick leftward step that she avoided the violent thrust. Propelling her blade from its scabbard, she took it up in both hands and swung at the masked assailant, only to have him dodge effortlessly out of her range.

      The shadowy swordsman had not forgotten Elias. The rough and tumble warrior had come up on Xira's flank, delivering a succession of wild blows meant to drive the assailant back into Xira's range. These strikes were quickly parried, however. The masked swordsman's skill was impressive; he blocked with one swing what would have taken a lesser man three distinct movements. Such was his talent that the transitions between his offensive and defensive stances were immediate and nigh untraceable.

      The assassin shook off Elias' aggressions and moved seamlessly back to attacking Xira, his blade seeking her vitals with a ruthless jab. She batted his sword away with her own and then stepped toward him, intending to knock him off his feet with a low kick. This attack was also avoided, however, by the masked swordsman's nimble footwork. He slid backward and set the two of them with a look of mocking satisfaction.

      This guy is good, thought Xira, palming the sweat from her brow and firming up her stance. No wonder Sisyphus was able to take over without an army. If his men are this good, he hardly needs legions of them to get the job done... She glanced at Elias, who seemed to have come to the same realization. Still, this is a two-on-one fight. He may be good, but he can't last. The two of us will get the better of him soon enough.

      Elias took the lead, sprinting at the masked adversary and unleashing a flurry of titanic swings. The blows parted the air with a muffled roar and would have easily killed the assassin had they only connected. No matter how well-aimed, Elias' attacks always seemed to fall just short of reaching their target, however. The assailant bobbed and side-stepped each one, and his sword was ever-ready to deliver a counter-blow the moment Elias let up. At the end of a long combination, Elias drew back, panting.

      The enemy swordsman wasted no time in making his move. He immediately lashed out, putting tired Elias on his toes. His thin blade carved neat arcs into the air, driving back the seasoned Fire Kingdom warrior and filling the quiet night with the sounds of crashing steel. Every parry rang out discordantly, surely drawing the ears of people for blocks around. Any moment now, they were going to be found out—and possibly swarmed—by this masked assailant's fellows.

      So much for stealth, thought Xira, lunging forward and taking a swing. She hammered the assailant's blade, shoving it away from beleaguered Elias, and then applied aggressive pressure, cleaving at the foe with bared teeth. This outburst caught the swordsman by surprise, and though he tried to regain his earlier tempo he found himself caught in a life or death dance with Xira's sword. One blow, a hard diagonal slash, knocked the blade from the assailant's hand and rendered him unarmed. Immediately he leapt back, rifling through a pouch on his belt for a sidearm.

      “I don't think so!” growled Xira, taking him across the chest with a brutal cross. The assassin cried out and grasped at his midsection before falling to his knees. She now stood before him, her blade hovering above his head. The time had come for her to neutralize the threat—to deal the killing blow.

      “What are you waiting for?” asked Elias, his voice tinged with outrage. “Kill him!”

      Xira gulped, her fists shaking as she tightened her grip on the hilt. She knew it needed to be done. Still, something made her hesitate.

      “Come on, do it!” demanded Elias.

      The assassin, still writhing in pain, had begun fishing around once more in his pouch, and from it had drawn a dagger. Holding it tightly, he looked up at her and jumped to his feet, attempting to jam the small blade into her gut.

      The time for thinking and hesitation had passed; what she did next came naturally, almost automatically. Taking a step back, she ran the man through with a jab to the chest. The dagger tumbled from his grasp and his eyes widened in anguish. He loosed a clipped moan and then dropped to his knees. She pulled her sword out of him and let him fall to the ground, where he convulsed for a short while and subsequently breathed his last.

      “Nice one,” muttered Elias, still panting. “What took you, huh? Why'd you hesitate? He almost did you in at the end there! It was a bit careless not to cut him down when you first had the chance.”

      Xira, though, wasn't listening. She stood before the dead man, sword still locked in both hands, shuddering. Her mind and heart were seized by a tidal wave of pain as the man's death agonies flowed through her. She felt his final terror as though it were her own and drank of his parting regrets as consciousness abandoned him. Her mind was filled to bursting with visions of the man's family; assassin though he was, he left behind a wife and daughter in that far-off eastern kingdom. She inherited the smiling faces of these beloved ones as the man's final thoughts flickered through her mind.

      She fell back against the wall of the royal complex and promptly vomited.

      “W-What's wrong with you?” asked Elias, sheathing his sword. “You... You all right?”

      It was always the same. This was the punishment she faced every time she took a life—her curse. Xira shook her head and stepped away from Elias, her stomach churning and head spinning. The faces of the dead man's wife and daughter stared on from within the darkness of her mind like ghosts; she would be seeing them in her dreams for days, weeks, to come. “I-I'm fine,” she eventually managed, though it was clearly a lie.

      In her line of work, it was hard to imagine a more punishing curse than this one. It is a soldier's job to kill, and to do so efficiently. Xira's fate was to experience the pain of those she killed in battle, to share in the suffering that she dealt out for a living. The extreme agony that visited her with every kill had made her reticent to shed unnecessary blood. Thankfully, she had gotten better over the course of years; during her first few engagements, the pain had almost been debilitating. Now, the effects tended to last only a few moments. Within a minute of killing the assassin and losing her dinner, she began to feel like herself once more.

      “Xira, are you really OK?” asked Elias with obvious alarm. “What's going on?”

      She waved him off, combing her pale hair from her sweat-slick brow. “I didn't feel well for a second there. Never mind. I'm fine now.” Xira took a deep breath and stood upright. “Really—don't worry about it.”

      Elias didn't look convinced, but chose not to press the matter any further. “All right, so that guy knew his way around a sword. With a few dozen of those, this King Sisyphus wouldn't have much trouble infiltrating even a well-defended kingdom.” He paused to listen. “That exchange of ours wasn't the quietest,” he admitted. “We're probably going to have some company soon. Any minute now...”

      Almost on cue, the sound of slow, patient footsteps entered into hearing from across the way. A lone figure, sword in hand, was advancing toward them from the opposite end of the royal complex. The moon brought to light long ears and a thin, drooping tail. Eyes as narrow as almonds stared on angrily and the stubbled figure wore a harsh grimace.

      Elias slumped with relief and lowered his hand from his hilt. “Oh, it's you.”

      Karim approached with a shake of the head. “What in the world do you two think you're doing out here? I heard that racket. Why, everyone in the city probably heard it! Are you trying to get us killed? Are you looking to ruin our entire mission? We were sent here on reconnaissance.”

      “I'm sorry,” replied Xira. “We were ambushed.” She motioned to the fallen swordsman with the toe of her boot. “He was good; he held his own against us both.”

      Karim spat upon the ground. “For the sake of the mission it might have been better had you two been killed.” He pointed upward with his sword. “There was a commotion on the other side of the building. I was exploring a little, hoping to meet up with you two, and when your fight started I heard numerous men mobilizing. They know we're here and they're actively looking for us.” He began panning about the dim scene. “If we want to have any chance at surviving, we need to take cover—now.”

      Xira and Elias didn't need to be told twice.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      The trio immediately sought cover, moving as silently as possible while training their ears on the night. Sure enough, from the distance, there came the sound of marching. The threat they posed had indeed been noted and they were now being pursued.

      Karim took the reins, leading the other two along the exterior of the royal complex and seeking a way inside. “I've noticed a few small doors here and there,” he began quietly. “Not all of them appeared manned. King Sisyphus brought some talented warriors with him, but it doesn't look as though he brought enough help to run the kingdom. That's why the city-wide patrols are almost nonexistent. He probably has a few men stationed throughout the building, but there's no way every single door is being monitored. We just need to pick the right one and slip through before anyone notices. They're looking for us out here; by the time they realize we've made it inside we'll have already gotten the intel we came for.”

      Xira was impressed. Karim could not have been enlisted in the armed forces of the Fire Kingdom much longer than herself, and yet he possessed absolute confidence. The insights he'd gleaned about the enemy forces by merely walking a few circuits in the shadows struck her as nothing short of profound, and where only minutes ago she had been feeling frightened and unsure about their course, she was now bolstered by his commanding presence.

      Elias, who had also been rattled by the ambush, seemed to benefit from Karim's presence as well. “Marvelous. Now, in case they catch up with us... how many warriors do you think they dispatched to search us out?”

      Karim paused just long enough to listen to the far-off tread of feet. “I'm not certain, but that sounds like more men than I care to deal with. Things will go a lot more smoothly if we don't let them catch us.” He singled out a slender door up ahead, a wooden-paneled thing which was situated in the wall with a frame of ornately-carven stone. “This might be our in.” He jogged toward the door and wrapped a fist around its blackened iron handle. “I'm going to pull it open,” he whispered. “If there's anyone standing on the other side... You know what to do.”

      Xira gulped. She knew precisely what Karim meant, but wasn't keen to repeat the ordeal she'd faced with the first assailant. Nonetheless, she pulled out her sword and stood beside Elias, ready to strike should the occasion warrant a forceful response.

      With a grunt, Karim yanked open the door and quickly stood aside, leaving an opening for both Elias and Xira. The doorway was empty, thankfully, and the two warriors lowered their swords, peeking in through the threshold and finding only a bare, torch-lit passage beyond. “All clear,” uttered Elias, stashing his sword away with a sigh.

      The sound of footsteps drew nearer. Xira turned to find the night alive with shadows as several figures around the nearest bend closed the gap. “They're coming!” she warned.

      Karim nudged Elias inside and then grabbed her by the arm, ushering her through the doorway. “Well, come on, then! Don't just stand there gawking!” When the three of them had entered the complex, he hastily shut the door and then pressed his full weight against it, listening closely. His pointed ears twitched as he combed the night for sounds. All three of them remained silent for some minutes, waiting for the threat to subside.

      To Xira, it felt like hours. They stood within the dim passage, listening through the door, and heard a number of strange sounds. They heard low mutters, steps outside and overhead, and feared that someone might come through the slender door at any moment. Finally, those sounds grew distant and the trio were left stewing in perfect silence.

      “I think we lost them,” said Karim, grinning. “That was a close call, though.”

      Elias staggered further down the passage, running a thick hand against the walls as he went. “Now where do you suppose this leads?” he asked.

      “If we're smart about it, this passage will take us anywhere we want to go within the whole building. We just need to be patient and move quietly.”

      Xira brought up the rear as Karim and Elias strove onward. “Do you think Hades is in here somewhere?” she asked. “Or do you think...”

      “Do I think he's been killed?” predicted Karim. He shook his head and ran a hand through his dark hair. “No, I don't think so. Hades is too valuable a target to execute. He's surely worth more to King Sisyphus alive than dead. I expect he's been imprisoned, but whether he's in this building... I can't say.”

      Elias smirked. “I still don't buy it. A mortal taking down a bonafide Olympian? There's something off about this Sisyphus. Whose bloodline is he a part of to enjoy such strength, and why haven't I ever heard of him before? This whole thing stinks. I'll believe it when I see it.”

      The three of them followed a bend in the hall and found themselves in a larger passage lined in open doors. Torches were staggered across the length of the corridor and cast an eerie glow upon the floors and walls of dark grey stone. The presence of so many rooms gave them pause; there was no telling who might be dwelling in any one of them, and so the group hushed up as they carefully made their way down this leg of the complex, peering in through doorways with their weapons at the ready.

      The rooms were occupied, though not in the way they had expected.

      “Oh, that smell,” choked out Elias, covering his nose with the back of his hand. “What in the world is that!”

      Karim glanced over his shoulder into the doorway of the first room on the right and grimaced. “There, in the corner...”

      Xira peeked into the room, finding there a badly-degraded corpse. The body was pressed into one of the corners, knees tucked toward the chest, arms draped over the head in a meager defense. This position had obviously not saved the individual, who'd been run through and left for dead. Based on the shock of long, dark hair the corpse possessed and the flowing, off-white garb, she took the body for that of a young woman—a palace servant. “She was hunted down and killed,” uttered Xira.

      Karim strode wordlessly to the next door, and then to the next, motioning past them with his sword.

      The scenes within were much the same.

      Once, servants and other palace staff had lived in these rooms. King Sisyphus' men had raided the hall and cut down the occupants with prejudice, however. Some had evidently put up a fight, and had been slain with weapons in hand. Others, like the woman in the first room they'd surveyed, had been chased into corners and overwhelmed. Some had even been murdered in their beds, the bodies still outstretched across blood-stained covers.

      “It was a slaughter,” said Elias, shaking his head. “I've seen enough...”

      The passage led eventually to another door, this one appearing to lead into the heart of the complex. “If I were a betting man,” began Karim, “I would guess that this door leads into a main hall. It's attached to this wing where the servants lived, after all.” He licked his lips and placed a hand to the wooden paneling of the thing. “If I'm right, then it's going to be much harder to go unnoticed beyond this point.”

      Elias sized up the door and nodded, raising his sword aloft. “Just open it already. I feel sorry for anyone standing on its other side.”

      Xira could hardly claim to possess the same fortitude, but readied her weapon all the same.

      Karim eased the door open with one hand, doing so slowly in order to keep the shrieking of its hinges to a minimum, and with the other fished his sword from its scabbard. Immediately, it was clear that the way ahead was brighter and more open than any space previously explored. The room beyond the door was heavy with marble and torchlight, very spacious.

      It was also occupied.

      Karim stepped through the threshold and immediately came to a halt, his gaze seizing upon a lone figure standing across the room.

      The trio had been found out by this individual; why, based on the low chuckle that arose from the opposite end of the room, they had, in fact, been expected.

      “Who are you?” demanded Karim, making way for the others to enter the room.

      The figure in question was robed in black, and the long hood he wore obscured his face a great deal. When he stood upright, skewering the trio with an icy gaze, a portion of his face became visible. It was a face the color of bone—a face with large, distorted features. A mask.

      “Who am I?” replied the masked figure, easing aside the folds of his black robe to reveal the hilt of an immense sword. “I am the king of the underworld.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      The eyes that stared from behind the theatrical mask were a glowing blue, a blue so cold and pure that to look into them was to invite a terrible chill. With perfect calm, the cloaked stranger drew out his sword—a monstrous blade forged of inky black stone—and held it in one hand. He was tall and well-built; even draped in a baggy cloak, it was plain to see that he possessed no shortage of muscle.

      “You, then... are Sisyphus from the east?” chanced Karim, passing his sword from his left hand to his right. Xira and Elias drew up to his flanks instinctively. There was something about the masked stranger that unnerved them, that made them feel as though death lingered close-by. His presence was, frankly, nauseating to the trio.

      The stranger took a deep breath and then paced slowly toward his visitors, taking a moment to admire the curve of his obsidian blade. “You have asked,” he began cooly, “and I have answered.”

      “Where is Lord Hades?” demanded Elias, leveling his sword upon the figure as though it were an accusatory finger.

      “You three have come from Ares, yes?” Sisyphus chuckled darkly and paused at the room's center, his frigid gaze dwelling on each of them briefly. “I expected you would come. When I had his messenger killed, I knew he would be outraged and seek me out. He makes too much of the small things, your Ares. And now he's wading in over his head...”

      “What have you done with Hades?” ventured Xira, her voice echoing. The room was floored in marble and featured a vaulted ceiling. This great chamber appeared to be the very heart of the complex; through it one could access the throne, Hades' personal rooms and still other areas. Some corners boasted fine ceramic work and sculpture, though the pieces depicting Hades had all been childishly vandalized. Here was a statue of the god of the underworld with its face chiseled away; there sat another in a pile of shattered pottery, wearing a mask of the theater not unlike Sisyphus'. “Tell us where he is!” she shouted.

      The king of the east ignored their demands a second time, instead motioning to the vast space around him. “To think that a weakling like Hades has enjoyed this kingdom for so long. No one thought to challenge him—to take him to task for his poor management of these resources. None dared.” He gave a little shrug. “But I tell you today that when the thrones of Olympus have been united under me, the world will be a very different place. Men will no longer toil under these impotent gods, will no longer have to serve such weaklings as Hades and Ares... A new age is dawning and I am the sun.”

      Karim offered a throaty chuckle and stepped forward. “You think too highly of yourself. Such talk against the gods will not be tolerated. By meddling in this kingdom, you've made yourself an enemy of Olympus. Your days are numbered. You will be put down like the noisy dog you are.”

      “Oh?” replied the masked king. “And who will enforce that fantasy of yours, young man?” He sniffed the air, waving his sword at the lot of them. “You? No... I think not.”

      Elias thumped his chest. “As a proud warrior of the Fire Kingdom, I will not stand idly by and listen to you insult Lord Ares!” He made for the masked king with sword in hand.

      Sisyphus nodded gravely. “I could never expect a true warrior to stand idly by and tolerate such dishonor. Thus I will end your life, my friend, and send with you as a parting gift some choice words about your atrophied ruler.” The black sword rose and with it Sisyphus' shoulders tensed. “The last sound you hear will be me spitting upon the name of Ares.”

      Elias would hear no more of this and launched at once into an attack. With a howl, he sprinted toward the masked king and dove toward him with a fiery swing, his blade arcing upward. The strike had little effect however, as Sisyphus simply shifted to his back foot and batted it away with the tip of his black titan sword. Elias was knocked completely off balance and fell to one knee, finding himself directly within the masked king's sights.

      The black sword descended with blinding speed, its cutting edge seeking the top of Elias' head. The stunned swordsman threw himself backward, avoiding the death blow, and was promptly coated in a mist of marble splinters as the blade struck the floor. Elias crawled away in a hurry, scrambling to his feet and attempting something like an offensive stance, but it was clear from the wideness of his eyes that he knew himself outclassed and overpowered.

      Karim and Xira had advanced a little, but had no delusions about the king's strength after that initial attack. He made it look so effortless, thought Xira with a shudder. That sword looks so heavy but he swings it around one-handed as though it's weightless! What is it even made of? And how can he fight with that mask on? Doesn't it get in the way of his sight, his breathing?

      They had been told that Sisyphus was an upstart king from the east, a mortal with a grudge against the Olympians. Watching him in action, Xira couldn't help feeling that the maverick king had been undersold. A fierce, animalistic energy radiated from him unlike anything she'd ever felt before. Not even Ares—the strongest warrior she knew—filled her with such dread as this. It had taken only that single attack for her to know that the three of them would not be able to defeat Sisyphus. Any attempt to square off against the masked king would be tantamount to suicide.

      Even so, she saw no way out of it. The masked king wasn't just going to let them leave.

      Xira gripped her sword so tightly her knuckles went white and grit her teeth. This is truly life or death. We aren't going to make it out of here alive unless we give it our all. And even then...

      Karim knew the score, but would not allow himself to project fear. Blasting past Elias swiftly, he sent his thin sword forth like a lance, making a hard lunge at the king's cloaked body. The thrust was quick and efficient, and before it even had a chance to miss its mark, Karim was adjusting. He watched the king's movements closely, cutting to the left in time with Sisyphus' dodge, and continued applying pressure with a second thrust.

      Karim's sword was stopped by the blunt end of the obsidian blade however, and with a quick upward sweep the king knocked Karim onto his haunches. A monstrous strength lurked in each of Sisyphus' movements; the arm that wielded that mighty sword possessed the power of a hundred men, and the instincts that drove it forth were every bit as sharp as the blade.

      It was Xira's turn to enter the fray. She sprang past the other two and unleashed a hard lateral slash, both hands wrapped around the hilt and the fullness of her upper-body strength propelling the sword. She felt she'd never taken such a hard swing before, and as she followed through with the movement her arms and abdomen seemed ready to burst for the tension. Sisyphus had easily moved on from Karim's attack, and now met hers with what appeared to be a simple parry.

      The fullness of Xira's strength met that black sword—and when the two weapons met, she found hers could go no further. Sisyphus did not budge as she gave her all in the attack; in fact, the force she dealt out was given back to her, sent up the length of her sword, up her arms and into her body. She was knocked almost senseless by the impact. Her teeth chattered to the point of cracking, her vision went spotty and all four limbs turned to jelly at once. She felt as though she'd headbutted a mountain with a mind toward knocking it down.

      Xira was sent staggering backward, nearly dead on her feet. At that moment, Karim and Elias rushed forth, coming at the masked king from the left and right. They moved so quickly, and from such differing angles, that it would be almost impossible to rebuff them both.

      But this was exactly what Sisyphus did.

      The black sword was of such enormous length that he had only to draw it in a wide, horizontal slash to catch both swordsmen. Karim was knocked back in his attempt to block the blow, sent to the ground with a grunt. Elias, however, had pressed on despite the threat, believing himself to have found an opening.

      Instead, he found his demise.

      The sweeping obsidian blade drooped almost preternaturally as Elias raised his sword aloft for a killing blow, the result being that the overconfident swordsman lost both arms at the elbows. The limbs were cleaved off neatly and without effort, and it wasn't until Elias lost his balance and crashed face-first onto the floor that he noticed the gruesome amputation.

      Xira and Karim looked on in terror, drawing away from the masked king.

      Elias had little time to mourn the loss of his arms; Sisyphus killed him with an efficient thrust to the spine. He practically dropped his sword onto the fallen man, dispatching him with all the coldness of one putting down a sick animal. Then, clearly satisfied with himself, he took a deep breath and looked up at the other two, the eyes behind the mask seeming to burn more brightly. “Well, that didn't go according to plan, did it?”

      This mad king of the east was a most talented butcher, the most capable foe either Xira or Karim had ever run against. And now the two of them were trapped alone with him in this great chamber. The thought of fleeing, of seeking an exit, never occurred to them; that the mighty Sisyphus would run them down with ease seemed apparent.

      Karim stalked about the room with his sword held low. “What is it you're after?” he challenged, doing his best to ignore the great pain he felt at seeing one of his comrades so brutally cut down. “Power? Is this just a blind thirst for power?”

      “Funny that you think you can question me, that my reasons are any of your concern,” retorted Sisyphus. “I will share with you this morsel of wisdom, young man—a thing about this commodity called 'power' that you speak of so ignorantly. When one truly possesses power, one has no need of justifications. The exercise of power is its own justification. Let him with the most power rise to the top and decide what is just with the edge of his sword, no? At least, that has always been my credo.” The king laughed aloud. “In fact, it is the way of the world. The law of nature. And though this may come as a surprise to you, the Olympians are not immune to this law. They live under it, just as we all do. They like to believe themselves above it, of course.

      “I think I've demonstrated the fallacy in that line of thinking. One by one, the Olympians will fall under my sword. And one by one, I will gather up the kingdoms of those dead has-beens, jostling the world out of this centuried stupor of weakness and malaise it's fallen into. Don't you sense it—the rot that's taken hold of the world? All we have left anymore are stories, young man. Stories about how great things once were, how powerful and wise the Olympians were in ages beyond living memory. We are told that there was glory, once, in serving these clueless immortals, but where has it gone?

      “I am the product of another time, another age. I am a seeker after glory, but not for my own enrichment. I care only to find glory, to hold it in my hands and ensure that it still exists in the world. Do you understand? This is the right of power—to test the world, to push it limits. And if the truly powerful find it lacking, deficient, then they have a duty to remake the world.” Sisyphus sneered beneath his mask and motioned to the frightened pair with an outstretched hand. “If Ares thinks himself the more powerful, truly worthy, then let him test his mettle against mine.”

      Karim appraised Sisyphus doubtfully. “You want to fight Lord Ares? To... To challenge him?”

      The masked king nodded.

      “Lord Ares will never bow to you,” spat Xira, preparing to launch once again into an attack. She knew her odds of victory were almost nil, but couldn't stand to hear the boastful king blather on any longer. His vision of the world threatened everything she held dear.

      Karim, though, was more than willing to approach the situation diplomatically. He sheathed his sword in a gesture of goodwill and gave Xira a stern look that said, 'Just let me handle this.' Clearing his throat, he motioned to the door. “If that's what you want, then we can inform Lord Ares of your intentions. I'm sure that he would be willing to accept your challenge, King Sisyphus.”

      The masked sovereign chuckled to himself, shaking his head. “Of course he will; his pride is greater than his strength. He is blind to his true weakness.”

      At this, Xira nearly lashed out. Karim's reply stayed her hand. “If you allow us, we'll bring word of this challenge to Lord Ares straight away.”

      “If I spare your lives, you mean,” replied the king with no little amusement. “You would much prefer to keep your heads, I take it, than to join your poor friend here,” he said, motioning with his sword to Elias' body. “I must say, Ares will seek me out sooner or later. Having you deliver this message is unnecessary; in fact, it would only hasten his demise. A quick death by my hand is a kindness. Imagine if you had to live on, knowing you'd delivered your precious leader into the hands of a butcher! I am merciful enough to spare you such a fate as that! Come, face your deaths manfully!”

      Again, Xira was tempted to violence. She'd heard more than enough, and unlike Karim was unwilling to haggle for her life. Her pride as a warrior simply wouldn't allow it.

      Once more, smooth-talking Karim stepped in before she could make a fatal mistake. “Suppose we told him at once and he arrived this very night,” said Karim. “Within the hour.”

      This last detail stirred up the masked king's interest mightily. “You mean to tell me that the god of war is near?” He paced about the chamber, obsidian sword held low at his side. “Now, this is fascinating. He's come all this way to seek me out, has he?”

      Karim said nothing. He wasn't eager to rat out Ares' position, but was equally uninterested in winding up dead.

      “He's already here, then?” continued Sisyphus.

      “We could bring him to you,” offered Karim. “We will return to camp and bring him your invitation.”

      The king mulled this over for a time. “How many of you are there?” he asked.

      Karim refused to give a clear reply, lest he betray his own side. “Many,” he said. “More than enough to retake this city should you fall to his strength.”

      Sisyphus quaked with laughter. For all his talk of Ares' pride, the masked king was not exactly meek. “Me? Fall to Ares? No, I don't think so. I will wear his helm by night's end.” He slid his black sword back into its housing and sighed. “I release you. Bring him into the city—to this very room—within the hour. I assure you that you will not be molested by my men in the interim. If you should fail to bring him...” He looked to Xira and then down at Elias. “The entire countryside will burn. I will root out your camps and see to it that every one of your fellows meets this same fate. The two of you will wish that you had died at my hand when you had the chance and the plains of the Fire Kingdom will be turned to ash.”

      “Of course,” replied Karim. Nodding at Xira, he opened the door.

      “Do hurry,” warned Sisyphus with a cruel laugh as the pair departed.

      The two of them slipped back into the death-scented hall before the masked king could reconsider. The moment the door shut behind them, they immediately went sprinting for the exit.

      “You... you sold out Lord Ares...” uttered Xira as they ran. “I can't believe you. You told him that we had troops here, that Lord Ares was in the area. We weren't told to share that kind of information. It would have been more honorable for us to go to our graves without telling him a thing.”

      Karim opened the slender door at the end of the hall and barreled out into the night. “No,” he said firmly. “This is what Lord Ares really wants—to know where this guy is hiding and to crush him like the snake he is. We didn't reveal anything important. We're returning to Lord Ares with exactly the information he asked for. Sisyphus is powerful, but he won't stand a chance. You know it as well as I do that Lord Ares will decimate him. This whole ordeal will be over with before sunset and Hades will be back on his throne.”

      “I wouldn't be so sure of that! This guy took on Hades—and won!” Xira could have spat at him. “You spilled your guts just to save our skin! Lord Ares is going to have our heads!”

      “Well, if that's how you feel, you're more than welcome to turn back and visit with Sisyphus,” he quipped, jogging through a moonlit alley.

      For all her anger, she didn't dare do that. Xira followed close behind him, rushing through the streets and blazing a trail for the outskirts of the valley.
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      The pair returned to the camp with swiftness, and were met by a handful of watchmen stationed outside. No fires had been lit for fear of drawing attention and only a simple tent had been erected for Ares' use; the other men all sat upon the ground bickering over their rations.

      The return of Xira and Karim brought Ares from his tent forthwith. Still wearing his armor, the god of war marched out to meet them with spear in hand. His wicked grin faded at realizing only two had returned. “Only two of you? I seem to recall sending three. Where has Elias gone?”

      “Slain, Lord Ares,” replied Karim with a deep bow. “He fell in battle.”

      Xira merely nodded, mirroring Karim's bow. You may as well let Karim do the talking, she thought. This whole idea was his, anyway. If Lord Ares gets angry, I'd rather Karim take the brunt of it...

      “I see.” The god of war paced before them for a moment. “Tell me, then: What is the state of the city?”

      Karim drew in a deep breath and began, “Your suspicions were correct, Lord Ares. The city has been well and truly conquered, though in a most peculiar fashion.” He shook his head. “King Sisyphus has brought with him a small force, likely numbering in the dozens. These men are highly-trained, excelling in the art of assassination. They're swift and efficient killers.

      “As to the city's defenses... it doesn't appear that King Sisyphus is currently taking things very seriously, and this is where I see a great opening. You see, his patrols appear minimal, with the bulk of his men centered around the royal complex. He is quite sure of himself and believes he can slay anyone who dares cross his path. This has led to many oversights.”

      Ares arched a brow and stood expectantly over Karim, arms crossed. “You say this as though you've met him.” He smirked. “Did the two of you meet this mad king of the east?”

      Karim offered a reticent nod. “Yes, Lord Ares. It was by his sword that Elias fell.” He turned to Xira, as if for support. “We were pursued by several guards but succeeded in entering the royal complex. There, we found many slain servants of Hades, as well as Sisyphus himself. He engaged all three of us in battle and, if I'm honest, he bested us.”

      The god of war listened intently, chewing the report over in his mind.

      “He released the two of us,” continued Karim, “because he wishes to extend a challenge to you personally. He boasts of unparalleled power and believes he can destroy you, Lord Ares. He wishes to see you in the royal complex within the hour.”

      Here, Ares loosed a grunt of annoyance. “And how did he come to know of my whereabouts, pray tell?”

      Karim lowered his gaze, searching for an excuse.

      Here, Xira stepped in. “Elias let slip that you had come with us,” she uttered. It was untrue, but watching the ire mounting in Ares' gaze set her on edge. Ares can't get too mad at a dead man, after all...

      Karim glanced at her with surprise, but quickly fell in line. “Elias' lapse in judgement was most regrettable, Lord Ares, but Sisyphus doesn't know how many men we have at our disposal. In terms of manpower, our forces are likely well-matched. And surely you would destroy this arrogant pretender to the throne of Hades were you to answer his invitation...”

      Once more, Karim's silver tongue succeeded in appealing to the pride of a more powerful warrior. Ares chuckled, looking out across the dark city. “He is a mortal, of course I would crush him. Hades has lost his edge, perhaps, but the god of war has not. Tell me, why did you find him so troubling an opponent? Had you defeated him I might have bestowed great honors on you! Now it seems I'll have to do it myself.”

      Karim felt no joy in the retelling. “In short, Lord Ares, he was far too powerful for the likes of us. He wields his sword with the muscle of a hundred men—and what a strange and terrible weapon it is. I've never seen anything like it. It's a sword of black stone, nearly as long as I am tall. It must weigh a great deal, but he wields it without difficulty. Moreover, he has a strange way about him. He's given to rambling, philosophical talks and wears a strange mask—a mask of the theater—beneath his hood.”

      Ares' jaw tensed. “What did you say?” he snapped.

      Karim startled. “I-I'm sorry, Lord Ares, what's wrong?”

      “The sword,” continued the Olympian. “Tell me more about this sword.”

      Xira volunteered what she remembered. “It's a long, long blade, made of polished black stone. It doesn't look like metal. It seems harder, almost. He wears it on a long sheath at his side, and despite its heft he wields it effortlessly. He is very quick on his feet and his maneuvers with a sword are the best I've ever seen.”

      The god of war removed his helm, running a palm across his tired features. His brow was knit and his eyes appeared stormy with fury. “A black sword, you say?”

      The two of them nodded.

      “And what color are his eyes?” asked Ares.

      “Blue—shocking, brilliant blue. It chills me to look into them,” replied Karim.

      Ares nodded to himself and then replaced his helm. “The situation has changed, then.” He turned at once to his generals, waving them over. “We depart for the city at once. Prepare the men for total war. We will retake the city and I will accept this villain's invitation.” Spear fixed firmly in hand, Ares growled. “You did not meet a worldly king in battle this night, you two—nor even a mortal man. You met a beast.”

      Neither Karim nor Xira understood what was meant by this, but hurriedly joined the rest of the force in preparing for battle. Within minutes, the entire legion was engaged in a brisk march into the valley. And this time, no care was being taken for stealth. Ares led the effort, and he didn't care who knew he was on the way.

      The god of war gave only one order as they approached the mouth of the valley. “I want every man under the employ of Sisyphus dead by sunrise. We will rid the earth of this enemy tonight!”
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      There could be no question that their march was attracting notice throughout the city.

      The liberators from the Fire Kingdom trudged down into the valley and started into the streets, fielding the gazes of concerned locals who had likely been confined to house arrest for days. Some looked out their windows with evident joy and excitement; others loitered in their doorways with looks of fear or even loathing, frightened at what this newest clash might bring.

      Ares moved with such force that the cobblestones of the main road shuddered beneath his feet. He set the royal complex in his sights and ordered his men to fan out behind him, creating a veritable wall of spears, swords and bows. The archers kept on with arrows nocked and ready, studying the rooftops in case of ambushes. The three generals, fatigued after the day's march, had been reinvigorated by the promise of battle and did their best to keep pace with the furious Olympian.

      Prior to setting out from their makeshift camp on the cusp of the city, Atmos had approached Xira. He was relieved to find her well and uninjured, and inquired a bit after her adventure in the city. It was clear that he'd begun to have misgivings about bringing her along on this mission, and upon seeing her return in one piece had been quite joyful. “Leave the mad king to Lord Ares,” he'd instructed her with a jovial pat on the back. “He'll straighten that mess out, just you watch.”

      As they broke into the city however, Xira had begun to court doubts of her own.

      Ares was a mighty warrior, practically a force of nature. She was thankful to serve under him and was consistently awed by his power. Over the course of years, growing up in the Fire Kingdom, she had had a close-up view of his numberless victories and, except when clashing against his fellow Olympians, had never seen him run into major trouble.

      This time, though, she feared things might be different.

      Ares' reaction to their report gave her pause. Upon mention of Sisyphus' black sword, the god of war had seemed more than a little displeased. One moment he'd been amused and vaguely annoyed at their ineptitude; the next, he'd ordered them to march on the city with an uncommonly grave look on his face. She didn't know what to make of it, but if pressed might have taken his expression for one of fear.

      Having met Sisyphus in battle, she knew that he was not one to be underestimated. Despite his mortality, he was as skilled and intimidating a foe as any she had ever faced. But surely Ares had faced worse than this—surely he wasn't nervous about the prospect of meeting Sisyphus in battle?

      The god of war had claimed that Sisyphus was not a man, but a 'beast'. She couldn't say with any certainty what he'd meant by this, but trusted he was not speaking hyperbolically. Ares was no stranger to excess, but in speech was not often given to exaggeration. He was taking the threat very seriously, and this change in his demeanor left her ill at ease.

      The legion marched on, scanning the rows of houses for signs of a military response. They found only concerned townsfolk peering out of their homes and empty streets, however. The lack of resistance was almost more unpleasant to them than the threat of battle, with one of the archers sagely remarking to his nearest fellow, “This feels like a giant trap. We're just walking straight into it, aren't we?”

      Karim marched before her, seeming in much higher spirits than he had been only minutes prior. He's just happy that Ares didn't murder him for blabbing, she thought. The half-centaur's stride was easy, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. That his confidence in the Olympian had not been shaken was crystal clear. He's convinced that Ares will sort this out—that Sisyphus is in over his head. I hope he's right, for all our sakes...

      Approaching the royal complex, the legion began at once to spread out on Ares' order. The front of the vast building was blocked and troops began to encircle its walls. The archers hung back, some of them on the verge of casting arrows at the statues staring down at them from the roof. At the main entrance, Ares banged upon the door with the butt of his spear. Three hard knocks were delivered before he kicked the thing from its hinges and peered through the dim entryway. “Sisyphus!” he called out in a voice like a raging wind. “I would have a word with you!”

      Xira looked on from the rear, unnerved at the building's emptiness. With all of Hades' staff dead and Sisyphus' men keeping to the shadows, the complex had the look of something long-abandoned, with only the guttering torches on the walls giving any proof of occupancy. She knew that an assault could take place at any moment, that the mad king's warriors, so fond of operating in darkness, might turn up and attack Ares without notice.

      And yet, none entered into view. The masked king of the east had kept his word and had not accosted Ares or his men during their advance upon the city.

      A voice emanated from the depths of the building. “Come hither, you failson of Olympus!” came the calm taunt from within. Absent any sign of the mad king, the taunt almost seemed to be issued by the complex itself.

      Ares grinned, appraising the dark corners of the grand foyer. “I don't believe I've ever heard such tough talk from mortal lips!” countered the Olympian, burying the tip of his spear in the marble floors with a crash. “Show yourself, Sisyphus!”

      Once more, the voice drifted into hearing from somewhere deeper in the complex. “Very soon, dearest Ares, you will hear nothing. You have enjoyed a lengthy reign. I come now to relieve you of your burden.”

      The generals looked to one another, faces contorted with rage. “Watch your mouth!” shouted Atmos, rattling his sword in its scabbard. “Do you not know to whom you speak?”

      Ares raised a hand in a gesture of quiet and took a step into the complex, a low chuckle leaving his lips. “I admit, Sisyphus, that I initially viewed this mission as a chore—a wrong that needed redressed. Now, I'm quite happy I came all this way because I'll have the satisfaction of killing you with my own hands. And I do think I'll enjoy it.” Leaving his men posted outside and ordering them to keep their eyes peeled for opposition, Ares strode silently into the complex.

      Xira watched the Olympian enter the building, her breath hitching in her throat. It felt silly—ludicrous, even—to worry about Ares. And yet, as the shadows ate him up and he ventured deeper in after his boastful foe, she couldn't shake the feeling that she'd never see him again. Please be careful, Lord Ares. I don't think you realize what you're up against...

      Karim sighed with evident relief, grinning at her. “This will be over within ten minutes, I reckon. Fifteen if Lord Ares decides to have a little fun with him. And honestly, I—” He was interrupted by a loud groan from up ahead. “What's this?”

      One of the generals, still standing before the steps of the royal complex, suddenly staggered backward, a long arrow jutting from his stomach. He stared down at the projectile with wide-eyed terror and spat a string of curses as he fell to his knees.

      The culprit, an archer in black, stood in the doorway of a nearby house. Shoving the home's owners aside, he retreated, shutting the door and holing himself up.

      From the window of a house behind Xira came another arrow, this one killing an Ekdremoi swordsman instantly. Again, the assailant dipped out of view, likely threatening the house's occupants.

      “These mongrels have taken up in people's homes!” spat Atmos, yanking out his sword and kneeling beside the injured general. “What ignoble behavior is this? Aren't you lot man enough to meet us in the open?”

      A third arrow, bound straight for Atmos, came from the rooftop of the royal complex, missing its mark by only the slightest margin.

      Atmos watched the projectile clatter against the cobblestones and then stood. “These cowards have forfeit their lives!” he shouted. “Destroy them—destroy them all! We will go door-to-door if need be! Keep your wits about you and don't let a single one of them escape!”

      The legion broke up at once, taking cover and eying the countless houses across the city with suspicion. Spearmen huddled close together in the shadow of the royal complex and archers trained their arrows on the open doors and windows of simple homes. The Ekdremoi paired off, taking to the streets and alleyways.

      This battle was going to be unlike any she had ever known before. Xira loosed her sword and prepared to dole out punishment. Her stomach roiled and a chill rode down her spine at the prospect of dealing more death, but as she looked upon her fallen allies she knew there was no way out but through.
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      The god of war paced slowly into the dim complex, sifting everything through his iron gaze. The place was as still as a crypt, and the mocking king was nowhere in sight. “A truly confident man would have no need of these theatrics,” bellowed Ares. “If you are as strong as you say, come at me this instant, Sisyphus. Prove yourself.”

      The Olympian's words went ignored; if the mad king heard them, he did not reply. Passing out of the grand entrance, Ares made his way into a vast hall leading deeper in to the home of venerable Hades. Everywhere the art had been defaced; he shook with silent anger at the offenses against his brother Olympian and intended to repay each and every one.

      “Tell me,” continued Ares, “what have you done with brother Hades?” He slipped into a large chamber heavy with the scent of blood and came to a halt. Across the room he spied a familiar corpse, that of Elias. He inspected the body a short while and then turned elsewhere. “Why don't you tell me about this sword of yours, Sisyphus? I've heard so much about it... Where, I wonder, did you happen upon such a thing?”

      Silence reigned, but this time Ares couldn't help feeling as though he'd struck a chord.

      “A great sword forged of black stone,” continued the Olympian, nudging the theatrical mask from one of the ruined statues. “There is tell of such a weapon in the old histories. I don't expect you to know much about it—being a mortal, it was surely much before your time...” He scanned the vaulted ceiling with a grimace. “But I know about it, Sisyphus. I know all about it. I know where your strength comes from.”

      The masked king, if he was still listening, said nothing.

      “That sword carries a wicked spirit in it—a presence sealed away since the days of the Titanomachy. It is made from a shard of the Omphalos, the very stone that was fed to Cronus, and its fibers echo with his rage at being deceived. That spirit of rage took hold of an ancient blade-smith, who was compelled to forge it so that the wrath of the Titans might live on.

      “It was shaped by wicked hands and tempered in the waters of the Styx. For centuries it has been considered lost—possibly destroyed. I wonder, then, how a backwater king like you got ahold of it. The sword imbues its user with tremendous power—but it's surely too much for a mortal to wield for very long. Your body was not made to contain such ferocious strength. It is a weapon that ultimately slays its user.

      “What's more, the bearer of that sword has been prophesied as the harbinger of a new, dark age. The blade acts as a key that can unlock the gates of Tartarus, unleashing things better left imprisoned. Your aim is to overthrow the Olympians, but in doing so you may free crueler gods than me and my brothers. So, then, how did you come to possess the sword?”

      Finally, Sisyphus replied. His voice boomed from somewhere in the nighted depths of the building; closer than before, but still out of reach. “You ask me where I found the sword, but I tell you that it was the sword that found me. This fine weapon has lived on in the shadows since time immemorial, awaiting a worthy wielder. That wielder is me, Ares—I was fated to carry this sword and to destroy Olympus. The stars aligned and the blade fell at my feet like a bolt from a clear sky. It was my duty to take hold of it and usher in a new age.”

      The Olympian shook his head with disgust. “You have been deceived, Sisyphus. The spirit in that sword is simply using you to its own ends. When you have done its bidding, it will cast you off like a dead skin. Savor its power while you still can; I will cleave it from your grasp and grind it into powder if it's the last thing I do. I see now how you were able to best Hades. Why don't you come out of hiding and test your borrowed strength against me?”

      The invitation was not heeded; Sisyphus retreated once again into silence, forcing Ares to delve further into the complex.

      He had come upon a junction leading in three directions. One path continued straight ahead into somewhat cramped quarters, while the other two led upwards and downwards, respectively. The Olympian meditated on these routes a short while, listening for cues on which he should take. Intuition ultimately propelled him toward the descending path, however; it was clear that Sisyphus meant to isolate him, to draw him down into the deepest bowels of the complex.

      “I've tired of this cat and mouse act,” uttered Ares as he began down the stone stairs at his right. The way was winding, and except for the promise of feeble torchlight at its very terminus the passage was unlit. There was no telling who or what lurked within, and for a lesser warrior the process of exploring these recesses would have been immensely risky. The Olympian descended calmly however, his spear ever-trained on the darkness ahead of him.

      Finally, after this slow descent, Ares arrived in what looked to be a vast cellar. This many-chambered space reeked of damp and steel, and the torches were staggered in such a way as to perpetuate gloom. The sun had not seen these deeply-buried stones since the day the foundations of the complex had been set down, and the aroma of mold hung in certain corners as he paced by.

      The royal storehouse was located around a leftward bend; there, jars of expensive wine and certain foodstuffs were stored for Hades and his court. Further on, in a large alcove, was a cache of old weapons. Covered in gossamer threads and flecked with rust, it was clear that these axes and swords had not seen action for many years. Beyond this there opened up a large sequence of rooms, each of them fronted by walls of iron bars.

      He had arrived in the royal dungeon.

      Ares hesitated before starting into the succession of cells, his gut instincts inflamed by something sinister in the air. From up ahead, in a particularly musty and ill-lit chamber, there arose a faint scurrying as of a dying animal kept in captivity. The Olympian sought out its source with his spear at the ready, and discovered that the cells were all empty.

      All save for one.

      Ares discovered none other than Hades dwelling in a cramped cell, his clothing soiled with grime and blood and his head low. The god of the underworld sat in the corner upon the rough stone floor and peered up at Ares with no little surprise. “A-Ares?” he began, wiping at his eyes with disbelief. “Is it... Is it truly you?”

      “Your eyes do not deceive you,” replied Ares, placing a hand to the ruddy iron bars. “Still among the living, I see.” He offered a wry smile. “This mortal found the Titan Sword and got the better of you, did he?”

      Hades looked away with obvious embarrassment, running a grotty hand through his white hair. “Mock me all you like; he is more powerful than you assume.”

      “Perhaps,” replied Ares, “but only because of that sword. I will take it from him and ensure it never sees the light of day again.”

      The god of the underworld shook his head. “You don't understand, Ares. Yes—the sword is very powerful. It has granted him unbelievable strength. But it's more than that. He possesses a sharp mind, a forceful will. He is not a garden-variety brawler, this Sisyphus. He is a true threat. Act accordingly.”

      “The only exceptional thing about him will be the pain I visit upon him for his transgressions,” snapped the god of war, locking a fist around the bars and carefully prying the door off the ancient cell. “You couldn't break out of this, Hades?” he asked. “The metal is old and weak; surely you've not lost so much strength as that!”

      Hades peered up at him ruefully. “I have not attempted to escape for a number of reasons. He threatened my people with death should I do so, and promised to strike me dead as well. I know better than to doubt his word.”

      “Well, we'll have you freed momentarily,” continued Ares, wrenching the door from its hinges. When the thing had been cast down to the ground with a groan, Ares extended a hand to his fellow Olympian.

      Just then, from above, there arose a terrible crash.

      “What's that?” asked Hades, remaining in his cell. His hands were pressed to the walls and his gaze raked the ceiling. “The complex... it's shaking...”

      “Shaking?” Ares peered upward and studied the tremendous slabs of stone overhead, each of them many tons in weight.

      Without warning, those same stones suddenly dropped from their positions upon the two Olympians with crushing force.
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      Every window was an opportunity, every doorway a threat.

      Xira watched as her fellow warriors broke out of formation and took to the streets, ready to search each and every house. Others turned their attentions to the roof of the royal complex, seeking ways to climb atop the hulking edifice and do battle with those who preyed upon the masses from on high.

      She, though, didn't know what to do.

      This wasn't like an ordinary battle. No one was giving her direct orders, and the enemies were scattered about, hidden, and needed dredged up out of the shadows before they could be slain. She was being forced to work with the constant threat of death breathing down her neck. Sisyphus was no fool; he knew the city's layout well and was more than willing to employ non-traditional tactics to get his way. Even Atmos and the other remaining general seemed out of their element, meeting this new offensive only with raw anger where ordinarily practiced battle plans would prevail.

      It was all she could do to follow someone else's lead. It was in that way that she ultimately found herself tailing Karim into a small fire-lit house. He had promptly left the royal complex and drawn his sword, striding toward said house with the intention of searching it. Every townsperson, no matter how kind, innocent or feeble was to be suspected of harboring enemies. This operation posed a considerable risk to the locals, who were likely to be caught in the crossfire between the two warring factions.

      Xira followed Karim into the house and watched as he met the stunned owners—a man and woman seated at a table—with the tip of his sword. “Stay where you are,” he demanded, eyes sweeping  to the left and right. “We're looking for soldiers under the command of King Sisyphus. If any are hiding within this home, please tell me at once.” Here, Karim did a curious thing, however. With his free hand, he made a sign to the couple, winking his eye that they might give him a non-verbal answer.

      The husband, a potbellied man with long, curly hair, said one thing but gestured another. “No, sir!” he pleaded. “It is just the two of us here.” Then, winking hard, he motioned discretely toward a wooden wardrobe in the corner of the room, beside the glowing hearth.

      Xira watched as Karim started toward the piece of furniture. “I see. Thank you for your cooperation,” he began in a loud, pleasant tone. “I'm very sorry for the trouble—” Without warning, he launched himself at the wardrobe, piercing its wooden doors with his blade. The material was rent with a terrible crunch and something—or, more likely, someone—on the other side loosed an anguished cry. “That doesn't sound like a cloak to me,” he uttered, pulling a gore-slick blade out of the thing with a grin.

      A wounded swordsman in black garb tumbled out of the wardrobe and crashed to the floor in a trembling heap. That he'd been mortally wounded was clear, and the homeowners looked on at this spectacle with abject horror.

      “Xira, drag this man out of here before he makes a mess of things,” ordered Karim.

      Thankful that she hadn't had to kill the man herself, she did as she was told, taking hold of his shaking arms and dragging him out into the street.

      “Sorry again for the disturbance,” offered Karim as he stepped out—and this time, with weariness in his eyes, he sounded as though he meant it.

      The wounded lodger was stripped of his weapon and dispatched by Karim, who immediately singled out another house along the same row. “You want us to keep going down the line?” asked Xira. “Same method?”

      He nodded. “If the townspeople rat out the warriors hiding in their homes, they could face intense reprisals once we leave for the next house. We don't want that. Plus, this way, any warrior listening in thinks he's getting away with something and lets his guard down.” He put on a stern face and marched for the next door, shoving it open. “Nobody move!” he commanded.

      An elderly man sat in a simple chair near the window, and a young boy, possibly his grandson, was asleep by the fire. A young woman stood by the door with a small decanter of wine in hand, and it was clear from the very first that she was much disturbed by something in her environment. She spilled a bit of wine upon the floor as Karim stormed in, and her chest heaved with panicked breaths as she awaited his questioning.

      “Are you lot harboring any warriors of King Sisyphus?” asked Karim. He spoke fiercely, but attempted a calm expression and made slow, sweeping gestures with his hand in the hopes of easing the woman's nerves. He looked between the occupants of the house, making the same sign with his eye as he'd done in the previous home, and asked again, “Has anyone entered this house, any warrior seeking refuge?”

      The woman, knees knocking against one another in terror, was too frazzled to go along with Karim's script and betrayed her illicit guest with a slow, leftward pan to the open window. It was obvious that someone was lurking there, waiting for the chance to strike, likely crouched just beneath the outside of the sill.

      The old man, seated near the window, threw his hands up with alarm and indicated the sill. “Here, sir? Oh, no! Not here, none at all!” His claims rang hollow; it was obvious to any listener that he was doing everything in his power to draw attention to the yet-unseen lurker outside.

      Suddenly, there was a flash at the window.

      Karim missed it, his gaze divided between the young woman and her aged father.

      Xira, however, noticed as a thin, wiry figure sprang up outside the window with bow in hand. In an instant, the masked assailant loosed his nocked arrow with a twang and sent it hurtling straight at Karim. “Karim, move!” she cried, leaving the doorway and running straight into him. She knocked Karim to the ground and watched as the arrow made its way into the wall.

      At once, both the old man and the young woman dove toward the sleeping child and covered him with their bodies. Xira placed herself between the archer in the window and Karim, but by the time she was ready to square off she found her opponent had vanished.

      Karim rose to his feet with a sigh. “Thanks for the help, but maybe don't tackle me next time?”

      “He's gone,” uttered Xira, pointing at the window. “He was there just a second ago!”

      “He's around here somewhere, I'm sure. He's been found out, so he's likely moving to a new, more secure location,” explained Karim. “I don't know if you've received much training in the bow, but this is standard for snipers. Once they've been spotted, they have to move. He may have gone into a nearby house, or else he's creeping around outside somewhere. If we aren't careful, he'll get us as we leave the building.” He glanced at the door and then picked up his sword. “Let's walk out together. I'll go left, you go right. It's more than likely one of us will run into him.”

      She nodded. “All right, let's do it.” Together, they approached the door of the humble abode and stepped back out into the night, Karim pressing his back to the house's exterior and moving left, and Xira doing the same in a rightward circuit.

      She slipped around the first corner, monitoring her surroundings carefully and holding her sword in such a way as to drive it swiftly into the first thing that moved. Xira kept close to the house's exterior, attempting to become one with the shadows cast by its simple roof, and moved with soft steps toward the second bend. Holding her breath, she turned—and there, she found a dark figure. With a cry, Xira rushed at the shadowed warrior.

      Had she not recognized the figure as Karim a moment later, she might have continued her charge and hurt him. “Xira, it's me!” he shouted.

      She dug in her heels and came to a halt. “Oh, Karim...” Her cheeks burned with embarrassment. “S-Sorry about that. Any sign of the archer?”

      He shook his head. “No, none. It's possible he's moved on to another house.”

      Xira shrugged, panning about the nearby homes. “Which one will we try next?”

      The very moment the two of them took a step away from the most recently-explored house, a sound on the wind caught Xira's ear and saw her whip back around with her sword held high.

      It had been the tensing of a bow string. The rattling of arrows in a quiver, the whine of the string and the rasp of the shaft as a new shot was nocked; bits of these sounds had reached her ears and clued her in to the archer's position on the rooftop. The sniper rose from his crouch, casting a long shadow upon the two of them, and then loosed a hard volley, sending it straight at Xira's head.

      She stepped back, wishing that she had a shield, and brought up her sword in the meager hope that the blade might catch the speeding arrow.

      Instead, she was saved by a hard cleave from Karim's blade. He cut the arrow down in mid-flight, knocking it to the cobblestones with a grunt, and then turned his attentions to the archer presently moving to abandon the roof and seek out a new hiding place. Taking up the hilt of his sword in his right hand and holding it upside down, he lifted it up and then balanced it like a javelin, parallel with his forearm. The blade was lobbed upward, over the edge of the roof, and flew with such force that it carved into the archer's leg and brought him sailing down from his perch. The bowman struck the ground hard, his upper leg gouged and his arrows spilling out pell mell across the road.

      Karim jumped, climbed part-way up the roof and reclaimed his blade before returning to the street and ending the sniper with a vicious strike. “That's two,” he said, massaging his shoulder. “How many more?”

      Xira spied out one of the nearby houses, finding numerous shadows moving about in its pair of front-facing windows. “Why not that one? Something might be happening in there.”

      “All right, then.” Karim led the way, kicking the door in and barreling inside as he'd done previously. “Nobody move! Are there any—” He stopped short, eyes widening.

      “What's the matter?” Xira stumbled in behind him, only to catch a hard push out the door. She lost her balance and fell onto her haunches. “Hey, what're you doing?” she complained. At that moment, two arrows came flying out of the open door and grazed the wall of a neighboring house.

      Karim had avoided the shots by a tiny margin and now stood to the right of the doorway with his sword held in a death grip. “Take cover!” he uttered through grit teeth. “The house is full of 'em! They must be staying in this building to keep an eye on things.”

      From the sounds of shuffling feet within the abode, Xira knew there could be no less than four or five men within. Quite possibly there were more. She heeded Karim's advice and joined him by the side of the door, feeling as though the two of them had just kicked a hornet's nest. “What now?” she asked, studying the closest window for signs of movement.

      Karim watched the door, knowing that the occupants might emerge to seek them out. “There were at least five guys in there,” he muttered. “There isn't much furniture, which leads me to believe they've been using the place as a hideout or surveillance station. The fireplace is in the left-hand corner opposite one of the windows.” He frowned. “Water. Can you find me some water?”

      “Water?” asked Xira. “What for?”

      “Just do it,” he said. “I'll keep an eye on things and make sure they don't leave. You just bring me some water.” He motioned across the street. “There's a well a few houses down—I saw it. Just bring me a bucket's worth of water and that should do the trick.”

      “Are you sure this is really a good—”

      “Yes, I'm sure!” he hissed. “Just do it!”

      Xira nodded, sheathing her sword. Once she'd taken a moment to study her surroundings, she started down the street, keeping as best she could to the shadows, in search of the well. From all around her the sounds of battle waxed dominantly; the crash of steel, the sounds of arrows sinking into targets or clattering short of their marks, the groans and curses of the dying and injured. She kept an eye on every rooftop and darkened alleyway as she progressed, hoping not to run into any trouble.

      The well proved surprisingly close, just a few dozen yards from the house where Karim awaited her. She stole toward it in a frenzy, let the bucket down and hastily hauled it back up when it had had a chance to fill. All the while, she studied her surroundings, ready to drop the bucket and defend herself at any moment. Nearby, an enemy swordsman could be seen to stalk about the dimly-lit streets, but before he could spot Xira a few Fire Kingdom warriors engaged him and quickly drove him off. She was able to draw up a good bit of water without once being bothered; even as she transferred the water into an empty skin, no one seemed to notice her crouching beside the old well. Most thankful for the break in combat, she hurried the water back to Karim, who was still waiting outside the door of the house.

      “You got some water?” he asked, wide eyes canvassing the door and windows. “They haven't come out yet,” he continued in a whisper. “Maybe they think they've run me off.”

      Xira handed over the water skin. “Here. What do you need it for?”

      Karim wrenched the thing open with his teeth and helped himself to a long swig.

      “Are you serious? You just wanted a drink of water?” She could have socked him in the gut. “What are you thinking, sending me on an errand like that at a time like this? I could have been killed!”

      “Enough,” he spat, giving the vessel a little squeeze and then sliding his sword back into its scabbard. “Watch this.” Head low, Karim dashed past the doorway. He stayed as close to the ground as he could, venturing toward the leftward window on kitten's feet. When he made it to said window, he abruptly stood and, when he'd taken just a moment to orient himself, threw the water skin inside.

      An arrow rushed out of the window in response, grazing Karim's upper arm as he dropped back down into a crouch. Suddenly, however, the inside of the abode went dark.

      Xira took another step toward the door. There's no more light. Did... Did Karim put out their fire? The smoke of a dead fire came swirling out of the windows, and within the building the occupants could be heard to bicker and cough. Karim had doused the logs in their hearth with one well-aimed blow and had robbed them of light. Moreover, the resultant smoke would very likely draw them out into the open.

      Karim motioned to her, singling out the door. Sure enough, the warriors began staggering out. One of them, pawing at his eyes and coughing, pushed his way through the doorway. He had wandered within a foot of Xira before he'd noted her presence, but before he could train his teary eyes on her, she'd already cut him down with a blow across the abdomen. He struck the ground with a sharp cry, and subsequently tripped one of his fellows who was just then attempting to flee the smoke-filled abode. Xira slew this one as well, pinning him to the cobblestones with her blade.

      The psychical toll, however, was great.

      These two kills thrashed her consciousness; she lost her balance and fell backward as though she'd just taken a one-two punch to the nose. Instinct forced her to regain her feet, but her heart palpitated in her breast and her vision went spotty as she attempted to stand upright. She heard the laughter of a young child in her ears, followed by loving words of a doting mother. One of these men would never return to that sweet mother of his in the countryside; the other's son was now orphaned. Lives across numerous generations had been ruined by her hand. Tears stung at her eyes and bile crept up her throat, but Xira did everything in her power to remain firm and cognizant. After a few deep breaths, the worst of the pain began to subside.

      Meanwhile, Karim was making light work of the others. He'd hacked off an archer's hand and cut down another with only two strokes of his blade. One of the swordsmen, who'd come diving out of the window, had managed to put up something like a fight, only to be knocked down mid-exchange by a sweeping blow across the legs. Within minutes, Karim had added three more to his tally for the night. Kicking the door in and waiting for the smoke to thin, he surveyed the inside of the house and emerged with a firm nod. “There were five; I guess we got them all.”

      Panting, Xira combed locks of hair from her sweaty face. How many more? she wondered. How many more will I have to kill? How many more times will I have to feel this pain?

      “Come on,” said Karim, starting toward another house. “We've got to keep going. This night isn't over—not by a long shot.”

      She followed him, her tread light and uncertain, but she didn't want to. This... This was a mistake. I never should have come here. For the first time that night, she wished she had never taken on such a miserable mission.
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      The masked king peered down into the ragged crevasse his blade had left in the floor. It had been the thrust of his night-colored sword that had split the ancient stones of the royal complex and sent them hurtling down upon the Olympians in the dungeon. “Well, let us see if bold Ares can labor in the tradition of ancient Atlas! Or, could it be, that the two of you have been crushed? Destroyed like vermin?” Sisyphus chuckled, walking around the aperture with evident delight. “A pity. The pantheon has become two members lighter this day, it would seem. What a lowly end for two supposed immortals.”

      The vast stones began to shift—slightly at first, and then with great intensity. Suddenly, the dense rock was parted and a wave of pebbles and dust rocketed upward as something broke through the fallen slabs. The glistening tip of a mighty spear pierced the heap of stone, clenched in the fist of Ares. The furious Olympian met Sisyphus with a death stare from down below, his face fixed in a rictus of unspeakable anger. Hades remained close-by, seated upon the floor with his arms over his his head.

      “Oh?” The masked king ceased his pacing and nodded. “I see my celebrations were premature... No matter, the end result will be the same.”

      Ares shoved aside the remaining rock and leapt through the great rupture in the floor above, landing within yards of Sisyphus. Powdered rock tumbled from his chiseled frame and his eyes burned like two hungry embers as he stared down the boastful king. “The end result will be the same, yes—but it is not the result that you would hope for, Sisyphus.” The god of war took his spear in both hands and prepared to strike, knees bent and muscles coiled in preparation for a lunge.

      Sisyphus raised the Titan Sword, blue eyes twinkling with mirth. As though carried on a breeze, he started forth soundlessly and unleashed a blinding lateral slash that stained the air in the hues of night. That ancient blade, so punishingly sharp, sought out its target like the razor-sharp fang of an abyssal beast.

      Ares, however, was no amateur. The Olympian sprang forward on his toes, dodged the blow by a very slight margin and then plunged the tip of his spear through the king's black cloak, ripping the fabric. The two paced away from one another, with Ares clawing scraps of the cloak from his weapon. “Next time,” he uttered through a scowl, “this spear will come away with more than these mere threads.”

      Sisyphus was unfazed and took a deep breath. He paced before the Olympian, nodding. “Your speed is impressive, and I grant that your power is great. Nonetheless, I regret to inform you that it will not be enough.”

      Ares gnashed his teeth and raced once again into action. “You know nothing of my power!” he shouted. “I have not yet shown you even a fraction!”

      The war god's spear was thrust into the marble floor, crunching the valuable stone into powder; he then unearthed the tip with a hard upward swing, launching a fine mist of stone ahead of him as he prepared to lunge. Sisyphus staggered backward, batting the cloud of debris away with a mighty swing of his blade.

      But in doing so, the masked king had left himself open.

      Ares' spear shot forth, catching Sisyphus' mask and knocking the king backward with a groan. The shining tip of the spear sent a shockwave through the mask, destroying it at once—and had it gone any further, it would surely have taken off the king's head. For once, Sisyphus' expression was bared to the light—and it was less smug a thing than he had worn on the mask. The king's blue eyes were wide, and his lightly stubbled faced was contorted by a frown. He possessed a strong jaw, with a broad brow and a slightly crooked nose.

      “Just a man after all,” mocked Ares, grinding fragments of the shattered mask under his heel.

      Sisyphus shook his head defiantly and prepared an attack of his own. “A mere man? No, Ares... You've never met someone like me.” The king broke into a hard sprint, raising his mighty blade aloft and then leaping through the air. He moved with tremendous momentum and barreled toward his target with a destructive swing.

      Ares did not back down. With two hands wrapped around the shaft of his spear, he met the black sword's savage descent and stopped it in its tracks. For an instant, a silent battle raged—the Olympian's immortal muscle against the mortal king's incredible momentum. Both combatants were shaken by the resulting vibrations.

      But in the end, the immortal won out.

      Sisyphus hit the ground with two feet and hastily stumbled back, his legs quivering for the force of the blocked strike. It was clear that Ares had been rattled as well, though he recovered more quickly on account of his Olympian nature. Something like confusion stole into the king's gaze—something which Ares could not but seize upon with amusement. “You're wondering how it's possible that I have survived your attacks; how it was that you managed to defeat Hades but cannot hold a candle to my strength. I can see it in your eyes; the doubt, the fear...”

      “No,” replied Sisyphus, cracking a devilish grin. “No, it is the opposite. I am stunned to have found the limits of your strength without even having exerted myself.” He stood upright, stretched briefly as though limbering up, and threw off his cloak, revealing only the night-colored cuirass beneath.

      “What?” uttered the Olympian.

      The king's eyes shone a more lustrous blue as he once again leveled his blade upon Ares. The air in the room promptly shifted; aside from a seeming drop in temperature, the entire atmosphere grew heavier and more oppressive. Ares felt himself trudging through a mire as he righted his stance and prepared to square off.

      “You've been holding back on me, then?” challenged Ares. “Why not give me your worst—your all? I dare you to show me your full strength.”

      Sisyphus smirked, his cerulean eyes flaring with anger. “You aren't worthy of my full strength, Ares. Were I to unleash my full power the very foundations of the Earth would turn to dust and poor Zeus himself would stagger down from Olympus to kiss my feet and beg me onto his throne.”

      “Silence that miserable tongue of yours!” spat Ares.

      The mortal king started slowly toward the Olympian, Titan Sword hanging at his side. He showed no fear, no hesitation, but simply strode across the room with the perfect confidence of a man whose victory was assured. “It is I who will challenge you,” he growled. “If you would have me silent, then silence me!”

      Ares gave in to his anger and took to the offensive once more, tearing through the air with a furious joust of the spear. The target proved too swift however; Sisyphus evaded with a perfectly-measured step to the right and then proceeded to close the gap, racing toward the Olympian with sword poised for impalement. Ares swung the shaft rightward, eager to knock the sprinting king off course, but could not do so quickly enough to ward him off.

      Instead, the Olympian had no choice but to meet the threat with brute force. His free hand sought Sisyphus' arm and attempted to wrench the Titan Sword from his grasp. The mortal proved far stronger than anticipated however, and shook off the war god's attempt with ease. The blade surged toward its mark, biting into Ares' cuirass and slicing a deep gouge into the leather. Ares tensed his abdominals against the blow and fell back just far enough to avoid being disemboweled. Though no blood had been shed, his ribs ached for the blow. The sword had struck him like a hammer and sent shockwaves through his trunk. Had any more pressure been applied, it was possible he would have been cleaved in two.

      But Sisyphus wasn't done. Undaunted, he moved next into a low sweep, the black blade reaching out toward Ares' legs and adorning the top of his boot with a deep slice. The god of war then burst forth in annoyance, socking the mortal king in the stomach. The Olympian's fist, hard as stone, met Sisyphus' body with an audible thump, and it did so with such force that it lifted him off the ground. Where any ordinary mortal would have been killed by such a powerful blow, Sisyphus merely exhaled, taking it in stride, before unleashing a fresh slash that very nearly parted Ares' nose from his face.

      The god of war was placed on his back foot, the spear bobbing unsteadily as he put a little distance between himself and his foe. He sucked in deep breaths through grit teeth, his pulse roaring and frame tensed to the breaking point. From behind his helm, sweat poured down his face, stinging his eyes and filling his mouth with the taste of salt.

      Sisyphus, however, appeared completely unbothered. He stalked about the room as casually as ever, his burning blue eyes fixed at all times upon the god of war. What Ares had initially taken for a bluff was beginning to seem true: Sisyphus hadn't even begun to apply himself yet. The true depths of his power remained untapped.

      Ares stared at the shadowy sword in the king's hand. That ancient weapon was the key to his power—the wellspring of this violent energy and unfathomable skill. The path forward was clear enough: If he wanted to win, Ares would have to part him of that nightmarish sword.

      But how?

      Sisyphus didn't seem inclined to give it up. The mortal king smirked, easily guessing at Ares' thoughts, and prepared once again to go on the attack.

      Soon enough, a strike would come that Ares wouldn't be able to block or dodge.
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      “Are you all right?” Karim studied her with evident suspicion.

      She nodded dumbly, as if in a trance, her face pouring sweat and her eyes somewhat unfocused. “Fine,” she lied. “Perfectly fine. Don't worry about me.”

      “You look like you're at death's door,” he continued, eyeing her in the moonlight. The two of them had just finished searching another small house near the royal complex and had found it free of Sisyphean warriors. “Have you been wounded? Is something the matter?”

      Again, Xira shook her head. She wasn't about to explain her curse to him—letting a secret like that one out could lead to an end of her military career. Even so, it was becoming impossible for her to hide the strain of all the deaths she'd been forced to shoulder. Their progress through the city had seen Xira slay a number of warriors, and each time she had been confronted with the dizzying pain of her curse. In a normal battle, it wasn't uncommon for her to kill numerous soldiers at once and to suffer the profound effects in the days and nights after. Strings of bad dreams, cold sweats, stomach and heart troubles... After most battles, she was plagued by these and other maladies.

      But this was no ordinary battle. The entire city had been transformed into a battlefield, and she and her allies were being preyed upon by stealthy assassins who managed to blend in with the scenery. Sure, she and Karim had found and executed a fair number of them, and she was confident in the strength of the Fire Kingdom warriors who were even at that moment fighting on all around them, but this mission was taxing her nerves like no other. The strain of her curse was bad enough; having to walk from one ambush scenario into another was more than she could handle.

      This was the first time in her career she'd come to really regret choosing her line of work. She had been in rough battles before, had been wounded and threatened and watched good friends die, but she had never thought of herself as anything other than a warrior. Someone with her particular skillset, and of her birth, had been pushed into the fighting life. She couldn't envision herself doing anything other than serving the Fire Kingdom's military.

      And yet, now, all she wanted to do was run and hide.

      Karim, brave and resourceful though he'd been, was starting to feel the effects of the battle as well. He was tired, nerves frayed by the constant tension, and was made all the more anxious by Xira's apparent disorder. “I can't have you dropping dead on me,” he muttered with a grin. “We've been cleaning up well together, but if you think you're hitting your limit you ought to take a minute to get your head straight. I don't want someone fainting while they're supposed to be watching my back.”

      “Who's fainting?” she asked with annoyance. “I've been holding my own, haven't I?”

      “I'm just saying, you look rough.” Karim sighed, taking just a moment to catch his breath against the wall of an abandoned house. “We might still be fighting come sunrise. We aren't through this yet. Tell me, why'd you even come on this mission if you weren't willing to give it your all?”

      His line of questioning left her incensed. “What right do you have to ask me that?” she snapped. For all her bluster, she didn't have a good way to answer him, however. She had been lured onto this mission because one of the generals had been impressed with her performance in other conflicts, and she'd accepted the job because she'd wished to impress Lord Ares.

      Karim seemed to suspect this motivation and snickered. “You wanted Lord Ares to notice you, right? That's why you came along.”

      She shot him a harsh glare, but the redness of her cheeks was admission enough that he was right.

      “There's nothing wrong with that, of course,” continued Karim, kneading at the back of his neck. “If you work under Ares and impress him, you stand a good chance of being promoted. I can respect that. Why do you think I joined up, huh? But... now's the time to follow through. If you really want to impress him... If you really want to make something of yourself in this military, then this is the time to do it. You asked for the opportunity, didn't you? Don't just balk and let it pass you by because it seems too hard.”

      “Who said anything about it being too hard?” asked Xira, stamping her foot. “I don't remember asking your opinion!” She yanked her sword from its housing and began for the next home, the rage she felt at being cross-examined greater than the nausea dredged up by her curse. Whether he'd intended it or not, Karim's little lecture had lit a fire under her; Xira was back in the saddle, ready to complete her mission.

      “That's more like it!” he said, following her closely.

      This time, it was Xira's turn to barge into the house and ask the questions. “Stay where you are!” she warned the occupants as she threw open the door and turned her sword upon them with a furrowed brow. She found a family—father, mother and two young children—sitting up in their beds near a dying fire and immediately took stock of the corners. This home was larger than the others they'd previously surveyed, seeming to feature another room through a narrow doorway.

      The young father sat upright, hands raised in a defensive gesture. “W-What is the meaning of this?” he asked, seeking to get between Xira and his children.

      Karim remained by the door, taking in the house both inside and out. “I don't like the look of that doorway,” he uttered.

      “We're seeking the soldiers of King Sisyphus. They have taken up in local homes and are attacking the warriors of Lord Ares. We, of the Fire Kingdom, have come as liberators and seek to return Hades to his throne.” She spared the man a little smile in the hopes of putting him at ease, and then pointed out the doorway with her blade. “Do you mind if I have a look around?”

      The woman seated on the bed, her arms wrapped around both of her young children, peered up at Xira tearfully. “Please, leave,” she pleaded. “Not in front of the children...”

      I wish I could, thought Xira, moved by the woman's distress. All night she and Karim had made their way into homes, uninvited. “We'll only be here a moment,” she replied pressing past the woman and starting toward the doorway.

      “No, please!” continued the woman, raising a hand in protest. “There's nothing back there—it's a storage room! We use it for bulk supplies! There's nothing interesting back there.”

      Karim stepped in, sword in its sheath, and attempted to smooth things over. “I'm sorry for this intrusion, ma'am. We'll be out of your home in just a moment. It's just that we've been under attack all evening, and—”

      A bowstring was plucked from somewhere nearby.

      Xira had nearly entered the back room when an arrow came flying through the doorway with a faint whistle.

      And unlike all the rest that had been fired at her that evening, this one struck its mark.

      The last thing Xira heard before she staggered back and fell upon the floor in shock was the woman's screams as she hurriedly pulled her children from the bed and rushed them out of the house.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ares met the Titan Sword with the shaft of his spear, arms buckling beneath the weight of his opponent's staggering force. Sisyphus had leaped into the air and delivered a blistering downward cleave, the power of which had rattled the Olympian's bones. Ares planted his feet and pushed at the dive-bombing king, but felt as though the entire world was pressing down upon him.

      Sisyphus desisted, dropping to his feet and avoiding the sweep of Ares' spear with a quick hop. He then parried a hammer-blow from the butt of that same spear, knocking it aside and venturing close with a killing blow in mind. The black sword once again met the dense iron shaft of the spear, resulting in a discordant shriek.

      As Ares drew away from this latest exchange, he found that his arms were shaking. He was being pushed to his very limits just resisting the maverick king's attacks, and his speed, however great, was proving insufficient. Moreover, he was unnerved at Sisyphus' vigor; the man didn't seem tired in the least. His every strike seemed to draw from some limitless, far-off source of power—an inexhaustible wellspring of might.

      The god of war had known many difficult battles and had fought his fellow Olympians to a stalemate in the past, but never before had be been driven to desperation by a mere mortal. His pride ached as much as his muscles did and his anger climbed to new, unbelievable heights. “Miserable creature... Just wait until I get my hands on you.”

      “I'm here for the taking,” taunted the nimble king with a jovial wave of the sword. “So far, the god of war has left much to be desired. I wonder if I have not taught him a few things over the course of this tussle.”

      “Wipe the smirk from your lips,” warned Ares. He watched his foe carefully, taking in his body language and anticipating his next move. It had become abundantly clear that his success in this endeavor would require parting Sisyphus from his sword. Even if the mortal king retained his immense power, the loss of his sword would make him far less dangerous, and would make it more difficult for him to block Ares' attacks.

      “You must realize by now that you cannot defeat me,” continued Sisyphus, advancing slowly. “Lower your weapon and give over your throne to me, Ares, knowing that you leave it in better, more capable hands.” He took a deep breath, pre-empting the Olympian's venomous reply. “How short-sighted of you to believe that Olympus would remain evergreen, that none would ever rise to challenge you immortals. I have come to reset the natural order. Trying to resist me is as futile as attempting to resist the crash of waves, the driving rains, the trembling of the land in an earthquake.”

      The mortal king was so caught up in his monologue that he failed to notice the shadow stirring to his back.

      Sisyphus continued. “My coming was prophesied, was it not? Why do you resist? The Olympians will fall, Ares. When I am through with you and Hades, I will draw out the rest of them. One by one they will fall by my sword. Hephaestus, Athena, Artemis, Apollo...” He laughed. “Every dead Olympian will be another jewel in my crown.”

      From the rear came a flash of silver.

      Over the course of several minutes, Hades had carefully extricated himself from the ruined dungeon below, and had availed himself of a new weapon from the cellar armory. With a rust-flecked sword in hand, the god of the underworld had gradually come closer, avoiding the notice of both Ares and the maverick king. Now, he stormed with a ferocious cry toward the latter, his sword raised high.

      Sisyphus was taken by surprise at this interruption and hastily turned, meeting the new threat with a brutal slash. The obsidian sword met Hades' lesser weapon and pulverized it at once; the old metal, worn down by years of neglect, could not hold up to the punishment of the Titan Sword. Hades was knocked back with only a dusty hilt left in his fist. Facing the newly-disarmed Olympian, Sisyphus' blue eyes flickered with amusement.

      But that moment of focus on Hades would prove to be a critical oversight, for one who values his life does not dare turn his back on the god of war.

      Ares burst forth, and with a wicked swing of the spear gouged the king's sword hand. Sisyphus hissed at the strike and drew back, and at the same time his wounded fist could not help but release the myth-haunted blade. The Titan Sword struck the ground with a clatter and was hastily kicked away by Hades, who now approached the mortal king with hate in his dark eyes.

      Stricken by panic, Sisyphus immediately reached for the sword, but was kept in check by a colossal strike to the gut. Ares buried the butt of his spear in the king's stomach and sent him to the ground with a sickening thud. Sisyphus rolled several times, head bouncing as it struck the marble, and when he came to a halt the groans and spittle that erupted from his mouth were terrible to behold. The fallen king clutched at himself as though his innards were set to climb up his throat and kicked his feet in anguish.

      Ares did not let the matter rest and drew nearer the mortal king at once, gingerly placing a sandaled foot upon one of his hands and grinding it into the marble floor, inciting a series of howling cries. “What's this?” asked the Olympian, peering down at his foe. “Where has your fight gone, Sisyphus?”

      The fallen king thrashed in pain and turned a misty blue eye upward in search of his weapon. “M-My sword!” he gasped. With no little effort, he got up onto his knees and attempted to crawl toward the blade, which remained near Hades' feet.

      Ares threw his spear aside and wrenched Sisyphus up off the floor by the scruff, shaking him like a rag doll. “You mean to tell me that you have no strength without that sword?” he shouted into the mortal's face. “Without it you are... but a man? A worm?” He chuckled, sending waves of hot breath across Sisyphus' face. “One who possesses true strength has no need of weapons,” he continued, setting the man down on his two wobbly feet. “See here!” Ares struck him across the face with an open palm and sent him bouncing once more against the floor.

      Sisyphus struggled for breath, blood running down his face and his limbs twitching feebly like those of a dying insect. “N-No,” he rasped, coughing as he attempted to regain his feet. “It wasn't... This wasn't supposed to be...”

      “It wasn't supposed to be this way?” asked Ares, plucking up the shoulder strap of his black cuirass and lifting him once more into the air. “You had such delusions of grandeur, Sisyphus, and now look where that's gotten you.”

      Hades shuffled toward the sword and picked it up. “What are we to do with this?” he asked, scrutinizing it with plain disgust.

      “Make it disappear,” replied Ares. He peered at the god of the underworld and then to the ravages of the battle all around them. Some yards away the vast opening in the floor remained; below, the dungeon had been completely flattened. The floors had been scarred by spears and swords alike. “And as for this one...”

      Hades brought the black sword forth, intending to wield it against the disgraced king. “Oh, I can think of a fitting way to deal with him,” he seethed.

      To Hades' surprise however, the god of war yanked Sisyphus away and shook his head. “No, no, let us not be hasty,” he growled, eyeing the mortal with contempt. “He does not deserve the honor of a quick and painless death.”

      “I never promised that it would be painless,” shot back Hades.

      “Even so, I can imagine greater suffering for this man than to face death this day.” Ares chuckled darkly, tossing Sisyphus to the floor. “We will begin by conquering his lands. The eastern kingdom will be razed, his every soldier and servant cut down.”

      Hades, who had lost so many of his own staff at Sisyphus' hand, was not opposed to this plan. “It would only be fair after what he's done in this kingdom.”

      “As for the king himself, I would like to bring him to the Fire Kingdom,” explained Ares. “He has offended me gravely, Hades, and I do not forget such slights easily. For a man of such ambition as this, there can be no greater pain than to see one's mission die on the vine. Every day he will rise in shackles, living in a dank cell, and every day he will have to mourn the fact that his plans will never come to fruition.”

      Sisyphus stirred, turning his wounded face toward Ares, but the expression on it was inscrutable.

      “If that is how you would have it...” uttered Hades, lowering the sword. “You have done me a great kindness in coming to help, Ares. Take him, if it pleases you. I will see to it that the sword returns to obscurity—permanently.”

      “See that it does, dear Hades.” Ares picked up the fallen king and dragged him through the torchlit room. With Sisyphus in one hand and his spear in the other, he emerged some moments later onto the steps of the royal complex, looking out across the city, where the fighting had not yet ceased. Holding up the twitching king as a proof, Ares called out across the city in a booming voice. “King Sisyphus has been defeated. Lay down your arms, servants of the east—your king has been stripped of his crown!”

      All throughout the city, the remaining warriors of Sisyphus fled back into the shadows while cheers broke out amongst the soldiers of the Fire Kingdom. Men were summoned to bind and carry off the disgraced king and Ares strode through the city streets, calling out to the inhabitants. “A gift to the lot of you before this new day dawns! Your Lord Hades sits again on his throne, secure!”

      The sun had not yet begun to rise as Ares approached Atmos. The general had been giving his very best all night long and was covered in light wounds for his trouble. “Just as you requested, Lord Ares, we have been slaying these wild dogs by the score!”

      The god of war removed his helm and peered up at the moon with a grin. “Tell me, Atmos, how many of Sisyphus' men remain? I can't imagine they were all killed.”

      The general chuckled nervously. “I can't say for certain, sir. A few have surely fled, however the night's activities resulted in many losses for that side.”

      Ares nodded, enjoying the cool night breeze. “If any of them are spotted fleeing, they are to be hunted down. The order remains the same; we must destroy each and every one of them—we must come as close as possible to driving them to extinction.”

      “Of course!” replied Atmos.

      “And when the dead have been gathered and counted, bring the men to the edge of the city; we march for home at sunrise.” Ares peered about him, spying the messes left behind by a night's worth of ruthless battle. “We'll let Hades deal with the clean-up; it's the least he can do since I went out of my way to help him.”

      For the first time in days, the tension melted from the air and the valley of Hades knew peace.
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      “OK, you can stop playing dead now!” barked Karim, pinching her arm.

      Xira sat up with a jerk, her silvery hair obscuring her vision. She palmed the tangled locks away and tried to stand; a tremendous ache in her upper leg made her reconsider, though. “W-What in the... Where am I?”

      “You're still in the valley of Hades,” explained Karim, peering at the bandage on her leg. He motioned to the rushed dressing. “We went into that house and you got shot by an arrow, remember? Don't tell me you've got amnesia, too...”

      With a bit of thought, Xira did remember, and she shuddered terribly for the reminder. An arrow had flown out of a dark doorway and struck her square in the leg. The shock had seen her fall backward, and after that collapse she no longer recalled anything. “W-What happened?” she asked. “I mean, after I got hit... I don't remember.”

      Karim waved over some fellow Fire Kingdom warriors. “You took an arrow to the leg and suddenly stopped responding. I don't know if you hit your head on the way down, knocked yourself out cold... Anyway, I had to step in before the guy managed to take another shot. There was one archer back there, frightened half-to-death that he was going to be found out. I took care of him...” He teased the edge of a pointed ear, adding, “For a second there, I thought he'd gotten a major blood vessel or something. I thought you were dead.”

      Her mental state prior to the injury had been rather poor. Having absorbed so much pain on account of her curse, she had probably been overwhelmed upon being wounded and had simply lost consciousness as a result of the shock. Xira had taken arrows and glancing blows before without passing out, but this time she'd been under an appreciable strain. She swallowed hard and tried to force a smile. “What, were you worried about me?”

      “Not at all,” he replied with a roll of the eyes. “It's just that hauling two bodies out of that place would have been more tiring than just the one. Anyway, I borrowed a bit of cloth from the family living in that house, yanked the arrow out and took care of the wound. The dressing ought to last till we get home, though I wouldn't walk on that leg, if I were you.”

      A pair of war-weary soldiers drew close on account of Karim's summons. Noting Xira's injury, they bent down and helped her onto her good foot, lending her support so that she might hobble away.

      “Get her to the royal complex, would you?” requested Karim, limping about.

      “The royal complex?” asked Xira, peering about the nighted streets. “Why there?”

      “The battle's over,” he replied. “It's safe.” Then, after a pause, he donned a proud little grin. “He won.”

      Xira didn't need any confirmation to know who “he” was in this instance. She smiled, allowing the two soldiers to help her through the streets. I knew he would. I never should have doubted Lord Ares.
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        * * *

      

      The remaining forces of the Fire Kingdom had been assembled on the cusp of the city. With their supplies packed, injured tended to and dead given a proper send-off in the form of a funeral pyre, they prepared to enter formation.

      There were, however, fewer of them than Xira had been expecting.

      As she leaned upon a fellow warrior for support and got in line behind Karim once more, she noticed just how many were missing in the aftermath. Faces she'd expected to see upon their triumphant return were unaccounted for, and as they began their march back to the Fire Kingdom, her heart ached for them.

      She, somehow, was among the survivors—she who had wanted to be there the least. She had Karim to thank for that, even if his manner was incredibly off-putting. Since passing her off to other soldiers, he hadn't asked once how she was doing, and seemed lost in his own world. So much for camaraderie, huh? This guy thinks he's so great... Would it kill him to be a bit more friendly? To show a little concern? I seem to remember keeping him out of harm's way a few times back there...

      Prior to their return, Atmos approached Xira with a broad smile. Thrilled to find her alive after the brutal struggle, he shared some water with her. “I hope it's not serious,” he said, noting the dressing on her leg.

      “No, I don't think so. It didn't go deep enough. It's just a bit sore and I want to make sure it doesn't bleed too much. I'll have it looked at when we return home.”

      “Good, good,” continued Atmos “You know, Lord Ares enjoyed a rousing victory over King Sisyphus.” He motioned to the lone prisoner, bound up in chains and led by three heavy-handed soldiers. The king's head was low, his face obscured, but he hardly looked like the same man she, Karim and Elias had fought within the royal complex. He looked withered now, enfeebled and seriously injured. “Now that the hard part's over with, we can enjoy the spoils. You know, there's been talk of promotions.”

      “Promotions?” echoed Xira.

      Atmos nodded. “Lord Ares is so pleased with how things have gone, and with the bravery of all involved, that he is considering promotions for all you!” He grinned. “I knew you were made of the right stuff, Xira. Your participation in this important mission will pay dividends, I am sure!”

      She laughed, doing her best to muscle away the hideous memories the mission had left her with. “That's wonderful news, and very generous of him!”

      The troops entered formation and began a march back to the Fire Kingdom. They traveled along the same route that had brought them, though they moved at a decidedly slower clip than before. Even Ares, stubborn as he was, rather needed some rest after the battle he'd had. Tents were set up around the half-way mark for an overnight, and the archers went in search of game for a proper dinner. The next morning, after a restful sleep, the journeying force continued its march.

      Within two days the party had returned to the Fire Kingdom, where a joyful welcome awaited them.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a rare thing for Ares to personally attend the incarceration of a prisoner. Nevertheless, he followed his men down into the bowels of the dungeon and watched as they showed Sisyphus to his cell. The fallen king was given the grottiest one in the lot—a rough-hewn hovel all the way in the back, where the sun scarcely reached and the chill was most biting. The door was opened, the prisoner thrust inside with heavy chains fixed to his arms and legs, and then abandoned.

      Ares leaned outside the cell, rattling the bars as though taunting a dangerous animal. “How far you have fallen, King Sisyphus. Why, these are hardly palatial surroundings...” His chuckling filled the dark corners of the dungeon. “I wonder what will become of your people... I reckon they'll soon be falling under the might of the shock squadrons I plan to send. How does it make you feel, knowing that your lands, your peoples... everything that was once yours... now belongs to me?”

      The prisoner, still bruised and sore for the thrashing he'd taken, plopped down onto the stone floor and raised his blue eyes to meet the Olympian's gaze. They no longer burned like fire, but still had about them a fetching clarity and brightness. “You have not taken everything from me, Ares,” came the soft reply and weak smile.

      “No? What have I overlooked?” asked the god of war.

      Sisyphus touched a fist to his breast, seeming to motion at his heart. “My pride remains intact, as does my spirit. You will never break me.”

      Ares laughed aloud. “So bold. I wonder if you will feel the same in a year from now. Or ten years.”

      “The days may fall away,” replied the prisoner, “but my resolve remains the same.” He took a deep breath, studying the foul confines of his cell. “One day, Ares, I will be freed of this cell. And when I am, I will take the thrones of Olympus, just as I have promised. You should have killed me when you had the chance.”

      “I still have the chance,” replied Ares with an arched brow. “You would do well to remember that.”

      The prisoner was left in solitude as Ares strode away.
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        * * *

      

      Athena greeted her guest with a knowing grin. “Ares? How did I know that you would be coming to see me again?”

      “Save the pleasantries,” snapped the god of war, marching into her throne room. “We need to talk about the kingdom of Sisyphus.”

      She sat upright, long legs crossed. “Yes? I'm listening.”

      Ares had left his helm and spear at home for this visit, but still marched about with a martial cast, his fists balled and shoulders tense. “I was right—about everything. Surely, by now, you've heard about what happened to Hades?”

      “All about how brave Ares swooped in to save the day, yes,” replied Athena, giving her golden hair a toss over one shoulder. “You did a fine job, even without my help.”

      Ares shot her a furious glare. “I don't think you understand just how closely we all came to destruction, Athena. That villainous king had somehow happened upon the Titan Sword, and that weapon transformed him into a true threat. I have never faced such a serious challenge in all my days—and I do not say this lightly.”

      At mention of the legendary blade, Athena's demeanor shifted. “I see... I wasn't aware that the sword had been found.”

      “I didn't know either—not until I found myself staring it down.” He chuckled caustically. “Hades and I will see to it that the sword never emerges again, however... there is the matter of Sisyphus' kingdom.” He glared up at her with murderous intensity. “It needs smashed.”

      “You mean to invade the land?” asked Athena.

      Ares shook his head. “I intend to grind it into dust,” he explained. “Sisyphus is my prisoner, and I will find great joy in depriving him of movement, sunlight and hope for all the rest of his days. But the kingdom he once called his own, the resources he had under his control and the men in his employ... all of it must be wiped from the earth. Am I understood?”

      “Why do you say this?” Athena stood up, apparently displeased at this suggested course of action.

      “I have promised Sisyphus that his lands will be destroyed, his people put to the sword,” began Ares fiercely. “And it would please me to make it so. I have shock troops on standby; they could raze the entire settlement in a day's time, I'm sure. However...”

      “I'm closer,” guessed Athena. “You want me to invade, is that it?”

      The god of war nodded. “You will meet almost no resistance with Sisyphus out of the way. In case he has any heirs or conspirators however, they must be destroyed. I risked myself to help Hades and bring down this villain you made light of; now, if you be a proud Olympian, finish the job and absorb those lands that are already so close to your borders. It makes more sense for you to do it than me. You can oversee this new addition from this very throne with ease.”

      “This is no small thing you ask me,” replied Athena. “Is it just, Ares?”

      “Well, that is a matter for the goddess of wisdom to answer, no?” mocked Ares. “At any rate, your invasion of the kingdom will prove a far more merciful exercise than what I have planned. Bear that in mind before you refuse.”

      “Point taken,” said Athena. “I'll discuss it with my advisors. Anything else?”

      Ares grinned wolfishly and turned, offering a lazy wave as he showed himself out. “Nothing—except that you could come and visit me for once. I wish you all the best, dear Athena. Happy hunting in the kingdom of Sisyphus...”
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        * * *

      

      The weight-bearing hardly pained her. Xira watched her fellow enlisted as they worked in the fields outside the barracks, practicing their organized maneuvers. She'd been spared from training until her wound had fully mended on a medic's order, and had spent a few days in bed after returning from battle.

      Now, she felt almost like new.

      Her leg had healed wonderfully, of course, but the real recovery had been in her spirits. Xira had been overjoyed to return home and to put the wretched Sisyphean mission behind her. Foul dreams had haunted her for the first few nights; dreams filled with visions of the bereaved left behind by her most recent victims, and of the torchlit city in the valley where she had been hunted by assassins in the shadows. Now that it was all in the past and her mind had had a chance to recover, she was proud of the job she'd done and felt that the mission, however difficult, had been a great opportunity for her.

      If you can make it through a deadly mission like that one, you can make it through anything. This was the biggest takeaway for her, and it made all of the challenges she'd faced worthwhile. Since returning alive, she felt a greater confidence in her abilities and a higher level of closeness with her fellow soldiers. She had seen a few of the archers and Ekdremoi who'd been with her on the assignment around town and in the barracks, and had spoken with them—not merely as fellow grunts, but as brothers and sisters in arms.

      The one she'd seen very little of had been Karim, however. The young swordsman, never wanting for confidence, had proven quite elusive since they'd returned to the Fire Kingdom. She got the impression that he ordinarily kept to himself and that seeking anything like a proper friendship with him would only prove a dead-end. That suited her just fine; his personality often verged on the arrogant, the condescending—these were qualities she could do without.

      Xira had been preparing to hobble off to the medical tent for a final assessment and treatment when she was approached by none other than Atmos. The general, in much better spirits and no longer limping along for his injuries, met her with a friendly wave outside the barrack grounds. “There you are, Xira! I've been looking all over the city for you!”

      “Yes, general?” She offered up a pleasant smile. “I was just on my way to the medics. I think the wound has healed. It's a bit sore, but it's come along marvelously. How are you faring?”

      He signaled to a few bumps and scrapes, now-faded, with a laugh. “I'm holding up all right. Anyhow, have you heard the news?”

      “News?” Xira shook her head, her thin silver braid fluttering across her shoulders. “What news?”

      “It's Karim,” continued the general. “He's in for quite a promotion! Lord Ares requested to see him personally. Lately, he's been passing out promotions by the handful; virtually everyone who came along to the valley of Hades is due for something, it seems. But Karim, in particular, really looks to have tickled Lord Ares' fancy. It must have been that mission he led into the city, with you and Elias, that did it. I think he's going places, that Karim. Why, before long, he's going to surpass me in rank!”

      Xira chuckled, though internally she struggled with a bout of jealousy. The mission we ran in the city—with Elias? Karim performed admirably, but I don't know that he was really in charge... In truth, she was a bit sore at being excluded. I was on that mission, and I participated just as much as Karim did! Where's my promotion, I wonder? She cleared her throat. “Well, good for him. He's a strong warrior. I hope he serves the kingdom well in whatever role Lord Ares chooses for him.”

      But Atmos wasn't finished. “That's not the best of it,” continued the general, patting her on the shoulder. “There's another big promotion in the works, or so I hear.”

      “Oh?” She grinned. “What, are you earning an extra medal, sir?”

      “Not me,” he replied. “You.”

      She stopped mid-step, turning to him narrowly. “Wait, me?”

      “Yes, indeed!” said Atmos. “Your bravery left a great impression on Lord Ares. You took part in the scouting mission, held your own against King Sisyphus and then participated in the city-wide battle, striking down the enemy forces. Why, you even took an arrow in the process. I believe it was Karim who recommended you—he spoke of your bravery and commitment during each leg of the operation.”

      A wave of guilt washed over her and colored her cheeks with rosiness. Karim put in a good word for me with Lord Ares? No, that can't be right, can it? I guess Karim isn't so bad after all. I owe him my thanks if this is really true! “I... I see...” She couldn't hide her excitement and loosed a nervous laugh. “What... What kind of promotion is it, sir? Did Lord Ares let you know?”

      Atmos shook his head. “No, he didn't.” He pointed down the street, in the direction of the royal compound. “That's something you'll have to ask him yourself. Your presence has been requested in the throne room.”

      Xira startled. “Y-You mean right now?”

      The general nodded. “That's right. I was sent looking for you to relay the message. I should have known that you wouldn't be participating in the day's exercises on account of your leg. I wound up asking all of the officers where you were, only to find you here. Say—perhaps run by the medical building first, though. It may be a good idea to have the wound dealt with before you run and visit Lord Ares. I'm sure he'd understand.”

      “No, that's all right,” she blurted, taking her leave of the general. “I'd hate to keep him waiting. He hates to wait, after all! Thank you for the message, sir! I'll present myself to Lord Ares right this instant!” With that, she barreled down the street as quickly as her achy leg would allow. Her sandaled feet clapped against the smooth streets at an even clip; after a while, the ache in her upper leg dissipated completely.

      Xira's heart soared. Her main goal in venturing to the valley of Hades had been to demonstrate her usefulness to Lord Ares. She'd wanted more than anything for him to note her loyalty and ferocity. Now that he had, she felt as though she was dreaming, at a total loss for words.

      The royal compound entered into view up ahead, and upon its throne the god of war awaited her. She wasn't sure what he would say, what kind of promotion he had in mind for her. It was possible that she would be transferred to a different unit, or trained in a new style of combat. Perhaps she would even be given a completely different post—an officer position, conferring a modicum of authority over certain troops.

      There was no telling what Ares had in store for her as she marched up the stone steps and approached the throne room.

      But Xira did know one thing.

      For the first time in a long, long while, she was thrilled about the future.
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      HE’S SURVIVED YEARS OF BATTLES, BUT WILL HE SURVIVE PEACE?

      Wounds run deeper than flesh, and Torin can’t find enough self-worth to love Tierney like she deserves. With the Semaphors finally destroyed, there is safety in Darkness. Torin watches from the shadows as the dark witches celebrate winter solstice after years of loss and pain, but he faces an invisible foe more menacing than those the coven has defeated.

      Tierney loves her life in Penumbra, as a warrior, and as a coven member. It’s what she’s dreamed about since she was abandoned as a small girl, but lately, something has changed. The Penumbra has transformed. Babies have been born, couples have mated, and new witches have arrived. Tierney loves Torin, but he’s pulling away from her.

      When Torin disappears from the Penumbra, Tierney isn’t sure if she should follow. The Penumbra is her home, but Torin could be her mate. Her one true love. Is it fate or her choice to follow him?

      * * *

      Poisoned Darkness, a spin-off novel from the USA Today Bestselling novel, Fight for Darkness, and the accompanying Macleod Trilogy. It’s a standalone adventure of love and trust across realms.
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      Tierney wound her fingers through Torin’s hair as he plunged his tongue in and out of her folds. In their bed at the coven manor, his thick hands held her hips in place, and she threw her head back against the pillow as another wave of pleasure rushed over her so hard her thighs trembled. She thrashed her head from side to side, and her moans rumbled deep in her chest.

      Just as she was about to fall over the edge, Torin pulled back and blew on her hungry, wet pussy. Tierney groaned in frustration and peered down her body at him.

      His one eye, icy blue in the Darkness of the Penumbra, gleamed with mischief as he asked with a growl, “What do you want, Tierney?”

      She dropped her head and gripped his hair harder, pushing his head back toward her core and twisting her hips. “You know what I want, Torin.”

      The man was a seven-foot rock of steel, and she had no leverage when he set his mind to something.

      “Tell me, Tierney,” he demanded.

      She whined. “Please, Torin.”

      “Words.” He placed his thumb over her clit, as if pressing pause on her orgasm.

      “I need to come, Torin. Please.” She drove her hands into her tangled hair, fisting them with her pent up need.

      “Like this?” He started circling his thumb.

      She could feel him smirk, but she didn’t give a shit. She needed to come. “More!” Tierney threw her hands out to the side and grabbed the sheet. “Your mouth.”

      His magic tongue had sent her to oblivion so many times, and she craved that now. His injuries and recovery be damned. She needed him more than she ever would have thought possible.

      He dropped a light kiss on her mound. “Like so?”

      She gritted her teeth. “You’re killing me.”

      Torin chuckled, ran his tongue the length of her slit, and then growled as he latched onto her clit. The rumble traveled from his chest, up his throat, and into her. It racked her body, and she jerked uncontrollably, nearly screaming. She’d already been so close to climax she could taste it, and then her body locked up, words trapped in her throat, and everything paused as Torin’s ministrations held her in perfectly suspended ecstasy. Then, she fell away from the cliff as if her fingers just missed the last place to grip. Torin’s continued suckling and rumbling through her drove her up to the edge again, and she chased the high, bucking her hips against her lover’s wicked mouth. Folding her legs around Torin’s head, she pulled him closer to her core until she felt not only his mouth but his whiskers tickling her tender flesh. He worked her clit with his tongue harder and drove a finger inside her.

      “Oh, shit!” Tierney arched her back as he finger fucked her harder… loved her harder. Until every muscle in her body locked up. She spread her arms and fell, convulsing in his strong arms. Pure muscle wrapped under her legs and around her hips grounded her as her soul soared through the high.

      Aftershocks made her abs twitch and her inner walls throb, and Torin pulled his mouth away, waiting for her to recover. But she couldn’t open her eyes just yet. There was too much sensation still crawling over her skin and through her veins.

      As her breathing settled, Torin’s large hands pushed her knees away from his head as he continued to drop gentle kisses along her nether lips. Lights danced in her vision when she peeked down her body again. Through the dark hues of the Penumbra, she saw her other half clearly. Scarred from the Semaphor battle in Mineola, one-eyed, Torin was still her idea of perfection.

      He raised his head and wiped her juices from his face. His breath tickled across her sensitive skin, and he stared down between her thighs, his single eye studying her. His hair fell over where his left eye was bandaged with gauze. Suddenly, he turned to stone between her thighs. A cut ran down his cheekbone to his chiseled jaw, and old scars marred his body, across his chest and down his legs. Some of the scars were from the most recent battle—the final struggle against the Semaphors—and others were left over from previous battles. As a Cailleach, a dark witch, and now one of the Dragan Gardai, he had been fighting his whole life, and he wore the story on his skin.

      Pushing up, Tierney reached toward Torin with a smirk, but before she touched his face, he reared back onto his heels and stood, looming over her on the bed. Her fingertips trailed down his broad chest to his tapering waist, and then she noticed his thick, but flaccid, cock resting against his thigh.

      Strange, she thought. Normally by the time he finished her off, he was rock hard and ready to take her to another—or several more—highs before he spent himself. She had to do something about that, so she placed her hands on his taut stomach, trailing downward.

      He pulled away. “I need to bathe. And I’m tired.” Then he went into the bathroom, closing the door behind him.

      Tierney hovered, frozen with her hands in the air where his body had once been. With a huff, she flopped back on the bed and rubbed her hands over her face. Water rumbled through the ancient pipes of the manor, loud like the blood rushing past her ears. Her heartbeat and breath slowed.

      Twisting on the bed, she pulled the blanket up to her chin, her skin still exposed. She would wait for him, she told herself, but her eyelids grew heavy, eyes blurry. The rumbling of the pipes lulled her to sleep. Or maybe it was that she was safe and satisfied with this man. For how long Godric and his Semaphor slime had been running around, she had slept with one eye open, scared for her life and the lives of her covenmates. Sleep came easy now, in the peaceful Darkness with her forever in the next room.
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      Torin sprinted across the gym again, touching the line on the floor and then doubling back. Sweat coated his skin, his shorts chafing his thighs. His ragged breathing left his lungs burning. Using the back of his hand, he wiped his forehead, only for more sweat to drip into his eye and mouth. Slick gunk clogged his throat, and he hocked it up and spat the wad along with the salty sweat on the floor. Then, he ran harder, pushed his body faster.

      He hated running, but he needed to keep moving. The longer he stood still, the more the nasty thoughts clawed at his mind and weighed on his shoulders until he doubled over, gasping for breath. His scars would itch, and his fingers would curl toward them with the urge to tear off his skin. It was no longer his skin anyway. He ran because it was the only thing he was still good at. He couldn’t fucking fight without two eyes, so he would have to run.

      What a weakling.

      A failure.

      “You’ve been doing these drills for an hour,” said Tierney from where she sat on a mat eating cereal. Her bright hair spilled down from the bun resting on the top of her head, and her clothes hugged her body. “How long are you going to keep going?”

      He touched the line and rushed back, nearly tripping over his own feet. The wood of the gym floor rocked beneath his feet like waves, but he forced himself forward. His feet stampeded forward like oxen. “I need the exercise.”

      “You need to take a break,” called Tierney.

      “I take enough breaks.”

      How many times had he been forced out of the field after being injured? How long had he been laying down? How many days had he lost being unconscious?

      “Torin, stop.” Tierney was a flash before his eye, suddenly standing in front of him, and he hadn’t seen her coming from the left.

      His blind spot.

      He dug his heels in but didn’t have enough time to stop. He barreled into her, grabbing her and twisting his body around so he landed on his back, her falling on top of him. Her elbow caught him in the gut, and all the air whooshed from his burning lungs. He groaned, and she rolled off him, landing on her feet. Then she stood, dressed in black, and held her hand out to him.

      “Get up,” she said.

      That was the last thing he wanted to do. He pressed the heels of his hands into his brows above his… eye, and the remnants of his other eye. Slashed and shattered. That was him. Aside from the fact that he hadn’t gotten enough breath yet, his back now hurt. But she snapped her fingers in front of his face. Torin swatted her hand away and climbed to his feet. He swayed. Was it the loss of air or his weakness in general? Tierney grabbed his arm, steadying him. Her touch was soft but strong, something that had pulled him through his pain while he healed, but he resented it now. He didn’t want to need help.

      Torin brushed her off and stepped back. He could do it himself.

      “You good?” she asked.

      “I’m fine.” He sucked in a deep breath.

      “You should take a break.”

      “I need to train.”

      “Running isn’t training.” She stepped in front of him, hands on her hips. “We teach dark witches and hedge witches to run. You are a part of the Dragan Gardai. We don’t run.”

      “Maybe I’m not—” He snapped his trap shut and looked away.

      “Not what?”

      He walked away from her. “I should—"

      She cut him off on the left again and smacked his shoulder. “No!”

      He stumbled back a step and searched her face for answers. There was a lot of strength in such a small woman, but he didn’t find the answers there he needed.

      “Talk, Torin.”

      He glared at her, and she pursed her lips. Her eyes narrowed on him in a challenge.

      Finally, he burst, “I’m not Gardai!” He breathed in, shoulders rising, and held the air inside. The rest of his words gushed on the exhale. “Or at least I shouldn’t be.”

      She was already shaking her head before he even finished, and pity filled her eyes. He didn’t want or need any fucking pity. He set his jaw and stared her down, daring her to contradict him. While her face was angry, her body coiled, she looked more determined than ever. He stood at his full height, bracing already for whatever she was going to say and gathering his excuses. He had used them enough times on himself. It was about time he said them aloud.

      “Fine,” said Tierney, stepping out of the way. “There’s the door. Fucking leave if that’s what you want.”

      That took him off guard. Tierney had never been one to relent. Even with the other witches in the coven, she always held her ground.

      Through gritted teeth, he ground out, “That’s not what I want.”

      “Then what do you want?” She raised her chin. “Do you want people to feel sorry for you?”

      “No.”

      “Worry because you get hurt all the time?”

      “No.” His hands curled into fists.

      “Because I’ve been injured. I’ve been there before. I’ve wondered how long people—my covenmates—would think of me as fragile. Breakable. I’ve asked all the Dark Mother damned questions you are right now. How long will I be treated like glass? How long before they trust me to watch their backs?”

      There she was. His Tierney, the person who never backed down. Torin tried to swallow the lump in his throat.

      She took a step closer, arms crossed under her breasts. “I’ve been there, Torin, and I came back. So can you.” A twinkle glinted in her eye—a challenge put to him to get his shit together. To be determined. To live.

      Her keen-edged angles and rippling lean muscles as she stood up to him were only sharper because of the scars that mottled her skin, proof of her own injuries. Her wounds had given her more definition.

      Could his do the same? He doubted it, but he had to try. “What do you want me to do?”

      She rose to her tiptoes, but she was still a head shorter than him. He felt oafish, too large for any group of people—Cailleachs, other dark witches, Darklings, or even cowans. And he’d always been thick. While he’d met tall people, he had both height and girth. He worked his body to keep it fit, but he’d always been larger than everyone he’d met. Maybe that was why he was so slow now? It took too long for signals to travel from his brain to his limbs. Maybe he wasn’t strong enough? Perhaps he should start lifting weights and stop relying on his height and size. He wasn’t strong enough, and definitely not smart enough. Torin always made the worst choices, no matter how much he practiced. He should stick with his running drills.

      Flipping her head to the side, she kissed him on the cheek. “Trust me.”

      He did. More than she knew.

      * * *

      After lunch and a little rest, Torin stood outside under the dark sky of the Penumbra. The gnarled tree limbs reached for him, and roots grew up between the cobblestones, heaving them into peaks and valleys. In the clearing within the cobblestone ring, the ground was bare of grass. The packed dirt had been worn smooth by the sparring that’d taken place here again and again. He rocked back and forth on his boots, measuring the ground beneath his feet. It was hard, no cushion whatsoever, and it would hurt when he fell. Nowadays, it seemed like he spent more time on the ground than he did standing.

      His thick legs tired and felt like they might collapse at any moment, no matter how hard he tried to stay upright. The smallest breeze, and he would topple. He closed his good eye and took a deep breath, just trying to collect himself. Unfortunately, when cast further into darkness, the voice of doubt in his head became that much longer. Unlike Kiera and her brother, he couldn’t even blame it on a berserker.

      He wasn’t some cowan-raised witch walking into the Penumbra and had no berserker to be banished from his body. His failures were his own fault, not a parasite guiding his actions.

      “Torin.” Tierney’s voice was soft.

      Still, he glared at her. The maimed lid under the bandage twitched, but it didn’t really open like it once had. Perhaps it would have been better if the blow had struck all the way into his brain. At least he wouldn’t be so—

      “Torin,” her sweet voice called again.

      He shivered and turned.

      She stood at the entrance to a small garden, hidden away in the back of Dark Haven off the courtyard where the ancient Dark Tree resided. Besides the walking path trodden on the ground, the old stone wall surrounding the garden was crumbling, and an old tree with decrepit branches hung over the whole night garden. Not the Great Dark Tree, but one of those leftover things from when Aodh had created the Penumbra as a replica of the Daylight Realm.

      Dead now, but not long enough to petrify.

      With a flutter of breeze, two dragans flew over the garden and dropped down, landing on the bare branch of the tree. Torin stitched his eyebrows together, and Tierney walked over, stroking her small dragan’s head. Ommi, The White, leaned into her touch. Torin’s dragan flared her nostrils and butted in for attention of her own. Meilu, Taker of Life, was incessantly jealous, and she leaned toward Tierney’s hand, shoving Ommi out of the way and then stretching toward Tierney for her attention too. Ommi didn’t take well to the intrusion and roared. The two dragans lifted from the branch and flew at each other.

      Tierney yelled, “Stad!” and the familiars looked at her. She held out both arms. “I have two hands.” She petted both of them, showing Torin her back.

      A smile tugged at his lips before he could think about how the weight lifted from his shoulders. The happiness was simple and soft, and he couldn’t remember the last time—if ever—he felt this kind of joy. It was innocent.

      “Okay, okay.” Tierney dropped her hands to her side. “We have work to do.”

      The dragans tittered.

      “So do you, Meilu,” she added, giving Torin’s dragan a pointed look, and then she turned to Torin.

      He forced his mouth into a tight line, even though she smiled at him. Her grin was broad, pink lips pulled back and teeth revealed. Passion burned in her eyes so strong she could scorch the whole of the Penumbra. His heart squeezed, and he looked away, peeling his tongue off the roof of his mouth. But Tierney stepped toward him and held out a strip of black fabric.

      “What’s this?” he asked.

      “A blindfold,” she said innocently, batting her eyelashes.

      “You’ve never shown interest in that before?” He raised one brow. Blood rushed into his cock at the thought of her blindfolded and tied up.

      “It’s for you, Torin. This is how you’ll learn to fight.”

      He deflated and blew out a deep breath. “That’s the opposite of what I need, Tierney,” Torin said. “Isn’t the lack of sight in one eye bad enough?”

      “You need to trust yourself first and learn to trust your dragan even more,” she replied. “This is how. Meilu?”

      “No.” He walked over to a bare circle on the earth nearby. Fighting blindfolded was the last thing he needed to learn how to do.

      She caught up with him, wrapping her hands around his waist. “Trust me?”

      Torin’s hands landed on her shoulders, and she peered up at him with so much want in her eyes he couldn’t say no. How could he ever say no to this woman when she had her body molded to his? Her breasts pressed into his stomach just above his hips, and he dropped his head back, preparing himself to give in to whatever she commanded.

      When he set his gaze back on her, she clearly read the answer in his eyes because her face broke out into a grin.

      Tierney grabbed his hips and twirled him around. “Bend down.”

      Torin stumbled over his large feet and then dropped to one knee. A rock cut into his shin, and he teetered back on his knees as she looped the blindfold over his eyes.

      All he saw was the abyss, not even the magical Darkness of the Penumbra, but the emptiness pushed through his good eye and into his brain.

      Tierney stepped away from him, no longer touching him, and he extended his arms. He couldn’t even feel her presence or her warm breath on his exposed skin. A shift of cool wind around him signaled that she moved, and her low murmur sounded far away. Torin strained to hear what she said, but his heart pumped blood past his ears loudly. Stumbling to his feet and curling his hands into fists, he wanted to pull the blindfold off his face and away from his eyes. He was too exposed!

      “Okay, Meilu is blindfolded too,” said Tierney, and her voice echoed around him.

      He snapped his head around, trying to listen, trying to determine the direction of the sound. But it surrounded him and ricocheted off the stone. The branches rustled. He felt the ground beneath his feet and the wind on his skin but couldn’t sense anything else.

      “Tierney,” he called out, his mouth like cotton.

      “Here, Torin.”

      Swallowing a curse, he turned, only to sway. Tierney’s warm fingers grasped his forearm, steadying him, but then her hand retreated. And he stood alone again.

      He measured his breathing and perked his ears as best he could. He tried desperately to swallow his pounding heartbeat and hear what was happening around him, but the drumbeat grew louder and echoed in the back of his throat, rushing past his ears. He curled his hands into fists to keep his hands at his sides, fighting the urge to reach out and fumble around. Still, if he held utterly still, he would be fine. He wouldn’t stumble or fall or damage himself more. When his breathing finally calmed, he met his own thoughts in the abyss.

      Ones that he didn’t want. Those that haunted his mind.

      “Tierney,” he said.

      “Trust me, Torin.”

      He did trust her, but he didn’t trust himself. Not when he fucked up every single thing in his life.

      “Use your magic, Torin,” she cooed, and her voice swirled around his head. He whipped around, trying to catch it, but she said, “Face forward.”

      Which way was forward?

      Her voice came from behind him. “You and Meilu should work together.”

      “I can’t see her,” grumbled Torin.

      “She can’t see you either.” Tierney’s voice came from a different direction now.

      “Tierney, this isn’t fair.”

      “Life isn’t fair,” she replied. “Fights are not fair.”

      Torin gulped air and drew every muscle in his body into himself, letting out a howl of frustration.

      Tierney’s laughter lilted in the air, and she sighed aloud. “That sounded a lot like Malin.”

      “Too much like her,” he gritted out.

      “You need to focus with your other senses.” Voice to his right now. “What do you hear?” On his left? “What do you feel, Torin?”

      “Fuck, Tierney. I can’t do this!”

      Her floating, spiraling voice continued to taunt him. “What can you smell or taste?”

      He wanted to taste her. Smell her. Touch her. But when he inhaled, he only got stale, empty air.

      Something shifted, a whirr through the air, and the hairs on his neck rose just before a long, solid object slapped across his back, spanning his shoulder blades. He yelled and fell to his knees, reaching for his searing back. He would have yet another lash and bruise on his body.

      “Not fair,” he called out, struggling to find his feet.

      “Would you rather I use a blade?”

      “No.” He found his feet.

      “Listen for me, Torin.” Her voice was loud, but her feet remained silent.

      He reached out his hand, but a wooden staff cracked his wrist. With a hiss, he pulled back and balled his hand into a fist. The air shifted around him, a volcano, and his hair fluttered. His heavy fighting leathers swayed. His knees quaked, but he couldn’t blame that on the vortex that Tierney was making.

      “Ommi,” she said, voice low, calling for her dragan.

      Without thought, Torin responded, “Meilu.” He needed the Darkness. He had to trust his dragan as well as his other senses.

      Meilu landed on Torin’s shoulder but then fell sideways. His talons dug into Torin’s skin, and Torin hissed, almost pushing his dragan off. Apparently, Meilu had as shitty of a job as him, being blindfolded. Not a good sign. He opened his mouth to command Meilu, to ask for her venom, but the air shifted again—not his familiar’s doing.

      This time, he jumped backward, and Meilu flew from his shoulder. The staff whistled past him, leaving a ringing in his ears. He envisioned the sparring sessions he’d had with Tierney before and remembered how she moved. The staff arced one way and then… Torin stepped sideways, and her staff slapped the dirt at his feet. A small tremor ran up through his heels, but he grinned like a little boy who’d just won the game.

      Meilu cawed somewhere overhead, but he waved her off. He jumped and moved, so focused on not being hit by the staff. He couldn’t even focus on trying to find and stop Tierney. His only recourse was to feel and do his best to anticipate what would come next. This was defense, survival. But then it was drowned out by Meilu’s chittering, met by Ommi’s. They were so loud, screeching out. Their voices pierced Torin’s ears, and he faltered. Tiereny’s staff cracked him across the chest. The wind gusted from his lungs as the breeze shifted above him, as if the dragons chased each other around and around. Their wings beat the air, their cries and rustles—the heat. It was too much!

      The staff slapped the side of Torin’s head, and he fell, landing on his hands and knees. Pain shot through his system, only dulled by the pain in his head that overtook him like a tidal wave. He sank, head and body falling below the surface, water rushing past his ears, and he blinked, opening his eyes only to squint against bright white, blinding snow. He reared back, but his eyes were frozen open, staring at two forms drawing closer to him, blurred by distance. With each step, they became clearer—a woman and a bear. Torin’s breathing seized, and the woman paused but the bear lumbered around him, its black nose sniffing Torin’s face. Torin cringed, and the woman called the bear back. It skipped away like a happy dog, and she pet the bear. Torin blinked, and something else appeared at the woman’s side—a well.

      Peace fell over him, a sensation he couldn’t remember experiencing. It felt out of place, foreign, as if he floated on a cloud. He rolled his shoulders back, staring at the silent pair, and the woman stared back at him, tilting her head to the side. Her hair fell around her shoulders, framing her face. She wore a fur tunic and skirt, had knee-high boots—also rimmed in fur—and carried a bow. When he looked closer, he noticed arrows poking over her shoulder from a quiver.

      What was that place? Who was this woman?

      He got to his feet as the pair circled around him. He stood facing them with his back facing the well and took a step toward the woman. The bear bared its teeth at Torin and roared. Then Torin was falling backward, into the well, the water rushing over him again, and he landed back in the Penumbra. He had dug his fingers into the dirt, breathing heavily, and something touched the back of his head.

      “Torin! Can you hear me?” asked Tierney, her voice high pitched and words rushed. “Torin? Ah shit. Emrys? Kiera!” she yelled for the healers. Then her breath brushed his cheek. “I didn’t mean to hit you that hard. Answer me, Torin. Please?”

      Pain fried his nerves, and tears burned his eyes. He pushed away from her and ripped off the blindfold. Tierney knelt beside him, eyes glistening with pity. The same fucking pity she warned him against. Her jaw gaped as she stared at him with horror written on her face. At his mutilated eye. Disgusting and horrifying. He grabbed his eyepatch, flipping it back in place, and her jaw shut. Fucking gross—what the Semaphors had done to him. He struggled to look at it in the mirror, so how could he fault Tierney for her reaction? It grated on him though. It wasn’t like he needed another reason to look like a beast when he already had the monstrous height and bulk, not to mention the scars.

      “I need to go.” He pushed to his feet.

      She was right behind him. “Torin, wait!”

      “Leave me alone.” He stumbled toward the exit, his head still swimming with the blow. Fuck, was he bleeding?

      “Torin!” She grabbed his arm, and he twisted around, peeling her hands off.

      “Tierney, don’t. Just leave me alone.”

      “But—”

      “Meilu,” he ordered, and his dragan flew forward. He caught her before she fell and ripped off her blindfold, then he held out his wrist for her to bite him. She sank her teeth in, and he uttered, “Gaoth.” He took off into the sky, needing to be out of Dark Haven and away from everyone, including Tierney.

      She’d be better off without him.

      But something else drove him forward. The blinding white snow. The bear. The well.

      The promise of something better.
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      In the garden hidden deep within Dark Haven, Tierney hung her head and sighed. Her throat was clogged with all the things she wanted to say but didn’t because… because… what if her words didn’t make a difference? How many times had she said them—not just to Torin but others—and her words fell on deaf ears? Spitting her self-pity in the dirt, she turned back to the garden. The discarded staves and the black blindfolds lay on the ground.

      Ommi circled overhead, and she pointed up at him. “You didn’t help.”

      Ommi gave her a pointed look off his nostrils, huffing as if to reinforce the fact that this  had been her idea and hers alone.

      “Yeah, well, it was rude to chase Meilu,” she said.

      Ommi lifted his chin.

      Tierney scoffed. “She may have killed another dragan, but I’m sure she had a good reason. Have you asked?”

      Ommi narrowed his eyes on her, and she glared back. The dim light glistened off his white-scaled body. He was an oddity among his kind, white as the driven snow with pink-tinged eyes. His little nostrils flared, and he expanded his wings. She wouldn’t stop him, but he was far more loyal to her than that. He chittered though and flew around her in a circle before hovering before her, and if Tierney could understand, she might take offense.

      She finally relented first and gathered the staves and blindfolds, drawing the smooth material between her fingers. Maybe she should try fighting without sight. It might help her understand more about what Torin was going through. “What do you think, Ommi?” She held a blindfold in the air.

      He screeched and darted upward.

      “Guess that’s a no.” Tierney threw open the door and left the central gardens and the Great Dark Tree behind. As she walked down the hallways of Dark Haven, the house of their goddess, Aodh, Tierney tucked the staves under her left arm and teetered slightly.

      “Watch out!” someone called, and Tierney spun out of the way. The staves flew out of her grip, and Malin danced out of the way before they hit her. The coven leader frowned with her hands on her hips. “What are you doing?”

      Tierney bent to collect the staves. “Training Torin.”

      “And why isn’t he helping you clean up?”

      Swallowing hard, Tierney paused with a staff in each hand before standing. “He had to take off.”

      “Yeah?” Malin drew her eyebrows together, transforming into a hard statue. It signaled a danger that Tierney hadn’t seen her leader since the final battle with Godric and his gods-be-damned Semaphors. “Should I know something, Tierney? What kind of—”

      “It’s nothing like that.” Tierney set the staves against the wall and wrapped blindfolds around her hand. She ran her thumb over the smooth fabric, musing over the soft material she’d chosen to be sure it wouldn’t irritate like wool.

      “Tierney?” prompted Malin.

      She looked up. “Do you really want to talk about boy troubles?” Malin had never been one for that. In fact, Tierney had to nudge her a little with Kane. Myla had always been the twin who’d been into who everyone was dating and what people would be wearing for the next solstice celebration.

      Malin almost turned red, but then she blurted, “I can do boy problems.” Her eyes shot around the corridor as she said it, looking anywhere except for the person she was speaking to.

      Tierney folded her arms over her chest and arched a brow.

      With a sigh, Malin crossed her arms in a mirror of Tierney. “You do know I’ve had my own.”

      Tierney barked a laugh, and it echoed off the stone. Malin flinched, and Tierney coughed. “Sorry. But yes, you have. Maybe more than others, but you’ve always locked your lips about it and tossed the key into the seven hells.”

      “You don’t have a lot of choices,” added Malin. “Unless you’re going to talk to Conri, who’s on dad-duty, or Brogan, who is…”

      “Heartbroken because the girl he loves doesn’t love him back,” finished Tierney. “You’re right. We should recruit some more chicks. Maybe Morgana.”

      Malin’s mouth gaped as she reached over and shoved Tierney’s shoulder. They both laughed, and Malin relaxed a little. “So tell me, what’s up?”

      Tierney had always been close to Malin, but then again, if she wanted a friend, she had to be. There were only so many dark witches in the Penumbra and even fewer who belonged to the Gardai. The fact that Malin had accepted her duty as leader gave Tierney pause too.

      “Okay,” said Tierney, “but you have to talk to me as a friend.”

      Malin nodded automatically.

      Her action seemed rote, so Tierney pressed harder. “You can’t be the coven leader and act like this is some big deal—because it isn’t.”

      Malin narrowed her eyes.

      Tierney grimaced; she may have said too much already. “Fine. Torin has been distant since the battle against the Semaphors. Like… real distant.”

      “He was injured.” Malin tilted her head toward the gym. “C’mon. Let’s go put the weapons up.”

      “He’s been injured before,” said Tierney, walking at Malin’s side, “I nursed him back to health then, and I helped him train. But this time, it’s different. We were stronger than ever. ” She ran her fingers through her hair, ripping through the knots. “At first, I thought he just needed time. I mean, the fight against the Semaphors—” She shuddered. “I thought I was going to die. I think we all did. Torin and I even said goodbye before the battle—just in case. We really had no business playing the games of the gods.”

      Malin stared at the ground beneath Tierney’s feet. “I get that. Kane and I had the same conversation. We… are having to get to know each other again. And this time, there aren’t any distractions. No berserker, none of his sister’s berserker, and no impending death hanging over our heads.”

      Tierney flipped her hair over her shoulder. “How’s that going?”

      “Weird.” She shrugged. “But we have the time to figure it out.”

      “Because you’re stuck now?” asked Tierney. “Since you mated with him and all.”

      Malin grabbed the staves from Tierney as they entered the gym and crossed over to the weapons storage area. “And you don’t think you’re stuck with Torin? You two have basically been inseparable since he arrived from Minneapolis.”

      “He was injured,” said Tierney—a weak excuse, at best. She’d been drawn to him even when he’d been unconscious. It unsettled her, but something inside had her sitting a vigil and waiting for him to wake up.

      “At least you two had met before. Not like Conri and Kiera.” Malin leaned back against the wall. “There was already an attraction that you couldn’t deny then. Or now. You two are… hrm.” She rolled back her shoulders. “You know… that kind of couple that’s so right for each other it makes everyone around them feel all lovey-dovey? Yeah, that’s you and Torin.”

      “Maybe we used to be.” Tierney curled in her shoulders and looked around to make sure they were alone. Geez. How embarrassing was this to admit? She kicked her feet at an imaginary something on the mat and said, “You know, when we… you know, he starts to get me going. We make out. Things get hot and heavy. He gives me an—”

      Malin held up a hand. “I get the picture.”

      Tierney gave a nod. “But when it comes down to it, he just stops.”

      “Can he, you know?” Malin dropped her gaze to Tierney’s groin.

      “Oh yeah. It’s straining to get out of his pants.” Tierney’s mouth watered thinking about it. She swallowed quickly. “But he makes up an excuse and leaves. I’m hot, really fucking ready, and he goes and does that. I try not to let it bring me down, but it hurts. And if he can’t do it anymore and doesn’t want to make this work, I don’t know why I should.”

      “Because you really care about him.” Malin’s tone was forceful enough to make Tierney pop her head up.

      “Do I?”

      “Effin yeah, you do, or you wouldn’t be fighting this hard for him.”

      “It’s out of desperation.” And inside she felt deflated, as if him walking away had pricked the final hole in her heart.

      Malin drew her eyebrows together. “What do you mean? If you’re really just hot for dick, you could go to the Daylight Realm and get a random man.”

      “Yeah, but he wouldn’t be a dark witch,” muttered Tierney, pinching the bridge of her nose.

      “So?”

      Tierney looked down, her hands in front of her body. Her fighting leathers were tight against her body, which sometimes made it hard to move but added another layer of protection when fighting. “It’s stupid. It’s nothing.” She tried to turn away from Malin, but her coven leader grabbed her arm and swung her around.

      “What is it, Tierney?” Malin’s eyes softened. “Whatever it is, it isn’t stupid.”

      Tierney gritted her teeth. “I’m only pushing so hard for Torin because…” Her mouth ran dry, and she threw her hands up in the air, guessing she had to say it out loud. She didn’t want anyone else, and she was tired of everyone else finding someone. “So maybe I really like Torin, but truthfully, I want what Conri and Kiera have. Someone to go home to. Someone to raise ch—” She cleared her throat. “We need to strengthen the coven. Right? I would just be doing my duty.”

      Malin gagged. “To have kids?”

      “Yes.”

      “Suuuure.” Malin rolled her eyes.

      Tierney laughed. “Stop it. I’m being serious.”

      “Why are you freaking out? As a part of this whole dark witch thing, we get to live for hundreds of years. You’ve got time.”

      “Well, for one, we did almost die.”

      “Or… you’ve got baby fever?” asked Malin. “Shit, I never thought you’d be one for that, but you see Conri’s twins and want a baby of your own? And you like Torin, so you want a baby with him?”

      “You’re whittling this down to that?” asked Tierney, not happy with this assessment.

      Malin shrugged. “I’m no therapist. I can only call things as I see them.” Tierney looked away, and Malin touched her arm. “Tierney, I know it probably feels like you have to hurry. After all we have been through to survive, it must feel like we have to be concerned about our futures. But that’s not the case anymore. We’re at peace for a change. You can focus on yourself.”

      Tierney flicked her gaze at Malin. “Do you know what I want?”

      “Torin, I think. But if it’s a baby you want, then have one. Brogan’s free too,” said Malin with a shrug.

      Tierney punched her in the arm and snorted with laughter despite herself.

      Malin chuckled too and then stepped away. “I’m just saying.”

      The punch hurt Tierney’s hand more than it appeared to hurt Malin, and she shook it out, hoping the rest of her pain would seep away from the tips of her fingers.

      “I have to go prepare for Winter Solstice,” said Malin, pushing off the wall. “Unless you need to talk about anything else?” Tierney opened her mouth to speak, but Malin jumped in first. “Maybe talk about it with Torin? Since you have a problem with him.” She strode away.

      Tierney gritted her teeth. “What if I don’t want to be the one to hold us together?” she mumbled, but Malin had already left the gym. Tierney was alone. Again.
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      The music echoed in Torin’s ears, loud enough to drown out his thoughts. He blinked and saw the woman’s red hair, fiery against the white snow, as she stood beside the old stone well, and then the bear with its massive teeth aimed at Torin. He flashed back to reality, the baby in his arms, the festivities for the solstice celebration, and the ceilidh dancing. A breeze picked up, and the branches of the Great Dark Tree snapped against each other, a cool breeze for the December night. But when he lowered his eyelids again, he felt the iciness of the waters in the well washing over him.

      “Slaigne’s Well,” an ethereal voice whispered in his mind. The woman’s? He forced his eyes open and stared at the dark Penumbra before him.

      His head ached, ear throbbed from the blow earlier, and when he worked his jaw, pain shot up his skull. His joints cracked, popped, and then it was dulled by the roar of the music and laughter. Witches twisted and turned, stomping their feet to the music. This was the first winter solstice in a long time that was happy, and the witches across the Penumbra celebrated. More than only the ones who lived in the Dark version of Wickney, but all cities Aodh had replicated in the Penumbra would be alive tonight with music, dance, and drink.

      Clanking their goblets of wine and ale, the revelers danced to the drums and violin music, they laughed, and they… were merry. It reminded Torin of his childhood, where he dashed between the skirts and pants of the grown-up witches on what was the longest night of the Daylight Realm, even if the Penumbra was in constant Darkness. The winter solstice party lasted all the hours of day and night. In Wickney, though, children didn’t dash through the dancing crowds. In fact, the only young ones were the twins.

      Torin held the sleeping Ailis, one of Kiera and Conri’s twins, while Kiera fought the little Aidan as she roared and kicked her legs. Her little face twisted in disgust, opposite of the calm Ailis showed. Her big eyes stared out at the world, studying Torin and then past his head. The Dark Tree loomed overhead, its branches spreading out like tendrils, and magic orbs in place of candles hung off the limbs in small mason jars, each tied with a ribbon and a wish for the new year.

      The song continued, and the dancers moved on the dance floor gracefully. Morgana and Isla paired up, but that had been expected. Isla seemed to be the only witch Malin’s younger sister had the patience for. Malin danced with Conri while the surprisingly agile Minerva moved through the steps with Emrys. With flushed cheeks and hair slicked to her temples, Tierney followed Brogan’s lead, and the knife in Torin’s chest twisted, deepening the wound. Torin had refused when Tierney asked because he’d been afraid he’d trip and fall. Or worse, with his blind side, he might take out the entire circle like dominos.

      Brogan spun her again, both of them moving in tandem to the ceilidh. Step forward and step back, hop, turn, and circle. Tierney wore a flowing skirt and a tank top, having shed her jacket somewhere, and she flipped her skirt up when she moved, exposing her cream-colored thigh, toned with muscle like her entire body. She spun, lifting her hands and smiling the whole time. Brogan tripped over his feet, and she threw back her head and laughed. That would have been Torin constantly, and he wasn’t sure if he could handle the scrutiny now.

      “Thinking about getting in there?” asked Kiera, drawing Torin’s attention.

      He paused, looking back down at Ailis in his arms. At least caring for a baby could be done without seeing all the movement around. He opened his mouth to answer—

      Kiera snapped her fingers. “Earth to Kane? Hello? You listening to me?”

      Her brother sat on the other side of Kiera, a mug of barely touched ale in his hand. He cleared his throat. “What’s that, sis?”

      “Are you going to cut in and ask Malin to dance?” repeated Kiera.

      “Are you going to ask Conri?” mocked Kane.

      “Conri knows we’re dancing. After Aidan is done feeding.” Kiera hoisted her daughter closer to her breast. “Torin, how’s Ailis?”

      “Perfect,” he murmured, brushing the little baby’s soft cheek. Then he cleared his throat and turned to the MacLeod siblings. “Kane, can you take Ailis? I need to, um…” He just needed not to be here—not staring at Tierney, not watching her body cavort with another man even in an innocent dance.

      How he wanted her moving against him, but he had to admit how he was no longer good for her. He needed to set her free once and for all.

      “Yeah.” Kane set down his ale, some of the amber liquid sloshing over onto the bench. The fighter had been sitting there for at least half an hour, and Torin didn’t think he’d taken a single drink. Kiera’s brother came over, picking Ailis up from Torin’s arms. “How’s my favorite twin?”

      “Excuse me,” snapped Kiera.

      “One of my favorites,” added Kane with a small chuckle.

      Torin stood, beginning to slip away as the ceilidh music rumbled his chest. The whine of the bow against the strings and the bass drumbeat were enough to numb his mind for a second, but he inched toward the distant shadows, away from the dancing and laughter and merriment. He just needed to be away, in an environment where he wasn’t constantly reminded how incapable he was. He’d walk all the way out of Wickney and the Penumbra itself if it meant escaping the music. And, for some mysterious reason, his heart longed to find the red-haired woman.

      Who was she? What did she know? What was the Slaigne’s Well? And why did he feel like he needed to go?

      “Where do you think you’re going, mister?” chirped Isla, and he jumped. She stood five feet back, twirling one of her blond pigtails.

      He glanced at the door into Dark Haven where he’d been heading. It was too far away to attempt ignoring the young dark witch. He searched around himself for an escape or someone to provide a diversion. “Where’d Morgana go?”

      “She’s getting a drink, and the song ended.” Walking toward him, Isla raised her head to look up at him. She had once been his leader and—better yet—his friend, but that had been before he was brought to Dark Haven and before they both became Dragan Gardai, and before she lost her sister to the Semaphors. So much had changed, yet he had known Isla and Fiona since they were all young. Her eyes penetrated the armor he tried to put on, the face of a happy-in-love witch.

      He was a statue, even though he wanted to run. Something he was getting good at. The practice at fleeing from Tierney helped.

      “So where the fuck you going?” Isla tilted her head. “The party isn’t over.”

      His eyes darted up to one of the jars decorating the tree. “I’m tired. It’s been a long day.”

      “You’re a shit liar.”

      “I’m not lying,” he said quickly. Too quickly.

      She rolled her eyes and then touched his arm. “Dance with me.”

      “No,” he said immediately.

      “That wasn’t a suggestion.” She pulled on him, and he dug his heels into the ground.

      He kicked up dirt, and then she latched onto his arms, through his shirt sleeves and jacket. She would take a whole clump of him in those claws if he didn’t go, so he finally relented and returned to the crowd with her.

      “Remember when we were kids?” asked Isla on a sigh. Her eyes were unfocused, as if she could see the scene in her mind’s eye. “When we tried to follow the dance moves the adults performed.”

      “And then we tripped over each other.” He pressed his lips tight and twisted up his mouth. “You once elbowed me in the face.”

      She backhanded him. “You tripped me, and I was falling.”

      Torin barked a single laugh. “I was trying to catch you.”

      “A bad job you did. I still fell.” She pushed him into the forming circle on the makeshift dance floor, just a clearing under the huge tree.

      The music had stopped between the songs, and several witches sucked down their drinks before filing back into position. Malin and Kane joined, Kiera and Conri too. Minerva and Emrys held the twins, and Aidan finally seemed to have calmed. That one was a spitfire at only a few weeks old, and Torin didn’t envy Conri for the hellraiser he’d have on his hands one day.

      From the corner of his eye, Torin watched Tierney walk to the circle, Brogan leading her, and Tierney flipped up her skirt. Heat spread across Torin’s face, and he flexed his hands. Tierney glanced over, their eyes meeting briefly. Clearing his throat, he focused on Isla where she peered at him with her hands on her hips and lips pursed.

      “What?” he asked, balking.

      “Quit being a jealous asshole,” she said.

      “I’m not,” he countered with a furrowed brow.

      “You are.” Then Isla looked over too. She quickly tucked her chin when she and Brogan made eye contact. While Torin had Tierney to avoid, it appeared Isla had a similar situation with Brogan.

      The music started up again, beginning with a rumble of drums, and Torin placed his hands in Isla’s. They turned to face the back of another couple, and everyone curled into a circle. The drum kept the beat, and then the violin came in with a high-pitched whine, picking up the pace. The dancing truly began. Back and forward, in and out, hold your partner, and spin. These steps had been ingrained in Torin since he was a kid. This, he could do blindfolded, but his mind always forgot what his body knew by muscle memory. Change partners. Isla spun away, and Tierney landed in Torin’s arms.

      His feet stilled, and her breath whispered against his skin. Her hands gripped his, and she kept dancing the jig. Torin had no choice but to follow along if he wanted to keep her close. Her hips twisted, and her light blond hair wrapped around her face. She smiled, mischief glistening in her eyes, and he couldn’t resist the urge pulling the corners of his lips upward too.

      Someone hit his back, and he lurched forward, tripping over his own feet. Tierney took him away, making him dance away from some of the others. He stepped forward and back, the steps coming naturally. She faced him and drew his hands down to her hips. He lifted her off the ground, turning them around in a circle, and when she landed again, he latched onto her.

      Her laughter rang out through her wide smile just before she spun away and then another witch took his hand. Torin’s eyes followed Tierney as he dejectedly started to flow through the moves with the faceless witch.

      He could live for Tierney's laughter, drink it in, and cling to her song.

      He did the steps, trying to catch up with Tierney again, but he lost her again as another witch fell into his arms. He repeated the steps of the ceilidh, aware of how far away on the opposite side of the circle she was. She would come around again, if only the song lasted long enough. Isla landed in Torin’s hands and pushed him forward, glaring at him. He forced himself toward Tierney as he danced with Isla. He faced Tierney, and she stared at him. He stood a little taller, rolling his shoulders back. His armpits were drenched from the exertion of the dance. His palms were slick, and he nearly dropped Isla on the lift. He put her down and turned, waiting to take Tierney in his hands again.

      Immediately, she took his hands, and he ran his thumbs over her knuckles. So soft. So warm. They faced one another, and he raised his gaze, meeting hers. He could slide into those eyes and swim. And if he couldn’t swim, he would drown in her and die a happy man.

      His eyes burned, and he blinked. The blinding snow cascaded around him, the fiery haired woman standing where Tierney had been in his arms, whispering for him to come for her. He opened his eyes as the song ended.

      Tierney stood an inch in front of him, her doe eyes glistening up at him. And then she pushed to her tiptoes and kissed him. It was a cold wash over him, and he stumbled back. She released him, but her lips remained pursed and twisted.

      His heartbeat pounded in his chest, rattling his ribs, while his lips buzzed. He reached out, fingers brushing her arm, then balled his hand into a fist. “Stop trying to lure me,” snarled Torin, and he stomped out of the ceilidh circle, leaving the murmurs and laughter behind him.

      “Torin.” Tierney ran after him.

      “Leave me alone.” He headed into darkness. She latched onto him, but he waved her off, ripping his arm from her grip. He stopped and glared at her. “I’m not your knight in shining armor, Tierney. You want someone like that? Go fuck Emrys or Brogan or someone else.” Then he walked away, waiting to hear Tierney’s footsteps on the cobblestone behind him.

      He heard nothing.

      Good. Maybe she finally understood that he wasn’t her hero. He was the damsel in distress, and he would only take her down with him.
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      Tierney ground her teeth, trapping the “fuck you!” in her throat. Her vision glazed over with red as she stared at Torin’s hulking back, his shoulders rounding in on his body. He disappeared into the darkness, and no matter how much she wanted to follow, she rooted her feet to the edge of the festival. She wasn’t a dog, wouldn’t follow on his heels, and for fuck’s sake, she wasn’t a needy girl. Certainly not a gods-be-damned knight in shining armor! She was warrior and didn’t need a man to fucking save her! Instead of following or calling out, she flipped her middle finger at Torin’s back.

      The next song of the ceilidh began to play behind her, and she turned on her heel. Back at the feast, she filled her plate with soda bread, mashed potatoes, cabbage, smoked salmon, black-and-white pudding, honey-glazed carrots and parsnips, and more. When she had first come, she had been so hungry, but her stomach had coiled. Bile soured the back of her throat. With her glass of warm mead, she sat down at one of the tables and stared at the golden honey wine in the glass. The glow from the orbs danced off the liquid. The music rumbled around her as the other happy couples danced. They swayed in the breeze coming through the Penumbra. Kiera and Conri. Malin and Kane. Even Morgana and Isla. Tierney screeched in disbelieving laughter, her grimace-grin pulling from ear to ear as her eyes burned with unshed tears.

      Tierney grabbed the glass of mead, pressed it to her lips, and knocked it back like a shot. She chugged it and then slammed the glass down on the table. She needed another, and another after that. Fuck, she should’ve just taken the whole bottle of mead and drank it straight from the neck.

      “A penny for your thoughts.” Minerva, holding one of the sleeping babies, sat in the seat opposite Tierney. “You’re sulking.”

      “I’m not.” Tierney accidentally set the bottle down heavily, and the glasses vibrated, the metal silverware clanked on her porcelain plate.

      “Perhaps you would like something else to drink?” Minerva offered her cup of tea, white curls of steam rising.

      Tierney waved her off. “I’m fine. Thanks.” She ran a hand over her tangled hair and looked down at herself.

      Sweat ran down between her breasts and stained her armpits. No wonder Torin had no interest in her. She lifted the fabric of her shirt and sniffed. At least she still smelled of flowers, the perfume that had once been her mother’s. That was long ago—too long. Minerva had cared for her almost as a child since she’d lost her own mother, but she really needed to get over it. Although, when seeing Kiera with her babies and Malin and Morgana with Minerva, a maternal need stirred in Tierney.

      Minerva touched Tierney’s hands. “You’re like a daughter to me. You know that, don’t you?”

      Tierney nodded slowly. Just like Minerva to always know what she was thinking. Maybe it was her being the high priestess of the coven for so long, or perhaps she had an innate power of foresight, or she could have seen something in her tea leaves. Wouldn’t be the first time. Tierney rubbed her temples. Who the fuck knew where Minerva came by her powers?

      Minerva lifted the teacup, offering it again, and Tierney took it with a scowl. Taking a sip, she let the warmth fill her, run down her throat, and travel through her veins. She was already so hot from dancing—and being near Torin—but the tea was quick to cool in the night and winter. She drank some more while Minerva watched the dancers on the floor and then smiled when her eyes followed Kiera and Conri as they took their twins off to bed.

      Tierney downed the last of the tea and begrudgingly presented the cup to Minerva. Except Minerva didn’t immediately take the cup. She watched affectionately as Morgana and Isla swayed on the dance floor, their limbs intertwined. They were the only ones who remained, and they no longer paid attention to the song or steps, but moved to their own time.

      Tierney looked away, her heart aching. She wanted someone to wrap their arms around her and dance like that with her. And she wanted that person to be Torin.

      “You’re going to go on a long journey,” said Minerva without looking away from her daughter. “East.”

      As if called by her words, the wind changed from west to east, bringing in a familiar scent of the Penumbra. However, the breeze brought something else she couldn’t name, but it smelled so familiar, warm, like home.

      Minerva picked up the teacup and squinted into it with crow’s feet deepening around her eyes. Her nimble fingers, knuckles swelled with age, twisted the cup around as she looked at it from multiple angles, all to the thundering of Tierney’s heart. Why was she so anxious? She wiped her clammy hands off on her skirt and then reached for her glass of mead, but the liquor was gone. She picked at the soda bread, nibbling on a bite just to give her something to do.

      “Hmm…” Minerva tilted her head to the side.

      “What?” Tierney blurted.

      Minerva’s eyes flitted up and then back down, and Tierney steeled herself. Minerva had never paused this long before, and Minerva had been reading Tierney’s tea leaves since Tierney was a girl. Tierney had tried to learn the craft, but she was a better fighter than a seer. Give her an S-blade, a sword, or a staff any day.

      Pointing the teacup at Tierney, Minerva tapped the rim. “Quarrels. Illness. Separation.” Her voice was low and grave, each word drawn out in monotone, and Tierney shivered. Then a small smile broke out on Minerva’s face. “Reunion. Prosperity. Fortune.”

      Tierney smiled at the word reunion. She looked down at her hands clasped on her lab, and her thoughts dashed toward Torin. She peeked from the corner of the eye where Conri and Kiera once sat with their twins and allowed a kernel of hope to plant itself inside her heart.

      “But,” said Minerva, and Tierney snapped her head up. The Darkling drew back her shoulders. “There is something I don’t understand. There is the letter C, a broken line across it. There’s something in your lifeline, Tierney. I’m not sure what it is.”

      She shuddered. “My death?”

      “No. It doesn’t come to a complete end like we would see in death. The C and life line are connected somehow, but that is for you to learn and fate to know.” She set the teacup aside and stood, her long skirts dropping around her. “Eat well, Tierney.”

      “But…” Tierney called out, and Minerva glanced back, raising her eyebrows. “You didn’t tell me what it meant. What will happen? Who is C?” Or what? She didn’t want to think about it.

      “Tierney, you know that isn’t how it works. Time always moves forward, and fate stays her course.” Minerva brushed Tierney’s hair back and then planted a kiss on her forehead. “You’re strong, Tierney. However, what you face will not be easy. You’ll need determination beyond what you’ve ever known.” Minerva leaned back on her heels, looking Tierney in the eye. “But I believe in you.” Then she called to Malin, who had to peel away from Kane.

      Tierney’s face heated, and she snatched up the teacup, scouring what Minerva had said. What she had meant. The C stared back at her like a crescent moon, and it could be only that. That would have been what Tierney read in the leaves, but Minerva’s tea leaf–reading ability surpassed anyone’s.

      “C,” she mumbled, racking her brain for who or what began with a C.

      “Dance?” Brogan dropped his hand in front of Tierney’s face.

      She pulled her head up. “I wasn’t expecting that from you.”

      “I’m full of surprises,” he said dryly, but Morgana and Isla were on the dance floor again.

      Setting the teacup aside, Tierney took his hand and stood.
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      Slamming the bedroom door behind him, Torin halted just a step inside the room he shared with Tierney at the coven manor. She had started talking about the two of them moving out, like Kiera and Conri had, and making their own place somewhere nearby. She’d been hinting at making a home and a family. And she wanted to do it with him. He should feel honored, but all he could think was how utterly unworthy he was of such a strong and passionate Cailleach.

      “Stupid,” he muttered. Not her.

      Just him.

      How could he allow it to go on this long? Why didn’t he turn away? And how could she not realize how weak he was? He would never be able to provide for her, let alone a child or a family. He hung his head, body trembling and eyes burning, but he sucked it all in.

      It hurt to leave, but he couldn’t stay. He couldn’t be a burden to Tierney or the Dragan Gardai any longer. He couldn't drag Tierney into his mess. He was floundering, unable to keep his head up, and he would only drag Tierney down with him until they both drowned. Then it wouldn’t just be his death but hers.

      He couldn’t do that to her. Not with all the good within her. He couldn’t squelch everything she could do and create in this world. She had dreams, wanted to build a family, wanted to see new children present in her community here. He could see it—her own happy future universe, but he couldn’t see himself as a part of it. He had to allow her to be happy.

      He had to let her go so she could find someone who could give her all she wanted and deserved.

      Shuffling over to the window, he raised the drape and looked out. The festivities were beginning to taper off. The drums had fallen silent, and soft violin music played. It sang a melancholy tune that curled around Torin. He had walked around Wickney in the Penumbra for a long time before coming back to the manor and hiding inside, but he needed to break free. Hopefully, before Tierney returned.

      Only two lonesome bodies danced in the haze, both female, and he smirked. At least, Isla was happy. She deserved that after everything she had been through. He dropped the curtain and then pulled a bag out from under the bed. He began to gather his clothes and fighting leathers, his S-blades and daggers, and then he took out his boots. He put them in the bag and paused. His knuckles brushed the soft quilt folded at the end of the bed. Tierney had picked it out when they had gone to the Wickney Renaissance Festival in the Daylight Realm. She’d even picked out two more, tiny ones for Kiera’s twins.

      Leaning down, he buried his nose in the fabric and took a long drag of Tierney’s scent. How she lingered in the material and in his mind. Her scent flowed into his lungs, warming him from the inside out. He held the quilt tighter to his chest. He caressed it like he wished he could hold her forever. But when he blinked his eyes, another wave of a cold washed over him, and the woman with red hair stood five feet away, hooking her finger to beckon him closer.

      He dropped the quilt, and his eyes flashed open to the darkened bedroom. He had to chase these visions until they either resolved or he died trying to find their reason.

      He didn’t think he would need anything for where he was going. None of these trivial things would help him, even though they declared him special, a part of the Dragan Gardai.

      No. He turned away from the bag and his things. Somewhere deep inside, he knew the weapons and armor were meaningless to him now.

      * * *

      Huddled in the shadows, Torin ducked his head as Isla and Morgana finally peeled themselves off the dance floor, long after everyone had left, including the violinist. The two women curled around each other, lips connected, Isla’s hair intertwined with Morgana’s hair. They headed away from the manor, and Torin pursed his lips. He wished someone would be with Tierney when she found out, but it was possible she already knew and was looking for him.

      If she found him, she would stop him, and he didn’t know if he wanted to—or could be—stopped. She would use everything in her power to stop him from what might kill him. Then again, everything might kill him. Almost dying was what Torin did best.

      He was weak. Useless.

      With the last two witches gone, Torin sprinted toward the Great Dark Tree in the center of Dark Haven. The orbs had gone out, and the glass of the mason jars clanked against one another, shifting in the breeze. The ribbons tied to the branches with everyone’s hopes for the next year, yet Torin had left his bare. How could he have hopes when he only failed? He pressed his hand against the bark of the Dark Tree and looked up, and the tree rumbled beneath his grasp, as if it breathed.

      Magic was alive tonight, and he needed to grasp it.

      He curled his fingers into the bark of the Dark Tree, tucking his nails into the ridges, and he prayed, “Aodh, hear me. Help me, please. I beg you. I’ve been failing for so long. I’m tired and wounded. I see a place beyond Wickney and the Penumbra and this universe. It may be Slainge’s Well.” He touched his forehead, slick with sweat, to the bark of the tree. “All I ask is for you to open an Awen, and I’ll go wherever you wish. I’ll serve you better. I will be your servant when I’m better, but I need help now.” His breath rattled his lungs, and his teeth chattered as if he had a fever. The coldness wound down his body, seeping into his bones.

      His blood stopped rushing in his ears, and his heartbeat slowed. When he blinked, he saw the blindingly white snow, but he curled his hand into the bark of the Dark Tree. He wasn’t there. He stretched his eyes wide, biting back a scream as the cold grabbed at his exposed skin, sinking deeply into it. The icy chill dragged its claws over his body, and he fell back, tearing a piece of the Dark Tree’s bark away and tumbling through space and time. The temperature steadily dropped as he fell, and the wind whipped in his face. Before long, he felt tiny sharp lashes across his face, as if tiny knives were slicing into his skin. Ice.

      Torin opened his mouth to scream, but the frigid air took his breath away and he finally landed with a thud in cold, compacted snow.

      More billowed down overhead, and he sat up. His white breath escaped through his parted lips. Twisting around, he was no longer in the Penumbra. The desolate world of snow and ice spread out forever until it merged on the horizon with the gray sky.
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      Sucking in a deep breath, Tierney opened the door to her bedroom and slipped inside, closing it silently behind her. She let out a low breath and braced herself to find Torin sleeping peacefully in the bed. It would be worse if he was awake because she had consumed so much mead that her own thoughts would explode from her mouth like vomit. Her demands to know what the fuck he intended to do with her would splatter over him and soak the bed. She stripped and tiptoed to her side of the bed, and when she spun around to fall into the blankets, she froze.

      The bed was empty, but a bag was piled high with his clothing and weapons. She walked over and picked at his weapons, wrapping her fingers around the S-blade hilt, the blades silent without a Gardai’s command of the Darkness calling them forth. He was planning on leaving but his stuff was still there, her quilt crumpled beside his bag. Was he intending to take that with him when he left her?

      When he abandoned her.

      “Torin?” She let the weapon drop and walked into the bathroom.

      Empty.

      “Fuck,” she muttered and pinched her eyes closed against the threatening tears.

      Hadn’t she cried enough for Torin? When she waited at his bedside in Dark Haven every time he had been hurt. She had waited and prayed and cried for him. Like an idiot. All this time, he was just going to fucking leave her without a word like a fucking coward!

      She spun around and stomped out of the room. “Torin!”

      The manor was silent for once after the day and night of festivities, not even a shudder of a moan or snore, but most of the once-inhabitants of the manor and Dragan Gardai had moved out. Conri and Kiera had taken their twins to her mother’s old townhouse, and Isla was with Morgana in an apartment. Malin and Kane had left the celebration early, so they were probably deep in post-orgasmic, sleepy bliss right now. The same place she’d hoped to be with Torin. Brogan was probably somewhere, but she didn’t need him right now.

      “Torin!” She skipped down the old wooden stairs and onto the first floor.

      He probably wasn’t hiding in the house, so where had he gone?

      “Tierney.” Malin stood at the banister on the balcony overlooking the main floor in a T-shirt that barely covered her hips. Kane appeared a step behind her with tousled hair, his shirt missing. Sex-sated, indeed.

      “What is it?” Malin yawned. “Why are you yelling for Torin?”

      “He isn’t here.” She curled her hands into fists and tasted acid at the back of her throat. “And, apparently, he’s leaving me. Or already did.”

      Kane stepped forward, eyes wide. “He’s abandoning the Dragan Gardai?”

      Tierney hadn’t considered any consequences for leaving the Dragan Gardai. Torin was missing in action, without the coven leader’s leave. He’d have to answer to Malin for that, but Tierney couldn’t care less about the duty for now. Torin was leaving her. Alone. With no one. She glowered up at the happy couple.

      “I’m sure Torin is around here somewhere,” said Malin dryly. The voice of reason, just like her mother.

      “And if he isn’t?” asked Kane.

      “We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it,” she said to him. “Tierney, I’m sorry this happened, but perhaps he’s just out for fresh air or tending to Meilu at the Aerie. Maybe you should just sleep, and we’ll deal with it tomorrow.” She gave a not-so encouraging half smile and then led Kane back to their shared bedroom.

      Tierney stood in the front entryway, torn between going outside and back to her bedroom. Finally, she chose the latter, treating it as an order from her coven leader. Back in her bedroom, she threw Torin’s things off the bed and into the corner. After a long bath, she got into bed and pulled her blankets up around her. When she rolled over, there was no one to roll into. She stayed in the center of the bed, feeling like a small child, and then dragged Torin’s pillow down to hug her body around it. Thankfully, the mead and her belly full of food and the exhaustion of the dancing weighed on her, and she fell into a dreamless sleep.

      When she awoke, Torin was still gone. Not a shocker. But for the few hours of sleep, she didn’t feel the hole in her chest or the emptiness of being alone. She could imagine Torin with her by holding the pillow that smelled of him, but when awake, reality sunk in. It weighed her down until she couldn’t breathe.

      With a groan, she pressed the heel of her hand against her throbbing head and pushed out of bed. She had to shake it off. She didn’t need a man, and she certainly didn’t fucking need him.

      She pulled on her running clothes and shoes and headed outside. She needed to clear her mind and sweat him out along with the alcohol she’d consumed. His love lingered in her pores, and she couldn’t wash her body enough to get him off. He was still inside of her too, but perhaps if she sweated or bled enough, he’d leave her there too. Her thighs chaffed, and she remembered how he touched her down there. She pushed herself harder, running away from the manor and through the old industrial buildings.

      The Penumbra was a mirror realm to the Daylight Realm, and most things were the same, minus technology, people, and sun. The throbbing continued, wanting to be sedated, and she ran all the way to the Awen. She could’ve just satiated herself—she’d done it many times before Torin—or she could go to the Daylight Realm and find a willing cowan. They didn’t care much about her sweaty state if it meant getting their dicks wet.

      She had slept with many male cowans before, filling the void between her legs if not the hole in her heart. It had scratched the itch though.

      The Aerie sat off to the side, and a few of the dragans soared overhead, already awake when most of the Penumbra was still waking. A caw cut the air and her thoughts, and Meilu flew out of the Aerie, screaming at the top of her lungs. She beat her wings and flew up as Ommi chased her out. He was larger in size and closing in on Meilu as he released his jaw, showing off his pointed teeth.

      “Ommi!” Tierney used the pull of the bond between them, and her Dragan reared his head back.

      He roared, but then he backed away from Meilu, who still attempted to escape. He beat his wings, edging closer to the other dragans.

      “Come, Ommi.” Tierney pointed to the ground beside her, and he pulled his head back and then answered the bond, flying to her. He circled her, shaking his head, but he finally landed at her feet. His dark eyes glared up at her, and she crossed her arms over her chest, catching her breath in the process.

      Ommi flicked his tail up in the air, and Meilu started to fly back toward the Aerie. He whipped his head around and bared his teeth at Torin’s dragan, and Meilu jerked back, flying away again.

      Tierney watched, her heartbeat stammering in her chest. Why was Torin’s dragan here but not him? He couldn’t have left the Penumbra, then, right? He wouldn’t just leave Meilu behind because he wouldn’t have any protection or magic.

      She leaped back into a run and sprinted down the shortest path to the manor. She tore into the house, through the kitchen, the dining room, and the common room, not finding the person she needed—Minerva. Tierney jumped from the top of the stairs to the lower level and landed in a crouch. She dashed toward Minerva’s suite in the manor’s basement.

      She balled her fist and beat on the door with the pinky side of her hand. “Minerva?” She panted. “Are you here?”

      No answer came, so she pressed her ear against the door. No sounds either.

      Tierney climbed two flights of stairs, taking them two at a time and beat on Malin’s door. Kane pulled the door open with a towel wrapped around his waist.

      “Ah, shit.” Tierney averted her eyes. “Have you seen Malin’s mom?”

      Kane chuckled. “She said she was heading to Dark Haven to visit with some of the patients.”

      Without a word, Tierney ran outside and down the street toward Dark Haven. Inside, she dashed down the hallways and ignored Emrys when he asked what was wrong. She also paid no attention to Kiera and the twins as she ran past them down the corridor. She would normally stop anything to see the babies, but dread and determination filled Tierney’s gut. She rushed toward the wing where the patients rested. The puzzle pieces of what Minerva had said to her last night just wouldn’t fit. There was something in the message, but the answers to her questions kept eluding her.

      She skidded to a stop outside an ajar door, and Minerva snapped her head up from the scrolls she looked through. “Tierney, what is it?” The older woman stood, and her dark layers of clothing fell around her.

      “Meilu is here, and Torin is gone,” she said breathlessly.

      Minerva sighed. “Malin did mention that he had left last night.”

      How frustrating that they were talking about Tierney’s love life behind her back. She bit back an angry reply and stepped into the room. “The tea leaf reading? A long journey? Reunion?”

      “I remember,” said Minerva, sitting behind the desk again. The old chair creaked.

      “Do you think this could be it?” asked Tierney, edging closer.

      “As much as I wish I had an answer for you, I don’t. Sometimes those messages can only be interpreted by the receiver though.” Minerva spread her hands. “What do you think?”

      Tierney plunged her hands into her hair and paced. She didn’t want to go around in these circles. “That’s why I came to you.”

      “I’m sorry, Tierney, but I don’t know.”

      “But you know the leaves!”

      Minerva raised her eyebrows. “You’ve seen me read the leaves hundreds of times. You know I can’t tell you what to do.”

      Tierney circled behind the desk and sank to her knees in front of Minerva. “Can’t you just tell me what you think, and what you think I should do? You know the leaves better than anyone. Have you seen anything like this before? Have you gone on a journey? What would you do?”

      Minerva grasped Tierney’s hands in her cold, aged hands and took another long breath. “Only you know, Tierney. You, the gods, and fate, of course.”

      “But I don’t know.” The corners of her eyes burned, and her jaws clenched. She lowered her head, bowing before the only motherly figure she had.

      Minerva squeezed her hands. “Think about it for a while. You don’t need to decide now.”

      “What about Torin?” She sniffed. “What if he’s hurt or—”

      “If it’s truly fate, all will reveal itself in time,” said Minerva. Then, she turned back to the scrolls in front of her and scribbled some notes. The fountain pen spat on the browning paper and created grooves of ancient Gaelic.

      Tierney couldn’t read it upside down. “What are you working on?”

      Minerva’s bony fingers traced a line of text and her eyes followed. “I’m sure Malin has something for you to do.” Her voice carried that note of barely disguised impatience for a petulant child, and then she glanced up. “Unless you’re suggesting you’d like to begin training as a Darkling. Perhaps the last battle with Semar’s followers has left you longing for… more peaceful work?”

      Tierney jumped to her feet. “They’ll have to pry the blades out of my cold, dead hands before I become a Darkling, Minerva. You know that.” She was Dragan Gardai, exactly who and what she had dreamed of being since childhood.

      The older witch smiled knowingly.

      “Yeah, Malin probably has weapons to be cleaned or something,” said Tierney, backing toward the door. “Thank you, Minerva.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Tierney strolled along behind Morgana and Isla in the Daylight Realm, cutting glances at the humans passing by. They’d come early, meeting the setting sun, and Tierney thanked the Dark Mother when they took a right and put the fiery ball on their left. Cloaks of Darkness billowed around each of them and protected the ignorant cowans as much as they hid the wearer. Isla skipped from time to time or hopped over cracks as if something might dart out of the space and snag her ankle. Morgana guided them toward Wickney’s Warehouse District.

      “I don’t understand why Malin had us leave the dragans behind.” Tierney rubbed her thumb over a scar on her wrist. The one Ommi left before he’d learned to wield enough of his magic to heal her after biting.

      Isla looked over her shoulder. “Isn’t it easier to not have to worry about them for a change?” Her bond with Jidai was newer than Tierny’s with Ommi, so perhaps she wasn’t as comforted by the presence on her back while they walked the Daylight Realm.

      Likewise, staying behind may have been easier on the dragans, but Tierney hadn’t been to the Daylight Realm without Ommi since—well, this could very well be the first time she left him in the nest. From the first time Minerva presented her with the white hatchling, Ommi had always been her companion. You’ll never be alone and lost again, Minerva had told her as Ommi crawled into the cup of her small hands.

      “Pysae’s fine without me.” Morgana’s voice came out as an almost intelligible murmur. “We spent decades apart.” Morgana trained her eyes on her boots moving across the sidewalk in a steady thump-thump-thump, and her white and black hair curtained her face.

      Her words sounded rough and bitter, but Tierney knew better. Almost everything Morgana said sounded that way. The difference between her and Tierney… Morgana chose to abandon her dragan. Tierney would never leave Ommi like that. However, as unexpected as it was, Morgana had returned to live with them in the coven manor and split her time between the Penumbra and the Daylight Realm.

      Reading some emotion that likely wasn’t there, Isla leaned in as if she was going to comfort Morgana. Or perhaps she just wanted to be closer. Whatever the case, Tierney rolled and then averted her eyes, not wanting to think about how couples offered one another comfort. That shit was no longer in her future. All she had was Ommi.

      To their left, they passed the remains of Godric’s warehouse. A huge for-sale sign was posted on the eight-foot chain-link fence and covered in enough graffiti to obscure the company and contact details. Tierney scowled at the rubble. She hadn’t been part of the battle that happened there, but the coven had spoken of Kane’s Rage often, and then Malin and Conri had blown it up after Kane’s berserker left too much carnage behind. Tierney couldn’t imagine the work any buyer would have to do to clear that property and make it useful.

      “This way.” Isla craned her neck to look back at Tierney, her hand palm-to-palm with Morgana’s, who led the way into an alley.

      Tierney doubled back, pausing to look at the debris again. It felt nice to not have to worry about the Semaphors, but she had trouble enjoying the peace when Torin had… She pivoted, giving her back to the crumpled warehouse.

      Morgana climbed some metal stairs to stand in front of a roughly seven-foot high knobless metal plate. Tierney had never been to Morgana’s place in the Daylight realm, but this was the opposite of homey. Nowhere she would want to live. Morgana wiggled a brick out of the wall and reached her hand inside, then tapped the brick back inside. Seconds later, the metal plate cracked open, and Morgana marched in, pulling Isla.

      Tierney snickered at the sight of Isla’s pigtails bouncing before she disappeared.

      “You got ten seconds, T!” Morgana’s voice called from inside, and Tierney took the stairs two at a time, metal ringing into the twilight.

      Inside, Morgana keyed in something on a keypad to the left of the door, and the metal moved back into place. Markings around the entrance smoked with Dark magic.

      “Worried much?” Tierney gaped at the runes.

      “Everyone’s got their shit.” Morgana turned on a heel and descended another set of stairs, Isla in her wake.

      She has a point, Tierney thought, and after a few seconds, she walked downstairs too, smothered by all the black. When she made it to the landing at the bottom, she fingered the hanging beads, reading some of the inscribed symbols—protection, truth, hidden, and many more. “For someone who ran from Darkness, she sure has a lot of it here,” she murmured to herself.

      Spreading strands of beads, she stepped into a room with black screens covering two of the walls. Directly ahead of Tierney was a clearly unused couch, and a shrouded painting sat on the ledge to its left. Morgana was already at the keyboards and screens were flickering to life, one by one.

      Tierney started, “Is this really the best way to—?”

      “You wanna start visiting quack houses and interviewing patients, be my guest,” Morgana said, never taking her eyes off the keyboard.

      No, that was about the last thing Tierney wanted to do. She didn’t want to be here to search for more cowans with berserkers either, but this was the “coven business” Malin had assigned, citing her duty to strengthen the Dragan Gardai during peaceful times.

      Green text and numbers on a black background started rolling across a few of the screens, too fast to be read, and several flashed images one by one, each only visible for the blink of an eye.

      Isla moved over to one monitor that’d stopped on an image of a woman with flowing multi-colored hair—mostly greens, yellows, and a bit of blue. Her bare breasts were on display, and she held a hand at her throat. The woman’s hair was dripping wet, and her mouth gaped with apparent laughter.

      Tierney, too, peered at Dierdra’s image for a long time. “Is it—”

      “NO!” barked Morgana and smashed her hand down on a nearby keyboard. “That’s old.” The monitor went dark.

      She knew better than to pour salt into Mor’s wound. And right now, when Tierney’s heart had been flayed open, she also knew better than to ask if she’d learned anything new. Somehow though, Morgana had found a way to move forward.

      “There.” Morgana straightened, took Isla in her arms, and kissed her neck.

      When Isla giggled, Mor stopped and tilted her head toward a door on the far side of the room. “In there.”

      A spark lit in Isla’s eyes, and she bounced off, Morgana tapping her ass on the way out.

      Tierney’s eyes prickled and she looked away, rubbing a tear from the inside corner of one eye.

      Morgana grabbed something that crinkled from the shelf under her desk. “The programs will run most of the night. Any leads, we can take back to the coven and let Mal figure out what to do next.” The crackling sound of whatever Mor held filled the silent gap, and a note of regret laced her voice when she added, “We don’t get much quiet time at the manor. You know.”

      It was the most sincerity Tierney had ever heard from Morgana’s lips, and it drew her attention back to the small witch with black-and-white hair and a scar decorating the skin around her colorless eye.

      Mor smirked. “Think fast.”

      Something red hurtled across the room, and Tierney barely raised her hands in time to catch it. She glanced at the package, then back up at the witch. “Don’t you eat anything else?”

      Morgana shrugged and left Tierney in the computer-filled room with a bag of cherry Pull ‘n’ Peel Twizzlers. Tierney flopped down on the couch, and music started to play from the next room. At least they’d thought to drown out the sound. She opened the bag, pulled, peeled, and popped one in her mouth.

      As she chewed, the painting next to the couch seemed to whisper to her like the sea. Tierney eyed it and pulled another strand of cherry candy. This errand Malin had sent her on wasn’t doing the trick. Hanging out with another couple only reminded Tierney of… him. And now the two of them were in there fucking, and Tierney was alone. Her throat tightened around the candy, and she dropped the half-eaten piece along with the bag to the floor.

      Tierney stretched out on the long couch, and it comforted her for a minute before a pain started in her chest and racked her entire rib cage. She flipped onto her side. Maybe she could nap. Aodh knew she hadn’t gotten any sleep last night, thanks to her broken heart.

      The painting whispered again, and Tierney side-eyed it.

      Sleep deprivation and pain. Illusions.

      She closed her eyes.

      Another whisper, and Tierney jumped up, stripping the shroud to see Dierdra’s ocean-green eyes staring at her. Giggles erupted from behind the closed door, and an idea occurred to Tierney. Wherever Deirdra had gone, she seemed to be telling Tierney to move on. Like Mor had done.

      Tierney covered the painting and left.

      Outside, Tierney walked back toward the Awen on the west side of downtown Wickney. When she passed the door to Club Infinity, she considered ducking inside for a dance. Working—if that’s what it could be called—hadn’t helped her forget, so perhaps partying the night away would do the trick.

      She took a step toward the club and then remembered the dark interior with all the patrons wearing black leather. No, there would be too much of a different kind of darkness for her tastes. She continued down the street toward Wickney Square and crossed through the park, sneering at the statues of old men who apparently made some kind of mark in this realm. She snorted. The dragans in the Penumbra’s version of this place were a much better sight.

      The human shops had closed for the night, and Wickney’s courthouse likewise had no patrons. She shook her head at the columns on the facade, all gray stone, and nothing to draw interest. This bland human-made building stood where the Dark Mother’s fortress loomed over the square in the Penumbra. Tierney preferred the Darkness for that too.

      However, there was one place that she definitely couldn’t find in the Penumbra. Tierney walked to the end of the block and turned right, strolling down the hill to the Local. Fae fucking central. But the tricksters had the best dancing in all the realms, and the patrons weren’t all doom and gloom. That was precisely what she needed to take her mind off not only Torin, but everything.

      She stripped her cloak from her shoulders and entered. A young woman who reminded her a bit of Isla accepted her cloak, and Tierney went downstairs to the underground bar. Upon entering, she immediately caught sight of several faeries, including the two huge bouncers at the door. She gave them both a broad smile and marched past the U-shaped bar and straight onto the dance floor. Tierney wasn’t here to drink or socialize. She just needed to move her body to the thump of the music. The Local U, where the fae lurked, also had the best live music, partly because of the fae ability to inspire art.

      Tierney threw her hands in the air and rolled her hips, letting the music flow through her. She closed her eyes and just moved, not caring who saw, what she looked like, or when she’d ever get back. Perhaps she wouldn’t, and at the moment, that seemed perfectly fine. A body bumped into her, but she kept moving, bouncing off the other dancers. Voices laughed, but the sounds were dull compared to the bass.

      When, at last, Tierney felt the corners of her mouth turning upward into a smile, she opened her eyes, catching some of the boys in the room staring. Two of them joined her on the dance floor, sandwiching her, wanting her, and she allowed it for several songs. They were both too young, too eager, and too drunk for her taste, but she enjoyed their ministrations until she grew thirsty.

      At the bar, she ordered water and turned to watch the dancing and the band. The poor boys she’d been dancing with looked like dejected dogs as they returned to their group at one of the long tables. They didn’t matter though. No one did. This—dancing the night away—was exactly where she should be.

      “Miss,” the bartender called and slid her water across the bar in her direction.

      Tierney caught it and gulped down the ice-cold liquid. It tingled at the back of her throat and cooled her from the inside out. With a sigh, she dropped the empty glass on the bar, noticing one of the fae sitting across the bar from her.

      The fae was pretty, but they all were, and she could see the sands shifting in his irises even from a distance. Aodh’s children didn’t need to be up close to see such things. Tierney tucked a hair behind her ear. If she was going to have a one-night stand to chase Torin away, that Fae could be a good choice. Even sitting, he seemed tall, but unlike Torin, he was lithe and had shoulder-length dark hair.

      He waved at the bartender and then at Tierney, and the bartender poured another water.

      Sex with one of the fae would feel different, and maybe that’s what her body needed. Her mind was so wrapped up in her pain, perhaps she could use a release to let go of it all. She’d dallied with the faerie before. Unlike the humans, Darkness flowed in Tierney’s veins and countered any insanity coupling with Danu’s children caused.

      The bartender slid the water over, and Tierney toasted. The faerie lifted his darker-colored drink, and together, they drained their glasses. Tierney pursed her lips but decided against it. She waved, then returned to the dance floor.

      Eyes closed, she cavorted to the quick tempo until her thighs burned. She felt light, almost as if she’d cast a flying spell on herself. The music sounded distant and close all at once, and it spiraled around her. Her skin zinged with energy as the song rose on a crescendo toward the end and then the band switched to a slower song. Tierney hugged herself around the middle and swayed until another body formed itself around her back.

      Hands slid over hers, up her arms, and around her body. The slow song stretched out for what seemed an eternity. When it ended, another took its place. The body behind her, definitely a man by the cock stiffening at her ass, continued to wrap around her. Was this new song laced with bells, tinkling on the wind?

      Tierney turned in the arms that held her to face the body that swayed with hers and felt the length of this man pressing into her lower stomach. She laced her fingers together behind his neck, feeling his longer hair brushing her forearms. Her nose was at the person’s neck, and he smelled of wildflowers and… berries. Tierney’s eyes flew open, and the club around her spun. The faerie from the bar held her, two of his face hovering just in front of hers. She blinked.

      His lips covered hers.

      She relented, allowing his cool mouth to explore hers. Her body was out of control and reached for him. Tierney was lost, and she didn’t care. This was the forgetting she needed. They continued to dance and kiss, their hands roaming over one another. She looked up into brown eyes with golden shifting sands and then closed her eyes again. She didn’t need to see. Only feel. And the feeling was one of perfect oblivion.

      The faerie’s voice sounded husky, lust-tinged in her ear. “Should we go?”

      Tierney mewled, a yes unable to be vocalized, and the faerie lifted her, wrapping her legs around his waist. She didn’t even know his name, but who the fuck cared? His cock pressed into her core, and were it not for their clothes, he could be fucking her on the dance floor. And Tierney wouldn’t give a shit. Anything as long as she could escape and wouldn’t be alone.

      Fuck Torin for sending her here!

      She’d go with this faerie and hope to fuck her way out of her funk.

      Tierney lolled her head onto his shoulder.

      “We’ll go out the back,” he said, holding her steady. Keeping her from falling.

      Her eyes drifted closed as the rocking of being carried took her away. Mentally, she fled too, seeking somewhere dark and deep within herself. Where she would find nothing and have no memory.

      “Leander, halt!” another voice growled, and the rocking stopped.

      Tierney could no longer open her eyes. She could barely feel her limbs. The voices exchanged arguments in low tones, but words escaped her too. Her tongue and lips were numb. Huge hands secured her around the waist and picked her up from the faerie’s embrace. She fell into another body, larger, and also smelling of nature.

      The voice attached to the body whispered, “Sleep.”
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      The pounding in Tierney’s head kept her from opening her eyes. She tried to roll over, but the leather beneath her stuck to her bare arms and fighting leathers. She groaned, pinched her eyes tighter together, and pulled the blanket over her head.

      “Get up!” a gruff voice barked.

      “No,” she ground out through gritted teeth and peeled her skin off the leather. She turned away from the source of the voice and cradled her head as if she could hold it together.

      “I said, get up,” the voice came again. “Or I’ll pull you off the couch by force.”

      The end of her time on the dance floor flashed through her mind to the tempo of the bass drum pounding in her ears. Tierney remembered the faerie across the bar and the drunk. For fuck’s sake, she hadn’t consumed anything except water. And she’d never had a problem with the other charms of the fae.

      She’d been carried out but didn’t leave with the one she had been dancing with. Shit.

      “You fucking try, Simmon,” the voice came again.

      Tierney’s eyes, despite the pain, went wide under the blanket. Two? She ran her hands down her body. Her leathers were still in place, so she couldn’t have… right?

      Slowly, she pulled the blanket down and twisted to look over her shoulder. Two enormous faeries, marked by their four-fingered hands and swirling eyes, sat in chairs across a coffee table. One, similar to Morgana, had stark sky-blue eyes against light skin and black hair, and the other had more golden tones.

      “Who—?”

      The black-haired Fae pointed to himself. “Simmon.” Then to the other. “Berry.”

      “Did we… um?” Aodh, she’d never been self conscious in her life, but if she’d fucked two of the fae last night, she really wished she remembered it.

      Simmon sneered. “No. Dark witches aren't to our taste.”

      Our? So, they did team up.

      “Boss has a meeting in an hour. You need to go.” Simmon stood and walked to the end of the couch, reaching down to grab something. When he stood, he dropped Tierney’s boots and a bottle of water beside her feet.

      Berry slumped back in the leather chair and worked at some kind of wooden puzzle box.

      Tierney sat up, some of the guilt ebbing from her body, but then she recalled the other. “Leander?”

      Simmon sat back down in his chair and, with gloved hands, grabbed a tablet and stylus from the coffee table. “Leander is one of the fae we keep removing from the club for incidents like that.”

      She pulled on her boots, leaving the ties open, and grabbed the bottle. “The water?”

      Berry flicked his eyes up. “Fíon.”

      “Fae wine,” said Simmon with a bark of laughter. “You may be immune to most of our tricks. But fíon doesn’t spare anyone. Not even us.”

      She should have known better than to drink anything not sealed in the fae club. Even sealed, it might be bad news. She cocked a questioning brow at Simmon.

      “Would I offer you something like that after saving you?” he smarted.

      “I need you to say it’s just water.” Tierney knew the fae couldn’t lie outright, but their questions and suggestions could twist people into believing their obscure hints.

      “It’s plain water,” said Simmon. “Drink up and get out before our clients arrive.”

      But she’d been drowning in self pity. Still was, but something had been watching out for her. “Thank you,” she mumbled, cracked the seal, and guzzled the water in several long gulps.

      * * *

      Day had broken long before Tierney exited the Local. She pulled her cloak over her head to blot out the sun and walked back to Wickney’s West End, and when she reached the alley she had to cast Darkness before opening the Awen. Her cloak hid her, but it wouldn’t hide her magic connecting with the wall. Thank the fates she hadn’t expended her magic in her drunken stupor. Comfortably back in the shroud of Darkness, Tierney decided to let Malin come to her. It probably wasn’t the most mature thing to do, but when she’d gone in search of Morgana and Isla, they’d apparently already left. Surely they’d reported back to the coven leader by now.

      Instead of heading to the manor, Tierney turned on her heel and went to see Ommi at the Aerie. She walked into the mouth of the cave, and Ommi found her immediately, wrapping his white-scaled body around hers and rumbling with pleasure deep in his throat. Meilu came too and flew around by herself, backing away from the others, who bared their teeth each time she drew too near.

      Ommi tilted his head, eyes trained on Meilu, and Tierney felt a low rumble travel through his body, different from the purr-like sound Ommi had made to greet her.

      “Be nice to Meilu,” she whispered, and Ommi flared his nostrils. Grabbing under his chin with a thumb and forefinger, she met her familiar’s gaze. “I mean it, Ommi. You’ll only make it worse if you and the others continue to treat her as a pariah.”

      Ommi lifted his brow ridge, his right horn tilting upward with the motion. He questioned Tierney, naturally. After all, Meilu had committed the worst of sins in the race’s eyes—murder of one of her own. Tierney glanced at Meilu from the corner of her eye, then gave Ommi a curt nod. Like a moody teenager, her dragan rolled his eyes and flew off, joining the others. They curled around one another, rubbing scales and tilting their heads back, tittering with happiness. And Meilu remained the odd dragan out.

      Tierney called, “Meilu!” and tilted back her head, looking up at the rocky surface of the cave’s ceiling near where Meilu circled overhead. Tierney whistled, and Meilu came closer but only hovered five feet away. She studied Torin’s dragan and the scar that slashed diagonally across the scales on her underbelly.

      There was a story behind the dragan’s trauma, but not being able to understand the dragan’s language, Tierney would probably never know. She wondered briefly if Torin had learned during their bonding, but then shook her head in an effort to banish him from her thoughts—again. At least Meilu ventured closer to her now than she had before.

      “Are you all right?” asked Tierney, and Meilu scanned the surroundings outside the Aerie.

      Tierney reached out her hand, and after a pregnant pause, the dragan leaned into her touch. She ran her knuckles down Meilu’s neck the way she did with Ommi and then scratched beneath her horn and down her long neck. Meilu kicked out her back leg and flicked her tail. Even her forked pink tongue lolled out of the side of her mouth. She had never gotten such a response from the stoic—and sassy—Ommi. Tierney giggled.

      Meilu flinched.

      “Shh. I won’t hurt you.”

      When the dragan leaned back into her hand, Tierney began, “I’m sorry to ask you this…” Even as she spoke, she doubted Meilu could answer in much detail, but she had to try. “I need to know about Torin. Do you know where he went?”

      Meilu looked at Tierney through her vertical pupils and shook her head.

      Tierney hadn’t been sure if Meilu would respond to her question, so she tried to control the excitement in her voice so she didn’t frighten the small dragan. “Do you know when he’ll be back?”

      Meilu wagged her head back and forth. Another no.

      Tierney’s shoulders sagged, but maybe if she asked the right question, she’d find some hint. If only she could keep Meilu’s attention. “Do you know what his plan is?”

      Meilu shook her head.

      “Do you know if he spoke to anyone else? Maybe Isla?”

      Another shake.

      “Did he tell you anything?” asked Tierney, choking on the words. Her heart deflated even as it crawled into her throat. She hadn’t expected herself to try again, but the questions simply poured out.

      Meilu pulled out of Tierney’s grasp, and Tierney dropped her hands. If the dragan didn’t want to be touched, she would let her go. Like she had to let Torin go. Another dead end, and Tierney felt more alone than ever. She cast her eyes to the damp ground at her feet, and Meilu pressed her forehead against Tierney’s. A startling chill ran through her from the touch. The dragan was healthy. But no other dragan had ever—ever—done this. This was Meilu’s answer, and Tierney understood. Meilu didn’t know, but she shared the pain in Tierney’s heart.

      Suddenly, Ommi cawed and then flew over, splaying his white wings. Before Meilu jumped out of the way, Ommi landed on Meilu and ripped her away from Tierney. Meilu let out a blood-curdling scream. Meilu tried to fly away, but Ommi roared and chased after her.

      “No!” Tierney jumped to her feet. “Ommi, stop!”

      Why was her dragan acting like this? He had never done this before. Was he jealous? Or did his hatred of Meilu run so deeply that he couldn’t allow her any comfort? And when Tierney had pet her, did it just send Ommi over the edge? Ommi acted like a crazed animal instead of a trained dragan bonded to one of the Dragan Gardai. He attacked Meilu, flashing his claws and slashing his wings. He was far larger and easily pinned Meilu, opening his mouth like he meant to tear Meilu’s throat open.

      “Ommi!” Tierney grabbed at her dragan and tried to pull him off.

      He released one of his talons from Meilu and sliced up Tierney’s arm. Pain bit into her but was numbed by the rush of shock through her system. She grabbed Ommi, and he tilted his nose back, sniffing, and then released his hold on Meilu. The smaller dragan rolled off the ground and then took to the sky. Ommi turned back to Tierney, hopping toward her with his head bobbing, eyes glossy.

      Heat washed down Tierney’s arm, and her blood splattered on her boots and the ground. She wrapped her hand around the cut on her arm, and Ommi sniffed again before lowering his head, curling around her ankles and rubbing up against her shins. Tierney prodded the wound and hissed. It was too deep to be quickly healed through venom and a healing spell. She would need to be stitched up, and the new scar wouldn’t be pretty.

      Pointing at Ommi, she said, “You need to stop being a dick. I need your bite.”

      Tentatively, Ommi flew up to her shoulder and sank his fangs into her vein.

      Tierney rolled her neck and relished the cool feel of the Darkness flowing into her system. “Gaoth,” she said and levitated above the ground. She peered back at her dragan and scowled. She didn’t trust him to be kind to Meilu. “Come.”

      Stalking into Dark Haven with Ommi flying at her side, she tried not to dribble her blood on the stone flooring. The scent of potions and cleaning products singed her nose, and her stomach churned. Now she was walking into the bear’s den again, exposing herself for an attack.

      “Emrys? Kiera?” she yelled down the hall, her voice bouncing back to her.

      Kiera peeked out from one of the doors, her eyes moving from Tierney’s face down to her arm and then popping wide open. She hurried to Tierney’s side. “In here,” Kiera said, guiding Tierney into one of the healing rooms. “Have a seat on the table. I’ll be right back.”

      Kiera left and returned with a double stroller, Ailis and Aidan curled up next to each other like baby burritos.

      Tierney looked down at them, her ovaries screaming inside, and asked, “Are you sure you have time for some stitches? We can call Emrys or another Darkling.”

      Already nodding, Kiera waved her hand at the stroller. “The twins just went down for a nap. We have plenty of time.” She smiled and retrieved some tools from the cabinet, laying out gauze, a needle, and thread on the table beside where Tierney leaned. “Do you want numbing or a brew?” she asked.

      “No,” Tierney said. “I’ve got Ommi.” She glared at the dragan, and he fluttered over. His head still hung low, but he obliged by giving her another dose of venom. When Ommi finished, he perched on a chair and wrapped himself into a coil.

      Kiera peeled back Tierney’s hand and her shirt fabric. “Looks deep. What happened?”

      “I got in the middle of a dragan fight.”

      Kiera lifted her eyebrows. “Oh, shit.”

      “My dragan needs to learn some manners.” She glared at Ommi.

      Kiera snorted. “They seem like kids at times, don’t they?”

      “I think he feels pretty bad for hurting me.”

      Kiera’s eyes flicked over to Ommi and then back to her little sleeping bundles and grabbed the gauze. “He seems a bit more feisty than Rezei. Are you ready?”

      Tierney whispered a spell, “Ní pian,” to dull the pain and nodded. As Kiera doused the gauze with a bottle of clear liquid, Tierney looked at the ceiling and kept the conversation going. Anything to keep her mind off the skin-tugging sensation. “There’s a reason, Conri’s dragan has the name ‘the Calm.’”

      The liquid flooded the wound with a cooling sensation, but Tierney hissed when the gauze pressed gently into the flesh.

      “Sorry,” Kiera murmured.

      “I probably deserve it.”

      “I don’t see how breaking up a dragan fight warrants this.” Kiera’s presence calmed Tierney more than the long-time Darklings.

      “Not that,” added Tierney quickly. “I just went a bit… off task when we went into the Daylight Realm, so I probably deserve a little discomfort as a consequence.” She chewed her lower lip, definitely not anxious to share her diversion with the nurse and mother of those two sleeping bundles.

      “Hmmm.” Kiera chuckled. “Not like Conri’s never done that.” She pushed Tierney’s arm into the air. “Keep your arm up. You’ll need stitches.”

      “I was betting on that.” Tierney held her arm over her head, exposing her forearm. Some blood leaked out, but the bleeding had slowed and no longer showered the floor.

      Kiera threaded the needle and then took Tierney’s arm and sewed up the cut. Tierney barely felt the small prick, but the pressure made the room spin. She focused on the two sleeping twins.

      “Yeah, they’re good sleepers,” murmured Kiera.

      Tierney’s cheeks heated, and she looked away. “Sorry.”

      “For what? And don’t say Conri.”

      “For staring.”

      Kiera tugged on Tierney’s skin. “You want kids?”

      “Yes,” she answered honestly, something she hadn’t really known until she’d met Torin and then watched Conri and Kiera with the babies. She took a deep breath and admitted, “I was hoping Torin might be the one, but…” Tierney shrugged.

      “Hold still.” Kiera gripped her arm, and when Tierney settled, she continued, “That seems to be how Conri and I ended up together. Fate or some bullshit.”

      “So you believe in the ‘one?’”

      “Prior to coming to the Penumbra, I hadn’t really thought about it, and then I met Conri and… well, he’s my heartbeat. These two kiddos are my reason for breathing. My life is good, so I think fate planned our story pretty well.” She tugged on the stitches, and Tierney hissed. “A few more and you’ll be good to go. Not to open barely closed wounds, but I heard Torin disappeared.”

      “Yeah.” She pinched her lips together.

      “Is that all you have to say?”

      “I don’t know what there is to say,” said Tierney. “He didn’t leave through the Awen, and the Penumbra is very protected. He couldn’t just disappear, so he chose to leave and… whatever.” She blinked away the tears that burned her eyes.

      “Are you going to go after him?”

      “What? No.” She’d numbed her emotional pain enough during the solstice festival.

      “Why not? You said you loved him.”

      “I do, but that’s not… I’m not going to chase after him. I’m not his mother.” And she had to keep some of her dignity.

      “All done with the stitches, but I still need to wrap it up. Don’t move.” Kiera turned away, putting down the needle and thread.

      Tierney took the chance to watch the twins. “Are you saying I should go after him? Would you do the same for Conri?”

      Kiera turned back to her, sighing. “I would. Or Malin or Kane would. I can’t leave the twins, but you are in a different position. I don’t understand what’s holding you back.”

      “My sacred duty to the dragans,” she recited. The words rolled off her tongue too easily because she’d silently been saying them to herself, developing her list of excuses.

      Kiera paused, pursing her lips, and then she started wrapping Tierney’s arm.

      “What?” asked Tierney.

      “I don’t know. Maybe because I was raised in the Daylight Realm, I don’t understand all these… magical vows or witchy things.” She waved a hand at Tierney. “But I love Conri. Is that fate? I don’t know.”

      “I guess,” mumbled Tierney.

      “I’m all done here.” She moved back, taking the extra supplies with her.

      Just then, Ailis started fussing, but when Kiera bent down to pick her up, Aidan awoke and started to scream at the top of her little lungs, her face turning red. Kiera scooped up Aidan, who stiffened and kicked her small legs. Kiera bounced and swayed and cooed at her, but the baby had no interest in calming. Kiera groaned when Ailis cried harder.

      “Can you grab Ailis please?” asked Kiera.

      Tierney rushed over, picked up the baby girl. She did her best to mirror Kiera’s movement. Though, Tierney found she didn’t need to copy Kiera; it felt natural to have a baby in her arms, even though she hadn’t grown up around them.

      Kiera sighed as Ailis calmed. “Thank you.”

      “And here I thought they were easy,” joked Tierney, rocking the bundle in her arms.

      “They tend to sleep together well,” said Kiera, “and stay asleep together. But once one is up…” She rolled her eyes. “I was even getting some sleep, which is why I came to work. Or else one of the other Darklings might’ve had to stitch you up.”

      “That would be scary,” said Tierney, having experienced both Jareth’s and Branok’s attempts at mending flesh wounds in the past.

      Kiera chuckled. “I’m teaching them that kind of medicine while Emrys teaches me to be a Darkling.”

      “Where is Emrys, anyway?”

      “Oh, he’s around somewhere.”

      A knock echoed on the door, and Tierney bounced Ailis a little more. Minerva stepped inside, giving Tierney and Kiera a small nod. Thankfully, even Aidan was starting to settle.

      “Sorry if the crying disturbed you, Minerva,” said Kiera.

      “It doesn’t.” Minerva turned to Tierney. “Will you come with me?”

      Tierney’s heart dropped. The motherly figure Minerva usually showed to Tierney was nowhere to be seen. This Minerva was all business, and she turned on her heel and walked out of the room, pausing with the door opened. Tierney put Ailis down in the stroller, thanked Kiera, and then followed Minerva out of the room.

      “Ommi,” Tierney called when she entered the hall, and her feet dragged against the floor. Something was off. She could feel it in her bones.

      Minerva slowed to walk beside her, and they traveled to the small, old garden where Tierney had been trying to train Torin the other day. Minerva sat on the gray eroded bench, patting the seat beside her, and Tierney sank down, interlocking her hands. Minerva touched her hands, and Tierney released the tension in her shoulders.

      “I’m assuming you’ve heard,” said Tierney, considering she hadn’t returned with the other Gardai to make their report to Malin. It wouldn’t surprise Tierney if Minerva knew all the details of her little escapade with the fae, but she wasn’t about to volunteer that information.

      “Malin is hard on the coven, because she expects so much from herself,” said Minerva with a small sigh. “But I convinced her it might not be warranted in your situation.”

      “She should be hard on me.”

      “No, she shouldn’t. Besides, you’re not going to be here much longer.”

      Tierney snapped her head up and gaped at the high priestess. “I just made a mistake, and Malin’s going to send me away? To where? Another coven?”

      Minerva gave her sad smile. “You’re being sent to where you belong, Tierney.”

      Torin! The name screamed through her mind. She couldn’t say how, but she understood Minerva’s intent. Where Tierney belonged was at Torin’s side.

      Tierney’s body trembled, knees bounced, and mind swam. “You mean?” She gaped at Minerva. Did she come to an answer with the tea leaves after all? “I thought you weren’t going to give me advice on what to do about Torin.”

      “I’m not. I’m just opening a door for you. It’s your choice what to do from there.”

      Tierney looked up at her from under her eyelashes. “And what about Torin?”

      “I don’t know how your future entwines with his.” Minerva stood and brushed down her skirt. “Meet us at the manor when you’re ready. We’ll be waiting.”

      She shot to her feet. “Us? We?”

      “You’re not alone, Tierney, even if this is a journey you must take alone.” Minerva walked away, and Tierney fell back on the stone bench, stomach twisting.

      A journey? Alone?

      She couldn’t do it by herself, and where in the seven hells was she going, anyway? With her coven and her dragan, she rarely did anything alone. She scanned the Darkness for Ommi. Would she have to leave him behind?

      “Ommi,” she yelled and started running. “Ommi?” He’d follow.

      She ran faster, as if this strange fate might catch her before she could settle into the notion of leaving. Her feet pounded the pavement, the same way her heart pounded her rib cage. The vibrations ran up her bones.

      Outside the Aerie, Tierney collapsed to her knees and sucked in deep breaths. Sweat rolled down her body, dripping from her chin.

      Something cold and wet nuzzled her cheek, and she looked up. Meilu stared at her, her wings tucked into her body.

      “I’m going to find Torin,” said Tierney before she truly thought about it. “I promise.”

      Meilu blinked at her and then nodded. She nuzzled Tierney again, and Tierney pulled her close, running her fingers along the smooth scales. Ommi had done some damage, but Meilu no longer bled.

      “Ommi,” called Tierney, still stroking Meilu.

      Slowly, her dragan descended from above. He landed and crept across the ground instead of flying, his tail curled as he cowled. Tierney reached out her other hand, beckoning Ommi to come to her. When he reached her, he nuzzled his snout into her and accepted her attention, despite Meilu sitting in her lap. He eyed the smaller dragan, but then closed his eyes and leaned into Tierney’s hand where she scratched beneath his horn. Seeming to understand Tierney’s desire for them to love one another, Meilu whipped her tail back and forth.

      “Okay,” Tierney said after several moments, pulling back her hands. Meilu nosed her hand, begging for more, but Tierney shook her head and focused on Ommi. “I need you to be nice to Meilu.”

      Ommi reared back his head.

      “Hey.” Tierney snapped her fingers, and Ommi lowered his head. “You understand. You’re bonded to me, so you know what I expect. She needs a friend, and she’s sorry for whatever she did.”

      Ommi started to shake his head, but Tierney lifted her hand, showing off her bandaged wound. He leaned in and sniffed the bandage. Then he looked down and nodded.

      “That’s my baby.” Tierney gave him a few more seconds before putting Meilu at his side and pushing to her feet. “I’ll see you both later.” She walked away from them, her heart breaking. But Minerva had said she must go alone.
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      Tierney rubbed her sweaty hands against her pants and hesitated outside the manor. She needed to go—she had to go. No matter how many times she repeated the mantra silently, she couldn’t take the final step over the threshold. She never was someone to hesitate. Fuck, she had thrown herself headfirst in with Torin. Yet she couldn’t bring herself to walk across the threshold now into whatever journey awaited.

      Torin had left her alone—fucking ALONE!—and she’d gone in search of trouble with the fae. Something watched over her during that interlude, but she didn’t know what. Torin, of all people, knew about her utter fear of being abandoned. He understood that she’d been thrown away as a child and left to search the Penumbra’s wilderness for food to fill her little belly. She’d shared with him how she couldn’t even remember what her mother or father looked like, if they’d been hedge witches, Darklings, or what. Tierney had let him in on the secret of how terrified she was of being without people, a secret she hid from everyone else. Only Minerva and the long-dead Darkling Borvo knew how she’d come to be part of the coven.

      “For myself,” Tierney said aloud. “I have to find out what this journey is, and I have to find out why Torin left.” But it meant leaving everything she ever knew. Her friends and family. Her dragans. The Penumbra.

      She closed her eyes, pushed open the front door, and threw herself inside, boots hitting the wood floor of the manor. It creaked under her steps. No choice now. She strolled into the dining room where the table had been removed. A mumble of voices fell silent as she faced her fate in the form of her coven.

      The shudders on the windows were drawn shut, and dark drapes hung inside. The wood floor was covered in salt, two large circles with a row of runestones between them, and the entirety of the circle was overlaid with a knotwork symbol: four interlocking eyes pointing in the cardinal directions. Criostals marked the point at each direction. To the north, Minerva stood with a spellbook in hand, and six other witches gathered around the circle—Conri and Brogan at east, Malin and Kane at south, Morgana and Isla at west.

      Minerva nodded. Malin guided Tierney to the center of the circle suddenly and returned to her position. Minerva intoned the chant to hold Tierney within the bounds of the circle: “Cèidse ciorcal,” she said, and the others joined into the chant. Over and over again, they called the words in unison until the salt on the floor flared against the darkness, a blinding white light that rose from the floor and connected to the ceiling before vanishing. The criostals pulsed with dim light when the circle faded.

      Minerva turned the page and started the call and response of the seacht mbeannacht oraibh.

      Seven blessings, Tierney translated in her mind.

      “Neart Aodh ar Tierney,” Minerva said, and the witches gathered repeated the words, per the ritual guidelines.

      “Torachas Epona laistigh de Tierney.”

      Tierney grimaced at the invocation of the fertility goddess and again when they called to the goddess of Fae and the Light.

      “Solas Danú ar Tierney.”

      “Uiscí mac Lir nigh Tierney glan.”

      Thinking of Derdra, Tierney cut her eyes to Morgana. While the witch refused to say the sea god’s name, she uttered the blessing words along with the rest.

      “Gaoth Tarannis luas Tierney.”

      The wind started to swirl within the room when they called upon the thunder god.

      “Cneasaithe Cainte ar chroí Tierney.”

      Tears slipped from her eyes.

      “Spiorad faire Cernunnos lean Tierney.”

      Tierney dug her heels into the hardwood floor, not ready to go yet. She needed to shower and sleep and eat—think about this before she suffered the consequences.

      Then her coven began to chant the words of sending. Their voices melded together, popped, and grew as coldness overtook the room. She reached out her arms, and it felt like she swam through ice cold water, her arms and legs growing heavy with each stroke. Sounds like waves crashing flooded her ears, and her hair whipped around her head. Tierney lost connection with the ground, and she barely heard Malin say, “We’ll take care of Ommi.”

      “Wait, I’ll be back,” said Tierney. “Soon. Won’t I? Wait! What’s going on? I thought this was supposed to be my choice. I don’t want to—”

      That was a lie. The ritual magic wouldn’t work if she didn’t want to go. Her journey was here. Torin was here. No one could stop it, not even Tierney.

      Icy wind flowed around Tierney, catching her neck and holding her in place. The salt and runes and criostals vanished as tiny pelts of snow bit into her skin. They ripped at her, and she tried to claw through. Peeling open her eyes, she didn’t see the dark of the Penumbra but white—surrounding her.

      She twisted around. “Minerva! Malin! Brogan!” She reached for them, but the icy flakes cut into her hand. Whipping it back, she pressed her hand to her chest.

      The snow shifted under her feet, and the wind picked her up until she was a snowflake flying through the air. A rag doll thrown away, cast aside again. Her heart wrenched and cracked again. She didn’t know where she was going, and when she peeked through her eyelashes, she met the harsh reality that wasn’t her own. She bit back her scream, twisting through the air, as the sky and the ground connected gray on the horizon.

      She wailed, and the snow pushed into her mouth. It hit the back of the throat, and she coughed. But the ground was coming up to meet her as she fell toward the ground, splattering with force into the hard snow.
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      Torin trudged through the snow, wrapped in furs. The whitewashed pines offered little relief from the bite of the winter wind. Always winter here—wherever here was. If he wanted to avoid the thigh-burning trek through snow, he had to pass through nettles that caught in the fur lining his boots. He shifted the heavy coat over his shoulders and then flexed his hands to crack the leather gloves. Using the walking stick, he climbed over a small hill and descended into a valley just large enough to provide shelter from the biting wind.

      A creek cut through the snowbank, the gray rocks glistening with water and slick in places with ice. He traveled parallel to the stream, trying to silence his heavy footsteps. Unfortunately, in his unmeasured time alone in the wilderness, he hadn’t learned to move quieter, and each step broke the forest’s silence with a crunching, plunging, ice-crushing sound. Birds fluttered overhead when he neared. What kind, Torin couldn’t say, but as they ascended into the sky, they became specks of black, and never flew low enough to catch. He stopped and tipped his head back, watching them soar. Once, Torin had attempted to climb the ancient pines that reached up toward the sky, only to fall back to the earth and lay on the snow as he regained his balance and breath. Hours passed before he’d found the motivation to stand and continue searching for a sign of anyone in this lonely place.

      The birds flew away, and Torin trailed the creek. Somewhere it had to open up to the mouth of a river, but he never found a way out. Caught between the woods and the desolate snowy fields that went on for miles, he couldn’t bring himself to leave the relative safety the woods offered against an always impending blizzard. The wind whistled through the pine trees, and the fur on Torin’s back blew, tapping him on the chin. The scent of fresh snow lingered on the breeze, so he needed to move faster.

      Down the creek, he crouched behind a pine tree that had fallen during the last storm, the needles still deep green and fanned out as if they still had the will to live. He lifted a branch and peeked through the snow and nettles, searching for his trap. When something shifted around the tree, he recoiled, then lurched forward, stomach growling, but he held himself back. Quickening his pace through the snow would exhaust him, and none of the lean hares he hunted or winter berries he foraged would easily restore his strength. He tiptoed toward his snare, only to pause when he found the rabbit alive, thrashing along in the trap with broken back legs.

      A groan built in Torin’s throat, and he leaned back on his heels. He had only ever found dead animals in his traps. His stomach roiled with the knowledge of what needed to be done. Tears burned his eyes, and his heartbeat rattled his chest. He’d killed Semaphors aplenty, humans once who’d turned to the enemy’s embrace, but he couldn’t bring himself to kill an innocent animal… or so his mind thought. But he’d lost weight here with the scarcity of food. His legs had grown stronger from constantly navigating through the difficult terrain, but his stomach complained about the emptiness. It was hollow now, and his mouth watered at the smell of blood.

      Towering over the dying rabbit, he released it from the trap, and it tried to crawl away, the back legs dragged against the ground. He had done this to the helpless creature. Cruel. That’s what he’d become—a cruel and savage beast. He picked up the trembling rabbit, then slid his fingers down the soft fur and wound his hand around the animal’s neck.

      He murmured, “Cernunnos, God of the Wild Things, forgive me.” Torin closed his eyes and twisted his wrist.

      A sickening crack echoed off the trees, and he cringed, but his eye wouldn’t open to see the carnage. A crow called overhead, and Torin pulled the carcass closer to his body. At length, he forced his eye open to stare at the limp creature in his large hands.

      “I’m sorry,” he mumbled and then tucked the rabbit under his heavy coat.

      The trees bounced, branches snapping and snow crashing to the ground. The wind hadn’t come through. He whipped his head around, listening, and then reached for his S-blade—his hand landing on the hilt of the small knife at his waist. He didn’t have his S-blades here, but the motion was another habit he couldn’t break. Scanning the trees, he waited for the bear to attack.

      Or the red-haired woman to appear.

      Someone? Anything!

      Nothing.

      The trees stilled again, the cold lingering in his aching bones. It no longer burned his skin, nor did the gray light hurt his eye. He was growing accustomed to his new life, but he couldn’t allow himself to become complacent, or the weather would kill him.

      Perhaps a hidden animal watched him, but that was all. Still, when he turned his back, someone’s gaze bored into his back. He spun around, flashing his blade, but he met the open air and eventually a tree. A shiver ran down his body, and he gathered his coat tighter around himself.

      After resetting the trap, he refilled his leather skein with creek water. In the time he’d been here, he’d learned many new skills—hunting, trapping, foraging, and so much more. The day he arrived, he’d found a small cauldron, a little knife, a small axe, one metal trap, and a wool blanket near a boulder. Everything else had to be made by hand, and the remnants of Meilu’s venom had faded all-too-quickly to be useful to his self-education. Skills Torin never fathomed the need for, he had to develop just so he could survive—setting traps, skinning rabbits and knotting their pelts together to warm his body, building a fire, cooking fresh meat over open flame, rendering what little fat he could find on the animals to treat leather and make it useful for purposes such as carrying water. He took a drink and set off, retracing his footsteps until they were almost hidden by the blowing snow.

      Then he scouted for the strips of material—scraps of the shirt he’d worn when he’d left the Penumbra. They marked the trees along the trail back to his camp, a lean-to Torin had constructed from fallen pine branches and his old fighting leathers. They had been too thin for wearing but durable enough to block out the elements. Just in front of the opening, branches he had cut lay to dry next to the embers that burped black smoke. He put another log on, then sat under the leathers, pulling the rabbit from under his furs. Unable to look it in the eyes, he took out his blade and held it against the rabbit’s shoulder, pressing just hard enough to separate the skin from the muscle.

      When he finished, he spit the rabbit over the fire to cook and hung the pelt to dry before cleaning his blade with melted snow. The red blood dribbled into the embers, hissing. Torin ran his chapped and calloused hands along the blade as he cleaned it, trying to get the blood off. He never had this when fighting Semaphors, because they didn’t bleed. The blood crusted into the cracks and never truly left the blade, no matter how much he scrubbed. The snow turned to water, and he grabbed another clump and then another, all while the fire crackled and the rabbit cooked.

      Off to Torin’s right, something rustled, and he turned to search for the sound’s source. No branches bouncing. No freshly fallen snow from the tree. The wind remained still for the moment, but the small hairs on Torin’s arms stood at attention. Slowly, he curled his fingers around the hilt of his blade as an animal crept out from behind the tree. First the black nose, then the red fox’s body appeared, and then a long bushy tail. Torin narrowed his eyes. It was a wispy thing, but taller than any fox he’d seen, and longer. But, then again, he’d only seen them in pictures before now. City life didn’t lend itself to seeing many of Cernunnos’s creatures aside from the random deer.

      This fox, however, had been coming to visit Torin at least every other night. Now, she snaked her body between snowy drifts with her head lowered and nose pointed at Torin’s cooking rabbit.

      This was Torin’s dinner, the only meal he would have today, and he wasn’t about to let a skinny fox steal it. She was perfectly capable of fending for herself. Plus, Torin had faced far more dangerous creatures, so he’d fight for what he’d trapped and killed. He jumped to his feet and clambored in between the fire and the fox, nearly knocking down his shelter in the process. The fox took slinky, measured steps in his direction.

      Torin pointed his knife. “Don’t you dare.”

      The fox cocked her head as if to peer around Torin at the cooking rabbit, then it raised her snout, sniffed the air, and watched Torin with an uncanny intelligence in the wide amber eyes.

      Reaching behind himself, Torin grabbed the spit and took the rabbit off the fire, hoarding it like a prized possession. To his stomach, it was.

      The fox sat, her tail swishing around her body.

      Torin sighed and looked at the empty wilderness that’d become his home. Finding no other living being, he asked, “Where have you been today?”

      The fox tilted her head right and left, like she was thinking, and then pointed her snout to Torin’s left, in the direction of the darkening cloud-covered sky. The opposite direction was brighter, but soon it would be night in this place. Not the Penumbra’s Darkness, but a deeper gray with only hints of muted colors, a darkness that would lift when the sun returned after a number of hours. It was unlike any sight Torin had seen, with the snow moving like the waves of a sea, and when the clouds parted to allow the moon to shine, it sparkled like glitter. And sometimes, blue and green lights chased each other through the sky.

      As Torin set the rabbit back over the flame, the fox placed its head on his leg, staring up at him. He already had a guilty conscience over killing the rabbit with his bare hands, so he studied the creature who seemed to find comfort in his company—the only animal who came close to him. Others hid in the tree branches or their dens, picking from Torin’s scraps and investigating his shelter when he was out.

      “Why didn’t you follow me?” asked Torin.

      The fox raised its head and pointed east again.

      “I was lonely,” he admitted, but in reality, he was lonely every day. All that time ago, he’d believed he followed the woman and bear, but they had eluded him. “Guess I was getting used to having you around. You must have other stuff to do. Whatever that is.”

      They sat together in companionable silence while the day faded and Torin finished cooking the rabbit. Finally, when he cut into it and the meat had turned a rich brown, he pulled it from the fire, sat on the wool blanket, and sank his teeth into the leg. The fox lay her head on his leg again. Her big amber eyes watched his every movement with human-like interest.

      Tearing off a hunk of meat from the rabbit’s leg, Torin popped it in his mouth and chewed, swallowing, and the fox watched him the whole time. Finally, he broke off the rabbit leg and handed it to the fox. Her sharp teeth glinted white like the snow, but the fox was gentle, taking it from Torin’s grasp.

      “Do you have a family?” Torin asked and immediately rolled his eyes. It wasn’t the first time he’d asked questions like this, but they only served to let him know how truly lonely he was. And crazy.

      Of course, she didn’t answer but continued to strip the last pieces of meat from the bone while Torin ate the rest of the rabbit, filling his belly and then drinking from his leather water skein.

      After dinner and with the sun set, Torin laid back in his makeshift tent nestled between two pines, and the fox curled up by the fire. He put on another log for warmth, and to warm his only companion. She always seemed to enjoy the fire when she came to his tent. Curling into his furs, Torin stared up at the tent ceiling. The branches shivered and cast shadows like claws above him. His eyelid grew heavy, but then his eye snapped open with some strange intuition that they weren’t as alone as he thought. Torin scrambled to his feet, and the fox jumped up too, baring her teeth at the outside world.

      “It’s okay. It’s not that,” he said but scanned his surroundings anyway.

      The orange flames flickered, casting the only light. The trees blew in the breeze, the cold wind rushing through his lean-to, and then the clouds parted. Silver moonlight cascaded down, and Torin forgot his worries. He stepped out of his shelter and looked up at the sky. He squinted but couldn’t find a singular star. There wasn’t enough luck in him for a shooting star to cross his vision so he could wish himself out of this cold and desolate wilderness.

      This certainly wasn’t what he had in mind when he went to the Great Dark Tree begging for help. He turned to face his small encampment again, looking over his measly home. Certainly Aodh didn’t have this in mind either. If this was her doing. The gods loved to play games, but he’d never been one for puzzles and had yet to figure out the rules.

      Shuffling back into his small shelter, he sat on the pallet he’d made and pulled the furs around him. Before he settled back down, he withdrew the small knife, more of a utility than a weapon. He pressed the dulling tip to his forefinger. A little more pressure, and he’d draw blood.

      Would that be the worst thing? He looked at the fox who’d curled back into a ball. Who would miss him if he bled out into the snow?

      He gripped the hilt harder and then turned it to the nearest pine tree and dug the blade into the dark, rocking it back and forth. Another tick on the bark. He added to the hundred he had made before, the days slipping past him. Unfortunately, feeling confident that he’d find the woman with the bear soon, he hadn’t started counting days right away. Now, all he could say, based on the marks, was that he’d been here more than a hundred days. Maybe one-twenty or one-thirty. He couldn’t be sure.

      Out of breath, he hung his head, touching his forehead to the moist pine tree. The fire crackled with laughter. Besides his breathing, it was the only sound.

      He roared, if just to hear his voice echoing back to him.

      The sound shattered the silence. But the trees finally stilled, and the animals hushed their songs for the night songs. No owls hooted in the distance or squirrels chattered in the high branches. He drove his fist into the tree, and snow fluttered down onto his shelter. He groaned and then gripped the tree, holding himself upright. His knees quaked, and his whole body wanted to collapse.

      Gulping in deep breaths, he threw himself down on his pallet. The fox, next to the fire, peered at him. An apology perched on his lips, but he swallowed it down with his next breath. What would the fox care, anyway? He rolled over, turning his back to the fire and the fox. Thankfully, the darkness of sleep grabbed him.

      In his dreams, he trudged through the woods without snow, but reality and cold gnawed at his bones, never allowing him to truly fall asleep. Not a full slumber. He walked through the trees, covered in green moss and with high green canopies, and he curled his bare feet into the foliage below, feeling the damp warmth spreading up his skin.

      A woman with flaming red hair stepped around a large tree, and she motioned for her enormous brown bear to stay behind her. It sat, and she moved toward Torin. His tongue grew heavy as he tried to call out her name. It was on the tip of his tongue, but he couldn’t remember it. She stepped in front of him, raising her chin and meeting his gaze, and then she took a final step forward him, placing her hand to his bad eye. Her touch was like ice, a shock to his system, but he was frozen, unable to move. The icy convulsions took over his body until—

      Someone called his name.

      Tierney? He twisted around, out of the red-haired woman’s grasp. Tierney? Where are you? His voice exploded in his head, caught before echoing from his mouth.

      Did she say his name? He couldn’t tell, but he was running, catching the sight of her brilliant blond hair in the silvery moonlight before she disappeared in the woods. Lost.

      “Tierney!” Torin sat up, hitting his head on a tree branch. His whole shelter trembled, threatening to fall, and he crawled out, the fire smoldering and the fox gone. Gray light leaked in from the east, and he lumbered to his feet, stumbling before righting himself.

      His heartbeat pounded in his chest. If there was something out there, he wouldn’t hear it for the stampede in his ears.

      Trees blocked his sight, but the snow was thick and covering. A shiver ran down his body, and he grabbed for his furs. His body was too bare. Too cold. He wrapped his body, bracing against the morning chill. He needed to get moving or the frigid daybreak would eat him alive.

      Cutting a few more branches from a nearby tree, he left them to dry and then added a dry log to the fire. Slowly, the embers started to eat the wood and then belch smoke. Placing his knife close to his body, Torin trudged through the snow, following the path he had taken yesterday and the day before that. Snow covered the path, but he followed the pieces of cloth. They would lead him to his traps, but he paused after ten feet. Something gnawed at him, and it wasn’t his stomach for once.

      He turned his face toward the east, and sun cut through the gray clouds. He raised his hand, blinded, and the eyepatch over his left eye burned, heated already. He ducked his head, but the sun cut a path across the snow, like a glittering golden road. He turned toward his traps but then turned back, his body urging him to head east. His stomach grumbled for food, his tongue thirsty, and he tightened his furs around his body. With a final look back, he started walking east.

      His boots slipped into the snow, and he caught himself on a branch before falling sideways. Snow fell on top of him, but he pushed it off, crawling through the drift and reaching the edge of the forest.

      The vast snowy field stretched out, meeting the gray sky. He searched the area, as he did every morning, but no Awen appeared on a tree and none opened in midair. Nothing called him back to Darkness except his heart. The sun’s rays rolled down from the sky like a river, and he flinched, something glinting in the corner of his eye.

      A blade from the coven, marked with Aodh’s symbol—the triquetra.

      Torin bent and grabbed it from the snow, running his hand along the hilt. Who else had come through the portal? He turned his back toward the woods, looking for prints. None, but if any had been present, the wind would quickly cover them with snow. He ran his thumb across the hilt and down at the bottom, something was etched into the metal.

      A… T.

      He snapped his head up. “Tierney!”

      Was she in the forest? How far could she have gotten? The sword was cold against his hand. Maybe she hadn’t even made it that far. Perhaps something had found her first.

      Fear ripped through his chest, up his throat, and erupted from his lips. “TIERNEY?!”  He whipped around toward the waves of snow. He stepped forward but then paused. He wouldn’t even know where to start. He looked back toward camp. Maybe the fox could help? No, that was crazy.

      He plunged forward, kicking up snow and falling through the drifts. He clawed through, fighting the ever-deepening snow like he was stuck in the middle of the ocean. He gripped a ridge of ice and pulled himself up, but he sprawled into the fresh snow. Sinking. He stood, rushing through the snow before the ray of sun disappeared. He stumbled forward and grasped the sunray before it was gone. It had substance and felt like silk on his palm, then evaporated. The sun tucked behind another gray cloud, and Torin sagged, falling to his knees. He was fully hallucinating now. Looking down, he blinked as tears burned his eyes. The cloud moved on, and the sun pushed through. Golden hair glimmered in the light against the pristine white snow.

      Torin dug, pushing the snow aside in armfuls. “Tierney!” He plunged his hands down and shoveled it away.

      His knuckles brushed her bright pink cheek—burned from the cold, surely. He cleared the snow away from her face and leaned in, pressing his ear toward her lips. She still breathed, but her skin was like ice.

      “Hold on,” he said, as if she could hear him, and hauled the rest of the snow off her body.

      Her fingers were icicles. The clothes she wore were the fighting leathers over a thin shirt and pants that pressed to her body. Her skin had turned as white as fresh snow, lips blue.

      “Come on, Tierney,” he said breathlessly, but she didn’t stir. “Hold on. I’ll get out of there.”

      He heaved, pulling her from the snow, and her body rammed into him like a cold boulder. He fell back into the snow, and she landed on top of him. Yet she didn’t stir. Fear crawled across his body, mixing with his sweat, and he tore the furs from his body, pressed his body to hers, and wrapped the warm rabbit fur around them both.

      “Hold on,” he repeated and shivered from her cold body pressed against his chest. “I’m going to get you somewhere warm.”

      He tried to race through the snow, only for him to slide down again and have to crawl out. Fear pumped through his blood, making him clumsy, even though he had worked so hard over the last one hundred days not to be an oaf. At one point, it was his natural state, but he had grown leaner and learned to better control his body while living in the woods. Or he thought he had.

      Finally out of the field, he scampered back into the semi-shelter of the forest, where the trees acted as a shield against the full force of the winter storms. He collapsed to his knees and held Tierney in her arms. Her head lolled to the side, lips now parted. She was still icy. He wrapped his coat around her tightly and cradled her into him. He didn’t even look for the strips of material he’d hung from the trees. His instincts now lead him all the way back to his camp.

      Tierney convulsed in his arms, teeth chattering, and he lowered her to the ground on the wool blanket. He should’ve gotten more—why didn’t he collect even more? He added more logs to the fire, nearly snuffing the flames out, but after a few long seconds, the flames latched onto the logs and grew. Turning back to Tierney, he reached out and then paused.

      Her clothes would warm and turn wet, the snow and ice melting from them. He had seen her naked before. He’d be stripping her only to save her life, but it was still a violation. He didn’t give a shit though. She couldn’t be angry with him if she wasn’t alive.

      “Forgive me, Tierney,” he murmured, knowing he would be saying that a lot. After all, he felt certain he was the reason she’d come to this gods forsaken place.

      He started to strip her clothing from her. The fighting leathers peeled back in layers like an extra piece of flesh, and he had to push her skin away. Once she laid bare, he wrapped her in the blanket and furs and positioned her near the burning fire, then hung her clothes on a branch to dry.

      Should he add another log? He didn’t want the flames to get too high. He cut more branches off the trees and laid them to dry, hovering near her. She didn’t wake again but shivered under the blankets. He pressed his hand against her forehead and then pulled back quickly. His hands were cold, and that wasn’t what she needed.

      “Tierney,” he said to her shuddering form. He needed food and water for when she woke. “I’ll be back soon. I’m going to check the traps.”

      She would wake. He wouldn’t lose her now, not after she found him. He didn’t know how that happened, especially when he had no clue where he was. He hesitated though, not wanting to leave her here without supervision.

      “I’ll be back,” he repeated. He couldn’t do much here but watch, so he pushed off the ground, stumbling toward the edge of the small clearing he made between trees. He touched the fabric on the tree branch, checking that it was locked into place. He looked ahead, and the next piece of fabric fluttered in the breeze. Hopefully, she wouldn’t wake and try to find him, but if she did, she could follow the marked trees to find him along the trail.

      Sucking in a cool breath, he forced himself to walk away from her, glancing over his shoulder as if she might just disappear. Maybe he had gone crazy, and it wasn’t her at all. Was this his personal nightmare? He looked at her one last time from a distance, searing her face into his mind. He would never forget it. Ever.

      He strode away and then stepped lightly, like he had learned to do when walking through the woods with a lot of snow. He wasn’t hunting, only trapping, but he still didn’t couldn’t scare off his prey. The fox darted out of the trees, and Torin skidded to a halt. She stared up at him, blinking once.

      Torin rolled back his shoulders. “I don’t have time for this.”

      The fox cut him a look from the corner of her eye, and then it scampered forward, cutting Torin off. He jumped back to avoid stepping on the red fox. The animal sat down and stared up at him, ears twitching like a dog. What did it hear? Torin looked over his shoulder, but he couldn’t see the shelter any longer.

      “I need to find food for Tierney,” said Torin and stepped over the fox, careful of its tail. She scampered after him, and he said, “I won’t be able to feed you tonight, so you’ll need to find your own meal.”

      Foxes didn’t understand, but he talked to her like she did. He’d warned her off, but she still fell into step beside him.

      “Really,” he said. “You must’ve smelled her. You’re a predator.”

      The fox reared back its head.

      “I only mean to say,” he added quickly as he walked, “that you have a good nose. You can smell her, and I don’t know how she got here or what happened but I can’t be away from her for long. She’s sick, you see, and very cold. I don’t know how long she was out in the snow, and I need to help her. She helped me so much back in the Penumbra, and I… I love her.” The words rushed from his mouth with a pulse of breath. “I love her, so much. For the first few days I was here, I was so focused on my tasks and survival that I pushed her to the back of my mind. But she haunts my dreams, and she’s the reason for my survival. And now she’s here, and I think it’s my fault.” He stared at the fox, who studied him. “Why else would she be here? I don’t even know where here is, but it’s my fault, right? I’m here, and somehow she got here too.”

      Torin plunged his hands into his hair and pulled the unusually long and shaggy mop. “It’s not a bad thing that she’s here, but I left for her. To let her be free and have the life she wants with someone else. Anyone who wasn’t broken. I was only dragging her down. I couldn’t give her what she wanted. I couldn’t provide for her or—” He wheezed, losing all his breath, and he hung his head, tears pricking his eyes. He couldn’t cry now because he needed his strength to get the food and be back at Tierney’s side as quickly as possible. He shouldn’t have even been wasting his time and breath speaking to a fox. But he turned back to the animal and said, “I’m sorry, but I need to go.”

      He walked away, and the fox followed, trailing after him by a few feet. He had no meat to throw at the fox or any berries or anything. He went to the nearest traps but found them empty. He paused before venturing further, looking back the way he had come. He had already been away too long. While the woods were quiet, he wouldn’t be able to hear her call out. He balled his hands into fists and then turned back. He didn’t want to return empty-handed but couldn’t risk Tierney getting sick or injured while he was gone. He trudged through the snow, the cold starting to seep into his bones now that he didn’t wear his fur coat, and he moved faster to warm himself. Finally, he reached his encampment, and the fire crackled. He added another log and then bent beside her.

      Tierney’s teeth no longer chattered, but she still shivered. He placed he back of his hand to her cheek, a little warmth, and she winced. She was still icy.

      “I’m going to help you,” Torin promised and pulled off his clothes. He laid them out to warm and dry, the chill brushing against his skin, and then he dipped to lay beside Tierney. Drawing back the furs that covered her, he curled his naked body around hers and shuddered at how cold her skin still was.

      Torin would happily give all his warmth to her. He drew the covers back over them both and held her close. She trembled, and he pulled her a little closer. She was tiny in his arms, though she wasn’t a small woman. It was just how big he was. He draped his leg across hers and laid his arm over her stomach. All the skin connected.

      The fox sat on the other side of the fire, watching down its snout. Its tail curled around its paws.

      Torin looked at the fire. Maybe he needed to add another log? But then Tierney leaned back against him, letting out a soft moan.

      “Take it from me,” murmured Torin, brushing a hand across her stomach. “Take my warmth. Please. Just don’t leave me.”

      When he looked back up, the fox was gone, and he pressed his cheek against Tierney’s face. He breathed on her face, and she moaned. He held her even tighter, feeling her stomach rise and fall with each breath. He tried to match his breathing to hers, but his eyelid became heavy. Tierney twitched, falling further back into him, and he took a deep breath of her. She no longer smelled like Tierney but like the woods and the cold and the snow. He missed her scent, along with the feeling of her body against his and the softness of her hair. But more than all that, he missed her sharp tongue and her love for life… and him. He needed her to open her eyes so he could finally tell her how sorry he was for leaving.

      How much he loved her.

      The tree branches rustled, and the fox appeared, carrying a rabbit in its jaws. She inched forward and then dropped the rabbit before the fire. Torin stared at the fox as it silently disappeared back into the shadows, not leaving so much as a paw print upon the snow. The rabbit, however, awaited, and Torin’s hundred plus days of routine told him to skin and cook the rabbit. He moved the smallest inch, and Tierney groaned. He paused, holding her close to his body again.
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      Fuck, Tierney was cold. Warmth oozed across her body at a snail’s pace, but it didn’t help the ice that had settled into her bones and made her eyelids heavy. Even her organs felt cold, her blood sluggish. She had been frozen, encapsulated in ice and snow, but she couldn’t remember how she’d gotten there. The memories lingered in the depths of her subconscious, and she didn’t want to grasp onto them yet. She peeled her frozen eyelashes off one another and stared into the orange flames of a bonfire. The sound was too loud against her ears, and she winced, drawing back her head and thudding against a hard body.

      She kept her breathing shallow, uncertain of who held her and armed her with their own body heat. Then, it registered, and even though his body felt harder than it had been, she knew the feel of him.

      Torin.

      His body coiled around her, a leg entwined with her own and his thick arms holding her to his chest as if she were the most precious thing in the world. She slid her hands over him. Torin’s scars were familiar to her touch, maps that riddled his arms.

      When she peeked at him from the corner of her eye, something hitched in her throat. It had only been a few days since he had left the Penumbra, yet it felt and looked like a lifetime had passed. His eye patch was in place, but worn at the edges, and his eyelid was closed. His lips parted on a hot exhale, leaving goose bumps on her skin.

      Her fingertips itched to run through his hair, which had grown by inches and fell to one side in dark golden waves. A full beard covered his face, and though she’d never considered Torin with longer hair and a beard, she found him utterly beautiful like this. She reached up and stroked a hand along the soft hair, and his eye flashed open. His pupil was large before it narrowed on her.

      “Tierney,” he breathed, and it brushed her skin. More gooseflesh erupted.

      “Torin.” She smiled up at him. “Am I dreaming?”

      “I thought I was,” he murmured, running his thumb down her jaw. “I’m sorry. I should’ve never left you. I should’ve—”

      She hushed him. “We’re together. Now.”

      He bowed his head, his lips touching the sensitive part of her neck, and she exposed her skin more to him. However, he only breathed on her.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “You shouldn’t have come.”

      “I came for you. And I would do it again.”

      His cheeks flushed. “I fucked up.”

      “You did,” she said and then shuddered, ice curling in her veins. Her body must have weighed about a thousand pounds. She was never going to be warm again.

      Torin leaned toward her, tightening his arms further, but his large body already covered her own. They were wrapped in blankets and furs by a fire, enclosed in leathers and pine branches. Wind whistled through the branches, and the shelter shook.

      “I need to be warmer.” Tierney touched his chin. “And so do you.”

      He looked down at her, flames reflecting in his eyes. “What do you have in mind?”

      With a smirk, she wove her hands through his hair. Yes, she definitely loved the feel of it like this—longer. Desire coursed through her system, and she rolled in his arms until they faced one another. Her body knew him, and without any coaxing, she was ready for him. Tierney pulled his lips to hers.

      The kiss started slow, and then Torin planted butterfly kisses on her chin, neck, and beneath her ear before returning to her lips again. He grazed his teeth over her lower lip and then pulled back to stare down at her. “Are you sure? You were just—”

      Tierney placed a finger across his lips. “Shhh. It’ll warm us up, but it will do more than that too.”

      Torin dropped his forehead onto her chest. “It’ll help us heal.”

      She smiled into his hair. “Yes, Torin, it will.”

      He ran his large hands up and over her ribs to cup her breasts. His fingers found her nipples and rolled them between his thumb and forefinger. Tierney arched up into him as electricity ran from her nipples to her core, and she grew even wetter. More ready.

      Torin raised his head and looked her in the eyes, his one eye glassy, as if he were so close to crying. It made Tierney’s heart clench. She reached a hand around his shoulders and urged him on top of her, where he settled his hips between her thighs. She could feel the length of him growing against her even as he stared oh-so-lovingly at her.

      He released her breasts, planting his elbows on either side of her. “I didn’t realize what we had… what I had.” He swept a hair off her forehead.

      Tierney ran her hands over his back and shoulders, feeling how lean he’d grown over his muscles. Still a huge man, but all muscle now. “How long?” she whispered.

      “Too long,” he said and swallowed.

      She brushed her hands through his hair again, cradled his face, and kissed him gently. “We’ll talk soon.” She kissed him again, then lifted her knees and wriggled toward his now rock-solid cock. “I need to feel you right now, Torin. All of you.”

      He reached down and guided himself toward her entrance. Tierney gasped when he pushed the thick head past her threshold.

      “Are you okay?” His forehead wrinkled.

      “Good. Just… full,” she answered. “More.”

      He pushed into her in tiny measures, as if he wanted it to last an eternity, and she relished every stretching and filling second until he seated himself all the way within her sheath.

      “You feel…” He groaned. “It’s like this is exactly where I’m supposed to be.”

      Torin held still for a long time, and a tear leaked down the bridge of his nose. Tierney wiped it away and licked the salt from the tip of her finger.

      “It is where you’re supposed to be, Torin.” She choked. “I almost gave up on us when you disappeared.”

      “Thank you for not doing that.”

      Tierney wouldn’t tell him right now that it was Minerva’s doing. “I’ll always come for you. As long as you want me.” She looked down then.

      Torin curled a finger and lifted her chin, forcing her eyes back to his face. “I was stupid. That’s all there is to it.” He rocked into her.

      She sucked in a breath, and her inner walls pulsed around his incredibly thick length. “No more talking,” she breathed.

      Torin pulled out and returned home, all the while keeping his eye on hers. He looked deep into one, then the other, as he retreated and returned over and over again. Tierney’s blood began pumping harder, and her body grew warmer and warmer with each thrust. Their breathing grew heavier in unison, but they maintained eye contact. There were so many words and emotions and regrets and more in his eye, and she felt it all. Tension gathered in her lower stomach, and Torin sped the pace. She bit her lip, and Torin kissed her. Small grunts started in her chest, and she whimpered as her orgasm approached. Building, growing, spreading, heating as Torin came home again and again.

      Tilting to the side a little, Torin ran his hand up Tierney’s cheek and into the hair at the back of her head. She mewled when his cock reached that perfect spot inside as it also stroked the underside of her clit. She was so close, and he was starting to drive relentlessly into her.

      “Torin!” she hissed and grabbed onto his shoulders. Her eyes tried to drift closed, and she bit her lip again and moaned.

      He took his hand and pried her lips apart. “No one can hear you here,” he said huskily. “Eyes open. I need to see everything when you come.”

      With that, Tierney sailed over the edge, stars flashing at the sides of her vision, and Torin came too, roaring her name.
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      As Torin sailed down from probably the most intense orgasm he’d experienced, he kissed Tierney, tasting her and knowing that she was real rather than one of the many dreams that haunted him night after night and seeped into day. He marveled at her through his eyelashes. The orange firelight flickered on her face, dancing across her skin, and her hair glistened gold. He brushed his hands down her skin, feeling her muscles and tiny hairs rising on her skin. She was real.

      She was here.

      Unhurt. Alive. Seemingly happy.

      And he’d never let her go again.

      “More,” she said, breathing on his skin. Goosebumps pimpled her skin. “I need more. I’m so cold.”

      He rolled onto his back, pulling her on top of him without sliding out of her. Even though he’d exploded inside her, he was still as hard as a rock. When he had her laying on top of him, he pulled the covers over her shoulders.

      “Let’s keep up the physical activity then.” He smirked and pressed his hips upward into her incredibly wet pussy.

      A shiver ran through his balls and up his spine. His cock was so utterly sensitive, but he would give her whatever she needed, sexually or otherwise.

      Tierney ran her hands up and into his hair again.

      “You like it?” He brushed her hair over her shoulder and kissed the bare skin.

      One of her hands trailed down to his beard. “I’m not sure which I like better, the chin-length hair or the full beard. I’m curious what it feels like when you send me over the edge with your mouth.”

      Torin grabbed her head and kissed her hard. “I’ll show you, but I’m not ready to separate from that beautiful pussy of yours just yet.” He moved, just a fraction, and she moaned.

      Gripping her thighs, he thrusted up into her, and she jerked, a small scream echoing from her lips.

      “Gorgeous,” he said. “Go ahead. Take what warmth you need from me.”

      Tierney tilted her hips back and forth and Torin met her motion, thrust for thrust. He pushed deeper into her… further…. He had almost forgotten how wonderful she felt. He lifted his hips from the pallet and into her, and she screamed, her eyes rolling back in her head. She moaned and pushed upright, planting her hands on his chest. Her fingers no longer felt like ice, and her perky tits bounced as she started riding him, picking up the pace, slamming down onto him as he drove upward. They bucked against each other until the whole shelter almost toppled onto them, and Torin couldn’t give a shit if he had to build it all again.

      “I’m going to come,” he bit out.

      Her whimpers and screams came faster and faster, and she curled her body forward toward his. Finally, he released his load inside of her and bellowed, his body vibrating and skin buzzing, all while he swam in ecstasy. Tierney threw her head back and screamed as her entire body locked up. When she finally fell onto his chest, they both panted and sweated. His cock was still buried hilt-deep inside of her, and he pulled the blankets around them again.

      Pressing his lips to her neck, he kissed her soft skin, and he ran his thumb around her nipple. It was hard and perked, and he brushed his knuckles against it. Suddenly, Tierney reared her head back and glared at him. Fire danced in her eyes, but it wasn’t the heat that they once had. This was the kind of heat that terrified him. She pushed back and out from under the blankets. He reached toward her, but she knocked her hand away. Pain seared his hand, her nails leaving a mark. He dropped his hand as a cold realization washed over him.

      They weren’t done yet. Not healed yet. Like he wasn’t.

      They were just getting started.

      * * *

      Tierney could rip her hair out over her own stupidity, but the cold and Torin’s scent had curled around her. She had fallen into it, into him, but now that she was thinking with her head and not her core, she stared ahead at Torin. Only a few days had passed in the Penumbra, but his hair and skin had grown rugged, his lips chapped. His body too had toned muscles, leaner against his taut skin.

      She looked away, biting the inside of her cheek. She couldn’t allow herself to be sucked in by her lust for him, even if her pussy was still contracting after two fucking stellar orgasms. She wanted more, hungry to be filled. Now that she’d had a taste, she craved more of Torin’s thick cock.

      A wintry breeze tickled her skin, and she snapped back into reality, spitting, “You left me.” And then she allowed herself to be used by him the first chance she got, falling back into sex with him like nothing had happened.

      Looking down at her naked body, she chastised herself, then snatched the wool blanket, leaving him covered only at the waist with the furs. Wrapping it around her shoulders, she stood by the fire, allowing it to seep into her. Then she pivoted and pointed at him, tears burning her eyes. “You abandoned me!”

      “I didn’t—”

      “Then what the fuck do you call it? You didn’t tell me or anyone you were leaving. Where you went. You fucking left Meilu!”

      “I…” Torin’s jaw worked like a baby dragan hungry for their mother to offer a small rodent. “I didn’t want to.”

      “Are you trying to tell me you had no choice?” She raised her eyebrows, waiting, but Torin’s jaw dangled. “My coven sent me here. They gave me little choice, but here I am, on the journey! Was it something like that? Because I had to say goodbye to Ommi and my whole life for this. And now, we have no dragons, no magic, and you’ve been stuck here for how long?”

      Torin turned his head. “I haven’t really…”

      She followed his gaze to a series of marks on the trunk of the nearby tree. She blanched. Without counting, there had to be almost two dozen little groups of five. She marched over and ticked them off. Yeah, there were a hundred and three marks in the trunk. She knew time had passed for Torin, but more than a hundred days?

      Her blood, however, still ran hotly through her veins. It didn’t erase the fact that he left. She stood, forgetting the marks, planting her hands on her hips. “You haven’t what?” She swayed, nearly toppling over. “Tried? Gone looking? WHAT?”

      “The days are short here,” he said quickly, “and it’s hard to move through the snow. I probably didn’t even count the first month or two before I figured out I was stuck here. I had to start thinking about this as my new normal. It’s not safe out there. The weather and the animals, and something is…” He pressed his mouth closed.

      “What?” she prompted.

      “Watching me.” His throat bobbed.

      She pulled back her head and then looked into the flames and then toward the trees and the snow, all undisturbed. The flap of the shelter flapped with every wind gust, and it was near constant. How had she managed to sleep through it? The sound was thunder to her ears.

      “Watching you?” she echoed, her voice now sounding ghostly.

      Torin nodded.

      Tierney strolled away from him but couldn’t get too far without the chill shooting into her bones. She stood on the opposite side of the fire and peered outside at the night sky. It stretched out brighter than the Penumbra’s had ever been, the sky purple with reflecting light off the snow and hues of greens and blues ebbing like waves toward the north.

      “Tierney?” He stepped toward her, holding out a fur.

      He had wrapped a fur around his large body, his legs exposed. Though she had the blanket wrapped around her body, the chill didn’t truly reach her now. Anger burned inside, and her skin was still hot with Torin’s touch.

      “Why do you care now?” she asked. “You didn’t care when you left me.”

      “I cared,” he swore.

      “But you left me anyway?”

      “It was shortsighted, I’ll admit.”

      “Shortsighted?” She scoffed. “You didn’t think about anyone but yourself. You didn’t consider Meilu or the coven or…” Her breath caught in her throat. “What about your duties? What about the coven that depends on you? You’re part of the Dragan Gardai, for fuck’s sake. Godric and the Semaphors may be gone, but they weren’t our first enemies and they won’t be the last. And you just ran away when things got tough!”

      “I don’t understand why you’re so hung up on this,” he said.

      She balked.

      “It was more than a hundred days ago,” he continued, waving it off. “Why haven’t you let it go? You were supposed to let me go and be happy with someone not so fucked up!”

      Her heartbeat quickened as she looked over at the marks. A hundred and three and she was… what was that? Be happy with someone else? Tierney rubbed her temples, desperately trying to see the whole of this situation. She mumbled, “It’s been a couple of days in the Penumbra.”

      Torin drew back. “I think time moves differently. Like in Fae.”

      She gawked at him. Her head was starting to splinter into a thousand pieces. She cracked her neck and narrowed her gaze back on him. “It doesn’t matter. You fucking left me!”

      “I… I was only—”

      “Thinking about yourself?” she asked, brow arched. “When you really needed to recover, you couldn’t do it. You couldn’t fight—”

      “Give me a fucking break, Tierney.” He walked past her and out of the shelter. “You don’t understand.”

      She followed without a second thought. “I don’t understand?”

      “No, you don’t. You, who is at the top of your game in the coven. You, who is well-liked, loved, a valued member of the Dragan Gardai. You, who is whole.” He turned his back on her.

      “I’ve been injured too, you know,” she interrupted, and the scars burned her body. She nearly died in a Semaphor attack too, but she had come back stronger than ever.

      He stared up at the sky, his voice softer when he continued, “You, who has your whole life planned out. You, who knows you want things from life. Ambition isn’t bad, but I’m not the person who should be at your side. I’m the one who drags you down.”

      She stared at him, her mind like mush working through the words. Her mouth dangled open, tongue trying to form words but missing them completely.

      “I see how happy you are, Tierney, with the coven and with your covenmates and with the twins,” said Torin, voice cracking. Snow started to fall. “And you should have all the things you want. Maybe at one time, I wanted them too, when I thought I could have them. But look what happens to me. Again and again and again. And you still want this?” He motioned to himself.

      She crossed her arms, her cheeks flaming, but she had nothing to counter his arguments.

      It seemed like the gates had opened for Torin though. “You still want me, even though I will only let you down. You want me to be your mate and fight at your side and father your children—”

      “I told you I don’t want babies anytime soon,” she interrupted. “Ailis and Aidan are cute, but they are a lot. And we would need to think about—”

      “Ever, Tierney?” he pushed.

      Her teeth chattered, and her blood ran cold. “I don’t know.” Her voice wasn’t even a whisper, but Torin must’ve heard her over the crackling fire. After wrapping her arms around her torso, she stilled.

      “Tierney,” said Torin, voice rough, “you’re a caregiver. Always have been. You have always tried to help others, even me when I haven’t deserved it. Malin even told me how much you worked to get her to go after Kane. You may not be a Darkling-type caregiver, but you are constantly making sure those around you are well.”

      She flashed her eyes up to him. “And now I’m stuck here with you. Someone who apparently doesn’t deserve it. I don’t have my dragan, and I don’t have good clothes. So thanks for that.” A shiver ran down her body, and everything about her trembled, even her vision.

      “Let’s go back to bed for the warmth of the furs and the fire,” he said. “You need time to heal, and you need to get warm, and my body heat can help with that. Nothing else, I promise.”

      She looked over her shoulder at the thick trees and the snow, the wind sweeping in sideways and brushing her exposed skin. Her teeth chattered, a weird kind of drum that could haunt her all the way to the end of her life.

      Torin held open the flap to the lean-to shelter, and Tierney passed inside, walking over to stand by the pallet. He lay down and held up the fur. Chewing the inside of her lip, she slid under the covers with him. The fur dropped around her, and she paused before leaning back into him. Her core was still wet with both of their juices, but she wouldn’t be getting pregnant because she chose when and where by the design of the goddess Aodh. But, right now, she would rather not fall onto Torin’s dick again.

      “Turn the other way,” she ordered.

      “Tierney—”

      “Fucking do it or I’m leaving.”

      “You’ll get hypothermia and die.”

      “I’ll take my chances.” Though, the chances of dying were very high.

      The ground moved, furs and makeshift blankets moving too, and he twisted away until his back faced her. Then she lay down beside him, pressing her back to his. His heat spread over her, but he shivered in the process. When her body stopped shaking, she smirked. Even though she was super pissed off, the prospect of being stuck here with Torin for a while did have possibilities. She just had to decide if she wanted to pursue them or not. Pulling a fur up to her chin, she propped her arm under her head to act as a pillow and then stared into the orange flames.

      A red fox sat on the opposite side of the flames, half hidden under the branches, with its black tail curled around its body. Its amber eyes caught the dancing flames as it stared at Tierney, and she shuddered. How long had it been watching them? Weren’t animals supposed to run away from humans? But the fox kept watching them until Tierney whipped her hand out from under the fur and tried to shoo the animal away. After a moment, the fox sauntered back into the shadows, and she glared at the spot where the wild thing had once been.

      Finally, she watched the flames dance until her eyelids grew heavy, remembering how she and Torin danced at the winter solstice, their bodies intertwining. She never wanted that night to end, and now, she lived in the desolate horror of the aftermath.

      A nightmare that she apparently couldn’t wake up from and a cold from which she would never be free. She shimmied farther back to Torin, stealing his warmth.
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      Morning light leaked through the pine needles, and Torin peeled back his crusted-over eyelashes to look out. The snow sparkled, a fresh layer from last night, and he pulled the fur tighter around his neck, trying to fight off the chill. But then he felt something pressed to his back, what fought off the chill for him: Tierney. He moved an inch and then stopped. He’d thought it a dream, but here she was in the light of day. Last night’s memories and the anger roared back, but they had fallen asleep back to back. Pressed against his back was not Tierney’s back.

      Her breasts. Her stomach.

      Her arms draped over him, resting on his hips.

      Her leg curled over his, tucking further against him.

      The vee at the top of her thighs pressed to his ass.

      She rested her cheek on his shoulder blades, covered in the furs, as if she wanted to keep the morning from coming.

      The nights were short here, days even shorter, and somehow that conclusion explained how it had been over one hundred days for him. Yet to her, only a few had passed. His heartbeat quickened. He didn’t want to interrupt this moment between them, only for her to awake to the desolate snow and ice that plagued this world, wherever the fuck they were. She was only here because of him. However, as he stayed in this position, things were happening to him.

      It happened all the time around her, and now was no different. With her so close after so much time apart, his cock rose and begged for attention. He didn’t move, trying to think of something else, anything not attractive. But then her hand slipped from his hipbone toward his shaft. He clenched his teeth, running through the bad shit in his mind. Godric. Semaphors. Injuries. No eye. Torin tried to think of anything other than how close she was to his dick.

      She fit so perfectly around his body and in his heart. They were lost puzzle pieces pulled back together in this unlikely place.

      How could they ever be parted when they seemed so good together? Torin launched away from her, scrambling to his feet and slipping on his boots. She moaned behind him, and he mumbled, “I need to use the bathroom,” tripping over the bank of snow and practically crawling out of the lean-to and behind a tree.

      Bracing against the tree, he curled his hand inward, willing to strip it of all its bark, and then he leaned back. His dick throbbed, and it pointed him directly back to Tierney. His mind worked, body moving, even though he tried to wrench away. He gave the bastard several long strokes and then quickly pumped his hand around the tip, his finger pressing the underside of his cock’s crown. Torin shot his load, spurting in an arc and covering the branches with his cum.

      “Fuck.” He placed his head against the bark, and thankfully was finally able to take a piss.

      Afterward, he only went back to the shelter because he needed clothes. The chill seeped warmth from his skin but didn't yet ache in his bones. He had to face Tierney, and bless Aodh, she was already dressed in her fighting leathers with her S-blade hilts, and a fur draped over her shoulders. She was eating fresh snow like it was candy, sucking it down before picking up another clump.

      “We need to find a way to get out of here,” she said.

      He neared the fire, warming his hands. “There isn’t a way.” He grabbed a fur from the pile, swung it over his shoulders, and put another log on the fire. He needed to keep it burning and himself warm.

      “I don’t believe that.” She raised her chin.

      “I’ve looked,” he argued. “Everywhere.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      There it was. A lump formed in the base of his throat, his mouth dry.

      “I mean, you couldn’t have looked everywhere,” she continued, running a shaky hand through her hair. “You’ve only been here for a few days.”

      “Seriously, Tierney? How can you not believe that months have passed for me? I don’t just grow hair like this!” The words blasted from his mouth. “Can you stop and listen to me about that?”

      “I do listen to you.”

      “No, you don’t. Not here and definitely not in the Penumbra,” said Torin.

      Her jaw dropped open, working.

      But he didn’t give her a chance to retort. “How many times back in the Penumbra did I tell you that I couldn’t keep fighting? That I needed a break? That I couldn’t do it anymore? That I needed—”

      “Stop,” she snapped.

      He gritted his teeth. “You’re not listening now, Tierney.”

      “You’re not putting this on me.”

      “I’m not trying to!” He clamped his mouth shut before he said something he would regret and started to gather his clothes.

      Tierney wound her arms around herself, stepping close to the fire. He put more logs on and then dragged his old fighting leathers off the top of the shelter. He’d need to thatch some branches or trap a larger animal to replace them, but if she was dead set on this, he’d do what she wanted. Like he always tried to do. Tearing the fabric in half, he held out his hand.

      Tierney only looked at it. “What’s that for?”

      “Take the fabric, rip it to shreds, and hang them up so you can find a path back to the camp,” he said. “There’s a creek toward the west. It’s small, but the water is fresh and considerably warmer than the air. Carefully watch the sky. Night falls quickly here, and you don’t want to be stranded. It tends to snow heavier at night.” Then he turned his back to her and started to get dressed.

      Tierney shuffled behind him, muttering, “Fine.” Her boots crunched on the snow, and she headed toward the creek.

      Once she was behind the curtain of pine branches, Torin added more logs to the fire until the flames grew higher and the smoke turned thick and black, higher than it should’ve been, but without the leathers overhead, it allowed the smoke to rise. Hopefully, the smoke would lead Tierney back if she got lost. He cut more branches down from the trees and left them to dry. Wrapping himself up in furs and his makeshift clothes, he headed toward the east in search of food. He would need more of it now that Tierney was here, and when she inevitably didn’t find an Awen to get home, he would need to feed her.

      Moving along the fabric that flitted in the breeze through the pines, he wove between the trees and snow piles, pushing down a snow-laden path. Sunlight blinded him, and he blinked away the blinding sparkles. He followed the path in the opposite direction he had taken the past few days, coming to a clearing and pausing. He tightened his grip on his knife and the other on the small ax. The leather of his gloves brushed against his knuckles. Now he remembered why he never went in this direction. It was a circle. One that he would never escape. Everything looked the same, and it all led back into the woods. Whatever this magic was, it held him here. No matter how much he walked or how many paths he made. There was simply no way to escape.

      But as he peered at the clearing, something seemed different. There were new paw prints on the snow and boot prints. Smaller than his own but the same tread that all the Dark Witches had. Tierney must’ve come through here. So much for going west; however, maybe that was the point.

      Walking over to the tread marks, he bent down, his hand hovering above the snow. Her boot prints had gone all the way down to the dark earth below, and he dug down, finding the soil. He hadn’t seen it before, and the earthly scent tickled his nose, smelling of moss. He twisted around, scanning his surroundings. Miniscule changes had started to occur the moment Tierney arrived, like the rays of golden sun. Tierney was here for a reason, and whatever that reason was, he was going to have to let her go. Again.
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      Tierney peeled back a pine tree branch, the needles sticking into her skin, but she could find no Awen hiding under the brush. She let the branch go, and it snapped back in her face. She startled, her face searing, and tears rushed into her eyes. If she couldn’t handle a single bush, she wasn’t going to be able to handle getting back to the Penumbra without any magic. She checked over her shoulder again, as if by some miracle, Ommi might appear. She felt lonely without him strapped to her back. Without any of her covenmates.

      Without Torin.

      She curled her hands into fists and then trudged through the snow. She wouldn’t think about him and the stupidity that led her here. What was Minerva’s spell? Could she use it to get home? Or did Tierney need five witches? What about the salt? Was there salt in this gods-forsaken tundra? A scream built in her throat, but she swallowed it before letting it fly. Torin would come running, and while she wanted him at her side, not like that. She wasn’t a fucking damsel in distress.

      She looked under another branch, taking care not to let it slap her this time, but then she turned over her shoulder. Still alone.

      No Torin.

      When she had awoken this morning to him shifting away and running from the shelter, she realized she’d curled into him in the night. It was how they used to sleep, one of them always the big spoon, and she didn’t mind holding him the way she liked to be held. But when he ran, the cold had settled into her bones—the final ember of heat from their love making extinguished. No amount of standing by the bonfire relit it.

      When she’d been drunk on lust in Torin’s arms, memories had flashed in her mind of what could come next. What they could be and what they were going to be in the Penumbra… if he had just given it time. If he’d worked harder. If she had given him time and told him how much he had improved. Perhaps more praise would have kept him at her side. Her head fell forward, shoulders slumping, and her body succumbed to shivers. She braced a hand against the tree and rode out her emotions. It was the only way she would overcome this situation and walk out the tundra alive.

      Finally, when she caught her breath again, she strode forward, heading west like Torin had said, only to step through a clearing and come face to face with Torin. He had a hare in his hand and a fox three feet behind him. Relief washed over his face, and he smiled lightly before frowning.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “Are you following me?” she demanded. “I can take care of myself.”

      “I wasn’t following you. The woods have a way of confusing people.”

      “I’m not confused. I know exactly where I came from.” She pointed to the direction she had come. She had left the strips of fabric to prove it.

      “I’ve done it before,” he said, like that was helpful.

      She rolled her eyes. “I know how to take care of myself in the woods. Minerva taught me. Malin made us do drills.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “I’m not saying you don’t.”

      “Then what are you saying?” she demanded, placing her hands on her hips.

      “That this place is weird,” he said with a small shrug and then headed out of the clearing. The fox trotted after him like a puppy on his heels, but it peered at Tierney, its gaze digging into her soul. Then it loped over the snowbank and followed Torin.

      She stared down at her tread marks covering the snow. She had been here before. Twisting over her shoulder, she checked the way she had come, the prints fresh. She could also see how she had left this area too, so where had she gone wrong? She never did find that creek.

      Black smoke billowed over the trees, but she knew her way back to camp. It followed an invisible tether from her heart to Torin. With a sigh, she walked back toward the camp; he was already cutting into the hare.

      She stood on the opposite side of the fire and said, “Looks like I’m stuck here.”

      “You’re not,” he grumbled. His hands were steady on his knife as he skinned the hare. The fur peeled away, and blood fell to the ground. It sizzled, steam rolling off the droplets, and the fire crackled hungrily.

      “Your tune has changed,” she said, and he flicked his eyes up. “You said that there’s no Awen here.”

      “And you just believe me?” he snapped, squinting at her. “Go and look some more, Tierney. Please. Find a way out of here and get out.”

      “No.” She rolled back her shoulders.

      “No?” He nearly dropped the hare. “You’re not exactly a woodsy person.”

      She glared at him. “I told you about my training—”

      “And I don’t think you—”

      “You didn’t used to be a woodsy person either, but now look at you.” Her stomach grumbled and churned at the sight of the hare.

      “So you’re saying you want to stay here?”

      “I want to be with you,” Tierney said.

      Torin’s hands halted, and he leaned back, his throat bobbing.

      She took a long, steadying breath and shrugged. “If this is where you are, then I’m here too.” She sank down next to him and the fire.
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      Torin tried not to shudder every time Tierney shivered in the night, and it was almost a blessing when she pulled away. Then he slept, even if it was only for a few hours. Light peeked through, and he rolled over with his restless sleep, splaying out a hand. His bedding was empty, and he pushed up to scan his surroundings.

      Outside the shelter, Tierney sat on a stump of a fallen tree with two intricately carved staves leaning against the stump. She held her dagger, the tip a little dulled. The staves had the Awen and other Celtic knotwork symbols carved into the wood. Between them, there were runes and slashes that seemed to tell an entire story. For once, Torin wished he hadn’t left all that learning to the Darklings.

      She apparently heard or saw his movement and said, “Get up!” as she pushed off the stump.

      Torin flopped back onto the pallet and rubbed his bleary eyes. “I don’t want to fight.” His body felt warm in the morning for a change amid the warm furs and blankets.

      The bonfire had a new log put on it, something he normally had to do for himself first thing in the morning, but it would need another. There were several branches stripped of foliage sitting by the fire with his small ax leaning up next to them. Tierney had done his morning’s work already and sat down to carve staves. How long had she been up? Or, better yet, how long had he slept in the fur-lined cocoon, ignoring whatever was to come with the daylight?

      Ignoring the tension between them was easier said than done. He had slept in his clothes last night—same with Tierney. He had never been as warm in this place as when he lay with Tierney.

      Reluctantly, he rose, pulled on his boots, and pissed before joining her.

      She took a staff in both hands and slashed it through the air, sending a sharp whistle up through the pines. Torin almost expected them to quiver from the sound, but the morning remained as still as he’d ever seen it. Tierney’s arcs and spins were swift, and he stiffened, waiting for her to launch an attack on him. She didn’t. Instead, she swiped her foot over the snow, and she ducked under a low-hanging branch and then jumped, feigning their many fights against the Semaphors or whatever other threat she believed still existed. She was swift and confident, knowing where to be and when.

      Torin marveled at her long, lean muscles wrapped in fighting leathers. He couldn’t understand her precision with any weapon she touched or her efficiency. His jaw dangled open, mouth going parched, and he tied his hair away from his face. Just a little longer, and he could gather it all.

      Eventually, she stilled and straightened to her full height, shooting a smirk in his direction. With her toe, she kicked the second staff up off the ground and caught it in her free hand, smacking them against one another. Then she twirled. The sounds of both whistling through the air clashed with one another, just slightly off in pitch. Torin covered his ears. He hadn’t heard something so loud in over a hundred days.

      He looked toward the tick marks on the tree. He hadn’t added any since Tierney had arrived, and he needed to. He palmed his knife and returned to the tree. New row, two more marks. He peeked through the pine needles at Tierney. She swiped the staves and then stopped, brushing back her blond hair to look at him. Their eyes met, and his breath caught in his throat, dragging across his neck. Ducking his head, he wheezed, collected himself, and then backed out from under the tree.

      “What are you hiding there?” she asked, flipping the staves.

      “I’m not hiding.” He drew back the pine tree branches. “Just tallying how long I’ve been here. I started a new set for the day you arrived.”

      She pursed her lips and twirled a staff around with only her fingertips, and as he emerged from the shelter, she weighed it in her palm. The balance appeared perfect. Tierney threw the other staff at his feet, and the snow kicked up. He ignored it, watching her. Her heels dragged through the snow. She balanced the staff on her fingertips and then gripped it and tucked one end under her arm and lunged directly at him. It missed him narrowly.

      Torin clenched his teeth but didn’t flinch at all. “I don’t want to fight.”

      “Do you mean our argument? Or the staves?” She flipped her hair over her shoulder, planting the butt of the staff next to her toe. “My coven sent me here—Minerva specifically.”

      His pulse quickened, rattling his ribcage. “And you believe that means we’re supposed to be here together. Like this is some pretold future the old priestess read in her tea leaves?”

      “I do,” she said simply, and he could hear how much faith in whatever her motherly figure said.

      Torin couldn’t be so certain. “Are you sure?” He glanced over his shoulder toward his makeshift calendar.

      “About us being together or going back to the Penumbra?” she asked, inching forward.

      “What do you think?” Torin wanted to be with her so badly he could taste it. He was so in love with this woman it sucked the air from his lungs. But he’d started to grow accustomed to the routine here. He’d gotten good at survival, and he hadn’t been good at anything in a very, very long time.

      She pitched up an eyebrow. “What do you think?”

      Torin folded his broad arms over his chest. He thought they were good together, but he also thought she wanted different things than him.

      After a long pause, a bird cawed overhead. Torin still had nothing to say that would make her happy. His failure once again.

      All color drained from Tierney’s face as she clearly read his thoughts in his eyes or the set of his jaw or his posture. He’d never been good at hiding the thoughts that passed through his mind.

      “I’m not sure about the Penumbra,” he said with a sigh. A muscle ticked in her jaw and he hesitated, but he needed to have this talk in a calm, cool, and collected way. He wouldn’t let his longing for her cloud his words this time as he cleared the air. “I don’t know how to describe it, Tierney, but I don’t think I ever was really supposed to be in the Penumbra, or more specifically, Wickney. You know how Fiona felt?”

      Tierney’s eyes went as round as saucers, and she huffed. “When she joined Godric and the Semaphors? Our mortal enemies?”

      “That’s beside the point.”

      “How is that beside the point? We’re the protectors of the dragans, and we can’t be part of the Gardai if we aren’t in the Penumbra.” She tapped the Awen carved into the staff. “You took the oath to protect the dragans and all the Cailleach who reside in the Penumbra. It was only a short while ago, and you’re already turning your back?”

      “Things change, Tierney. There’s peace now, and Kiera and Conri have the prophesied twins. I’m unnecessary to that life.”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “You’re not unnecessary to Meilu!”

      He leaned back on his heels. “She’ll recover. She’s strong and will find another Cailleach, just like you will once we find your way out of this place.” His anger had receded like the tide rolling away from shore, but he couldn’t quite place what slipped in to take its spot.

      Tierney shifted, leaning on her staff. Her voice wavered when she said, “Minerva foretold that I was going on a journey and then orchestrated the coven to send me.” She looked around with a sigh, her voice heavy. “I wanted to find you, but I wish that it wasn’t here.” Her eyes brimmed with tears. “There’s nothing for us here, Torin.”

      He shivered. How often would he be a victim to what was foretold? Either by Minerva or by the gods. When would he be allowed to make his own path?

      A tremor racked Tierney’s body, and she rubbed her hands together. “Couldn’t it have been somewhere warm? I could adjust to the daylight, but the cold is killing me. I think the last time I was at the ocean was with the Merrow and Morgana, where the seas met the shores.” With a huff, she lowered her head and kicked at the snow. “Will you spar with me?”

      “Not today.” He walked toward the fire and placed another log on, and the flames gnawed at him. “I’m still hungry. One rabbit wasn’t enough, and your clothes won’t keep you warm. If we can’t get you with the basics of food and warmth, then there’s no point in sparring. The elements and your body will get you first.”

      She shrugged. “You might actually win a match for once.”

      He tried to hide his laugh over that thought, but it exploded through his nose. As if the pressure slid off his back, falling around him like snow. His restrained laughter grew in his chest until he had to open his mouth and let it out so he could breathe.

      Finally, Tierney started laughing too, first nervously. Her cheeks flared pink and then red. The small shudders ran across her body, her hair flipping off to the side. Then her lips pulled back farther, baring her teeth, and her wheezing giggles exploded from her mouth. She shook her head like she was trying to fight it, but it wasn’t worth fighting it. And she was radiant when she laughed, her boisterous voice music to his ears.

      Torin’s eyes watered. They needed laughter every now and then, and he couldn’t remember the last time he had laughed so carelessly. He could die right now a happy man, though also a hungry man.

      Sucking in a deep breath, he straightened, and Tierney’s giggles died slowly, happy tears leaking from the corner of her eyes. The only kind of tears she should be crying. He raised his hand before dropping it to his side; he couldn’t wipe her tears away. Not when he caused them with more grief than humor.

      “I need to check the traps and set more,” he said. “And we should look for berries, especially if you want to spar tomorrow. The sugar will give us some extra energy.”

      “I’ll go with you,” she said.

      He raised an eyebrow, scanning her to determine if she was really ready for a long walk through the snow and ice. “It’s not an easy chore. Cold and deep snow. Are you sure?”

      “What else am I going to do? Make snow angels?” she mocked with a small smirk, and his cheeks warmed.

      Inclining his head, he started west. The snow crunched behind him, Tierney following not-so-silently. They came to the path he had made over his months here, but the wind always brought in more snow. He kicked the snow out of the way, barely lifting his boots, and walked down the path, following the black strips of fabric leather he’d tied to the trees. Glancing over his shoulder, he checked on Tierney. She followed, but she moved with deathly silence. Her training had kicked in.

      He said nothing, neither did she. They couldn’t scare away the prey. His traps didn’t always work, and he carried a makeshift bow and arrows made from whittled branches. He hated using it, because it inevitably gave him splinters, but he never had enough time to sand down arrows he’d use to shoot a rabbit. Plus, his aim was bad with only one eye. No matter how much he had practiced while he was in the tundra. The rabbits were quick and small, but he’d be ready to face down a bear if it ever showed up. He scooched around the pine trees, lifting the branches to see his empty traps. He had taken a hare from here yesterday, and they had never been quick to refill. They would need to head farther afield between the snowy, bare trees. The ones that he swore would have leaves if winter ever gave way to spring here.

      Descending the bank, he walked along the creek. The water dribbled down over the gray rocks, and he looked back. Tierney walked behind him as silent as any creature in the woods. He looked past her, his eyes following the curve of the creek. It had to be running from and to somewhere—a mountain or river, perhaps? The water, though still cold, was always warmer than the air. He used it to clean himself, but it’d be too cold for a full bath.

      Early in the morning, the water would steam. But he could never figure out from where it came or to where it flowed. Every single time he tried to follow it away, he ended up right back where he started. And then night came on quickly and hard. Always. He checked the sky, and the sun had hidden behind the clouds. They needed to move faster or else go hungry for the day and night. Hauling his bow and arrow on his back, he quickened his pace over the snow hills, checking the traps as he went.

      All empty.

      His stomach grumbled. His tongue felt heavy. They had split the rabbit last night, and before that, he always had a whole rabbit to himself. Or once in a while, he had to toss his fox friend a leg. While he might’ve gotten used to one daily meal, he wasn’t that used to his hunger gnawing at him as if it would eat him from the inside out. He bit down on the inside of his cheek to feel something as he shuffled through the snow.

      Suddenly, a hand latched onto the backside of his coat, and he stilled. Tierney poked her head around his body, raising her hand slowly, her index finger pointed somewhere in the trees. He narrowed his gaze, waiting. The branch jiggled, snow raining down, and he notched an arrow and drew back the string, something he’d fashioned from experimentation with the rabbit intestines. Another one of the accomplishments he’d made while here. The idea surprised him when he’d considered it, and it surprised him even more when it had actually worked.

      A gray rabbit scurried out from under a tree, and he sent the arrow flying. It missed by three feet, burying deep in the snow.

      Torin reached for the next arrow, but Tierney placed a hand on his arm. The rabbit had scampered away.

      “I almost had it,” he mumbled.

      “No you didn’t.” She dropped her hand. “Did you never learn how to shoot?”

      “With a bow and arrow? No.”

      “Or with a gun?”

      “No.” Torin watched her quirk a brow and a half smile, and realized she had. “Would you like to teach me?”

      Tierney shivered, her bottom lip quivering. “Minerva taught us how to use a bow and arrow and then took us into the Daylight Realm to learn how to shoot guns, when they became a thing for the cowans.”

      He reached up and brushed his thumb over her jaw. “Are you thinking about Conri and how he was shot?”

      “Dark witches hate guns,” she said, her voice low, “but it’s how cowans fight. How, in the end, Godric chose to fight too.” She looked down at his torso, toward the lower side of his rib cage.

      He recalled how one of the Semaphor’s knives had pierced him and how they’d left him bleeding on the sidewalk in Minneapolis. He didn’t, however, remember the journey from the Twin Cities to Wickney or his arrival at Dark Haven. A purple scar remained on his riddled body, and that particular scar often burned with memories, itching when the temperatures plunged here during the many blizzards.

      He turned away. “We should hunt.”

      “There won’t be anything else to hunt,” she said. “We’re too loud together. You have more traps?”

      “Yes.”

      “Check those. I’ll take your bow and arrows.” She held out her hand.

      He paused. “I thought you said we weren’t going to get anything.”

      “We aren’t, but I’m a better shot than you.”

      “Add it to the list.” He handed over his bow and arrow and lumbered down the path toward his other traps.

      He found two squirrels dead in the traps and freed them, resetting the traps. He carried them by their tails along the path back to where he’d left Tierney, gathering winter berries into a small pouch along the way.

      She waited beside the creek, partially hidden behind a tree trunk, with an arrow notched in the bow. She stood to greet him, having had no luck in hunting. They exchanged a wordless show and tell, then Torin glanced up at the sky.

      “Sun’s getting low,” he said, and they marched back to camp.

      After adding another log to the fire, Torin sat down on the stump and started to skin the squirrels. He would lay them out and let them dry, then add them to the other pelts to create a coat for Tierney. It would keep her warmer if it only left a small layer of air between the pelts and her body. His furs were way too big for her. He already had some other hides, so he would add them together to dry. With all that set aside, Torin set to work on the meat. The squirrels were cold, and their blood had stopped flowing, so their meat would be tough, but meat was meat.

      Suddenly, Tierney gagged, doubling over and holding her stomach. It was only spittal on the trodden snow. Her blond hair hung down from her ponytail.

      He placed the squirrels aside and leaned forward, holding himself back from reaching for Tierney. Today was a good day, but he couldn’t allow himself hope. He dropped his hand. “Are you all right?”

      “It’s the carcass,” she sputtered and then spat on the ground. Slowly, she straightened, cringed, and looked away.

      He looked down at their meal and then smirked. “You’ve faced… how many Semaphors and other creatures? Defeated them. Yet you can’t handle me cleaning these small animals? I’ve seen you eat meat.”

      “It’s not the same,” she snapped, glaring at the rabbits, and then her face paled.

      “But you can shoot them? Kill them?” Torin shuddered at the memory of having to snap the rabbit’s neck.

      “No problem there,” she said. “It’s the blood and naked muscle that still has the form of an animal. And the eyes.”

      “You’ll have to get used to it,” he said.

      “I know.”

      He raised one of the squirrels. “I’ll show you how to do it. Come here.”

      She hesitated, biting on her bottom lip, but then she crept forward like she was walking into battle. Plopping down on the log beside him, she had her blade at the ready, pointed at the rabbit like she was about to kill a Semaphor. He laughed, and she cut him a glare.

      “It’s already dead,” he said, “and you’ll ruin the meat that way.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I’ve done it.”

      Placing the squirrel aside, he clasped his hand over Tierney’s. Her skin was chilled, sending a shiver across his bones, but he hung on and loosened her grip on her dagger. She was going to do a hack job and shred the meat if she cut into the squirrel that way, which would in turn not leave her enough protein. Squirrels were leaner than rabbits anyway, so he didn’t want any to go to waste. It wasn’t just about the meat though. They shouldn’t waste any part of it. He’d render the fat and boil the bones for broth, but he had yet to figure out what to do with the boiled bones. Maybe a nice windchime? That was if they had to make this their permanent home.

      He turned the blade around in her hand and then he raised a squirrel, placing the sternum at the tip of the blade. “We’ll need to cut it open and take out the organs.”

      She winced.

      He steadied her hand. “We can cook and eat some of the organs too.”

      “What?” She gagged.

      “You’ve eaten haggis, right?”

      “That’s sheep stomach!” She averted her gaze.

      He urged her chin back forward so she could see the process. “Yes, it’s stomach with all the other organs inside. Think of this as squirrel haggis.”

      Her eyes grew to the size of moons.

      “Tierney,”—he sighed—“we’re stuck in an unknown world that happens to be a tundra. Hungry beggars can’t be choosers.” Then he sliced into the sternum, breaking through the feeble bones.

      “We don’t have seasoning to make haggis bearable,” she mumbled.

      “Your hunger will suffice.” He held up the other carcass for her.

      After a long second, she took it from him and followed his movements with less skill than him, but she’d learn—assuming she stayed. She cracked the bones a bit too aggressively. The shards would need to be picked out, but she was doing it. They worked mostly in silence, him giving her a few pointers, and then they stuck the squirrels on the sticks and placed them over the fire to cook.

      “Do you ever get anything besides hare or squirrel?” she asked.

      “Sometimes rats.” He turned the spit.

      Tierney coughed. “You’re messing with me, yeah?”

      He chuckled. “No, but this is what my life is now.”

      “Whatever.” She rolled her eyes.

      “I don’t know if you can whatever your way out of this.” He’d tried for months before he settled in, so maybe he needed to let her come to her own conclusions about it. Perhaps he needed to support her when she tried to find a way out or carve an Awen into something.

      When the meat finished cooking, Tierney grasped onto the spit and ate fast, sucking everything she could off the bones. Then she devoured the organs. Honestly, they had the most protein, though the taste was the worst, especially when they weren’t as fresh. She finished, licking her lips, and Torin tore off a leg from his portion and handed it to Tierney. She gave a small smile and nodded her thanks.

      The silver moon hung overhead, a perfect orb breaking through the clouds, and the wind had calmed for the night. Tierney yawned beside him, and he finished up his meat, setting the bones aside. He’d put them on to boil in the morning for broth. Tomorrow’s issue, especially when tiredness weighed him down.

      Shedding their clothing, they hung them by the fire to warm and dry, and then Torin laid down, naked. Tierney fell in beside him, curling into him. Her breasts touched his arm, her chin on her shoulder, and her warm breath sent goosebumps racing across his body. He kissed her forehead, and she looked up, peeking out from under her lashes. His chest constricted over how beautiful she was, covered in furs and shadowed in moonlight, the orange firelight glowing against her blond hair. He brushed it back, and she pressed her cheek into his palm, her eyelids drooping again. She was asleep within a moment, and he quickly followed.
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      Tierney rolled away, touching the cold ground of the winter tundra, and her eyes opened. She was so hot next to Torin and the glow of the fire. Sucking in a deep breath, she pushed up and looked over her shoulder. He remained asleep, face twisted toward her, lips parted. She looked beyond him at the tree. The number of marks had grown. There were now four little clusters in the new grouping—the line he’d started after her arrival. And Torin had been right so far. She hadn’t found a way home, no matter how hard she tried.

      Swinging her legs out from under the blankets, she tilted her head back, her hair falling down her bare back. All of her was scorching. She placed her feet down on cold dirt, the chilly tendrils running up her bones.

      Blue and green hues mingled in the sky, rolling through the night like waves on the ocean. She curled her toes into the dirt, holding herself on the shore before she drifted away with each passing wave. Her white breath clouded her vision, and she let it slowly dissipate, the haze hanging over her head. The darkness beyond the fire beckoned her back to when she was in the Penumbra, twenty days ago by this place’s reckoning. And her coven, the only family she knew, had sent her here.

      Minerva had spoken in ancient Gaelic, and Tierney tried to remember the words, mouthing the syllables. Cèidse ciorcal was all she could recall, but that was simply the spell to trap her within the salt boundaries. The other Gaelic ritual words escaped her. She picked up a branch with pine needles and threw the stick at the fire. Drawing her knees into her chest, she hugged them and rested her chin on her forearm.

      Her family had her go away to be alone too. Like Torin had left her alone.

      Would he watch her freeze to death here?

      Would she have to watch him whither too?

      Tierney tilted her head up toward the sky, unable to remember the last time she looked at the stars. Certainly not in the perpetual Darkness of the Penumbra. It would’ve had to be in the Daylight Realm. Then again, they were always on a clock in the Daylight Realm, needing to get back through the Awen before the sun came up.

      There was no clock here, technically, though the days and night moved quickly, rushing them back to camp. The night sky weighed her down here, exhausted her. Or was it the constant chill? The days hurdled past her, leaving her caught here without the ability to venture far. At least she had Torin. For now.

      Heat rolled off him in waves, burning her back, and the flames brushed at her legs. She stepped away from Torin and the flames, walking over a cool path and tilting her head back to the sky, as if she could chase the colors all the way home. She stumbled over a staff, catching herself before she fell. The two staves made from branches clattered. Bending down, she ran her fingers along the carvings, studying the designs. She had carved them because her hands moved without much thought, something leading her to do it. The same draw that brushed her knuckles now. She withdrew her hand, pressing it to her bare chest. Her heartbeat quickened.

      The wind brushed her hair around her neck and back, but it was warm, even if she shivered. The tree branches tapped together, pine needles raining down like small arrows, and the snow followed, covering her footprints. Even some paw prints. She turned toward Torin but then paused. The wind brushed her shoulder like a hand, and then branches parted. The wind whistled past her ears, filling her heart, and she fell to her hands.

      “Help him,” whispered a womanly voice, echoing in her skull. It sounded tender, like clouds. “Like you were. He needs to be stronger. And I can only bring him so far. He must be stronger to accept his birthright.”

      “His birthright?” Tierney repeated and turned her face toward the sky, but the colors had dimmed. “Who are you? Where are you?” She spun in a circle as the wind brushed her face, and she looked back toward Torin. The red fox was curled in a ball by his feet, and she reached for the staff. That fox was unnatural at best, and she needed to get the thing away from Torin—save him.

      But… his birthright?

      The wind brushed against her knuckles again, and she dropped the staff. The fox had its eyes peeled and trained on her, hard amber irises with vertical slits. It raised its nose in the air, twitching its whiskers and ears back and forth. Could she scare the fox off? The fox closed its eyes and snuggled back into place beside Torin.

      How long had Tierney seen others grow into who they were meant to be? She had watched it play out in front of her. Malin and Kane. Conri and Kiera. Even Morgana and Isla. Was this her turn?

      Her destiny?

      She had always believed her place was with the Dragan Gardai, fighting the Semaphors and protecting the Penumbra, but after the final battle, what came next? She had been clinging onto Torin as a lifeline to have something or someone to save because she didn’t know what to do with herself. But here… This was her time and her journey. She couldn’t miss it.

      “Tierney?”

      The wind had died out, and she twisted toward Torin. His hair was tousled, and blankets twisted around him. He wiped a hand over his face, then looked at her with bleary eyes.

      “Aren’t you cold?” he mumbled.

      “Go back to bed,” she said.

      “Not without you.” He pulled the blankets off him and stood.

      Tierney braced herself as Torin lumbered toward her, his massive body stretched out and his shoulders broader than any bear she could imagine. He wrapped his arms around her center, laying his head on her shoulder, and his hot breath spread goosebumps across her skin. She rested her head against his chest, holding him close. Her fingers trailed down his back and toward his ass. His muscles had changed and grown taut in the cold of the tundra night. Beneath his skin, they felt hard like boulders. She was having to explore him all over again, something she hadn’t truly done since she’d arrived here.

      The last time she had truly touched him—minus sleeping, of course—was the night she had been lost in ecstasy and desire after first seeing him again. Now, she wanted to take her time, climb him, explore his body, learn him, and claim him as she once had. She had gotten lost and weighed down in her anger and misunderstanding. But he was real and cared for her. She wasn’t alone, and that mattered. She clung to him, digging her hands into his hard muscles, running her fingers over his scarred skin. A map leading her back to him.

      “Tierney,” Torin murmured into the crook of her neck, “if you grip me any harder, I might just—” He wheezed.

      The tip of his cock already brushed against her belly, but the morning was far off. He was all hers.

      She kissed his torso, goosebumps rippling across his skin, and his nipples perked. She licked across one arc then caught the other with her teeth. He hissed and then grabbed the back of her neck. She tilted her head to look up at him, smiling, and he watched her through slitted eyes. Then he dipped down and claimed her lips, fighting his tongue into her mouth. She opened for him, and his tongue penetrated her mouth again and again. She breathed him in, his air and his scent. It fueled her blood.

      His hands curled around her body, pulling her close, and she ground against him, wrapping her arms around his neck. She brought him down and close even as she stretched up to have her hips closer to his. But she was too short with them standing, so she rubbed against his thigh. Her core throbbed, the heat blooming across her skin.

      “Should we head inside the shelter?” he asked into her mouth.

      “No.”

      “No?” He grabbed her and lifted her from the ground, bringing her breasts level with his mouth.

      “No.” She lifted her gaze to the sky, where the colors mingled overhead and the stars burned brighter.

      He took one of her nipples in his mouth and chuckled. “You know, there are lights like these every night.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I want them now.” She peered down at him as he peered up.

      Face-to-face with him, she kissed him deeply and brushed her teeth against his lower lip. He returned the kisses, each thrust of his tongue more precious to her at the moment than the very air she breathed. His chest brushed her own as she slid down his body until their hearts touched. Their heartbeats matched.

      “If you insist.” He swooped down and laid her down on the ground.

      The snow sizzled on her skin, sweat mingling, and the fire crackled, clawing toward the sky, orange light blooming. Too bright. She stared up at the hues rolling through the sky. The stars sparkled like diamonds, one shooting across the night. She wanted to wish on it, but Torin caught her gaze. His haggard breath licked her skin, and his eye glistened, as wide and bright as the moon. He licked his lips, causing them to shimmer.

      Torin hovered over Tierney, kissing her neck and then down her chest, stomach, and lower. He shifted her thighs apart, and the cold wind brushed her slit and clit. She shivered. He waited there a second and then lowered, a smile on his pink lips. He dragged his tongue from the bottom of her entrance to the top of her mound, lingering on her clit, and she jerked with a moan. He locked his hands down on her hips, pinning her to the ground as he licked her folds and then drew her clit into his mouth. He worked his tongue against it, and she tried to grind into his face, wanting him deeper. He licked and sucked, but it wasn’t enough. She whined. He slipped his finger inside of her, and she rocked, needing more. Finally, he slipped a second and third finger inside and flicked his wicked tongue against her clit, working her pussy harder and harder. She moaned, grinding herself into him.

      A needy pleasure rushed through her system, radiating from her core, hot like lava in her veins. She needed more, unable to grasp what would finally push her over the edge. Torin worked his hand harder inside her and suctioned her clit again, and she moaned. He nibbled, and she whined, more pleasure flooding her system. She threaded her fingers into Torin’s hair and fisted the strands as her body curled upward from the snowy ground.

      So close to the edge, tipping… crashing back to the earth without flying.

      “Inside of me,” she begged as he finger-fucked her. She didn’t want to come yet, not around his fingers. She needed his cock, so she ripped at his hands. “Torin!”
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      Torin snapped his head up. Red covered Tierney’s skin, and her chest heaved with her heavy breathing. Her fingers clawed into his hands on her hips, drawing blood. He couldn’t feel the bite of pain when she stared at him like this, her body exposed and in the throes of pleasure.

      “Inside me,” she hissed through gritted teeth and pried his hands off her body.

      He crawled over her body, sliding his torso up her chest and hanging his head over her face. She dragged her hands over his torso and then toward his ass, and he leaned down and kissed her, his cock resting between her thighs. She leaned her head away, and a cold chill washed over him. He froze.

      Did she not want to look at him? Were his scars that ugly? His eye was wounded, and while he wore an eyepatch, it marred his features, turning him into a monster.

      Tierney turned to him, her bottom lip jutting out. “I. Want. You. Inside. Of me.” She arched her hips, grinding against the ground and brushing her lower lips against the crown of his cock. “Torin,” she whined.

      He almost shattered. She wasn’t pushing him away, but she wanted him with the desperation he felt for her. How many times in the last two or three weeks had he walked outside in the wee hours of the morning to take care of himself?

      Rocking back on his heels, he stared at her, and she met his gaze, propping herself up on her elbows. He swung her legs around his waist and pulled up her hips, her ass no longer touching the ground, his rock resting at the very threshold to Neamh. As he stared at her, she didn’t blink once. Resting the tip of his cock against her folds, he pushed in an inch, and she moaned, her chest rising quickly as her head fell backward. Her eyes rolled back into her head, and he drove himself into her sheath all the way to the hilt. Tierney’s breath hitched. Then he pulled out, her folds wet and hot around his length. Her inner walls contracted around him, holding his head inside.

      Torin groaned, and his balls grew as heavy as stones as he drew her forward, impaling her on his cock. His large hands wrapped almost all the way around her tiny waist, and he pulled her into him, their bodies meeting time and time again in a gorgeous rhythm. He watched her greedy pussy swallow his cock over and over again, a sight he could never see enough of.

      She clenched and unclenched around him, her folds caressing his cock, swallowing his significant girth and length as if it may never let go. Tierney’s legs tightened around him, and she drew herself upright, latching her hands around his neck. As if he would go anywhere when this beautiful woman consumed him under the beautiful hues of the Northern Lights. He moved within her, causing her to moan and shriek and grind against him. He moved faster, beginning to lose control, but he held himself back, watching as she climbed.

      He drove deeper.

      Harder.

      He wrapped his arms behind her shoulders and steadied her as she rode him into oblivion. Until at last, she shattered. Her screams filled the air, and her body stayed rigid for a long time as he kept working her greedy little pussy in small thrusts until she finally went lax in his arms. Cradling her to the ground, he continued to pound into her. She thrashed on the ground, mud and snow covering her skin and hair. He buried himself deep inside her and exploded, rocking forward and bracing himself on the palms of his hands.

      Breathing erratically, he swayed, his cock pulsating inside of her, filling her with his seed. She moaned and then Torin collapsed onto her, unable to hold himself up any longer. She could hold his weight, but he fell to the ground beside her. The snow sizzled under his body.

      Tierney wriggled closer to him and then tightened her grip on him, brushing her hands over his arm as it swung across her chest. Her breathing was ragged, like his, and she pushed against his arm. He tried to move to allow her to breathe, but she held his arm in place.

      “This is where I’m supposed to be,” she murmured, hair tousled with mud.

      “Under me?” he asked, smirking.

      “Maybe not this particular spot.” She shifted, and his sensitive cock ground against her, another wave of pleasure rushing through him. “But here with you, wherever we are.” She let out a breathy chuckle. “And whatever comes next.”

      He glanced over at the staves leaning up against a tree stump.

      Tierney yawned, and he peeled away from her, even as she clung to him. “Come on.” He rolled back on his knees and held out his hands.

      “I want to sleep under the stars,” she murmured.

      “You’ll catch your death out here.” He lifted her off the ground as if she were a feather, and he carried her into the shelter, laying her down on the furs. He settled in beside her, and she rested her head on his chest. He stiffened for a second but then relaxed his arm around her shoulders as she cooed.

      With his free hand, he brushed his knuckles over her skin and pulled up the fur up to her chin. Some of his skin was left exposed, but he would survive. The fire’s heat wafting across his skin helped. He stared into the flames and then past them. The starry night made the staves sparkle, their engraved etchings looked like molten silver.

      Tierney snuggled on his chest, her skin hot but nose chilled.

      This was his life… his everything now. He was determined to make his own path. Their path. And since he had been was here—wherever the fuck this was—he hadn’t been injured aside from nearly freezing or starving, but he’d learned skills that made him strong. He hadn’t been stabbed or mauled to death by an animal, or killed by whatever else was watching him.

      Soft fur brushed against his ankle, and he looked down at the fox curling at his feet. She peered back, seeming to smile.
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      Torin was already standing by the time morning light pierced the sky. A sheen of sweat covered him as he swiped the staff through the air. It whistled, music to his ears. Planting his feet, he jerked forward and back, running through old training drills that were muscle memory. He didn’t think, just moved, working the muscles he had refused to work over the last one hundred days, and perhaps before. His joints had grown tight, and he ached. Licking the salty sweat from his upper lip, he thrusted the staff forward, whipped it around his back, twirled, brought his feet together, lunged, swiped, and then repeated.

      He had been working other muscles and his mind over his time here, developing his survival skills. Now, for the first time since he’d entered the Great Dark Tree and landed here, he was living again. He trained the way he had since he was a boy with a staff meant for a kid. As he’d grown, he preferred blades because they were deadlier and quicker. To hold a staff again and use both of his hands brought him back to simpler days. How long ago had those days been? They rushed back to him now: Isla and Fiona, his old life, his family. Morning light cascaded through the trees, shattering memories of the Penumbra as he slashed the staff down again and then twirled, kicking up snow and mud and then halting at the most gorgeous sight in all the worlds.

      Tierney sat on the furs, a blanket over her shoulders. She smiled.

      He released a deep huff. “How long have you been watching?”

      She shrugged. “Your form is good.”

      “I know.” That had never been his issue. He kicked at some snow and mud on the ground the heels of his boots had dug up.

      “Your drills are good,” she said.

      Once again, that wasn’t his issue. He tightened his grip on his staff. “Thanks.”

      Pushing off the ground, she dropped the blanket back to the padding, exposing her bare body. Heat flooded his cheeks, and he looked away. Tierney laughed, and he knew it was at him. They were more naked here than not, yet he turned his back to give her privacy. Even when they were fighting, they’d slept together naked to share body heat. She never hid her body from him, and he appreciated the comfort she felt in her own skin. Even with his back turned to her, he had her body memorized.

      Something tapped his back, and he turned to her. She had a staff mere inches from his face, and he swallowed.

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Scared?”

      “No.” He lifted his staff. “I’ve been working out for a while, though.”

      “I think I can handle myself.”

      “I’m saying that I’ve been up longer, and I’m tired.” He rested his staff at his side.

      She squinted at him and then stepped out of the way, and he moved past her. She spun her staff, and it whistled as it moved toward him. Torin parried, and Tierney spun around, slashing the staff and then slamming it to the ground. The wooden staves locked between them, a crack echoing off the trees, and Torin paused. She took a step back and whirled in a blur, easily moving through position after position. He ducked and parried, and she twisted around, kicking out. Torin leaped over her kick, and she landed with a cat’s grace, facing him. Her staff pointed at his chest.

      Rolling back her shoulders, she sighed and dropped the staff to her side. “I thought you were tired.”

      He knew she’d been egging him on, and he tried to step back. He wouldn’t be talked into more of this. But something got the better of him, and he gripped the staff. “Don’t hold back.”

      Her throat bobbed.

      He raised the staff and pointed at her, taking up his first position. “I mean it, Tierney.”

      “Just tell me if it’s too much,” she murmured and then slashed forward.

      * * *

      Pain echoed deep within Torin’s bones, and he backed up another step, teetering on the edge of the clearing. Tierney slashed her staff forward a foot and then drew it away, holding herself back. He growled, gathered his strength, and then launched forward, bringing down the staff. It missed her by a foot. She dropped to her knees and swiped her foot out, connecting with his ankles. He fell with a thud, and she stood again, towering over him.

      Gasping for breath, he lay on the ground. Spit oozed from his mouth, and sweat dripped down from his hairline.

      Tierney held her hand out, and he glared at it before pushing himself to his feet and collecting his staff again. He got back into position. She mirrored his stance as they circled one another. They had been trading off who played attacker and who played defender, but either way, he had been knocked on his ass or nearly hit in the head every single time.

      Tierney slashed, fast as always, and hid in the blind spot to his left. The last time this happened, she blindfolded him and told him to use Meilu and magic. He didn’t have his dragan now, thus no magic to count on. Not that it had helped him before.

      Apparently, he was taking too long because Tierney swept forward, and he spun away from her outreach. Then he knocked her staff aside. He brought his weight down and pinned her staff down with his own, and she grunted. He shimmed toward her, step after step, using his weight and height against her. She tried to move away, but he put his weight farther into his stance. He choked up his staff until his knuckles brushed her own. She looked up at him, her lips peeling back in a sneer, and he smiled at her. Then he used that weight and tumbled them to the ground, his body pinning hers.

      Their staves fell to the ground with thuds as Torin slammed Tierney down and locked a hand around both her wrists. As he pushed them over her head, she kicked out, catching him in the chest, and he hissed. She kicked again, and he shifted away before she landed a knee to his crotch.

      “Yield?” he said, voice pitched much higher than normal.

      She narrowed her eyes on him. “That was your doing. We were supposed to be training with staves.”

      Yeah, and he lost with the staves every time. He was never going to win like that, so he’d thought he should try something different. His balls throbbed, but he didn’t move. He shoved his weight down on her farther, laying her out flat. They were near the spot where they’d made love last night under the stars. The grooves of their bodies had molded the moist dirt, and the snow had cleared away in their heat.

      Looking down on her now at his angle, he wanted to crash his lips down on hers, but then she grunted, taking him out of the romantic moment. Back to the reality of his need to play dirty to finally win a round with Tierney.

      He had told her to fight equally, but why couldn’t she let him win once? Fuck, why couldn’t he win? Why was he so weak?

      What the fuck was wrong with him?

      She relaxed a little under his grip, unballing her hands.

      He looked down at her and repeated, “Yield?”

      Tierney scoffed and kneed him straight in the groin. Again. With a howl, he rolled off her and cupped his nuts. Tears burst into his eyes, burning him, and he wheezed. She pushed to her feet and stood over him. Her hands gripped his body and turned him square onto his back, and she drove her knees into his rib cage. She didn’t need to pin his arms down when she had a hand to his neck and his cock and balls were on fire.

      “Yield?” she asked through clenched teeth, cheeks tinted red.

      He glared at her. “Get off of me.”

      “Yield.” She dug her hand around his throat, right above his pulse. The pressure points.

      He tried to breathe, but her fingers pushed down on his veins. Finally, he sputtered, “Yield.”

      Releasing his neck, she stepped off of him and stood. He gasped for breath, pain radiating out from between his legs.

      He looked away from her. “It’s no use, Tierney. I'm never going to be a fighter again. And the only match for you is a fighter."

      “That’s bullshit, Torin.”

      He stared at her hovering over him. "It's really not, Tierney.”

      “So that’s why you decided to play dirty?” She reached her hand down, and he took it. She pulled him halfway to his feet and then let go of his hand, and he fell back to the ground. The trees trembled around them, snow falling off the branches.

      “What the fuck?” he said, anger washing through him.

      “Never pull that shit again, Torin.” She pointed directly at his chest. “You want to wrestle, sure. You want to fuck, why not? You want to spar, yes. But whatever the fuck that was, it was dirty. Let it be the last time. I may be willing to help you, but I won’t let you be an asshole.”

      “I wasn’t,” he mumbled, still trying to find his swords. He didn’t mean to, not really.

      She stepped away from him and started walking toward the woods.

      He pushed into a sitting position. “Tierney, I didn’t mean to… I wasn’t… I was being stupid. I’m sorry. Where are you going?”

      “I need a run,” she said without looking at him, her back retreating into the woods.

      “Tierney, wait!” He jumped to his feet, and pain shot out from his groin again. “Fuck,” he groaned, slightly swaying. Was he bleeding? He checked quickly, and when he looked up again, she was gone. Yet he called, “Tierney, don’t go that way. You’ll get lost.”

      He stumbled toward the shelter, reaching for his fur jacket and the extra fabric. They needed to mark the path to find their way back. When he twisted in the direction she had gone, he halted. The snow had bled in, covering her tracks already. He wouldn’t be able to find her now.
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      Without stopping to look around, Tierney picked up her pace until she was sprinting through the woods, which was harder than she thought with all the snowbanks. Then again, she wasn’t thinking but burning off the anger that rolled through her like tidal waves, and she was about to burst if she stayed with him any longer.

      “What the fuck was that?” asked Tierney as she ran through the trodden snow, asking no one in particular but still hoping for an answer.

      Venom snaked out with every word. She simply needed to say something to clear her head. The cold air wasn’t doing it, only burning her lungs from the inside out. She hadn’t been prepared for a run, and the freezing wind now licked her skin. A shiver wormed its way down her spine.

      “What. The. Fuck?” she spat, watching her footsteps in front of her. “Why would he do that? How hasn’t he realized?” She clamped her teeth shut before she lost all of her breath, ducking under a snowy branch and then over a snowbank.

      Had they not been getting better? Hadn’t they talked about this? Hadn’t they made love?

      Weren’t they fucking united? She would stay at his side, turning away from the Penumbra and the life she had once known for a new life with him. And he acted like an asshole. What had happened to him out here?

      It wasn’t going to be easy, but he wasn’t supposed to give up so easily. This wasn’t the Torin she knew before that Semaphor battle royale, but now she was questioning if she even knew Torin at all? Her footfalls slowed to a jog. Had she made him into a bird with a broken wing? Something she needed to save? She had put him up on a pedestal and watched him fall again, much to his own disappointment. She wasn't disappointed in his ability, only his confidence. While she had hope that he would continue to stand tall, it seemed he would always fall.

      And now, he was going to go back to pushing her away. She would have to fight to stay at his side, and she was so fucking tired of that particular battle. “Fuck,” she spat and picked up her speed again, ushering herself forward. Faster.

      She didn’t know where she wanted to go, but she would get there. Even if it was back to the Penumbra. She kicked that thought away, because it was definitely not what she wanted. She wouldn’t give up that easily. She never had, and she wouldn’t start now.

      Pushing herself harder, she jumped over a fallen log and kicked through the snow. The clumps got stuck in her boots and burned her exposed skin. Sweat froze to her skin, but she pushed harder, pumping her arms. She had run on rough terrain before, but the snow was extreme. Even when they had been fighting the Semaphors in the Daylight Realm, there hadn’t been so much snow. She trudged through the snowbanks but tripped, catching herself before she fell.

      Veering left, she moved the branches and scuffled over nettles. The heat on her skin was no match to the cold in the air and the ice-packed snow. Segments of dark dirt peeked through, anomalies compared to all that was around, stretching as far as she could see. The gray and white clouds pushed toward the ground, merging with the snow until it seemed the sky was collapsing and she would be flattened.

      The creek rushed up ahead, the water moving faster today, and she licked her upper lip, tasting the saltiness. She kneeled to drink from the creek and slumped forward, landing on her hands and knees, barely missing slamming her face into the water. She gasped, whole body trembling, and she dug her fingers into the snow, all the way to the dirt. It was warm. How did that work?

      Gulping in deep breaths, she closed her eyes as her body swayed. The cold air blasted through her lungs and spread through her veins, calming her lava-like blood. It didn’t stop the anger in her mind or the anguish in her heart.

      The water rolled in the small creek, a tuft of steam rolling around the edge of melting snow, and when she rocked forward and attempted to drink from the clear water, she caught her own reflection. Her puffy cheeks glowed red under her mop of disheveled hair. When had she aged so much? She barely recognized herself. She splashed a hand through her reflection.

      Placing her trembling hands on her thighs, she turned her face to the sky and then to the trees around, but the wind had long disappeared. “Hello?” she asked, and her voice echoed through the trees, reverberating past her ears. “Hello.”

      The trees were frozen with icicles, and even the rushing creek had stopped making sound. Not a single movement of an animal in this wild place ran away. Where was Cernunnos, God of the Wild Things? This couldn’t be a natural wilderness. It didn’t follow nature’s rules. The weather persisted the same day in and day out. They were here for a purpose, but what?

      “I know you’re there,” she said, bluffing. “You talked to me earlier about Torin. Where are you now?”

      Had it been all in her mind?

      “You told me earlier to help Torin, yet I need help,” she said, rising up and looking around. She felt stupid. She believed in their gods, but she’d never been one to pray. Talking to someone unseen was creepy, at best. Tierney took a deep breath and pretended she spoke to Malin. “It’s not going well, and I’m running out of options. He’s turning away from me again, and it doesn’t help that we’re stuck here. Wherever here is.” Tears clouded her eyes, but she sucked them in.

      This wasn’t the time to cry.

      “Hello? I need help,” she called to the trees, climbing to her feet.

      The trees stood straight, and then ice cracked. Things were more silent than usual. Tierney turned her head to find the creek had frozen. With a gasp, she stumbled backward. She whipped around to face the trees, their tops now covered in the collapsing clouds. It was coming for her.

      “Torin needs help!” She scrambled for breath as the clouds descended around.
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      With the fabric in his hands, Torin walked away from the clearing and shelter, forgetting about the staves on the ground and their bodily marks in the ground. He needed to escape from there—and find Tierney. He walked the way she went, he thought. She hadn’t marked her path, and her boot prints were covered in snow, a wind blowing in from the west. It almost took his breath away. But he plowed forward, digging his heels in and marking the path with the shredded fabric, and when he looked over his shoulder, the path had been overrun with trees. He couldn’t even see where he had tied the last piece of fabric. Nor his boot prints.

      “Fuck,” he muttered and face forward. “Tierney!”

      His sound was lost almost immediately, gobbled up by the trees and padded by the snow.

      Torin swallowed a growl and ventured forward a step. “Tierney, we need to get you back to the Penumbra. You shouldn’t be here.”

      He’d failed her again by breaking the rules of engagement when they had sparred, and it needed to stop. He needed to stop.

      “Whether we’re good together physically or not, you should go on with your life.”

      Be firm this time, he told himself as he walked forward, the pine trees lining a pathway. His feet moved before he could think, and the snow thinned, revealing hard-packed dirt.

      “Tierney?” He tried to go on, but her name was sucked away as if the wind pulled it from his lungs.

      The feelings of worthlessness dissipated alongside his anger with each step he took forward, and the cobwebs cleared from his mind. Nothing backward, nothing to the sides, he merely moved in a straight line. The trees stood like soldiers, their needles tiny arrows, and they hung around Torin, taller and stronger than he would ever be.

      Torin halted, staring into dense, white fog, and then it peeled away, revealing the fire first.

      No, not fire. Red hair that was like fire, blinding against the gray and white. Brilliant. Warm. The layers of fog pulled away, forms taking shape. The red hair was connected to a woman who stood in skins and brown leather boots. A brown bear sat at her side.

      The vision he’d had twice before coming here stood before his very eyes now.

      Torin stumbled forward a step and then fell onto his knees, wanting to get closer to her but unable to understand if this was real or imagined. He could be asleep or lost in the woods and dying, but here was the red-haired woman who first appeared to him months before. Her image had been buried deep in his mind. She had led him to the Dark Tree after the winter solstice festivities, and here he was, standing before her.

      “Torin,” her melodic voice called, wrapping him in warmth. “You’ve come so far. Yet you need to go farther.”

      “Please,” he begged, sobs racking his body. “I’m so tired. I can’t do this any longer. I’ve failed. So much failure.”

      “You haven’t.” She stepped forward.

      “I have. So many times. The Dragan Gardai and Tierney.” His voice cracked on her name. “And Meilu. I have failed anyone who depended on me, and I cannot continue like this. I’m weak. A lost cause. A burden—”

      “No. You are not.” Her hand touched his shoulder, and he stilled, the hot tears washing his face. “You are strong, Torin, and you will be once again.”

      He looked up at her, blinking his tears away. The tears from his ruined left eye dampened his eyepatch, sticking to his skin until he couldn’t move the left side of his face. “How?”

      “I can heal you.” Simple words.

      “Because you’re a goddess?” he ventured hesitantly.

      “I am Cainte,” she answered, neither confirming nor denying whether she was a goddess in truth.

      Torin ticked through a mental list of the gods and goddesses he knew. The fae goddess and Aodh, Semar and Cernunnos, Epona and her horses, and more, but Cainte didn’t resonate in his mind.

      She brushed her thumb over Torin’s cheek. “I can heal you, but it will come with a cost.”

      His bottom lip trembled. “I don’t know how much more I can afford.”

      “I know. You’ve been so strong, but this is something you can take. I have foreseen it.”

      “Why me?” He looked up at her. “What have I done? What will I do?”

      Curling her hands around his face, she hushed him. “That matters little, Torin. Do you accept my offer?”

      He’d accepted it when he went to the Dark Tree, and he couldn’t refuse the hope she offered now.

      “Yes.” He leaned forward and buried his head into her stomach, and she looped her arms around him.

      Tears ran from his eyes, threatening to flood him and her—fuck, he could flood the whole realm if it got the chance. Sobs racked his body, and he quivered. Now that she was here, he felt complete and on the right track. He wasn’t crazy, after all. This wasn’t all for nothing as he had feared. He would be strong again, no matter the cost.
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      Tierney clawed through the clouds that surrounded her, her hands hitting nothing but mist. She sucked in deep breaths, thick with moisture that coated her skin and then her lungs. While the snow drifts had appeared like waves under the night’s sky, she now felt submerged, drowning and unable to see which way would lead her to safety. She had fought many monsters in her time, but now… she was losing. One step. Another. She forced her legs to move forward, only breathing when absolutely necessary and getting thick moisture clogged in her lungs.

      Finally, she could see in front of her and ran the last few paces, sputtering and coughing. She was covered in freezing moisture, as if she had resurfaced from the icy sea. Her clothes hung to her body, weighing her down, and when she moved, they chaffed her skin. And then the droplets across her skin, clothes, and hair began to ice over. With chattering teeth, she hugged her midsection.

      The clouds licked at her hair, and she pushed her feet into motion again. She ran. Each step sent a jolt through her body, and she tried to not look back or stream. Back to the camp. She had to get to Torin and warmth. Her feet and heart stampeded—a hundred bison rushing through the quiet woods, if only within Tierney.

      “Fuck you, goddess or god or whoever you are,” she muttered through her ragged breaths and chattering teeth. Her clothes pulled against her skin. “For the clouds. For my coven’s abandoning. For bringing me to a tundra. Fuck all of this.”

      A tree seemingly rose in her path, and she narrowly missed plowing into the trunk. She spun out of the way, the whiplike needles scraping against her brittle skin and clothes like animated razor blades intent on marring her body. A thousand little cuts bleeding her dry. Her blood would flow red onto the white snow, and all she would be in the end was another gutted animal. The snow would cover her and wash it all away. Clean.

      “NO!” she screamed.

      She couldn’t let this nightmare win. More trees blurred her path, and she followed along them, looking for any scrap of fabric. Or the creek she had followed. Or Torin’s boot prints in the snow. Where the fuck was she? She twisted around and started to draw back, then tumbled down the other side of a rolling hill into a solid dirt ground. She pushed to her hands and knees, then to the balls of her feet, her years of training overtaking the panic searing her mind. But all the panic screeched to a halt, like her heart.

      Torin was only about twenty paces in front of her, wrapped up in another woman’s arms. He buried his head in her waist, as she cooed softly. Her red hair draped over both of them in waves.

      Behind the two of them coupled together, a massive brown bear lurched to its four paws, drawing back its black lips to reveal yellowed pointed teeth. It bared them at Tierney as if she were the threat here. She gaped at Torin and the woman and then back to the bear lumbering toward her. Raising her hands, she backed away, and once she was out of the clearing, the trees impeding her path again, she took off running for her life.

      Were brown bears or black bears the ones she should run from? She didn’t know and didn’t care. Her heart hammered in her chest, and her palms turned clammy. She sprinted through the snow, the rush of hot breath on her neck like the bear was on her heels, opening its large jaw to eat her alive.

      She scrambled away and pushed through the branches, landing in the clearing around the shelter. The bonfire flickered with embers, no longer expelling black smoke, and she ran toward her dagger and the ax Torin used to strip the trees. Grabbing them, she pivoted and pushed them forward toward the bear’s face.

      Her blades struck nothing, and Tierney blinked. The branches hung heavily together, snow covered, but their peaks were cut off by the clouds.

      “Shit.” She dropped her weapons and grabbed the staff from the ground. It had better reach if the bear reached her before she could at least try to get through. She dragged the end of the staff through the mud and dirt to create an Awen.

      With the circle completed, she traced the three lines in the center. Then she stopped and stared. The Awen wouldn’t be enough to get her home. She needed venom. Why the fuck did she ever leave Ommi behind? Stupid. Although this place would have been the death of him with so much light.

      Why did Minerva send her here? Stupid.

      What else had Minerva drawn on the floor in the manor back in the Penumbra when she sent Tierney to this tundra realm? Tierney racked her brain. Throwing the staff to the side, she grabbed still damp logs and tried to light them on fire from the embers in the bonfire. The glowing orange particles lifted but wouldn’t latch onto the logs.

      “Fucking light,” she muttered, shoving the logs down farther. “Come the fuck on. Light!”

      She rubbed some of the already crispy logs together, ash blackening her hands, and the fire bloomed a little. The embers grew, tiny flames reaching up. She found a dry log and added it to the fire. How much did she need the salt leading between the four cardinal points? How much did she need the sigils?

      This was all a waste of her time.

      Walking to the center of the Awen, she held out her hands and started to chant, hoping that the words were something like what Minerva had said. She would take anything at this point.

      Anywhere.

      “It won’t work.”

      She dropped her head and crouched, ready to attack. The red-haired woman stood on the edge of the clearing, her brown bear beside her.

      Tierney gripped the staff. Could she kill the beast if it attacked? She had killed enough monsters before. What was another? And it would be her life or the animal’s. She gripped the staff tighter in her palms, twisting them around the wood. Ready.

      “We wish you no harm,” said the woman, and her words flowed past Tierney’s ears, wrapping her in an embrace.

      “You’re a goddess,” sputtered Tierney, recognizing the magic and feeling that lingered in the air with her words. Aodh had something similar, though not as calming. Tierney pulled against this goddess’s hold.

      Of course Torin would abandon her for a goddess.

      Alone again, Tierney gritted her teeth.

      “I’m Cainte.”

      “Cainte,” repeated Tierney, trying to remember the goddess from the teachings she received as a little girl. All those gods and goddesses were crammed into her brain. Some were lesser, some were prevalent, all acted like they were important. Tierney couldn’t remember Cainte in the bunch of them, but if you knew one goddess or god, you basically knew them all.

      Tierney had faced off with gods before too. And whether she survived or not, she was a fighter and would fight until her dying breath.
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      Sucking in a deep breath, Torin finally collected himself as he clung to Cainte. How could someone as warm as her survive in the desolate tundra? He had never met a goddess so comforting. He was in awe of her. He curled his hands around her waist, and his tears dried. His body relaxed into her. The coldness didn’t even gnaw at his bones like it had since his arrival. For the first time in a long time, he was neither cold nor hot.

      “Why do you run from me?” asked a female voice, and he blinked. He knew that voice, recognition dawning on him like a new day full of blazing sun.

      Drawing back his head, Torin stared up at Tierney. Her blond hair had been brushed, waving down her body, and her eyes glistened with light. She smiled down at him, brushing her thumbs along his jawbone.

      “Tierney,” he breathed, “you’re here.”

      “Where else would I be?”

      “I…” Tears sparked in his eyes again. “I’m sorry for what I did. I know it was wrong, but I couldn’t… I was foolish and stupid. It won’t happen again. But you don’t understand. How can you not see that I’m not good enough for you? Not strong enough. I cannot be the man you want me to be. I’ll let you down, and in doing so, I’ll let myself down too.”

      Tierney stepped out of his grasp as she wore skins and brown boots. She looked down at him from the tip of her nose. “Is that really what you believe?”

      “It’s the truth. You could do far better than me. Choose anyone, please. Save yourself from the disappointment.”

      She gave a small shake of her head, and the wind picked up her blond hair, exposing the side of her neck. She inclined her head, and a blur of brown flashed through the air. The bear roared and then sunk its teeth into Tierney’s neck.

      Torin lurched forward before freezing as it dragged Tierney away from him, her blood gushing from the neck wound and splattering across the white snow and dark dirt. She fell listlessly against the ground, and the bear shook her like she was a doll, her limbs slapping around. She screamed, anguish filling the clearing, and then the bear threw her aside. She rolled into a snowbank and lay in the bloody pond expanding around her. The bear placed its big body between Tierney and Torin, training its dark eyes on Torin. It snorted, and white steam billowed from its nostrils.

      “No,” murmured Torin, raising his hand and reaching toward Tierney.

      The bear snapped at his hand, revealing its yellowed and now blood-stained teeth. Tierney’s blood dripped down from his jaw, and it pawed at the blood-covered snow under its long, dark nails.

      “Tierney,” hiccuped Torin, hands at his side. He tried to see around the bear.

      Suddenly, a small whimper. She was still alive. Torin jumped to his feet, and the bear lurched toward him, baring its teeth. He raised to his tiptoes, trying to see Tierney, but the bear rocked that way too, blocking his view.

      “Please,” begged Torin, “I don’t want to hurt you.” He didn’t want to fight.

      Why was this happening? And why the fuck did he think he could reason with a bear?

      The bear snapped at him, and Torin leaped backward. Its jaw widened, ready to chomp at Torin. He backed up a step, raising his hands in peace, and the bear lumbered forward a step. The big body swayed to the left, then right, and one of its steps shook the earth. Snow tumbled from the pine tree branches. It covered Tierney’s back and buried her alive. The bear raised to its back paws, bellowed, and then landed, and another earthquake rumbled the ground. Saliva dripped from its pointed teeth.

      Torin backed up another step and then reached for a branch, breaking it off the trunk with a snap. He swung the branch toward the bear, and the needles crumbled to the ground. The bear lunged forward, and Torin beat the bear back. He just needed to get back to Tierney and drag her away. The bear pawed at the ground, dragging its nails through the mud and snow. Torin lashed out the heavy branch, and the bear swiped its paw forward. Torin bounded away, but not before the bear dragged its claws over Torin’s arm. He screamed, blood rushing from his bicep, coating his furs. He beat the branch forward, slamming it against the bear, and the bear growled but backed up a step.

      Bringing back the branch, Torin whacked it against the ground, and it snapped! A shard broke off. His end was more manageable as he took it up in both of his hands. The jagged tip curved to a point like one of his shadowy S-blades, alive only when Darkness flowed through the weapon. How he wished he had one now and Meilu curled under a cloak to offer venom and Dark magic. An old sword would do. Even Tierney’s staves.

      The bear bared his teeth and roared. Torin stabbed forward. The bear leaned to the side, not moving quickly with its large body.

      “Back up,” yelled Torin. “Get away!” He lurched toward the bear, his broken branch leading the way.

      The bear eyed him but backed away, nostrils flaring.

      “Go!” Torin lowered his voice to a rumble of thunder. “Go! Away!” He pushed the branch forward, and the bear backed toward the edge of the clearing and then turned into the woods.

      He held out the branch like a sword, glaring after the enormous creature. Torin didn’t move, his heartbeat rushing past his ears, and each breath trembled his bottom lip.

      Tierney whimpered again, and Torin dropped his branch and rushed to her side. “Hold on, Tierney.”

      He pressed his hands to her neck, trying to stifle the blood, but it kept flowing. It was slick over his hands, and he slid over her skin. His blood dripped down his arm, his clothes and skin torn open. Steam wafted from his wound as an extra pulse thrummed through his veins from his injury.

      “Tierney,” he whispered, “can you hear me?”

      Her body lay contorted at strange angles. He pushed her over, straightened her arm, and searched for the wound. Her blood gushed like a tidal wave, splattering across his face and flooding the already massive pool. The metallic tang filled his nostrils. How did she have so much blood? What was he supposed to do to stop it?

      The ground rumbled, and Torin swayed. Whipping around, he met the bear as it charged toward him, raising its clawed paw. Torin jumped out of the way, but the bear slashed his chest. He fell back, landing with a thud on the snow. Air whooshed from his lungs. Pain sparked through his back and ribs. His chest ached, and he screamed, tears blinding his vision. The ground shook, and he trembled with it.

      The bear crashed its paw down, but Torin rolled out of the way, his blood slicking his hands and boots. He couldn’t roll far before the bear knocked him upside the head. Torin cursed his blind spot as he fell down again. The pain in the rest of his body dulled as his skull rattled, but the low blow pissed him the fuck off, and he rolled over to gain his feet.

      With all its weight, the bear stomped its paws down on Torin’s arms and legs, and then lowered its head toward Torin’s face. Hot breath scorched Torin’s skin as bear drool plopped onto his eyepatch and rolled down his cheek. Torin roared back, and the beast clapped its enormous jaws closed, sniffing Torin’s head.

      Rearing back into the ground, Torin threw his head forward into the bear’s snout.

      His opponent grumbled and pulled back, giving Torin time to scamper away. A growl ripped through the clearing as renewed energy coursed through Torin. He brought his feet up to give him momentum and rolled forward onto his feet. Torin charged. The bear lashed out, and Torin danced out of the way.

      Tierney’s voice whispered in his ear. “You can, Torin.”

      No time to glance over. All he could do was hope she’d live. Torin grabbed the bear’s paw. It howled, but he pushed forward and kicked the bear under the ribs. The bear fell forward, a shudder running across the ground. Torin spun away from the bear’s paw and then came up beside it, kicking it in the ribs. The bear tumbled sideways, and Torin turned on his heel, running to Tierney and trying to pick her up. She slipped from his grasp, their blood like oil.

      The bear screamed, more human than animal, and Torin spun around and grabbed both paws before they latched into him. He stood face to face with the bear. They were around the same height, though the bear had more weight. On the other hand, Torin had more skill.

      The bear’s jaws chomped down inches from Torin’s face, and he grunted, trying to push the weight back. His heels dug into the dirt, and he kept himself upright. His body trembled. Sweat ran down his skin and mixed with his and Tierney’s blood. Ringing resounded in his ears. At least, it wasn’t screaming, because that would be his own.

      The bear lunged, but Torin pushed it back. Leaning left, he kicked his right knee into the bear’s stomach. Air whooshed from its snout. Torin didn’t draw back, instead driving his injured shoulder into the neck of the bear. The bear doubled over, and then Torin used his weight, throwing himself across the bear. He locked his arms around the broad torso and crushed the bear back against his chest.

      A sickening crack.

      A wet squelch.

      A whimper, and the bear’s massive arms sagged.

      Releasing his grip, Torin rolled sideways and got to his feet, taking up a defensive position. He would be ready for the next attack, but the bear breathed heavily, laying on its side, eyes wide. Torin’s threat trembled in his throat, and he stared down at the bear as its eyes closed and chest stopped moving.

      How many animals had Torin had to kill to survive here? He wasn’t a killer, but he was a survivor. A protector. He did what he had to do. To live and to keep those he loved—

      “Tierney!” He dove beside her body. She now faced the ground again, and he pushed her onto her back. But it wasn’t Tierney.

      Cainte stared up at him. Fire seeped into her blond hair, her skin flushed with heat, and the blood ebbed from her skin and the ground. Evaporating into nothing. As if it were never there. Torin looked down at himself, but his arm was still torn open, same with his chest. His blood was real. He turned over his shoulder to find the bear back on its feet, staring at him with… a smile?

      Torin lurched up, but Cainte grabbed his hand. “Be calm,” she murmured. “It will be all right.”

      “Why have you done this?”

      She stared at him, her eyes light but something mysterious hiding inside. “It is what needed to be done.”

      He whipped his hand back. “Why?”

      “For your healing.” She stood gracefully, drawing a hand to his open wounds.

      Torin hissed.

      Cainte’s touch was a butterfly over his skin, and in its trail, warmth spread. The blood stopped draining from the wounds, but they remained open.

      She cupped his cheek, running her hand down his beard. “I’ve told you that you are stronger than you know.”

      “You call this strength,” he muttered, glaring at her.

      Cainte turned her back on him, returning to her bear’s side. “Your strength is needed now.”

      Something tugged at the wounds the bear had clawed into his skin, drawing Torin’s eyes down to his shoulder. Where she had touched, they were knitting themselves together again.

      “You must go now.” Cainte’s voice sounded like a warm spring shower to his ears. Next to her bear, she turned, threading her fingers through her companion’s brown fur. Her eyes bored into Torin. “As we speak, your love flees.”
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      “What the fuck do you want?” spat Tierney at the goddess, who only inclined her head, eyes narrowed. “Honestly, what’s your game plan? What could you possibly want with Torin? And why am I here? I don’t get it.”

      Cainte’s fiery red hair flapped behind her in the soft wind, a wind that tried to curl around Tierney, but she shook it off. The goddess was tall and willowy, like one of the pine trees around, and clad in furs far more pristine than the ones she and Torin had worn.

      “Say something!” Tierney’s voice ricocheted off the trees and slapped her back in the face. “I don’t have my dragan or my life. I don’t have my love when he is so focused on you! Who the fuck are you, anyway? A goddess who plays with mortals because she’s bored?” Tierney looked around. “You don’t have anyone else to play with because you don’t have a mortal following. Is that it? So you steal from other gods. From different realms and bring us here. You’ve held Torin here for over a hundred days! Alone! And now both of us?”

      “He was not alone,” said Cainte calmly.

      She glared at the goddess. “He doesn’t know that.”

      The goddess folded her hands in front of her and cocked her head. “Alone. And you, who fears being alone, would leave him now? Abandon him?”

      “Don’t put this on me. You’re the one who brought him here. You’re the one who tricked my coven into sending me here too! No wonder Torin keeps pulling away. You’re pulling him to you. You whisper in his ear and tell him he needs you. You have turned him against me.” Tierney gasped. “You’re a fucking trickster god!”

      Cainte was as still as an ancient statue carved from marble, just as pale, and she looked down her nose at Tierney, as if Tierney was a bug.

      “You had my coven send me on this journey, didn’t you? You orchestrated the whole thing with the tea leaves and then with Minerva.” Tierney circled Cainte, her staff still ready to attack or defend. Whatever she needed to do to save herself. “I don’t know how you did it. Minerva is one of the smartest witches ever and dedicated to the Dark Mother. She’s never been easily manipulated, but I guess when you’re an ancient goddess, it’s just child’s play for you.”

      The goddess didn’t even blink. That would be too mortal.

      Tierney stopped, planting the staff next to her boot. “How long will you play with Torin?”

      “I do not play, as you call it.”

      Tierney scoffed. “Then what do you call it?”

      “What do I call you two as a couple?”

      She blanched at the goddess. “You’re an asshole.”

      Clainte blinked, maybe the smallest wince, or was Tierney seeing what she wanted to see—a goddess as a mortal being with any sort of emotion? The coldness seeped in through the pine trees, their branches tapping against one another. The clouds thickened overhead, a darkness settling in like the oncoming night. How quickly day and night passed in this white-washed place, all at the hands of the goddess.

      “Send me back home,” said Tierney, pointing at the Awen she had created on the ground. “For all the gods’ sakes, just send me back to the Penumbra, and let us being fucking done with this. You can have Torin!”

      A fissure split Tierney’s heart, but if Torin so easily fell into this bitch’s arms, she’d rather remain alone.

      Cainte’s eyelids drooped. “Are you certain?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” Tierney’s stomach was hollow, her mind sluggish.

      The cold gnawed at her bones, and goosebumps pimpled her skin. Any warmth from the words of a god had left her now. She was suffocating, and another piece of her died every single time that Torin pushed her away.

      The goddess raised her head. “His heart belongs only to you, Aodh’s child.”

      That fracture in Tierney’s heart, the one that made her gasp for breath, started to meld together, but it burned. In her mind’s eye, she envisioned molten gold creating veins where the cracks had once been, shimmering and searing her from the inside out. Hot tears shed from the corners of her eyes, and the goddess blurred. Tierney brushed them away and stared at the goddess; she couldn’t show weakness or have her love for Torin snatched up and used against her. She needed to stay on guard, but she no longer had a shield. All she had was this pathetic staff. Little it would do to protect her.

      “How can I trust him not to leave me? To not run to you again?” Her words shattered her heart, and the pain bled through her system, hardening her skin into a shield. “I’m certain about going back to the Penumbra. To my coven and my dragan. My life.”

      At least she had friends there, if not love. She could be auntie to Ailis and Aidan. She could learn from Minerva and find satisfaction without a partner.

      Cainte stepped toward her and extended a hand. A goblet made of white bone appeared on her palm, balancing perfectly with a dark liquid still inside. Tierney’s stomach twisted. Not more magic. Would it not be easy for Cainte to open the Awen or another portal to shoot Tierney home? That was how she fucking got here.

      “No, Aodh’s child. You must drink from the chalice to allow you to return,” said Cainte, a glint in her eye.

      Ice slithered across Tierney’s skin, and she swiped at her arm. Nothing was there. Stepping forward, she caught her swollen reflection in the dark liquid that smelled of rancid plums, and before she could think more about it, she chugged the liquid. It clogged her throat, and she coughed but swallowed until it settled heavily in her stomach. She threw the goblet back at Cainte.

      “Let’s get this over with,” she said, stepping onto the Awen she had created.

      The shards of her heart erupted from her chest and lay delicately on her skin. Tierney wiped them away and curled her arms around herself, trying to keep some warmth in her body.

      “Let it be done.” Cainte lifted her arm, and a portal opened in midair.

      It wasn’t the Awen, but it wouldn’t be. Awens were Aodh’s mark, Darkness, part of the Penumbra. The white portal glowed like the sun on snow. It rolled like the overhead clouds. There wasn’t a hint of Darkness or an outline of anything from her home in the Penumbral version of Wickney.

      Whatever it was, she had to go. She couldn’t be here. Gulping, Tierney rolled her shoulders back and plunged into the portal.
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      Torin sprinted through the woods. Energy coursed through his body, charging him with every step, and he didn’t care which direction he went. Fuck looking for the creek or the fabric hanging in the trees. If he was right, any direction he went would lead him back to the clearing and Tierney.

      That was Cainte’s magic. This was her little section of the Otherworld.

      “Tierney!” He pushed branches from his path.

      Why didn’t he stay with her in the Penumbra? Why hadn’t he wanted her here with him? He was so fucking stupid. Not again. He knew better now.

      “Tierney, please!” He sprinted through the snow that clawed up his legs and seemingly wanted to pull him under. The snowbanks were thick and tall, and he climbed through the hills. “Tierney, stay here! Stay with me! Tierney!” His breathing rubbed at his raw, cold throat, and he sucked in a deep breath, feeling his body slow down. “Tierney, don’t go. I need you!”

      The pine tree branches fluttered in a breeze, and he saw her form on the other side. She moved. She wasn’t alone. Who was that?

      “Tierney!” He burst through the final trees as the white portal closed, fog hovering midair, and Cainte stood beside it. “Tierney!” He charged forward, desperate to make it through the portal too.

      Could he go home to the Penumbra? Could he be with Tierney? He fought a fucking bear and survived. A fucking god’s companion.

      Suddenly, the brown bear charged forward from the woods, cutting Torin off. He skidded to a halt, reaching for a staff on the ground. Cainte flipped her red hair over her shoulder and faced him.

      “What have you done?” he mumbled.

      “This is part of the deal, Torin,” she said, “for you to become strong again. Healthy again.” She waved her hand, and the bear lumbered off behind her, sitting on the ground.

      The fog began to dissipate. It lifted to the sky and crawled across the ground, inking into the trees. The thick layers peeled back, and a stone structure stood in the clearing.

      “After all this time, you have finally come to Slainge’s Well.” Cainte stepped aside. “It’s time to begin your true healing.”
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      Torin fell to his knees, caught between running toward the healing he’d dreamed about for so long and running away to find a portal back to the Penumbra and Tierney. His breath rushed from his lungs, and his chest ached, even if the bleeding had stopped. His head swam, another call to Tierney on his tongue lost in his ragged breathing.

      Tierney’s boot prints still marked the ground, heavy as if she had been pacing, and she had carved an Awen into the mud. The old indentations of their lovemaking and their sparring stained the ground too. He forced himself to look away, peering back up at Cainte.

      “Your bear almost killed me,” he muttered through clenched teeth.

      “Béorn?” Cainte looked at her bear. “He acts by my hand alone.”

      Béorn sat on his large rump and acted more like a calm dog than a vicious bear. All of Torin’s blood was gone from its jaws and paws. Torin wasn’t so lucky. His blood still crusted down his arms and stomach and clotted in his furs.

      “You needed to prove yourself,” Cainte said.

      “To you?” he questioned.

      “To yourself.”

      “And how do I know it was a fair fight? That you didn’t let me win?”

      “Because I am the goddess of healing,” she said simply.

      “As if that explains everything,” sneered Torin.

      “With any life, there must be balance. It’s the same for mortals, gods, and others. I couldn’t let you win. You had to do it yourself for it to have meaning. You proved yourself worthy. Able. I’ve always known that. Tierney has known that too. But your free will allows you to believe otherwise. But now, are you willing?”

      “Willing to what?” he asked, throwing his large hands out in a shrug. “You’ve already attacked me with a bear. And you sent Tierney away. What else could you do?” He had nothing left to lose.

      “It wasn’t me,” she said. “I only offered her what she desired. As I now offer you what you crave too, but you must take it and accept it wholeheartedly as your new life. Your destiny will forever be changed.”

      Before he could stop himself, he started laughing. It bubbled up in him and exploded. His chest ached, and his broken heart thumped wildly in his chest.

      Cainte frowned. “What have I said that is funny? I don’t always understand mortal jokes. You can be strange creatures. ’Tis why I prefer my animals.” She looked at her bear fondly, and then squirrels and rabbits poked their heads from the snowbanks, birds from tree branches.

      He held his stomach because his laughing hurt so much. “Not funny.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “Destiny.” The word was sour in his mouth, but it sent another shudder of laughter down his spine.

      “How is destiny funny?”

      He wiped tears from his face. “Tierney believed there was a plan laid before us. Call it destiny or fate. What about choice? Why am I not able to make my own decisions?” He huffed, his laughter finally dying on his lips. “You’re telling me that I must hand over my life to you if I wish to be healed?”

      “There will never be a destiny that is not accepted by you. Free will is a mortal’s right. We may interfere, but you are the ones who must choose, as I offer you the choice now,” she said.

      He lifted his eyebrow. “An ill-informed choice. What will be my course if I choose this new destiny?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not privy to that information.”

      He scowled. How could she orchestrate this but not know what lay in his future? “Yet you have the power to change my fate?”

      “It requires sacrifice,” she said.

      He spat a chuckle. “Haven’t I sacrificed enough? I’m blind in my left eye. I’ve been torn apart so many times.”

      “You have,” she said.

      “Then what?” He moved toward her, towering a foot over her head.

      Béorn stood.

      Cainte waved her hand, and the bear sat down with a thud. The goddess turned her back to Torin. “You will not be given a new destiny, but rather you will trade with another.”

      Torin stilled. “I don’t want someone else to suffer what I have.”

      “You will be offered another’s destiny that was not fulfilled at the time of his death,” she amended, raising her hands in peace. “Reincarnation, as the ancient Celts believed, is a reality long forgotten by mortals. You, child, are the reincarnation of Balor the Smiter, one of the fiercest Formorians in history. Also known as Balor of the Piercing Eye, he was a legend of the giant race who battled the Tuatha Dé. One of his eyes, when opened, brought an instant poisonous death to the victim.”

      Breath caught in Torin’s throat, and he tried to clear it away.

      “When I heal you, this eye will be yours,” she said, “as you take on Balor’s destiny.”

      His heartbeat sputtered, and he tried to collect his soaring thoughts. How could he? He didn’t understand.

      “What about Tierney?” he asked, voice cracking. “I can’t lose her.”

      “You can have both your sight and the woman you love, but you must agree to the terms. And she must agree as well.”

      “But she’s gone.” And he didn’t even get to say goodbye.

      He looked to where the portal had been opened and where the well sat now. His tongue dried, and he flicked it against his front teeth, trying to escape the metallic taste lingering in his mouth.

      “You may visit Aodh’s Dark Realm,” said Cainte, voice strong. “But you will never be able to live amongst the mortals again. Save for one—the woman who owns your heart.”

      “I do love her. More than myself.” A sob racked his body, but he clamped his lips shut, drawing it back.

      Cainte raised a warning hand. “If, however, she does not accept you, you shall forever live alone.”

      Torin froze. “For how long?”

      “Your whole life,” she said. “An eternity if it comes to that.”

      His hands grew clammy, and he wiped them off on his fur. They trembled, and he took fistfuls of the fur, trying to keep himself steady. The ground twisted, and he swayed. He was blind in the left eye, and he knew something moved to that side. But when he turned, it was gone. He half expected Tierney to be standing next to him, but he was alone.

      Cainte waved a hand through the air, palm up, as if she were indicating the words written in thin air. “These are the terms. Do you accept them?”

      “If I don’t?” he asked. “Will I see Tierney again?”

      “I do not have such answers.”

      Stepping forward, he said, “I agree to the terms.” If he didn’t see Tierney, he hoped she would understand. But this was his chance to be whole for himself so he could be whole for her too.

      Her lips smiled, and she swung her hand toward the well. He moved with her, step after long step, his body trembling, and he stared down into the crystalline water beneath. It reflected his face back at him, his scars and gnarled bones, his cracked chest.

      Cainte took off his eyepatch, and it fluttered into the well before sinking. His useless eye with the white cloud over his cracked pupil, the blue it had once been splattered throughout, reflected back at him. It was ugly, and he flinched away, but the goddess touched his hand, encouraging him to peer back at his reflection. She wasn’t there in the mirrored image.

      He pulled back as she extended a hand before him, a white-bone chalice resting in her palm. “Drink,” she commanded, voice like ice.

      He stared at the chalice and then forced himself to take it from Cainte’s hand. Sniffing the clear water inside, he pressed the cup to his lips and slowly sipped. The cool water brushed his lips and tongue, tasting like the snow he had been eating for months. It rushed down his throat and spread through his veins. He stared at the snow-dusted ground with one eye while colors burst in his bad eye, something expanding and shrinking, stars exploding. He was twisting and falling. He doubled over, gulping in deep breaths.

      “Keep drinking,” said Cainte. “You must finish.” She touched the base of the chalice and pushed up. “Drink.”

      Standing straight again, he drank until all the water was gone. The ground moved around him, and he tried to focus on Cainte. He swayed, spiraling down and through the universes, and he clamped a hand down on the bricks Slaigne’s Well to keep himself upright. But the snow was too bright, burning his irises and searing his brain. He hissed and drew back, closing his eyes, and the universes snuffed out around him.

      When the spinning finally stopped, he was scared to open his eyes again.

      “Here, these should help,” said Cainte. “Hold still.”

      He stiffened, feeling the air brush against his exposed skin. Her fingertips were like ice, and she placed something over his ears and then on the bridge of his nose.

      “Open your eyes,” she said.

      He cracked his eyelids, and the world had darkened around him to almost like the Penumbra. Other universes hovered on the edge of his vision, hanging over him from the left, but he saw clearly in front of him. He released the breath he had been holding.

      “What is that?” he asked, pointing to what she held in her other hand.

      “Your next step.” She held up a vambrace to wrap around his forearm. It glittered with nine emeralds in a diamond shape. He had never seen something so beautiful. She said, “Once this is on, it will seal itself to your skin, never to be removed.”

      A lump formed in the base of his throat, but deep in his mind, he knew the vambrace’s power. It opened portals.

      He took it from her outstretched hand, and found a smaller vambrace nestled within it, a mirror of the first. For Tierney. She would be handing her own life over too, and they would be wearing these vambraces for the rest of their lives, however long or short those were.

      The vambrace in his hand vibrated with a low heartbeat, and slowly, he wrapped it around his unscathed forearm, pulling the straps tight. A few seconds later, the vambrace slithered like a snake, tightening around his arm, and he gave a small grunt. It tightened further until his fingers felt numb, and he worked them. His veins bulged from his purpling skin. Then the vambrace relaxed, melding with his skin like an extra armored layer. He looked down at the studded emeralds poking from the vambrace and his arm, and within the depths of each emerald swirled a universe.

      Whole other worlds stared back at him, glinting green: Penumbra, Daylight, Fae, and Lir… where the seas colored everything in an aqua-green hue. But there were more realms too, more that Torin had never seen before. When he touched any stone, he could see the connected world. He touched one, then another, and a third. These were the realms of the gods, but this place was not one of them. Right now, Torin stood in the Otherworld, the place where the gods rested. It consisted of nothing and everything. It was endless, stretching far beyond the boundaries of the tundra environment Cainte had created for him. A god could bend it to their will, create pockets for a specific purpose, as Cainte had done for him.

      He touched the emerald for the Penumbra, and Tierney brushed against his mind, always hovering on the edge of his thoughts. The vision in his left eye changed. The other realms rushed away as he hurdled through the universe until he landed in the Penumbra, standing in his bedroom and over Tierney curled in their bed. Tears ran from the corners of her eyes, and she sniffled before stuffing her face into the pillow.

      “Tierney,” he murmured, her name choking him, but she didn’t hear him. Not when he stood in the Otherworld. His boots were heavy on the snow and dark dirt, and a chill wound its way around his body until he couldn’t breathe.

      Cainte touched his shoulder. “Go to her now. The vambrace will return to you to the Otherworld in the span of mortal days. No matter where you are or what you are doing. You belong to the Otherworld now.”

      Torin released his finger from the emerald and faced Cainte, a thousand questions firing in his mind.

      She smiled at him. “Your place in the Otherworld will not be like your life here. You have the power to shape it to your will. See your old life there.” She motioned to the vambrace and then dropped her hand.

      Béorn fell in at her side as Cainte walked away toward the trees. They disappeared through the pine branches, the needles fluttering to the ground. And the snow around Torin began to melt.

      Torin placed a shaky finger on the stone again and stared at Tierney a little longer, his heart breaking for the pain he’d caused her. Tears washed his eyes, and he blinked them away and raised his head.

      How could he open a portal? Cainte hadn’t said. Perhaps she didn’t know, because the power was his own. What was he now? He had become something he never dreamed about. Something that his mind warped around, and he still tried to comprehend.

      He raised his arm with the vambrace, and a portal appeared in midair. It was different from Aodh’s Awen or Cainte’s clouds. A mixture of green and black glinted in a tight orb that expanded until it was his size. He ran through without a second thought, only one person on his mind.
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      Sucking in a shaky breath, Tierney buried her head into the pillow. Again. Another blow of pain pierced her chest, stealing her breath. Her shattered heart stabbed at her insides, and her head thudded. All the grief leaked from her eyes, wetting the pillows. She flopped over and gulped in deep breaths, but the air that rushed her lungs rattled the shards of her heart until she was plunging back into despair again.

      “Get the fuck up,” she ordered herself, but when she tried to lift herself, she splattered back onto the bed and hated herself even more. It still smelled of Torin.

      She could still feel his hands on her body and his breath on her skin. Her body recalled how he felt moving inside her and how much pleasure he drew from her. Her palms itched to smooth over his beard and plunge into his longer hair.

      The darkness of the Penumbra leaked through the curtains she had drawn back, only to see a sky without colorful swaths of light. The Darkness pressed down on her, holding her limbs down until she was flattened against the floor. When had the Darkness become so oppressing? She couldn’t move, caught in the shadowy tendrils, and she could barely step out of her room in the coven manor.

      Every time she tried to leave to announce she was back to Minerva or Malin or anyone else, tears sprung into her eyes, and she stumbled back inside her room and greeted her old familiar friend. Solitude. Or was that the fiend that gnawed at her soul? She placed her hand on her chest and doubled over as visions of realms flashed before her eyes: the white tundra, the cowans in the Daylight Realm, the watery realm of Lir, other lands where she had never been. It all crashed around her, and she fell back onto the bed, her knees quaking and unable to hold her body upright. She pulled the blankets around her and curled into a fetal position. Perhaps she could contain her shattering heart that way.

      Something moved outside the house, a rumble of voices, and Tierney sighed. She didn’t have the will to run to the window or down the stairs.

      “Shit. Get the fuck out of this bed, Tierney. He’s fucking gone. You only have yourself now.” She pushed herself off the bed, her muscles aching with the effort, and swung her legs over the side. Her legs wobbled when she stood and nearly gave out when she shuffled forward a step, catching herself before she fell. Peeling back to the curtain, she stared out at Malin and Kane on the street below.

      Malin laughed, something that Tierney hadn’t heard for a long time, and Kane even flashed a smile, a sight just as rare. But everything had changed with Godric’s death. The end of the Semaphors brought a change to all of the Dark Witches, minus Tierney and Torin. The weight on their shoulders had only grown worse, a chasm between them opening.

      Tierney placed her fingers against the glass, willing Malin to look at her but unable to use her voice. Malin and Kane disappeared down the street toward Dark Haven. The world continued to turn here without her. Had they forgotten about her too?

      Stepping away from the window, she let the curtain fall and turned back to the empty bed. She scrubbed her face, skin raw, and forced her eyes open.

      How long was she going to cry and lay around? She needed to be back out with her coven. She needed to be doing something, for fuck’s sake! Torin was gone. Not coming back. With a goddess now. Tierney had her whole life ahead of her, and there would be other choices. Brogan? Her stomach roiled. No, not him, but she could find another Dark Witch to mate with. Torin was from Minneapolis, and she could go farther. They had connections in Los Angeles and Dublin, but there were other Cailleach populations too. The Penumbra didn’t stop at Wickney’s city limits.

      Drawing up her head, she said, “No more. You’re strong, Tierney. You’re smart. You’re beautiful. You can do this.” But first, she needed to clean herself up and get her shit together. She turned around—only to face Torin.

      Tierney’s trembling hands flew to cover her mouth as she stared. Blood crusted his skin around angry scars, and his clothes were tattered. She rocked back on her heels, fighting the urge to run to him, gather him up in his arms, and hold him close. He was still standing in her room—their room—but he’d transformed again. His shoulders were rolled back, and he stood taller, wearing dark glasses that reflected her own face. She was red and swollen, eyes bulging. There was no hiding that she had been crying.

      “Tierney.” He stepped toward her, and she held up her hand. He settled back. “I’m sorry. I… I need to explain.”

      Like talking would be an easy enough solution? That hadn’t worked before, no matter how many times she had tried with him.

      She wrapped her arms over her torso as if it would hold her together. “How did you get here?”

      He raised his arm, where a vambrace was tightened to his forearm. “I’ve been offered a new future,” he said, clearly measuring his words.

      “What?” She knitted her eyebrows together.

      “Cainte is the goddess of healing. Did you know that?”

      She shook her head no, staring at him. He even spoke differently, with more assurance.

      “I found Slainge’s Well. With her help. And now, I can see with both eyes,” he explained with a small smile.

      “Then why do you wear dark glasses?” she asked, inching forward. Curiosity was gripping her and reeling her toward him. How well he had been healed by the supposed goddess of healing? Cainte could still be playing her tricks… on both of them now.

      With a gulp, he reached for his glasses, and she braced herself. His hands trembled, but he pulled the glasses away. He kept his lids closed, but even then, she could see his left eye had been made whole again.

      “Open your eyes, Torin.” Her command was soft, almost a question.

      When he did and looked at her, it became clear exactly how much his eye had changed. His once blue eyes were now mismatched. His right eye remained the same icy blue it had always been, but his left eye, the one that’d been maimed in the battle with the Semaphors, had darkened to near black, sprinkled with sterling silver stars and hues of green that glinted like the emeralds on his vambrace. The iris of his left eye moved, hurdling so that the silver and green mixed and shifted. Tierney gasped at how utterly heartstopping it looked to her. She’d never seen its equal, and the beauty literally stole her breath. He looked away.

      She reached up and took his face in her hand, forcing him to look back at her. When he hesitantly gazed at her, she brushed her knuckles against his cheekbone. His skin there had once been gnarled but was now smooth again. She had grown to love those scars, but now, he had new ones, those upon his chest. Would they heal just the same? She brushed her thumb over his brow and under his eye, and he tensed beneath her touch. His breathing turned ragged on her skin.

      “Does it hurt?” she asked.

      “No.” His voice wavered with the single word.

      She leaned up, nearing his left eye. The universe swirled, creatures and realms mingling with stars. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed, a smile curling on her face.

      Finally, he relaxed. Pink tinged his cheeks. “You think so?”

      “Yes.” She looked up at him, studying his features and wanting to kiss him before she remembered him clinging to the goddess.

      Her heart had been melding back together piece by piece, but she had to draw back. She couldn’t get caught up in him only to lose him again. She could only break so many times. She dropped her arm to her side.

      “Tierney.” He grabbed her hand, brushing his thumb over her knuckles. “I am better now.”

      “I’m not sure I believe you.” Pain echoed in her words. “After all that has happened, how could you now be different? I don’t understand. You say it’s the goddess, but I met her and I don’t…”

      “I fought Cainte’s bear.” He furrowed his brow. “I was trying to defend you, or at least, I thought it was you.” He brought her hand to the scars on his chest, where his skin had been torn open and was knit back together by Cainte’s touch. “I won the fight against the bear. And in turn became… well, I’m not entirely sure what I became. But I belong to the Otherworld now.”

      Her heart skittered to a stop in her chest. “So you’ll be going back?” And she would be alone. Again. For good. She pulled her hand from his grasp and stumbled back a few steps, landing on the bed.

      “I will.” Torin sank to his knees before her. “But you can come with me.”

      She snorted. “To the tundra?”

      “It isn’t just a tundra,” he said, “but my home. It’s endless. It has life. And I have the power to shape it. We can make a home under the northern lights and the stars… or on a beach, in the desert, the mountains. Whatever suits us.”

      Tierney stared at him, a lump growing in her throat. His words were insane. Was he truly saying he’d become a god?

      Torin continued, “We can visit the realms at our will, but we’ll always return home. To the Otherworld. Our Otherworld. Together as equals.” He held out a vambrace that was much like his own.

      Tierney’s eyes burned, and she launched words past the lump in her throat. “What the fuck, Torin? How do I—”

      “Accept this, Tierney.” He pushed it closer to her. “It will us for eternity. Beyond the marriage vows of the cowans and even stronger than Aodh’s mating ritual.”

      She stared at the emerald-encrusted vambrace, the leather ties dangling. It matched his own, only smaller. Her hand moved toward it.

      “But,” interjected Torin, “there is something you should know. We can no longer live in the Penumbra. Both of us will belong to the Otherworld. We may visit, but we cannot stay.” His breathing wavered. “That is our future, if…”

      “If I so choose,” she said, staring at the vambrace.

      “Yes.”

      She ran her thumb over one of the emeralds that glittered even in the Penumbra, and something shifted in the gem. It looked like the rolling plains of Ireland, where their people originated. And there was more as she glimpsed other realms. All at once, Tierney understood what Minerva saw in the leaves. This was her true journey, one that she would never stop traveling.

      “Our future?”

      “Yes,” whispered Torin.

      Tierney jutted out her forearm.

      His eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” she promised, hot tears pouring down her face. “From the moment I met you, Torin, all those years ago in the coven house at Minneapolis, I’ve loved you. My life has always been tied to yours. I was never anxious back then when we left each other, because I believed we would be brought back together. Then you arrived at Dark Haven after being attacked, and I thought I was going to lose that. So I stayed at your side. I stayed with you every step of the way.”

      “I know.”

      “I admit my faith in us wavered in the Otherworld”—she swallowed—“when I saw you with Cainte.”

      “How could it not?” he asked. “I pulled away, because I was scared. I pushed you away, because you deserved better. I wanted to give you the world, but I’d failed then. All I gave you was my own pain.”

      Tierney barked an ugly laugh through her happy tears. “But now…” She smiled and caressed his soft beard. “Now, you will give me the universe.”

      “Anything and everything,” promised Torin.

      She pushed to her feet and kissed him hungrily, and then he wrapped his arms around her. She fell deeply into him, but he picked her up with ease, never breaking their kiss. She breathed in his scent. What was left over in the bed hadn’t done him justice. She had withered at the memories of them in the lean-to shelter, and part of her wished to be back there, amongst the elements and under the rolling stars. She opened her eyes, breaking the kiss and meeting those lights in his left eye.

      Snaking her arms around his neck, she crushed him against her, and he pushed his tongue into her mouth. She kissed him and ground her body against his, needing more of his heat. He gripped her ass and hips, and his large hands roamed over her thighs and then across her stomach. His fingers brushed against her skin, and her breath caught. She wanted all of him against her, inside her.

      Torin laid her down on the bed, and she only broke the kiss to shed her clothing quickly. He pulled off his clothing to reveal his broad chest and strong arms, red claw marks his only remaining scars. A set on his chest and one on his shoulder. The marks he’d wear for eternity. The ones that showed him he was strong. Tierney’s eyes watered some more as he stood above her, his cock at attention. He stared at her intently, hungry eyes scraping over her legs and then her hips and torso, then lingering on her breasts. He gulped. Then he met her gaze.

      She leaned back on her elbows, her core wet already. She had been craving him, needing him at her side, since the moment she’d arrived back in the Penumbra, and her dreams were finally coming true.

      Drawing her knees apart, she widened her hips and thighs, and he prowled over her. He snatched her lips up in his and stretched out beside her. The bed creaked as he positioned his knees between her legs. His cock rubbed against her folds as he braced a hand on either side of her, and then dropped his head and flicked his tongue across her nipple. She moaned, her vagina pulsating, begging for him to thrust inside. She raised her hips, reaching for his thick cock.

      Toring looked down at where she tried desperately to impale herself and grabbed the base of his cock. When it finally breached her opening, she leaned back, and he pushed all the way into her. She morphed around him, greedily swallowing his girth. She blew out a moan, relishing the pressure filling her.

      Tierney leaned up to bite his bottom lip. He retreated and then slid back inside her until he was at the hilt. She grabbed his chin and forced his head up, looking him directly in the eyes, and then he started to move. She was the first to almost break and look away, but she wouldn’t. He’d commanded her to look at him when they’d been reunited before. Now she needed that connection like she needed her next breath. She looked deeply into his eyes, the blue and the sparkling silver and green on black.

      He drove into her, and she moaned, her body jerking with each plunge. He curled his large hands around her thighs, fingernails digging into her skin, and he held her open. His cock never left her, only drawing back to the tip before slicing into her again. And again. And again. Each thrust moved her until she was pressed against the headboard of the bed, and they knocked it into the wall.

      She stared at him with his hypnotic eyes, dots dancing in her vision and pleasure rolling through her body. Her moans grew louder with each of his thrusts, and with every rocking motion, her heart pieced itself back together again. It swelled like the waves of her pleasure until it almost busted as the tsunami of her orgasm crashed into her. She broke eye contact and screamed, arching her back as her climax washed over her. His movements picked up, and he bore down on her.

      He grabbed the headboard against the wall and arched, throwing his head backward, panting. The whole bed trembled, rattling into the wall, and Tierney pitched over the edge again, riding another climax. “Torin!” she called, clenching around him and holding him deep within her. Neither her body nor her heart would ever let him escape.

      He quickened his movements and then bellowed, his skin now red. His cock was buried so deeply inside her she felt it in her throat. She took everything. All of him.

      Holding the headboard, he collapsed to inches before her face, and his hot breath raced across her already scorching hot skin. She took her lips up in his, and though he’d just exploded inside her, he moved against her again. Within her. She wasn’t down from the last climax yet, but how he kissed her then with so much love and adoration made her come for a third time.

      Suddenly, something beat against their bedroom door, and Brogan yelled, “Did you two just come back to fuck?”

      Torin recoiled, his cheeks tinted red.

      Tierney giggled and said, “It’s a good thing we’re getting our own place.”

      “Our own realm,” whispered Torin and leaned down to kiss her.
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      Supper was served in the Penumbra at the time the sun rose in the Daylight Realm, and Tierney had spent much of her day—night to the cowans—working on it with Emrys and Minerva help. When she originally saw Minerva again, Tierney had nearly yelled at the woman who might as well have been her mother. But then Tierney lost all those words and hugged Minerva, having missed her from when Tierney was lost in the Otherworld. She also missed her already, knowing that she and Torin would be leaving the Penumbra again.

      Kiera came to the manor early, pushing a stroller with the sleeping twins, Ailis and Aidan. Tierney stopped what she was doing to look down at the babies, the vambrace on her arm itching. Tears sparkled Kiera’s eyes, and she rushed forward, wrapping her arms around Tierney, who returned the hug.

      “I’ve missed you,” said Kiera.

      “And I’ve missed you.” Tierney swallowed her tears before they overpowered her. “How has your Darkling training been?”

      “I’m still learning the Gaelic.” Kiera rolled her eyes. “It’s so hard to believe you were gone for so long.” Only a day had passed in the Penumbra.

      Tierney reached down to run her fingers through Ailis’s hair. “Funny how magic works, right?”

      “I want you to know that I fucking raged against Conri and Kane after they did this to you,” said Kiera sincerely. “I thought about screaming at Malin too, but she kinda scares me.”

      “She has that effect on a lot of people,” agreed Tierney.

      “But you’re back now.” She pulled Tierney into a crushing hug. “That’s all that matters. So you can be…” Kiera’s words faded when she caught sight of Tierney’s expression. “Oh no. What’s that look?”

      “Actually,” began Tierney.

      Kiera whipped back, glaring at her. “Actually what?”

      Before Tierney could answer, Emrys and Minerva walked out of the kitchen. He carried the food, and she carried bottles of wine.

      Kiera appraised them and then glared at Tierney, demanding, “What’s going on?”

      “I…” Tierney naturally looked around for Torin, but he was gone. He had been eager to see what he could do in the Otherworld, but he promised to be back to say his goodbyes. She needed a little more time with them.

      Thankfully, the rest of the coven strolled in dressed in their fighting leathers and S-blades hanging at their belts. They had just returned from the Daylight Realm and stopped in the doorway, Brogan leading the charge.

      “What’s going on?” asked Malin, edging her way to the front of the crowd. “Tierney, you’re back, but… Mother?” She looked at Minerva. “Does this mean her journey is over?”

      “No,” said Tierney with a sigh. “It’s only just beginning. We’ll explain it all, but…” She looked carefully into each of their eyes, and the silence stretched out expectantly.

      “But what?” Kiera teetered on her tiptoes.

      Tierney wondered how Conri dealt with her excitement, but she searched each of their faces, steeling herself for reactions. “Since this will be the last time we’re seeing each other for a while, I thought we might as well—”

      “What?” Conri pushed to the front of the group. “Where the fuck do you think you’re going now?”

      Kiera hooked her finger, and he walked to her side, kissing her on the cheek. So much for whatever outrage he’d been pretending.

      “You seemed to want me gone the last time,” muttered Tierney.

      “That’s because Minerva threatened us,” said Conri.

      The elder witch chucked a dish towel at him.

      “You said we?” chirped Isla. “Is Torin with you?”

      Tierney raised her chin. “I should let him explain. Should we all sit? Supper will be served soon.” She smiled, hiding the tears that already burned her eyes.

      Around the table, they sat: Tierney next to Conri, Kiera on his other side, and Tierney left the seat open for Torin, Isla on the other side, then Morgana. Isla’s knee bounced under the table, shaking one of the legs, and Morgana placed her hand on Isla’s thigh, settling her. The energy was electric around the room, and Ailis and Aidan stirred, blinking up. Tierney happily held one of the twins, cooing at the small baby. How much she seemed to have grown in only a day. To Tierney, though, it felt like a lifetime. Tierney started her tale of the Otherworld and the wilderness, leaving out the more personal details. She just finished when Torin finally arrived, wearing the glasses. He no longer wore his fighting leathers but simpler clothes of another realm. His beard had been trimmed and his hair tied back, and Tierney found she adored this look on him.

      Isla launched herself from the chair and wrapped her arms around him. He hugged her back like the old friends they were.

      She pulled back, looking up and down at Torin. “Upgraded from the patch?” She reached for the glasses.

      Torin reared his head back and out of her reach. “No. From now on, only Tierney can look into my eyes.” He found his partner’s gaze then and winked, not that she could see it either. Yet she still smiled and blushed.

      Isla frowned, but Tierney came to his rescue. “It’s for everyone’s safety. In order to heal, he also accepted a curse.”

      Morgana kicked her boot up onto the table. “Now that sounds like my kind of healing. Do tell.” She bit into a breadstick and chewed.

      Malin lurched, as if she was going to stand, but Kane held her in place. Still, her eyes bored into Morgana as if she could fire daggers through the pupils. Morgana only smirked.

      Torin chuckled and pushed Morgana’s chair back so her foot slid off onto the floor. Then he shrugged as he strolled around the table to take a seat next to Tierney. She smiled up at him and pulled the chair for him.

      Torin leaned over and asked, “What have you shared?”

      She shrugged. “Only up to the point where you may or may not have become a god.”

      “What?” Isla blanched, all color draining from her face, but she wasn’t the only one who had grown still. Around the table, the Cailleach and Darklings stared at Torin, even Ailis and Aidan turned their heads to face him.

      Torin chuckled. “It’s more nuanced than that.”

      Isla slammed both her hands down on the table and stood. “Nuanced?! What the fuck, Tor?”

      “It’s a long story,” he said.

      “Seriously?” she spat and then demanded, “What’s with the glasses?”

      Tierney started, “Isla—”

      But Torin threaded his fingers through Tierney’s, quieting her. “Isla, I seem to have inherited this eye that’s a bit… poisonous.”

      The small witch deflated, and then her eyes went wide. She snapped her fingers. “Like that Formorian? What’s his name?”

      “Balor?” offered Morgana.

      “That’s it,” chirped Isla and leaned over to kiss Morgana on the cheek.

      “Like we said,” started Torin, “it’s nuanced.”

      Tierney giggled. How little they knew. “We can’t tell you all the details,” said Tierney, not that she even knew all of the details, “but we need your support.”

      “You have it,” said Malin immediately, and her coven nodded around her.

      “Without a doubt,” added Isla, her hand balled into a fist, knuckles white. Morgana placed her hand on Isla’s, unwinding the fingers.

      “We’ll visit,” said Torin, giving Isla a pointed look, and she nodded solemnly.

      “Hold the boat!” Conri blurted. “Can we get back to the part about you being a god? We can’t just bypass that, right?” He glanced at Brogan for support.

      “Right,” said Brogan. “That’s not everyday shit.”

      Conri shifted the baby in his lap. “People don’t just become gods. So you’d better get to explaining. Also, are there openings? How does one apply?”

      Kiera patted Conri’s hand. “That’s enough.”

      He leaned back in his seat.

      “I’m not entirely sure how one becomes a god,” admitted Torin, “but there is something I can do for you. After all the kindness and help you’ve given me.” He stood and walked to the twins.

      Kiera twitched, but Tierney gave her a reassuring smile.

      Closing his eyes, Torin lifted his hands to the ceiling.

      Everyone held their breath, even Tierney, who leaned forward, trying to get a better look. This was her first time seeing Torin in action, and the hair on her arms stood. His magic was new, a different kind of tingle in the air, and it tickled her skin. She leaned farther forward until she almost fell out of her seat.

      Torin placed his palms down, hovering over the tops of Ailis and Aidan’s heads, a baby in each of their parents’ arms. Over the babies’ foreheads, emerald light glittered with rolling green hills of their ancient Celtic land. The green darkened to black, silver winking in the eyes of the twins. The two infants’ eyes were as round as coins, and their mouths hung open. They squirmed, reaching for the stars that danced before their eyes.

      “I bless you, Ailis and Aidan, children of Kiera and Conri, of the Penumbra,” declared Torin, voice like a rumble of thunder.

      The magic from his hands faded, and Kiera brought Ailis close to her, checking her eyes. Conri brushed Aidan’s face, and the baby gurgled with laughter, kicking out her small legs. She tried to reach for Torin’s hand, but he returned to his seat, everyone eyeing the prophesied twins. Only time would tell what they could truly do and who they would be.
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      Torin leaned back in his chair and watched the beautiful woman, or perhaps goddess, he could now call his own and feel confident about it. Tierney and the other Cailleach around the table laughed and celebrated, telling stories of her life. She’d grown up in Darkness, and like many of the others, Minerva was the one who shepherded her into the coven. They spoke about the first time she went to the Daylight Realm, how competitive she was, her lust for life, her kindness for others, how she kept pushing Myla and Emrys together and then Malin and Kane. She always saw what could be in the people around her, and everyone recognized that about her.

      These were all reasons why Torin loved her.

      Morgana even mentioned how Tierney was like an older and cooler sister, far more than Malin ever was. That started a bickering match between Malin and Morgana that only Minerva could break up. Isla excused herself during that time, and Torin slipped away after her. For almost being a god, he still had the resounding footsteps of a giant. There would be no sneaking up on her.

      “How are you?” he asked.

      Isla kept her back to him. “Fine.”

      “As in fucked up, insecure, neurotic, and emotional?”

      The small witch snorted, and her blond pigtails bounced. “Really, I’m good.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Torin said on a more serious note.

      “I don’t need you to believe me. I just need you to go and be done with it.”

      “Isla.” He sighed. “Don’t let us end this way.”

      “We wouldn’t have to end this way if you weren’t leaving.” She whipped around. “And unlike my sister, you’re doing it by choice.”

      His heart ached, a lump forming in his throat. Isla was one of his oldest and dearest friends. After he had been attacked in Minneapolis, she brought him to Dark Haven for healing. They had been together since they were children, and they both chose to stay with the Wickney coven after the battle. And now the page was turning.

      “It’s stupid, I know.” She brushed the back of her hand over her face.

      “It isn’t,” he said.

      “Gee, try saying that with a bit more feeling.” She twirled her pigtail.

      “It isn’t forever, Isla, I promise.” This wasn’t like Fiona; he wasn’t dying. He cleared his throat. “I’m sure I can bring you to visit me too. We can build a sno—”

      She backhanded him. “I get enough snow. Minnesota and Wisconsin are known for their snow.”

      “Ow!” Torin rubbed his forearm, feigning being injured. Her light swat could have been far worse, so he knew she was just being sentimental.

      They both laughed, and when it faded, Torin said, “Not for the snow, then. For me?”

      “Only if you come and visit here too,” she said.

      “Promise. Besides, you can’t tell me you’re abandoned when you have Morgana.”

      Her cheeks flushed pink, and she leaned down the hallway, looking toward the dining room. Malin and Morgana’s voices echoed out, punctuated with Minerva and Tierney’s voices who both tried to play referee. It was a losing battle.

      “You’re not wrong,” agreed Isla with a smile. She faced Torin full on and raked her eyes across him.

      “What?” he asked, shifting under her steady gaze.

      “You look good as a god.”

      “I may not be a god.”

      She pursed her lips, nodding. “It’s more nuanced than that.”

      “Exactly.” He grinned, and she laughed with him. It was easy like this. It always had been with Isla. He asked, “Are you ready to rejoin the group? Or do you want to stay a little longer?”

      “Why? I’ll be seeing you soon. Won’t I?” She knocked her shoulder into Torin and walked down the hallway, rejoining the group. He followed after her.

      Inside the dining room, Torin stood by the door. The party could go on forever, and he would’ve let it. Tierney’s smile was contagious, like all the weight had melted off her shoulders. But a pressure was building on his chest, and the vambrace on his skin itched. They needed to return to the Otherworld soon. He hated to pull Tierney away from her family, but the time was coming. She must’ve felt it too because she suddenly looked up, peering over the heads around the table. Her smile faltered for a second, and then it broadened.

      She slipped away from her covenmates and stood before Torin, taking his hands. “We have one more goodbye to make.”

      He drew his eyebrows together but said nothing as she led him out of the manor. Together, they walked down the streets of the Penumbra. The cobblestones beneath his boots were too hard now, and the buildings with their hundreds of windows peered back at him. He shivered. They passed Dark Haven with the Great Dark Tree looming up and over the building from within the courtyard at its center. He inclined his head to both, as if they could feel him saying farewell. Maybe it was Aodh watching over all, if the goddess cared about that. Finally, they reached the Awen that opened into the old familiar alleyway. He glared at it, something he wouldn’t miss at all. Tierney pulled him a little farther. The Aerie awaited off to the side.

      His feet rooted to the ground. “Why did you bring me here?”

      “You know why.” She released his hand and called, “Ommi. Meilu.”

      The two dragans poked their heads from the Aerie. Torin stiffened, watching as Meilu slowly slithered from the cave’s mouth. Hesitant. And he couldn’t blame her. Ommi flew from the Aerie and crashed into Tierney. They tumbled to the ground, rolling. She laughed, petting her dragan. Meilu fluttered out and flew over Torin, staying five feet back. It had only been a couple of days in the Penumbra, but Torin couldn’t fault her. She was much like Isla in that.

      Torin held out his hand, palm up, and Meilu glided down and sniffed his fingers. Then her black eyes lit up, and she spun around him, tittering happily. He reached out and brushed against her, and she leaned into his touch. He settled on the frozen lawn outside the Aerie, and Meilu lay down beside him, then placed her head on his thigh. He ran his hands along the ridge down her back, and her pink tongue slithered from her mouth.

      For the first time since arriving back in the Penumbra for their farewell, Torin cried. He knew he would see Isla and everyone else again, but Meilu… they had been connected by more than friendship. They shared blood and magic and venom. He had walked away from his short-lived life as one of the Dragan Gardai, but that meant leaving Meilu. She’d never be able to survive in the Otherworld, and she wouldn’t have others of her kind around. She was safe and protected in the Penumbra, her home.

      He looked at Tierney, and she lay on the ground, Ommi curled up at her side. More tears burned his eyes, and he faced Meilu again. The dragan pushed to her feet, claws scratching on the ground, and drove her snout toward his face.

      “It’s okay,” he murmured to her, rubbing her scales again. “It’ll all be okay. I’m sorry I have to go, but you already know that.”

      She coiled her body through the air in front of him and settled back to a hover before him, her snout to his nose. After a pregnant pause, she nodded.

      “Thank you for being such a good friend,” he said to her. “For always being there. For always… just… Thank you.”

      Meilu snuggled her snout into his palm.

      He didn’t know how long he sat like that with her or how long Tierney lay with her own dragan, but he waited until he could barely breathe from the need to go. The pressure of the Otherworld rested on his chest, and the chill of the snow sprinkled his skin. He blinked, and the Otherworld stared back at him, beckoning him home.

      “Tierney,” he said, breaking the silence they all had been savoring.

      She sat up, probably feeling it too. Ommi curled around her, but she said, “No. Stay here.”

      The dragan pulled at her clothing, and she hugged him before standing and facing Torin. Meilu flew to Ommi’s side, and they hovered together, staring at Torin and Tierney. Meilu leaned against Ommi, and Ommi curled his tail around the smaller dragan. They were connected now when they had once been at war.

      “Should we go home?” asked Tierney, voice barely above a whisper.

      Torin kissed her forehead.

      Pulling his mate, his wife, or goddess into his chest, he touched one of the green stones on the vambrace, opening a portal of black, silver, and green. Magic rushed down his arm, and he focused it forward. The Otherworld flashed before his left eye, but the other realms hovered nearby. Any of them he could travel to.

      But this was their true journey. Home. Together.
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      Tierney wound her fingers through Torin’s hair as he lapped at her folds. Another wave of pleasure rushed over her, and she squirmed beneath it. Her moan came out as a rumble from her chest. His tongue ran the length of her slit, and then he sucked on her clit. Folding her legs around Torin’s head, she pulled him closer to her core. He stroked harder until she was panting. Lights burst in her vision, all covered in the blue and green hues of the Otherworld’s sky.

      Pushing up, Tierney reached toward Torin. “Your turn.”

      He held her tighter. “I’m not done with you yet. Lay back.” Then he lined his cock up with her center and pushed forward with excruciatingly slow deliberation until just the crown of his cock was seated within her walls. “Look at me,” he demanded.

      Her eyes opened, locking her gaze with the intensity of his mismatched eyes. The eyes that belonged to her. Eyes only she would ever see, lest the person Torin looked upon suffered a poisonous death. Her beautiful, strong, healed god.

      His eyes rolled back in his head for a second, then he clenched his jaw, clearly holding back his own waves of pleasure.

      When he focused on her again, his words were filled with barely restrained control. “We have one more thing to discuss.”

      Tierney reached up and ran her fingers through his beard, happy he kept it in their new life. “What’s that?”

      “You wanted something before. When you first came here.”

      She scowled at him, only able to recall her willingness to risk being alone in order to bring him back to her. “I only want you.”

      “There was something else.”

      Tierney pulled his head down to her. “Kiss me, then tell me.”

      His tongue stroked hers like velvet, and she tasted herself on him until he pulled away and threaded one hand into her hair. “I’m ready to give you that desire, Tierney.” Torin plunged in deep without warning.

      A scream ripped through her throat, but she slapped a hand down on her lips. Torin smiled and pulled her hand away from her mouth. “No one will hear you. And if they do, they’ll just know how fucking much I love you.”

      They had a better shelter now, made of wood and with actual walls and a door, but they also had neighbors. The goddess of healing was at work, and many of those she healed chose to stay in the Otherworld, answering to Torin and Tierney like they were a king and queen.

      Tierney wriggled her hips, the need to feel him sliding in and out of her building, but Torin placed a hand on her hip, holding her still.

      She pouted and tried to breathe through the overly full sensation. Torin was scrambling her mind with this slow, pleasure-filled torture. He was saying something about her desire, but all she could think about was wanting to come.

      “What the—” Her words failed. “How the—”

      “Do you remember what you craved?” Torin asked, smirking down at her.

      She pinched her lips and shook her head. “I just need to feel you,” she said on a heavy exhale.

      “Soon,” he promised.

      “Please, Torin.” She dug her nails into his shoulders.

      He pulled out of her almost all the way. “Do you want babies, Tierney?” He thrust forward.

      She shrieked, but her blood ran cold and eyes went wide. “What?”

      “I’m asking if you want to be a mother.” Torin ran a thumb over her cheekbone. “You were such a natural with little Ailis and Aiden.”

      Tierney sucked in a breath and let it go on a sigh. Her pussy twitched around his cock.

      Torin ground his teeth. “Don’t do that. I’m trying to have a serious conversation with you here.”

      “You picked a shitty time, and I can’t help it. She’s hungry.” Tierney looked up and to the side, considering what he asked, and then she intentionally clenched her inner walls.

      Torin growled.

      She smirked back at him and shrugged. “I had to do something. Can we finish this and then talk?”

      “No,” he bit out. “I think it’s an easy answer. Yes or no, Tierney?” He ducked his head into her neck and kissed a line from her collarbone to her earlobe.

      “I do, but I have to—”

      “I know what you have to do.” Retreating, he slammed back into her.

      And without very much friction at all, she was about ready to pitch over the edge again.

      “You can go to Dark Haven at any time and perform the unbinding.” He pulled almost all the way out. “Is that a yes?”

      “Yes, Torin.”

      When he thrust into her again, she screamed, “Yes!”

      Torin pulled out and thrust so deeply into her that she didn’t have time to cut off her next scream. It shot from her mouth, and she surfed the pleasure that sparked on her body.

      He braced against their bed, burying deeper into her. He pushed her harder. She twisted her legs around his lower back and hips, holding him closer. She would never let him escape, not that he had given her cause to believe he would. And now, he was offering her something even more—a living, breathing product of their love. Tears pricked in her eyes as love spread through her body. He rocked into her, and she ground against him, her inner walls clamping around him. She thrashed on the bed, the climax transforming her body as their love washed over her. Over them, and then with a howl, Torin froze, exploding inside of her as he rode out the tiny convulsions of his own orgasm.

      Out of breath and on fire, she slouched back onto the bed, and Torin lay beside her, curling his arms over her body. They snuggled like that for a long time until Tierney propped herself up with her chin on Torin’s chest, tears still in her eyes. “Thank you.”

      He hugged her closer with his huge protective arm. “This is our forever, my love.”

      “Together?”

      “Together,” he assured her, kissing her on the forehead. “With however many littles you want.”

      Tierney sighed, grabbed the blankets and furs, and swung them over their bodies. Tomorrow, she’d see Aodh.

      * * *

      Morning light leaked through the clouds, and Torin looked down at the small but growing settlement in the Otherworld. Tierney had left before dawn on an errand that would have their colony growing even more, and now that he felt strong and capable, he looked forward to the prospect.

      Dressed in furs and skins, he descended to the back of the house, leaving the settlement duties to its new residents. Tierney should be back before his return, and he planned on making his first real attempt at putting a baby in her belly. Until then, he’d check the traps and forage like he did on most days. Maybe he’d even try his hand at hunting.

      His bow and arrows rested in the quiver on his back, and he followed the trail of flimsy black fighting leathers through the trodden snow to the fast-moving creek. At this point, it might’ve become more of a stream, and with Cainte promising even more settlers, it would soon be a river. Such was the way this magic place worked. There was always enough water to go around and always enough food to be found. Everything grew and expanded with each new settler. Thankfully, some were hunters and knew how to trap and others could hunt. The occasional deer had even started to appear. All this, thanks to Cainte, but secretly, Torin wondered if Cernunnos had anything to do with it.

      Torin had once thought to make a different environment for himself and Tierney, but when they’d arrived back in the Otherworld, it felt right to be under the green and blue skies. Although when they struck the bargain with Cainte, they also begged her to make the blizzards less frequent. Thankfully, she had obliged.

      Before Torin bent down at the stream, he raised his head to the clouds and gave thanks to Cainte.

      The breeze brushed his words away and then hugged him. A red fox poked its nose out from the snowbank nearby, and then it ran back into the low-hanging trees and dense bush. He wondered for the first time if it was the goddess of healing watching over him. At least it wasn’t her bear, because Torin wasn’t ready to take on Béorn again… or even see him.

      Torin filled his water skein made of leather and then took another swig. The coolness washed down his throat. When he finished, he dropped the water bottle back into the stream, refilling it, when a pair of eyes flashed back at him from beneath the water. Stumbling back, he whipped the bow around and notched an arrow, pointing at the figure rising from the surface.

      “Who are you?” demanded Torin. Magic rushed through his system, tingling in his fingers. He could easily pull away the glasses to protect himself, but if this was a creation of Cainte, he didn’t want to do it actual harm.

      The form levitated from the water, creating a head, two limbs, and a scaled tail flowing down into the stream from his waist. He held a trident pointed down at a snowbank. After all else came into clarity, Manadon mac Lir’s face took shape, a sneer on his lips. “How dare you threaten me!”

      Torin didn’t lower his bow and arrow. He hadn’t many run-ins with the god of Lir, the underwater realm, and he preferred to keep it that way. “Why are you here?”

      “I need your help,” grumbled the god, clearly unaccustomed to requesting help.

      Torin slowly lowered the bow. “I don’t know what I can do for you.”

      “I need you to protect my daughter from the witches.”

      “The dark witches are not a threat,” said Torin through clenched teeth.

      “And you’re not a Cailleach anymore,” snapped mac Lir. “You have a new destiny as one of us. Act like it.”

      The god flipped his watery hand, and another form rose from the depths of the stream. Her bright tail of green scales stretched out, landing in the snow, and the sea god held her arm, keeping her upright. The female merrow squirmed and sneered, but he growled and pulled her back.

      “My daughter, Dierdra,” said the sea god, and then he threw her onto the snow at Torin’s feet. Mac Lir burst into a wave, washing downstream, but his voice lingered. “Do not let her fall to Darkness.”

      THE END
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      There are instances of violence, kidnapping, and thoughts of suicide.

      The guys all adore the girl, although one of them tries to fight the pull to his soulmate because of his fear of the repercussions.

      The Dhampir Series is a slow-burn, Reverse Harem, Paranormal Romance. While there is no explicit sex in book 1, the next in series is super steamy. The story is intended for an adult audience of 18 years and older.
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      I’ve always been a little quirky. Growing up, my classmates called me weird. My adult peers called me eccentric. My boss says I have the worst case of OCD he’s ever seen.

      Do I care what they think? No, not really. My life is ordered. Neat. Secure. I’ve overcome all the obstacles thrown in my path and became a successful adult.

      As long as I maintain control of my life, I’m good. It’s when I lose control that everything falls apart. It doesn’t just fall apart, it implodes. Almost always with casualties.

      I never understood my volatility until I met Nathan Kaerne. But now I wish I’d never stumbled across his path. I’d still be in control. Still be living the life I worked so hard to create. I wouldn’t be running from a world I never knew existed. A world with vampires, werewolves, and demons. Let’s not forget about the fae.

      But wishes are for fools, and I’m no fool.

      I’ll do whatever it takes to master the monster living inside me. Even if it means letting Nathan and his team invade my personal space. No matter how much I fight it, I can’t seem to tame my monster without them.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            LORNA

          

        

      

    

    
      I pulled into the parking lot of a pristine warehouse on the shores of Florida’s panhandle, just east of Pensacola. I say pristine because the surrounding buildings had to be supported by superglue and duct tape, where this one looked like it belonged on one of Miami’s newest docks.

      A neon sign on the front of the enormous metal building blinked between red and white - “The Fanged Prince.”  I shook my head. I really hoped it wasn’t one of those cosplay clubs where customers had to dress up as vampires just to get in the door. Not that there’s anything wrong with them, it was just a little more than I could handle. I was good at playing my part, but I’d never convince a true cosplayer that I fit in.

      My Land Rover glided over what had to be brand new pavement, and I parked in a freshly painted spot as far from the front door as I could get. Not only because I wanted to, but because the place was packed. I’d thought by arriving just after nine o’clock I’d be considered early, but apparently not.

      “Why would someone build a nightclub here?” I muttered.

      I picked up my phone from the center console and typed out a text to my boss, Charles Maxwell.

      Me: Going in

      Maxwell: I’m sending Sean as back up

      Me: No

      My phone buzzed in my hand with an incoming call. I sighed as I answered it.

      “Lorna, you can’t tell me no.” Mr. Maxwell’s Boston accent only grew this thick when he was pissed. I heard it a lot.

      “It’s impossible for me to pick up a man when I have one at my side,” I argued, as I had for the last two days.

      “Sean will be there regardless,” he snapped. “I have a bad feeling about this. I’m not letting you go alone. I’m only telling you so that you’re not surprised when you see him.”

      I bit back another retort. It wasn’t like I thought I was invincible. I knew better. But I was well-trained, with a decade of experience outside the military and six years with the Army before that. I loved a challenge. Normally, my assignments weren’t that dangerous. They just required a level of skill that most of the men on my team didn’t have because . . . well, they were men.

      Sexist? Possibly, but no less true.

      As a rule, most men overlooked a woman as a potential security threat. They rarely saw a female as a spy among them. If I played my role correctly - which I always did - they saw only a tall blonde with more beauty than brains. As long as I said nothing and played games on my smartphone, I could walk away with tons of information.

      “I’ll text you when I’m done,” I said, gathering my small purse and stuffing my car keys in it.

      “You better.” Maxwell hung up without even a cordial goodbye. I’d be mad, but he never said goodbye and neither did I.

      I opened my car door and slid out, letting it close softly behind me. My hands smoothed down the skinny jeans clinging to my hips like a second skin. I would’ve slid my phone in the back pocket, but it’d never fit. So I tossed it in my purse and slung the strap over my bare shoulder.

      I’d chosen a loose fitting, spaghetti-strap tank top that draped over my breasts to hide the small pistol strategically positioned just below my boobs. The material flowed around me in silky waves ending at the low rise of my jeans.

      My low-heeled ankle boots looked cute and kept my five-foot-ten frame from towering over every man in the place. Regardless of what they might tell me, most men didn’t want a woman looking down at them. Especially men who saw themselves as powerful.

      Tonight, I needed to appear eager to please without being obtrusive.

      I drew in a deep breath and tugged at the long blonde hair of my wig, making sure everything was in place.

      Time to compartmentalize, I told myself.

      As I strolled across the parking lot, I tucked Lorna Scott into a corner of my mind and unwrapped Mallory Phillips. A smile spread across my face and a slow swagger took over my hips just in time to greet the bouncer at the door - a door without a line of people waiting to get in despite the full parking lot.

      The bouncer’s dark eyes trailed down my body, surveying me with a calculated look I couldn’t quite place. It wasn’t an offensive leering but more like an assessment. What was he assessing? There was no way he could see the holster wrapped around my chest. I had a bra specifically made to ensure it concealed my weapon. My tank top’s loose-flowing material hid everything else.

      I giggled, something I’d never do as Lorna, and deliberately avoided meeting his intense stare.

      “Hey, handsome,” I said. “I hope there’s room for one more.”

      “You here alone?” he asked.

      “Only for a little while.” I batted my eyelashes at him and bit down on the edge of my lower lip.

      He nodded, then leaned over and pulled open a large metal door. I smiled again and stepped into a barely lit hall. The door closed behind me with a soft thud. I shivered as a wave of unease pushed against me almost like a barrier. The hairs on my arms rose to attention, and I had to force myself to take another step into the unnatural silence. The sense of discomfort grew and sweat broke out on my forehead. The urge to turn around and run gripped me so hard I could barely breathe.

      “What the hell?” I muttered.

      My hand slid under my shirt, reaching for the pistol concealed beneath my breasts. Where was the music? Laughter? Hundreds of patrons whose cars filled the parking lot?

      “Ah, this must be your first time.” A man’s voice echoed against the walls around me, and my hand stilled against my belly. “Please come in.”

      A silhouette emerged from the end of the hallway. I couldn’t make out any of his features in the low light. His welcome didn’t alleviate the unsettled feeling hanging in the air.

      “I might be in the wrong place,” I said, my voice a little higher than I intended, probably because of the fear edging me closer to the door.

      “No, my dear. You’re exactly where you should be.” The man closed the distance between us in three easy strides. “Let me give you a tour and buy you a drink.”

      Now that he was only a few feet away, I could see the outline of his freshly shaved jaw. Dark hair framed what appeared to be a handsome face, and a pair of wide shoulders blocked out most of the light behind him. And he had to look down at me, which put him over six feet tall.

      “Come.” He extended a hand to me, and I froze with my own palm still pressed against my stomach.

      I could almost feel his voice wash over me like a wave. Every cell in my body lit up like fireworks on the Fourth of July, and not in a good way. My muscles tensed and a sense of dread filled my gut. I knew it made no sense, but every instinct I possessed made me want to run.

      “I think I’ll be going,” I said between my clenched teeth. “I’m . . .”

      The man’s smile grew, and I swear his eyes glowed for a whole three seconds, effectively silencing me.

      What the hell?

      I blinked and everything was back to normal. The sense of dread faded along with the electricity running through my veins. I shook my head and tried to convince myself that I hadn’t just experienced something really weird.

      “Are you alright?” my would-be escort asked.

      Were the lights brighter? They seemed like it. I could see the man’s face clearly, now. He looked down at me, his concern punctuated by the furrow in his brow and a slight frown.

      “Yes, I think so,” I replied, shaking my head again. Had I just imagined the last few minutes? “Maybe I need a drink.” I tried to smile and hoped it didn’t look as forced as it felt.

      “Of course you do.” My escort turned, going back down the hall. “Let me show you to the bar.”

      I still hesitated even though the feeling of dread had subsided. None of this seemed right. I’d been to hundreds of bars and nightclubs for my job. Never had I been offered an escort to the bar. Never had I felt the overwhelming need to run away. And I’d been in some pretty nasty places.

      But wasn’t this the reason the boss wanted me here? Wasn’t I supposed to be finding out why it was unusual? Yes. Yes, I was. I swallowed hard and hoped like hell Sean wasn’t far behind me. I even contemplated waiting for him. But, I’d never be able to connect to a target if I showed up with another man.

      “Are you coming, my dear, or have you decided to leave?” my escort asked from the end of the hall.

      He’d half-turned to look back at me. The smile on his face did nothing to alleviate my concerns. It didn’t really matter, though. I couldn’t gain information by standing in the entryway.

      “Absolutely,” I replied, pasting an even wider smile on my face. I’d let Mallory’s façade slip with my panic. Compartmentalizing was my specialty. I never slipped. “Joining you, I mean, not leaving.”

      I strolled down the hallway toward the unknown, my boots tapping on the cement floor, so much slower than my racing heart.

      Get it together, Lorna. I mentally tried to convince myself I could do this. It’s what they paid me for. To play a part and gather intel. Something I was normally very good at.

      My escort pushed open the door and gestured for me to go ahead of him. I slid by, barely avoiding contact, and froze again.

      An enormous room opened before me with strobing lights hanging from the twenty-foot ceiling. A long bar with eight bartenders ran the entire length of the room on the right side. Clusters of tables crowded the left, and a dance floor packed with people filled the center. I couldn’t begin to guess the number of men and women swarming the space.

      But none of that kept me glued to my spot. It wasn’t the music booming around me or even the man at my back. No, nothing as simple as the normalcy of people grinding against each other on the dance floor or bursts of laughter from the crowded tables. Nope.

      It was the sudden and very violent thirst surging up from my belly and into my throat. Saliva pooled in my mouth, and I had to press my lips closed to keep from drooling. I should’ve been shocked or disgusted by my reaction, but I was too busy trying to figure out what caused it.

      Without my permission, my head tilted back, and I sniffed the air. An intoxicating aroma filled my nose and made my eyes roll back. It smelled like dark chocolate with a hint of cherries. Was that coffee mixed in as well? I pulled in more of my favorite flavors and smiled.

      My eyes snapped open and zeroed in on a table halfway across the room. Two men sat with their backs to the wall talking to a group of four women and two other men. They wore an eclectic range of clothing from jeans and T-shirts to little black dresses.

      Another group caught my attention a few tables past the first. Three women laughed at a man slamming back shots faster than I could count. Right behind them, another woman straddled the lap of her chosen beau with her ample chest pressed into his face. He didn’t seem to mind at all. Neither did I, because all I could think about was the luscious smell emanating from their direction.

      Before I realized what I was doing, my feet carried me through the throng of gyrating bodies and headed straight for the large group. The tantalizing odor intensified as I grew closer, but I couldn’t pin down where it came from. Several bottles of beer littered the tables along with shot glasses and fancy drinks with little umbrellas - nothing that looked like a chocolate latte.

      I’d completely forgotten about my escort and even my reason for coming here in the first place. My single-minded purpose seemed to be reaching the table that promised to satisfy the thirst driving me to insanity. Nothing short of crazy could make me do something so stupid. In the back of my mind, I recognized my bizarre behavior, but this unreasonable need overrode everything else.

      Until a wide chest covered by a white dress shirt and charcoal gray suit stepped in front of me. I would’ve run right into him if his large hands hadn’t grabbed my shoulders in their bruising grip. My alarmed squeak only lasted a moment as I tilted my head back to meet the gaze of my accoster.

      A set of nearly black eyes gazed down at me with disapproval written all over them. Not literally, obviously. But the set of his frown and furrowed brow spoke volumes.

      “Come with me,” the man said, not releasing my arms.

      I would’ve argued, but the smell that had driven me across the dance floor multiplied tenfold. It was all I could do not to lean in and sniff his neck. Had my hands been free to roam, I would’ve ripped open the collar of his shirt and licked the dark skin on his chest, because I was absolutely certain he’d bathed in chocolate. There was no way anyone could smell that good without soaking in it.

      The thought mortified me. I was not one of those people who participated in kinky sex games. I may have acted like it in my role as Mallory, but the real me would never consider it. I was methodical and organized. I planned everything - even sex - much to the dismay of my boyfriend of the last six years.

      I couldn’t help the overwhelming desire to lick the man standing in front of me. Thankfully, he didn’t seem to notice my turmoil. His meaty palms disappeared from my shoulders only to grab my elbow and pull me toward the back of the club.

      I should’ve been fighting him with every ounce of strength I had. Blindly following a stranger into the unknown went against every moment of training from the last sixteen years. But my mind refused to pack up Mallory and release Lorna. I did not struggle with the dividers in my mind, not since mastering them as a young girl. Until now.

      Thankfully, the scrumptious smell faded the farther I got from the crowded dance floor. My brain kicked into gear and instinct took over when we reached a set of wide stairs leading up to the second floor. I gripped the railing with my free hand and stopped. My escort hadn’t let go of my arm, but he paused a couple of steps above me rather than jerk me forward. His look of disapproval hadn’t faded.

      “Where are you taking me?” I asked, letting a frown pull at my lips.

      “To see the boss,” he replied, surprising me with what sounded like honesty.

      “Why?”

      “Because.”

      The man gently pulled on my arm, but I didn’t budge. I’d regained enough of my senses to know this was a really bad idea. Something was so wrong with this situation. Even though the man in front of me still smelled like a tasty treat, I was in control, not whatever I’d just experienced.

      “Is there some reason your boss can’t meet me at the bar?” I asked, adjusting my weight onto my forward leg. If he didn’t give me a good answer, I’d be kicking him in the balls and running as fast as I could in the other direction.

      My new friend huffed and stepped down, closing the space between us. Damn it. I could still slam a knee into his groin, but it would lack the momentum I wanted.

      “You may have attracted unwanted attention,” the man said so quietly I barely heard him over the loud music.

      My eyebrows soared beneath my wispy bangs. How could he possibly know what I just experienced? Or did he see me charging toward his other customers with a crazed look? Did it really matter? My whole reason for being here was to arrange a meeting with the owner . . .  wasn’t it?

      I ducked my head and focused on my boots. Did his boss know who I was and why I was here? The company I worked for wasn’t anonymous. We handled contracts for all kinds of people. It would stand to reason that this man had connections and knew me. Possibly.

      “Let’s go.”

      My escort tugged on my arm again, and I reluctantly let him pull me to the top of the stairs. We crossed a wide foyer devoid of furniture. Three doors lined the farthest wall. My new friend didn’t knock. He just pulled open the center door and shoved me in front of him.

      I took two stumbling steps into the room and the door closed behind me. My escort stood so close to my back, the hair on my neck prickled. The scent that made me lose my mind in the club below filled my lungs, making me stupid. Again.

      I should’ve been taking in my surroundings, assessing my new location, identifying any threats. All I wanted to do was find the source of my temptation and devour it. Was it the man standing behind me? Could be.

      Oh my God! I had to get a grip. I clenched my hands into fists, burying my fingernails into my palms and squeezing my eyes closed. I needed to stay focused on the reason I was here. I had a job to do, damn it.

      Ignore the tantalizing aroma, Lorna. You don’t want to find out if he tastes as good as he smells. You are not that kind of woman.

      The mental pep talk wasn’t working. The smell intensified, and my resolve weakened. I drew in a deep breath and held it. Maybe if I couldn’t smell anything, I could clear my addled brain.

      Sure thing, idiot. You’ll just pass out from lack of oxygen, the reasonable voice in my head chided.

      “Go get Elliott.” Another man’s voice penetrated my internal arguments.

      The soothing tone helped settle my nerves until I opened my eyes. A handsome man with wavy brown hair and blue eyes stood a few inches from me. His perfectly straight nose wrinkled as a frown pulled at his lips. The heat at my back disappeared and the door opened then closed with a soft thump. A wave of relief washed over me. At least the temptation had left the room.

      “Breathe, young lady, before you pass out,” the man in front of me said.

      I sucked in a gulp of air and immediately regretted it. Not only did this man smell like my favorite chocolate latte, but something else, too. Something I couldn’t place but knew I had to have. I couldn’t live without whatever was pulsing through his veins.

      My hands found their way to the lapel of his jacket, and I pulled him toward me. I’d never been so grateful for my height as I was right then. My mouth lined up perfectly with that spot on his neck just below his ear. I drew in a long deep breath through my nose, luxuriating in his intoxicating scent.

      “Normally, you should ask permission before you take a taste.”

      I gasped and stumbled several steps backward trying to get away from the man I’d nearly . . .  What? Licked? No, I seriously contemplated biting him. What the hell? I clasped my hand over my mouth and stared at the beige carpet beneath my feet. Had I really just tried to bite a complete stranger? Not just any stranger, but possibly the owner I was supposed to be dazzling with my outgoing personality so I could pump him for information.

      Oh my God.

      “I’m sorry,” I croaked, pulling my hand away from my face. “I have no idea what just happened.”

      “Is that so?”

      I couldn’t blame him for the thread of suspicion in his voice. I’d acted like a complete idiot.

      “Yes, I’ve never done that to anyone before,” I said, still looking at the floor and trying so hard not to jump on him. He smelled so damn good. It was like his body wanted me to feast on him. “I’m horrified at my behavior,” I squeaked.

      Another pile of mortification hit me. Lorna was speaking and not Mallory. Mallory was cool and collected and never would’ve used such stilted speech. What the hell happened to the walls in my mind? I was falling apart. I should’ve listened to my instincts and left. I never should’ve followed that man down the entry hall.

      “I should go,” I mumbled. “I’m truly sorry.”

      “You should stay.”

      I looked up at the tasty morsel, who hadn’t moved. He didn’t hesitate to meet my gaze. Where I expected revulsion or anger, there was only intrigue. Or was that amusement in his twitching lips? I couldn’t tell.

      “Let’s start over,” he suggested. “I’m Nathan, the owner of The Fanged Prince.”

      He didn’t offer a handshake. Not that I blamed him. I wouldn’t want to touch me either.

      “I’m Mallory,” I said, trying to realign the compartments in my head and force a convincing smile. He hadn’t kicked me out, despite my idiocy. Maybe I could do this. “I heard about your club from a friend and thought I’d check it out.”

      “I see. Would you like to sit down?” Nathan motioned toward a large sofa and smaller loveseat situated on the right side of the room across from a large wooden desk at the other end.

      I nodded and turned in that direction, hoping he wouldn’t join me. I wasn’t sure I could stand to be close to him for much longer. The momentary reprieve I’d experienced from my shock was quickly wearing off. The relentless desire to taste this man would consume me if he sat too close.

      I perched on the far end of the long sofa, and Nathan took a spot on the loveseat. Not as far away as he could get, but hopefully far enough. If I thought breathing through my mouth would lessen my irrational behavior, I’d definitely be a mouth-breather. It didn’t seem to matter.

      An uncomfortable silence quickly filled the air between us. Normally, Mallory would know exactly what to say and how to act, but everything about tonight had gone wrong. The longer I sat there in Nathan’s obviously expensive space, the more I realized I needed to leave. I would gain nothing from this visit. Nathan had to believe I was insane.

      “I’d ask you what you thought of the club, but I’m not sure you had time to enjoy the atmosphere,” Nathan said, breaking the silence.

      I cleared my throat and avoided looking at him. “It’s much nicer than the exterior,” I said, twisting the strap of my purse around my fingers. Maybe I could manage a semi-coherent conversation before I ran for the hills. “I never would’ve thought to look here for a new nightclub if my friend hadn’t suggested it.”

      “The property was cheap.” Nathan’s reply wasn’t surprising, only the flippant way he said it. “After a few more months of marketing and friends like yours spreading the word, we’ll be busy all the time.”

      I forced a giggle and then frowned, trying to fall back into my role as Mallory. “But what about the hurricanes? Isn’t that why all the other places closed?”

      “That’s what the real estate agent said,” he replied.

      I glanced over at my host to find him watching me. I couldn’t decipher the look on his face. I also couldn’t find the distinct walls that should’ve been around Mallory’s persona. I needed to get out before I ruined any opportunity to come back.

      “I hope it works out for you. I should probably get going.” I bit my bottom lip. “I’m really sorry for falling all over you like that.” I couldn’t come up with a reasonable excuse for my unacceptable behavior, so I didn’t even try. I rose from the sofa and adjusted the strap of my purse. “Maybe I’ll come back with my friend next time, and she can keep me from acting like an idiot.”

      Nathan didn’t move and his eyes never left my face. Heat rushed up my neck under the intensity of his stare. Another urge to feast on the man across the room had my knees quivering. I definitely had to leave.

      I forced another giggle. “It was nice meeting you, Nathan.”

      I stepped around the end of the sofa, staying as far from my host as possible. A glance over my shoulder revealed Nathan still hadn’t moved, but his gaze followed my retreat to the door. Before I could reach for the handle and make my escape, the door opened.

      Another impossibly large man filled the door. Yes, I had to look up to see a set of white teeth grinning behind a well-trimmed beard and mustache. Bright blue eyes sparkled with mischief, and strawberry blond hair covered his head and curled playfully around his ears.

      “Hello, beautiful,” he purred, taking another step into my space.

      The comment should not have affected me. Men hit on me all the time, and it never fazed me. Hearing it roll off his tongue gave me chills. I was already rattled enough. I didn’t even try to sort out why he had me leaning toward him. It wasn’t like he tempted me the same way Nathan did. I shuddered.

      “Excuse me, I was just leaving,” I mumbled, then internally cursed myself. Mallory would’ve flirted with this man, not told him to get out of her way so she could run away. Mallory was teetering on the edge of existence. I had to get away before I completely fell apart.

      The newest arrival looked over my shoulder, probably at Nathan, whom I hadn’t heard leave his seat. His intoxicating smell wasn’t overwhelming me, so I assumed he hadn’t moved.

      “You ready for her to leave?”

      “No, but I won’t force her to stay,” Nathan replied.

      I choked on my next breath and desperately tried to quell the panic gripping me. I hadn’t even considered that he would try to keep me from leaving, which was completely unacceptable. I’d been trained better than to let my guard down like that.

      Whatever was in this club had addled my brain. Maybe they pumped some sort of drug through the ventilation to make their customers stupid. To what end, I had no idea, but it definitely worked on me.

      “I don’t think she realizes what she is,” Nathan said, breaking into my internal dialogue.

      “What the hell does that mean?” I demanded without giving my persona a second thought. My voice was several octaves higher than I would have liked. Even worse, I turned my back on someone who insinuated he would force me to stay.

      “Never mind. I’m leaving.”

      I skirted around the large redhead and all but ran down the stairs. I held my breath the entire way through the throng of dancers and pushed open the door to my freedom. I didn’t stop in the narrow hallway, running to the end and crashing through the exterior door.

      The stale night air filled my burning lungs with my first inhale. I bent over, resting my hands on my knees and drawing in several deep breaths. With each cleansing breath, my mind cleared a little more. I no longer had the urge to lick anyone, and the walls in my mind between myself and Mallory were a little more defined.

      “Damn,” I muttered, forcing myself to stand up straight.

      The bouncer met my gaze from a few feet away, assessing me once again. Before he could say a word, I straightened my spine, flipped my hair over my shoulder, and strutted back to my vehicle. My fingers shook as I unlocked the car and slid into the driver’s seat. I didn’t waste any time cranking up the engine and leaving The Fanged Prince behind.
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      “What was that about, Nathan?” Elliott asked, still staring at the open door that Mallory had just disappeared through.

      “I’m not sure,” I replied. “But I think a very rare treasure just fell into our laps. Rarer still because she has no idea what she is.” I rose from the loveseat I’d dropped into a few minutes earlier. “I can only hope her reaction to me means that I’m the first vampire she’s ever encountered.”

      If she’d met any of my kind before, her reaction would not have completely surprised her. Despite her efforts, she couldn’t hide the abject horror of her behavior. Most humans didn’t have the desire to feast off another being. Little did she know, it was completely natural if she was actually what I suspected.

      I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and dialed my second-in-command. He picked up immediately.

      “Follow her,” I ordered. “I want to know where she goes and if she meets anyone along the way.”

      “Sure thing,” Damon said.

      The call ended as abruptly as I expected. Damon and I had been a team for much longer than I wanted to admit. My second didn’t require detailed orders, something I was immensely grateful for. I’d have to thank him for recognizing that she even needed to be isolated from the crowded club.

      I tossed my phone on the low coffee table and frowned. Had she reacted to Damon the same way she reacted to me? She’d certainly spent enough time with him on the way from the club to my office. She was holding her breath when she stumbled into my space. Was it from all the vampires below or had she sensed Damon’s demonic blood?

      I frowned at the surge of anger rushing up from my gut. The thought of anyone else touching her made my skin crawl with discontent. If she was truly what I believed, she would be mine. No one could taste her magic but me. No one could benefit from the sharing of . . .

      “Nathan?” Elliott, one of my most trusted lieutenants, reminded me of his presence.

      “What did you notice about our guest?” I asked, strolling to the small but well-stocked bar in the corner behind my desk. I needed something to wash down the unreasonable bitterness in my throat.

      “I assumed she was human,” he replied, closing the door and crossing the room. “She didn’t smell like any other supernatural I’ve encountered before, but there’s something . . .”

      I paused with a bottle of bourbon in one hand and a crystal snifter in the other to look at my friend. His nose wrinkled as if he were trying to catch Mallory’s lingering scent. Elliott was a wolf shifter. He could identify most supernaturals by smell alone, mostly because of the diversity in our clan. He’d been exposed to almost every type.

      Yes, we were a clan. Not a vampire kiss, not a shifter pack, not a fae monarchy, or any other singular group. Our clan was the only one of its kind. It consisted of almost every type of magical creature, Mallory being one of the exceptions because of the rarity of her magic. If I was right. If she decided to join us.

      And Damon was another. Most demons preferred their own realm. Being on Earth required them to constantly be in human form. Unlike shifters, staying human drained a demon’s magic. Damon’s stamina never ceased to amaze me, though. He could hold his human form for nearly ten hours straight. He slept well for the next seven or eight hours, but he could do it. I’d never heard of another demon capable of more than a few hours.

      “What else?” I asked, pouring two fingers of the amber liquid into my glass.

      “It’s hard to explain,” Elliott replied, dropping onto the sofa Mallory had vacated only minutes before. “I want to say I was drawn to her, but that’s not entirely right. It was more of an instinct to keep her away from the predators downstairs.”

      Elliott pushed his fingers through his curly red hair and looked over at me. “My wolf is . . .” He paused again, and a sliver of worry slid down my spine. “Man, it’s almost like a wolf’s mating call - not that I’d know anything about that personally - but wolves normally only want wolves. She’s definitely not a wolf, but she’s more than just human.”

      A red haze clouded my vision at his admission. He wanted my Mallory. I tried to suppress a growl, but Elliott heard it and slowly rose from the sofa. His eyes flickered between blue and midnight, a tell-tale sign that his wolf didn’t like being growled at. I didn’t blame him, because neither did I.

      I drew in a deep breath and centered myself. A female who had only been in my office for a few minutes would not disrupt everything we’d built. We’d worked too hard to establish a safe haven for those who had no other place to go. Our clan took in all the outcasts, half-breeds, and supernaturals shunned by everyone else. It wasn’t an easy task to manage all the different magics and cultures, but it worked.

      If someone couldn’t follow our basic rule of acceptance, they were gone. Second chances rarely existed within the clan because acceptance into our family was normally the last chance for most of our members. So we didn’t tolerate hate, which led to numerous fights for dominance.

      The group of men and women who helped me lead this band of misfits had been tested more times than I could count. Each one had the strength and resolve needed to do this damned job. They’d proven themselves over and over again, including the man standing across the room from me.

      There was no way I’d let a complete stranger put a wedge between us.

      “Sorry, man,” Elliott said before I could address him. “What the hell is she?”

      I sucked in another breath, then downed my bourbon. “I believe she’s a dhampir.”

      Elliott’s face paled. “I thought they were killed off.”

      “So did I, my friend.” I poured another measure of bourbon, watching it swirl in the crystal snifter. “If you’re reacting to her too, she must be more than just a dhampir, or maybe something else entirely.”

      Elliott dropped back onto the sofa and scrubbed his palms across his face. “What makes you think she’s a dhampir?”

      I strolled back to the loveseat and sat down, cradling my drink in my hands. “She almost bit my neck,” I replied, unable to stop my smile. “The smell of her desire was so strong, I nearly let her.”

      Elliott snorted. “Dude, women throw themselves at you all the damn time.”

      “True, but not like that,” I argued. “Mallory’s scent was like an aphrodisiac. If I were a lesser vampire, she would’ve drained me dry and left me with a smile on my face.” Which should’ve made me pause with concern. I should not want a dhampir for that very reason.

      “Isn’t that why they were all hunted down and killed?” Elliott asked, saying exactly what I’d been thinking.

      “Yes, their ability to entrance us is more powerful than most vampires’ ability to entrance,” I explained. “Which is why I believe she has no idea what she is. She hasn’t had her first meal, so she hasn’t awakened her magic. Otherwise, I would be dead.”

      Elliott sprang from the sofa and curled his hands into fists. “Then why the hell did you tell Damon to come get me and leave yourself alone with her? We can’t run this clan without you!”

      I sipped my drink and tried to ignore the shifter. His words hit a little too close to home. I hadn’t thought about the threat she posed. Her desire completely consumed any rational thought. The way she seemed to argue with herself about it intrigued me. At the time, I needed Elliott’s opinion to tell me if he could smell her magic. It never crossed my mind that she would hurt me.

      But I couldn’t tell Elliott that. He’d think I was an idiot.

      “She was too appalled by her desire to drink my blood,” I said, motioning for him to sit back down. “The look of disgust on her delicate face assured me she was mostly harmless.”

      The tension slowly bled from my friend, and he regained his seat. “It could’ve been an act, man. She could’ve been playing you.”

      “Yes, but it worked out okay.” I took another sip of my bourbon, struggling not to swallow it in one gulp. “Damon will tell us where she goes and who she meets.”

      “Is it a good idea to have him trailing her?” Elliott asked. “If I remember correctly, vampires weren’t the only ones on the dhampir menu.”

      I frowned, not having considered the possibility. As a leader, I should have realized the danger of sending a demon after a dhampir. They didn’t get the same benefits from a demon, but a demon’s blood could satisfy their hunger.

      I realized with sudden clarity that our dhampir made me stupid. Maybe I shouldn’t pursue her. If being in her presence for only a few minutes addled my brain, what would happen to me after an hour or a whole day? Was it worth the surge of power I would get from her if we exchanged blood?

      The combined magic of our kinds was immense and nearly unstoppable, but it was also dangerous to the vampire. Dhampir were our kryptonite. If I pissed off the lovely Mallory, she could end me in a heartbeat. She’d have me so tangled up in her enchantment, I wouldn’t even know to fight against her.

      Many vampires tried to control their dhampir and failed, which was why they were hunted to extinction centuries ago through a contract with the fae. Or so we thought.

      “Nathan?” Elliott once again reminded me where I was. Damn.

      “Find Damon and take his place,” I said, then downed the rest of my drink. “Bring him up to speed, then send him back here.”

      “Sure thing.” Elliott rose and narrowed his eyes at me. “It hurts to say this, but should we let her live?”

      My eyes widened at his question. I could see his turmoil. If his earlier explanation was any indication of how he felt, his wolf must have been fighting against the thought of harming her. But Elliott knew of the legends surrounding the dhampir. While neither of us had ever been in direct contact with one, we were alive when the last of them fell.

      “Let’s just follow her first,” I suggested. “The purpose of our clan is acceptance. We’d be violating our most sacred rule if we killed her just because of what she is without giving her a chance to prove herself.”

      Elliott nodded. “I’ll keep you posted.”

      I watched my friend leave with a level of concern I hadn’t felt in ages, not since the three of us decided to create the clan one hundred sixty years ago. A vampire, a demon, and a wolf banded together to start something that had never succeeded before. A community that accepted everyone.

      The first few years were hell as we tried to define and then enforce the most important tenet of our clan: acceptance. Just like humans, supernaturals carried generations of prejudice for anyone outside their race or species. Living together peacefully didn’t come naturally.

      The three of us spent more time fighting off power-hungry alphas in the first twenty-four months than all the other activities combined. Not just shifter alphas, but every alpha male or female on the North American continent who thought they wanted to wield the power of a multi-magical army.

      It took that long to convince everyone that we weren’t soldiers to be used by a power-hungry dictator. Our community wanted a place to be accepted and live in peace. Not that we didn’t train those who wanted to learn how to defend themselves and their families. At least two-thirds of our over three hundred members were fighters. But we were defenders, not aggressors.

      For nearly a century, we managed to hold onto that mantra. I had to remember the safety of our people took priority over one person. One very attractive and very dangerous dhampir.
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      I pulled out of the parking lot of The Fanged Prince in my shiny new Chevy Silverado 3500 HD with a crew cab. Okay, it was almost new. Six months old was still new in my eyes.

      Damon said I didn’t need all that truck, but what did he know? He drove a motorcycle. It’s not my fault he never had the need to carry a passenger and all her stuff after a day of shopping, dining, and wining. I couldn’t have her taking a cab home, now could I? It’d be rude, and she’d never invite me inside for a nightcap if I weren’t a gentleman.

      I couldn’t remember Damon ever taking a woman out on a date, much less home. So of course he didn’t need more than a bike. He didn’t hesitate to use my truck to haul his motorbike on his souped-up trailer when we needed to travel across the country, though.

      Thoughts of my partner and friend led right back to why I was telling my truck’s Bluetooth to call Damon. He couldn’t be around a dhampir. Did he even realize his life was in danger?

      “What?” Damon’s gruff voice answered on the second ring.

      “Where you at, man?” I asked, pulling out onto the narrow road leading to the interstate.

      “Parked at the Holiday Inn Express watching this woman sit in her Land Rover.”

      “You mean the one at exit 23?” I asked.

      “Yep.”

      “And how long has she been sitting in the car?” I prodded. Sometimes Damon pissed me the hell off. Getting information from him was like pulling teeth.

      “About five minutes,” he replied.

      “I’ll be there in ten.” I looked at the clock on my dash. “Make that eight minutes.”

      “She’s getting out of the car. I’m following her.”

      “No!” I yelled, stomping on the gas as I raced onto the interstate. “She’s a dhampir, man. Don’t go near her. I’ll be right there. Six minutes.”

      A heavy silence echoed through my truck, but the line hadn’t gone dead.

      “Are you sure?” Damon asked.

      “Nathan is pretty damned sure,” I replied, my voice only a little calmer. “Now that she’s been exposed to you two, she’ll recognize your scent. Stay put.”

      “Holy shit,” Damon mumbled. “No wonder I wanted to wrap her up in bubble wrap and keep her safe.”

      I choked on my next breath. Damon never said shit like that about anyone. The fact that his declaration sounded a whole lot like my wolf’s made me wary. Even though Nathan hadn’t outright said it, I got the impression he felt the same way. I knew what his growl meant. So did my wolf.

      “Yeah. I’m four minutes out. Can you tell if she’s still in the lobby?”

      “She’s standing just inside the door,” Damon replied. “Almost like she’s waiting for someone.”

      “Good. Don’t move. I’ll be right there.”

      A few minutes later, my exit came into sight. I rolled through the stop sign, much to the displeasure of several motorists. I couldn’t exactly blame them for their blaring horns and screeching breaks, but I wasn’t about to slow down.

      Any second now, the dhampir could notice Damon sitting in the parking lot watching her. By his own admission, the demon didn’t stand a chance. Shit.

      I skidded into the parking lot and slowed down to a crawl until I spotted Damon’s motorcycle in the far corner. Damon climbed into the passenger seat of my truck as soon as I parked. He started talking before I could bombard him with questions.

      “She met a guy. They left the hotel and went into the adjoining restaurant,” Damon said, pointing at the restaurant attached to the hotel. “I can’t go in there.”

      “Nope,” I agreed, relieved that he saw the severity of our situation but also pissed off that one woman could bring this amount of fear to a man who feared nothing. “That’s why I’m here. Nathan wants you back at the club.”

      Damon nodded. “Kenrid?”

      “If he’s close by, have him meet me in the bar,” I replied. “She’s seen me, so it might be beneficial to have someone she won’t recognize.”

      “Got it.”

      We both exited the truck. I left Damon on his cell phone trying to get in touch with the fourth member of our group. Kenrid Windsong, the fairy. He hated being called a fairy, mostly because I made a point of comparing him to a pixie. Humans always thought of pixies when someone mentioned fairies. Little did they know, and hopefully they never discovered the truth.

      Kenrid was from the summer fae court and prettier than most women but also more masculine than most men. Not me, of course, but most others. The only dude even close to my masculinity was Damon, but I’d never tell him that. We already had enough competitions going on with our workout routines, weapons training, and pool tournament. Damon kicked my ass at pool.

      The cool air conditioning from the restaurant brought me back to the task at hand. I held the door open for a cute Asian couple, then sauntered in like I was meant to be there.

      Thankfully, our girl sat at the bar with her back to the door. She leaned toward an average-sized guy with blond hair, their heads so close together I could barely tell the difference between her blonde and his. He had one arm draped over her shoulders.

      My wolf growled at the sight of his mate being consoled by another man. I told him to shut the hell up. We could not claim a dhampir. We couldn’t even be interested in one, especially knowing the harm this woman could do to the vampires in our clan.

      “Would you like to sit at the bar?” the hostess asked me, dragging my possessive stare away from the dhampir. “Or are you expecting someone else? I can take you to a table or booth.”

      I smiled at the barely twenty-year-old girl grinning at me. She blushed. “A booth is fine.”

      She ducked her head, grabbing a menu and leading me toward a narrow booth by the front windows. I slid into the faux leather bench, making sure I could still see the dhampir and her friend. He was no longer crowding her space, but they were obviously still talking.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” the cute hostess asked.

      “Just water for now,” I replied, winking at her. “I’m expecting a friend to join me soon.”

      She nodded and hurried off. I didn’t really expect Kenrid to show up. He spent a great deal of time in New Orleans, which put him about three and a half hours from us. I’d be lucky if he happened to be in Florida tonight. I hadn’t heard from him in a couple days. But if this woman became a normal part of our lives, he might have to stay close.

      A waitress delivered my water with a smile. I asked her to come back after my friend arrived. For the next several minutes, I just watched the couple at the bar. Even with my enhanced hearing, I couldn’t make out anything they said. Too many other conversations blended around me. I couldn’t risk getting closer. I really didn’t want her to see me.

      My cell phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out, expecting a text from Damon. He was incredibly predictable. He always let me know when he arrived at the club like a kid reporting to his parents. I’d give him a hard time about his need to stay in touch, but we had too much shit in our past. Too many times when a simple call would’ve prevented so much pain.

      He and I had a formal agreement to always report in with each other.

      Instead of Damon’s contact, it was Kenrid. The fae would kill me if he knew how I listed his contact info. Damon knew his own moniker and bitched me out for Nathan’s: wannabeboss.

      Normally, I’d be adding as much humor as possible to our situation, but this shit was too real. Too dangerous.

      mymankenny: I just pulled into the hotel

      Me: I’m at a booth by the front window in the restaurant

      ThePoolShark: at the club

      Kenrid didn’t reply, but I didn’t expect him to. I did appreciate Damon’s short confirmation that he made it back. He must have been flying down the interstate. No one in our little group was overly chatty. Except me. Sometimes I felt like I carried all our social interactions by myself.

      I continued to watch the dhampir. What did Nathan say her name was? Melanie? Melissa? Mary Ann? I couldn’t remember, but my wolf didn’t give a damn. Every time her friend touched her, my wolf nearly lost his shit. I would’ve been happy about him finally finding a mate, but how could I be? We could not mate a dhampir. No matter what the hell my wolf thought.

      There were all kinds of good reasons why they were hunted to extinction. Very few of them in recorded history made it more than a year past their awakening before they went on a killing spree. Apparently, their desire for blood exceeded a newborn vamp’s.

      One of the biggest differences between a vampire and dhampir was that the dhampir never got full. Vampires would fall into a coma if they drank too much blood. Not a dhampir. Once their thirst took over, they didn’t stop—unless someone killed them. Overdosing on vampire blood made them lose their minds.

      Because of the power dynamic shared between the dhampir and vampires, they always stayed together. For some unknown reason—probably magic—when the two species shared blood, they both became exponentially stronger. Who doesn’t love a good dose of power? It was like a vicious cycle of guaranteed failure.

      The only question now—the most important one—was if the woman sitting across the room knew what she was. Or was Nathan right and this was her first exposure to a vampire? Or was he wrong and she was something else entirely, not dhampir at all? I really hoped so for my wolf’s sake.

      A noticeable silence fell over the bar, making me smile. My fairy friend must have shown up. I twisted in my seat so I could see the hostess’ podium. Sure enough, Kenrid stood in front of the cute little hostess in all his fairy glory. Her mouth hung open and a deep blush darkened her cheeks.

      Everyone turned to the entrance as silence rolled over the room like a line of dominos falling into place. Kenrid couldn’t help his good looks and humans couldn’t help their reaction to him. He was a stunning male specimen even though he used a glamour to tone it down. A lot. I might even pay to see a human react to him in his natural form. The glamour didn’t just dull his appearance; it also hid his pointed ears and short fangs.

      Kenrid spotted me and strolled between the tables in my direction, ignoring everyone’s stares and whispers. He rarely smiled, but today’s grim expression was worse than usual. I wondered how much he knew of our circumstances.

      He slid into the bench across from me with the grace only a fae could manage.

      “How much did Damon tell you?” I asked as quietly as possible. Conversations had started again, but it was still not as loud as it had been before he walked in.

      “Everything he knew,” Kenrid replied, then leaned forward with his forearms on the table. “I do not sense anyone here except another fae.”

      His voice was so low I could barely hear the end of his comment. “What? Did you say another fae?” I whispered.

      “It’s weak,” he confirmed. “Possibly a half-breed.”

      Interesting. My shifter senses only picked up humans and our dhampir. I glanced over and caught her staring at me. Did she recognize me from our short meeting in Nathan’s office? Man, I hoped not. How was I supposed to react to her narrowing eyes? Should I give her a flirty wink like I would a normal human? Should I acknowledge her blooming recognition?

      “Well, shit,” I mumbled, pasting a smile on my face.

      “Let me guess,” Kenrid sneered. “The woman recognized you and is heading this way.”

      “Yep.” I didn’t have time to be pissed about his less-than-cordial comment.

      My wolf hummed with appreciation when our dhampir stopped at the corner of our booth. Traitor.

      “Elliott, right?” she asked.

      I noticed she put herself at an angle behind Kenrid. Why was that?

      “Hello again, beautiful.” I smiled. “I’m afraid I didn’t catch your name the last time I saw you.”

      “Mallory.” She smiled back, but it lacked enthusiasm. “Did you follow me?”

      I laughed, but it was just as fake as her smile. “That would be a little stalkerish, don’t you think?” I nodded at Kenrid. “I’m meeting a friend for a drink.”

      She didn’t look at my friend, which surprised the hell outta me. Most women couldn’t stop themselves, as demonstrated when Kenrid showed up moments ago.

      “And you couldn’t meet at your own club?” she pressed.

      My smile faltered.

      “We could have, but we like to keep an eye on our competitors,” Kenrid replied for me.

      He didn’t smile, not even when she looked down at him and met his steely gaze. A slight flush crept up her neck, the first noticeable reaction to my fae friend.

      “We should be going,” Mallory’s acquaintance said.

      His hand slid around her waist. She jerked away from his touch and my wolf growled. Maybe I did.

      Mallory gave me a startled look and Kenrid coughed. The grabby asshole removed his hand and glared at me. I slid out of my seat and towered over him. He wasn’t small, but most dudes weren’t six feet four inches of solid muscle. I was, and this shithead only dreamed of intimidating me.

      His gaze jerked to the floor and my wolf hummed in satisfaction.

      “Enjoy your evening,” Kenrid said, breaking the growing tension.

      I kept my attention on Mallory, who was looking at everything except Kenrid and me before she turned on her heel and marched toward the door. The shithead followed her out, both of them disappearing through the connecting door between the hotel and restaurant.

      “Do you know which vehicle is hers in the parking lot?” Kenrid whispered at my side.

      “No, but Damon does.”

      I started moving toward the doorway, knowing he would follow.

      “Get a picture of her license plate for me,” Kenrid requested.

      We stopped in the small alcove between the hotel and the restaurant. “Good idea,” I admitted.

      “Tell Nathan I’ll have a full report on who she is by sunset tomorrow,” he said. “I fear she is much more than she seems.”

      The forbidding look on his face did weird things to my stomach. “I really don’t want to hear that shit, man.”

      “Too bad.” He pushed open the door and disappeared into the parking lot, leaving me alone with a pile of dread.
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      I rushed through the hotel lobby to the bank of elevators, glancing over my shoulder every few seconds. No one followed me except Sean. While I normally despised his company, I didn’t want to be alone right now.

      Elliott and his friend had completely unnerved me. He claimed not to have followed me to the hotel, but I’d been in the business long enough to know that coincidences didn’t happen.

      And his friend. Holy shit. I had to channel my true self to keep from reacting to his unnatural beauty. I’d never seen a man with such perfect features. The way his blond hair fell haphazardly across his forehead and over his ears did nothing to disguise his smooth skin, startling green eyes, defined cheekbones, and perfectly square jaw.

      I could’ve sworn a soft radiance surrounded him when he walked into the bar. Which was ridiculous. I would not swoon over a handsome man like all the other women in the room.

      “We need to talk about this, Lorna,” Sean grumbled, standing beside me while I waited for the elevator doors to open.

      “Not here,” I warned, scanning the short hall.

      When the elevator doors slid open, I surveyed the area one more time before stepping inside. No one seemed to be following.

      “What the hell was that?” Sean asked as soon as the doors closed us in. “That guy had murder in his eyes just because I suggested we leave.”

      I suspected it was something completely different, but I wasn’t mentioning it to Sean. Elliott was fine until Sean touched me. Then everything went to shit. It made no sense for Elliott to react that way, but he did. Something I’d think about later.

      I hit the button for the second floor several times, like it would make the elevator go faster.

      I didn’t reply to Sean’s question mostly because I didn’t have an answer. Any discussion we needed to have couldn’t take place in public. As soon as the elevator doors opened, I pushed past Sean, digging my keycard out of my purse before I reached the door to my room.

      “You’re letting me in your space?” Sean didn’t hide the surprise in his voice.

      I never allowed him in my hotel room. Ever. Even though we’d worked together numerous times over the years. If we needed to meet, it would be in his room, not mine. I hated having others in my space, moving my stuff, touching my things. It felt wrong in so many ways, and rather than endure the discomfort, I refused to let anyone in.

      “We need to talk,” I replied, unlocking the door. “I know you didn’t get a room because you have to leave tonight.”

      He’d told me as much after he raged over not being allowed in The Fanged Prince.

      “Yeah, about that.” Sean followed me inside and locked the door.

      “Don’t touch anything,” I warned. “Sit in the chair in the corner.”

      He raised his eyebrows at me but didn’t argue. My quirks weren’t new to him.

      “I don’t get why they wouldn’t let me in,” he repeated from our earlier conversation, like it would change anything. “They let another eight people in after they sent me back to my car.” He dropped into the upholstered chair next to the window.

      I shared his concern and so much more, but I didn’t tell him what I’d experienced. How could I? He already thought I was a freak. While he tolerated it because I was so damn good at my job, he’d assume I finally lost my mind if I said I wanted to bite the owner of the club.

      “I don’t know why they wouldn’t let you in, Sean.” I set my purse on the narrow desk, then sat on the edge of the bed. “I already told you about being met by one of the bouncers and taken to meet to the owner. He seemed intelligent and put-together.”

      And ready to let me taste him. I shook my head at the memory. They must have added something to the ventilation system. But that didn’t really make sense either. None of the other customers were chowing down on each other. Some of the couples on the dance floor could’ve been having sex, but there was no cannibalism.

      “So why did that guy follow you back to the hotel?” Sean asked the same question that continued to bug me.

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “He could’ve been meeting his friend, just like he said.”

      “You mean the pretty boy?” Sean sneered. “Who the hell was that guy? He must be some model or Hollywood socialite. No one else runs around looking like that on purpose.”

      I glared at the man sitting across from me. People couldn’t help the looks they were born with. Good, bad, or in between. Elliott’s friend didn’t seem to be wearing any cosmetics, and his hair certainly had no product in it. It swept across his face like it had a mind of its own.

      “Whatever.” I rubbed my sweaty palms on my jeans and drew in a deep breath. “Going back to the club would be pointless. We need to do more research on the owner before we go back.”

      Sean’s shoulders slumped and he sank back into the chair. “I agree. So you’ll be back in Baltimore tomorrow?”

      Was that relief? Did he think I’d go back to the club on my own? Of course he did. Under normal circumstances, I would’ve tried again the next night. But there was no way I’d subject myself to the toxic air in that club.

      “Yeah. I want to check out a couple things in the morning at the county clerk’s office, then I’ll head home,” I replied.

      Sean pushed himself out of the seat. I stood so he could get past me, but he stopped a step away and met my gaze. He was worried. I could see it in his eyes and the furrow of his brow.

      “Promise you won’t go back there tonight.”

      I nodded and he slid past me. I didn’t move until he was gone, and the door clicked closed. I dutifully got up and locked the door like I knew I should, then fell back onto the mattress and covered my face with my hands.

      “What the hell happened tonight?” I muttered to absolutely no one. Thankfully no one answered or I might have completely lost it.

      At least I hadn’t wanted to lick Elliott or his buddy. That revelation just reinforced my theory that The Fanged Prince was being fumigated with some new and very dangerous drug. As soon as I left the club, the desire to dine on the occupants faded. I once again became a reasonable person. Or at least reasonable for me.

      I’d have to tell my boss something, though I had no idea what. Maybe the truth was the only way to explain the bizarre events and my even more bizarre behavior. My acting so completely out of character might actually lend some credibility to the story. I didn’t lean toward dramatics or make excuses for failure. Surely, my boss wouldn’t think I made it all up.

      Having made up my mind, I got ready for bed. Tomorrow would be a long day. I wanted to go to the county clerk’s office to check out the property tax listings which were public information. Maybe they had more documents on the purchase of the property than what was online.

      I dreaded the twelve-hour drive back to the south side of Baltimore. It’d be close to midnight before I made it home.
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        * * *

      

      At eight-thirty the next morning, I waited for a very helpful clerk to find the information I was looking for. She pulled up the listing on their public computer and left me alone. It only took a few minutes to find the sales information for the property where The Fanged Prince now stood.

      The entire strip of warehouses – over ten acres of waterfront property – had been sold to a non-profit organization called AAAE. Acceptance Above All Else.

      I frowned. Did Mr. Maxwell, my boss, know about this non-profit? He hadn’t told me, which would’ve been really helpful. He just said Nathan Kaerne owned the nightclub. The online records confirmed it, but I didn’t know someone else owned the rest of the property. Maybe it didn’t matter. If it was relevant, did my boss know? What else had Maxwell not told me?

      I pulled out my smartphone and typed AAAE in the Google search. I scrolled through a dozen or more results before finding Acceptance Above All Else. It seemed like a legitimate non-profit group who provided funds for all kinds of community outreach programs.

      The more I read, the more I liked their mission. They supported all types of programs promoting inclusion in schools, as well as support for the disadvantaged, mentally impaired, and disabled. And they didn’t target just one group but gave equally to all of them.

      “Wow,” I whispered.

      No one named Nathan or Elliott was listed on their board of directors, though. I wanted to immediately discount Nathan from being capable of such compassion, but I couldn’t. I’d only spent a few minutes with him, and I’d been out of my mind the entire time.

      But it also didn’t align with the club’s use of drugs to manipulate their customers. Of course, the non-profit could be a good cover for illegal behavior. Nathan wouldn’t be the first to employ such tactics.

      I took a picture of the sales information on the computer screen and tossed my phone in my purse. I had a long drive home and plenty of time to pick my boss’s brain. I cleared the screen on the public computer before I left, waving at the clerks on my way out.

      As soon as I was settled in my trusted Land Rover, I called my boss.

      “I can’t talk right now,” he snapped. As usual.

      “Call when you can,” I said, getting ready to hang up.

      “You on your way back?” he asked.

      “Yes, I should be there before midnight,” I replied.

      “If you’d put your ass on a plane, you’d be here by lunch,” he grumbled.

      I disconnected the call. He knew I didn’t fly for all the same reasons I lived alone. I barely tolerated a hotel room. At least I had control over the condition of my vehicle, which was why I always drove whenever possible.

      My Land Rover was spotless. I had custom-designed compartments in the back for all my stuff, and I controlled who touched it. I also controlled who got in my vehicle, who sat next to me, who breathed my air.

      Maxwell told me a hundred times I needed therapy, but I disagreed. As long as I had control of my life, I was good. And the times I needed to interact with others, I became Mallory. It was my coping mechanism. It wasn’t perfect, but it worked. I could channel Mallory’s outgoing personality and function like a normal human being for three or four hours at a time. I didn’t usually need more than that.

      But there were some things I just couldn’t do, like sitting in a plane for hours squished between two complete strangers. So I didn’t.

      I’d barely made it through the Army’s basic training without going nuts. It took unwavering diligence on my part to balance my personas. I’d even created a new one, Gale, just so I could sleep at night in the open dormitory. Gale was a badass who could shut out everything and completely focus on her task but again, only for a limited time.

      It was eight weeks of hell. I’d had to remind myself every night that it was only eight weeks. Technical training was only slightly better. But I survived and even succeeded where everyone thought I would fail.

      Gale also became crucial when one of Maxwell’s missions turned violent. It didn’t happen often, at least not in the section where I worked. Maxwell had other sections of his company that handled the more military-type missions. My team was purely intel.

      So Maxwell could shut the hell up about my refusal to fly.

      He didn’t call me back. Twelve hours turned into fourteen because of an accident on the interstate. By the time I pulled into my driveway at eleven-thirty at night, I wasn’t thinking about anything other than a hot shower and my bed.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          
            KENRID

          

        

      

    

    
      The light from several monitors was the only illumination in the spare bedroom I’d converted into an office. I kept blackout curtains on the windows to discourage nosy neighbors. Unfortunately, I had more than I liked. My small bungalow sat on an equally small patch of beach, along with dozens of others. Most of them were abandoned because people got tired of rebuilding after the storms that plagued the area for the last decade.

      Land prices dropped dramatically, allowing others who couldn’t normally get beachfront property to enjoy the pleasure, even if it only lasted until the next storm. And there would be another storm. Humans didn’t realize the cause, but the supernaturals knew all too well.

      But that was a thought for another day. Two profiles sat beside each other on my computer screens. One for Lorna Scott and one for Mallory Phillips.

      The license plate number Elliott sent had led to Lorna Scott, Information Specialist at Maxwell Securities. I didn’t recognize the picture of the woman with a blonde pixie-cut hairstyle, three-piece suit, and impassive expression. Her list of accomplishments was impressive, though. Six years in the Army, then ten years as a contractor with Maxwell. She specialized as an information analyst. That reference could mean all sorts of things.

      After reading the short summary of Lorna Scott’s career, I typed “Mallory” in the company’s search engine. Nathan didn’t know her last name, but I hoped she had some connection since Mallory had been driving Lorna’s vehicle.

      As soon as Mallory’s picture popped up, I knew I’d found her. The profile information listed for her was sparse. She was contracted to provide reports to Maxwell Securities, but the details of those reports weren’t listed.

      It wasn’t until I brought the two women’s pictures side-by-side that I saw the truth.

      Mallory carried Lorna’s general appearance. Her long blonde hair and bright smile contradicted Lorna’s short pixie haircut and reserved countenance. But I couldn’t miss the similarities. The same eyes, the shape of their mouths, and a slender neck graced each woman.

      Adding that to my already blooming suspicions . . .  Lorna used her fae magic to work undercover with Maxwell Securities. As much as I hadn’t wanted to admit it to Elliott, the fae I sensed at the hotel had been Mallory. I would stick with Lorna since I was almost certain it was her real name.

      Nathan suspected Lorna was dhampir. I wasn’t so sure.

      Nothing in her past indicated she feasted on the blood of others. She didn’t even have a traffic violation. Her credit history was perfect. She paid cash for her Land Rover. Her single credit card was paid in full every month. Her monthly mortgage was paid three months in advance. Her entire life was orderly and very obviously in her control. Most importantly, she was thirty-four years old, and the dhampir never lived to maturity.

      If she were dhampir, she would not have that much order in her life. History had already proven them to be chaos stuffed into a human body. In all my research, the oldest one I could find was sixteen years old before she lost her mind and killed twenty vampires. The fae put her down like the rabid animal she was.

      A single possibility kept rearing its head. Lorna could be both fae and dhampir. It shouldn’t be possible. I thought I’d destroyed the research facility in the winter fae kingdom which was trying to create dhampir hybrids. All the data, the scientists, the subjects—victims—were destroyed. Or should’ve been.

      With one exception. My colleague, Alyn, claimed that the baby his lover carried was his—a child of the winter fae court. I’d helped them escape the fae realm, but now I had to wonder if he misled me. The child would've been winter fae regardless because of its mother. Alyn's claim on the child might have had nothing to do with his DNA. Or had Alyn deliberately used his own DNA so that he could make the claim? I would probably never know.

      If my friend successfully deceived me, had the winter fae succeeded in their experiments? Was Lorna the unborn child I rescued over thirty years ago?

      I stared at the bland picture of the woman with short hair. She didn’t look like Alyn or the pregnant woman I’d rescued with him. Did Lorna have emerald eyes? I couldn’t tell in the picture. My gaze moved to Mallory, but her eye color was unclear. It could’ve been blue or green or even some shade of gray.

      Had she been a true fae, her eyes would’ve been the same color as mine. I thought back to the brief moments in the restaurant. I would’ve noticed if her eyes held the deep emerald green of our people, wouldn’t I? Yes, that detail wouldn’t have escaped me.

      I frowned and rose from the leather executive chair. I might not have noticed her eye color. Something about her caught me off guard. I’d reacted with the same ferocity as Elliott when Lorna’s companion put his hands on her.

      Thankfully, Elliott was too caught up in his own wolf to notice the low growl rumble from my throat. I’d caught it a half-second after it escaped, then puzzled over my reaction. I can’t claim to be unaffected by a beautiful woman, but I’m not possessive. I don’t have relationships because I’m incapable of caring enough to commit to anyone.

      So why would I care if a complete stranger tried to lay claim on a woman who was also a stranger to me? I wouldn’t. I shouldn’t.

      I glanced at the two photos again, then left the room. I needed food after so many hours of research. I also needed to consider what I would tell the others. Nathan knew I’d betrayed both the winter and summer courts and fled the fae realm. He didn’t know all the details, though.

      I strolled down the hall, rubbing my temples with my forefingers. My head throbbed, probably from hunger combined with stress. Could I trust Nathan and the others with the full story? They’d been like brothers to me for nearly three decades. They took me in and then a few years later, made me one of their lieutenants.

      At first, I assumed it was because Nathan wanted diversity in his leadership. Maybe it started that way, but it didn’t take long for me to prove my worth. My knowledge of the summer and winter courts gave the clan an edge they hadn’t had before. When I offered my skills with the latest technology, I truly made myself invaluable.

      Most of the older supernaturals didn’t embrace today’s tech. I loved to learn, so delving into humanity’s quickly evolving technology was just what I needed during the most tumultuous time in my life.

      Nathan was already fairly good at negotiating with the fae, but he’d found himself stuck in some very unpleasant bargains in the past because he wasn’t good enough. How could he be? He was a vampire, not someone who grew up amid the word games and manipulations the fae considered normal.

      I filled that gap willingly for my new leader. I hated the fae and no longer considered them my people. Nathan, Damon, and Elliott were more family to me than my parents and siblings had ever been.

      So why didn’t I trust them with the truth? I knew the answer, but I refused to admit it even to myself.

      Instead, I made a light meal of fresh fruit, grilled vegetables, and spicy bread I could only get in New Orleans. The sun would be setting in another hour. I needed to have a report ready for Nathan. Maybe I could lead with all the known facts about Lorna, then gauge my clan-brothers’ reactions before I told them my suspicions. If I revealed too much, I’d have to tell the whole story.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          
            NATHAN

          

        

      

    

    
      I paced the length of my enormous office, impatient for Kenrid and Elliott to arrive. Kenrid promised a report on the dhampir. Equal amounts of anxiety and anticipation warred in my mind. Mallory intrigued me, but she also made me nervous. I’d been away from her influence long enough now to recognize the danger she posed.

      “They’re here,” Damon said from where he lounged on the sofa. He held a glass of wine in one hand and his smartphone in the other. He must have received a text from Elliott. Kenrid wouldn’t bother announcing his arrival.

      “Finally,” I mumbled.

      A few minutes later, the door opened. Elliott walked in first, his red hair messier than usual. Kenrid followed with a folded piece of paper in his hand, locking the deadbolt as soon as the door closed. The fae placed his palm on the wall and a few seconds later my ears popped.

      My anxiety spiked. Kenrid had added a dampening spell to an already soundproofed room.

      “That bad?” I asked, making my way to the loveseat.

      “Possibly,” the fae replied, taking the cushion next to Damon.

      Elliott remained standing, his gaze dancing between the three of us. The shifter was rarely unsettled, and his nervousness grated on my dwindling patience.

      “What did you find?” I asked, giving my attention to the man I’d come to rely on for all of our intelligence.

      “Her name is Lorna Scott,” Kenrid replied. “She works as an information specialist with Maxwell Securities in Baltimore, Maryland. The man who was with her works for the same company.” The fae cleared his throat and crumpled the paper in his fist. “She is also Mallory Phillips, an intelligence consultant with Maxwell Securities.”

      Elliott sucked in a deep breath and Damon growled.

      “That’s not all,” Kenrid said. “She is also part fae.”

      I leaned back into the cushion behind me, soaking up Kenrid’s information. I never imagined I was dealing with someone capable of that kind of duplicity. How did it affect my theory that she was a dhampir? She couldn’t be both fae and dhampir. Maybe she was just playing with me during her short visit. If so, she was one of the most talented actresses I’d ever seen.

      Which led to my next questions . . . What was the reason for said visit? What could she have gained in the four or five minutes she’d been here?

      “What’d you find out about Maxwell Securities?” I asked, giving my attention back to Kenrid.

      “The company is run by an ex-Marine, well decorated for his twenty years of service. He hires mostly former military.” Kenrid attempted to flatten the sheet of paper he’d all but crushed. “They’re a government contractor for the most part but also take jobs with private corporations. The company website provides the most basic information about their services, which include private security and investigations. If they participate in any type of espionage, it’s not obvious. Nor would I expect it to be.”

      “So what was she doing here?” Elliott asked. “Only people with magic in their blood can enter the club. She had to know that beforehand, right? I mean, if she was here to spy on us, she’d know.”

      “Maybe not,” I replied. “Anderson noticed Mallory—Lorna—on the security camera. She started to turn around and leave, so he met her in the hall. She must have felt part of the spell to repel humans, but not enough to convince her to actually go. Which would support her being half-fae and half-human.”

      My gaze drifted between the men I considered brothers. “Damon told me about the man with her at the hotel. I asked Anderson if he’d seen him. Apparently, Lorna’s partner tried to get into the club while she was up here with me. Of course, our bouncer wouldn’t let him in because he was human. He also said he detected a sliver of magic from Mallory, which is why he let her pass.” I frowned. “If they knew about our supernatural status and planned to gather information about our clan, they would’ve known they couldn’t get in. They wouldn’t have even tried.”

      “Or maybe the dude watched Mallory, I mean Lorna, waltz in with no troubles and thought he could do the same, assuming their info about the club’s spell was faulty,” Damon offered in a rare display of words.

      “I’m not so sure,” Kenrid continued, “What if Lorna doesn’t know about her fae blood, but they had suspicions about our supernatural status? Would they know enough about magic to anticipate our spell?” The fae turned to me. “Did she look surprised that we allowed her in?”

      I thought back to last night. I still remembered the look of revulsion on her face when she realized she almost bit me.

      “No, I don’t think she was surprised to be inside the club,” I replied. “She was repulsed by her hunger. Maybe she faked her apology and the abject horror on her face, but I don’t think so. Her reaction seemed entirely genuine.” I looked over at Damon, who was swirling the last bit of wine in his glass. “What did you think, Damon? What made you bring her to me?”

      My second-in-command met my gaze, his nearly black eyes impossible to read. “I could sense something from her, but unlike Elliott, I knew she was more than human,” Damon replied. “I brought her to you because my baser instincts warned me that she’d become a meal for the vampires if she got too close. A female alone with over a dozen vampires would not end well. She seemed very determined to get to them.”

      An awkward silence filled the room. I imagined everyone’s thoughts revolved around the same question. Why was she at The Fanged Prince?

      “I followed her this morning,” Elliott said, breaking our silence.

      My attention snapped to where he leaned against the far wall. “Where did she go?”

      “She went to the county clerk’s office, then to the property tax section.” His pale eyebrows furrowed. “It didn’t make sense at the time. I kept asking myself why she’d go to the clerk’s office. I thought she might be looking at property foreclosures because she was interested in investing or something.”

      “And where did she go after that?” I prodded, surprised I had to make an effort with Elliott. He normally just said whatever was on his mind.

      “She got on the interstate and headed north,” he replied. “I followed her to the Georgia line. When it was obvious she planned to keep going, I came home.”

      “She likely headed back to Baltimore,” I said.

      “So what do we do?” Elliott asked.

      “I don’t know,” I replied, rising from my seat. “We don’t have enough information to go on. Regardless of what she is, and whether or not she knows it, we need to find out why she was here. Two agents from a Baltimore security firm don’t make a random stop at a club in rural Florida.”

      “We should send someone to watch her and her partner,” Kenrid suggested. “Is there anyone in particular you want assigned to that task?”

      I turned from the small sink at the bar, contemplating our choices. We had several members who were pretty good at observing without being seen. Kenrid avoided meeting my gaze and I almost asked him why. I trusted him. He’d proven himself many times in the last couple decades. I wouldn’t let my paranoia rule my judgment, though. Not with these guys.

      “Whoever you think is best,” I replied. “Just in case she is a dhampir, don’t send any vampires.”

      Kenrid nodded and rose from the sofa. “Do you mind if I share pictures of both of her identities?”

      “Does she look different?” I closed the space between us.

      Kenrid handed me the wrinkled sheet of paper he had clenched in his fist. Brief descriptions of both Lorna and Mallory were detailed at the top. Two photos filled the bottom of the page. I recognized the blonde with long hair and an easy smile. I didn’t immediately connect her to the woman with short blond hair and a vacant expression.

      The resemblance was too close to disregard his claim that they were the same person, but I still felt the need to ask.

      “Are you sure they aren’t sisters?” I searched Kenrid’s face, hoping maybe I was right.

      “I can’t be one hundred percent certain,” Kenrid replied.

      Elliott and Damon stood next to me a moment later, peering over my shoulders to look at the photos.

      “Damn, it barely looks like the same person,” Elliott mumbled. “I mean sort of. I think it’s just the blank expression on her face in this one. It makes all the difference.”

      “I agree,” Damon said. “If she were smiling here, I’d say it’s definitely the same girl.”

      I had to agree with their assessment. Lorna’s photo was devoid of any emotion, where Mallory’s easy smile and expressive eyes made me want to smile back.

      “What did she look like this morning?” Kenrid asked, tugging the paper from my hands. I assumed he directed the question to Elliott.

      The shifter frowned and rubbed his short beard. “I guess I didn’t notice a change in her appearance. She was wearing a baseball cap, blue jeans, and a pink T-shirt. When she drove away in the Land Rover, I never considered it might be someone different.”

      I met Kenrid’s green eyes and once again saw his hesitation. The fae rarely hesitated. I depended on him to be objective and blunt. Others considered him rude and unemotional, but I appreciated his no-nonsense approach to all the shit we dealt with. He was so unlike other fae in that regard.

      “What’s on your mind, Kenrid?” I asked, forcing him to either tell me or evade the question.

      His entire body seemed to deflate with an exhaled breath. He dropped back onto the sofa, and I took the seat next to him. Elliott and Damon moved to the loveseat, both giving our fourth member concerning looks.

      “I have a question to ask first,” Kenrid said.

      I nodded, having no objections to his request. I trusted him. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be in the room with us. So why did I feel the need to keep reassuring myself?

      “Did you feel an unreasonable and possibly unwanted connection to Lorna?” He glanced at Damon and Elliott, almost like he expected them to answer as well.

      No one said a word, which was telling on its own. I’d certainly felt an unreasonable desire to claim her.

      “Yes,” I replied reluctantly. “The thought of her biting a vampire other than me, had me seeing red.”

      “Shit,” Elliott cursed. “My wolf thinks she’s his mate. I told him to shut the hell up. We don’t mate with dhampir.”

      I gaped at Elliott in disbelief. He’d alluded to the same thing last night, but I didn’t realize it’d gotten worse. Wolves would sometimes choose shifter half-breeds or humans, but I’d never heard of one wanting anything else.

      “Damn,” Damon grumbled. “I already told Elliott I wanted to wrap her in bubble wrap and keep her safe.”

      “What the hell?” I asked, my eyes jumping from one of them to another before settling on Kenrid. “And you?”

      Kenrid swallowed hard and looked at the sheet of paper in his lap. “I had a moment of jealousy.”

      He didn’t have to say any more. I knew how he felt about relationships. A moment of jealousy should have been beyond him. I had no idea what it meant that all of us felt an attachment to this woman who was definitely fae and possibly dhampir. How was that even possible? Dhampir couldn’t procreate. So Lorna couldn’t possibly have a fae mother and dhampir father—or vice versa. At least, I didn’t think so.

      “What else?” I demanded.

      “I have a theory,” Kenrid said. “I’m reluctant to voice it because I have no proof. I don’t want to make insinuations when I could be completely wrong.”

      “Are our feelings toward her a fae spell?” I asked.

      “I want to hope it is, because the alternative is a little unnerving,” Kenrid replied. “I’m also disgusted with the thought that another fae is capable of altering my emotions. I’m not supposed to be susceptible to those types of spells.”

      I hadn’t really thought about Kenrid’s reactions and how he must be feeling. I couldn’t imagine the doubt and insecurity that would bring. I also hadn’t had time to think about all four of us wanting to claim the same woman. I refused to think about it.

      “What do you need to do to prove your theory?” I asked.

      “I’d like to be the one watching her,” he replied. “I should have answers within a week.”

      “Done.” I stood and the others rose with me. “Let me know if you need one of us to join you.”

      “I will.” Kenrid circled the sofa and made his way to the door. He paused, placing his palm against the wall and releasing the spell he’d placed earlier. “Thank you for trusting me, Nathan.”

      Kenrid walked out before I could come up with a reply. He must have sensed my hesitation, my moment of doubt. Now I felt like an ass because he didn’t deserve my doubts. This entire situation was quickly becoming a cluster.

      “Man, this is messed up,” Elliott grumbled. “I think she put a spell on us.”

      “Dhampir can’t mesmerize a wolf,” Damon said.

      “But fae can spell us both,” Elliott argued. “There’s no way my wolf would be stupid enough to want either a dhampir or fae. It has to be a spell.”

      Damon grunted. I wanted to agree with Elliott. Lorna had to know about her fae magic and used it against us.

      “Why would she do that, though?” I asked. “What could she possibly gain from making all of us want her? Unless . . .” And then it hit me like a truck, pushing away all my other thoughts.

      “Divide and conquer, man,” Elliott said, voicing what I’d just thought. “What I don’t get is how she got to Kenrid. Like he said, that shit shouldn’t work on him.”

      I pulled my hands through my hair and glanced back at the door our friend had left through. Could a woman hammer a wedge between my most trusted companions and me? Possibly. Did that mean she was working for one of the other supernatural hierarchies? Destroying us from the inside would be an effective method of taking over my clan. But where did it leave my theory about her being a dhampir? I honestly didn’t know.

      “Let’s hope we find out sooner rather than later.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN
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      I sat in one of the hard plastic chairs outside Maxwell’s office. Sean paced the floor in front of the narrow window overlooking the busy roadway.

      We’d already been waiting for our meeting with Maxwell for over half an hour. It wasn’t unusual. Our boss was a busy man with forty-six employees who were always out fulfilling one of our many contracts.

      The topic of our meeting today made it hard to be patient, though. Sean was still pissed off about not being allowed inside The Fanged Prince. I couldn’t understand why it made him so angry. It wasn’t the first time one of us got shot down and certainly wouldn’t be the last. Unless Sean knew something about the club that I didn’t. Had he known about the non-profit agency that bought the property?

      I shook my head. There were too many other pressing details to worry about. Like how much of my own bizarre behavior I’d tell him. I wasn’t comfortable revealing my lack of control, even if it was drug-induced. I still wasn’t convinced drugs were involved. No one else in the club seemed to be affected. They were all doing normal things I’d expect. Drinking, dancing, and looking for the next hookup.

      I’d lay out the facts and gauge his response. If he wasn’t satisfied, I might not have a choice. I was still arguing with myself when the boss’s door opened.

      “Get in here!” Maxwell yelled.

      Sean grumbled under his breath, and I stood, smoothing out the wrinkles in my black slacks. I wore a starched, white dress shirt and a black jacket to match. My comfortable heels tapped across the linoleum flooring that had seen better days.

      Sean didn’t wait for me, not that I expected him to. We barely got along well enough to work effectively together. I closed the door and sat on yet another hard plastic chair situated in front of Maxwell’s oversized desk.

      “Tell me what you found out,” Maxwell ordered as he settled down into the ancient chair that groaned in protest from his considerable weight.

      Maxwell wasn’t overly tall, probably just short of six feet, but he had an enormous frame. Twenty years ago, it was probably all muscle. Age and too many hours behind his old metal desk had a lot of his bulk settling around his stomach.

      Maxwell Securities made millions of dollars every year. I never understood why my boss didn’t replace his furniture. Not that it really mattered.

      I opened my mouth to launch into a dry but thorough recounting of my short visit to The Fanged Prince. Sean cut me off.

      “They wouldn’t let me in the door,” Sean said. “I watched Lorna waltz in with no issues. Two couples went in a few minutes after her. When I approached the bouncer, he said the club was at capacity.”

      Maxwell looked up from the files he’d been focused on, his gray eyes darting between Sean and me. I leaned back in my chair, folding my arms across my chest. I’d wait for Sean to finish the rant I’d already heard at the hotel.

      “And?” Maxwell snapped. “That happens all the time.”

      “Before I made it back to my car, a group of four men and two women were let inside.” Sean scowled but continued. “I turned around and confronted the bouncer again. The bastard threatened to call the police if I kept trying to force him to break the rules.”

      Maxwell’s eyes narrowed at the man sitting next to me. I might have felt sorry for Sean, but he had it coming. He probably tried to bribe the bouncer. I could’ve told him that mountain couldn’t be moved. It’s always obvious which ones are willing to bend and which aren’t.

      “You tried to buy off a guy who couldn’t be bought, dumbass,” Maxwell snarled. “You’ve been doing this long enough to know better.”

      “That’s not the point,” Sean argued. “Why did he let the others in after telling me they were full?”

      “Maybe they were on a guest list for a private party, which was why the club was already at capacity,” Maxwell replied. “I shouldn’t have to explain this to you.”

      Sean’s face flushed. If I were a betting woman, I’d say he hadn’t thought of that. Neither had I, but I wasn’t admitting it. In my own defense, my brains were a little scrambled from my experience at The Fanged Prince.

      “Leave.” Maxwell waved a hand in the air, and Sean pushed himself from his seat.

      I knew the boss wasn’t talking to me. He hadn’t heard my report yet, and I wasn’t sure how to feel about his dismissal of the man who was supposed to be my backup. I didn’t take my eyes off Maxwell as he watched Sean walk out of his office. As soon as the door closed, the boss’s focus snapped to me.

      “What happened inside that club, Lorna?”

      I didn’t like the tone of his voice or the way his question felt like an accusation. I drew in a deep breath and decided to let Gale come out to play. Lorna and Mallory had both demonstrated their failure at dealing with the events at the club.

      “As Sean said, the bouncer let me in. Another man met me inside and escorted me to the bar,” I replied, maintaining eye contact with Maxwell. “The interior wasn’t much different from a standard nightclub. The people were drinking, dancing, and probably giving a few hand jobs on the dance floor. The place was extremely busy, but I expected as much. The parking lot was nearly full.”

      “Kind of odd that someone would meet you at the door,” Maxwell said. It wasn’t really a question, but I knew him well enough to know he wanted an explanation anyway.

      “He seemed concerned that I was alone.” It was partially true, enough that I didn’t flinch with the lie. “I wandered between the tables for a moment before another bouncer asked if the owner could buy me a drink.”

      Maxwell’s thick eyebrows rose toward his gray-streaked hair. “Why?” Again, the question sounded like an accusation.

      “Probably because an attractive woman showed up alone,” I snapped. “Men do it all the time, but I have to admit I was a little surprised that it was the owner this time. I didn’t argue because it was my intention to make his acquaintance anyway.”

      “And what did he say to you?” Maxwell’s voice lowered to a dangerous level I recognized. He didn’t appreciate my attitude, but I didn’t appreciate his, either.

      “I complimented his club, and he told me the property was a steal,” I replied. “He seemed to understand the risk of another hurricane. Honestly, I think he’s a rich playboy who has money to throw away.” I shrugged like it didn’t matter to me at all. Like nothing unusual happened while I was there.

      “You didn’t notice anything weird about the place?” My boss searched my face, probably looking for a tell that didn’t exist. Not for Gale, anyway.

      “The patrons seemed to enjoy the atmosphere, and I already gave you my opinion of the owner,” I replied. “Was there something more specific you were expecting?”

      His chair squeaked as he leaned back, not taking his eyes off me. Maxwell was always a little hard to read. He probably felt the same way about me, though.

      “Our client said we wouldn’t be able to get in,” Maxwell said after several moments of silence.

      I forced myself not to react, but it was really fricking hard. I remembered the wave of uneasiness that washed over me in the club’s hallway. I couldn’t forget the overwhelming impulse to run back to my car. It was a struggle not to let any of it show on my face in this moment with my boss. My gut was screaming at me to keep it secret. I’d ignored my gut at the club. I wouldn’t this time.

      “What made him think that?” I asked, remaining completely still. Fidgeting would make me look like I was hiding something.

      “I’m not sure,” my boss replied, steepling his fingers in front of his face. “The only goal in our contract was to get in.”

      I held his gaze with effort. No one paid the prices Maxwell demanded just so one of his agents could walk into a nightclub. Most of our clients had a standard contract with bonus payments if we could obtain something extra.

      “And the bonus payment?” I asked, refraining from shifting on the hard plastic chair. My ass was starting to get numb.

      “Talk to the owner.”

      Maxwell’s matter-of-fact reply made me frown.

      “That’s stupid,” I said.

      “Indeed.” My boss righted himself, the chair squealing. “I’ve had a bad feeling about this from the beginning, not because we haven’t had weird requests in the past, but because this one seriously made no sense. I’m almost tempted to tell them we couldn’t get in.”

      I frowned until I realized I’d reacted when I shouldn’t have. But to try to pretend otherwise would only draw more attention. “Why would you give up the contract?” I asked instead. “Seems like pretty easy money if that’s all they really wanted.”

      “I would gladly take their money if Sean hadn’t been denied access,” he replied. “Despite my arguments with the young fool, the club should’ve been able to accommodate one person. I could see them turning away a whole group, but not a single guy who would be good for business.”

      “Well, the decision is obviously yours,” I said, trying to sound uninterested when I really wanted to grill him about what else he knew. If I asked too many questions, I’d have to answer more of his. The look he was giving me said he knew I’d held something back. “Let me know what my next assignment will be.”

      I started to stand until Maxwell cleared his throat. I rubbed my palms down my hips pretending to smooth my slacks, then met his stare. I wished I hadn’t.

      “Be careful, Lorna,” my boss warned. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I’d bet my next contract, they’ve got eyes on you.”

      A shiver ran down my spine and my left eye twitched. “I’m always careful, boss.”

      “For that reason alone, I’m glad it was you and not Sean.” It was one of the nicest things my boss had ever said to me. He knew how meticulous I was about everything in my life—until the last couple days, anyway—but he mentioned it as a good thing. “You have the next two days off. Tell me if you notice anything or anyone unusual.”

      I nodded and left his office with a knot in my gut. The barrier in my mind between Gale and me had faded during my discussion with Maxwell. Something that never happened. Not until my experience at The Fanged Prince when all my barriers failed.

      I really needed a long meditation session so I could rebuild what had been broken. I couldn’t always control the things happening around me, but I’d mastered the ability to control myself. I had to get back to it. There was no choice in the matter. I’d go insane if I didn’t.

      I spent the entire afternoon sitting crossed legged on my living room floor, clearing my mind. It took a full three hours after that to rebuild the compartments in my brain. Mallory’s persona was so wound up in my own, I wasn’t sure how I’d untangle them.

      I couldn’t even put my finger on the moment it happened. I’d only spent five minutes, maybe six, in Nathan’s office. It wasn’t enough time to create the tangled weave I’d spent hours separating.

      I should’ve realized during my mental reset that my life would never be the same. I should’ve known that my visit to The Fanged Prince would start a series of events I could never imagine. But hindsight is twenty-twenty. Living in the present meant I couldn’t possibly see all the moving pieces on the chess board.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          
            KENRID

          

        

      

    

    
      I grabbed the keys to my rental car from the narrow desk in my hotel room. I’d spent the last two days following Lorna while one of our fox shifters trailed after her partner. Lorna’s life was exceptionally boring. She never left her house, an older brownstone across from Riverside Park in southern Baltimore. The neighborhood wasn’t too bad and a little pricier than I assumed she could afford. But she was single and, at first glance, rather smart with her money.

      I truly hoped today would be different than the previous two days. I couldn’t keep loitering around her neighborhood without someone noticing. I used a heavier glamour to completely disguise my appearance. If she recognized me, the entire effort would be a waste of time. I needed to observe her natural interactions with others, not something contrived because she believed she was being watched.

      I left my hotel room well before sunrise with hope and determination that today would be more enlightening. As I drove the short distance to her neighborhood, I recalled the information I’d collected on my half-fae while I waited for her to emerge from her home.

      No. Not mine. Never mine. I shook the thought from my head.

      She was adopted at eighteen months old by a middle-aged couple in Upstate New York. Her adoptive parents had two more children of their own after Lorna. Lorna attended special classes in elementary school for children with learning disabilities. By the time she reached high school, she was mainstreamed into regular courses with her peers.

      I couldn’t find any other details about her childhood. Today’s technology didn’t exist twenty years ago. Many schools didn’t move to electronic filing until the last decade or so, her high school being one of them. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have found the little bit I had.

      Even if I had the time to visit Upstate New York, the elementary school closed twelve years ago and consolidated with two others in the county. Finding out about her learning disabilities wouldn’t happen today. I suspected they weren’t disabilities. More like a young fae trying to make sense of magic she didn’t know she possessed.

      I tried to ignore the location of her adoption, but it continued to gnaw at me. I’d hidden Alyn and his lover in a small cabin by the Finger Lakes, an hour from Lorna’s hometown. The timing of Lorna’s birth lined up perfectly, but I couldn’t assume that Alyn abandoned the child. He was many things but a heartless bastard wasn’t one of them. He’d given up everything to save his lover and their unborn child.

      I hadn’t heard from my friend since the day I’d left them at the cabin. It wouldn’t have done either of us any good to reveal each other’s location to the fae who hunted us. So, I ran as far as I dared and never looked back. Maybe I needed to find out what happened to him.

      I made a slow pass by Lorna’s house just as her Land Rover pulled out of her narrow parking spot. She didn’t give my rented Honda Civic a second glance, which was why I picked it over others in the lot. The street was lined with midsized four-door sedans. The one I drove fit right in.

      The fact she was up and leaving her home at five in the morning was a little surprising but not unwelcome.

      She turned left at the end of her one-way street and made a direct path to the river and Maxwell Securities’ offices. I’d driven by her place of employment on my first night. It would be difficult to find a spot to camp out for any length of time on the busy street. I refused to look like one of the many homeless people wandering about, but it might be my only option. Tomorrow.

      I couldn’t follow her into the private parking for employees, so I picked a spot in a paid lot a block away. She’d likely be in the office most of the day, which left me with the choice of either acting like a prospective new client or finding a way to blend in on the sidewalk across the street.

      I sneered at the second option. My appearance rarely did me any favors with humans—as demonstrated by the scene at the hotel bar a few nights ago—but that didn’t mean I wanted to embrace a less dignified look. I was still fae even if I’d renounced my people years ago. Vanity was probably one of my worse faults, but I wasn’t ready to give it up either.

      It only took a few minutes to walk to Maxwell Securities. I pushed open the metal door with glass covering the top half, allowing customers to see into a stark waiting area. I could hardly believe it when the door opened. It was five-thirty in the morning. Most businesses didn’t open until eight or nine o’clock.

      The door closed behind me, and I took in the faded blue plastic chairs lining the far wall. A solid metal bar connected the seats and bolted them to the concrete floor. A pile of magazines covered the particleboard top of a well-used coffee table. There were no pictures on the walls, making the need for a fresh coat of paint very obvious.

      It looked more like a miniature subway station than a reception area. The only thing positive about the space was the smell. Someone cleaned on a very regular basis. Rather than industrial-style cleaners that smelled like a hospital, a soft lavender scent filled my nose. The lack of air fresheners or candles led me to believe someone actually scrubbed the place.

      Regardless, the first impression was unexpected and made me wonder how Maxwell Securities survived. This did not portray a professional group capable of providing the services they offered. It seemed to be a complete contradiction to their very well-put-together website. Whoever took care of their online presence was brilliant. I never would’ve expected the subpar building where I now stood.

      “Can I help you?”

      I turned to face the new arrival and my mouth nearly fell open in surprise. Which should have been impossible, but here I was. The man greeting me had to be close to death. Leathery, wrinkled skin drooped from his face and neck. A pair of gnarled hands gripped the hem of his wool jacket. He wore a light blue, buttoned shirt beneath the coat and a pair of pressed black slacks.

      I couldn’t understand how he wasn’t boiling in all that wool. It was midsummer. By the end of the day, it would be nearly one hundred degrees outside.

      “Yes,” I replied, pulling my features into that of a shrewd businessman. “I’m looking to hire your firm.”

      “Very well.” The old man turned around and shuffled down the hall he’d just come from. “Come with me.”

      I fell into step behind him wondering how I hadn’t heard his worn loafers scuffing the floor just a few moments ago. I let a trickle of my magic swirl around me, seeking out something other than human. Something I should’ve done as soon as I entered.

      Just as I suspected, the old man wasn’t human. At least not completely. A trace of goblin magic tickled my senses. He must have known of his heritage, or he wouldn’t have been able to sneak up on me.

      We passed by several doors—some opened, some closed—before stopping at the last one. My elderly escort pushed it open and motioned me inside.

      “The boss’ll be with you when he can.”

      Without another word, the old man closed the door, leaving me in yet another waiting area. It looked almost exactly like the first, only smaller. Rather than sit in one of the cheap chairs I knew would be uncomfortable, I approached the only window.

      The view sucked. All I could see was the busy street and lines of warehouses waiting to empty their contents onto the vessels moored on the docks.

      My mind drifted to Lorna, and I wondered where my half-fae was in the building. The office space didn’t appear very large from the outside, so she had to be close. I pushed my magic out a little farther and found her immediately. I spun around to face the door leading into what I assumed was the boss’s office.

      Lorna was there and she wasn’t alone. I could feel another half-breed—a shifter of some kind. I pushed my magic farther, needing to identify any other supernaturals in the building. Finding two within the first few minutes didn’t bode well. My suspicions about Maxwell Securities’ true purpose were already going down a dark road. If they employed a bunch of half-breeds with no loyalties, the possibilities were endless.

      Thankfully, I couldn’t sense any other magic.

      I took a step closer to the door, wishing I had Elliott’s keen senses. I couldn’t hear a thing through the solid wood. As cheap and unimpressive as the building was, they must have paid extra for insulation, or someone wove a spell into the walls like I’d done at Nathan’s.

      I placed my hand against the faded paint and let my magic feel for spells. Sure enough, just on the other side of the drywall was a privacy spell. A little above midgrade. Something the average magic user could do. I frowned at the thought. I hadn’t felt any other fae in the area except Lorna.

      I really wanted to believe she didn’t know what she was, but all the signs kept pointing in the other direction. Not that fae were the only ones who could cast a privacy spell. Maxwell could have paid a witch to spell his office. People did it all the time. But why would he when he could ask an employee to do it?

      But . . . Elliott hadn’t been able to sniff out Lorna’s fae half. The half-shifter in the office with her now wouldn’t be able to sense something Elliott could not. He’d know only if Lorna had revealed herself to him.

      The doorknob to the office turned, and I stepped back to the window. Just as quickly, I pulled all my magic into my core, leaving only the glamour concealing my identity.

      Lorna emerged first, followed by the man I’d seen her with at the hotel a few nights ago, Sean Moore. She paused and pulled her phone from her purse. Her partner brushed by without even noticing me. Lorna glanced up and her gaze met mine. Hazel eyes stared at me for several seconds before her eyebrows disappeared beneath her short bangs.

      She shouldn’t recognize me. I’d chosen dark hair, a thin mustache, and bushy eyebrows. I couldn’t hide my eye color with magic, so I’d popped in a pair of colored contacts in a deep brown. But the look on her face, the way she bit the edge of her bottom lip, said she recognized something about me. I could see when she finally made a decision.

      “Can I help you?” she asked, gripping her phone a little too tightly.

      “I’m here to see the boss,” I replied. “An elderly gentleman suggested I wait here.”

      “Oh.” She spun around on her low heels, giving me the perfect view of well-tailored slacks that outlined a firm ass. The white dress shirt tucked into those pants accentuated her trim waist. Her short hairstyle left the smooth skin of her neck on display, begging to be nipped.

      I chided myself for even noticing. Everything I’d learned so far pointed toward her trying to destroy our clan. Nathan had already discussed his “divide and conquer” theory with me and I had to agree. It made sense, but only if Maxwell Securities was contracting with other supernaturals.

      I followed Lorna into the office, leaving the door open behind me. The room was just as drab as the rest of the building I’d seen and without windows. A large man with graying hair sat behind an ancient metal desk. File folders and loose paperwork covered the surface. He eyed me with a calculated look, and I realized he was the half-shifter I’d felt earlier.

      “Mr. Maxwell,” Lorna said, but I didn’t pull my gaze from the shifter in front of me. “Walter asked this gentleman to wait for you.”

      Maxwell braced his hands on the arms of his chair and pushed himself up to stand. The chair screamed in disapproval, and I caught Lorna flinch in my peripheral.

      “Charles Maxwell,” the man said, not extending his hand to shake. “Have a seat.”

      “Thank you.” I moved to the closest chair, noting it was the same cheap plastic as the others. “Jonathan Smith, and I’d like to discuss some . . . collaborations.”

      I glanced at Lorna, who was now standing next to the chair I selected. Her hazel eyes searched my face like she was trying to figure out where she’d seen me before. I suspected she felt a connection to her kin. The question was, did she know it?

      “Lorna,” Charles barked.

      She startled, and her attention snapped to her boss. He gave her a look that said, “Get the hell out.” She nodded and left the room, closing the door behind her.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Smith?” Charles asked, looking at me like he knew my name wasn't Jonathan Smith. That was how the fae got around the truth. I hadn’t said ‘My name is Jonathan Smith.’

      Mr. Maxwell lowered himself into his seat. I draped my left leg over my right knee, trying to get comfortable in the awful chair not made for it.

      “I believe an acquaintance of mine used your firm recently to gain information about a competitor,” I said, very subtly evading a lie.

      “Which of my clients is doing referrals?” he asked, leaning back.

      His chair squealed, and I committed myself to have a new one shipped to him.

      “I prefer not to say,” I replied. “Just as I’d assume you wouldn’t tell me the details of their contract.”

      A smile spread across his face. “Who are we infiltrating, and what is your timeline?”

      I’d spent part of the last two days coming up with a plan, and now I was glad I did.

      “Several corporations are combining resources to gain advantages over the rest of us,” I explained. “There will be at a gala for a popular non-profit organization tomorrow evening. I will also be attending, but they know me and will not speak candidly around me.” Once again, I’d given him the truth. Several other leaders in the supernatural world were trying very hard to oust AAAE. They’d decided a financial attack would be more productive than a physical one.

      “So you’d like us to have a presence there,” he confirmed.

      I nodded. “I can get invitations for two of your people.”

      The man leaned forward, once again abusing his chair. “Let’s talk budget.”

      I smiled inwardly but didn’t let it show. I’d convince him to have Lorna and Sean assigned to the task. And I’d be able to watch my half-fae when she recognized Nathan, who would be attending with me.

      If she was working against us, she’d have to divide her attention between my plans and her own. Regardless of Nathan’s theories, I refused to believe she was a dhampir. Had she stayed in Upstate New York her entire life, she might not have run into a vampire. But there was no way she spent six years in the military, then ten years in Baltimore, and never encountered one.

      If she were a dhampir, she would’ve given in to her thirst the first time she went into a bar in downtown Baltimore. Vampires thrived in heavily populated areas where they could easily find a meal. Unlike the stories humans like to tell, most vampires didn’t kill their targets. Normally, they could obtain a meal without the human even knowing—or remembering.

      So, no, I didn’t believe she was dhampir. Fae? Yes. Something I hadn’t identified yet? Yes, again. Dhampir? Not likely. Now, I just had to convince Nathan.
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      I stared out the passenger window of Sean’s BMW, trying to compartmentalize my personae. I thought I’d had them all sorted until Jonathan Smith walked into our office building. I didn’t recognize the man but something about him felt familiar. It unnerved me to the point that when I got back home that evening, I had to meditate for another two hours to get myself together. Or separated.

      Tonight, I’d be seeing him again, and I dreaded it. At least I wouldn’t have to speak to him. My job was to gain whatever information we could from his competitors. I huffed, then shook my head, the long hair from my wig falling around my shoulders. I didn’t have to interact with Mr. Smith, but I’d been forced to pretend to be Sean’s date for the evening.

      I glanced at my partner, my frown deepening as I took in his profile. He was rather handsome, but he made it clear years ago that he didn’t like me. Personally or professionally. Tonight we’d have to hide our dislike for each other.

      I shook my head again and went back to gazing out the window. The beneficiary of tonight’s event was none other than AAAE. Coincidence? Not likely. Acceptance Above All Else would receive the proceeds from the very expensive dinner and silent auction. Several local artists had donated paintings and photographs to the cause, all themed around ‘Acceptance and Inclusion.’

      I actually looked forward to seeing the art and hoped that I would get time to place a few bids of my own. No matter how I felt about the men whom I suspected were behind the non-profit, I could still appreciate the charity’s mission.

      A sigh escaped my lips as I thought about the assignment. Maxwell gave us names and pictures of the men we were supposed to shadow. It would’ve been easier to attach myself to one of them if I didn’t arrive with a date. But Maxwell insisted it would be very unusual for me to show up alone and would draw unnecessary attention. Few people had the clout to show up to a black-tie event without a plus-one. I wasn’t one of those people. Not to mention, the men we were supposed to be watching wouldn’t be alone.

      The BMW slowed as it pulled into the circle drive in front of the Renaissance Harborplace Hotel. It was just across the Inner Harbor from Maxwell Securities. I’d been to several events at the hotel over the years, so the layout wasn’t foreign to me, thankfully.

      I closed my eyes and sank into Mallory’s persona. I needed to be fully engulfed by her before I got out of the car. I had a feeling seeing Jonathan Smith again would challenge my barriers much like Nathan had. At least I hadn’t had the urge to lick Jonathan.

      The passenger door opened, and I placed my hand in Sean’s. He gripped my fingers and helped me out of the car. The silky material of my dress slid down my thighs and settled around my hips. The pearlescent blue shimmered in the lights lining the sidewalk leading to the hotel. The wind from the harbor lifted my hair off my bare shoulders and raised goosebumps down my arms.

      I slipped my hand in the crook of Sean’s elbow, and we walked into the hotel foyer. Signs pointed us toward the conference room where the event was being held. We followed the clusters of other well-dressed attendees into the largest room.

      I had to give Sean credit. He dressed up really well. His black and white tuxedo fit him perfectly, drawing the attention of several women around us.

      My date smiled as we strolled along, resting his free hand on my arm where it was tucked against his. Was he using me to tell his admirers that he was already taken? It seemed that way. It took all my effort to go along with the ruse. We were supposed to be here together as a couple.

      I hated it . . . until we entered the room reserved for the event. Then I forgot all about my date.

      Rather than walking straight into a large dining area as I expected, a wide hallway lined with artwork spilled out before me. It made a slow curve to the right, the walls of paintings disappearing around the curve. It was brilliant!

      Attendees would have to walk by all the artwork up for auction before they could find their seats for dinner. I didn’t mind in the least. I’d planned on perusing it anyway. It seemed that most of the crowd felt the same way.

      “I’m going to save seats for us,” Sean whispered in my ear.

      I nodded and pulled my hand from his arm. He quickly stepped away and a sigh of relief escaped my lips. As soon as he disappeared around the corner, I gave all my attention to the artwork. The right side of the temporary hallway was lined with paintings, while photography covered the left. I couldn’t decide which interested me more.

      “I suggest the paintings,” a man behind me whispered.

      I recognized the voice. I didn’t have to turn around to know Jonathan Smith stood behind me, so close I could feel the heat from his body.

      The distinct smell of wet grass after a summer rain enveloped me, taking me home in seconds. Not my brownstone in Baltimore but the home I grew up in Upstate New York. Anyone who’s never visited the Northeast in the summer would have no idea what I’m talking about. The soft green grass—almost like a carpet—begs to be walked on with bare feet. Just after the rain, everything smells fresh and new and alive.

      Just like the man now standing behind me. Why didn’t I get that impression from him at the office? I’d stood next to him for several minutes before Maxwell kicked me out. I should’ve noticed it then.

      I slowly turned to face him and gasped.

      It was not Jonathan Smith standing behind me, it was Elliott’s friend from Florida in all his handsomeness. Once again, his blond hair draped across his forehead and over his ears like he did no more than scrub it with a towel after his shower. His perfectly full lips, which neither smiled nor frowned, sat below his perfectly straight nose.

      Because of my height, I could almost look him in the eye. Those emerald gems sparkled at me, making my knees wobble.

      Why did I assume he was the man I’d met in our office the day before? Why the hell was he even here? I refused to believe in coincidence. His presence confirmed that the owner of The Fanged Prince was indeed involved with AAAE and not just leasing property from them. Or was I just jumping to conclusions?

      In the back of my mind, I knew I should say something, but I couldn’t form words. Damn it! He’d completely disrupted the walls in my mind. Again. I drew in a deep breath and smiled because that’s what Mallory was supposed to do. He didn’t smile back.

      “I’m beginning to think you’re following me,” he said.

      I almost snorted in disbelief, but I realized it must have looked that way to him. I showed up at his club to spy on them and now I was here. He wouldn’t know that tonight’s spying wasn’t for his benefit. Or would he?

      “I assure you that isn’t the case,” I replied, trying really hard not to take a step back from him. “I’m here with a friend. I enjoy art and the non-profit it benefits seemed worthwhile.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me, then lifted his chin toward the artwork. “Which one will you be bidding on?”

      I half-turned to look at the wall of paintings, not really wanting him at my back again. “I’m not sure yet,” I replied. “I haven’t had a chance to look.”

      “Then allow me to be your guide,” he suggested.

      His fingers brushed my elbow and a surge of electricity raced over my skin with his touch. My face flushed and I quickly stepped away. I didn’t react to small touches. Ever. Men did it to me all the time. More often than not, it made my stomach churn. When the contact didn’t trigger my gag flex, I'd just let it roll off because it meant nothing.

      This man was the exact opposite. He stirred something inside me and not just desire, but something else I couldn’t identify. Something that would do me no good tonight. I packed it into a little box and separated it from everything else in my mind. Time to go back to embracing Mallory. Shit!

      I put a couple more paces between us and suddenly realized I didn’t know his name.

      “I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced,” I said. “My name is Mallory.”

      “Kenrid,” he said quietly, once again right at my side, taking up my space, and filling me with his summer breeze.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Kenrid,” I said, noticing a tremble in my voice. “I hope I can convince you I’m not a stalker, because honestly, I thought Elliott was following me the other night. It wasn’t pleasant.”

      “I imagine not,” Kenrid said. “Let’s start over fresh, shall we?”

      I looked over at him. He still wasn’t smiling, but his eyes seemed less intense. “Deal.”

      I strolled down the short hall with Kenrid giving me his opinion on several of the paintings. I scribbled my bid on one of the small scraps of paper stacked on the ledge next to each painting and dropped it in the box of my choice.

      When we reached the end of the hall, I stopped to appreciate the beauty of the room. The coordinators didn’t hold back a single detail. Large round tables covered the expansive space, each draped in a white tablecloth. Tealight candles interrupted the fresh topiaries used as centerpieces, and full, formal dinner settings sparkled beneath the low lighting.

      I spotted Sean at a table in the back. He raised a hand to me, and I acknowledged him with a nod. Two of the people we were supposed to be shadowing sat at the table he selected. A sliver of guilt washed over me. He’d been focused on our job while I’d been drooling over art and a perfect stranger.

      “Thank you for the tour,” I said to Kenrid.

      “It was my pleasure, Mallory.” The way he said my name made my skin tingle. I smiled and turned away before he could see me blushing again.

      I was halfway to the table when Sean scowled, not at me but someone behind me. He probably recognized Kenrid and had the same thoughts I had. Well, the suspicions about the man being here.

      Sean pulled out my chair when I reached him.

      “Why is he here?” Sean asked, leaning close to me when I sat down.

      “I have no idea,” I whispered back. “He recognized me, though, and accused me of stalking him.”

      Sean pulled back, looking at me with widening eyes. It only lasted for a second, though. “I’ll keep an eye on him.”

      I nodded because what else was I supposed to do? It wasn’t like I could argue with him or even that I should. Sean was right to be wary. If Kenrid was here, did that mean his friend Elliott was too? What about Nathan? Would he also be here? Too many questions and not enough answers. And nothing I needed to think about tonight.

      I needed to focus on the conversations flitting around my own table. I was getting paid to do a job, not be distracted by a handsome face.

      A few minutes later, one of the coordinators drew our attention to the stage and introduced the board of directors for AAAE. The same people I’d seen on the website. They talked about their mission and their current needs. Then handed out compliments to a bunch of corporations and individuals who made large donations.

      The speeches droned on in the background, and I focused on the hushed conversations at our table. The two men talked about nothing while their wives or dates or whatever talked about even more meaningless nonsense.

      Tantalizing aromas filled the room as servers brought out dinner. The roasted chicken in wine sauce was amazing. Sean chose the filet mignon. If his rolling eyes and soft groan were any indication, it was just as tasty. I paired my meal with a red wine suggested by the waiter. Had I not felt compelled to read into everything our dinner companions said, I might have enjoyed the evening. But I didn’t.

      The only good thing about the situation was that I was able to fully immerse myself in Mallory’s role of smiling and listening to everyone else. Even if they said stupid shit.

      By the time dinner was over, my face hurt from the forced grin, and I felt a little light-headed from too much wine. The fruity red they gave me was amazing and I couldn’t say no to refills. I was exceedingly glad that Sean would be driving.

      We gained nothing from the night other than a very expensive dinner paid for by Maxwell Securities.

      “Attention, everyone!” an older woman called from the stage. “We’ll be collecting the final bids from the silent auction in thirty minutes. Don’t miss out.” She smiled and left just as abruptly as she arrived.

      “I think I’ll take one last look,” I said to Sean. “Will you be ready to go soon?”

      “Yes,” my pretend date replied. “I’ll bring the car around for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      Sean walked with me to the hallway’s entrance, then kept going. I strolled down the side displaying the photographs. I didn’t have the chance to look at them before, and it seemed like I wouldn’t get to this time, either.

      The smell of chocolate and coffee wrapped around me like a blanket. I drew in a deep breath and moaned as tingles ran down my body. I shook my head and closed my eyes, taking a step away from the photo I’d stopped in front of. I was not doing this again. It couldn’t be the same smell from The Fanged Prince. Someone must have carried their after-dessert coffee into the display.

      A shiver ran down my spine as another waft of the scrumptious treat drifted my way. That all-consuming hunger I’d felt at The Fanged Prince returned with a vengeance. My body burned with the need for whatever was tempting me.

      No! This was not happening. Not here. I spun around, putting my back against a bare section of the wall. My panicked gaze danced around the people surrounding me until it landed on Nathan Kaerne. Then everything fell apart.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

          
            KENRID

          

        

      

    

    
      Nathan and I followed Lorna and her partner from the dining room into the art display. Sean left her standing in front of a photograph of a homeless family handing out meals at a local shelter. It was a compelling piece of art. Not as compelling as the woman admiring it, though.

      I ached to reach out and run my fingers along the smooth skin of her bare shoulders. The dress she wore settled over her curves, accentuating them without clinging. The color shimmered in the tiny lights above the art. My magic longed to touch hers. But I didn’t have time to ponder its meaning.

      Lorna’s shoulders tensed as we approached. Her chest rose and fell in stuttered breaths, and when she turned around and put her back to the wall, I knew I was wrong about everything. Her hazel eyes shifted to green, and a series of emotions flitted across her face.

      Fear and revulsion were quickly replaced by recognition when she saw Nathan. A wave of desire slammed into me, so intense even the humans around us should have smelled it. Her desire for my boss. A snarl crept into my throat, and I barely swallowed it down. Now wasn’t the time for irrational emotions, especially jealousy.

      Nathan stepped toward Lorna, and a smile spread across her face. A predatory smile. Her pupils dilated, consuming her irises, and tiny fangs peeked out from her lips.

      A surge of panic rose into my throat. I could not let her bite my leader in front of dozens of humans. Humanity knew nothing of the supernatural, and it needed to stay that way. If Lorna decided to dine on Nathan, it was over. And dine she would if someone didn’t stop her.

      I darted in front of my boss, blocking his view of the dhampir. He and I stood chest to chest, Nathan scowling at me with undisguised anger.

      “I was wrong, Nathan,” I hissed. “You need to leave, now.”

      Nathan blinked several times, almost like he was coming out of her spell. “My God,” he whispered. “Are you okay if I leave?”

      I should’ve been okay. Fae were immune to the dhampirs’ enchantment, just like I was immune to any fae charm she’d try to use. At least I should’ve been. In the last thirty seconds, I’d gone from completely dismissing the possibility of her dhampir side to embracing it fully.

      A pair of hands pressed against my back. I swallowed hard, knowing it was Lorna behind me. Her touch—even through three layers of clothing—sent a jolt of desire straight to my groin. I hated myself for the involuntary reaction.

      “Go,” I said to Nathan, but I was not okay. This woman made me just as stupid as she did the rest of them.

      Nathan glanced over my shoulder. I could tell by the look in his eyes he’d met her gaze. She was tall for a woman. The way her breath rustled my hair told me she could see Nathan just as easily as he saw her.

      “Make him leave,” Lorna whispered in my ear.

      Her words caught me off guard. Shouldn’t she be trying to get past me? Shouldn’t she be fighting for her meal? Instead, her hands gripped the back of my jacket like I was her life preserver, and she was drowning.

      Of course, Nathan heard her with his keen vampire hearing. His eyes widened for a second before he spun on his heels and rushed back into the dining room. Lorna’s forehead dropped onto my shoulder. Before I thought about the consequences, I turned and embraced her. She buried her face in my neck and drew in several deep breaths, as if my scent alone would calm her racing heart.

      “Let me take you outside,” I offered, noticing the stares of several people around us.

      She stepped back but didn’t argue when I left one arm around her shoulders and led her out of the hotel. Her body shook beneath my touch, and I could only wonder why. Adrenaline? Fear?

      The cool night air welcomed us, and I steered her onto the covered walkway trailing the side of the building. I suspected Sean had gone to get the car and would be back any moment. I needed to talk to her or at least convince her to meet me somewhere later.

      We stopped in the shadow of a large tree. She slid out of my grasp but stayed close.

      “What’s wrong with me?” she asked. “You know, don’t you?”

      I did, but how could I tell her? Could I trust that she wasn’t playing me for a fool? I wanted to believe what I just saw—a woman surprised by the sudden desire that filled her. A dhampir with enough control to walk away from her favorite treat. Okay, she didn’t just walk away, but she didn’t attack him either.

      “Can we meet somewhere more private?” I asked.

      She wrapped the strap of her purse around her fingers several times, not looking at anything. I could almost see her mind working to figure out the answers to her questions. Did she really not know?

      “Yes,” she whispered, finally meeting my gaze. The vulnerability in her eyes made me flinch. She didn’t even try to hide her pain and confusion. “I need to fix whatever’s wrong with me.”

      A stabbing pain pierced my heart. She thought she was broken. How had I gone from suspecting her of being the catalyst of our demise to wanting to help her?

      “Tell me where and when,” I replied. “I’ll answer as many of your questions as I can.”

      She let out a shaky breath. “What’s your cell number? I’ll text you the address.”

      I told her my number and waited for my phone to buzz in my pocket indicating I received her message. Then I closed the space between us.

      “You are not broken, Lorna,” I whispered, using her real name on purpose.

      Her eyes widened, but before she could protest or demand an explanation, Sean stomped down the sidewalk toward us.

      “Are you ready to go?” he asked, his tone harsh.

      I snarled again, and he directed his glare at me instead of his partner.

      “Stay away from her,” Sean said in a voice that was probably supposed to scare me.

      I slid my hand in my pocket and stared at him. His remark didn’t warrant a response from me. I’d do whatever the hell I wanted.

      Lorna stepped between Sean and me, but she wasn’t tall enough to block my view of him.

      “Let’s go, Sean.”

      Without waiting for him, she walked away from us both.

      “I mean it,” Sean stated. “I don’t know who you are, but she’s off-limits.”

      I shrugged. “Does she know you’re claiming her?”

      He barked out a laugh and stormed off after his partner. Lorna was already in his car waiting when he got in the driver’s seat and sped away. I shook my head. Humans were so stupid. Sean didn’t stand a chance of winning Lorna’s attention. She only had eyes for a certain vampire.

      I drew in several deep breaths, then texted my boss.

      Me: are you in your hotel room?

      Nathan: yes. are you ok

      Me: I’ll be right there

      I couldn’t honestly say I was alright. Lorna shook me to my core. I hadn’t wanted to believe she was really half-dhampir, but now I couldn’t deny it. Could I? Was there another reason for her reaction to Nathan? I couldn’t think of any.

      A few minutes later, I stood in Nathan’s hotel suite in the Renaissance, watching him pace between the kitchenette and the sofa. He’d already removed his coat and tie. The top two buttons of his shirt hung open.

      “What the hell just happened?” he finally asked me. “Sit down and tell me what she said.”

      “I’m not sure what to think,” I replied, dropping into the plush cushion of the sofa. “I thought I had it figured out, but her reaction to seeing you . . .”

      Nathan shuddered. “Yeah. I wanted her so bad. All I could see was her. The rest of the room completely disappeared.” He swallowed hard, and I pushed aside my pity for him. My reaction to her was almost as bad. “If you hadn’t stepped in front of me, I would’ve let her do whatever she wanted.”

      “I noticed,” I said. “She had enough control to tell you to leave, which baffles me. Dhampir never had control.”

      Nathan sat next to me, shifting sideways so I had to look at him. The pain in his eyes stirred the ache in my heart that Lorna started.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I would’ve killed you to get to her,” he replied.

      I just stared at him for several seconds, not even attempting to hide my surprise. How did I even respond to his comment?

      “Obviously, I came to my senses, but the thought was there.” Nathan raked his fingers through his hair. “She’ll destroy everything we’ve built. Are you sure she’s not working for one of the other supernatural families? She’s the perfect weapon if my reaction tonight is any indication.”

      I thought about my reply for several minutes. I couldn’t lie to him, but the thought of walking away from Lorna was equally distressing.

      “I don’t know if she’s working for one of our enemies or not,” I said. “I’ve already told you that her boss is half-shifter, but I don’t think he knows what she is. He wouldn’t have her there if he did. I didn’t even believe she was dhampir until a few minutes ago.” I loosened my tie and watched my boss’s reaction, knowing I’d have to tell him the whole truth. “She didn’t react to any of the other vampires in the room, Nathan. Yes, they were on the opposite side from her, but she didn’t even give them a second glance. A normal dhampir can’t do that.”

      I knew the moment my words caught up to him. Red rings circled his blue irises revealing the deadly vampire he rarely let anyone see.

      “What do you mean by normal dhampir?”

      I sighed, knowing I couldn’t go back now. “The winter fae didn’t kill all of the dhampir,” I replied. Nathan didn’t react like I expected. He remained silent, waiting for me to explain instead of raging at the revelation. “What I’m about to tell you is the reason I was banished. Very few knew what was going on or what I did to stop it. I need you to promise you won’t repeat what I’m about to reveal.”

      The red ring around Nathan’s irises blossomed. A trickle of fear ran down my spine, with good reason. He could end my life in seconds. While fae had strong magic, we didn’t stand a chance against a vampire’s speed and brutality.

      “I can’t make that promise, Kenrid,” he replied. “Not when it directly affects my safety and the lives of my people.”

      I nodded because what else could I do? I’d already committed myself, and I trusted the man in front of me more than I trusted anyone else in my life.

      “The winter fae, with the help of the summer fae’s most brilliant geneticists, were experimenting with the dhampir. They were trying to create hybrids that wouldn’t lose their minds,” I explained. “For years, the fae victimized their captives. When they started using their own people, I couldn’t do it anymore.”

      Flashbacks of infants only a few months old turning rabid. Their screams. The blood. The death every time we had to euthanize an experiment. A child. Their tiny bodies were tossed aside like trash instead of a life.

      “You were one of the scientists?” Nathan asked.

      I could hear his judgment and disapproval, but I couldn’t blame him. I hated myself for the part I played.

      “They tried diluting the dhampir genes after a couple generations of human breeding,” I said. “But when they awakened the one-quarter dhampir’s magic, they killed immediately. They brought it down to one-eighth, then one-sixteenth, then one thirty-second. It didn’t matter. They still killed immediately. They moved on to other species. Trolls, goblins, elves, shifters, sirens. You name it, we tried it, but nothing worked, even after several generations.”

      Nathan stood and backed away from me like I had the plague. I refused to look up at him. I couldn’t bear to see the revulsion I knew would be in his eyes.

      “How old are you, Kenrid?”

      A sharp laugh escaped me. He wanted to know how long we’d been playing God.

      “Four hundred and twenty-six years of hatred, lies, and anguish,” I replied. “I didn’t join the team of scientists until after the last dhampir was captured. I didn’t realize what my people had been doing for several centuries.”

      “Why would they spend so much time and resources trying to create a stable dhampir?” Nathan asked. “Is there a vampire behind all of it? We’re the only ones who benefit from a dhampir’s blood.”

      I looked up at my leader and friend. He stared down at me with cold, calculating eyes. Could I reveal the fae’s plans? Did it matter anymore now that the research facility was gone?

      “The fae planned to build an army of dhampir,” I admitted. “They would’ve harvested the vampire blood from captives to feed their soldiers. The dhampir would have been raised to trust the fae and consider them family.”

      Nathan took another step back. His fangs elongated and red completely consumed his irises. I considered trying to run, but it’d be pointless. I’d never make it to the door. I dropped my forehead into my palms, resting my elbows on my knees. I deserved whatever fate Nathan sought for me. I’d killed so many innocents.

      “You make it sound like this was all in the past,” Nathan said after moments of silence, his words slurred, probably from his fangs. “What happened?”

      Another round of painful cries assaulted my memories. The vacant eyes of so many children born in the lab and killed in the lab.

      “I killed them all,” I replied, not lifting my head. “All the fae in the compound. All the captives. All the victims. All the ... children.” My voice faltered and I squeezed my eyes shut against the memories of their screams. “I armed thirty-four bombs with elemental fire and spread them throughout the compound. Then I sealed all the doors.”

      Nathan’s sharp inhale stabbed my already battered heart. Now that the truth was out there, I only had to wait for my death. The death I earned for the lives I took. No matter what the fae had done, the innocent lives in that building didn’t deserve the horrible end I’d given them.

      Nathan’s shiny black shoes appeared in my limited line of sight with my head still bowed. I looked up at him and tried to swallow the lump forming in my throat. The vampire was gone, replaced with the compassionate man I’d known for the last two decades.

      “You did us all a favor,” he said, crouching so he could look me in the eye. “I can see your guilt and your pain, but if you hadn’t killed them, vampires would be slaves to the fae. Maybe even the rest of the supernatural families.”

      I heard his words; I really did. But it didn’t stop my guilt. It certainly didn’t change my theory about Lorna.

      “I believe Lorna is half-fae, half-dhampir,” I said. “The day I destroyed the compound, I helped a friend escape with his pregnant lover. He told me the unborn child was his, but I have my doubts.”

      Nathan stood again, walking around the back of the sofa. I heard the mini-fridge open behind me.

      “Your friend’s lover was one of the captives?” Nathan asked.

      “Yes, she was a fae merchant imprisoned because she pissed off the winter queen,” I replied. “They used her as a surrogate mother. They tried, anyway. All of the forced pregnancies failed or ended with a miscarriage. When her last pregnancy made it into the third trimester, Alyn claimed it was his. He was thrown into the cell across from her and forced to watch her suffer.”

      “You want a drink?” Nathan asked, shocking me with the change of subject.

      I turned around, and he handed me a glass of white wine.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled.

      “You need it.” He sat on one of the upholstered chairs across from me. “I’m guessing they didn’t stop their experiments just because she was pregnant?”

      I shook my head, swirling the wine in my glass. “I was restricted to the children’s ward, so I didn’t have to watch what they did. But my associates liked to talk.” I snarled, then took a sip of my wine. “They all deserved to die. Sick bastards.”

      We sat in silence for what seemed like half an hour. I didn’t feel like talking anymore. I’d never told anyone about that night or the weeks that followed. Whoever said it was cathartic to get it off your chest was full of shit. I felt worse now than I had in years.

      “What do we do about Lorna?” Nathan asked, breaking our silence.

      “I don’t know,” I replied.

      “Do you think it worked? Did they create a stable dhampir?”

      I looked over at him. He hadn’t moved from the chair he dropped into thirty minutes ago. His dark hair stood on end where he ran his fingers through it too many times.

      “Maybe,” I conceded. “It would explain how she had enough control to resist you tonight. It’d also explain how she made it to thirty-four years old without waking her magic.”

      “We can’t let the fae find her,” Nathan said.

      “I agree. They’ll pick her apart.” My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I stood to retrieve it. “Once they discover what makes her tick, they’ll start their breeding all over again.”

      I glanced at the incoming message and heat ran up my neck.

      Lorna: I need answers

      I stared at the text, uncertain how to reply.

      “What’s wrong?” Nathan asked, pushing out of his own seat.

      I debated if I should tell him, then almost laughed at myself. I told him my darkest secret. There was nothing left to hide.

      “She wants me to meet with her,” I replied, then remembered her words just before Sean interrupted us. “She thinks she’s broken.”

      “Broken?” Nathan asked, coming around to stand next to me.

      I showed him her text.

      “She told me she has to fix whatever is wrong with her.”

      Nathan grasped my shoulder, forcing me to face him. “There’s nothing to fix,” he said. “She can’t change what she is.”

      His vehemence startled me even though I agreed with him. I put my hand on his shoulder.

      “Think about it from her point of view,” I said. “If she really knows nothing, if she has no idea magic exists, what else would she think?”

      Nathan’s now-normal eyes searched mine, probably looking for answers or confirmation of whatever crazy decision he’d just made.

      “I’m going with you.” He squeezed my shoulder then headed straight for the bedroom. “I’m changing out of this wretched suit, then we’ll leave,” he called from the other room. “I assume she wants to meet right now?”

      I knew I should argue with him to stay. She didn’t need to confront everything at once. But he’d just accepted a horrible truth from me. How could I tell him he was wrong?

      Me: Can I come over now?

      Lorna: Yes

      “Give me five minutes to change,” I called back to Nathan. “I’ll meet you in the lobby.”
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      I changed into a pair of jeans and a lavender T-shirt. My dress was still lying across the bed and my shoes were in the middle of the bedroom floor. I’d tossed my pantyhose and strapless bra on the dresser and left them.

      My room had never been so messy. I realized that the term was subjective, but for me—this was messy. Normally, I couldn’t tolerate one single item out of place. But right now, my mind wouldn’t allow me to even think about it.

      I slid my feet into a pair of flip-flops and stumbled down three flights of stairs to the living room on the first floor. I’d given Kenrid my home address. More proof that I’d lost my mind.

      No one came to my house except my parents. I didn’t even let my siblings come over. Mostly because I couldn’t handle their children. I did okay when I visited their house because it was their stuff, not mine. It didn’t bother me as much when the kids left their toys all over my sister’s living room.

      Once I’d left their house, I was good—back in my untainted Land Rover on the way back to my orderly home.

      Except now, everything was in chaos. My bedroom, my life, my mind. Everything! I tried to meditate as soon as I got home so I could reconstruct the walls in my mind. It didn’t work. I couldn’t stop thinking about how much I wanted Nathan. Not just him, but Kenrid as well, except in a totally different way.

      When Kenrid stepped between Nathan and me, I went from angry to grateful in seconds. For some unknown reason—at least to me, anyway—I wanted to devour Nathan. That single-minded desire nearly tore my life apart this evening. If it hadn’t been for Kenrid . . . I shuddered to think of the outcome.

      But thinking about Kenrid didn’t help, either. He replaced my desire for a chocolatey treat with a longing for a cool summer rain. His presence silenced my need for Nathan but awakened another type of need. One I knew existed but had never experienced.

      I was supposed to feel it with my current boyfriend, but even after six years, I felt nothing. Bryan and I had sex, and it wasn’t awful. It also didn’t take my breath away like Kenrid’s presence had tonight. And I’d just invited the beautiful man to my house in the middle of the night.

      I should cancel on him, tell him never mind. How could I find answers to whatever was turning my life upside down, though? I was certain he had answers. The look in his eyes when I’d asked him said everything. Nathan probably did as well, but I didn’t feel the all-consuming need to bite Kenrid. I needed to stay away from Nathan.

      My doorbell rang, scaring me nearly to death. I pressed my hand against my chest, trying to calm my racing heart. I couldn’t do this. Yes, I could. My lip quivered with indecision, and my eyes burned with unshed tears. I was never indecisive, and I never cried, damn it!

      “Deep breaths,” I muttered.

      The doorbell rang again, making me jump. I rushed to the door and flung it open. When I saw Nathan standing there with Kenrid, I slammed it shut.

      “Let us in, Lorna.” Kenrid’s voice was muffled by the closed door. He’d just reminded me that he knew my real name, which reignited my anger and suspicion. Who the hell were these people?

      I sucked in a deep breath and swung the door open. Kenrid gave me an odd look, probably because I was holding my breath. As soon as they crossed the threshold, I closed the door and bolted it, then motioned them to the living room. When they didn’t move fast enough—my chest was burning from not breathing—I pushed Nathan, who ran into Kenrid, and they tumbled into the room.

      I ran down the hall gasping for air. I couldn’t do this, not with Nathan in my house.

      “Why the hell is he here?” I yelled from the stairwell.

      “Because we need to talk.” Kenrid stepped out of the living room and into the foyer. “Will it help if you sit next to me?”

      I thought about how his presence wrapped around me at the art display, erasing my need to feast on his friend.

      “Maybe,” I conceded.

      “I’m willing to try if you are.”

      Kenrid had changed his clothes as well. Even though he now wore faded jeans and a short-sleeved Henley, he still looked like a model. The closer I got to him, the calmer I felt. His fresh summer rain wrapped around me, and my whole body relaxed.

      He offered his hand, and I couldn’t help but notice the small tremor in his fingers. It made me feel a little better that I wasn’t the only one who was nervous. I placed my hand in his and the same zing of energy I’d felt earlier in the night raced along my skin.

      I tried to pull my hand away, but Kenrid held tight. “I’ll explain,” he said, then pulled me into the living room.

      Within seconds, I was overwhelmed by fricking Nathan. I didn’t realize I was drifting towards him until a strong arm wrapped around my waist and pulled me against an equally strong body.

      “You’re going to explain that too, right?” I demanded, taking shallow breaths. “I should not want to run my tongue all over him.”

      Both men growled, and a snarl ripped up from my throat. I choked on it immediately. “What the hell?” I snapped.

      Kenrid dragged me to the back of the room, but Nathan didn’t move.

      “Maybe this was a bad idea,” Nathan said, his eyes doing something weird I didn’t want to accept. A red ring circled his irises. “I’m not okay with you handling her like that.”

      “I’m not okay with her licking you,” Kenrid retorted from behind me.

      “I’m not okay with any of this!” I screeched. “Tell me what’s happening or get out!”

      Kenrid’s hold on me loosened, but he didn’t completely let go. Nathan drew in a deep breath and closed his eyes. I refused to believe they were turning red. Refused, damn it. When he opened them up again, they were blue and haunted. Nathan took several steps back until he hit the opposite wall.

      My breathing slowed along with my racing heart. I wasn’t built to deal with stress like this. Everything in my life was in order and under my control for good reason. Scary shit happened when I lost it. I remembered like it was yesterday, even though I was only four years old. I shook my head and pressed my palms against my eyes.

      “Start talking,” I ordered.

      Kenrid let go of my middle, his hands now traveling to my shoulders. He massaged my tense muscles as he talked.

      “Can you tell me about your parents?” Kenrid asked.

      “If you’re going to tell me they’re aliens, you can just leave now,” I replied.

      Nathan laughed from his spot across the room.

      “No, I’m pretty certain they aren’t aliens,” Kenrid said. “I’d just like to see how much you know so I’m not wasting my breath.”

      “Oh.” I pulled my hands from my face and put a step between us. Did he already know I was adopted? He must. He knew my name was Lorna, not Mallory. It couldn’t be that hard to find my records. “I know I’m adopted if that’s what you’re referring to. And I know nothing of my biological parents.”

      “And your adopted parents?” he asked.

      I looked at him, wondering what he was fishing for. I couldn’t read his expression at all. He had a better “Gale” look than I did.

      “They raised me with love and kindness even after they had children of their own,” I replied. “They never made me feel unwanted.”

      “It’s nice to hear they aren’t all bastards,” Nathan muttered.

      I glanced at him, wondering what he meant. Kenrid drew my attention again. “You know you’re different, Lorna. You know you’ve been that way your entire life.” He paused and looked over at his friend. “How do I tell her?”

      “I’d suggest sitting down, but . . .” Nathan shrugged, then looked at me. “You’re not human.”

      My mouth fell open, and my gaze danced back and forth between the two men.

      “She might actually be a tiny bit human,” Kenrid corrected.

      “True.” Nathan rubbed his chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Maybe that’s why Elliott has such a hard time placing her.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that until just now,” Kenrid said. “He has a hard time sniffing out the fae, and her other half is almost foreign to him.”

      Fae? Her other half? What were they talking about? Of course, I was human. Right? But I knew it wasn’t right. Normal people couldn’t have multiple personalities without taking lots of medication or losing their minds. My personalities were what kept me sane. Compartmentalizing myself kept me from losing my shit and trying to kill things, like the kittens I’d killed when I was four. The memory of their tiny bodies lying in the grass, lifeless, still haunted me.

      Mallory was born that day. I’d channeled myself into her happiness and abandoned Lorna’s preciseness.

      “What am I?” I asked, no longer able to look at the men in my living room.

      “I suspect your mother was fae,” Kenrid replied, “and your father was part dhampir.”

      I stared at my hands clasped over my stomach, letting his words sink in. I didn’t want to believe it. I didn’t even know what either of those things were. I’d read childhood stories of fairies, but I’d never heard of a dhampir. I was pretty sure I didn’t have little fairy wings, and my five-foot, ten inches completely belied the image I had of a tiny butterfly-like creature.

      “Explain,” I said, impatient to sort the information and put it in its proper place in my mind. I had a disturbing feeling that a new personality would be born soon. What would I name her?

      Kenrid’s fingers folded over mine, pulling them away from my body. I looked up at him.

      “Can we sit down?” he asked.

      I couldn’t reply. I’d been in shock before and it felt a whole lot like this.

      Kenrid gently led me to the sofa. I sat. He settled into the spot next to me.

      “That little surge of magic you feel between us is because we are both fae,” he said, still holding my hands in his. “Can I show you my real face?”

      I frowned at his question. “This isn’t yours?” I asked.

      “Sort of,” he responded.

      “Kenrid?” Nathan’s voice reminded me he was there. How had I forgotten him? Hadn’t I wanted to taste him a few minutes ago?

      “It’s okay. Her magic already calls to me,” Kenrid said.

      He closed his emerald eyes, and his face shimmered. My mouth fell open again. The shimmer started to fall from his forehead like a shower of stars. A subtle glow—like I’d thought I’d seen at the hotel in Florida—coated his blond hair, then slowly draped over his face, making him even more beautiful than before. Which should have been impossible. The man was already way too good-looking. I stared in awe as his ears elongated, ending in soft points about two inches higher than they had been.

      I had the urge to reach out to touch them but stopped myself just in time to watch Kenrid open his eyes. My breath caught in my throat. His pupils were barely pin pricks set in emerald gems. They were stunning, just like the rest of him.

      “Breathe,” Kenrid said, sounding no different than he had a moment before.

      I sucked in a deep breath and let it out.

      “I’m pretty sure I don’t look anything like you,” I whispered.

      He smiled and everything in my life aligned. My entire world finally felt right, like I’d found where I belonged. I didn’t want to be anywhere unless it was with him.

      “I’m so glad you don’t,” Kenrid said. “I’d hate it if we were related.”

      All I could do was laugh. I’d felt too many things that a woman shouldn’t feel for a relative.

      “Yeah, okay.” I continued to smile at him. “What about the dhampir half?”

      His pointed ears faded along with the soft glow. My smile disappeared with it, and so did his. He looked over at Nathan, and I followed his gaze.

      “Nathan is a dhampir?” I asked, not understanding the looks passing between the two men.

      The lightness in the room evaporated with their furrowed brows and narrowing eyes.

      “No,” Nathan replied. “I’m a vampire, but I’m not showing you my other side. Not today.”

      I gave him my best ‘bullshit’ expression.

      “You’ve seen Kenrid’s true face and would doubt vampires exist?”

      I continued to stare at him, unwilling to believe I had a real vampire in my living room. Did he want to suck my blood? I cringed because I sure wanted to taste him. Hypocrite much? I chastised myself.

      “Give me a minute, okay? My life went from normal to complete chaos over the last few days,” I said. “Well, as normal as my life can be, anyway.”

      Kenrid squeezed my fingers, then let them go. I’d forgotten he was even holding them.

      “The next part is really hard to hear,” Kenrid said. “Dhampir are the offspring of a male vampire and a female human. As far as we know, you are the only one currently in existence.”

      “We’d like to keep you a secret for as long as possible,” Nathan added.

      I frowned again and looked over at the ‘vampire’ who now leaned back against the wall with one ankle crossed over the other.

      “Why?” I asked. “Why am I the only one and why keep me a secret?”

      Kenrid sighed, drawing my attention back to him.

      “When a dhampir’s magic is awakened ...” he began. “Yours is not, by the way. When it is, dhampir survive off vampires’ blood. That’s why you react to Nathan the way you do.”

      I scooted back, trying to burrow into the cushions on the couch. I wanted to deny his claim, but I couldn’t. Every time I saw Nathan, I wanted to taste him. Not just him, but that whole group of people at his club. I slapped my hand over my mouth and couldn’t stop the tears from suddenly spilling from my eyes. If that huge guy hadn’t stopped me and taken me up to Nathan’s office, what would I have done?

      “Why are you even in the room with me?” I asked, staring at Nathan through my blurry eyes. “When I was at your club ...” I couldn’t even say the words. Just couldn’t.

      “Damon noticed you,” Nathan said. “He didn’t recognize what you were, but he was pulled into your enchantment. I’m grateful he was, or things would’ve ended differently that night.”

      “Damon was the guy who brought me to you?” I asked. Nathan nodded. “He’s a vampire, too?”

      “No,” the vampire replied. “He’s also a rarity here. I don’t think you’re ready for him yet.”

      I wasn’t ready for any of this, so I didn’t argue. I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand.

      “So why are you keeping me a secret?” I asked instead.

      They exchanged the same look as before, and a shiver ran down my spine.

      “If anyone else finds out what you are, they’ll kill you,” Nathan replied.

      I blinked rapidly several times, not wanting to believe what he’d just said. And couldn’t he have tried to sugarcoat it just a little?

      “Seriously?” I croaked.

      “Either that or imprison you,” Kenrid added. “Dhampir are not well-liked and for good reason. When their magic is awakened, they tend to be on a shortened timetable for death. It’s why you are the last.”

      “And why is that?” I asked, needing to know but knowing I’d hate the answer.

      “They all fell to their bloodlust,” Nathan replied. “Once it takes over, they kill everyone around them. Since vampires kept the dhampir, the vampires were always the victims. They decided to destroy the creatures they couldn’t control.”

      I tried so hard to comprehend what he was saying, but I just couldn’t. Bloodlust? What did that even mean?

      “I don’t understand,” I mumbled. “What is this bloodlust and why couldn’t they just avoid it?”

      The two men looked at each other, another silent communication passing between them. I hugged my knees to my chest waiting for them to answer.

      “When a dhampir consumes too much vampire blood, they lose their minds,” Nathan explained. “There is no reasoning with them. They entrance their vampire keepers and try to quench an unquenchable thirst.”

      The horror of what he revealed settled deep in my gut, making it churn with discontent. There was no way I was one of those creatures. I couldn’t be, could I? I had to believe at least some of what they’d said, if only because I really wanted to taste Nathan.

      I shook my head and slid off the couch, putting as much space between me and the two strangers I’d let into my house. I was so fricking stupid. Why didn’t I have my handgun on me? Why had I lowered my guard and disregarded all my training? Because I was a dumbass.

      I needed them out of my house. Now. And I needed to run. I had enough money in savings to live for quite a while. If I sold my house, the funds would add another year if I were frugal. I could do this.

      “You need to leave,” I said, feeling the walls in my mind rising with my certainty.

      “Lorna.” Kenrid rose to his feet but didn’t try to approach me. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I just wanted you to understand the danger you’re now in.” He pointed at Nathan but didn’t take his eyes off me. “We can protect you. We can give you the security you need and teach you about your magic.”

      I shook my head. “I’ve made it thirty-four years without any of you in my life. I’m pretty sure I can take care of myself.”

      “I wish that were true,” Nathan said, pushing away from the wall. “Now that your dhampir half has been triggered, it will search out the vampires around you. Did you know there were nearly a dozen at tonight’s dinner?”

      I gave him another wide-eyed stare. I hadn’t known.

      “That only proves my point,” I argued. “They’ve been here the whole time and never bothered me.”

      “And what will you do when you get too close to one and they realize what you are?” Kenrid asked. “Even I could feel your enchantment when you tried to lure Nathan in. Fae are supposed to be immune to dhampir magic.”

      “What do you think will happen if Kenrid is not here to help you?” Nathan asked.

      I didn’t know, but their barrage of questions didn’t make thinking any easier. And the more they revealed, the more I knew I had to run. I couldn’t risk being found out. No matter how much I wanted to deny it, if Kenrid hadn’t interfered, I would’ve attacked Nathan in front of all those people.

      Isolation was the only answer. These two promised to protect me, but how did I know they weren’t lying?

      I didn’t.

      “Leave.” I pointed to the door. They exchanged one more look before doing as I asked. I would’ve been shocked, but I had no doubts that Kenrid would still be following me. Just like he must have been doing ever since I left Florida.

      I waited to hear my front door open and close, then I rushed over and locked the deadbolt. I leaned against the door and massaged my temples.

      “How did my night go from boring as shit to a complete train wreck?” I asked my empty foyer. Thankfully no one answered.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWELVE
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      I sat in the passenger seat of Kenrid’s rented Honda a block away from Lorna’s house. The fae sat next to me in the driver’s seat staring at the dark street. We hadn’t moved even though Lorna kicked us out of her house fifteen minutes ago.

      “I’d love to hear your thoughts,” I said, interrupting the silence.

      “She’ll run,” Kenrid mumbled. “Not today or maybe even tomorrow, but she’ll probably be gone by the end of the week.”

      I shifted in my seat to face him. “You don’t think she’ll pack a bag tonight and bolt?”

      “Nope.” He leaned forward and started the car, then pulled out onto the one-way street.

      I waited a moment for him to explain his reasoning. When he didn’t, I struggled to hold back my frustration. The night hadn’t gone as we planned. We were supposed to find out which supernatural power had hired Lorna to spy on us. The event for AAAE had been splendid but everything revolving around Lorna hadn’t.

      I snarled. “Explain yourself. I don’t have the patience to figure it out.”

      Kenrid turned right at the next stop light, taking us back to the Renaissance Hotel. “You didn’t notice her home, did you?” he asked. “It was spotless. I’d bet every inch of her house is clean and organized. She had no ornaments or those little collectible things crowding every flat surface. No doilies. No plethora of family photos cluttering the walls. Nothing. Her bookcase was organized by author, not size or color.”

      I gave him a skeptical look, not understanding how her cleaning habits mattered in the least.

      “My research showed her just as meticulous with her finances,” he continued. “I’d bet she’s the one who cleans the office space for Maxwell Securities or at least supervises the people who do. When she decides to run, it will be just as methodical. She’ll get all her ducks in a row before she disappears.”

      “I see.”

      Kenrid’s theory made sense now that I thought about it. I hadn’t really paid attention to her living space. All my focus was on Lorna and the way she reacted to Kenrid. Even an idiot could see her connecting with him. I had no doubt he reciprocated.

      I’d only seen Kenrid’s true form a handful of times since he joined my team. Each time was just a glimpse when I walked in on him unexpectedly. Yet, he’d willingly shown himself to Lorna. A complete stranger. Not only that, but he gave her the gift of his smile. She couldn’t know how precious that was.

      Kenrid never cared enough about a woman to be concerned with her feelings. Until Lorna.

      Jealousy of his connection to her burned hot in my veins, which was foolish. Yes, she intrigued me. Yes, her magic called to me. But she’d also be my death, wouldn’t she? She’d shown a level of control I never imagined possible for a dhampir. Would all that change after her awakening?

      The thought of another vampire waking her magic made me see red. I couldn’t let that happen. I knew the vampire leaders in North America. All of them would cage her and make her a blood slave to control her magic, just like they had for centuries.

      I could give her a home, security, and, like Kenrid said, a place to learn who and what she was. She had a much better chance of hiding in my clan with all the other half-breeds than at the mercy of the other supernatural families. I couldn’t let them have her.

      “I’ll stay here,” Kenrid offered, interrupting my thoughts. “When she runs, I’ll follow.”

      I didn’t like the tone of his voice. It sounded too much like goodbye. I could see him disappearing with her, thinking he could protect her from everyone else. Maybe even protect us from her. If he kept her isolated, her magic wouldn’t be awakened. I’d also never see her again.

      “You can’t protect her by yourself,” I said. My friend glared at me before flipping on his blinker and turning into the hotel parking lot. “I mean it, Kenrid. You’ll have to sleep sometime and so will she. Someone will find out what she is because at some point, she will have to feed. Her dhampir is surfacing. You know it as well as I do.”

      Kenrid’s eyes narrowed. He pulled into the nearest empty spot and slammed the shifter into park.

      “We can’t kidnap her,” he snarled. “We’d be no different than the fae or the vampires if they found her. I think I can convince her to let me in.” He sighed. “I never imagined this day. I’ve never had the capacity to care or let anyone in, yet this woman . . .”

      He didn’t finish, not that I needed him to. I choked back my jealousy and forced myself to see the big picture.

      “Do you think you can convince her to come to us?” I asked. “I could send Damon with you. He can watch over you two at night.”

      “He might have to, but let me try first,” Kenrid said.

      I nodded, then realized he wasn’t looking at me. He stared out the windshield at the hotel’s brick façade. It was impossible to tell what he was thinking. It reminded me of his confession about his part in the winter fae’s plans.

      “Your secret is safe with me,” I promised. “I won’t tell anyone else, but if circumstances change, Damon and Elliott will need to know.”

      “I understand. I’ll tell them if it comes to that,” he said.

      I opened the car door and stepped out. We had a lot of preparation to do for the newest clan member. I refused to accept her rejection. Kenrid would convince her that we were her best bet for survival. I would do everything in my power to keep her safe, even if it meant not waking her magic.

      I needed to talk to Damon and Elliott.

      I was halfway to the hotel doors when Kenrid joined me. “You’re going back to Florida?” he asked.

      “Yes, I’ll bring Elliott and Damon up to speed and make a tentative plan for Damon to join you,” I replied, entering the lobby. “Let me know how your plan proceeds.”

      I stopped at the elevator with Kenrid by my side.

      “Thank you for trusting me, Nathan,” he whispered.

      I turned to face him. It was the second time in just a few days he’d said those words. “You’ve never given me a reason not to. I trust you to bring her to us.”

      “I’ll keep you updated.”

      The elevator doors opened, and our conversation ended. I had no doubt I’d hear from Kenrid the next day and every day after until he brought our dhampir home.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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      I stood on the threshold of a life decision I could never come back from. A single suitcase sat on the floor at my feet, and I adjusted the weight of the duffle bag slung over my shoulder. The man I thought I could one day love stared at me with amber eyes begging me to change my mind. A plain white T-shirt hung on his slumped shoulders, and his hands balled into fists in the pockets of his dress pants.

      He’d just gotten home from work when I showed up to collect my things. He paced around the bedroom while I packed. His tie was the first casualty of his outrage, followed by his dress shirt. He threw his shoes across the room next, then went back to pacing.

      None of his arguments changed my mind. I hefted the weight of my duffle bag again. The wide strap dug into my shoulder. The heaviness bore down on my withering determination.

      I could not stay. No matter how my heart pleaded, I couldn’t endanger someone I cared for. Nor could I ignore the reality revealed to me just over a week ago. I’d tried to compartmentalize the world I knew and the one thrown in my face with my latest assignment. But there was no way for me to look into the shadows and not be afraid. I could no longer apply normal—human—logic to the things that go bump in the night.

      Most importantly, I couldn’t lead that threat to the one person who had accepted my job, my quirks, and my eccentricities.

      But not my love. My heart didn’t belong to the man standing between me and the door. Yet another truth thrown in my face. I cared for Bryan. I’d be devastated if something happened to him, but after feeling Kenrid’s fae magic, I knew I could never love the man I’d spent the last few years dating.

      “Please don’t do this, Lorna,” Bryan whispered. “Whatever I’ve done to earn your ire, I can fix it.”

      My left eye twitched, the only break in my impassive mask. I couldn’t let anyone see how much it hurt me to leave him. I had no doubts I was being watched. If my stalkers knew the extent of my feelings for Bryan, they wouldn’t hesitate to use him against me.

      “You’ve done nothing wrong,” I stated. “I can’t give you the life you want. I will never marry you or have kids. Even after six years, I still refuse to share a home with you. Why would you want me to stay?”

      He cringed with each of the points we’d argued about for the last six years. Bryan wanted a family and commitment. Even before my world turned on its head, my job would not allow the stability needed to raise healthy, well-adjusted children.

      I couldn’t be the doting mother who taxied kids to a hundred different activities or helped them with science projects. More importantly, I required an ordered home with everything in its place. I couldn’t tolerate messes or disorganization. Not to mention, the many weapons in my armory were not appropriate for a house with children.

      I’d not even examined the fact that I probably couldn’t conceive. I’d never had a normal period. It showed up about twice a year and the rest of the time I’d have sworn I didn’t have a uterus.

      “I’ll be here if you change your mind,” Bryan said, stepping out of my way. His brow furrowed. “Call me and let me know you’re okay. This doesn’t have to be the end of our friendship.”

      I grasped the handle of my suitcase and closed the space between us. At five foot ten, I looked him in the eye. My impassive mask slipped for a moment.

      “Be careful, Bryan,” I whispered. “The world is not what it seems.”

      His eyebrows drew closer together with my cryptic remark, but I rushed out the door before he could ask me to explain what his mind couldn’t possibly comprehend. Mine was barely capable, and I’d seen proof. I’d seen Kenrid. Even worse, I now understood my own hunger and it repulsed me. I barely repressed a shiver.

      I dropped my suitcase on the paved driveway next to my Land Rover and opened the back door. Within a few seconds, my bags—the wardrobe I’d kept at Bryan’s house—were stowed safely in the back. I couldn’t stop my gaze from sweeping toward the doorway and the man watching me walk out of his life. It took every ounce of control I had to not rub the burning ache in my chest as I slid into the driver’s seat and backed out of the driveway.

      The look of sorrow on Bryan’s face would haunt me for a very long time.

      “It’s for the best,” I muttered to the empty vehicle.

      As I drove through the quiet streets of one of Baltimore’s many gated communities, I couldn’t keep my mind from going back to the men who’d changed everything. The same men who were probably following me right now.

      Kenrid said they would protect me. Nathan didn’t deny it. But were they really just trying to lure me in with pretty words? I had to believe so. If I was as dangerous as they claimed—especially to Nathan—why would they want me? They wouldn’t. They’d just kill me so I wouldn’t kill their boss.

      I’d spent the last two days preparing my getaway. I scheduled all my bills for the next six months to be paid on automatic withdrawal. I went to the bank and took out a couple thousand dollars in cash assuming that my debit card would be tracked. Maxwell Securities had the technology to do it. I wasn’t naïve enough to believe they were the only ones.

      I'd also spent the last two days arguing with myself about the decision to run. At one point, I'd convinced myself I was overreacting to all the nonsense Nathan and Kenrid told me. Then I'd remember my episode at The Fanged Prince. My unquenchable thirst for Nathan's blood. The way Kenrid calmed my raging emotions. I hadn't imagined all that.

      At the very least, I needed time to sort out my mind and come to grips with all I'd learned. I couldn't do that if I had to keep looking over my shoulder for pursuers, imaginary or not.

      I prepared my house for an extended absence, turning off the main water valve and setting the air conditioning warmer than was comfortable. I only needed it to keep out the summer humidity. I made sure the safe where I kept my small armory was secure. I checked it about a dozen times, then rearranged the furniture in my bedroom, pushing the tall armoire in front of the wall safe.

      I called the company that monitored my home alarm system and let them know I’d be gone for several weeks. I told them if the alarm sounded, they needed to assume the worse.

      I planned to take two handguns with me and enough ammunition to fill several magazines. A small backpack contained three sets of clothes, an extra pair of shoes, and a first aid kit. I didn’t want to abandon my Land Rover, but I knew how easy it was to track a vehicle, especially one registered in my name. I still hadn’t figured out how to get a rental without using my credit card.

      And now I had to do the next hardest thing of my life—explain to my boss that I needed an extended leave of absence. I rarely took time off and only because my family guilted me into visiting during the holidays. What I was about to ask was so far out of character for me, I couldn’t even begin to guess how Maxwell would react.

      I made a quick stop at my house to drop off the luggage I’d just picked up. Normally, I would take the time to unpack it, but I needed to catch Maxwell before he left the office. So I tossed my bags into the closet and closed the door, trying to hide the deviation from my normally organized life.

      I made one more sweep of my home, then armed the security system and walked out with a backpack slung over my shoulder. Tears burned my eyes as I thought about everything I was leaving behind. I’d worked so hard to get here and in less than two weeks, it’d all been taken from me.

      I shuffled back to my car but stopped short when the familiar smell of a fresh summer rain smacked me in the face. The sun scalded the top of my head, so I knew it wasn’t the weather. I glanced down the sidewalk and froze. Kenrid waltzed towards me wearing a pair of blue jeans and a fresh Henley. With his hands stuffed in his front pockets, he looked like he was out for a casual stroll. The way his eyes zeroed in on me told a completely different story.

      I knew I should’ve jumped in my car and sped away, but I didn’t. Part of me really wanted him to save me from this insanity, even though he was part of the reason my life had gone to shit.

      “Lorna, can I talk to you before you go?” he asked, like it was no big deal that he knew my plans.

      “No,” I replied, side stepping to my car. I opened the driver’s door and tossed my bag over the center console into the passenger seat.

      “Please.” Kenrid stopped a few feet away. “I understand why you’re running. Let me help you disappear.”

      I paused with one leg raised to get into my vehicle. Had he just offered to help me? No, offered to help me disappear. I wasn’t stupid. I knew what that meant. I’d be dead before sundown.

      “No,” I repeated, and hopped into the driver’s seat.

      Kenrid caught my door before I could close it. I could probably fight him off or just start driving away. He’d have to let go or risk being dragged down the road. I cringed at the thought. I didn’t want to hurt him, which was so stupid. He just admitted his plan to kill me.

      “Please don’t run from me,” he pleaded. His emerald eyes didn’t say he was about to commit murder. This was an honest plea, like he’d be lost without me.

      My resolve started to crumble.

      The connection I’d felt with him a couple nights ago bloomed again with his proximity. I tried to ignore it or push it aside, but I couldn’t.

      I ground my teeth together and held his gaze, which I immediately regretted. His eyes drew me in, mesmerizing me.

      “Don’t,” I warned. “You’re the one who told me I would be hunted and killed. I’m not going to sit around and wait for it to happen. And I’m not giving you the opportunity to do it first.”

      Rather than being angry at my accusation, he took a step closer.

      “I understand,” he said. His comfort wrapped around me, and I breathed in the essence of him that reminded me of home. “I’m prepared to do whatever is necessary to keep you safe and alive, not kill you,” he declared. “The others cannot have you.”

      I startled at his admission. No one made those kinds of promises, especially to a complete stranger. And I was definitely still in the stranger category.

      “Why?” I asked, gripping my steering wheel with both hands.

      Kenrid closed the tiny bit of space left between us, his hips brushing against the edge of the seat beneath me.

      “I don’t have enough time to go through the list,” he replied. “The most important reason is the connection I know you feel. The same one I feel even though I should be incapable of it.”

      I pulled my gaze from his and stared at my house—the reminder of my life and everything I was giving up. I hated that this man forced me to see the truth of who I was. I wanted to go back to being ignorant.

      “I won’t force you to do anything you don’t want to, Lorna,” Kenrid said. I still didn’t look at him. “I may offer suggestions about where we should go, but the final decision will be yours. Don’t try to do this alone. You know nothing about our world.”

      My fingers gripped the steering wheel tighter. I knew he was right, but how could I trust him not to kidnap me and drag me back to Florida with him?

      “I don’t know you,” I whispered. “How can I possibly trust you?”

      He took a step away, taking his calming presence with him. Two more steps and he cleared my door. “I’ll find a way to convince you,” he said, then gently closed the door and walked away.

      I watched him until he disappeared around the corner. What did he mean? Would he just follow me when I left? Could I somehow lose him? I doubted it. I hadn’t seen him in the last two days, but obviously he’d been there.

      “Shit.” I started my car and backed out of the driveway. It only took a few minutes to arrive at Maxwell Securities despite the evening traffic. The proximity was one of the reasons I bought my house.

      I pulled into the employee lot and parked next to one of the company-owned sedans. Maybe I could convince Maxwell to let me borrow one. It would solve my transportation problem. It couldn’t hurt to ask. The worst thing he could say was no.

      I entered the building through the back door reserved for employees. The narrow hallway was dim, lit only by a single bulb clinging precariously to the wall. Maxwell was so fricking cheap when it came to his office. The place was a dump.

      But as he’d explained numerous times, it allowed him to use his money on more important things. He considered his employees the highest priority and it showed in our paychecks. Despite his constant grump, he was a really good boss.

      I reached the end of the hall and started to open the door to the main lobby but stopped at the sound of loud voices from the other side. I couldn’t understand anything they were saying, but it didn’t sound friendly.

      I eased the door open just a few inches so I could hear.

      “Where is she, old man?” A harsh, guttural voice demanded.

      “None of your damn business, asshole!” Maxwell yelled. His voice sounded strained and a little nasal.

      “My men will eventually find her records,” the asshole said. “It’ll be much easier for all of us if you just give me her home address.”

      I froze in the doorway, ice filling my veins. Were they looking for me? Maxwell only had a handful of women on the payroll. It could be one of the others, but my gut said otherwise.

      “I sent her to New York,” Maxwell growled. “She’ll be there for four days, then she’s following the senator to Massachusetts.”

      “You better be right, mutt, or you won’t be waking up in the morning.”

      A loud thump preceded a soft moan. The sound of the front door slamming had me hoping the visitors had left. I didn’t move, not wanting to risk being found in case they hadn’t. I counted to ninety before pushing the door open a little farther.

      Maxwell reclined against the wall with blood spilling from his nose and a cut above his eye. I glanced around, not seeing anyone else, then rushed into the room.

      “Maxwell, what the hell was that?” I asked, snatching a pile of tissues from the box in the lobby.

      He took them from me when I knelt at his side.

      “You need to go, Lorna,” he said, his voice muffled from the tissues and blood. “Those are the people I said you should watch out for.” He extended his free hand, and I helped him stand. “Take one of the company cars and get as far away as you can.”

      My legs shook with the warning that sounded so much like Kenrid’s. Were the men who’d hurt my boss working with Nathan? Was Kenrid just playing nice, hoping to convince me to go willingly? No, that wasn’t right. The asshole who did this to Maxwell acted like he didn’t know where I lived. Kenrid and Nathan definitely knew. I’d invited them to my damned house.

      “Are you listening to me?” Maxwell asked. “As soon as they realize I lied, they’ll be back.”

      I stared at the man who’d taken a chance with me a decade ago. A man who’d supported me and helped me find myself. Regardless of his gruff attitude, I wouldn’t want him any other way. And he’d just put his life on the line by lying for me.

      “They threatened to kill you,” I said. “I’m not the only one who needs to go.”

      I tried to drag him to the employee entrance, determined to help him escape. He didn’t move.

      “I’m not that easy to kill, little girl,” he stated, mopping at the blood on his face. “Leave your Land Rover here and get out.”

      He pushed me away, then stumbled down the hall to his office. I stared at his retreating back with dread pooling in my stomach. Would this be the last time I saw my boss? God, I hoped not.

      I ducked into the supply room where we kept the keys to all the cars and grabbed the first ones on the rack. Then I ran out the back door, making sure it locked behind me. I couldn’t leave my boss any more vulnerable than he already was.

      Within minutes, I’d transferred my bag to one of the black Ford Fusions. I barely had time to close the passenger door when a shadow blocked out the setting sun.

      “Where you going, Mallory?” I recognized the voice of the asshole who’d been interrogating Maxwell just a few minutes ago. I also didn’t miss the fact that he called me Mallory even though I wasn’t wearing my long, blonde wig.

      My heart jumped into my throat. He hadn’t left. I should’ve known. Maxwell should’ve known. I’d made yet another bad decision. One that would likely cost me my life and possibly my boss’s.

      Both of my weapons were in my bag on the passenger seat. They might as well have been in another state. The asshole was only a few feet away, too close for me to even try to run. I slowly turned around to face my executioner, because my imagination was running wild, and I could think of no other reason he’d be looking for me. He must know what I am, just like Nathan’s crew.

      I did my best to slide into Gale’s compartment, shoring up her walls with everything I had. Mallory couldn’t survive a physical attack, and Lorna had proven she was totally unreliable.

      “I’ll go wherever the hell I want,” I stated, straightening to my full height.

      Not that it mattered. The man in front of me was easily as big as Elliott, but that was the only resemblance. Thick black hair covered his square head. A set of bushy eyebrows shadowed an equally dark set of eyes. His bulbous nose made a sharp left turn, like it’d been broken badly and never set. A dark beard covered the lower half of his face but didn’t hide the sneer on his lips.

      “I don’t think so, beautiful,” he said, taking another step forward.

      Two more men followed in his wake. They could’ve been twins in their black jeans, black T-shirts, and the topknots holding their hair on the crowns of their heads. Both wore mirrored sunglasses and neither tried to hide the 9mm pistols in their hands.

      So much for gun control in Baltimore, I thought.

      At least I had a permit for mine. I’d bet my house that these guys had the serial numbers removed from their weapons and a permit hadn’t even crossed their minds.

      I reined in my fear and doubt, embracing Gale’s lack of emotion and occasional lack of morals. I couldn’t afford to falter. Not today.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen,” I drawled. “You’re going stand there like good little boys while I get in my car and leave.”

      The asshole laughed. His lackeys didn’t even smirk. I cursed. It was worth a try.

      “Okay, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” I shrugged like their reactions didn’t matter.

      The asshole kept laughing, which suited me just fine. I leapt toward him, slamming into his chest. He teetered but managed to stay upright, but I didn’t care. I had one chance to scramble his brains. One chance to get this right.

      Memories of the tiny kittens lighting up beneath my pudgy four-year old fingers brought tears to my eyes. I hadn’t meant to hurt them, but it didn’t change what happened. Today, I had every intention of stopping these men. I would not be a victim. I would not be taken against my will. And I would damn sure not make it easy for them to kill me.

      I wrapped my long legs around his middle and shoved my fingers into his hair. His shocked expression made me laugh. On instinct he grabbed my thighs, holding me in place, then a smile curved his lips. Little did he know, none of this would be pleasant for him.

      I smiled back just before digging my thumbs into his temples. I envisioned them connecting with his brain, then lighting it up like the Christmas tree in Rockefeller Center.

      The asshole screamed in agony. His fingers clawed at my thighs trying to dislodge me, but I wasn’t letting go. I squeezed my eyes closed and focused on his mind. A very twisted mind. A slide show of murders, rapes, and beatings flickered across my vision. Knowing the pain he’d already caused erased any doubts about my actions. I’d deal with the guilt later, if there was any.

      Seconds passed before the giant fell backward. His head bounced off the concrete with a sickening thud, but he didn’t react. I didn’t have time to think about it. Shouts and the sound of flesh hitting flesh brought my head up to see the asshole’s sidekicks.

      I was momentarily stunned by what I saw. Kenrid had one of them pinned on the pavement, his arm locked around the guy’s neck. The other twin was sprawled across the trunk of the car, blood covering the side of his head. He was conscious but not sitting up. Nathan’s other friend loomed over the car, the one who’d stopped me from devouring a room full of vampires. The same one I'd compared to my favorite dessert. What was his name?

      “You okay?” tall, dark, and handsome asked me.

      I looked down at myself and realized I was still sitting on the asshole’s chest. He was breathing, but the whites of his eyes danced back and forth in their sockets, making me a little nauseous.

      I stood up and scrambled away just in time for Kenrid’s guy to pass out. The fae dropped him on the ground and moved toward me with his hands slightly raised and palms open. It reminded me of the time my father approached a stray dog, not sure if it’d bite.

      Did Kenrid think I’d bite? Probably. A laugh escaped my lips. I slapped my hand over my mouth, knowing that none of this was funny. Where was the barrier keeping Gale in place? She would never laugh at this situation.

      A gurgling sound erupted from the asshole, and I snickered. He sounded like a fish out of water, which wasn’t funny. Had he been a fish, I would have found a nice little glass bowl to put him in with one of those cute plastic plants.

      Oh my God! Had I lost my mind? Was it in the same place as the asshole’s?

      Another laugh escaped, and I was done. Rather than continue my hysterics, I stumbled backward until my back hit the car behind me, and I burst into tears. I’d just killed a man. His heart might still be beating, but his mind was gone. I knew with certainty there was no bringing it back. Even though I didn’t know exactly how I’d done it, instinct said the asshole was now a vegetable.

      I’d done that to him.

      “You’re dead, bitch!”

      The twin on the car beside me lunged. He didn’t make it far before tall, dark, and handsome grabbed him by the throat.

      “Don’t kill him, Damon,” Kenrid said, rushing to my side. He must have decided I wasn’t dangerous anymore. The tears streaming down my face might have had something to do with it. “He needs to talk before he dies.”

      Another sob escaped my throat. All three of my attackers would die. I could feel it in my gut. Kenrid and Damon—thank you, Kenrid, for the reminder—would make sure they didn’t leave here alive.

      “I’m taking him to the Underworld,” Damon growled. “He’ll talk.”

      Kenrid must have nodded, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Damon. The twin dangled a foot off the ground, held up by Damon’s grip around his neck. Did he really say ‘Underworld’? A moment later, a dark haze settled over us. The twin tried to scream, but it was cut short by Damon’s fingers and the sudden disappearance of both men.

      I gaped at the now-empty spot where Damon and the twin had just been standing. Or dangling. My mind refused to believe they’d just vanished. But they had.

      “Lorna?”

      I slowly turned my head toward the sound of Kenrid’s voice. It seemed to echo like he was really far away, even though he kneeled by my side.

      “We need to go,” he said.

      “Not yet, shithead.”

      The sound of Maxwell’s voice made me jump. I wasn’t the only one. Kenrid sprang to his feet and stood between me and my boss. I leaned over so I could see around him. Maxwell stood a few feet away with a rifle pointed at Kenrid’s chest.

      “Start talking,” Maxwell ordered. “Or I’ll start shooting.”

      I scrambled to my feet, but Kenrid’s arm shot out, keeping me from going around him. I ducked underneath Kenrid’s arm and faced my boss. “Maxwell, don’t shoot. He just saved my life.”

      “Did he now?” Maxwell lowered the rifle but didn’t completely set it aside. He wasn’t convinced, and I didn’t blame him.

      “Yes,” I replied, then pointed at the men lying on the ground. “Are these the same men who threatened you?”

      A frown pulled at my lips as I looked over at my boss. His face was slightly bruised, but the cut over his eye was gone. He should’ve had double black eyes from his broken nose, but he didn’t.

      “Yep. Where’s the other one?” Maxwell asked.

      “I have no idea,” I answered honestly. Damon said something about the Underworld, but I still couldn’t swallow that pill, so I didn’t offer it as an explanation.

      “We need to get her out of here,” Kenrid said, not moving from my side. “This one is still alive. Do you want him to stay that way?”

      Maxwell completely lowered the gun to one side and rubbed his jaw. “You’re with AAAE, aren’t you?”

      I spun around and looked at Kenrid, who just nodded in reply. So, Maxwell did know about the non-profit, and Nathan’s crew was definitely part of it. After what just happened, I suspected it was way more than a charity.

      “You’ll take care of her,” Maxwell said, making it a statement and not a question.

      “That was the plan all along,” Kenrid answered. “Do you know what she is?”

      “Nope, and don’t wanna know.” Maxwell shook his head, then looked directly at me. “I tried to keep you outta this shit, girl. Sorry I failed you.”

      I just stared at my boss with my mouth gaping open and tears staining my cheeks, something I never did. Like ever! I wasn’t an emotional mess until recently. And my boss just admitted to knowing about the supernatural world, right?

      “You’ve never failed me, Maxwell,” I said, surprised to find my voice steady. “You’ve been the one solid thing in my life for the last decade.”

      My boss’ face took on a funny shade of pink beneath his wrinkles. I’d never seen him blush. It didn’t look good on him.

      “Whatever,” he mumbled. “I’ll clean up the trash. Get outta here before they realize these guys aren’t coming back.”

      “Can you tell me who they work for?” Kenrid asked.

      “Don’t know,” Maxwell replied, kneeling next to the unconscious twin. “I only ever worked with the big guy, who didn’t even give me a real name.”

      Kenrid huffed, then turned around and opened the Fusion’s door. “Get your stuff, Lorna. They’ll be tracking all of Maxwell’s cars.”

      My gaze danced between my boss and Kenrid as I tried to sort out all the details. Kenrid and Damon had just saved my neck. I’d taken out one of my attackers, but I wouldn’t have made it past the other two on my own. If Maxwell had shown up a little earlier, we might have stood a chance. Or I’d be dead. Or worse yet, on my way to someone’s dungeon.

      Yeah, I went there. Why the hell not? If vampires and fae were real, why not dungeons?

      “Go with him, Lorna,” Maxwell said, making my decision for me. “AAAE accepts everyone, and they do a damned fine job of protecting them.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered, my voice failing me once again.

      “Hurry up before it gets dark.” Maxwell reached down with both hands and cradled the twin’s head.

      Kenrid grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the grisly scene, slinging my backpack over his shoulder. I started to argue with him until I heard a loud crack followed by my boss’ cursing. Did he just snap that guy’s neck? Did I really want to know the answer? I shook my head in denial. There was no way I could handle any more tonight.

      I let Kenrid lead me away from my boss, my job, my Land Rover, and my life.
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      The stupid human kicked and screamed as I dragged him through the portal I created to the Underworld. I hated coming here, but it served as an effective interrogation tactic. The only ones who liked the Underworld were the demons who lived here. Most of them didn’t really like it, merely tolerated the unpleasantness because it was better than Earth.

      A demon was more powerful in his home world. I could draw from the magic that was inherently demonic and use it at will. On Earth, not so much. And I didn’t constantly have to hold my human form in the Underworld.

      As soon as we passed through the portal, I shed my Earthly form and embraced my demon. I reveled in the scorching wind as it caught my leathery wings. I couldn’t even feel the blistering sands underneath my hooves or the way it peppered my thick, scaly skin. All I could feel was the influx of power replenishing my depleted magic. It caressed my soul and filled me completely.

      I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss it. The freedom to take my natural form and soak up an endless supply of power was all I missed about the Underworld, which was why I’d chosen the most remote mountain I knew to question the stupid human. If my kin discovered me, the human wouldn’t be the only one suffering.

      I threw him on the rocky ground and flexed my wings. It felt so good to stretch them. It’d been way too long since I’d taken flight. Maybe I’d visit the swamps outside New Orleans when I got back.

      The smell of piss assaulted my nose, and I growled at the pitiful creature cowering at my feet. Not that I blamed him for cowering. Unlike my human form, my demon stood nearly eight feet tall with a wingspan twice that.

      “Tell me everything,” I commanded.

      “We were supposed to pick up the girl and deliver her to some rich dude,” the man said immediately. “I don’t know why or where the drop-off was. They didn’t tell me nothin. Just pick up the girl.” He scrambled backward, trying to put space between us. “They never tell me nothin’. They think I’m too stupid to help make plans or see their dumb-ass mistakes. I told them she’d fight back, but did they listen to me? No.”

      He continued to babble nonsense. I quit listening. I couldn’t sense a lie and doubted there was one. Fear made most humans tell all their secrets, and the pathetic human I’d taken was telling everything. None of it relevant.

      I pulled on the portal magic exclusive to demons, relishing the feel of it against my scales. Besides, I needed to make sure Lorna was okay. She hadn’t answered my question. I’d seen that look in her eyes, the one that indicated her mind couldn’t take anymore. She still had a lot more to take.

      “Wait!”

      I gave the human one last look before leaving him alone in the Underworld. Was it cruel? Yes. Did he deserve it? Probably not. Did I care? Not in the least.

      I stepped through the portal, letting my human form take over just before I arrived in an empty parking lot. Well, not entirely empty. Lorna’s Land Rover was still parked a few feet away along with two other black sedans.

      The smell of blood still lingered in the air along with Kenrid and Lorna’s scents. I pulled my phone from my pocket and texted the fae.

      Me: where are you

      Kenrid: we just got to the car. do you want me to wait for you?

      Me: yes

      At least the fight didn’t start back up while I was gone. I was pretty certain the big guy was out. Lorna had made sure of it. Kenrid did a sufficient job of neutralizing the other little human. It looked like someone else had taken the bodies, though.

      I drew in another deep breath but couldn’t identify anything beyond the blood and the scents I knew. Elliott could have, but he’d stayed with Nathan. We never left the boss alone. His life was too important to our clan to take that chance.

      I started a slow jog to the waiting car, deciding not to worry about something I couldn’t do anything about. Kenrid did enough worrying for all of us.

      Nathan had told me and Elliott everything that happened at Lorna’s house and the charity event for AAAE. There was no longer any doubt in my mind that she was dhampir. Nathan wanted to bring her into the clan and protect her. He said it was to keep her away from the other vampires, but I suspected a different reason. I wouldn’t voice my opinion until he revealed his intentions, though.

      And I needed time to judge the woman myself.

      A few minutes later, I approached the charcoal gray SUV Kenrid rented. It idled quietly between two smaller vehicles. The tinted windows concealed whoever was in the back seat, but I assumed it was Lorna. The front passenger seat was empty, presumably waiting for me.

      I pulled open the door and made a quick survey of the interior. Kenrid glanced up from his phone with a deep frown on his face. A shadow moved in the back seat, drawing my attention to Lorna. She’d curled herself into the fetal position in the seat behind Kenrid. Even in the low light, I could see the tears staining her face.

      She didn’t look at me or react at all when I climbed into the vehicle. She should have. The SUV listed toward the passenger side with my weight. She didn’t even flinch.

      “She okay?” I muttered.

      Kenrid shook his head but didn’t say anything else. He didn’t need to. I could see it with my own eyes. Lorna was in shock.

      The fae pulled out of the public parking lot and drove toward the setting sun. We hadn’t planned to stop until we reached The Fanged Prince, but I had a feeling our plans had just changed.

      “Can you find us a hotel in North Carolina?” Kenrid asked as soon as we were on the southern loop around Washington, DC.

      I grunted and pulled my phone from my pocket. Lorna hadn’t moved or made a sound. I knew we couldn’t wait much longer to take care of her. She didn’t need to get lost in her head. I was pretty sure that’s where she was.

      I found a hotel just over the North Carolina border off I-95 and gave Kenrid directions. The longer we drove without Lorna making a sound, the more concerned I got. Kenrid must have felt the same way. He pulled into a rest stop just outside Richmond a couple hours later, parking on the end farthest from the building.

      “Lorna?” Kenrid turned and looked over the back of his seat at her. She didn’t reply.

      He looked back at me and nodded at the door. I knew he wanted to talk, so I got out and met him in front of the SUV.

      “We can’t let her fall any deeper,” the fae said, his thoughts mirroring mine.

      “When did she retreat?” I asked.

      “Halfway to the car.” He pushed his hair out of his face and looked through the windshield at our dhampir. “I tried to talk to her, bring her back to reality, but it didn’t work. I all but carried her the rest of the way to the car.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I said, moving to the back passenger door.

      Kenrid grabbed my arm and I snarled at him. I didn't let anyone grab me except Elliott when we sparred.

      “Sorry, but you can’t be any closer to her, Damon,” Kenrid said, dropping his hand to his side. “What if she wakes up and decides she’s hungry?”

      “I think I can keep her from biting me,” I argued. “We need to test her control before we get to Florida, anyway. I’d rather find out now without Nathan near.”

      Kenrid sighed. He couldn’t change my mind, and he knew it.

      “Don’t make me pull off the side of the interstate just to save your ass,” he mumbled and circled back around to the driver’s seat.

      I hadn’t realized I’d made the decision to test our dhampir until the words left my mouth, but the rightness of it took away any hesitation. With Lorna being nearly catatonic, I felt comfortable that my decision wasn’t because of a dhampir’s enchantment.

      I crawled into the back seat, staying on my side of the vehicle. Lorna didn’t move. I inched closer and placed my hand on her leg. She didn’t even flinch.

      Had we waited too long? Was she already so lost in her head that she wouldn’t even protect herself? Kenrid pulled back out onto the interstate, the rumble of the vehicle distracting me for a moment.

      “Lorna?” I gave her leg a gentle squeeze.

      Still nothing. I glanced up to see Kenrid watching me in the rearview mirror. “Keep your eyes on the damn road,” I grumbled.

      He scowled at me but obeyed. I moved a little closer until only a few inches separated me from Lorna. She should’ve been overwhelmed by my nearness, but she didn’t react. Again.

      Panic slithered down my spine. We could not handle a broken dhampir. Nathan assured me that her control was astounding, especially if she was close to Kenrid. It seemed the fae dampened her desire for vampire blood. Which would be perfect as long as she didn’t lose her mind and her control before we got her home.

      I leaned over, pressing my lips against her hair and letting my body cover hers. She whimpered but didn’t move. She didn’t turn her head to look at me or try to push me away.

      “I’m going to move you, little d’laej,” I whispered in her ear.

      When I slid one arm under her thighs and the other around her shoulders, I’d expected her to fight me. But she didn’t. She let me cradle her in my lap with her arms tucked against her chest.

      “I think we’re too late,” I said, knowing Kenrid would hear me.

      He cursed under his breath, jerking the wheel to the right and pulling off the interstate. When he didn’t immediately stop, I looked out the window. Apparently, we’d been close to an exit. A few minutes later, he pulled into the parking lot of a motel that looked like it’d seen its best days thirty years ago. Two cars were parked outside the room closest to the office, but the other four rooms appeared to be unoccupied.

      I could only hope they were clean, despite the ragged appearance of the cracked sidewalks and boarded-up window of the farthest room.

      “I’ll get us a room,” Kenrid said, exiting the SUV.

      He didn’t expect a reply from me, so I gave my attention to the woman in my lap. She rested her cheek against my chest. Her eyes were open, but her vacant stare made my sliver of panic grow. When she did come back, would we be able to restrain her? Or would we be forced to kill her?

      Pain bloomed beneath my ribs at the thought of someone hurting her, just like it had when the stupid humans attacked her. Pride pushed at my panic with the memory of her destroying her enemy. She was fierce and single-minded in her goal. She could be the perfect warrior if she let me train her.

      She would not have bested the other two, but that was my job—to have her back. I frowned. Mine and Kenrid’s job, it seemed. My frown deepened as I considered Nathan’s description of our dhampir. He wanted her. She’d already developed a connection to our fae brother, probably through her own fae blood. Elliott’s wolf made his claim despite the shifter’s many objections.

      How could she belong to all of us? Demons were not monogamous, and neither were the fae, but wolves were fiercely protective of their mates. Elliott would not share, if he could even get past his current misgivings. I wasn’t sure how Nathan would react.

      I couldn’t mention my suspicions to the others, though. They’d overthink it. I was too old to waste time thinking about something that was so very obvious. Too many supernaturals tried to rationalize magic, which was a waste of time. Magic didn’t fit into neat little boxes. Those who thought otherwise were fools. If my demon magic wanted a dhampir, why would I argue? Especially if Kenrid could calm her cravings.

      If we could save our dhampir, she’d be mine first. I looked out the windshield at Kenrid talking to a skinny human with no hair. The fae might beat me to it. He already had a connection to Lorna.

      The female in my arms shifted, and my attention snapped back to her. A pair of hazel eyes stared up at me. They weren’t completely clear, but at least she saw me.

      “Little d’laej,” I whispered. “There you are.”

      Her cheeks flushed and her tongue ran over her bottom lip. Desire stirred in my groin, but I didn’t move. I didn’t have to read her mind to know what she was thinking. I could feel her magic pushing against mine, drawing me towards her.

      I pressed my finger against her lips. “No biting,” I said, before she stole all my willpower.

      Her eyes widened and she sat up, pushing her palms against my chest. I loosened my hold and let her put some space between us.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      She nodded, her eyes searching my face. A second later, she shook her head. “No, I’m not okay,” she whispered.
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      I stared—dumbfounded—at the man whose lap I was sitting on. I vaguely remembered him pulling me into his embrace. I had no recollection of how I ended up in a car with him or where we were. My last memory was the sound of bone snapping and Maxwell killing one of my attackers.

      However long I’d been disconnected from reality was the amount of time it took to create a compartment in my mind to hide what I’d done. I tucked the kittens in the box with the man I’d killed and closed the lid. A million nails hammered in the lid came next, followed by the top and sides. Finally, I wrapped chains around the box and covered it with a sheet so I couldn’t see it.

      Maybe one day I’d come back to it. Maybe.

      Right now, I wanted to figure out why Damon smelled like chocolate with a hint of peppermint. Almost like Nathan, but not quite. Kenrid had told me Damon was not a vampire, so I shouldn’t want to taste him, right?

      Wrong. I wanted to slip my hands beneath his shirt and run my fingers along the ridged abdominals I knew would be there. I could see the outline of them through the thin material of his T-shirt. A white shirt that contrasted beautifully against his dark skin.

      “You okay?” Damon’s soft, growly voice broke my contemplation of what his full lips would taste like.

      I nodded without thinking, then blinked rapidly because I was actually not okay. I wanted to lean over and bite the man.

      “No, I’m not okay,” I whispered, my voice coming out shaky and unsure. “Why do you smell like a vampire?”

      A wide grin spread across his face and my uncertainty vanished. I knew without a doubt that Damon would let me taste him. I could see it in his dark eyes.

      “Because I’m the only other species alive that can satisfy your hunger, little d’laej,” he replied.

      “And will you let me satisfy my hunger?” I asked, my lips only a few inches from his. A deep yearning rose from my belly at the thought of kissing this beautiful man.

      “You would ask permission?”

      I frowned, the question catching me off guard. Wasn’t he supposed to just agree and let me nibble? No, no, no. I sat back, putting distance between us again. Everything about this was wrong and out of character for me.

      “Consent is always important,” I replied.

      He smiled again and his large hands gripped my waist. My heartbeat accelerated as my hunger rose back to the surface. I shifted on his lap, now straddling him. He pulled me closer, burying his nose against my neck and breathing deeply. The evidence of his arousal pressed against my core, begging me to let it free.

      Tingles raced down my skin, much like they had with Kenrid. As soon as the fae entered my mind, I realized what I was doing. Lusting after yet another man. Something I had never done with my boyfriend of six years. Here I was, thinking about putting my tongue on a complete stranger just because he ignited something new and exciting. I needed to get my shit together.

      A car door opened, and I tried to push away from Damon. His hands gripped my waist tighter.

      “I’m glad to see you waited,” Kenrid said.

      I couldn’t miss the sarcastic contempt lacing his words.

      “It’s not my fault she woke up,” Damon growled.

      I pushed against his chest. He finally let me slide off his lap and back into my own seat.

      “Is everyone okay?” Kenrid asked, looking directly at me.

      “Yeah, sort of,” I admitted. “Sorry for all that.” I waved my hand in the air like it would explain everything.

      “Can you make it another couple hours?” Kenrid questioned. Evidently my vague apology was enough. “I really don’t want to stay here if we can avoid it.”

      I glanced out the front window and frowned at the rundown hotel in front of us. It looked like one of those pay-by-the-hour places and not somewhere I wanted to stay.

      “I think so,” I replied. “Where are we going?”

      Kenrid hopped into the driver’s seat and the vehicle’s engine came to life a moment later.

      “We’ll be staying the night at a much nicer hotel in North Carolina,” Kenrid replied.

      Within minutes we were back on Interstate 95, according to the helpful sign on the side of the road. It didn’t take long for me to realize they were taking me back to Florida and The Fanged Prince. I should’ve been mad, but I couldn’t be. They’d saved my life and even had Maxwell’s stamp of approval.

      Maybe my boss’ declaration was why I didn’t argue—why I didn’t contemplate running as soon as we made it to the hotel. I refused to accept that my attraction for the two men sharing my space had anything to do with it.

      I frowned at the thought. I didn’t let people in my space, not without embracing Mallory first. But I wasn’t Mallory right now, was I? I poked around at the compartments in my mind. No, Mallory was safely tucked away in her little box. The walls around Gale were battered but still standing. She was contentedly quiet.

      How was Lorna not completely freaking about the man sitting a couple inches from her? I didn’t know that answer, but I couldn’t ignore the truth.

      “What are you thinking?” Damon asked.

      His question startled me, even more so when I opened my mouth to answer. I’d never told anyone about my other personas. Yes, Maxwell knew I used Mallory’s name, but he didn’t realize the extent of her personality within me. I’d never said Gale’s name out loud. I was the only one who knew she existed.

      “Just trying to sort out all this.” Great job, Lorna, my inner voice chided. He’ll know exactly what you meant.

      “It’s a lot,” Damon said, confirming maybe he did know. “You wanna talk about it?”

      Did I? Kind of. Maybe in really small doses. Or maybe I needed to create a few more boxes first so I could organize everything as it came in. Yes. That’s what I needed.

      “Do you have my phone?” I asked instead, thinking I could use the notes app to make a list of all the categories I needed.

      Damon raised an eyebrow at me. “Kenrid?”

      “It’s in her bag in the back,” he replied.

      Damon reached over the back of the seat and grabbed my bag. I hadn’t even thought about it until just now. Yet another reason why I needed to sort out my shit. Now that the trauma was safely tucked away, I could focus on putting the rest of my life back together.

      Damon dropped my backpack on the floor in front of me, and I immediately started searching the pockets.

      “I’m surprised you’re so calm,” Damon said. “We thought we lost you for a few hours.”

      “Yeah.” I bit my lip, not wanting to explain. “I just needed time to sort everything. I’m okay now, kind of.”

      “And your urge to bite me?” he pressed.

      I found my phone and looked over at him. Did I still want to taste him? Yep, but it wasn’t unmanageable. Uncomfortable, yes, but I could control it. I suddenly remembered that he’d redirected my question from earlier about what he was. Hmm.

      “I wouldn’t turn you down if you offered,” I replied, then slapped my hand over my mouth. Kenrid laughed from the front seat. My face burned from embarrassment. “Sorry. I meant to say I’m tempted, but you’re safe as long as I’m not sitting in your lap.”

      Damon grinned. “I’ll keep that in mind. Tell me your questions.”

      I pulled up the notes app on my phone and spent the next two hours grilling Damon and Kenrid about all the different types of supernaturals. There were so many. Now that I had an outlet for organizing all the information, I couldn’t get enough. They were more than willing to explain. Most of it, anyway.

      I made them tell me all about AAAE, both the non-profit and their clan. Holy shit, there was so much to learn about their clan. But no matter how I worded my questions, I couldn’t get Damon to reveal what he was.

      Maybe it didn’t even matter. The more time I spent with him, the more I enjoyed his company. He didn’t use a ton of flowery words, which meant he didn’t try to sugarcoat anything either. When he started the story about the dhampir’s history, my enthusiasm faded.

      Damon confirmed everything Kenrid and Nathan had said at my house and then added more.

      “So, the vampires kept the dhampir as slaves?” I asked, my phone laying in my lap untouched for some time. I didn’t need it anymore now that I had categories sorted in my brain for each supernatural.

      “Most of them,” Damon replied. “Some tried to keep them as lovers and others tried to make them partners, but the dhampir always lost control in the end.”

      A wave of despair washed over me. Was I destined to be put down like a rabid dog? Was that the only future I had to look forward to? God, I hoped not!  I’d spent a lifetime overcoming my eccentricities and striving for a future I could live with. It was hard, and too many times I just wanted to give up, but I made it.

      I had a job and a life. I had stability, damn it. I refused to let this beast living inside me take it all away. I vowed never to let it happen.

      “Promise you won’t let anyone awaken my dhampir,” I demanded, catching Kenrid watching me in the rearview mirror, then focusing on Damon. “I can’t become a monster. I want a life and a future.”

      Damon’s large hand cupped the side of my face, and I didn’t pull away. “I will do everything in my power to ensure you have a life and a future.”
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      I leaned back against the headboard of the bed designated for me in our hotel room. Designated by our dhampir. As soon as we checked in to the hotel, Lorna took over. She grabbed the key card from the receptionist and marched to the stairwell, assuming Damon and I would follow her. She refused to let me carry her bag, like she’d totally forgotten that I’d carried both her and the bag to the car a few hours ago.

      I shook my head and smiled, then followed her obediently. Damon fared no better. She made us wait in the hall while she ‘sorted’ the hotel room. I had no idea what needed to be sorted. It was a damned hotel room. But I let her do it anyway. Damon never said a word.

      When we finally made it into the room, she told us where we were sleeping, where to put our bags, where to put our toiletries in the bathroom, even where to put our shoes.

      Soft chuckles rolled out of Damon the entire time. She wore me the hell out. As irritating as it was, she was cute and endearing. She had no malice or harsh words. It was like she needed everything to be just so. Her precision just added to the puzzle that was Lorna Scott.

      A welcomed silence now filled the room. Lorna had fallen asleep fifteen minutes before in the bed she’d claimed. The rise and fall of the blankets covering her settled most of my nerves. The woman was a walking contradiction but apparently one I needed.

      “She told me consent was always important,” Damon said softly from the armchair where his demon lounged. He'd abandoned his human form as soon as she fell asleep.

      “Meaning?”

      “She wanted to bite me,” he said. “Even asked if I’d let her.”

      I gave my friend a startled look. I’d ask if he was kidding, but Damon never joked about anything. I had no idea how he put up with Elliott’s near constant pranks.

      “She grew up as a human,” Damon continued. “Something the other dhampir never had an opportunity to do.”

      I contemplated his theory, although he would never consider it a theory. Everything was so black and white to him. So logical. But he could very well be right. I’d been trying to identify a genetic reason for her control, but maybe it was simpler than that.

      “I think you’re right,” I admitted. “She had time to decide who she is and what she wants. She grew up in a loving family who nurtured her.”

      “The others were forced into the awakening at puberty,” Damon added. “They never had the opportunity to even try to control their hormones, much less their hunger.”

      I looked at the demon with more appreciation than I ever had since joining Nathan’s inner sanctum. “You’re brilliant, Damon. You should voice your opinions more often.”

      He shrugged. “We’re keeping her.”

      I agreed with him, but Nathan might not. I’d laughed more in the last few hours than I had in my entire life. Her enthusiasm was like the sun warming my skin. She accepted everything we’d told her about our world with no judgment. If she had opinions, she’d kept them to herself.

      It was more than that, though. She seemed to catalog everything. At first, it was on her phone but after the first twenty minutes, it was like her mind soaked it up like a sponge. The scientist in me wanted to know how she did it. Did she have a photographic or eidetic memory? Or was it related to her fae magic?

      Then I realized what Damon had just said.

      “You’re claiming her?” I asked, knowing he would understand I meant as a mate.

      “If she’ll have me,” he replied.

      I stifled my laugh, not wanting to wake the object of our discussion.

      “You’ll probably be her dinner,” I said. “Are you okay with becoming her blood donor?”

      The demon leaned forward in his seat, his eyes narrowing at me. “Have you never bit a fae lover?”

      I hadn’t. I actually refused because of the meaning behind it. My expression must have been answer enough because he continued.

      “It is no different for demons,” he said. “I can only hope the exchange is similar with our dhampir. The more important question is will you share her?”

      Was my affection for Lorna that obvious? I thought I’d done well to hide it during our drive. I never even growled at Damon for being so close to her in the back seat.

      When I didn’t answer, the demon continued, which extended my bout of speechlessness. He never talked so much.

      “Do you know how many times I’ve seen you smile?” Damon asked. “Not that predatory smile you favor.”

      I shook my head because I couldn’t answer.

      “Seventeen. All of them today.” He leaned back in the chair and folded his arms over his chest with a smug look.

      I scowled at him, refusing to admit he might be right. I’d never had anything that made me happy until Lorna showed up. She filled that empty place in my soul, making me complete. I didn’t even truly know her yet, but she called to me in a way I couldn’t ignore.

      Apparently, I wasn’t the only one hearing her call.

      “Elliott’s wolf will not share,” I replied, rather than directly answering his question. Fae weren’t like wolves and other supernaturals. Technically, I should be able to share. I just wasn’t sure I wanted to. “Nathan may decide she can’t stay.”

      Damon shook his head. “We’ll have to fight with Nathan to keep him from awakening her magic. But you’re right about Elliott.”

      Was Damon right about Nathan, though? I suspected our boss was jealous of my closeness to Lorna in her living room, but had I just read into it?

      “I’m not so sure about Nathan,” I hedged. “He’s taken a stance on both sides. He fears her, but I can tell he’s also drawn to her.”

      “When he sees her control, he won’t want to give her up,” Damon declared, like it was already done.

      “What if she loses that control when her magic is awakened?” I countered.

      “We can’t allow it to happen.” Damon’s voice rose, and we both looked over at Lorna. She hadn’t moved, thankfully. “If Nathan suddenly becomes more powerful, what will the others think?” he asked, lowering his voice to a whisper.

      He was right; we couldn’t let Nathan awaken her magic. Our clan already had a huge target on its back because of our diversity and ability to live together peacefully. Not that it was all sunshine and roses. We just didn’t tolerate anyone who couldn’t accept the rest of the clan.

      “I mean it, Damon,” I quipped. “You really need to speak up more often. You’re brilliant.”

      He grinned, and I got ready for bed. We’d need to leave in a few hours, and I couldn’t afford to be tired. Charles Maxwell was right. It wouldn’t take long for Lorna’s pursuers to realize they’d been thwarted. I just hoped her boss wouldn’t pay the price. She seemed rather attached to him.

      I’d even considered asking Damon to drive us through the night but sleeping in the car wasn’t the same as a comfortable bed. Lorna had already endured enough.
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        * * *

      

      “Should’ve drove through the damn night,” Damon complained.

      Damon woke us up after two extremely short hours of sleep. He was right again. I either needed to spend more time with the demon to learn from him or less time just to protect my ego. I couldn’t decide which, and the assault team sweeping down the hall toward our hotel room didn’t help my decision-making process.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Lorna asked, already dressed with her bag securely strapped to her back and a loaded gun in her right hand.

      “Let them come,” Damon said. “They’re not human, so I don’t have to hide from them.”

      I jerked my head around to look at Damon, now standing in front of the door to our room. He hadn’t let out his demon, thankfully. Would he do so in front of Lorna? I’d gotten the impression he didn’t want her to know what he was. He’d skillfully dodged all her questions about it in the car.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I said. “There will be a great deal of clean-up if we decide to fight them in the room, not to mention the noise.”

      Damon spun around, his dark eyes piercing me with a look that said I needed to shut the hell up.

      “I’ll take their bodies to the Underworld, and you will cast a noise-canceling spell,” he commanded, reminding me of my place in the pecking order. Nathan was first, then Damon, then Elliott, then me. “Lorna, lock yourself in the bathroom, and do not open the door for anyone except me.”

      I started to argue that I could retrieve her as well, but kept my mouth closed. Damon could end me in a heartbeat. I had no desire to test our friendship.

      Lorna had no such qualms. “I will not cower in the bathroom,” she said, not moving from her spot at the end of the bed.

      Damon stepped into her space and let his demon magic roll around her. She sucked in a deep breath and her eyes rolled back just before she closed them.

      “That’s cheating,” she mumbled.

      “Get in the bathroom and stay there. Maybe I’ll think about letting you have a tiny taste,” Damon said.

      I bit back a laugh but couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across my face. Why did I spend so much time avoiding Damon? Sure, he was scary as hell and used intimidation as his main form of communication, but he was damn brilliant.

      The doorknob rattled behind us. Damon picked up Lorna and tossed her in the bathroom. “Lock the door,” he ordered.

      The lock tumbled over with a click. I placed my hand on the wall and muttered a privacy spell. The magic spread from my palm in a warm wave that shimmered over the walls and ceiling. I redirected it beneath the patterned carpet as well.

      As soon as the spell was complete, Damon yanked the door open and grabbed the first person in line. A short, stout man dressed in black flew past me and rolled over the bed. A second later, another body was tossed into the room.

      I didn’t have time to see how many more Damon would collect from the hall. A dark grey wolf launched over the bed where the man had disappeared a few moments before. I cast a gust of wind beneath the heavy bedspread and wrapped up the wolf like a dumpling.

      It would only hold him for a few minutes, but I needed the delay to deal with the second newcomer. A female with long black hair charged me, ramming her shoulder into my chest. I collided with the wall behind me, likely leaving a man-sized crater in the drywall.

      I wrapped my fingers around her neck, and she instinctively reached for my arms. I embraced the predatory grin Damon accused me of using all too often.

      “You don’t want to hurt me,” I purred, letting my fae magic envelope the woman.

      “Your magic doesn’t work on me, fae,” she sneered.

      I tightened my grip on her neck, and she kneed me in the balls. I grunted and nearly dropped her with the stabbing pain running from my testicles to my throat. She used the distraction to punch me in the ribs, three quick strikes that likely fractured one of them. I groaned, then spun us around and slammed her back into the wall. I pressed my body against hers so she couldn’t easily get another hit at my bruised torso.

      “My magic works on everyone,” I said before I crushed her windpipe.

      I hadn’t wanted to kill her, but I could hear the wolf behind me shredding the blankets I’d wrapped him in. Several rattling breaths escaped my victim. I released her and immediately turned to face the next threat.

      The wolf lunged at me from the bed with several strips of cloth hanging from its body. I dove over the woman at my feet and rolled twice before hitting the opposite wall. I cursed with the pain stabbing my side and struggled to get to my feet, but I needn’t have worried.

      An eight-foot-tall demon loomed over the cowering wolf. Damon’s outstretched wings covered half the room and his long tail snapped back and forth with his anger.

      Without saying a word, Damon grabbed the wolf with one hand and the woman with his other, then disappeared in a swirl of dark fog. I looked around the room and found three more bodies sprawled just inside the door that wasn’t completely closed.

      “Shit,” I muttered, then stumbled to the entry, trying not to step on Damon’s victims. I peered out into the hall. It was empty, thankfully. I pushed the door closed and locked it, then leaned against it, hugging my ribs. They hurt like hell. The woman who’d attacked me was very well trained. I couldn’t tell what type of supernatural she was, but she hit like a damn ogre.

      I shook my head and focused on short, shallow breaths. My body healed faster than a human but not as fast as a shifter or vampire. As long as nothing was broken, I’d be okay in a few hours. Until then, I’d be miserable.

      “Are they . . .?” Lorna whispered, peeking out the bathroom door. Her face paled at the sight of the three men lying at my feet.

      “Not sure,” I replied, letting my arm fall to my side.

      Vanity was one of my worst faults, and I couldn’t let her see me weak. I kneeled beside the nearest body—a man dressed in black. This one had a knit cap pulled down over his head and ears. His long, pointed nose and chin gave away his troll blood.

      I pressed my fingers against his neck. “No pulse,” I muttered, then moved to the next one.

      None of the attackers survived, but Damon had done an admirable job keeping it clean. There was very little blood. Just after I rose from the last body, the demon himself arrived. And I immediately realized why he’d not wanted anyone else to let Lorna out of the bathroom.

      Her mouth fell open and her eyes widened at his enormous form. As soon as he saw her, he folded his wings against his back and dropped to one knee. I’d expected him to shed his demon, but he didn’t. He watched our dhampir’s lips tremble with fear as she took him in.

      His size alone was intimidating, but the black scales covering his body and the thick horns curling around his long, pointed ears made him much more so. He wore only a pair of leather pants and nothing else. Not that a pair of shoes would fit over his hooved feet. I knew from previous experience that his human form—even his clothes—was more magic than anything.

      Seeing his demon had always left me in awe and renewed my fear of him. He was the only demon I knew who stayed on Earth.

      “Damon?” Lorna’s voice was so soft I barely heard her.
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      I stared at the creature kneeling in front of me. Fear won over my awe by a long shot, but my hunger was quickly replacing it. No matter what my eyes were trying to show me, my nose recognized Damon’s chocolate latte with a hint of peppermint.

      That now-familiar longing churning in my stomach surged forward with each of my shallow breaths. If I took a small taste, would it alleviate some of this building need? When Kenrid and Damon explained the dhampir history to me, they didn’t talk about Damon’s blood or what it meant for me. I never even thought to push the issue until now.

      Hadn’t he mentioned he was the only other species who could satisfy my thirst? Would his blood awaken my magic, or was that just a vampire thing?

      Stay in control, I told myself. I’m not a monster.

      I took a step closer to him on shaky legs. He didn’t move, and his dark eyes never left my face. Only a foot or so separated us, and despite his kneeling form, he was still as tall as me. I’d never seen anything like him. Not that I hadn’t seen all kinds of fairy tale pictures of demons. I had to assume that’s what he was. A demon from the Underworld.

      They got the wings and horns right, but they totally missed the mark on the eyes and the defined curves of Damon’s face. I could still see the familiar shape of his jaw and cheekbones. His dark eyes watched me with intelligence.

      Was that uncertainty in his gaze? No. How could someone so powerful be wary of me? Then why was he kneeling before me? I had no idea.

      I knew for certain I wanted to find out if the scales covering his defined pecs were as smooth as they looked. Would they feel coarse or rough? Would his wings be buttery soft like refined leather? I hadn’t realized I’d reached for him until I noticed my trembling fingers a few inches from his arm.

      I stopped and met his gaze again. “Can I touch?” I asked, a little embarrassed by my shaking voice.

      “Yes, little d’laej.” His voice was exactly the same as always, which kind of surprised me, but not as much as the sharp fangs I’d seen when he opened his mouth. I’d have to ask him what his nickname for me meant. Later.

      I trailed my finger along his bicep and almost giggled at the sight of his scales rippling under my touch. I felt like a kid at a petting zoo, which suddenly felt really offensive. Damon wasn’t an animal to be treated like a pet.

      I jerked my hand away. “I’m sorry, that was really rude,” I said.

      “No, it wasn’t,” Damon said. “Your touch is soft and very welcome.”

      My face flushed hot with his words. He left no room for second-guessing. He wanted me to explore his real form. I reached out again, and he leaned toward me. My urge to bite him surpassed every other desire or need. Despite my disgust with the thought, I couldn’t get past my yearning.

      “We should get going,” Kenrid said, interrupting my ogling of the man—uh . . . demon—in front of me.

      I huffed and held back the many objections at the end of my tongue.

      Damon rose to his full height. The tips of his wings brushed the ceiling, forcing him to crouch slightly. Fear fluttered in my stomach, along with another rumble of hunger. I watched with awe as Damon reached out and ran one of his clawed fingers along my jaw. He was so gentle. If I hadn’t seen the sharp point, I wouldn’t have known it was there.

      “You didn’t stay put.”

      His hand fell to his side, and a grin showed off his fangs. I shivered with a tiny bit of fear and a great deal of need. Then I realized what he said. I wouldn’t get to taste him because I hadn’t stayed in the damn bathroom. Had I stayed put like he wanted, I would’ve missed the opportunity to see him. The real him.

      I returned his smile. “It was worth it.”

      His laugh echoed through the room as he picked up our three attackers and disappeared. I would’ve laughed with him, but the reminder of our brush with danger sobered me quickly. Kenrid chuckled from across the room, then groaned.

      My head snapped in his direction. He pulled his arm away from his midsection, but not before I noticed him wince.

      “Are you alright?” I asked, rushing to his side. Like there was anything I could do if he wasn’t.

      His eyes narrowed and a deep frown pulled at his lips. “I’ll be fine,” he grumbled. “Let’s get the rest of our stuff together before Damon returns.”

      Kenrid didn’t look fine. Well, he was still just as gorgeous as ever, but a light sheen of sweat dampened his forehead. He winced almost imperceptibly every time he picked something up from the floor. That’s when I noticed the hundreds of strips of fabric decorating the carpet.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Wolf,” Kenrid grunted, nodding at the mess. “We’ll have to take this with us. I’ll be paying for it regardless. It’s better that they think I stole it than to have the police get involved because they suspect something more serious.”

      I hadn’t even considered the damage to the room and who would have to pay. “I can take care of it,” I offered. “It’s my fault they attacked us.”

      “Don’t be foolish,” he snapped. “We don’t need your credit card showing up.”

      He thought I was foolish. Seriously? Technically, I’d been a fool to trust them so easily, but I hadn’t given away our location.

      “It wasn’t my credit card they followed, was it?” I snapped back, then stripped a pillowcase from the nearest pillow and started stuffing the shredded blanket in it. “I haven’t paid for a damn thing since we left. We aren’t even driving my car. So, if anyone’s a fool, it isn’t me.”

      Was I angry? Yep! Was I being unreasonable? I didn’t think so. My life just went to shit. And yes, Kenrid was part of the reason I was still alive, but that didn’t mean he could call me a fool.

      I was still stuffing pieces of the blanket into my makeshift bag when Damon returned—as a human, not a demon. I was a little disappointed. I wanted to explore his wings and maybe other things. No, no, no. I wasn’t going there.

      “Where’s Kenrid?” Damon asked.

      I looked around the room. Sure enough. He’d snuck off without me noticing. “I don’t know. Maybe in the bathroom?”

      Damon raised an eyebrow at me as if he knew I was mad at Kenrid. Could demons read minds?

      “Fine,” I huffed. “He might have pissed me off, and I might have been a little harsh.” I held up my hand letting him know I wasn’t done. “He didn’t tell me he was leaving, though.”

      Damon’s eyebrow went a little higher and I sighed. “Fine. I’ll apologize when he gets back.”

      My demon chuckled, and I had the urge to smack him.

      “I didn’t leave,” Kenrid said, emerging from the bathroom.

      He looked even worse than before. Yes, I felt a little guilty for yelling at him. If he was hurt, he was allowed to be grumpy.

      “What happened?” Damon asked, crossing the room to his friend.

      “Ribs,” Kenrid replied.

      “Broke?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Damon glanced back at me for a second before giving his attention to Kenrid. “Can I help?”

      The two men exchanged a look I couldn’t identify. What could Damon possibly do other than wrap a sheet around Kenrid’s middle?

      “No, it’ll be fine,” Kenrid said after a couple seconds of silence.

      Damon picked up his and Kenrid’s bags, then pulled the pillowcase out of my hand. I looked around the destroyed room. I couldn’t imagine what the cleaning crew would think. They’d no doubt assume I had wild and crazy sex with two men. Or we had a fight. Or maybe both. My face flushed.

      Too late to worry about it now.

      Twenty minutes later, we were back on the road. Sunrise was still a few hours away. Damon drove and Kenrid reclined in the front passenger seat. My lack of sleep and the adrenaline dump from the attack had my eyes drooping.

      “I’m sorry for snapping at you, Kenrid,” I mumbled, laying down in the back seat. I slid my feet beneath the headrest of his reclined seat.

      “I hadn’t meant to imply you led them to us,” he said, turning his head to the side to look at me.

      I didn’t necessarily care what he meant. The man was suffering from bruised ribs for me.

      “Does that mean I’m forgiven?” I asked, knowing it wasn’t what he was trying to say.

      He shook his head. “There is nothing to forgive.”

      “Tell me about the fae,” I said before he could offer his own apology. “Do you know my mother? She was the fae half of my parentage, right?”

      Kenrid stared at me for several seconds, almost like he was weighing his words very carefully. I’d seen Maxwell do it a hundred times before telling me a half-truth. A heavy weight settled in my gut. Would he lie to me? Did he know more about my heritage than he’d already revealed? I had to assume so. The longer he sat there in silence, the more my distrust grew.

      “I have no proof of your parentage,” he finally said, turning away from me.

      I sat up and leaned over, putting my face only a few inches from his. That was not an answer. “What are you not telling me?”

      I could almost feel a wall slowly building between us. The kindness I’d seen in his eyes earlier was gone. The feel of his magic retreated so quickly, I gasped at the sudden lack of it.

      “Kenrid?” Damon grumbled from the driver’s seat.

      “You know I don’t share unverified information,” Kenrid seethed. “I will not allow suspicion to fester with false information. When I know for certain, I’ll tell you.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I asked, trying to read between the lines. What did he suspect?

      “The fae contract to eliminate the dhampir ended over a century ago,” Kenrid replied. “You’re only thirty-four years old.”

      The math was too easy. I shouldn’t be here. Now that I had a whole lot more information about the supernatural families—all in neat little compartments—I understood what he didn’t say. Dhampir were the offspring of humans and vampires, so how was I half-fae?

      I hadn’t caught on to that the other night when Nathan and Kenrid first revealed everything to me. But I was also a train wreck that night and every night afterward until now.

      I laid back down and rolled over to face the back of the seat. I needed time to sort what I knew and how it affected me.
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      “Elliott, can you do this?” Nathan asked, pinning me with one of the looks I hated most from him— the one that promised disappointment if I failed.

      “Yeah, I got this,” I replied, like I could ever deny the man who saved me from my pack as well as myself.

      I stuffed my hands in my pockets and followed Nathan out of his office. The sun had already risen, and the boss should’ve been in bed hours ago. He’d waited to hear from Damon, who’d just called. They were an hour away.

      “Keep an open mind,” Nathan said, moving toward the door to his apartment. “You heard Damon. She is not like other dhampir. She has better control of herself than most members of the clan who we consider less dangerous.”

      “Yeah, I got this,” I snarled, then immediately regretted it.

      Nathan stopped with his hand on the door handle. “Are you mad because your wolf sees more than you?” he asked. “Or because he took the choice from you?”

      A low growl rumbled up my throat. How did a damn vampire know just as much about my wolf as I did? Because he all but raised me. Nathan found an eighteen-year-old wolf wandering in the woods, running from his own pack. He helped me through all the awkward phases, the angry phases, and even the ‘I don’t want to be human’ phase. Nathan probably knew me better than I did.

      “Both,” I conceded.

      “Get over it. He let you put your dick in whoever you wanted for the last three centuries,” Nathan growled back, throwing open his door. “When he finally knows what he wants, you piss all over him.”

      He slammed the door in my face and the steel walls that would seal him in started rolling across the foyer. I backed up to the stairwell and waited for the metal coffin to imprison the man I considered my hero.

      I shook my head and dragged both hands through my hair. Nathan might be right, but I still didn’t want to hear it. Kenrid left this building less than a week ago to prove that Lorna was plotting with an unknown enemy against us. Now he and Damon were coming back with a fricking dhampir insisting she was the victim.

      How did they not see the plan she’d set in motion? She was already dividing us. My sharp bark of laughter echoed through the empty club. I seemed to be the only one not under her spell. I needed to keep it that way. Someone had to have a clear head so when she betrayed us, I’d be sane enough to do what needed to be done.

      I jogged down the steps, across the empty dance floor and out of The Fanged Prince. Once it was locked up tight, I jumped into my new truck and headed to Kenrid’s cottage on the beach. Evidently, that would be Lorna’s new temporary home. I’d refused to let her stay with me and she couldn’t stay with either Damon or Nathan for obvious reasons.

      A surge of jealousy from my wolf burned my gut. He wasn’t allowed to be jealous. I made the decision to keep my distance, and he needed to accept that. But Nathan’s words echoed in my mind. My wolf hadn’t cared who I had sex with all this time, but how could he possibly consider a dhampir? I didn’t get it, but I also didn’t want to keep ‘pissing on him,’ as Nathan so eloquently put it. So I just ignored the furry shit.

      I only had to wait outside the cottage for twenty minutes before Kenrid’s white Corvette pulled into the driveway. Damon followed close behind on his motorbike. As soon as I got out of my truck, I heard Lorna’s sweet voice. Only it wasn’t so sweet.

      “Really?” she asked, pushing open the passenger door of Kenrid’s sports car. “How the hell is this any safer than my home? We’re sitting ducks out in the middle of nowhere.”

      I would’ve laughed if anyone else had made that kind of comment about Kenrid’s home. He had powerful wards wrapped around his place. I was surprised anyone could get in.

      “Come on, little d’laej, I’ll show you where all the magical bombs are hidden.” Damon grabbed her hand and led her to the back of the house and the beach.

      When had he given her a nickname? And little ‘demon’? What was he implying? Had he claimed her as his? My wolf reared back at the thought, and I pushed it aside.

      I closed the distance to Kenrid and the two of us watched our friend lead the enemy to the beach.

      “Wanna tell me what all that’s about?” I asked.

      “Not really,” Kenrid replied. “But I’ll get you up to speed about what happened. Damon left a few details out of his phone conversation with Nathan.”

      He popped open the hood of his car, and I gave him a funny look, which morphed into a laugh when he pulled two bags from the engine compartment. I stepped beside him, and my humor died.

      “Where the hell’s the engine?” I asked.

      Kenrid smiled and I nearly fell over backward. I hadn’t seen the man smile in years.

      “The engine’s in the back,” he explained. “All the newest models are built that way.”

      He pressed a button and the hood/trunk closed on its own. I stared at him like he grew an extra head because he was still smiling. Not a full-on, open-mouth smile. I didn’t think he was capable, but his lips sure pulled against gravity.

      “What happened to you?” I asked.

      “The look on your face is almost as good as Damon’s,” he replied. “Come on. I need tea and something other than fast food.”

      I trailed behind him, noticing a slight flinch with every step. Damon definitely left out a lot. He didn’t say a thing about anyone getting hurt in either of their attacks. I glanced toward the beach but couldn’t see him or Lorna past the dunes and sea grass.

      I jogged up to Kenrid’s side and took one of the bags from him. “You hurt?”

      “Just some bruised ribs,” he replied, opening his front door, and waiting for me to go past.

      A tingle of magic raced over my skin, clinging for several seconds before it finally let go. It was one of the many protections Kenrid had on his home. If his magical barrier hadn’t recognized me, I’d be lying on the floor unconscious.

      “I need to add Lorna to the guest list,” he said. “Give me a moment.”

      “No problem.” I dropped the bag in the small foyer and headed for the kitchen. It wouldn’t take him long to modify his protection spells to include another person. It would give me just enough time to pilfer his refrigerator.

      Unfortunately, I’d forgotten that the fae didn’t eat meat. His fridge was empty, because of course it was. Fresh vegetables only lasted a few days and Kenrid had been gone a week. So, what had he planned on cooking? Hopefully, none of that ‘wanna be meat’ shit.

      I shuddered and closed the refrigerator. I barely had time to stick my head in the pantry before Kenrid joined me.

      “I’m making vegetables and fried rice,” he said. “I realize I’ll need to add some red meat to my stock for Lorna, but not today.”

      I smiled at the curl of his lip and wrinkled nose.

      “Are you sure you can stomach it?” I teased. “I know how you feel about a nice juicy steak.”

      Kenrid snarled at me and pulled a bag of vegetables from the freezer. “Don’t be an ass. I assume you’re still angry that we brought her back.”

      My mood soured with his words. Was I that damned easy to read or had he talked to Nathan behind my back? Probably both.

      “I’m just being cautious, man,” I replied, leaning against his counter. “The rest of you seemed to have lost your heads over her.”

      “Just wait until you see her interact with Damon,” Kenrid said. “I was still a little bit on the fence until he showed up.” He pulled a wok from a cabinet by the stove and started heating it. “She told him it was his choice whether or not she bit him.”

      “And Damon believed her?” I asked, not hiding my skepticism.

      “Yes, and now he’s testing her.” The predatory smile Kenrid was known for spread across his face. “He bribes her with promises of his blood to get her to do what he wants. So far, she hasn’t managed to follow his instructions to the letter.” He shrugged. “No little tastes for our dhampir.”

      “No shit, and how is she handling that?” I started to panic until I remembered how Damon grabbed her hand and dragged her to the beach. Did she have him entranced? Is that why he didn’t fear her?

      “I think she’s enjoying the game,” Kenrid replied, dropping his veggies into the sizzling pan. I cringed. How did he eat that shit? “This last time, she almost managed to close all his loopholes. The most surprising part is that she never presses him. She respects his choice to say no.”

      “Are you sure she’s dhampir?” I asked. She sounded nothing like the rabid creatures we’d condemned to death.

      “Almost positive,” Kenrid replied, giving his dinner a quick stir. “Why didn’t you tell me Damon was brilliant? All this time, I’ve assumed he’s just a quiet soldier doing whatever Nathan commanded.”

      I laughed at the fae. “You clearly don’t spend enough time with us. Damon’s one of the smartest men I know. He just doesn’t advertise it.”

      “Clearly.”

      I pushed away from the counter to look out the window, giving me a perfect view of the beach and my friend. Lorna stood at the water’s edge, kicking the sand. Damon stood a few feet away, watching her. I wondered what they were talking about, or was my best bud just standing there in silence like he normally did?

      “What’d he say to reveal his brilliance?” I asked.

      “I think he discovered why she has so much control over her urges,” Kenrid replied. “Or at least part of the reason.”

      I spun around to face the fae. He stared back at me with a wooden spoon in one hand.

      “And?”

      “She grew up with humans, not vampires,” Kenrid replied. “She was never forced into her awakening. Her adoptive parents loved her and gave her every opportunity to make a life for herself without the pressures of the magical community.”

      I let his words sink in. I supposed they were Damon’s words. He would make that connection. My friend saw everything logically. I only wished I could get past my emotions the way Damon did and just see things. But I couldn’t.

      “What’s the other part?” I asked, trying to keep my wolf from growling. He and I would be fighting before this was over.

      Kenrid stirred a pan of rice I hadn’t seen him put on the stove. Was I that distracted?

      “I didn’t realize what happened the first time,” he said. “Damon and I both thought we’d lost her after the attack at Maxwell Securities. She retreated into her mind for hours. Neither of us could reach her despite all our efforts. I feared that when she finally woke up, we’d have to deal with the rabid creature everyone expected her to be. But we didn’t.”

      I gave him my best ‘what the hell are you talking about’ look.

      “When she eventually woke up, she seemed fine. Told us she just had to sort out what happened,” he explained. “When we reached the hotel, she sorted us and the hotel room. I pissed her off in the car on the way here and she blanked out again. When she came back to us, she said she was ‘sorting all the shit we kept throwing at her.’ I don’t think she was lost at all. I think she was processing the trauma in her mind.”

      I didn’t want to be intrigued, but I couldn’t help it. “So, you think she’s got a filing cabinet in her brain where she sorts everything?”

      “That’s a simplified version, but yes,” he replied.

      I watched him dump the cooked rice into his wok with the veggies. A mouthwatering aroma filled the kitchen, but I refused to admit it. I needed meat, damn it, and there wasn’t a single ounce of protein in that pan—even though there was enough for all of us.

      “So, you think she can control herself around Nathan?” I asked, going back to looking out the window. Lorna and Damon were halfway back to the house.

      “I’m not ready to find out yet,” Kenrid replied. “I think that’s why Damon keeps testing her. He wants to see how far he can push before she gives in.”

      I let out a long breath. “Yeah, it makes sense. If she caves on Damon, at least he can’t awaken her magic.”

      “That was Damon’s thought as well,” Kenrid said. “And my presence seems to dampen her urges, so I can keep her from hurting him.”

      I forced myself to look away from the couple walking along the sandy path toward me. My wolf hammered against my control, wanting to fight my best friend for having his hand in hers. I would never fight Damon over a woman. Didn’t matter what he took from me, I could never hurt him.

      “I think your presence would calm her as well, Elliott, if you’d give yourself a chance. Your wolf could give her a sense of safety and complete dedication, unlike the rest of us,” Kenrid said. “I’m beginning to think she needs that balance. She can’t help what she is, but we can make sure she doesn’t become the monster we all know lies just beneath the surface.”

      I didn’t want to hear his logic no matter how true it might be. But rather than spout off a caustic reply, I just bit my tongue and kept quiet.
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      I wasn’t normally a beach person. I didn’t like the way the salt water stuck to me, making my skin feel dry and tight. The scorching sand turned into an unwelcome exfoliate every time the wind blew. Worst of all was the bird shit. Tiny birds chased the incoming waves in search of whatever little critters they ate. No one could convince me that they didn’t shit all over the beach. Then we walked in it.

      But as I looked toward the cute bungalow settled among the dunes, I really wanted to stay on the beach. I finally sorted all the details of everything I’d learned so far. My mind felt a little more normal. But I knew that as soon as I walked into that damn house, everything would be turned upside down again.

      Damon surprised me when he grabbed my hand and pulled me to the beach when we first arrived. It surprised me even more when he insisted on doing it again on our way back. I didn’t normally like physical contact, but Damon’s fingers entwined with mine didn’t bother me. Probably because it kept me close enough to breathe in his luscious scent. Which also should’ve bothered me but didn’t.

      Wanting to bite someone wasn’t normal.

      As much as I wanted to pounce on him, I managed to hold back. Mostly because I didn’t want to become the monster they described earlier. According to Damon and Kenrid, the dhampir were destined to become mass murderers.

      When I was around Nathan, I could understand why. His scent called to me in a way I couldn’t deny. As long as I kept my distance from him, I could stay sane. At least that was the plan. I just hoped Nathan agreed.

      Damon also told me about the surge of magic that accompanied the exchange of blood between vampires and dhampir. In the past, vampires couldn’t resist the strength they gained and willingly took the risk of keeping their dhampir.

      I really hoped Nathan wasn’t a power monger. Kenrid tried to convince me that he wasn’t, but working for Maxwell had given me a front-row seat to the many politicians and corporate giants who fell prey to the lure of more power.

      No matter what happened, my future didn’t look very promising.

      “What happens next?” I asked, reluctantly allowing Damon to lead me away from the beach.

      “We’ll get you settled in,” Damon replied. “Then find out who’s after you and why.”

      “Hmm. Okay.”

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about getting settled in. I didn’t do well in other people’s homes. I couldn’t make the space my own, which left me in a constant state of discomfort. It’d be like basic training all over again.

      I shuddered. At least I wouldn’t be sharing it with a dozen other people. I shuddered again. I’d be living with a man who stirred desires I had no business feeling.

      “You okay?” Damon asked, gently squeezing my hand.

      “Yeah,” I lied, then thought better of it. “No. Not really.”

      “We’ll protect you,” my companion said.

      I didn’t argue with him even though I wanted to. I wasn’t sure whom I should be protected from. So far, Damon and Kenrid acted like my safety was the most important thing in their lives. But their actions made no sense. Why would they want to keep me? Why not just kill me and save the world from the bloodlust that would supposedly consume me?

      I didn’t bring anything positive to their clan. Both Kenrid and Damon had already demonstrated their dedication to Nathan. Our hour-long discussion about the clan only confirmed it. They would do what they needed to protect their people. So why keep me around?

      I looked up at Damon to find him watching me. His dark eyes held no uncertainty as his gaze swept toward my lips. I sucked in a shallow breath when he turned to face me. I stopped breathing altogether when his free hand blazed a trail up my spine. My eyes fluttered closed when his strong fingers gripped my neck and his warm lips met mine.

      It wasn't a demanding or forceful kiss. More like a light caress that tickled my senses yet made the entire world around me disappear. It was only me and my demon. His tongue glided across mine with a gentle sweep before he pulled away, peppering kisses along my jaw. I missed him completely. Not only did I hunger for his blood, but now I'd gotten the sweet taste of his kiss. I was ruined.

      “I can’t enchant you,” Damon said. I’d swear he could read my mind. “Not like you enchant me.”

      I huffed. “Whatever. My desire for you makes me stupid,” I admitted. “I’d do just about anything if you agreed to let me taste you.”

      “It’s a good thing I won’t ask you to do something you wouldn’t want to do.”

      He grinned at me, and I couldn’t stop myself from smiling back. He was such a flirt, in a very subtle sort of way. But he was right. Everything he’d asked of me was either for my own good—hiding in the bathroom—or protected all of us in our mad dash from North Carolina to Florida.

      I probably would’ve done everything he asked anyway because it made sense, but he’d made it a challenge. His tactic was brilliant because I hadn’t argued with him. I just did it with the hopes of getting what I wanted in return.

      I needed to get over that. I would not let this hunger control my life. I certainly wouldn’t let this man use it to control me. Is that what Damon was doing? Trying to control me? I narrowed my eyes at him and pulled my hand from his. He raised an eyebrow at me, and we stopped in the middle of the sandy path.

      “You’re manipulating me,” I stated.

      “Yes,” he agreed without a moment of hesitation.

      I took another step back from him. “Why?”

      “I need to make sure you are in control of your hunger before I let you get near my boss,” he replied. “So far, you’ve impressed me with your ability to not react to all my temptations.”

      I searched his dark eyes for a lie, but I couldn’t find it. He’d been honest with me for the last twenty-four hours or so, even when the truth was hard to hear. But I wasn’t sure how his declaration made me feel. Used? Kind of. Untrustworthy? Definitely. But who could blame him?

      I tore my gaze from his and rushed to the house. I thought I’d sorted Damon into his assigned box in my mind, but I should’ve known better. No one was that simple to understand.

      Twenty yards from the house, a tingle ran over my skin and the sense of dread I’d felt at The Fanged Prince punched me in the gut. I doubled over, cradling my arms across my stomach. Damon was at my side a moment later, his warm palm rubbing my back.

      “That’s one of the many protections surrounding Kenrid’s home,” he said. “Keep walking and you’ll pass through it in a few seconds.”

      I craned my neck to look up at him and gave him my best glare.

      “Do you want me to carry you?” he asked, letting his hand slide down my back.

      I stepped out of his reach and shook my head. “No. I got this.” I forced one foot in front of the other, the sensation getting worse with each step. Saliva pooled in my mouth and bitter bile rose in my throat. This was way worse than what I felt at the nightclub.

      “Holy shit,” I whined, then took off at a dead sprint. I didn’t stop until I reached the covered back porch even though the painful sensation faded long before I got there.

      “There is another spell at the threshold,” Damon said, once again at my side. I never even heard him. How did his enormous weight not make a sound coming up the steps?

      I tossed another glare his way between my ragged breaths. No, I wasn’t gasping for air because of the short run. It was the impending panic racing up my spine. And now, I had to endure yet another test of my will. There was no way I’d stay here if I had to walk through that shit every time I wanted to go to the beach. No fricking way. I’d be a nervous wreck after the first day. The thought of being stuck in the house for fear of the spells protecting it made my knees weak. I wouldn’t be a prisoner, not even for my own good.

      “This one isn’t as bad, little d’laej,” Damon said. “It’ll feel like a deep muscle massage and nothing more.”

      I spun on my heel to face him, clamping my hands into fists. “And will I have to endure that shit every time?” I asked. “Because that’s not happening.”

      “It is only unpleasant the first time,” he replied. “The perimeter magic will recognize you and let you pass unimpeded. The spell at the threshold will always feel the same, but it doesn’t hurt.”

      He pushed open the door and stepped halfway through. A shimmer ran over the half of his body inside the house from his head to his feet. Damon didn’t even flinch.

      “Kenrid’s spell is searching for any unknown magic. As long as it finds nothing, I’m safe to enter.” He stepped all the way through the doorway, then held his hand out to me. I could almost see the magic slide over him then pop back into place.

      “What happens if it finds something it doesn’t like?” I asked, not certain about walking through.

      “I’m sure Kenrid added you to the guest list,” Damon replied, totally evading my question. “I had several motives for taking you for a walk along the beach.”

      Could I trust he wasn’t just leading me into a magical death trap? If they wanted me dead, they’d had more than enough opportunity to do it before now.

      I ignored Damon’s outstretched palm and stepped up to the threshold. I reached out with one hand and knew the minute I hit Kenrid’s spell. The familiarity of his magic wrapped around my fingers, sending a web of tingles up my arm. I shivered despite the stifling heat. Kenrid’s magic always called to me, but it never felt like this.

      I pushed a little farther and a rush of pleasure blossomed in my core, then followed the wave of shivers running along my skin. I swore it felt like hands caressing my body, igniting a desire so intense I thought I’d explode. Just like the sensation of chasing an orgasm, I wanted more.

      I stepped completely into the doorway and stopped. A flood of warmth dove to my lady parts and a soft moan escaped my lips. I leaned on the doorframe and closed my eyes, enjoying the sensations coursing through my body. From Kenrid’s magic. I could almost imagine his hands sliding along my bare skin.

      Maybe I could endure walking in and out of the house. Maybe I’d do it on purpose just to experience this unfathomable bliss.

      “I don’t think the spell is supposed to do that,” Damon said.

      “No, it isn’t,” Kenrid agreed, his voice low and a little harsh. “I’ll need to fix it.”

      My eyes snapped open, and my face burned with embarrassment. Had Kenrid felt my reaction? Dear God, I hoped not. I stumbled through the door and pushed past the men blocking my path. I didn’t want them to see any of the expressions on my face. I couldn’t believe I’d just stood there and enjoyed a near-orgasm with an audience.

      “Seems like you might have been distracted when you added her to the guest list.” Damon chuckled. My embarrassment doubled.

      I really hoped Kenrid would fix it. No matter how good it felt, I couldn’t be embarrassed like that every time I walked through the door. I didn’t know how spells worked, and I wasn’t about to ask. So, I did what I always do. I tucked it away into its own little box and ignored it so I could take in my new home. Temporary home. After all, I couldn’t stay with Kenrid.

      An open floor plan greeted me. A group of two small sofas and two armchairs filled the left side of the room. A square high-top table and four chairs took up the front corner on the right. A small L-shaped kitchen sat behind it.

      The sand-colored walls accented by dark wood trim and floors felt cold and empty. There were no personal items in the entire space. No art on the walls, no photos of family or friends. My OCD appreciated the blank canvas, but my mind wondered why it was so empty. It was like no one really lived here.

      Obviously, someone did, because the smell of grilled vegetables, soy sauce, and a hint of ginger filled my nostrils. The enticing aroma of real food eclipsed Damon’s scent. My stomach growled, reminding me that I hadn’t had a good meal in way too long.

      A shadow of relief drifted over me. I wasn’t a monster ruled by this unnatural hunger if real food could replace my longing for Damon’s blood. I was still a normal person who could eat normal food and have a normal life. I paused, furrowing my brow. Was that why I didn't notice the vampires at the charity event the other day? Did the smell of normal food—which was divine—override the temptation for vampires?

      “Have a seat,” Kenrid said. “I hope you like stir-fry.”

      He strolled past me and headed to the kitchen. I didn’t miss him adjusting the bulge in his blue jeans. My face flushed again. He must have felt my arousal through his magic and obviously reacted to it. I didn’t really want to think about it because I could still feel his phantom fingers on my skin.

      I hurried to the dining room table, hoping no one noticed my embarrassment. Damon chuckled and joined me. Of course he noticed. I still suspected he could read my mind. I wasn’t an open book. Well, not when I tried, anyway. I hadn’t been embracing Mallory or Gale. So maybe I was easy to read.

      I needed to fix that immediately. Mallory greeted me with enthusiasm, and I embraced her persona with a smile. Now, if I could only hold onto her.

      Elliott leaned against the kitchen counter by the stove, giving me a wary look. It was so unlike the last time I saw him. He’d been flirty with a smile plastered on his face. Not anymore. Now he just watched me slide into a chair with my back to one of the windows. So much for holding onto that smile.

      An awkward silence fell over the room. Any lingering pleasure from Kenrid’s spell vanished right along with the comfort I’d felt from Damon’s presence on the beach. I pulled my focus from Elliott’s intense stare over to Kenrid, who was busy gathering plates from one of the cabinets. If he felt the change in the atmosphere, he didn’t acknowledge it.

      “Elliott.” Damon’s voice was gruff and almost accusatory.

      “Don’t, man,” Elliott snarled, and I could swear his eyes changed color. They didn’t do the whole turning red thing like Nathan’s had. They seemed to glow a deeper shade of blue. The two men stared at each other like they were having a silent conversation.

      Elliott’s snarl turned into a growl and Damon rose from his chair next to me. The tension in the air grew so thick I could almost reach out and grab it. A new magic tingled over my skin; not Kenrid’s fae and not Damon’s. Something entirely different that I assumed came from Elliott, who pushed away from the counter and sank into a stance I recognized well.

      Was he expecting a fight? What the hell? I turned in my seat and looked at Damon, who was no longer human. He towered over me, especially in my seated position. One of his wings fanned out behind me, enveloping me in his scent and his magic.

      Had I not recognized the impending fight between the two, I would’ve relished Damon’s unique smell and the very defined abdominals at the perfect level to lick. Now wasn’t the time.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, scooting out of my seat.

      The hooked end of Damon’s wing snagged my shoulder, stopping my movement. Elliott roared. A green mist circled his body like a mini tornado. The sound of snapping bones took me back to our fight in Maxwell’s parking lot. I sucked in a deep breath to stifle my scream and immediately choked on it.

      Seconds later, the mist faded, and an enormous wolf lunged over the table. Elliott’s wolf—I assumed it had to be him—had layers of red fur overlapping a gray undercoat. His wide-open jaw was aimed at Damon’s throat.

      My scream finally emerged. I stumbled backward as Elliott’s wolf slammed into Damon’s demon. Damon grabbed him by the throat, holding the deadly teeth at bay, but it didn’t stop Elliott from digging his back claws across Damon’s scaled torso.

      “Stop!” I bellowed, holding up my hands like it’d do any good. I stepped toward the fight, but a pair of strong arms looped around my waist from behind.

      “Don’t, Lorna,” Kenrid said. “Elliott’s wolf needs this, and Damon won’t hurt him.”

      I barely heard Kenrid over the growls and snarls a few feet away. I couldn’t just let them fight. Deep down, I knew it was my fault.

      The two men—creatures—ignored my continued pleas for them to stop. Kenrid refused to let me go, even when his dining room table collapsed beneath the combined weight of the demon and wolf falling into it. Kenrid just pulled me farther into the living room.

      Damon swiped a clawed hand across Elliott’s long snout, eliciting a short whine followed by another growl. When the wolf lunged again, Damon wrapped him up in a bear hug, wings and all. Maybe it was a demon hug? I couldn’t see any part of Elliott’s wolf past Damon’s large form.

      They remained still for several moments. I could almost hear Damon whispering to Elliott. What was he saying? Were they done fighting? Would they even tell me what started it? I glanced over my shoulder at Kenrid, who still had me locked in his arms. He watched the two men across the room with obvious concern.

      Before I could ask what happened, another surge of magic filled the room—a mixture of Damon’s and Elliott’s. A pair of bare feet hit the floor connected to very toned calves. I couldn’t see anything else past Damon’s wide human body.

      “You good?” Damon asked.

      “Yeah,” Elliott mumbled.

      Kenrid slid around in front of me, blocking my view of what I suspected was a very naked man. My face flushed immediately. I dropped my forehead against Kenrid’s shoulder.

      “There should still be a set of clothes in the spare room,” Kenrid said. I assumed he was talking to Elliott, who just grunted in return. “Are you okay, Lorna?”

      I honestly had no idea. I hadn’t known that Elliott was a shifter. Kenrid and Damon refused to tell me. Witnessing a fight against Damon was not how I wanted to find out.

      “I think I need some time to process,” I mumbled, not lifting my head from his shoulder.

      “I understand, just promise you’ll come back,” he whispered into my hair.

      I looked up at him, but he didn’t meet my gaze. Did he know about the compartments in my mind? Was it a fae thing? I was pretty sure my brain couldn’t take any more answers right now. I needed to create a box for Elliott, reorganize Damon’s, and maybe even create a new one for myself. None of my current personas could handle the chaos my life had become.

      I didn’t think I could get lost in my mind, though. Could I?

      “I promise,” I said just as quietly.

      He nodded, letting his hands slide down my arms before leading me down the hallway to one of the bedrooms.

      “No one will bother you,” Kenrid said, letting me walk past him into the room. “I’ll save some food for you.”

      He closed the door, leaving me alone in what I suspected was his room. It smelled like him even though there were no personal items anywhere. Just like the rest of the house. I immediately kicked off my shoes and crawled into the king-sized bed, closing myself off from all the chaos around me.
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      By the time I got dressed and rejoined my brothers, my wolf was under control. I still couldn’t believe he’d attacked my best friend. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t hurt Damon over a woman. Not just any woman, but a dhampir. My wolf proved that he was way stronger than me. Or maybe my convictions over Lorna had been shaken, and he took advantage of my doubt.

      I strolled back into the open living space and cringed. Two of Kindred’s chairs and the dining table were destroyed. The plain almond-colored curtains hung in tatters from the window. My friends stood next to each other in front of the kitchen sink with their arms crossed over their chests giving me the same disapproving look.

      “Sorry,” I muttered.

      “She will likely spend the next few hours in that weird comatose state that scared the hell out of us last time while she tries to sort all the shit we just threw at her,” Kenrid said. “If you can’t control your wolf, stay away.”

      I wanted to be mad at him, but he was right. And I’d failed Nathan by not being able to control myself. Now I’d have to admit that I was more unstable than a dhampir. In the half hour she’d spent with Damon on the beach, she never even tried to attack him. Even when she slammed into the perimeter spell, she kept her head and just barreled through it.

      I might have been able to keep my wolf in check if Kenrid hadn’t fucked up the threshold spell. When her arousal saturated the room, I was barely hanging on. Then Damon had to get close, acting like he’d already claimed her.

      I looked at my friend without hiding my confusion. He hadn’t claimed her, had he? Why would he?

      “Yes,” Damon stated. Even though he denied being able to read my mind, he always seemed to know what I was thinking. Maybe it was from being together for nearly three centuries.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “My magic wants her,” he replied, like it was the most logical thing in the world.

      “But she’ll devour you,” I argued.

      Damon smirked and my wolf rose back to the edge of my control.

      “That’s my concern, not yours.” Damon pushed away from the counter and grabbed two plates of stir-fried veggies and rice. “Besides, she wasn’t the one who attacked me despite all my efforts to tempt her.”

      He handed me a plate as he walked by. I took it, because how could I not? More importantly, I wanted to know how to accept everything as easily as he did. The man just went with it, like his life wasn’t in jeopardy.

      “Seriously, dude,” I said, following him into the living room with my plate of vegetables. “You’re not worried about becoming her blood donor?”

      “No, not after the last twenty-four hours we’ve spent together.” Damon sat in one of the chairs, pulling the coffee table over to him. “She’s been through a lot in the last ten days, the worst of it being yesterday. If she were going to snap, she would have already.”

      I frowned at his declaration. Everything he and Kenrid said made sense, but it was so hard to accept the contradiction. I expected a feral animal from our dhampir. Maybe I even hoped for it.

      More likely, I was just pissed off because my wolf didn’t pick my dream woman. I’d always assumed I’d fall head-over-heels for a sexy, submissive wolf who’d worship everything about me. I resented my wolf for stealing my dreams.

      Kenrid brushed past me and sat in the chair next to Damon. He didn’t bother to put his plate on the table. He held his meal in one hand and shoveled mouthfuls with a spoon in his other. I shook my head and sat on one of the sofas, also balancing my plate in my hand. My wolf grumbled at me over the lack of meat, but my stomach growled even louder.

      We sat in silence for several minutes, our utensils scraping against our plates the only sounds in the room. I had to admit that Kenrid really knew how to make vegetables taste good. I wouldn’t tell him, but this shit was good. It’d be better with some diced pork or beef, but it was still pretty satisfying.

      “I wanted to test her with my blood today,” Damon said, interrupting our silence. “But she’s probably had enough.”

      Kenrid nodded. “I agree. Let’s give her a couple days to process everything.” He set his empty plate on the coffee table and leaned back in his chair. “We have a clan meeting two days from now. What do you think about her attending?”

      I opened my mouth to object, but Damon beat me to it.

      “She’s not ready,” the demon said. “We need to find her limits in a controlled environment before we drop her in a room full of vampires.”

      “I feel the same,” Kenrid said. “My judgment is a little clouded, so I thought I’d ask.”

      I stared at the fae, stunned by his admission. My wolf nudged me, wanting to know what the hell he meant. I was pretty sure I already knew, and my wolf wasn’t ready to hear it. Once again, I ignored the furry shit.

      “Will you be staying here with her?” I asked. “Or do we need to trade off?”

      “I’ll stay,” Kenrid replied. “I have some research to do online and some phone calls to make. I can do it just as easily here as anywhere else.”

      Damon grunted, drawing my attention. I knew what he hadn’t said.

      “You can’t be alone with her, man,” I argued. “If Kenrid needs to leave, I’ll take on the babysitting duties.”

      “And who will stay with her during our meeting?” Damon asked.

      Good question. As Nathan’s lieutenants, we had to be there. Our meetings weren’t always peaceful. Imagine that! Putting a bunch of vampires, shifters, fae, witches, and myriad other magical species in the same room tended to create a little tension. Yes, we’re all about acceptance and inclusion, but that didn’t mean we exchanged gifts at Christmas. We tolerated each other and respected everyone’s differences, but that was about it.

      Damon and I always had to attend as peacekeepers. Kenrid was pretty good at keeping the fae from pissing off everyone in the room by being the condescending assholes we all knew they were. He never admitted it, but I suspected Kenrid was part of the summer fae royalty. The rest of the fae in our clan deferred to him too easily. They also kept his secrets, which was telling enough on its own.

      “We can’t leave her here alone,” I said when no one offered any answers. “She might decide to run.”

      “I’ll talk to Nathan,” Kenrid said. “You’re right, though. I’m not sure if she’s done running. But we know for certain someone is hunting her. Being that they followed us from Baltimore, they likely know where she is.”

      A knowing look passed between us. Kenrid’s wards were good but not infallible.

      “Does she know?” I asked. “Does she realize the danger she’s in?”

      “Yes,” Damon replied.

      “Sort of,” Kenrid added. “We don’t know who’s after her or their reasoning. If someone else knows what she is, I’m not sure she’s safe here. My wards will work on a handful of attackers, but if a full vampire kiss comes after her, or several fae, they won’t hold.”

      “New Orleans?” Damon asked.

      Kenrid and I both knew what he meant. Should we take her to our original fortress in New Orleans? It had way better protections than anything we had in Florida.

      “Let’s get through our clan meeting,” I suggested. “If we bail out now, we’re abandoning our newest members. Our whole reason for setting up the club was to support them.”

      “You’re right,” Kenrid agreed. “I’ll strengthen the protections and get ready to move. You’ll bring Nathan up to speed?”

      “Yeah,” I replied, rising from the sofa with my empty plate.

      Damon joined me, picking up Kenrid’s plate as well. I glanced down the hall as I passed by, equal amounts of guilt and longing plaguing me. Maybe I needed to create a file cabinet in my brain to sort out all the shit coming our way.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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      “Are you sure, Kenrid?” I asked the man sitting next to me on the sofa.

      “Yes,” he replied, sliding his laptop to me.

      We’d just finished eating another vegetarian meal made by my new roommate. Saying his cooking skills exceeded mine was an understatement. I didn’t have a picky palate. I could honestly eat just about anything, but the last several meals Kenrid prepared were amazing. The fact that none of them contained red meat only made it more astounding.

      Don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed a good steak, or grilled pork chop, or stuffed chicken breast, but I also loved a healthy salad and pasta. Bread. Bread was amazing in all its forms. Mm.

      Our empty plates sat on the opposite end of the coffee table, and Kenrid’s laptop displayed a variety of dining room sets. He wanted me to pick one.

      “This is your home,” I argued. “I’m just a temporary guest. Why would you want me to make this decision?”

      He tilted his head and his piercing green eyes met mine. I looked away before I could get lost in them. Being cooped up in this tiny house for the last two days with an incredibly handsome man whose magic called to me had challenged all my self-control.

      No, I didn’t want to bite him. I just wanted to rub my hands all over his bare skin. My desire to have sex with him was so out of character, it scared me. I shouldn’t want him. Not like this. It didn’t matter which of my persona I tried to channel, my desire didn’t change.

      “I’m rarely here,” Kenrid replied. “I thought it might make you more comfortable if you could pick something you liked.”

      My fingers hovered over the keyboard, and I paused my scrolling, not really seeing anything on the screen. My mind was too preoccupied. I wasn’t sure how to take his comment. Picking furniture probably wouldn’t change my discomfort unless I rearranged the whole house.

      The seating arrangement in the living room drove me crazy. So did the furniture in my bedroom. I couldn’t stand having the small appliances on the countertop in the kitchen. They should’ve had a spot in the pantry.

      But I couldn’t tell Kenrid how to arrange his space. It was his, not mine.

      “I don’t mind making suggestions,” I hedged. “But the final decision is yours.”

      I felt him shift on the sofa next to me and peeked at him from the corner of my eye. He was still watching me. I scooted away and he sighed.

      “Lorna.” His voice sounded so defeated, I almost felt guilty for trying to put space between us. “Can we talk about the fae for a few minutes?”

      His question completely surprised me. How did we go from buying furniture to talking about the fae?

      “Okay,” I replied.

      I scooted to the corner of the sofa tucking my feet beneath me and turning to face him. He leaned back and pulled his fingers through his already messy hair. The fine, straight strands fell right back over his forehead. I barely resisted the urge to reach out and touch him.

      “We already discussed the fae realms and courts, but we didn’t go into what makes us unique.” He cleared his throat and looked down at the cushion between us. “Fae cannot lie, but they’ve become the masters of skirting around the truth.”

      My eyebrows rose into my hairline. I wanted to point out that I was fae—according to him—and I lied all the time. Luckily, I caught myself. No one wanted to hear that.

      “I’ve been exiled from the fae realms because of . . .” He paused and cleared his throat again. “Lots of reasons. Most of the fae on Earth have also been exiled. The courts don’t allow anyone to leave of their own choice. That doesn’t mean you can trust any of the fae you might meet, though.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Does that mean I can’t trust you?” I asked.

      “I’d like to think I’m different,” he replied, shaking his head. “When I left home, I left everything behind. I swore I would not be like my kind. I made an oath to abandon as many of my fae qualities as I could. Which is why I refuse to share information if I don’t know the truth.”

      I nodded, understanding where our conversation was going. He’d pissed me off in the car when he wouldn’t tell me about my biological mother. Maybe it was because he really couldn’t lie and didn’t want to play word games with me.

      “I wasn’t trying to keep anything from you,” he said, his voice softening. “I only have theories, no proof. I refuse to mislead you by saying someone may be your mother when I know she also may not.”

      “I understand,” I said. “And I appreciate your explanation. Is there anything else about the fae I should know? Especially things that I might experience or have experienced and didn’t realize what it was?”

      Kenrid draped one arm over the back of the sofa and nodded. “I suspect your ability to sort your mind is a fae trait.”

      My eyes widened at his admission, but I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t. No one knew about all the boxes in my head.

      “I won’t ask you to tell me.” He continued when it became obvious I wouldn’t. “Our minds are fragile enough without adding more stress. Which is why I asked if we could talk about this. Are you okay to add more information?”

      Tears burned the back of my eyes. No one had ever considered whether or not I could handle it. Most of that was my fault because I didn’t share that part of myself with anyone. But no one ever acted like they even cared. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. My parents tried not to overwhelm me and always made sure my childhood was consistent and ordered.

      I nodded in response to his question, then swallowed the lump in my throat. “Yes, I’m good,” I croaked. For the first time in my life, my mind felt settled—like everything in my world was exactly as it should be.

      “The sensation you feel racing between us is also a fae trait,” he continued. My face flushed and Kenrid smiled. “Some fae are rather sensual. Sex is something shared freely without jealousy or judgment. It is very possible that you will be propositioned should you meet another fae. They aren’t shy about gaining new partners.”

      I cupped my burning cheeks in both palms. The thought of multiple partners was terrifying and a little intriguing. I had never been with more than one man. Honestly, I’d only had two boyfriends in my entire life. Both of them were kind of a disappointment in bed.

      Bryan was nice and understanding as well as accepting of all my quirks. But our sex life was pretty boring. My previous boyfriend just wanted to get himself off and always left me hanging. Our relationship didn’t last long.

      I scrubbed my cheeks and realized Kenrid was smirking at me. “Shut up,” I said. He laughed and my world fell a little more into place. His smile was stunning, but his laugh: Whew!

      “So will I feel this every time another fae is near?” I waved my hand between us, expecting him to understand the gesture.

      His smile faded. “No. I hope I can teach you how to feel the magic of others, but this—” He mimicked my hand wave. “This is not something everyone experiences.”

      My arm dropped to my side. His explanation sounded a lot like those silly fated mate, urban fantasy stories my sister liked to read. I may have picked one up by accident the last time I was at her house. Possibly.

      “What are you saying?” I asked, testing out that whole lying fae thing.

      “Damon may have said it best the other day,” he replied. “Magic doesn’t always make sense. We can’t try to stuff it into symmetrical boxes of our choosing because it won’t fit. I’ve tried to categorize it most of my life. I’m just now realizing Damon might be correct.”

      He ran his fingers through his hair again and met my questioning gaze. “When magic finds a kinship in someone, it will migrate to that person. I believe that’s what we feel.”

      I replayed his words in my mind trying to find the evasiveness in them. I couldn’t. “You think your magic likes mine and vice versa?”

      “My magic wants yours,” he corrected, leaving no doubt what he meant.

      His pupils narrowed down to pinpricks, making his emerald irises sparkle. I sucked in a breath when the shower of stars that was his glamour trailed down his face. His ears slowly grew to the soft points I remembered from a few days ago, and the magical glow surrounded his body. But he didn’t move from his spot on the other end of the sofa.

      I slowly let out my breath. Handsome didn’t come close to describing him. He was stunning. And that connection he’d talked about roared to life now that his glamour was gone. Heat ran from my chest down to my lady bits and a soft moan escaped my lips. It took all my willpower not to crawl across the cushions and wrap myself around him.

      “Are you doing that on purpose?” I asked, annoyed that my voice was all breathy. I hated the way this man turned me on. I also loved it.

      “No,” Kenrid whispered. “I just find it very difficult to hold my glamour around you. My magic wants to reveal itself to you with no limitations.” He clasped his hands together in his lap. I wondered if he was having the same difficulties as me. “I know you’re not ready for any of that.”

      Tears pricked my eyes again. How did this man, whom I’d only known for a few days, already respect parts of me that no one else even knew existed? He was too good to be true. Had to be.

      “Anyway, I thought it was important for you to understand what you’re feeling,” he said. “When you think you’re ready to discover more of your fae magic, I’m at your disposal.”

      I blinked several times, trying to keep my emotions at bay. I smiled at the beautiful man across from me. “Is that a proposition?” I teased.

      He laughed and I couldn’t help but join him.

      “Yes, I suppose it is,” he replied, still smiling. “Now, pick out a dining room table for me.”

      I shook my head and pulled the computer onto my lap. “Okay, fine.”

      Kenrid rose and grabbed our dirty dishes while I perused the online offerings. I narrowed it down to two different ones, a high-top table similar to what he had before and an oval pedestal style. When I finished my selections, I glanced over the back of the sofa into the kitchen.

      Kenrid leaned against the counter drying his hands on a towel and watching me without his glamour. His beauty made me a little uncomfortable, mostly because I couldn’t not look at him. I also couldn’t ask him to cover up who he really was. It’d be like him asking me to stop being me. After our conversation earlier, I doubted he would do that. He seemed to understand me in a way no one else did or maybe even could.

      “Did you find something you like?” he asked, tossing the towel on the counter before strolling over to me.

      “I narrowed it down to two choices,” I replied, balancing the laptop on the back of the sofa so he could see it.

      He picked up the computer and furrowed his brow. I wasn’t sure what to think of his expression. Did he hate both? His gaze shifted to me.

      “Which one do you like?” he asked.

      “Well, both would fit in the space without looking stupid,” I replied. “And I picked a color that would go with what was already here.”

      He frowned at me, and I resisted the urge to frown back. Was he trying to force me to make the decision for him? Sure looked like it.

      “What if I said you could change the house’s décor to whatever you wanted?” he asked. “What would you pick?”

      I pulled the computer from his fingers and glared at him. “Are you playing word games with me?”

      He grinned and my rising anger melted. Damn him. “Yes, I suppose I am, but not on purpose. I hate the design of this place, but I’m not here enough to bother changing it.” He gripped the back of the couch and leaned down until his face was only a few inches from mine. “If you’re going to be here any amount of time, you could do it for me. If you wanted.”

      Kenrid’s cool summer breeze wrapped around me with his closeness. I gripped the laptop in my hands a little tighter just to keep from reaching up and running my fingers through his hair.

      “Do you mind if I move all the furniture?” I whispered, locked in his emerald gaze.

      “Not at all.” He leaned in and brushed his nose against my cheek, then drew in a deep breath. “You are entirely too tempting,” he mumbled, then stood up.

      I missed him immediately.

      His cell phone buzzed in his pocket, and he cursed. I spun around, turning my back to the man who set every part of me on fire. I should not want him like that. I’d only known him for a few days—not nearly long enough to think about a relationship.

      Unlike other women, I couldn’t have meaningless sex. Sometimes I envied those who could, but even with my ability to compartmentalize, I couldn’t separate sex from an emotional connection. Kenrid sure tempted me, though. So did Damon, especially after that kiss.

      “Yes, I know,” my temptation said, still standing right behind me. “I’ll be there in time.”

      I glanced over my shoulder to find him frowning at his phone.

      “Is everything okay?” I set the laptop on the coffee table and stood.

      Kenrid didn’t move, just looked up from his phone. “I hoped to be able to skip out on tonight’s meeting, but apparently not.”

      I didn’t quite understand the look on his face. Was that guilt? For what, not telling me he had a meeting to attend? I was honestly surprised he’d stayed with me for the last two days. Sure, he’d spent most of his days in his home office working, but I didn’t expect him to stay by my side twenty-four seven.

      “It’s not a big deal,” I said. “I’ve been living alone for over a decade. I’m pretty sure I’ll survive by myself for one evening.”

      Kenrid’s eyes—still not glamoured—searched my face. “I’ll have to ask you not to go outside,” he said. “You’ll be safe here as long as you stay within the house’s protections.”

      I frowned at him. “I’ve been here for two days and nothing’s happened, Kenrid,” I argued. “I haven’t seen a single person sneaking around your house.”

      “That’s what worries me.” He stuffed his phone in his pocket and squeezed his eyes shut. “We were attacked twice trying to get you here and then nothing. People like that don’t give up that easily.”

      “Could I come with you to this meeting?” I asked, a trickle of unease settling over me.

      “It’s a clan meeting,” he replied. A wave of his magic tickled my skin and his glamour settled back into place. “A third of the attendees will be vampires. You’re not ready for that.”

      I had to agree with him. I remembered all too easily what I felt when I walked into The Fanged Prince the first time. I wasn’t ready to test my control with a roomful of tasty treats.

      “Yeah. I’ll just stay in the house and shop for furniture,” I said. “How long will you be gone?”

      “Not more than two hours.” Kenrid skirted around the end of the sofa and rested his hands on my shoulders. “I’ve spent the last two days trying to discover who’s looking for you. I even contacted your boss. He told me he’s not been able to follow the money on the contract for you. He gave me all the information he had on the men who attacked him and you. I’ve found nothing, either.”

      My unease grew into a mild panic. Maxwell was really good at digging up information on people. If he couldn’t find out who was behind the contract, they probably wouldn’t be found.

      “I’ll stay in the house,” I repeated. “I’ve got your number in my cell phone. If anything weird pops up, I’ll let you know.”

      He leaned down and pressed his cheek against mine. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      He stepped away from me, giving me one last look of longing, then left me alone in his house. I stood in the living room for several seconds debating what to do. Kenrid treated me like no one ever had. I really wanted to believe he was sincere. Was his declaration about the fae not being able to lie really a thing? Who could I ask?

      My boss. Why hadn’t I thought about him sooner? He certainly implied he knew all about Kenrid’s clan, even if he claimed not to know what I was. I went to my bedroom and pulled my phone off the charger.

      Me: we need to talk

      Maxwell: call you in five

      It was a really long five minutes pacing across the small living room. I kept peeking through the curtains at the waves crashing on the beach. The sun had already set, leaving the water dark and ominous.

      My phone startled me when it finally rang. Maxwell’s number popped up on my screen and my fingers shook trying to answer it.

      “What do you know about the fae?” I asked.

      “Manipulative bastards who think they’re better than everyone else,” he replied, not missing a breath.

      “Damn,” I muttered. “Can they lie?”

      “Technically, no,” Maxwell replied. “But they are masters of dancing around the truth. They use a lot of may be this or could be that, avoiding a direct admission to anything.”

      I thought about my conversation with Kenrid. He’d said the same thing about the fae. Now that I thought about it, though, he was very direct, just like he said he would be. Or was I just trying to convince myself that I could believe him because I was so attracted to him? Or did he force me to want him? No, he explained our connection without tapdancing around it. Didn’t he?

      “Okay,” I said. “Do they have a mind control ability? Can they make me do or feel something I don’t want?”

      “It’s pretty rare, but some of them can,” Maxwell said. “Is someone trying to manipulate you, Lorna?”

      “I don’t know.” I sighed and dropped into one of the armchairs. “Kenrid seems so sincere.”

      “Ah, that fellow who’s looking for our contract.”

      I recognized Maxwell’s statement/question.

      “Yeah. What are your thoughts about him?”

      “He didn’t play games with me,” Maxwell said. “But he is fae.”

      Like that explained everything.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled. “Let me know if you find anything.”

      “Be careful,” Maxwell warned.

      “Yeah.”

      I disconnected our call, not missing Maxwell’s omission. He never offered his help. Didn’t tell me to call if I needed something. And he didn’t agree to share information. It wasn’t like we were best friends, but I trusted him. He was always dependable, but it wasn’t fair for me to expect him to jump into this chaos. He had a business to run and other employees to think about.

      I probably should’ve asked when I’d be getting my last paycheck.

      I picked up the laptop, trying to distract myself for the next two hours. No such luck.
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      Forty-five minutes after Kenrid left, a set of headlights flashed across the front windows. At first, I didn’t think about it. I just assumed Kenrid forgot something, or he was able to get out of the meeting early. When several minutes passed without him coming to the door, I got a little worried.

      I peeked out the window, but I couldn’t see anything because I had all the lights in the house on and it was dark outside. Stupid. I rushed to the line of switches by the front door and flipped off the living room and dining room lights, leaving only the light over the kitchen sink on. The switch was across the room by the fridge.

      For some reason, I didn’t want to be out in the open space. Did it really matter? Kenrid’s wards should keep me safe, right?

      My mind and body froze as the sound of muffled voices reached my ears. I shouldn’t be able to hear them. The perimeter spell should’ve stopped them twenty yards out. Boots clomped up the steps and onto the front porch, and I panicked. Where was my phone? I needed to text Kenrid.

      “This one’ll take longer,” a man’s voice said from the other side of the front door.

      Fear threatened to choke me. Someone was breaking through Kenrid’s wards. I sprinted to the coffee table where I’d left my phone, snatching it up without stopping. I raced down the hall to my bedroom and closed the door. I fumbled my phone trying to unlock it, then pulled up Kenrid’s number and frantically tapped my text.

      Me: Someone’s taking down your spells!

      No answer.

      “Shit,” I muttered, then ran through my contacts. Damon’s number was also there. I shot off a quick text to him, too.

      Me: Someone’s breaking into the house.

      Still no answer. I dialed Kenrid’s number, and it went straight to voicemail. I called Damon, and his did the same. Fear’s unyielding grip wrapped around my chest and squeezed. Why weren’t they answering? Who else could I call? I didn’t have Nathan or Elliott’s number.

      “Deep breaths, Lorna,” I pleaded with myself to calm down. “Surely the club has a landline.”

      I opened the search app on my phone and tapped in The Fanged Prince. No phone number. Just the address and a picture of the club. What the hell was I going to do? Nothing as Lorna.

      I drew in a deep breath and embraced Gale. It was her job to handle these situations. My heart rate leveled out, and I looked around the room. The only exits were the window and the door. I pulled back enough of the blackout curtain to peek out. Three people lurked in the shadows about twenty feet away, probably waiting for the protection spell to drop.

      Or waiting for me to run.

      The thought sent shivers down my spine. I couldn’t fight against three people. There were at least two more on the front porch. Even I knew they’d have someone watching the back door as well. They’d be stupid not to.

      What could I do? Was there any chance I could hide? Not in this tiny house.

      I created a group text to Kenrid and Damon.

      Me: I’m surrounded and outnumbered. I suspect they’ll have the wards broken before you get here. I’m running.

      When they still didn’t respond, I swallowed my fear. Not really. I tried and failed, but I wasn’t about to lose my head. I grabbed my pistol off the nightstand and slid my arms into the shoulder holster. I drew in a deep breath and threw open the bedroom door. I didn’t think about being seen. They knew I was in the house.

      I snatched a knife from Kenrid’s butcher block and wrapped the blade in a hand towel before tucking it into my back pocket. My phone went in the other pocket, and I grabbed the small fire extinguisher from its spot next to the fridge.

      I wasn’t about to make this easy for them.

      I drew in a deep breath and crossed to the front door. I pulled the pin on the fire extinguisher and gritted my teeth. Before I had time to second-guess my decision, I flung open the door.

      Two men stood a few feet away, one with his hands spread wide. The guy with the gun pointed at my chest was the priority. I had to assume the other one was taking out Kenrid’s magic. I pulled the trigger on the fire extinguisher, spraying a sea of white foam in a wide arc as I dove to the side.

      The sound of gunfire made me scream, but I didn’t stop. I rolled onto my feet and tossed the fire extinguisher at my assailant. Most people aren’t immune to their natural reflexes. Thankfully, this guy was one of them. He reached out with one hand to bat away the little red canister, coughing and sputtering from the foam covering his face and chest.

      I already had my pistol in my hands. Gale didn’t hesitate to pull the trigger. The first bullet skimmed his shoulder. The second slammed into his chest right before the third. I fired two more shots at the guy trying to break Kenrid’s spell, but he was already running around the corner of the house.

      I leaped over the porch railing and sprinted for the SUV still idling in the driveway. Could I be lucky enough that no one was in it? Maybe?

      It was dark outside, and I couldn’t see anyone in the driver’s seat. No one jumped out and started shooting at me, so my chances looked good. Would they be stupid enough to leave it empty and running? Maybe hoping for a quick getaway after they grabbed me?

      I jerked open the driver’s side door and all my hope flew out the window. The man in the seat grabbed my hair with one hand and slammed a needle into that meaty spot between my neck and shoulder with the other. I tried to bring my gun up between us, but we were too close together.

      “Nighty, night, little fae,” the man said.

      I tried really hard to force my eyes to stay open but whatever drug they used was some potent shit. A pair of thick arms wrapped around my torso, pulling me away from the bastard who stuck me.

      “I can’t believe the bitch shot me,” the man behind me grumbled.

      “I can’t believe you’re still standing,” I muttered, doubting it sounded as clear as I wanted.

      Just before I lost consciousness, my head bounced against a leather seat and a car door slammed.
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      “That was the most pointless crock of shit I’ve ever witnessed,” Elliott bellowed, kicking yet another shifter out the door. “Y’all make me embarrassed to be a wolf.”

      I shook my head at him. Fur covered his arms, and his claws dug into anyone getting close enough. Elliott was right, though. The meeting had been a complete waste of time. Fights broke out almost immediately between the local wolf pack and a small kiss of vampires. The wolves started the fight by slinging insults. Being vampires, they wouldn’t tolerate the disrespect. Not that I could blame them.

      Anyone not involved left the club. Again, not that I could blame them. Fights among the supernatural got vicious quick. Luckily, no one was killed. Even more lucky for us was that Lorna had not been there. Vampire blood covered the floor. I doubted she would’ve been able to control her thirst.

      The wolves had just been recruited not three weeks ago. They lost any chance of staying with our clan tonight. We wouldn’t tolerate the hate-filled rhetoric they were spouting.

      “What the hell were they thinking?” Nathan growled. “Our policy was explained in depth during their initiation meeting.”

      “I don’t know, man,” Elliott replied, slamming the door to the club and locking it. “Their alpha assured me everyone in his pack was onboard.”

      “Onboard with killing our vampires, maybe,” Nathan said.

      He grabbed a towel from the bar and dragged it across his chin. A corner of the material caught on one of his fangs, and he hissed before tearing it away. Our leader hadn’t hesitated to jump into the fray when the wolves attacked. While I admired his dedication and bravery, it’d get him killed one day. We’d already had that discussion a few times, but he wouldn’t listen.

      “Damon, check your phone.” Kenrid’s panicked voice had me pulling my cellphone from my pocket.

      As soon as I read the text from Lorna, my demon exploded. I crushed the device in my now-clawed fingers and stomped towards the door. My hooves slammed against the concrete floor, leaving cracks in their wake. I didn’t care.

      Someone threatened my mate. Even if Lorna had no idea I intended to claim her, she was still mine.

      “What’s happened?” Nathan demanded.

      “Lorna,” Kenrid replied, right behind me.

      The fae’s magic swirled around both of us. He must have dropped his glamour.

      “Damon, it’s been over forty minutes,” Kenrid said.

      “We’ll find her,” I stated, vowing not to give up until she was in my arms.

      As soon as I cleared the door, my wings snapped out. In one smooth downward motion, I was in the air. I should’ve been concerned about revealing myself to the humans below, but I wasn’t. My entire focus was on getting to Kenrid’s as quickly as possible.

      I soared through the night sky, my demon’s vision scanning the highway below. Not that I could see inside any of the vehicles traveling beneath me, but I couldn’t stop searching. If she was running on foot, I might catch a glimpse.

      I growled at my ignorance. There was no way to know which way she fled from her pursuers, just as there was no way to know if they caught her. Not until I reached the house.

      My wings beat harder against the warm air currents wafting off the ocean. I forced myself to land outside the perimeter spell in the backyard, but I didn’t bother hiding my demon. If anyone stayed behind, they needed to know the death coming for them.

      I stormed toward the first ward. Just as Lorna’s short text claimed, the perimeter spell was gone. I raced to the back door and flung it open. Kenrid’s magic poured over my scales as I crossed the threshold. They hadn’t broken through his spell. Did that mean Lorna was still in the house?

      I rushed through each of the bedrooms and Kenrid’s office. They were all empty. Lorna’s floral scent permeated the air, but the woman was not there.

      “Lorna!” I bellowed as I stomped down the hall into the open living space.

      The only light was over the kitchen sink. The broken dining table was gone, but Kenrid said he’d moved it outside. The living room appeared untouched. A laptop sat open on the coffee table along with a half-empty glass of some beverage.

      The front door stood open. The ocean breeze carried the scent of blood and a strange chemical smell. My stomach clenched as I made my way to the door. Kenrid’s magic washed over me again when I passed through it onto the porch. The driveway was empty, but I expected it would be. Just as Kenrid stated, Lorna texted us forty minutes ago. After my flight over, it was closer to an hour.

      A sticky film covered the decking beneath my hooves. I kneeled down and swiped a claw through it, then held it to my nose.

      I sniffed the bitter chemical. “What is that?” I mumbled, then looked around.

      A small fire extinguisher was lodged against the railing. I had my answer. My eyes continued to roam the porch. Small spatters of blood covered several boards and a trail of droplets led down the steps. I dipped my finger in the blood and smelled it.

      Not Lorna. Possibly a shifter of some kind. Elliott would know. If it wasn’t Lorna’s blood, it likely meant she was the one to wound the shifter. I spotted several empty shell casings a few paces away. They looked like 9mm. Could my dhampir have fired at her assailants? I hoped so. Normal rounds wouldn’t kill a shifter, but it would slow them down.

      I jogged down the steps, following the bloody trail. It ended at a set of tire tracks in the drive. Even with my demon’s sight, I couldn’t distinguish between the many tracks in the sand at night. We might not even be able to do it in the daylight.

      I drew in a deep breath, detecting Lorna’s scent mingled with several others, which meant they surrounded her. I’d seen her attack the stupid humans at her workplace without hesitating, but she wouldn’t be able to hold her own against a group of supernaturals.

      As much as I didn’t want to admit it, logic told me she didn’t make it any farther than this spot. Elliott would confirm it when he arrived. In the meantime, I’d take to the skies and see if I could find any lingering souls wanting to tell me all their secrets.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

          
            KENRID

          

        

      

    

    
      I pulled into the driveway of my cottage on the beach with dread pooling in my gut. I shouldn’t have left her alone. I could’ve called in a couple of my kin from New Orleans to stay with her, but I hadn’t wanted to share her with any of the fae. I feared they would recognize what she was, and her secret would be out.

      Now I couldn’t help but second-guess my decision. Maybe I should’ve taken the risk.

      I jumped out of the car and let my magic roam freely. The perimeter spell was gone. A powerful witch or fae could have unthreaded my spell, but they would have to be very familiar with wards and complicated weaves. I was proud of my ability to create intricate spells that would take others hours to unravel.

      Several of the magical bombs—as Damon liked to call them—had been detonated beneath the windows. I could feel their residual magic lingering in the air. I designed the bombs to issue a concussive blast to anyone not carrying magic in their blood. Killing humans was not on my list of things to do, but any supernatural not on the guest list would be incinerated. They knew better than to peek in the windows. Humans didn’t.

      The ward on the threshold was still in place, weakened but not broken. I didn’t know anyone who could destroy my threshold spell. I weaved it into a hearth witch’s protection spell, melding the magic of a threshold with my own complicated weave. That someone was able to weaken it was a little alarming.

      I stretched my senses farther but couldn’t feel Lorna or any other magical being. Damon must have been here already. Hopefully, he found a lead and was chasing it down. I couldn’t stomach the thought of someone hurting her.

      Another round of guilt assaulted me. I should have stayed with her. We could’ve defended ourselves from a safe position and taken out the trespassers. But I hadn’t stayed and now we’d lost her. The realization hurt way more than I expected.

      The last two days alone with Lorna had been the most peaceful for me in ages. She didn’t need me to entertain her, nor did she feel the need for constant conversation. That didn’t mean she was quiet. She had no problems telling me what to do. Her bossiness didn’t upset me, though. She balanced it perfectly with compliments. I’d worried about my vegetarian diet, but I shouldn’t have. She enjoyed everything I’d made for her and didn’t hesitate to say so.

      I found myself enjoying her company more than I had ever enjoyed anyone else, and now she was gone. If it was the same person orchestrating the attacks in Baltimore, I might never find her. The thought sickened me.

      I didn’t move toward the house. Adding more scents for Elliott to sort would only make his job more difficult. His truck pulled into my driveway a few moments later. The passenger door opened before the truck rolled to a stop. Nathan appeared at my side and drew in a deep breath. His sense of smell was nearly as good as Elliott’s.

      “Blood,” Nathan stated. “Shifters, witches, goblins.” His nose wrinkled and he shook his head. “Gun powder and a weird chemical smell.”

      Elliott’s wolf rounded the truck a moment later with his nose to the ground. He circled my car and whined, then circled it again. I wanted to ask him what he found, but it’d be stupid to interrupt. The wolf snorted several times, then made his way to the steps and up onto the porch.

      The front door stood open. The inside of the house appeared undisturbed. If they hadn’t broken through the threshold ward, why did Lorna run? She should’ve stayed in the house. I told her it would protect her.

      “Did they undo your wards?” Nathan asked, his red eyes watching Elliott run his nose all over the porch.

      “The perimeter is gone. The threshold is weakened but still there,” I replied. “Several of the bombs at the windows have been detonated.”

      “Do we know who did this?” The threat in Nathan’s tone sent chills down my spine. I knew it wasn’t directed at me, but it was no less intimidating.

      “I’ve found nothing about the people who attacked us,” I admitted reluctantly.

      “The wolves’ alpha will know.”

      Damon’s sudden appearance startled me. For a creature his size, I should have heard his approach, but I hadn’t.

      Nathan and I both turned to face the demon. Our friend hadn’t taken his human form, which shouldn’t have surprised me. He was more powerful in his natural state, just as Nathan was more powerful when he let his vampire loose. I wasn’t sure it mattered for Elliott. He was equally fierce as a wolf or man, depending on the situation.

      “You think the attack at the meeting was a distraction?” Nathan asked.

      “The wolves joined us just before Lorna’s first visit. They must have been watching her before then and saw an opportunity to strike,” Damon replied, as if his logic was the only possibility.

      I honestly hadn’t considered the timing. We’d expanded into the Florida panhandle a few months ago to accommodate the large feline shifter pack who recently joined along with a school of kelpie. Several of the felines worked at The Fanged Prince and had become trusted employees in the last several months.

      Or so I thought. Were the newest wolves the only ones involved? More importantly, why? They could’ve taken Lorna at any point while she was in Baltimore—before Damon and I intervened. They didn’t even try until she decided to run.

      “Did you find anything else?” Nathan asked.

      “No,” Damon replied.

      The demon’s wings vibrated with the anger rolling off him. Magic rippled around him in waves, probably in time with his raging heartbeat. He’d said he wanted to claim Lorna, that his magic already identified her as his mate. If it was true, he felt her absence even more deeply than I did.

      “As soon as Elliott is done,” Nathan said, “we’ll go pay a visit to our newest members.”

      Damon grunted and took off again. I was a little concerned that he’d be spotted flying over the beach, but it wasn’t like I could stop him.

      Elliott’s wolf prowled toward us from the side of the house. His ears pressed back against his head and a constant snarl rumbled from between his bared teeth. The green energy of his shifter magic swirled around him, and two steps later a naked man emerged.

      My vanity poked at me. The fae considered themselves the most beautiful creatures known in any realm, but I would argue that Elliott surpassed some of my kin.

      “She left in their vehicle,” he growled, walking past us to his truck. He flung open the back door and disappeared for a moment. “Five wolves, two goblins and three witches were here. The blood belongs to a male wolf. No one got into the house.” Elliott pulled on a pair of sweatpants, not bothering with shoes or a shirt. A smirk pulled at his lips. “Our girl used the fire extinguisher on them. I suspect she fired several of the bullets lying around the porch.”

      Of course she fought. She’d already proven she was more than capable of trying to protect herself despite her fear.

      “Do you recognize the wolves?” Nathan asked, walking around the truck to the passenger side.

      “Yes.” Elliott snarled again. “They belong to the new pack.”

      Nathan’s eyes glowed a deep red. A smile spread across his face that would put my own predatory grin to shame.

      “Let’s go talk to the new alpha,” Nathan said, jumping into the passenger seat of Elliott’s truck.

      Damon landed next to the back passenger door and resumed his human form. His demon wouldn’t easily fit in the cab. I circled around and crawled in the back seat behind Elliott. The volume of magic pulsing inside the cab nearly stole my breath.

      “Tone it down,” I grumbled. “I can’t breathe past the testosterone.”

      Elliott laughed. “That should’ve been my line, pretty boy.”

      I shook my head. I hadn’t meant it as a joke. I could barely breathe. Damon’s dark essence battered me from the side. Elliott’s shifter magic swirled through the cab, suppressing everything it touched. Nathan’s hostility felt like tiny knives slicing through my skin. They were all alphas, and I was not.

      I gritted my teeth, painfully aware of every movement the three of them made. I was the only one trying to contain my aggression, but they were likely the only reason I hadn’t let it loose. Despite my discomfort, I was a tad grateful. Otherwise, there would be four unhinged magical creatures racing to the shifters’ territory.

      Despite Elliott’s objections to Lorna, his wolf had already accepted her. I suspected the wolf was in control right now, not the man.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

          
            NATHAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Elliott’s truck rolled up to the gate of the wolves’ community. A man stepped out from the small building that likely housed the controls.

      “We’re here to see your alpha,” Elliott growled. “Open the gate.”

      The shifter, a tall man with dark hair and wide shoulders, flinched under Elliott’s command. I’d picked Elliott as my third for a bunch of reasons. The first was his loyalty, but his alpha power was a close second. Very few could deny his orders.

      “I need to see if he’s here,” the guard said, his voice quivering even as he took a step back into the small shack.

      His claim was a lie, and we all knew it. The guards always knew if their alpha was on site.

      “Open the gate,” Elliott demanded.

      The guard nodded, sliding his arm in the open door of the shack and pushing a button. The gate slid open. Before we passed through, the guard was on the phone. Probably to his alpha.

      By the time we made it to the pack’s clubhouse, dozens of wolves followed in our wake. I welcomed the upcoming fight. This pack deceived us and used their position to steal something that belonged to me. I should’ve been alarmed by my possessiveness, but I was too consumed by my thirst for vengeance.

      The pack’s involvement in Lorna’s kidnapping only made it worse. The betrayal went deep because it looked like they planned it from the very beginning. They never had any intention of embracing our peace or trying to make the supernatural community grow into something better. I would never allow someone to piss all over everything the clan stood for.

      They would pay.

      I jumped out of the truck before Elliott put it in park and strolled toward the large building. I bared my elongated fangs at the wolves, not slowing my stride up the steps to the double doors. I half expected the alpha to stop us from entering his pack’s clubhouse, but no one interfered.

      I gripped the door handle and glanced over my shoulder. Elliott was right behind me in his half-shifted form, something only a powerful wolf could do. Kenrid was right on his heels without his glamour. A soft glow illuminated the fae in the night’s darkness, casting shadows over the eight-foot-tall demon bringing up the rear.

      Fifty or more wolves crowded into the yard but didn’t approach us. We were severely outnumbered, but Elliott could easily command every wolf present. They knew it.

      I jerked open the door and strolled into the wolves’ sanctuary. The alpha and two betas stood at the opposite end of the open foyer. The alpha met my gaze and quickly looked away. I smiled at him and ran my tongue over one of my fangs. I rarely let my predator out. Tonight, he would have free reign to do what he wanted. The anticipation of violence sang in my veins.

      I couldn’t drink a shifter’s blood, but I could rip his throat out.

      “Kenrid, please lock the doors,” I said, not waiting for a reply. Fae magic kissed my skin a moment later, just like I knew it would.

      “Who paid you?” I asked the alpha, keeping my voice low and calm. I wasn’t here for small talk, but I could be civilized.

      “I don’t know,” the man replied. “The money was wired to the pack’s bank account.”

      At least he didn’t deny taking the contract.

      Using my vampire speed, I raced across the room. The wolves never saw me until my hand clamped around their alpha’s neck. My long nails dug into his skin. He gripped my arms with furred claws, but he wasn’t strong enough to force me to release him.

      A second later, his betas were on their knees at Elliott’s feet. The alpha glanced at them, his eyes widening at their submission to my wolf.

      I laughed when my target snapped his eyes shut. He knew I was about to compel him and thought he could prevent it. I grabbed his chin with my free hand and squeezed. Blood dripped from the punctures in his skin. His jaw clenched, but he didn’t open his eyes.

      “I’m so glad we get to do this the hard way,” I said, reveling in the alpha’s pain. “It’s been so long since I had a justified reason to kill.”

      “I accept my death,” the alpha growled. “Just leave my pack alone. They had nothing to do with this.”

      “That’s not how this works,” I purred. “Once I start killing, it only ends when the last wolf is dead.”

      The man’s eyes popped open, and I grinned.

      “Gotcha,” I whispered, capturing his eyes and his mind within my thrall. His muscles relaxed, but he tried to burn me with the hatred in his eyes. No one liked to be compelled, not that I could blame them. “Tell me everything or your pack dies.”

      I released his jaw so he could talk easily. I wanted blood, but I wanted my dhampir more.

      “I saw the contract for a distraction,” the alpha said, spilling his guts. Not that he could stop the word vomit pouring from his mouth. Compulsions were so handy. “It seemed like an easy five hundred grand. The only requirement was a distraction. No dead bodies, no bribes, no theft. Just a fucking distraction.”

      He tried to draw in a breath, but I still had my hand around his neck. I unfurled my fingers and stepped back. The alpha rubbed the bruises already blooming on his skin.

      Someone paid five hundred thousand dollars to distract me and my team. That was a lot of damn money for a distraction.

      “My pack’s finances are a train wreck,” the alpha continued. “One of my betas stole a shit-ton of money from us before I caught on. He’s dead now, but I found out too late. We’re drowning in debt. The contract seemed like an easy way to relieve some of our creditors without having to kill anyone.”

      I understood his dilemma and under different circumstances I might have been sympathetic, but someone kidnapped Lorna because this man provided the distraction.

      “Where’s the girl?” I asked, still holding him in my thrall. “Several of your pack members stole her an hour ago.”

      The alpha’s eyes widened. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      I tightened the grip of my compulsion.

      “I suspect you’re missing five of your pack,” I said. “If you want my leniency, you will tell me who they are and everything about them.”

      The alpha nodded at his betas, his eyes never leaving mine. I wouldn’t release him until I had what I wanted.

      “Gene, go find out who’s missing,” the alpha ordered.

      One of the betas slowly rose to his feet.

      “Elliott, go with him,” I said.

      “My pleasure, boss.”

      Kenrid’s fae magic washed over us and the doors slammed open.

      Elliott’s voice boomed with the power of his command a few seconds later. “You have three minutes to gather your entire pack!”

      “I’m sorry,” the alpha in front of me said. “I was trying to save my pack after that bastard took so much from us. But I should’ve known I had more than one traitor. Tell me what I can do to make this right.”

      I wanted vengeance for the chaos he’d caused at our meeting, the insults he threw at our vampires, and the opportunity he provided for someone to steal my dhampir. I wanted blood, but he wasn’t the first leader to turn to the black web contracts to supplement their finances. He wouldn’t be the last.

      I needed to decide which one of my options would bring Lorna back to me.

      “Find her,” Damon growled from behind me.

      I sighed and felt some of my rage receding. Damon was right.

      “Help us find the woman your men kidnapped, and I’ll consider letting you stay. If I detect even a stray thought of betrayal, you will all die. You will also issue an official apology to the clan and provide restitution to the vampire kiss you attacked.”

      The alpha swallowed hard and nodded. “We’ll do whatever we can to help,” he promised.

      I released him from my thrall, glad to have his oath and possibly a clue to Lorna’s location. Only time would tell if he kept his life. I wouldn’t execute his entire pack, but I wouldn’t tell him that. Most of them probably had no idea what he’d done. They may not even know the full story about their beta’s betrayal.

      I turned to leave, but the alpha stopped me. “Mr. Kaerne, why is the girl so important?”

      I slowly swiveled around to face him. A deep red haze clouded my vision. After all he’d done, he had the audacity to question me.

      “Someone paid you a large sum of money to create a diversion. They paid another group to steal one of my clan members,” I said through my fangs. “Why would I not respond with the utmost violence? Am I supposed to let an unknown enemy threaten my people?” He didn’t need to know anything about Lorna or her importance to us.

      The alpha paled and dropped to one knee. “My apologies, Mr. Kaerne.”

      “We’ll see if you earn forgiveness,” I spat. “Don’t ever question me again.”

      “We’re ready, boss!” Elliott bellowed from the porch.

      “After you, Alpha,” I said to the man still cowering at the end of the foyer.

      He nodded, rose to his feet, and rushed by me and Damon. Kenrid snarled at him as he passed through the door. The alpha flinched and I smiled. Fear was a great motivator. A small part of me almost felt bad for the man. I couldn’t imagine dealing with the circumstances he found himself embroiled in.

      It still didn’t justify his actions, though. My thoughts trudged through the information we already knew while the alpha took an accounting of his people. The group who took Lorna had to have been considerably more expensive than the alpha whose job was just to cause a distraction. Witches who could unravel Kenrid’s spells were rare and not cheap. The shifters were likely the muscle. And the goblins? Did they just trigger Kenrid’s bombs? I wasn’t sure.

      More importantly, who had the resources to pay for so many contracts just to obtain one woman? I was assuming the other attacks in Baltimore and at the hotel in North Carolina were all related. It didn’t really make sense for them not to be. Someone was throwing around huge amounts of cash to get Lorna. Why?

      I glanced at Kenrid, who stood in the doorway with his back to me. The fae courts had the funds. If they knew what Lorna was, they also had a motive. Did Kenrid betray me? She was at his home. Had he sabotaged the perimeter spell before he left just to make Lorna think she wasn’t safe when it failed?

      Everyone knew she would’ve been fine if she’d stayed in the house. They never would have reached her before I arrived. Did she know that? Or had Kenrid kept it from her?

      My eyes narrowed at the man I’d trusted for nearly three decades. Could he have deceived me all this time? I didn’t think so. He tried so hard to be the opposite of his kin. He painstakingly chose his words around me to ensure I knew he wasn’t playing games.

      No. I wouldn’t throw him in with the rest of the fae. He’d proven time and again that he was different.

      “Kenrid.” I nudged his shoulder.

      When he turned to face me, I gestured to the back of the room. We crossed the space in silence until we reached the same spot the alpha had cowered in. I didn’t mince words, even though I knew I was about to offend the man.

      “You’ve never given me a reason not to trust you,” I whispered. “But I have to ask. Did you have anything to do with this?”

      Kenrid’s entire body seemed to deflate, but he didn’t avoid my accusing eyes.

      “No, Nathan,” he said just as softly. “I swear to you I had nothing to do with her disappearance.”

      I nodded. “I’m sorry to question your loyalty, but after learning what you revealed to me about the fae, I needed to know for certain.”

      “I understand,” Kenrid said. “The Winter Court has the resources and determination to pay for numerous contracts. They aren’t the only ones, but who else would be hunting her?”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      “I will do whatever I can to get her back, Nathan,” Kenrid said, the strength of his oath swelling with his magic.

      I nodded. “As will I.”

      A roar shook the walls of the clubhouse and my attention snapped to Damon. Through the open doors, I could see his wings extended to their full span. The clawed tips vibrated with my friend’s anger. His magic thickened the air making it hard to breathe.

      “You will tell me where they are!” Damon bellowed. “Your filthy wolves have stolen my mate! I will not rest until she is found, and they are punished for their crimes!”

      Well, so much for keeping Lorna’s importance a secret. One thing was certain—we would find our dhampir.

      

      
        
        The End – Or not

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      To be continued in Awakening the Dhampir scheduled to release in the Spring of 2024.

      

      Join Sara Sines Newsletter “Click Here” to get the latest news about the rapid release of the Last Dhampir Series.

      Or follow Sara on Facebook - https://www.facebook.com/author.sara.sines

      

      More books by Yvette Bostic

      

      The Call of the Elements Series – A fast-paced, Urban Fantasy/Paranormal Romance series with all your favorite supernatural creatures.

      The Wolves’ Challenge Series – A spin off from the Call of the Elements Series.

      The Light in the Darkness Series – An Historical Fantasy Series. The classic good vs evil, where a small group of gifted humans fight against the darkness sweeping across their world.
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      After one ill-advised night of passion with a death god, fire witch Marina was left with a curse that binds her soul to deadly serpents, dooming her to a life without love or companionship. Now the god is nowhere to be found and she's left fighting to keep her coven alive while she dreams of revenge she might never get.

      When the death god suddenly reappears, begging for her help, her first instinct is to kill him. But with his arrival comes a host of dark and unnatural creatures, waging war on her city and threatening to slaughter her people. Marina isn't powerful enough to stop them on her own.

      She needs to work together with the one man she hates more than anything. The one man who holds the key to undoing her curse forever.

      The one man whose very presence could mean the destruction of her people.

      With his help, Marina must save her people from dark magic—without dooming them to the curse of the death god.

      But can she work alongside her enemy without losing her heart to him a second time?

      

      Serpent & Flame is a stand-alone fantasy romance set in the same world as Ivy & Bone. It is a Medusa retelling with a twist, full of steamy romance, dark, witchy vibes, and allusions to Greek mythology.
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      Marina sat on the bridge that spanned the Snake River, her feet dangling over the edge as she stared into the roiling depths below. This was one of the few places where her mind—and the raging magic within her—could be quieted. The sound of rushing waters surrounded her, almost drowning out the incessant pull of the fire burning within her.

      Almost.

      She could never fully find peace. Not here. Not ever. But she could certainly come close. Sometimes the overwhelming roar of the river did the trick. Otherwise it was utter and perfect silence she craved.

      And then, of course, there was her favorite remedy: making love to attractive young men. The sheer ecstasy of it helped fill her senses with other intense emotions, momentarily blocking out the pain of her magic. But men were few and far between in a witch coven, and women didn’t have the same appeal to Marina, so that wasn’t always a viable option.

      “I thought I might find you here.”

      Marina looked up and smiled in spite of the turmoil in her mind. Remy, her mother, stood before her, adorned in an aqua blue gown that matched the river perfectly. A diadem rested in her hair with gleaming aquamarine stones, marking her as the coven leader.

      “You aren’t dressed,” Remy observed, sweeping her long chestnut braid over one shoulder so she could sit on the edge with her daughter. Her legs didn’t hang as low as Marina’s; on a good day, Marina could dip her toes in and feel the cool current rush over her. Not many in the coven were tall enough to manage it.

      “It’s worse today.” Marina rubbed her temples with a sigh.

      Remy touched her shoulder. “I can ask Giselle to make you another tonic.”

      Marina suppressed a wince. Giselle’s tonics didn’t always help, and they tasted like fish shit. More often than not, Marina preferred to brave her pains alone, without having that foul taste in her mouth.

      “I know it’s hard, love,” Remy said softly. “But today is important.”

      Marina nodded. She knew this. It didn’t stop the pain, though. Every day she suppressed her fire magic, it only scorched her insides, threatening to consume her entirely. “It’s been years, Mama. How much longer will it take for them to accept me as one of their own?”

      Remy offered a sad smile. “There is a delicate balance to covens. Bringing in an outsider is never done. We are breaking generations of tradition by letting you in. Try to understand what that means for everyone.”

      Yes, consider the coven, Marina thought bitterly. Think of them and how hard it is. Not how hard it is for me. No one seems to care about that.

      Remy had found Marina as a toddler, wandering aimlessly in the woods, her hands alight with flame. No one knew who or where Marina’s parents were. But it was obvious she was a fire witch.

      Remy was within her right to banish or execute Marina on the spot. In Sodara, fire witches were hunted and destroyed because of their volatile power. If left unchecked, these witches had the power to slaughter an entire village with a single flame from their finger.

      So, yes, Remy was correct. It was unheard of for a coven of water witches to take in an outsider. Especially an outsider whose very existence was a crime. Remy had given her the name Marina, after the sea. For years, Marina had worked, toiling day after day to help the coven and improve the lives of the witches, desperate to prove herself, to be accepted, to be loved.

      In the end, though, it was only Remy who loved her. But perhaps that was enough. Not everyone was so lucky, after all. And if Remy wasn’t the coven leader, Marina was certain she would have been cast out ages ago.

      “I love this river,” Remy said absently, her gaze fixed on the current below them. “It’s a reminder that magic is all around us. It lives in the water at our feet. It lives in the rivers and the seas.” She looked at Marina with fondness in her eyes. “I wish I could remain out here with you, but I can’t stay long.”

      With a sigh, Marina leaned her head on her mother’s shoulder. “I know. I’ll be along soon. I just needed a quiet moment before all the chaos.”

      Tonight was Litha, the summer solstice. Their coven always celebrated with a masquerade festival full of music, dancing, and an excess of food and spirits. Generally, Marina enjoyed the Litha celebration. In the beginning, it was a sacred ceremony, and it was important for her to be present to show her support of the coven. But after that, when the merriment began, it was an opportunity for her to mask her identity and simply exist. To enjoy revelry and merriment without fear of being judged or despised, for once. Once the other witches had consumed enough alcohol, none of them cared that Marina was a despised fire witch, even if they could recognize her behind the mask.

      Remy kissed her cheek lightly. “Don’t take too long, Mare.”

      Marina nodded, closing her eyes as her mother rose and strode down the bridge, her sandals slapping lightly against the wooden surface. Soon, it was only the sound of the river, and the constant churning of the flames burning just under her skin. Rising, rising, rising, like a phoenix from the ashes. Her chest was on fire. Her blood was boiling. Everything was hot; far too hot. She tried to focus on the soothing rhythm of the lapping water, but all she saw in her mind was a deadly inferno.

      It was getting worse. Remy and Marina tried to ignore it, but the evidence was there. Sometimes Marina would find her hands aglow with sparks she couldn’t put out. Other times, Remy swore Marina’s usually green eyes had flashed a bright amber, the color of liquid flame.

      It was only a matter of time before her powers were too explosive to contain.

      When that moment came, Marina vowed she would flee. She wouldn’t endanger this coven. They may not have fully accepted her, but they had given refuge to her for almost twenty years. And that was an extraordinary blessing Marina would never forget. She couldn’t risk unleashing her power on them.

      She wrung her hands together on her lap, trying to swallow past the burning ache in her throat. This was the third day this week she couldn’t function because of the pain. “This can’t go on,” she whispered, her voice drowned out by the sound of the river. “I must leave. And soon. Before someone gets hurt.”

      Remy would object, of course, claiming there were ways to tame her magic, to soothe her pain. But all the remedies would only be temporary. Marina’s magic was too powerful to be squashed down for long. She wasn’t a water witch, no matter how much she pretended to be. Eventually, she would have to leave. Remy would accept this. In time.

      With a shuddering breath, Marina stood, staring into the river’s depths for a moment longer before crossing the bridge and returning to her house.

      A celebration awaited her. And it would be her last one.
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        * * *

      

      The sounds of laughter and idle chatter echoed in the forest as Marina adjusted the strap of her dress, feeling naked with so little fabric covering her. She wore a gown made of turquoise satin that brought out the green in her eyes and clung to her body, though not uncomfortably. The fabric was flexible, allowing her to move freely without her skirts getting in the way. The dress only fell to her knees, swishing with each step. It hung on one shoulder, leaving the other bare, exposing the pale skin she was often embarrassed by. Most water witches had tan complexions, as they often dwelled outside by the water. But no matter how much time she spent in the sun, Marina’s pale skin never darkened, as if she were cursed to always be different despite her best efforts.

      And it was ironic because on the inside, Marina was always burning. That her skin should be bone-white was Fate’s cruel joke.

      But soon it would be dusk, and no one would notice the pallor of her skin or the gleam of her eyes. Her black hair would blend in with the browns of those around her, and anyone who might pay attention to such details would be too intoxicated to care. She had her peacock mask tied at her throat, ready to don it as soon as the sacred ceremony had ended. Already, she could sense the other witches watching her, some in curiosity and others with open hostility.

      Marina kept her head held high, her gaze fixed straight ahead.

      She joined the witches gathering in the sacred stone circle, placing herself between Remy and Giselle, who offered a gentle smile. Giselle was one of the few witches who always treated Marina with kindness. Marina took her hand and returned the smile.

      “Blessed be,” said Nadia, the high priestess, who stood at the front of the circle. “Today marks the pinnacle of the sun’s great power. Today we give thanks to the light and to all Tethys has bestowed upon us. Our waters flow freely because of her benevolence.”

      “Blessed be the Goddess,” Marina murmured along with the witches next to her.

      “We offer our bodies and our blood to better serve the river Goddess.” Nadia raised a blade and pressed the tip into her pointer finger. A bead of blood welled from the wound and dripped into the chalice in her other hand. She passed the chalice to the witches in the circle. One by one, they pressed blades to their flesh and allowed their blood to join the others’ in the goblet.

      Marina fidgeted as the goblet came closer to her. The last time she’d participated in this ceremony, her blood had accidentally set fire to the chalice… and almost the entire forest.

      What was worse? Abstaining from a sacred rite and risking the wrath of her coven, or potentially endangering them with her volatile blood?

      When the chalice reached her, Marina swallowed hard. Remy watched her expectantly and offered a sure nod, urging her onward.

      All right, Marina thought with a deep breath. Let’s see what happens. She took the blade from Remy’s hand and pressed it into her littlest finger. As the blood welled, she crammed her eyes shut, gritting her teeth as she put all of her effort into subduing her magic, quenching the roaring within her veins. She focused on the noises around her—the babbling river in the distance, the chirping of birds and insects, the whisper of the wind…

      As she opened her eyes, she let her blood fall into the chalice. For one blessed moment, there was nothing but silence in her mind, the echoes of the forest a soothing balm to her pain. She stared at the collection of blood in the goblet, holding her breath, waiting…

      The chalice moved on to Giselle, who seemed to slice herself rather quickly, as if she, too, was worried Marina’s blood would cause a reaction. Marina shot her a grateful smile, finally releasing her breath as the chalice continued around the circle.

      When the ceremony was finished, each witch bowed her head and whispered, “Blessed be the Goddess.” Nadia walked around the circle, pressing her thumb to each witch’s forehead, symbolizing the awakening of the third eye. She stiffened when she reached Marina, her nose wrinkling as if her fire magic smelled foul. Marina endured this as she always did, with a pleasant smile on her face, thanking Nadia after she touched her forehead.

      That bitch never liked Marina. But that was fine. Marina didn’t care much for her, either.

      When Nadia was finished, she dismissed the coven, encouraging them to enjoy the festivities. Marina turned to leave, but Remy caught her in a tight embrace first.

      “I’m so proud of you,” she whispered against her hair, clutching her firmly.

      “For not setting the forest on fire?” Marina said with a chuckle.

      Remy withdrew and tucked a stray strand of raven-black hair behind Marina’s ear. “For enduring it with a smile. And for doing your part. You offer so much and get so little in return, Mare. Someday the Goddess will bless you for it.”

      Marina highly doubted this, but she couldn’t begrudge her mother’s faith. Instead, she nodded and kissed Remy’s cheek. “Will you stay for the festival?”

      Remy sighed and shook her head. “I may grab a sweet treat or two, but I am already too fatigued. Besides, Giselle needs my help. A healer’s hands are never idle.”

      As the most powerful witch in the coven, Remy was constantly called upon to use her powers and assist those who needed help. A bout of fever had been spreading through the coven as of late, leaving Giselle swamped with healing and creating tonics. Remy had been working alongside her, tiring endlessly to bring healing to those who had been afflicted.

      Marina squeezed Remy’s hands. “You do too much.”

      Remy shook her head. “I am blessed and must share that blessing with others. It’s the way of our people.”

      “Get some rest, then,” Marina said. “I will just have to have twice as much fun to make up for your absence.”

      Remy grinned. “I hope you do.”

      Marina watched her mother’s lithe, elegant figure stride down the forest path and out of sight. With a heavy sigh, she donned her mask and followed the crowd away from the sacred stone circle and toward the festivities.

      Marina walked the forest path up the hill until it opened to a wide trail lined with peddlers’ carts and stands. Litha was an opportunity for merchants to come from afar and sell their wares, or join in the merriment like everyone else. She always loved seeing new things, tasting new foods, and meeting foreigners.

      She adjusted her peacock mask, its feathers tickling her forehead, as she made her way through the crowd. A small smile played at her lips, her gaze roving over those haggling with vendors, purchasing food, or twirling to the sound of the music pouring from the pavilion. Someone grabbed her arm and spun her, laughing, the smell of alcohol on their breath. Marina allowed herself to be swept up into the dance, her arms finding her partner’s waist—a shorter woman with curly brown hair and a wide, infectious smile. Brenna, the coven apothecary. Marina recognized her easily, though Brenna didn’t seem to know who she was.

      No matter. Marina flashed her a grin and continued with their dance until Brenna had moved on to another partner.

      From there, it was easy for Marina to lose herself in the festivities. She purchased sticky buns and a glass of rose wine, though she was careful not to drink too much. With her powers, she could never be too careful. Gradually, she made her way to the pavilion to watch the crowd dance together, their steps synchronized and their laughter echoing. A young man touched Marina’s elbow, his eyes glinting from underneath his raven mask, and asked for a dance.

      Marina obliged, enjoying the warm embrace of the man’s arms winding around her. There were few men in their coven, as most witch abilities only passed to females. But Litha brought all manner of people from the outlying villages, and Marina was grateful for the escape, for the chance to laugh and flirt and pretend she was someone else. It was a sweet release, to be around people who didn’t know her or fear her. She reveled in it.

      And, if she was lucky, the night would end with a satisfying dalliance that would cool and quiet her mind for one blessed night. She only had to find the right partner, but judging by the looks of it, there were many men here fit for the task.

      She danced with three more men before she had to rest, the fire churning in her belly so intensely she almost couldn’t see straight. Stumbling, she made her way out the pavilion and toward the temple perched on the hill. Ordinarily, it was a place of worship, a place for sacred things. No one would be there now, and what Marina needed most was the quiet. She would return when the pain had subsided and continue her search for a bedmate for the night.

      Gasping for breath after climbing the hill, Marina burst inside, and darkness washed over her. She lit a single torch against the wall, which highlighted the statue of Tethys, the river goddess who watched over them. With a sigh, she leaned her head against the wall, relishing the feel of the cool marble against her skin.

      “I hope I’m not intruding,” said a deep voice.

      Marina jumped, her pulse skittering as she scanned her surroundings. A shadow peeled away from the wall, coming into view—a man wearing all black, save for the crimson mask covering his face.

      Marina pressed a hand to her chest, trying to calm her racing heart. “I—I thought I was alone in here. Forgive me. I’ll leave you to your prayers.”

      She turned away, but the man started laughing. “Prayers? Oh, I think not. No, I only came for a moment of peace and quiet. Chaos and revelry are wonderful in small doses, but should I partake of too much, my mind becomes an inescapable storm.” He shook his head. “But enough about me. If you are here to worship, I will, of course, leave you.”

      “I confess I’m not. I, too, came to escape.” She cocked her head at him. “You aren’t from around here, are you?”

      The man flashed a wide grin as he drew closer. His face was lined with a faint amount of facial hair, making him look older than Marina originally thought. His voice was deep, but still youthful. He was likely only twenty or so, if she had to hazard a guess. “No, I’m from… much farther than most of the guests here. I’m merely passing through on my way back home.”

      “And where is home?”

      Half his mouth quirked upward in a coy smile. “Ah, I thought the point of this little festival was to be anonymous. If I give away too many details, that would take out all the fun.”

      Marina found herself smiling because she agreed with this. Being in disguise, being unrecognizable, was the most alluring part of Litha. For all he knew, she could be a stranger passing through. He would have no way of knowing she belonged to this coven.

      Or rather, didn’t belong.

      Feeling bold, Marina drew closer until they stood only a breath apart. She was tall, but he still towered over her, his frame large and impressive. A soldier perhaps? Her mouth went dry as she glanced over the bulk of his arms straining against his dark shirt. Goddess, the muscles he must have…

      “I like that look,” he murmured, his voice a soft caress.

      She suppressed a shiver. “What look?”

      “That look of hunger. And desire.”

      Marina laughed again, but it was light and a bit breathless. She had had her fair share of lovers. Mostly during Lithia, where anything was possible and there were no consequences. She never saw her lovers again, but that was part of the game. The thrill of it all.

      “Why are you really here?” Marina asked, looking up into his eyes. They were an astonishing silver, glowing like the light of the moon. “Are you truly here for peace and quiet, or are you nothing more than a sly fox lying in wait for an unsuspecting maiden to stumble into your den?”

      A low chuckle rumbled in his throat. “And are you that unsuspecting maiden? From that look you just gave me, I’d hardly consider you innocent.”

      “You didn’t answer my question, Fox.”

      “I’m well aware, Jay.”

      “Jay?” Marina laughed. “What is that?”

      The man gestured to her mask. “A blue jay, yes?”

      “No. It’s a peacock. Have you never seen one before?”

      “I confess I haven’t. Where I’m from, we don’t have the luxury of such… beautiful creatures.” His eyes gleamed as they roved over Marina’s body.

      Her insides heated from that look. Goddess, she loved this, toying with men, pretending she was someone else, someone attractive. If he truly knew she was a fire witch, would he even look twice at her? He wasn’t from here, and she couldn’t sense a powerful aura of magic around him. He could be a witch, but if he was, he was no river witch. She knew their scent well.

      “Perhaps it is only the costume you find beautiful,” Marina challenged. “After all, my face is covered. For all you know, I could be a hideous hag beneath this.” She pointed to her mask.

      His gleam turned lethal as he approached her. “Then, perhaps we should remove your costume… and see what lies underneath.” He lifted a hand as if to touch her, his knuckles just barely brushing the skin of her arm, before he withdrew it, his eyes conflicted.

      Marina wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed. She lifted her chin. “Is that really what you want, Fox? You seem uncertain.”

      The man’s jaw tensed, and he dropped his hand. “It is. But, unfortunately, it is not what I came here for.”

      “Ah, yes. You came here to escape. Perhaps you and I have different ideas of what that means.”

      He smiled, and it made him seem more relaxed. More at ease. “There are… rules I must follow. As alluring as you are, Jay, I fear the repercussions if I break those rules.”

      “Rules?” Marina wrinkled her nose. “This is Litha—the one night we are allowed to break all rules.”

      He laughed. “Maybe for you. But I answer to a higher power.”

      “Higher than Tethys?”

      “Yes.”

      Marina’s face slackened in surprise. She had been teasing; she hadn’t really thought this man before her answered to a deity. But then again, if he was a different kind of witch, perhaps there was another god or goddess he worshipped. One with stricter rules than Tethys. She crossed her arms and leaned against the cold stone wall. Inside her skin, her fire continued raging, but the distraction of bantering with this man kept it at bay, along with the chilled air in the temple.

      “What exact rules must you follow, wicked fox?” Marina asked.

      “I can only remain here for a short time before I am… summoned back home.”

      Marina nodded. “All right. That’s easy to work around. What else?”

      “I cannot consort with mortals. Or witches.”

      Marina laughed. “Mortals? So you are immortal, then?”

      “In a sense. Let us say that I am not fully human.”

      Marina frowned in contemplation. This was unusual, but not unheard of. There were many species of halflings. She was a witch, after all, and could hardly be considered an average human herself. “Ah. Well, I’m afraid it’s too late for you there. With that rule already broken, there isn’t much else you can do.”

      The man lifted one shoulder. “Perhaps. But I have only thus far interacted with mortals and witches in passing. A small grievance like that is easy to cover up. But…” He inched closer to her, and her skin warmed from his proximity. “If I were to stay longer…. go deeper… push harder…” He drew out each word, eliciting a shuddering groan from Marina’s chest. “…in the mortal world, well, it would be much harder to cover that up.”

      Mortal world. Was he not from the Realm of Gaia then?

      This man was a mystery she wanted to unravel. Piece by piece.

      She inched closer until her chest brushed against his as she peered up at him through her mask. “So, what will your choice be, Fox? Will you have me here and now, and grant us both the escape we desire? Or will you adhere to your rules and run back home only to feel… unsatisfied?”

      This time, he was the one to groan, the sound somewhere between a growl and a sigh. He lifted his hand again, allowing his fingertips to brush against the bare skin of her arm. Marina closed her eyes, relishing that cool, gentle touch that seemed to soothe the roaring inferno inside her.

      “You don’t know me,” he murmured. “And I don’t know you.”

      “Doesn’t that make this more exciting?” Marina breathed.

      He leaned in, his mouth hovering over hers. Marina held still, waiting for him to close the distance between them. He hesitated for only a moment before sealing her lips with his. He tasted cool against the heat of her own body, and a tingle of awareness spread over her. His mouth moved more urgently as her tongue coaxed him onward, sliding between his lips and tasting him fully. He tasted like mint and oak and the hint of something sweet like caramel. Perhaps he’d enjoyed the sticky buns just like she had.

      A feverish need spread through Marina, and she was lost after that. Her hands were against his chest, tugging his collar closer, her arms rising to wind around his neck and twine in his thick, dark hair. His hands found her waist, lining her hips with his. Together, they staggered until her back met the cold stone wall. He ground against her, his arousal pressed to her. She could feel every hard inch of him, and Goddess, it was glorious.

      His lips moved to her neck, pressing soft kisses against her tender skin. He traveled lower, his mouth gliding along her collarbone and even lower, his tongue tracing circles just above her breasts. Marina gasped, fisting his hair as a riot of desire bolted through her. His hand slid under the strap of her dress before shifting it to the side, exposing her other shoulder and sliding it down, down, down. Her breathing turned ragged as the dress fell down to her waist, baring her breasts to him. He gazed at them with hunger in his eyes.

      “Beautiful indeed,” he whispered before lowering his mouth to her left breast, sucking and nipping, his teeth tugging gently against her peaked nipple.

      “Goddess!” Marina moaned, writhing against him, her body aflame with a new kind of kindling, something that quenched her magic and ignited a carnal, sensuous desire. She yearned for that escape, for that peace, for the quiet of her mind and body where nothing existed but the flesh and touch of a man, the throes of pleasure and passion.

      She tugged at his trousers, slipping her hand underneath and gripping his arousal firmly, running her hand up and down its length.

      He slammed his hands into the wall behind her with a roar, grinding more fervently against her. With one swift movement, she lowered his trousers, admiring every beautiful inch of him. He kept one hand braced on the wall behind her and used the other to bunch her skirts higher. His fingers rose up her thigh, stroking and teasing as he drew closer to her center. When he reached the moisture collecting between her legs, his voice rumbled with satisfaction.

      “Mmm, I make you wet, don’t I?”

      Marina ground against his hand, demanding more, but he only smirked. “How much wetter can I make you before you lose your mind?”

      A small whimper rose up her throat. She swallowed it down and forced a steady voice as she said, “If it’s torment you want, Fox, I can more than deliver.”

      He flashed a wicked grin. “Don’t hold back.”

      Her hand grasped him fully again, her finger teasing its tip. He swore, his voice a low hiss, as he leaned in and caught her shoulder between his teeth. The sharpness of his bite sent a delightful sizzle through Marina’s body, only fueling her arousal.

      “How long will you make us both wait?” Marina gasped as his hand covered her breast again. She tugged more firmly against his length, dragging it closer to her. Her sex ached, throbbing with a painful longing that she couldn’t ignore. “Give me my escape, Fox. And I’ll give you yours.”

      A deep growl built in his throat as his arms grew taut around her, caging her in. She met his darkened gaze, challenging him, her chest heaving with her shallow breaths. She lifted one leg, wrapping it around his middle and rubbing her center directly against him.

      His restraint snapped. His hands cupped her rear, hitching the other leg up so she straddled him, her back still against the wall. He leaned in, his breath tickling her ear. “Try not to scream.” His teeth pulled on her earlobe, and she shuddered, just as he buried himself deep inside her.

      She cried out, trying to stifle the volume of her voice as he filled her completely. Goddess, the length of him, the way it glided inside her, farther, farther, deeper… Stars burst in her vision, her blood boiling and her skin melting from the sheer perfection of it. He withdrew, only to plunge into her again. She threw her head back against the wall, closing her eyes, her mouth open in rapture. His fingers traced her inner thigh as he found a rhythm, pounding into her again and again, her back ramming into the wall over and over. But the pain was intoxicating to her, only adding to the flood of sensations that drowned her. Her hands found his ass, pressing it fully against her, urging him to go harder, faster.

      He obliged, ramming into her, a feral, animal sound rumbling from within him. She couldn’t stop her moans of delight, her voice making strangled sounds she didn’t recognize. Her legs clenched around him as the coiled tension inside her tightened, mounting higher and higher. Her skin burned. Her insides spiraled. She couldn’t take it anymore. She needed release, now. Goddess, she was so close, so close….

      He seemed to sense she was on the precipice. He leaned in, scraping his teeth along her throat while his other hand pinched her nipple, twisting it until she screamed. Her climax tore through her, vicious and merciless. Heat and pain and the most intense pleasure she’d ever known washed over her, bringing a staggering sensation of hot and cold rippling over her skin and numbing her bones. Soon after, he roared with his own release, pressing hard, and whispering, “Oh gods… Oh gods…” Over and over.

      When the air settled and Marina’s breathing gradually returned to normal, she remained pinned against the wall with him inside her, his face buried in her neck.

      “It’s never been like that before,” he groaned, his voice muffled against her. “Not for me.”

      Marina shook her head, but she was unable to speak. Her throat was raw from her screams, but she agreed. It had never been like that for her. Never had she been so fully satisfied, left so raw and brutally ravaged by a man’s body. Ordinarily, she was in charge, showing men how rough she liked it, but none of them could deliver the way she wanted.

      Not until him. This fox she would likely never see again.

      Slowly, he lowered her to the ground. Her legs were throbbing, and when he withdrew completely from her, a gaping emptiness took his place.

      I’ll never feel that fulfilled again, Marina thought.

      The man tugged his trousers back into place and adjusted his mask, which had kept his face covered the entire time. Marina was slightly disappointed by this; perhaps if she knew his face she would be able to track him down in the future.

      But no… She couldn’t possibly. They were strangers, which was how it should be. She was a fire witch, hunted by all. And he was… What was he?

      Whatever he was, he was likely someone she wouldn’t want to associate with. Not if he wasn’t mortal and associated with other gods.

      He looked at her, his eyes brighter than before, highlighting the silver within them. For the first time, Marina noticed he had identical silver streaks in his hair as well, though he didn’t look nearly old enough for his hair to start graying.

      No, this wasn’t gray hair. It was some other mark. A mark of magic.

      With a smirk, he adjusted her skirts around her, replacing her bodice so it covered her breasts. Though her flesh had been cold before, the feel of fabric against it instead of his hands was loathsome. She almost wanted to rip her dress off entirely, knowing nothing would ever touch her the same way again.

      She wished she had had more of him. More of his skin, of his body entangled with hers. To take her against a wall like this was perfect for feral pleasure, but now that it was over, she found herself wishing she’d taken her time with him, savoring the muscles and planes of his body.

      And now it was too late.

      “My beautiful blue jay,” the man murmured, running his hand along her cheek.

      Marina wanted to say something clever, something witty that would linger with him the way he lingered with her. But words escaped her as he lowered his hand and melted into the shadows. She almost cried out when he vanished entirely, knowing it was too late.

      Knowing she would never see him again.
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        * * *

      

      Marina jerked awake, squinting against the intense bright light of the sun. She must have fallen asleep in the temple. Well, that was no surprise. Her devious fox had quite thoroughly exhausted her.

      But as her foggy mind adjusted, and her eyes took in the scene before her, she realized it was not the sun shining on her. It was magic.

      With a jolt, she sat up, her dress rumpled and her mask askew on her face. A woman stood before her with thick, springy curls and blazing silver eyes, her skin a warm copper. She wore a loose white dress and a tiara of aquamarine gemstones on her head, similar to the one Remy had worn the night before. Gold light flowed from her fingertips, and her hair lifted around her as if she were submerged in water.

      Marina’s breath caught in her throat, her eyes wide and her throat dry as she took in the glowing figure before her. She wasn’t sure what was happening, but she knew one thing: this woman was a goddess.

      Marina immediately bowed herself before the figure, pressing her face toward the ground, arms shaking.

      “You dare insult me with such false respect?” the goddess cried, her voice resonating like the sound of a thousand voices. “When you have already defiled my sacred temple?”

      Marina’s body iced over with the chill of her realization. This was Tethys, Goddess of the river. The goddess Marina’s coven worshiped fervently.

      “Blessed be the Goddess,” Marina whispered, shutting her eyes, willing this all to go away, to vanish like some horrible nightmare. She was dreaming, surely. That must be it. “Have mercy on my soul. Blessed be the Goddess.”

      “Spare me,” Tethys shrieked, and something akin to lightning split through the temple with an almighty crack.

      Marina flinched, expecting the ceiling to cave in and crush her, for this goddess to kill her on the spot. “I beg your forgiveness, Queen of the Rivers. I—I was careless and foolish. My actions were unwise and thoughtless.”

      “You truly have no idea just what you’ve done, have you?” Tethys’s voice grew deadly quiet, and Marina almost preferred her shouting. This softer tone was lethal.

      Hesitantly, Marina peered up at the goddess, who watched her with narrowed eyes, her upper lip curling in disgust.

      “Fire witch,” Tethys spat. “You sully my name with your presence here. Not only that, but you defile my sacred house with a death god!”

      Death god. Marina was shaking her head. “No. No! He—I did not—”

      “Yes, it was a death god you tumbled with, you filthy wretch. Have you no restraint? No self-control? Your careless behavior threatened the sacred laws of Elysium and the Underworld. You could have caused unholy destruction between our realms, igniting a war of gods.”

      The masked man had been a death god? Marina couldn’t think past the raging turmoil of her confusion. It was impossible. There was no way…

      But she had heard stories of gods roaming the Realm of Gaia, if only for a brief period of time. I can only remain here for a short time before I am… summoned back home, he’d said.

      Bile crept up her throat, but she forced it down and whispered, “I did not know. He was only one man. He was alone! I—I thought it would mean nothing.”

      “He is a son of Aidoneus, creator of the Underworld,” Tethys said coldly. “Should Aidoneus seek retribution, he would be well within his right to wage war against me and all the witches who follow me. Because you chose my holy sanctuary for your filthy deeds.”

      Marina’s head was spinning. All she could do was shake her head, too numb to speak. What would Remy say? Her mother would be so disappointed…

      But that didn’t matter now. Surely, this goddess was here to kill her. Marina would never see Remy again. She shut her eyes, waiting for the blow to come, for Tethys to inflict punishment on her.

      “Death would be too swift for you, foul witch,” Tethys hissed as if reading her mind. “No. You should suffer. I curse you, Marina the fire witch, to roam this land for all eternity, to never know love or companionship, to suffer a life of solitude and loneliness. May your days be lengthened to show you just how pitiful your existence truly is. May all who draw close to you, who dare to show love for you, be smitten by my curse.”

      Another strike of lightning, another crack in the air. A blast of searing white light burned against Marina’s eyes, and she flinched away from it, cowering from the goddess’s power.

      When the light faded, Tethys had vanished, leaving Marina shaking and alone in the temple. Her skin was cold and clammy, her face covered in sweat. She rose on trembling legs, ripping the mask from her face and stumbling out of the temple.

      Dawn had just broken, and the forest was silent around her. This wasn’t unusual, since the morning after Litha was often quiet with the aftermath of too much revelry and alcohol.

      But this was different. A chill of foreboding swept over Marina, raising bumps along her flesh and stoking the fire magic roiling within her. The goddess’s words rang in her mind: May all who draw close to you, who dare to show love for you, be smitten by my curse.

      She thought of only one thing: Remy.

      Her steps hastened as she practically sprinted down the hill and toward the forest path. She knew this trail well; she could practically walk it blindfolded. Her breaths grew sharp and heavy with each step. Please, please, please.

      The entire forest screamed its silence at her. Even the animals and insects were hushed, leaving a gaping emptiness that pressed in on her as she ran. The only sounds were her own panting and the thumping of her feet along the moist leaves and dirt.

      Marina reached the bridge that crested the Snake River and froze. The usual roaring rush of water was absent, and now she saw why.

      The river had been turned to stone.

      What had once been a constant flow of motion, with shades of turquoise and aquamarine glistening in the sunlight, was now a pale, cold gray. No movement. No sparkling waters. The twisting current and bubbles had been frozen like moments in time, the curves and ripples forever preserved in a sculpture that would never move again.

      Tears pricked Marina’s eyes as she gazed at the depths that had once been so soothing. Now, the river was dead.

      Panic clenched her chest, and she hurried across the bridge and toward her home. The path wound downhill, and she passed several small dwellings where her neighbors lived. Not a soul was in sight. Even the morning after Litha, there were a few witches roaming about. But not now.

      Marina raced toward Remy’s small cottage, a stitch forming in her side and sweat pouring down her body. When she burst inside, she shrieked, “Mama? Mama!”

      No answer.

      Marina checked the kitchen and dining area. Nothing. The house was silent as the grave.

      Perhaps she is with Giselle, Marina told herself. Perhaps she has already risen and started her day.

      But the sense of foreboding clawed at her chest like a beast. Tears were now streaming down her face. She ran down the hall and into Remy’s bedroom, then stopped short.

      There she was, the woman who had raised and loved Marina more than anyone, lying motionless on the bed, her body completely turned to stone. Her eyes were closed with sleep, her body on its side, legs curled up as she so often slept, her hair a mane fanned out behind her.

      She was a statue. Her rich brown hair was now pale gray; her face, which had once been tan and healthy, now nothing more than coarse rock.

      Marina sank to her knees, sobs wracking through her. “Mama,” she wailed, tilting her face to the floor as she wept openly. “Mama, wake up, please!”

      There was no answer.

      Broken and desperate, Marina crawled toward the edge of the bed, stretching her hand out to clasp Remy’s. It was cold and rough against her skin, nothing like the smooth and soothing touch she was accustomed to.

      “Please, Mama,” she moaned. “Please wake up.”

      She knelt there for hours, sobbing while she held her mother’s hand and willed her to come back, to open her eyes, to wake from Tethys’s curse.

      But she didn’t.

      And when Marina’s tears dried up, her body aching from crouching by the bed for so long, her eyes swollen and her heart shattered, she finally unleashed herself, unable to hold back any more.

      Fire exploded from within her, consuming everything; the floorboards, the walls, the ceiling, the furniture… Everything went up in flames. Marina screamed as the inferno tore through her, brutal and merciless. And as her fire magic devoured everything in sight, she felt her body shifting, elongating. A low hiss built up in her throat as her skin changed. Sharp fangs extended in her mouth. Her arms disappeared into her torso as her skin stretched and stretched and stretched. Distantly, she knew she should feel alarmed or scared of this transformation, but all she felt was rage and agony fueling her, driving her forward.

      Power emanated from her as she morphed into a giant snake, unleashing an almighty screech of devastation.

      And still, Marina burned.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          FIFTY YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Marina adjusted her scarf to better conceal her face as the brisk desert wind whipped at her, stinging her eyes with sand particles. Her skin was already caked with grains of it, her lips dry and cracked, her throat burning. It would be so much easier if she shifted to her snake form and traveled that way, but then she would be unable to carry her items with her. Her blades were snug inside her belt, a heavy comfort with each step she took.

      As a fire witch, she was often hunted and despised. Over the years, she had learned to defend herself with a blade. It became a necessity.

      Not that it mattered. Once, she’d been skewered by the sword of a soldier, impaled right through the chest. It hadn’t killed her. Tethys’s curse had kept her alive.

      But the recovery had been the most brutal pain she had ever endured. If she could avoid that pain again, she would.

      No, it was easier to disarm her opponent with a few swift strikes and flee, unscathed, than to allow herself to become mortally wounded and have to wait for her body to heal.

      Because while Tethys had granted her immortality, she had not given her the indestructible body of a goddess. Marina was still human and suffered all human frailties.

      Bitterness and rage burned within her, igniting her fire magic, but she suppressed it for now. The idea of revenge burned bright in her mind, reminding her of why she was here.

      She would find a way to destroy Tethys. She had all eternity to do it.

      Marina glanced down at the worn scrap of parchment she clutched in her hands, detailing everything she knew about the coven that dwelt here in the Rhea Desert.

      It wasn’t much.

      Marina had spent years searching archives and texts, traveling from coven to coven for information about Tethys. Some water covens had been welcoming, believing her lie that she was a traveling earth witch in search of refuge for the night. Others had been hostile, requiring Marina to unsheathe her blades to defend herself.

      But one day, she stumbled upon an ancient folktale of Neptune and Hestia and their brutal feud. Neptune and Tethys were allies, both deities of water. But Hestia, the fire goddess, was despised by them both. For centuries, the two sides had been at war with one another… which would explain why Tethys had hated Marina so much—enough to curse her for one passionate night.

      A night with a death god.

      But Marina wouldn’t allow herself to dwell on him. Whoever he was, he had vanished and never returned. He had left Marina to suffer her fate—to live a life of solitude for all eternity, cursed to watch everyone she cared about turn to stone.

      One day she would get her revenge on him, too. But first… Tethys.

      Water witches knew nothing of Hestia, unfortunately. But one tale told of an ancient tribe of fire witches, blessed by Hestia, who lived in a hidden colony in the desert, impossible to find.

      If anyone could locate them, it was Marina. Even if her body suffered from thirst or starvation, she would only recover and continue her pursuit. She would spend years in these sands if that was what it took.

      Marina stared hard at the scrap of parchment. Only those with fire magic can locate the entrance. For decades, she had suppressed her magic, only unleashing it when she had access to an empty, unoccupied, wide open space. She knew firsthand what happened when she didn’t loose her fire every now and then.

      Still. After all these years, she had never trusted herself to use it regularly. Not only did it paint a target on her back, but her fire magic had caused so much grief and destruction already.

      And yet, here she was, at long last, seeking out her own people.

      Discomfort wriggled through her at the thought. She had spent so much of her life learning to fear and despise her magic. After losing her entire coven and enduring a curse—all because of the magic she wielded—it was hard for her to simply accept it.

      The more she researched, the more she understood that Tethys had cursed her, not for defiling her temple, as she claimed, nor for dallying with a death god. No, Tethys had acted out of an ancient vendetta against Hestia and all fire witches.

      So, if anyone knew how to fight back, it would be Hestia herself.

      Marina crested down a steep hill, sand sliding along her sandals as she struggled to keep her balance. She squinted against the desert wind, trying to make out shapes before her, but all she saw was a swirling vortex. The beginnings of a sandstorm.

      “Shit,” Marina muttered, tightening her scarf around her face. She wasn’t afraid of the sandstorm, but she didn’t particularly like the idea of being swept up in it, turned around, and possibly dumped out farther away from her destination than she intended. The fire within her raged, eager to be unleashed.

      Gritting her teeth, Marina scurried forward, making out a vague shape in the distance: a formation of rocks and boulders.

      Perfect.

      Marina’s stride lengthened as she tried to outrun the storm, her pack slinging against her hip and jingling with each step. The wind picked up, roaring against her ears, the sand in the air making it almost impossible to see. Her breathing was labored, each inhale bringing dust particles along with it. Her throat felt like coarse pebbles. Her skin burned.

      At long last, she reached the first boulder and threw herself over it, crouching down low to use the rocks as cover. She buried her face between her legs, tying her pack around the boulder twice to keep it in place.

      “That won’t help!” shouted a voice.

      Marina’s head snapped up as she made out a figure standing above her. She had thick, black hair and brown skin, but her eyes… They shone bright amber. Just like Marina’s did when her fire magic was unleashed.

      Fire witch.

      No longer concerned with the sandstorm, Marina rose to her feet. She stood taller than the woman, but not by much.

      “Who are you?” the witch asked. “Why are you here?”

      The wind billowed around them. Marina winced as the sand struck her skin with vicious intensity. “I’m seeking refuge.” She scanned the rocks, wondering where the woman had come from. “Is your home nearby?”

      The woman cocked her head at Marina, assessing her. “I sense our magic within you. But it’s… tainted. I’ll ask again—who are you?”

      “My name is Marina. I’ve been on the run for a very long time. I’m only here to seek answers about my magic.”

      The woman’s eyes narrowed slightly. After a moment, she nodded. “Follow me.”

      The sandstorm roared, and Marina was quick to hurry after the witch as she descended deeper into the rocks. Marina’s feet slid against the sandy boulders and pebbles, and she grabbed onto the rocks for purchase. They followed a narrow path Marina hadn’t noticed before, one that wound between the boulders and descended far below them. The lower they went, the more the sounds of the storm receded, until Marina found herself at the mouth of a cave buried beneath the rocks. Invisible from the outside.

      “Incredible,” Marina murmured, eyes wide with awe.

      The woman abruptly turned to face her. Without warning, she summoned a ball of flame and pressed it into Marina’s palm. Marina shrieked, trying to jerk her hand away, but the woman held fast. The fire didn’t burn Marina, but the shock of it sent a bolt of awareness coursing through her, igniting her fire magic. A blast of power rocketed through her, and she arched backward with a feral cry, feeling the presence of her serpent on the verge of breaking free.

      Just as suddenly, the woman withdrew, dousing the flames. Marina gasped as the magic left her, her snake receding and her body going stiff. Panting, she demanded, “What the hell was that?”

      The woman offered a wry smile. “I had to be certain. We don’t let just anyone take shelter here.”

      Marina swallowed hard, her throat still dry as a bone, and nodded.

      “I’m Farah,” the woman said, inclining her head. “Coven leader. Welcome to the Rhea Coven.”
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      Farah guided Marina down a dark, winding path that led deeper into the caves. The darkness swallowed Marina completely, and she had to brace her hands against the rocky walls to keep herself from tripping. Farah was unperturbed—she likely knew this path by heart, having traveled it so often. Every time Marina stumbled, Farah paused and waited patiently for her to catch up.

      After what felt like hours, the tunnel opened up to a vast cavern lit by torches. Small benches surrounded a fire pit, achingly reminding Marina of the sacred stone circle from her river coven. Witches sat on the benches, chatting with one another. They fell silent as Farah and Marina entered the space. Each woman stood, bowing her head in reverence to the coven leader.

      Every single witch had amber-colored eyes, just like Farah. But other than that, they couldn’t have been more different. Most of the witches had dark brown or black hair, but others had red or blond hair. Some were darker-skinned, like Farah. Others had a more olive skin tone, some a deeper brown, almost black. Few were as pale as Marina, which made her wonder if something was truly wrong with her and her magic. Had she suppressed it for so long that her body would never be the same?

      “This is Marina.” Farah gestured behind her. “She is seeking temporary refuge among us.”

      Marina didn’t miss how Farah emphasized temporary. But that was fine with her. The longer she stayed, the more at risk this coven would be. She had already witnessed firsthand what would happen to someone who dared to care for her. Just as Tethys foretold, they turned to stone. Every time. Even when Marina tried her hardest not to be likable.

      “What’s wrong with her?” asked a witch with curly auburn hair.

      Marina stiffened at her bluntness, her anger rising, but Farah answered before she could.

      “Her magic has been suppressed. We will help her unlock it. But for now, she needs a place to rest. Tilly, will you prepare a room for her?”

      A woman with short cropped blond hair and tan skin stood and strode to the edge of the cave, disappearing down one of the winding tunnels.

      The remaining witches stared openly at Marina, apparently not concerned with rudeness or propriety. Marina fidgeted under their gazes, her skin feeling itchy. She wanted to leave this place, to avoid unlocking her magic, as Farah put it. That wasn’t her intent at all. She needed to access the archives here, uncover answers about Hestia, and leave as soon as possible. Fire witches were already dying around the realm. The last thing Marina wanted to do was add to that number.

      She turned to Farah to ask if there was a library somewhere within these caves, but the words died in her throat as the coven leader’s eyes closed, her entire form trembling. Fire coated her hands and arms, and her body began to elongate and shift.

      Stunned, Marina staggered back a step, watching as Farah shed her clothes and hair, her body growing scales and stretching long until she resembled a serpent—a cobra, in particular, but different from Marina’s white form. This snake was tawny, with umber-colored spots along its scales.

      Marina swallowed hard. She couldn’t believe her eyes. Another snake shifter? She gazed around the room at the other witches, but they all looked on calmly. Then, another witch began to shift, her body trembling and quivering just as Farah’s had. After a moment, she transformed into another cobra, this one much lighter in color.

      Marina couldn’t breathe. She clutched at her chest, trying to inhale, to steady her pulse. How was this possible?

      “You thought you were the only one?”

      Marina blinked and found the auburn-haired witch standing next to her with a sly smile on her face.

      “The only what?” Marina asked.

      “Snake shifter.” The witch gestured to Marina’s figure. “Though I’ve never seen one with your coloring before. That’s rare.”

      “Coloring?” Marina’s mind couldn’t keep up. She was still baffled by the presence of other snake shifters. All this time, she’d thought her snake form had been part of Tethys’s curse.

      “Our skin tone matches the coloring of our snake’s scales,” the woman explained. “All of us here are cobras, but I’ve never seen a white one before.” She tilted her head, assessing Marina with cold calculation. “What are you?”

      “I don’t know.” Marina’s voice was hollow, but she spoke the truth. “I was abandoned as a child. Raised by water witches.”

      The woman snorted. “Goddess. That must have been terrible.”

      A lump formed in Marina’s throat, and she shook her head. “They were kind to take me in. They didn’t understand my magic. No one did. Not even me.”

      The woman’s expression softened. “I’m sorry you didn’t have a proper mentor to train you. But you’re here now, and we’ll do what we can.”

      Marina stiffened at the kindness of the woman’s words, the echoes of her curse ringing in her ears. “It isn’t safe for you—for anyone—to get too close to me.”

      The witch’s amber eyes flashed. “I can tell your magic is tainted by something else. Some other power. You reek of it, Marina. Whatever secrets you hold, I want no part of them, so don’t you worry. I’ll keep my distance.” She lifted her chin. “My name is Wren.”

      “Wren like the bird?”

      Wren offered a wolfish smile. “I was named after my first kill.”

      “Oh.” Marina’s stomach turned with discomfort.

      Wren laughed. “You’ll get used to it. Goddess, being around water witches has turned you soft.”

      Shame and grief swelled in Marina’s chest at the reminder of the coven, the home, the family she’d lost. She looked away, her gaze sweeping around the room. Two more witches had shifted into snakes, the large serpents slithering along the rocky floors. Marina, who had never been around so many snakes in her life, should have been frightened by this. How many times had Remy warned her about poisonous vipers in the woods?

      But, strangely, she felt nothing but a silent surety, a calmness down to her bones. Even her fire magic had been quelled by the presence of these kindred spirits.

      “It’s almost hunting time,” Wren said. “Once the storm settles, there’s prey ripe for the picking.” She licked her lips, revealing two sharpened fangs.

      Marina shuddered, and Wren laughed again. Marina got the feeling this witch enjoyed making her feel uncomfortable.

      The ground shook, and dust sprinkled from the ceiling. The walls quivered, and Marina’s hands flew out as she almost toppled to the ground. Breathless, she asked, “Is that the storm?”

      “No.” Wren’s expression had grown solemn as she stared up at the rocky ceiling.

      A flash of white light flared in the center of the room, and in an instant, Farah was back in her witch form, fully clothed and eyes blazing with determination. The walls shook again, and a feral roar echoed from one of the tunnels.

      “Wren,” Farah commanded. “With me.”

      Wren nodded, striding to stand next to Farah. Together, they raced to the other end of the cavern, disappearing into the narrow tunnel where the shout had come from. Marina stood, stiff as a board, itching to join them just to see what the commotion was. But she knew she would get lost in seconds, and even if she could keep up, what good would she be? Her magic was useless.

      Several other snakes had shifted back to their human forms, bustling about gathering items in their arms. As Marina watched them, she realized they were throwing together ingredients into a large cauldron. One of them hoisted the cauldron and lowered it into the fire pit.

      They were creating a spell.

      This Marina could help with. She surged forward, determination burning in her blood. She recognized lavender and eucalyptus leaves being dumped into the cauldron. A binding spell, perhaps. Her gaze roved over the room until she saw a row of shelves built into the opposite wall. She rushed over to it, scanning the contents until she found what she was looking for: wormwood. She snatched the jar and brought it over to the cauldron.

      A witch with black dreadlocks stood in her path, her expression hard. “What are you doing?”

      “Wormwood.” Marina lifted the jar. “It subdues foreign magic. If there’s an intruder here, we don’t know what kind of magic we’re dealing with.”

      The witch scowled, then glanced at the other women.

      “She’s right,” muttered a blond witch. “I was just going after that ingredient myself.” She nodded her approval. “Well done.”

      The black-haired witch grumbled something unintelligible before stepping back to allow Marina access to the cauldron. After dumping the wormwood inside, several witches began chanting in a language Marina didn’t understand. She withdrew a few steps, not wanting to interfere with the magic churning in the air, but the blond witch gestured her forward, extending her hands.

      Alarmed, Marina approached slowly, swallowing down the lump of emotion in her throat. She took the witch’s hand, inserting herself into the sacred circle. The last time she had participated in one of these had been the night of Litha. The night her curse had been thrust upon her and her entire coven had been slaughtered by Tethys’s fury.

      Marina’s chest ached, tightening and coiling like a serpent. Tears stung her eyes, and she impatiently blinked them away.

      Never again, she vowed. I will not let that happen again.

      She would leave here as soon as she possibly could. Already, it seemed a few witches were a bit too welcoming of her. How long before Tethys’s fury struck them, too?

      Marina wouldn’t wait around to find out. She shut her eyes, focusing on the words of the enchantment instead. After a moment, she placed the language: Latin. The river coven hadn’t used much Latin in their spells, unfortunately, but after a few repetitions, Marina was able to piece out some syllables and utter the phrases along with the other witches. The contents of the cauldron bubbled and churned, and an eerie amber smoke wafted from within—the exact same color as the witches’ eyes.

      Fire magic. Snake magic.

      More shouts echoed from the tunnels, and Marina stiffened. The blond witch squeezed her hand in reassurance. Then, a shrill, animalistic screech pierced the air, making the ground tremble.

      The sound was inhuman. It had to be some kind of powerful monster.

      Another screech filled the cavern, this one coming from one of the other tunnels. The witches around Marina jumped in alarm, their eyes darting from one tunnel to the next.

      There was more than one. Whatever creature was here, it hadn’t come alone.

      The witches’ chanting grew in volume, as if they could chase away the danger with the power of their voices. Dread crept down Marina’s spine as the walls trembled again.

      “What if the cave collapses?” Marina asked over the sound of the chanting. “Shouldn’t we flee?”

      The blond witch shook her head, leaning in to whisper in Marina’s ear. “Farah has it warded. It can’t collapse unless someone unravels her spells.”

      This wasn’t very reassuring. What if the intruders were magical? What if they could take down this cave, despite Farah’s wards?

      The shrieking continued, and another sound followed after. Some distant thumping, like footsteps, only heavier and faster. Movement appeared at the mouth of the opposite tunnel. Instinct had Marina unsheathing her blades, breaking free of the witches’ circle and darting forward to meet her opponent.

      Another loud screech, but the creature was close enough for Marina to distinguish the sound. It wasn’t a screech, but a loud, sharp, whinny. And the thumping was more of a clopping. Like hoofbeats.

      Marina’s skin chilled as a massive horse burst through the tunnel, the archway crumbling and raining dust and rocks on its head. But it was unperturbed… because the horse itself was made completely of sand.

      Marina’s heart lurched in her throat. She had never seen a creature like this before. She had seen horses, yes, but this one stood twice as tall as her, and its entire body rippled like the waves of the sea. Sand and dust trickled along its body, shifting and moving as if it were part of the sandstorm.

      The sandstorm. Had this creature come from the storm outside? Was there some kind of otherworldly magic at play here?

      A scream echoed in the other tunnel, this one human. Alarm pulsed through Marina as she thought of Wren and Farah. How could they fight a creature like this—a creature whose body could not be pierced? Marina’s hands were slick with sweat as she clutched her blades, knowing they would do no good. Those rocks had passed right through the horse’s body.

      “Protego!” shouted a voice.

      Marina turned and found the blond witch had also broken from the circle and raised her palm. Bright red magic flared to life, bursting in the air and surrounding the cavern. The air shimmered, and a faint transparent dome encircled the crowd of witches, including Marina.

      The horse reared its head and bounded forward, slamming directly into the barrier. The ground shook, and the barrier flickered, but it held fast. It would protect them, but not for long.

      Another whinny echoed in the tunnels as a second sand horse appeared, careening toward Marina. She flinched, even knowing the barrier was in place. As it collided with the magic, the ground shook again, more violently this time. Marina stumbled, falling to her knees from the impact.

      “What are they?” Marina cried, glancing over her shoulder.

      The blond witch stared, horrified, as the creatures alternated blows against her magic. “I don’t know. But their magic is ancient. Stronger than mine.” She turned to the witches still standing in a circle. “Sisters! Together!” She inserted herself back into the circle and clasped hands. The chanting continued, and red magic flowed from the cauldron, spiraling in the air.

      Marina watched them, torn between joining their circle and trying to fight off the beasts herself. Gritting her teeth, she sheathed her daggers and spread her hands, calling upon the fire still churning just under her skin. She kept it suppressed so often that when she did conjure it, it came to life almost effortlessly.

      Flames appeared along her fingertips. She pushed, drawing out more of her power until her arms were coated in fire. She threw her head back and screamed, unleashing it all. With her scream, flames burned her throat, searing her insides, scorching her body. She let it consume her completely. Soon, all she saw was the amber inferno of her magic. She didn’t hear the witches’ chanting or the horses’ whinnies. She became the fire.

      Her magic coaxed her onward, and she gave it complete control. The power within her pulled, tugging her toward the threat. Her fire melted right through the barrier until she stood before the closest horse. She hissed, baring her teeth as her fangs emerged. White scales formed along her skin, and her body elongated, her head rising until she stood as tall as the horse itself.

      Then, she struck.

      At first, she only tasted sand and dirt, the particles trickling off the horses’ body like nothing more than water droplets. But with her next strike, she infused it with her own fire, burying her fangs deep into the horse’s neck.

      The horse screamed, rearing back in surprise as Marina’s fangs met something solid. Something fleshy.

      Underneath the hide of indestructible sand was a body of flesh and bone. It could be killed.

      Encouraged by this, Marina struck again and again, her fangs sinking deeper with each assault. Her relentless advances had the horse backing away from her, its back pressing into the rocky wall behind it.

      Magic surged behind her, and the sounds of hissing filled the air. The other witches were shifting, too, perhaps spurred on by Marina’s success. Cobras wriggled along the dusty ground, and pulses of red magic continued spiraling in the air, spreading the magic from their spell. One snake raised itself up like Marina and began to strike at the second horse. When the horse retaliated, rearing on its hind legs, coils of red magic floated to the witch’s defense, surrounding her and protecting her from its hooves.

      Several other snakes joined Marina, and together, they surrounded the sand horse. Marina continued to cut with her fangs while another snake slithered over the horse’s body, winding and coiling, tightening until the horse shrieked in agony.

      The ceiling quivered, and boulders rained from above. Marina slithered out of the way, narrowly avoiding getting crushed. Another scream filled the air, this one closer than before.

      Then, from behind the second horse appeared a pair of figures. Wren and Farah. Farah was holding up an unconscious Wren, whose head was covered in blood. They stumbled forward, narrowly avoiding getting stomped on by the sand horse. Just as they collapsed in the middle of the cavern, another horse appeared at the mouth of the tunnel. More whinnies echoed from within the caves.

      How many more were there? Would they just keep coming until the witches had all been killed?

      Marina’s body shuddered as she tried to rein in her serpent form, but it resisted. It wanted to stay free, to continue with the battle. She wrenched her fire magic back, receding far, far within herself, commanding the snake to shift.

      I am in control, she thought.

      Are you? answered a voice. Or do I merely allow you to believe that?

      Icy coldness filled Marina’s body at the sound of that voice. The sound of her serpent. Panic rose up inside her. Was she enslaved to the snake? To her magic?

      But just as her panic mounted, her form began to change as she shed her skin, her human form taking the place of her white serpent. She glanced down to find herself completely naked. Somewhere behind her were her clothes and weapons, but she didn’t have time to grab them. Ignoring her exposed body, she raced over to Farah and helped her ease Wren onto a bench.

      Farah, to her credit, didn’t blink at Marina’s nudity. “There are two more in the tunnels,” she said breathlessly. “They won’t stop.”

      “What are they?” Marina asked, checking Wren’s body for a pulse. There it was; steady, but weak.

      “Kelpies,” Farah said. “Mutated variations of Neptune’s hippocampi. The average hippocampus can only travel through bodies of water, but kelpies? They can shift and morph, just like us, to adapt to different landforms.” She shook her head, her nostrils flaring. “They are born of an ancient magic. A magic I thought was gone forever.”

      “How are they here?” Marina asked, glancing at the horses, who were still being viciously attacked by the snakes. But as another horse appeared in the mouth of the tunnel, Marina knew they were about to be severely outnumbered.

      “I don’t know. When they roamed the realm before, it was thousands of years ago. Hestia and the water gods were at war. Tethys used a forbidden magic to craft a dark, sentient being that could hunt Hestia’s fire shifters. They were banished long ago by Hestia herself.”

      Hestia. Marina’s skin prickled with awareness, her heart racing. This was it. These were the answers she’d been searching for. But right now, while these witches were in grave peril, it was hard for her to process it fully. “If Hestia banished them before, how do we stop them now?”

      Farah’s eyes flashed. “We can’t. We don’t have enough power. There’s a reason we live in the desert—it makes it more difficult for the water goddess to track us down. But with kelpies on the loose? It’s only a matter of time before they find us and kill us all.”

      “But they can be killed,” Marina insisted, gesturing to the horse she’d been attacking. It had slumped to the ground, practically motionless as the other snakes finished it off.

      “Temporarily,” Farah said. “The dark magic will reawaken them in time. Only the power of a goddess can destroy them for good. Even if we weren’t outnumbered, by the time we take out all these kelpies, the first ones will be reawakening. We must flee.”

      Marina nodded, her body stiffening as a hissing cry filled the air. One of the snakes collapsed, blood gushing from a wound along its scales.

      Marina didn’t remember rising to her feet. All she knew was the bloodlust burning within her, her fire magic still raging at being caged once more. She darted forward, swiping one of the blades from her pile of clothes as she ran. Summoning her fire magic, she brought the flames to life in her palms, allowing it to coat her blade in an amber glow. She roared with fury, racing toward the horse that had wounded one of the witches. Marina raised her arms and buried the blade straight into the kelpie’s throat. The creature reared its head, trying to jerk away, but Marina buried her blade deeper and deeper, coaxing more of her flames into it. She sliced down, down, down, cutting all the way through, feeling the resistance of muscle and bone from within.

      In an explosion of sand and dust, the horse’s head came clean off its body, disintegrating into nothingness. The sand burst in the air, stinging Marina’s eyes.

      Triumph burned in her chest at the creature’s demise, but it was short-lived. Two more kelpies appeared and charged at her.

      “Shit,” Marina whispered. She turned and fled, aiming for her clothing and her second dagger.

      Before she could reach it, a rush of black smoke filled the cavern, rising up and twining with the red magic of the witches. Marina stilled, staring at the darkness as it seeped into the cave, swarming around the kelpies. The smoke was so thick that Marina couldn’t see through it, but she could hear the screeching of the kelpies… and the desperate hissing of the snakes.

      What was happening? Was this from the kelpies or something else?

      “Farah!” Marina shouted, stumbling forward, trying to reach someone, to help—

      A sudden silence rang against her ears, eerily reminding her of that cold emptiness just before she had discovered her entire coven had been killed. Dread numbed her body, the horrors of that morning replaying in her mind again and again.

      No, no, no…

      “Marina! Are you all right?” Farah called.

      Marina’s breath returned to her in a rush, her head spinning. She choked out, “Yes!”

      Gradually, the black smoke dispersed. Marina waved a hand in front of her face to help clear it, squinting through the haze. The red magic had vanished… and so had the kelpies.

      Panting, Marina surged forward, scanning the area to see what had happened. A few witches remained, now in human form… but there weren’t nearly as many as there had been before. The snakes that were attacking the kelpies had all vanished, too.

      Farah was hurrying toward her, eyes wide with panic. “What happened? What did you do?”

      “That—That wasn’t me,” Marina said, her voice trembling.

      “It was me.”

      Farah and Marina turned toward the voice, which was deep and distinctly male. A tall figure stood in the middle of the cavern, face shining with sweat and blazing with intensity.

      Marina’s heart lurched, her insides freezing over with recognition. The man had inky black hair streaked with silver, and identical silver eyes that haunted Marina every night, reminding her of what she’d lost.

      It was him. The masked man. The fox.

      The death god.
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      One second, Marina was staring, horrified, at the death god who had ruined her life.

      The next, she was flying across the cavern with inhuman speed, pressing her blade to the god’s neck and baring her teeth.

      “Bastard,” she growled, reveling in the way his eyes widened and his throat bobbed. “How dare you show your face here?”

      “Marina,” Farah warned.

      “I’ve met this god,” Marina said without taking her eyes off him. “He’s dangerous and deceitful. You would do well to end him right now, before he has a chance to destroy your life the way he destroyed mine. I wouldn’t be surprised if he brought the kelpies here.”

      “I didn’t,” the god said. Emotion flared in his silvery eyes, thick and potent. “Jay… I—I never meant for any of it to happen. I didn’t know.”

      “Bullshit,” Marina snapped, pressing her blade hard enough to draw a drop of silver blood.

      “Marina!” Farah chided, her voice ringing out, echoing in the vast cavern. The authority in her tone made Marina stiffen with realization. Every pair of eyes was on her, narrowed with suspicion and distrust.

      She had just admitted to knowing a death god. A god who clearly didn’t care one whit for mortal witches and who likely had brought these dark creatures on the coven’s doorstep.

      Slowly, Marina withdrew her hand, but she kept her dagger poised. The god still watched her with wide eyes, his gaze flicking down her body and his face reddening as he undoubtedly realized she wore no clothes.

      “Why are you here?” she demanded. “What did you do to the kelpies and the witches?”

      “Witches?” His face paled. “My magic only targeted creatures born of magic.”

      Farah swore. “You fool! This entire coven is made up of magical creatures! We are snake shifters, descended from the Gorgons themselves.”

      The god’s face now turned an ashy gray, his eyes wide and horrified.

      “Where did you send them?” Farah demanded, striding closer. “Tell me!”

      “I sent them to the origin of all death magic. But—”

      Farah unleashed a feral shout of rage, her teeth bared and her amber eyes flaring with the rise of her magic. She lunged for the god, and Marina was about to join her, when he raised his hands and shouted, “They are still in this realm! I swear it!”

      Farah faltered. “Explain.”

      “Pandora’s box has been opened.”

      A hushed silence fell in the cavern, and Marina swore an eerie ripple of otherworldly power brushed over them like a hissing wind. Bumps rose along her arms and neck, and she suppressed a shudder.

      “The dark forces within the box destroyed the Underworld,” the god went on. “Those creatures were created by Tethys, but she used death magic to bring them to being. They were born of death magic, the same magic I possess. They do not have a home to return to. I don’t know for sure where they were sent… perhaps to a portal that leads to the Underworld, like the one that brought me here.”

      “Brought you here?” Marina repeated.

      He gestured behind him toward the tunnels. “The portal. That’s how I came here. Listen, I don’t have time—”

      But Marina whirled to Farah. “You have a portal here? One that leads to the realm of the gods?”

      “We were blessed by the magic of Hestia herself,” Farah said, lifting her chin. “Of course we have a portal.”

      Marina shook her head in disbelief. Somewhere within these tunnels was a direct path to the gods themselves. If Marina used it, could she reach Tethys and kill her? Her deepest desire was only steps away…

      “Perhaps the kelpies and the witches are waiting for us by that portal now,” speculated a blond witch.

      But the god shook his head. “I can sense the magic of the kelpies. They aren’t anywhere within these caves.”

      “And even if they were,” Farah added, “the portal is useless now. It takes a powerful arsenal of magic to fuel it, and it is likely drained from this one’s arrival.” She waved a hand toward the god with a snarl. “The kelpies have no reason to be drawn to our portal when it is depleted of energy.” She drew closer to the god, her eyes glinting with lethal intensity. “Bring my witches back,” she commanded him. “Now.”

      “I cannot. My magic is—” The god broke off with a strangled gasp, his face turning white and his eyes rolling back.

      Startled, Marina took a step away from him, eyes wide as she watched him fall to his knees. “What’s wrong with him?”

      Just as suddenly, the god sucked in a breath, his eyes returning to their normal silver as he staggered to his feet, his body unsteady.

      “Jay,” he gasped, his eyes drilling into hers, pleading. “Marina.”

      Goddess, the sound of her name on those lips… Marina was torn between slapping him in the face and begging him to say her name once more, just so she could savor it.

      “The day you were cursed, so was I,” he said. “I was cursed, bound to the Underworld, unable to travel between realms. I tried to return to you. To help you.”

      Marina scoffed. Even if he had returned, what could he have done? Tethys’s curse had already bound Marina’s fate. Nothing could have changed that, especially not death magic.

      Murmurs rippled among the other witches, and Marina shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

      “Cursed?” Farah repeated, her amber eyes fixed on Marina. “You never mentioned a curse, Marina.”

      “You never mentioned having a portal,” Marina snapped. “My curse will not affect you. Not if I take my leave soon. I only need some information, and then I’ll be on my way.”

      “What information?” Farah asked, but the death god interrupted her.

      “You aren’t hearing me,” he said, his voice sharpening. “I’m here because the Underworld has been destroyed by Pandora’s magic. More creatures like those kelpies will be here soon. I don’t have long before I—” He went rigid again, his spine straightening, the muscles in his arms and throat working desperately as if he couldn’t breathe. His back arched, and a pained groan escaped his lips.

      Marina’s body was frozen, her mind torn between terror and panic at the sight of him like this. She couldn’t help the swell of emotion burning within her. Even knowing he was despicable and responsible for her curse, she felt a strange sense of concern for him. She didn’t like to see him in pain. Despite how much he deserved it.

      When the god opened his eyes, they were all black.

      Marina drew in a gasp. “He is cursed.”

      Black smoke began to pour from the god’s mouth, filling the air. A foul stench followed—the smell of death magic.

      Marina raced forward, grabbing the god by the shoulders and shaking him vigorously. “Fox! Fox! Stop this, now! You’ll kill us!”

      The instant her skin touched his, something jolted through her, scorching her bones and igniting her fire. She sucked in a sharp breath as the god jerked forward as if pulled by some force within her. His eyes cleared, and he inhaled a deep, rattling gasp, then choked and coughed.

      Stunned, Marina scooted away from him, alarmed by their closeness. Farah was watching her through narrowed eyes.

      The god coughed once more, then wiped the spittle from his mouth. “I won’t… survive much longer,” he rasped. “But the magic of Pandora is spreading. It will take over the other realms.”

      Farah was shaking her head. “That magic doesn’t belong in our world. It will not last.”

      “Some of it was created specifically for your world,” the god said, his expression darkening. “There are no limits to what has been unleashed. The magic of the dead will remain with what’s left of the Underworld. But anything that can cross over will certainly attempt to do so.”

      Farah’s face paled, and Marina scrutinized her. What else besides the kelpies was she so afraid of?

      “If you are cursed,” Marina said slowly, “then how are you here?” It was clear something was quite wrong with him, but if he’d found a way around his curse, maybe she could do the same.

      “I fell through a portal,” the god said. “I had no choice. It was either jump in, or be consumed by the dark magic that took over my home.”

      “So you chose to just die here instead?” Marina asked, overcome by that maddening sense of concern for him once more. Stop it, she ordered herself. You hate him, remember? He can rot for all you care.

      “He will not die,” Farah said firmly. “We can help him.”

      Marina gaped at Farah, and she wasn’t the only one.

      “Help him?” repeated another witch. “This monster from the Underworld? He would spit upon our kind before offering us any aid.”

      Many others shouted their agreement, their voices rising with indignation.

      “Have some sense,” Farah barked, her eyes flashing. “This death god has magic beyond our own understanding. He alone was able to banish the kelpies. And he alone can track them and locate our sisters. If we help him, he can help us get them back.”

      “He is sitting right here,” the god growled.

      Farah ignored him and turned to Marina. “You must stay with him, Marina. It’s clear you play a key part in breaking through his curse.”

      Marina blinked. “Me?”

      “You subdued him. Your touch kept him alive. That can’t be a coincidence.”

      “It is a coincidence,” Marina insisted. “I’m sure if any one of us had touched him, our fire magic would have awakened him just the same.”

      “You two are both cursed. I don’t know the details or conditions of such a curse, but I know it’s binding. It’s clear whoever cast it linked you two together somehow. We can use that to find a way to break it.”

      Break the curse. For a moment, Marina couldn’t breathe. Her head was spinning with possibilities.

      “You think I haven’t already tried to break my curse?” the god growled, still kneeling on the ground. “I’ve spent hundreds of years using all manner of spells, and nothing has worked. What makes you think your magic is any different?”

      “Because our magic comes from Hestia herself,” Farah said, squaring her shoulders and looking as regal as a queen. “Hestia’s magic is the antithesis to Tethys’s. If anything can break your curse, it’s the power of us fire witches.”

      The god said nothing. His eyes flashed with a mixture of darkness and longing, a combination Marina only knew too well. She felt her own chest lighten with a dangerous amount of hope. Could her curse truly be broken? And with the very magic that pulsed through her veins?

      Farah seemed to interpret the god’s silence as agreement. “That settles it, then. We will help each other. So, tell us what we can do. Once we track down the kelpies, how do we destroy them?”

      The god was shaking his head, suddenly looking exhausted. His face was drawn and haggard, his dark hair hanging limply around his face. “There’s no way to destroy all of them unless we can trap them inside the box again. But the box is in the Underworld, and the Underworld is…”

      “Destroyed,” Farah said solemnly. “I see.”

      “So you’re saying we can do nothing,” Marina said, her tone flat. “We’re just supposed to sit here and wait for these creatures to kill us?”

      “There was a time long ago when all magic was freed,” Farah said, her eyes distant. “We witches survived then. We can survive it again.”

      “The kelpies were created by death magic,” the god said. “I can track them. I know the scent of it, and my magic will seek it out. If you help me break my curse, I will help you locate the other witches.”

      Farah nodded stiffly. “Very well. We will set off at once.” She straightened and turned toward the witches behind her. “Sisters, prepare yourselves for battle.”

      “What?” Marina shouted, her voice ringing in the cavern. “I—I just got here. I can’t go on a journey, and especially not with him!” She gestured wildly toward the death god.

      “Marina, you’re the only one who can keep him alive,” Farah said. “We need your help. The offer to break curses extends to you as well. If you help us, we will help you.”

      Marina was shaking her head, even as every part of her quivered with the anticipation and excitement of living a curse-free life. “I can’t leave until I get what I came for.”

      “And what, exactly, is that?” Farah asked.

      Marina opened her mouth, then shut it. She wasn’t expecting to expose her deepest desires like this, bluntly and plainly for all to see. But what choice did she have? They already knew about her curse. If the portal was functional, she could abandon these witches right now and jump through, intent on finding Tethys and destroying her.

      But right now, she was out of options.

      She lifted her chin and tried to put as much confidence into her words as possible. “I was cursed by the goddess Tethys. I came here for information about Hestia, her known enemy, to learn how I can possibly destroy her… along with my curse.”

      Once more, silence filled the cavern. Even the death god gaped openly at Marina, his face filled with shock.

      Farah was watching her with a mixture of confusion and pity as she slowly shook her head. “Marina, how can you possibly hope to take down a goddess? Even if you did succeed, this would mean war between us and the gods of Elysium. Is that really what you want?”

      “I have been cursed to roam this land for over fifty years,” Marina said through clenched teeth. “I have watched family and loved ones die because of the magic ingrained in me. I don’t care what the consequences are; Tethys overstepped when she cursed me, and I vow to make her pay for that.”

      “Well, then, the first step would be to track down her creations and destroy them,” Farah said, her eyebrows lifting. “You want to find a way to Tethys? Those creatures are the key. It’s only a matter of time before the gods get involved in this mess. With darkness roaming the realm once again, the war between Hestia and Tethys has been reignited.”
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      The sandstorm had left swirling dunes in its wake, some lumpy and misshapen, others smooth like hills. Marina gazed solemnly at the crater-sized holes that spotted the ground surrounding the formation of rocks where the witches’ cave was hidden. The sun beat down mercilessly from the sky, and she was grateful she was clothed once again so her skin wouldn’t burn. With her fair complexion, she’d had enough burns to last a lifetime. Or several lifetimes, in her case.

      “The kelpies must draw substance from somewhere,” Farah said, appearing next to her and following her gaze. “The sandstorm likely fueled their transformation, making them stronger.”

      Marina shook her head slowly. “I don’t understand how such creatures can exist. They can die, yes, but they can be reborn? It isn’t natural.”

      “You’re right. It isn’t. That’s part of why they were trapped in Pandora’s box in the first place. And why we must venture to put them back. This entire realm is in danger if they remain. Their very existence upsets the balance of power here.”

      Marina chewed on the inside of her lip but said nothing. For so many years, she had been looking out only for herself. It was hard to spread her awareness to other people; to people who would likely die in a few decades, maybe less, while Marina would continue to wander this dreadful realm. Completely alone.

      “We’ll cross the desert to the nearest town first,” Farah continued. “After that, the death god will show us the way.”

      Behind them approached several other figures—the last remaining witches of the Rhea coven. Marina’s eyes narrowed as she took in the death god, striding alongside Wren, whose head had been bandaged.

      “Shouldn’t he be tied up?” Marina asked, not bothering to lower her voice.

      The god scowled in her direction.

      “As long as he keeps his death magic to himself, there is no reason to restrain him,” Farah said calmly. “He is our ally until he proves himself otherwise.”

      Marina wanted to point out that he had already “accidentally” banished half the coven, thus proving himself to be an enemy. But from the steely look in Farah’s eye, she knew it would do no good.

      “Stay close to him, Marina,” Farah said. “If he starts having fits again, you know what to do.”

      Marina’s face twisted in disgust as she drew one of her daggers, keeping it comfortably in her palm. Farah’s eyebrows lifted, but she made no objection. She wrapped her scarf around her face and strode down the rocky path, the other witches following behind her.

      After ensuring Wren was well enough to walk without assistance, Marina fell back until she and the death god were walking side-by-side.

      He eyed her dagger warily. “Is that truly necessary?”

      “If I have to be this close to you, I’m doing it with a dagger in my hand,” Marina said without glancing at him. Her eyes were on Wren, who stumbled slightly before righting herself. She needed a healer… but unfortunately, the coven’s healer had been whisked away along with the kelpies.

      Another thing to blame the death god for.

      “I’m not your enemy, Marina,” the god said.

      Marina flinched at the sound of his voice—not just because it rang with familiarity. But because she liked the way her name sounded on his lips. It brought back the intoxicating memories of his body pressed against hers, grinding into her, her back slamming against the stone wall again and again…

      Gritting her teeth, she forced the memory from her mind and instead focused on what had happened after.

      He’d vanished.

      Tethys had appeared.

      And Marina’s entire life had changed.

      “You are hardly my ally,” Marina said. “It’s because of you I was cursed in the first place.”

      “You think I wanted that? I was cursed, too. I’m a victim, just like you.”

      Marina whirled on him, raising the dagger to his throat and hissing through her teeth, “Don’t you dare claim to be a victim. You are a god. You have power and privilege while I remain in this weak and fragile human form, cursed to roam this world alone for all eternity.” She cocked her head at him, eyes narrowed. “Tell me, does the throne you sit on sometimes make your ass sore? Do you find your excessive amount of magic burdensome? Are the domains you oversee simply too much to behold?” She scoffed bitterly and spat at his feet. “Spare me your complaints. You will never understand how I have suffered.”

      His nostrils flared, his jaw tense. The fire in his eyes implied he wanted to argue, but Marina was already turning away from him, dismissing him. For several moments, they traveled across the dunes in silence, following the other witches and tightening the coverings over their faces to protect from the sands and the beating sun above them. Already, Marina’s throat ached with a dryness that made her insides feel itchy.

      “I do not have a throne,” the god muttered.

      Marina stumbled but righted herself before she fell head first into the sand. “What?” she snapped.

      “I do not have a throne,” he repeated. “That belongs to my brother, the king of the Underworld.”

      “Why should I care? Do you expect sympathy?”

      “No. But if you are to judge me, you might as well understand the facts before hurling inaccurate insults at me.”

      Marina clenched her teeth, furious that he had a point. She didn’t know anything about him. But she also had no desire to. The sooner they used him to locate the kelpies and the other witches, the sooner he could leave her in peace. She wanted nothing more from him.

      “My name is Romanos,” he said suddenly. “Or Rom, if you prefer.”

      “I don’t care,” Marina said at once, even as his name rang in her mind, connecting the missing piece to that elusive masked man from so many years ago. Romanos. A powerful name. The name of a god. Perhaps if she’d known his name before their dalliance, she might have hesitated, knowing there was something more to him.

      They had just crested the third dune when Rom suddenly went tense, a strangled groan building up his throat. Marina turned to find him sinking to his knees, his eyes rolling back.

      “Dammit.” Marina knelt by his side, doubt creeping into her mind as she stretched her hand forward. She felt like an idiot. There was no way Farah was right about this; how could she, a cursed fire witch and snake shifter, have any power over this death god?

      But when her fingers brushed the strained muscles of his throat, she felt that same shock of awareness rippling through her, binding them together. Rom gasped as if her touch alone had granted him breath, his eyes returning to normal as they fixed on her. His expression was filled with an urgent desperation that made her uncomfortable. He seemed to be pleading with her for something, begging as if she were his deliverance.

      Deliverance from what?

      Marina looked away when his breathing returned to normal, unable to hold that gaze for any longer.

      “Thank you,” Rom panted, staggering to his feet.

      Marina withdrew her hand as if he’d burned her and took a few healthy steps away from him. She said nothing as she turned back to follow the witches, who had lingered when they’d noticed Marina and Rom had fallen behind.

      Wren’s brow furrowed as she frowned at the pair of them. “Very strange,” she muttered.

      “Yes, I know,” Marina grumbled, falling into step beside her, knowing Rom had at least a little more time before his next episode.

      “Do you?” Wren fixed a doubtful look on her. “Do you truly know how strange it is for you to be bound to this death god? Because, to me, it seems like you are in denial.”

      Marina glared at her. “What do you know about it?”

      Wren smirked as if amused she’d struck a nerve. “Not much. But one thing I do know is the power of a magical bond. And that’s exactly what you two have. The longer you fight it, the more it will pull you together until you have no choice but to face it.” She shrugged. “Might as well figure it out now, so you can use it to your advantage. That’s what I would do.”

      Marina had nothing to say to that. Truth be told, she hadn’t given it much consideration. Every fiber of her being wanted to distance herself from Rom, to deny any connection they shared because he was her enemy, the reason for her miserable life.

      And yet… What if Wren was right? What if there was a way Marina could use this to her advantage? Being bound to a god might have its uses… For instance, would it grant her some protection if she were to go after Tethys?

      Was this the secret weapon she was looking for?

      “Do you have much experience with magical bonds?” Marina asked, noting the dark look that had crossed Wren’s face.

      Wren’s eyes tightened as she kept her gaze fixed straight ahead, but her jaw was taut with tension. “I do.”

      Marina said nothing for a moment. She was deeply curious, but she didn’t want to pry. With an awkward chuckle, she said, “Well, I hope yours wasn’t a forced connection to a death god.”

      Wren huffed a laugh, but it sounded far too bitter. “No. It was by choice. We both consented for the bond to be forged. And then… she died. And it was the worst pain I’ve ever known. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.”

      Marina’s throat felt tight. She didn’t know what to say. The raw agony in Wren’s eyes, the pain creasing her expression… She was all too familiar with it. As careful as she’d been all these years, keeping her distance from the world so they wouldn’t fall prey to her curse like everyone else—Marina had still made mistakes. People had suffered because of her.

      “I’m sorry,” Marina said at last. “I know how it feels to lose people close to you. But I can’t imagine the strain of losing a bond that powerful.” She didn’t know much about magical bonds, but from what Remy had told her, they were powerful, volatile, and had the potential to kill whoever was bound. “How did you survive it?”

      “Farah helped me.” Wren jerked her head toward the coven leader a few paces ahead of them. “I wouldn’t have gotten through it without her.”

      Marina nodded. Though she didn’t know Farah well, she knew enough to understand the woman cared for her coven deeply.

      “She’ll help you, too,” Wren said, her eyes shifting to Marina. “If you let her in, she can pull you through your own darkness. Just like she did for me.”

      Marina’s throat turned dry, and she averted her gaze. For a moment, it seemed Wren could see too much of her grief and pain, the losses she kept buried deep so she wouldn’t have to relive them over and over again. She didn’t want to drag those heavy burdens to the surface. Not now. She didn’t have the strength to face them.

      And even if she did, she wouldn’t dare let Farah in, as Wren had suggested. The very act would turn the coven leader to stone.

      So instead, Marina fell silent, allowing the conversation to die before her emotions and her past completely drowned her.

      After crossing several more dunes, they climbed to the top of the hill and made out the vast city of Sodara spread out below them. Marina, huffing and exhausted, her throat parched and her skin scratchy, heaved a sigh of relief. Somehow, the journey hadn’t seemed so long when she’d made the trek by herself. Then again, she was moving slower with the witches.

      And she was constantly aware of Rom’s gaze on her, as much as she tried to ignore it.

      Farah and the other witches were adjusting their scarves, wrapping them to drape across their foreheads like hoods instead of covering their mouths like before. “Marina, we will need you and… Rom, is it?” She smirked knowingly at the death god, and Marina’s cheeks burned with the knowledge that Farah had overheard their conversation. “We’ll need you both to make arrangements for us from here on out. Our eye color will give us away.”

      “Can’t you change it?” Marina asked.

      Farah’s amber eyes flashed as they drilled into her. “We’ve been living in isolation for hundreds of years. The entire purpose of our coven was to allow freedom to exist as we are, not as society demands. Those instincts cannot simply be turned off.” Her eyes softened. “It is similar to how you cannot fully connect with your shifter side just yet. It takes practice.”

      Marina dropped her gaze, suddenly self-conscious. It was true she had very little control over her serpent form. And the fact that she couldn’t shift without losing her clothing was another obstacle.

      Farah grasped her elbow. “We will help you, Marina. You are one of us now.”

      A lump lodged itself in her throat, and she swallowed hard, her eyes burning. Remy had said something similar to her, often reminding her that the river coven was her family, no matter who she was or where she came from.

      Thoughts of Remy flooded her mind. Her body, hard as stone, lying motionless on the bed. The entire village up in flames, burning from Marina’s rage and grief.

      Marina snatched her arm away quickly. “Thank you,” she said, her voice strained. “But you would do well to keep your distance from me. It isn’t safe for you. Or anyone.” She looked at Wren to ensure she was listening, too. The auburn-haired witch was watching through narrowed eyes, her mouth turned down in contemplation.

      “What do you need us to do?” Rom asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “Secure a meal and a room for the night?”

      Farah nodded and reached into her pack to give him a small sack of coins. “We don’t have much, but this should be sufficient.”

      Marina’s skin prickled with suspicion, her eyes on the pouch. Was it truly wise to hand this god their money?

      As if reading her apprehension, Rom took the sack and placed it in Marina’s hands. She stared up at him in surprise, only to find him smiling at her. “Best if you keep it, I think. I’m likely to drop it if my… condition worsens.”

      Marina could only gape at him. His eyes crinkled slightly with his warm expression, his mouth twitching as if he found this whole situation amusing. She had never seen such a gentle look on his face before. It completely transformed him from the terrifying death god into someone kind and affectionate. A perfect stranger.

      She was reminded of the man with the fox mask. He hadn’t looked at her with such tenderness—their interactions had been feral and carnal, pleasure-seeking and nothing more. But the expression he wore here and now brought her back to that feeling of warmth and understanding she’d experienced for the briefest of moments while their bodies collided.

      I’ll never feel that fulfilled again.

      Those were her exact thoughts after he’d taken her against the wall. At the time, she’d been thinking of the physical sensation, the way his body had completely filled hers, satisfying her in a way no man ever had before.

      But no, she’d felt something deeper with him. Something else. Something she couldn’t quite name. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, since she’d spent so many years despising him, that moment had been different from any ordinary lovers’ tryst.

      “There is an inn at the bottom of the hill,” Farah said, snapping Marina from her hazy thoughts. “We’ve stayed there before, and the innkeeper is very discreet.”

      “Does he know you’re fire witches?” Rom asked.

      Farah offered a bitter smile. “No. But he is no fool. He knows we’re hiding something and would like to keep it hidden. We’ll stay there for the night and continue with our journey at dawn.” She paused, scrutinizing Rom. “You said you’re able to track the kelpies. Do you know where they reside now?”

      Rom shook his head. “I’ll need to cast a spell and summon my death magic. It’s a dangerous task, and any creature of magic nearby will scent it. I’m drawn to them, and they are drawn to me. Best to only cast it when we are ready to flee, so we can try to outrun whatever might be lurking nearby.”

      Marina suppressed a shudder as she imagined more demon horses springing up from the ground.

      With Farah leading the way, they skirted downhill, their footsteps a light shuffle to avoid tumbling down the dune. Marina’s foot dragged in the sand, and she staggered before someone caught her arm, steadying her.

      “Thanks,” she said, only to realize it was Rom who grasped her. She jerked free of his grip, scowling, as they continued downhill. She could’ve sworn he chuckled in response.

      As they descended, the sandy ground became rockier and sturdier, their footsteps now making loud scuffling sounds instead of the gentle whisper among the dunes. Marina resisted the urge to wrap her scarf more securely around herself to hide from passersby. It was instinct to draw as little attention to herself as possible.

      But with the other witches’ need to remain obscured, it was imperative that Marina leave her face uncovered. A crowd of masked witches was suspicious. But if two of them bore their faces for the world to see? It would be less conspicuous. She shared a glance with Rom, who lifted his chin, his stride a confident swagger that made him look like he belonged. Watching him only made Marina’s scowl deepen as she thought of her own clumsy shuffling, her body hunched over from years of keeping her face lowered to avoid meeting other people’s eye. She tried to emulate his confidence, throwing her shoulders back and raising her face. The back of her neck prickled even though she knew no one was following them. The small buildings on the outer edge of the village drew closer. A few townspeople were out and about, meandering along the sandy roads. Some of them cast curious glances Marina’s way, but she forced herself to meet their gazes and incline her head politely.

      To her surprise, they returned the gesture before resuming their activities. Marina struggled to breathe properly, waiting for the moment when someone would point at her and scream, or a man would look at her with lust in his eyes. Her pale skin and green eyes often attracted unwanted attention, and when it didn’t, the fire magic roiling inside her did. Sometimes her eyes would flash amber without her permission.

      Rom nudged her gently. “You’re all right,” he murmured.

      She glared at him. “What are you talking about?”

      “You seem uneasy. I know you’re accustomed to being hunted, but these people don’t suspect anything.”

      “Yet,” Marina grumbled.

      Rom grinned. “Keep your suspicions about you. It’s good to assume the worst, to prepare for things to go awry. But don’t let it make you paranoid.”

      Marina gritted her teeth. “I’m sorry, are you lecturing me right now?”

      “Just offering some tips.”

      “From what, your vast experience of blending in with crowds and avoiding brutal attacks?” Marina scoffed. “Spare me. You’ve probably never been hunted a day in your life.”

      Rom’s eyes darkened. “You don’t know much about the Underworld, do you?”

      Marina blinked, startled by the question. “What?”

      “Do you know what I was tasked with for so many years?” His eyes were lethal as he stared at her. All Marina could do was shake her head. “I was in charge of guarding Tartarus.”

      A knot of dread formed in Marina’s chest. Tartarus. Rom was right; she didn’t know much about the Underworld. But what she did know was that Tartarus was a prison for the most vile of souls. It preyed on their fears and turned their minds against them. It enslaved their minds as well as their bodies.

      Even if Rom wasn’t technically a prisoner, Marina couldn’t imagine how he would survive that place for long without it affecting him.

      Shame and confusion swirled in her mind as she processed this. Was she feeling… sympathy for this god who had ruined her life? It was so sudden and unexpected, and yet, she couldn’t deny that she had—once again—completely misjudged him.

      With a brisk shake of her head, she muttered, “Sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “That’s all right.” Rom’s amused smile returned, and this somehow made her angry all over again.

      Intent on fully understanding him—just so she could feel justified in despising him, she told herself—Marina asked, “Were you—I mean, did Tartarus—Was your life ever in danger down there?”

      Rom’s expression sobered, his gaze turning distant. “I was never in any danger. But oftentimes, my mind believed I was. That place plays tricks on you, and once it lures you in, it’s already won. It only takes one deception for the illusion to solidify in your mind and claim you completely.”

      Marina’s blood ran cold. “Goddess,” she breathed. “That sounds terrible.”

      “It is.”

      “Why were you tasked with that? Couldn’t you work somewhere else?”

      Rom offered a wry smile. “I didn’t have much control over that. As I’ve told you, my brother rules the Underworld. The assignments are up to him.”

      There was a lilt to his tone that made Marina watch him closely. His eyes were guarded, and he wouldn’t look at her.

      “It’s more than that, though,” she said quietly. “Isn’t it?”

      Rom’s eyebrows lifted. “I—Well…” He sighed. “Yes. By working in Tartarus, I was able to avoid many of my brothers.”

      “You have more than one?”

      “Oh yes. I have five. Well, four. One of them perished. But many of them are just as vile as the depths of Tartarus. If they had known about my curse, they would have used it against me.”

      Marina’s brow furrowed. “One of your brothers perished? A god? How?”

      Rom snorted and shot her a dubious look. “Why? You considering doing the same to me?”

      Marina’s head reared back. “I—” Actually, she had been thinking of Tethys.

      Rom, caught off guard by her confusion, smoothed his expression. “He was killed by my brother. Another god.” He looked at her pointedly as if to say, No mortal can kill a god.

      Marina said nothing. Her head was full of strange, incoherent thoughts of gods and Tartarus and Romanos, the death god who was responsible for her curse, living a life of torment and despair in the Underworld. It clashed with everything she’d believed for so many years, picturing him enjoying a life of frivolity and endless pleasures with all the other gods.

      But it was far more complicated than that.

      And she was starting to wonder if, perhaps, Rom’s life had been even more miserable than hers.
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      When they reached the inn, Farah and the other witches elected to wait outside while Marina and Rom purchased the room. Farah gave them explicit instructions on what to say to the innkeeper. Once the transaction was complete, the witches would slip through the back to access the room.

      It all seemed very covert and incredibly likely to fail, in Marina’s opinion. From her experience, it was better to appear as ordinary and unassuming as possible, and this plan was the complete opposite.

      But, in spite of her concerns, she trusted Farah. And, if all else failed, every single one of them possessed powerful magic. They could defend themselves if needed.

      Squaring her shoulders, Marina followed Rom into the small inn. They stepped into a tiny pub filled with only a few occupants drinking ale in the corner. Behind the bar was a short man with no hair and a faint white goatee along his chin. He adjusted his spectacles when they approached.

      This was the innkeeper Farah had described. So far, so good, Marina thought.

      She lifted her chin and set the pouch of coins down on the bar. “We’d like a meal and a room for the night, please.” She leaned forward. “And we are willing to pay for your discretion as well. We are friends of Felicity’s.”

      The man, who was watching with narrowed eyes, now straightened at the usage of Farah’s alias. His eyes widened, and he nodded fervently. “Ah, I see. I was wondering when we might see our elusive friend again. Is she well?”

      In an undertone, Marina said, “She is. And she’s here with us now. We would appreciate the usage of your backdoor if possible. She has brought others with her who also require discretion.”

      The man arched an eyebrow as he started counting the coins in the pouch. “That will cost you extra.”

      Marina nodded. “Of course.” She tried to appear confident, even though she worried their funds wouldn’t be enough. Farah certainly didn’t have much, but they needed a place to stay. After a long day traveling in the desert, they needed food and rest, especially if what Rom spoke was true, and dark magical creatures would be hunting them soon.

      When the innkeeper was satisfied the coins were the right amount, he slid them back into the pouch, then turned and swiped a key hanging on a hook along the wall behind him. He jerked his head toward the back. “Follow me. I’ll let your friends in.”

      Relief filled Marina’s chest. “Thank you.”

      The innkeeper led them through the back and down a cluttered hallway filled with crates and jugs of ale. When he opened the door, Farah was waiting on the other side with a smile.

      “Bernard! It’s been too long.” To Marina’s surprise, Farah embraced the innkeeper, who chuckled slightly.

      “I was starting to worry something had happened to you,” he said gruffly when they drew apart.

      “No, I just needed to lie low. Too much time in town draws unwanted attention.”

      Bernard nodded. “Of course, of course. Well, you know you’re welcome here anytime.” He passed her the room key and glanced uncertainly over her shoulder. Marina could see his mind working as he tallied up how many guests would be sharing one room.

      Farah took the key before he could probe her with questions. Already, Marina was shifting uncomfortably at the idea of sharing a room with this many people—including Rom. She likely wouldn’t sleep at all.

      “Thank you, Bernard.” Farah smiled warmly at him. “And should you or your family need any, ah, assistance while I’m here, please let me know.”

      Bernard’s cheeks reddened, and he cleared his throat and rubbed his nose. “Ah, yes. Of course.” He opened his mouth as if to say something else, then thought better of it and turned and shuffled down the hallway.

      Marina frowned after him. She was about to ask Farah what that had been about, but the coven leader pressed a finger to her lips and shook her head. Together, Marina, Rom, and the fire witches crept up the stairs to the rooms. Farah must have stayed in this particular room before, because she seemed to know exactly where she was going. It was the first door on the left, and Marina understood why it was so appealing: it was closest to the staircase, just in case they needed to flee quickly.

      Farah unlocked the door and let everyone inside. The room was small, filled with a single, narrow bed with a stack of quilts at the foot. A small table with a pitcher of water rested next to the bed.

      Marina immediately went to the window and drew the curtain, but not before she got a clear view of the dunes they had left behind. As soon as the door was closed, she asked, “So, what’s this arrangement you have with Bernard?”

      Farah sighed as she removed the covering from her face. Several other witches sat on the floor and did the same, some stretching their legs, and others resting their heads against the wall. “He has a daughter who is showing early signs of magic. We aren’t certain which kind yet. But I’ve been seeing her, assessing her abilities, and giving her enchantments to keep her gifts hidden for now.”

      Marina’s eyes widened. “A witch? From non-magical parents?”

      Farah nodded gravely. “I suspect there was a witch somewhere in the wife’s bloodline, though she refuses to talk about it. At any rate, Bernard is worried word will spread about his daughter and he’ll lose the business he’s built here.”

      “What will happen when they can’t hide her powers any longer?” Marina asked.

      “Then Bernard will have to make the difficult decision to either send her away to a coven for training, or expose her to the village.”

      Marina shook her head in frustration. Very few places fully accepted witches and the magic they practiced. It was one of the reasons why covens often lived in isolation. She had no doubt that if the people here knew of Bernard’s daughter, they would react with fear—and possibly violence.

      Marina had experienced this firsthand when she couldn’t rein in her fire magic.

      “Wren, you take the bed,” Farah said. “The rest of us will find a spot on the floor.” She started sifting through the pile of quilts, laying them side-by-side along the floorboards.

      Wren didn’t object, which only added to Marina’s concerns. The auburn-haired witch sank onto the bed with a groan, her hand lifting to her forehead. Patches of blood had seeped through the bandage.

      Marina strode forward, reaching into her bag for spare bandages before kneeling at the bedside. “Let me change those for you.”

      Wren looked at her skeptically. “Have you any healing experience?”

      Marina snorted. “Just the essentials to stay alive. But I know enough to know that when your bandage is bleeding through, it needs to be replaced.”

      Wren nodded once, her jaw stiff, as Marina carefully unraveled the wrappings that covered her wound.

      It was worse than Marina expected. She’d anticipated a shallow gash, but this looked like a chunk of her scalp had been torn clean off, leaving a wide, bloody expanse across the left side of her head. Patches of her hair had been ripped away.

      Marina swallowed down bile, trying to keep her expression neutral as she pulled out a healing balm to dab at the wound.

      But Wren saw right through her. “I know. It’s bad.”

      “We just need to get you to a proper healer. That’s all.”

      “Not an ordinary healer. This injury was inflicted by dark magic. Only someone familiar with this particular brand of magic can reverse its effects.”

      Marina met her gaze. Wren’s lips had thinned, her expression grim. “It’s spreading,” she whispered. “Soon it will cover my entire scalp. Then spread to the rest of my face until it kills me.”

      Marina’s heart jolted. “How do you know this?”

      “Farah told me. She wanted me to know the extent of the injury. It wasn’t just a strike from the kelpie; it was infused with their magic. The same magic in Pandora’s box.”

      Horror crept up Marina’s throat. Goddess, if the kelpies were capable of that, then they were in more trouble than she’d thought.

      Wren gripped her wrist, her face filled with urgency. “I’m telling you this to warn you. I saw you rush at those kelpies with no thought for yourself. But what if they infect you, too?”

      Marina squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry about me, Wren. My—My curse keeps me alive. No matter what injuries I’m dealt.”

      Wren’s brow furrowed. “That’s even worse. If you are doomed to live through every wound and infection, then this will only keep spreading through your body. It isn’t something you can heal from naturally. You will become one of those dark creatures, Marina.”

      Marina stared at her, her blood icing over with the realization that she was right. Every mortal wound she’d suffered from had either healed on its own, or remained in her body until she could find a proper healer. Nothing had ever magically disappeared, even after it had taken her past death’s door. She simply… remained alive. Never dying.

      Marina finished cleaning and wrapping Wren’s wound in complete silence, her heart twisting with sympathy and rage that this had happened to her friend. When she finished, she glanced over her shoulder to find Rom standing nearby, arms crossed as he watched her with darkness roiling in his gaze. The other witches were busy positioning themselves on the floor, preparing to sleep, but it was clear Rom had been listening to their conversation.

      “Can you help her?” Marina asked. “Your magic is connected to the kelpies… Maybe—”

      But Rom shook his head. “Even if my magic were strong enough—and in this realm, it isn’t—I’m no healer. A wound this complicated needs a healer’s understanding of the mortal body and how the muscles and tissues are connected.” Sorrow filled his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      Wren said nothing, her expression blank as if she’d expected this answer. Without another word, she lay back on the bed, wincing in pain as her head hit the pillow.

      Marina stood, arms crossed, as she turned to face Rom. “Bastard,” she muttered.

      Rom’s head reared back. “What?”

      “You won’t even try! She’s sick, Rom. And your magic might be the only thing that can save her.”

      “Or it could mutate her into something worse. Something darker. Go on, ask her which she would prefer—to die a clean death, or to become possessed by my death magic. She’ll join those kelpies and turn on you.”

      Marina clenched her teeth, nostrils flaring. Deep down, she knew he was right. But it was so easy to hate him, to pin the blame on him for this situation.

      “You called me Rom,” he said suddenly.

      Her eyes snapped to his, and she glared. “So?”

      A slow smile spread across his face. “You’ve just… never said my name before.”

      Heat and anger mingled in her chest. She was torn between hiding her face from him and punching him in the throat. “I can always just call you asshole. Or bastard. I feel like those suit you better.”

      Rom laughed. “Maybe they do.”

      In spite of herself, Marina found her mouth twitching, an easy smile ready to spread across her lips. Before it could, she turned away from him and said over her shoulder, “I’ll be by the window. You’d better be close by or else your curse might take you in your sleep.” She shot him a lethal smile. “And what a shame that would be, to wake up and find you dead.”

      To her surprise, his grin only widened. “Yes. Such a shame. I’m sure you would weep openly at my funeral.”

      Marina snorted, unable to hide her smile as she snatched a quilt and spread it along the floor by the window.
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      Marina dreamed of a man she’d met in the marketplace twenty years ago. He had been watching her haggling for some fruit. When the merchant had dismissed her, spitting at her feet, the man had stepped in, offering his own money to pay for it.

      At the time, Marina had been torn between irritation and gratitude. When she’d insisted on paying the man back, he grinned slyly at her and told her she could repay him by joining him for dinner.

      In another time and place, Marina would have said no. She would have distanced herself from this man as much as possible, to protect both herself and him.

      But she was so very lonely. And her curse hadn’t claimed anyone in years. Perhaps, just this once, it would be safe.

      They dined. Afterwards, he brought her to his room and took her to bed with such raw, animal passion that Marina’s blood boiled, her insides thrumming with an energy she never knew she lacked. He made love to her thoroughly. Beautifully. He made her cry out in ecstasy and delight, experiencing that peak of pleasure she’d been missing for so long.

      But even at her climax, when release shattered through her, all she could think of was that mysterious god, how he had wrung her out like a wet cloth, how he had elicited a combination of desperation and satisfaction in a way she had never experienced before. He had filled her completely. And this new man, this stranger, while his body was pleasant and warm and could still make her feel things she yearned for… It wasn’t the same.

      I’ll never feel that fulfilled again.

      When Marina woke, the man from the marketplace had been turned to stone, his eyes closed, his body curled against hers, cold and rock-hard, never to breathe or touch again.

      The sight of him, dead and frozen because of her, had broken Marina completely.

      That had been the last time she’d taken a man to her bed. For years after that, she’d had to find pleasure in her own way—never as satisfying, but enough to meet her needs.

      As Marina dreamed about this man, the vision shifted. When she awoke, he had turned to stone… but it wasn’t the man’s kind face she saw.

      It was Rom’s. He wore his fox mask, a smirk lighting up his face, his entire body now made of stone.

      Because of her.

      

      Marina jolted awake with a gasp, her heart hammering madly in her chest. Cold sweat clung to her skin as she sat up, rubbing the back of her neck and trying to wipe the memory of Rom’s lifeless body from her mind.

      Why did she care? Why did that image frighten her so? It would be poetic justice for him to be turned to stone. After all, he was at fault for her curse. It was only fitting.

      Marina smoothed her damp hair from her sweaty face, shivering from the intensity of her vivid nightmare. She often dreamed of them—the people she’d killed with her carelessness. Remy. Giselle. All the witches from the coven who had raised her. The men she’d bedded out of ignorance, thinking surely Tethys wouldn’t deprive her of all companionship. Any stranger who might have cared too much for her, taken pity and shown affection and love for her when she’d been in need.

      Tears burned behind her eyes, and she clenched her teeth, determined not to drown in the agony that threatened to consume her. Most nights, she could push such thoughts from her mind.

      But not tonight. Not when Rom was nearby, reminding her of everything she’d lost and why.

      She shot a glance toward him. He was wrapped up in a quilt, his body tucked toward the wall and away from her. His shoulders rose and fell with the steady breathing of sleep. She wasn’t sure if she was more relieved to find him getting some rest, or annoyed that he wasn’t lying awake, haunted by his curse just like she was.

      With a shake of her head, Marina sat up, her gaze drifting over the sleeping forms of the witches around her. Desperate to take her mind off her past horrors, she lifted a hand and tried summoning her flames. The fire magic burned within her, churning restlessly, but when she tried to conjure fire with just one hand, nothing happened. Marina scowled, flexing her fingers, pouring all her focus into one small tendril of flame.

      But her magic raged and thrashed inside her, almost as if it were too angry to comply with her wishes. Her powers were too volatile. She could either summon it all and set herself on fire, or summon nothing at all.

      Marina let her hand fall with a huff of frustration, then jumped when someone spoke.

      “You’ve shackled your magic for too long.”

      The voice, while soft, pierced through the silence of the night, making Marina’s heart race all over again. Her eyes scanned the room until she found one of the witches—a dark-haired woman named Dahlia—sitting up with her back against the wall.

      “I’ve been watching you since we left,” she went on. “You see your magic as something dangerous to be contained. You are too afraid of it. You must treat it as an equal partner who shares your body. Who has needs, just as you do. It isn’t your enemy, but your ally.”

      Marina shook her head. “My magic isn’t to be trusted. It kills without reason. If I relinquish control—”

      “It isn’t about relinquishing control. It’s about letting your magic breathe freely.” Dahlia paused, her mouth turning down in contemplation. “I’m a teacher, charged with training other witches. For years, I’ve worked on educating our people in our histories, ensuring the past generations are not forgotten, as well as exercising our abilities to keep them active and controlled. I’ve seen witches like you, Marina, who bury their magic down deep. Fear makes you ignorant. And if you were my pupil, my first lesson would be to accept and embrace the side of magic that frightens you so. You are still present, Marina. It is still your body. You are merely allowing your magic to borrow it. If you cage it, it will fester and fight against you, seeing you as the enemy. But if you show it respect and understanding, if you meet its needs and set it loose, then you will find that equilibrium and balance.”

      Marina wasn’t convinced. “Say I’m in a public place when my magic wishes to be set free. What do I do then?”

      Dahlia offered a wry smile. “Ah. That is the benefit of living in isolation. When our serpents and flames call for us, we can answer at any time. But, amongst humans, it can be difficult to find that balance. In time, you will develop a rhythm with your magic, anticipating when it needs to be unleashed before it happens. For instance, my serpent must be released every forty-eight hours, down to the exact minute. If you choose to live among the humans, this is something you can prepare for. Find a private space to free your magic, somewhere away from prying eyes and witnesses.”

      A hard knot of emotion formed in Marina’s throat. If you choose to live among humans. She said it so simply, as if Marina had a choice of lifestyle. As if there was a happy ending for her after this.

      But no. Once Marina found a way to break her curse, she would be going after Tethys. And she had no expectations of surviving the encounter.

      In fact, she welcomed death. It was long overdue for her.

      Reminded of her curse, Marina turned away from Dahlia, fixing her gaze on a loose thread of her quilt. “You shouldn’t talk to me.”

      To her surprise, Dahlia chuckled. “Why? You think your curse will claim me?”

      “Well… yes.”

      “Who cursed you?”

      Marina shot her a dark look. “You know who.”

      “Humor me.”

      Marina sighed. “Tethys.”

      “And who is Tethys’s greatest enemy?”

      Frowning, Marina said slowly, “Hestia.”

      “Yes. Hestia blessed the Rhea coven with the powers of her Gorgon sisters. In the war against Tethys and Neptune, Hestia needed a way to imbue her followers with something that was immune to water magic. The power flowing in my blood is the antidote to your curse, Marina.”

      Marina’s insides froze in shock as if she herself had been turned to stone. “You can’t know that for sure.” Her voice was hushed as she dared to hope.

      “I can. I’m a teacher, remember? No one is as well-versed in our history as I am. Tales from centuries ago indicate that Hestia’s blood has curse-breaking abilities.”

      Marina’s heart lurched. “Curse-breaking? Do you think that’s the key to undoing my curse?”

      “I do. But I don’t think it’s as simple as that. If the key is in your blood, then that means only you have the power to undo the curse.”

      Marina suppressed a groan. “Don’t you think that if it was in my power to end my curse, I would have done it already?”

      “Of course. But curses are far more complicated than that. For instance, what if the key to breaking the curse is the same barrier that’s holding you back from your fire magic? What if embracing that side of yourself is the key?”

      Marina fell silent at that. It would be just like Tethys to curse Marina and make the solution so obvious and yet so unattainable. For how could Marina embrace the very powers that made her a monster, that made her hunted, an abomination to be feared?

      “Could it really be that easy?” Marina whispered.

      Dahlia huffed a laugh. “Easy? Bonding with your serpent and embracing your fire magic is not easy. I know that firsthand from training new witches. But I can help you through it. I’d be glad to be your tutor.”

      Marina shook her head. “I still think it’s a bad idea. Every time I get close to someone…” She trailed off, her eyes burning with the memories of all she’d lost.

      “It’s far too late for that. Because I began to care for you the instant you shifted into a serpent and attacked those kelpies to save my sisters. I know I’m not the only one.”

      Marina shut her eyes against the onslaught of emotions tunneling through her. Grief and regret that Dahlia would have been turned to stone so soon after meeting her. Comfort and gratitude that these witches could look on her with affection and kindness, even after knowing what she was capable of.

      A desperate sense of inadequacy, because surely she didn’t deserve it. Not one bit.

      “Do you truly believe your coven is immune?” Marina asked, her voice barely above a breath. Could there really be a loophole to Tethys’s curse? Could she really find companionship with these witches? She knew better than to hope… After all this time, hope was a dangerous thing. And it crushed her every time. And yet, she couldn’t help that blossoming feeling from spreading within her.

      “It was something I speculated as soon as I heard of your involvement with Tethys,” Dahlia said. “But I wasn’t certain until I heard you speaking with Rom about your curse.”

      Marina’s cheeks burned, and she couldn’t help but shoot another glare toward Rom. He had shifted to lie on his back, eyes closed and one hand resting on his abdomen as he slept.

      “When all this is over,” Dahlia said, “you will have a place with us, if it’s what you want. I know Farah would welcome you. Hestia’s power runs through your veins as well.”

      Marina had to close her eyes as a shuddering breath rocked her body. A coven. A family. How long had she yearned for such a thing, never daring to hope she could experience that kind of love ever again?

      “Do you really think,” Marina said in a choked voice, blinking tears from her eyes, “that I have the power to break this curse myself?”

      Dahlia was silent for a long moment. After a while, she said, “I do not know anything for certain. But I speculate your curse is connected to your magic… and this death god. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that your touch affects him. It’s clear you have some kind of bond or connection that is tethered to the curse. But Tethys built her spell in a way I do not recognize, with magic and powers I am unfamiliar with. She has… grown in her abilities. Which does not bode well for us. If she no longer needs the dark magic of Pandora to come after our people, then we are in grave danger indeed.”

      A solemn silence fell between them, broken only by the heavy breathing of the witches around them.

      With a shout, Rom jerked upright into a sitting position, his spine stiff and his body going rigid. He uttered the same choking, gasping noises as before, and Marina sighed heavily as she scooted closer to him, prepared to subdue him with her touch.

      But this time, something was different. He spread his arms, his head thrown back, the muscles and veins taut against his skin. His whole body started to quiver and convulse.

      Marina hurried over to him, placing herself in front of him and resting her hands on his cheeks. “Rom? Rom!”

      He didn’t respond. His eyes rolled back so they were all white. Foam spread across his lips. And along his arms were long, inky vines crawling up his skin, wrapping around him like cords.

      Marina looked up to find Farah rising from the floor, her face alert as if she hadn’t slept at all. “Farah! What’s wrong with him?”

      Farah was by her side in an instant, her hands on Rom’s shoulders. Black was creeping into his eyes. “Death magic,” she murmured, closing her eyes as she pressed her fingertips to his temples. “I can’t reach him. He is trapped by magic not of this realm.”

      Marina shook his shoulders. “Rom! Wake up!”

      A few witches stirred from her shouting, but she paid them no attention. Rom was dying. And without him, they couldn’t locate the kelpies or the other witches.

      He couldn’t die. Marina wouldn’t allow it.

      She released his shoulders and slapped him hard across the face. His head swiveled from the impact, and he let out a choked gag as he coughed on the foam rising up his throat. Marina pressed her hands against his chest and summoned her fire magic.

      All of it.

      As if sensing what she was about to do, Farah threw her hands in the air and muttered, “Protego.”

      Just as Marina’s body erupted in flames, an orange dome surrounded her and Rom, protecting the rest of the room from her fire. Marina pressed her palms harder against Rom’s chest, pouring her fire magic into him. He jerked and spasmed against her, but she held fast. If his curse was connected to her, well, then, she would boil the death magic right out of him.

      A strangled cry burst from his lips, growing in intensity until he was screaming and thrashing with pain. The smell of burned flesh met Marina’s nose, but she kept her grip on him, feeding him more and more of her flames, praying it wouldn’t kill him, that his god blood would protect him…

      “Marina!” he cried out. “Marina!” Her name was a desperate plea, and it sounded so personal and intimate that Marina’s skin turned ice cold, despite the flames licking her skin. She released him abruptly, and her fire magic vanished, plunging the room into darkness once more.

      Rom fell forward, and Marina barely caught him before his head hit the floor. He was gasping for breath and trembling, his body covered in sweat. His skin burned against hers. As she righted him, she noticed a scorching hole had burned through his shirt, exposing the bare skin of his chest. Thankfully, his skin was unmarred, and Marina loosed a breath of relief.

      “Gods,” he groaned, eyes shut, face contorted with pain. “What the hell was that?”

      “Your death magic,” Farah said, waving her hands to disperse the protective dome surrounding them. “From the curse. It must have a stronger hold on you than we’d thought. It’s calling you back to the Underworld.”

      Rom was gasping for breath, still leaning heavily on Marina. She looked up at Farah. “What can we do?”

      “We can move onward,” Farah said, striding across the room and rousing the few witches who had slept through the ordeal. “Now.”

      Marina’s eyes widened. “Now? In the dead of night?” It wouldn’t be the first time she’d traveled this way, but it still startled her, the notion of several fire witches and a death god skulking through the city in the middle of the night.

      “Yes.” With the witches awake, Farah was gathering the quilts and placing them at the foot of the bed again. “He unleashed quite a powerful dose of death magic. Creatures will come sniffing around. We haven’t much time.”

      “She’s right,” Rom said, his voice a weak rasp. “I can sense dark creatures nearby. They’re drawing closer.”

      Marina was on her feet in an instant. She went to the bed to help Wren dress. The other witches were scrambling around the room, collecting belongings and conjuring protective spells.

      When everyone was ready, Farah opened the door, ushering the witches through. Marina guided Wren through the doorway with Rom behind them.

      Just before the door shut, something exploded through the window, spraying shattered glass across the floor.
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      Marina froze in the doorway, torn between flying down the stairs with the other witches and facing the creature before her. Terror iced her over, rendering her motionless as the monster stalked forward.

      It was a lion… with three heads. The head of a lion, the head of a goat, and the head of a serpent. At the sight of the snake head, Marina’s fire magic churned inside her, eager to be unleashed.

      Okay, Dahlia, Marina thought warily, let’s try this your way.

      She let loose her magic. Her body exploded into flames, and she swore she felt an inward sigh of relief from the serpent inside her. Her body shifted and elongated, white scales sprouting along her skin. She hissed loudly, uncoiling and creeping toward the creature.

      “Marina!” Rom shouted.

      Marina faltered for a moment, not realizing Rom had lingered with her. She turned her serpent’s head toward him, trying to convey the urgency of the situation. She jerked her head toward the hall and then toward the three-headed creature.

      Understanding lit Rom’s face. He glanced down the hall as well, his gaze roving over the closed doors of the other occupants.

      There were innocent people here. If Marina fled with the other witches, where would this creature go? What havoc would it wreak? Who would it kill in its path to the witches?

      No, Marina had to end it here and now. Before anyone else got hurt.

      To her surprise, Rom stood by her side, hands spread wide and black smoke pooling from his fingertips. He gave her a sure nod as they advanced toward the monster.

      Marina vaguely recognized it from the ancient texts she had studied over the years. It was a chimera, a fire-breathing hybrid creature. But as Marina inched closer, she realized she was not afraid. It breathed fire? Well, she was born of fire. It had three heads? One of those was a snake, and it was pitiful compared to her own serpent.

      The remaining heads she knew she could handle.

      Go ahead, she challenged it. Come for me. See what happens when you try.

      The lion head growled as it prowled closer, its paws thudding against the floorboards. When it lunged, Marina was ready for it. The lion’s body was powerful, but Marina was quick and lithe. She slithered out of the way, narrowly avoiding the sharpened claws of the beast. Rom hit the creature with a burst of his death magic as Marina coiled around its middle, sinking her fangs into its hide.

      The creature roared, the sound unearthly and demonic with the layered cries of each animal. The serpent head nudged toward Marina, fangs extended, but Marina dodged its strike, biting the snake neck until she tasted blood.

      The snake head fell limply against the lion’s body.

      Fire burst from the lion’s jaws, but Marina’s body was impervious to it. The flames did nothing to her. She wrapped her long body around the lion’s throat. It clawed at her, cutting through her scales, carving a path of fire and agony down her body, but she held fast. Rom roared with rage and dived forward, tackling the lion to the floor and taking Marina with it. She tightened her hold on the lion’s throat as Rom grappled with it, keeping those claws busy as she squeezed and squeezed and squeezed…

      The lion’s movements slowed, and a low whine rumbled from its throat before it slumped over.

      All that remained was the goat head. Its dark eyes appraised Marina and Rom with uncertainty. It looked almost comical, this lifeless lion body and snake head lying on the floor with nothing but the head of a goat left to defend itself. It seemed the torso and legs were connected to the lion’s head, which was rendered unconscious. So, what could the goat do?

      The goat seemed to realize this, bowing its head in submission. Marina loosened her hold on the lion’s throat and slithered to the floor. But Rom was still glaring at the creature. In one swift movement, he grasped the goat’s neck and twisted. A loud crack echoed in the room as the creature fell, dead. For good measure, Rom snapped the lion’s neck as well, though this took more effort.

      Marina cringed inwardly, recalling the goat’s shrewd gaze. It had surrendered to them. It had chosen to live rather than to keep fighting.

      And Rom still took its life.

      Marina let her head droop, emitting a low, sorrowful hiss.

      Rom seemed to understand her as if she’d spoken aloud. “It would have kept hunting us,” he said gruffly, wiping sweat from his brow. “You know this, Marina.”

      She did. She forced the thoughts from her mind as she shifted back to her human form.

      “Shit.” Rom’s eyes went wide, his gaze flicking over her naked form before he quickly turned away. “Get some clothes on, Marina.”

      “I can’t exactly control it,” she snapped, grabbing her pile of clothes that lay abandoned in the corner. The long gashes from the lion’s claws marred her skin, leaving trails of blood down her side. With a groan, she struggled to don the shirt and trousers without fainting from the pain, her flesh burning with each movement. She would certainly need to get her injuries looked at.

      But not now. Now, they had to run before more creatures tracked them down.

      After hastily dressing, she and Rom hurried down the stairs and out the backdoor, rejoining the other witches.

      “Thank the Goddess.” Farah embraced her at once, her face full of devastation and regret. “I wanted to turn back and help, but I couldn’t. Wren…” She turned, and Marina’s heart leapt in her throat.

      Sitting on a barrel, her face covered in blood, was Wren, rocking back and forth and muttering to herself. Three witches surrounded her, trying in vain to calm her, but their presence only seemed to agitate her further.

      “What happened to her?” Marina whispered.

      “The arrival of the demon triggered it,” Dahlia said gravely as she rubbed Wren’s arms. “I think there’s something in Pandora’s magic that activates whatever she was poisoned with when it draws near.”

      Poisoned. Goddess, did that mean that Wren was… dying?

      Wren moaned and clawed at her bandages, drawing more scratches down her scalp that bled freely. She was reopening her wounds.

      Marina was by her side in an instant, hissing in pain as the slashes along her side throbbed. Ignoring her injuries, she took Wren’s hands in hers. “Wren, look at me. Please.”

      Wren’s amber eyes flitted back and forth, not seeing Marina at all. Her face was ghostly pale, all traces of her usual amusing smirk now gone.

      “Wren.” Marina pressed her palms against Wren’s cheeks. Her insides burned, the flames inside her igniting, and for the second time that evening, she let them loose—one tendril of flame at a time. Fire scorched her fingertips, burning into Wren’s skin. Wren yelped, jerking violently as Marina quickly withdrew her hands before she melted the witch’s flesh.

      Several red, blistering marks appeared on Wren’s cheeks, and she swore loudly, eyes shut tight and her face scrunched up in pain. “Burning, bleeding, hell, Marina! What was that for?”

      A surprised laugh bubbled up in Marina’s throat, tinged with relief. It had worked. Wren was back. Several witches hurried forward to tend to Wren’s fresh wounds, and Farah looked on with a mixture of shock and gratitude.

      “Sorry,” Marina said, still chuckling. Hysterical tears tickled her eyes, and she let them fall, too exhausted and pained to wipe them away. “You were gone. I needed a way to bring you back.”

      “You channeled your fire into a smaller scope,” Farah said in amazement. “Well done, Marina.”

      Marina swallowed and averted her gaze, suddenly uncomfortable. “Thanks.”

      Once Wren’s wounds were re-bandaged, three witches helped her to her feet, and Farah announced, “We’re leaving now. Before we bring any other creatures here.”

      “Marina, you need to get that looked at.” Rom, who had remained quiet until now, gestured to Marina’s side. Blood was leaking through her clothes, making the fabric cling to her torn flesh.

      Marina was about to snap at him, but she clutched at her side as a fresh stab of pain ripped through her. Darkness crept into her vision, and she slumped against one of the barrels.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” Farah demanded, hurrying forward to examine her wounds. She inhaled a breath through her teeth as she inspected it. “This will need stitches.”

      “We don’t have time for that,” Marina argued through clenched teeth. “Rom used his magic up there. More creatures will be coming.”

      “If I don’t stitch this up now, you’ll bleed out on the road.”

      “I can’t die,” Marina bit out. “Just carry my body as far as you can go.”

      “We’ll travel twice as slowly with your dead weight,” Farah said sharply.

      “I can carry her,” Rom said at once.

      “No,” Marina argued, though she had no idea why; as the only male—and a muscular one at that—he was clearly the best choice.

      “I can keep up with your pace, even with her weight,” Rom went on. “And if my curse tries to claim me, she’ll be able to calm me immediately.”

      Marina cringed inwardly at the thought of being tucked against his chest, bleeding out and dying, her skin against his to soothe the dark magic festering inside him. Goddess, how embarrassing for her to have to be cradled like a small child. And by Rom, no less.

      She would rather die. But, of course, dying was never an option for her.

      “Fine,” Marina grumbled. “But do we even know where we’re going? I thought Rom had to cast a spell.”

      “That chimera came from the north,” he said. “But just to be sure…” He lifted one hand and summoned a single black flame that encompassed each of his fingers. The silver of his eyes burned bright in the moonlight as he studied the flame. He closed his eyes, inhaling deeply, then doused the flame and dropped his hand. “North. Toward the mountains.”

      “Very well,” said Farah. “North we go. Here, Marina.” She shoved a bundle of rags into her hands. “Keep that pressed against the wound as tightly as you can to stop the bleeding. I know you’re immortal, but it would spare you—and us—a lot of agony if your body didn’t completely bleed out.” She offered a grim smile as Marina accepted the rags, stifling a cry of pain as she pressed them against the slashes along her side.

      Without warning, Rom scooped her up, one arm under her legs and the other behind her back. Her free hand flew out, pressing against his muscular chest in her desperation not to fall.

      Rom smirked down at her. “I won’t drop you. Promise.”

      “Forgive me if I don’t take your word for it,” Marina muttered, trying to get comfortable without nuzzling directly against his torso. He smelled like pine and woodsmoke and a musky manly scent that was so stark and familiar that for a brief moment, she was transported back to that night in the temple when he had pinned her against the wall and—

      No. Marina shut out those thoughts immediately. She did not need reminders of that night, not when his body was so close to hers. Instead, she needed to remind herself that his very presence was the reason she was cursed. He had been careless enough to take a tumble with her without disclosing his identity, without warning her. And then, he’d vanished.

      It didn’t matter that it hadn’t been his fault. It didn’t matter that there was a perfectly valid reason for his continued absence—because Tethys had cursed him, too.

      No, what did matter was that Marina had been foolish and careless, too. She had let his handsome looks and coy smile charm her, blurring all sense of logic and reason, lowering her inhibitions.

      He was dangerous… because he was so desirable to her.

      And she would never let herself fall for that again.

      Biting her lip hard enough to taste blood, Marina closed her eyes as they set off, the jostling motion of being in Rom’s arms achingly reminding her of a familiar river that flowed in the forest she grew up in—a river that would never flow again.
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      Marina slipped in and out of consciousness. One moment, she was overcome with fever dreams of pain and fire and three-headed demons. The next, she was shivering against Rom’s chest as dust and sand swirled around her. Rom’s pace was brisk, his strenuous breathing indicating how fast they were traveling. Silence and a crippling sense of urgency lingered among the witches. Marina tried to lift her head to see what was happening, to see if something was chasing them. But as she shifted, Rom grunted something and clutched her tighter against his chest.

      She was too dazed to resist. Her eyes fluttered shut, and she fell asleep.

      When she woke again, the air was colder, and something wet splashed along her face. Blinking, she gazed upward and found dark rain clouds filling the sky, heavy droplets falling on them as they traveled. Rom had a cloak pulled over his head, though Marina didn’t remember them stopping to purchase supplies. He tried to shield her from the rainfall, but Marina pushed on his chest.

      “Don’t worry about me,” she croaked. “Just keep going.”

      Rom said nothing, the only indication that the strain of carrying her and keeping such a brisk pace was wearing on him. How long had they been traveling? When had they last stopped?

      “Keep applying pressure,” said a steady voice. Warm hands pressed against her abdomen, and Marina cried out in agony. “You’ve lost too much blood.”

      Those same hands grabbed her fingers, placing them over the bloody cloth to hold it in place. But Marina was too weak. She couldn’t put the necessary weight on it to keep it in place.

      When she woke again, her skin was on fire. At first, she thought her fire magic was burning her up again. But this was different. Her flesh was scorching, sweat pouring down her face and neck. Despite this, she still shivered in Rom’s arms.

      Fever. Her wounds were infected. Cursing under her breath, Marina shut her eyes against the pain wracking her body. She could endure this. She’d experienced death before. This was nothing.

      Her eyes closed again.

      “You can get through this,” Rom said. “You are strong, Mare.”

      Mare. The shortened name triggered something deep within her. An aching loss, a festering pain that lingered with her every day.

      I love you, Mare. I always will.

      Anguish mingled with her pain, reminding her of the mother she’d lost. The only other person to call her Mare.

      Had Rom known this? Had he known the name would summon those memories and keep her conscious?

      “We’re almost there,” Rom went on, his voice raspy. “Just a bit longer and we can get you the care you need. They’ve been chasing us for miles. It isn’t safe just yet. But not much longer, I promise.”

      Marina was only partially paying attention. Her eyelids fluttered, her body longing for unconsciousness once more, but something told her this time was different. She was hot and cold all at once, her body numb from pain and dizzying disorientation.

      The infection was killing her.

      But wouldn’t that be better? Why wouldn’t Rom just let her give in and then they could revive her later?

      No one wants to see you die, Marina. The thought was so stark in her mind that it surprised her. It was easy to retreat so far within herself that she didn’t see anyone else, didn’t care about anything but herself and her quest for revenge.

      But things were different now. These witches cared for her. And Marina cared for them. Somehow, that certainty had taken root inside her, altering her awareness of herself and the life around her.

      She wasn’t alone anymore.

      “Farah and Dahlia circled back to take out a couple of harpies that were stalking us,” Rom said. “They should be back soon.”

      Dahlia. Marina remembered the midnight conversation she’d shared with the witch, and the affection she’d shown her. Several other witches had been kind to her, too, but Marina didn’t know all of their names. How could she claim to care for them when she wouldn’t even allow herself to get closer? To understand them better?

      She’d trained herself too well to keep her distance. But it was safer this way. Safer for others, but also for herself. If she didn’t care about anyone, then she wouldn’t suffer when those around her inevitably perished. Not just from the curse, but from time. Marina would outlive them all. She would watch them wither and die.

      And nothing could stop it. One way or another, everyone around her would die.

      “We’re almost to the Voiceless Jungle,” Rom continued. Marina knew he was speaking for her benefit, to keep her lucid. “Have you been there before?”

      An indistinguishable noise rose up Marina’s throat. She had, in fact. There was something eerie and spooky about the jungle with no sound. No animals lived within it, only lush foliage that seemed to have a mind of its own. Legend told of a coven of earth witches that kept the plants alive, feeding their magic into the roots and the earth to keep out intruders. Not many ventured into the jungle.

      Which was why Marina liked it so much. It was one of the few places where she could truly be alone. As long as she didn’t disturb the earth witches, of course.

      “There’s so much of this realm I have yet to see,” Rom said. “I’ve only watched from afar.”

      Marina felt her brow furrow with brief confusion, but she was too weak to speak. All she could do was hope Rom would continue rambling and answer her unasked questions.

      “There is an ancient relic in the Underworld,” he said. “A reflection bowl with the power to show you other realms. Other places. Other… people.” His voice caught on that last word, only piquing Marina’s interest. “My first and only visit to the Realm of Gaia was much shorter than I would have liked. After… after that night with you, I was pulled back against my will to face the wrath of Tethys, and the wrath of my father. And then the curse prevented me from ever coming back, though I certainly tried.” He huffed a bitter laugh. “But this reflection bowl allowed me to look into this realm, to view the places I yearned to see. The Thanassian Empire. The Emdale Mountains. The Manos Ocean. So much life and beauty here that I don’t have access to in my world.” He paused, and Marina held her breath as she waited for him to go on. “And you.”

      Marina’s heart lurched in her throat. She was fully awake now, though her face was pressed against Rom’s shirt, and she didn’t dare move in case she startled him into silence. She kept her eyes closed, but she yearned to look up at him and scrutinize his expression. Was he full of regret? Anger? Sorrow? What tragedies had he faced in the Underworld to make him so tormented? Was it Tartarus, or his brothers?

      For the first time since she was cursed, Marina felt an aching desperation to know another person’s mind, thoughts, and heart. She wanted to peel back every layer of Rom and understand who he was, where he came from, and what his life had been like since his own curse. So often she pushed away other people’s trauma and pain, claiming her own was worse, that her life was so miserable that no one could possibly understand.

      But every struggle was different. And here was someone who, quite possibly, had experienced horrors far worse than hers. Instead of shoving aside his pain, Marina found herself wanting to sift through it, to understand it, to heal it.

      She had never felt anything like this before. Perhaps it was her raging fever.

      Or perhaps it was the undeniable connection she felt to Rom and these witches. Against her will, their presence had opened her up.

      “I used the reflection bowl to watch over you, Marina,” Rom said, his voice strained, but she knew it wasn’t from physical exertion. “I wanted… I wanted to make sure you were safe. And when I realized you weren’t, I couldn’t stop looking for you, hoping and praying and pleading that your life would improve, that you would find peace and happiness. I couldn’t stop until I knew that much.” He sniffed, and more liquid splashed along Marina’s face—his tears. “It was my fault. All my fault. I—I was so careless and clueless and secretive. If I had been open with you from the beginning about who I was, none of this would have happened to you. I know my apologies will never be enough for the sorrows you’ve endured, but I wish you could know… wish you could understand the grief I feel for causing you so much pain. Every time I visited that reflection bowl, I yearned with every fiber of my being to find you safe and taken care of. Loved, even.” He broke off with a shuddering breath. “But it never happened. And there was nothing I could do.”

      Marina’s throat was so tight with emotion she could hardly breathe. Tears pooled in her own eyes, and she was grateful for the rainy weather to mask the droplets of her tears on his shirt. Goddess, she hadn’t realized… hadn’t known… All this time, Rom had been looking after her. He’d remembered her.

      She’d spent years envisioning him living a carefree life among the other gods, laughing at her expense, forgetting her entirely.

      But he had suffered. And he had remembered.

      Just like her.

      “I will do everything in my power to break your curse, Marina,” Rom said in a low voice. “I swear it on my life, on my god’s blood, on the very death magic that courses through my veins. I will not rest until you are freed.”

      But what about you? Marina wanted to ask. Don’t you deserve freedom, too? She wanted to cling to him, to shake him, to shout that his curse was unfair and unjust, that Tethys had deprived them both of peace and happiness.

      This wasn’t Rom’s fault. Or Marina’s. It was Tethys’s.

      Rom’s body shifted, and the sound of low, murmuring voices reached Marina’s ears. She strained to hear what was being said, but it was drowned out by the rainfall around them. Then, she heard Farah’s voice.

      “All clear. The inn is up ahead, and I’ve already sent for a healer.”

      Thank the Goddess Farah was all right. Marina let herself relax against Rom’s chest, the momentary clarity fading from her mind as she succumbed to her fever.
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      “Marina.”

      Marina shifted with a groan, her brain foggy and incoherent.

      “Marina.”

      Her eyes fluttered open, but a blurry haze obscured her vision. Why couldn’t she see properly? She tried to move, but her body was stuck, completely frozen. Her lips parted, her mouth and throat dry as parchment. Her tongue was glued to the roof of her mouth.

      Goddess, what was wrong with her?

      “That’s it. Keep pushing.”

      Marina tried to shake her head, to convey that she didn’t understand. Keep pushing? What did that mean?

      “Come back to us, Mare.”

      That name. That voice. She sucked in a sharp breath, then immediately coughed as she choked on a nasty paste that was lodged in her throat. Her coughing intensified, and a glass of water was shoved into her hands. Marina blindly brought it to her mouth, gulping it down greedily.

      “Easy. Not too much.”

      Though Marina wanted to keep chugging the soothing cool water that washed out the foul taste in her mouth, she reluctantly set the glass down and wiped her face. She blinked rapidly, clearing her vision and making out Rom’s concerned face in front of her. She was lying on a lumpy bed in a small room with dusty furniture and old, moth-eaten drapes drawn in front of the window. Her eyes roved over the space, and she frowned when she realized she and Rom were alone.

      “Farah,” Marina said, sitting up quickly. “Wren. The others… where are they?”

      “It’s all right.” Rom placed a hand on her shoulder, guiding her back to a reclined position. “They’re safe. They needed to shift to their serpent forms and release some of their pent-up magic, but they’ll be back soon.”

      Marina nodded, though her heart wouldn’t stop racing. “How—How long?” She didn’t need to clarify what she was asking.

      Rom’s face tightened. “You were sick with a fever for five days. We finally found a healer to tend to you, but it took three more days after that for you to finally come to. Farah—Farah thinks an ordinary mortal would have perished already from the infection.”

      Marina’s blood ran cold. I would have died. She glanced down at her shirt—which was different from the one she’d been wearing last—and rolled up the edges to inspect the bandages wrapped around her. The slashes still ached and throbbed, but it was dull and faint compared to before. She had a feeling if she peeled back the bandages, she would find nothing more than a few reddened marks that had almost entirely scabbed over.

      “Eight days,” she whispered. “Goddess, that’s a long time.” She stared at him. “What about your curse? Did you have any fits while I was unconscious?”

      Rom shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Yes. Farah told me to stay close to you, in case your presence alone would be enough.”

      When he said nothing, Marina raised her eyebrows. “And was it?” She wasn’t sure why she cared, but her heart thundered loudly in her chest as she awaited his response.

      “Yes and no. Twice I was able to clutch your hand in mine and ward off my death magic. Farah suspects the heat of your fever triggered a small bit of fire magic. For the third fit, I… had to endure until it ended.”

      Marina’s eyes widened. “What? You could have died!”

      Rom offered a wry smile. “Is that concern for me I detect?”

      Marina snorted. “Hardly.” But her nonchalance was forced, and they both knew it.

      “Farah used her fire magic on me. It wasn’t as powerful as yours, but it helped.”

      Marina frowned at this. Farah’s magic wasn’t as powerful as her own? That didn’t seem right; Farah was twice the fire witch she was.

      She changed the subject. “Where are we?”

      “We crossed the Voiceless Jungle, and we’re in the Thanassian Empire now,” Rom told her. “We’re staying at an inn as far from the castle as possible to avoid detection.” He shot an apologetic look her way. “Sorry. The accommodations aren’t the best. But it’s inconspicuous.”

      Marina waved a hand. “I’ve seen far worse. This doesn’t bother me.” She paused, hesitating, as a flood of memories washed over her. Rom’s confessions. The things he’d told her.

      Did he know she’d been listening? Surely not. Surely, he wouldn’t have exposed so much of himself to her. The thought made her cheeks grow hot, and she turned away, unable to look him in the eye.

      “Any trouble along the way?” she asked, fiddling with a loose thread on the bedsheet.

      “Nothing we couldn’t handle. Though no one is quite as fierce as you are when it comes to battling demons.” A smile spread across his face that sent warmth through Marina’s chest.

      “And the kelpies?” She forced her fluttering emotions down so she could focus on more important things.

      Rom’s face immediately sobered. “I’ve cast the spell often to ensure we’re on the right track. They are hiding in the Emdale Mountains, near the coast. It’ll be several days before we get there, but with you healed, it shouldn’t be too difficult.”

      Guilt swelled inside her, and she shut her eyes, covering her face with her hands. “Goddess, I’m such a fool. If I hadn’t been injured—If I—”

      “Hey. Stop.” Rom pressed his hand against hers, his silver eyes burning with intensity. “You defeated that chimera. You were incredible, Marina. It’s a miracle you survived the attack at all. No one blames you for what happened.”

      Marina could only shake her head, dismissing his praise. It felt undeserved. Unwarranted. She’d been careless, taking advantage of her immortality. She often had to remind herself that living forever didn’t mean she was invincible. It didn’t make her immune to pain and injury.

      And she’d slowed down their travels. What if the other witches died because of it? What horrors were the kelpies subjecting them to?

      “How’s Wren?” Marina asked, trying to disguise the tremor in her voice. “Any improvement?”

      “Some. Every time a creature attacks, she relapses. But, thanks to you, the witches now know that a burst of their fire magic can bring her back.” His eyes flared with anguish, and Marina knew it was a lot worse than he was implying. Yes, they could bring Wren back… but only temporarily.

      She was still dying. And the presence of these demonic creatures was accelerating her fate.

      Marina lay her head back on the pillow, momentarily wishing she could fall back into unconsciousness. Because the pain of reality was almost too much to bear.

      Rom leaned forward and took her hand. Her first thought was to jerk away from his touch, but his skin was smooth against hers, and something about the contact soothed the roiling emotions inside her.

      “It isn’t your fault,” Rom said.

      “I know,” Marina said at once. “It’s just… being around other people again… caring for them again…” She bit her lip. “It’s harder than I remembered. I—I can’t lose anyone else, Rom. I can’t.”

      He nodded gravely, his thumb tracing circles around her knuckles, the sensation sending prickles of energy and awareness throughout her body. Marina thought of all he’d confessed to her—of his desperation to find her happy and safe.

      She leaned forward, clasping his hand tightly in hers. “Rom—”

      She faltered when she noticed the inky markings winding around his arm. Brow furrowed, she sat up straighter, bringing his arm closer so she could inspect it. It looked just like the coils of darkness that surrounded him when his curse had tried to take him.

      “Rom, what is this?” she asked sharply.

      He withdrew his hand, his expression guarded. But Marina was determined to find the truth. As fiercely as she could manage, she said, “Tell me.”

      He groaned and ran a hand through his hair. “It’s my curse. It leaves a mark every time it tries to pull me back.”

      “Every time?” Marina’s heart fluttered in fear. “But… what happens when those markings are all over your body?”

      Rom met her gaze with grim sorrow. Marina knew the answer from that expression alone.

      Either the Underworld would succeed in pulling him back… or he would die.

      “Can’t—Can’t Farah do something?” Marina asked.

      He shook his head. “It’s death magic. It’s beyond her understanding. She thinks being around Pandora’s magic so often is making it worse.”

      Marina shook her head, refusing to accept that this was it. That eventually his curse would win. “She promised she’d help you break the curse! There has to be something.”

      Rom averted his gaze, but not before some unknown emotion flared in his gaze.

      “Rom,” Marina said. “There’s more, isn’t there?”

      Rom exhaled heavily. “Farah believes that you are the key to undoing my curse. And I’m the key to undoing yours. That… whatever tethers us together is the link to Tethys’s magic. Together, we were cursed. And together, we can be cured.”

      Marina swallowed hard. Together, we can be cured. If her touch could heal him—even temporarily—it would make sense that some part of her was the key to his freedom. She thought about what Dahlia had said… that it was clear Rom and Marina were connected in this curse somehow.

      But how could Marina discover the answers in time to save him? She’d been around him for days now, and his curse was still one step ahead, ready to claim him at a moment’s notice. Was it some kind of spell? Was it connected to her fire magic?

      “Farah knows all manner of ancient spells,” Rom went on. “She thinks she can experiment with both our powers and find the answer.”

      “When?” Marina snapped. “In between battling Pandora’s demons and keeping Wren alive? Before or after we reach the kelpies and rescue the other witches? That’s assuming the kelpies don’t kill us all first—or your curse takes you before then.” A hot lump of anger and regret rose up her throat. She tried to swallow it down, but it only burned more, igniting within her.

      She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t. This was why she kept pushing Rom away. She was drawn to him, connected to him in ways she couldn’t explain or prevent. But she never wanted to let him into her heart again. She told herself if she despised him, if she could blame him for her curse, then she would be safe.

      But she’d failed. She couldn’t loathe him. Not as much as she wanted to.

      Rom leaned forward, taking both her hands in his. Marina’s eyes were immediately drawn to the inked markings crawling up his arm, and she suppressed a shudder.

      “Mare,” Rom said, his voice barely above a whisper. “I’m still here. It hasn’t taken me yet. And when it tries to, I swear I’ll put up a hell of a fight. We are in this together. We can fight this together. I believe it.”

      Marina wanted to believe it, too. But she’d seen so much tragedy and despair in her life that it was hard to cling to that hope.

      Hope was dangerous. Hope could destroy her. In many ways, it already had.

      She met his silvery gaze, and his eyes shone with such fierceness and determination that she felt some of her anguish crumble. There was so much power and fury in his expression that, for a moment, she thought she recognized her own fire. Her own blazing inferno.

      Rom had his own kind of flame. While Marina’s burned amber and furious, Rom’s was cool and silvery blue. Calm and controlled, but just as deadly, if not more so than Marina’s. The sight of it made her breath catch, and she felt drawn in, pulled closer by the sheer force of his power.

      Here was magic that could destroy worlds, level cities, re-create the entire realm. But Rom kept it so contained, so caged, that he never let anyone see it.

      Until now.

      Marina was the same. She kept herself sealed off from the world, hiding her true nature, her true self.

      She leaned closer to him, ready to dive into the depths of his power, ready to free herself, to free him—

      A sharp, piercing sensation pulsed in her chest, and Marina pressed a hand to her breast, crying out in pain. She sucked in sharp gasps, and an icy coldness sliced through her, freezing her fire and numbing her bones.

      It felt as if the fire within her had been doused by a wave of ice-cold water.

      She was on her feet in a flash, her body swaying and her head spinning. Rom’s hands grasped her shoulders, his eyes full of alarm.

      “Marina, what—”

      “Something is wrong,” Marina said, still rubbing her chest. The strange feeling wouldn’t abate, but she knew that feeling. It felt like a distant memory. Like a home she once had.

      The magic of rivers. Water magic.

      “Take me to the other witches,” she told Rom. “Now.”
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      To his credit, Rom didn’t argue with her. Either he could sense the magic, too, or he understood from Marina’s urgency that there was no use in arguing.

      A water mage was nearby. A powerful one.

      The coven wasn’t safe.

      Rom looped his arm through Marina’s and guided her out the dank room and down the stairs before they hurried out the back door. A chilled breeze swept over them when they stepped outside, a stark contrast to the dry and hot desert air Marina had grown accustomed to.

      “There’s a small copse of trees down the road,” Rom said, pointing past several squat houses. “That’s where they shifted.”

      The icy pulse of power resonated in Marina’s chest, burning just as intensely as her own flames. It was the kind of cold that felt like fire, numbing and consuming every part of her. She shivered, and Rom’s grip on her arm tightened. She wanted to break into a run, but her body was still recovering. All she could manage was a brisk stride, but it didn’t feel fast enough.

      “Do you feel it?” Marina asked, her teeth chattering.

      “I didn’t before,” Rom said. “But I do now. Someone powerful is here.” His gaze cut to hers, and they exchanged a solemn look.

      It seemed to take an eternity before they finally reached the small grove of trees. Marina stepped into the shaded canopy without preamble, trying to summon her fire magic to sense the serpents nearby. But the ice magic was too strong, too potent for her to get past.

      Could she even conjure her own magic if it came to a fight?

      And why was she so helpless? She’d been around water mages before and had never been rendered this powerless.

      “Where are they?” Marina whispered to Rom, her voice carrying in the eerily silent wood. It was as startling as the Voiceless Jungle. No animals. No insects. Not a twig snapped; not a leaf fell.

      It was as still as death itself.

      Rom conjured black flames in his free hand, his face a hard mask of fury. “A god is here.”

      Marina’s heart lurched. A god? Dread pooled in her stomach.

      A god… with water magic… That meant—

      “Ah, there she is,” crooned a horribly familiar voice. A voice that haunted Marina’s dreams every night.

      Marina’s body went stiff, as if the goddess’s magic had frozen her completely. A glowing figure appeared, her aura casting a light within the dark forest. Her springy curls were pulled into a loose knot on one side of her neck, and she wore the same aquamarine tiara as the last time Marina had seen her. Unlike the loose white dress, she wore gleaming gold armor and wielded a long, magnificent sword in one hand.

      Tethys. And she was here for battle.

      “It’s been quite a long time, dear, hasn’t it?” Tethys offered a sickly sweet smile.

      “What are you doing here?” Marina found her voice at last and was grateful it didn’t quiver. She balled her hands into fists, allowing her rage to consume her, to melt away the ice that had frozen her insides.

      “Did you really think you and your filthy witches could roam these lands without my knowing?” Tethys chuckled as she drew closer. “The kelpies belong to me, and I won’t let you hurt them. Your precious Hestia can’t possibly protect all of you.”

      Before Marina could react, Tethys summoned a long, sharpened icicle in her free hand and hurled it toward her. Marina’s hands shot up in defense, but Rom’s black flame intercepted the icicle, melting it before it reached her. To Marina’s surprise, twin flames appeared in her hands, ready to defend her. The sight spurred her onward, and she called on the full force of her fire magic.

      Consume, she commanded it. Be free.

      She could’ve sworn she heard another presence inside her, someone who sighed with relief and gratitude, before her entire body erupted in flames. To her immense satisfaction, Tethys staggered back a step, her eyes wide with alarm.

      “Where are the others?” Marina roared, her voice a booming, echoing sound in the forest.

      Tethys recovered quickly, a snarl twisting her face as she gripped her sword in both hands. “You’re too late, you Gorgon hag. The fire witches are mine. And your power is no match for the destruction I wield.”

      She charged, but Marina was ready. By the time Tethys had reached her, Marina had shifted to her serpent form, mouth open wide and fangs flashing. A blast of Rom’s black magic appeared between them, spearing Tethys directly in the face and momentarily blinding her. Tethys shrieked, and Marina took advantage, sinking her fangs into the goddess’s throat.

      Tethys was undeterred. She struck with her sword, even as Marina’s assault sent her sprawling to the forest floor. The blade connected with Marina’s scales, and blood burst from the injury. She hissed in pain, but wound around Tethys, avoiding another strike as they tumbled to the ground together. Marina twisted around Tethys’s throat, tightening and tightening. Then Rom was there, sending another blast of his deadly magic, keeping Tethys’s hands busy so she couldn’t slash at Marina again.

      “You—cannot—kill—me!” Tethys rasped as Marina continued to strangle her.

      But Marina didn’t care. She would do as much damage as she could to this vile goddess, the reason behind her suffering. Behind Rom’s suffering.

      Rom pressed a hand against the goddess’s chest, his face blazing with fury. “Marina might not have the magic of the gods,” he growled, “but I do. Tell us where the other witches are, or I swear on my god’s blood I will end your existence right here and now without a drop of remorse.”

      Uncertainty flared in Tethys’s eyes. “You’re lying,” she spat. “I am under Neptune’s protection. You cannot hurt me without incurring his mighty wrath.”

      “The Underworld is gone,” Rom said, baring his teeth at her. “I have nothing left. Let the wrath of your precious sea god consume me—let all of Elysium consume me. I don’t care. If it means ending your pitiful life, I’ll do it.”

      True fear crept into Tethys’s gaze. Marina coiled tighter around her throat, pleased to find the goddess’s skin turning a sickly blue.

      “Last chance,” Rom warned. Black spirals of flame coated his hand, melting away the armor on Tethys’s chest.

      “All right!” Tethys cried. “Release me, and I’ll—I’ll tell you.”

      Rom withdrew his hand, but Marina wasn’t as trusting. She only loosened her hold a fraction, keeping her body wound around the goddess. Tethys sat up, snarling at both of them. “I trapped them in a water vice about a mile from here. They are alive, but weakened.”

      Marina hissed in anger. Weakened? As if these witches hadn’t suffered enough…

      She slowly extracted her body from Tethys’s. As soon as she did, the goddess moved so swiftly, Marina didn’t even see the blow coming. Her sword slashed, but not at Marina—at Rom. The blade buried in his shoulder, and he cried out, falling to his knees.

      Marina surged forward, trying to coil around Tethys once more, but a wall of water appeared between them, cutting off Marina’s access. Tethys raised her sword again, lunging for Rom—

      Marina screamed, and a burst of fire burned through the water magic, evaporating it completely. Steam filled the air, and Marina, her serpent form encompassed in flames, darted toward the goddess. Her fangs pierced the soft flesh of her ankles, then the sparse part of her kneecap not covered in armor.

      Tethys fell to one knee, crying out. Marina bit again and again, her fangs sinking into every piece of exposed flesh she could find.

      With a scream, Tethys swiped her sword over and over, blindly stabbing at Marina. She felt the sharpened point pierce her scales once, twice, three times… but Marina continued her assault, undeterred. She would end this goddess, even if it killed her…

      A massive explosion of fire lit up the forest, and for a moment, Marina thought her magic had become so out of control that she had set the entire wood on fire. But within those flames formed a figure, her wild hair billowing in the wind. As the fire faded, Marina found herself staring openly at the woman standing before them. She had fiery red hair and identical crimson eyes that flashed with intensity and rage. A shimmering gold gown hung over one shoulder, accentuating the muscles in her arms. She may not have been dressed for battle, but she was a warrior all the same.

      And though Marina had never met her before, she knew exactly who she was: Hestia.
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      Marina could do nothing but stare at the majestic goddess standing before her. She didn’t even register that she had shifted back to human form and was sitting—naked and covered in blood—on the forest floor. Her magic was spent. Every inch of her body was throbbing in pain, her flesh on fire from the intensity of the magic she’d expended and the wounds Tethys had inflicted.

      Tethys unleashed a feral screech and lunged for Hestia, raising her sword. Hestia lifted one palm, and flames encircled the water goddess, blocking her path.

      “Is this really where you choose to make your last stand, Tethys?” Hestia said coldly. “You are outnumbered. Go. Lick your wounds.”

      “I do not take orders from you,” Tethys spat, still wielding her sword. But even Marina could tell the goddess was weak. Silver blood streamed down her face and neck, and her eyes were slightly bloodshot. “I serve the mighty Neptune, and his power could obliterate you in seconds.”

      Hestia lifted her chin. “Yes, but is Neptune here? To me, it seems you are the only threat. Between me, my vessel, and this death god, we outnumber you. If this is your choice, I will not hold back. I will see to your destruction on this day. But right now, I offer you mercy. Take it, and leave this place.”

      The intensity in Tethys’s face faltered as she glanced from Marina to Hestia to Rom, who was still on his knees, clutching at the bleeding wound on his shoulder.

      “Your fight is with me,” Hestia said. “Not them.”

      “They fight for you,” Tethys snarled. “If they are not with me, they are against me. They are against Neptune himself.”

      “Leave, Tethys.” Lightning flashed in the sky, and Hestia’s eyes burned with scorching fury.

      Tethys staggered back a step, and the flames surrounding her vanished. “I swear to the gods of Elysium, you will pay for this. If not by my hand, then by the hand of the sea god himself.” With those ominous words, Tethys disappeared in a plume of white smoke. Water droplets sprayed in the air with her departure.

      “What have you done?” Marina cried, trying to rise, but the gaping wounds in her side and arms dragged her back down. Lightheaded, she sank to the ground, her body numb from blood loss. “We could have finished her!”

      “We could have done no such thing,” Hestia said sharply. “I was bluffing.”

      Brief confusion crept into Marina’s muddled thoughts. “Bluffing?”

      “I don’t have the power to end her. I never did.”

      Cold dread filled Marina’s veins. No. It couldn’t be true. If Hestia couldn’t defeat Tethys, then who could?

      “And you still have far to go before you can access your full power,” Hestia went on, as if she hadn’t just delivered earth-shattering news to Marina.

      “She will only keep hunting my kind,” Marina said. “She has to be stopped!”

      “You are right.” Hestia fixed her brilliant red eyes on Marina. “But during our great war, while Tethys used the dark and forbidden magic of Pandora, I used the power of the titans, who are now imprisoned. The source of my power is inaccessible. Tethys doesn’t know this, but it won’t take long before she discovers she can overpower me. When she does, she will decimate me and my followers. And with Neptune on her side, she will be unstoppable.”

      Marina thought of the coven of fire witches who had taken her in and protected her. They would be slaughtered by Tethys and her dark creatures.

      “What can we do?” Rom asked. His face was deathly pale, but his eyes were full of fire.

      “You must seek out your sisters, Marina,” Hestia said. “Only together can you unleash the power of the Gorgons.”

      Marina shook her head. “I’m already with the fire witches.”

      “Not the fire witches. There are three Gorgon sisters. You have the soul of one. You must find the other two and unite your magic before your powers can be harnessed.”

      Marina shook her head, her muddied thoughts struggling to keep up. “I don’t understand. With my curse—”

      “Tethys only cursed you with the powers you already have. She’s using your magic against you. You are the key to unlocking your curse. And his.” Her gaze cut to Rom’s. “The Gorgon blood running through your veins has the ability to break powerful curses. You only need to learn how to use it.”

      Marina gritted her teeth, dizzy from the pain threatening to consume her. “What power? What magic? You say I only need to learn how to use it, but how can I learn? If I have all this power, how the hell can I use it?”

      “Only you know the answer to that. Only you can discover it for yourself.” Hestia cocked her head slightly, her shrewd eyes narrowing. “You are dying.”

      “I’m immortal,” Marina snapped. “I’ll be fine.”

      Hestia shook her head. “You’ve been dealt a death blow from an immortal blade. This is no ordinary injury, Marina. It will claim you until you can be healed properly. I may not be able to slay our enemies, but I can heal you from Tethys’s attack.”

      Hestia approached, but Marina shrank away from her. As much as she yearned to be healed, to end the agony burning in her veins, she couldn’t shake the thought of the fire witches from her mind.

      “Free them first,” Marina said. “I don’t want to be healed while they are still imprisoned.”

      Hestia’s brow furrowed. “I cannot help those imprisoned by the kelpies. My power only extends so far. But those whom Tethys has trapped, I can certainly free.”

      “And Wren,” Marina went on, unable to stop herself. “Heal her, too. Please.”

      Hestia’s eyes gleamed. “You care for them.”

      “They’re my sisters,” Marina said without thought. “My kin. They have Gorgon blood, too.”

      Hestia nodded solemnly. “This is true. They may not be a direct vessel like you, but they are my followers. I will free them and heal them for you, Marina… if you swear to me you will exert every effort in unlocking your abilities. I have gifted you my power, but that comes at a price. You must fight for me. You must become my soldier. My blade.”

      Hestia’s soldier. As foggy as her mind was, Marina couldn’t contain the ripple of shock that swept over her. “I don’t understand. How did I become your vessel? Why me?” She thought of Farah, so strong and capable. Surely, she would have been a better option.

      “The soul of your serpent called to the Gorgons,” Hestia said, as if this answer explained everything. “The soul of Medusa chose you.”

      Medusa. The name brought prickles of awareness along Marina’s arms, strong enough to overcome her injuries for a brief moment. She’d been told stories of the Gorgon priestess, defiled by Neptune and cursed with the power to turn men to stone. Some called her a monster for it. Others revered her as a goddess.

      Marina had never given much thought to Medusa’s tale… until now.

      Of course there was a link between herself and Medusa. How had she not seen it before? Marina, too, had been cursed by a water deity—cursed to turn others into stone.

      She couldn’t possibly deny Hestia’s claim. The evidence was so striking that Marina felt it in her core: she was connected to Medusa’s spirit.

      Hestia drew closer and placed a palm against Marina’s forehead. Marina was too stunned and consumed with agony to move away from her touch. As the goddess’s burning flesh met Marina’s skin, a sharp, intense wave of heat washed over her. She gasped, but Hestia kept her palm firmly against her, holding her in place.

      “The fire is not just a part of you, my child,” Hestia said. “The fire is you.”

      Her words resonated down to Marina’s bones, making her whole body quiver.

      “What is your answer?” Hestia asked. “Will you swear yourself to me as my soldier and my blade?”

      Marina blinked as a dark fog crept into her vision. She would faint from blood loss soon. Her time was limited. “I will.” The words poured readily from her lips, and the truth of her conviction startled her. She would give anything, pay any price, to keep her friends alive. She had seen so much death, caused so much loss… She couldn’t bear any more of it.

      If she had to fight in Hestia’s name, then so be it.

      Hestia inclined her head. “Then, our bargain is struck.”

      Hestia’s magic incinerated Marina from the inside out. In a flash of amber and gold, she succumbed to unconsciousness, letting Hestia’s flames consume her.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Marina’s dreams were plagued by smoke and ash, the vacant stares of those turned to stone at her hand. Fangs and torment and anguish…

      But this time, it was different. This time, she was a creature of her own making, something to be feared, to cause destruction. Her form changed, and she became part serpent, part flame. Her hair turned into coils of snakes, her eyes flashing gold that rendered her enemies powerless with a single look.

      She unleashed an almighty roar of triumph, bursting into battle as she slaughtered foe after foe. She had never felt so powerful before. Gone were her insecurities and regrets. Gone was her thirst for revenge.

      This, here and now, was her victory. And hers alone.

      Marina jolted awake, her skin still burning as if the flames still coated her body. She touched the frayed ends of her hair, half expecting it to be serpents. Her heart thundered loudly inside her chest, and it took her a moment to ground herself and remember what had happened.

      Hestia. Tethys.

      Medusa.

      Suppressing a shudder, Marina sat up, swinging her legs over the cot she’d fallen asleep on. The room was unfamiliar to her, indicating someone had carried her here. Rom, perhaps? No one else had been around. The idea of being in his arms, cradled against his muscular chest, made her throat go dry. The room was sparsely furnished, with only a small desk on the opposite side and a faded gray carpet on the dusty floorboards.

      Marina lurched to her feet, remembering the other fire witches. Had Hestia freed them? Had she healed Wren? Where were they?

      She was halfway to the door when she faltered, glancing down at her body with a soft gasp. Her injuries—the gashes, the blood—were gone. She lifted her arms, marveling at the stretch of pale skin, unmarred by wounds. Not even a scar remained from her fight with Tethys. Even the faded scars from the fight with the chimera had vanished.

      Hestia had kept her word. Which meant the fire witches had to be safe.

      But Marina needed to know for sure.

      She bolted out the door and found herself in a narrow hallway lined with doors identical to hers. Another inn, it seemed. It didn’t take her long to find the staircase. As she descended, she gazed below at the tavern underneath, finding a nearly empty room with a few patrons enjoying a drink. Sunlight filtered in through the windows, and Marina estimated it was early afternoon, which explained the absence of a crowd.

      Among those in the tavern was one face she recognized: Rom. Logically, this made sense; Farah had said only Marina and Rom could properly blend in, so the rest of the fire witches were likely hiding somewhere, undetected. But that didn’t stop Marina’s stomach from flipping at the sight of his wavy black hair streaked with silver, the way his otherworldly eyes darted around the room, no doubt searching for threats. He hadn’t seen her descending the staircase yet, so Marina allowed herself another moment to study him undisturbed. His arm was still marked with ink, a sign of his realm trying to reclaim him. His facial hair had grown a bit more, looking slightly unkempt, but not in an unpleasant way. If anything, it made him look more rugged. Less tame. The thought sent a bolt of heat and desire through Marina’s belly, reminding her of their night together. How unrestrained they’d both been.

      As if sensing the direction of her thoughts, Rom’s eyes cut to hers, his silver eyes flashing. She froze at the foot of the stairs, holding his gaze. Something flared between them, something she couldn’t name. Rom rose to his feet, his eyes still pinned to hers as he made his way to her. The closer he got, the more her skin warmed at his proximity, as if her body were heating in anticipation of his nearness. When he stood before her, his expression fierce and full of an intensity that made her tremble, she merely looked up at him, waiting for him to speak. She wasn’t sure if she could; something about his powerful presence had rendered her speechless.

      Or perhaps it was what they had faced together that had her frozen stiff. They were no longer enemies. She couldn’t deny that any longer. They had fought together. They had saved each other’s lives.

      She wasn’t sure what Rom was to her, but he was not her enemy.

      “You saved my life,” he murmured, his voice low and full of emotion.

      Marina wasn’t sure what she’d expected him to say first, but it wasn’t this. This acknowledgment of what they were—and weren’t—to each other. A question burned in his gaze: why? But Marina couldn’t answer it. She didn’t know why. It would’ve been so easy to let Tethys destroy him. How often had Marina sworn to do that exact thing if she ever encountered Rom again?

      “You carried me halfway across the realm when I was bleeding out,” Marina said. “It was the least I could do.”

      Rom shook his head slightly. “Don’t do that. Don’t diminish your actions as if they meant nothing. Because mine didn’t.”

      Marina’s face flushed, and she couldn’t hold his gaze any longer. She scanned the tavern once more. “Where are the others?”

      “In Farah’s room. They thought it best you recover in isolation. I was to wait for you when you emerged.”

      Marina frowned. “Isolation? Why?”

      Rom blinked at her as if she’d grown a second head. “You are Hestia’s chosen vessel. You aren’t just an ordinary fire witch anymore, Marina. This changes everything.”

      Marina’s stomach twisted at his words. She didn’t want this. She didn’t want the fire witches to look at her differently. All her life, she’d been different. An outcast. A monster, constantly being hunted. For the first time, she’d found a place to belong; a place where she wasn’t feared or ridiculed or despised because of the magic flowing through her veins.

      But now, because of what Hestia had said, all of that was gone. Her family. Her sense of belonging. The possibility that she could have created a home here.

      No. Now, she was Hestia’s vessel. Chosen by the Gorgons.

      The soul of Medusa.

      She felt Rom watching her, scrutinizing her. She fought to school her emotions and arrange her expression into something neutral, but the flare of empathy in his eyes indicated he’d already seen too much. He always could see more of her than she wanted him to.

      But she didn’t want his pity. Gritting her teeth, she lifted her chin and said, “Take me to them.”

      Rom nodded once, guiding her back up the stairs and down the hallway. Rom knocked lightly on a room a few doors down from hers, and a few seconds later, the door swung open.

      Peering around Rom’s bulky form, Marina made out a pentagram chalked on the floor, surrounded by candles. The smell of incense and fire magic filled the air, making Marina’s head swim. The powerful energies in this room were enough to make her serpent rise within her, eager to be let loose.

      Rom stepped inside, and Marina followed. She faltered when every single witch rose to her feet and bowed her head in silent reverence to her.

      Marina lifted her hands, her chest tightening with discomfort and unease. “Please. Please don’t.”

      “Hestia blessed,” Farah murmured, pressing her hand to her heart. The witches next to her did the same.

      “Please.” Marina felt on the verge of tears. “I don’t want this. This isn’t—This isn’t me.”

      “We do not always choose our paths,” Farah said. “Sometimes, they are chosen for us.”

      Marina drew closer to her. “I don’t care who I am or what kind of magic flows through me. I am still the same person, the same witch you first met. Please don’t treat me any differently. I’m not a goddess. I’m not a deity or a queen or anything. I know things have changed, but I’m still your equal. Your friend. Your sister.” I hope, she wanted to add. Perhaps these witches never saw her as more than a dangerous stranger who had brought dark magic to their coven. But as she gazed at each of them, their eyes shone with respect and admiration. Some looked at her with awe, others with broad smiles.

      Then, a figure emerged from the circle, flinging her arms around Marina in a tight embrace.

      “Wren,” Farah hissed in admonishment.

      But Wren only clung to her tighter, and Marina returned the embrace, her eyes stinging with unshed tears.

      “You saved us all,” Wren whispered against her shoulder. “You saved me. I’ll never forget this, Marina. You will always be my sister. Always.”

      Tears pooled in Marina’s eyes and she couldn’t stop them from streaming down her face. She withdrew to look Wren over and found her face full of color, the bandages gone from her head. The gash on her scalp was completely healed, the hair regrown as if the injury had never been there.

      A lump formed in Marina’s throat. “Goddess, Wren, I’m so glad you’re healed.” Her lower lip trembled, and more tears trickled down her cheeks.

      “Because of you,” Wren repeated. “You have no idea what you’ve done for me. For all of us.”

      Marina shook her head. “Hestia would’ve saved you anyway. You’re her kin. Her people.”

      “No,” Farah said. “Hestia broke the sacred laws of Elysium when she imbued our souls with the souls of serpents. She has been forbidden from interacting with us ever since. What she did for us was a great risk. I have no doubt the gods are raging at her for it right now.”

      Marina’s jaw dropped. “She can’t—She can’t help you? Any of you? But you have a portal in those caves. I thought—”

      “You thought we were close friends with the fire goddess?” Wren smirked. “Not quite. That portal was built for emergencies because of the goddess blood flowing through our veins. It was really just a formality. All those with goddess blood should have access to one.” She shook her head. “No, we’ve been on our own for generations now.”

      Marina’s head was swimming as she tried to process all of this. She looked at Farah, stunned to find the coven leader’s face shining with pride.

      “Hestia must really want you as her soldier,” Farah whispered. “What an honor this is, Marina.”

      Marina was shaking her head again. “No. This has to be some kind of mistake.”

      Farah drew closer and took Marina’s shoulders. “It is not a mistake. Tell me where you came from, Marina.”

      Marina’s mouth opened and closed. She couldn’t think. Couldn’t even process a coherent thought.

      “Marina. Where did you come from?”

      “A—A coven of fire witches. I think. A water witch found me roaming the woods as a toddler and took me in, raising me as her own.”

      “And you never found your people?”

      “She told me they were all killed. I sustained injuries, too. Whoever killed my coven must have assumed I’d died as well.”

      Farah smiled sadly and shook her head. “For hundreds of years, there have been tales of the three Gorgon sisters uniting once more and joining their powers. Two of them were rumored to be among us already. But it wasn’t until twenty years ago that whispers of Medusa’s heir spread through the fire witches. A prophecy foretold the birth of the Gorgon sister as Hestia’s chosen vessel, marked with strength and power. Once she reunited with her sisters, they would combine their magic to end the war with the water gods. Even we heard the whispers, tucked away in the desert as we were.

      “Tethys sent her witches across the realm, searching for this chosen vessel. Without Medusa, the sisters would be unable to reunite. The prophecy would be thwarted. The water witches hunted fire witches relentlessly, hoping that the more they killed, the less likely Medusa’s vessel would emerge.”

      Marina’s skin turned cold. “What—What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying it was no coincidence a coven of river witches found you, Marina. They were sent to kill you.”
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      Despite the earth-shattering revelation Farah had shared with her, Marina insisted they keep moving. Hestia had said she was unable to help the fire witches trapped by the kelpies, which meant they were in worse danger than they’d thought. And what Marina needed more than anything right now was a distraction. A purpose. A mission.

      There were people who needed her help, and she couldn’t let them down.

      She tried to focus her thoughts on this task, the pursuit of her fellow fire witches. Not the devastating truth that the coven she’d grown up with—her family—had been sent to kill her. That Remy had lied to her all those years. That there was a reason the river witches had despised her so.

      Her mind was a flurry of questions. How had Remy convinced the coven to accept her instead of kill her? Had she played on their sympathy, insisting it would be wrong to murder a child? Or had she convinced them there had been a mistake and Marina wasn’t the chosen vessel of Medusa?

      She supposed it didn’t matter in the end. The entire coven was dead, including Remy. And Marina truly was Medusa’s vessel. The Gorgon reincarnated.

      A monster.

      Marina tried not to notice how the other fire witches behaved around her. They either gave her a wide berth as they traveled, or they openly stared at her as if expecting her to morph into Medusa at any moment.

      The only one whose behavior hadn’t changed was Rom. She often caught him watching her, his gaze contemplative as always, but he said nothing. He remained close, and Marina noted how his hands curled into fists and the veins and tendons stood out along his arms and neck. He was fighting his curse actively. And it was happening more frequently.

      They crossed the forest that skirted around the Thalassian Empire and made camp at the edge of the woods just outside the base of the Emdale Mountains. According to Rom’s magic, the kelpies’ nest was on the other side of the mountains.

      They were so close. So close…

      And yet, what manner of horrors were those witches enduring while Marina and the others were traveling? What if they got there too late?

      My fault. All my fault. The thoughts kept circling through Marina’s head.

      The other fire witches shifted to their snake forms. Marina’s inner serpent stirred slightly as she watched them, but her magic remained still. She wasn’t sure if this was due to years of suppressing it, or if her magic was at peace and didn’t need to be unleashed right now. She couldn’t tell.

      Her eyes fell on Rom, who sat on a log as he stared into the flames of their campfire, his gaze distant and full of anguish. After deliberating for a moment, Marina rose and joined him, sitting next to him on the log.

      “Tell me about Tartarus,” Marina said quietly.

      Rom blinked, his expression strained. “What?”

      “You accused me of not knowing your life, and you’re right. I want to know what you’ve been through, Rom. Tell me.”

      Rom’s eyes narrowed. “And why is that? To fuel your guilt over our curse? Or to distract you from what you’re too afraid to face?”

      Marina’s head reared back. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I refuse to feed your guilt, Marina. And I refuse to be a distraction for you. Whatever your reasons for this conversation are, it’s for your sake and not mine. And I don’t want any part of it.”

      Anger burned within her. “You don’t know anything.”

      “Don’t I? I was tasked with tormenting the most vile of souls down in Tartarus. And more often than not, a man’s greatest fear was born of his own grief and guilt. Our demons are of our own making. The same applies to you. You are your greatest enemy, Marina. And I’m not going to play a part in this twisted game you’re playing with yourself.”

      “This isn’t a game,” Marina seethed. “You think I want to feel this way? To hate myself and the monster that I am? You were right when you accused me of not bothering to know you, and now I’m trying to fix that. To look beyond myself, even though that defies what I’ve trained myself to do for fifty years. I’m not using you as a distraction or as a way to feed my guilt. I genuinely want to know.”

      “All right, fine.” Rom shifted on the log, turning to face her fully. “Prove me wrong, Marina. Prove to me you aren’t running from something. Before I tell you about my past, you tell me about yours. Tell me about the night you were cursed. What happened?”

      Marina’s throat closed as she stared at his hard expression. The emotions from that night swirled within her, threatening to choke her, to drown her. “I don’t owe you an explanation,” she said, her voice strained.

      “Neither do I.” Rom crossed his arms and raised his eyebrows. “But if you want to ask me questions, then I deserve the same. Trust goes both ways, Marina. I’m not going to open myself up to my past trauma just to provide you with a distraction. This isn’t a game for me, either. So prove me wrong.”

      The air fell still around them, save for the crackling fire and the occasional hissing of one of the witches. Marina pressed her lips together to keep them from trembling. She wanted to argue, to rage at Rom and his insinuations… but he was right. She was using him as a diversion, something to preoccupy herself with so she wouldn’t have to focus on her own emotions. And anything she learned about his past would fuel her guilt.

      Because all of this was her fault. And she needed to remind herself she was a monster. It was the only thing keeping her from cursing her mother’s name for hiding this monumental secret for so long.

      And yet… Marina was alive because of Remy’s choice. A mixture of anger and gratitude, sorrow and longing, filled Marina’s chest so fully that her insides burned as if her fire magic had been kindled.

      I’ve earned this pain and this suffering, Marina thought. A monster like me should be hunted. Slaughtered. I deserve to be alone.

      But with Rom watching her, and that darkness creeping into his eyes, Marina had to remind herself it wasn’t just about her. Yes, she understood Rom was a victim as well. Because of Tethys, he had been stranded, unable to leave the deepest, darkest part of the Underworld. But Marina had only scratched the surface of his pain and sorrow. Because she hadn’t wanted to delve deeper. She hadn’t wanted to learn more about his pain because she was so consumed by her own.

      But things were different now. She was no longer alone.

      With a deep, shuddering breath, Marina shifted on the log so she faced away from him, staring into the fire. She couldn’t look into his eyes as she told him everything. For the first time in her life, Marina shared the darkest part of her past; the part she kept hidden and locked away for fear of letting it devour her entirely. As she spoke, the tears poured from her eyes, trailing down her cheeks. But she let them fall as she recounted the details of that day when she’d woken up and found her coven had turned to stone. When she’d realized the deadly consequences of her actions—and Tethys’s wrath. That raw, festering pain came rushing back all at once, and she wanted to fall to her knees, to give in to it completely. But she forced herself to remain upright, to stay strong as she told her story. And as her voice grew hoarse and her tears dried up, exhaustion took over, and the pain dulled to an aching throb. It was still there, but it was weakened. Not nearly as potent as the day she’d lost her family.

      It was bearable. For now.

      Marina took another breath before she forced herself to meet Rom’s gaze. His expression had softened, his eyes moist with his own tears. “When you told me you’d watched me through that reflection bowl, I realized I wasn’t alone,” she said. “You shared my grief, too, but I never knew. And I want to do the same for you, Rom. I want to share your burden, too. Just as you’ve shared mine.”

      Rom’s face paled, his mouth going slack with shock. It was clear he hadn’t realized she’d been listening to his confession when she’d been sick with the fever. She could only offer him a grimace as she waited for his response. After a moment, his expression cleared, and he nodded once.

      “Tartarus messes with your mind,” he said quietly. “It plays on your fears and emotions. Even if you tell yourself it’s an illusion, it can still deceive you. All it needs is one moment of your doubt, and then it will snare you. It took years of practice with my own magic before I was comfortable enough to navigate those caves without getting sucked in. But the things I saw…” He shuddered and dropped his gaze. “The horrors I had to endure… I can never forget them. They haunt me, even now.”

      “What horrors?” Marina asked.

      Rom offered her a pained expression. “I see that day. With you. I see you bleeding out on the stone floor. I see my brothers torturing you for sport, tearing apart your body piece by piece. I see dozens of other mortals like you, cursed because of me, slaughtered because of me. A world of death because of my one journey to the mortal realm.”

      Marina’s chest felt hollow from this admission, but she forced herself to remain calm and steady as he spoke.

      “When I finally mastered the illusions of Tartarus, it was easier to bear,” Rom went on. “But from that point on, I had to endure the fears and nightmares of the prisoners. And some of those were just as haunting, just as vile. I had to listen to their screams, their cries and pleas. Even the most vicious of men, the most ruthless and cutthroat of criminals, would weep like babies when their fears were exposed to them. And it broke me. Just as it broke them.”

      More tears flowed down Marina’s face, but she held her breath, waiting for him to go on.

      “And just like you,” Rom said, the moisture pooling in his eyes and spilling over onto his face, “I blamed myself. I told myself I deserved every second of that torment. It was the only reason I didn’t fight it or try to escape. Because it was my punishment. My penance.” He wiped his nose and shook his head. “But neither of us deserves this pain, Marina. You and I deserve to live and to be free. And I know that, together, we can find a way to do that.” He paused and took a deep breath. “But we have to forgive ourselves, Marina. We can’t carry the burden of guilt and regret like this any longer. We have to move past this and truly free ourselves from this weight. I think that was Tethys’s true intention—to break us. To shatter our spirits. And she succeeded. She isolated us. Made us feel alone and unloved for so long.” Rom’s face crumpled as more tears ran down his face.

      Marina leaned forward and pressed her hand against his. “We aren’t alone anymore,” she whispered through her own tears.

      Rom’s silver eyes burned in the firelight as he held her gaze. Though his face was stained with tears, there was an intensity in his look that pierced her down to her bones. The same intensity that reminded her of just how powerful he was. His thumb traced absently along the back of her hand, and she suppressed a shudder of pleasure, trying not to envision his fingers touching her elsewhere.

      “No, we’re not,” he murmured. He leaned in and, with his free hand, brushed a tear from the edge of her nose, his touch lingering. Marina’s breath caught, her body achingly aware of how close he sat next to her on the log. Close enough to share breath. Close enough to kiss.

      “You are worthy of love, Mare,” Rom whispered. “You are worthy of a free and happy life. Don’t let yourself believe otherwise.”

      Marina couldn’t breathe from the emotion tightening her throat, coiling around her like a serpent. Goddess, this was too much. She didn’t deserve to hear this, to share this moment with Rom.

      And why not? asked a small voice inside her. Perhaps I do deserve this. What exactly have I done that is so offensive and horrific as to warrant a cursed life? I shared a night of passion with this man. And that’s all. I possess fire magic, but I have never used it to harm someone intentionally. I am Medusa’s vessel. But I haven’t even embraced my powers yet.

      I am innocent. And I deserve to be free.

      As Marina thought these words, something loosened in her chest, releasing the tension she’d carried for years and years. She groaned from the intensity of it as it lifted from her, not realizing how heavy that burden had been until now. Her eyes closed, and she didn’t realize she had leaned forward until Rom’s forehead pressed against hers. She was panting as if she’d been sprinting, her body beyond exhausted.

      “That’s it,” Rom murmured, his hands now on her shoulders. “Release it. Let it all go.”

      Marina swallowed, struggling to find her voice, but all she knew was the roiling emotions burning through her. It was too much. She was floating away, her body weightless. She needed something to ground her, to keep her from disintegrating completely.

      Without thinking, she pressed her hands to Rom’s cheeks, her fingers brushing against the soft hair of his beard, then running along his full lips. He went perfectly still as her hands explored his face, the length of his nose and cheekbones, his chin and throat. She traced one eyebrow, then the next. Her hands wound through his thick hair, relishing the softness of it. Gradually, her consuming emotions gave way to curiosity and interest as she studied him, noting the silver strands of his hair and the otherworldly glow of his silver eyes. He was a beauty to behold; she couldn’t deny it. As much as she wanted to hate him for how devastatingly beautiful he was, she simply… couldn’t.

      “Why do you call me Mare?” she breathed.

      He sucked in a short breath. “What? You don’t like it?”

      “I like it.” She was surprised by the truth of her words. She did like it. At first, she’d hated it because it only reminded her of Remy. But the nickname fell so naturally from Rom’s lips that it made her blood sing every time he spoke it. And somehow, she knew Remy would’ve liked Rom. Even if Marina harbored anger and resentment for the lies Remy had told her, she still loved her mother and missed her deeply. “No one but my mother ever called me that before.”

      Pain flared in Rom’s eyes. “I’m sorry—”

      Her fingers touched his lips, silencing him. “Don’t be. I missed it. And… I like it when you call me that.” Her cheeks warmed from the admission.

      Desire sparked in his gaze as he leaned closer. “What other names should I call you, Jay?”

      Marina smiled. “Only the nice ones, Fox.”

      “And the naughty ones?”

      Flames scorched Marina’s blood and bones, making her skin coil with desire. “Especially the naughty ones.”

      Rom’s chuckle rumbled against her. Her hands were still on his face, and she found herself drawing him closer, closer…

      Rom suddenly stiffened, his back arching as he released an anguished groan. His breathing turned ragged, his eyes closing in agony.

      “Rom?” Marina kept her hands on him, hoping her touch would keep his curse at bay. But the inky black marks appeared on his arms, climbing up and up until they disappeared under his shirt.

      Her touch wasn’t stopping it. Not this time.

      Rom’s eyes rolled back, and Marina could only watch helplessly as his curse consumed him.
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      “Rom!” Marina shook him, gripping his shoulders firmly as foam spilled from his lips. His body began to twitch, and his eyes turned all black. Smoke poured from his fingers, wrapping around Marina and creating a foggy haze that obscured the forest from view. The icy chill of death magic swept over her. She remembered how volatile and dangerous his magic had been in the caves in the desert—he’d almost destroyed everyone.

      And it was happening again.

      “Rom!” In an act of desperation, Marina slapped him hard across the face. His head swiveled, and a red mark appeared on his cheek from her strike. But his body was unchanged; the magic was still consuming him.

      Panic blurred Marina’s thoughts. No, no, no… This couldn’t be it. She couldn’t lose him. She hadn’t even come close to discovering how to break his curse yet. It was too soon.

      Her terror melted into rage. Tethys would not take him from her. She refused to give up anything else to that damned water goddess. With a growl of determination, Marina climbed onto Rom’s lap, bracing her legs on either side of him so their chests were flush against each other. She dug deep within herself and summoned her fire magic. It burned and roiled within her, ready to be unleashed.

      Soon, she promised her serpent. I will let you loose soon. But first, you have to help me save him. Please.

      She wasn’t sure if the serpent would respond or not. She wasn’t even sure if her serpent was a separate entity or just another version of herself.

      But she was desperate. She couldn’t lose Rom.

      Her fire churned and boiled inside her, and she focused on her palms, narrowing the scope of her magic to those small spaces along her fingertips. With a burst of power, she pressed her hands against Rom’s face, channeling all the energy of her fire magic into him. Her skin burned when it touched him, and she felt the searing heat scorching his skin. The smell of burnt flesh met her nose, but she continued to push, prepared to melt the death magic away by force.

      “Leave him,” Marina hissed. “He is mine. He belongs to me.”

      The death magic raged against her, the smoke thickening into a darkening storm. Lightning flashed, and an otherworldly roar shook the ground. Marina cried out in response, her voice full of fury and venom. She could be powerful and dangerous, too. Let this death magic see how deadly she could become.

      She felt her body shifting, morphing. Perhaps the intensity of her rage had conjured her serpent form. But it didn’t matter. Her fire was creeping through the darkness, spearing through the dark storm around her. She would tear this force apart. She kept her hands on Rom, her grip on him tightening. His body was quivering underneath her grip, and a low, haunting moan poured from his lips.

      “Leave him!” Marina shrieked. Her voice was laced with the hisses of her inner serpent. But something was different. She still felt human. Her hands were still on Rom, her body twined alongside his.

      And yet… She could feel the presence of her serpent. The hissing, the coiling body, the fangs poised to strike…

      Her eyes burned, and she felt an all-consuming power take over her. Her body was lethal. Her gaze was death itself.

      She was Medusa incarnate.

      She unleashed a feral scream that rang through the night, piercing through the fog of death magic. A blast of fire magic exploded around her, igniting the dark clouds and illuminating the forest clearing. The witches had shifted back to their human forms and looked on with part awe, part terror. Rom’s death magic receded, cowering from the brutal power of Marina’s magic. His eyes went from black to white. The foam from his mouth cleared, and his body stopped shaking.

      Marina closed her eyes as her flames coursed through her, lighting her blood and bones on fire. She felt it everywhere, and she couldn’t stop it. Part of her didn’t want to stop it.

      Rom groaned, his body shifting underneath hers, but she kept her eyes shut tight, knowing the story of Medusa and what her penetrating gaze could do to people. She recalled what Hestia had said to her: Tethys only cursed you with the powers you already have. She’s using your magic against you.

      Fire. A serpent’s body. The curse of transforming people to stone.

      Medusa’s powers. But Tethys’s curse kept Marina from controlling it properly.

      Here and now, for the first time, she wielded all three as Medusa herself. And she was in control.

      Here and now, her curse was gone. She knew it was only temporary. But the sense of freedom and unparalleled power flowed through her, intoxicating and exhilarating. She felt unstoppable. Unbeatable.

      Immortal. Like a goddess.

      “Mare…”

      Rom’s low voice snapped her from her bloodthirsty haze. She kept her eyes closed, her fingers falling from his face so she could wrap her hands around his neck. “Rom. Are you—Are you all right?” Her voice was hoarse from her screams, and the hissing sounds had gone. Did that mean she was human again? Was it safe to open her eyes?

      “Gods, Mare…” Rom’s hands found hers, his rough callouses scraping along her knuckles. “You—You—”

      Marina bit her lip, desperate to look at him, to assess his reaction to her transformation. He must think of her as a monster… And why shouldn’t he? That was exactly what she was.

      “You’re magnificent,” he breathed.

      Marina’s heart lurched. “What?”

      “I’ve never seen anything more beautiful in my entire life.”

      Marina couldn’t breathe. Surely, he couldn’t be serious. Medusa? Beautiful? She shook her head, her eyes burning again, but this time with tears. “I can’t—I can’t be like this. Not around you, not around the witches. It—It isn’t safe.”

      “You are in control, Marina,” came Farah’s voice from nearby. “It is still your body.”

      Marina tried to focus on her breathing, but she wasn’t getting enough air. She couldn’t think straight. All she knew was the flames were still burning her, consuming her, and her fear had overtaken everything. I can’t hurt them. I can’t lose anyone else. I can’t, I can’t, I can’t…

      Rom cupped her face in his hands, bringing her forehead against his. “You can do this,” he whispered. “You saved me from my god magic. If you can do that, you can do anything. You’re so strong, Mare. You can do this.”

      Marina sniffed and nodded, sucking in deep gulps of air. She counted each breath, slow and steady. When she reached ten, her heart rate had calmed, and she could direct her thoughts again. One breath at a time. Inhale. Exhale.

      She focused on her magic. Her serpent. I will unleash you, she promised, if you help me pull this power back. Once more, she had no idea if her bargaining or pleading made a difference. But she had to try.

      Inhale. Exhale. In and out.

      Gradually, the fire within her receded, and the cool midnight air nipped at her skin. She felt her skin changing, her body shifting. She hadn’t noticed the heavy weight atop her head until it vanished, and she realized her hair had transformed into small snakes. Just like Medusa.

      Goddess, what had she looked like? She wished she could see her reflection, but part of her knew it would only disgust her.

      And yet… Rom called her beautiful. Magnificent. He was in awe of her appearance.

      Perhaps it wasn’t as monstrous as she feared.

      Rom’s thumb swept a tear from her cheek, the gentleness of his touch sending shivers along her spine. “There you are,” he murmured. “You can look at me, Mare.”

      She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “I can’t.”

      “You can. It’s safe. I swear it.”

      Marina took a shuddering breath but kept her eyes shut tight. What if he was wrong? What if she would still end up turning him to stone if she looked at him?

      “My beautiful goddess, open your eyes,” he breathed.

      His voice was so tender, so full of emotion and affection, that Marina couldn’t stop herself. Her eyes flew open and found Rom’s glistening silver gaze boring into hers. He was so close she could taste his breath. Feel his warmth. Their noses brushed as Rom’s face split into a wide smile.

      “Your eyes are amber,” he whispered.

      Marina looked him over, inspecting him for injuries. Black marks were etched into his neck and shoulders, obscured by his shirt. But Marina knew they likely covered his entire chest now. The markings stopped just below his chin. It wouldn’t be long before they covered his flesh entirely.

      Rom’s expression sobered as he took in the fear in her eyes. “I’ll be fine.”

      Marina shook her head. “Your magic is getting stronger. I banished it, but it’ll only keep coming back until I figure out a way to break your curse.”

      “It isn’t your burden to bear,” Rom insisted. “It’s my duty to break my own curse. Not yours.”

      “Hestia’s blood has curse-breaking abilities,” Marina said. “It is up to me.”

      “I don’t want you to risk your life to save me,” Rom insisted, his gaze intense as he stared at her. “There are more important things, Mare! You have to save your sisters. You have to defeat the kelpies. And Tethys. Those things are more important than me.”

      “That’s not true,” Marina snapped. “You are important to me, Rom. And I will not lose you.”

      Her voice echoed in the forest, and only then did Marina remember that they weren’t alone. The other witches watched them with wide eyes, and even Rom’s face went slack with shock at her words. Marina wanted to take them back, to say she didn’t mean it, but what good would that do? She was so far from hating him now that there was no use in denying it.

      “I will not lose you,” she repeated, stroking the dark hair out of his face. “Do not ask me to endure that, Rom. It will be too painful for me to bear.”

      Rom blinked rapidly, his eyes shining, his face still blank with surprise and confusion. Had he truly believed she loathed him, this whole time? Had he not understood how she was changing around him? She wished she could make him see, make him understand what he meant to her. But even she didn’t know the extent of her feelings for him. It was all too confusing, and her body was spent.

      The serpent within her hissed, and Marina flinched, drawing away from Rom. She only then realized her legs were still wrapped around him. Her cheeks heated as she extracted herself from him and rose from the log, her legs wobbly. “I—I have to shift now,” she muttered, not looking at him. “I trust you can keep yourself alive for the next little while?”

      Rom chuckled, but it sounded strained. “Of course.”

      Marina nodded, still not looking at him, as she unleashed her serpent and shifted, her body elongating along the forest floor. Her thoughts were still on Rom as she slithered away from him.
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      There was something so freeing about being in her serpent form this time. Marina couldn’t explain it. But for the first time, she wasn’t shifting out of necessity or survival. She was shifting just because she could. Her serpent was at ease. At peace. She knew nothing but bliss.

      All the other times she’d shifted had been life-or-death situations. But this… Marina hadn’t realized a transition like this was possible. An effortless transformation. Allowing the beast to roam freely, to be free from her cage for the night. A sense of weightlessness settled over her, allowing her to breathe for the first time in fifty years.

      She wasn’t a slave to her magic. She wasn’t running from her curse. She was merely a snake, slithering along the forest floor. Nothing more. She spent the evening hunting, devouring rodents and birds as she caught them, exploring with her serpent body as she’d never been allowed to before. Occasionally, she caught sight of one of the other witches, also in snake form, but she preferred the solitude. Even so, it was a comfort to know they were there with her.

      When her belly was full and her body was weary, she finally coiled within herself to rest. It was a bit unsettling, being unable to close her eyes, but an innate instinct had her closing her retinas so the sights around her wouldn’t be a distraction to her always-open eyes. At long last, she succumbed to slumber alongside the soothing sounds of the forest.

      “Marina.”

      Marina’s eyes flew open, and she jumped to her feet, immediately disoriented. Her legs were wobbly, and the brightness of daybreak made her squint against the burning sunlight. Panting, she whirled to find Rom standing in front of her, palms raised to indicate he meant no harm.

      “Easy,” he said. “It’s just me.”

      Marina pressed a hand to her chest, only then realizing she was in her human form. Her cheeks immediately flamed as she expected to find herself naked. But, to her surprise, she was fully clothed, wearing the same blue tunic and tan trousers as the night before. She blinked, stunned that she had not only shifted in her sleep, but she’d managed to conjure her clothes—something she’d never been able to do before.

      “You’re getting better,” Rom said, noticing the same thing. A proud smirk lit up half his mouth, and Marina tried to ignore the way her stomach flipped at the sight.

      “What’s wrong?” Marina asked, glancing behind him and expecting to find an attacker or assailant or some horrible demon creature chasing after him.

      Rom frowned. “Nothing’s wrong.”

      Marina stared at him. “Then, why are you here?” The words were blunt and came across much sharper than she’d intended. When Rom winced, she amended, “I mean, it usually doesn’t take long for trouble to find us. I assumed that’s why you came to get me.”

      “No, no, I just—” Rom ran a hand along the back of his neck, and Marina’s gaze was drawn to the tattoos covering his arms and neck. Somehow, it only made him look more attractive, which hardly seemed fair to her. It also served as a grave reminder of his predicament and their ticking clock. How long before another fit claimed him? How long before his death magic destroyed him entirely?

      Rom exhaled slowly through his lips, his cheeks darkening. For the first time since she’d known him, he seemed… flustered. But why? He was always so confident and collected around her, especially when she was unhinged.

      “Rom, what is it?” She fought to keep her voice gentle to coax the words out of him, though impatience rattled within her. “Just tell me.”

      “I thought we could help each other,” he said, the words coming out in a rush. “Farah thinks I can train you to use Medusa’s powers to locate the other Gorgon sisters, similar to how I used my death magic to locate the kelpies. And, in exchange, I thought maybe we could work on… breaking my curse.”

      Marina’s eyebrows flew upward. “Oh.” She bit her lip and dropped her gaze. “I—I’m sorry, Rom, but I really have no idea how to break your curse. If I did, I would’ve done something by now, I swear—”

      “No, I know,” Rom said at once. “But Farah seems to think, with you finally tapping into Medusa’s magic, that maybe we could… experiment and see what you can do.”

      Marina arched a single eyebrow. “Experiment?” She didn’t like the sound of that.

      Rom grinned, looking more like his roguish, handsome self. “Exciting, right? I mean, we already know your touch affects me. I’d like to explore that avenue a bit further.” His eyes darkened, and Marina’s skin heated at the implication in his words. Goddess, that heady look of his was enough to melt her bones right then and there.

      Her throat turned dry as she tried to formulate a response. “Sounds dangerous,” she finally managed, her voice a bit weak. “What if I hurt you?”

      Rom’s eyes glinted with mischief. “I like it rough.”

      Holy shit, the things this man could do to her… Just with his words, she was rendered completely helpless. Her insides turned to mush, her body as useless as if she’d managed to turn herself to stone.

      Judging by the way his crooked grin widened at her speechlessness, he was enjoying the effect his flirting had on her. Damn him…

      Clearing her throat, Marina shifted her weight, achingly aware of every place her clothing touched her skin, itching her flesh. The cotton felt abrasive and restrictive, and she had the sudden desire to shed all her clothing. Perhaps it would’ve been better if she had shifted to her human form without clothing. She now felt like she couldn’t breathe with it on.

      But the thought of facing Rom without clothes only made her blood boil further, her imagination running wild as she envisioned the ways their bodies could fit together, the sounds she could elicit from him…

      Stop it, Marina! She wanted to scream at herself for being so ridiculous. She crammed her eyes shut and sputtered, “Right. Sure. Sounds good. Let me just—” Her mind was too muddled for her to come up with a valid excuse, so she simply walked away from him, her face on fire, as he chuckled at her blustering idiocy.
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      After eating some roasted pheasant Dahlia had cooked and washing her face in a nearby stream, Marina finally felt like herself. She wasn’t quite ready to face Rom again, knowing he would likely keep teasing her and bringing about those intoxicating feelings she tried so hard to hide from. But she didn’t have a choice. Farah wanted to keep moving soon, so she and Rom only had a few minutes to work on their magic before the group set off once more.

      Marina and Rom sat side-by-side on the same log from the night before—when Marina had transformed into the embodiment of Medusa and brought Rom back from his death magic.

      When he’d called her magnificent. And beautiful.

      “You first,” Marina said, not quite ready to focus on her intimidating Gorgon powers just yet.

      Rom nodded and stretched out his arms to her. For one wild moment, Marina thought he wanted to embrace. But then, his chin dipped, his gaze fixed on the tattoos on his arms. “Can you try to remove these? It’s a mark of my death magic. If your magic can erase it, then I think that might buy me more time.”

      Marina frowned. “Shouldn’t I try to break the curse entirely? Buying you more time is just delaying the inevitable.”

      “One step at a time. I don’t think you’ll be able to defeat this curse in one attempt. It will take practice. So, let’s start with this.”

      Marina nodded, still frowning. She took one of his hands in hers, allowing her fingers to trace the intricate, swirling design of ink etched into his skin. Her touch trailed up his forearm and elbow, stopping only when he shuddered.

      “Sorry,” she said quickly, withdrawing her hand. Before she could, he snatched her fingers, keeping her hand pressed against his skin.

      “Don’t,” he murmured, his eyes burning into hers. “It… feels good.”

      Marina swallowed hard and continued exploring the tattoos along his skin until she reached the cap of his sleeve. “If they weren’t a mark of your impending death, I might actually like them. They suit you.”

      Rom smirked. “Do they? They don’t make me look more like a demon?”

      Marina looked at him, her expression serious. “You’re not a demon, Rom.”

      Rom snorted. “I’m a prince of Hell. I’m as good as a demon.” He cocked his head at her. “Besides, I thought you despised me? Surely calling me a demon isn’t the worst of the names you’ve thought of.”

      Marina smiled in spite of herself. “True.” She took a steadying breath and conjured her fire magic. “I’m starting small, with just a single flame.”

      “That’s fine. You can’t hurt me, remember?”

      That wasn’t entirely true, but Marina remembered pressing a scorching ball of fire into his chest at the inn where the chimera had attacked. Even if it had hurt him, his body had healed quickly. Only his shirt had been affected.

      Reminding herself of this, she wrapped her fingers around his wrist and focused her flames outward, sending them directly into his flesh. He hissed, his arm stiffening in her grasp, but Marina held fast, feeding more of her fire into him. When she was finished, she released him. A pink imprint of her fingers lingered on his skin before disappearing.

      But the black markings were still there.

      Marina tried not to be too disappointed. It was only her first attempt, after all.

      “Put more power into it,” Rom suggested. “I know you’re capable of more, Mare. Don’t hold back.”

      Don’t hold back. He’d said those same words when they’d made love. Her skin burned from the reminder of that night.

      Instead of shying away from those memories, Marina clung to them, allowing them to race along her skin like her flames. Arousal spread through her, making her clench her legs and bite down on her bottom lip. Goddess, she wanted him. She wanted to pin him against a tree and take him right here. She closed her eyes, clasping both his arms, her fingernails piercing his skin. He tensed but didn’t object to her fierce grip. Focusing on her inner fire—both her magic and the heat of her memories—Marina pushed more power into Rom. Her insides roared with fury and longing, her serpent coiling inside her, awakened by her anguished desire, her painful yearning, the reminder of all she couldn’t have because of this wretched curse.

      Rom. All she wanted was Rom. And she could never have him. Like all the other men in her life, he would be ripped away from her. It was too cruel, really—that this god of death had captured her heart so fully. She couldn’t turn him to stone, but he was still bound for the Underworld. They could never have a life together.

      Swallowing down her grief, Marina pushed harder, fueling her fire with her agony. Her torment. A cry of grief built up in her throat, but she held it back, allowing it to fester inside of her instead. Her eyes pricked with tears. Her serpent longed to be freed, but she coaxed it backward. Not yet, she pleaded. I need you here first.

      The serpent receded, momentarily appeased by her words. But Marina knew she was asking a lot of it, and it would require a release soon. Somehow, she felt in tune with her snake form. It was separate from her, and yet… still a part of her. She couldn’t explain it. But she could feel its presence as solidly as she could hear her own thoughts.

      Rom groaned, his shoulders slumping slightly, and Marina focused on him, his flesh burning underneath her grasp. With the fire raging inside her, Marina finally concentrated on Medusa’s magic—that feeling of utter dominance and power, the unstoppable energy flowing through her. A roar burst from her lips before she could stop it, echoing in the forest. Fire exploded around her, creating a flaming sphere that circled her and Rom, sealing them off from the rest of the world. Rom’s back arched as he cried out in pain, but Marina kept going, pushing, pushing, pushing…

      The fire suddenly died, vanishing entirely, leaving trails of smoke in its wake. Marina sagged backward, blinking spots from her vision, her frame weak from exertion. She closed her eyes and nearly fell unconscious, but a pair of hands grasped her shoulders, holding her upright.

      “Mare.” Rom’s voice was raspy, his breathing ragged. “I’ve got you.”

      Dazed, Marina opened her eyes, struggling to focus on his face. But her vision swam, and she could hardly make out the details—he was merely a shapeless form in front of her.

      “You did it, Mare. Look.”

      Squinting, Marina gazed down at his arms. One remained the same, the black markings still etched into his skin. But the other… was completely bare. From his fingertips to his shoulder was nothing but smooth, tan skin.

      Marina’s mouth fell open, and she swayed. Rom tightened his hold on her shoulders and laughed in amazement. “Gods above, Mare, you did it.”
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      Though exhaustion tugged at every part of her body, Marina was itching to do more. Bolstered by her success with Rom, she wanted to use her powers to try locating the other Gorgon sisters.

      Rom seemed to read the determined look on her face. He grasped her wrists in his hands. “Mare, don’t. You’re spent. You need to recover.”

      “I need to find the other Gorgons,” Marina insisted. “We’re running out of time. What if Tethys has already killed the other fire witches?”

      “Then there’s nothing you can do for them.” Rom’s expression was grim.

      Marina gritted her teeth and shook her head. “No. That’s bullshit. There is something I can do. And I’m not going to stop just because I’m a little tired.”

      “Mare—”

      Ignoring his protests, Marina flexed her fingers, prepared to summon Medusa’s powers again, but a hand fell on her shoulder. She turned and found Dahlia standing next to her, a tentative smile on her face.

      “If I may?” she asked, gesturing between Marina and Rom.

      Marina found herself nodding, though she had no idea what Dahlia was asking permission to do. Dahlia took one of Rom’s hands in hers, then one of Marina’s, and pressed them together. Marina tried not to think about how solid and good Rom’s warm palm felt against hers.

      Dahlia’s eyes closed, and a trickle of energy crept up Marina’s arm, then back down as it funneled into Rom. “You two definitely share an energy,” Dahlia murmured, her voice distant. “Power flows between you both. A shared magic.”

      “The curse,” Marina said at once, while Rom nodded.

      “Yes.” Dahlia dropped their hands, her eyes refocusing on Marina. “I was watching the two of you just now. What you did was impressive, Marina. But I think you’re only scratching the surface. This curse binds you both together. I believe Rom can use that shared energy to lend you his strength.”

      Marina’s eyebrows flew upward. “Really?”

      “It’s a path that runs both ways,” Dahlia said. “It’s more powerful on your side because of Hestia’s blood. But Rom is still a god, and his strength is… impressive.” Her gaze flicked over Rom with approval and something else—something heated. That look sent a jolt of fury coursing through Marina’s body.

      Rom quirked a single eyebrow but said nothing in response. Marina bit down on a snarl and said, “So what, exactly, are you suggesting?”

      “If you want to do more with your magic without exhausting your powers, Rom can lend you his strength,” Dahlia said, finally sliding her gaze from Rom to Marina. “But if you continue expending your energy, you’ll deplete your strength entirely. An ordinary witch would die from the strain, but for you, you would be rendered unconscious for several days at least.”

      Marina bit down on her lip, remembering how helpless she’d been after the chimera had wounded her. The sheer shame of having to be carried by Rom made her cheeks burn with embarrassment all over again.

      “How would I do this?” Rom asked, his face full of hope.

      “Focus on the shared magic between you two,” Dahlia instructed. “However that power feels when Marina uses it on you—channel that same power. You have access to it, too. Feed it back to her.”

      Rom’s mouth twisted with doubt, but he shifted on the log so he fully faced Marina. “All right, let’s try it.”

      “What if you hurt me?” Marina couldn’t suppress her smirk.

      Rom’s eyes danced with amusement. “I seem to remember you liking it rough, too.”

      Marina’s skin burned, and she was well aware of Dahlia watching them both. The audacity of flirting with her so blatantly in front of others was both startling and intoxicating. It made Marina wonder what else he was willing to do, despite the many witnesses surrounding them.

      Rom’s hand was still in Marina’s, and he took her other hand as well. The smoothness of his warm skin against hers did little to subdue the fire coursing through her—which had nothing to do with her magic and everything to do with the heady look burning in Rom’s gaze as he looked at her.

      “Don’t hold back,” Marina murmured.

      Rom winked at her—he actually winked. Then, he closed his eyes, his grip on her hands tightening. Inky black shadows spread around them, enveloping them, cocooning them in a smoky barrier that cut them off from the outside world. Even Dahlia was obscured from view as Rom’s death magic swirled around them.

      “Focus on the power you share with Marina,” Dahlia said, her voice sounding farther away than before. “Your death magic wants to take over, but don’t let it. This is a separate power. Something only you and Marina share.”

      Something only we share. Marina had never thought of her curse as something to appreciate, but in this moment, it didn’t seem so terrible to share this with Rom—a power only they had access to. Magic they could wield together.

      Rom’s arms shook, and Marina let her thumb graze his in a subtle gesture of encouragement. You can do this, Rom.

      Rom took a deep, steadying breath, and then the air shifted. The shadows stopped swirling, and something else filled the space between them. It smelled of mint and wood smoke and had a unique musky scent that was distinctly Rom. It reminded her of that night they shared together.

      The night that had changed everything.

      Marina had always thought it was her own arousal, her own selfish and lustful thoughts that betrayed her when she thought of that night. She was weak, and she yearned for Rom’s body. That was all.

      But for the first time, she considered an alternative. Perhaps the reason she kept thinking of that night wasn’t because of her arousal; perhaps it was because that was the moment the magic between them first merged. That night, the convergence of their bodies marked the beginning of their curse and, therefore, the beginning of the magic that flowed between them.

      And now, years later, whenever they used this power together, Marina was brought back to the beginning. Was it the same for Rom? Did he remember that night, too?

      Fire rose up inside her in response to the magic churning around them. Marina didn’t want to suppress it like she’d done for most of her life, but she also didn’t want to unleash it when Rom was working on his powers. At any rate, her body still felt fragile after expending so much energy earlier. Instead, she sat there, still and silent, and let the powers flow freely through her. She wouldn’t unleash it, but she wouldn’t stop it, either. The fire was a part of her. It was her. Just as Hestia had said.

      Rom grunted with exertion, his hands trembling as he held onto Marina’s. She squeezed his fingers in response.

      “Don’t force it,” Dahlia said. “The door is open. All you have to do is walk through.”

      Rom’s grip relaxed slightly, but his hands were still trembling.

      Come on, Rom, Marina thought, trying to maintain steady breaths.

      The air shifted again, and Marina felt a foreign power enter her body. She gasped as an intensity of magic jolted through her, sizzling her skin and bones. Once more, she was taken back to the temple when Rom had first entered her body. The sheer awareness of it all, the sensation of him filling her completely, returned to her. Sweat formed along her brow, and her thighs clenched with need. Goddess, it felt so powerful. It actually felt like they were naked and he was thrusting into her. The sensation was so raw, so feral and real that Marina almost cried out from the ecstasy of it all.

      “That’s it,” Dahlia urged, and her voice pierced through the fog of Marina’s passion, sending momentary clarity to her mind.

      Focus, Mare, she ordered herself. She blinked rapidly, trying to stay anchored in this moment instead of drifting off into her fantasies of Rom’s naked body entwined with hers. The awareness of his magic coursed through her, lighting her veins on fire. Her magic exploded with strength and power, bursting inside her. Before she could stop herself, the flames roared to life, consuming her body and wrapping her flesh in liquid fire. Dahlia yelped and jerked backward, but Rom tightened his hold on Marina’s wrists, keeping their connection intact.

      “Let go!” Marina cried. “Rom, I’m burning you!”

      “No! I’m not done yet!” Rom’s voice was strained, his arms shaking more violently. Marina’s fire swirled, scorching and intense, heating the space between them. Goddess, she would melt his flesh right off his bones if he didn’t let go.

      With a shout, Rom finally released her, slumping backward. As soon as the connection between them was broken, Marina’s flames subsided, and the black smoke vanished. She lunged forward, catching Rom by the shoulders before he fell backwards onto the forest floor. His face was deathly pale, and shadows lined his eyes. His arms were still shaking.

      Dahlia helped Marina slide Rom off the log, propping him up against it so he didn’t fall over. “By the Goddess,” Dahlia murmured, wiping sweat from her brow. “That was incredible. I’ve never seen such power before.” She was watching Rom with that infuriating look in her eyes again.

      Marina wanted to rip her head off for that look, but she swallowed down a nasty remark, remembering that without Dahlia’s help, they wouldn’t have succeeded. She felt rejuvenated, as if she’d just woken up from a restful night’s sleep. As if she hadn’t expended all of her magic earlier.

      Meanwhile, Rom looked like he was on the brink of death itself.

      “Thank you,” Marina forced herself to say. “I—I didn’t realize we were capable of sharing power like that.”

      Dahlia nodded. “Curses are tricky things. They entrap us, but they can also empower us. Magic goes both ways.”

      Marina nodded, wondering if Tethys had considered this when she’d cursed them both. If she truly wanted to punish them, she wouldn’t have knowingly granted them this shared power. No, there was no way she’d known. The thought send a flare of triumph inside Marina’s chest. This was yet another advantage they had over the water goddess.

      Perhaps there was a way for them to defeat her after all.

      “Did it work?” Rom asked, his voice a low rasp.

      Marina took his hand again, and it felt colder than before. “Yes. It worked.”

      “Find them, Mare. I know you can do it.” Rom leaned his head back against the log, closing his eyes.

      Marina looked up at Dahlia, who nodded encouragingly. It was time to locate the other Gorgons.

      Taking a deep breath, Marina released Rom’s hand—not wanting to injure him further—and conjured Medusa’s power. That same strength—Rom’s strength—flowed through her, fueling her magic. A low hiss burned in her throat. She felt her body shifting, morphing into Medusa’s form. She shut her eyes tight, not wanting to turn Dahlia or Rom into a block of stone. Now that she was focused on it, she could sense the change in her hair. It was moving. And it was much heavier than before.

      Snakes. There were snakes growing from her scalp. The thought made Marina feel ill, but she tried not to dwell on it. It’s no different from shifting to your serpent form, she reminded herself. It was merely a variation of her usual shift.

      Marina focused her energy inward, delving deeply into herself. She tunneled so far into her magic that she found herself face-to-face with its source: the soul of Medusa. It burned bright within her, like a beacon urging her onward. Fury and flames and unstoppable power.

      “Show me your sisters,” Marina whispered to it.

      The soul of Medusa flickered like the flame of a candle. Then, it surged forward, bursting from within Marina’s chest. It speared outward, jutting through the forest and winding through the trees. Marina followed its path, feeling oddly disconnected from her body as she trailed after Medusa’s aura. She was floating, her own soul detached from her body as she soared alongside Medusa like a ghost. They weaved through trees and boulders, mountains and rivers, finally settling on a cave etched into the side of the Emdale Mountains. Medusa’s spirit hovered above a form chained to the cave wall, her wrists raw and bleeding from her restraints. Her black hair was matted and filthy, and her emerald eyes shone even in the darkness.

      She looked like Marina. Pale skin, black hair, green eyes… A fire witch just like her. Never in her life had Marina met someone who shared her features, least of all a fire witch.

      Medusa’s spirit jumped to the opposite cave wall where a similar figure was chained, this one unconscious, her head lolled to the side. She, too, had black hair, but half her head was shaved, exposing scars and bloody wounds along her scalp.

      My sisters. Marina couldn’t believe it. They were here. They were real.

      Medusa’s sisters. The three Gorgons, reunited.

      Something shifted in the darkness, and Marina caught sight of several dark figures moving toward the chained women. Gravel and dirt shifted, and the huge shape of a horse came into view.

      Kelpies. They were made of rock and stone, the sound of crunching pebbles echoing in the cave as they moved. One of them emitted a low whinny, as if they were speaking to one another. Marina strained to understand it, to figure out what they were saying…

      In a flash, one of the kelpies turned its head and looked directly at Marina. The kelpie’s eyes glowed gold, and a growl built up in its throat.

      Marina’s panic took over, and her body jerked. Something heavy slammed into her. Her eyes opened. Gravity pressed in on her, choking the breath out of her. Spots danced in her vision and she hunched over with a groan, clutching her side as she struggled to breathe.

      She was back in the woods, sitting on the log, her mind returning to the present. Medusa’s spirit vanished, leaving Marina disoriented and dizzy.

      “Mare? Mare!” Rom’s hands were on her, trying to keep her upright just as she’d done with him earlier. “What happened?”

      The other witches had gathered around them while Marina’s mind had been traveling with Medusa’s spirit. They watched her with anxious anticipation.

      Marina rubbed her chest, finally finding her voice. “I—I found them. The Gorgons. The kelpies have them.” She looked at Farah, whose jaw was taut with determination. “They’re in the Emdale Mountains.”

      Farah nodded once. “Then we are on the right path. Come, we’ve no time to waste.”

      Marina rose to her feet, her head throbbing from the movement as she took Farah’s arm. “That’s not all. The kelpies… they saw me. They recognized me.” A cold tendril of dread worked its way into her chest, her skin prickling with the awareness of something dark headed toward her. “They are coming.”
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      The witches sprang into action.

      Marina unsheathed her blades as Rom appeared beside her, a fierce expression on his face. Farah shouted orders to the others. Seven witches formed a circle, clasping hands as they chanted a protection spell. The remaining witches shifted to their serpent forms. Marina glanced down at the dagger hilts clutched in her palms, feeling for the first time that her instinct wasn’t to wield knives but to wield her fire magic.

      Save it, she told herself. Save your powers for when you truly need them. Don’t expend all your energy right away. Her serpent writhed inside her, and she mentally cursed herself. She’d promised to free the serpent, to allow it freedom in exchange for help channeling Medusa’s magic.

      But something told her the snake would get its wish shortly. The kelpies wouldn’t be defeated so easily.

      “Remember, they can be killed, if only temporarily,” Farah called out as a reminder to the witches. “It will buy us enough time to escape.” The ground began to tremble, and Farah’s eyes widened. “Ready yourselves!”

      Marina gritted her teeth, raising her hands in preparation. From the ground, great creatures rose up, made of a combination of rock and soil. A loud roar shook the branches around them, and it took all of Marina’s willpower not to stagger back a step from the sheer intensity of it.

      In an instant, a dozen kelpies stood before them, and Marina felt her blood ice over. These were different. They stood twice as tall as the previous kelpies, their glowing gold eyes roving over the witches as if they were nothing more than ants to trample.

      They were massive. Some were formed of rocks and pebbles, others from soil and thick, sturdy roots. These weren’t the malleable sand creatures from before. These were stronger.

      Far less easy to kill.

      Marina glanced around, taking in the fear in the other witches’ faces as they registered the same realization. But she wouldn’t be cowed. She wouldn’t let this deter her.

      These monsters had stolen her kin—the fire witches and the Gorgons. They were demons who needed to be destroyed.

      With a feral roar, Marina lunged, allowing her fury to fuel her as she charged. The beasts shrieked in response, meeting her head-on. Marina ducked before one of them crashed into her, then sliced at one of its hooves, severing it from the body. It didn’t bleed, of course, but it did slow down, its balance thrown off as the leg reformed from the soil in the ground. Marina took advantage of its lapse in concentration and plunged her dagger into its throat, slicing hard to the left, cutting through roots and stones. But the blade wouldn’t cut through it easily. Marina cried out as her knife got stuck, and no amount of tugging could pull it free.

      “Shit!” she screamed. The kelpie’s leg had healed, and he snapped its teeth at her. Marina barely dodged its strike, forced to abandon her knife to save herself. Their bodies were too dense. Too indestructible. She would need something far stronger than a small dagger to kill these creatures.

      Beside her, Rom struck at the kelpies again and again with his death magic, his black smoke coiling around their bodies before slashing straight through them. Hope flared in Marina’s chest as she watched his magic spear directly into the kelpie’s chest.

      Yes, she thought in triumph. Rom is a death god. If anyone can kill them, it’s him.

      They had a fighting chance after all.

      But as Marina watched the dark vapor surround the kelpies, a tendril of dread formed in her chest. The kelpies were unaffected by Rom’s magic. If anything, they seemed to be… inhaling it. Slowly, the black smoke vanished, and the kelpies’ gold eyes flashed. They unleashed an almighty roar of power, and Marina swore they rose several inches in height.

      Rom’s arms dropped, his eyes wide with horror as he stumbled backward. His magic was feeding the creatures.

      Marina was running for him before she could think. Rom was too stunned to notice one of the kelpies careening toward him. Marina tackled him to the ground, narrowly avoiding getting trampled by the kelpie. They collided against the forest floor, roots and thorns scraping their flesh. Marina grunted, her skin stinging from the impact.

      “Mare,” Rom groaned, his face pale.

      Marina climbed off him and helped him to his feet. “Are you all right?”

      “How?” Rom asked weakly. “How are they immune to my magic?”

      “Tethys may have created them, but she used your magic to do it,” Marina said, shaking her head in disbelief. “It must have been something from what you did earlier, in the desert, when you banished them. You—Your magic is linked to them, Rom. It’s a part of them now.”

      Terror marred his features as he gaped at Marina. “No,” he breathed, gazing around the forest as the witches fought the kelpies, some as serpents and others in their human forms. “Mare, they can’t—”

      A high-pitched scream cut through his words, and Marina whirled to find Wren battling two kelpies. Inky black smoke swirled around her, obscuring her from view.

      “Oh, Goddess, no,” Marina whispered, rushing forward. But she was too late. Wren’s scream grew more and more distant, and when the smoke faded from view, the fire witch had vanished.

      Marina stopped, her blood running cold. “What the hell just happened? Where did she go?” Panic rose in her chest as she scanned the forest. But Wren was nowhere to be found.

      “They banished her,” Rom choked. “They—They used my power.”

      The same power he’d used in the caves in the desert. The kelpies had absorbed the magic and used it against them.

      “Goddess help us,” Marina murmured, her voice trembling.

      Rom met her gaze, determination bleeding through his fear and disbelief. Slowly, he nodded, and Marina knew what he was telling her.

      The time was now.

      Marina didn’t hesitate. She spread her arms, unleashing an unholy shriek of power and fury as she shifted, allowing Medusa to take over. Flames sprang to life, coursing up and down her body. A heavy weight bore down on her scalp as her hair turned into serpents, her body elongating and stretching as she grew several feet in height, now matching the height of the kelpies. She surged forward, her feet leaving the forest floor as she floated toward the closest creature. With a slash of her arms, she cut right through the horse’s throat, leaving a path of flames across its body.

      The kelpie roared, rearing back as rocks and pebbles poured from its wound like droplets of blood. Marina struck again, embedding her hand into its chest until she gripped the heart of the creature and squeezed tightly. With an anguished scream, the kelpie disintegrated in a puff of dust and dirt.

      From behind, she sensed Rom covering her, fighting off other kelpies trying to reach her. Marina was amazed and enthralled by the lithe way he moved, his powerful body striking blow after blow with his fists. His magic couldn’t kill them, but he could certainly hold them off with brute strength while Marina took them out one at a time.

      But it wasn’t enough.

      More screams filled the air. One by one, the kelpies banished the fire witches. Dahlia was next, her cries echoing as she vanished in a whirlwind of black smoke.

      Marina let loose a shout of rage as she moved faster, struck harder, her body moving with lethal grace. Her furious gaze bore into the golden eyes of the kelpie closest to her, and it stilled, turning into stone, its body frozen mid-strike. While her magic held it, Marina crushed its body, and it crumbled at her feet.

      She was powerful, but she was only one person. One soldier. They were still vastly outnumbered, and the witches were vanishing despite her best efforts.

      She couldn’t save them. The knowledge burrowed deep inside her, festering like an angry wound as Marina fought and fought, letting her anger fuel her. But anger made way for despair and devastation as her sisters continued to disappear.

      Soon, only Farah remained. Her grim gaze rested on Marina for a heartbeat as a kelpie galloped toward her.

      “Don’t give up!” Farah called to her. “You can still win this war, Marina. We’re all counting on you.” Her gaze was full of fire and steel as the kelpie reached her, its dark smoke whipping toward the coven leader and enveloping her completely. Farah didn’t scream, but her face was taut with agony as the death magic consumed her.

      Marina cried out, reaching helplessly toward Farah as she disappeared. The mighty coven leader, the strong and capable fire witch, was gone. Not even she could stop the kelpies.

      Marina fought to keep from crumpling, from sinking into hopelessness. If Farah couldn’t fight this, then how could she? It was only her and Rom now. Seven kelpies remained, and they closed in on the two of them, their eyes flaring hungrily.

      Those beasts, those savage demons, had stolen Marina’s friends.

      This is it, Marina thought, allowing her rage to bleed through her anguish. One way or another, it would end here.

      She glanced at Rom, whose jaw was rigid, his silver eyes flashing. He raised his hands, and thunder crackled around them. Shadows poured from his fingertips, coating the forest floor and surrounding the last remaining kelpies.

      Marina crouched low, pressing her hands into the ground. Flames erupted around them, igniting the shadows and forming a wall of fire. Several kelpies whinnied in alarm, rearing backward, away from the fire. But Rom continued feeding his shadows to the flames, and Marina pushed harder with her fire, allowing it to burn freely.

      Like before, their shared magic converged, forming something new. Something deadly. It wasn’t just death magic and fire magic anymore. It was a new power that the kelpies couldn’t defeat.

      One of the kelpies—made entirely of tree roots—caught fire, roaring in pain. Marina struck that one first, severing its head completely. She didn’t wait for it to crumble before she moved on to the next one. Rom assaulted each kelpie with more of his shadows, blinding them, fueling Marina’s fire, which seemed to be their weakness.

      Of course it was. These creatures were created by Tethys, and Marina’s power was created by Hestia. They were opposites.

      That knowledge spurred Marina onward as she flung more and more of her fire toward the kelpies. Their strangled shrieks pierced the air, echoing around her, and she reveled in it. Let them suffer. Let them perish for what they had done to the fire witches.

      They would pay for their crimes. The fire witches would never be hunted by these creatures again.

      Marina stretched her arms wide, unleashing a scream that ripped from her throat, tearing her body apart as she exploded, her power bursting, igniting the entire forest in unholy flames. White-hot light blinded Marina, filling her vision, consuming her senses. She gave herself over to the magic completely, leaving nothing left. Even if it killed her, she would end these creatures forever.

      Rom’s shout of warning was the last thing she heard before darkness took her.
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      Marina was warm. Too warm. Slowly, she blinked, her eyes as crusty as if she’d been asleep for a full week. Her body ached and throbbed from head to toe, but she forced herself to a sitting position. She expected to find herself in the same forest she’d been in before, but her surroundings were different. There were sparse trees, but mostly rocks and boulders. Ahead of her loomed the massive peak of the Emdale Mountains.

      She was at the base of the mountains. How?

      “You’re up.”

      Marina whirled to find Rom approaching. He ran a hand through his wet hair, and flecks of water dripped down his face. His shirt was open down to his collarbone, revealing a mass of dark chest hair.

      “You’re… wet,” Marina said blankly, her cheeks instantly heating from her words.

      Rom smirked. “I found a river nearby and took the time to clean myself. I was starting to smell.”

      Marina arched an eyebrow. “So you just left me here on my own, unconscious?”

      Rom snorted. “You’re hardly helpless, Mare. I knew if anyone dared approach you, your Medusa powers would protect you. Even if you’re unconscious, the spirit of Medusa lives inside you. I don’t think she’d allow anything or anyone to sneak up on you.”

      Marina’s mouth twisted into a scowl. She wasn’t so sure about that. If a kelpie had come for her—

      Her heart stuttered with realization. She rose to her feet, her head spinning. “The kelpies—”

      “You killed them all,” Rom said solemnly. “They’re gone. And that forest… Well, it burned to the ground. But that was unavoidable.” He shrugged as if it were no great loss. “I managed to drag you out of the forest before the fire took us both.”

      Killed them all. Shock numbed her body. She thought she would feel regret for unleashing so much horror and destruction, for leveling an entire forest. But she didn’t. If anything, she wished she’d been conscious to witness the kelpies’ deaths. “All of them?” she asked. When Rom nodded, she asked, “But won’t they come back? Farah said we could only kill them temporarily.”

      “No, they are well and truly dead. I can sense it with my magic. You used Hestia’s power to defeat them, Marina.”

      Marina’s mouth fell open as she remembered Farah’s words: Only the power of a goddess can destroy them for good. And if she had used the magic of Hestia—the fire goddess—then perhaps they were truly dead.

      “I’m sure there are a few left, guarding their prisoners,” Rom went on. “But they won’t dare come after us. Trust me. You made an impression, Mare.”

      Marina should have been proud and triumphant as Rom clearly was. But all she felt was guilt and regret. It filled her chest, nearly consuming her. “It was my fault.” Her voice was hollow and barely above a whisper.

      Rom frowned. “What was your fault?”

      “The kelpies. They only came for us because they found me when I was searching for the Gorgons. They were here for me.”

      “They would have found the witches eventually,” Rom said. “That’s their mission—to hunt down the fire witches until there are no more left. It isn’t your fault that they did what they were created to do.”

      Marina shook her head, his words rolling off her like they meant nothing. “If I hadn’t cast that damn spell, this wouldn’t have happened!”

      “Yes, and then you wouldn’t have known where your Gorgon sisters were,” Rom argued. “It was necessary, Marina. It had to be done.”

      “At what cost?” Marina’s voice rose in volume. “What if the fire witches are dead because of it? Farah and Wren… Dahlia…” She broke off on a choke, her eyes burning.

      “Mare. Mare.” Rom was in front of her then, his hands on her shoulders as he forced her to meet his gaze. “Don’t do this. Don’t let your guilt take over. You still have a mission to fulfill. We can save them.”

      Anger roared inside her, and she shoved him hard in the chest until he stumbled back a step. “What do you care? You’re only here to break your curse! You don’t care about them at all!”

      Rom’s eyes flared with part indignation, part fury. “I do care! They took me in when no one else would. They’re my family, too, Marina.”

      “Bullshit! You’re only here because you had no other choice! It was your power that the kelpies used to banish them. This is your fault as much as it is mine.”

      Horror and anguish filled his face. For the briefest of seconds, Marina regretted inflicting that pain on him, but she shoved the thought away, letting her rage take over. “In fact, all of this is your fault. You banished the witches in the first place. Your very presence brought the damn kelpies to our doorstep. You cursed me! This is all because of you, Rom.”

      Devastation burned in his gaze as he stepped back again, panting as if her accusations were physical blows. His eyes closed, his expression crumpling. Marina’s words echoed around them, and she couldn’t take them back. Now that they were spoken, her chest deflated, her anger leaving almost instantly.

      She’d broken Rom. She’d flung her words at him, the very words she meant to direct toward herself.

      It wasn’t his fault at all. She knew that. But the shame on his face told her he was just like her: quick to loathe himself. Quick to believe the lie that it was all his fault. He wore the burdens just as she did. He shouldered the blame, allowing it to drag him down even if it killed him.

      They were so much alike. Marina hadn’t allowed herself to see it until now.

      “Rom.” She took a step toward him, but he raised a hand to stop her, shaking his head slightly, his face still contorted with despair so potent that Marina’s chest ached.

      “Don’t,” he said in a strangled voice. “You’re—You’re right. This is all my fault. All my fault.” His voice faded into a whisper, his eyes glistening with tears as he turned away from her.

      Oh, Goddess, what have I done? “Rom!” Marina strode after him, determined not to let him walk away with her horrible insults still pulling him down. She had to fix this, to make this right.

      She reached out to grasp his shoulder, and he suddenly went stiff, his back arching as he cried out in pain.

      “Oh, shit,” Marina whispered. His curse was trying to claim him. And her magic was spent. What if she couldn’t bring him back? She grabbed his shoulders, spinning him around so he faced her. His eyes rolled back, and his muscles strained, his body jerking at odd angles. “Rom! Rom!” Marina shook him violently, despite knowing it would do no good. Her touch had been enough before, but the death magic was fighting harder now. She would need to do more.

      She reached out for her fire magic, for Medusa’s essence inside her, but both were silent. Unmoving. Unresponsive. “Come on!” she growled. “I need you!”

      A tiny voice inside her murmured, I will do you no more favors… until you free me.

      Marina’s skin chilled from the words. Her serpent. She’d made it wait for too long, and now, it was abandoning her. If she lost Rom because of her stubborn, infuriating snake, then she’d—

      No. She cut off that line of thinking before it took over. She would not lose Rom.

      Gritting her teeth in determination, Marina stepped forward, pressing both hands to Rom’s face and pinching him there. “Wake up, you bastard! You’re stronger than this!” She was tempted to slap his face, hoping to snap him out of it, but she’d tried that last time, and it hadn’t worked. Wracking her brain, she unleashed a scream of frustration. “I can’t lose you, Rom! Not until I make things right. Not until I make you see that you’re innocent in all this, just like me. We are together in this curse. And I’ll be damned if I let it take you from me.” She drew even closer, an insane idea taking root in her mind.

      It’s worth a shot, she told herself. She would do anything to save him.

      So, she brought his face to hers and pressed a kiss to his mouth.

      She felt completely idiotic, kissing this man when he was in the throes of a fit, when he was on the brink of death. But if her touch could bring him back—if their passionate night together was the trigger, then perhaps something akin to passion would be enough to bring him back.

      Going back to the beginning, she thought, her lips moving over his with fervent energy. When you first captured my heart.

      Marina could have sworn Rom’s body went still when she kissed him. Encouraged by this, she grabbed the collar of his shirt to pull him closer. Nothing was happening. But he wasn’t trembling violently anymore. She belatedly remembered the foam that often poured from his mouth… but she didn’t taste anything except him. That delicious taste she clung to in her memories. But they didn’t do him justice at all. He tasted divine. Like lust and power wrapped together in something smoky.

      “Rom,” she murmured against his lips.

      And his lips responded to hers—with slow movements at first. His breath hitched, and a low groan rumbled in his throat. Then, his mouth was on fire, claiming hers again and again. A flick of his tongue, and Marina was completely undone.

      Goddess. She moaned in his mouth, and he captured that, too, his hands finding her waist and pinning his hips to hers. Together, they backed up until Marina was pressed against the sturdy trunk of a tree. Rom ground into her, his kisses lighting a path of fire along her skin.

      “Gods, Marina,” he whispered. “I’ve wanted to do this from the moment I first saw you in that cave.”

      Thank the Goddess, she thought, overcome with a mixture of desire and gratitude. It worked. He’s back. He’s here with me again.

      Rom opened his mouth to speak, but Marina silenced him with another kiss, her body unraveling inch by inch with every place he touched her, everywhere his skin met hers.

      Rom broke away again, his silver eyes glittering, and Marina was so relieved that he had returned to her that at first she didn’t process that he was speaking to her.

      “All those years—all that time away from you—and all I wanted was to come back to you,” he breathed. “I would have given anything to come back to you, Mare. You were on my mind. Constantly. I’ve only ever been yours. For the rest of my existence, it will only ever be you.”

      Marina’s blood heated from his admission, her throat closing, her breath catching. She didn’t know how to respond. It was too much… The heat of him against her, his urgent kisses, and then this.

      But if she was being honest with herself, he’d consumed her mind just as she’d consumed his. She couldn’t deny it any longer.

      “You have no idea how much you’ve haunted me,” she said in a strained voice, the confession causing her physical pain. Her chest tightened, squeezing the life out of her, but she had to get it out. She had to make him understand. “You’ve ruined me forever, Romanos. Because no one and nothing will ever compare to you.” Tears burned her eyes, but she pushed onward. “I loathed you when you first came back, not because of the curse, but because of how the memory of you tormented me day after day. And then you had the gall to show up and upend my life all over again.” Tears streamed down her face. “Regardless of my curse, I was certain I would never find love. Not after you.”

      Rom’s eyes shone with tears, and he pressed his forehead to hers with another groan. “Mare.” He said the word like a plea, as if he couldn’t manage to say anything else.

      “You aren’t allowed to leave me, you understand?” Marina said, trying to put as much authority into her voice as possible. “You are mine. And you aren’t going anywhere. We’re cursed together. And together, we’ll be freed. Got it?”

      A weak chuckle escaped his lips. “Got it.”
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      As they ascended the mountain hand-in-hand, Marina focused on the soothing feel of his palm pressed against hers, as if it had always belonged there. She thought of the lightness in her chest, the way she could suddenly breathe as if her lungs had been blocked for fifty years.

      But it was all a distraction. Because Marina couldn’t ignore the fact that the tattoos now covered every inch of Rom’s skin. He must’ve had another fit while she’d been unconscious. The black swirls had climbed up his neck, now curving along his cheeks and forehead and the back of his neck. Even the markings she’d managed to erase with Medusa’s power had returned.

      He was out of time. There was nowhere left for the death magic to mark him.

      We’re in this together, Marina reminded herself. I won’t let it take him. If his death magic tried to claim him, she would use Medusa’s powers again. She would stop it.

      When they reached the first peak, they made camp for the night. Marina shifted to her serpent form, allowing the creature its freedom just in case she needed its powers again soon. The snake was seething, hissing and spitting in anger as it took over her body.

      I know, Marina told it. I’m sorry. I’ll do better next time.

      In her defense, a lot had happened in the past few days. But one thing she was learning with her magic was that it was a separate entity. As Farah had told her, it was still her body. But she was sharing it with another soul.

      Medusa’s soul.

      She wasn’t sure if this meant Medusa was the serpent, or if it had its own unique soul. But Marina was too tired to think it over, so she surrendered her mind to the serpent as she slithered along the rocky expanse of the mountain. There weren’t many animals for her to hunt, but she did manage to kill and devour a small mouse. That would suffice for now.

      She expected to spend the night in the serpent’s body. But to her surprise, after a few hours, the snake retreated, and her human form returned, fully clothed like before. She shook off the lingering disorientation from being in an animal’s body before she climbed down from the boulders the snake had scaled and made her way back to Rom.

      He’d started a fire and was standing next to the flames, arms crossed and shivering. His face was pale, and dark shadows lined his eyes.

      He was dying. Marina couldn’t deny it any longer. He looked as if a violent plague were about to claim his life at any moment.

      Rom quirked a wry grin in her direction. “I know. I look terrible.”

      Marina’s throat tightened as she drew closer to stand next to him. “Rom—”

      “Just promise me you’ll keep going,” he said, his teeth chattering. “You can still save them, Mare. It’s always been you. You are the key to their freedom.”

      Marina was shaking her head. “I refuse to lose you, Rom.”

      Rom sighed. “You are formidable and powerful, Marina. But I think this is beyond you now. It’s beyond both of us.” His eyes met hers. “But thank you for keeping me alive this long. I wouldn’t have made it this far without you.”

      Marina’s nostrils flared as she closed the distance between them. “Don’t you dare say your goodbyes as if you’re giving up. I thought you were better than that.”

      Rom spread his arms. “What else can we do? The magic of the Underworld is too strong, even against both of us.” He shook his head in despair. “It’s everything I deserve.”

      “No!” Marina barked, pressing her hands to his cheeks and forcing him to meet her gaze. “All those terrible things I said to you… I didn’t mean them, Rom. I was thinking of myself. I’m to blame for this, and I lashed out at you. It wasn’t fair of me. But none of this is your fault.”

      “I was living the life of a god in the Underworld while you were suffering,” Rom argued.

      “You were suffering, too! You lived in Tartarus, for Goddess’s sake!”

      “But I was never in any danger. My magic was strong, and I still had privileges. But you—”

      Marina pressed her fingers to his lips, silencing him. “We were both suffering, Rom. We were both victims. But we’re stronger now for it. Do not let Tethys win! We can still fight her together! You saw how unstoppable we were against those kelpies. I need you. You make me stronger, Rom. You make me more powerful.”

      Rom’s eyes closed, and a single tear streaked a path down his face. “You don’t need me.”

      “Don’t tell me what I need,” Marina growled. She kissed him, hard and unyielding, and he grunted in surprise. When she pulled away, he only brought her in again for another kiss, softer this time, his lips smooth and gentle.

      But Marina didn’t want gentle. Gentle was feeble. It was the sensation of one who had given up.

      And she needed Rom to fight.

      She bit down on his lower lip, and he gasped. Her tongue slid between his lips, twining with his. He groaned, his body arching into her, and she felt his hardness pressing against her.

      “Come on, Rom,” she whispered into his mouth. “Show me you’re willing to fight. Don’t hold back on me. Not now.” She tugged at his trousers until his hips were flush against hers.

      “Gods, Mare,” he rasped. His hands wound around the back of her neck, bringing her face to his again, his fingertips running a path through her hair and sending delicious shivers up and down her spine.

      “You are a death god,” Marina whispered. “Show me how powerful you can be.”

      Rom withdrew, his eyes darkening with need and intensity. For a moment, they stared at each other breathlessly. The air between them felt charged with something potent, something tangible that Marina wanted to explore.

      And then, it erupted between them. Rom was kissing her, his mouth trailing down her neck and finding her collarbone. He slid her shirt to the side so he could suck on her shoulder, his tongue moving lower and lower. Fabric ripped, and Marina’s shirt fell to pieces around them. Then, her undershirt was gone, and Rom’s hands cupped her breasts, tracing circles around her peaked nipples. She cried out with delight as she tore his shirt off him, allowing her hands to roam the hardened, muscular planes of his chest. Every inch of his skin was marked by the inky black swirls, but it only aroused her further. They were the markings of his power. He looked like a hardened, weathered soldier, the tattoos telling a story of his pain and suffering—and how he would emerge victorious from it all.

      “You’re beautiful,” she whispered.

      Rom’s gaze ignited as he brought her body against his, her nipples rubbing against his chest. His hands tugged at her trousers until they dropped to the ground. Then, his fingers ran between her thighs, rubbing along the wetness collecting there. Marina writhed against his hand, urging him onward. He inserted one finger, then two, and she gasped, her mind spiraling. Her knees buckled, and she would have collapsed to the ground if he hadn’t had his free hand bracing her back, keeping her upright. His fingers curled inward, brushing against her inner walls, pumping faster and faster. Stars burst in her vision, and she was on the brink of coming undone, of unraveling completely.

      Too soon, Rom removed his hand, and Marina growled at him, desperate for release.

      “Not yet,” he murmured in her ear. “I want to set you on fire first.”

      Marina wanted to argue that she was already there, that she was burning for him now, but she held her tongue, instead focusing on his trousers. They came undone, and his length sprang free, hard and slick with need. Marina ran her hand along his arousal, and he hissed a curse.

      “Perhaps I’ll set you on fire,” she murmured, her hand gliding up and down his length.

      “Shit, Mare.” Rom pressed his forehead against hers, his grip tightening along her hips, his fingers pressing hard into her flesh, no doubt leaving bruises there.

      But Marina wanted the pain. She wanted him to be rough with her.

      She tugged him downward until they both collapsed to the ground. The rocks were cool to the touch, the sharpened edges biting into Marina’s naked skin, but she relished the feeling, relished the pain. She wanted to feel. She wanted the intensity of it to mark her forever.

      The fire crackled beside them as Rom hovered over her, bracing his arms on either side of her.

      “I want you,” she told him. “Hard and fast. I want to forget my own name. Give me everything, Rom.”

      “Yes, my goddess.” Rom’s mouth was on her throat, his teeth scraping along her neck, and she shuddered underneath him. His breath tickled her skin as he whispered, “But only if you come undone for me.”

      “Yes,” she gasped.

      His hips ground into her as he nudged at her entrance. She wrapped her legs around his middle, urging him closer. With one swift movement, he thrust into her, and she cried out as he filled her completely. Their one night together hadn’t been nearly enough. She felt all the satisfaction of that night and so much more, his body entwining so perfectly with hers. He pulled back, then slammed into her again.

      She bit down on his shoulder. “Harder,” she commanded.

      “Make me,” he groaned. “Burn, Marina. Burn for me. Show me how powerful you can be.”

      He pounded into her again, and she screamed into the night as pleasure and pain mingled with each thrust.

      “Burn, Marina,” he repeated.

      And she obliged. She unleashed everything with another scream, her serpent and fire magic exploding within her. Medusa’s powers ignited, setting her body aflame. She almost cried out in surprise and alarm, worried she’d hurt him and burn him alive, but Rom didn’t complain. His shadows coiled around him, fueling her fire but also somehow protecting his skin from the burns.

      Her flames intensified as Rom entered her again and again, their bodies finding a rhythm together. He drove into her without mercy, his hands pinning her in place, his kisses hard and bruising. She felt him along every inch of her, his touch just as scorching as her own fire. His mouth found her breast and sucked, and she cried out his name. She felt a low hiss burn within her and knew her hair had transformed into snakes. She kept her eyes closed, riding the wave of pleasure with each stroke of his, with each movement of his body against hers.

      He filled her again and again, stretching her wider and wider. His arm circled around her, cupping her ass and angling her so he could drive even deeper. Her legs clenched around him, tightening with need. The tension within her built and coiled, and it was all she could do to keep from melting into a puddle right then and there. Release shattered through her, and her vision blurred, stars igniting in her eyes, her flames skyrocketing, shooting into the sky like fireworks.

      “Yes,” Rom urged. “Gods, yes, Mare.” He moaned, still pushing into her again and again until his own release shuddered through him.

      But then something else followed. A heavy crack sounded between them, followed by a clap of thunder. Magic ricocheted between them, white-hot and searing. Marina’s body tensed, and Rom swore. They clung to each other, refusing to break apart despite the strange energy churning between them.

      “I’ve got you, Mare,” he said.

      “What the hell is happening?” Marina shrieked.

      Rom buried his face into her shoulder, and Marina held him close against her, trying to summon her fire to protect them from the onslaught of power coursing between them.

      Rom unleashed a terrible scream of agony, his voice piercing through the night.

      “Rom!” Marina cried, desperate to open her eyes, to see if he was all right. But she couldn’t risk turning him to stone, not when Medusa’s powers were still consuming her.

      “It—It—I’m fine,” Rom said, his tone lilting with surprise. The white light between them faded, leaving nothing but the darkness of midnight and the campfire beside them.

      Slowly, they sat up, their bodies still entwined. Both of them were shivering, but not from the cold. Energy crackled and sizzled along Marina’s flesh, and she felt her flames receding. Her head felt lighter as the snakes vanished from her scalp. Her eyes flew open as she looked at Rom, then gasped.

      His flesh was unmarked, leaving nothing but smooth, tan skin. The inky tattoos were completely gone. Her gaze roved over his naked body, searching for even an inch of the death magic on him.

      But nothing was there. His body was free.

      The curse was broken.
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      Marina, still breathless and overheated from their intercourse, could only gape at Rom as her sluggish mind struggled to keep up. All she managed to say was a single word: “How?”

      Rom lifted his hands in front of him, turning them over slowly as he appraised his unmarred skin. “Gods above… I don’t understand.” He stared at her with wide eyes. “Was it your Gorgon magic?”

      Marina frowned as she considered this. She had never exploded like that before. Perhaps the strength of it had burned the curse from his body entirely.

      But something else crept into the corners of her mind… Back to the beginning.

      Their curse had begun with the joining of their bodies in Tethys’s sacred temple. And from the beginning, Marina’s touch had been a temporary cure for Rom’s curse. The more she touched him—and the deeper that touch went—the less effect his curse had on him.

      It only made sense that the most intense touches imaginable—the joining of their bodies once more—would be the ultimate cure for both of them.

      “Tethys didn’t curse you,” Marina whispered. “She only wanted to keep you from returning to me. Because she used our lovemaking to fuel the curse, knowing it could never happen again.”

      Rom’s brow furrowed, an incredulous look passing over his face. “Are you saying… that sex was the key to unlocking the curse?” He raised a doubtful eyebrow at her. “I mean, we were good, Mare, but even that’s a stretch.”

      “Don’t you see? Dahlia told me there was a key to unlocking every curse. That magic had to be bound a certain way. Tethys used our connection as the key to her curse. It was powerful magic, Rom. She couldn’t do it alone; she had to tether that magic between us. And when we joined together in the most intense way possible…”

      “It strengthened our magic and pushed out Tethys’s,” Rom said slowly. His eyes met hers in stunned realization. “Marina, when I asked you to burn…”

      Marina nodded. “If I hadn’t unleashed Medusa, it’s possible the curse wouldn’t have been broken. But because I did…”

      “We joined our magic together, including Medusa’s powers. Holy gods…” Rom ran a hand along his face, then huffed a laugh of disbelief. “You did it, Mare. You really did it.”

      Marina leaned closer to him and pressed a gentle kiss to his lips. “We did it,” she clarified.

      Rom grinned and drew in for another kiss, this one longer and deeper, his tongue sweeping over her lower lip. Marina let herself sink into his embrace, relishing the solid, warm feel of his arms around her—and the knowledge that he wouldn’t be turned to stone because of her.

      Never again.
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        * * *

      

      Marina was full of hope when she woke the next morning, still wrapped in Rom’s arms. After digging through their packs for spare clothes—since their previous outfits had been torn in their haste to get naked the night before—they quickly dressed before setting off.

      They continued their trek up the mountain in companionable silence, occasionally exchanging intimate smiles as they both reflected on their passionate night together. Marina marveled at this bond flowing freely between them. He wouldn’t vanish like before, never to be seen again. This wasn’t just one night they shared together, like at Litha. They would have many, many more nights to spend with one another, exploring each other’s bodies and sealing their connection.

      He was hers. And she was his.

      The thought circled through her mind again and again, and she couldn’t keep a smile from spreading across her face.

      Rom was alive. And he was with her. Together, they could face anything.

      They were ready for Tethys.

      Pausing occasionally so Marina could summon her Gorgon magic and steer them in the right direction, they continued their journey, stopping only for meals, water breaks, and the occasional need to relieve themselves.

      The sun had almost set when Marina felt the shift in the air. She stiffened, inhaling deeply and closing her eyes. In her mind, she saw the two women, chained to the cave wall, bruised and bloodied from the kelpies’ torment. She could hear their cries. Smell their fear.

      A burst of ice-cold magic speared through her—the same sensation she’d felt just before she’d faced Tethys in the woods.

      The water goddess was nearby.

      “We’re close,” she muttered.

      “Are you sure we shouldn’t stop for the night?” Rom asked, glancing toward the sun.

      Marina shook her head. “We can’t. I can feel them, Rom. We have to keep moving.”

      Rom nodded, letting her take the lead. Her steps quickened, her breaths turning into sharp pants, urgency flooding her veins. The harsh bite of Tethys’s cold magic intensified inside her, chilling her to the bone. They were so close. So close…

      “Mare!” Rom cried out.

      But Marina was so focused on the path at her feet that she didn’t see the kelpie appear in front of her, its huge body made of rocks and boulders. It reared its head back, slamming into her and knocking her backward. She tumbled down the gravel path, her body scraping against dirt and rocks. Rom shouted after her, but darkness pressed in on her, threatening to consume her.

      Fire, she thought, and her body erupted in flames. The pain from her fall vanished, and Medusa’s power roared to life. Shadows swelled around her, feeding her flames, as Rom conjured his death magic. With a feral screech, she lunged for the kelpie, striking it across the chest with her fire. It reared back with a high-pitched whine, but Marina wasn’t finished. She struck again and again, carving holes into the beast’s body until it disintegrated into a pile of pebbles at her feet.

      Marina surged forward, rounding a corner and approaching a cave she recognized from her mental journey with Medusa’s spirit.

      “This is it,” she breathed, her steps slowing. Inside the cave was a dark abyss, waiting for them like the jaws of death.

      Chains clinked, echoing in the vast space, and a raspy voice whispered, “Sister? Is that you?”

      Marina’s heart lurched. She almost sprinted toward the sound, but Rom grabbed her wrist, shaking his head in warning.

      “We don’t know what’s waiting for us in there,” he murmured. “Be careful.”

      Marina was torn between assuring him she’d be fine and jerking out of his grip. She felt invincible, but she knew that with her curse broken, she was more vulnerable.

      Goddess, Marina could die. The finality of that thought momentarily shook her, freezing her in place. Marina hadn’t been mortal in fifty years. This day, this moment, could finally be her undoing. Even with the Gorgon powers flowing through her, she could still be killed.

      And so could her Gorgon sisters.

      Resolve pulsing through her, Marina stepped into the shadows, keeping Medusa’s magic wrapped around her. Her eyes adjusted immediately, thanks to her serpent senses, and she made out the two figures of the other Gorgon sisters chained to the wall. Between them stood a towering figure clutching a massive spear.

      No, not a spear… A trident.

      It wasn’t Tethys who was waiting for her.

      “Oh, shit,” Rom muttered.

      “I was wondering when I’d finally get to meet you, Marina,” said a deep, rumbling voice.

      The figure stepped forward, and Marina’s entire body stiffened with recognition. Not from her own memories, but from Medusa’s. This god, this vile man before her, had violated Medusa in the worst way imaginable, taking her body by force. In return, Medusa had been transformed into the Gorgon.

      Some saw it as a curse. But with Medusa’s memories, Marina knew the truth. Athena had given Medusa the power to turn any man to stone if they dared to cross her. She would never be helpless again.

      A low growl built in her throat at the sight of this man who had started it all. The man who took what he wanted with no thought of the consequences.

      The god of seas. Neptune himself.
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      His windswept white hair fell down to his chin. His tall, muscular body was adorned with golden armor, similar to the armor Tethys had worn when Marina had last seen her. The smirk on his handsome face only made her blood boil with rage. Her hands clenched into tight fists at her side.

      “What are you doing here?” Rom asked, stepping forward so he stood alongside Marina.

      Neptune’s gaze cut to Rom, and his smirk widened. “A death god? A prince of Hell? Well, this is unexpected. What a delight.” He grinned as if they were old friends reuniting.

      “Where’s Tethys?” Marina growled.

      Neptune barked out a harsh laugh. “Tethys? She was working under my orders. She’s insignificant. And she won’t be troubling you any further. I gave her a simple task, and she failed me, so now she is suffering for it.” He shrugged one shoulder in a clear dismissal. “She was my spokesperson, but she was too hotheaded for her own good. I’m taking over the task now.”

      “And what task is that, exactly?” Marina bit out, every inch of her taut with awareness, poised to strike. Within her, her snake raged, ready to lash out at him.

      “Why, eliminating Hestia’s mutants, of course. You snake shifters are an abomination that never should have been created in the first place.”

      “And what do you call your kelpies?” Marina snapped. “Are those not also an abomination, created by a forbidden magic?”

      Neptune offered a cold smile. “It was only a retaliation. Once the fire witches are wiped from existence, I’ll end the kelpies next. All will be as it should.”

      “Who are you to decide that?” Rom spat. “You think you can just end an entire race of witches because you believe they should be destroyed?”

      Neptune only looked at him blankly. “Yes. Or… do you not understand the vastness of my power? I am a god, you pathetic boy. My power surpasses even that of your brother, the god of the Underworld.” He lifted his trident and slammed it into the rocky ground. The walls of the cave began to quiver, and the two Gorgons chained to the wall whimpered, cowering from the shower of pebbles raining from the ceiling.

      “Stop,” Marina said, stepping forward. All it would take was a tendril of Neptune’s power to bring the cave crashing down on all of them. And Marina wasn’t sure if the other Gorgons were strong enough to survive it.

      Marina’s mind was spinning, her head still reeling from Neptune’s presence. She’d expected to face off with Tethys, not him—the god of the seas. Tethys had been a difficult enough opponent, but Neptune? Could he even be killed?

      Think fast, Marina told herself. You have to find the other fire witches. Farah, Wren, Dahlia… Find them, and they can fight with you.

      She tucked her hands behind her back, summoning a ball of fire and focusing on the coven of witches she’d come to love. Her finger swirled in the air, and a coil of flame darted away from her, vanishing into the darkness as it sought out her fellow fire witches.

      Find them, she urged her magic.

      Neptune’s eyes narrowed on her, and she blurted out the first thing that came to her mind: “Why?”

      He frowned. “Why what?”

      “Why did you assault Medusa? Why wage war on Hestia? Why do any of this?” She gestured to the cave in its entirety. “Surely you have better things to do than attack those weaker than you.”

      Neptune’s frown deepened. “I punish those who defy me, as all gods do. This reckoning was a long time coming, little witch. Those who cross me must be destroyed.”

      “Cross you?” Marina repeated. “How, exactly, did Medusa cross you? By not consenting to sharing a bed with you?”

      Neptune’s face twisted into a snarl. “You know nothing, foul witch.”

      “I know everything.” Marina took a step forward, seething with rage. “I have Medusa’s soul—and her memories. I know everything that happened between you two. Her magic flows through my veins.”

      “You may have Medusa’s essence, but your powers are nothing against mine,” Neptune sneered. “You and your fire witches will be destroyed soon enough.”

      “Why? Why even keep them alive?” Marina couldn’t help but ask him. She had to know.

      “Why kill them when I can turn them into slaves to do my work for me?” Neptune’s face split into a wide, malicious grin. “There is something truly empowering about watching my enemies kneel before me.”

      Rage burned in Marina’s chest, igniting her fire. But she had to contain it. She didn’t know where the fire witches were yet.

      As if summoned, her fire magic returned to her, showing her a brief vision of the other witches. They were chained up, deeper within the cave. She couldn’t get to them without passing by Neptune.

      She couldn’t kill him, not with one strike. She would need to make the blow count if she hoped to get past him. Her eyes cut to Rom, who was staring at her. She widened her eyes before she jerked her head subtly toward Neptune.

      Rom inclined his head ever so slightly. He understood what she was asking.

      Goddess, she hoped this wasn’t a death sentence for him. If she broke his curse only for him to get himself killed, she’d never forgive herself.

      Marina spread her arms, offering a sarcastic smile to Neptune. “Well, I’m here now. Go ahead and destroy me. What are you waiting for?”

      Neptune’s expression hardened. “With the spirit of Medusa residing in you, I must banish her first, lest she inhabit another witch and continue her vendetta against me.”

      Vendetta. As if Neptune were blameless. As if he hadn’t started this war in the first place by violating Medusa.

      But this explained why he’d kept the Gorgon sisters alive. He wanted to banish their spirits, too.

      “Fine.” Marina lifted her chin. “Do your worst, Neptune. Try to banish her.”

      Neptune’s eyebrows lowered as he scrutinized her, clearly suspicious.

      Marina forced a laugh. “What’s the problem? Are you afraid of her? I wouldn’t blame you.”

      Neptune snarled and took a step toward her. His grip momentarily slackened on his trident, offering Marina the opening she needed. “I am not—”

      She didn’t let him finish. With a shout, Marina lunged, sending a ball of fire straight into Neptune’s chest. He went down, and Rom’s shadows came next, swirling around the sea god like a dark tornado, obscuring him from view.

      “Go!” Rom shouted.

      Marina darted forward, dodging Neptune’s shadowy form and ignoring his roar of fury as she surged deeper into the cave. Neptune’s cries intensified as Rom continued to assault him with his death magic.

      But it wouldn’t hold him off for long.

      Fire burned in Marina’s veins, urging her onward, showing her the way. She trusted it, following where it led, winding through tunnels and caverns until she heard the distinct clang of chains echoing around her.

      “Marina!” rasped a voice.

      Farah noticed her first, her hair a matted mess around her face, her eyes bloodshot. She sat up straighter against the cave wall, her arms straining against the chains. “How did you find us?”

      “No time,” Marina muttered. She pressed a hand to the chain links binding Farah to the wall. Fire poured from her fingers, melting the metal until it snapped and fell to the ground. “Can you access your magic?”

      Farah groaned as she rose to her feet. “No. My powers are spent. My serpent needs to be unleashed before I can summon.”

      Damn. Marina was on her own.

      Farah touched her arm. “I’m glad to see you, Marina, but I wish you hadn’t come. This war is so much bigger than we feared.”

      “I know. I’ve already met Neptune.”

      Farah’s face paled. “How—”

      The ground shook, and Marina swore as she almost lost her balance. She glanced up at the cavern ceiling as rocks fell from above.

      She was out of time.

      With careful steps, she darted from witch to witch, melting their chains and freeing them. Some were already shifting to their serpent forms when she finished. The ground shook again, and Farah shouted her name.

      Marina spun around, her heart jolting in her chest. Neptune stood at the mouth of the cave, fury etched into his face. His golden eyes surveyed the serpents and witches around him, and he laughed coldly.

      “You think this makes a difference? You think your pitiful coven of witches can match my power?” His voice rose in volume, and he raised his trident in the air. The ground rumbled, and the sound of rushing water filled Marina’s ears.

      Oh, shit. Marina tensed, her body filled with panic as water flooded the cave, churning and roiling like the river she’d grown up with.

      Marina sent a burst of fire toward Neptune, but he was undeterred, twisting his trident in the air. Several kelpies rose out of the water, streaking toward the witches with their high-pitched whinnies.

      “No!” Marina screamed as one of the witches shrieked, backing away as the kelpies cornered her.

      “Marina!” Farah cried out, dodging a strike from another kelpie. “Free the other Gorgons! We’ll hold him off. Go!”

      Marina turned to Neptune, who advanced, his face darkening with fury. He aimed his trident at Marina, who ducked just before a burst of white sparks shot toward her, searing the top of her head. She straightened, unleashing Medusa’s rage. Her body shifted, rising in height until she towered over Neptune, whose eyes widened in surprise.

      Yes. Let him fear her. Let him see the true extent of her power. She refused to be cowed by him.

      Marina struck, her snakes lashing toward Neptune. He staggered back a step with a grunt, but one snake managed to strike him in the neck. Silver blood droplets oozed from the wound.

      With a roar of fury, Neptune slashed his trident in the air, and a burst of ice-cold magic sliced into Marina’s chest, momentarily quenching her flames. Neptune pushed onward, taking advantage of her lapse in power. He struck with his trident again and again, sending shards of ice into Marina’s flesh, pinning her against the cave wall. Pain lanced through her, brutal and merciless. Coldness crept into her veins, making her shiver and dousing her fire. She tried to summon it back, but the chill bit into her, fierce and unyielding, stronger than even her flames.

      She couldn’t get past it. She couldn’t get past him. He was too strong.

      Strong enough to overcome Rom. Had he killed him? Marina didn’t want to think of it…

      Neptune suddenly cried out in pain, and Marina’s gaze snapped to him. Several serpents glided forward in the water that still gushed freely into the cave. Their fangs gleamed as they surged toward the sea god. Every single witch had shifted to her serpent form, slithering forward to assault Neptune.

      All so Marina could escape. This was for her.

      One of the cobras turned its head to look at Marina, and she recognized the gold pattern on its scales. Farah. The look in her amber eyes seemed to say, Go now!

      Marina thrashed against the shards of ice still pinning her to the wall. Blood poured down her arms, mingling with the spray of water. The cave was slowly filling, and if she remained here much longer, she would drown. A scream tore from her throat as she managed to pull one arm free. Hot blood gushed from her wounds, but she pushed aside the pain and used her free hand to tug the icicles from her body. With a grunt, she fell into the water, the cuts stinging from the icy chill of it. The serpents were twined around Neptune’s body as they struck again and again. A flash of white light, and one of the snakes fell, its lifeless body floating in the water.

      Horror burned in Marina’s chest, but she swam forward, ducking behind Neptune. Goddess, he would kill those witches one at a time…

      But Marina could save them. She could save all of them. She just had to free her sisters first.

      Her movements were slowed by her blood loss as she waded through the water, cursing Neptune and his damned ocean for slowing her down. Pain blurred her vision, but she pushed herself onward, grateful for Medusa’s towering form that allowed her to swim faster than a normal human.

      But it still wasn’t fast enough. Darkness crept into her eyes, threatening to consume her. She wouldn’t last much longer.

      “Mare!” a voice cried.

      Marina halted, inhaling a shuddering gasp of relief. Thank the Goddess. Rom was alive! “Rom! I’m coming!”

      Spurred by the sound of his voice, Marina swam faster, pushing past the waves lapping toward her as she made her way back to the cave entrance.

      When she finally reached it, she found Rom with a bloody gash on his scalp, dripping silver blood. Remembering whose power she wielded, she averted her gaze and warned, “Look away, Rom!”

      “Don’t worry, I’m not looking at you.” He stood alongside one of the Gorgons—the one with the shaved head—as he struggled to undo her chains. With a hiss of pain, he drew back, cradling his hand, which had crimson, pus-filled bubbles spreading along his skin.

      “It’s bewitched against god blood,” Rom said with a groan, turning his hand over. “I can’t touch it.”

      God blood. Marina had Hestia’s blood in her veins. It would be immune to her as well.

      But she had to try.

      She sent a burst of flame straight into the chains, but nothing happened. It remained intact, impervious to her powers.

      “Only water magic… can free us,” choked the Gorgon, her hooded eyes fixed on Marina.

      Water magic. Shit. The only one with water magic was Neptune. “Rom?” she asked, hoping he had a solution.

      But he just shook his head slowly. “My shadows don’t work on it, either.”

      Marina curled her hands into fists and let out a shout of frustration. She was so close. There had to be a way… There had to…

      The magic is all around us. It lives in the water at our feet. It lives in the rivers and the seas.

      Remy’s voice echoed in her mind, and Marina swallowed down a lump of emotion. She hadn’t allowed herself to think of Remy since she’d learned the entire coven had meant to kill her.

      But it was Remy’s words that would save them now.

      It wasn’t just ordinary water flowing at their feet. It was enchanted water. Neptune’s water.

      Marina crouched down cupping her hands together to gather as many water droplets as she could. With dripping fingers, she lifted the water to the chains and summoned her fire. Steam rose from her hands, but the water trickled along the chains, sizzling from the impact. Neptune’s magic scorched her skin, and she bit down hard on her lip as pain bloomed along her palms. But she kept pouring the water on the chains, gritting her teeth through the agony until the chains snapped, and the Gorgon dropped into the water.

      Marina groaned, examining the blistering boils along her skin. But there wasn’t time. She ducked down low, helping the Gorgon to her feet, before the two of them sloshed through the water to reach the other sister. With help, Marina was able to break the chains with minimal damage to her other palm, though a few boils sprang to life along her skin. Together, she and the first Gorgon helped the second to her feet.

      “I’m Marina,” Marina said, pressing a hand to her chest.

      “Vivian,” said the woman with the shaved head.

      “Lilith,” said the other, smiling gratefully at Marina. “Thank you, Marina. For reuniting us at last.”

      Vivian glanced between them. “Are you ready?”

      Marina and Lilith nodded. Water poured around them, trickling down the slick cave walls. The chill of Neptune’s power pressed in on Marina, icing her bones and making her shiver.

      The three sisters joined hands, and when their skin touched, warmth spread through Marina, burning away Neptune’s magic and melting the ice that had collected in her chest. She sighed with relief and said, “This is it. Rom, get down.”

      He ducked, plunging his head underwater. Marina clenched her sisters’ hands, pain burning from the boils on her skin. As one, they channeled the power of the Gorgons.

      And fire exploded around them.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Fire roared around them as Medusa’s magic overwhelmed Marina’s body, healing her injuries and igniting her powers. The flames rose in height until they reached the ceiling, and before long, Neptune’s river evaporated. Steam surrounded the Gorgon sisters as they channeled their powers.

      Beside her, Vivian and Lilith shifted, their bodies growing in height. Serpents sprang from their scalps, hissing and spitting. Their eyes flashed an intense gold, spearing right through Marina as she looked into them. She was unaffected by the poison in those eyes, but she could still feel the lethal power burning from them. The gold in their eyes scorched with an otherworldly glow, seeing right into Marina’s soul. Their skin shimmered like starlight, and she understood now why Rom had called her beautiful. The Gorgon sisters were like statues come to life, but instead of being made of stone, it was like they were cut from diamonds.

      Beautiful indeed.

      Together, the three sisters unleashed an unholy scream that reverberated off the cave walls, making the ground rumble. As one, they moved, gliding through the tunnels with inhuman speed. Within seconds, they reached the cavern where Neptune continued to fight off the serpents. Marina’s heart twisted at the sight of so many dead snakes lying in the water.

      No more. No more blood would be shed for this war.

      It would end today.

      The three Gorgons shrieked again, and the walls quivered.

      Neptune froze, whirling to face them, his face stricken with terror. Marina delighted in that expression, the way his face paled like a petrified human.

      He was nothing. Nothing compared to their power.

      Their hands still clasped, the three sisters surged toward him, their snakes lashing out for him. Their gold eyes flashed as they burned into Neptune’s gaze, and he screamed, his pitiful wail echoing in the vast chamber. The three Gorgons surrounded him, allowing him no escape as their flames burned into him, rising higher and higher. His screams intensified, and a loud clang reverberated along the walls as his trident fell to the ground.

      Marina pushed her flames onward, urging her snakes to assault him again and again. The Gorgons continued to scream with their fury as they poured their power into the attack, merciless and relentless.

      Neptune fell to his knees, covering his ears, which were bleeding. And still, the Gorgons screamed. By now, the last remaining snakes had fled the scene, for which Marina was grateful; she didn’t want any of the witches to suffer while they ended Neptune’s life.

      “Please!” Neptune cried out.

      But the Gorgons ignored his pleas, just as he’d ignored Medusa’s. They speared their power straight into his chest, and silver blood spurted from the impact. With one final cry, Neptune sank into the water, bubbles rising from his descent.

      He did not rise again.

      Slowly, the waters stopped flowing, and the flames from the Gorgons dried it up. Neptune’s body was nowhere to be found, but Marina knew deep within her that he was dead.

      Marina released her sisters’ hands with a gasp, her body suddenly drained. She shrank back down to her normal height, releasing Medusa’s energy and sagging against the cave wall. Vivian and Lilith did the same, panting from exertion. They were still bruised and bleeding from Neptune’s imprisonment, but their faces were alight with relief and triumph.

      “Thank you,” Marina murmured. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      Vivian surged forward, wrapping her in a tight embrace. “You saved us, Marina. We owe you our lives.”

      Marina’s throat filled with emotion as Lilith joined in their embrace, the three of them clinging to each other tightly. Though Marina had only just met them, her heart swelled with familiarity. Her soul knew theirs. They were kindred spirits.

      Sisters. Family.

      Marina’s eyes burned with the knowledge that she had friends and loved ones for the first time in her life. Remy would always be her mother, but Marina had never truly belonged to that coven. Even if they had spared her life.

      But here and now, with the Gorgons and the fire witches around her, Marina was finally at home.

      Over Lilith’s shoulder, she caught sight of Rom lingering in the cave entrance, a small smile on his face. His head injury was still bleeding, but he otherwise looked unharmed. Marina gazed at him, trying to convey everything she felt—the gratitude, the love, the exquisite affection she had for him—into that single gaze.

      Rom’s eyes heated as he returned that look before giving her a nod of approval.

      When the sisters finally withdrew, Marina approached him and clutched his face in both her hands. “You were magnificent,” she whispered before kissing him full on the mouth.

      He returned her kiss before groaning in pain. He raised a hand to the wound in his head and winced. “Neptune dealt me a heavy blow earlier. This will take a while to heal.”

      “But you’re alive,” Marina said, stroking the back of his neck. “That’s what matters.”

      Rom’s eyes turned somber. “The same can’t be said for the fire witches.”

      A lump formed in Marina’s throat as she turned to look at the fallen serpents behind her. She counted six of them. Six witches who would never rise, who would never wield Hestia’s magic again. Six who had died… for her. Her eyes roved over each serpent, some she recognized and some she didn’t. Her heart twisted with part relief and part agony as she realized Dahlia, Farah, and Wren were not among the dead. She knew their serpent forms well enough.

      But six souls had been lost today in Neptune’s ruthless war against Hestia’s chosen people. Not to mention the countless other fire witches who had been hunted and killed over the years.

      But today, it was over. Today, they were free.

      “Marina!”

      Marina turned and saw Farah racing toward her. They met in a tight embrace, arms circling each other as they both sighed in relief. Behind her were Dahlia, Wren, and the remaining fire witches, all sustaining injuries. But they were still here. Alive. Marina embraced each of them as they all dissolved into tearful exclamations of gratitude. Even Rom was dragged forward as several witches wrapped their arms around him, kissing his cheeks and forehead enough to make him blush.

      Marina wasn’t sure how long they remained in the cave. Perhaps hours. Perhaps days. But with Neptune and the kelpies gone, it didn’t matter. They were free. They could live in these caves if they wanted to.

      This didn’t mean they were no longer in danger; the entire realm still saw fire witches as an abomination, and that certainly wouldn’t change overnight. Tethys was also still out there somewhere. She was licking her wounds now, but she would likely retaliate, even without Neptune commanding her.

      And, worst of all, the Gorgons had killed Neptune, the mighty sea god. There would certainly be repercussions for this from the other gods and goddesses of Elysium.

      But for now, the war against Hestia had finally ended. The kelpies would no longer hunt them. They could live freely once more.

      When they finally exited the cave, Marina appeared at Rom’s side, her arm linking with his. He squeezed her tightly against him, his gaze tender as he looked at her. Together, they emerged into the sunlight, squinting against the brightness.

      “I must say,” Farah said from behind Marina, “we have never welcomed a man into our coven before.” Her eyes turned to Rom and softened slightly. “But we would gladly welcome you, Romanos, if you would care to join us.”

      Rom’s eyebrows lifted in surprise, but instead of responding, he turned to Marina. “I go where she goes.”

      Warmth blossomed in Marina’s chest, and she leaned in to brush her lips against his. When she withdrew, she found Farah eyeing them with a smirk on her face.

      “We’d be delighted to join your coven,” Marina said. She scanned the crowd of witches until her eyes fell on Vivian and Lilith, who were watching the interaction with interest. “And you, my sisters? Where will you go?”

      Vivian and Lilith exchanged glances before the former responded, “We will reside with your coven for a short time. But there is much of the world we hope to see.”

      Marina nodded. She’d been alive for over fifty years, but the same couldn’t be said for her sisters. She didn’t know how long Neptune had imprisoned them, and she could hardly blame them for wanting to see more of the world.

      They would always be sisters. And they would always be able to find one another.

      Still arm in arm with Rom, Marina descended the mountain with the other witches, her chest blooming with triumph and the promise of a better future.
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        Want more Serpent & Flame? Read about Romanos's brother, the god of the Underworld, in Ivy & Bone, a Hades and Persephone retelling.
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      "Bound to the Fae": A forbidden love between human and Fae leads to a rebellion to unite the realms.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BLURB

          

        

      

    

    
      "Bound to the Fae'' is a fantasy romance story about Raidi, the daughter of the Queen of the Enchanted Forest, and Galen, the future Fae king of the Forbidden Mountains. After a chance encounter, they become forever bonded as mates, despite their parents' objections and the disapproval of the Fae elders.

      Together, they decide to lead a rebellion against the High Fae court, who have long divided the realms. However, their plans are threatened by a betrayal from one of their closest allies, and they must find a way to rally their forces and defeat the High Fae army in the final battle.

      Throughout their journey, they will face many challenges and obstacles, but their love and determination never waver. The story explores themes of unity, loyalty, and sacrifice, as well as the power of love to overcome even the most difficult of trials.
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      THE ENCHANTED FOREST AND THE FORBIDDEN MOUNTAINS

      I live and breathe in the shadow of the Fae's world, where two kingdoms hold the crown for being the most mesmerizing corners of our realm—my home, the Enchanted Forest, and those unpredictable, Forbidden Mountains. My mother, the forest's queen, rules with an air of wisdom and a heart saturated with kindness.

      Trees loom over me, swaying gently, whispering secrets to the wind as their leaves sparkle with an uncanny inner light. Twisting and turning, streams make their journey through the terrain, their glassy waters bustling with peculiar beings such as gabbling fish and glowing swarms of twilight-hued jellyfish. Cushioning my steps, the moss beneath lays like a delicate emerald rug. And every new bloom is a spectacle, a portrait of beauty trying to outdo itself. An oasis of calm, the air smells like a bouquet of wildflowers, carrying the soft conversation of rustling leaves.

      Contrasting this serenity, the Forbidden Mountains stand wild, untamed, and under the reign of Prince Galen's father—a figure marked by his raw strength and his unwavering loyalty to his kin. They house creatures that remain hidden from our forest, the likes of dragons, werewolves, and other magical beings. The air's crispness stings my lungs, yet rewards me with the brightest celestial bodies dancing in the night sky. The mountains stand tall, their cliffs reaching out to the heavens, their snowy heads glistening under the sun. Deep-rooted caves sprawl beneath, an underground world sparkling with gems and crystals mirroring the stars above. The pinnacle? An ice-castle at the highest peak, its icy walls glinting like diamonds under the sun's watchful gaze.

      This Enchanted Forest, where I call home, cradles me in its magical ambiance. Every day, I roam the near endless expanse, sharing stories with its magical inhabitants, learning the old ways from my mother. I bask in the whispers of the leaves, the cushiony touch of moss, and the wild perfume of abundant blossoms.

      One unremarkable day, a group of unicorns grazing in a clearing catches my eyes. Heart pounding with joy, I tread cautiously. Up close, they're ethereal. Their coats catch the sunlight, their manes and tails wave like streams of molten gold. As I draw closer, their eyes meet mine, reflecting an emotion I can't quite place.

      The unicorns haven’t been seen across the borders from the Fae Kingdom in ages. I can’t help but wonder what has them so far from their homes.

      Suddenly, a rustle behind me. I spin around, pulse sprinting. Yet, it's merely a young Sprite, seemingly not much older than me, and about the same height. Emerging from the underbrush, she looks a mixture of curious and guarded.

      "Who are you?" My gaze flickers over her, wings painted in hues of purple and black, hair as red as a blazing fire. An unfamiliar sight.

      "I'm Freya," her voice twines into the air like a melody. "I'm from the Forbidden Mountains. What brings you toward my home?"

      Hesitation crawls over me, an instinctual wariness of the stranger. Yet, her genuine smile, her friendly aura chips away at my guard. "Just exploring," I admit. "I'm from the Enchanted Forest. What about you? Why are you here?"

      She shrugs, a glint of mischief in her eyes. "Just exploring too."

      There is no way I would tell her what I am really doing, though I admit to her that I am heading for the crossing into the Forbidden Mountains.

      “I am Raidi, princess of the Enchanted Forest. I am happy to meet you Freya. To be honest, I am going to the Fae Kingdom.”

      

      “Follow me then, I know the way to the safest crossing into the Fae Kingdom.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      THROUGH FOREST DEPTHS AND MOUNTAIN CLEFTS

      Still graced by the friendly warmth of the Enchanted Forest, I cast a long look back at the familiar shades of green, splashed with the vibrant hues of a myriad beautiful creatures. With a pang, I can't help but wonder when I'll breathe this wild blossom-scented air next. "Journey safe," I murmur to the trees, their whispers growing faint as I tread on.

      Freya, the Mountain Sprite, saunters ahead, her wings fluttering with an uncanny rhythm. Something about her captivates me, something intriguingly wild and untamed. Our conversation spins like an unpredictable breeze, sometimes light and airy, sometimes heavy with unsaid words. I feel like we become fast friends.

      "Do you always venture this far from home, Raidi?" Her tone ripples with curiosity, piercing the serene silence of our path. My heart skips a beat, wondering how much I should reveal.

      "Only when necessity demands," I reply with practiced ease, my tone nonchalant. Despite the danger of what lies ahead, I'm determined not to crack, not to show the overwhelming tide of uncertainty stirring within me.

      Through a thick curtain of foliage, the first glimmers of the Forbidden Mountains pierce the horizon, their peaks daunting under the cloud-streaked sky. Fear sidles up to me, like an old friend, and I welcome it. After all, it's always been an efficient fuel for courage.

      "As much as I've savored the comforts of the Enchanted Forest, the call of the mountains is different," Freya admits. "It's raw, wild, and somewhat... merciless."

      Her honesty strikes a chord within me. "Why did you leave?" My voice barely a whisper against the howling mountain wind.

      Freya's smile fades, her gaze fixing on the towering peaks. "Sometimes, the reasons aren't as simple as black and white," she says after a pause, her tone dropping to a near whisper. "My reasons were...personal."

      Her reluctance to share more fans the flames of my curiosity, but respect for her privacy keeps me from prying further. We share a quiet understanding, bound by our respective secrets and newly acquired mutual respect.

      As we tread on, the comforting canopy of the forest thins out, making way for the intimidating, rocky expanse of the Forbidden Mountains. A cold gust of wind slaps against my face, a raw contrast to the gentle caress of the forest breeze. It's a different world altogether, one where I can taste the inherent danger and hidden mysteries in the air.

      "Be warned, Raidi." Freya glances at me, a solemn look on her face. "The mountains can be deceiving. They appear serene from a distance, but up close, they're as wild and unpredictable as the beasts that roam them."

      A chill runs down my spine, not from the cold, but from the harsh reality of her words. I hold my ground, steeling my nerves. "I guess we're both about to find out how far we can push our boundaries," I say, my words tumbling out in a half-jest, half-challenge.

      Freya grins, her wings fluttering with renewed vigor. "You're braver than most, Raidi. The mountains could use more of your kind."

      Her words, though laced with sarcasm, ignite a spark of hope within me. Maybe this journey won't be as daunting as it seems. Maybe, just maybe, I'll find an ally in Freya and, with luck, in Prince Galen too. The road to forging alliances might be treacherous, but the promise of a safe kingdom is worth every perilous step.

      I turn on the path, glancing all around, and find myself alone. Freya is gone in the wind, my new friend isn’t a friend at all it seems. A friend wouldn’t leave me without a whisper of a direction, or a path to follow.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      ON THE VERGE OF THE UNKNOWN

      Staring at the untamed forest fringe, I cast my eyes upon the spectral shadows, the mountain pass lurking within like an unspoken secret. All that separates me from the fabled terror of the Forbidden Mountains is a hodgepodge of gnarled trees and undergrowth, and my own pounding fear.

      Heat pumps through my veins, as a battle drum fuels a warrior's courage. Short, sharp breaths; keep it together, Raidi, don't unravel now.

      "Truly, Freya," I mutter into the hush, the words a mockery of laughter dancing on my tongue. "You've really done it…here I was thinking that we could be friends."

      The silence doesn't bother to reply.

      Feeling like I'm about to walk off a cliff, I plunge into the tangled labyrinth, my boots crunching on undergrowth that hasn't felt the weight of a human foot in ages. I force myself to remember the purpose of my journey, the faces of my people.

      "Here goes nothing," I whisper to myself, more of a reassurance than a casual remark. The enormity of my task, the path unseen and untraveled, claws at my resolve, yet I'm not one to be easily undone.

      As I venture further into the fringe, darkness pools in the spaces between the trees. A shiver of anticipation glides up my spine, a sensual brush of the unknown. Eyes open, ears alert, and heart thundering, I march into the wild.

      Lulled by the hypnotic song of the forest and the rush of adrenaline, hours blend into a twisted dance of time. Shadows stretch, then shrink. Sunlight seeps in patches through the foliage overhead, then wanes. And always, the Forbidden Mountains loom closer, their peaks gleaming like daggers in the dying light.

      Reality reasserts itself with a rush. I glance around, the eerie stillness amplified by the growing darkness. Just me, the wind’s whisper, and the distant hoot of an owl. Alone. The thought is a splinter in my heart, a sliver of ice.

      Freya's vanishing act still burns, a betrayal as sharp as a knife's edge. I can't help but question her motives, her sudden camaraderie. Could it all be an elaborate ruse, a clever facade? The possibility gnaws at my mind, a relentless beast that refuses to be ignored.

      Alone but unbowed, I remind myself. I am Raidi of Evergreen, the princess of a proud kingdom. I need no crutches, no hand to hold. I'm on a mission and no hiccup, no hurdle, is big enough to steer me off my path.

      Under the cloak of darkness, the forest throbs with life, every rustle of leaves, every howl in the distance a symphony of the wilderness. Despite the thrill of fear, I can't deny the sense of fascination that tugs at me. The wilderness, for all its merciless, primal beauty, holds a certain allure.

      I continue to trudge on, the Forbidden Mountains now a haunting silhouette against the star-studded canvas above. If courage were a flame, mine is a defiant blaze, searing through the apprehension and leaving only determination in its wake.

      I am on the path unseen, heading into the heart of the Forbidden Mountains. Let them come, I muse with a gritty smile, the unspoken challenges, the lurking perils. I am ready.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      A CHANCE ENCOUNTER

      Taking a breath into my lungs, deep and sharp, I plant my boot over the line into the Forbidden Mountains. Choice has long fled my heart; the future of my kingdom teetering on the precipice of annihilation from a nightmarish curse gives me no other option.

      Myths and whispers of the mountain range and its feral inhabitants have lived a long life in the songs of my kingdom, but now I have to confront the reality. Sweat trickles down my brow, but it's not fear, it's determination.

      I burrow deeper into the mountains, each step, each crunch of gravel underfoot echoing into an abyss of uncertainty. The air grows dense, danger scenting it with a bitter tang, and the path snarls like a wounded beast, narrow and treacherous.

      Just when 'lost' starts to feel like a second skin, the ground thunders behind me. There were no signs of anyone or anything else out here on this path.

      Footsteps.

      Wheeling around, my heart craters into my gut as figures materialize.

      "Identify yourself," a voice snarls, as rough as the mountain rocks.

      Cold needles of adrenaline spike my veins, a tactical retreat blueprinting itself in my mind. But the window has already slammed shut. A huddle of soldiers, bristling with weapons, have me corralled.

      "What are you doing here?" one snaps, a bald-headed brute with a scarred nose.

      I stiffen my spine, forcing an ironclad calm into my voice. "I am Raidi, princess of the Kingdom of Evergreen. Prince Galen's assistance is my quest."

      Laughter, sharp as a winter gale, whips through their ranks, a spit landing at my feet. "Prince Galen? He wouldn't lift a finger to swat a fly for humans."

      Heat erupts in my cheeks, and I clench my fists to keep the fury leashed. A brawl now is suicidal.

      "I am not just any human," I retort, grit lining my words, "I am a princess, and I insist on an audience with Prince Galen."

      Sneers carve into their faces, but the expected attack doesn't come. Instead, they usher me forward, deeper into the mountain's bowels.

      I follow, dread clinging like a second shadow. What if Galen sees a liar in me, a desperate peasant seeking to harvest his powers for personal gain? The disquiet of my thoughts is shattered by the proud call of a trumpet. The soldiers halt, and I lift my gaze to the sight of a towering castle, a grand sentinel in the wilderness.

      How did I not see this through the canopy of the trees? Is there some sort of magical protection that skews the sight of the camp seemingly hidden in plain sight?

      "This is Galen's fortress," one soldier grunts. "Eryndor, one of the other guards went ahead of us to advise of your want for an audience. You'll meet him now."

      I nod, forcing air into my lungs as we pass through the fortress gates. We traverse opulent corridors, the grandeur as staggering as it is suffocating, until we reach a vast chamber. My heart stutters as Prince Galen comes into view, throned at the room's far end.

      He's as handsome as the rumors paint, with eyes as blue as the deepest sea and a jawline sharp enough to cut glass. But his icy countenance chills me more than the mountain air.

      "Thank you, Arin, you can go…what brings royalty to my doorstep?" his voice cuts through the silence, as cold as a glacier once it’s directed towards me.

      "I seek your help, Prince Galen," I say, forcing steadiness into my tone. "My kingdom is on the brink of ruin. I believe only you can save us." I can’t help myself, this uncanny feeling like we’ve met before makes me want to run into his arms for a hug, or to have him hold me closer.

      Galen's eyebrow quirks, a glint of amusement in his eyes. "Why should I help? What's the catch for me?"

      His callousness hits like a sucker punch. "I can offer whatever you desire. Gold, jewels...anything. My people suffer, Prince Galen." I all but lose the image in my head of him holding me, but the draw to him is still there. The feeling is unwavering.

      A devilish smirk flits across his face. "Why should your suffering concern me, princess? I've got my own fires to douse."

      My anger simmers. How can he dismiss my plea, my people's plight, so casually? "The same realm houses us, Prince Galen. A fall there echoes here."

      Galen's steely facade softens, fractionally. "I understand, Princess Raidi. But I won't risk my troops for your cause, whatever it may be. I've got my own demons to slay."

      I deflate. The hope I harbored that Galen would see our shared struggle seems foolish now, his self-interest blinding him.

      "Please, Galen," I say, desperation leaking into my voice. "We need you. We can't do this alone."

      A moment stretches as Galen's gaze narrows in thought. "Fine, a proposed deal, Princess. Help me destroy my greatest adversary, and I'll consider your cause."

      A spark of hope kindles within. "Who is this enemy, Prince Galen?"

      His expression cools, his voice as icy as a winter storm. "The High Fae court. Help me crush them, and I'll consider your plea."

      Determination flares within me. "We'll aid you, Galen. Together, we'll fell the High Fae court and restore peace."

      His smirk returns, a wry half-smile. "We shall see, Princess. We shall see."

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      THE FAE BOND

      Disbelief engulfs me, nailing me to the cold stone floor as I gape at Prince Galen. How can this man—this prince—possess such a frozen heart? Do the screams of the suffering ricochet off him, leaving no trace of empathy?

      Mid-confrontation, words teetering on the edge of spilling, chaos bursts through the doors of our secluded chamber. Guards vanish into the commotion, swallowed by the unrest, leaving Galen and me marooned in an eerie silence.

      I can’t tell what he’s thinking at that moment, but I can’t help but lock my eyes on his. The prettiest glacier blue reflecting with dappled pocks of navy throughout have me mesmerized. The tension between us seems to grow larger than the tallest mountain in this range.

      Galen breaks the stillness, his voice a thawing stream. "Apologies, Raidi. I didn't mean to offend you. Betrayal," he pauses, a harsh swallow punctuating his sentence, "it's left me wary. Trust isn't a luxury I can afford."

      Empathy coils around my heartstrings, tightening my chest. I, too, have tasted the bitter sting of betrayal. "I understand," my words tiptoe out, delicate as morning dew, "but Galen, hear me out. My kingdom teeters on the precipice. The curse..."

      A sigh tugs at him, and he sinks back into his grand throne. "All right. Spill about this damn curse. What's bleeding your kingdom?"

      I started at the beginning, where else would I? The kingdom has been plagued by an evil that we cannot seem to eradicate, and furthermore it is an unseen danger.

      Words tumble from my lips, relief cascading through me like a cool breeze on a scorching day. With each sentence, I catch the shift in his eyes. The ice softens, turning liquid and vulnerable. I feel myself inching closer to him with each sentence that I speak. Another step closer, and a stronger pull to move closer still.

      “I was not told of the curse directly, more so by eavesdropping on my mother’s conversations. It doesn't make it any less important for me to try and find a solution for our kingdom. There is no way that I will let the kingdom crumble under the weight of another’s reign as it was foretold.” I found myself pausing and seeking eye contact for assurance that he understood. But also, so that I could find myself lost once again in the nebula of color that his eyes explode into once I am close enough to see.

      “The only way to save our kingdoms is to unite the realms, and that is what I have set out to do.”

      As the final word sighs out, an inexplicable connection latches onto us. It's as if two puzzle pieces finally find their place after an endless chase, and we both sense it. Galen rises from his throne, striding toward me, his eyes fastened on mine. He only needed to take two long steps to reach me, for I was already making my way nearer the entire time we spoke.

      "Raidi," he starts, a secret nudging the edge of his words, "there's something I need to tell you. Something you may not believe at first, but I promise you it is very real."

      He turns his head and looks away from me, but reaches his hand out. Just the tip of his finger glides down the skin on my arm and I feel a buzz of energy pass between us.

      My heart races, thudding against my ribs. "What is it?"

      Drawing a breath deep as an ocean trench, he drops the bombshell, "I'm Fae royalty. And you, Raidi, you're a human princess. Our traditions, they're ancient…”

      I can see him struggling to say what he wants to, the pained look taking away some of his handsome allure. “...an old prophecy tethers two from different kingdoms. Unbreakable, this is a bond stronger than any curse or spell. I believe that we're the first in over a millennium. We are the ones that the prophecy I have been waiting for my entire life to come to be has been told of. Us."

      His words slap me, rattling my bones. I've heard whispers of the ancient Fae and their prophecies, but I never imagined I would become part of one. Yet, Galen's eyes trap me, and in that moment, I want nothing else. I want this unbreakable bond. I feel an inexplicable need deep within my very being to both live and die in this moment. To shed my physical body and share my spiritual one with him.

      What I feel inside of me is unexpected, and unexplainable. The way that he is looking through to the innermost parts of my soul is leaving me breathless. Senseless.

      Silence weaves around us as we gravitate toward the heart of the room, his hand reaching for mine, surrounded by Galen's opulent fortress in all its decadent glory. The shared sigh weaves its magic, a flickering light that touches every corner of my being with its warmth. I can almost see the magic passing between us as we breathe in each other’s breath.

      The moment ebbs, Galen's gaze locking onto mine, cradling an awe-struck wonder. "Raidi," he breathes, his voice barely a whisper, "you're mine. And I, yours. Once mated, our bond is unbreakable. The power of the prophecy, of our being fated for one another is so strong I can barely contain myself."

      Joy floods me, a sense of belonging cradling me in its gentle embrace. My mate? The one I am destined to be with? I realize that he may be feeling things a bit stronger than I, being human and him Fae, he must have magic of his own that amplifies things.

      I want nothing more than to succumb to the feelings, to be one. Two bodies and two souls that are melded into one by the magic of an ancient prophecy. I knew there was a reason that I left my home, that I risked myself and my kingdom’s safety by traveling here alone. There was an unseen force that carried me here to this very spot. I could have just as easily crossed into any other section of the Fae realm. If I didn’t realize it before, I do now. I was always meant to be here, at this moment, with this man standing before me. I can’t picture myself in any other place. Much less with anyone else.

      We're lost, Galen and I, drunk on our newfound connection. Nothing and no one would be able to interrupt this…bond that is forming. The intense and instantaneous connection that is boiling over with so many emotions. Love. Lust. Happiness. Joy.

      Galen prompts, his gaze intense. "You can feel it too, I know you can. Your heart is pounding nearly out of your chest."

      My mind becomes a whirlwind, grappling with the magnitude of his revelation. Accepting implies bidding farewell to my old life, embracing the unknown. Yet, the tether yanks, magnetic and irresistible.

      Inhaling deeply, I meet his gaze. "I want this to be real, to be my fate," I state.

      A smile splinters across Galen's face as he takes my hand. "No regrets, Raidi. Together, we'll paint a new dawn for the Fae. I know you don’t know all that entails, not yet."

      Excitement flutters in my chest, intermingled with a tinge of fear. This whole thing is a risk, but my people's salvation lay entwined with it. And now I feel like I wouldn’t ever be able to leave, nevermind ever wanting to.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      UNCHARTED TERRITORY

      My blood still thrums with revelation, the world around me draped in the surreal. Every breath is a whirlwind of Galen, of Fae, of destiny. My chest is a quaking mess, a symphony of thrill, fear, disbelief, and—dare I admit it—anticipation. I'm a princess, bound to a Fae prince.

      Galen's hand is warm, a sturdy anchor in the whirlpool of thoughts. "We should celebrate," he says, the corner of his lips curled up in a playful smirk, "would Princess Raidi prefer wine or perhaps...Fae mead?"

      With a roll of my eyes and a teasing smile, I reply, "Mead? How incredibly medieval. I prefer wine."

      With an exaggerated bow, he responds, "As you wish, my lady."

      A breathless laugh bubbles from my throat, echoing in the vast chamber. The joy is infectious, infectious as the twinkle in Galen's eyes, infectious as the newfound connection pulsating between us.

      Servants wheel in a silver tray, its sheen rivaling the moon's glow, topped with goblets and a flagon of sweet-smelling wine. We toast, to us, to the Fae, to a future as yet unwritten.

      The night curls around us, a comforting shroud as we explore the contours of our bond. The wine flows, our words dance, our laughter sparkles, while outside the fortress walls, shadows gather.

      "My past isn't all it seems, Raidi," Galen's voice drifts over to me, raw and heavy. "This fortress, this kingdom, it's built on ashes. The ashes of those who tried to shatter our realm."

      My heart aches, the echoes of loss reverberating in his words. My hand reaches for his, a silent promise. "And we will learn from it. Our rule will be different, Galen."

      His eyes meet mine, a silent battle of hope and despair. "You've a fighter's spirit, Raidi. But the Fae realm...it's a beast."

      A beast. The word ignites a fiery determination in me. "Then it's a beast we'll tame together."

      The night deepens, our words drift into silence, replaced by a symphony of thoughts. As the moon dips low, the echoes of our bond a constant murmur in our hearts.

      My limbs are feeling heavy with the drink and I have a giddiness that has overtaken every other part of me. I embrace the warmth of Galen’s body held against mine as we sway with the soundtrack of only our love in our hearts.

      His sensitive moment of sharing seemingly has given way to something more feral in nature. I feel his hands start to roam across my skin. My breath hitches at his touch, a shiver coursing through my body. Galen's hands feel like flames against my skin, igniting a hunger that I never knew existed. The wine has dulled my senses, but the desire that courses through my veins is raw and untamed.

      I can feel his hot breath on the nape of my neck as he whispers in my ear, "Let me show you just how much I need you."

      With a growl, Galen scoops me up in his arms and carries me to his bed. The sheets are soft against my skin as he lays me down and begins to explore every inch of me with his lips and hands.

      As Galen's kisses trail lower and lower, I can feel the heat building within me. My body arches towards him as I moan in pleasure.

      

      We lose ourselves in each other, our bodies moving together in a rhythm both familiar and new. The sensations wash over us like waves crashing against the shore, each one stronger than the last until we both reach the peak of ecstasy.

      As we lay there, spent and sated, I realize that with Galen by my side, I am ready to face whatever challenges come our way. Together, we will tame the beast that is the Fae realm and build a future unlike any other.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      BETWEEN THE SHADOWS AND THE DAWN

      A new day dawns, the sky awash with hues of lavender, the air ringing with the morning calls of exotic Fae birds. A nagging restlessness tugs at me. My heart, pounding in the cage of my chest, echoes the rhythm of my jumbled thoughts.

      Galen's sleeping form radiates warmth beside me, his breaths falling in a peaceful rhythm. A pang of guilt flits through me. He's peaceful. Calm. Oblivious to the storm brewing inside me. Should I wake him? Should I share my early morning disquiet?

      I decide against it, slipping from beneath the sheets, placing bare feet on the cool stone floor. Draping a robe around my shoulders, I tiptoe across the room, pausing to trace my fingers along a mural depicting ancient Fae lore. My heart throbs with anticipation. I am part of this now. Part of the mystery and the magic, the lore and the legends.

      Outside, I'm greeted by the misty morning air, the fortress cloaked in an ethereal haze. I gaze out at the horizon, where the sun begins to paint the sky with bold strokes of orange.

      A servant girl appears, her eyes widening at my early appearance. "Princess Raidi," she stutters, offering a curtsey. "Can I fetch you anything?"

      I flash her a reassuring smile, an attempt to quell her unease. "Some tea, please," I request, adopting a softer tone. She nods, scampering off, leaving me alone once more.

      The fortress grounds stretch out before me, the promise of unexplored corners calling. With a gulp of courage, I decide to explore, weaving through the labyrinth of courtyards, hallways, and gardens, each more breathtaking than the last.

      Eventually, I find myself standing before the training grounds. Warrior’s spar, their bodies a blur of motion. There's a certain poetry to it, the rhythm and pulse of it captivating.

      A familiar voice pulls me from my thoughts. "Princess Raidi, you're up early."

      I turn, finding Galen approaching, his expression a mix of surprise and concern. I manage a smile, half shrug. "Restlessness, I suppose."

      A frown plays on his lips, his gaze scrutinizing. "Are you okay?"

      "I...I don't know, Galen." The words spill out, a sudden rush of vulnerability. He reaches for me, pulling me into his embrace, a comforting cocoon amidst the whirling chaos. His words are soft, a low hum against my ear. "We will figure this out, together."

      Our conversation morphs into a silent communion, words unsaid resonating louder than spoken ones. But there's a sense of calm now, a newfound solace in shared silence.

      The morning passes, surrendering to the sun's reign. Galen leaves for a council meeting, his parting kiss leaving a trail of warmth. I return to our chambers, the tapestry of the morning still hanging in my mind. As we are not formally bound yet in the eyes of the Fae, I am not attending any of these meetings just yet.

      The silver tea set, still steaming by some sort of unseen magic no doubt. The scent of the herbs and flowers wafting through the air with only a slight breeze calling from the lofted balcony.

      My heart hammers a staccato rhythm as I dress, pulling on a gown of the finest Fae silk. In the mirror, I barely recognize the woman staring back at me. I am not the same Raidi who arrived in the Fae realm. I am more.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      TWILIGHT INTERLUDE

      I roamed the fortress grounds most of the day, just watching the movement of all the busy bodies. Nothing in particular catching my attention. The need to be closer to Galen pulling at me most of the day.

      Dusk settles like a soft blanket over the Fae fortress, streaks of the fading sun's orange brilliance scattered across the horizon. I lean against the parapet, the gentle breeze mingling with the silent reverie that wraps around me.

      The door creaks open behind me. "Raidi?"

      His voice ripples through the quietude. "Galen." His name sits on my lips, part sigh, part greeting. He steps beside me, his warmth, a familiar comfort, permeating the chill of the evening.

      "Thought I'd find you here," he says. His eyes roam over the scenic vista, a subtle smile curving his lips. His fingers entwine with mine, a silent promise hanging between us.

      "Even though I am exhausted from our travels here, I just couldn't sleep," I confess, casting him a side-glance.

      His brow furrows, "Still restless?"

      His concern, palpable in the fading light, almost makes me chuckle. "No, just...thinking."

      "About?" His inquiry hangs in the air, a challenge.

      "Everything. The journey ahead. The High Court..." I let my sentence trail; my gaze drawn to the twinkling stars beginning to litter the vast canvas above. “The curse on my homelands.”

      Galen's fingers tighten around mine. "We'll face it all, Raidi. Together." His promise strikes a chord, its resonance filling the silence around us.

      "I know," I whisper, seeking the comfort in his steadfast gaze. But a part of me yearns for more. More time. More assurance. More of him.

      His thumb traces soothing circles over the back of my hand. An idea strikes me. "Dance with me?" I ask.

      A soft chuckle escapes him, and I see a playful glint in his eyes. "Here? Now?"

      "Breaking convention isn't exactly foreign to us," I sass back, my smile mirroring his. I hold out my other hand, an invitation.

      He considers, then grins, pulling me into his arms. "Very well, princess."

      No music guides us, just the rhythm of our hearts, the soft whispers of the evening breeze. Our movements echo the tranquility that envelops us, each step an intimate confession.

      He hums an old Fae melody, its notes weaving an enchanting spell under the starlit sky. His gaze is locked on mine, a silent conversation passing between us. A feeling of peace settles over me, the restlessness of the morning a distant memory.

      As our dance slows, he draws me closer, his forehead resting against mine. "I wish we could freeze this moment," he murmurs.

      "Me too." I lean into him, treasuring this quiet moment of connection.

      Our impromptu dance fades into a gentle sway, time folding around us in a comforting embrace. Here, in the twilight hours, with Galen's arms around me and the stars as our silent witnesses, I find solace amidst the impending chaos.

      I think I found love, too.

      I find myself pressed against one of the statues that stands sentinel over the balcony's edge. My body naturally wraps around Galen's perfectly toned and muscular core. He presses into me further.

      My hands move to his back, then move slowly forward to his chest. One is slightly above the other. He grasps me tighter in one strong arm, and his now free hand moves over one of mine gently, goosebumps follow. My heart races against my chest and he pulls me so I am flush against him. He pushes my head into the crook of his neck. He smells musky from the day and wine and I am intoxicated by him.

      His voice is low and husky when he says, "You are truly magnificent." I grin at him and hear his heart beat faster; I push into him again. His lips brush my cheek and it sends shivers through me everywhere. I look into his ice blue eyes and he looks into mine. I press my lips to his gently pulling at his plump bottom lip with my teeth a bit. He moans at the feel of me and presses into me even more.

      My hands still at the top of his back begin to move downwards further and further until they meet at his lower back. My nails dig into him causing moans to escape again from him again.

      I bite at his neck which causes his fingers to dig into my plump backside, bringing me closer to him making us fit perfectly together like a puzzle, our skin colliding with each other until we finally fit so perfectly that it seems like we were made for each other like two pieces of a sculpture—one leading smoothly into the other blending together making one complete piece of art that means love, romance, passion, trust working together as a whole glowing with exhilaration. My heart beats at its highest speed. I can feel it against my chest, pounding.

      “I need to feel you, Galen.” I hear the words, but it doesn’t sound like me.

      “I thought you’d never ask.” The whispered words coast across the raised hairs on my neck smoother than a french silk cloth.

      He slams his lips into mine, and plunges his tongue into my mouth. The full claiming of the action is not lost on me. I love it though. Every. Single. Moment.

      The cloth that separates us is gone before I come back up for air.

      I can feel his hand run across my heated core, where he moves so slowly. Almost as if he’s savoring the touch.

      “So ready for me little princess. You are my everything.”

      I can’t manage words right now so I nod into his embrace. The pressure and the movement he enacts with such precision that I have a white hot flash blinding all of my senses in mere seconds.

      “That’s it, Raidi. You look so perfect when you explode like that.” His kiss on my forehead is such a gentle promise of things to come.

      Galen's soft kiss bids me goodnight, his parting words a whisper in the wind, "I love you, Raidi. We'll face tomorrow together. I have some business to attend to, but I will be back as soon as I can."

      He lets my skirts fall around my wobbly legs and holds me there a few more seconds before he turns away from me. His gait is so long that he is to the door in just a few strides.

      With a sigh, I watch him disappear through the door, the echoes of our dance still resonating in the moonlit room. The woman in the mirror looks back at me, her eyes reflecting the flicker of hope ignited within. I'm still Raidi, the human princess. Am I now part Fae? Forever a part of Galen at the very least. I can feel that.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      BETWEEN MOMENTS

      The fading echoes of Galen's voice sends a shiver down my spine, the residual warmth of his kiss still lingering on my lips. I stand there, the silent sentinel of the now vacant room, its emptiness swallowing me whole. My gaze finds its way back to the parapet, my fingers brushing over the cool stones, a testament to the reality I’m living in.

      An unexpected sigh slips from me, evidence to the whirlwind of emotions swirling within. With a reluctant turn, I retreat from the parapet, my feet guiding me towards the door. I pause, my fingers curled around the handle, the lingering presence of Galen in the room stalling my exit.

      My gaze drifts towards the moonlit bed, its crisp sheets smoothed, looking untouched and perfect. "Soon enough," I murmur to myself, knowing that its plush comfort will provide a temporary respite from the reality beyond its confines.

      Emerging into the silent corridor, my footfalls echo against the stone walls, a stark reminder of the solitude that lays heavy in the fortress. Each step takes me farther from the sanctum of my quarters, yet my heart stays behind, tethered to Galen and the promises we've shared.

      The hallways are lined with flickering torches, their light dancing upon the ornate tapestries. I notice one particularly vivid piece, showcasing the Fae in their glory. Their expressions of joy and freedom starkly contrast with the trepidation gnawing at me.

      I approach, my fingers tracing the delicate threadwork. "Is this the future?" I muse, my whisper barely audible, yet the words hang heavy in the silence.

      Without realizing it, I wandered into the fortress' armory. It's a room bristling with weapons, each piece gleaming under the muted torchlight. Sighing, I let my fingers graze over the cool metal of a silver dagger, my reflection mirrored in its polished surface. The woman who stares back is different, the usual spark in her eyes replaced with a steely determination.

      A movement catches my eye, the silhouette of a figure leaning against the entrance. The familiar tilt of his head reveals Galen.

      "Late-night musings, Raidi?" His voice, light and playful, cuts through my reverie.

      "A lot's on my mind," I admit, my gaze drifting back to the weapons.

      He steps closer, his fingers gingerly picking up a small dagger. "Fae life is a bit overwhelming at first, isn't it?" He offers a reassuring smile, his voice a whisper of comfort in the overwhelming sea of my thoughts.

      "It's...different," I confess, my gaze drawn to the intricate design on the dagger's hilt.

      A soft chuckle escapes him. "That's one way to put it." His casualness isn’t like himself, though, it’s a balm to my rattled nerves.

      "Come. Let me show you something," he urges, leading the way out of the armory. Curiosity piqued, I follow him down winding corridors, our footsteps echoing in the silence.

      He leads me to a balcony overlooking an ethereal garden. The moonlight bathes everything in a silver hue, the rustling leaves of the towering trees whispering secrets of the Fae realm. The sight steals my breath, the magic of it seeping into my very bones.

      Galen leans against the railing, a soft sigh escaping him. "This...this is Fae life, Raidi. Not just the politics and power struggles. There's beauty here too. And peace."

      His words settle around us, their truth washing over me like a soothing wave. Yes, there's a lot at stake, a lot to fear. But there's also much to discover, to embrace. I feel a strong pull to him, and perhaps that is how I found him while wandering through the fortress. But being close to him again in such a short time leaves me wondering what business he had, and how he became free of it so quickly. More thoughts race through my mind while I watch him walk away. Curious if he was wearing that color just a bit ago. I must be more exhausted than I thought. Perhaps I should find that plush mattress after all.

      With a grateful nod, I bid him goodnight, my heart a little lighter, my spirit a bit stronger. As I retreat back to my quarters, I clutch onto the newfound hope, tucking it securely in the recesses of my heart. Tomorrow may bring its challenges, its trials. But tonight, under the stars and amidst the silent beauty, I find the strength to look forward to the dawn.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      UNSEEN BATTLES

      Cool night air greets me as I return to my chambers, my steps echoing in the quiet corridor. I cast a last look over my shoulder at the twinkling garden and the tranquil slice of Fae life it represents. The fortress, now shadowed under moonlight, stands tall and ominous, a sleeping giant amidst the Fae lands.

      The worn handle of my chamber door turns beneath my fingers, its familiar touch a soft comfort. One of the few things I have to call my own in this foreign place. Closing the door behind me, I stand amidst the room's stark emptiness. The chill of the stone walls seep into my skin, slyly whispering tales of forgotten battles and lost love.

      I turn my attention to the untouched bed, its inviting softness a stark contrast to the solid stone beneath my feet. With a drawn-out sigh, I fall into its soothing comfort. My eyes trace the pattern of shadows on the ceiling as the moonlight pours in through the window, lending an ethereal quality to the room. An unvoiced wish escapes my heart, an urge to belong in this strange world that, despite its undeniable charm, seems so distant.

      A quiet knock at the door breaks my reverie. Galen's face flashes across my mind, but it's a slightly lower voice that pierces the silence, his gentle tone barely more than a whisper. "Raidi? May I enter?"

      At my permission, the door creaks open to reveal Galen, holding a tray laden with small dishes. His arrival stirs up a small smile on my face, his thoughtful gesture touching me more than I care to admit. As he places the tray on the table, my stomach gives an appreciative grumble.

      Hopping up from the bed, I pad over to the tray of delicious goodies and pop a small bite into my mouth. Barely chewing it before I swallow and smile in his direction in appreciation.

      "Guess I'm hungrier than I thought," I confess, the color on my cheeks betraying my embarrassment. He chuckles softly, his eyes crinkling with amusement.

      “I thought that your eyes were bluer than they are now?” the question out before I could think better of it.

      “I honestly thought that it would take you longer to notice. I am Erec, Galen’s twin brother. I am sure that you can sense there was more than one bond within us, I must confess I felt it in that same moment that you did with Galen. I know it was, because I was there, dressed in armor as my disguise.”

      He reaches his hand over to caress my cheek softly. The touch only intensifying the need to be bonded even further. Can it really be happening that I am to be bonded to two men?

      “Not many are aware of my existence. It is considered to be an abomination to have identical twins in our lands. And so, we have gone about life as one person. Never being in the same place, never having any proof of more than one son to the King and Queen.”

      “Oh, that seems like a hard life. We humans celebrate having multiple babies born together. Why is it not like that for you?”

      “The magic of the kingdom is not carried lightly. And the old scrolls say that a mirror of the son will be the ruin of the lands. Though it could be interpreted in many ways, it has always been the thought that it will be an identical twin. And so, our mother tried to have me killed, since I was born second.”

      “You don’t know your own mother?”

      “Of course, I do. She hasn’t been able to detect that I and my brother are not the same person.”

      “How was I able to do it?”

      “You didn’t know it was me you met in the armory, did you?”

      “I had a questioning thought, but I attributed it to simply exhaustion.”

      “I think that I know how you can tell…I was drawn to you the moment you crossed into the Fae kingdom, I could feel you. I think that you are made for us.”

      “I feel that pull too. It’s a constant thing inside of me, though now I can tell that there is a pull in two directions when I concentrate on it.”

      “I think that you’ll always be able to tell us apart from one another, because you are the thing that completes our souls. The very thing that we have been waiting for since the day we were born into this realm.”

      He moves closer to me, so close I can feel an energy from standing within this closeness.

      His hand reaches out and he tugs me closer, placing my flattened palm onto his chest over his heart.

      My breath hitches at his touch, a shiver coursing through my body. Erec's hands feel like flames against my skin, igniting a hunger that I never knew existed. The desire that courses through my veins is raw and untamed.

      I can feel his hot breath on the nape of my neck as he whispers in my ear, "Let me show you just how much I need you."

      With a growl, Erec scoops me up in his arms and carries me to the other side of the small table. The wood is hard against my skin as he lays me down and begins to explore every inch of me with his lips and hands.

      As Erec’s kisses trail lower and lower, I can feel the heat building within me. My body arches towards him as I moan in pleasure.

      We lose ourselves in each other, our bodies moving together in a rhythm both familiar and new. The sensations wash over us like waves crashing against the shore, each one stronger than the last until we both reach the peak of ecstasy.

      I don’t even know how or when we made our way back into the bed covered now in a mess of wrinkled linens.

      As we lay there, spent and sated, I realize that with Galen and Erec by my side, I am ready to face whatever challenges come our way. That I am truly complete. Together, we will tame the beast that is the Fae realm and build a future unlike any other.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      A NEW DAWN

      Daybreak detonates with a fierceness that both exhilarates and petrifies me, the sun blazing its declaration of a new beginning with a fiery defiance. An electrifying hum runs through my veins, signaling an enthusiasm for the winding path that stretches before me. The Fae world? It's a complex web of enchantment and peril, a maze I've only just started to unravel. Sure, terror prowls in the shadows like a stealthy predator, but beneath its snarl, a potent pulse of resolve thrums.

      Treading the stony arteries of the fortress, hushed voices of Fae soldiers bounce off the ancient walls like an echo chamber of whispers. Their words, a bizarre cocktail of reverence and judgment, ping off my skin, a mere bee-sting in the vastness of the task I've committed to. Do they accept me? An underlying question, yet I brush it off with a mental shrug, my stride gaining momentum on the crutch of that thought.

      My destination? The training ground, an endless tapestry of emerald under the watchful eyes of the morning sun. Warriors dance in an elegant ballet of raw strength, their power a tangible entity even from my distant observation. As I approach, my pulse sets a riotous beat, anticipation paints a sharp tang on my tongue, the kind you can almost taste. Yeah, this is the stuff epics are made of.

      Galen is here, a rock amidst the whirling current of change. His gaze is a mirror, reflecting a thousand silent pledges. A tangle of fingers and there we are, our hands laced together. His warmth seeps into me, an anchor against the looming tempest. Erec stands like a sentinel at our back, his focus unwavering. His masked and armored facade hiding his true self. It's a tableau of unity and I allow myself to sink into the embrace of their fortitude.

      Sure, fear lurks on the fringe, but it's dwarfed by the magic of the bond we share. The trio of us—Galen, Erec, and me—a unity against the avalanche of the world. Against the twisting games of the Fae court and the unnamed monsters that might skulk our way. We've signed up for this together, each with our flaws, our unique strength, bound by our collective goal. This is our pledge - we're committed till the inevitable end.

      Bathed in the ethereal light of a new dawn, we stand on the brink of change. The world an unwitting spectator. Our personal battlefield. We are warriors set on a daunting path, armed with the weapon of unity. I don’t know what to do with the curse that plagues the forest lands, but I was promised that once Galen is rid of his enemy, we would conquer that magical foe.

      My reverie has me simply staring at the man next to me. Appreciating every bit of his youthful elegance and handsome appearance.

      “I don’t think that I can wait any longer to have you. Come with me now to the chambers.” Galen pulls me into him and bands an arm around my waist.

      I can do no more than giggle at the idea of him and his brother both making their pledges of their devotion while together in the same bed.

      “Now, let us go now?” He looks at me with a spark of determination in his eyes. A simple nod in Erec’s direction has him following behind as the ever-ready guardian.

      The war room doors are held open by Erec as I am pulled closely behind Galen.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      BONDED FOREVER

      I gasp as Erec’s fingers trace the curve of my neck and trail down to the dip of my collarbone, igniting sparks in their wake. Galen's eyes flicker with desire as he leans in, his breath hot on my skin. His lips find mine, and fire races through me, leaving me breathless.

      Erec's hands continue their journey, trailing down my side to the flare of my hips before pulling me flush against him. Galen stands just as closely on my other side. His fingers tangle in my hair and he deepens the kiss, his tongue dueling with mine. I moan against his mouth, giving myself over to sensation.

      The sound of armor clanging behind me in the chamber brings me back to reality with a jolt. Galen stiffens and his eyes dart towards the door. "Stay here," he orders before striding over to the entrance.

      I watch as he slips through a barely cracked doorway, Erec still behind me, navigating his way across every curve on my body. “Don’t worry he’ll be right back. Probably just telling whoever it is to leave, or complete some menial task so we are left alone.”

      Galen reenters the room and swoops me into his arms by lifting me by my thighs so that my core would be centered around his hard planes of muscle. They clench and I can feel the tight ridges there against my soft center.

      He gathers me into his arms, the taste of ash and smoke on his lips. "We always knew this day would come," he says soberly. "My brother and I knew that we would always be destined to love the same woman."

      I feel us all move together toward the small settee that is poised behind a false wall made of barely a sheer curtain and some thin strips of wood and parchment.

      The brothers take turns with turning my head toward them, and owning my mouth in a passionate kiss, or peppering my neck and that small sensitive spot behind my ear with wet hot open mouth kisses, sucking ever so slightly as they pull away.

      Both of them, so similar in every way, yet I can tell the difference even with my eyes closed.

      My clothes are taken off slowly, carefully. Followed across the bare skin with tender touches are my men’s hands. The sensation leaving my peach-fuzz hairs standing on end.

      The moment they both bend to my chest and each one of them latching on has me moaning before I can even get my hands tangled into their hair. The sensation is nearly enough to have me come undone. I feel the edge of that cliff coming closer with each lick and suck, each tender touch.

      “You're ours now. Never mind the mating ceremony. This…this is all I need to know that you will be ours for the rest of our days.” The strained voice of Erec whispers across my heated skin.

      “I love you…both of you. I can feel it inside of my soul. A piece that has been missing, that I never knew was waiting for you to find and fill it is so overly full it's near painful the amount of love that I feel right now.”

      “You will feel even more full in just a moment, my princess.” Galen all but growls while he lifts and shifts my hips to meet his.

      The tiny ministrations of Erec continue as I feel the pressure of Galen at my entrance. His hardened steel pressed against my bundle of nerves has me flash into orgasmic bliss. In the next second, I can feel him sliding into me as I release a torrent onto him.

      “That’s it, just relax into the love we offer you. Take every bit of us, and we will only give you more.” Erec is clearly the more sentimental of the two, with statements like that.

      I am barely returned to my own body when I feel the rhythm change from Galen, and Eric takes my hand to wrap around himself. While I begin to stroke with my grip still loose on his smooth shaft, I can feel him lean away from me ever so slightly.

      He puts his face down by my core and first blows cold air on the wet hot surface, sending a chill up my spine. Then he takes the swollen bud into his mouth and sucks, hard.

      I am thrown so far and so fast over the edge that I was not prepared for anything quite so blissful, so extreme.

      Again, I find myself dazed and returning to my body only to find that the brothers have swapped positions, and my hand is covered in my own cream as it encircles Galen’s red and angry looking head.

      “Just a few more strokes princess and you’ll be rewarded with the royal seed. I want you to taste it for me…will you do that, beautiful?”

      Galen and Erec both place their hands on my chest, directly over my heart, their rhythm matching in tempo perfectly like a song is playing that only they can hear.

      With a few more thrusts Erec presses into me further, and Galen holds the back of my head while his thick hot cum juts directly into my opened mouth. My tongue hangs out slightly as I feel another shot, then another. My core clenching and milking equally as much from my perfect protector. My mates. Such a foreign concept only a short while ago, is now perfection.

      “We’ll always have each other. The bond is made regardless of the ceremony. I can feel it.”

      “As can I, brother.”

      I nod in agreement, knowing that our love will be our shield against any threat that comes our way. As we hold each other in the aftermath, we are more determined than ever to write our own future and forge a kingdom built on love and trust.

      Eyes closed; I take a moment to simply breathe. And then, with a nod at Galen and Erec, I find myself drifting off to sleep in the arms of the men that own my heart. The stain on my soul is now a permanent reminder that I am bound to the Fae.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      LESSONS OF FAE

      I awake, caught in the lingering embrace of Galen and Erec, their breaths synchronized in the tranquil hum of sleep. The darkness outside whispers the tale of a world still in slumber. A soft sigh escapes my lips as I wriggle out of the tangle of limbs, my skin yearning for their touch even as I distance myself.

      They must’ve carried me back to the chambers after our interlude. I was so exhausted, I barely even know how long I was out for.

      Erec's hand darts out, fingers brushing my wrist in quiet protest. "Where to, princess?" His voice is rough with sleep, a low rumble that vibrates through the silence.

      My heart does a somersault. Damn him and his charmingly disheveled, just-woke-up allure. "I need some air," I offer, a half-hearted excuse slipping past my lips.

      Galen stirs, rubbing his eyes. The sight of his ruffled hair brings a ghost of a smile to my face. "We'll join you."

      Together, we venture into the cool, moonlit night, our bodies brushing against one another in comfortable silence. The world outside is alien, a realm bathed in otherworldly luminescence and shrouded in whispering shadows. I breathe in deeply, tasting the crispness of the night air, the hint of raw magic making my senses hum.

      Galen begins to weave tales of the Fae, the words pouring from his lips like an enchanted river. His voice is hypnotic, his stories painting images of ancient traditions, battles fought, and love won. Beside him, Erec simply listens, his silence a testament to the depth of his wisdom, or perhaps, the weight of his past.

      "The journey ahead..." Galen breaks off, his eyes lost in the distance, "it's treacherous. The Fae High Court is a battlefield of politics and power."

      Erec's hand finds mine, his thumb gently stroking my knuckles. "We've got you, Raidi. We'll face it all together."

      Their words echo in my heart, an unwavering promise against the melody of the night. Yet, as the first light of dawn pierces the sky, I can't shake off the whispering dread that coils around my heart, the taste of fear that clings to my tongue. As I drift back to sleep, nestled between the warmth of Galen and Erec, I can only hope that the bonds we've forged will be enough to weather the storm that awaits us.

      Before the trials and tribulations of the Fae realm, before the grandeur of the palace and the frosty gazes of the court, we stand united—three hearts beating in sync, ready to take on the world.
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        * * *

      

      Daylight seeps in through a break in the curtains, an unwelcome invader rudely interrupting my reprieve from reality. Erec's steady breathing at the crook of my neck feels like home, while Galen's arm slung over my waist is a fortress, offering security. But duty has a naggy little way of intruding, even into the most peaceful of moments.

      The men stir as I extract myself from the cocoon of warmth. "It's morning already?" Galen grumbles, squeezing his eyes shut against the assault of daylight.

      "Unfortunately," I quip back, a thread of dry humor lacing my words. I pad to the window, yanking the curtains open to reveal the day in all its intimidating glory. The realm of the Fae lies spread out like a patchwork quilt of unfamiliar, daunting wonder.

      Erec joins me by the window, his presence a comforting warmth at my side. "Beautiful, isn't it?" His voice is a murmur against the stillness, an echo of the awe mirroring in my own heart.

      Yet beneath the beauty lurks the beast—the Fae High Court. Anticipation and dread meld into a turbulent cocktail, turning my stomach. "How do we face them, Erec?"

      His fingers trace patterns on my arm, grounding, reassuring. "Like we will face everything in our lives, Raidi. Together."

      Galen's footfalls sound behind us, a rhythmic reassurance of his support. His voice is resolute, echoing Erec's sentiment. "Together."

      The word wraps around us, a protective veil forged of bonds stronger than any arcane magic. It's an echo of yesterday's promise, a beacon of hope amidst the chaos to come.

      As we step out, armed with courage and unity, I realize this is not just a physical journey into the heart of Fae territory. It's a voyage of discovery, a test of our limits, and the validation of our connection. It's the prologue to a tale of love and power, of battles and betrayals, woven with threads of courage and hope.

      And as we move towards the grandeur of the Fae palace, ready to face the disdainful eyes of the court, I can't help but feel a sense of exhilaration bubbling beneath the fear. After all, who are we if not adventurers, primed for the challenges thrown our way?

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      THE FAE PALACE

      I'm tumbling through the heart of Fae territory, drunk on the swirling, surreal colors that characterize this captivating landscape. Galen, my firm-handed guide, is the compass on this bewildering journey. His words wash over me, tales of ancient landmarks and peculiar customs of the Fae. My mind? A ravenous sponge, soaking up every morsel of knowledge in preparation for the unfamiliar terrain that lies ahead.

      As we draw nearer, the grandeur of the Fae palace creeps into sight, just a whisper at first. Its splendor, woven into stories and songs, is on the cusp of unfurling before my eager eyes. But the looming shadow of the Fae High Court—a frost-veiled fortress bustling with Fae of disdainful eyes—nips at the bud of my anticipation, dousing it in icy tendrils of fear.

      In the heart of the Fae realm, away from the surreal swirl of colors and the frosty glares of the Fae High Court, we seek refuge. In an alcove, partly shrouded by a cascade of willowy blossoms, we huddle, and I am wedged between Galen and Erec, their warmth seeping into my every pore. Their whispers weave tales of their exploits in the realm, stories as enchanting as the celestial landscape unfurling around us.

      Galen's words dance in the air, painting the history of each landmark with a masterful stroke of his native tongue. My gaze flits between him and the structures he describes, awe and terror playing tug of war in my heart.

      A chuckle ripples from Erec, low and infectious. "Terrified, love?" the tease evident in his voice.

      I answer with a smirk and a quip, "Only a lunatic wouldn't be, considering the company."

      The jest hangs in the air, sparking off a ripple of laughter. The tension nestled within my ribcage eases, their camaraderie a comforting balm against the prickling sense of impending doom.

      But the jest doesn't quite mask the gravitas of our impending confrontation with the Fae Elders. That icy fortress, teeming with Fae bearing disdainful eyes, looms over our momentary mirth, a silent reminder of the trials that lie ahead.

      Galen's hand sneaks into mine, his thumb tracing lazy circles on my skin. His grip is firm, anchoring me amidst the swirling vortex of uncertainty.

      I glance over at Erec, his aquiline profile bathed in the soft, iridescent glow of the Fae lights. His eyes, pools of the deepest blue seas, meet mine, and in them, I see an echo of my own fears, my own hopes.

      We are but three souls, intertwined by destiny, standing at the precipice of the unknown. The Fae realm, for all its bewitching beauty, harbors shadows deep and dark, a labyrinth we're about to delve into.

      As we steel ourselves for the challenges to come, I find solace in their presence, in their shared resolve. We are no longer just individuals—we are a unit, a trifecta of strength and determination.

      And with that thought, I draw a deep breath, the heady scent of Fae blossoms filling my lungs. I squeeze Galen's hand in silent promise, and with a nod at Erec, we march towards the grandeur of the Fae palace, prepared to face whatever the realm throws our way.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      PALACE GRANDEUR

      The magnificence of the Fae Palace is a sight to behold, an architectural marvel birthed from stardust and dreams. It stretches toward the sky, a beacon of radiant light piercing the inky blackness. Each brick, each stone, seems to hum with a power that stirs the air around us, pulsating with an otherworldly rhythm.

      Our footfalls echo through the immense courtyard, an eerily haunting serenade in the vast expanse. Erec, ever the sentinel, keeps a vigilant eye, scanning the perimeter. The raw intensity etched across his barely visible features ripples an uneasy thrill through me. His warrior instincts, honed razor-sharp, are our shield against the unknown.

      Galen, the bridge between worlds, assumes the role of our guide. The echoes of his shared tales lend context to the alien marvels around us, the historical tapestry of his homeland, unfolding with each passing monument. There's a poignant wistfulness in his gaze as he leads us deeper into the labyrinth of the Fae Palace, a soft whisper of nostalgia tugging at the corners of his heart.

      As we traverse the palace grounds, the air grows colder, nipping at my exposed skin. I find myself huddling closer to Galen and Erec, drawing from their radiant heat. A silence, thick and foreboding, descends upon us, the gravity of our journey wrapping us in its unyielding grasp. Every cobbled step towards the Fae Elders sends shivers scurrying down my spine, my heart fluttering like a caged bird.

      Then, we're there. Before us lies the Fae High Court, its icy façade shimmering under the ethereal glow of the palace. It looms over us, a frost-veiled monolith brimming with anticipatory dread. A subtle squeeze from Galen’s hand reassures me, a tangible reminder that I am not alone in this whirlpool of Fae politics.

      We draw breaths in unison, a triad steeling ourselves before diving into the frigid depths of the Fae world. There's a final exchange of meaningful glances, promises forged in silence and sealed with determination. And then, with a collective resolve hardening our hearts, we cross the threshold into the Fae High Court, prepared to weather the storm that awaits.

      This is it. The beginning of the end. Or perhaps, just maybe, the start of a new chapter in the annals of Fae history, with us—an unlikely trio of hearts intertwined by destiny—at its helm.

      Our journey brings us into the throng of indifferent faces, bodies adorned in silken threads of moonlight and shadows. Galen's hand clasps mine once more, a grounding anchor, leading us through the frost-laced crowd. Our destination? The throne room, a solemn sanctuary, wherein the Fae king and queen perch atop their thrones with the elegance of prowling panthers, their gazes, sharp as icicles, drilling into us.

      Erec stays hidden amongst the castle guards in his near matching armor, and I continue on with Galen. Leaving half of my heart behind as I continue steadfast toward the sneering royal before us.

      Galen announces, “Word has been sent ahead of our arrival. You should know that we seek your approval to complete the mating ritual and ceremony.”

      A dismissive laugh slithers from the queen's crimson lips. "She's just a human girl." Her words echo, cold and cutting, in the vaulted expanse.

      Galen's spine stiffens, his gaze hardened into flint. "She's not 'just' a human girl. She's a princess," he corrects, the edge in his voice a sharpened dagger. "She possesses a power that commands respect, one that brings to our realm something you could only dare to imagine."

      The regal pair shares a loaded glance, the silence a heartbeat before the storm. The king finally dips his head in a nod of reluctant agreement. "Very well. As far as we are concerned you may proceed with the mating ritual. But be reminded, it carries a price."

      A pause of silence, before the king speaks up again, “Oh Galen…one more thing. You will need the permission of the Elders and the full High court as well before the mating ritual will be allowed, you are our only son after all.”

      His look of disdain towards me says more than a thousand words. He knows something more and he isn’t telling us. Maybe to spare his son the grief, or maybe just to be an evil monarch. I wish I knew what I had done to earn such a reputation, aside from simply being human.

      The brittle reception does little to warm my heart. It's a far cry from the welcoming embrace I'd foolishly envisioned. We must now tread on eggshells, moving with the grace of dancers across a minefield, to navigate the complex maze of our mission. But for the moment, we surrender to the intoxicating allure of each other's presence, blissfully oblivious. With only a niggling feeling of the sinister forces quietly coiling in the shadows, seemingly ready to strike, we still hold our fingers intertwined and our hearts beating the same rhythm.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      THE LULL BEFORE THE STORM

      In the silver-tinged silence following the royal decree, Galen and I stand rooted, raw bewilderment churning in our stomachs. His thumb traces soothing circles on my knuckles, the only anchor tethering me to the present.

      "She's just a human girl," the queen's dismissive words echo in my mind, tugging at the frayed ends of my confidence. My gaze drifts towards the court—a dazzling spectacle of cold elegance—their bright eyes sparkling with haughty indifference. Is this my future? A sea of faces, beautiful and terrible, endlessly questioning my worth?

      Galen's grip tightens. "We'll figure it out," he murmurs, his voice low, a ripple of tension underlying his words. "Together, remember?"

      And just like that, the queen's words fade into nothingness. A rush of warmth sweeps over me as I nod, my resolve steeling. This is my journey too, not just his.
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        * * *

      

      Our first night in the Fae castle is quiet, only the distant hoot of an owl punctuating the silence. We retreat to our quarters, the grandeur of our surroundings a sharp contrast to the turmoil within. Soft torchlight dances across the room, painting dappled patterns on the walls, echoing the unease inside me.

      Galen moves to the balcony, his silhouette backlit against the ethereal Fae-night sky. I follow, wrapping my arms around myself, soaking in the hushed tranquility of the night. He turns to me, his face softened by the glowing moonlight, a question lingering in his eyes.

      "You, okay?" he asks, the words hanging between us, laced with concern. I nod, forcing a smile, the taste of uncertainty bitter in my mouth.

      The Fae Palace is beautiful, carved from the tales of a thousand dreams, and yet, its splendor does nothing to quell the roiling disquiet within me. "I can't shake off the queen's words," I confess, my voice barely a whisper.

      He steps closer, tugging me into his arms, his warmth seeping into me. "You're more than just a human girl, Raidi," he murmurs, his breath warm against my ear, "you're my girl. My future."

      Despite the gravity of his words, a smirk teases the corners of his mouth. "Besides, who would've thought a day would come when you'd actually agree with the Fae queen?"

      I snort, elbowing him in the ribs, the sound bouncing off the still night. "Shut up, Galen," I grumble, half-heartedly shoving him away. His laughter, bright and unguarded, diffuses the tension between us, the sound a balm to my fears. He pulls me closer, and for a moment, the world beyond us ceases to exist.

      We lose ourselves in the simplicity of the night, cloaked under the moon's gentle glow. The weight of our shared destiny presses upon us, whispering of a future riddled with unknowns.

      We make the most of this calm. As the moonlight drapes our intertwined bodies, we take solace in our bond, seeking comfort in shared laughter and whispered words. The unvoiced promises hanging between us feel more real than the cold stone beneath us.

      His fingers dance across my skin, eliciting sensations that not only light my skin on fire, but also the tendril of that bond within me.

      “Tomorrow, we step into the fray, bearing the weight of two worlds on our shoulders. Tonight, though, we're two young hearts bound by a love that refuses to bow to fate.” His words hang heavy in the air between us, but is swallowed quickly by his mouth pressed to mine.

      His tongue dances with mine and soon his dancing fingers do a pirouette across my heated core.

      “Let’s not dwell on any of these worldly problems, not tonight. Tonight, let there just be us. Our love. Our Bond.”

      His body shifts so that it covers mine, and the weight of him is just enough to hold me there, yet not so much that it’s crushing in its intensity. When he begins to shift his weight though, that's when I feel the need, so deep within me, that I almost explode immediately.

      “You’re so perfect, Raidi. I promise to give you sweeter love than any story ever told. Just love me in return.” The look in his eyes is almost pained as he slides into me, until our bodies have become one.

      “I do love you. I will always experience the magic of love with you.”

      He continues to roll his hips and move ever so slowly. Kisses lighter than a feather touch in every place he can reach with his lips.

      I can feel him press up with one arm and slip the other between our joined bodies. The pressure building inside of me is comparable to the pressure that he uses on my bundle of nerves while continuing that same slow—achingly slow—motion of his hips.

      With a change in the pace, I can feel him nearly withdrawal completely and I wrap my legs around him to prevent that, but the moment I do he changes the angle and the speed with which he gives my swollen bud attention. This is the catalyst that explodes white hot heat from my core and a galaxy behind my eyes.

      “So Beautiful,” he whispered into the skin at my bosom as he curls his arms under and around my shoulders, giving him the extra force to press deeper than ever before.

      I feel when he reaches his pinnacle and my core clenches around him, not wanting him to leave this moment, this space we have where our two bodies have become one.

      As the night deepens, so does the promise within us. We will face the trials ahead. Together. The echoes of our whispered vows fade into the still night.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      THE DANCE OF SOULS

      The Fae-night sky settles like a gentle shroud over the palace, its stars winking at our shared secret. Tonight, beneath these alien constellations, we partake in an age-old rite, steeped in centuries of Fae history.

      "I'm not sure I'm ready for this," I mutter, twirling a loose strand of hair. I catch a glimpse of Galen's eyes in the mirror, deep pools of sapphire and moonlight, and his reassuring smile settles some of my nerves.

      He pads over to me, hands resting lightly on my shoulders. "Hey," he whispers, "we can wait, Raidi. We don't have to rush this."

      I meet his gaze in the mirror, see the truth in his words, but something in me refuses to back down. I'm stubborn, sure as the sun sets in the western sky, and he knows it.

      Shaking my head, I rise, turning to face him. His hands move to my waist instinctively, pulling me closer. "We do this. Together," I echo his earlier words, lacing my fingers through his. A flicker of pride dances in his gaze, warming me from the inside out.

      Our hands linked, we step onto the moonlit balcony, the Fae-night air wrapping us in its cool embrace.

      “The mating ritual begins with a dance,” Galen explains.

      I can't help but snort, the image of us two stepping across the balcony, a hilarious contrast to our usual swaying to a melody that isn’t there. He laughs at my reaction, his eyes twinkling with mischief. He leads me down the attached stairway from the balcony to the courtyard that is basked in bright moonlight.

      "Dance, Raidi," he echoes, spinning me around. I squeal, gripping his hand tighter, as he sweeps me across the courtyard. Laughter bubbles from my lips, intertwining with his own. Who knew the big, brooding Fae prince could have such lightness in him?

      The dance gradually morphs into something more. It's in the way Galen’s eyes linger on mine, the way our bodies sway closer. The way his thumb caresses my hand, his touch sending a ripple of electricity coursing through me. And I find myself not just dancing, but truly living within these moments.

      As the night deepens, Galen gently guides us through the rest of the ritual, the exchange of vows, the declaration of our bond to the moon and stars. I find my voice merging with his, our words swirling up towards the twinkling sky, bound by the sacredness of our promises.

      I find myself twirling into the arms of Erec, and Galen has disappeared seamlessly. The dancing continues and the same heartfelt confessions and promises are exchanged between our souls.

      They initiate movements and manage to bring us back to the chambers where I find that Galen is already waiting, the scent of flowers in the air from the petals strewn across the perfectly made bed.

      “You look so perfect for us, Raidi. Come, let us show you how we are to finish the ritual.” Galen smooths his hand across the tufted bedspread with a sly smirk.

      I feel my heart race as they both approach me, their eyes hungry with desire. I have never felt so wanted in my life, and it both excites and terrifies me.

      Galen's hand cups the back of my neck as Erec's fingers trace patterns along my arms. They bring their faces closer to mine, their breath hot on my skin as they whisper soft words of adoration and devotion.

      My body responds to their touch before my mind can even process what is happening. Galen's lips claim mine in a searing kiss, while Erec trails kisses along my neck, sending shivers down my spine.

      They guide me towards the bed as we start to undress one another. The soft fabric of my gown falls to the floor as Galen kisses his way down my body, his tongue tracing patterns along the curves of my breasts.

      Erec's fingers trail further south, finding the wetness between my thighs. I gasp as he slides a finger inside me, the pleasure building within me with every thrust.

      The two of them move together in a dance all their own as they pleasure me in ways, I never thought possible. I am lost in a sea of sensation as they both take turns exploring every inch of my body.

      My hands wander the planes of skin set before me, touching, caressing, but not feeling with my fingers. The sensation seems to be magical, like sparks from a fire floating toward the starry sky.

      I find myself being lifted atop Erec as he lays on the bed on his back, my back resting on his chest now. He bands his arms around my ribcage just below my sensitive breasts.

      “We’ll take this slowly, princess. You are going to love it. Promise.” Galen shifts himself so that he is between all four legs on the bed and leans down to take my heat, into his mouth.

      Erec continues to show attention to that sensitive spot behind my ear, and play with my nipples between his finger tips, then alternates to massaging my breasts with his palms.

      I feel Galen’s tongue enter me, followed closely by two fingers which only made me arch my back and moan at the intrusion.

      “That’s it, almost ready for us. Just relax into our touches,” Erec whispers into my ear with his sex laden voice.

      I do just that, I feel myself sink into the body that holds me even further, and let out a breath that comes out as another moan. I have no control over my body’s reactions now.

      I feel a bit of pressure at my tightness, and Galen coos a hush sound as I feel a finger slip beyond that barrier. Slow, soft strokes with intermittent laps from his tongue have my hips rolling of their own accord.

      A soft nibble then a hard suction, and I can feel my eyes roll into the back of my head. My legs trembling and the continued motion only extends the orgasm further.

      Just then I feel another shift. Erec lines himself up, and replaces the one finger easily while I am still experiencing aftershocks. Galen puts his hands on the backs of my knees and presses my legs open a bit wider for his large body, and slips along the wetness all the way home.

      Both of the men are fully seated, and then they begin to shift their hips and move inside of me. I can feel them against the thin wall that separates them, each alternating push then pull. Erec pushes one of his hands down my belly and presses ever so slightly above my core, and my world explodes once more.

      In the quiet aftermath, Erec tucks me into his side, our breaths syncing in rhythm with the gentle whispers of the Fae-night. His lips find mine in a slow, sweet kiss. A promise. A testament to our newfound bond.

      "Ready to face the world, my fierce little human?" he murmurs against my lips. I can't help but chuckle at his words.

      "Bring it on, Fae boy," I sass back, my heart drumming a triumphant beat. Tonight, we aren't just a human and Fae, or soldiers and a scholar, a girl and her boys. We're a force of nature, simply a shared soul. And together, we're invincible.

      As we surrender to the lull of the Fae-night, entwined in the intimacy of our shared warmth, I can't help but feel a sense of rightness. A sense of belonging. As if every decision, every twist and turn in our journey had led us to this moment. This beautiful, tender moment of simply being, of breathing in sync, of hearts beating as one.

      We'll face the dawn when it comes. We'll face the challenges, the trials, the expectations. But for now, in this sacred silence of our bond, we simply exist. Two souls, woven together by the threads of destiny, dancing under the same Fae-night sky. Tonight, we are boundless. We are infinite. Tonight, we are…us.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      A CLASH OF TRADITIONS

      The air in the Forbidden Mountains holds a trace of tension, mingling with the freshness of nature. Galen, stands beside me, our bodies infused with life's vibrant pulse as we navigate these treacherous peaks. Each day, we unravel more layers of ourselves, weaving our souls together in a tapestry of shared existence.

      Life, with its twisted sense of humor, can't resist playing its wicked hand. Our joy, radiant as the sun shining upon these mountains, morphs into darkness the moment news of our bond trickles down to the other kingdoms.

      We find ourselves with an audience of both of our kingdoms as soon as we step into the dining room for breakfast.

      Queen Isadora's voice cuts through the air like a sword unsheathed. "Oh, Raidi, what have you done?" Fury ignites her eyes, her gaze searing through my soul. "We've been locked in battle with those Fae kingdom jerks since time immemorial. Do you honestly believe that cozying up to one of them will do us any good?"

      Meanwhile, King Alric, never one to mince words, delivers a verbal lashing to Galen. "My boy, you've dealt a blow to our family name with this reckless stunt of yours. The Elders are furious!"

      We attempt, futile as it may be, to explain the intricacies of this ancient Fae mating tradition, etched deep within our bones for countless centuries. But our words fall on deaf ears. All they want is to rip apart the bond that ties us, as if it were a mere piece of paper to be torn and discarded. Yet this bond, this force that binds us together, is unbreakable—it transcends time, space, and the boundaries of kingdoms. It is everlasting.

      The atmosphere's nothing short of a lightning storm as we step away from the dining room, tension humming in the air like a string plucked on a lute. My heart pulsates in rhythm with the muffled echoes of our parent's disapproval, reverberating through the ornate hallways of the palace. Their conversation carrying only as far as the cloth banners that cover the walls, so the echoes don’t reverberate.

      King Alric's face, usually as calm as a moonlit lake, is now stormy and brooding, and Queen Isadora's fiery eyes continue to smolder with barely concealed fury.

      "What on earth were you thinking, Galen?" King Alric barks out, his voice echoing ominously in the cavernous space.

      A fair question, all things considered. But my eyes land on Galen, firm and unyielding as the very mountains we roamed, and I know the answer. Love. That's what he was thinking. That's what we were thinking.

      Galen rises to the challenge, chin jutting out stubbornly, "We're thinking, Father, that maybe the Elder’s ways aren't always the best ways."

      I can't help but admire him. He's facing a dragon and not flinching, not even when the dragon in question is his father.

      Queen Isadora, turns her searing gaze on me, "This isn't just about you, Raidi. It's about the kingdom, about the thousands of lives you're toying with for your infatuation!"

      Is it an infatuation? The word sounds so light, so fleeting. Our bond, the spark we share, it's as old as the stars and as deep as the ocean. But there's no point arguing semantics. Not when the threat of war hangs over us like a guillotine blade, sharp and deadly.

      With a sigh, I reach out to her, "Mother, if we don't change, we will never grow. Galen and I...we're just trying to make the world a bit brighter, a bit safer. Isn't that what you've always taught me? I came here to seek their help with the curse on our lands, I didn’t know that I would become a part of them, a piece in a puzzle more ancient than we can fathom."

      The room falls silent, the echoes of our words hanging heavy. The shared looks between our parents speak volumes, louder than any war drum. They're not happy, but they're listening. Perhaps, that's a start. A small start in a long journey.

      Galen squeezes my hand, a silent pledge of support, and I return the squeeze. We have our love, and we have each other. As we brave the storms ahead, that's more than enough.

      Our parents leave us standing there, the clink of their royal ornaments fading into the silence. A silence that swallows us whole, leaving only the pounding of our hearts and the resolve within us. We can face whatever comes next, and we will, together.

      Love has been the downfall of kingdoms before, but who's to say it can't also be their savior?

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      THE LABYRINTH OF DIPLOMACY

      The night is a raven's wing, stars piercing the inky darkness with their sharp glimmers. We're up on the palace's highest tower, a space Galen calls his refuge. This place, high above the conflicts of the earth below, feels like the eye of the storm, calm despite the chaos swirling around us.

      "I didn't think it would be this difficult," I murmur, leaning into Galen's steady warmth, my gaze pinned on the flickering lights of the distant kingdoms. His fingers interlock with mine, his thumb tracing a gentle rhythm against my skin. His touch, a comforting balm in these troubled times.

      Galen's laugh is soft, a gust of wind in this silent night. "Oh, Raidi," he teases, "did you think marrying a prince would be all roses and no thorns?" There's a note of sarcasm in his voice that makes me grin.

      "Guess I didn't read the fine print," I shoot back, elbowing him lightly in the side.

      Our laughter fades, slipping away with the night's breeze. Yet, it's the silence that feels heavy, pregnant with unsaid words and worries.

      "Hey," he says, turning to face me. His sapphire and topaz eyes hold mine, a silent promise glowing in their depths. "We'll face worse, Raidi. This is just the beginning of our trials, but I know that we can and will take on anyone and anything that stands in our way. We've got this."

      I nod, bolstered by his conviction. But the labyrinth of diplomacy is a different kind of beast, one that thrives not on brute force but careful negotiation, tactful words and the promise of shared power.

      "We need to show them the strength of our bond," I say, looking at Galen. A thought flashes in my mind, a plan forming out of the chaos. He cocks his head to the side, an eyebrow raised in intrigue.

      "Do tell," he prompts, a slow smirk spreading across his handsome face. And so, I do. I tell him about my idea to hold a feast, one that celebrates our bond, a spectacle designed to put any doubts to rest. I can see the gears turning in his head as he listens, his eyes gleaming with anticipation.

      “Maybe Freya has some ideas that can help too. She’s been keeping me company when you leave me to my own devices.”

      He's quiet for a moment before he breaks into a wide grin. "You're a genius, Raidi," he exclaims, pulling me into his arms. I laugh, my heart fluttering at his words.

      The excitement is palpable as we dive headfirst into preparations. We work alongside the staff, our hands as dirty as theirs. We haggle with vendors, convince chefs to create exotic dishes, and I even learn a couple of traditional Fae dances.

      Amidst all the chaos, I find a strange sense of peace. This is what we're fighting for, a world where humans and Fae can coexist, where traditions merge and borders disappear.

      As we waltz around the grand ballroom, rehearsing for the grand finale, I catch a glimpse of Galen's smile. A smile that speaks volumes of hope, of a future that is ours to shape. I match his smile with my own, my hand tightening around his.

      And in that moment, despite the clash of traditions, we're invincible. Two souls, dancing their way through the labyrinth of diplomacy, unwavering in their love, and unbreakable in their bond. And for now, that's all we need to keep going.

      We've got this. Together, we've got this.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      A CHOICE TO MAKE

      Days blur into one another, and tension stretches between our kingdoms like a taut bowstring, ready to snap at any moment. My mother’s soldiers gather at the borders, their fingers twitching, eager for the thrill of battle. Mother doesn’t trust the Fae, and never has. So, to be amidst negotiations in their lands she would set them to defend the kingdom while she was away.

      Erec and I know that we must act, that we must find a way to prevent the impending madness from erupting. A meeting with our parents—our beloved but stubborn parents. Yet, it resembles a pressure cooker, with neither side willing to yield an inch.

      We have regular meetings with our respective parents in the castle, attempting the entire time to get to a place where we can both agree on our respective realms working together as one. Where we instead have no borders.

      "Make a choice, Raidi," Queen Isadora insists, her voice dripping with icy disdain. "Your kingdom or this Fae heartthrob of yours."

      I'm torn between two worlds, caught between my love for Galen and Erec and my duty to my kingdom as its princess to remain in that realm. It's not a matter of simply picking a side. My heart is split in two, and I yearn for a path that leads to peace.

      As it stands no one knows that Erec is with me now and not Galen. He answers to the name Galen, and plays the part equally as well as his brother. I wonder if they will ever reveal themselves?

      "We can find a way," Erec interjects, his voice unwavering. His eyes lock onto mine, a beacon of determination. "We can unite our kingdoms, break your land’s curse…all of it. All we ask is for you to give us a chance." He directs his words towards my mother, though his gaze never leaves mine.

      They are not yet convinced, but at least they are listening. And so, for the next few days, Galen, Erec, and I endure sleepless nights, laboring over negotiations, straining to find that elusive common ground. We sit across tables with diplomats, wrestling with words in the hopes of capturing a fragile peace. The Elders of the High Fae Court opposed every offer, never becoming agreeable to any terms set forth, obstinance at every turn. It is a grueling process, but our hope never wanes.

      And then, finally, the moment arrives. Ink dries upon the parchment, sealing our love and our triumph. We become the poster couple for unity, thrust into the limelight as heroes in a world yearning for compassion. The High Court abandoned the process leaving us to find our own path to democracy. I swore I overheard them say that we would pay for our insubordination, but it had to be a mistake—my imagination running away.

      We will pour our hearts and souls into sculpting a world where love is not a forbidden utterance, where peace is more than a figment of imagination.

      A surge of gratitude wells within me. Every trial, every heart-wrenching obstacle has been worth it. "I never imagined love could be like this," I confess, my voice barely a whisper.

      Erec draws me close, his touch warm and comforting. His hand envelops mine, a testament to our unbreakable bond. "Raidi, you are my everything. My love for you transcends the boundaries of this world."

      Our lips meet in a tender kiss, an affirmation of our indomitable spirit. We have weathered the storm, emerging stronger than ever before.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      A DANCE WITH FATE

      They may have thought they could stop us, those elders of the Fae Court with their ancient faces etched with lines of stubborn tradition. But little do they realize that the more they try to keep us apart, the stronger our desire burns.

      At this moment, I have never felt more alive. It's as if I could challenge the entire universe and emerge victorious. Galen and I have united our realms, extinguishing the flames of war and mending the wounds of the injured. We have become the heroes of countless tales, our love a beacon of hope illuminating the darkest of nights.

      Yet, the elders of the Fae Court, with their lofty heads lost in clouds of tradition, they clip our wings. They brand our love as an unholy fusion, an abomination that must be contained.

      The aftermath is akin to a sucker punch to the gut. Galen and I have put our sweat and determination to forge this fragile peace, only for them to carve us apart.

      "No way in hell will we let this happen," I declare, my voice dripping with defiance. "You both own my heart. Why should the boundaries of kingdoms stand in our path?"

      Galen's grip tightens around my hand, his eyes reflecting a potent blend of love and desperation. He whispers, "Love is a flame that will never be extinguished."

      We try to reason with the stubborn elders, to make them understand the depths of our love. But it's like shouting into a raging tempest. The Fae Court is steeped in tradition, their laws as unyielding as stone. The mating ritual will not be allowed. The union of Human and Fae forbidden. The prophecy of our bond is still a relic even to the elders, nothing to prove the words were from a place of truth.

      And so, Galen, Erec, and I become star-crossed lovers, forced to conceal our love beneath a shroud of secrecy. The fact that we have already completed the bond should mean something, but we daren’t share that we have already broken Fae law.

      We steal moments together, hidden away when the stars align. As if the secrecy of Galen and Erec themselves wasn’t enough already.

      But the irony is a cruel companion. The more they pry us apart, the more our hearts yearn for each other. Our love becomes a roaring bonfire, defiant, wild, and unstoppable.

      Wrapped in a shared cloak, concealed from prying eyes, we acknowledge the weight of our clandestine yet unyielding love. To exist without the other is unfathomable.

      "I am nearing my breaking point," I confess, the bitterness lingering on my tongue.

      Galen's lips brush against my forehead, his fingers painting unseen masterpieces upon my skin. He murmurs, "We will find a way, my darling. We will dismantle these barriers that seek to imprison us. Together, we shall be free."

      As the moon waxes and wanes, our secret love becomes heavier, more burdensome to bear. The castle staff sniff out the hints, they begin to suspect the shadows we weave.

      We are left with no choice. We must emerge from the darkness, for we cannot shroud our love indefinitely.

      Summoning our most trusted advisors, we gather to plot and scheme, searching for a way to sway the stony hearts of the elders. But they are immovable, entrenched in their traditions and courtly formalities.

      The blow strikes us with the force of a thunderclap. Our hearts splinter in two, as if we are pieces of a whole forever kept at arm's length.

      As we whisper vows of unwavering devotion in the shelter of the shadows, the need to shatter these chains becomes an undeniable ache.

      "We could elope," I propose, the words laden with both desperation and hope. "Leave everything behind, vanish into the sunrise. Let us become ghosts."

      Galen ponders, his eyes swirling with a myriad of possibilities. "Yes," he agrees, his voice carrying a hint of defiance. "A fresh start. Just the three of us."

      And so, we conceive a plan, a risky gamble that could upend our lives. To elope, to cast aside the old and venture into the unknown. The stakes are high, but for love, we are willing to risk it all.

      In the marrow of our bones, we know it is the right path to choose.

      Our love may be a forbidden fruit, but it is unbreakable. We cannot fathom a reality devoid of each other, and we are prepared to leap off the edge of the world if that's what it takes.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      A COVERT DANCE

      Here we are, lost in the depths of our words and whispered secrets, cocooned in the quiet sanctuary that is my chamber.

      Bang!

      A knock shatters our calm like a stone thrown into a placid lake. Springing into action, we rise as one, every sense on high alert. I take careful steps towards the door, my fingers brushing lightly against the cold wood as I crack it open a notch, eye peering into the uncertainty of the hallway.

      The voice that drips through the opening is like the familiar tune of a well-loved lullaby. “Raidi, it’s me, Freya.”

      A sigh of relief, a door swung wide, and Freya dances into the room, jittering with anxious energy. She’s become a great friend since I arrived in the Fae Kingdom, always crossing paths and someone to talk to when the guys aren’t around. I never thought that would be the case when we first met…not under those circumstances.

      I arch a brow, all sass and sarcasm. “Rustle your feathers, did someone?”

      Freya swallows, her voice hardly louder than the rustle of leaves outside. “Whispers in the halls…guards, they were. Talking of a covert rendezvous the High Court is having tonight.”

      The anticipation in the room thickens, Galen stepping forward to dissolve the distance. “And the topic of their secretive chit-chat?”

      Freya shrugs, her face a canvas of frustration. “All I caught was something about the Forbidden Mountains…and some need for secrecy.”

      With the words ‘Forbidden Mountains’ tumbling through the air, my mind cranks into overdrive. “We need to infiltrate their little party. Gather intel.”

      Galen's eyes mirror my resolve. "We’ll be mice in the corner, catching their every whisper."

      Freya looks about ready to explode. "And if we're caught?"

      I shrug, nonchalant, the sly grin on my face belying my steady pulse. "Then we improvise."

      The day bleeds into preparations, a whirlwind of disguises and cautionary advice, all courtesy of Freya. Dressed as your everyday commoners, we disappear into the twilight, leaving the palace for the haunting silhouette of the Forbidden Mountains.

      Drawing close to the clandestine rendezvous, our senses bristle at the sight of patrolling guards. Erec and I share a glance, an entire conversation happening in the silence. Splitting up, we dispatch of our obstacles, our swift actions and a dance choreographed by necessity. Discarded uniforms are our new skin, our ticket to the forbidden.

      Walking into the lion's den, we find the High Court in the throes of their secretive discourse. Every whispered word is a secret gem we are desperate to pocket.

      "The secrecy is paramount," a Court member insists, "not a soul can be aware."

      The protest of another sends a shiver through the room, "What if our secret's revealed? That's a catastrophe in the making."

      "We'll cross that bridge if we come to it," the first dismisses, "now, let's focus."

      Our shared glance spells it out, the situation is dire, and time is no longer a luxury. With the meeting's end, we exit as smoothly as we entered, making our way back to the safety of my chambers, where we break the news to Freya.

      “This rabbit hole goes deeper than we thought,” Erec murmurs, his words a shadow in the room. “The High Court has something big in the works, and they're keen on keeping it under wraps."

      Determination lights a fire in my eyes. "We need to act swiftly and decisively."

      Freya looks like she's teetering on the edge of a precipice. "But how do we stop them? Is there any way I can help?"

      Galen's conviction is unwavering. "We'll put our heads together and find a way. We stand together, come what may."

      A heavy silence drapes over us, each consumed in the labyrinth of our thoughts. The stakes have never been higher.

      “I have an acquaintance in another kingdom, I am going to visit them and see if I can convince them to aid us in our fight for freedom. I might be gone for a while, but I will come back with help, I am almost sure of it.”

      “Be careful Freya. Don’t get caught speaking to the wrong people about this, I wouldn’t be okay finding out you were hurt or worse.” I feel my brows knit together with the pained expression of what could be.

      “I will be just fine, Raidi.” Freya pulls me into a hug only a close friend would give. “Promise.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      ANCIENT MAGIC

      Venturing out to the Mountains in search of what the Secret conversations were about.

      The moon hangs high above us, casting an ethereal glow on the jagged peaks of the Forbidden Mountains. Galen and I navigate the treacherous terrain, our steps muffled by the thick blanket of moss and fallen leaves. We move like shadows, our senses attuned to every rustle and whisper of the night.

      As we edge closer to the heart of the mountains, the distant voices of guards reach our ears. We halt, hidden behind a cluster of gnarled trees, eavesdropping on their conversation. The wind carries fragments of their words, teasing our curiosity.

      "Did you hear? The High Court's got their hands on something special."

      "Special? What do you mean?"

      "A weapon of great power. Some say it's a relic from the ancient wizards. That’s why we’ve all been sent out to this frigid place!"

      My pulse quickens, the gravity of their words sinking in. Magical artifacts? Ancient wizards? This is far more than a covert rendezvous. It's a puzzle with pieces that could alter the very fabric of our world.

      Galen's eyes gleam with a mix of excitement and caution. "We need to find out more. We can't let them have even more unchecked power."

      Nodding in agreement, I signal for us to move closer. With the grace of silent predators, we navigate through the maze of rocks and thorny bushes, inching closer to the guards.

      "The elders are planning to unleash the weapon at the next full moon," one guard confides, his voice laden with anticipation.

      A surge of determination courses through me. We can't let that happen. Not if we have any hope of liberating our people from their oppressive rule.

      Galen's voice is a whisper in the darkness. "We have to steal it. We need to stop their plans."

      A thrill rushes through me at the audacity. We'll become thieves in the night, snatching their power from under their noses. It's a risk, but one we must take.

      With a shared nod, we split up, each of us shadowing a different guard. The dance of stealth begins, our movements swift and calculated. We neutralize the guards one by one, ensuring they won't be a hindrance to our mission. The small satchel I was given to knock them out with one whiff works without much effort on my part.

      As the last guard falls, we regroup, the stolen uniforms once again our disguise. We continue deeper into the mountains, driven by a relentless determination to uncover the truth and protect our people.

      In the heart of the forbidden realm, we stumble upon a hidden chamber. Ancient runes adorn the walls, pulsing with an otherworldly glow. The artifact rests on a pedestal, its power palpable in the air.

      Galen's eyes meet mine, a silent understanding passing between us. We can't let this weapon fall into the wrong hands. With steady hands and beating hearts, we carefully lift the artifact, cradling it like a fragile secret.

      Our escape is as treacherous as our entry, but with every step, hope surges within us. We have the power to change the course of history, to challenge the High Court's grip on our world.

      As we make our way back to the safety of our hidden sanctuary, the weight of the artifact in our hands is a reminder of the sacrifices we must make for freedom. The path ahead is uncertain, but our resolve burns brighter than ever. We will fight, we will resist, and we will dismantle the High Court's reign.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      THE FAE RESISTANCE

      For days on end, Erec and I find ourselves threading through the labyrinth of the Forbidden Mountains, tirelessly recruiting for our cause. All while Galen remains in the fortified castle walls with his royal duties. Freya said she had some friends that would gladly join our cause, but they may be weary at first, so she would need time to convince them.

      The Fae Court's ironclad rule echoes in these secluded hills, and the burgeoning rebellion we're piecing together feels like trying to capture smoke with our bare hands.

      The forest's heart, dense and unyielding, seems to pulse with despair. "Hey, Erec," my words are a fragile whisper, a drop of worry in the ocean of silence, "you feel like we'll ever drum up a soul willing to rally with us?"

      A hand finds mine; his firm squeeze a beacon amidst the fog of doubt. "Believe it, Raidi," he insists, an anchor in his tone, "it's just a matter of patience."

      A sudden shuffle within the undergrowth slices through our discourse. Bodies tense, minds keen on confrontation, we're thrown off-kilter by the unexpected sight of Fae figures emerging from the thicket.

      "Allies are hard to come by, heard you're in need," states the leader, a sword-bearing Fae with a gaze smoldering with undoused fires.

      Relief swarms between Erec and I like a school of silver fish in a sunlit sea. I step forward, finding strength in the moment. "We aim to overthrow the High Court. Restore peace."

      Thought paints itself on the Fae woman's face, her head inclining in contemplation. "Exiled by the Court ourselves, we know their corruption too well. We'll join."

      An influx of rogue Fae soon follows, coming out of the shadows to form the backbone of our resistance. All bound by a shared aim: To dethrone the High Court and douse the flames of their tyranny.

      Hope, once a spark, begins to flame as our ranks swell. Plans for rebellion are crafted in hushed whispers and determined glances. But as we dug our hands into the grimy truth of the Fae Court, we unearth a secret that taints the very soil it's been buried in for centuries. The High Court's true power, more malevolent than our darkest fears. No one will ever believe the truth though.

      "The truth needs to be shouted from the rooftops," my voice quakes with fury, "the people deserve to know."

      A nod from Erec agrees, his words a warning, "Yet, tread lightly. The High Court won't take kindly to us airing their dirty laundry."

      Armed with this new knowledge, we light a fire under the resistance, spreading the Court's dark secret like wildfire, urging our allies to pass on the torch. If the people believe it or not, there is still no substitute for the truth.

      Our rebellion, once a jumbled band of rogues, grows into an imposing legion. Yet, with our rise comes a growing shadow. The High Court's armies prowl these lands, hunting for threats to their reign. Despite this, we refuse to let fear hold us hostage.

      "We won't be cowed," my eyes burn with a relentless spirit, "we'll stand up for what's just."

      A smile unfurls on Erec's face, his chest swelling with pride. "Couldn't have put it better, Raidi," he declares.

      “All of the realms will soon know how the High Fae Court came to be in such power, and watch as we take them down.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      THE UNSEEN DANGER

      The Fae Resistance is alive and kicking, the embers of hope growing into an inferno. We're still gathering our forces, warriors stepping out of the shadows, ready to clash with the High Court's tyranny. But as we delve deeper into the Fae Court's secrets, the truth unfurls like a poisonous vine, choking the very essence of our rebellion.

      I can feel the weight of it, the dark secret burning in my chest. The words need to escape, to be set free like caged birds in the sky. But Galen and Erec's warning hangs heavy in the air, reminding me to tread lightly. The High Court will stop at nothing to protect their iron grip on power.

      "Raidi, you've got fire in your veins, but we need to play this smart," Galen cautions, his eyes meeting mine, an unspoken understanding passing between us. "Our enemies won't rest until we're silenced."

      He's right, damn it. We can't afford to be reckless. Our rebellion is a fragile flame, easily snuffed out if we make one wrong move. But the truth, the truth deserves to be shouted from the rooftops, doesn't it? The people deserve to know the rot that festers within the heart of their oppressors.

      A fierce determination builds within me, fanning the flames of my resolve. We'll find a way to expose the High Court's corruption, to reveal their true faces to the world. But we must be strategic, cunning like foxes in the moonlight.

      Our rebellion, once a motley crew of misfits, transforms into a formidable force, a wave crashing against the walls of oppression. But with our rise, a shadow lengthens, the High Court's watchful eye stalking our every move. They send their armies, their loyal dogs, to sniff out the scent of rebellion.

      Fear lingers in the air, but we refuse to let it consume us. Galen's voice rings out, a rallying cry that echoes in our hearts. "We won't be weak and scared! We'll stand tall, firm in our conviction!"

      The words take hold, entwining with my spirit, infusing me with a strength I never thought possible. The battle ahead will be arduous, treacherous even. But we are armed with hope, and hope is an unstoppable force.

      Galen's smile warms my soul, a beacon in the darkness. We stand amidst our comrades, a tapestry of determination and resilience. Our pockets may be empty, our bodies weary, but we possess an invincible weapon—the unyielding belief in our cause.

      "We are warriors," I declare, my voice tinged with passion, "together, we'll shake the very foundations of this world. We'll paint the skies with our victory!"

      Victory is not guaranteed, but we're willing to sacrifice everything for the chance to breathe freedom once more. Hand in hand, we advance, unyielding in our quest for justice.

      A beacon of hope in the face of darkness, will not falter.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      A QUEST FOR POWER

      "Best tread light," I murmur, my fingers wrapped tight around Galen's. "The High Court's got every intention to halt us in our tracks."

      "Crystal clear on that one, Raidi," Galen echoes, his voice a steadfast beacon. "We're out of options though. That artifact you have hidden isn’t our only fighting chance. There are others, and I have received word of where they might be hidden."

      “Are they already on the track to finding them as well?” I feel a sense of foreboding wash over me that the High Court will come to possess it before we do.

      “No way of telling for certain, we need to act quickly.”

      With that, we hit the road. Or trail. Or death trap, whatever you want to call it. Dodging whatever beasties decide we're the day's special. No five-star room service in sight, we make do.

      Mountains loom ahead, mysterious and all, and something tickles at our senses. Powerful. Like the static before a storm. Cave-mouth gaping open at us, we inch forward. Uncertain. Watchful.

      Cave swallows us whole, and it's like a wave of something inexplicably magical, a face slap of energy. Power pulsates along the cold, damp walls. Goosebumps? Check.

      "Has to be it," Galen breathes, eyes wide enough to take in the whole scene. "This has to be the place.”

      Deeper we venture, our way lit by ethereal glow. Zigzagging through a labyrinth of tunnels. Stumbling into traps that demand every ounce of our agility. And then, a chamber. A pulsing orb, sits alone in the center of the carved-out room.

      Transfixed by the allure of the beacon lifted on a natural pedestal, we close in. Reach out, and—bam. Light swallows us, blinding, searing.

      When the world stops spinning, we're not alone. Shady characters in cloaks circle us, identities hidden.

      "Mind introducing yourselves?" I ask, fingers itching to grip my sword's hilt.

      "We guard the Orb," one grumbles, voice like a rockslide, "you're trespassing."

      "Didn't mean to step on your toes," Galen quips, stepping up, "we're just trying to save our world here."

      Their doubt is palpable. But then, a moment of shared understanding. Maybe.

      "Take the orb," their leader sighs, "but beware the holder will pay a price for using the power you seek. Carry it cloaked, and only unleash its light when the enchantment is uttered.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      THE ENCHANTMENT UNVEILED

      The chamber pulses with an electric energy, crackling like a summer storm. The orb, perched before us, emanates a soft, ethereal glow that casts an otherworldly aura on everything it touches. Galen and I exchange a glance, our hearts pounding in anticipation of what lies ahead.

      "Are you ready for this, Raidi?" Galen asks, his voice a mix of excitement and apprehension.

      I take a deep breath, my fingers trembling with a combination of fear and exhilaration. "As ready as we'll ever be," I reply, determination etched into my voice.

      Galen steps forward, his hand reaching out to touch the orb. But before he can make contact, a voice booms from the shadows, sending shivers down our spines.

      "Wait!" a dark and ominous figure cries out, stepping into the light. It must be the leader of the cloaked guards, his face lined with weariness and wisdom. "There is an enchantment that must be spoken, a key to unlock the orb's power."

      I narrow my eyes, suspicion coursing through me. "And what would that be?"

      The leader takes a deep breath, his voice steady. "The words are as ancient as time itself. 'Luminis aeternum.'"

      "Luminis aeternum," I repeat, the syllables rolling off my tongue like a forgotten melody. "What does it mean?"

      He smiles, a flicker of warmth in his eyes. "It translates to 'eternal light.' When you speak those words, the orb's true power will be unleashed."

      I nod, my mind racing with possibilities. The power we seek, the power to challenge the High Court, lies within our grasp. And now, armed with the knowledge of the enchantment, we have the means to wield it.

      "Thank you," Galen says, his voice filled with gratitude, "we won't forget this."

      The leader nods, his gaze lingering on us. "Be warned, though. The power of the orb comes with a price. It exacts a toll on its wielder, draining them with each use. Use it wisely, for the consequences may be dire."

      We exchange a glance, our determination unshaken. We are willing to pay any price, bear any burden, to save our world from the clutches of darkness.

      With a final nod of acknowledgement, the leader steps back into the shadows, leaving us alone with the pulsing orb. Galen and I take a moment to gather our thoughts, our hands still hovering near the surface, hesitant yet resolute.

      "This is it," I whisper, my voice filled with a mix of awe and trepidation. "Our chance to change everything."

      Galen's eyes meet mine, a silent understanding passing between us. We are ready, ready to face whatever awaits us on the other side of this fateful encounter.

      I don’t know why, but I needed to know if this thing really worked, or if it was some other type of trap set by the High Fae themselves.

      "Luminis aeternum," I declare, my voice steady and strong. And as the words leave my lips, the orb ignites in a blinding flash of light, enveloping us in its brilliance.

      When the light fades, we stand transformed, imbued with newfound power and purpose. Our journey is far from over, but armed with the orb's radiant energy, we know we have taken a significant step toward victory.

      With the orb secure, we beat a hasty retreat, a feeling of triumph tinged with apprehension. The Elders will throw their kitchen sinks at us, sure. But we're loaded and ready for war.

      On the trek back, our minds are a whirl of strategy. The road ahead is rough, but damn if we'll let that stop us.

      "We've got this," I say, holding Galen's gaze, "ee've got each other. And we've got this orb. The High Court's going down."

      Galen's silent nod stirs something in me. Strength. Determination. "Whatever it takes," he echoes, "for our people. For us."

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      A WHISPER IN THE SHADOWS

      The journey back to the Castle is fraught with tension, each step a reminder of the impending danger that lurks in the shadows. Galen and I move swiftly, our senses heightened, aware of the weight of the orb in our possession. We need to know if it can work again with Erec, before we make our move within the Castle walls.

      As we reach the outskirts of the Castle, we find ourselves in a secluded spot, away from prying eyes. The moon casts a silvery glow upon the landscape, lending an air of secrecy to our clandestine mission. Galen's eyes meet mine, a mix of determination and worry in their depths. We both understand the risks involved, but we press on.

      "Are you ready, Raidi?" Galen asks, his voice tinged with a touch of uncertainty.

      I take a deep breath, summoning my resolve. "I'm ready. Let's see if the orb will respond to Erec."

      We place the orb gently on the craggy ground between us, its soft golden glow illuminating our anxious faces. Galen steps back, his hand reaching out to summon his twin brother, Erec. In an instant, Erec appears before us, his features mirroring Galen's, yet etched with a weariness that betrays his role in this dangerous game.

      I still don’t know a lot about the Fae magic, but that is probably the best I have seen so far. The bond that the twins have, must be a part of how they can so easily summon one another.

      "Erec, we need your help," Galen explains, his voice filled with urgency, "we must test if the orb will respond to you."

      Erec's eyes widen with a mixture of curiosity and concern. "Are you sure? The risks...are they significant?"

      Galen nods, his gaze unwavering. "We understand the risks, but we need to know if the orb's power can be harnessed by someone else."

      Erec's hesitation lingers for a moment before he steps forward, his hand outstretched, fingers trembling ever so slightly. His touch connects with the orb's surface, and a hushed silence falls over us, anticipation hanging in the air like a delicate thread.

      Seconds pass, each one stretched thin with expectation. Then, a soft hum emanates from the orb, growing in intensity as the seconds turn into minutes. The glow intensifies further, casting a radiant light upon Erec's face. The orb responds to him, recognizing his connection, his potential.

      "Luminis aeternum," I whispered to him, “say the words.”

      "Luminis aeternum," Erec winced as though something awful was about to transpire. Though nothing more than the same soft glowing. No bright blast of light like when we had tested it in the cave with the guardians. I can’t help but wonder if the power is somehow recharging. I hope that is the case, because if we’ve already exhausted its power then it will be of no use to us.

      A smile tugs at the corners of Galen's lips, relief and hope mingling in his eyes. "It's working, Erec. The orb responds to you."

      Erec's expression transforms, a mixture of awe and wonderment dancing across his features. He has become a conduit for the orb's power, a vessel of hope in our darkest hour.

      As the orb's energy courses through him, Erec's gaze meets mine, a silent understanding passing between us. We are ready to face the challenges that lie ahead, united in purpose and bound by our shared destiny.

      “I don’t know what this magic is, but I know that I feel something different inside me where I usually just feel my own magic simmering…this…this is like an extra boost of sorts.”

      Time is of the essence, and we know we cannot linger in this hidden sanctuary for long. With one last lingering touch, Erec withdraws his hand from the orb, severing the connection. The glow diminishes, returning the chamber to its previous stillness.

      "We have what we need," I say, my voice filled with a renewed sense of determination. "Now, we must proceed with caution."

      Galen nods, his eyes fixed on Erec, gratitude and pride shining in their depths. "Thank you, brother. With your help, we can make a difference."

      Erec's lips curve into a small smile, a glimmer of hope in the midst of uncertainty. "Together, we are unstoppable. Let's reclaim our rightful place in the Castle and put an end to the High Court's reign."

      “What have you done with the other reclaimed artifact Raidi?” Galen asks quietly as we begin to walk away.

      “I’ve stored it amongst other relics where no one will ever think to look for it. Hidden in plain sight in a way.”

      My mischievous smile has them both chuckling behind me.

      “That’s our girl.” Erec elbows Galen making him let out an oof noise as the last of his chuckle dies off.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      A TREACHEROUS AMBUSH

      The Castle's halls loom before us, an intricate web of shadows and secrets. Galen and I tread the familiar path, our footsteps muffled by the hushed whispers of intrigue that permeate the air. The weight of the orb's power lingers, a constant reminder of the risks we have taken.

      We decide to retire to our chambers, seeking a moment of respite amidst the chaos that surrounds us. Inside of me, I feel like a storm of betrayal brews just beyond our awareness, waiting to strike with devastating force.

      As we round the corner, a figure steps into view—a King's Guard, a face we trust. He wears a veneer of loyalty, his gaze shrouded in shadows. His eyes meet mine, a flicker of malice concealed beneath the surface.

      "Raidi, Galen," he greets us with feigned warmth, his voice laced with deceptive sweetness. "I have important news for you. Come, let's talk in private."

      Curiosity and caution war within me, but Galen's brows furrow with suspicion. "What news?" he asks, his voice guarded.

      The King's Guard motions for us to follow, leading us down a labyrinthine corridor. The dim torchlight casts eerie shapes upon the walls, amplifying the sense of foreboding that hangs in the air.

      With each step, the tension coils tighter, warning bells ringing in the depths of my being. But it is too late. The trap has been sprung, and we are ensnared within its grasp.

      Soldiers, all loyal to the Fae Court, emerge from hidden alcoves, surrounding us with an impenetrable wall of steel. The King's Guard's mask slips, revealing a sinister grin. "Welcome to your reckoning, traitors."

      My heart races, the weight of betrayal crushing my chest. Galen's eyes blaze with fury, his body poised for battle. But we are outnumbered, surrounded by enemies who once stood by our side.

      "Drop your weapons," a soldier barks, the command echoing through the corridor. Reluctantly, we comply, knowing that resistance is futile at this moment. I only had a small dagger on me, and Galen his ever-ready sword. We set them into the hands of the soldier that comes forward to collect them.

      Handcuffs are fastened around our wrists, chains that bind our freedom and extinguish our hopes. The soldiers lead us away, our heads held high despite the heavy burden of captivity.

      Our personal possessions, jewelry and even my hair clip was confiscated and ordered to be placed in the underbelly of the castle since we are now prisoners.

      As we are taken into custody, my mind races with unanswered questions. How deep does the corruption run? Who can we trust in this treacherous game of power? The answers elude me, obscured by the shadows that have engulfed the Castle.

      Galen's gaze meets mine, his eyes aflame with determination. We are bruised, but not broken. Betrayed, but not defeated. The journey ahead is still treacherous, but we are ready to face whatever lies in wait.

      In the darkest hour, our bond remains unyielding, a beacon of light amidst the suffocating darkness. We may have been ambushed and captured, but our spirits soar with the knowledge that the fight for justice and freedom is far from over. That Erec is still out there, and our rebellion can still fight even without our presence.

      As we are led away, walking in silence, we carry within us a glimmer of hope. The High Fae Court may have imprisoned our bodies, but our spirits remain unshackled. Together, we will weather this storm and reclaim what is rightfully ours.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      UNFORGIVING SHADOWS

      The chill creeps down my spine, ice-cold fingers tracing a path of dread. Galen and I stand before the High Court of the Fae, a silent audience of judgment. The room suffocates with anticipation, the air heavy with foreboding. The sound of our steps echoes, an unsettling rhythm leading us deeper into the heart of this twisted game.

      Their eyes, sharp as daggers, pierce through our facade, relishing every moment. The smug satisfaction drips from their voices like venom. "Well, well," one of them drawls, a sickening smirk painted across his face. "Love disregarded, warnings discarded. And now, you will face the consequences."

      The word "betrayal" bursts from my lips, a fiery arrow aimed at their deceitful hearts. "We trusted you would leave us alone," I seethe, the words laced with the bitterness of shattered faith.

      Chuckles ricochet around the chamber, mocking echoes that dance upon the cold walls. "Oh, sweet Princess," he taunts, his voice dripping with disdain. "Your trust is misplaced. You are but pawns, a threat to our power. Your consequence for your continued defiance…is death."

      Galen steps forward, his fists clenched, his body taut with hatred. "Do you think death by decree will silence us? Sentencing innocence to a premature end? That's the best you can do?"

      "Innocence?" The voice swells, surging with indignation. "You dare claim innocence? We know of your plots, your alliances, your treachery against the Court. You are nothing but traitors. And the price you shall pay is hefty."

      A silent understanding passes between Galen and me, our eyes meeting in defiance, flames flickering in our souls. The tempest looms on the horizon, and we stand unwavering in its path.

      Suddenly, the chamber doors crash open. The large wooden and steel doors splinter into pieces and the remnants hang attached to the steel that remains. The rebel alliance surging forth, led by the formidable Fae warrior, Eryndor. Who I know is just Erec hidden beneath a mask of armor. "This tyranny ends here!" his voice thunders, drowning out the chaos as his allies clash with the High Court’s lackeys. "Raidi and Galen have our unwavering support!"

      Caught in the whirlwind of chaos, we fight side by side, warriors born of desperation and purpose. Our shackles immediately cut and weapons thrust into our hands. Fighting between what should be brothers who stand together is a dance of who will hurt who first. A bitter pill to swallow. Fae fighting Fae, and me the Human that seemingly caused it all.

      But truth, like a relentless hound, soon catches up with us. Outnumbered, outmatched, our resistance crumbles beneath their relentless assault. Overpowered, we're dragged away, our hopes of victory extinguished in a torrent of defeat.

      I barely catch a glimpse of Eryndor yelling retreat. I watched as he pulled a wounded rebel behind himself to block him from further attacks. Unfortunately, this was the last glimpse I had of him. The set of doors I am carried out of slamming closed and barricaded behind with a thick post laid across steel rungs.
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        * * *

      

      Time becomes a sluggish river as we languish in our separate cells, the weight of our sentence hanging like a guillotine's blade above us. Regret and despair entwine, gnawing at the fringes of our sanity. Our love, once an unyielding force, has become a weapon turned against us.

      The dank walls of the prison cells reek of excrement and blood. With nothing more than a handful of straw to settle on the cold moist floor and a small bucket that hasn’t been emptied in who knows how many prisoner’s occupancies, I wretch on the nothing that is in my stomach.

      I can’t see Galen, but I can hear him as his voice carries across the darkness to my cell. “Don’t worry Raidi, we will find a way out of this. This can’t be the end for us, it’s not how the prophecy was foretold. Have confidence in that. Use it as your strength.”

      I feel a warm tear run down my cheek. The only thing warm in this coldness. I lick the salty drop from the corner of my downturned lips. “I trust in our love Galen.” The words echo back to me, and they sound forlorn to my ears. That is the fact though. I am in prison, away from either of my mates, and awaiting a death sentence. How could I be optimistic?
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        * * *

      

      When we are brought before the High Court once more, an air of finality hangs heavy. "Death shall be your fate," the Court declares, his voice heavy with an unusual gravity. "Yet, we offer you a path of escape. Renounce your love, pledge your loyalty to the Fae Court, and your lives shall be spared."

      “What?! We discussed this! There will be no redemption for their part played in this rebel uprising!”

      A sordid argument breaks out amongst the members of the high Court. Ancient tongue of the Fae takes over the more common language and soon I have no idea what they are even arguing about.

      Fingers point and harsh tones abound. The Elders of the court argue over what could be our doom for what seems like an eternity, and mere seconds at the same time.

      Galen's eyes lock with mine, twin pools of torment. The choice is anything but simple, but it is necessary. The thought of severing our bond gnaws at my heart, threatening to rend it apart.

      "I..I can't," I confess, my voice barely a whisper. "I refuse to forsake Galen."

      His resolute nod seals our decision. "And I won't abandon you, Raidi. Our love is worth any price, even if it costs us our lives."

      A hush falls over the arguing forces. Disappointment mars the features of the High Court member that offered us the chance. "So be it. You have made your choice, and you shall lie in the bed you've fashioned for yourselves. As is tradition, you will have your final calling on the Valley of the Gods before your execution. Make your peace with your death."

      As we are led away, the weight of our sacrifice settles upon us like a shroud. We walk toward death; toward the end we have chosen. But as our footsteps echo through the dimly lit halls, our love remains steadfast, an unwavering beacon of hope and resistance for those who dare to dream.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      THE VALLEY'S UNYIELDING EMBRACE

      Compelled by the Fae guards, Galen and I are thrust into the depths of the Valley of the Gods—a place where secrets older than time itself lie entwined with enigmatic energies. Thick forests, hazy with the stuff of dreams, swallow us whole, leaving only the murmur of distant rivers to challenge the prevailing silence. The air here is both biting and soothing, caressing our senses with the unexpected delight of wildflowers in this sea of grim circumstances.

      Fresh wounds of betrayal still sting within our hearts, remnants of our capture still raw in our veins. There is no solace to be found in this valley, no beauty that can touch the depths of our torment.

      Led on by our captors, we venture deeper into the heart of the valley. The tension, already a palpable entity, grows more tangible. It gnaws at the Fae guards, evident in the twitch of their fingers, the darting glances, and the white-knuckled grip on their weapons. A whisper of anticipation tugs at their souls, but for what?

      And then, it arrives—a roar shatters the valley's silence, ripping through the air like a vengeful tempest. Swords are unsheathed, glistening promises of violence. Monstrous creatures, trolls with fire in their eyes, materialize out of thin air, their furious presence shaking the very foundation of the valley.

      Caught in the sudden chaos, Galen and I steel ourselves for the impending doom. I have never been much of a warrior, never sought the thrill of spilled blood. Sure, I have trained a bit with Galen and Erec to prepare for the inevitable. But here, with danger nipping at our heels, we have no choice. My hand tightens around the hilt of the sword that was thrown at my feet by a fleeing guard, and I stand firm before a beastly troll, its repugnant stench clawing at my nostrils.

      Fear beats a savage rhythm within my chest, but I hold fast. The troll's club whistles through the air, missing me by a hair's breadth. In response, I strike back, my sword crashing against the troll's arm, eliciting a monstrous bellow. Yet, the creature remains unyielding, its savage determination undeterred.

      Galen dances with his own demons, a whirling dervish against the onslaught of foes. The fluidity of his movements, the glint of his blade, it mesmerizes and terrifies me in equal measure. His grunts of exertion and the symphony of steel singing through the air provide me with the courage to stand, to fight alongside him.

      Eons pass, or so it seems, until the tumultuous battle comes to an end. The trolls retreat, their fiery rage subdued. The Fae guards that remain, their swords stained with the blood of victory, sheathe their weapons. We have survived.

      The weapons we have are collected almost as quickly as they were discarded by the fleeing cowards.

      Battered and bruised, we follow our captors further into the depths of the valley. In our weary wanderings, we chance upon a pond—a tranquil oasis nestled amidst the chaos. A waterfall cascades nearby, its melodic rhythm soothing our battered souls. The guards motion for us to rest by the water's edge, and we gratefully collapse, our bodies screaming in protest.

      As the guards began to chant, a spectral audience materialized. The spirits of the ancients, the whispers of ages long past, hover before us. They see us. They speak to us, not aloud, but almost as though they speak through a vibration on the wind.

      This feels like some sort of hallucination from exhaustion. From not sleeping or eating while held prisoner in the castle, plus the added exertion of the battle we just narrowly escaped with our lives in.

      Their words carry a weight of warning, a prophecy. A whispered, echoed murmur of voices. They reveal that the High Court will scorch the earth to cling to their reign. But we must press on. We must fight for our beliefs.

      The path ahead is not strewn with rose petals, the spirits warn. Thorn-laden and treacherous, it will test our mettle. But our salvation lies with the ancient guardians of the forest—the key to our victory.

      With their message resonating in the air, the spirits fade away, leaving their words to linger—a promise and a challenge. Did that just happen?

      The guards are standing around us as if they hadn’t seen a thing. And perhaps they haven’t, maybe this is all just a hallucination. My mind playing tricks on me.

      “Galen?” I whispered out. “Did…did we just…was that?”

      My mind is such a confused mess of exhaustion and surrealism I don’t know if I am even alive or dead at this point.

      “No, I saw it too.” He leans closer to me, and takes up my hand in his.

      “Enough!” One of the guards yells. “Stand. On your feet. We’re taking you to the end of your journey now. The sooner we get there, the sooner I can get home to my wife. You can rest when you’re dead!”

      The Fae guards guide us deeper into the valley, and we are left at the edge of the realm of darkness, where all Fae are sent to be executed. The trolls, dragons, canaima, and demons alike are starved, and will kill anything that ventures beyond the mountain ash barriers that contain them.

      The Fae guards turn and retrace the steps we took to get to this point. We really are being left to our death out here.

      The road that stretches before us is steep, fraught with perils yet to be unveiled. But we stand resolved. We will dismantle the Elders’ plots; we will restore peace to our realm. It is a fight worth every sacrifice, every drop of blood shed.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      ANCESTRAL GUIDANCE

      Plunging deeper into the hallowed grounds beyond the Valley of the Gods, into the Realm of Darkness, the echoes of our forebears breathe down our necks, making us feel less like mere intruders and more like children returning home. Magic saturates the air, setting our every nerve alight while the ground hums underfoot, raw energy resonating through the soles of our boots.

      A surreal, ghost-like vision emerges from the ether—our ancestors. There stands my grandmother, her silver hair cascading around a face etched with kindness. A stoic, commanding presence manifests as Galen's forefather, power and sagacity exuding from him. The resemblance is uncanny.

      "We've been waiting for you, Raidi, Galen," they intone, their voices a spectral harmony resonating through the valley.

      Taking a deep breath, Galen and I bow low, reverence stiffening our spines. "We come seeking wisdom," I manage to say. My voice wavers but stands firm. "Danger lurks at our heels, we need your aid to elude it."

      Our spectral guides exchange a glance that's heavy with understanding. The air quivers, their ancient power twisting and flickering like candlelight. "Assistance is ours to give," Galen's forefather declares, his eyes shadowed with an unspoken warning. "But first, heed our warning. Amongst you is a snake, a traitor."

      "A traitor?" My heart plummets into my stomach. My gaze meets Galen's, a mutual fear mirrored in our eyes. "Who?"

      "Only you can uncover the snake in your grass," my grandmother's apparition answers, her tone bittersweet, laden with caution. "Beware, the danger they pose might surpass your worst nightmares."

      In a majestic stride, Galen's ancestor advances. "We can, however, guide you on your journey out of this valley. A map and a talisman will be your guardians. Use them wisely."

      Our ancestral spirits then meticulously navigate us through a ghostly map, their fingers sketching the safest route on the ancient soil. They gift us a talisman aglow with a soft, comforting golden light, their promise of protection almost tangible. It's not overly large, or gaudy, but I can feel the weight of the power it carries.

      The last remnants of their guidance linger in the air as the spectral forms start to fade, their essence seeping back into the valley. "Don't forget," my grandmother murmurs, her voice a gentle whisper swallowed by the wind. "You carry the torch of hope for our kin. We believe in you."

      Then silence. The specters have departed, leaving Galen and me alone in the sacred valley. Our minds whirl with a chaotic blend of emotions: Gratitude for the guidance, dread for the journey ahead, and an iron determination to unearth the traitor, our people's hope resting on our shoulders.

      "We should get moving," Galen finally breaks the silence. His voice is firm despite the weight of our task. I nod in agreement, and we venture forth on the path that has been laid before us. With each step, we can feel the talisman pulsing, a beacon warding off malicious magic trying to deter us.

      The Shadow realm is laden with traps and dark magic that steals the life force of anything that falls within its grasp. One wrong step, and we surely would be taken by the darkness.

      As we turn to leave, my eyes catch on a seemingly insignificant detail — a tiny scrap of paper embedded in the dirt, an indecipherable scribble hastily inked onto it. I snatch the scrap and tuck it into my small pocket.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      LOST IN SHADOWS

      I tread the mystical path, my boots sinking into the earth as if it cradles the secrets of generations past. Shadows whisper around us, their ethereal voices intertwining with the hushed rustle of leaves. Galen and I navigate the twists and turns, every step a dance between hope and trepidation. The weight of our people's fate rests upon our shoulders, and in the midst of it all, I can't help but wonder if we're up to the task.

      The forest path unfolds before us, a labyrinth of verdant foliage and unseen dangers. It pulls us deeper into its emerald embrace, the air thick with anticipation. Our conversations are hushed, as if the trees themselves yearn to hear our secrets. We speak of trust and betrayal, of love and loyalty, the emotions coiling around us like the roots of ancient oaks.

      Galen's eyes meet mine, a flicker of determination burning within them. We've faced countless perils together, our bond forged in the crucible of adversity. But this challenge, this search for the traitor, it will test the limits of our strength and resilience.

      A gust of wind brushes against my cheek, a gentle reminder of the ancestral spirits that guided us before. Their presence lingers in my mind, their warnings echoing like distant whispers. We must tread carefully, for danger lurks unseen, like a hidden smoke that rises from a snuffed fire.

      The forest grows dense, the canopy above casting intricate patterns of light and shadow upon the forest floor. It's as if the very essence of the trees conspires to keep our secrets safe.

      I feel the power of all of the magic surrounding us here. I feel safe in this otherwise dark place. But most of all I feel the love that I share inside our bond. Though Erec isn’t here with Galen and I, the feeling is still thrumming deep inside of me.

      Galen steps closer. The forest cloaks us, and its verdant arms seem almost protective. There's a near tangible electricity in the air, charged by our proximity.

      He tilts his head slightly, and I catch the gleam of mischief in his eyes. "You ever think we'd end up in a place like this, Raidi?"

      I chuckle, rolling my eyes. "With you? Honestly, every day's a new kind of crazy."

      Galen's gaze drops to my lips, and I swear, my heart skips. He reaches out, brushing a stray leaf from my hair. The touch is gentle, but it sends shivers down my spine.

      The canopy above us filters dapples of sunlight, making it seem as though we're beneath a glittering chandelier. The world fades. It's just Galen, me, and the whispers of leaves around us.

      "Raidi," he murmurs, voice roughened by emotion, "with all we've been through...do you regret bonding with my brother and I?"

      I smirk, narrowing my eyes playfully. "Well, for one, I will never regret the love I have for you, for you both. For two, kiss me."

      He laughs, the sound warm and rich, before he becomes serious again. "But seriously, it's like we're dancing on the edge, with all this magic and the traitor lurking in the shadows. Every move we make could be our last."

      I nod, pressing my fingers to his lips to silence him. "Enough about that. Right here, right now, it's just us. We can worry about the rest later."

      He sighs, his breath warm against my skin. "You're right. I've always admired your ability to live in the present, to seize the day."

      I shrug, feigning nonchalance. "Someone's got to balance out your broodiness."

      Galen grins, his eyes crinkling at the corners. "I suppose so."

      He leans in and takes my lips softly against his, prodding his tongue lightly to the seam before I open and taste him. The softness of the kiss just gives to the emotion I can sense pouring off of him.

      “I love you, Galen.”

      “I will love you until the realms have no use for the word love any longer, and then fight for one more breath of the word.”

      His hands roam across my body, and mine find their place against his chest. His deft fingers loosen the laces that hold my dress up, and a cool breeze pebbles my skin as the fabric falls to my feet.

      “I will never tire of this. Of your beauty, your softness, you are my everything.”

      The words he murmurs against my skin heats the tempered skin and the gooseflesh rolls with the chill that starts an inferno in my core.

      With his jacket lying next to my puddled dress, I find myself laying back with a hand gently behind my head and the other on my hip. My senses have my mind whirring and barely able to pay attention to the moment. Yet I want to be here, to remember this time we have together now. If it is to be our last time together, it will be the most perfect union two lovers can have.

      Galen lays perfectly fit between my legs and grinds himself into my arousal. His motion only forces me to mimic his motions. My hips, rolling of their own accord. While he peppers soft wet kisses across my neck and down my chest, I weave my fingers into his hair, tangling them there and tugging ever so slightly.

      “Please Galen, I need more.”

      “As you wish.”

      In less than the time it takes me to breathe deeply I feel him slowly pressing into me. Slowly, inch by glorious inch until he is fully seated. Both of our bodies stop moving and just hold there, tightly together in each other's arms. As close as two bodies can possibly be.

      When he rolls his hips off of mine that cool forest breeze sneaks its way between us, and the change in temperature spikes the sensation I feel until I see white. My moan echoes against the dark forest, carried on the shadows but kept secret in their holds.

      “So good Raidi. I couldn’t ask for a better sound inside my ears. For a better feeling against my body.”

      His pace picks up slightly and I can feel his hand slide between us, pressing his fingers to the place we are joined. The pressure sets off another explosion within me. I can feel him explode a moment later, and we return to the moment we started. The perfect togetherness, the tight hold our bodies have on each other just a testament of our love.

      With a kiss to my forehead, I feel myself drifting off to sleep just as Galen covers me over with his shirt while cradling me in his arms.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      A DESPERATE GAMBLE

      Shivers crawl up and down my spine, relentless as ever. The lingering scent of betrayal clings to the air, making it hard to breathe. My gut, always tuned in to the frequency of trouble, churns like a stormy sea. Something's off, and I can't shake this uneasy feeling.

      We tread the forest path, winding and twisting like a snake with no clear destination in sight. And then, like a hidden treasure revealing itself, we stumble upon a clearing. A tree stands tall, its branches reaching for the heavens like arms yearning for something beyond their grasp. An ethereal green glow emanates from a fairy ring of mushrooms encircling the tree, casting an otherworldly spell upon the ground.

      Galen's voice, sharp enough to slice through steel, pierces the silence. "We've arrived," he declares with conviction, pointing a finger at the magnificent tree. "This is it, its energy is pulsating right here, beneath our very feet."

      Intrigued, I approach the ancient tree, my fingertips lightly brushing its weathered bark. But before I can fully immerse myself in the moment, a rustling sound from behind snaps my attention away. Instinct takes over, and in an instant, I spin around, my hand instinctively clutching the hilt of my sword. A figure darts into the bushes, disappearing like a phantom.

      "Did you see that?" I ask Galen, my voice barely a whisper.

      He nods, confirming my suspicions. "Oh, I saw it alright. Let's chase down that slippery shadow."

      Without wasting another heartbeat, we sprint after the elusive figure, our feet pounding the forest floor like thunderclaps. And there, amidst the trees, we find our betrayer, none other than Arin, one of our own—a Fae like Galen. I grab hold of his arm, my grip like iron.

      "Explain yourself," I demand, my voice laced with both anger and hurt.

      But it's Galen who unleashes the wildfire burning in his eyes, accusing words spewing forth like molten lava. "How are you here, Arin? Were you following us the whole time?"

      Arin's face crumples, like a piece of parchment thrown into the fire. "You think you're heroes, don't you? With your rebellious dreams and foolish romance. You can't possibly understand the loneliness, the desperation that gnaws at my soul. I did what I had to do to survive, and with that came the need to protect you, and so here I am."

      Sympathy tugs at my heart, against my better judgment. That's a wound that never fully heals. "Our trust was a gift, Arin. And you trampled on it by not fighting with us against the High Court. No amount of explanation can erase that."

      He lowers his gaze, the weight of guilt etched on his face. "I know. I am sorry. Is there anything I can do to make amends?"

      A silent conversation passes between Galen and me. We need every ounce of strength to stand against the High Court, to fight for what's right. Galen extends an olive branch, an opportunity for redemption.

      "Help us, prove yourself trustworthy once more," Galen proposes, his voice tinged with cautious hope. "Join us in our rebellion against the High Court."

      A flicker of determination reignites in Arin's eyes. "I'll do whatever it takes. I'll fix this."

      “Swear a blood oath.” The serious look on Galen’s face has the eleven lines crinkled between his brow.

      A small dagger gleams in Arin’s hand. A quick slice to his palm and he squeezes it in the air in front of him. The blood dripping from his closed fist into the dry ground at his toes is splattered against the ferns and grass.

      “I swear on my life blood, I will do everything in my power to serve you Raidi. I am at your disposal.”

      I was not expecting him to swear fealty to me, and the act has my cheeks warming.

      Our small band moves forward, unease and suspicion intertwining like thorny vines in the air. Betrayal is a venomous creature that strikes from within, and we vow to remain ever watchful for its next deadly strike.

      The forest grants us a new clearing, a glimmer of gold catching the sunlight in its grasp. A tiny, ornate key sits at the center, radiating with promise and untold secrets.

      Galen retrieves the key, cradling it in his palm like a fragile jewel. "This is it," he proclaims, his voice brimming with optimism. "This is the key that will unlock the treasure we need to defeat the High Court once and for all.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      UNMASKING SHADOWS

      I'm caught in the web of doubts and mistrust that snakes its way through my soul. The air feels heavy, like we're carrying the weight of betrayal on our shoulders, threatening to drag us down into the depths of despair. Galen's words linger in the back of my mind, his accusation piercing through the shield of camaraderie we've built. I can't shake off the feeling that he might be right.

      We continue our perilous journey through the dense forest, the shadows dancing around us like silent whispers. Every step is laden with uncertainty, like we're tiptoeing on thin ice, waiting for it to crack beneath our feet. Hunger gnaws at our insides, but it's the gnawing suspicion that chips away at our unity.

      Galen's voice, filled with a mix of determination and weariness, breaks the suffocating silence. "We can't ignore the truth, Raidi. We need to confront the mole head-on."

      I nod, my mind racing with thoughts and possibilities. How do we unveil the traitor among us? How do we expose their treachery without tearing our already fragile bonds apart?

      "Stay vigilant," I whisper back, my words a soft plea. "We must watch for the subtle signs, the cracks in their facade. The mole will reveal themselves, whether they realize it or not."

      The forest seems to grow denser, the trees closing in around us like a cage, trapping us with our own doubts. We've bled together, fought side by side, and now we stand at the precipice of betrayal. It feels like a cruel twist of fate, a test of our resilience.

      The sun sinks lower on the horizon, casting long shadows that play tricks on our tired minds. Finally, we stumble upon a small cave, a temporary respite from the forest's suffocating embrace. Exhaustion pulls at our bones, but sleep is a luxury we can't afford.

      “I think that you should stay here and rest, I will travel on and find the rebellion, or at least a troop, and head back along the same path until we meet again.”

      Arin’s words barely register. I know he just swore a blood oath, but there is something that just feels off with him. I can’t figure it out. I know it’s there though. My intuition is screaming at me.

      I find myself lost in a sea of thoughts by the crackling fire when Galen's voice cuts through the night like a sharp blade. "Raidi, we need to talk."

      I meet his gaze, the intensity in his eyes sparking a flicker of hope within me. "What is it?"

      He leans in, his words dripping with a mix of urgency and determination. "I think I know who the mole is. Arin."

      My heart sinks, heavy with disappointment. Arin, one of us. A friend, a confidante. How could it be? But doubt lingers in the air, tainting the trust we've built over time.

      "Are you sure?" I manage to choke out, hoping that Galen's instincts have led him astray.

      Galen's eyes never waver as he responds, his voice laced with conviction. "I'm certain. We need to confront him, expose the truth."

      My throat tightens, and we make our way toward Arin, his form silhouetted against the cave's edge, the glow of the fire dancing in his eyes as he sharpens his sword.

      "Arin," Galen's voice cuts through the silence, sharp as the blade she holds. "We need to talk."

      Arin's gaze narrows, a flicker of unease crossing his face. "What's going on?"

      Galen steps forward, his voice steady but cold. "I heard whispers, Arin. Whispers of you cozying up to one of the High Fae's lackeys. Whispers that you've been betraying us."

      Arin's eyes widen, disbelief etched on his face. "That's not true! I would never betray you!"

      "Prove it," I add, my voice barely a whisper. "Show us we're wrong."

      Arin's gaze flits between us, the weight of our suspicion pressing down on him. The crack in our unity threatens to widen, but we're desperate for the truth.

      “I swore on my life blood!”

      “You have now, that doesn’t change what you may have already done to us though. What traps you have already set for us.” Galen accuses with a low tone.

      A small purple glowing amulet hanging around Arin’s neck falls out between the opening in the cloth of his shirt. His face with the hue of purple below, grows ashen and looks sickly.

      “They said they’d kill me if I didn’t. I swear I won’t do anything to harm you. But the High Fae Soldiers have been tracking me the whole time. They will find you, us.”

      “How could you?” A solitary tear lets loose from my lashes and trickles its salty trail down my cheek, staining its path.
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      A DESPERATE ESCAPE

      The clammy cave walls press around me as the echo of High Fae soldiers' footsteps, distant yet damning, bounce off them. A plan needs to spring from our minds or else, found and finished we will be.

      Galen’s a caged animal, prowling back and forth, each step etching worry into the cave floor. “Getting the hell out,” he murmurs, urgency cloaked in a whisper. “Staying is signing our own death warrants.”

      Can't fault the guy. “But then what?" I can’t keep the skepticism out of my voice. The cave, forbidden as it is, begins to look like a sanctuary compared to what awaits outside. “Stroll around the Realm of Shadows, and somehow make it back to the Forbidden Mountains? We’d be lost, and that’s if we’re lucky.”

      Halted mid-pace, Galen swivels to me, eyes aflame with resolution. “There’s a way,” he breathes. “A way through the mountains. Just one small catch, it involves the Ice River.”

      A tremor skitters down my spine, making itself at home. Stories of the Ice River, an icy vein running through the mountain's heart, are enough to freeze your blood. Dangerous, swift, relentless. But options? We’re fresh out.

      “Alright," I say, steady as the rock around us. "What’s the game plan?”

      The plan spills from Galen, falling on eager ears. No dissenters here – we’re with him. With little more than the lost weapons from the retreating soldiers, we venture deeper into the beast's belly, seeking the secret passage that’ll spit us out of this rock-trap.

      We earn every step of the way, the path as easy to tread as a minefield. Eventually, victory. The secret passage unfurls before us, Galen's hawk-eyes scanning the way forward. The passage shrinks around us, the chill of the rocks grazing my sides as we push through.

      Blinking into the brightness, we step out of the mountain’s mouth. The sight before us has me sucking in a breath. There she is, the Ice River, as treacherous as the tales. Across the river, a faint echo of green: our destination.

      Down to the riverbank we descend, Galen leading, each footfall on the ice a roll of the dice. Each step thumps in my chest, my eyes riveted to the welcoming forest beyond. But the river’s no fool. It fights back with a wrathful current and ice that shatters under our weight.

      A gunshot crack rings out, and the ground beneath me becomes a slippery slope. I clutch at Galen, my heart a frantic drumbeat. The river’s trying to swallow us whole. It’s now or never.

      "Move it!" The urgency in Galen's shout cuts through the air, his grip ironclad as we sprint across the groaning river. Arin, a storm of footfalls behind us, all eyes on the prize.

      Safe on the other side, breath comes ragged and triumphant. But then my knees give out and I'm a sprawled heap on the rocky terrain. But the reprieve is brief.

      Arin stares at us from the other side of the Ice River, with no way to cross, he must’ve turned and ran back when the ice cracked below my feet. I had no time to look behind me when I could barely manage the path in front.

      Galen's gaze is flitting through the trees as he reminds us, “We can't dawdle. High Fae will be on us if we do."

      Arin’s voice carries over the crashing of ice in the frigid river. “I will lead them astray. Tell my wife I love her.”

      With his head high and shoulder back, I watched Arin sprint back into the gash on the side of the cliff face we escaped from.

      “Do you really think they’d kill him?”

      In my heart I knew the answer before Galen even nodded.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      A DRAGON'S PROMISE

      The Forbidden Mountains test our resolve, each step a grueling reminder of our shattered rebellion. The crunch of grit under my boots plays a monotonous rhythm, blending with the symphony of hunger and despair reverberating through my belly. All we once had—provisions, weapons, and the laughter around the campfire—now vanishes like smoke in the wind.

      But just when it feels like the world has abandoned us, a sliver of hope winks into existence. A cave, hidden in the heart of these treacherous peaks, beckons us with its mystery and the promise of solace. The High Fae pursue us relentlessly, their presence a looming threat. We stumble through the darkness, its embrace swallowing us whole.

      The opening of the cave has a sheer ice glaze covering the opening. And a small circle in the center, rimmed in gold just like the key Galen plucked from the Shadow Realm.

      “The key, Galen…could this really, be it?”

      The same golden magic dances in the air between the key and the seemingly floating lock. Sparking. Crackling.

      The moment the key slides into the lock, both the glaze and the key dissipate into a glittering shimmer of icy fog. Leaving a chill run down my spine. My breath escaped me as a silvery cloud right along with it.

      The bitter sanctuary of the mountains offers little comfort, and I know our respite here won't last long. We require allies, resources, a miracle. Galen's gaze sweeps over the rocky contours, his expression hardened. The time to act has come, so I clear my parched throat and croak out our predicament.

      "We can't play David to the High Fae's Goliath, not without a damn good slingshot," I assert.

      Galen's weary nod conveys his agreement. "But where, Raidi? Where in this desolate void?"

      A smirk edges onto my lips, defiance surging through my veins. "We can't throw in the towel now, Galen. We search."

      Our footsteps become a wild goose chase, the mountains themself an Escher-esque labyrinth that taunts us at every turn. Hope begins to wane, but then, like an oasis in the desert, a sprawling cavern materializes before us. The gleam of riches, enough to make even King Midas envious, adorns the chamber. Yet, the true marvel lies in the form of a dragon—her regal presence unmatched, her scales shimmering like a celestial tapestry.

      Anxiety gnaws at me as we inch closer, wary of the dragon's piercing gaze. She stirs, her eye cracking open to assess us, her ancient voice rumbling through the air, "What do you want?"

      With our mission weighing heavily upon my words, I speak with conviction. "We seek allies. We strive to stitch together a better world for all our realms."

      She scoffs, her skepticism palpable. "And why should I aid you?"

      Galen's reply is swift, fueled by his unyielding determination. "We share a common enemy. The High Fae's greed is consuming the realm. We could use your wisdom and strength."

      Our words hang in the air, the silence pregnant with uncertainty. Then, she speaks, her voice resonating with authority. "The High Fae's cruelties are well known to me. They've razed villages, spilling innocent blood. If unification is your aim, I stand with you."

      Relief washes over us, a surge of hope breathing life back into our weary souls. With her magic, her followers, we stand a chance.

      Galen articulates our urgent need. "Could you aid our escape?"

      A single nod is her response, and her wings—grand as the sky itself—unfurl in a display of majestic power. With a burst of motion, we take flight, emerging from the cave into the blinding sunlight. The Forbidden Mountains stretch in every direction, a stark reminder of the obstacles we face.

      The wind claws at my hair and stings my eyes as I grip the rough scales of Velatha, our mountainous dragon. I have Galen behind me, his arms wrapped around my waist, his laughter echoing in my ear, a heartening melody in the symphony of chaos. I’m terrified, truth be told, but he makes it bearable. Despite the storm brewing in my heart, Galen's warmth brings solace.

      It’s no secret that we’re not alone in this journey. There’s Erec, hopefully still waiting for us to return, building our numbers with the rebellion. He's our partner, and while the world might not understand, we do. Our love is complex and richly woven, like the tapestry of stars twinkling above us. The darkness of the night sky encroaching on the bright sunlight only due to the altitude in which we find ourselves.

      We soar above a world of jagged mountains and rolling valleys, a canvas of greens and blues, where clouds create their own ethereal landscape. The beast’s wings beat in time with my heart. My knuckles are white, clutching her scales, every flap, every gust of wind a sweet, terrifying dance with the heavens.

      “Breathe, Raidi,” Galen whispers, and his breath is warm against the cold chill of the high altitude. His words are a balm to the dull throb in my heart, the echoes of a past that doesn't seem to loosen its hold.

      Memories of my family revisit me like tormenting spirits. I can’t help but think of all the happier moments we shared. I want to live in these memories. I squeeze my eyes shut, leaning back into Galen, and just for a moment, I allow myself to dissolve into his sturdy presence.

      My past trauma is a tempestuous sea, its waves crashing over me when I least expect them. But I'm not alone in the battle. Galen and Erec, each with their own shadows, stand by me. We are, after all, three broken pieces, trying to make sense of this world together.

      I love Galen and Erec; the former, a beacon of strength and resolve, the latter, a tender, soothing presence. Each relationship is unique, each love a different flavor, yet they blend seamlessly into my life.

      But love isn't an antidote to the internal battles we fight, the mental demons we wrestle with daily. The world sees Erec as a charming rogue warrior, Galen as a compassionate leader. They see me as a formidable princess from another realm. But behind the facades are three individuals, each grappling with the shackles of past trauma and mental health battles.

      The wind sings a haunting lullaby as we glide over the world below. The dragon’s steady rhythm is a constant reassurance beneath us. Together, we are free, and in this moment of ethereal flight, I can almost believe that the shadows of our past are just that, behind us.

      We are not perfect. We're merely fragments, shattered and reconstructed into a mosaic. We love, we fight, we fall, and we rise, riding on the backs of dragons and the whirlwind of our emotions.

      As she takes us higher, I feel Galen’s grip tighten, his heartbeat melding with mine. Somewhere in the distance, a faint silhouette dances with the moonlight. My family might be a thing of the past for me, but in Galen and Erec, I have found a home, a sanctuary. Riding high above the world, for the first time in a long time, my heart is not heavy. It is hopeful.

      The growl rumbles beneath us, a deep, soothing sound that makes Galen and me exchange a knowing look. She's sensed something, a landing spot. A place to rest, to be safe.

      Turning my gaze ahead, I see it, a vast plateau, sheltered by a ring of towering pines, a citadel amidst the wilderness. Its surface is bathed in light, shimmering like a secluded pool, untouched and pure. Veins of crystal seem to spider across it, reflecting the glow, casting an almost ethereal hue. It is a sanctuary, a haven in the wilderness.

      The dragon’s wings adjust, her powerful muscles contracting, the air around us buzzing with anticipation. She descends, a graceful fall masked in power and majesty. Transforming her into a spectral creature of legends.

      The wind wails its protest as we descend, a melancholic hymn echoing our departure from the heavens. My heart throbs in my chest, the adrenaline morphing into a new sort of thrill - the promise of solid ground, of rest and solace.

      The landing is softer than I anticipate. Her claws touch down lightly, her massive frame surprisingly graceful. She folds her wings, a sigh escaping her, vibrating through Galen and me. We've landed.

      Galen's arms loosen around my waist, a low chuckle escaping his lips. "Well done, love," he murmurs, pressing a warm kiss to the nape of my neck. He dismounts first, extending a hand for me. The moment my feet touch the crystalline surface of the plateau, a wave of relief sweeps through me.

      "We're safe," Galen whispers, tugging me into his arms, his voice a tender reassurance against the cold wrapping us both in a comforting embrace. We're together, in this secluded sanctuary nestled between the stars and earth.

      I look around, the daunting expanse of wilderness giving way to the secluded safety of our plateau. My only thought is how do we descend without injury.

      The clicking noise of the dragon’s massive claws on the marble and crystal drag my attention away from the warm embrace of Galen’s strong arms.

      We watch as she unfurls her massive iridescent wings once more. She taps her massive claw onto the crystal vein that runs between us and a pair of scales shed from her taloned claws.

      “Carry these with you, and I will always know when you are in need. I will hear your thoughts carried on the clouds.”

      Before vanishing into the cloud-woven sky, she imparts her final warning. "I will assist where I can. But beware, the High Fae will go to any lengths to see you fall."

      My voice carries the weight of unyielding determination. "We know. We will fight to the last breath."

      With a last glance, she soars away, leaving us with a renewed sense of purpose. We watch her departure, our hearts infused with newfound hope.

      "We can do this," Galen declares, a wildfire blazing in his eyes.

      "We will," I echo, my resolve hardening. "We'll unite the Realms, toppling the High Fae's oppressive reign."

      “I love when you talk like that. It makes my insides burn hotter for you.” He grabs me into his arms and slams his lips into mine.

      The weight of the future feels heavy in the air, like the dense humidity before a storm. Galen and I stand alone, the vast horizon stretching out before us. The echo of the last warning she gave still lingers, but we’re both steely, our resolve like iron. No High Fae, no matter how powerful, is gonna mess with us.

      Galen exhales, a chuckle mixed with a sigh. It's cute how he does that. "You know," he starts, rolling his shoulders as if trying to release a mountain of tension, "I reckon we've been dealt the short end of the magical stick. But the way you stand tall, speak out loud and fierce? Damn, Raidi, it makes my heart race."

      He steps closer, the gap between us melting away. His fingers curl around my arm, heat pulsating between us. He has that mischievous twinkle, one that I've come to know so well, and cherish. "We can do this," he declares, a wild energy crackling around him.

      I smirk, tugging at the leather strap on his chest-plate. "You bet we will. The High Fae? They don't stand a chance against us. They've no idea who they're messing with."

      His laughter rumbles, low and husky. “You know, every time you go all defiant and fierce, it kind of makes my insides smolder. In a really, really good way.”

      His words wrap around me, almost tangible, and my heart trips over itself. Without warning, he sweeps me into his embrace, his lips crashing onto mine with a fierce passion. It's a whirlwind of sensations, a chaos of emotions. But in the middle of the storm, there's this quiet clarity—this beautiful certainty that with Galen by my side, there’s nothing we can’t face.

      The taste of hope, determination, and a little sass—because why not?—melds between us, and for a moment, the world and its impending chaos fades away.

      He leans back and takes a position of half standing half sitting on a taller smoothed over rock. Lifting my dress around my waist he wastes no time before he slips his hand between my legs.

      I feel his teeth close around my nipple through the fabric of my dress and that spike of pleasure and pain have me climbing him like the mighty oak tree of a man he is.

      He pushes his pants down and I feel his hand grip tightly into my rump while he lifts and drags my moist core across his hardening steel.

      In one swift motion I find myself impaled on the throbbing heat, evidence of his arousal. In just a short moment I have adjusted to the thickness and begin to bounce on top, using my arms on his shoulders as leverage. He assists me by lifting in rhythm with both hands on my bottom.

      “I will never get enough of this, enough of you Raidi.”

      When our love making is over and exhaustion is settling in again, we decide to have a small fire to take the chill off and save our energy for whatever lies ahead.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      THE SHADOW WITCH

      The crackling fire gives an eerie glow to the dark surroundings of our secluded plateau. Shadows stretch and twine like spectral dancers, painting a tableau of distorted silhouettes. But there's one that seems too still, too solid. A chill, slithers down my spine, a warning hiss in the quiet.

      There, nestled within the inky cloak of shadows, her eyes flash like twin stars, cold and piercing. The little slip of paper that I found crumpled on the ground bore the name Isla. The talisman marking the paper was that of a witche’s mark. It all makes sense now.

      The figure from the shadows floats into view as if carried on the foggy dark that surrounds us.

      “I am Isla, and I am also known as the Shadow Witch.” Her voice carries across the shadows link ink from a squid in the waters.

      My fingers tighten around the amulet hanging from my neck, a gift from the ancestors within the shadow realm, a token of protection and power. The guiding light along our journey to this point.

      "She's here for the amulet," I whisper, my words swallowed by the whispering wind. Galen's eyes follow my gaze, his hand reaching for the hilt of his sword. My other hand finds the dragon’s scale inside of my small pocket.

      Isla steps forward, the firelight catching her in a gruesome ballet. She's beautiful in a deadly way, her hair a cascade of midnight, her face as pale as moonlight, her eyes holding an ocean of darkness. She's a nightmare wrapped in allure, a paradox that sends fear slicing through me.

      "We don't want any trouble," Galen calls out, his voice steady despite the threat. I admire his bravery, his willingness to keep us safe, to shield me from harm.

      A shadowy grin slices across Isla's face. "I'm not here for trouble," she purrs, her voice a sickly-sweet poison. "I'm here for that." She points towards the amulet, her eyes flickering with avarice.

      The amulet pulses against my skin, a comforting rhythm amidst the crescendo of my fear. The memories of the shadow realm flit through my mind, the ancestors, their gentle voices, their promise of protection. I clasp it tighter, the cold metal a stark contrast to the growing warmth of my resolve.

      "No," I say firmly, my voice echoing around the plateau. The witch's smile doesn't waver, but her eyes harden.

      "I thought you might say that," Isla's voice drifts into the night, a chilling melody layered with malevolence. The shadows at her feet coil and twist, twirling like a sick ballet under her command. She's the conductor of a symphony of darkness, each note infused with dread.

      We stand firm, our breaths shared promises of defiance. Galen's gaze is locked onto the witch, his features hard as granite but his eyes... his eyes blaze with a resolve that bolsters my courage. They're an unspoken vow, a pledge to face this storm together. He is my anchor amidst these treacherous waters, his presence a symphony of fortitude that soothes my pounding heart.

      And oh, how it pounds! It thunders in my chest, a wild beast echoing my terror. Isla is formidable, a tempest of power wrapped in an enigma. Yet, I'm not unarmed. I clutch the amulet, its surface a tangible reminder of the faith placed in me by the ancestors. The past and present converge in this moment, creating a line of strength that runs from the shadow realm right to the beating heart of this confrontation.

      I am not just Raidi, the woman, the lover. No, I am Raidi, the chosen one, destined to unite the realms. I have waltzed with shadows, tamed dragons, loved with an intensity that threatens to consume me. Fear may reside in my heart but so does courage, so does love.

      The night extends indefinitely around us, the moon bearing silent witness to our standoff. The stars twinkle down, holding their breath as if awaiting the denouement of this dramatic confrontation. An orchestra of crickets and night birds play the soundtrack to our imminent battle, the notes hanging in the cool night air.

      My grip tightens around the amulet, the pressure grounding me, anchoring me to this moment. Galen reaches out, his hand covering mine, our shared heat spreading through me, a glowing ember of courage amidst the fear. The amulet glows faintly, pulsing in time with the symphony of our intertwined heartbeats. The pulsating rhythm seems to whisper an ancient incantation, filling me with a surge of determination.

      "Isla," I call out, my voice steady despite the pounding of my heart. "We won't let you have the amulet." The certainty in my voice surprises me, but I let it ring out, let it challenge the witch and the shadows she commands.

      Her laughter echoes in the silence, a chilling sound that grates against my resolve. But I stand tall, Galen at my side, his unwavering support a shield against the dread creeping in from the edges. We will not falter, not now. Not when there's so much at stake. This amulet, this ancestral gift is not just a trinket, it's a beacon of hope for all the realms, and we will protect it.

      With renewed resolve, I raise my head, meeting the witch's gaze. Her eyes gleam in the moonlight, a cold and cruel mockery. But I won't back down, not now, not ever.

      “Child, you don’t know where that amulet came from? Who it rightfully belongs to?”

      “As I see it, the amulet belongs to me now. It was a gift from our ancestors in the Shadow Realm.”

      “Yes, I am well aware. Being as I was the one who gifted it to you at their request. Now, that it has served its purpose of aiding your path from the accursed realm of death and chaos…shall we move on to the real magic?”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      A DANGEROUS ALLIANCE

      Galen and I, we eye each other, our gazes cautious, resolute. Barging into the High Fae Court is no child's play. But we gotta get this witch, Isla, on our side to stand any chance against the army of the High Fae.

      "Why are you so hung up on this thing, this amulet?" My words hang in the silence, a challenge to Isla.

      "The Crystal of Time," she offers, her eyes ablaze with a kind of wild hunger. "It bends time to the user's whim. It can let me weave magic no witch ever has."

      "What's the endgame?" Galen's words slice through the air, icy, hard.

      "I need it in my hands," Isla insists, her gaze not wavering.  “I've tried locating it for ages."

      A silent conversation passes between Galen and me. Isla isn't entirely trustworthy, but we need her. If we can get that Crystal of Time, we might stand a chance against the High Fae.

      “I conjured it with the help of those ancients in the dark forest, and our promise of an alliance in exchange for access to the magic contained within.”

      "We're in," I assert, steel lining my voice. "We've got to play it smart though. No room for blunders. We will help you get to the Crystal of Time, but this amulet will remain mine."

      Isla nods. "See you at midnight tomorrow. We'll get into the nitty-gritty." Then she's gone, slipping into the cover of the shadows, leaving me and Galen under the flickering forest light, the small fire barely still burning without us tending it.

      Galen murmurs, a barely-there whisper, "This is going to get messy."

      "I know." I sigh.
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        * * *

      

      The next night finds us skirting the edge of the Enchanted Forest, a stone's throw from the opulence of the High Fae Court. In the shadows lurk members of Isla's coven, powerful witches and warlocks steeped in the arcane, their presence a palpable electricity in the air.

      "Speed is key," Isla murmurs, her voice barely louder than the whispering wind. "At the stroke of midnight, the guards switch shifts. That's our window."

      Moving like wraiths, we dart from shadow to shadow, skirting High Fae patrols with the silence of practiced stealth. Isla gestures towards a door so well camouflaged it's practically devoured by the stone facade. "The Crystal of Time is in there."

      With a collective breath held, we crack open the door, plunging headfirst into the cavernous gloom within. The vault stretches into a seemingly endless void, its vast expanse filled with countless shelves and cabinets brimming with magical artifacts and treasures, each one holding an untold history.

      "Stay sharp," Galen breathes out, his voice echoing through the endless chasm of the vault. "We have no idea what else lurks here."

      Our search for the Crystal of Time becomes a timeless endeavor, each passing moment feeling both fleeting and infinite. Then, nestled within a box lined with velvet that's as dark as the night sky, we find it, the softly glowing crystal.

      Isla's eyes widen with a mix of awe and relief. "This is it," she gasps, her breath coming in shallow, quick pants.

      But before the relief can truly settle, the echo of footsteps shatters the stifling silence of the vault. We swivel around, hearts pounding in our chests, as a regiment of High Fae soldier’s marches towards us. Their leader's piercing blue gaze is icy, a frosty glare that threatens to freeze us in our tracks.

      "Halt," he demands, his words hanging in the air like frost on a winter's morning.

      Stepping forward, Isla lifts her chin defiantly, her eyes flashing with an inner fire that starkly contrasts the cold surroundings. Her fingers twitch slightly, a sure sign of a spell brewing. We are intruders in their sacred vault, thieves caught red-handed, but we will not go down without a fight.

      As Isla squares off against the High Fae, Galen and I exchange a look. It's a silent conversation, an unspoken pact. We're in this together, no matter what comes next. The Crystal of Time pulses lightly in my hand, almost as if it's echoing the rhythm of my frantic heart.

      

      "Go!" Isla's voice cuts through the tense silence. The word is barely out of her mouth before she's flinging her hands forward, a blaze of shadow and light erupting from her fingertips.

      The High Fae react instantly, their own spells slashing through the air towards us. We scramble away, ducking and diving, barely evading the onslaught. I can hear Galen's grunts as he deflects the attacks aimed at us, his own magic a shield of iridescent blue.

      "Raidi!" He tosses me a glance over his shoulder, his gaze desperate. "Get the crystal to safety!"

      But running away feels like betrayal, abandoning Isla and Galen. My feet feel rooted to the spot, unwilling to leave them behind.

      "Go!" Galen yells again, louder this time, his plea ricocheting off the walls of the vault. His words cut through the din of battle and the fear knotting in my stomach. Trust him, a small voice whispers in my mind, a reminder of all the trials we've weathered together.

      With a deep breath, I make a choice. I turn and run, the Crystal of Time clutched tightly in my grasp, my heart thundering in my ears. It feels like I'm leaving a piece of my soul behind, but I have to believe in Galen, in Isla. I have to trust that they'll make it out alive.

      The labyrinthine vault seems to stretch out infinitely before me, a myriad of shelves and treasures blurring past, I even recognize my hair clip. I can hear the clamor of the ongoing battle behind me, each spell cast, each word shouted, a stark reminder of the danger my companions are in.

      Fear and doubt cling to me like a second skin, gnawing at my resolve. What if this is a sacrifice too great? What if our pursuit for peace only brings us more pain? The Crystal of Time pulses in rhythm with my doubts, its glow a steady reassurance against the surging fear.

      As I sprint towards the exit, I can't help but think about Galen's strength, his unwavering loyalty. I think about Isla's defiance, her relentless courage. And I realize, we're not just a ragtag group of outcasts; we're a family bound by destiny, united in a shared quest for balance.

      With a newfound resolve, I burst through the camouflaged door, the cool night air whipping around me. The Enchanted Forest rises before me, its trees standing tall and sentinel-like under the star-studded sky. For a moment, I allow myself to marvel at the sight, the beauty a stark contrast to the chaos I've left behind.

      But there's no time to waste. I press onward, the weight of our mission, the fate of our world, nestled in the palm of my hand.

      

      Time melts into the night as I press on, every rustle in the underbrush setting my nerves alight. My body aches, my heart throbs with a rhythm of desperation and resolve, and the taste of fear coats my tongue. But within me, a flame flickers stubbornly against the dark, fed by the images of Galen’s protective gaze and Isla’s defiant stand.

      The Crystal of Time pulses softly in my grasp, a silent affirmation of my path. It's as though it senses my resolve, my refusal to surrender to despair. Its light casts wavering shadows across the path ahead, the eerie patterns a mocking echo of the turmoil within my heart.

      There’s a haunting beauty to the forest, one that's intensified under the gossamer glow of the moonlight. Shadows play hide-and-seek between the gnarled roots and the whispering leaves, their dance a mimicry of the delicate balance of light and darkness. But there's no room for me to appreciate it now, not when the echoes of the High Fae’s cold words still resonate in my ears, not when I bear the weight of an entire realm in my palm.

      The forest around me hums with ancient magic, a symphony of energies that thrum in harmony with my own. It's almost as though the world around me understands my plight, sharing in the urgency of my flight. Every rush of the wind, every ripple in the grass beneath my feet seems to murmur a chorus of encouragement, spurring me forward.

      Galen's desperate plea rings in my ears, echoing through the forest around me, through time itself. His faith, his trust in me is my guiding light, a beacon in the overwhelming darkness. I owe it to him, to Isla, to myself, to keep going, to ensure that their sacrifices aren’t in vain.

      I feel my exhaustion begin to gnaw at my edges, my steps growing slower, heavier. But I will not, cannot stop. The Crystal of Time throbs in time with my heartbeat, a comforting constant amidst the disarray.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY

          

        

      

    

    
      NEWFOUND PEACE

      As I press deeper into the forest, the ominous aura of the looming curse sends prickles of trepidation creeping up my spine. I've seen the aftermath of such dark magic, the once thriving kingdom now just a ghost of its former self. But the ancestors had trusted me, had passed on to me an amulet, a beacon of hope, and I refuse to let their faith in me falter.

      Drawing a shaky breath, I pull out the amulet, its dull glow casting comforting shadows around me. Taking a moment to steady myself, I channel my own magic into the relic, feel its pulse quicken under my touch.

      The amulet hums, the gentle vibrations resonating with the rhythm of my heart. It thrums with ancient magic, with the wisdom of the ancestors, and the silent plea of a kingdom waiting to be free. Suddenly, the world around me stills. It's as if the forest itself is holding its breath, waiting for a change, for a miracle.

      Just as suddenly, the amulet flares up with a bright, ethereal light. An unseen force cascades out from it, a palpable wave of raw, untamed magic that sweeps over the landscape. The pulse of the forest changes, the grip of the curse wavering under the strength of the ancestral magic.

      As the wave of magic washes over me, I feel a sense of unity, of oneness with the world around me. Something inside me begins to recede, replaced by a new dawn of magic and vitality. The forest seems to breathe a sigh of relief, the once withering trees standing tall, their leaves rustling like a soft melody in the wind.

      A newfound peace seems to descend upon the kingdom. The forest, once a living nightmare, now thrums with life and magic. It feels as if a weight has been lifted, not just from the kingdom, but from my own heart as well.

      Exhaustion washes over me then, the aftermath of the immense magical exertion. I crumble to my knees, the amulet slipping from my grasp and landing with a soft thud in the rejuvenated grass. Yet, I can't help but smile, relief flooding through me. The thrumming Crystal of Time still gripped within my other palm though I have no strength to hold it any longer either.

      Just as my eyes begin to drift closed, a soft glow catches my attention. From the shadows of the forest, Isla steps forth, a knowing smile dancing on her lips.

      "Isla," I breathe, my voice barely a whisper.

      "You've done well, Raidi," she praises, her gaze flickering to the amulet and then back to me. From within her cloak, she reveals a set of weapons, their design intricate and their aura potent. "A token of my gratitude, for allowing me to keep the crystal."

      She hands them over to me, their cool weight a solid reminder of the reality of the situation. I take them, gratitude welling up within me.

      "Thank you, Isla," I say, my voice choked with emotion. And with that, she vanishes back into the shadows, leaving me alone with the hum of the forest and the whispers of a new beginning.

      I clasp the enchanted weapons, the promise of future battles etched into their metal.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      BONDS REUNITE

      Our escape from the High Fae Court's Kingdom leaves me breathless, a combination of fear and exhilaration mixing in my veins. Every shadow we pass feels like a potential enemy, each gust of wind like a potential alarm. But we make it out. We always do. That's what Galen and I are—survivors.

      Under the protective cloak of darkness, we venture back to the frigid heart of the Icy Mountains, our bodies weary but our spirits undaunted. With each step, the chilled air whispers tales of resilience, the very mountains echoing our resolve.

      Once we find a suitable spot, we set up camp. It's no grand tented pavilion, but it's safe, secure, and more importantly, hidden. Here, beneath the celestial spectacle of a thousand twinkling stars, we start to plan our attack on the High Court.

      As we plot, I can't shake off the pulsating sense of apprehension creeping through me. It's a dangerous move, but it's necessary, it's time for a change, and we're the agents of that change. We plan late into the night, the flickering embers of our fire casting long, looming shadows, as if symbolizing the task ahead.

      I'm shaken from my thoughts by the crunch of snow underfoot. Turning, I see figures emerging from the shadows. Members of the Rebellion, faces worn by the harsh wind and eyes hardened by the grueling fight.

      Among them, one figure stands out…Erec.

      My heart jolts as I watch him approach, his gaze steady and his shoulders squared. He hasn't changed.

      His lips lift in a small, sad smile, a silent acknowledgment of our shared past, our shared trauma. The world we live in leaves scars, some visible, some not. It’s in the way Erec holds himself, a little stiffer, a little colder. It’s in the way I jump at the crackling of the fire, the shadows a little too much like a lurking threat.

      But here, amidst the bitter cold of the icy mountains, surrounded by like-minded souls, I feel a spark of hope. With each passing moment, our ranks swell, our determination solidifies. We carry with us the burden of our traumas, our fears, our insecurities, but we also carry with us a beacon of hope, the promise of a better tomorrow.

      As Erec reaches me, he places a hand on my shoulder, his grip firm, reassuring. We've been through hell and back, but here we are, stronger than ever, standing tall, ready to fight.

      In the stillness of the night, under the watchful gaze of the moon, we, the united members of the Rebellion, vow to take back what's ours, to liberate the High Fae Court's Kingdom from the grip of tyranny. We have a long journey ahead, filled with trials and tribulations, but we are ready. For our freedom, for our peace, we are ready.

      And for the first time in a long time, I feel like we might just have a fighting chance.

      

      As the members of the Rebellion mingle and discuss, I find myself drawn into a quieter corner with Galen and Erec. There's an unspoken understanding between us, a connection that transcends the physical. Fated mates. Three souls entwined in an intricate dance of destiny.

      Erec and Galen greet each other with a respectful nod, acknowledging their shared connection to me, their shared commitment to our cause. It's strange to see them together again, a reminder of all we've endured.

      The night is crisp and clear, the mountains standing sentinel around us. Stars scatter across the inky blackness above, their soft glow mirroring the quiet intensity in Erec's eyes. I notice the telltale twitch of Galen's fingers, a sign of his nervousness, and reach for his hand. Our fingers interlock, the familiar feel of his hand in mine offering a soothing comfort.

      Galen turns to Erec. "It's been a long time, Erec."

      His voice breaks the silence, the words hanging in the air between us. Erec's eyes shift to Galen, his gaze thoughtful. "Yes," he agrees, "it has."

      A moment passes in silence. Then, Erec reaches out and places his hand over ours. His touch is warm, familiar, a rush of memories flooding back with the contact. His smile doesn't quite reach his eyes, but it's there, a sign of acceptance, an affirmation of our shared bond.

      "We've come a long way," he says softly.

      "We have," I agree, my voice barely more than a whisper.

      In this quiet moment, the enormity of our reunion sinks in. We've been torn apart by fate and thrown back together by it, but the connection between us is stronger than ever.

      "I'm glad you're here, Erec," Galen admits, his voice laced with sincerity. His words hang in the air between us, a testament to the strength of our bond, to the love that binds us together.

      Erec's hand tightens around ours, his smile genuine this time. "I wouldn't be anywhere else."

      The mountains are our audience tonight, massive and silent, casting long shadows in the starlight. The stars themselves—so brilliant, so fearless—glitter like mischievous eyes watching over us. Galen's fingers twitch and I grab his hand, firm yet gentle. It's my subtle way of saying "I got you," without uttering a word.

      Galen's gaze shifts to Erec.

      The night holds its breath, the kind where you can almost hear the crickets reconsidering their next chirp. Erec studies Galen, a slow nod acknowledging the weight of their shared past.

      Erec’s fingers slide over our interlocked hands. Warmth radiates from his touch, a cascade of memories threatening to drown me. His lips curl into a half-smile, eyes carrying tales of old adventures and heartaches. Shadows of battles fought, internally and externally.

      "We've journeyed, haven't we?" His voice is soft, tinged with melancholy.

      Through realms and lifetimes, I want to say. Instead, I nod, words lodged somewhere between my heart and my throat. "Traveled and returned."

      Galen clears his throat, voice sincere, "Erec, having you here, right now—it's...right."

      Erec's grip tightens, every ounce of his gratitude conveyed through a glance. "There's no other place I'd rather be."

      We're this curious trio. I smirk at the term. Makes us sound like a fairytale. Yet, here we are, an unlikely trio, bound by an undeniable force.

      The world seems to pause, the only sound being our shared breaths, syncing, and the distant rustling of the trees. As if nature itself recognizes the significance of this reunion.

      Erec chuckles, the sound bubbling from deep within, "Who would've thought? The three of us, together again. No sentence of death could even tear us apart."

      I raise an eyebrow, a hint of sass in my voice. "Did you have doubts?"

      He smirks, "Always up for surprises."

      Galen snorts, humor lighting up his eyes. "Life with Raidi? It's never dull."

      Erec's laughter joins in, and I can't help but revel in the sound. It's genuine, heartwarming, and carries an undertone of home.

      "We're a quirky mix," I muse, squeezing their hands, "but it works. Perfectly."

      Erec nods, eyes shimmering with unspoken emotion. "Indeed. Here's to the quirks and chaos."

      He leans in and plants a kiss that releases all the tension I have in my body. To finally have the other piece of my soul back. The feeling is almost indescribable.

      “I’ve missed you so much, hoping each day that you would return to me. That I would see you again. I knew that the bond was still there, so must you. That you hadn’t died in that valley.”

      Erec’s grip tightens around my waist, as though he doesn’t want to ever release it. To ever release me.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      A TRAIL OF SHADOWS

      Maps sprawl like continents across the tabletop, plans and scrolls tangled amongst them, while Galen and I hunch over, our minds spinning. It's like untangling a web of lies, each thread leading to another, and our fingers itch to catch hold of the truth. The knife-in-the-back, it sucker-punched us, left us floundering in a sea of mistrust and disarray.

      "Betrayed," I mumble, my gaze latched onto the inked sprawl below, "by one of our own, no less." It's a bitter pill to swallow, knowing that a traitor lurks among us, their true face hidden behind a mask of loyalty. But it's a wake-up call, too. A reminder that darkness can wear any guise, and we must remain vigilant.

      Galen rubs the bridge of his nose, the lines of his face creasing with a frustration that mirrors my own. "Ancient history, Raidi," he sighs, "what's been done is dust. We must focus. There's a war to be won here." His words echo in my skull, but the shockwaves of the double-cross still ricochet through my thoughts. Who else amongst us sports a traitor's cloak, waiting for their moment to strike?

      An uproar from outside splits our debate in two. We spill out of the command center to find chaos brewing, the energy charged with urgency. Ari, one of our Fae scouts, appears before us, breathless, eyes popping with terror. She's a whirlwind of fear and information, her words stumbling out like stones tumbling down a steep slope.

      "They're marching," she wheezes, "the High Fae army...this way!" The gravity of her words lands like a punch to the gut. The High Fae, our sworn enemies, descending upon us with a fury we can't afford to underestimate. Galen's eyes meet mine in a flash of shared understanding, time's up. The hour of reckoning has arrived.

      Scrambling into action, rallying our troops, laying defenses, we embrace the role of the underdogs. Outnumbered. Outgunned. It's a familiar tune, one we've danced to before, and yet the stakes feel higher now. The weight of responsibility hangs heavy upon us, but we refuse to yield.

      The energy shifts, crackling with both fear and determination. It’s in the glances exchanged between battle-worn friends, in the way hands clutch at weapons with white-knuckled intensity. It's in the air itself, a tangible force, pulling us together as we prepare to stand as one.

      Erec's eyes find mine, his expression a complex blend of terror and resolve. He's been through this before, fought these battles, tasted both victory and bitter defeat. But this time is different. This time, it's not just about survival or even triumph. It's about honor, justice, and a chance to reclaim something that's been stolen from us.

      Galen's voice rises above the din, strong and steady, as he lays out our strategy. We'll meet them at the edge of the forest, use the terrain to our advantage. With the Enchanted weapons that Isla gifted us, we have a fighting chance. His words are laced with a calm authority, an unspoken promise that we won't go down without a fight.

      I can see the trust in the eyes of those gathered around us. They believe in us, in Galen's leadership, in Erec's cunning, in my unbreakable spirit. We've become symbols of hope, a beacon in these dark times. And we won't let them down.

      As we prepare, there's a moment where Galen, Erec, and I come together, a brief respite from the chaos. Our eyes meet, an understanding passing between us. We're in this together, three souls bound by fate, ready to face whatever comes our way.

      "It's not going to be easy," Galen admits, his voice low.

      "No," Erec agrees, his hand reaching out to touch the hilt of his Enchanted blade. "But we've never taken the easy path, have we?"

      His words are laced with a wry humor that somehow feels right in this dire moment. We've faced impossible odds before, battled demons both real and metaphorical. This is just another step on our journey, another battle to fight.

      I squeeze their hands, a simple gesture laden with meaning. "We'll get through this. Together."

      The words hang in the air, a vow, a pledge that goes beyond mere survival. This is about more than just winning a battle. It's about fighting for something greater, for love, for justice, for a world that's been torn apart by greed and power.

      With a last shared glance, we move apart, each stepping into our roles as leaders, warriors, and friends. The battle is looming, the enemy marching closer with every passing moment. But we're ready. We're united. And we won't back down.

      The horns of war sound in the distance, a mournful cry that echoes through the land. The time has come. Our destiny awaits, and we march forward to meet it, hearts ablaze with courage, determination, and an unwavering belief in each other.

      As the High Fae's forces close in, we brace for the clash, the thunderous symphony of war. Steel sings against steel. Battle cries tattoo the air. The struggle to hold ground gnaws at us.

      Just when desperation is about to choke us, a roar from above, a sudden storm of dragon fire, our draconic allies swooping to our aid. It's like watching hope take form, tipping the scales of battle in our favor. The High Fae falter, momentarily caught off guard by this unexpected twist of fate.

      The dragon we met inside the cave lands just in front of Galen, and lowers her head to reveal a length of silver chain behind her head. “Take the lead, and ride with me. Show us your enemy.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      A TWIST OF FATE

      Darkness descends upon the battlefield, wrapping us in a shroud of uncertainty. The clash of swords and cries of pain echo through the air, a discordant symphony of chaos. Sweat drips down my brow, mingling with the grit of determination etched across my face.

      With every swing of my blade, I carve a path through the sea of adversaries. Their High Court armor gleams with false authority, but we know better. We fight for truth, for freedom, and for a chance to forge a new destiny.

      Galen's perch upon the dragon soars above, her fiery breath scorching the earth below. A creature of power and majesty, it embodies the strength we draw upon in this desperate hour. Galen himself is a whirlwind of fury, his eyes ablaze with the fire of righteous anger. Together, we stand as an unyielding force against oppression.

      But the tides of fortune can be fickle, and in the midst of our relentless assault, a disheartening truth reveals itself. Our enchanted weapons, the very tools that have fueled our fight, flicker and fail. Could this be the traitor among us? Had struck a devastating blow, leaving us vulnerable and exposed.

      Dread coils in the pit of my stomach, threatening to consume me. We need a new plan, a way to outmaneuver our foes. Galen's voice breaks through the chaos, a beacon of hope in the darkness. His words ignite a spark within me, a desperate, audacious idea.

      “Run Raidi, take Erec and as many of the rebels as can hear you! Go to the sanctum in the palace and take them now, while we have their defenses occupied.”

      We must divide our forces. Galen will hold the enemy's attention, a burning distraction that buys us precious time. Meanwhile, I will lead the remnants of our troops towards the heart of the castle, where our salvation may lie.

      Leaving Galen alone amidst the chaos feels like a betrayal, a bitter pill to swallow. But we have no choice. Our survival depends on it. With a heavy heart, I give the order, rallying our weary soldiers to follow me. Together, we turn our backs on the battlefield and forge a path through the labyrinthine corridors of the mountain pass to return to the High Fae’s icy castle.

      The castle looms ahead, a fortress of stone and magic, once a symbol of grandeur and power, now tainted by greed and corruption. The chill of the icy castle seeps through my skin, weaving its way into my bones, but it's nothing compared to the icy dread that grips my heart. Erec's hand finds mine, his grip strong, grounding. A promise in the silence - we're in this together.

      The guards at the gates fall back, their eyes wide and disbelieving. Their whispered curses and prayers are lost to the wind, drowned by the pounding of our hearts. We rush forward, every step echoed by the clatter of armor, the gasps of the winded, the determined grunts of those pushing their bodies to the brink. The air thickens with tension, the taste of iron and fear heavy on our tongues.

      The cold hallways and opulent chambers of the High Fae castle are eerily silent, the lavish tapestries and ornate furniture a stark contrast to the chaos outside. The gleaming walls are mute witnesses to our hurried footsteps, our grim determination. Our path winds through the castle, a journey dictated by memories that stir like phantom limbs.

      Erec and I lead the charge, our forces shadowing us, their faith palpable. We're a united front, standing strong against a common enemy. Each heart that beats in unison with ours, each soldier that stands tall beside us, carries the promise of a better future, a hope for a world free from tyranny.

      The massive doors loom ahead, intricate carvings etched onto their surface telling tales of ancient victories and mythical creatures. The room beyond those doors holds our salvation, the answer to the evil that's plagued our kingdom for far too long.

      We push open the doors, the echo ringing out in the silent hall, a proclamation of our arrival. The sanctum is breathtaking, a masterstroke of magic and architecture. It pulses with a familiar energy, a hum that vibrates through the soles of our boots, up our spines, tingling at the base of our skulls.

      Every step we take brings us closer to the heart of the fortress, closer to the resolution we seek. The weight of uncertainty bears down upon us, each flicker of torchlight casting long shadows on the walls. Yet, the flicker of hope remains steadfast in our hearts.

      Galen's dragon roars in the distance, a reminder that he is still out there, fighting against insurmountable odds. We can only trust in his strength, in his unwavering resolve. The battle rages on, but our paths have diverged for now.

      As we press deeper into the room’s depths, our footsteps become more resolute, our resolve fortified by the shared purpose that binds us. We move with purpose, guided by an unyielding determination to see this through to the end.

      Finally, we reach the chamber where destiny hangs in the balance. The air crackles with anticipation, a tangible energy that electrifies our spirits. We stand together. Unexpected allies emerge from the shadows, soldiers from another kingdom who have chosen to stand beside us. Their presence is a revelation, a testament to the power of shared purpose and the capacity for change. Our hasty judgments have been proven wrong, and in their place, respect blooms.

      Renewed with a surge of adrenaline, we charge forward, our battle cries mingling with the clash of steel. The tables turn, and the momentum swings in our favor. The once overwhelming forces of the High Court's minions now find themselves on the backfoot, their strength waning against our united might.

      With the entirety of the castle either submitting or captured, we make a weary return to Galen and the battlefield. Hope beyond hope that he has been able to hold them at bay just long enough for us to return, and win this battle.

      Our journey back through the castle is a gauntlet of cheers and relieved faces, a celebration of the seemingly impossible feat we've achieved. High Fae are being ushered to the dungeons, their proud features contorted in disbelief and defeat. Their captors, once oppressed and downtrodden, now stood tall, their eyes burning with the fires of victory. The tide has turned.

      Through it all, Erec's fingers intertwine with mine, an unspoken promise held within the firm grip. His eyes speak volumes, carrying a warmth that bolsters my spirit amidst the turmoil. Despite the victory within the castle walls, the real battle awaits us outside, where Galen stands alone against a ferocious enemy.

      As we spill out onto the battlefield, the bitter chill of the icy mountain’s tears at our skin. The scene that greets us is one of turmoil. Galen, our sturdy oak, stands tall amidst the storm, fending off the onslaught with sheer determination etched across his face. His dragon fights with a raw ferocity that is as mesmerizing as it is terrifying.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      THE REBELS' FIRST BATTLE

      My heart skips a beat as Galen and I share a bewildered look, our eyes wide. What's that? Werewolves ripping into the fight alongside us? Like some twisted version of a fairy tale where sworn enemies become allies. Who knew that the kingdoms of the Realm would ever come together like this? The moment's so surreal it hangs there, suspended, like it's caught in amber.

      Those werewolves are fire and fury, fangs bared and claws flashing. They're all quicksilver movements and lethal grace as they carve through the High Fae's soldiers. Each tangle of werewolf and Fae is a blood ballet, captivating in its brutal choreography. We Fae rebels, we just watch. Stunned. Mesmerized. These werewolves, they're war machines in the shape of beasts.

      Amidst the largest of the beasts, I catch a glimpse of Freya. She seems to be surrounded by a small pack of them, calling out who is who. Good thing too so they know who they’re supposed to be fighting and who they’re helping.

      Erec and I fight, shoulder to shoulder. Swords sing in the sunlight, a harmony of steel on steel. Our hearts pound with shared purpose, a rhythm of defiance. This battle is more than just a fight—it's a statement. We've been sharpening our blades and wills for weeks. This is our shot. No way in hell we're blowing it.

      But the High Fae? Don't get it twisted, they're no pushovers. Their training shows in every brutal swing, every parry and riposte. We're in deep here, clawing for every inch against the Fae juggernaut.

      Still, these werewolves, they tip the scales. Savage, relentless, they're a force of nature that even the High Fae can't seem to handle. Every stroke of our swords is an echo of the werewolves' raw power, and slowly, the tide of the battle is turning.

      My gaze lands on the werewolf pack leader - he's a tower of muscle and midnight fur. His eyes hold a spark of something terrifyingly sentient. How on earth did we get this behemoth and his pack to pitch in with us?

      Then, in the chaos, I notice it. Some High Fae soldiers seem...off. Their fight lacks the bite of their comrades. It’s like they’re pulling their punches. I flag it to Erec, and he spots it too.

      "We gotta dig into this," he says. "Complacency kills."

      I give a nod of agreement, and we split, heading towards different pockets of luke-warm fighters. I find myself face-to-face with one of these half-hearted soldiers. My sword's raised, ready to strike, but then his hands are up.

      "Wait!" He's practically panting out the word. "I'm done. I just wanna go home."

      His words sucker-punch me. I was expecting a fight, not a plea. "Then why are you here?"

      He shrugs, looking every inch the reluctant soldier. "Conscripted, I had no choice."

      My heart aches for him. It’s easy to forget that not everyone gets to choose their battles.

      Looking around, it’s clear he’s not the only one. The ground is littered with abandoned High Fae weapons, each one a statement of surrender. Maybe there's a way to flip this. To turn their reluctance into our rebellion.

      Erec, meanwhile, is seemingly drawing similar conclusions from his own group of deserters. He’s cautious, playing it safe.

      "Why are you fighting?" he asks them point-blank. I can hear him since the sounds of fighting has died down.

      A soldier spits on the ground. "Orders. We've got families to feed. Can’t afford to defy the High Court."

      You can hear it in his voice. That raw, unfiltered desperation. Erec can feel it. We've got more common ground with the enemy than we ever imagined.

      Erec and I, flanked by our newfound allies, charge into the fray, bolstered by the recent victory. The battlefield is a whirlwind of fury, a canvas painted in broad strokes of fire and ice, splattered with the crimson of fallen soldiers.

      Each clash of steel, each guttural cry, echoes with the promise of freedom. We are a symphony of resilience and defiance, our harmony sending tremors through the High Fae ranks.

      Galen spots us then, his eyes lighting up with renewed vigor. His dragon rears, letting out a roar that sends the High Fae soldiers sprawling. It is the turning point we've been praying for, a beacon of hope amidst the chaos.

      Together, we push back, driving the enemy forces away, inch by inch, till the battlefield is ours. Galen, Erec, and I stand triumphant yet weary, surrounded by those who had risen from oppression to claim victory. Despite the wreckage around us, there is a palpable sense of euphoria, a collective sigh of relief. It's not the end, but a new beginning.

      We've broken the High Fae's stranglehold on the kingdom. We've risen from the ashes. We've kindled the spark of hope into a blaze. Now, it's time to rebuild, to heal. But most importantly, it's time to celebrate. We've earned it.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      BETWEEN ASHES AND SHADOWS

      Caught between the aftermath of battle and the looming darkness that awaits us. Galen's steady presence beside me is a reassurance, a lifeline in this sea of uncertainty. We stand on the precipice of victory, yet the taste of triumph feels bittersweet, overshadowed by the price we paid.

      The fallen bodies, once fierce warriors, lie scattered across the scarred battlefield, a haunting tableau of sacrifice. Their cries still echo in my ears, a painful symphony of heroism and loss. The air hangs heavy with the scent of blood and burnt earth, a reminder of the price we pay for freedom.

      "Bodies to bury, wounds to mend," Galen's voice cuts through the silence, his words heavy with the weight of responsibility. He places a firm hand on my shoulder, a silent reminder that we must face the aftermath together. "A world to rebuild."

      Erec places his hand on my hip and draws me in closer. “Our world together.”

      I nod, the gravity of our task settling upon my shoulders. We cannot linger in the victory, for there is no victory without healing the wounds, both seen and unseen. The realm we fought for lies in ruins, a reflection of the devastation we unleashed upon it in our struggle against the High Fae.
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        * * *

      

      With grim determination, we set forth, tending to the wounded and honoring the fallen. Each life lost becomes a solemn tribute, a testament to the cost of our rebellion. Days bleed into weeks, and as the sun rises and sets, we rebuild. Broken walls are mended, shattered spirits are nurtured, and hope begins to bloom like a fragile flower in the ashes.

      Fae, humans, dragons, witches, werewolves. The divergent threads of our realm are woven together, bound by the common purpose of unity. We forge alliances where divisions once thrived, mending the fractures with trust and understanding. The tapestry of our unity grows stronger with each passing day, an unbreakable shield against the darkness that lingers.

      But in the midst of this healing, we find ourselves embroiled in a battle of our own, one that strikes at the very core of our beings. Our love, birthed amidst the chaos of rebellion, has become a casualty of our choices.

      In a rare moment of respite, I find Galen in the quiet sanctuary of the throne room, its dim light casting shadows upon our souls. The unspoken weight of his families' absence hangs in the air, suffocating us with longing and regret. I gather the fragments of my courage and voice the ghosts that haunt us both.

      "Galen, do you ever wonder what could have been?" The question hangs heavy, pregnant with unspoken longing.

      His eyes meet mine, a flicker of pain dancing within them. "Every day, Raidi."

      A sigh escapes my lips, the weight of loss pressing down upon me. "Yet, I can't help but believe that our path was just. That our love is worth the sacrifices we've made."

      Galen's grip on my hand tightens, his touch grounding me in the tempest of uncertainty. "The loss we've endured doesn't make it any less real, Raidi."

      I take a steadying breath, finding solace in his unwavering presence. "In moments of weakness, I've wondered if we made the right choice. If our love is worth the pain of losing his family, and my connection to my mother..."

      He shakes his head, determination etched into the lines of his face. "A life without you, Raidi, is a life half-lived. Our families may have gone or just haven’t come around yet—in the case of your mother— but look at what we've gained. A love that burns brighter with each passing day, a better world for all."

      His words wash over me, a salve to my wounded heart. A sense of calm settles upon me, casting away the doubts that had plagued me. "You're right. This is our life, our journey. I wouldn't trade it for anything."

      His lips find mine, a tender promise sealed in a stolen moment. "I love you, Raidi."

      "Forever and always," I whisper, my voice filled with conviction. In that shared moment, we find strength. Our path is not an easy one, but together, we will weather the storms that lie ahead. Our love, born from the fires of rebellion, may have come at a steep price, but it's worth shines brightly, guiding us through the darkest nights.

      And so, hand in hand, we step forward, ready to face the shadows that await us within the castle's forbidding walls. Our journey is far from over, but we walk it together, hearts ablaze with the fire of love and the promise of a better future.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      FROM SHADOWS INTO LIGHT

      As days blur into weeks, the rhythm of healing, building, and growing becomes our heartbeat, our breath. We rise and fall with the sun, an homage to the strength and resilience we've discovered within ourselves. Together, we weave stories of hope and promise into the very tapestry of our kingdom, a testament to our unyielding spirit.

      In the midst of this rebirth, Erec finds his footing, a stalwart pillar amidst the maelstrom. His unwavering strength anchors us, and his wisdom guides us as we navigate the challenging path of restoration. Yet, beneath the veneer of leadership, the pain of his family's rejection still lurks, a raw wound waiting to heal.

      After the battle, when Erec decided that revealing himself to the Kingdom and the prophecy coming to pass was the right path, we were leery of the reception of this news. But it seems that more than a few had already suspected as much, and really it wasn’t such a bad thing. It was only the Queen that felt so strongly. With Galen and Erec’s parents killed in the battle while being transported to their stronghold, we are truly the ones to make a new day dawn in this Fae Kingdom.
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        * * *

      

      One evening, as the sun sinks low, bathing the kingdom in a warm, golden hue, I find Erec standing alone by the castle's battlements, his gaze lost in the vast expanse of the horizon.

      "Brooding doesn't suit you, Erec," I quip, breaking the silence that had been his sole companion.

      He turns towards me, a faint smile playing on his lips. "I am not brooding, Raidi, just thinking."

      I slide my arm around his waist, leaning into his warmth. "About what?"

      "About our kingdom, about the families we've left behind...and about us," he confesses, his voice barely a whisper. I feel the tremor in his voice, the pain of loss echoing through it.

      For a moment, I am lost for words. Our shared pain is a fragile thing, a raw, open wound that still stings. Yet, we've found solace in each other, and I am reminded once again of the strength of our bond.

      "We made the right choice, Erec," I reassure him, my voice steady. "Our love...it's the most real thing I've ever known. And while it's painful that our families don't understand it, it doesn't make it any less true."

      He takes a deep breath, his body relaxing against mine. "I know. It's just...hard, sometimes."

      I pull him closer, resting my head against his chest. "But we are not alone. We have each other, and a kingdom of people who look up to us."

      His lips find mine, the warmth of his kiss melting away the shadows of our doubts. "We'll face whatever comes together," he promises, his voice echoing our shared determination.

      In the following days, we pour ourselves into the task at hand. Slowly, the kingdom finds its footing again. The wounds heal, the buildings rise, and hope thrives in every heart. The once-oppressed people now stand tall, resilient in their unity, echoing the promise of a brighter tomorrow.

      The scars of battle and loss remain, a poignant reminder of the past. But we carry them with pride, as badges of honor, of courage, and of love. As the moon rises, signaling the end of another day of toil and triumph, we stand together, overlooking our thriving kingdom, a beacon of hope amidst the vast wilderness.

      "We did this," Erec whispers, his voice filled with awe. "We did this together."

      "Yes," I reply, my heart swelling with pride. "And we'll continue to do so, for as long as we're together."

      With the setting sun casting long shadows over our kingdom, we stand united, ready to step from the shadows into the light of a new dawn. For the road ahead may be filled with challenges and trials, but together, there's nothing we can't overcome.

      Our journey is far from over, but with every step we take, we know that we're walking towards a future of our own making, a future built on love, unity, and the promise of a better tomorrow.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      LOVE CONQUERS ALL

      Here I stand in the heart of the kingdom we've built. It's a beacon of hope, of unity, a testament to the power of love, resilience, and the audacity to imagine a better world. Sunlight streams through the grand windows, dancing upon the polished stone floor, and the laughter of children reverberates through the halls, a sound I've come to cherish.

      Galen enters the room, the sunlight crowning him with an ethereal glow. His presence brings a smile to my lips, an instinctive reaction born of countless shared moments, trials overcome, and laughter embraced. We've grown, changed, but at the core, we remain us, bound by a love that refuses to bow to conventions, a love as multifaceted as the life we've built.

      As he strides towards me, his eyes hold a world of emotion. He engulfs me in a warm embrace, whispering words of love into my ear. "I cherish you, Raidi."

      His voice, soft yet unwavering, warms me to my core. It's a balm, soothing the occasional aches that linger from old wounds and recent challenges.

      "Erec is waiting for us in the courtyard," Galen continues, releasing me from his embrace. His tone carries a hint of mirth, a shared secret that unfurls joy within my chest.

      Arm in arm, we make our way towards the courtyard, where Erec, our steadfast pillar, waits. He's lost in conversation with a group of children, his laughter, a delightful chorus that shatters the lingering remnants of his brooding persona. He looks up as we approach, his eyes lighting up, the dark shadows of past sorrows almost forgotten.

      “Tales of dragons and werewolves, I presume?” I tease as I loop my arm through his. His laughter ripples through me, an echo of countless shared jokes and quiet moments.

      “You know me too well, Raidi,” Erec grins, and the unspoken words hang heavy between us, 'I love you.'

      Our path hasn’t been an easy one, yet, I wouldn’t trade it for anything else. We've built a kingdom, a family, from the ashes of destruction and the seeds of love. It’s a testament to the unconventional, a love story written in the stars, a tale of two lovers who became three, bound by heartstrings and shared dreams.

      Our love, a dance of soulful connections, holds the power to heal, to bind, to create. It's not just the joy and exhilaration that it brings, but also the heartache and sacrifices, the battles fought within and without. It's a fortress we've built amidst a war-torn world, a sanctuary where we can be ourselves without judgment.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Time feels irrelevant. Each moment holds a universe of experiences, each day a lifetime of memories. We rule our kingdom with fairness, with compassion, weaving stories of resilience and unity. But it's the intimate moments that truly shape us, define our journey.

      In the quiet mornings, when the world is still lost in dreams, I find myself tangled between Galen and Erec. Galen, the storm that unsettles my heart, with his eyes that cradle a world of emotion. Erec, my steadfast rock, his strong arms a haven I willingly surrender to. We've become adept at reading each other's silences, at understanding the unspoken words that dance in our eyes, at navigating the intricate dance of our entwined lives.

      Days ebb into weeks, weeks into months, and before we know it, seasons have turned, bringing with them changes and new beginnings. The castle walls, once a symbol of dread and despair, now echo with joy and laughter. Children scamper through the corridors, filling the air with their innocent mirth. We watch them, our hearts brimming with a warmth that defies words. They're the promise of a better tomorrow, the tangible embodiment of our love and unity.

      On quieter days, when our responsibilities momentarily retreat, we indulge in each other. We've developed a fondness for star-gazing, for unraveling the mysteries of the cosmos, for finding our own stories etched in the constellations. Galen's voice, resonant and soothing, spins tales of celestial battles and cosmic love affairs, while Erec, ever the pragmatist, points out different galaxies, stars, and phenomena. In these shared moments, I feel an overwhelming surge of love for them. Their contrasting personalities, their shared love for me, our entwined destinies, it's an intoxicating, humbling realization.

      Trials and tribulations are no strangers to us. We face them head-on, undeterred, always together. Our disagreements spark conversations, breeding understanding and compassion. We navigate through storms, learn to dance in the rain, until rainbows color our skies with hope. It's a constant journey of growth, a testament to our shared strength and resilience.

      But it's the ordinary moments that truly encapsulate our love story. A shared glance, a comforting squeeze of the hand, laughter that echoes in the silence, tears that find solace on familiar shoulders, dreams whispered under the star-studded sky, and fears calmed by steady heartbeats. These seemingly mundane moments breathe life into our relationship, reinforcing the love that binds us.

      Through the chains of time, we move. Amidst the bustle of ruling, the whispers of love, and the simplicity of existence, we find our happily ever after. It's not the absence of trials, but rather the shared strength to face them. It's not just love, but also understanding, patience, resilience. It's Galen. It's Erec. It's us, a triad of love, navigating through the intricacies of life, etching a story in the sands of time, under the watchful gaze of the cosmos.

      As the sun dips, casting long shadows, the three of us stand united under the ever-watchful stars. The evening air is a comfortable blanket, the silence a comforting lullaby. Galen's hand clasps mine, his touch a silent promise, Erec's arm wraps around me, his silent strength a soothing balm. And at that moment, I knew. This is our forever, our story, our love. Three hearts beating as one, bound by a love as profound as the cosmos above. We stand, on the precipice of tomorrow, hearts aflame with love, ready to face whatever the universe has in store. Together. Always.

      

      
        
        THE END
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The next story in this world will be Freya’s adventure to the werewolves’ pack lands.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      In a world overcome by the Rapture, only the Favored can save them all.

      

      Celestia knows nothing about battling demons or riding dragons but if she wants to avenge her sister’s death, she will have to learn. Transported to a remote location known as the Compound, Celestia receives training from the Guardians, an elite group of angels tasked with protecting mortals. Assigned to partner with the head honcho, a hottie named Deus, she falls fast for his flirtatious advances. But when she starts seeing spirits and hearing voices of the dead, Celestia begins to question herself as well as everything she knew about angels and demons.

      

      Training goes awry when a rebellion arises, bringing a handsome stranger that Celestia is certain she’s known before and with him, news that her sister may still be alive. Unfortunately, leaving the compound to save her could put them all at risk. And Celestia isn’t sure who to trust, including herself. Can Celestia harness her powers to help the rebellion, or will she risk it all, including her soul mate, to save her sister?
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      I have always believed that there are two irrevocable truths: first, we all have a life-giving breath. Second, the peaceful rest of death is the fulfilled promise of a life well-lived.

      I no longer believe any of it.

      The truth is, we’re all damned.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I never believed I’d be on a bus bound for Hell’s Falls. Then again, if anyone told me that just thirty-one and a half hours ago, I’d be battling a demon, I never would have believed that either.

      “Second row,” the driver says. He’s standing near his seat at the wheel, pointing to one almost directly behind his. “And don’t ask for any breaks. It’s a non-stop route.”

      While I don’t know how far it is to Hell’s Falls and the compound where I’ll receive my protection, I can’t imagine it’s a quick journey. “Not even to use the bathroom?”

      “Move along and don’t ask questions.” The driver’s face is round, which under normal circumstances would make him appear child-like and friendly but given the hard lines between his eyes and the way his jaw is so tight when he growls his words, he is anything but that.

      As I pass him on the way to the seat he’s assigned for me, I notice that we’re the same height. He’s middle aged and fluffy around the middle. If I could confront a demon, I could do the same to him if I needed to.

      I give him a side-eye which he ignores. When I promptly take my seat, still wearing the same bloodied and dirty shorts that were part of my rescue mission, the plastic-like material adheres to my sticky thighs like a second skin.

      I hadn’t ridden a school bus in nearly a decade and had forgotten the way they reeked of body odor and industrial materials. The smell gives me an instant headache, and with it, a wave of nausea.

      The bag I’ve been issued is my only other companion and I put it on my lap, hugging it tight to my chest. I’d only been given a few minutes to collect my entire life into a single bag.

      The angel who identified himself as one of the Guardians made it clear that time was of the essence. I’d been able to grab a few of my most prized possessions, including my sister’s box of collectables, and a photo of my family. I stuffed my bag full of necessities before they escorted me to the bus.

      Everything about it is a whirl. But that could also be the sleep deprivation making me dizzy and fuzzy headed.

      It’s only a second later when the driver fastens his seatbelt and shifts the bus into gear. It jumps, jerking my exhausted body forward, the bag protecting me from colliding into the green seat in front of me.

      The window fogs with my breath as through the cool early morning mist, I watch the horizon whizz past. First the city escapes through my fingers, the skyscrapers gone in a blur of concrete and metal.

      For several hours, the driver speeds across highways where the sun beats down so hot and strong that I’m forced to open my window and shed my blood-stained shirt revealing the sweat-soaked gray tank top underneath. The fabric of the shirt is thin, but I drape it over my head for shade. At some point, drowsy and drunk with sunlight, I doze off.

      The engine’s soft purr changes to a rumble, and the bus jostles me awake. There’s a stop sign off to the right but not a single car on the road.

      We’re surrounded by a green wall of dense forest. Shadows lengthen as dusk falls over the woods, and I realize I slept for half of the trip.

      Stupid, I think to myself. You were supposed to stay awake. Chart the course. Just in case. I shake my head with a sigh. Despite the chastisement of my inner voice, I hear the soft, soothing tones of my mother’s words, Be kind to yourself. She was right, my mother. Always right. And so, I swallow that self-pity, which has shown itself as inner anger for my shortcomings, blink the sleep from my eyes, and make a mental note of my surroundings.

      Trees of several varieties—only a few I know by name—and mountains in the distance indicate we’ve reached the north. Eastern Hemlocks, the freshly bloomed lavender, and the cooler air blowing in through my open window bring gentle memories of my childhood. The fragrance of that lavender, so fresh and floral, reminds me of my mother once again. She both helps and haunts to this day.

      The driver proceeds straight through the stop sign. About a mile later, he makes a sharp left turn onto an overgrown dirt road, which is mostly obscured from view by trees and underbrush. Light is completely devoid in the confines of the forest, and the only evidence of the existence of a sky is the sliver of a crescent moon that creeps up between the treetops. The bus rolls to a stop, and the man whose name I’ve not been given, stands and turns, shining a light in my eyes. I squint while throwing my hand to my brow, shielding myself from the beam. His footsteps approach, and the light fades as he surrenders the flashlight to me. “You’ll need this.” He returns to his seat and grips the lever. With a thrust of his hand, the door rattles open.

      Shining the light into the darkness, the beam bounces as I stand in the doorway, scanning the forest as I will myself to gain my bearings. “Where are we?” I ask, knowing full well our destination. But how am I to trust those who’ve brought me here? Trust is so easily displaced and often manipulated. My first step off the bus misses the landing and the driver snorts as I stumble down the stairs. My cheeks burn with humiliation.

      “Head north. About one hundred and forty paces.” The driver points into the forest in some obscure direction that’s nearly indiscernible in the dark.

      My grandfather had taught me to navigate the woods as a child, but most of it is faded memories and what I can recall is difficult to apply in the dark. “Thanks.” My voice is unsure even though I’ve willed it to be certain.

      “Follow the skins.” The driver’s voice has an edge to it, an emphasis on ‘follow,’ like he knows I’m too stupid for directions.

      I grab my bag. “Skins?”

      He sighs and points halfway up a tree where a wolf hide has been tacked in place with an arrow.

      That’s something you don’t see every day. “Thanks,” I grunt as I throw my bag over my shoulder. The glow from the flashlight illuminates a path in front of me. Ironically, I feel safer in the woods than I ever did in the city. No one will ever find me here.

      As I step into the thickness of the forest, there’s a bite to the air despite the trees being fully leafed. That’s all the evidence I need of the impending change.

      A new season will soon be upon us.

      Pushing through shrubs, their thorns clawing at my flesh, I make my way deep into the forest. It’s eerily quiet and I’m keenly aware of the sounds of my own breathing. As I battle my path between saplings and stones, I lose track of how many steps I’ve taken. I’ve also forgotten about the skins. I’m completely off track.

      Are you kidding me? I think to myself with a defeated sigh. Failed to follow my course twice. It’s like they’ve gotten to my head. I turn around and my unsteady hand makes the light jump, the beam bouncing between treetops and ground. As I scan for a hint of my intended direction, at first, all I can see is a forest of trees. But my hand finally steadies and when a fur high in a tree is illuminated, I choke out the breath that had lodged in my throat. There you go. Now get back on course and keep on the trail.

      As I step towards the tree with the skin, a branch snaps somewhere in the forest. I spin on my heel, the light strobing with betrayal. I squint into the darkness.

      The forest sways. Wind tunnels between branches, rattling their end of season leaves, howling out to those who will listen.

      The ground moves. My legs become shaky and before I can stop it, they buckle, and I collapse.

      I lay looking into the treetops, feeling the grass and rocks beneath me, wondering how I got to this place. The odor of rotten flesh creeps along the wind, masked only by the subtle scent of musk. Understanding the warning, I leapt to my feet, my legs still wobbly.

      A set of glowing yellow eyes peers out from behind the trunk of a tree. I gasp and whirl around, ready to run the opposite direction but am greeted by another set of eyes just inches from my face.

      The gray fur and sharp teeth are unmistakable. Those suckers are werewolves. Where there’s two, there’s more.

      The werewolf snarls, spittle flying into my eyes. I drop the flashlight and run. Speed is not my companion. I’ve always come second place. Even to my sister who won the race in birth. But my legs will me forward despite my lung’s fierce and agonizing demand for air. My pulse quickens, matching my pace until my heart feels as though it’ll beat right out of my chest.

      As I leap over a downed branch, something grabs my ankle, taking me out in one fell swoop. I fall, smacking the back of my head against the ground.

      The ache is momentary. Adrenaline kicks in forcing me to scramble to my knees. Before I can stand, a hand snakes over my mouth, obscuring any oxygen I might retrieve between the meaty fingers. Another arm coils around my middle, stealing my remaining breath.

      “Are you crazy?” the voice growls.

      Does this moron really think I can respond? One needs oxygen to speak.

      Panicked, my brain screams at me to defend myself but in the all-consuming terror, it is instinct that kicks in. My teeth sink into the fleshy fingers of the captor who threatens my existence.

      “You really are crazy,” the voice growls again before dragging me between the trees and into a tiny alcove hidden in the recesses of a cliff. His hand squirms against my mouth. “I think you drew blood.”

      The metallic fluid coats my lips but I have no remorse. Play with fire and get burned. With his grip loosened, I scream for help. Only a tiny squeak escapes before his hand tightens.

      “Be quiet,” the captor says.

      It’s all I have left. Obey or risk being Taken. I witnessed my sister’s Taking and if they’re all the same, they’re never peaceful. If only she’d been Chosen instead. I have no idea of whether this captor is friend or foe and I’m not ready for the same fate.

      Amazingly, he loosens the vice he has around me; the death grip giving way to the breath of life. I gasp for air.

      “Shhhh.” He points into the denseness of the forest where nothing but darkness creeps between trees.

      Through the comforting sway of treetops, a sliver of silver moon peeks through the canopy of limbs and leaves. As the wind blows the leaves a full moon comes clearly into view. That explains it. My gaze cascades down until it’s level with tree trunks and shrubbery. I’m met with a multitude of glowing yellow eyes. We’re clearly outnumbered.

      My mouth goes dry despite the acid that burns my throat. The captor constricts me again, as if he knows I’m about to scream. The tightness in my chest warns of impending doom, be it death by suffocation or werewolf attack.

      We’re still as stone as the pack paces, ringing us like prey. They herd us for the hunt, our scent their motivation.

      “Hush.” The captor loosens his grip, and the smell of freedom hangs heavy in the air. If only it were real freedom, but this promised refuge only brings my demise. Not even screaming would save me now. “Be still and don’t move an inch.”

      Despite the werewolves encroaching on us, my breathing steadies. I fall into a quiet rhythm that synchronizes with my captor who, without warning, shifts ever so slightly and pulls the string of a bow. The familiar twang is followed by the terrifying and mournfully agonizing howl of a wolf as an arrow pierces its side. It would have killed me in an instant and yet, an ache radiates through my chest.

      “Perfect shot,” the captor whispers as the wolf collapses.

      The werewolves howl in unison, their muzzles lifted toward the full moon. Another arrow flies, just grazing the withers of a larger wolf. He shakes it off, barely acknowledging the failed attempt.

      His yellow eyes lock with mine—speaking to my soul without saying a single word—before he leads the pack into the denseness of the forest. It’s not defeat but a calculated retreat. The sound of their snarls and footfalls dissipates until panic gives way to peace and the forest stills once again.

      It's only when I say, “You saved me,” that I realize my breath comes freely, the fresh air a balm to my soul.

      “And you’re the new arrival.” The glow of the moon illuminates the straight nose and full lips of his profile. The ruggedness of the stubble along his strong jaw is desirably masculine. “We’ve been waiting for you.” He stands with his back turned. White wings pan down from his shoulders to his ankles.

      I gasp.

      He glances over his shoulder reaction. “You were expecting something else?” A quiver is nestled between his feathers, aligning with his spine. He puts his hands on his hips and the shadows chisel his form. From his broad shoulders to muscular arms, he truly is a work of art.

      Ripped not robbed. That’s what my sister would say. My heart suddenly aches at her absence, electrifying my chest. But it doesn’t bring me life, just pain, and a longing for her presence. My eyes burn hot, and I pinch them shut. Weakness is vulnerable and that’s a terrible look.

      Still in profile, he studies me with a side eye before running his fingers through his dark spiky hair. As he does this, I catch a glimpse of a tattoo on his bicep. But given the location, and my angle I can’t quite identify the shape of it.

      “You took my breath away.” My eyes widen, realizing what I’ve said. “What I mean is you almost—”

      “Choked.” He teases as he turns to face me, crossing his arms with a smirk.

      Yes, I choked, both figuratively and literally but I don’t find his play on words clever at all. He might not be wrong, but a gentleman would never have called attention to it. “Not a great first impression.”

      “You can say that again.” He turns away, keeping his feathery white wings pressed to his back.

      “Excuse me?” I’d take a swing at him but I’m certain he’d sense my incoming punch and grab my wrist mid-way.

      “You heard what I said.” He parts branches and steps over shrubs as he begins to make his way through the forest. He turns his head so just his profile is in view. “I wouldn’t have hurt you, but you could have killed us both.”

      “How was I supposed to know that? You held me in a vice.”

      “For your protection.” He laughs, highlighting his incredible smile. “You coming or not?”

      My chest burns with injustice as I scramble to my feet. I’ve never met someone quite as obnoxious as he is. Obnoxiously hot and desirable that is. My legs ache with fatigue as I trapse through the woods, snapping downed branches and stumbling over rocks, trying to catch up.

      “Must you sound like a wounded elephant?” He marches with a quiet and steady rhythm, which only draws further attention to my heavy-footed clumsiness.

      Noises abound in the city, and I’ve never given much thought to how loud my footsteps might be. In the forest, however, I’m absurdly aware of every sound, including the gurgle in my hollow stomach.

      “Name’s Thaddeus, by the way.” He holds a branch and I duck under it. “Friends call me Deus.” When I emerge on the other side, he closes the space between us. He smells like bourbon and pine, a rich warmth that both soothes and intoxicates. “You can, too.” He smiles and laugh lines emerge, proving a joyful life. His left eyebrow bears a small scar while a fresh cut adorns his lower lip.

      I have this indiscernible desire to kiss it. As if my own lips had healing power. “Say…say…” I stutter.

      “Celestia.” His warm breath smells of that same bourbon. “I know.”

      I stare at him in disbelief. I’ve never stuttered in my life.

      Not even when I was forced to give a presentation in school before the Rapture, back when I was a scared and insecure child.

      Not even when I passed out from fever.

      Not even when my sister was Taken…I blink away the memory, refusing to relive that moment the over and over again.

      Literally never.

      “It’s nice to finally meet you,” he says as he extends his hand to shake mine. As soon as our palms touch, a burst of heat radiates up my arm, burning like flames. The sensation is so strong and, oddly, likeably unpleasant, I nearly pull away, but a magnetism keeps my hand there despite my inclination. He pushes a tree branch revealing a campsite. “Welcome to Hell’s Falls. This is the Compound. We’ve been waiting for you.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The crackle of a roaring bonfire, fueled by logs and oxygen—and possibly even alcohol—is muted only by the sound of a sudden wind which furiously whips through the trees, bending the branches to its will. Flames lick the leafy treetops as embers burst upward toward the night sky, twinkling with stars.

      Roughly two dozen figures—nearly equally divided between mortals and angels—ring the fire, some standing, others sitting on rocks or tree stumps. All of them throwing back drinks.

      From childhood experience, I know to respect the flames and fear the danger this scene could bring. The heat and light would call attention to anyone in close vicinity—and with the way the flames yearn to touch the sky, it can likely be seen from miles away—which makes me question if I’m actually safe here.

      With wolves sharing the same space, I wonder why they haven’t found their way to our location.

      As if he senses my question, Deus says, “It keeps them away.” How he’s able to sense what I’m thinking before I can even breathe life into the words baffles me. I like it even if it does make me uncomfortable. But I suspect it has nothing to do with mind reading and everything to do with experience.

      Clearly, I’m not the first mortal here, as evidenced by the spritely older woman who bounds over with her hand outstretched.

      “Sierra,” she says, shaking my hand. Despite her age, she has more energy than I do. Her hair is cut short, shaved on the sides and what she has on top, stands in brown spikes. She runs her hand through her hair, the silver roots betray her dyed color. Either shade would complement her bronze skin. It’s her high cheek bones and full lips, though, which are unparalleled in beauty. She throws her thumb over her shoulder. “This is Paul.” When she turns to greet him, I see the markings razored into the back of her hair.

      “Good to meet you,” Paul says. He, too, is older and I wonder if maybe they were a couple in life before Paul was Chosen. He shakes my hand vigorously and invites me to partake in the festivities.

      When I approach the fire, the atmosphere is casual and lively. A tall lanky guy pulls a drink out of a wooden bucket and retreats into the circle alongside two women. The duo stands facing each other whispering and giving me the side eye.

      A bald man sits on a tree stump, his belly as round as his head. When he looks up, our eyes meet, and I long to retreat. The flames flicker against his thin framed glasses obscuring his eyes. “My name is Phil. Come join us.” He waves me over, stands, and announces, “The new arrival is here!” The crowd cheers—except for the two women who are still giving me looks—while the man signals to a dark-winged angel on his left.

      “My name is Kenneth.” He approaches with outstretched arms.

      “No. No, no, no no. That’s okay.” I back away, waving my hands in objection.

      “Every newcomer gets the royal treatment,” he jokes, raucously. By now he’s so close that the stench of the alcohol and cigars he’s consumed makes me as green as the leather seats on the bus. But it’s not the stench that alarms me. It’s his size. He’s about six foot five and nearly as wide with biceps the size of my thighs. Before I can object, he squeezes me in a hug, nearly choking out my last breath. “We’re glad you’re here.”

      He raises me with a grunt. My legs straddle around his neck, falling over his shoulders. My rear is balanced like I’m riding bare back and I cling for dear life, grabbing onto a fistful of his hair. He parades me around the fire. I half expect him to beat his chest, but I’m startled when he fans his wings instead. The flames flicker to life the heat intensifying.

      “The night has only just begun,” he says as he rings the fire again. “Hope you’re ready for it.”

      Frankly, I wasn’t prepared for any of this. I was told to grab my things, load onto a bus, and I’d be hidden away. This doesn’t quite seem like staying under the radar.

      Someone begins singing a tune I don’t recognize, and others join in, chorusing loudly. The raucousness of the crowd makes me extremely uneasy.

      “Don’t expect to be partying every night.” Deus’s face is a blur as flames lick the air between us. “This is only for your arrival. A welcome celebration.”

      The last thing I need is to draw a horde. Bad enough I’ve already had a werewolf encounter.

      “A party for me?” I almost wish they hadn’t. No one has had a celebration in my honor before. My parents succumbed to the Rapture long ago and it’s been ages since there has been any sort of celebration. Be it a birthday or important milestone, I’ve almost forgotten what it’s like. My head buzzes and swirls, the parade the culprit. I’m ready to return to my feet.

      “That’s enough, Ken,” Deus says.

      Kenneth lowers me to the ground and the crowd cheers once more. The girls who have been side-eyeing me have disappeared. All the best. I think to myself I don’t need any more judgment.

      “Have a seat.” Deus folds his arms, his biceps rippling. The light from the fire bounces off his face, casting shadows. He gestures toward another angel who sits across the fire. “Andrew, toss her a drink.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I don’t want any.” My cheeks flush with heat, afraid to admit I don’t consume alcohol.

      “As long as you’re happy.” Deus shrugs, steps into the light of the campfire, and stretches his wings out wide. The flames dance, making his wings appear as though they’re on fire, burning from the bottom up. It’s magnificent. Quite possibly the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Deus closes his wings and steps towards me. “You act surprised.”

      Surprised that there’s a celebration? Surprised that there’s no dinner? Or surprised that he’s an angel? I knew the moment the arrow pierced the werewolf that I was in the presence of no ordinary archer.

      “Not surprised.” I lower my gaze and shake my head. I’m in awe. I’m also insanely attracted to him. He has some sort of magnetic charm over me, and it’s terrifying. “I mean, I guess I just wasn’t mentally prepared for all of this.”

      Deus runs his hand through his ebony hair. He turns slightly and the light from the fire flickers in his steely blue eyes. It’s a wild and fierce display. “No one ever is. But I’m sure you’ll get used to it.”

      One by one, the crowd begins to retreat into various spaces, leaving only a few of us around the fire. Although there is a great deal of angels in the midst who have been friendly, there are several mortals like me, but they haven’t been as welcoming. Including the two women who glared at me.

      “Welcome,” the guy named Andrew says as he approaches. As he draws closer, I recognize him. He was the Guardian who sent for me. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t be here.

      “You’re the one—”

      Andrew shakes my hand. “I did. Got to you just in time, I believe.” Even in the dark, I can just make out the gray that rings his white wings. If I had to guess, he’s in his fifties but that means nothing because he may have been Chosen yesterday or hundreds of years ago. I’ve determined that it’s rude to ask.

      “Thanks. I think you might be right.” While I’m grateful to be somewhere safe, somewhere that I won’t be found, I can’t say that I’m thrilled at the circumstances. I wish my sister hadn’t been Taken. Why couldn’t she have been Chosen instead? If she were an angel, I wouldn’t have felt the need to protect her. If I had never witnessed her Taking, or tried to intervene, I’d have no need to be here. But now that she’s gone—by no free will of her own—I, also, no longer have a choice. I must be protected by the Guardians or put my fate in the hands of those who wish to do me harm.

      “Grab your bags.” Deus gestures at my feet where I’d set my one and only bag containing my most precious earthly possessions. “I’ll show you to your tent.”

      Although I didn’t know exactly the kind of conditions I’d be living in, I had no idea I’d be roughing it. A small price to pay for protection. After all, they’re saving my ass. My fate will never rest in the hands of someone else.

      “You got a problem with that?” Deus raises a brow.

      “Not at all.” While I hope there’s something more than a blanket on the floor, I’ll be grateful for even that. I’ve certainly slept in worse.

      Deus grabs my bag before I can. “We can’t have any secrets here.” He says this as though he’s laying ground rules and so I wait for more instructions, but they never come.

      “Okay,” I agree. He’s right. Secrets put us all at risk.

      With ten paces between us, Deus veers to the right of the bonfire where two tables are lined end-to-end. Behind them are two cabins. One is stone and the other is wood. They’re both about the same size and each has a single door on the front and a window on either side. Little puffs of smoke drift skyward out of their individual chimneys and I shiver against the crisp night air longing for the warmth within.

      Deus throws my bag over his shoulder, obscuring the fletching of the arrows which pokes out between his wing and my bag. “I sleep in there.” Deus points to the stone cabin. “That one is Andrew’s.”

      We continue past the cabins where about a dozen tents are lined up neatly in two rows of six. The tents face each other with two small fires between them, servicing six tents each and their occupants. There are several hammocks strung between trees while clothes are strewn across a makeshift laundry line.

      Deus lifts the flap on the large four-person tent and tosses my bag inside. It’s quite spacious and the flat ceiling leaves plenty of head room. A single cot is on one side of the tent. The bed beckons me to sleep even though that mattress is likely stiff as a board and the gray blanket a scratchy wool. I’m both relieved and grateful that I won’t be sleeping on the floor. Frankly, I’m so tired that I wouldn’t even care. I’ve been living a nightmare and sleep would be a dream.

      On the other side of the tent are two wooden crates with lids. A mirror sits on top of one. My reflection is haggard but given all I’ve been through this shouldn’t come as a surprise. Dark circles ring my eyes, dirt cakes my scraggly hair, and dried blood frames my face. The gash in my scalp clearly needs stitches and antiseptic.

      “Most mortals experience the same shock upon arrival,” Deus says as he steps into the reflection. “We should probably take care of that nasty cut. Knife or sword?”

      I blink, both appalled and confused at his question.

      “The cut,” he says, clarifying. “Looks like a sword tip wound.”

      My shoulders relax as I exhale. “Blunt end of a dagger.”

      “Got close enough to get whacked on the head?” Deus raises his brow—the one with the scar—approvingly. “Brave girl.”

      I hadn’t considered myself brave. Impulsive maybe. But certainly not brave.

      I only did what anyone else would have in the same situation. There was no horde. No warning. Just the arrival. Then the Taking. My eyes burn at the injustice.

      Deus lifts the lid off one of the wooden crates and removes a nondescript glass bottle. The liquid is clear, and he pours some onto a clean cloth that he’s also retrieved from the crate. As he brings the cloth closer, I smell the familiar scent of the oils; lavender and tea tree, both floral and medicinal in one comforting bottle.

      He dabs the cloth against my cut, and I wince at the sting of it. The fresh wound is also clearly bruised, felt even more potently as he presses the oils into my skin. Stars flash before my eyes. I may also be suffering from a head injury which explains my drowsiness and vertigo. At least I’d like to blame it on that, but I can’t be sure.

      “Headache?” he asks.

      I pinch my eyes shut, willing the pain away. I’d been ignoring it for hours but now that I’m relaxed, it’s much more pronounced. It explains why I’d had a hard time staying awake on the bus. Blinking my eyes open, longing for sleep, I watch the angel who seems content to tend to me.

      “Doesn’t surprise me.” Deus adds more liquid to the cloth and wipes away the crusted blood. It provides instant relief. “Looks like a concussion to me. You’ve quite the goose egg.”

      I hadn’t noticed before and instinctively my hand shoots up to the wound, confirming the large lump.

      “You must be exhausted,” he says as he sets the rag and oil bottle on the crate. “Showers and toilets are in the cabin about five hundred yards to the east, but I suspect you’d rather go straight to bed.”

      The lavender in the oil has made my eyes heavy with sleep and I nod, feeling my body sway like I’ve been on a boat for days.

      “Why don’t you get some rest?” Deus fans his wings, which stirs just the slightest breeze and the walls of the tent bow in reaction.

      “I think I will,” I say and without even waiting for him to leave the tent, I tear off my boots and climb into bed. My eyes blink shut.

      I think I hear the werewolves cry, but it must have been my imagination because everything goes black. There are no dreams. Only sleep. A few hours later, I awaken to sunlight pounding down onto my tent. I throw off the scratchy wool blanket and sit upright, drenched in sweat. My head pounds, immediately forcing me back onto the cradling comfort of the pillow.

      My skull feels too small, like it’s ready to birth something, and I pinch my eyes shut willing the pain away. The throbbing slowly subsides, and I lay there until I can gain my bearings.

      In the daylight, I notice things I missed in the dark. There’s a table beside the cot—a nightstand if you will—and an open notebook with a pen beside it rests on top. There’s also a spindle back wooden chair situated near the foot of my bed, facing me.

      I push myself up and turn the notebook’s open pages. It’s already been written in.

      The first page is marked with the date of my arrival.

      The book contains hourly notes detailing my state. Apparently, I’d had a fever and called out my sister’s name. Three days of documentation regarding every detail of my progress. The notes are all in the same handwriting and they end three days later at nine in the morning.

      Whoever wrote them never left my side…or slept.
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      The tent flap swings open. “You’re awake,” Deus says with a smug smile as I quickly turn my back to the table, hiding the evidence of my snooping.

      He’s wearing a white t-shirt and I’m a bit disappointed that it obscures his flesh. I can still appreciate the view of his muscular arms and ripped abs through the fabric but oh how I’d wanted to savor them unobscured in full light.

      His beard has come in, signaling that he’s the one who endured several sleepless nights at my bedside. “Those were a rough few days. Weren’t sure if you’d pull through.”

      “Has it really been three days?” Things still feel surreal, as if none of this is happening and it’s a terrible dream…or nightmare, depending on which part we’re talking about.

      “Two and a half, technically.” Deus sets a bowl of broth on the nightstand. The wooden bowl isn’t much different in color than the table. The spoon, however, is a dull silver. “Drink up. You must be starving.”

      I’d nearly forgotten about the hollow in my belly but as I place my hand there, I feel the concave dip of unintended fasting. My stomach stopped communicating through growls, its attempts clearly ignored.

      Deus pulls the chair over to the table. “Sit. Eat,” he instructs.

      My legs are weak, and they wobble beneath me in the two steps it takes to cross to the chair. Deus grabs my arm, steadying me into the seat. The steamy broth warms my face. It floods my nose with its aroma of rosemary and chicken. Another note that I don’t quite recognize lingers in the background.

      “Fennel,” Deus says. “We add it for the newcomers to settle their stomachs. We know this is a rough transition.”

      My eyes flash up at him. “How…?”

      “We get the same question from all the new arrivals. It’s as predictable as spring rain.” Deus turns toward the tent door, his white wings pressed tight against his back. “You can join us once you’ve finished.”

      I nod and tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. Once he’s out of sight, the aroma of that broth makes me salivate and something feral kicks in. There’s no need for a spoon. This bowl is getting lapped up like a dog.

      The first sip is unexpected. I choke, coughing and sputtering. It tastes of licorice and not the comforting familiarity of chicken broth. But as I gulp down mouthful after mouthful, my body rejuvenates, my senses awaken, the fire in my stomach squelches, and the pain in my head subsides. When I glance down for a final sip, the bowl is empty.

      An audible belch escapes my mouth and I chuckle to myself as I recline with both hands behind my head. Somehow the broth has satisfied the hunger in my belly. While not normally filling, it was probably the best option after several days of fasting. Anything else would be too heavy and threaten to make a reappearance.

      As I take in a deep breath, relaxed and satisfied, I hear voices outside the tent. Shadows dance past. I’m eager for sunlight and when I emerge from my shelter, I see several men—both angels and mortals—gathered around a fire.

      “That was quite the successful hunt men,” Andrew says. His gray tipped wings are spread wide, matching his victorious stance. “Congratulations on a job well done.” When he folds his wings in against his body, the kill of the hunt is revealed. A werewolf is sprawled out on the ground between his feet and the fire.

      “You hunt for fun?” I blurt out, indignant at the sport. I expected better of the Guardians. Werewolves may be heinous creatures, but they don’t deserve that.

      Andrew laughs out loud. He seems a fatherly type, but the sound has an edge to it that I don’t like. “Don’t you think that maybe they also hunt us for fun? How’d you like that pack the other night?”

      I hadn’t even considered they were hunting me for entertainment. It seems there is only one choice: hunt or be hunted. Unfortunately, I don’t want to do either. I just want to live.

      “You knew about that?” I ask, aghast. “Who told you?” I realize the stupidity of my question the minute it leaves my lips. Only Deus and I were in the forest the night I arrived. Clearly, he was the one who mentioned it, whether directly or indirectly is the question. Realizing my error, I shake my head. “I mean why? Why’d he tell you that?”

      “We have no secrets here, Celestia.” Andrew lifts the carcass onto a mound of hot coals.

      A memory flashes of the night I arrived, of my conversation with Deus. Secrets are dangerous, a liability. There was no choice but to share what had happened in the forest. The circling of the pack, the killing of one of its members. “I know,” I say. “I respect that.”

      Deus emerges from his cabin. He tosses me a quiver of arrows. “Good. I’m glad we have an understanding. Now, it’s time for your training.”

      “Training?” No one ever warned me about training. I was sent here to be protected. Not to become a protector. But, if I ever wanted to avenge my sister’s death, this training might just be the way.

      “You not feeling up to it?” Deus tips his head. He looks pensive as though he’s evaluating my health. Yet, there’s a hint of something else but I can’t quite put my finger on it.

      Never show weakness. I hear my mother’s words. I was young when she said them, but they’ve stuck with me. I’ve since learned that weakness makes one vulnerable. “No, I’m fine.”

      As I slip the quiver over my shoulder, two women emerge from a tent and retreat beside a mortal who has a brotherly face. Even though it was dark when I first saw them, I recognize them immediately as the ones who were glaring at me the night I arrived. What I hadn’t realized that night is that the shorter one is an angel.

      They looked so much older as the campfire cast shadows on their faces, but they’re roughly my age. Except for the angel. I’m not sure when she was Chosen. She could be hundreds of years old for all I know. Being Chosen is an honor, even more so to be selected for the Guardians. Yet both meant her death. I don’t know if I should be happy for her or offer my pity. This hits me particularly hard knowing my sister was Taken.

      “Monica,” she says as she approaches with her hand outstretched, black wings slightly parted and peeking up over her shoulders. “Nice to meet you.”

      She clasps her hand in mine, the amber glow of her skin—like she just stepped off the sun-drenched beach—contrasts against my paler tone. When our palms touch, a soft tingle radiates up my arm. For a brief second—one so fleeting its gone before I can breathe—I see her mortal form, her entire life flashing like a bolt of lightning. Clearly, she was beautiful in life but in death she’s…well, angelic. I’m enamored by her beauty.

      Monica runs her hand across her head, but given how short her hair is cropped, the tight curls don’t react. “This is Landon.” Monica’s hazel eyes sparkle as she introduces him.

      Landon steps forward and offers his hand. There’s a softness about him that I like. Not weak, but kind. “Glad you’re able to join us.”

      “Thanks. I’m glad to be here…I think.” It’s not exactly the right sentiment for a situation like this but I’m at a loss for words.

      Monica giggles and the sound is like bells.

      To live a life of eternal splendor as a winged Guardian is about as perfect as it gets. Protecting mortals in the Compound was nothing more than rumor, an urban legend, but now that I’m here and sure that I’m not imagining it in some fevered near-death hallucination, I’m wishing I had someone to write home about it, like I were at summer camp sharing my adventures.

      “And I’m Johanna.” The mortal woman steps forward. “I’m to be your mentor.” Like Monica, she is also beautiful. However, her brown hair falls in soft waves down her back. Even though her eyes are nearly as dark as her hair, they have a glint of gold to them.

      “Mentor, huh?” I laugh but narrow my eyes trying to discern how she was appointed to the position. “Punishment or reward?”

      “That depends on you,” she says with a smirk. “You ready for this?”
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      The morning sun shines down on us in the openings between the canopy of leaves. Beads of sweat form on my brow and my tank top is wet with circles of sweat. Good thing I didn’t bother washing up. When we reach the top of the mountain, the air is cooler, and a breeze is a welcome relief.

      Angels and mortals are gathered in a grassy meadow where the sun colors everything with its golden light. Among them are Sierra and Paul. Behind the group are several archery targets in a straight line. I’m less shocked by the targets—the quiver Deus had provided me was a strong clue as to the impending activity—than I am by the beauty surrounding me.

      A rainbow of wildflowers dots the open meadow. Insects and butterflies alight on those flowers, sipping the nectar. Sweet fragrance hangs heavy in the air, a perfume quality about it. But it’s the sunlight which pours down on us in a blinding yellow that illuminates the sheer beauty.

      I lift my chin, feeling the warmth on my skin for the first time in thirty-one and…I pause, realizing between travel and sleep I’ve lost track of how much time has passed. Rage creeps up from my gut, angry at myself for letting that time slip away. I know my sister was Taken but part of me hoped that somehow, impossibly, she was still alive. And if that was true, I was determined to find her. If not, then I was equally determined to avenge her death. But I suppress it, forcing myself to practice grace. Clearly, I needed to recover.

      “Your turn.” I open my eyes to see a blonde-haired angel sporting two long braids. A crown of flowers adorns her head, and I can’t tell if it’s her or the flowers which are so heavily perfumed. She hands me a glossy white bow. “You can use your arrows though. I’m not losing mine to a newcomer.” She flaps her white wings which, interestingly, have been dyed hot-pink on the ends. “By the way, you can call me Ace.”

      “Thanks, Ace,” I say. I’ve never touched a bow before, but I know the basic concept. How hard can it be? I step up to the marking on the ground. “Just thread an arrow here?”

      Ace snorts. “It’s called nocking. But if you’d like to thread it on like you’re sewing a dress, have at it. Like to see how that works out for you.”

      Holding back a sarcastic response, I purse my lips as I nock the arrow and pull back on the string. The arrow wobbles through the air before bouncing off the edge of the target and landing on the ground.

      “Well, that was an honorable first attempt,” Ace says with a nervous laugh as she takes a step back. Her eyes are wide, but she quickly folds her arms and furrows her brow. She nudges her elbow into the ribs of a dark-skinned mortal man beside her.

      Johanna comes up from behind and squeezes my shoulder. “Damn, girl.” She shakes her head, a puzzled look on her face, and I can feel the disappointment radiating off her.

      “Sorry,” I say, with a defeated shrug. “I can do better. It’ll just take some practice.”

      Johanna leans in, pressing her chin into my shoulder, and giggles. “Is that what you’re worried about?” She turns to Monica. “Do you hear her? She thinks we’re upset that she didn’t hit the target.”

      “Don’t torture her.” Monica smirks. “Tell her.”

      “Tell me what?” Unfortunately, I can no longer blame the sleep deprivation for my inability to catch on to the unspoken words here, but thankfully, I am catching on that I might be at the butt end of a joke.

      “We’ve all fallen for Ace’s trick,” the mortal man who stands beside Ace says. After he squeezes her shoulder, he steps forward and shakes my hand. “Simon.”

      “Nice to meet you.” I’m intrigued that such a nice guy would be paired with someone like Ace.

      Johanna shakes her head. “Not a single one of us could even draw that string.”

      I’m extremely confused. It’s a string on a bow. It’s meant to be pulled. “Why not?”

      “She has a forty-five-pound draw weight.” Monica retrieves my arrow and hands it to me.

      My vision blurs as I stare at the arrow in my hand. “Is that bad?” Why do I feel so much shame? It’s not just embarrassment. It’s this feeling of judgement that I’m not good enough. Something I’ve never experienced before. I hadn’t considered that I might not fit in here. I just trusted that I needed the protection of the Guardians. And, secretly, I’d hoped that maybe they’d help me avenge my sister’s Taking.

      “On the contrary,” Monica says. “Beginners don’t usually start with heavier draw weights.”

      “Even them?” I point to several men, both mortals and angels, standing on the edge of the meadow. Some are watching me while others have redirected their attention to their own targets. The bald guy named Phil takes aim and his arrow shoots over the target and wobbles to the ground. He couldn’t hit a target if his life depended on it.

      “Even me,” Landon says, stepping into the group. “Couldn’t pull that sucker no matter how hard I tried.”

      “Oh.” I don’t know if I should be relieved, embarrassed or shocked.

      “It’s enchanted.” Ace puts her hand out and waggles her fingers, requesting her bow.

      No one ever told me that angels had special powers of enchantment. While I don’t say it out loud, my face conveys exactly what I’m thinking, and I promptly close my mouth and relax the scowl that’s crept across my forehead.

      “You have a lot to learn.” Ace sighs. “But apparently, so do I. You’re the only mortal who has ever been able to draw my bow.” She narrows her eyes, gazing at me in an uncomfortable way. “What’s your trick?”

      “I…I…I don’t—”

      “There’s no trick,” Deus interrupts, squeezing my shoulder. “She’s a natural.” He hands me a more simplistic looking wooden bow.

      “That’s not true.” My lips quiver, as a small burst of air escapes my mouth. I’ve never been a natural for much of anything, except my instinctive ability to not think things through. Without action there is no act. “It was just adrenaline.”

      “Try again.” Deus points to the bow in my hand but his words imply another meaning.

      I appreciate his confidence and, with a nod, pluck an arrow from the quiver. Something inside me lights on fire, burning deep in my gut like unintended fasting. A starving for something more. Some innate sense kicks in and when I draw back—the bow and tension as light as a feather—and release, the arrow slices through the air. It strikes the outer ring of the target with an audible thwack. Perhaps, it’s as Deus says. Maybe, I am a natural.

      “There you have it.” Deus’s confident authority is evident not only in his tone but in his select choice of words. He nods approvingly and my face flushes. He turns toward the crowd who whisper amongst themselves, staring at me in awe. “Take a break.”

      The group need no further instruction. With a few mumbles and grumbles, they gather their things, and take a seat in a horseshoe formation around us.

      Deus circles me, bow in hand. “You’ve never done this before?”

      I shake my head. “Am I in trouble? Did I do something wrong?” I feel like a child awaiting punishment.

      “On the contrary.” Deus circles again and stops once he’s directly behind me. He leans close, his breath falling on my cheek. He smells of bourbon and pine. It’s the same comforting and intoxicating combination I remember. “I think you’re special, Celestia.”

      Despite the heat, a shiver rolls over my skin. “Do you really think so?”

      “You could be an asset to the Guardians.” He curves his hand around mine which is still white knuckling the bow.

      His comment is a serious proposal, but the truth is, I don’t know if I’ll even be Chosen, let alone if I’d be selected to join the Guardians. Though an afterlife with Deus sounds incredibly appealing, I’m not ready to choose anything except enacting revenge against those who took my sister.

      He raises the bow to my face while simultaneously stepping closer and pressing his body against mine. The quiver of arrows is no obstacle for the warmth of his body as it radiates through to my back. He takes my other hand and clasps his around it, placing them as a unit on the bowstring. “Let me guide you.”

      My breath hitches as he draws back on the string, my face burning from the heat of the moment.

      The muscles in his arms don’t even tremble as he holds the weight of the draw. “Pay close attention to where the arrow is aimed. Align it with the center of the target.”

      My mind is only focused on one target: him. I could get behind the idea of being kissed by an angel.

      “But most important is the release. It’s all in the fingers. Steady. Breathe.” Together we release the string and the arrow flies. It’s no surprise when it strikes the center. “Bullseye,” he whispers in my ear, his breath sending a shiver over my skin. “That’s how it’s done.”

      The crowd cheers. Johanna looks shocked and bewildered. Ace appears threatened not pleased. She whispers something to Simon. Monica takes Landon’s hand who smiles with a friendly wink.

      I swallow hard, realizing my mouth has gone dry as the crowd stares in awe.

      “You’re something,” Johanna says.

      It doesn’t really sound like a compliment. “Thanks.”

      “Try again.” Deus relinquishes the bow, leaving my hands as the solitary control of the weapon. “This time without my help.”

      I nod. “I think I can handle this.”

      Deus stands at a distance, arms crossed and jaw tight, as he watches.

      I pull an arrow from the quiver and draw the string so taut against my face the burn sinks deep through the layers of tissue. My arms begin to tremble as I focus on making my aim perfect. When I’m sure I’m centered and can no longer stand the ache in my arm, I release. The arrow cuts through the air like a hot blade through butter. It strikes the target. It’s not quite dead center but it’s pretty damn close.

      A hush falls over the crowd.

      “Magnificent,” Deus says with a nod of approval. He crosses to me and fills the space between us. He holds my gaze and the world around us disappears. “Go on back to camp,” Deus says as he waves at the crowd without breaking our eye contact. “Training is over for this morning.”

      “You’re not serious, are you?” It’s Ace’s voice. She’s clearly disappointed. Likely wanted to show off some of her skills. I’m sure I’d be impressed by her abilities. Despite her attempts to embarrass me, I can’t even be angry with her. Not when Deus is standing so close, and it appears as though he wants to make me his personal project.

      “Quite.” Deus’s eyes are still locked with mine. The crowd chatters as they gather their equipment. Their voices trail off, and as soon as they’re out of earshot, Deus fills the space between us. Our faces nearly touch as he brushes a strand of hair behind my ear. I long to press my cheek against his palm, allowing him to cradle my face in the safety of his hands, but I stand stoic and unmoved. Even my breath hitches.

      “That rest did you a world of good. How’s your head?”

      My hand flies to the goose egg. Fingering my forehead, I’m shocked to learn it’s healed. “It’s gone.” My eyes widen and Deus chuckles. His breath still smells of bourbon, but he’s not inebriated; his advances are uninfluenced by alcohol.

      As he leans in closer, our lips nearly touching, an arrow slices past our heads. We both turn abruptly as it strikes the target. It splits Deus’s arrow straight down the middle.
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      “Well, well, well, what have we here?” An angel whittles the tip of a twig with a pocketknife as he leans against a tree, a cigarette in his mouth. There’s something dark about him. Maybe he’s just edgy. His shaved temples and long sideburns with his quaffed brown hair that tell me he’s consumed with attitude, but the studded black leather jacket, his wings of the same color, confirms my theory.

      I try not to squint as I notice a mark on his face but realize my eyes have narrowed. I tip my head as I lower my bow, hoping my movement will distract him from my stare as I identify the mark as a tattoo. It’s the outline of a teardrop, a common mark among street gangs and now I understand that raw feeling in my gut. Everyone knows they’re nothing but trouble.

      The tattoo also reveals that he’s a new recruit. The gang only came to exist during the last two years; a small group of mortals uprising against the Rapture and all it entailed. Perhaps he’s bitter about his death. He should feel lucky he was among the Chosen, let alone selected to be a Guardian.

      An eternal silence hangs between us before Deus breaks it at last. “Just a little target practice, Luke.” There’s something in the way that he says his name, an emphasis on it, which tells me things aren’t cool between them. As if the arrow just barely missing us wasn’t enough of a clue. I’d rather not be involved in whatever male rivalry they have going on.

      “Carry on, carry on. Don’t let me stop you.” Luke throws his head back, and I see another tattoo beneath the stubble on his chin. It’s as small and subtle as the teardrop under his eye, but even then, it’s unmistakable. The parts are easily distinguishable and there’s no question that it’s a cross.

      An audible gasp escapes my mouth. Betrayed by my own living breath! I cough and Luke tips his head in a brief but discernable look. Though, surprisingly, he doesn’t give it any further attention.

      The rattle of thunder interrupts the brief silence.

      Deus doesn’t break his locked gaze with Luke. “We were just finishing up.”

      “Saved by the storm, eh, Deus?” Luke jokes. “I’ve never let it stop me.” His voice is deeper than I’d expect from someone so tall and lean, affected by what I assume has been several years of chain-smoking.

      My gut says my skin should crawl, but my brain isn’t quite put off by him. Sometimes I’m a little slow in things; case in point, the whole reason I’m here. If my feet had obeyed the command from my brain to run, and if I hadn’t fought with every ounce in me, I would have never witnessed my sister’s Taking, or attempted her rescue. That would have made me a coward, I think to myself as I shake away the memory.

      Lightning flashes. Luke looks up at the sky, pensively. He draws an arrow from his quiver. In less than thirty seconds, he’s set his arrow, drawn the bow, and launched that arrow like a missel. It cuts through the air so fast that it’s invisible until the small swoosh of it hitting the target redirects my gaze. His arrow has pierced a target that’s at a diagonal from him.

      “Impossible,” I breathe the words. He shot it straight and somehow it managed to redirect itself. Another enchantment, perhaps.

      Deus’s back is already turned as he mumbles, “Show off.” He tucks his bow under his arm. “Let’s go.”

      “That’s right. Keep moving.” Luke’s shoulders bounce with amusement, clearly finding this situation humorous. “Be careful with the company you keep.” He winks at me and lightning strikes in the distance behind him. Thunder’s rattle soon follows. In a few short moments we’re sure to be completely stuck in that storm.

      My eyes lock with Luke’s as I stumble backward. He puffs his cigarette, arms crossed. We say nothing as the uncomfortable moment lingers. He shoots another arrow which comes straight at me. I’m frozen in place as it hovers in front of my face, threatening to pierce my skull directly between my eyes. Luke chuckles and the arrow makes a sudden left turn, striking a target but missing the bullseye, lodging in the outer ring instead.

      “Damn it,” Luke says under his breath.

      I don’t wait for what’s next and sprint to catch up with Deus who is already several hundred feet ahead of me as he follows the trail through the forest. “Did you see that? He could have killed me.” No Choosing. No Taking. Would I have been one of the Forsaken? Deus seems unconcerned. “Well fine. If you don’t care that I almost died, maybe you care about how he showed you up in archery.” It’s a low blow but sometimes a girl needs to do what she must to get answers. “Do you want to tell me what that was all about?”

      “Nothing important.” Deus lifts a branch and I duck under it.

      “It didn’t seem that way to me.” An unseasonably warm day combined with performance anxiety has me sweating buckets, but the humid air adds a layer of stickiness that makes me feel as though I’ve showered with my clothes on.

      Deus comes to a sudden stop. He turns abruptly until we’re facing each other, looking eye-to-eye, his brow furrowed with concern. “Let’s just say that Luke is an outcast.”

      It’s more information than I believed he’d share but it reveals all I need to know. For now. “You didn’t want him here?”

      “No one wanted him.” Deus pushes back a branch holding it for me to pass through.

      At this point, I recognize where we are. “Not even you?” I’m pressing my luck, but I need to understand the dichotomy between them.

      “Let’s just say that some are more trouble than they’re worth.” From the tone in his voice, I can tell that it’s all he’s going to tell me about Luke.

      “Do you think I’m trouble?”

      Deus smirks. “That depends on you.”

      “Dually noted.” The camp isn’t much farther and when we finally arrive, I’m drenched in sweat.

      Several people whisper and stare when they see us. Johanna tips her chin at me, pursing her lips with approval. She resumes her conversation with Monica. Clearly, they’re pals but I have yet to know if either one of them are to be trusted. Landon sits just behind them and waves.

      “Hey,” I say as I return his gesture. But I’m quickly distracted with a feast that is spread across the two tables. Various fruits, meats, cheeses, and breads fill wooden bowls of various sizes.

      Under normal circumstances, a shower and change of clothes would be my top priority but given I haven’t eaten a full meal in days, the food beckons to me in a way that brings suppressed memories of times of near starvation. Only coals remain of the once roaring campfire, not surprising given the amount of humidity in the air. My eyes must be huge because Deus chuckles when our gaze meets. He smiles, revealing his perfect teeth. Why is it that when he looks at me, I feel as though I might stop breathing?

      The grumbling of my stomach breaks our gaze and I blink. Other people gather at the table now and they take turns filling their plates.

      “You should eat.” Deus wipes a rag across his brow. I hadn’t noticed until now, but he glistens with sweat. He makes it look incredibly sexy. I, on the other hand, look like a bucket of horse piss was dumped on my head…and smell that way, too.

      The hollow in my stomach gnaws at me, and the acid claws up my throat burning for refreshment. Trying not to look too eager, though I’m sure the hunger on my lips is impossible to disguise, I step in line behind Johanna.

      She loads a stem of grapes onto her plate. “Great job out there today. I’m truly impressed.”

      “You are? I didn’t think I did all that well.” I brush off the experience. Before I can even process what I’ve loaded onto my crudely made clay plate, which offers plenty of space for all the offerings, I’m at the end of the two tables, my plate overflowing. Several slices of bacon, a stem of grapes, a spoonful of fresh berries, a serving of sauteed mushrooms and onions, roasted nuts still in their shells, two slices of bread, and fried eggs hug my plate like old friends. Soon they’ll fill my belly. Drooling, I raise a slice of bacon to my lips. “You’re not just saying that because you’re my mentor?”

      “Of course not.” Johanna takes a chunk of bread, pours oil over it. She tops that with the mushrooms. We walk together to two tree stumps situated side by side. “No one has been able to do what you did, including me.  I’ve seen several others attempt it, but none of us were successful.”

      Maybe it’s shock or disbelief or the hunger grumbling in my belly but I’m at a loss for words and shove the bacon into my mouth as I sit down.

      “Wild boar.” Johanna sits beside me, our knees brushing.

      “Excuse me?” The words spill out unintelligibly as I stuff a mushroom into my already full mouth.

      “The bacon. It’s wild boar.” Johanna eats with civility as she cuts her food with a knife and fork, which I seem to have forgotten as I soak up the mushroom sauce with my bread.

      “Is it?” I clear my throat. “Well, it’s the best damn wild boar I’ve ever tasted.”

      “And those are quail eggs.” Her voice is a delightful sound. She’s really kind of perfect. From her smooth skin and high cheek bones to her bright eyes and modelesque features, she is the epitome of beauty and I find myself staring at her. Only angels are supposed to be that gorgeous. It kind of kills me. She pinches her lips together and shifts her gaze so that she’s staring down at her plate. She doesn’t strike me as the shy or submissive type, but her body language is sending a signal that I’ve made her uncomfortable.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to stare. It’s just been so long since I’ve been around another mortal that wasn’t my sister.” It would be weird if I told her anything more. Probably not normal for me to gush over her beauty.

      “That had to be really hard,” she says, her tone sincere.

      I shrug. “It wasn’t the isolation that was hard. I could tolerate that much more than I could the unknown. Wondering when we might be Chosen. Which of us might go first. That was the challenge. Of course, I never expected her to be Taken.” A moment of silence passes as Johanna stares into the distance. She hasn’t shared why she’s here or how long it’s been for her, but I suspect she was a witness to the Taking of someone dear to her, too. It might be too painful for her to speak of, so I change the subject. “The shrooms…will they make me see things?”

      Johanna blinks and, as if she’s just processed what I said, turns abruptly and giggles. “Afraid not, but they are loaded with vitamins and,” she points to the cloud covered sky, “you’re going to need it.”

      It sounds as though she’s been here long enough to know. “How long you in for?” It’s not a prison, really, even though it has some of the same aspects; square meals, physical fitness, and a bed to land each night. But just like prison, we can’t leave. Not right away. Not if we want to survive anyway. By the look on her face, I can tell my joke is ill timed. “I mean, how long have you been here?” I’ve asked two separate questions, clearly, but hopefully the latter is a bit more well received.

      “Two years.” Johanna says matter of factly, like it doesn’t even phase her anymore, though I suspect at one point it did. Unless she was completely alone—all her family and friends already Chosen before her—maybe the Compound was a welcome refuge.

      Suddenly my food tastes bitter. “No way. Please tell me that’s not true.”

      “Afraid it is.”

      “When can you leave?”

      “When I’m Chosen.” She plucks a grape off the stem and pops it in her mouth.

      “But…that could be years.” I never once thought I’d be here indefinitely. A few months, maybe, until we were sure it was safe for me to return. The idea of staying here until I’m Chosen brings on a sense of panic like nothing I’ve ever known. This is how I’ll live out my final days?

      While we didn’t know how long the Rapture would last—it had been seven years already—I still had plans for myself. Plans for when this tribulation would end. Hopeful that for those who weren’t Chosen, it wouldn’t end in a Taking, or worse, being Forsaken. That things might eventually return to how they were before the Rapture started. We’d get to live out our lives until we’d grown old and gray. Marriage, family, a little house with a picket fence. We’d spend our golden years reliving our precious memories. There were other goals, too. I longed to dedicate myself to a cause, something where I was wanted and could enact change. But it seems the Rapture has led to my hiding. I’d never considered myself a coward…I have faced plenty of terrifying things…and yet I feel inadequate. Maybe I am a failure.

      “That’s true.” Johanna interrupts my thoughts. “Unless I’m not.”
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      “Not here? Or not Chosen?” Perhaps Johanna was intentionally unclear but I still long for clarification. I’ll push for it even if it makes her uncomfortable.

      “Both,” she says, still leaving me questioning.

      “Become one of the Forsaken? Don’t say that.” Despite how hungry I am, my appetite begins to wane. Being Forsaken is quite possibly the worst outcome. But I know it’s a real possibility. Anyone can be Forsaken. There’s no way of knowing what will happen when your time comes. You could be one of the lucky ones who is Chosen, or you could be Taken against your will. That’s what makes the Rapture so dreaded. The only ray of hope has been the Guardians. They’ll battle the demons and help protect those from being Taken. They don’t always win, yet they still bring a small measure of comfort and hope.

      Johanna pauses to stuff a large chunk of bread into her mouth. “Have they given you the schedule yet?”

      “No.” I shake my head both in response to her question and my confusion at her rapid change of subject.

      “Going to be a busy day.” Johanna lifts a wooden cup. She taps her drink against mine. “Cheers.” She swigs the contents.

      While I’m typically good at reading body language, I’m stumped with hers. She’s either avoiding the subject because it makes her uncomfortable or she knows too much and was instructed to keep her mouth shut. “And cheers to you.” I swig down the drink. What I thought was grape juice is some sort of berry flavored liquor. I managed to avoid alcohol all these years and both the heat and disappointment surprise me, making me choke.

      Johanna pours me a cup of water. “Archery most mornings, followed by breakfast.”

      The water squelches the fire instantly. “Is there always this much food?”

      “Every day,” she says. “The Guardians want us to be strong. We’ll never have the amount of strength and power they do, but the food helps provide necessary sustenance.”

      A huge sense of relief comes from knowing I’ll be well fed. In the early days, for the first few months, my sister and I nearly starved. Without my parents around to replenish the food supply, and no money to be found, we lived off the odd remains in our pantry: canned goods, tomatoes, mostly, but the occasional can of peaches or mixed vegetables as well as some dried beans. We didn’t even have the luxury of rice to add to it.

      Sometimes, my sister would return home with something she got in a five-finger-discount but neither of us liked the risk. We would be separated if she were to ever get caught. We could never confirm, but when our supplies had completely dried up, we believe it was the elderly lady next door who left several bags of groceries outside our apartment door. It fed us for a month. When we escaped the city, we took the remainder to the country where we hid away at our grandparent’s house.

      “With the amount of training we receive, we have to keep up our strength.” Johanna points to my plate of half-eaten food.

      Even though the conversation, at times, has made me uneasy and question my appetite, I’m still hungry enough that I scoop up an egg with my bread and chomp into it eagerly. “So, what exactly is your role as my mentor?” Egg yolk drips from my bottom lip and I suck it in with my upper one.

      “Could be anything.” Johanna looks at me, her eyes studying. “If you need something, you let me know.”

      “Of course.” I’m watching her now. “What about Deus?”

      Johanna pinches her lips. “What about him?”

      “You know, like what’s his role?”

      “Aside from being an alpha male?’ She shakes her head.

      I laugh. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “Speak of the devil.” Johanna nudges my side and gestures with her chin as Deus approaches. His broad shoulders and narrow hips move in a synchronized rhythm, like a well-oiled machine.

      “I don’t see Luke around here,” Deus jokes.

      A sigh of relief washes over me. “I’m glad about that. I mean, he did try to kill me.”

      “Wait. What?” Johanna sits up tall. “You didn’t tell me about that.”

      Deus spreads his wings as he stands in front of us, blocking our view of anything behind him, including the tables of food and drink. “No need. I was with her.”

      Johanna looks at me with wide eyes. “As your mentor, I need to know these things. Do you understand?” Her voice is firm, with an edge to it.

      I nod, taken back at the whiplash of her sudden mood change. She’s never spoken with authority but it’s the way she talks down to me as if I’m a child which bothers me the most. I’ve been on my own since I was fourteen. Does she really think I need a mommy-figure now?

      “I said I was with her. Let it go, Johanna.” Deus crosses his arms and puffs out his chest.

      “Fine.” Johanna also crosses her arms, but she also slouches back on her stool, her confidence broken.

      I shouldn’t have mentioned my near-death encounter with Luke. “I didn’t mean—”

      “This isn’t your fault,” Deus and Johanna both say.

      It’s probably the first time they’ve ever agreed upon anything.

      The tension leaves Deus’s shoulders and he relaxes, his muscles no longer flexed to intimidate. “You ready?” He gestures toward me.

      “For what?” I’ve barely gotten through my breakfast let alone had a chance to allow it to settle.

      “Your next training,” Johanna says as she looks around at the empty camp and leaps up as if she also realizes we’re the only three remaining. She slips her backpack over her shoulders. “I’ll see you there.” She darts off into the forest, following the beaten-down trail with its canopy of branches overhead.

      “No time to waste, I guess.” I glance at my half-eaten plate. “So, what’s next?”

      “Scaling.” Deus folds his wings against his back before he turns and walks out of the camp. A man of so few words. So concise, I suppose. No need for conversation. “Time to get moving.”

      Deus is already ten paces ahead of me by the time I’ve dumped my plate beside the table. My clothes are still damp from the sweat and humidity, but I’m no longer drenched like I was upon arriving for breakfast. The fact that we’re venturing back into the forest, reminds me that, oddly, the storm blew past despite the rattle of thunder and flash of lightning we witnessed when we were there with Luke.

      “What’s Scaling?” I ask, my belly so full that I’m out of breath after a few steps.

      “You’ll see soon enough.”

      Figures.

      Although the forest is dense with trees and underbrush, there are trails cut through them making our passage easier than it would be if we had to make our own trail. While I may not have mastered the light-footedness necessary for a graceful and undetected journey in the forest, I have gathered some basic survival skills over the years. Look for the moss on the trees. That will tell you which direction you’re heading. Mosses thrive where there’s limited sunlight, which means they grow best on the north-facing side of trees. So, when I see the moss on the opposite side of the trunk, facing away from us, I know this path is taking us north.

      I also learned that at times when there aren’t any trees, it’s easy to just follow the sun. Luckily, the trees are a little more spaced here, allowing me to see the sky. The sun is reaching its apex, and that tells me not only the time but that we’re approaching the hottest part of the day.

      I look east, longing for home, its beacon of hope no longer the haven of safety that it once was. I’m grateful to be among the Guardians who took me under their literal wings, welcoming me into their angel haven.

      We emerge from the forest into a clearing, having shared no words during our journey, and I furrow my brow realizing I’d been so engrossed in my thoughts that I hadn’t noticed we’d been walking on a slight incline.

      We’re almost at the top of a mountain. Only half of the group is here and the ones who are, huddle together. The mortals wear slick black one-piece bodysuits which reminds me of scuba diving gear without the breathing apparatus. The angels wear casual attire, simple t-shirts with pants, some in jeans and others in various colored bottoms. Except Ace. She wears a white Goddess-type gown trimmed with gold. It doesn’t surprise me.

      Eager to learn all I can—and hopefully not have another test like the one Ace gave me—I rush over to them. When I approach, the mountain ends abruptly, and I find myself standing on the edge of a cliff. Heights terrify me. My knees become weak—a sensation of bugs crawling on my skin—and they almost buckle. I must right myself before I lose my balance and fall over the edge. In doing so, I notice a massive body of water below. It’s encircled by mountains except where there’s a single opening with a stream that feeds into the lake.

      “What’s going on?” I stare down at the water. “This can’t be my next training. Can it?” If Deus hears me, he certainly doesn’t act like it. His lack of response is concerning but I’m unable to peel my eyes off the water to search for him and any needed reassurance that his words may bring. “Please tell me this isn’t it.” My voice is a whisper, and my breakfast threatens to make a reappearance.

      I finally turn back and see Deus among the group. I’m certain I won’t receive a response until they’re ready to give me instruction. But I need to calm my nerves now. Contrary to popular belief, they’re not made of steel.

      My gaze scans the water which is so placid it looks like glass. Across the lake on the opposite mountain peak, several from our group are gathered. Maybe Johanna is with them because she’s not here on my side, but I’d need binoculars to see that far. All I can make out is their figures. Their faces are nothing but a blur. I wave to them, hoping they’ll see me.

      The group gathers at the edge of their cliff, precariously close. At least, it appears that way from here. They’re in pairs, a black suited mortal standing beside an angel.

      A mortal throws their hands above their head. From this distance, it’s hard to distinguish who it is but it looks like Sierra. The angel, Paul, pushes against her. Something about this is all wrong. Why are they fighting and why isn’t Deus doing something about it? He must have someone second in command, someone like Andrew, over there that can intervene.

      “Deus?” I choke out the words, my throat dry and hot as a fire. The injustice of bad behavior and no repercussions is something that has always made my blood boil. I’ve never been one to stand idly by, even if it puts me in danger, so I feel helpless from my mountain top…across a water-filled basin…with no way to get to them. “Do you see what’s happening?”

      Sierra stumbles back. When she regains her footing, she turns toward me and waves. But Paul persists, stepping behind her and grabbing around Sierra’s waist.

      “Stop them!” I scream.

      But it’s too late.

      The pair stumble and fall over the cliff.
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      “Help them!” I scream.

      Helplessness consumes me, my body refusing to budge from the spot, my eyes glued to the horror.

      “No one can survive a fall like that,” I mutter to myself. Sure, there’s water at the bottom and it’ll soften the blow, but people have jumped to their deaths from heights much lower than this. I march toward Deus who is still interacting with the crowd. He throws his head back laughing as the voices of mortals and angels join in a cacophony of sound.

      “What kind of show are you running here?” A fire rages within me and I want to push Deus over the edge. He can meet the same fate as the pair that just fell to their death, without a Choosing or Taking for the mortal. I claw at his arm, childlike.

      Deus turns slowly. “Calm down, Celestia.” He studies my face which from the tension in my jaw, I know is fraught with grief and pain. There’s a change in Deus’s demeanor. His rigid shoulders—which I hadn’t realized were so stiff and pulled tight until now—soften as he draws them down and back.

      “Don’t tell me what—”

      “Calm. Down.” He holds his hand up, his voice firm with a commanding authority.

      I pause. “But—”

      “Watch.” Deus points back to the cliff where another angel—which, from the pink-tipped wings, I know is Ace—and her mortal match, Simon, leap over the edge.

      I turn away, locking my eyes with Deus, pleading for him to make it stop. He seems undisturbed which is unnerving. How can anyone lack such empathy? Surely, we weren’t sent here to be put to death, let alone by the very angels—the Guardians—meant to protect us. My muscles tense, poised to run, but I’m frozen, my feet like lead.

      Deus spreads his wings behind him in a display of authority, redirecting me to watch the unthinkable. I turn just in time to see Sierra and Paul gliding through the sky, followed by Ace and Simon, both mortals securely harnessed to their angel. The pairs safely soar toward the water.

      Simon spreads his arms, mimicking Ace’s wings, as if he’s flying on his own. He lowers a hand and drags a finger in the water, creating a ripple in the surface. I can almost hear his giddy laughter. Ace banks right and makes a sharp ascent, scaling up the side of the mountain. The pair lands on the edge of the cliff at just about the same time as Sierra and Paul.

      “That’s scaling?” I ask somewhat assured at Simon’s safe return.

      A guffaw explodes from Deus’s mouth and although I’m puzzled, I’m mostly insulted. What do I know of the training I’m to receive? What do I know of the Guardian’s mission other than to take care of those who have been entrusted to their care? It’s not like I’ve ever been to the Compound before. Nor did I ever plan on being here.

      “No.” Deus points behind me at a peak, further up our mountain. There’s trees and jagged rock but not much else. “That is.”

      “I don’t see—”

      “Look closer.” Deus pulls a pair of binoculars from his bag and hands them to me.

      The metal chills my skin as I press against it. I’m surprised that my nervous breath which seems to come in waves hasn’t fogged up the lenses. Despite scanning the mountain, I don’t see anything significant. I’m about to give up and hand the binoculars back to Deus when he steps closer. He places a hand on mine, and I begin to shake. Angels don’t need cologne because they already smell heavenly, and Deus doesn’t fall short of that expectation. His scent is that same rugged bourbon—a smooth and smokey vanilla—and pine.

      He leans forward, pressing into me, his warm breath falling on my neck. “Just over there.” He guides my hand slightly to the left.

      When it comes into focus, the scene haunts me instantly. My gut feels like it’s been punched. Nausea threatens to show my weakness as breakfast creeps up my throat. The binoculars slip from my fingers. Deus catches them before they fall to the ground.

      “That can’t be…” Scaling isn’t about climbing a mountain. It’s not about cliff jumping, either. I wish it were that simple. “You can’t really expect me to…” I search for the words as shock clings to my thoughts. “You want me to battle a dragon?”

      “You have no choice. Not if you have any hope of survival.” Deus’s matter-of-fact statement clenches both my gut and my heart. “Let’s go.” He marches along the trail up the mountain.

      Who wants survival when we’re just going to be faced with the demise of our immortal after-life? What’s the difference? Why bother fighting? Why not just give up now and let the afterlife start? And yet, I want nothing to do with what’s to come in the thereafter. My only option is to stay and fight. Fight for what’s good and right. Fight for change. As if that were even possible. There’s a combination of awe, disgust, and fear that twists my gut into knots.

      “But…it’s a drag-on.” I enunciate the syllables as I rush to keep up. It’s the only way to make my disbelief clear.

      Deus stops just long enough for me to catch my breath. He circles me. “Dragons are what mere mortals call them.” He guffaws but I don’t find it the least bit funny. Without another moment of hesitation, he marches onward. We climb over jagged rocks. Every step forward bringing us closer to the group.

      “Excuse me?” I may be mortal but that doesn’t mean I’m less than him. Angels spend their afterlife enslaved to helping humanity.

      I serve no one.

      A million times over I’ve thought about my death, whether I’d be Chosen, Taken, or Forsaken. Sometimes I hope for darkness. To be Taken like my sister. At least we’d be together. Sometimes I believe I want anything but servitude. Which means I’d never want to be Chosen.

      “What the hell is it? Cause it sure looks like a damn dragon to me.” Despite my best efforts, I can’t hide the panic in my voice. Monsters were things of fairytales. They didn’t exist beyond tales and narratives, and yet, there it was. A dragon straight out of my nightmares.

      He pauses. With an audible sigh says, “We prefer to call them drakes.”

      At just that moment, the dragon…drake…screeches and even from this distance it’s enough to make me want to cover my ears. It rears up, standing on its back legs and tearing at the air with claws the size of swords. Its long neck stretches out, serpent-like, as fire shoots from its mouth. Its head is adorned with a crown of two curled horns and several spikes.

      “They’re the Demon’s scouts. They seek out the prey. Once they find it, the demons are sure to follow and finish them off, if the drakes don’t kill it first.” Deus paces. His shoulders are tight again and, as a result, his muscles are plump and tense, defensive and ready to fight. A vein in his bicep pulsates.

      The drake screeches as several mortals bring it down.

      “That’s why we must take care of them. Get them before they get us.” He squares himself and grabs my shoulders. His hands are warm and with the power of his grip there’s no doubt his strength is far beyond reproach. Our eyes lock and so does my breath. “Do you understand?”

      My head nods willingly, but I’m certain my brain hasn’t quite caught up. I’d never agree to such danger. Nor would I ever approve of torturing a creature.

      “Good. Now that we have an understanding, let’s go.” Deus grabs me by the wrist and drags me toward the group, everything about me resisting.

      “I’m not ready yet,” I pant the words, fear surging through me.

      He ignores my pleas and continues dragging me by the wrist, my legs unable to match his speed.

      A branch slaps my face and so does a realization. I’m not ready yet. My sister cried out the same words when she was Taken. The phrase echoes in my head. It’s ironic, really. I have a chance at life, and I argue that I’m not ready. My sister’s life was Taken from her, and she argued she wasn’t ready for death. So willing to live and give it everything she had. I bet she wouldn’t argue about slaying a drake.

      Yet here I am. A coward. Afraid to battle a drake. Afraid to obtain the tools that might very well help me avenge my sister’s untimely death. I’m scared of fighting. Scared of making choices. Scared of life and equally scared of eternity. The unknown, and even worse, the dreaded routine of the known, is terrifying.

      There must be more—and by more, I mean nothing. In death, I long for blackness and rest. In truth, there’s just more living. And battling these drakes means I may eventually have to battle my sister.

      Deus stops in his tracks, dropping my wrist. He looks exasperated, as though he didn’t realize I’d resist so much. He closes his eyes and shakes his head with a sigh. He looks at me as he runs his fingers through his thick, spiky hair. “You must learn how to survive an attack.”

      Free from his grasp, I cross my arms. “What if I never intend to come in contact with one?”

      Deus throws his head back, guffawing loudly. “It’s not as though you’ll have a choice.”

      If encountering a drake is anything like the Rapture, perhaps both are unavoidable. “I’ll make my own decisions, thank you.”

      “Suit yourself.”  Deus shrugs his broad muscular shoulders and continues up the path.

      Why do I always have to be so argumentative and confrontational? I don’t want to be abandoned in the secluded woods on this mountaintop. The last time I was alone in the forest, I was almost a late-night snack for a pack of werewolves.

      I’ve not been given any weapons to defend myself—the bow all the way back at camp—and I’ve not been careful to mark my trail, except to know that we’ve headed north. As much as I hate to doubt myself, it’s possible I’d get lost trying to find my way back. Plus, if there’s one drake, there could be more.

      “Wait. Wait up.”

      “I knew you were a smart girl,” Deus says as he whisks me closer to the group.

      We enter a field where the drake comes into full view. The creature is tied down and secured with ropes. Several angels and mortals torture the creature.

      Ace and Simon, having completed their dive, join those who are scaling. She beats her wings and rises high above the defenseless drake. She holds a sword in her hands, the tip pointed downward. Poised to kill, she dives and plunges the blade into the creature.

      Its wails of agony reverberate in the woods and in my head. Instinctively, my hands fly up to my ears, covering them to block out the cries. Even though I should fear it, I take pity on the creature. The sound pierces my skull like a dagger in my heart. I can’t show any sign of empathy, or my loyalty may be in question. Or worse, they’d think I’m weak.

      “What are you waiting for?” Deus retrieves a sword and hands it to me. “Slay the beast. One final blow is all it’ll take. Aim for the heart.”

      My hand trembles, the sword heavy, but my heart heavier. The drake is nearly motionless, overtaken by defeat. I move the sword above my head and notice the drake’s yellow eyes fizzling into a warm brown, soft and kind like those of a cow. It seems to beg me to end its suffering. A mercy killing. That’s the only way I can see this. The only way I’ll be able to live with myself and the inevitable guilt that’s sure to follow.

      “Do it already!” Ace taunts, her voice filled with eagerness. There’s a hint of jealousy that she won’t be able to make the final blow.

      Taking a life seems so cruel, even if that life puts me in danger. If I can’t come to terms with protecting myself, at least I can consider how I’ll be protecting the Compound. The drake looks up at me, it’s warm brown eyes less terrifying than when they were yellow.

      “Show no mercy.” Deus encompasses my hand and, before I can object, forces the blade into the drake’s heart.

      The creature doesn’t even cry. Its wide eyes just go cold, staring blankly into the void.  As life fades from its body, melting into a puddle of black, a mist rises above us, curling in the air. It encircles me and the hairs on my arms stand on end. Chills tiptoe across my skin. My vision goes black, and I’m lost in an abyss of solitude.

      “Celestia, you are Favored,” a voice trapped within that misty darkness whispers. It whisps at my face, brushing against my ear, and teasing the hairs on my head. The mist of darkness isn’t just that of smoke, there’s a spirit intertwined with it. In fact, the smoke is a spirit. “You’ve set me free.”

      My brain warns me to be afraid while my heart is calm and comforted. Before I can respond, the spirit morphs into a ball of white, zips heavenward, and disappears completely. My sight goes cloudy. As quickly as the darkness came, it winks away, like stars twinkling in the sky. One by one, the darkness dissipates until the sky is bright and I’m standing, once again, in full daylight.

      “Celestia, wake up. Are you with me?” A hand caresses my forehead.

      I touch it, my hand chilled at the cold icepack that rests on my head. “Where am I?”

      My head is fuzzy, but my vision is clear. I focus on my surroundings, identifying what I can. There’s a table beside me and across the way is a dresser. I’m in my tent, tucked in bed.

      “How’d I get back here?” I ask, confused. It’s already evening, and I don’t understand how the day has passed so quickly. “How is it so late?”

      “You’ve been asleep for two days.” Johanna adjusts the icepack.

      “Two days?” Throwing my legs over the edge of the bed, I sit up too quickly, and my head swims.

      “Everything is all right. Just try to relax.” Johanna’s voice is calm and assuring and despite the panic that intends to rule me, I breathe deeply calming my nerves. “Deus told me you passed out when you slew the drake.”

      “Did I?” I have no recollection of anything after meeting the drake. In fact, I wonder now if it was all a dream. The whisperings, the mist…it’s all too strange.

      I’ve experienced a lot of traumas in an exceedingly short amount of time, but I have always, much to my chagrin and regret, remembered every moment of it. As much as I long to forget my sister’s Taking, I’m grateful I can account for every second, having not even a small lapse in my memory.

      But now? The way my mind is so fuzzy is unnerving. What could have happened to take so much time from me?

      The same thing happened upon my arrival, several days of sleep and no recollection of any of it. I suppose it’s possible that the drake had a will over me. It’s the only thing that would make sense. Demons have powers I’ve yet to comprehend, perhaps they grant some of that to their drakes. And, as I’ve learned with the angels, they, too, may have the power of enchantment. Clearly, I have a lot more to learn than I thought.

      Johanna puts the icepack on the side table. She turns back with a cup, which she lifts to my lips. The familiar scent of fennel reminds me that this is a healing drink. Thankfully, the comforting scent of lavender helps me tolerate the taste.

      “Mmmm, fennel,” I joke with a snarl on my lip. “My favorite.”

      “I hate it, too. But it works.” Johanna smooths a blanket over my lap just as the flap of the tent blows open.

      Deus strides in and sits on the mattress, our thighs touching. Another slight breeze stirs as he spreads his wings, the one nearest to me encircles my shoulder. The feathers soft against my skin. “How are you holding up?” Sincerity rings in his voice. It’s a rare treat.

      “Okay. I think. Still recovering.” Not much else can be said as I’m not exactly sure how to answer him. I still don’t understand what’s been happening to me. Processing it is a bit overwhelming.

      I take a sip of tea and it soothes my throat, which I didn’t realize was sore until now. The only time I had a similar rawness was when my sister was Taken. I’d fought with everything I had in me to save her.

      Maybe I screamed during my confrontation with the drake, but I have no recollection of the event. What little I can remember—the black mist and a whispering message—my gut tells me never to share. If anyone were to find out, they may think I’m on the verge of a Taking. The Guardians would be in jeopardy as would everyone in the Compound. I need to do everything I can to play it safe. At least until I know more.

      Deus places his hand just above my knee and squeezes.

      Johanna shares a knowing glance and says, “I’ll be right outside if you need anything.” The fabric flap of the tent door swings behind her.

      An uncomfortable silence fills the space as Deus and I stare at the mossy green fabric walls. The cot isn’t exactly what I’d call comfortable, and I didn’t realize how awful it was until now.

      Anxiety creeps up my throat, making me unable to say the words that form on my tongue. The words confessing the strange ache when he’s nearby. I am about to finally speak when Deus presses his finger firmly against my lips, the warmth of his flesh upon mine stirs a yearning from deep within. My heart pounds in an erratic rhythm.

      He inches closer and his warm breath falls on my cheek. The bourbon and pine, so familiar now, provoke all my senses. Could this be the moment that he kisses me?

      I had no idea how badly I was craving it until now. I close my eyes, leaning in waiting for him to press his lips to mine.

      “Do you hear that?” Deus whispers.

      “Hear what?” My eyes are still closed, my lips aching for the sweet taste of his.

      “Listen.” He leans away, his warmth no longer the closeness I’d longed for.

      I open my eyes. “What’s going on?”

      In an instant, Deus is on his feet. He approaches the tent’s entrance and listens. “They’ve arrived.”
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      The way he says it with certain authority, a knowing that only comes with having seen horrific things, makes my gut wretch. A wave of nausea comes over me. “Who is ‘they?’”

      “The drakes.”

      “There’s more?”

      “There will always be more. So long as mortals roam the earth the drakes will come. They know you’re here.”

      “But there’s millions of people in the city. Why do they need—”

      “Because you killed one of their own. They’re like bees. Kill one and it sets off a signal. The rest swarm to avenge and protect their hive.”

      “Why’d you make me kill it?” It doesn’t make sense. None of it.

      “Better to know now than later when we’re caught off guard.”

      It’s this comment that sends my thoughts spiraling. What exactly do we know now? That I’m capable of slaughter? Or that there’s more to the hive? What’s going to happen later? Is it even something I even want to know? But the most important one comes next. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Nothing. Wrap yourself in that blanket.” Deus points to the one that Johanna had spread across my lap moments earlier.

      I pull it around my shoulders and with a discreet turn of my head, sniff the fabric, inhaling the scent, it’s comfort like a drug I didn’t know I was longing. It smells of apples and autumn leaves, a homey fragrance like my grandparent’s cabin. The one in the woods where my mother grew up. It was a favorite place of my childhood, and one where my sister and I escaped to after they’d gone, but like all things from those days, it was best to suppress it, turning it into nothing more than a distant memory, provoked only by familiar and soothing scents.

      My breath hitches and I hold back tears, the fiery throat that accompanies such efforts threatens to betray me. Why I’ve been stricken with such sudden emotions escapes me, but the moment seems unavoidable and somehow, inevitable, like I’m meant to embrace it.

      Deus squints as though he’s trying to read me. “Everything all right?”

      “It’s fine. I’m fine.” The sounds of screeching alert my senses, sending a chill down my spine. I pull the blanket around me, its warmth embracing me like a long-forgotten hug. “Go.”

      Deus pauses in the doorway. It’s as though he feels called to me in the same inexplicable way. “Promise me you’ll just stay put.”

      “Promise.”

      Knowing there’s nothing I can do while those around me battle the drakes, brings on an incredible sense of guilt. If I hadn’t killed that drake, the camp wouldn’t be in this situation now.

      “Please be safe,” I call after him as he dashes out the door.

      Screams and wails pierce my ears and I fight the urge to drown it out. Silhouettes dance outside my tent. I watch in horror as an angel with his wings open wide fights a drake who rears up on its hind legs. The drake shifts side to side as it claws at the air, constantly striking at the angel who miraculously escapes each swipe as if it has some sort of protective bubble surrounding it.

      Just as the drake is about to strike again, it’s claw in the air, the angel lifts its sword and with one blow, pierces the drake’s heart. The creature wails and collapses to the ground. As I shield my ears from the noise, the battle wages outside, shadows dancing across my tent. A deafening silence makes my ears ring. I pull my hands down. Still silence.

      “Impossible,” I breathe.

      The room swirls as a black mist enters through the tent. It floats towards me, spiraling around my body.

      “You are the Favored,” the mist whispers.

      The mist rockets at warp speed through the ceiling of the tent, leaving a charred hole that incites a small ember. A breeze provokes that ember, and a spark appears, igniting the fabric, the roof catching fire and engulfing in flames.

      I’m not safe anywhere. If I stay in the tent, I could burn to my death. But confronting the battle outside could also mean my demise. I’ve never been so frozen with indecision. Not even when the demon Took my sister. It was then that I acted on impulse and adrenaline. But now, when it comes to saving myself, my instincts aren’t quite as strong.

      When I look up, an angel hovers over the flaming opening of my tent ceiling. As his wings flap, the flames spread. The eerie silence persists, and I stand in wait for the world to go dark.

      “Why are you still in here?” Johanna rushes into the tent with a cloth over her mouth and grabs me by the hand, pulling me outside. She doesn’t stop until we reach the woods, deep into the depths of the darkness and safe from the battle raging near the campground. “You could have died in there. What were you waiting for?”

      I blink, staring at her absently.

      “You were nearly ravaged by fire, Celestia. Just like your tent.” Johanna coughs.

      My chest heaves, and I cough, too, realizing that it’s smoke and not a black mist that surrounds us now. “I don’t know.” I shake my head. Did I even see a black mist or was it just smoke from the fire? “I heard the fighting, then…”

      “Then what, Celestia?” Johanna looks behind me, lowering her head as she leans in for my answer.

      “It went silent. All of it. I couldn’t hear the battle, the screeches from the drakes…nothing. The next thing I knew…” My voice trails off. I might not want to share anymore until I know who I can trust. If I can trust anyone.

      I almost feel like I’m losing my mind, but I swear a black mist spoke to me, just like when I killed the drake. This time, it brought a fire. But maybe, I’ve imagined it all. Afterall, the first time did seem like a dream. And maybe this time, I hallucinated it all, devastated by the drake invasion and smoke inhalation. My fingernails dig into my palms, grounding me from my own thoughts.

      “What did you see? Celestia, tell me what you saw.” Johanna seems calm despite her concern and insistence. She closes the gap between us, taking my hands in hers. “You can trust me. I swear my life on it.”

      At this point, I don’t know who I can trust, including myself, but something in her words—and the way she says them—almost makes me want to believe her. If she’s to be trusted, maybe I can gain answers. Those answers will allow me to get out of here and avenge my sister’s death. If I can bring her justice by killing the demon who Took her, I’ll die an honorable death.

      “If I tell you, it cannot leave your lips.”

      Johanna’s gaze doesn’t break as she stares intently into my eyes. There’s a warmth there that I haven’t seen in some time. So many mortals have become hardened, any ounce of happiness stolen from their souls. She brushes my hair aside and whispers in my ear, “You’ve seen the black mist, haven’t you?” 

      An audible gasp leaves my mouth.

      Johanna steps away. “Quickly. To my tent.”

      She grabs me by the wrist and pulls me back to the campground. The battle seems to have ended. Drake carcasses are scattered throughout. Angels clean up the area, battle scars leave them looking a little worse for wear.

      The fire in my tent was put out and contained, the other tents unharmed.

      Johanna pulls me inside her tent, lowers the flap and ties it shut. She turns on her heel and puts a finger to her lips. She draws a sword from her waist.

      “Johanna. Wait. What are you doing?” I back away.

      I’m disappointed in myself that I thought she could be trusted. What a fool I was to confide in her! Now it’s my demise. If I scream, I could alert any drakes still in the area. Their return would mean another battle. If angels come, Johanna may defend herself by revealing my secret. Then I might as well be dead.

      “Don’t do this. Please.”
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      My eyes scan the room for a way to defend myself. No weapons are within reach, but a shield is propped up against the dresser on my right. I drop and roll across the floor. I swipe it into my hands and while still on my back, hold it above my body.

      Johanna stalks forward with a slow and steady rhythm of death. As she draws near, she raises the sword. Instinctively, I lift the shield. It blocks my view, but I peek over the edge just in time to see the tip of the sword coming straight at me. She strikes fast, just missing my head.

      A shriek pierces my ears, and my hands fly up to shield them from the noise.

      Johanna grunts as she thrusts her sword again, another wail following her blow. She misses me each time as I throw the shield up. But I cannot ignore the shrieking cries of the drakes.

      A loud hiss shrills, and I turn around to see the silhouette of a drake outside our tent.  The fabric has a large gash where the sword sliced through, making fatal contact with the monster.

      My eyes widen as I stare at Johanna. “You just saved my life.”

      She slides the sword into the sheath attached to her waist. She mouths something to me, but I can’t hear the words coming from her lips. Silence floods the room like a wave drowning me in its oblivion.

      Not again.

      A black mist enters the tent, seeping in through the gap near the floor. It fills the room, everything going dark until it becomes a void of nothingness.

      The darkness takes shape into a black, smoky ball and swirls around me. It whispers, “You are the Favored.” It flies out through the gaping hole in the tent.

      It's still dark when I awaken to Johanna handing me a cup of warm tea. Fennel and lavender, the same as last time. “You’ll grow used to it,” she says.

      I blink away the groggy headache that has formed. “How long have I been asleep?” Whatever is happening is a bit much and, frankly, I wonder if this is some sort of trauma response from witnessing my sister’s Taking.

      “Just a few hours,” she says. “Don’t worry. I was with you the whole time.”

      As the fog lifts from my eyes and my head, I recall what Johanna confessed. “You can see them, too?”

      Johanna nudges the drink toward my lips. “It’ll speed the recovery.” She leans in and kisses my cheek. But the action is a cover for what she whispers in my ear. “You speak of this to no one. It’s the only way to survive.”

      “Johanna? Everything ok in there?” Deus calls from outside.

      Johanna presses her finger to her lips. I nod, knowing my secret is safe. It must remain so. She unfastens the ties and pulls the flap open.

      “Are you okay? I heard talking—” Deus stops abruptly and ruffles his wing feathers when he sees me lying on Johanna’s cot. “What are you doing here?” He squints, noticing the torn wall, and quickly redirects his gaze at the cup of tea in my hands. “Have you been hurt?”

      “I’m fine. Really, it’s nothing.” I shake my head and stare down into my drink.

      “Maybe I should stay with you.” He turns to Johanna. “Do you mind?”

      “I’ll stay with Monica tonight. Use this to patch that up.” She tosses Deus a roll of tape and tips her head toward the torn tent. “I’ll just see myself out.”

      “Catch you later,” I whisper after her.

      Deus crosses the room, and I sit up as he takes a spot beside me on the mattress. I couldn’t see it from a distance but now that he’s beside me, it’s clear he’s been wounded. A gash above his eye is streaked with dried blood.

      My hand instinctively flies up to touch it. I long for healing power within my fingertips. “Are you okay?”

      “This?” Deus pulls my hand away.

      He studies my fingers and I press my palm against his, the heat from his skin driving away the chill across mine. He threads our fingers together and lifts it to his mouth. His gaze penetrates as he presses the back of my hand to his lips, sending heat up my arm. He’s stolen my breath and I gasp.

      “That’s nothing a little medicinal herb can’t help. Speaking of,” he says reaching for my cup, “why don’t you drink up? When you’re finished, you can lay down and rest for a bit.”

      I nod, not breaking our gaze, while taking another sip of tea. The drink goes down like nails and I cough. As I allow him to remove the cup that is clasped so tightly in my hand that I’m certain it’s about to shatter, he chuckles.

      Deus places his hand on my back and lowers me, my body floating toward the mattress. Our gazes still locked; I drown in a pool of blue. My head rests upon the cushion of the pillow, and he draws closer, our faces nearly touching. Deus’s warm breath caresses my cheek, sending chills over my skin.

      My eyes shut as I soak it in. This incredible longing to kiss him is likely forbidden, though I won’t refuse him should he pursue me. Our breaths dance, his lips so close I almost feel them brush against mine. I stretch up, eager to accept his affection. He sweeps a strand of hair from my forehead. Another shiver rolls over my skin.

      Deus’s lips follow the curve of my nose, still not quite touching my skin. I’ve never been so happy to be breathless. When he finally kisses me, it, disappointingly, lands on my forehead.

      His hand traces my cheek, stopping at my chin. “You’ll need all the rest you can get.” Deus stands, his strong features shadowed in the darkness, but I can just make out the line of his sharp jaw. He spreads his wings, stretching them out, the feathers rippling. He closes them back in before he strides towards the tent door. He pauses in the doorway as he glances over his shoulder. “Sleep tight.”

      Sleep comes so heavy and so quickly that my eyes are closed before he’s even left the tent. Within moments, I’m in a deep state of sleep, dreaming of the time before my sister was Taken. The in-between time. After both my parents were gone, when it was just the two of us against the world.

      My sister wears linens of white—a long flowing dress—dancing among the wildflowers of the meadow. I recognize the scene as our time in the cabin, the one where our grandparents once lived. We’d escaped there years after my father’s Choosing. He’d told us it would be safe. Safer than the city. Food would be ample in the gardens. We were too afraid to leave the familiarity of the city and only retreated when our food sources had dried up.

      Life had been decent during those years—we found canned goods amongst my grandparent’s stash and spent time fishing in the stream that ran through their property. We learned to harvest in the summer and prepare the bounty for winter. The woods granted us ample food as well as cover from prying eyes.

      My sister kisses my cheek and dashes off. She turns and gestures with her finger, luring me to come closer. A warm breeze catches her dress, causing it to billow out in front of her. Her hair flutters over her shoulder, strands blowing across her face. Petals from her floral crown float toward me, the scent of blossoms so soft and familiar. As I run toward her, drowning in memories, she whispers something that I can’t quite hear.

      “What?” I call out.

      I run faster, but she drifts further away. She turns and runs deeper into the meadow, briefly glancing over her shoulder, laughing playfully. She stops suddenly and turns back to me. Her smile dissipates, her face pales, and the agony in her expression is soon conveyed vocally with a blood curdling scream.

      “Stella,” I call out to her. “What is it?”

      Two creatures grab her by the wrists, each of them pulling like she’s a rope in a game of tug of war. On the left is a demon, his image so crisp and clear it will forever be burned into my retinas. His horned head and large body tower over my sister’s small frame. I’d recognize him anywhere. How could I forget the demon who Took my sister?

      The angel on the right uses his wings for leverage as he lifts into the air, but he is blurred, as if I’m looking through fogged up lenses.

      “They know,” she calls out. But as soon as the words leave her mouth, she is gone in a puff of smoke.

      The demon turns to me, realizing I’ve witnessed the event. His glowing eyes pierce my soul. “I’m coming for you next.”

      Everything goes dark.

      Heart pounding, I gasp. Sitting upright I realize, as the surroundings of the familiar darkened tent come into view, I was asleep. It was only a dream, reliving the horrible nightmare that was the Taking of my sister.

      Her kiss lingers on my cheek, and her words are as clear as if she’s speaking to me now. The wind howls outside, and a gust blows the tent flap open. A figure is silhouetted in the doorway.

      “Stella? Is that you?” My voice comes in a raspy whisper.

      The figure signals for me to come closer, and I stumble out of bed, knocking the cup off the side table. It tumbles down, the sound muffled by the dirt floor. When I redirect my attention to the figure in the doorway, it goes up in smoke.

      Stella, I think. She’s trying to talk to me.

      Voices murmur outside, Deus’s among them.

      He bursts into the tent. When he sees me in the middle of the room, halfway to the door, he says, “You should be in bed.” His tone is unclear, and the need to make an excuse drives my response.

      “I was, but…,” my head shakes involuntarily, “the cup slipped from my hands.”

      Crossing toward me, Deus says, “Is that all?”

      He steadies my arm and guides me back to bed. Kneeling at my bedside, he places the cup back on the table. A dark spot where the drink spilled stains the ground. He pours another cup, the decanter gone cold, and urges me to drink. He retrieves a blanket from a chest across the tent and drapes it over my shoulders, quieting the shiver wracking my body.

      “I thought you’d been sleeping.” He smooths the blanket, tenderly brushing my hair over my shoulder.

      “I was.” I take a sip of the tea. When it’s cold, it tastes much worse, and if not for the fire burning in my throat, I would have spit it out.

      He looks up at me from where he’s kneeling, his blue eyes deeper than any ocean.

      “But I was thirsty.” I lower it in his direction in an unreceived toast.

      “I know that thirst.” Deus grabs my legs, pulling them over the side of the bed, and wraps them around his waist.

      My breath hitches as the cold drink spills down my shirt but it’s really his advances which leave me breathless.

      “Pity,” he says with a tsk. “Can’t keep you in wet clothes.” He pulls the shirt over my head, exposing my bra, and tosses it aside.

      My heart pounds so hard I think it’s going to burst through my chest. With no oxygen left, my head swims, dizzy and drowning in the desert of desire. His hand follows the curve of my waist, fingers trailing upward.

      “I just forgot my—” Johanna marches into the tent. She gasps when she sees us, stopping abruptly, her mouth agape.

      I pull my legs back onto the bed and Deus leaps to his feet. I throw the blanket around my shoulders, pulling it tight at my neck ensuring no flesh is exposed.

      “I’m sorry. I thought you would have been sleeping.” Johanna glances to the side to avoid looking at us.

      “I was but—” I start.

      “Glad to see you’re feeling better, Celestia.” Deus acts as though we weren’t just about to share a moment of heated passion. His eyes lock with mine as he backs out of the tent.

      Johanna’s cheeks flush. “I’m sorry to have interrupted.”

      “No. It’s fine. Really.” I mean, sure, I would have loved to see that moment through with Deus. But there will be more like it. I’ll make sure of it if he doesn’t pursue me first.

      “Are you sure you’re feeling all right?”

      “I had a dream.” Can I trust her? She’s made confessions of her own. Tended to my bedside. I shake my head. “No. Not a dream. I think it was a vision.”
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      Johanna ties the flap shut before crossing the room to repair the gash in the tent. She does it all so quickly, with such an urgency, I can’t help but be flustered by it.

      “I…I think it was—”

      She places a finger to her full lips and shakes her head. “Not now,” she mouths, as she gestures with a thumb over her shoulder. In the skirted opening where the tent meets the ground, several pair of shoes shuffle past. “They’ll hear you.”

      If I didn’t think she was to be trusted before, I feel confident I can now. She clearly doesn’t want anyone else to know what I’m about to tell her. If she were to betray me, she’s not the only one with dirt. She’s confessed her ability to see the smoke.

      Given the opportunity to protect myself, I’d throw her under the proverbial bus without a second thought. Maybe that makes me an awful person, but if I’ve learned anything, it’s survival of the fittest. And that doesn’t always mean brute strength. Sometimes a bit of cunning is all you need.

      She draws a sweater from the wooden chest and tosses it to me. I can’t sit here topless all night and, clearly, she agrees. It has the familiar scent of apples and autumn leaves just like the blanket. The yarn is soft, unlike the scratchy wool blankets, with fur-like fibers. I’d had one with a similar texture as a child.

      When my mom told me angora was made from rabbit fur, I refused to wear it again. But the warmth is a welcome comfort, and as I slip it on, she takes another blanket from the chest, and sits beside me. We share that one, spreading it across our laps while the one I’d used over my shoulders we wrap around us, huddling together. The air is cooler, and if this is any indication of the coming winter months, I fear the impending storms.

      We wait for the voices to dissipate as they eventually wander off into their tents. We sit in silence for quite some time until there’s nothing but the soft sounds of sleep and snores. When she’s certain everyone is fast asleep, Johanna lights a candle and crosses to the wooden chest. She lifts the lid, retrieves a book, and resumes her position beside me.

      Although it’s dark, the flickering candlelight provides just enough glow so I can make out the dark binding on the gray linen fabric cover. The text, which is in a language that I can’t read, is embossed with gold. A crest with a phoenix in the center decorates the cover and when the candle flame flashes on it, the bird comes to life, its wings engulfed in flames. It bursts into a cloud of smoke and ashes rain down. The cycle repeats once more before my hand flashes over the cover, willing it to stop.

      “Please tell me you saw that. Wait…nevermind. I don’t want to know.” My eyes have been playing tricks on me, and I’m certain I can’t trust them anymore.

      “The phoenix?” Johanna chuckles softly. “It’s a lock. You passed the test.” She surrenders the book, and the pages flutter open to an illustration of a drake with a black mist. She points to the image, her finger tracing the figure of the smoke, loosely resembling a human. “Is this what you saw?”

      I nod, speechless.

      “You’re not alone,” she says as she takes my hand. “There’s several of us here that have the sight.”

      My throat is tight and dry, making it difficult to swallow. “There’s others?”

      “Hmhm,” she hums through pinched lips. “Landon and Monica…we think Simon might, too, but he’s not coming clean about it.”

      “Monica?” For some reason this information shocks me, though I shouldn’t be surprised given Ace’s gift of enchantment. “Do all angels have the sight?”

      “No, not all.” Johanna shakes her head. “I have a theory though. I think all the mortals at the Compound have the sight, that’s why they’re here.” She flips the page and points to the image of an angel in full glory with a crown on her head and rays of sunlight shining out from behind her. “We’ve been searching for the one who is the Celestial Flame.”

      “Wait.” I shake my head. “What—or who—is that?” My voice has grown louder, the anxiety creeping into my tone.

      She places her finger to her lips, whispering, “The Celestial Flame is one of the Favored.”

      When she says that word, favored, I try not to gasp. I’ve heard it several times since my arrival but prior to that I hadn’t heard it in ages, but the memory comes crashing down so hard I’m instantly transported to my childhood bedroom. The room I’d spent many happy days before the Rapture, before my mother left and before my father was Chosen.

      My sister and I had been playing on the pink rug which hugged the wooden floor in the center of our room. It had a pattern on the edge, as well as a giant star in the center. Mother had told us we’d always be safe in the circle.  Inevitably, anytime we were scared, during storms or when my parents would argue, we’d retreat to it. Mother’s promise of safety may have only been a fabrication, but we trusted it regardless.

      On this particular day, my parents had been arguing. My sister and I didn’t understand, too young to comprehend the nuances of adult relationships but what we did know was that when they were in one of their heated moments, we were safest when we weren’t underfoot.

      My sister saw it first, pointing to the design on the rug which danced around the edge, swirling, and moving in a figure eight pattern. We stared at each other in awe before placing our dolls on the edge and watching them dance.

      Mother walked in at that moment, sipping hot tea, and upon seeing those animated toys dropped her porcelain cup. It shattered into several pieces, too many to repair. It was a favorite, one from her grandmother, so my sister and I were shocked when tears didn’t follow. Our mother was too busy staring at the dancing dolls to even acknowledge the irreparable cup.

      “Girls, which one of you did this?” My mother couldn’t hide the concern in her voice, and my sister and I stared at the floor. Neither one of us wanted to get in trouble, especially after the shouting we’d just heard between her and our father. She knelt beside me and lifted my chin, forcing me to make eye contact. “You’re a good girl, Celestia. Tell mommy who did this.”

      “We both did,” my sister volunteered.

      “Is this true?” Mother crawled between us.

      I nodded. But a sick feeling in my belly wanted to deny it.

      Mother climbed to her feet and quickly pulled the blinds.

      Father, who must have heard the commotion from the room below, suddenly appeared in the doorway. “I felt it,” he said, matter of fact.

      “It’s true,” Mother said. She urged our dad into the room and swiftly closed the door behind him, locking it with the chain which rested beyond our reach. She leaned against it; arms spread wide as though she were preventing someone from entering.

      “What’s wrong, Mommy?” Stella asked.

      Mother shook her head and returned to her seat between us, wrapping us in a hug as Father occupied a chair across the room, resting his elbows on his knees while leaning forward and listening intently. “Girls, you are Favored.”

      The memory floods so deep I’m afraid I might drown. I steady my breath as I blink away the moment from so long ago. Johanna’s eyes glisten in the candlelight, and I focus on the moment here with her. “What does that mean?”

      “The Favored have the sight. But the Celestial Flame has it all. They can see, hear, and help. Supposedly they have another power as well.” Johanna’s fingers trace the image, her eyes glued to the page, which means she doesn’t see the expression that crosses my face.

      What did my mother mean all those years ago? And what would Johanna think if I told her I could hear them? What would that mean for me? She’s confessed an awful lot, but I can’t be sure this isn’t a trap.

      “They’re the ones who can end it.” Johanna is still focused on the book.

      “End what?”

      Johanna blinks up, staring into my eyes. “The Rapture.”

      I slam the book closed; the backside exposed for the first time. “What kind of ridiculous folklore is this?” I try to suppress the anger of audacity that creeps up from my gut. “Where did you get this book?” I hold it up, studying the graphic in the center, a symbol of a cross with a rope-like edge.

      “I’ve said too much.” She returns the book safely to the bottom of the chest. “It’s stupid. You’re right. Just ridiculous folklore.”

      Now, I feel bad. “It’s not ridiculous…”

      “It’s fine, Celestia. Really.” She flops on the bed. There’s hardly room for one, let alone two. We fit just fine when seated, but the moment someone wants to stretch out, that’s when it’s clear this is a single.

      I inch to the edge, giving her space. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” I’m new here and don’t need enemies, which means I should tread carefully.

      “We’ve been searching…waiting…hoping…” She buries her face in the pillow and sighs.

      “I’ll let you rest.” I see myself to the tent door.

      She rolls over and stares up at the gabled ceiling, held up with a simple a-frame. Her tent is much smaller than my own, but she has many of the same necessities. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “To my tent.” Although I’ve had several days of sleep since my arrival, most of them after the sight, I’m still exhausted and I need to lay down.

      “Your tent caught fire.” She sits. Her eyes narrow as though she’s studying me, wondering if I’m stupid or forgetful. “Did you forget?”

      I laugh at my own mistake. “It’s been a long couple of days.”

      “You can say that again.” She pats the bed, inviting me to lay with her. “You’ve had some traumatic events since you’ve been here.”

      “The biggest one before my arrival.”

      She blows out the candle. “I understand.” It only takes a moment for my eyes to adjust and see her holding out the blanket we’d shared. “Unless you want to sleep under the stars, then I suggest you stay the night.”

      When I curl up alongside her, the two of us sharing a narrow space, it evokes the similar comfort of the sisterhood I cherished with my twin.

      “Thank you,” I say, but she’s already fast asleep, the sound of her steady and soft breathing lulling me to rest.

      A few hours later, I awaken, a sound urging me out of bed. Johanna snores lightly and rolls over as I shift, trying not to disturb her. Draping the blanket over my shoulders, I slip through the tent undetected. It’s not quite sunrise, though it does tease the horizon.

      The faintest sound rings in the distance, but I can’t quite make out what it is. It’s high-pitched but not piercing. Everyone else in the Compound appears to still be sleeping, which means it’s not the sound of someone crying. The thought of it being werewolves or drakes makes it even more unnerving.

      The striking of flint against steel comes from behind along with the familiar odor of smoke. “Looking for something?” a voice says.

      I turn on my heel. “Luke!”
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      “Tough luck about your tent.” Luke tips his head toward the wreckage as he takes a long drag from his cigarette. “Slept with Johanna, eh? Didn’t realize she swung that way.” He snorts, and the combination of his words and tone make me want to punch him in the face.

      I push my sleeves up. “She doesn’t.”

      “Ah, but you do?” He blows smoke into my face.

      “Let me do you a favor and set the record straight.” I grab the cigarette from him, chuck it on the ground, and stomp it out. “That’s none of your business.”

      He throws his hands up defensively. “Chill. I was just playing with you.” He retrieves the remains of the cigarette and despite the dirt, lights it, and takes another drag. “Now take it easy on these babies. They didn’t do anything to you.”

      “What do you want, Luke?” My skin flushes, angry heat rising to the surface.

      He leans against a nearby tree, one foot anchored on the ground, the other against the trunk, putting some space between us. “I could ask the same of you.”

      “I was…” I look around at the empty tables which, from my last recollection, held quite a breakfast feast. I need any believable excuse. Luke is the last person that requires any personal information. He’s not to be trusted. “I was hungry.”

      Luke’s eye twitches. He finishes his cigarette. With folded arms, he uses the tree trunk as leverage and pushes himself forward with his foot. He spreads his wings, which I almost forgot were there, so easily hidden behind his attitude and leather jacket. “Breakfast isn’t for a few more hours. Why don’t you go back to bed? You look like hell.”

      He’s right on that. I can’t remember the last time I bathed. But now’s not the time for it. I just need an excuse to slip away and find where that noise is coming from. “Where are the showers?” Deus mentioned it once, but everything has been a fog since my arrival.

      “That’s an excellent idea.” He raises his brow and smiles smugly as he rubs his hands together.

      I scowl, disgusted by his proposal. “Don’t get any ideas.”

      “Over there.” He throws a thumb over his left shoulder. One large building, which appears as though it’s divided down the middle with a door on each end, sits off to the side of the path.

      “I’ll just get my things.” While I don’t want to take my eyes off him, I have no choice but to act as nonchalant as possible, otherwise he might suspect I’m up to something.

      My tent still smells of smoke. The roof is essentially gone but amazingly the sides are still intact. The mattress is damp, evidence that someone tried to squelch the fire before it raged out of control and wiped out the entire camp.

      I wait for his footsteps to signify that he’s left, but instead, his wings thump as he flies away. Emerging from the tent, I immediately look skyward. He flies north in the same direction we’d been where the drake met its demise.

      I don’t know what he’s up to, but I need to find out. Without thinking, I dash into the woods, hiding behind trees as I follow the trail up the mountain. The sound that woke me grows louder the closer I get. The call of a trumpet is crystal clear.

      My parents had told me long ago that that trumpets would sound, signaling the end of the Rapture. Could it be the end? No greater joy exists. I’d be reunited with my family. The Choosing and Taking would end. There would be no more Forsaken souls. My eyes swim with tears. For the last seven years, my greatest desire was for the Rapture to be over. Then, I wouldn’t have to be alone. Or scared. Or fight. I’m so tired of fighting.

      When I reach the mountain peak, several voices echo against the rocks. Some are deeper tones while others are softer and higher pitched. Initially, I don’t recognize any of them, but when I hear Ace’s voice, I quickly duck behind a tree.

      The cover gives me an opportunity to catch my breath as my pulse indicates I walked faster than normal in my urgency. Despite listening intently, I can’t quite make out what they’re saying. I need to get closer. It’s a risk, but I must know what they’re discussing.

      If those trumpets indicate the end, maybe I can get out of here. Even if I’ll never see my family again, at least I’ll have the familiarity of the surroundings I once loved so much.  It's a small consolation, but it's something that I can hold onto in this time of uncertainty.

      As I inch closer, keeping my breath steady and avoiding tripping over any hazards that would give me away, figures come into view. A downed tree lays just ahead, and I crouch behind it, watching the figures.

      Three of them are easily identifiable. The first is Ace, confirming it was her voice I heard. But her pink-tipped wings and blonde hair confirm it.

      The next is Ken. It’s impossible to mistake his stature. One additional figure, a female angel, stands with them, and while I don’t know her name, I recognize her from the Compound.

      Then, there’s Phil, the only mortal. The golden glow of sunrise radiates off his bald head making it appear as though he’s wearing a crown. He’s the one who lifts the trumpet and blows it.

      My heart sinks. It’s not the end of the Rapture. It’s just an idiot blowing on a brass instrument. The sound isn’t hideous, but I certainly wouldn’t call it music.

      I should have known the Rapture wouldn’t end so easily. If I’m being real with myself, I know it’ll never end. Seven years have passed with no end in sight. The Taking and Choosing need to happen a lot faster or this will drag on forever.

      Unless…unless…I cringe at the thought…The rest of us are Forsaken.

      “What are we going to do?” Ace asks the group. Her flaxen hair is braided again into two sections, each of them falling over her shoulders.

      Ken grunts and scratches his chin. “About the girl?”

      “Yes, about the girl, you idiot.” She shoots an arrow skyward, and it sails across the cliff before falling toward the basin. “We’ve never encountered anything like this before. No one has ever been able to get past the enchantment on my bow.”

      They’re talking about me. My breath hitches in my throat and I freeze.

      “I say we take care of her.” Phil’s face is deadpan as he cracks his knuckles. “I can make it look like an accident.”

      They can’t be serious. Kill me over a bow?

      “If she can break that enchantment, there’s no telling what she’s capable of. She might be the one the prophecy foretold.” This confession from Ace helps me understand how dire the situation is. It’s not that I’d shot the bow. It’s that I’m Favored. They don’t know it, but they suspect it. And I must figure out exactly what it means before they do.

      A sudden breeze blows across my cheek, my hair sweeping over my eyes and my view is momentarily obscured. Desperate to see more of the interaction, I brush it away, but it sticks to my skin. As I battle the stray strands, I lose my balance. A tree branch snags my shirt, and it snaps as I stumble backward, landing on a rock. The pain shoots up my tailbone and steals my breath, which alerts me to the sudden commotion.

      “Did you hear that?” Ace says.

      “Probably just an animal,” Ken quips back. “Stop being so jumpy.”

      “No, I heard it, too,” Phil says. “I think we’re being watched.”

      My body is rigid, muscles aching, as I refuse to reveal my location.

      “You heard something, all right.” Luke steps into their quadrant.
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      I knew it.

      Something is not right about Luke, and seeing him here with this group, makes me even more suspicious. He was headed here all along. I was just an obstacle, which explains the confrontation.

      I have two choices: flee or stay and risk being found.

      I choose the former and hit the ground running, every second it takes to return to camp is a second too long. My tailbone stings, the pain shooting up my back with every strike of my feet against rocky terrain. Tears stream down my face, but I press through the throbbing pain.

      There are no secrets here, Deus’s voice replays in my head. Andrew said it, too.

      But now five of us hide a secret. I don’t know about Ace and her crew or what they’re hiding, but Luke doesn’t strike me as someone who I could trust with my drink let alone a secret.

      When I reach camp, the sun barely makes its appearance. Thankfully, the residents still sleep, which means no one will have noticed that I left.

      But I need a plan for when Luke returns. The best course of action, I decide, is to shower. I need one desperately, and I’m certain I smell like it, too. I must do it fast.

      I grab my bag from what remains of my tent and dash to the cabin, keeping alert for those who return from the peak. Sweat, soot, and evidence of the woods sticks to my clothes. Peeling them off requires effort, but when I do, signs of what my body endured stuns me.

      Green bruises linger on my ribs. They’re not tender anymore, and soon, they’ll fade away, erasing any evidence that I tried to save my sister. The fresh injury on my tailbone won’t reveal itself for several more days, but the grapefruit size red mark promises that it will. Most of the superficial cuts have scabbed over.

      Like everything in my life, these, too, will disappear.

      The warm water is a welcome balm but I’ve no time to enjoy it. Not if I want to beat Luke back to camp. His wings ensure my disadvantage in this challenge.

      As I shampoo my hair, I feel something tangled in the strands. I pull it out, shocked to see that it’s a twig. Once all the soapy water rinses away, revealing how pale my skin is under the previous layers of dirt, I towel off, but the humidity prevents me from ever being dry.

      Fresh clothes are in my bag but they’re still damp. I pull them on anyway, the friction causing an unnecessary struggle. I don’t bother combing out my hair before I push the door open and rush down the path.

      “Nice shower, Celestia?” It’s as though Luke has been waiting for me as he greets me on the path.

      I try to hide the gasp, making it sound like a cough instead.

      He’s fast. But I can only hope I was faster. This needs to play out as casually as possible. If he thinks I was in the shower all that time, he’ll never know that I was the one snooping on them at the peak.

      “The best.” I need to convince him that the experience was the most relaxing thing to have transpired since my arrival. “I can’t remember the last time I’ve had a shower.” I shake the water from my hair. “That sounds gross. I’m sorry.”

      “Hmhm,” Luke hums as he lights a cigarette and takes a long drag. “I’m sure.” He blows the smoke skyward, making several rings. He ruffles his feathers before leaning against a tree. “I suppose you’re hungry.”

      “No, I’m fine—” My eyes go wide as I remember our conversation from earlier. My lame excuse. Damn. I’ve never been a good liar. I finish the sentence hoping its believable. “Fine to wait until breakfast.”

      “Oh, c’mon, you’ve got to be starving. I haven’t seen you eat since you arrived.”

      Was Luke even at that first breakfast? I can’t remember. I was too engrossed in my food and the conversation with Johanna to have noticed.

      “Sleeping all the time…never seen a mortal sleep as much as you do.” Luke runs his hand across the top of his hair.

      “I’ve been through a lot.” I feel heat rise and get defensive, my tone a clear indication of it. He doesn’t need an explanation, and I instantly regret saying anything.

      He blows a smoke ring, which breaks in front of my face. “Yeah, seeing spirits is exhausting.”

      Choking, I wave it away, but my action is a cover for the shock that slaps me across the cheek. How does he know about that? I can’t let on that he’s right.

      “That black mist…does it talk to you, too?” He steps closer, closing the gap between us.

      His face is unbearably close to mine, the stench of cloves permeating every fiber of his being, including his breath. He flicks the cigarette, which I’ve now confirmed isn’t nicotine, and stomps out the ember.

      “The devil’s in the details, isn’t it Luke?” Deus emerges from his cabin and stretches his arms and wings with a yawn.

      Luke scoffs. “What’s your point?”

      Deus ignores Luke’s question and strides toward me with his hands in the front pockets of his black denim pants. He holds his elbows out at an angle, his wings fully extended. “It’s good to see you up bright and early, Celestia.” His smile brings instant comfort.

      Heat sweeps across my skin as I recall our closeness, the shared moment between us before we were interrupted. I long for another moment like that. Despite the humid air, I’m so chilled that I pull a hoodie from my bag and slip it over my head. It’s damp and doesn’t do much to stifle the chill.

      Luke studies us, his gaze leaping from me to Deus, and finally resting at the ground. “I’ll see you both at the cliff.”

      “The cliff?” For a brief second, I believe he’s referring to the secret meeting I’d encountered but I cover up my surprise by deflecting. “You mean there’s no archery this morning?”

      “Change of plans.” Deus reaches for my hand. “I have something for you. Come with me.”

      “You do?” The heat between our palms is impossible to ignore and the chill that required an extra layer of clothes is now entirely unnecessary.

      Deus leads me to his cabin. He helps me up the stone stairs and pushes the door open before gesturing for me to enter. “Go ahead. I won’t bite.”

      I might like that. “What is it?”

      “Have a seat.” He points to a chair situated near a desk.

      His accommodations are far less humble than the tents but still modest. The stone walls visible from the outside are the same on the inside. Like the tents, it’s also just a single room, but its spaciousness affords the luxury of movement that the tents prohibit.

      He stretches his wings, and I understand why this extra space is necessary. The wood floor, crudely made of wide boards, is more inviting than the dirt the tents offer, and likely warmer, too. On the wall near the desk is a stone fireplace, the remains of a fire still glowing within its cavity.

      Deus fans his wings which fuels the fire, the embers sparking to life. The warmth fills the room instantly, and I feel a need to shed the extra layer. I turn my attention to the other side of the room where an armoire stands. Next to it is his bed, which is much larger than the single cots in the tents. The bed is suspended by ropes that tie it tight to four posts cut from lumber.

      If we’d been here the other night and not in the tent on a small cot, I can only imagine where that moment would have taken us.

      What would he think of me if he could hear the thoughts in my head?

      The bed is much more inviting than the cane backed chair, but I sit as instructed.

      He presses forward, leaning in. The familiar and alluring scent of bourbon and pine filters down as he gazes at me with an impish grin. His voice is a soft growl as he whispers, “Undress.”
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      My eyes go wide. I wouldn’t object to his advances, but this is sudden. “Excuse me?”

      “I told you to undress.” He stands over me as he curls his hand around the back of my neck. He presses his lips to the top of my head and lifts my chin; our eyes locked in this moment of unspoken words.

      If he wants to pick up where we left off, fine by me. But this is a strange way to go about it. Oddly, I’m not scared, nor am I put off by his behavior. In fact, I find it extremely alluring. My pulse quickens as he bends toward me, his breath falling on my cheek.

      “Okay.” I pull off my hoodie, thankful that I’ve finally showered. I’m not exactly graceful and feel self-conscious as he watches, judging. He turns away and retreats to the other side of the room. There’s not much distance between us given the small space but enough to know that something didn’t go as planned. “Did I do something wrong?” I ask, dumbfounded.

      “Not at all, Celestia.” His feathers ruffle as he shakes his wings. “What kind of person would I be if I didn’t allow you some privacy?”

      “Oh.” I unclasp my bra. “Thank you.”

      As I pull off my jeans, Deus places something on the bed. “Put that on.” He makes a sudden turn and reaches for the door. “I’ll be right outside. You can join me when you’re done.”

      “Sure. Of course.” I stare at the floor, my cheeks burning with embarrassment as I stand half naked. I thought Deus was making advances. He’s probably the hottest angel that ever existed. Why would he be the least bit interested in me? Clearly that head injury had lasting effects, and it’s influencing my ability to assess situations.

      Tiptoeing to the bed, I shiver, the lack of clothing sending the chill to my bones. That’s probably why he made sure to stoke the fire beforehand. Little good it did.

      A black suit lays across the bed. It’s the same as the ones I saw the other mortals wearing. The rubbery fabric has a texture vaguely resembling snakeskin. Slipping it on isn’t easy, but when I’m fully suited up, it fits like a glove, hugging all my curves. The zipper is impossible to reach, and I’ll need help with that.

      I step out of the cabin and Deus gives me a look of approval.

      “A perfect fit,” he says.

      Something in his eye tells me he’s remembering when we were together, and I was shirtless. How he touched my curves. How we were so close to exploring each other.

      I look down at my abdomen as I run my hand over the rubbery fabric. The black color, although matte and rubbery, has a slight sheen to it in the right light. “I suppose it is.” I’m still embarrassed that I misjudged his advances, and now it’s hard to make eye contact with him.

      “Any trouble with the zipper?” Deus touches my shoulder and I swirl, my back facing him. He zips it without saying another word, but I can feel his breath fall on my exposed skin, the hairs instantly reacting.

      From across the Compound, Johanna sees me and waves. She’s also suited up. Her pace increases, and a moment later, she throws her arms around my neck. “You scared me when you weren’t in bed this morning.” Deus raises his brow and Johanna quickly clarifies. “Where else was she supposed to go? It’s not like her tent was habitable.”

      “We’ll see that it’s taken care of.” Deus folds his arms.

      “Sorry, I was hungry.” It’s not exactly a lie, but she doesn’t need to know the real reason why I left the tent before sunrise. Nor does she need to know about my interaction with Luke. Given her reaction last time, I’m sure she’d be upset again.

      “Best if you wait to eat,” Johanna says. “From my experience, you don’t want your first time to be on a full stomach.” She points to the suit. “Ask me how I know.”

      “I’m guessing I don’t want to hear this story,” I say with a chuckle. But my stomach is churning in a bad way. I hate heights and from watching the others, I know just what these suits entail and exactly what I’m about to endure.

      “We should be headed there now.” Deus presses his hand to the small of my back.

      “Why don’t you give us a few minutes?” Johanna buckles something that looks like a harness around her waist. “I’ll fill her in.”

      Deus doesn’t appear to take issue with it despite his hesitation. “Just don’t delay. We’re on a schedule.”

      “Of course.” Johanna points to my waist. “Where’s yours?”

      “Oh…I don’t…” I look at Deus who I’m hope knows where the remaining pieces to my suit might be located.

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got you covered.” He spreads his wings and lifts into the sky. It evokes a sense of awe seeing him glide high above the treetops.

      “Look.” Johanna leans in, her tone hushed and urgent. “I spoke with Landon. We want you to be part of our gatherings.”

      “What meetings?” Does she know about the ones at the peak that occur before sunrise? My brow furrows. No. She was sleeping. There are other meetings then. Apparently, there’s more secrets here than there are truths.

      “Just know you’ll need to come to the next one. There’s something important we need to discuss.” Her eyes lift suddenly and her tone less secretive. “Hey, Landon.”

      I whirl around to see Landon approach. He’s also suited up, the tight fit accentuating his tall and lean stature.

      “Hey, Joy.” He clicks the belt at his waist.

      “Joy?” I ask, alerted by how he’s addressed Johanna. “You never mentioned—”

      “Joy, Johanna…it’s all the same.” She shrugs before she stands on tip toe and throws an arm around Landon’s neck. He returns her hug.

      It’s not a big deal, I was just briefly taken back after all the time we’ve spent together that she never bothered to tell me she preferred another name. “I see.”

      He holds his hand out and I’m a bit confused as we’ve been introduced before. Reluctantly, I take it. He squeezes my hand in this strange way, with his thumb on my knuckle.

      Johanna watches it unfold. “I haven’t taught her yet.”

      “Taught me what?” The pressure of Landon’s touch lingers on my joint. “Is that a special handshake or something?”

      Landon raises his eyebrow, his forehead wrinkling. “She catches on quickly.” He pulls me in, wrapping one arm around my shoulder.

      While we’re only acquaintances, this doesn’t bother me. Landon’s brotherly personality makes me feel comfortable.

      “What’s that all about though?” I step aside to address him. “The handshake, I mean.”

      “It’s how we communicate.” Landon kneels and ties his laces. “To be sure we’re safe.”

      “You mean so you can keep secrets?” If there’s one thing I’ve learned since my arrival, it’s that there are a lot of them.

      “I wouldn’t call it that,” Johanna says. “We’re keeping ourselves safe.”

      “Safe from what?” Luke approaches our group.

      It’s the same question which resides on my lips, but I don’t dare speak it with the likes of him around.

      “You,” I say, defensively.

      “There’s some spunk in you,” Luke says with a snicker. “I like it.”

      Johanna’s face grows red. Something about this interaction bugs her. Maybe she’s just feeling protective. Whatever the case, I appreciate her looking out for me.

      “Shouldn’t you be at the cliff?” I probably shouldn’t question where an angel needs to be, but I don’t really care how that might make him feel. His emotions are his problem.

      Luke shoves his hand in his pocket and pulls out his lighter. He flicks the spark wheel but doesn’t light a cigarette, just keeps flicking the wheel over and over, watching the flame dance. “I could ask you the same thing.”

      “Stop that.” Johanna grabs the lighter from him and tosses it on a table. When she turns back, she pulls a twig from my hair. “Fighting a tree in your sleep?”

      My cheeks flush. It must be from this morning’s venture to the peak. Clearly, there were more that I failed to wash out in the shower, and I’m stunned I didn’t catch it. I was in too much of a hurry, trying to race Luke and finish before he returned. What’s worse is now I’ve been caught.

      Luke and I lock eyes and I feel my face pale. He smirks, knowingly. “Well, this is an interesting development.”
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      “You’ve made it just in time,” Deus says when we reach the mountaintop where the cliff lies.

      Several other mortals, all of whom are dressed in the same black leather bodysuits, stand in a small circle, casually conversing with one another. But the conversations are so diverse and loud, I can only pick out a few words. ‘Diving’ and ‘death drop’ are all I need to hear as I look over the edge of the cliff into the dark abyss of water below to know exactly what we’re about to embark upon. I don’t care what’s in that water, I’d rather face that than the height of the cliff.

      “Let me take care of that for you,” Monica says as she stands on tiptoe to zip Landon’s suit. Before he can turn around, she wraps her arms around his waist, buckling her harness to his. “We’re up next.”

      “See you on the other side.” Landon salutes. With Monica substantially shorter, he carries her on his back and takes off running. When he reaches the edge, he leaps off the cliff.

      When we were children, I watched my sister fall from a two-story window. She promised me she would be able to fly, but she landed like a hunted duck free-falling from the sky. The injuries she sustained didn’t scare me. My mother did. Her screams were bloodcurdling. My mother was inconsolable.

      My father held it together as he tended to my sister’s wounds, her arm contorted in an unnatural angle. Blood spewed from her mouth where she lost a baby tooth.

      If my toy hadn’t slipped from my hands, landing on the concrete near my sister’s body, my parents would have never known I was watching, a quiet observer from the second story window. When my mother saw me in the frame of the open window, she screamed again, my name clenched between her teeth.

      I never saw my mother again. Rumor had it, that brush with death was enough to make her leave. The Rapture hadn’t even started though some allege they had seen angels.

      Years later, when the first Choosings of the Rapture began, I overheard neighbors talking. They said my mother made her choice when she left us as children. A common belief was that our actions had some sort of predetermination of whether we’d be Taken or Chosen in the afterlife. Others speculated that a woman like my mother would forever be Forsaken. I’d heard talk that she’d been seen running with the undead.

      Dad refused to listen to any of it, swearing that she would return. He spent his days pining for her, and he was never the same. He stood watch as though she were a lost cat who’d return home at any moment.

      Years later, I learned my sister had been living with tremendous guilt, believing she caused our mother to leave. While I also had been battling my own demons, convinced that my mother thought I’d pushed my sister from that window.

      Looking down over the cliff and watching Landon and Monica careen toward the bottom was much like seeing my sister lying on the street that day. They both evoke an incredible sense of fear and dread.

      Those same emotions contort my face as I shield my eyes from the horror of the pair diving to their death. Holding back vomit and tears takes great effort, but I stand stoic. Now, I understand why Johanna had told me it was best to have an empty stomach on my first dive.

      “Look.” Johanna points across the way. Landon’s arms are outstretched, mimicking Monica’s wingspan, and the two soar in the open skies as one unit. “A successful dive.”

      They fly one more lap. Monica’s black wings glisten with an orange glow as the sun’s rising rays shine from behind them. Despite Landon being bigger than her, she doesn’t look the least bit affected by carrying him during the flight. When they land, both breathless and smiling, everyone standing on the cliff cheers.

      Landon unbuckles his harness and high fives Monica. “Great flight. We get better each time.”

      “That’s what I call teamwork.” Monica’s eyes sparkle.

      It’s easy to see she’s in love with him. They’re matched perfectly, their pairing otherworldly.

      He scoops her into his arms and swirls her in a circle. Her wings catch on the air and the two begin to lift off the ground. “Easy, easy. I’m not harnessed.” Landon chuckles.

      “Didn’t mean to get carried away.” Monica giggles and folds her wings against her back. “That doesn’t look so hard, now does it? You’ll have no trouble at all.” She’s looking at me, but my vision is fuzzy, unable to focus. The thought of leaping over that cliff is too much.

      “You two did the hard work with preparation, practice, and trust. It paid off.” Deus nods approvingly before turning to me. “Are you ready?”

      Nothing can calm these nerves. My face likely looks as pale as I feel. My stomach sick and twisting with torment. “I don’t think I can do it.”

      When Deus sees my expression, he squeezes my shoulder. “There’s no choice in the matter. You must.”

      I shake my head, holding back both vomit and fear. “There’s no way out of this, huh?”

      “Afraid not,” Deus says.

      It’s not what I want to do. I have a bad feeling about this. But if the head Guardian tells me there’s no other option, I suppose it’s what I must do. “In that case, I might as well dive right in.”

      “Pun intended, right?” Deus’s deep, rich voice is a commanding sound just like his presence.

      Feeling calmer, I allow myself to relax. “Absolutely.”

      Monica’s dark coils glisten in the sunlight. “You can do this Celestia. You’re stronger than you believe.”

      Did she say I was strong? How would she know?

      Monica waves her hand, instructing me to prepare for my dive. But there’s a twinkle in her eye that seems so…familiar. She seems to understand something I can’t express. “Perhaps Celestia would be more comfortable if she didn’t have an audience.”

      Deus steps between us, glancing at Monica, his brow furrowed. “If you think so.”

      Monica leans around him. “Is that what you’d prefer?”

      “I…I don’t know.” I turn to Johanna who is on the sidelines awaiting her turn.

      Luke is in the crowd; I can just see his head in the spaces between mortals and angels. He stares, unblinking.

      I don’t want him witnessing my first dive. “Yes. Yes, that’s what I’d like.”

      “All right crew.” Monica waves. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Johanna whines but when we make eye contact, she gestures with her hand. I don’t what it means but I imagine she’ll teach me just like she will the handshakes.

      “We’ll prepare a celebratory feast in anticipation of Celestia’s successful first dive. A good reason to celebrate.” Monica winks. “Isn’t it, Celestia?”

      “Sure, yeah. Sounds perfect.” The words coming from my mouth go against everything screaming in my brain.

      “Glad that’s settled,” Deus says. Once everyone is out of ear shot, he takes my hands. “If you’re too scared, we don’t have to do this. We’ll wait it out, then go back and tell everyone it went great.”

      As tempting as that sounds I’ve never been a good liar. And I’d never ask someone to lie on my behalf. I also don’t want him to think I’m a baby. I defended my sister during her Taking. The last thing I am is weak.

      “I’ll have to do this at some point. Might as well be now.” I squeeze his hands. “No secrets here.”

      Deus slips on the harness and gestures for me to come toward him. He lowers it for me to step into, a leg in each opening. He loops it around my shoulders. He pulls me against his body and buckles it at my waist.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” His warm breath falls softly on my cheek as he wraps his arms around me, stealing my breath like he did the night of my arrival.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.” My palms, slick with sweat, slip as I try to grab onto the straps of the harness.

      He stands up straight and my feet lift off the ground.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I say, suspended mid-air.

      “We can’t both run, or we’d trip over each other.” He laughs, and as I visualize it, I can’t help but find it funny, too. “Here, take my hands.” Deus slips his in mine. As I’m distracted staring at our oneness, he runs toward the cliff. When we reach the edge, he leaps.

      A flash of white in my peripheral catches my attention and I blink. It’s gone as quickly as it appeared.

      We fall, plummeting toward the basin, the icy water below us. A hard lump gets stuck in my throat, and no willing it away resolves it. The wind slaps at my face, stinging my skin as we dive faster, our weight anchoring us back to the land. My hair spirals upward, taking on a life of its own.

      As the panic begins to build, our impending demise gaining on us, he spreads his wings, stopping our freefall, and we glide through the air. We’re still so high up that my body trembles with dread, but at least, we’re no longer falling. The suit protects my body against the rattling wind, but my face has no shield, and it burns.

      Deus presses his lips to my ear. “Listen carefully. Tell me what you hear.”

      Swallowing hard, I force the lump down and try to focus on anything except my fear. I close my eyes and listen to the sound of the wind as it howls.

      “Your wings?”

      We cut through the air as Deus turns upward, pushing his strong, powerful wings against gravity, rising higher in the sky. The cold air at this altitude bites at my cheeks, the skin stinging like needle pricks, and I’m even more grateful that my body is protected within the suit.

      “And the wind.” My voice is almost drowned out and shouting doesn’t help much.

      “That’s very good.” Deus extends our hands out to the side so our arms are parallel, his on top and mine underneath. He threads our fingers together, and heat radiates through me. “Tell me more. What do you feel?”

      Dare I tell him how I feel about him? My heart flutters. Do I tell him how the safety and protection of his arms makes me desire him in a way I’ve never known before? How he has rescued me in more ways than one? How his constant presence is a comfort? But I suck in those confessions, holding them deep inside.

      “I feel warmth.” Those are the only words I can bring myself to say. I’m not prepared to make myself vulnerable and share anything more.

      “Is that all?” Despite the wind, Deus’s words are crisp and clear.

      Flooded by sensations, I shake my head. “No, that’s not all.” 

      My name is on the wind, the soft call of flight addressing me personally. My spirit disconnects from my body and soars independently through cloud and sky.

      “You’re not scared?” Deus asks.

      “Actually, no, I’m not.”

      “Then it worked.” Deus chuckles in my ear.

      He was distracting me? Grounding me with my senses?

      “I think it did.”

      “Good! Now, hold on tight.”

      He banks to the right, soaring through a grouping of clouds. Deus wraps his arms around my middle, embracing me tightly. Shockwaves course through my body. I have never felt so close to him. I’ve never had to trust someone like this, and it’s both terrifying and thrilling.

      I place my arms on his, hugging as tightly as I can. In this moment, we are one. We are one in purpose. We are one in our mission. We are one whole of two halves.

      Deus squeezes me back, stealing my breath. He twists, changing the flight position. We are no longer facing down but, instead, are upright, the flapping of his wings keeping us afloat mid-air.

      I turn my head, glancing over my shoulder, looking back at him. Only the profile of his face is in view. Although my back is still pressed to his chest, we make brief eye contact before he gently sweeps my hair over my shoulder. He places his lips to my neck, his shadowy beard bristling against my skin, and moves his mouth until he finds my cheek. I want nothing more than to press my lips to his.

      As he kisses my cheek, he wraps his wings around us, swaddling us in feathery comfort. “Hold on tight!”

      We plummet downward, spiraling and twisting, the world around us spins as we whirl in dizzying circles through the clouds. My hair swirls and twirls as torrents of wind roll around us.

      “We’re going to crash.” The fear in my voice is evident. His actions compel me to clench my fists, fighting the anxiety that threatens to make an appearance.

      “Don’t you trust me by now?” Deus hugs me, his strong arms willing me to be calm.

      “If you don’t stop us from careening into the ground, I’m going to have to say no.”

      “No ground. You got it.” Deus puts his wings out to stop the fall and banks left.

      The erratic beating of my heart slowly calms. “Thank you.”

      Deus closes his wings, and we begin to plummet straight toward the lake.

      “What are you doing?” We plummet faster, and we’re mere seconds from careening straight into the water. 

      “You said no ground,” he says.

      We hit the water. It sucks us down and we sink deeper into the abyss. I’ve hardly enough breath to continue the dive let alone make the return trip to the surface.

      Instinctively, my feet kick, trying to correct our path. Deus’s hands are on my legs, squeezing, trying to constrict my movements. He turns us sideways, halting our endless plunge. He swims underwater for a short distance before returning us to the surface. We emerge, gasping for air.

      “What the hell was that about? Were you trying to kill me?” I’m angry at his stunt and try to punch myself free from his grasp. He could have controlled our flight. He didn’t have to send us into the water. None of the others had flights like this. They didn’t even come close to the water.

      His arms are snaked around me, constricting my movement. “You needed to see how strong you are.”

      “Well, there was a better way to go about it than almost drowning me.” I’m so upset. I push at his arms trying to squirm free.

      He unbuckles my harness and swirls me around, our eyes meeting. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” He lifts my chin. “You trusted me. I shouldn’t have made you question that.”

      His eyes are pools of blue, making it impossible to remain angry. “Just don’t do that ever again.”

      Deus runs his hand across the top of my head, following my hair which is slick with water. “I promise.” His finger curls under my chin. He lifts my face to his, both of us treading water. “I know you’re angry but look what you’ve accomplished. The victory is yours.”

      He grins, the stubble of his beard darkening at the corners of his mouth. He pulls me close, his hands on my hips. We are so close, sharing the same breath. A longing and desire hang heavy in the air. He turns his head slightly and his lips meet mine. Our mouths move passionately, absorbing the emotion of the moment.

      The world as well as my anger melt away. His hands move up my back, his fingers finding their way to the zipper of my suit. He unzips it partway and my breath comes heavy. I lace my fingers behind his neck, pulling him into my kiss. His tongue parts my lips, finding its way into my mouth.

      The sky rattles with thunder and I gasp as he quickly pulls away. “We should probably go. It looks like rain.”

      Clouds roll in, lightning electrifying them in a strobe-like pattern.

      “Here, buckle up.” Deus lifts the end of his harness. “I’ll get us out of here.”

      I search for the end of my buckle. Frantic, my hands slide over the suit but all I feel is the frayed end. My eyes widen as I lift the broken harness strap. “It’s gone.”

      Deus tries to play it cool, but I see the terror on his face. “Swim.”

      His one-word command sends waves of panic over my body, and I throw my arms forward as I pull at the water, kicking my feet frantically. I’ve never been a strong swimmer and Deus is already a few meters ahead of me. His gains increase and I may as well be treading water.

      Terror floods me as I watch him swim away, leaving me stranded. Something snakes around my ankle. “Deus,” I scream out but he’s so far away he’ll never hear me. “There’s something—” But my words are cut short as I’m sucked down into the water, my world going black as night.
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      Water engulfs me as I sink, lower and lower into the depths of the abyss. It’s too dark to know what has held me captive, but whatever it is, also wraps around my waist.

      Twisting and writhing, I try to break free of the grasp, but I’m weak. This thing is much stronger. My fingers curl around the creature’s grip, struggling to pry it off me. I punch at the creature’s tentacle-like arm that squeezes tighter and tighter.

      My suit has no weapons, and without one, I’m defenseless. But if I did have a way to defend myself, I think I could scare it off enough to swim to safety. Deprived of oxygen, my brain is foggy and it’s hard to focus, but as I struggle to breathe, I remember what helped me the night I arrived. I bend forward and sink my teeth into the tentacle. The creature immediately withdraws.

      Free from its grasp, I swim as fast as possible toward the surface, daylight coming into view. I bob up and gulp in a breath.

      “Help! Deus, help me!” I scream, waving my arms overhead.

      It’s of little use. Deus is too far ahead to hear me now. I throw all my effort into swimming toward shore.

      I’ve not gotten very far when the creature wraps its tentacle around my thigh and pulls me back down. Lightheaded, dizzy, and weak, my body is unable to fight, and I feel it giving in.

      Water consumes me and I sink deeper into my watery death. The last breath leaves my lungs and darkness engulfs me. If this is death, no Choosing, no Taking, no Forsaken, then I welcome it.

      A light glows in the distance. It’s blurry in the murkiness of the water, but it grows larger and brighter. The light is a beacon of warmth amongst the darkness of my existence. It comforts and stills my fear. But the light begins to fade before it blacks out completely.

      “Wake up, Celestia,” a voice says. Its distant but I recognize it.

      My brain forces my eyes to flutter open.

      The face is familiar, and I smile. “Deus.” I’m not dead after all.

      “I thought I’d lost you.” He kneels over me.

      “How’d you get to me? You were so far away….” He’s unlikely to let me forget how he’s rescued me on more than one occasion. But even this seems impossible. The light…the glow of it…I’ve seen it before. Sometimes nothing more than a flash, but it was there even when we jumped off the cliff.

      “What is it about you that attracts trouble?” He raises his brow and laughs, showing off his perfect toothed smile. He extends his wings, and flaps them dry, water raining onto the rocks surrounding us. He leans down and touches his parted lips to mine. I drink him in, thirsting for what he offers so freely.

      Thunder rattles and the rain showers around us, Deus’s wings shielding like an umbrella. I'm already wet from the near drowning, but I appreciate his chivalry.

      “If we hurry, we can make it back to camp before the worst of it reaches us.” The sky lights with electricity and the hairs on my arms stand on end.

      “Good idea.” I sit up slowly, still shaken, and lightheaded.

      He strokes the back of my hair. “Dizzy?”

      “A little bit.” Instinctively, I rub my forehead. “Mostly just really tired.” My breath comes even and steady, so at least, I'm no longer winded, but the body fatigue is all-consuming.

      “I have an idea.” Deus offers me his hand and pulls me to my feet. I wobble and he catches me. “Why don’t I carry you?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I can walk.” I'm still shaken, my legs unsteady beneath me, and I stumble forward.

      Deus catches me in his arms. “Are you sure about that?”

      Lightning strikes across the lake and thunder immediately follows.

      He doesn’t wait for me to defend myself and lifts me into his arms. I wrap my arms around his neck, feeling protected and safe. His pace is sure and steady as he dodges the rain, outpacing the storm. He pushes through branches, ensuring they don’t snap at my face.

      We emerge from the woods to a roaring celebration, the feast prepared as promised. The crowd cheers when they see us, but the instant concern which crosses Johanna’s face alarms even me.

      “What happened?” She rushes toward us. “Are you all right?”

      I wave her off. “I’m fine. Honest.”

      She looks cross, her brow furrowing in a distrustful way. “Why are you soaking wet?”

      “Have you not heard the storm?” Deus asks with a laugh.

      Andrew stands with authority, placing his fists at his wait, elbows creating a triangle. “We’ve talked about this,” he says to Deus.

      There’s an exchange between them, and I get that this may not have been the first time Deus has pulled this stunt. But he doesn’t respond further. He curls his arms, lifting me closer. “Maybe you should change your clothes and rest up.”

      “I’m fine,” I say. “I’d like to be part of the celebration.”

      But when Deus lowers me to the ground, my legs buckle again. Johanna catches one arm and Deus grabs the other.

      Deus pinches his lips. “That’s what I thought. Let’s get you into bed.” He lifts me into his arms.

      I like the sound of that, I think, but I can’t confess it in front of the crowd.

      “We’ve repaired her tent,” Johanna says. “There’s dry bedding as well.”

      “Good as new.” Landon approaches with a plate of piping hot food.

      I didn’t realize just how cold I was until the steam from the warm meal reminds me of the chill that creeps over my skin. I shiver violently.

      “Just in time, it seems,” Johanna says. “Fever is settling in.”

      The two exchange knowing glances but their faces swirl, my head foggy and dizzy with fever.

      “I’ll take her there,” Deus says, carrying me toward my tent.

      He places me on the bed. I can barely sit, but he steadies me against him as he unzips my suit. Shivers roll across my skin as he peels off the protective armor. While it had managed to keep me dry, my hair is soaking wet and in the cooler air, I’m chilled and exhausted.

      No one ever warned me that a near-drowning was on the agenda for the day. Leaving me on the bed, half-naked and shivering, Deus rifles through my belongings and pulls out an oversized hoodie and flannel pants. He helps me put them on, his touch lingering as he glides his hand along my ribs. He towels off my hair but despite his efforts it’s still a bit damp.

      “You need a fire,” he says.

      “I’m too exhausted to sit with the group.” It’s odd he would even suggest it.

      “I thought my cabin might be a good compromise.”

      Is he proposing what I think he is? My head swims, and I can’t focus on the one thing I’ve been longing for. My body sways, and I slip onto the mattress, my eyes unable to stay open.

      Deus laughs. “Have a good rest, Celestia.” He kisses my head before leaving and within moments, I’m fast asleep.

      Voices and the warm afternoon sun wake me from my slumber.

      Johanna enters the tent, carrying a tray of food and a hot drink, the steam swirling around her head. “Thought you might be hungry.”

      “Thank you.” I wipe the sleep from my eyes and sit up. “Was I out long?”

      “Only a few hours.” She places the tray on my lap, the aroma of the fresh, piping hot food making my stomach grumble and my mouth water. After years of hunger, my belly doesn’t trust when it’s next meal will come and begs me to fill it. “What happened out there?”

      I shake my head. “I…I don’t know.” It seems surreal. I don’t know what to believe anymore, if I can trust my own memories, or if Johanna is someone I can share it with. “We dove… and then it rained.” I don’t mention the white light I saw twice…and several times in the past…the first one before the dive and the second one while I was drowning. I’m certain it’s that light which rescued me from the creature.

      “So, he didn’t take you into the lake?”

      My eyes widen. “How did you know?”

      “Lucky guess.” She seems unimpressed with her skills. “Anything else you want to share?”

      “It’s still hazy.” I shake my head. “Something was in that water.” I look at her for any indication that she might think I’ve lost my mind. “It wanted me dead.”

      “Leviathan.” She states the word without any further explanation.

      “You know it?”

      She changes the subject by pointing to the bowl. “Acorn soup,” she says. “Made it myself.”

      A creamy pale orange substance fills the bowl to the brim. It reminds me of my childhood dinners with soup we’d made from canned tomatoes which we learned to puree and serve with the remains of stale bread and crackers. This soup has a nutty aroma, however, and is topped with carved white meat, a sprinkling of seeds, and green herbs. Beside the soup is a plate of cheese and fresh apple slices alongside a large hard roll which is still warm. The cup holds a hot drink, its fragrance so familiar that when I take a sip I burst into tears.

      “Is it that bad?” Johanna asks wide-eyed.

      I didn’t intend to insult her. “No, it’s that good.” I put the cup back on the tray. “It tastes like my childhood. Sometimes the memories are so good they hurt. Do you remember begging for candy on a crisp autumn night, wearing some costume you’d created from scraps around the house? And apple pie around the table with the whole family there? Grandparents, aunts and uncles, cousins…” My voice chokes off and when I look up, Johanna is crying.

      “Look what you’ve done!” she says as she wipes away her tears. “Remembering is the hardest.”

      It’s impossible to imagine that there will be a life after the Rapture like the one before. Life before the Rapture did exist…and it was so good. “I miss it.”

      “Me too,” she agrees.

      “There was so much to celebrate. Birthdays…do you remember them?” The memories flood me all at once. The joy, the laughter, the togetherness. The smells, the sights, the sounds. Family, food, and love. Love. Love. Love is what’s been missing. It’s such an odd thing. So obscure. Impossible to describe but easy to detect as we know it when we feel it. The all-consuming sensation. The radiating warmth. The bubbling of comfort and closeness. “The Rapture stole all of it.”

      We’ve been stuck in survival mode for so long; those memories are so faded I’d almost forgotten them. I almost wish I had. Forgetting is easier.

      “Not all,” Johanna says as she sits beside me. “One year my mom took us for pony rides. It was the year I remember most.” She layers an apple slice onto a piece of cheese and stuffs it into her mouth.

      “A core memory,” I say with a smile. “I have my own. This, this right here is one of them.” I lift the cup of mulled cider and take in the aroma, its spices tickling my nose. I tip back the cup and allow the smooth flavors of cinnamon and nutmeg to dance on my tongue before sliding down my throat.

      “Well, that,” Johanna points to the bowl of soup, “is about to become another one. Eat up.”

      She’s right. The nutty soup has an earthy flavor. Before I know it, I’m sopping up the remainder of the creamy dish with the chunk of bread from the tray. “Where’d you learn to make this?”

      “My mom.” Johanna kicks off her boots and curls up beside me on the bed. “When food supplies were scarce, she got creative. Acorns were abundant after the squirrels were consumed by others starved for meat. She gathered all she could find, roasted them, and ground them into a fine powder. She’d use them for breads and soups. Anything really. This is the one I enjoyed the most, and the only one she taught me. Not like I would have bothered to learn any of the others even if she’d taken the time for it.”

      “Regrets are the hardest.” I don’t say it to make her feel guilty. It’s a reminder that we’ve all lost something. We’re in this together even when we feel alone.

      “You can say that.” She snuggles in, looping her arm around mine. “All the things we were supposed to do. All the dreams we had.”

      “Somedays I still think we can do them. It’s dumb, I know. But if the Rapture ends, maybe things can return to normal.”

      “It’ll never be normal again,” Johanna says.

      The words are so matter of fact that it scares me more than I’d like to admit. The unwavering stagnancy of her statement is the scary truth, even if we don’t know what will happen once the Rapture ends, if it ever does.

      “You’re probably right.” I sandwich a piece of apple between two slices of cheese.

      Landon pops his head into the tent. “You’re awake!” He’s genuinely happy, and that brotherly love he has for me is evident, even if he hasn’t said it. I feel it.

      “And all fueled up.” Johanna seems proud of this endeavor.

      “She’s going to need it.” Landon pushes his sleeves up. “Can I come in?”

      I nod and he steps inside.

      “Need it? For what?” I glance between them, confused. But they pinch their lips together as they exchange knowing glances. “Someone want to explain what’s going on here?”

      “You haven’t told her?” Landon scratches the back of his head.

      “I was about to.” She widens her eyes at him. “But your entrance was a bit…”

      “Premature?” Landon scrunches his face. “Sorry about that. I couldn’t contain myself. You know how excited I am about this.”

      “Excited about what?” My eyes dart between them.

      Johanna smirks. “Riding dragons.”
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      “Stop talking nonsense.” My voice escalates. Just when I thought I could trust them, they make aa ridiculous claim.

      Johanna shushes me. “Keep your voice down.”

      “She’s right,” Landon says as he sits cross legged on the floor. “We can’t allow them to hear.”

      “Who?” They’re confusing me. First with the special handshake and then the gesture before my dive, and now with talk of riding dragons.

      “The Guardians.” Landon leans back on his palms.

      “I don’t understand.” My head has that familiar fuzzy feeling and I wonder how long before I doze off again.

      “There’s really no time to explain.” Johanna takes the tray from my lap and puts it on the nightstand. “You’ll just have to trust us.”

      “The Guardians will be gathering for one of their meetings tonight. They’ll be gone until daybreak. We’ll head to the peak as soon as they leave,” Landon explains.

      “Secrets?” My stomach twists. “I was told we weren’t to keep secrets.”

      “Do you think the Guardians aren’t hiding anything from us?” Johanna scoffs. “Listen, this is it. Either you’re in or you’re out. But those of us with the sight are forming alliances.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. Aren’t we an alliance with the Guardians? Aren’t we here to receive their protection? I don’t see why—”

      “And what happens when they find out we have the sight?” An edge of irritation sharpens Johanna’s voice.

      “Joy is right.” Landon stands and stretches. “We’re still searching for the Favored.”

      My breath hitches. From what Johanna mentioned, I know the Favored can see and hear the spirits of the dead. But I don’t know what makes them so important. “Do you know who it is?”

      “They.” Landon is so matter of fact that his tone haunts me.

      “How many is ‘they?’ Do I even want to know?” I rub my temples.

      “Two.” Johanna stands. “That’s if they’re both still alive. But even with just one of them, we should have enough.” She shakes her head. “We really need you to join us. Please say you will.”

      Like everything lately, it goes against my better judgement. “For better or worse.”

      “Yes!” Landon fist pumps. “Wait until you see what we have in store.”
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        * * *

      

      Once everyone is drunk around the fire, the Guardians make their announcement.

      “We’ll be holding our meeting tonight,” Deus says as he loops the fire. The flames flicker in his eyes, and I divert my attention to the ground, unable to meet his gaze. How I longed for our continued moments, but my impending betrayal makes me unworthy of his affection. “We’ll be back before sunrise. Luke is in charge.”

      I lean toward Johanna and whisper, “Glad to hear they’re excluding him.”

      “Right.” Johanna gives me a side eye, her tone flat.

      Perhaps, I’ve said something wrong.

      Moments later, the Guardians collect their bows and quivers. With their wings lit by a fiery glow, they trapse off southbound into the forest.

      “You about ready?” Landon scans the group remaining at the fire. Phil and Simon stand nearby and warm their hands. Several other men and women whom I haven’t met yet are with them. Their raucous laughter choruses as they clink their cups of alcohol. “They’re all so drunk they’ll never know we’re gone.”

      “Let’s go.” Johanna slings a bag over her shoulder.

      She sneaks toward the forest, heading north as we usually do when journeying to the peak. Landon has a flashlight but waits until we’re clear from prying eyes before shining it into the dark.

      “What about Monica,” I say, realizing how Johanna had confessed that she, too, could see the spirits of the dead.

      Landon stifles a laugh.

      “Guess that’s my answer,” I say sarcastically.

      The trail doesn’t seem quite as long which surprises me given the level of anticipation rising in my gut. We emerge from the forest out onto the open peak, the moonlight casting its bluish glow onto the world below.

      “Now what?” I glance around, checking our surroundings.

      “Just wait.” Johanna hushes me, a tone of awe reflected in both her voice and her countenance. She lifts her head and points skyward. “Here they come!”

      Three drakes sail through the night sky, each of them aimed directly at us.

      “You weren’t kidding when you said we were riding dragons?” I don’t need to wait for a response as adrenaline makes instinct kick in. My feet pound the dirt as I run for cover in the forest. I trip over a rock and fall. But I don’t stop moving. Branches scratch at my face and snag at my clothes as I scramble along the ground. I can’t get away fast enough.

      A light appears in my path, blinding me. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      My heart stops. The male voice is unfamiliar, but in my panic, I don’t think I’d recognize my own.

      “Go…going back to camp.” My words stutter, revealing the tremble that invades my entire body.

      Whoever is on the other end of the light cannot discover the alliance I’ve been coaxed into with Johanna and Landon. The only solution is to defend myself. Then, make a run for it.

      Except my brain never thinks before acting, which tends to get me into troubling situations. Hence, why I’m here at the peak now. Hence, why I was nearly beaten to death by the demon who Took my sister. Hence, why I’m about to kick the ever-living snot out of the someone who, in this moment, deserves it.

      Adrenaline has proven to be a loyal companion and I follow through with the kick that my leg produces, taking the person out by the knees. The flashlight spirals up before it falls to the ground, its rays springing and bouncing about several times.

      “Celestia, wait.” The man’s voice is followed by a grunt as he scrambles around on his knees.

      He reaches for the flashlight, but I dive forward, landing on my ribs. One of them makes an audible crack, and I know it’s broken from the pain that instantly sears through my body. I can hardly move but manage to grab the flashlight before he does. The light bounces around and, as I lie on the ground and force my hand steady, the white wings of an angel illuminate under the light. It’s all I can make out as the rest of him is glowing, including his face.

      “I’m afraid I didn’t catch your name.” When fear is the predominate emotion, aggression is my first response. Followed by sarcasm. When that doesn’t work…

      “Listen, Celestia, you must—”

      “Your name!” I’m back to aggression.

      After all I’ve been through, demanding answers is only right. Something as simple as a name shouldn’t be controversial or secretive. So many secrets here. Why am I not surprised? I may be in a compromising position laying on the ground, and at a clear disadvantage as he hovers over me, but I must not show weakness.

      “Tell. Me. Your. Name.”

      “You may call me Gerrick,” the angel says as the glow around him dims.

      It’s the first time I’m able to see his face and I’m taken back at how he still seems to glow, as if it comes from within, not without. He’s also exceedingly handsome. And…familiar?

      Images flash through my mind of my sister’s Taking.

      An angel in the window.

      An angel at her side.

      An angel in my dream, pulling at my sister trying to save her. His face blurred by light.

      Light…the light at the dive with Deus.

      Light in the water with the monster.

      Impossible. I shake my head.

      “Well, Gerrick, do you want to explain what you’re doing here?” My jaw is so tight, the muscles ache.

      “I’ve come to give you a message.” The angel puts out his hand, and hesitant, I reach for it, allowing him to pull me to my feet.

      The instant our palms touch, sparks fly, tingling like the point of stars. I stare at my hand, jerk away, and glance up at him. He smiles and returns my gaze. It’s soft, comforting and loving, like I’ve known him forever, like an old friend returning from a long voyage. I’m drawn to him.

      My hostility melts away and my tone softens. “What…what is it?”

      “I know your sister.”
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      “Know her? She’s gone. You can’t know her. That’s impossible! My sister’s dead.” The hostility quickly returns.

      His audacious claim is infuriating, and it takes more control than what’s in me to refrain from shouting. Even if he meant to say that he knew her, as in long ago, way before her Taking, I’d know it was a lie. My sister and I never kept secrets. I knew everyone she did. She never left my side. Who is this stranger to claim the impossible?

      “Who did you say you—?”

      “Gerrick, my dude!” Luke stomps out his cigarette before he stalks toward us. He throws his arm around Gerrick’s shoulder. The two embrace, patting backs. Luke leads Gerrick out of the forest and onto the peak. “We’re just about ready.”

      Three drakes stand out in the open while Johanna, Landon, and Monica circle around them. Johanna reaches up to one of the drakes, and not wanting my friend to be eaten by the hideous creature, I burst out of the woods, sprint toward her, ignoring the searing pain in my chest, and tackle her to the ground.

      “Are you crazy?” I scream, as Johanna tries to fight me off. “What are you doing? That thing will eat you alive.”

      “Calm down.” Johanna rolls me on my back and pins me. Easy for her to win when I’m injured with a broken rib, my lungs on fire.

      From my angle, I can see Monica just beyond Johanna’s shoulder. She presses her palm to the drake’s nose and the creature leans into it. “Does someone want to tell me what the hell is going on here?”

      “Looks like you’ve been pinned,” Luke says with a smirk.

      He’s the last person…angel…I’d want an explanation from.

      “Seriously,” I pant as Johanna helps me to my feet. The intense pain radiating from my ribs makes me hunch over. “Tell me… something I don’t know…Luke.” I roll my eyes when I finish gasping out the words, just for added emphasis.

      “We’re part of the Rebellion,” Luke admits. “How’s that for an answer?” But I ignore him as nothing that comes from his mouth is worth listening to. Or true.

      Gerrick fans his wings, catching my attention. “She broke her rib,” he says.

      “How…did you…know that?” My words are cut short, unable to expand my lungs.

      “Just a hunch,” he says as he runs his hand through his light brown hair. It feathers down, falling to the side just above his eyebrow. He shoves his hands in his pockets and pulls his shoulders tight. But he doesn’t stop watching me. His eyes unmoving from mine.

      “Good boy.” The drake chuffs as Monica rubs its chin. “Let me help you,” Monica says to me as she approaches with her hand outstretched. Her palm has a golden glow, and she places it on my rib. A warm sensation tingles deep into my chest cavity. Seconds later the pain is gone.

      “Wait a minute…” I look at her, my eyes wide. “You have the power to heal and all this time I’ve been drinking that shitty-tasting fennel tea?”

      Monica bursts out laughing. “We have to be careful who we show.”

      “And you’ve determined that I’m okay?” None of this makes any sense.

      “Well, I wouldn’t exactly call you that.” Luke takes a drag of a newly lit cigarette. “But we’ll tolerate you. For now.”

      “Leave her alone,” Johanna says as she pulls the cigarette from his fingers, and takes a drag. She stomps out the butt.

      “You drive me mad, Joy.” Luke snakes his arm around her waist and leans in to kiss her cheek but she shoves him away. “You know tough girls turn me on.”

      “Whatever, Luke.” She rolls her eyes but there’s a slight flush to her skin that tells me his flirtatious advances aren’t totally rejected. She whistles and the drake shuffles toward her, screeching. “Shhh…quiet girl.”

      “Can someone please tell me what’s going on here?” This is absolute insanity and I’m afraid I’m in some state of hallucination. “And why aren’t the drakes attacking you?”

      “Like Luke said, we’re part of the Rebellion.” Gerrick calm demeanor is a swaddling comfort. His words a beacon of hope.

      “What does that mean?” Now that Monica healed my rib, my words come smoother. “And how do you know my sister?”

      Gerrick takes a step toward me. There’s a gentle tenderness about him, and I feel bad for having kicked him. “I know that—”

      “It means that you get to become a dragon rider.” Johanna doesn’t let him finish. She casually scratches the drake’s neck, like it’s a domesticated house pet.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I pace, unable to focus on faces, my surroundings, or anything except all the questions buzzing around in my head. “This is some crazy hallucination. What was in that soup?’

      “You think I drugged you?” Johanna laughs. “Boy, you really do have trust issues. But I’m telling you, Celestia, the sooner you learn to trust us and your natural instincts, the faster we can bring this to an end. You’re not hallucinating. And you’re most certainly not going crazy. I had many of the same reactions when I first learned of the possibilities.” Johanna pulls a reign, and the drake follows behind her. “As the Rebellion we’re here to make things right.”

      “Wait a minute.” My gaze shoots up, suddenly dawning on me what I saw at daybreak. “You were on the cliff this morning. I saw you!” I point at Luke. “Ace was there and—”

      “And you’re lucky I was there to save your sorry ass. You almost blew the whole thing.” Luke shakes his head.

      “What are you talking about? You were part of it. Plotting and planning with them.” My eyes narrow. I’ve never liked liars. They’re the worst kind of people. Angels aren’t supposed to be deceitful. Guess death doesn’t make bad people become good.

      Luke steps into my space, pointing a finger at my face. He still smells of cloves. “No, I was spying. Until you tripped and fell and almost gave all of us away.”

      My eyes widen. “You knew I was there?”

      “Of course, I did.” He laughs. “Do you have any idea what they would have done to you?”

      I remember the entire conversation and understand exactly what they intended. “They were plotting to kill me.” I shake my head in disbelief. “You weren’t in on it?” If he was, then everyone around me now is also in on it and my life is in imminent danger.

      “Are you kidding me?” He throws his head back, but no sound comes out even though I expect to hear some sort of chuckle. “I stepped in. Wanted them to think I was the one making all the commotion. Had to make up a lame excuse as to why I was there. And that stupid twig in your hair? It gave you away. Thought you were so clever trying to shower and cover it up like you hadn’t been in the woods spying on them. It’s a good thing Johanna was there to remove it before anyone else saw.” He turns to Johanna and winks at her, making the same hand gesture that she’d given me before my dive. “Knew you’d be an asset, babe.”

      Johanna curls her hand into a fist, turns it palm-up, and gives him the middle finger.

      Luke blows her a kiss. She acts like she catches it, and places it on her ass. Luke smirks as he shakes his head, eyeing the spot where Johanna had planted the imaginary kiss. “Anytime, babe. Anytime.”

      Landon, who has been quietly observing everything that’s transpired, finally speaks up. “Enough with the games. We only have a few hours and Celestia has a lot to learn.”

      “Apparently,” Luke and I say in unison. I give him a dirty look and he rolls his eyes.

      “Gerrick, you’re going to help her, right?” Landon takes the reign from Johanna’s hand.

      “Wait a minute…” I look at the lead, and back at Gerrick. “We’re not really riding this thing, are we?”

      Gerrick takes the reigns. “No. We most certainly are not.”

      “Well, that’s a relief.” I cross my arms.

      He places the reigns in my hands. “You are.”
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      “What?” I shuffle back and stumble into Monica who helps me upright. She pushes me forward, and Gerrick catches me. He clasps my hands and sparks shoot up my arm again. Instinct tells me to pull away, but I keep my hands there allowing the magic to entertain my senses. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “It’s no joking matter.” Gerrick looks so intently into my eyes that, under any other circumstances I’d break the gaze, but I’m drawn into them, falling into the depth of his soul, our spirits connecting as though nothing around us exists.

      “They’re hazel,” I say. It’s not something I mean to say aloud but the world fades away and I find solace in his company. It’s not just an observation but also a remembering.

      “Green,” he corrects. “And yours are blue. Just like your sisters.”

      I’m so entranced I can’t lash out. “You do know her. How?”

      “I taught her to ride just like I’ll teach you.”

      “She’s an angel like you?” If it’s true, comfort warms my heart in knowing she’s not a demon. It was quite possibly the worst thing that could have come of her. Except being Forsaken. Though, depending on which tribe she ended with, it could mean that she was with our mother, if our mother, in fact, had become one of the Coven. “Please tell me. I must know.”

      He shakes his head. “I promise I’ll explain but right now we have work to do. Will you trust me?”

      It goes against everything burning within me. The desire I have to avenge my sister’s death. The way I would sacrifice everything for her, even my own life, as I had been so willing to do when the demon Took her.

      But from the midnight hour, it’s clear our time is running short. I don’t understand what this Rebellion is about or if I even agree with it but, so far, the Guardians have provided little explanation. This alliance might be the closest thing I have to finding answers. And if there are others like me who have the sight, there’s no telling what we can accomplish together.

      “Okay. Let’s do this.” I stare up at the creature whose jagged teeth reveal themselves as it opens its mouth. No doubt it would tear through my flesh. There wouldn’t even be time to beg for death.

      Images flash of the last drake, how it died by my sword. It gave up so easily, willingly almost. I think back to the black mist that followed and how it spoke to me. This drake seems so calm and tame, I wonder if they really are the hideous creatures we’ve been taught to fear.

      Perhaps there was something to this alliance. If the Rebellion could tame the fiercest of creatures, maybe they could teach me, too. In that case, the Rebellion truly had something to offer. And, despite my fear, I was determined to see this out.

      “But afterward, you’re telling me everything you know.” I point at Gerrick.

      Gerrick sighs, but it’s not one of defeat or disgust, but rather of compromise. “Climb on.”

      He lowers to his knee, cupping his hands. I step onto his makeshift stair, and he hoists me up, allowing me the needed push to climb the rest of the way. I mount onto the beast, my legs straddling its spine. It’s a long way down and my fear of heights adds to the already compromising situation. She screeches and rears back.

      “Whoa, whoa. It’s okay, Exodus. Calm down girl.” Gerrick pats the beast’s side.

      But the drake isn’t easily calmed, and she bristles, the movement rolling down her long neck and knocking me from my seat. I tumble, following the beast’s spine, down it’s long tail, and land with a thud.

      “You going to let her treat you like that?” Luke scoffs. “If you’re willing to take that so easily, I can save you some trouble and do it myself.”

      I glare at him, and scramble to my feet. “Shut up, Luke.”

      “You can do this.” Gerrick’s calm assurance is encouraging, even if part of me wants to do this just to prove Luke wrong. Gerrick offers a lift and I step into his hands, scurry up the creature’s back, and resume my position.

      “Now that’s what I’m talking about.” Luke crosses his arms, nodding with approval.

      The drake screeches and shakes. I’ve nothing to grasp onto and lose my balance. I roll to the ground, my body bumping against the creature until I land flat on the ground. I grunt at the impact, my body sore, but steady myself onto my feet. Gerrick gives me another lift, and I climb into position. But again, the drake jerks, sending me rolling.

      This time the ache of bruises rises on my legs, which take the brunt of the impact. Blood oozes from a sustained gash on my arm, but I climb back on.

      The drake means business this time. She stands on her hind legs, lashing at the air with her large front claws. Flames shoot from her mouth. My grip slips from the reins, and I slide down her back, a painful impact imminent. Groping desperately for the reins, my heart thudding so hard I think it might rupture, one end of the rope swings past me.

      It’s just out of reach, and I throw myself to the side. The rope swings back as the beast shakes its head, the motion rolling down its neck.

      Disoriented, I claw at the beast’s scales, and it swats its tail, striking me as if I were a gnat. Ducking out of the way, I see the reins again and dive for it. I smash into the beast. The landing is so hard I fear I have broken another rib, but the effort was a win. The rope is firmly in my grasp, and I quickly wrap it around my wrist, clenching the slack in my fist.

      The beast shakes its body and like a pendulum I swing off it’s back.

      Dangling by one arm, terrifyingly high in the air, I look down and see my seven-year-old sister laying with a broken arm, and blood staining the sidewalk. My dad is there tending to her wounds. But the screams. It’s the screams that won’t stop.

      Celestia! Celestia! Celestia!

      “Celestia,” Johanna calls.

      I blink away the memory and see the Rebellion below with Johanna cupping a hand around her mouth.

      “Harness it.” She motions with her hand.

      She still hasn’t taught me what any of the signals or handshakes mean, but this one I understand. I do my best. I pull myself up, using the ropes to aid my struggle, and finally get into position.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I close my eyes and focus on what I can feel. Rope, stinging my fleshy palm. Scales, abrasing my tender side. Wind, sweeping my soft cheeks. Power, binding me to the might beast.

      “Exodus,” I whisper. “I have the sight.” I don’t know why I feel compelled to share this, but the words spill from my mouth like a confession. “You can trust me.”

      Exodus roars, flames shooting from her mouth. She slams her front claws into the ground, bucking me forward. I smash against her back but don’t fall. The wind is knocked out of me, and I gasp for breath.

      Three angels—Monica, Luke, and Gerrick—stand beside Johanna, their wings pulled tight to their backs. Monica turns and buries her face into Landon’s chest.

      “Exodus, please,” I plead. “You must trust me.”

      I loop my other hand around the rein. Leaning forward, I press my face into her neck. The beast’s breath steadies as she calms, smoke trailing from her nostrils with each exhale.

      “That’s it, Exodus. Good girl.” I look down at the alliance. They’re gaping in awe, unmoving, jaws unhinged. “Now what?”

      “Excellent work,” Gerrick shouts from below. “That’s enough for today.”

      He said I was going to ride. I’m not stopping until I do. “I just got her calm. I can’t quit now.”

      “Patience.” Gerrick smooths his hand across the beast’s scaly side. He spreads his wings and launches. He hovers just above Exodus’s back, our faces level, and eyes meeting. He points to my wound. “I think that’s enough for today.”

      My hand flies over the cut, shielding it from further inspection. “We can’t possibly be done.”

      “We’re not done. You are.” Gerrick holds out his hand. “I’ll help you down.”

      After all that effort to calm the beast, I’m not calling it a night that quickly. And I’ll be as stubborn as I need to be to ensure I get my way. “What if I’m not finished?”

      “Suit yourself,” he says as he takes a seat in front of me and claims the reins. He looks over his shoulder. “You may want to hold on.”

      He pulls the on the ropes, and Exodus lifts effortlessly off the ground and into the night sky. She flaps her large leathery wings and soars across the basin. The wind sends my hair trailing behind me.

      Gerrick makes a clicking noise, and the dragon jerks, nearly flinging me off. I throw my arms around his waist and squeeze. The dragon increases speed, soaring high above the cliff and beyond the peak, until it’s nothing but green below, unable to decipher leaves from grass. The sky is clear, twinkling with stars, and the moon is close enough to touch.

      When we coast at altitude, I raise one arm and scream with exuberance. “Is it always this thrilling?”

      Gerrick clicks his tongue, before pulling the rein which Exodus responds to by turning right.

      “What do you think about allowing me to take over?” It’s worth a shot even though he was resistant to my continued training. “Please.”

      Gerrick glances over his shoulder and smirks. “You’re persistent, aren’t you?” His words aren’t rude. It’s his tone that conveys what he really means. He’s pleased that I won’t give up.

      “I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t.” I’m not just referring to dragon riding. It’s my persistence which granted my survival.

      “I think I can allow it. Just this once.” Gerrick hands me the reins. He leaves his position and lifts into the air, flapping his glorious feathery white wings which glisten in the moonlight.

      “I won’t let you down,” I say. His gentle and kind demeanor inspires me in a way that makes me want to please him.

      He hovers, traveling with us as the dragon and I glide through the air. When we approach the peak, Gerrick lowers himself and takes a seat behind me. “Mind if I show you something?” He reaches for the reins.

      I pause, glancing over my shoulder with a smile. “I think that would be okay,” I tease.

      He scoots closer so we’re almost touching and leans in. “Keep your hands on the reins,” he says as he guides my hands. “Just a small tug,” he clicks his tongue, “and she’ll make a gentle turn, like this.”

      Exodus veers right, just as he predicted.

      “Pull hard…don’t yank…and,” he clicks again as he makes the motion, his hand just barely brushing mine, “she’ll bank hard.”

      The dragon turns sharply causing me to slip and I clasp the reins for balance. Exodus’s pace quickens. She speeds through the air leaving me breathless and dizzy.

      “That’s the hard part,” Gerrick says. He’s calm and doesn’t overreact. “If you’re not prepared, you may end up yanking the reins which will only cause her to go faster.” He corrects the dragon’s flight, slowing her until we’re cruising comfortably. “That’s the last thing you need when you’re struggling to regain control.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, feeling slightly embarrassed.

      “Don’t be.” He inches closer and adjusts his hands. “I’m impressed with how naturally this has come to you.”

      “You say you know my sister. Was she as easy to train?” He promised he’d fill me in more later, but I need to know something, anything now. Knowing that he might have trained her at some point makes me feel closer to her through him.

      He laughs. “Not quite. She’s not as receptive to instruction.”

      “You mean she’s stubborn.” I know how she is so it’s not a question. It’s a fact. She’s stubborn, and I’m impulsive.

      “You could say that.” He pulls the left rein. “How about one more loop before we call it a night?”

      “That’s an offer I cannot refuse.” I lean forward, pressing into Exodus’s neck. Gerrick leans into me.

      “You sure that’s the command you want to give?” He sounds concerned.

      I didn’t realize that I was instructing Exodus to do anything other than what we’ve been doing. “What command—?” The dragon begins diving, my question cut short, and we’re spiraling out of control.

      “That one,” Gerrick shouts as we twist faster, corkscrewing toward the cliff.

      “Fix it.” Panic rises in my throat, heart pounding. Images of near drowning flash through my head. Of Deus deliberately careening us into the water. Of the monster in the depths of the abyss that tried to drown me. But I have no one to blame for this except myself. Clearly, I gave the dragon a command that I didn’t even know about. My breathing is near impossible to steady as the fear takes control, ruling my emotions.

      Gerrick slips a hand between me and Exodus. He wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me upright. The dragon corrects her path, making a u-turn and leveling off her flight. “Never lean forward.”

      “Not unless a corkscrew is the intention.” My voice is flat as I hold back vomit. Apparently motion sickness is a newly acquired talent.

      “Precisely. Unless it’s intended,” he laughs. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” I gasp, finally realizing the gravity of the situation.

      “You handled it well. Most riders scream uncontrollably under those circumstances.”

      “I was too scared to scream,” I confess.

      “Fear can be healthy.” His voice is comforting and nonjudgmental. “Harness it and put it to use. Only then can you conquer it.”

      Harness it? Isn’t that what Johanna said when I was trying to mount the mighty beast? “Good advice.”

      “Shall we call it a night?” Gerrick asks, his voice a steady calm in the storm of fear.

      “That’s probably a good idea.”

      I tug the rein to the left and Exodus turns toward the cliff. As we approach, another drake flies straight toward us. It screeches as it flaps its wings, increasing speed. Exodus returns the call and instinctively, my hands fly up to my ears, blocking out the noise. But the drake is approaching quickly, and I need to react before we collide. It’s out of control. Gerrick and I are both in danger.

      My gut wants to react in fear, but the reminder comes. Harness it. What does that even mean?

      I gently tug the rein in my right hand and Exodus swerves right. The other drake changes its flight pattern to align with ours, as though we’re the target. We need to move out of the way.

      Harness it.

      Closing my eyes, I envision the drake flying past us. I envision it turning back and pairing alongside us. I envision our peaceful landing.

      “We can do this, Exodus,” I say to her. I don’t know the other drake’s name, but I whisper to it. “Join our flight.”

      The drake shoots past us. I glance over my shoulder just in time to see it bank sharply, redirecting its path. It joins ours, flanking our left. But then I see who the driver is.

      “Luke?” I shout.  “You’re a jerk.”

      “I didn’t do it.” Luke shrugs.

      I almost want to believe him.

      Johanna is seated behind him. “He’s telling the truth. I’ve never seen Esther behave this way. It’s like she had to be with you.”

      “What are you talking about?” I shout, emotions and questions out of control.

      A third drake flanks my right. Landon is in the driver’s seat with Monica in the passenger. “Ephraim refused to follow commands. Led us here.”

      “Take us in for the landing,” Gerrick says. “Do it fast.”
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      “Someone want to tell me what’s going on?” I dismount the dragon, Gerrick helping me down.

      Luke scoffs and immediately lights a cigarette. “I’d like to know the same.” He takes a drag.

      Johanna steals it from him, breathing in one of her own before stomping it out.

      “Such a nasty habit.” She exhales a puff of smoke in his face, but he pulls her into his arms and kisses her cheek. She backs away, concealing the growing blush on her cheek.

      “I’m a bit confused myself.” Landon scratches Ephriam on his chest. “He’s always been an independent fellow, but this…this was something I’ve never seen before.”

      “You mean to tell me that flights aren’t normally like that?” I assumed that what had just occurred was normal.

      “Not at all,” Landon says. He throws an arm around my shoulder and rubs his knuckles on my scalp. “That was all you.”

      “Me?” When I look up at him, his brotherly smile comforts my concern.

      Johanna reaches out to touch my hand. “I knew there was something special about you.”

      “What are you talking about?” Sure, she’d mentioned the gift of sight and I left out the part that I also had the gift of sound, but this just doesn’t align with either of those. It’s not like I have the gift of commanding a fleet of dragons, let alone one.

      “The Guardians will be back soon.” Gerrick gestures toward the horizon. It’s still dark but the growing light hints at the sunrise; the sky is no longer black but a dusty gray. “You should be going back to camp,” he says, hiding his growing concern.

      Johanna is insistent. “But, you know—”

      “Please, Johanna. I need you to listen. There’s nothing more to discuss here.” Gerrick’s words are an assurance, not a command, and she relents. She joins the group who have already started along the trail back to the Compound.

      I turn to him. “Where will you go?”

      “The Legion.” His wings burst open, the colors of the changing light reflecting off them as though they were glass.

      “You’re one of the Legion?” I gasp. “Is my father with you?”

      I’ve longed to know this for seven years. Seven long years without him. We never saw what happened. He was gone before a horde ever arrived. We thought he’d abandoned us the same way Mother had. But my dad wasn’t like that; at least we didn’t want to believe it.

      I’d always hoped he’d been Chosen and went to serve with the Legion, but there was no way for me to know. Until now.

      “He is.” Gerrick’s voice is assuring, but yet, there’s something more to it, something he’s not disclosing.

      Still, it’s confirmation. Finally. “Can I see him? Please. I need to see him.” My eyes widen, remembering that he also has news about my sister. “Is my sister with him? You said you trained her, so she must be.”

      “Celestia,” he shakes his head with a frown, “we have much to discuss, but now is not the time.”

      “But…please—”

      “Trust me.” Gerrick touches my hand and sparks fly up my arm. “I’ll meet you here in two days. Same time. Johanna will cover for you.” He pumps his wings, a breeze wisping at my hair, as he lifts into the sky. “You’ll do that, won’t you, Johanna?”

      Johanna raises her hand, making a crossed finger gesture.

      “Good. I’ll see you then.” He rockets into the sky, and I watch in awe as he disappears like a shooting star.

      The group is already several hundred feet ahead of me, their footfalls nearly synchronized, before I catch up to them. “I could really use an explanation.”

      “Shhh.” Johanna places her fingers to her lips. “There’s something in the woods.” She points into the grayed fuzziness of early morning that creeps into the forest, the light trying to brighten even the darkest shadows.

      “Maybe it’s just an animal.” I mean, that’s what’s normally in a forest. There shouldn’t be causes for concern unless…. “Do you think it’s the Guardians?”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “Wolves.”

      “Werewolves?” I gulp the words. They’d nearly killed me upon arrival. If it hadn’t been for Deus, I would have been a goner before I’d even started.

      Johanna’s finger guides my line of sight to meet a pair of glowing eyes.

      “Just one?” That’s a relief. There’s five of us.

      “It’s a scout.” Her voice is a low growl. “Where there’s one there’s more.”

      I should have remembered this.

      “Let’s go,” Landon whispers as he tugs at Johanna’s arm. “If it wanted to take us, it would have made its move already.”

      Luke steps beside Johanna and wraps his arm around her shoulder. For once he’s quiet and not blowing smoke, literally.

      The creature’s eyes meet mine, acknowledging my existence. “Unless there’s more on the path ahead.”

      “You’re a ray of sunshine, aren’t you?” Luke scoffs.

      Spoke too soon. He would have to go spouting off at the mouth. “Just pointing out the obvious.”

      “I think if we just keep moving it’ll leave us alone,” Landon says. “We really need to get back to camp before the Guardians do.”

      “Finally, a voice of reason,” I say.

      If there’s more wolves at least we have two angels who can protect us.

      Monica will defend Landon. I’m not sure how much good Luke will do but if push comes to shove, he might try to guard us. Clearly, he’ll make every effort to help Johanna. She may not see how he’s pining for her, and if she does, she’s doing a great job of hiding it. She’s certainly burying her reciprocation. The only one without a Guardian is me. Unless Deus shows up. But that introduces a new problem. He can’t know we’ve snuck out.

      “We’ll be fine.”

      As we press through the woods in silence, our footfalls synchronized with each other, the wolf follows along, keeping a steady pace. It’s eyes lock with mine. Those eyes have depth, communicating with me about the value of its life. Understanding dawns on me that the wolf has a family.

      Images cloud my vision of the wolf morphing into a person, the dream sunlit with a sparkling golden glow.

      There’s a woman with two small children. She wears a long skirt and an apron tied around her waist. Her blouse is puffed at the sleeves, and it billows out as she kneels, a breeze blowing from behind. The children—boys in shorts with knee socks—run into her arms and the three embrace. The mother’s eyes have the familiar sheen of terror. She grabs the boys and runs.

      They’re being hunted, but the perpetrator lingers in the shadows, nothing more than the ominous feeling that something is there.

      I’m so engrossed in this vision, that I’m not watching where I walk and smack into the trunk of a tree. An audible oof escapes, and Johanna twirls around.

      “Are you okay?” Her fingers fly up to meet mine where I’m nursing my head. She peels back my hand, revealing what I presume is a scratch from the tree’s jagged bark. There’s no blood but the familiar burn of raw skin. “How did you do that?”

      “I…I wasn’t watching where I was going.” I laugh at myself. “Impossible, I know.”

      “It’s gone,” she says, her voice shocked.

      “The wound?”

      “No, the wolf!” she points into the woods where the wolf was only moments prior.

      Nothing surprises me anymore, but I do have to wonder if maybe it returned to the den to bring the pack with it. Which means we better hurry if that’s the case. “We should probably go before it returns with more.”

      “I knew it was a scout.” Johanna’s words come under her breath. She yanks my arm. “Let’s go.”

      The camp is quiet when we return. At least one mortal is passed out on the ground beside the glowing embers of the once roaring bon fire, long diminished without continual fuel to feed it. The rest are likely in their tents, sleeping off their binge. The good news is we made it back before the Guardians. The bad news? We won’t sleep now with only moments before daybreak.

      “See you in a bit,” Landon says as he holds the flap of his tent. He starts stripping off his shirt before he’s even inside.

      “Make it look like you just woke up.” Johanna points toward my tent. She’s stating the obvious.

      “What about?” I point to the obvious sign of sleep deprivation that tugs under my eyes.

      “Just say you had nightmares.” She disappears into her tent.

      Once inside mine, I strip off my clothes and throw on clean ones. I sit on my bed, reliving the vision the werewolf shared with me. Nothing else explains what I saw.

      But why? Why was this something the wolf wanted me to know? And why me?

      I yawn and stretch my arms overhead drowsy and relaxed in my own space. Sleepy, I curl up on my cot, reliving the night’s events. If I hadn’t experienced it for myself, I would think it had all been a dream. I rode a dragon.

      I RODE A FREAKING DRAGON.

      And Gerrick…what does he know? And why is he so…familiar? A smile creeps onto my face. There’s something about his kindness…his genuine nature that makes me feel close to him in a way that I don’t understand. Just one more day and he’ll share it all with me. I’m sure of it. He promised.

      My tent flap whooshes open. I sit upright, startled. Deus steps inside, he muscles flexed, and his wings explode open. “Are you ready?”

      I rub my eyes, wiping away the night and memories. “For…?”

      It’s not intended to come across as a smartass response but apparently it does because Deus looks irritated like I should know the answer.

      “Archery tournament.” His tone is gruff.

      “I didn’t realize there were competitions here,” I say, disturbed by this sudden revelation.

      He laughs. “There is now.”

      Things have been amicable here despite the harsh training, so this must be a result of their meeting last night. “I guess you’ll want me to sit this one out seeing as I just got here.”

      “Not at all.” Deus closes his wings as he turns toward the entry. “In fact, you’ll be the target.”
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      “Target?” I leap out of bed and rush after him. “What do you mean by target?”

      “I thought that was self-explanatory.” He looks at the ground. “But if you’re too scared…”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I’m not afraid. Seems everyone here is a competent archer.”

      “Then it won’t be a problem.” He pauses before turning back, thrusting his arm out, and snaking it around my waist.

      My breath hitches as he pulls me into him.

      “Should we continue where we left off?” He presses his lips to my neck, his kiss creeping up my jaw, until he finds my lips.

      He is aggressive, more assertive than ever, and I’m lost and confused at his advances, almost wanting to withdraw, but fall into it. His lips sink deeper into mine, mouth opening, tongue exploring.

      “Are you up?” Johanna bursts into the tent.

      My eyes fly to her, and I pull away, Deus’s kiss lingering on my lips. Fire burning just beneath the surface.

      “Oh. Sorry.” She shakes her head, and I feel as embarrassed as she looks.

      I raise my fingers to her behind Deus’s back. “I was just…on my way…”

      Her eyes flash at me in understanding.

      “Don’t forget what I told you.” Deus brushes past Johanna who is frozen in the entry.

      “I won’t.”

      “Looks like you two are getting serious.” She raises her eyebrow. It’s not disapproving. Rather, it’s as though she’s fishing for more information.

      “Yeah.” I lower my head. “You could say that.” I turn to the dresser and rifle through the drawers. “Let me just grab a jacket.”

      Johanna puts her hand on my shoulder. “You seem shaken. What did he tell you? Does he know?”

      “No. He doesn’t know.” I pause, my hand on the cloth but my eyes staring straight ahead, unmoving. “He wants me to be the target in the tournament.” But it’s more than that. It’s his advances. The way they seem so…forced. So assertive. I’m confused at what it means and the way I feel more and more disinterested.

      His request seems odd, but I can only assume that it’s for the best. This training will make me stronger. I’ll be ready. But ready for what? I’m not sure. Even if this is what I must do to avenge my sister’s death, it still seems like a bit of a stretch. Gerrick promised more information. He will tell me. He must.

      “Shit.” Johanna’s gaze is unbreakable. “Are you sure you want to go through with it?”

      “Do I have a choice? I mean, that’s why I’m here.” I slip my arm into the jacket’s sleeve. It’s dark green and I could easily slide into the shadows. “To learn to protect myself.”

      “It’s so soon though.” She puts her hand on my shoulder. “There’s something you’re not telling me, isn’t there?”

      She knows. She knows more than I do. “What would I be withholding?”

      Her eyes narrow. She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, studying me, waiting for me to break. But I’ll never break. Never tell anyone what I see or hear.

      “Nothing.” She shakes her head.

      I wait for the disgust to come but her face conveys disappointment. That’s a hella lot worse.

      “You better get ready.” She ducks out the door after saying, “I’ll see you there.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s overcast and gray in the meadow, making me glad I grabbed a jacket. The archers are lined up in a row but there are no targets. Of course not. I’m the one they’ll be aiming at. Why would I have expected to see anything else?

      Many of the mortals and angels seem excited at the prospect of targeting me with their arrows. But my friends, the Rebellion, they can hardly look at me. They divert their gaze as soon as I try to make eye contact with them.

      Johanna’s hand is at her side, and she ever so subtly gestures with her fingers. It’s the same symbol she presented last night. Solidarity. I’m with you. I need you. That’s what it conveys.

      I acknowledge it with a nod that would go unnoticed by others, thinking any movement is due to the simple nature of my stride which brings me across the meadow, but with our secret language, Johanna understands it’s directed at her. She blinks once in return, and I know.

      Luke, however, stares at me, his gaze unwavering. But it’s not the fierce attitude I’m accustomed to seeing. A softness hides behind his tough exterior as he puffs on a cigarette.

      It's a long way to the other side of the meadow and I’m a dead man walking. When I reach the opposite side where Deus waits, I almost can’t hide the dread. “So, is this like a firing squad?” I’m half joking, hoping Deus eases my fears.

      “You could say that.” He stands behind me. “Now, just catch the arrow.”

      “I thought the idea was to not get hit.”

      Deus laughs. “Obviously. But you want to avoid it by catching them before they impale you.”

      “Impale? Sounds like a good time.” I choke on my words, holding back the distress signals that tell me to flee.

      “You can do it.” He rests his hands on my shoulders.

      “Can? I must.” I glance up at him over my shoulder. “Not that there’s anything wrong with being an angel, I just hadn’t planned on dying today.”

      Deus laughs, the sound so deep, it reverberates in my chest. “We won’t let you die, Celestia. Wouldn’t you rather the horde came first?”

      My skin goes cold. The horde only comes for the Chosen. “Of course.”

      “Then, let’s get started.” Deus’s hands linger before he sets off.

      “Wait!” I call after him. “You said you won’t let me die. Is that true?” Maybe they don’t intend to use real arrows. Something rubber-tipped that would bounce off. That would ease my fears.

      He nods with a smile and returns to the group. Phil is first in line. I’m not worried about him as I’ve seen him shoot. He’s always off by half a mile. But he has a half-smirk when he steps up to the line and I don’t like the way he looks so pleased by the opportunity to take aim at me.

      Phil lifts his bow, nocks his arrow, and releases. It lands in the grass about fifteen feet from me.

      I hold back a snicker.

      He immediately nocks another arrow, this one just grazing my shoulder. I’m shocked, and instinctively rub my arm.

      Landon is up next. He locks his eyes with mine, drawing his bow in a catatonic state, his charming, brotherly face too soft to ever harm me. Even if our short time as friends, I’ve come to trust him. This moment isn’t something we ever thought we’d have to share but now that it’s upon us, the only option is to act out our roles. His hands tremble, and the first arrow soars over my head.

      “You seem upset, Landon.” Deus steps between us, his back to me so all I can see are his white wings, tense and dull in the shadows cast by the clouds overhead.

      “I’m not,” Landon says. But I can’t see his face, still obscured by Deus’s wings.

      “Good. Only traitors are afraid to take out the enemy.” Deus steps out of the way. “Now, do it!”

      Landon shows only apathy as he follows through with the task. Anything more might give away our alliance.

      If I could plead with him, I would. But the training is for our good. If Landon’s shot helps me learn to defend myself, this will be worth it in the end.

      He pulls back on the string, and the arrow launches so fast, I almost lose track of it. But everything happens in slow motion. In the last possible second, I find its path directed at my thigh. Quite low for him given his height but then I see Luke behind him, his eyes focused on the arrow. I remember that first day in the meadow when his arrow almost pierced my forehead before it took a sharp turn. He can control Landon’s arrow just as he could his own.

      Ace steps in front of Luke, breaking his concentration and the arrow continues its path. A survival instinct skill kicks in, and my hand swipes the arrow, the tip a breath away from penetrating my skin.

      I clasp the shaft tight in my palm.

      I didn’t realize it, but the crowd was murmuring, probably making predictions about what would happen, only apparent now that a hush has fallen.

      Johanna holds back a relieved smile.

      “I did it.” I glance at the arrow in awe, which much to my disappointment and shock, is not rubber-tipped. It’s the same arrows we’ve been training with. My face must show the concern I feel because Deus retrieves the arrow.

      “Very good.” He claps.

      I don’t understand why he would let this happen. “I thought you said you wouldn’t let me die.”

      “You didn’t, did you?”

      Incredulous. “Well, not yet.”

      “What makes you think you will?” He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear.

      I jerk away, not wanting him to touch me. Holding the arrow in front of his face, I shake it at him. “Because these are real arrows!”

      “Ah but I didn’t say they weren’t.”

      “But—”

      Deus inhales sharply. “There are no secrets here. Right, Celestia?”

      Does he know about the Rebellion? Does he know about our secret meeting last night? “Of course not.”

      “Secrets are what prevent trust. Would you say that’s true?”

      Our eyes are locked. The depths of blue nearly drown me, but I collect myself. “Yes.”

      “Trust me when I say we won’t let you die.”

      My choices are laid out before me. “Okay, I believe you. I trust you.

      “Very good.” He waves his hand above his head as he walks back to the line. “Ace, you’re up next.”
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      “Are you kidding me?” I breathe the words.

      She has an enchanted bow. Her aim is tight. She’ll never miss. Question is, will she shoot for my head or my heart?

      My eyes scan the crowd. Among them, Sierra and Paul are tense but not as much as my friends.

      Ace throws her head back, laughing. She might be smug and have powers on her side, but I have the Rebellion. While I know they can’t give themselves away, I suspect they’ll come to my aid. Perhaps Luke will use his powers to help.

      Or I can leave it to Deus and trust him. He won’t let me die. He never said he wouldn’t let an arrow impale me though. Wait. Is that the catch?

      My eyes flash to Monica. She has healing powers. Is that what Deus means when he says he won’t let me die? I squeeze my eyes shut. No, he doesn’t know about her ability. Or does he? More nasty fennel tea?

      No, that wouldn’t bring me back from the dead. I’d need a pulse to be able to swallow it. If Ace aims for either of those areas—my head or heart—death is imminent. She’s heard Deus’s promise. She’ll only aim to maim.

      I open my eyes to see the arrow speeding at me, the center of my forehead the target.

      “That b—” I swipe the arrow, catching it like a pesky insect. The shaft cracks as I break it into two pieces.

      Fire burns in the pit of my stomach and my palms itch with heat. I glance down and see sparks flicker in my palms. What the…? I rub them together, trying to make sense of what I just saw and hoping no one else did.

      I turn my head toward the commotion and see that the crowd is roaring. Johanna gawks, her chin agape. Landon confirms his approval, smiling ear to ear.

      Deus’s arms are crossed, his muscles flexed, and wings spread wide. “That’s enough for today.” He blasts into the sky, hovering over the group, his voice booming like the thunder clouds that roll in. “Go back to camp.”

      Johanna snaps her head toward Deus, watching his display of authority. She turns back to me and mouths, “Please be careful.”

      As the group shuffles back to camp, some appear disappointed, deprived of their shot, all I can feel is relieved.

      “What am I going to do with you?” Deus hovers in the sky over my head.

      The ominous looking clouds threaten to bring a storm and I’m eager to return to camp with the others. The muscles in his arms are bulging and, briefly, a I’m flooded with a strong sense of intimidation.

      He zooms in my direction, flying so fast, he might collide. He stops just short, scooping me into his strong arms. “You drive me wild.”

      His arms are so tight around me I can’t tell if that’s what’s stealing my breath or if it’s the feelings of fear that he evokes that does so. “I’m sorry.” I don’t mean to upset him. I’m doing my best to please him. And, simultaneously learning to survive.

      “Sorry? You’re sorry?” He shakes his head. “Unbelievable. You escape death and you’re sorry?” The laughter that comes from deep in his chest, creates hard lines in his face, highlighting his strong features. There’s stubble on his chin that is even darker than it once was.

      “I didn’t mean to—”

      “Shut up and kiss me,” he says as he leans in.

      Before I can consent, his lips are moving against mine in a fury of passion. His hand slinks up my side, under my jacket. Frustrated, he unzips it, pulls it off, and tosses it aside. His other hand slides up the back of my thigh. He hoists me up and wraps my legs around his waist. He’s about to peel my shirt over my head when there’s a noise in the woods.

      “Did you hear that?” My breath falls heavy between kisses.

      “Just an animal. Nothing to worry about.” His hand explores, wandering up my chest.

      “No,” I say, pulling away and reclaiming the ground beneath my feet. He needs to listen to me. Listen to what’s in the woods.

      “Celestia,” he growls. “What’s the problem?”

      “Nothing,” I say, grabbing my jacket and throwing my arms in its sleeves. “I just… we should go back.” We’d gotten carried away in the moment …no…he got carried away… I can’t let my guard down.

      Not in the woods.

      Not when the werewolf was so close last night.

      Not when…it feels odd admitting it…Gerrick might be watching.
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      The mood is a combination of somber and celebratory when we return. Clearly those who didn’t get to take aim are disappointed. And I’ve taken a mental note that they’re ones to watch out for.

      I enter the Compound first, Deus several steps behind. Our journey back was quiet. I’m sure he was upset that I’d refused his further advances, but I, too, was upset and on edge. Whatever was in the woods didn’t reveal itself, but my stomach was sick at the thought. It meant us harm, that I was sure of, and I couldn’t shake the feeling.

      Another breakfast is spread across the tables. My friends aren’t sitting together, however, and I’m guessing they’re trying to be inconspicuous. Johanna left a seat open for me, and she pats it when our eyes meet.

      I fill my plate with the remnants of summer berries and stone fruit, placing it on top of several slices of maple toast. “What’s going on,” I whisper as I take the seat beside her.

      Her eyes flash as she raises her two fingers, her gesture of solidarity, and resumes eating. “That was some show,” she says. “You were amazing.”

      “You think?” I wonder if she saw the sparks in my hand when I took down Ace’s arrow.

      “Absolutely.” She bites into a roll and tears off a chunk. “The rest of us were never able to catch an arrow. I was struck in my shoulder.” She pulls at the collar of her shirt revealing a scar. “One of the others…one before you…well he…”

      She doesn’t need to say it for me to know what happened. “He died?”

      Johanna nods

      “Deus promised he wouldn’t let that happen to me.” There’s a sting of betrayal, even though he didn’t hurt me. He should have protected everyone.

      “Well, that’s because—”

      “What have we here?” Luke cuts her off, straddling a makeshift stool. He takes a berry from my plate and pops it in his mouth. His eyes flick and Johanna’s gaze drifts behind me.

      My eyes narrow at him. “That’s my fruit. Now go away.”

      Johanna’s eyes grow wide, and she quickly lowers her head.

      I turn around to see Deus talking with Andrew. I can’t hear their conversation but it’s apparent by the way they observe us that ours isn’t secret. Or safe. I’ll need to be more careful as I want to protect the Rebellion even if that means keeping secrets from Deus.
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      When evening silently falls upon us, Johanna pulls me into her tent. “You need to meet him tonight.”

      “Who?” She talks like I can read her mind.

      “Gerrick.” She says his name like a whisper on the wind.

      “What are you talking about?” I zip my jacket and pull the collar tight around my neck. “That’s not until tomorrow evening.”

      “There’s been a change of plans.” She rifles in the trunk containing her possessions and withdraws the book. “Remember this?” She holds it up before shoving it into my abdomen.

      “Of course, I do.” The drawings seemed to come to life when she showed me the pages. The text wasn’t one I was familiar with and yet, the words and images spoke to me.

      I didn’t like it at the time or what Johanna had been confessing to me, but I trust her now, especially knowing that the Rebellion serves to make things right. It’s all I’ve ever wanted. To change the Taking and Choosing. To end the Rapture. To find my family and avenge my sister’s death. Now that I know more, know that she might be alive, I may be able to redeem her.

      “Then you must know who you are,” she whispers the words between her teeth, almost hissing them.

      “I don’t understand.” I know I’m Favored, although I haven’t admitted it to her. There’s something that tells me that secret must remain so. I don’t know what it means to be Favored, however, or what that title might entail. I glance down at the book and fire dances in my palms. I shudder and the book falls to the floor.

      Johanna gasps.

      The flames couldn’t be hidden.

      Her eyes grow wide as she stares at me. “It’s you, Celestia. I knew it the moment you entered the Compound.” Johanna retrieves the book and returns it to my hands, clasping mine within hers. “Don’t you see? You’re the only one who can end this.”

      I shake my head. “No. No, it’s not me.” The words are barely audible. But I know I she’s right. She knows the truth. My mother did, too.

      “You can do this. I believe in you.” She kisses my cheek. “Now go. I’ve got you covered.”

      The last thing I want to do is venture into the woods after dark by myself, but if I really am to accomplish what’s ahead of me, ending the Rapture once and for all, then I must face my demons head on. Confront that which scares me.

      Slipping the book inside my jacket, I stride toward the path. Voices echo off to my left and, if I’m to escape undetected, I’ll need to do it quickly.

      I swirl right and collide with Deus.

      “Where are you headed?” he asks, a smirk pulling on his cheek.

      I need to play this cool. Can’t let on where I’m going or what I’m doing. Deus is the last thing I need, yet, here he is, a hindrance to discovering who I really am. Why didn’t I see it before?

      My eyes flash up at Deus as I have just realized the most vital detail. Gerrick is the one who can help me fulfill who I’m meant to be. Only Gerrick can help me achieve what the Rebellion is fighting for. Deus is just an obstacle in my path. Literally.

      “Bathroom.” I stand on my tiptoes and kiss the stubble on his chin. “Be back in a minute.”

      “Hey, Thaddeus,” Landon calls. “Come check this out.”

      Deus turns his attention to the diversion. “What is it?”

      While his back is to me, I mouth a thank you to Landon and go to the bathroom as promised.

      As soon as I’m alone, safely locked behind a wooden door of a stall, I turn the pages of the book, studying the images. While the words are still unintelligible, the images are not. Aside from the drake and the goddess angel, there’s vampires, the horde, and even werewolves. There’s another goddess, too. This book is a prediction of what was to come, an ancient prophecy.

      Voices chatter outside and I hold my breath, waiting for them to approach. They soon fade away and I slip the book back inside my jacket before exiting the bathroom. I make sure Deus sees me as I return to my tent. When I’m safely inside, a shadow stalks past.

      I’ll never get out of here.

      “Pssst, it’s me,” Johanna says.

      I rush to her shadow. “Just come in.”

      “They’ll see me.”

      “Good point.”

      “If you slip under here, they won’t see you.” She waves her hand under the fabric of the tent where it meets the dirt floor.

      There’s a gap but not one big enough for my entire body. “I can’t fit under there.”

      “Sure, you can. Just lift it a little higher. I’ll do the rest of the work.”

      Deus’s voice draws closer, and my window is closing. “If you say so,” I whisper. The book will get crushed if I try to slide under with it in my jacket, so I slip it through the opening. Then, I hit the ground, shimming under the tent.

      When I emerge, Johanna hugs me and returns the book. “Go!”
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      I expect the forest to be darker than the Compound, yet I’m wishing I wasn’t without a flashlight. What if I run into another werewolf?

      The woods aren’t safe. My friends are too far to help if I need them. The mortals would never reach me in time. Even the angels would struggle against the trees and branches.

      Leaves and twigs crunch under my feet. A frosty breeze nips at my face, and fading puffs of breath swirl before me with each exhale. I hurry up the mountain, my footing sure and steady. Breathless, I reach the Peak in record time.

      “Gerrick?” I still haven’t caught my breath and the word chokes out.

      He emerges from the woods, a ball of glowing light, just like he did the first time we met.

      “Do you live there?” I point into the forest. “I thought you were with the Legion. What are we doing? Are you going to tell me more about my father? What about my sister?”

      “That’s a lot of questions.” He laughs and his eyes twinkle in a way I hadn’t noticed before. “Let me see if I can get them all.” He strokes his clean-shaven chin. “No, yes, a lot and…” He smiles, the sparkle lighting his eyes like stars. “Was there something else?”

      “My father…and my sister.”

      “Ahh, that’s the question you’re most concerned with, isn’t it?”

      “You know it is. You told me Father was with the Legion. And that you know my sister. Please, I must know. Are they okay?” I don’t want to beg but I need to know what’s happened with them.

      “That’s right. Your father is just fine. He is fulfilling his faithful duties. You need not worry about him.” He reaches for my hand. “May I?”

      I glance at his palm. It radiates light even though he’s not actually glowing. Reluctantly, I put my hand in his, remembering the tingling from our last encounter. It doesn’t disappoint. The sensation, like pointed stars, shoots up my arm and I can’t disguise how it shocks me.

      “What is that?”

      “You noticed?” He smiles as he pulls me toward him.

      I feel giddy as I admit, “It’s rather difficult not to.”

      “Good.” He leads me through the depths of the forest beyond the peak.

      “Where are we going?” I’m not scared. On the contrary, I feel protected.

      “You’ll see soon enough.”

      “As long as you promise to keep me safe.”

      “Always.” The tingling between our palms pulsates.

      His company provides a security that stirs something achingly familiar, a longing deep inside, tickling the back of my memory. “Do…do I know you?”

      “That depends.” His light brown hair, the color of caramel, falls into his eyes as a slight breeze teases it. He tosses the strays aside, but when it doesn’t cooperate, he finally resorts to running his fingers through it. But he never let’s go of my hand.

      The sparks still shoot up my arm but they’re a comfortable and welcome sensation. One that I didn’t know I’d been longing. “On what?”

      “You.” He speaks so few words and yet I’m not bothered by it.

      “What if I told you I liked it?” My cheeks flush and for once I’m glad for the darkness.

      “This?” He holds up our clasped hands with a smile. “I’d say that’s most excellent. Because I like it, too.”

      My heart literally skips a beat and I gasp in reaction. What am I thinking? This is crazy. Not only am I keeping secrets about the Rebellion and sneaking out, but now I’m attracted to another angel? What madness has come over me?

      “I guess that’s a good thing if we’re going to be doing this often.” I try to laugh it off because the guilt gnaws at my gut.

      “That’s also up to you.” He stops suddenly staring into my eyes. “We’re here.”

      We stand in a clearing at a point so high on the mountain, I’m sure I could touch the stars. They twinkle overhead, their light contrasting against the sky which has a bluish tint. Funny how it always looked black from further away but even at this distance, I can see not only the hint of color to the dark backdrop but also the shades of yellows in each individual star.

      “It’s the closest I’ve ever been to heaven.” I stare up into the night sky.

      “You were closer when you were riding Exodus.” He has a dimple in each cheek which frames the most beautiful smile that could light up any room. “But you were probably too nervous to notice.”

      “That’s highly likely.” But I’m distracted. There was a mission for tonight, even though no one told me what it was. “You called on me a day early. Johanna said it was urgent. Why the change of plans?”

      He gets straight to the point. “I understand you caught an arrow.”

      I shrug. “Yeah. Johanna said it was a big deal.” I’m unimpressed with it, personally.

      “And that your palms were sparking with flames.” He says this without looking at me, as though it’ll be easier for me to respond, but my reaction is instinctual.

      “She saw that?” I gasp. “Did anyone else notice?”

      Gerrick nods, but he remains calm. The same calm assurance that comforts and quiets my questions. “We don’t know.”

      “Does it matter?” Certainly, it does, or I wouldn’t have been called here.

      He sits on an open spot of grass, the only green patch remaining in the dying season, leaving room for me beside him. “In the wrong hands, anything powerful matters.”

      “Powerful?” I’m playing dumb, and I feel bad about being deceitful.

      “You don’t need to pretend with me, Celestia. I’m here to help you. I promise. You never need distrust me.” He leans into his crossed knees, looking into the night sky, but he might as well have been staring into my eyes because his words burrow that profoundly. He turns and our eyes finally meet. I resist the urge to look away. “You know who you are. Your mother told you as a child.”

      The mention of her makes a little pit of anger flare. “My mother left when I was young.”

      “Not before telling you that you were Favored.” He’s so calm in this conversation which reveals more than I know or care to remember about myself that it’s almost eerie.

      I tamp out the anger at her mention. “You know about that?”

      “I know everything about you, Celestia.”

      He’s good but not that good. “Because my sister told you.”

      “Because I’ve been watching over you since before you were born.” He runs his fingers through his hair, a look of melancholy and longing on his face. He tries to smile but, if I’m reading his him correctly, the shadows of the night obscuring part of his face, I detect a hint of sorrow.

      “So, you’re my Guardian Angel?” The minute the words leave my lips, I regret them. Clearly, he’s not one of the Guardians. But what else could he be?

      He leans back, pressing his hands on the ground behind him. “I prefer Soul Mate.”

      “We knew each other before?”

      He nods and a chill rolls across my skin, causing little bumps to rise up on my arms.

      “So, you were mortal?” I’m trying to make sense of this.

      “No,” he says. “In the premortal realm. Long ago.”

      How am I supposed to respond to such a claim? And yet, it feels so right. Maybe this is that familiar feeling I’ve had when he’s nearby. Perhaps it’s also why I’ve been worried he was watching when I was with Deus. And why, since meeting him, I’ve felt uncomfortable with Deus.

      “Were we in love?”

      “I wish you could remember, Celestia.” He gives no further hint, but I’m guessing it’s true.

      “Me, too.” I smile as I reach for his hand. Sparks fly as soon as our palms touch and I revel in it before saying, “That’s what it felt like, isn’t it? When we were in love.” The sensation makes me feel so close to him, as though we are connected on another level. My heart feels…full.

      His eyes light and he smiles, revealing the dimples in his cheeks. “You could say that.”

      “It was even better?” I couldn’t imagine anything feeling more fulfilling than that.

      “As much as I would love for you to remember what we once shared, this isn’t about us right now. At least not in that way. This is about who you are and the mission you were called to accomplish.”
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      “My mission?” What is he talking about? I’d been sent to the Compound for protection.

      “Yes, the prophecy which must be fulfilled.” His words are gentle as if he understands the shock I must be feeling.

      My hand flies up to the book tucked in my jacket and I cough. “Prophecy?”

      “It’s why you were sent here.” He shakes his head, hair falling into his eyes, and begins to glow. He stands and his wings burst out behind him, a feather floating gently, the air carrying it until its within reach. I put my hand out and it lands softly in my palm.

      Memories flash through my mind as I stare in awe at the feather. The day my sister and I saw the images on the carpet, our dolls dancing… a white feather had floated in through the open window just moments before. My sister saved it in a brown box with her other cherished possessions. The very box I brought with me to the Compound.

      The day she claimed she could fly she’d found a white feather on the windowsill. She was still grasping it in her clenched fist despite her broken arm.

      The day the demon came, the angel whose face was blurred in white light left a feather in his wake. I’d picked it up and placed it in my sister’s box.

      The white light I saw so many times before. At the cliff, in the water…

      “It was you.” My eyes widen. “You were there all those times.” I don’t even need to define them. He knows.

      “I was.” He extends his hand and helps me to my feet.

      I’m trying to comprehend this new information. “You were watching.”

      He nods. “Yes, that’s true.”

      It dawns on me that he failed. That he didn’t fulfill his assignment. “The day my sister was Taken… why didn’t you save her?”

      “She wasn’t mine to save. But I tried despite it.” He lowers his head. “I lost track of you for two seconds and it happened so fast. I thought it was you who was being Taken.”

      I’m not angry but I do feel betrayed. “When you learned it wasn’t me you gave up?”

      “Not at all.” He raises an eyebrow and turns toward me. “You intervened. Don’t you remember?”

      “How could I forget? That demon almost Took me, too.” I twist the feather by its quill.

      His wings are open and curling forward, mimicking his arms which seem to invite me into his embrace. “And why do you think he didn’t?”

      “That was you?” I shake my head and step back. “I thought I saved myself. The white light…I thought I’d passed out afterward.” I’d always considered myself strong. I had to be to survive all those years as an orphan, nearly starving but learning to be resourceful. The sheer will to survive and save my sister compelled me to battle the very evil that sought to take her. Strong, stupid, and impulsive, but never brave.

      “You did.” He pinches his lips together, gathering his thoughts before choosing his words carefully. “But you could say that I helped.”

      There must be more. “Then what?”

      “That’s when I went to finish the job and save her.” He shakes his head. “I didn’t think they’d find you and bring you to the Compound.”

      I hear nothing else except his admission that he finished the job. “So, you were you able to save her?”

      “Sort of.” He closes his wings and kicks a pebble. It skips across the dried grass. “She’s somewhere safe. That’s all I can say for now.”

      He must tell me more. “With the Legion?”

      “No, but you must trust me. I promise she’s safe.”

      He reaches for my hands, but my shoulders are tight. He reads my body language and shoves his hands in the pocket of his jeans.

      I step toward him. I’m not hostile, but I’m assertive, my eyes pleading. “I want to see her.”

      “You will. But we have work to do first.” He walks to the edge of the mountain. The sky is still dark, but the edges creep with silver, a hint of daybreak on the horizon.

      The promise of seeing her is all the motivation I need. I trust him as he’s given me no reason not to. He’s spoken truth in everything this far, and I want to show him that we’re in this together. I loved him once, and it’s apparent that he never stopped.

      “Let’s do this.”

      Gerrick’s eyes twinkle as he smiles, the dimples indenting on his cheeks. “I hoped you’d say that.”

      He raises his fingers to his lips and whistles. The footfalls are nearly silent, but I recognize them instantly, even before the glow of the dragon’s eyes light the shadows of the forest.

      “Exodus!” I’m excited to see her. Deus had taught me to fear dragons but I’m no longer afraid. She emerges from the woods and stretches her leathery wings. She lowers her head to ground level and I scratch her chin. “Are we riding again?”

      “We are.” Gerrick wraps his arms around my waist and before I can object, he lifts off the ground. We’re flying together just over Exodus. He lowers us onto the dragon’s back, placing me in the driver’s seat. “Hope you’re okay with that.”

      “More than okay.” I take the reins and before Gerrick is settled, jerk the ropes and Exodus charges, gaining momentum before running straight off the cliff and gliding across the basin.

      “Whoa,” he laughs as he throws his fists into the air. I shake the reins, slapping them against Exodus’s neck, instructing her to increase speed. “Now that’s what I’m talking about.”

      The dragon obeys my next command to change altitude, rising higher into the sky. My hair blows over my shoulder and Gerrick gently sweeps it to the side.

      “I’m getting pretty good at this.”

      “You’re a natural.” Gerrick’s confidence is assuring. “Take her to the peak.” He points over my shoulder.

      I slap the reins and the dragon speeds ahead. When we approach the peak, I pull back, instructing her to slow into a landing.

      “There’s something I want to show you.” He leaps off the dragon’s back, and flaps his wings, hovering as he reaches for me.

      My hands tingle as our palms touch and I inhale deeply.

      “It never gets old,” he says, and I feel my cheeks blush.

      I’m on tiptoes, standing on Exodus’s back as Gerrick places my hands behind his neck. He wraps his arms around my waist, drawing me so close we’re sharing the same air. I suck in another breath, my entire body tingling.

      “I’ve got you,” he says. “I’ll never let go.”

      We’re floating, suspended in the air, the movement of his wings keeping us afloat. Our faces are so close I can feel his warmth and see every detail, right down to the variations in the irises of his eyes.

      He smells of ocean breezes and cotton, a clean fresh scent that both soothes and comforts. The moment is so intimate, my heart flutters. I’ve never felt so close to him. And yet I long to be closer.

      “Tell me if this is okay.” He draws closer, his dark eyelashes hiding his eyes.

      “Yes,” I breathe and close my eyes just as his lips brush mine.

      They’re barely touching but the tingle delicately dances between us. We twirl to the ground, his wings embracing me in the same manner as his arms. When our feet touch land, he let’s go. I do, too, but I wish I hadn’t.

      “More than okay,” I whisper.

      He laughs and lowers his head, looking at the ground. His eyes flash back up at me, and the dimpled smile graces his face as he squeezes my hand. “Good.”

      “Is that what you wanted to show me?” Because I liked it. Maybe too much.

      “Not exactly.” He half smiles, the corner of his mouth tugging upward. “It’s over here.”

      He takes my hand and guides me through the woods. I can hear water before it ever comes into view. He pushes back vines and branches, and we enter a cavern, the soft glow that he emanates guiding our way. The rock walls, dripping with water, send a damp chill deep to my bones.

      As he continues to lead me, I can’t help but admire how our hands are a perfect fit.

      We finally emerge from the cavern onto a landing. In front of us, water pours down. We’re on the backside of a waterfall, the mist creating a damp spray all around.

      “Welcome to Hell’s Falls.”

      “It’s breathtaking.” Cold water slaps against my skin as I rotate my hand in the middle of the stream.

      “There’s more.” He turns me around. The cavern walls are etched with drawings.

      I trace my fingers over them. A drake. A mist. An angel. I blink realizing I’ve seen these images before.

      “I know what these are. They’re in this book.” I pull it from inside my jacket. “Johanna gave it to me before I left.”

      “I was hoping she would.” He opens its pages and turns to the image of the angel with the sunlight behind her. “That’s you.”

      I was drawn to the image when I first saw it. “Are you sure?”

      Gerrick nods.

      “What about my sister? Is she in the book, too?” I flip several pages searching the images.

      “Let’s not discuss your sister.” Gerrick’s tone has changed, and it has an edge to it that brings an uncertainty. He sees the concern that crosses my face and quickly adds, “Tonight is about you and your mission.”

      “I understand.” The dampness has sunk deep into my bones, and I begin to shiver. “What do I need to do?”

      Gerrick paces with his hands clasped behind his back. “They’re building an army.”

      “Who is? And what does this have to do with me?”

      “The demons,” Gerrick says authoritatively. “When you killed that drake, when others died, you released spirits of people.”

      “What are you talking about?” I shake my head trying to make sense of this information.

      “When the demons Take a mortal, they’re capturing their spirits to build an army. Sometimes they force a spirit into the body of a drake.”

      “That’s terrible.” A sting strikes my heart. “Those poor drakes. Dying in sacrifice. Those poor souls, trapped and forced to do the bidding of evil.”

      Gerrick takes my hand, and sparks creep up my arm. The chill that threatened my bones subsides, warmed by his touch. “This is why you need to stop them.”

      “But why me?” This is more than I feel capable of comprehending.

      “Only you can hear them. If you listen, you’ll hear who their commander in chief is.”

      I blink, confused. “They’ve only told me I have the sight.”

      “They will tell you more, but you must listen carefully.” He squeezes my hand, and the sparks intensify. He takes the book and opens its pages. He reads the words and the descriptions, the language still unfamiliar to me. But as he reads each section, he translates it. We study it for hours, cover to cover. I commit it to memory.

      He finally turns to a page with a demon. It’s not just any demon. It has feathered wings, unlike others of its kind, which typically have leathery ones, like those of the dragons. This demon, like others, has horns erupting from its head. “This is the one we’re after.”

      There’s only one question that I need answered. “Will this end the Rapture?”

      “It will,” he says. He lifts my hand and ever so gently presses his lips to it. Sparks ignite in my skin, shooting up my arm. “Will you promise me you’ll listen? Will you help me? Will you fulfill your destiny?”

      He’s asking a lot because there will be more to follow. Listening is the first step. Battling the army is the second. Defeating them is the final endeavor in the prophecy.

      I tuck the book back into my jacket.  “I will.”
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      When morning light flickers outside, I yawn and stretch, last night’s encounter like a whisp of a dream tickling the corners of my mind. Emerging from my tent, I try to conceal the new knowledge as well as my growing affection for Gerrick.

      The vision of my sister loops on repeat in my mind. I think I know where she is. I need to find her. Need to know what Gerrick assured me is true.

      “Sleep well?” There’s a soft smile on Johanna’s lips, like she knows of the blossoming emotions.

      “Yeah.” I clearly wasn’t successful in concealing everything. “You could say that.” The Compound is quiet, and I scan it for activity. “Where is everyone?”

      “Some ventured out for food and supplies. Others are in training at the peak.”

      “More scaling?” My stomach churns.

      “Mhm.” Johanna gathers her hair into a low ponytail. “I don’t like it.”

      Gerrick’s information is still fresh in my mind, and I wonder if we should be there. Maybe if I really listen, I’ll hear who the commander is. “Me either. Should we help?”

      “Not today.” Johanna twists that pony into a bun and secures it. “Landon and Monica are there. We should go to the meadow and talk.”

      “Good idea.” A plan swirls in my head, but I need Johanna’s help. There’s no better time to approach her than now.

      When we reach the meadow, I spell out the plan carefully.

      “You want to do what?” Johanna nearly shouts, and I'm grateful we're alone in the meadow so no one can hear us. My plan must remain secret if we’re to be successful.

      “Just hear me out,” I say. “We leave at dusk. I promise we will be back before breakfast. No one will even notice we are gone.”

      “No. No way. Absolutely not.” Johanna shakes her head. “This is reckless Celestia. We’re supposed to be in hiding. Do you know what could happen to us if we're found?”

      “You know we have a mission. Don’t pretend that you don’t know that. It’s why you sent me to see Gerrick last night.”

      “That’s a given but…” She huffs and crosses her arms. “But we don’t even know where she is.”

      “I have a suspicion.” I bend tie my shoe.

      The synthetic material has frayed. Stickers from underbrush I still haven’t been able to identify are clearly the culprit as they snag the edge of the laces. As I try to remove a thorn, it pricks my finger. A pearl of blood collects on the tip and I suck it off, nursing the wound in the process.

      “You don’t know what you’re asking.” She paces.

      “Demons took her. They took my sister. Do you really think she’s okay? Is her soul still part of her or have they pushed it inside a drake as they’ve done with the others? Is this why no one wants me to know where she is? Maybe I won’t recognize her. But maybe I will. Maybe I can save her. This is why I must find her. If it were someone you loved you'd want to see them, make sure they were okay, wouldn't you?” My voice has escalated, my tone sharp and pleading.

      The air is cooler and despite it, perspiration still collects in my pits, likely from the passion in which I’ve presented my case. Johanna leans against a tree, her back turned. She doesn't even have to respond for me to know I'm right.

      “Then please help me. We can do this together.”

      Johanna turns, her cheeks wet with tears which she promptly wipes away. “I lost my brother. He was a child. Only ten years old.”

      “They took a minor?” My voice reflects my shock. “I'd heard stories, but I thought that’s all they were. Just stories.”

      No one ever thought the Rapture would be like this.  It’s an atrocity and I’m disgusted by where this so-called redemption has led us. Of course, so few know of the prophecy. Had it not been for Gerrick, I wouldn’t have known either.

      “I'm sorry.”

      Johanna swallows hard and crosses to me. “Knowing they’ve been Taken is an awful, all-consuming pain, but when you're a witness to it, it's that much worse.”

      “That's why you’re here.” I realize now that it's her brother's Taking which brought her to the Compound. I never knew what happened to the families of minors who were Taken, and wondered if the repercussions were the same. Now, I know.

      Johanna purses her lips. “I saw the whole thing. A horde never came.”

      “That's how I knew, too.”

      The horde signals a Choosing. They seem to know before the living do when the time is about to come. It's likely their longing to have been Chosen themselves which brings them in droves.

      Without further prompting, Johanna shares her story. “It was late at night. I'd put my brother to bed, but he'd stayed up playing in his room. I'd told him not to, but he insisted, promising he’d keep the curtains drawn. I was too harsh in my reaction, and we quarreled. When I went back to apologize, a demon was in the room. It held him by the neck, my brother dangling helplessly. My brother’s mouth opened and closed like a fish; his screams cut off.” She takes a deep breath, holding back a sob. “If I’d never left him—”

      “Imagine if you’d never gone back. You would have never known what happened to him.” I hug her. “You’d forever be searching, wondering.” I hold her at arm’s length, studying her face.

      Johanna’s eyes grow wide as if the realization dawns on her. “That’s true. And I also wouldn’t be here.”

      Her voice holds no contention in that confession. On the contrary, there’s relief. The Compound offers solace. A reprieve from the outside world and all the fear it holds. There’s no worry of being Taken here. Though a Choosing could happen at any time. There’s only the worry of being one of the Forsaken. Though, sometimes, ironically, that is a comfort.

      “Is there anything else you recall from that night?” I sit down, cross-legged in the grass. Unlike at the peak, the grass here is still green, though the roots are starting to brown.

      “There is.” Johanna sits in the grass beside me.

      The meadow is still ripe with flowers though I suspect they’ll die off for the season soon. The leaves haven’t turned yet, but the highest branches hold hints of it where the nutrients have the furthest to travel, just starting to affect the familiar and comforting green of life.

      “There was a Guardian outside the window. We made eye contact, and I screamed at him to help.”

      I brush my palm over the grass, feeling the soft prickle of its blades. “Did he fight to save your brother?”

      “It was too late. The demon had already escaped, taking my brother with him, disappearing in a blaze of fire and smoke.”

      This last word catches my attention and I blink, snapping my head upward to look at her. “Smoke?”

      We both know that I’ve seen smoke—technically a dark mist—each time I’ve witnessed a death in any form. If she saw the same thing, there’s really no hope for him, which is the one thing I was banking on to convince her to come with me.

      Johanna plucks a flower. “That's when the Guardian told me to pack my bags. Within an hour we were traveling here to the Compound.”

      “Who brought you here?”

      “It was Luke.”

      “Really, Luke?” Her response shocks me. “I thought he was part of the Rebellion.”

      “He is. A few weeks passed before he told me what was happening, that I was one of those with the sight. We suspected that those with the gift were being brought here for a reason. Protection at first, but we later learned the reasons weren’t for the best intent. Luke also shared that he’d been under direction through Gerrick to build a secret alliance. If anyone found out, they’d call him a traitor. That’s why we’ve had to keep it so quiet.”

      “So, he brought you here before a demon could come for you?”

      “No, the demon told him to.”

      “Wait.” I shake my head in disbelief. “So, what you’re telling me is that the Guardians have a demon in their midst.”

      “We aren’t sure. But we think, at the very least, someone is working with them.”

      “That’s insane.” This story gets more and more ludicrous. “What about your parents? Where were they when your brother was Taken? Had they already been Chosen?” It wouldn't be unusual for parents to go first, leaving children to fend for themselves. It happened to me and my sister. The city had more feral children than rats. Some were taken in by gangs, others by remaining family, and, like my sister and I, left to fend for ourselves. Without parents to defend them, children could more easily be Taken. Which meant that, if what Gerrick had told me is true, then the demons were, in fact, building quite the army.

      “They’d gone on a vacation, a work trip for my dad. My mom insisted on going with him. Dad resisted, which only served to confirm my mom’s suspicions that he was having an affair. When they had another one of their heated arguments, and she threatened him with divorce, he relented.”

      “That’s terrible.” Her family sounds just as broken as my own.

      “Of course, there was no work trip. It was just another one of his lies, a cover for one of his many affairs. I saw him booking the tickets after she went to bed.” Johanna looks down at the crown of flowers she's begun to weave, the colors dancing playfully against the olive green of her pants. “My dad was a jerk.”

      “Was?” I pluck a flower and tuck it behind my ear.

      Johanna wraps a flower around another stem. “He was Chosen about six months ago. At least that’s what I heard.”

      “You'd think someone like that would be destined to the horde,” I say in disbelief, although nothing should shock me anymore. “Or Taken by a demon.”

      “The wicked don’t need to be Taken.” She places the now completed crown on her head. “It’s only the innocent and Favored who are. They need us.”

      “Do you think that’s true?”

      Johanna leans back on her hands, lifting her chin to the sky and soaking up the last of the season’s warm rays. “I’m fairly certain.”

      Acid creeps up my throat, rage burning at the injustice. “There are people like my sister and your brother... good people who were likely destined to be Chosen, but they were Taken against their will instead. It doesn't seem fair.”

      “You’re right. It's not fair.” Johanna sits up and picks several more flowers. “What about you?” Johanna weaves one final flower into the crown and places it on my head. She studies the placement and adjusts it, pulling it back from my brow. “A perfect fit.”

      There's a pause before I say, “My sister was Taken, too.”

      “Clearly. Why else would you be here?” Johanna says. “Want to tell me about it?”

      “Both my parents had gone before her. Orphaned, but we had each other. My father went when I was fourteen. It was like he volunteered as soon as the Rapture started. Always one to believe in giving yourself up for a cause. He was one of those people you meet once in your lifetime. You know? Just full of goodness and kindness. The type who would give a stranger the shirt off his back or intervene in a knife fight. He often spoke of being Chosen as a gift. We should use that gift for good. To help others. If only my dad knew I was with the Guardians now, he’d be proud.” Knowing now that I’m one of the Favored, his words ring true. I know what I need to do.

      “What about your mom?” Johanna's hands are busy again as she opens her bag and withdraws a pocketknife. She uses it to whittle a hole in a stick.

      I shake my head. “No one knows. She just disappeared one day when I was seven. I don't know if she was eventually Chosen, Taken or if she is among the Forsaken.” My throat chokes up like the fiery burn of hell fire. To this day, the unknown torments me. And I’m still angered at her abandonment. All these years I’ve lived with guilt, thinking I caused her to leave. That she blamed me for my sister’s fall. “There’s rumor that she's among the undead."

      “You think she’s one of the Forsaken?” Johanna slips with the knife and stabs her thumb. She winces.

      I grab Johanna’s hand and inspect it. “Possibly.” I can’t care about her anymore. She’s made her choices. Yet they still hurt. And despite it all, I miss her. Stella and I had longed to have our mother with us, a friend and confidant, our nurturer. Instead, we only had each other to rely on. “I heard she is part of the coven.”

      “A vampire?” A drop of blood pools on the tip of her thumb.

      I’m instantly flooded with the memory of my sister lying on the sidewalk with blood gushing from her mouth. After Stella’s fall—the feather gripped tightly in her hand—Mother stared off into the middle-distance. She saw something on the street that day. I don’t know what it was, but she rushed inside and packed her bags awfully quick.

      When she left through the apartment door—Stella and I screaming, Father begging her to stay and promising he’d protect us all—a feather floated out of her purse. It’s hard to come to terms with the past but I realize something important now.

      “She knew who I was,” I whisper. “I think she left to save us.”

      Johanna grabs my hand with a squeeze. “She sacrificed herself to protect you.”

      “How did leaving us offer any protection? If anything, it made us more vulnerable.”

      “She knew something.” She adjusts her crown.

      My throat tightens. The demon didn’t call my sister by her name. They used mine. “Just like the others.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I think they meant to come for me that night. They took my sister by mistake.” The words are tight in my throat, and it hurts to even say them.

      Johanna’s eyes widen as she lifts her head and stares, her eyes searching mine. “You might be right.”

      I don’t even know what to make of this. Maybe it’s why Gerrick withheld information about my sister. He’d shared so much but he didn’t want to worry me with unnecessary details. And perhaps if he told me she’d been Taken by mistake and that the demons really intended to come for me, then I’d be living with even more guilt. I’d already punished myself for thinking I caused my mother to leave. If I was responsible for my sister’s Taking, I might have surrendered to the suffering and mental anguish. And the Rebellion needs me to fulfill the prophecy.

      “I’ll do it.” Johanna doesn’t break eye contact. “Whatever you need. I’ll be at your side the whole time.”
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      “Celestia,” Johanna says. The warm notes of my friend’s voice caress the air as she calls my name. “Have you decided?”

      I’m thinking about angels and demons, and my role as the Favored, but she’s pointing to the menu on the wall of the pub. It’s likely one of the last of its kind and I haven’t tasted prepared food like it in many years.

      “Mushrooms.” I’ve grown rather accustomed to them while at the Compound and want their familiarity. We have a few hours to accomplish our task and gathering information from the locals was one way to do it. But in order to talk to locals, we had to look like them. Food at the pub was the best option. Plus, the pangs of hunger claw at our stomachs since we left the Compound. In fact, I couldn’t remember the last time I ate.

      Johanna hands me a cup. “For your drink.”

      I roll my eyes. “I know what it’s for.”

      She rolls her eyes in return. “Then get me one, too.” She hands me another cup.

      While I fill both with water, my gaze drifts outside. The late afternoon sunlight casts golden rays across the window. But even with the glare, the scene unfolding is one of my nightmares. A demon battles with an angel as some bystander cowers between them, inexplicably caught in the crossfire.

      Unless… it’s not quite inexplicable.

      The scene is all too familiar and raw. I blink, holding back hot tears, realizing the mortal is who they’re fighting over. They each want his soul on their side. But where’s the horde? The horde always comes before a Taking or Choosing.

      “Shit, Celestia!” Johanna places a piping hot slice of pizza on the counter. “Why didn’t you tell me what was happening?”

      “I…I don’t know.” I’m frozen in memories.

      The demon cracks a fiery whip, and Johanna flinches as a sound like thunder bites at our ears. “We have to get out of here before they see us.”

      Despite agreeing with her, my feet remain firmly planted, committed to their location in front of the window, observing the hell unfolding before my eyes. After what I’ve endured, I never want to see this scene occur ever again. But I can’t bring myself to move, paralyzed by the game playing out in my head. Only this game is eternal. And my soul is at stake.

      The demon’s whip strikes the window, the heat scorching my face, and the impact leaving a lengthwise crack in the glass which quickly begins splintering. The crackling grows louder until a very large pop shatters the window.

      There’s a brief silence, like I’m stuck in some sort of time warp where everything is frozen before Johanna grabs my wrist and pulls me backward. She pushes my head down and runs her fingers over my scalp. Glass rains from my hair. My head stings with tiny cuts.

      “What are you thinking? They’ll see you.” Johanna pulls me toward the back of the pub.

      “I…I don’t know.” I can’t bring myself to look in her eyes. She knows the reality of this nightmare as well as I do. “Why isn’t anyone trying to help him?”

      “You know why, Celestia.” She furrows her brow like she’s trying to understand my sudden lapse in memory.

      I blink, realizing I’ve zoned out, in too much shock having witnessed a potential Taking. “They’re not Favored like us. Only we can see it happen.” Even if Johanna were to let go, I couldn’t bring myself to learn the result. “I should have done more to help. What’s wrong with me?” The horror in my eyes leaks out through tears.

      Johanna squeezes my shoulder. “I know what you’re thinking. But you’re wrong. You’re not a coward. Anyone who is willing to intervene in the Rapture and try to save their sister the way you did is far from it. On the contrary, Celestia. You’re strong. Braver than anyone I know.”

      There’s a comforting power in words. They can also be weaponized. I’m thankful that Johanna uses hers now to shield me from my own daggers.

      “Listen Celestia.” Johanna inhales. “I need you to be the strong, fearless woman I know you are so we can haul ass out of here.” She points to a door adjacent to the woman’s restroom. It’s slightly ajar, and sunlight pours in through the crack. “That’s our way out.”

      She’s right. We must find safety before the horde arrives. This battle could be intense. And I don’t need to be around when it happens. The shattered window is nothing in comparison to what might unfold. Rogue wolves might try to take innocent bystanders. That’s if the vampires and corpses don’t make a meal of them first. Johanna pulls me by the wrist, and within seconds, we slip through the back door.

      Sun blinds me as I step out onto the gravel road. Squinting, I throw my arm up to my brow trying to obscure what I can of the light.

      Johanna grabs my free arm. “This way. Hurry.”

      “I’m trying…” My legs are jelly, and I stumble to the ground landing on all fours. My knees burn with pebble imprints. The heels of my hands bleed.

      “Oh my…” Johanna says with a gasp.

      I glance up slightly to see a pair of black low top sneakers standing directly in my line of sight. A hand reaches down, an ethereal light glowing around it. It’s so powerful, I think it might permeate my skin if I clasp it and almost refrain from the assistance offered but given the state of my knees and bloody palms, I allow our hands to touch, and the recognizable sparks fly.

      “What are you doing?” Johanna screams.

      “Celestia,” his voice chimes. “You must be more careful.”

      As I glance into the blinding light that surrounds the angel, the light fades and his face comes into vision. “Gerrick?” I throw my arms around his neck, and the sparks shoot throughout my body.

      He hugs me back and whispers in my ear, “He’s coming for you.” No clarification is needed. I know he’s talking about the demon. “What are you waiting for? Run!”

      Johanna latches onto my wrist. “Let’s go, Celestia.” She yanks my arm, but I stand there shell-shocked.

      Just around the curve of Gerrick’s white wings, a demon takes a thunderous step, and cracks his whip. I’m not sure which one vibrates the ground.

      The demon makes eye contact. My stomach burns with hatred. He’s the one who took my sister. There’s no mistaking the evil that stole from me. I know exactly who he is.

      While demons tend to look alike, the horns that erupt within his black hair are seared into my nightmares. He also has the same large tattoo of a phoenix on his upper bicep.

      “Your turn,” the demon’s voice growls as he points a stumpy finger toward me.

      “Hide,” Gerrick whispers before he spins on his heel, shielding us with his marvelous white wings.

      Standing behind the protection of his feathers, an invisible shield surrounds us. The world twinkles like stars under the invisible dome, the sunlight reflecting off its surface. My skin tingles, like when Gerrick’s touches me, except it’s all around. It creeps up my legs and radiates through my fingertips. When I raise my hand, it glitters like gold. My eyes meet with Johanna’s who gapes at me in awe.

      The sparkling intensifies until Johanna becomes a blur behind a wall of gold.

      “What’s happening?” Something sucks me back, and Johanna fades further into the distance.

      In a soundless instant, everything around me disappears. Bright light surrounds me in a nothingness. The demon and angel are both gone, but so is Johanna. This can’t be reality. Maybe I’m in a state between life and death. My eyes are pinched tight, welcoming the darkness and death, when a soft voice speaks from the sky, covering me like a blanket.

      “Open your eyes, Celestia,” the voice calls.

      Drawing in a breath, I flutter my eyes open. Glitter rains down until there’s a clear sky overhead, and my vision is cloudless.

      “Where am I?” I whirl around, searching my surroundings, trying desperately to identify my location.

      Mountains cradle a thicket of trees but there’s a warm glow ahead. It doesn’t take long for me to identify where I am. I’d recognize this place anywhere.

      “Impossible.” I run toward the cottage, hoping in my delusion to find my loved ones safely tucked inside. But the shattered windows and the house in a state of disrepair are all the evidence I need of the stark reminder of my sister’s Taking.

      When I reach the house, the front door is already ajar, but I push it open the rest of the way, revealing the darkness within. This place—once full of hope and happiness, where laughter and happy memories lined the walls—is nothing more than an empty shell. Evidence of that joy dangles from a nail; an aged photograph of three generations—my parents and grandparents embracing both me and Stella—is one that lingers forever in my memory.

      Tears don’t even threaten me now. In fact, I’d welcome them. It would mean I’d feel something other than anger. Remorse and sadness would be a relief from this burning rage that never ceases in my gut. As I step toward the photo, my footfalls heavy on the floorboards, the framed photo swings from the nail. I’m swifter than gravity though and I catch it before it shatters to the floor. Ironic. It’s the only thing I can save.

      “Why?” I scream, pressing the frame to my chest.

      Everything I’ve ever loved has been taken from me. I don’t mind the loneliness, but I can’t bare the guilt. My skin prickles, and the hair on the back of my neck raises on end. It’s not grief or joy that causes this sensation. Something is in the house with me. And that something…or someone… isn’t good. I can sense it. This company is unwelcome and dangerous.

      The stench of the horde is unforgettable. I would have smelled them the moment I crossed the threshold. Plus, they’re too clumsy to be sneaky. Which is why I begin to panic. If it’s not the horde, the remaining options tell me it is not friend but foe.

      With a trepidatious step, I peer down the darkened hallway. A shadow zips past. Vampire, I think. It's the only possible explanation. Angels don’t move in such a manner. Demons are loud and always, always, always announce themselves. Or at least make themselves known in some way. The shadow wasn’t the right shape or size for a werewolf.

      If this shadow is, in fact, a vampire, and it's here while I’m all alone, then it may mean I’m already gone, somewhere in the twilight between heaven and hell. My hands tremble and the photo falls to the floor, the glass shattering.

      The shadow sprints across the room.

      “Celestia,” the voice whispers.

      One false move and I’m dead. Then again, maybe I already am.

      “Celestia, look at me.”

      My body refuses to confront the creature and yet my brain somehow obeys. I turn to face the oppressor.

      “Mother?”
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      “Is…is it really you? Where have you been?” My lips stutter with hesitation, but my arms betray me as they’re instantly embracing the woman I once called my mother. It’s been years since our last moments together, but age hasn’t touched her.

      “You’re not safe here,” my mother whispers.

      “I…I don’t even know how I got here.” The last I remember an angel—Gerrick—was guarding me with his wings. I was with Johanna. There was a demon. Did the demon conquer the angel and bring me to my demise? Maybe it’s true. I am in the dusk of my death. “Tell me.”

      “I brought you,” another voice says, and I whip around, paying no mind to my mother, which given how much I missed her, seems a bit strange even to me.

      “Gerrick?” I gasp. “What’s happening? Where am I?”

      “Celestia, watch out!” Gerrick says.

      Without hesitation, trusting him entirely, I throw myself on the floor.

      He lifts his bow and shoots an arrow. It pierces my mother’s neck, and she falls to her knees, gasping and groaning in agony.

      “What have you done?” I scream as I dive toward her.

      My clumsy hands scramble to pull her into my arms. She presses her hand to her neck but quickly draws it away. She lifts her hand, and upon seeing the blood, her eyes grow wide. When I see where the arrow has pierced her throat, the blood-soaked shirt evokes a deep seeded memory that I thought I’d long since forgotten.

      Mother had come back to me when I was a child. At the time, I thought it was just a dream. She knelt at my bedside, soaked in blood, begging for me to save her. She said she’d made a mistake and only I could help her.

      I was too young to understand what I could do, and she got angry. She slapped me across the face, leaving a bloody handprint on my cheek which later stained my pillowcase. But before sleep came, I watched as she threw herself out the window. How could I have pushed that so deep in the recesses of my mind?

      Mother’s chest heaves as she cackles. She touches a free hand to my neck.

      “Come closer, my child,” she hisses, her vocal cords damaged from the arrow.

      I lean in, heart aching with despair at losing my mother again, knowing there’s nothing I can do to stop it, just like I couldn’t prevent it the first time, despite what she believed.

      She opens her mouth, revealing fangs.

      “Vampire,” I whisper, unsurprised. “I knew it.”

      While it had never been confirmed, my sister and I had always suspected that’s what had become of her. The rumors were true. She’d been gone so long from us now, my heart aches at the memory of who she once was, pitted against the creature she’d become.

      My mother strokes my head and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. We’ve always looked similar, my mother and me. Her long, wavy chestnut hair a defining feature against her fair skin. There’s no doubt that we’d be mistaken as sisters. Triplets had my sister been with us.

      She’s paler now, verging on milky white, with an undertone of a bluish gray.

      I’ve only ever seen that color once before when my cousin died in a drowning accident as a child before the Rapture began. The mortician tried to cover up the color with layers of foundation, but it wasn’t blended well at the neckline and even in my childhood innocence I knew not to point it out despite the unnatural state. It wasn’t until weeks later when I overheard my parents talking that I understood the gravity of my cousin’s death.

      Except my mother didn’t die of drowning. I think now she was murdered. The vampires found her and instead of letting her die peacefully, they turned her.

      “My sweet, innocent Celestia,” my mother whispers. “Come with me and end all of this.”

      She leans closer and her cold breath falls on my neck like ice. I don’t know why, but I don’t move, even as her fangs begin to pierce my skin. Maybe I want it to end. Maybe I’m entranced. Maybe this is just a stupid dream that taunts me like all the others.

      “Celesita!” Gerrick screams. He draws his bow. An arrow sails toward us, just gracing my mother’s scalp and impaling the wall.

      The spell broken; I scramble backward. Mother comes after me, hissing and clawing at the leg of my pants. Another arrow flies, piercing her in the heart. She gasps and chokes, blood spurting from her mouth.

      For a brief second, I see her. I see who she once was. The woman I adored as a child. The woman who hadn’t abandoned us. Who hadn’t died and turned.

      She seems to come back to me, too, for a fleeting second. “Prophecy…” she starts to say but her words are cut short by death.

      While I’d give anything to cry, the only emotion I feel is the continued anger that rages in my gut like an endless flame, ignited further by Gerrick’s stupid actions.

      “My mother’s gone,” I whisper. My gaze shoots to Gerrick. “She’s really gone.”

      This time the words come as a growl through gritted teeth. Who was he to think I didn’t want to go with her? As I stare at the shell that was once her body, a black mist rises from her torso. I’ve never seen the mist from someone I once loved. It circles around me, and I hear my mother’s voice.

      “You have the sight. Watch for the traitor,” she says before she disappears into the ceiling.

      “That wasn’t your mother,” Gerrick says.

      Crossing over to him, my teeth clenched so tightly I fear they may shatter, I stare him in the eyes daring an explanation. “Then who the hell was it?”

      He shakes his head, as if he’s so disgusted with me that he can’t even give me the dignity of a response.

      “That was my mother,” I shout, gesturing behind me at the body on the floor. “And you killed her!”

      “No,” he says. “She died long ago. That’s just a corpse. That’s all she’s been for years.”

      Even an undead mother was still someone in my life.

      “What happens now?” Was there anything after this or was it truly the end? Would she be at peace or would her restless soul face endless damnation?

      “You saved her.” Gerrick glows and I hate everything about him. The harbinger of death isn’t allowed to glow like some damn eternal sunshine. “She will be dealt with accordingly, Celestia.”

      “Gerrick! How dare you do this.” I growl. “Are you pleased with yourself?”

      There may be literal blood on my hands from trying to save my mother, but it’s Gerrick who has the actual guilt of her death to live with for the rest of his eternal days. There’s no forgiveness for that.

      “There’s something you need to know.” Gerrick takes a step toward me with his hands outstretched. There’s a feather in his palm like some sort of peace offering.

      I’m too hardened to care, and I slap his hands away. The feather floats softly to the floor, glistening like gold. It dissipates into a cloud of white before disappearing completely.

      A moment later, Deus is standing in front of me, replacing that fog. He pulls me close, his bare chest pressing against my bloody shirt. He wraps his wings around me, cocooning us as one. There’s comfort in his presence. My blood-soaked hands find their way up his sides, feeling the ripple of his muscles, before they reach his face.

      But even in the safety of his arms, I know Gerrick is in his shadow. Somewhere in the darkness he is watching. Waiting.

      Voices in the background argue, but I can’t make sense of the words.

      “Who’s talking? What’s going on…” I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to understand the situation and gravity of my mother’s second death. When I open them, I’m lying on the cot in my tent. “What happened?”

      “Johanna said you fainted.” Deus leans against the dresser as though he’s been waiting for me to awaken. “What have we said about secrets?”

      I refuse to react. I don’t know what I just witnessed…if it’s a dream…if it’s real. And most of all, who I can trust.

      “You know the rules, Celestia. Why must you make this difficult?” Deus fans his wings, stretching them to the side. A power stance. Probably doesn’t even realize I’ve picked up on it, but when you’ve learned to people watch, you notice even the most subtle of cues. “Sneaking into town…do you know how much danger you could have put us in?”

      Deus crosses his arms and strokes his chin. “I should banish you.” He paces from one end of the tent to the other before turning sharply toward me. He marches over and kneels at my bedside. “But I won’t.” Deus lifts my chin and gazes into my eyes. There’s emotion there: longing, want, and disappointment. He presses his lips to my forehead. It sends a chill cascading down my arms. “I’m just glad you’re okay, and you’re safe. How do you feel?”

      “Hungry,” I say.

      When I stand, my unsteady legs sway, and the room goes black. But the darkness isn’t a time of solitude. In my mind, I see Gerrick…his open palm…the feather. The scene of my dying vampire mother unfolds like a blanket full of crumbs and crushed leaves, messy and full of memories. It’s as though I’ve been transported back to the horrible nightmare I just woke from.

      Scenes flash before my closed eyes, circling past in a carousel of pictures. I try to focus on the moments I long for most. My body feels weak, and a shiver rolls through my core. My eyes refuse to open but when I feel Deus’s warm breath fall on my cheek, they obey my command.

      “Steady.” He lays me back on the bed and brushes the hair from my face.

      As he stares into my eyes, I long for something more—anything more. Deus’s lips are about to meet my forehead again, but he changes course. His lips find mine. He presses against them without restraint, his tongue parts my lips, sinking the kiss deeper. Our open mouths move in harmony, his firm lips asserting dominance and I surrender my longing.

      He moves on top of me, his weight making it difficult to breathe. His fingers find their way to the buttons of my shirt, addressing them one at a time. His hand inches its way under the fabric.

      Andrew throws the flap of the tent open and bursts inside. “You better get out here.”

      Deus pulls his hand out from under my shirt. We both sit up fast, and our heads collide. Flinching, I resist the urge to rub the tender spot.

      Andrew’s eyes are wide, a flush on his cheeks. With a flash of aghast, he turns around. “I didn’t mean to interrupt—”

      “You didn’t,” Deus and I say in unison.

      I quickly lower my gaze and realize my bra is exposed. As I button up, I realize my shirt is free from blood stains. What happened? Was it all just a bad dream?

      “What seems to be the problem?” Deus asks.

      “They’ve found us.” Andrew is nothing more than a silhouette of movement as he waves with disgust.

      Deus flies off the bed. In a split second he’s standing in the doorway. “Are you sure?” He looks back and gestures for me to stay put.

      My heart races but it’s not because of the conversation underway. All I can think about is the shared moment with Deus, the murder of my mother, Gerrick’s role in all of this.

      “Do you think it’s time to proceed?” Deus flexes his muscles before stretching his wings wide, the white feathers like little soldiers.

      The two converse in whispers but Andrew glances at me, trying to convey something that I can’t pick up on it in the lighting. I’m embarrassed that I’d been caught in an intimate and vulnerable moment with Deus. Eavesdropping isn’t in my character either, and I feel ashamed. When I glance up again, Deus grabs Andrew’s shoulder, who seems to reluctantly fall into submission.

      I need to prepare just as much as the rest of the Compound. As I tuck in my shirt, Johanna bursts into the tent.

      “I take it you heard.” She taps the strap of her quiver that’s slung across her body.

      Nodding, I throw mine over my shoulder. Fully assembled, I push up my sleeves. “Ready?”

      Johanna pinches her lips before saying, “As I’ll ever be.”

      Once outside the tent, I see the commotion.

      A horde.
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      I should have known. The stench of the horde is impossible to mistake. If I hadn’t been so out of it, I may have noticed it sooner.

      Johanna draws an arrow from her quiver. She nocks it on her bow and the arrow flies past my head, grazing my ear.

      Stunned, I touch my finger to it revealing the blood. My brow furrows in a combination of shock and disgust. “What the hell was that?”

      Before she can respond, Landon shouts, “Nice shot!” He holds up the decapitated head of a corpse.

      My world spins at the realization. “Unbelievable.” This is literally the worst possible outcome. The arrival of the horde means someone has been Chosen.

      Deus had promised that we were safe here and I presumed that even meant from the Choosing and thereby the horde. It confirms what we’d suspected.

      “We have a traitor in our midst,” I whisper under my breath.

      “We know,” Johanna says with a sharp glare. “Don’t just stand there.” She shoots another arrow. It pins the head of a corpse to the tree, like an apple, while it’s body collapses.

      A corpse stumbles through the woods. It comes from behind while Johanna has her back turned, and she doesn’t see. There’s no time to hesitate. My hands shake as I draw the string, nervous apprehension ruling rational thought.

      My weak arms tremble, and the arrow launches without consent. It’s not a complete miss—it strikes the corpse’s shoulder—but it does little to stop his pursuit. Before I can nock another arrow, one zips past so fast it’s near invisible. It pierces the corpse’s skull, taking him down in the fastest defeat I’ve ever seen.

      Deus is beside me in a flash. “Don’t doubt yourself,” he says. “You can do this.”

      It was self-doubt that caused me to waiver and miss.

      I raise my bow, and with sure and steady aim strike a corpse directly between his eyes. As he flops to the side, a pair of glowing yellow eyes flicker in the moonlight. The creature prowls the forest, head low as it creeps along in search of its next victim.

      No one else seems to be aware of the creature, too preoccupied with killing corpses. My eyes are committed to watching the creature stalk the woods. It’s following a corpse that’s just a few feet ahead of it. The corpse is completely unsuspecting, consumed with the relentless pursuit of the Favored. The wolf pounces, taking down the corpse like a slab of meat. It sinks its teeth into the decaying flesh, shredding it until the remains are unrecognizable.

      My breath hitches in my throat, burning like it’s been stitched there by a rusty needle with splintering twine. A vague feeling of nausea and victory compete for attention. The nausea wins and I retch up my last meal.

      The wolf snaps its head, its jowls dripping with a combination of saliva and rancid meat. It stalks toward me, it’s next prey. I’ve no doubt that the creature will shred me just as easily. While death is an inevitability for each of us, I’d rather it be a little less violent.

      I lift my bow, aiming the arrow between its eyes. Just as I’m about to let it fly, the wolf shapeshifts into a human, and a half-naked woman stands before me.

      “We’re here to help, Celestia,” the female wolf says but her mouth doesn’t move. I’m certain she’s speaking to my mind. I’m also certain this isn’t really happening. I’m merely dreaming. This is a hallucination. So is the fire burning on my palms.

      “Help? But you almost killed me the day I arrived.” The words leave my mouth without even considering who might be nearby, listening. It doesn’t matter. I’m convinced more than ever that none of this is happening. This is a delusion of a severely emotionally wounded person. What would I expect after all I’ve been through?

      The creature howls, the werewolf in her manifesting despite her human form. “Are you sure about that?”

      An arrow grazes her shoulder and strikes a male corpse dressed in the remains of a pinstriped suit. The corpse’s jaw comes unhinged, falling—impossibly—forward, hitting the back of the wolf on his way.

      I can’t help wondering, briefly, who he was in life. Maybe he had a family. Or a faithful wife that he cheated on. Probably why he was never Chosen. Any compassion I had for him is gone, just like his jaw.

      The wolf stumbles forward with a growl, the audacity of the shot angering her. My hands burn, fire sparking on my palms.

      “Harness it,” she says, and the once imagined fire is tamped out.

      “Back away, Celestia,” Deus commands as he draws another arrow. His voice and instruction are impossible to ignore as he raises his bow.

      Unfortunately for him, I was never one to take demands from anyone even if that means sometimes, I make really, really stupid decisions. “Wait,” I say, lowering his weapon with a steady and determined push of my fingers.

      “There’s no time,” Deus says. “We’re being overrun if you hadn’t noticed.”

      He didn’t see the wolf. How didn’t he see her? What’s different about the wolf’s interaction now? He saw the pack the day of my arrival. But now, he’s blinded to her presence. He was aiming for the corpse who, thanks to me and my stupid decisions, continues to lumber forward with a missing jaw.

      A horde approaches and although they stumble, they press forward with intent and purpose. Whoever has been Chosen will have difficulty escaping this attack.

      Deus takes aim, but I throw myself at him. The arrow careens into the trunk of a tree. A branch splits off, narrowly missing the shape-shifting woman who has resumed her werewolf form. She dashes into the darkness, and the branch takes down two corpses instead, including the one with the missing jaw.

      “Are you crazy?” he growls as he throws his fist in the air. “I could have gotten him.”

      “Two for one.” I stare into the woods, trying to make sense of what I saw.

      “Not nearly as fun.” Deus lifts his bow which he has nocked with another arrow. “Rather strike between the eyes.” His arrow flies, and even though the corpse is under a tree branch, it pierces the corpse perfectly in the center of its forehead.

      The rest of the Guardians swoop in, their wings spread wide as they curl and twist between tree branches. My palms burn, itching with fire. Paul’s wings clip a tree as Sierra shoots a flaming arrow at the large branch. The wood instantly lights on fire before falling to the ground. The fiery log takes out a dozen or so of the horde. Those which don’t go down, catch on fire—their clothes and appendages burning up as they continue their awkward pursuit.

      “Where have you been?” Deus hollers. “Could have used your help sooner.”

      Paul lands in front of us and Sierra unbuckles the harness at her waist, detaching from the safety of Paul’s protection.

      “Diving session,” he says. “Saw the horde and brought in the artillery.”

      Sierra releases the bowstring, and an arrow lodges into the eye socket of a corpse whose flaming pant leg does little to stop him as he presses onward. “Missed it by that much,” she says as she pinches her fingers together.

      “Looked like a good shot to me.” The corpse thrashes about.

      Sierra runs her fingers through her spiked hair. “You call that good? I missed the brainstem by half an inch.”

      “Still took him down. That’s all that matters at this point.” Deus smirks as he stomps the corpse’s skull. Brains explode out. “One less of the horde, all the better. Now,” he raises his bow, “what are you waiting for?”

      More Guardians zig zag through the forest, dodging corpses, and tree limbs. The mortals strapped to them raise their bows. Arrows fly and corpses fall. All the training has served them well. But the flames creep along the forest floor, igniting everything in their path.

      “We’ve got a problem,” I say, pointing toward the forest of fire.
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      Corpses thrash on the ground, consumed by flames.

      It’s been so dry; the dying season is here. The whole forest will catch fire. Then we’re next.

      “We need to do something.” I feel helpless.

      Johanna rushes past with a bucket of water. Several other mortals seem to understand the imminent danger and aide her efforts.

      “Aren’t you going to do anything?” I stare at Deus, indignant. Fire tingles in my palms, waiting for permission to rage.

      He turns around, watching the destruction. Several mortals brush past him, throwing water at the fire.

      Johanna sees my struggle as I stare at my palms. She wraps her arm around my shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. Take a deep breath.”

      It only takes a moment but once my breathing is steadied, the sensation in my hands vanishes.

      “It’s under control,” Deus swirls on his heel and folds his arms.

      Only embers and smoke remain. “How did you do that so quickly?”

      “It’s all over,” Landon says, walking toward us with an empty wooden bucket. “Why don’t you get some rest.”

      Johanna slips her hand into mine. “Come on. I’ll help you into bed.”

      “Yes, thank you.” Exhaustion is a constant companion but so are the thoughts that whirl in my head. When we’re alone, Johanna sits me on a stump and gives me a cup of water. “It’s impossible,” I say to her, shaking my head. “That fire was raging out of control.”

      “Celestia, don’t you understand?” She clasps her hands around mine.

      “Not really.” Nothing seems possible and everything seems impossible. Johanna and I getting caught in the crossfire between Gerrick and a demon, then Gerrick, my soul mate kills my mother. Now, with the horde and the wolves, I’m beginning to wonder if I’m losing my mind.

      “There’s no time to explain,” she says as she looks up to Deus striding toward us.

      Deus laughs, throwing his head back as he rubs his hands together. A posse of angels walks with him. Andrew to his left, Ace on his right, and several others behind them, all sharing the victory over the horde.

      “Let’s eat!” He waves his hand, instructing those under his command to bring out the food.

      My stomach rumbles reminding me that my mortal hunger will never be sated. Ace lights the fire and it roars to life. Several male angels, all shirtless, gather around the bonfire, their legs spread nearly as wide as their wings. They share a chalice of alcohol. Their boisterous laughs are oddly insecure and pathetically desperate to prove their manhood.

      Monica takes a seat beside me. “We need to talk.”

      She knows something. But there’s no good time to get away. We can only hope they’ll be drunk soon enough, and we can slip under their radar.

      “When?” I ask.

      Johanna pinches her lips as though she’s deliberating my question. As Deus saunters toward us, she shifts, her mood and following dialog a rapid change. “Good job out there, Deus.”

      “Yeah, nice work.” I agree.

      Deus reaches for my hand. “I could say the same for you.” He studies my palms and as he turns my hands over in his, I notice the tattoo on his arm. I hadn’t paid much mind to it since the day I first arrived. But now I can’t take my eyes off it.

      “Remarkable.” I gasp. Trying to hide the fact that I choked on my spit, I cough. “I had a couple of good hits. But it really was everyone else that allowed us to conquer the horde.” There’s no need for me to explain further. If anyone had been paying attention, they’d know that I’d been distracted. The wolf was a distraction as war raged around me.

      “Take it easy there.” Deus laughs, stepping closer. He’s about to kiss me but hesitates, and I’m relieved. Instead, he holds up his cup. “To us!”

      The crowd cheers, their mighty and raucous roars tearing at the night. We’ve good reason to celebrate, having conquered the horde and the horror they leave in their wake. This time he does kiss me, but it lands on my forehead.

      “You enjoy the feast. I’ll see you later.” He whistles and the Guardians stand.

      “Where are you going?” It seems strange that he would leave at a time like this.

      “I’m gathering the Guardians for a meeting. We can’t have another invasion like that.” They fall in line, and before any of us can object, they’ve vanished into the dark of the night.

      Only mortals are left around the fire, the majority of which are inebriated. Only those in the Rebellion remain with clear thoughts intact.

      “You’re in danger,” Johanna whispers. “We need to get you out of here.”

      “But I can’t leave.” This is insanity. “They’ll know I’m gone.”

      “We can cover for you,” she says.

      “No, no. Celestia’s right.” Landon joins us. “It would only be a matter of time before they figure it out. Did Monica make mention of what she’d heard?”

      I shake my head. “No, she only said that we needed to talk.”

      “I have the information.” Landon kneels in front of us, and we lean forward, listening intently. The others are too drunk to care that we’re huddled together. “There’s a demon in our midst. He’s been watching our every move. And we think he’s reporting it back to one of the Guardians. We just haven’t figured out who it is. They’re organizing an army. We need to prepare for a battle.”

      “That’s what Monica told you?” I remember the conversation I’d had with Gerrick. I’m still upset with him. How do you forgive someone for killing your mother? It didn’t matter that she was about to take my life and turn me like she’d once had done to her. What mattered was that I’d finally seen her after so many years of missing her. But I can’t help but believe what he told me. He’d always been there, through it all. He risked everything to save my sister. “Gerrick told me I needed to listen.”

      “So, you understand what you need to do?” Landon touches my hands.

      I shake my head, staring down as I clasp his hands. “I’ll try.”

      “Everything depends on you, Celestia,” Johanna says. “You’re the only one who can put a stop to this.”
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      “Are you sure?” Deep down, I know it must be me. It doesn’t make it easier, though, but now, I understand why I’m surrounded by the friends I have. They’ve found me. They know who I am and what I’m capable of, even if I don’t.

      Landon agrees with a slight tip of his chin. “There’s no other way.”

      “Consider it done.” I shake his hand, committing to my promise. I’m a woman of my word. I’ll do everything in my power to see this through to the end, even if it means I die. I’d sacrifice myself a million times over if it meant an end to the Rapture.

      “Thank you, my friend.” Landon stands. “I’m going to retire for the evening. You know where to find me if you need anything.”

      “Me, too,” Johanna says. “If we’re to do this, I’m going to need some sleep.”

      “I understand. Think I’ll just sit around the fire a bit longer.”

      “Good night,” they both say.

      As they leave, I notice the swaying of branches in the woods. The lack of wind makes the movement suspicious. A few stragglers sit by the fire, and most are unconscious. They won’t notice if I go into the forest to inspect.

      The sound of footsteps lures me into the woods. Shadows creep along the ground, the glow of the moon providing just enough light to see the outline of shapes. My breathing is soft and low, as I listen for the footfalls. In the depths of the forest, so far removed from the Compound, I worry I won’t find my way back.

      An unseen force lures me deeper, controlling me without consent. When I reach the center of a small clearing, the shape of a pentagram burned into the soil, glowing red eyes peer out from behind a tree. It’s there, watching. Waiting.

      Those eyes. So terrifying, and yet so familiar.

      I steady my breathing, trying to conceal my fear. When it shifts, the outline of its figure—a shadow darker than the night that suffocates me now—comes into a clear view. Large horns erupt from its head. Its chiseled body is large in stature. It moves again, and wings explode out from its back.

      A scream bursts from my mouth, betraying me.

      The creature steps from the shadows, revealing itself. It throws its head back, its shoulders rising and falling with a deep, guttural sound that reverberates deep into my bones.

      Frantic, I sprint back to the Compound. It saw me. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. What was I even thinking?

      We were almost vanquished by a horde. What made me think it was a good idea to follow a shadow into the woods alone?

      Pushing limbs and leaves out of the way, my feet carry me swiftly, heart beating faster with each stride. When I emerge from the woods, Johanna and Landon are there, staring at me wide-eyed.

      “I thought you went to bed,” I say, breathless.

      “We heard the scream.” Landon is frozen in shock. “Are you okay?”

      My mouth is dry, and I swallow hard. “I saw it.”

      “Saw what?” Johanna casts her gaze between me and Landon.

      “Let’s go somewhere that we can talk.” Landon grabs my hand and pulls me toward him.

      Johanna lifts her tent flap. “What did you see?”

      “The demon.” I’m still in shock. “He was in the woods.”

      “What did he look like? Was it anything like the image in the book?” Johanna instructs me to sit on her cot, and I flop back, staring into the ceiling, willing my breath to steady.

      “Sort of…I don’t know. I can’t be sure. It was mostly shadow.” Even if I couldn’t get a clear vision of it, I know it was a demon. The size, the horns, the wings.

      Landon sits on the edge of the bed, and I scoot over, making room for him. “Did it see you?”

      “I think so. It was watching me. I was staring straight at it when I screamed.” I close my eyes, remorseful for how this endangers them, too. They don’t need to be involved. I’ve brought it on myself. I can’t have anyone else getting hurt.

      “What else can you tell us?” Johanna asks, soothing my fears by stroking my hair.

      I’d recognize the eyes of that demon anywhere. It’s the one who claimed my sister. “It’s the one we saw in town.”

      “It followed us.” Johanna sits on the floor and leans back against the cot. “It’s game over.”

      “I’m sorry. This is all my fault.” Although tears threaten to betray me, there’s no crying now. There’s only figuring our way out. My way out.

      “No.” Johanna leans forward, putting her head between her knees. “It’s not your fault. It’s the fulfillment of the prophecy.”

      “Have you shown her?” Landon asks Johanna as he puts my legs in his lap.

      Johanna exhales sharply. “Only part of it.”

      “Maybe it’s time to explain.” Landon rests his hands on my shins. “Do you think you can handle it?”

      There’s not much choice. If the prophecy has already begun, the fulfillment of what was foretold unfolding in the very moment, the only option is to learn exactly what it entails.

      Johanna retrieves the book from her blanket chest. I sit up, and the three of us huddle together as Johanna turns the page to a pentagram.

      “I saw that in the woods,” I confess. “I was standing in the center of it right before the demon manifested itself to me.” I should have remembered it from when Gerrick and I studied the book together at Hell’s Falls. I also should have recognized it from the pattern on the rug in my childhood bedroom. But the demon had some sort of control over me, and I was too overcome with fear to pay attention. I knew I wasn’t brave.

      “Are you ready for what’s next?” Johanna holds the page between her fingers awaiting my approval.

      “No, not really.” How can anyone be ready for the end of the world? “But I need to know.”

      She flips the page. “Did Gerrick show you this?” Images of destruction, death, demons, angels, and a world in havoc haunt the pages.

      “He did.” We’d gone over the entire book, he’d translated the pages, and talked about the end of the Rapture. I knew what it entailed and yet, I felt I’d never be ready for it.

      “Then you know what we’re up against,” she says. “Did he have a plan?”

      “We didn’t get that far.” There wasn’t enough time. There’s never enough time.

      Landon runs his hand through his hair, the panic settling on his face. “We need a plan.”

      I take the book, flipping through several more pages of images that make me cringe. I slam it closed and set it in my lap. “Then we’ll make one.”

      We plot out our moves. We know how this needs to play out in order to end the Rapture.

      “This looks like it could work,” Landon says but voices interrupt him. “Sounds like they’ve returned. I’ll go and share the plan with Monica. You be careful.”

      Johanna tucks her book safely away and we resume our positions around the campfire, as though we never left. Some of the Guardians sit beside the fire, chatting amongst themselves. I squeeze Johanna’s hand and when I’m sure no one is watching, I sneak off into the woods.

      As I stand in the center of the pentagram, my mind reeling with thoughts, a faint rustling echoes from the trees and I feel the familiar lure of the creature.

      This time there are whispers. The demon isn’t alone. The hushed voices intensify, and I can clearly make out two distinct voices: one is female and the other belonging to the demon, his guttural sounds unmistakable. They haven’t seen me yet, so I step out of the pentagram and duck behind a tree.

      When I push aside a branch peeking through its leaves, I see that I was right. Ace and the demon are conversing. Although the demon towers over her, she seems unbothered by his stature. Their words are too muffled to understand so I lean in, hoping to catch any part of their discussion.

      I misjudge the depth between myself and the tree, and my foot slips. The branch snaps back and hits me in the face. Their whispers halt. I’ve given myself away. My nails dig into the bark of the tree, bracing for confrontation and potentially my death. The sound of their footsteps whirl around me, but Ace and the demon are nowhere to be seen. A single shadow creeps along the ground, growing larger and inching closer until I can hear it’s breathing.

      “What are you doing here?” the shadow asks.

      I’d recognize the voice anywhere, and the breath I’ve been holding explodes from my chest as I whirl around. “Deus? What are you doing here?

      “I believe I asked you that first.” Deus crosses his arms and flares his wings. “Didn’t I tell you to be safe?”

      “I…I… thought I…” Words stammer from my mouth. I step backward. “I think I’ll retire for the evening.”

      “Do you think you’d get away from me that easily?” he laughs.

      My heart races. “I wasn’t trying to get away.”

      “I should hope not.” Deus steps forward, closing the space between us.

      He grabs me by the waist, pulls me close, and laces his fingers around my neck, snaking their way into my hair. He pulls my head back, exposing the vulnerable veins on my neck, which pulsates with fear. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      “Have you been looking for me long?”

      Deus leans in, his breath heavy and hot with alcohol. The smell of bourbon stronger than usual. Even in the dark, I can see the alcohol swimming in his eyes. “All my life.”

      He digs his lips into my neck, mouthing my flesh. Sinking his kisses deeper into my skin, he pulls my head back even further. His lips trail up my jawline until he reaches my own, and his tongue finds his way into my mouth. A small groan escapes my lips as heat ripples in waves over my skin. He lifts me into his arms, and I wrap my legs around his waist. Through the fabric of my shirt, the bark of the tree scratches my back. The raw cuts and burns that will manifest tomorrow are of little consequence in this moment.

      “Me, too.” The words come out soundlessly, only air. There’s a whooshing in my ears that sounds like ocean waves, and it makes me instantly dizzy and sick. “Wait.” I push him away. He lowers me to the ground, and I catch my breath, suddenly remembering why I was even in the woods. How could I have forgotten so quickly? His advances are intoxicating, and I lose sight of everything when he’s around. I must keep my head about me.

      “What seems to be the problem?” Deus’s hot breath falls on my cheek and the stench of alcohol makes my stomach churn.

      “No, no, there’s nothing wrong.” The way I feel so suddenly ill is quite unnerving and I keep my head down so the waves of nausea subside. When I hear the crunching of leaves, I jerk my head upright, my eyes widening with fear. “Do you hear that?”

      “Do you mean me?” Johanna says, as she suddenly appears in the forest.
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      The sick feeling will not leave the pit of my stomach. I throw my arms around Johanna. “Thank you,” I whisper.

      She nods and takes my hand knowingly. “Why don’t you come back to the fire with me?” Her long hair has a radiance to it in the moonlight that is enviable. “It’s quiet, and we can warm ourselves before bed.”

      “I’ll be there in a minute.” Our eyes communicate further dialog. “I just want a few more minutes.”

      “Be careful, okay?” Johanna’s voice comes across in a mothering sort of way that makes me glad to call her my friend.

      “I promise. I’ll be very careful.”

      She shoots Deus a look. “Are you coming?”

      He keeps his back turned and spreads his wings wide. Moonlight filters through the feathers, casting a bluish hint to them.

      There are more rustling noises but neither of them seems to be alerted to it. My hands tingle and my senses are on alert. I need both Deus and Johanna out of here if I’m to get to the bottom of this and fulfill the prophecy. Whatever is out there is not going to reveal itself to them. I’ll need to confront it on my own. “Why don’t you go back to camp with her? I’ll be there in a minute.”

      He glances over his shoulder addressing me, half his face in light and the other half in shadow. “I’d feel better knowing that you’re close. I wouldn’t want to abandon you in the woods.”

      “It’s not that far to camp. I’ll be fine.” I’m going to do all I can to end the Rapture and fulfill this prophecy, which means confronting whatever is in the woods. But I need Deus to cooperate and getting him to leave proves more difficult than I imagined.

      “Let’s give her some space. She’s never battled a horde before. I think we can allow her some room to process it.” Johanna understands my need for solitude and what I’m to accomplish. She’ll do whatever it takes to ensure I succeed. She’s promised me that much.

      Deus narrows his eyes and shifts his gaze from Johanna back to me. “Don’t be too long.”

      “I’ll only be a minute.” I sit on a stump, a charred corpse by my feet. “I’ll catch my breath and be right there.”

      “Then we’ll be waiting for you.” He stretches his arms out, flexing his muscles.

      My head nods in agreement, but my mind is elsewhere. They leave as a pair, Deus leading and Johanna following. She glances over her shoulder and signals to me with her fingers crossed. I flash the symbol back at her.

      As soon as they’re out of sight, I scan the forest. I don’t have to search long before a soft white glow emanates within the trees, radiating as though the moon has removed itself from the sky and launched itself into the forest, casting its brilliance all around me.

      “Are you freaking kidding me?” I curl my hands into fists, my palms stinging as I dig my nails into my skin. “What are you doing here?”

      Gerrick steps toward me, the glow around him fading the closer he gets. “I’m sorry.”  He reaches for my hand, but I pull away. “I was only trying to protect you.”

      “From my mother?” Bile creeps up my throat, and the burning makes me want to vomit. Flames lick my palms, and anger boils beneath the surface, nearly uncontrollable. “How dare you have the audacity to come back here after what you did!”

      “You shouldn’t have been in the village.” He’s eyes twinkle and I can’t bring myself to look at them. “I told you to trust me.”

      “Trust you? You killed my mother!” I step into his space, nostrils flaring, rage tearing me up inside. “And I’m supposed to trust you that my sister is safe? When you’ve brought me no evidence that she’s alive?”

      “Look, I know you don’t want to hear this, but I took you to the cabin to protect you.” Again, he reaches for me, but I shrug him off.

      “So, you did bring me there. I’d hoped it was just a nightmare.” I think about how my shirt was clean, no evidence of blood stains when I awoke in my tent. How long had I been asleep that time? And who had changed my clothes?

      “That demon was the one who took your sister. He was coming for you next. He was always going to come for you. When he saw you in the village, he’s sights were set. He could have taken you right there. You wouldn’t have been able to defend yourself.”

      A scowl creeps onto my face. “What makes you think I wouldn’t have been able to?”

      “It would have been too easy. You were vulnerable.” He lowers his head. “I reacted as quickly as I could. I brought you back to the place where you were safe, where you had good memories.”

      “The cabin was filled with good memories. Now, it’ll be tainted with my mother’s death.”

      “I didn’t expect her to be there,” Gerrick says. “I didn’t know.” He turns, sadness creeping onto his face. “All I ever wanted was to keep you safe. Protect you.”

      “Did you ever think that maybe I didn’t want your protection? Maybe it’s you who has caused so much grief and misery.” I push my finger into his chest. “You were there every time something went wrong, whenever I lost someone I loved. Maybe you aren’t a guardian angel or a soul mate. Maybe you’re the harbinger of death. Did you ever think about that?”

      “You’re right. Things go wrong every time I intervene.” He doesn’t even try to remove my finger that I jam into his sternum. He just stares at it. “Maybe I should have left you. Forgotten you ever existed. Forgotten everything we shared. Forgotten how much we loved each other.”

      “Maybe you should have.” I throw my hands up. Unable to control my emotions any longer, angry tears streak down my face.

      “You don’t remember any of it?” His eyes plead with me but with my jaw set, he diverts his gaze and stares at his feet. “Never mind. I should have known you would never remember. It was fruitless to try. Fate will keep us apart forever.” He glances up at me hopelessly, lost somewhere in a void of unrequited emotion. “Celestia, you have to believe me. If I could take it back, I would.”

      “Then do it.”

      “Do what?”

      I cross my arms, shivering with emotion. “Bring my mother back.”

      Gerrick shoves his hands in his pockets.

      “Well, are you going to do it?”

      He kicks the burned leaves, and they billow upward, forming a funnel. It takes the shape of a silhouette.

      The leaf figure whispers to me, “You have the gift. You know who he is.” When the voice says ‘he’ it’s not referring to Gerrick. It means the demon.

      “I’m not sure,” I whisper back.

      The leaves form into a more distinguishable form. It’s not just a person. It’s my mother.

      “Mom?” The words leave my mouth in a gasp. It’s too impossible to be real, and yet there she is standing in front of me.

      She lovingly touches my face, cradling my chin in her palm. “How I’ve missed you, my daughter,” she says. “But you need not worry about me.” She hums softly, a tune that was the lullaby of my childhood. Impossible to forget. The humming turns to words, and I briefly divert my gaze, looking at Gerrick in disbelief.

      “I’m so lost,” I say, my words choking off.

      I never thought I’d see her again, and I certainly didn’t think I’d witness my soul mate murder her when I did. Only to have her return…it’s cruel. I have a mission to fulfill and even though I’m determined to see it through to the end, that doesn’t mean I’m not scared. I never thought my life would be like this. What I would give for things to be different.

      “You are not lost my child.” It’s the last words she speaks before the leaves funnel skyward.

      A wave of wind creates a sea of leaves, and, abruptly, all the life that made them dance, disappears and the leaves flutter, showering down around me. There’s a moment of shock and disbelief as I stare at the ground.

      “You did that, didn’t you?” I finally lift my chin and confront Gerrick. “What the hell was that about?” My fists are clutched tight, fire burning my palms.

      “I wanted you to see that she’s okay. It’s what you wanted, isn’t it?” Gerrick’s tone is so infuriatingly soft, that it only angers me more.

      “Wanted? I wanted her alive!”

      The leaves rustle in the trees and I realize I’ve taken more time here than I should have. I didn’t know it was Gerrick in the woods waiting for me or I may not have come. But Landon and Johanna must have known, that’s why they encouraged me to return. They know so much more than me about everything. If I’m Favored, shouldn’t I know all the details? I inhale sharply. Maybe that’s the point. I dictate the story.

      “Listen, Celestia, I thought it would give you closure. Did it?” He opens his arms to me and I can feel his light.

      My fists uncurl. “I…I don’t know. I’m so confused.” I step into his embrace and the tingle of his touch radiates through me. I’m instantly swaddled in his comfort as he wraps his wings around us, and I sob.

      “I know this is hard. But you must trust me. Everything that I’ve done is for you. I know I’ve made mistakes and I’m sorry. If I could change them, I would.” His tone is sincere, and I believe him.

      The hurt dissipates and I press my head to his chest. “Can we win?”

      “I want to.” He hugs me tighter and presses his lips to the top of my head.

      I lift my chin and look into his eyes. “Do you believe we will?”

      “I hope for it.” He kisses my forehead. “I’ll never give up on you.”

      How can he love me so deeply? He never relents. No matter what happens, his love persists. Most of my life has been without the warmth of joy and the closeness of others. The best I had was my sister and even she was taken from me.

      “I promise I’ll always try.”

      “Good.” Gerrick lifts our hands to the side. He presses our palms together, threading our fingers. “You’ve heard the news?”

      “About the battle?” The wind picks up, and my hair blows across my face.

      “Yes,” he says. “Are you ready?”

      “Can we ever be ready?” War could mean our lives. Is anyone ever ready to lay down their life for another? My eyes flutter as I realize Gerrick has done it multiple times, risked everything for me. And I’m about to do the same for others.

      “I think so.” He kisses the back of my hand. “Do you want to take another spin to be sure?”

      “Spin?” I squint. “On Exodus?”

      “No,” he laughs. “Like this.” He wraps his arms around me and shoots like a bullet into the sky.

      Panic surges through me. “We’re not harnessed.”

      “I promised I’d never let you go. Don’t you trust me?” He kisses my cheek and sparks tingle through me, the points of stars rolling across my skin.

      “I don’t have a choice now.”

      We’re high above the treetops, his arms securely around my waist, and my hands cradling his neck. Our bodies touching, the electricity radiating through the fabric of our clothes. His face inches closer, and we’re breathing the same air. “Is this okay?”

      “Yes,” I sigh. His lips brush mine, taking my breath away.
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      A few short hours later, I awaken to the sound of sirens. For a moment, I think I’m in the city, surrounded by buildings and activity, but as my senses come to, I’m reminded that I’m in the Compound. I sit up on my bed, rubbing my eyes, pushing the sleep away, my body trembling from being jolted awake. As the world comes in to focus, I realize it’s not a siren at all. It’s the sound of a trumpet.

      Johanna flings the flap of the tent. “Get up,” she hisses. “Get up, now.” She’s fully clothed and ready for the day and I’m so confused because she’s acting as though I’ve overslept.

      “What time is it?” I yawn and stretch, nearly forgetting the mission we have laid out before us.

      Last night with Gerrick like a dream, and I could live in it forever.

      The sky is visible behind Johanna. Outside is a gray haze but not as dark as the middle of the night. Morning is on the horizon.

      “It’s early. Really early.” Johanna rushes inside and rummages through my bag. She pulls out a tank top, a sweater, long pants, with several pockets, and a jacket. “Hurry up and get dressed. There’s something you need to see.”

      “What’s going on?” While its clearly urgent, I suspect it’s also bad. My legs refuse to cooperate as I stumble out of bed and shove them into my pants. I lose my balance and catch my leg on the corner of the bedside table.

      She tosses a satchel on the bed. “Put that on, too.”

      “What’s in it?”

      “Pocket knife. A few things you might need.”

      The trumpet sounds again, and I wrinkle my forehead. “That’s the one I heard the other day.” I slip on the clean top and shiver as I reach for the sweater. “It was just Phil. He was there with Ace and a few others. Is it him again?”

      Johanna tips her chin down in agreement. “We need to go.”

      “Are we going to the peak? That’s where I found them last time.”

      “That’s what I’m about to show you.” Johanna tosses my coat which I quickly slip on. “Grab your bow.” She pats hers and slips through the door.

      I tie the satchel around my waist, shove my feet into my boots, and sling my quiver and bow over my shoulder. There’s no time to lace them and I scramble out after her.

      The remains of last night’s party litter the ground and the surrounding tables. Bottles of alcohol are strewn about, half eaten trays of food are now crawling with insects and rodents, and various bits of garbage blow aimlessly in the wind that crept in overnight.

      Johanna is already about thirty paces ahead, and I jog to catch up. Dawn is just breaking on the horizon, and as I watch the light, I know we’re headed north.

      She’s taken us off the beaten path, the branches of trees untouched by mortal and immortal hands, the underbrush a virgin to any footpath. But given the direction, I’m certain we’re headed to the peak. Johanna is steering clear of the trail for some reason. Clearly, she doesn’t want anyone to know where we’re going. Or perhaps she doesn’t want to alert anyone that we’re coming.

      “Wouldn’t it be easier if we took the trail?”

      She stops briefly and turns around with an indignant expression. “If we take the trail, they’ll see us.”

      I don’t know what happened while I was asleep, but I’m only now noticing that Johanna has dark circles under her eyes. She’s still dressed in the clothes from the previous day. Despite her hair being pulled back into a low ponytail, it looks disheveled. Although her soft waves are normally well groomed, today it looks as though she hasn’t had a chance to run a comb through it and pieces frizz out all along her hairline.

      Something occurred overnight. Something that she’s not telling me.

      We continue up the mountainside when the call of the trumpet repeats. As if it’s intended for us, we both freeze. My skin runs cold as though icy fingers trail across it.

      Johanna turns toward me, holding her finger to her lips. “Not a sound,” she mouths.

      If the sounds of the trumpet are this close, so are mortals. Or worse.

      Voices murmur in the distance. I grab Johanna’s arm and point to my ear. “Listen.” We’re too far away to decipher what they’re saying, but the thought of getting close enough makes my stomach churn.

      She pauses and pinches her lips together. A moment later she waves her hand. We press through the thicket, most of it dried now but the rare evergreen swipes at our pants. We push limbs and leaves from our path.

      As we approach, the voices grow louder. Their tones escalate and an argument ensues. Johanna crouches down and turns with a finger to her lips. She peels back a branch and peeks into the clearing.

      I lower to all fours, crawling the rest of the way, refusing to be seen. When I reach her, I can finally see what’s happening. Through the thicket and across the open field, two angels argue. It’s Deus and Andrew. Behind them, angels gather. Standing near the edge of a cliff is none other than Phil. He’s dressed in white robes, wearing a crown of ivy on his head. He holds a glistening gold trumpet and randomly lifts it to his lips and blasts a note.

      “What’s going on?” I whisper.

      “I’m not quite sure.” After a brief pause, Johanna blows out her breath. “The trumpet signals the end of the Rapture. And it appears as though mortals are following the call,” she says, her voice hushed and low.

      “If what you’re saying is true, then that means all of humanity is in danger.” I shoot my gaze to her hoping she doesn’t confirm my fear.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.” She returns my concern with one of her own. “It’s been going on for a few hours, and I suspect the battle is imminent.”

      “Hours?” My brow furrows in disbelief. “How did I sleep through this commotion?”

      “You’re not alone. I think many slept through it.” She pulls her coat tighter. “I only happened to hear it because they stumbled past my tent. Scared the hell out of me.”

      There’s so much wrong with this picture. “Where are all the others?”

      “I checked on several tents and they were all empty.” Johanna shrugs but I can tell there’s a fear buried deeper. “I’d actually hoped to find them here.”

      “They weren’t sleeping? Do you think…” My words choke off.

      “Do I think that they were Chosen?” She inhales. “Maybe. That would have been preferrable to the other option. If any of them followed the call of the trumpet, then they were most likely Taken.” Her lips are pursed as she spies on the activity through the branches on the on the other side of the cliff.

      “But…how would we have both slept through all of that? Surely, the Guardians would have protected them.” I think about my gifts, about my calling…would I have been given this if I were only going to sleep through such horror? If I wasn’t awake to intervene and save them? The familiar ache of despair rattles in my chest and threatens to reveal my vulnerability, haunting me like ghosts of the past. Crying would be a sure sign of weakness and that’s the last thing I can show right now. “How could so many have gone at once?”

      Her voice is soft, questioning. “I’m not sure.”

      “What about Landon? Is he gone, too?”

      Johanna frowns. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to be the one to tell you.”
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      “Please not Landon.” I try not to scream but the words slip out and I promptly cover my mouth. Aside from Johanna, Landon’s brotherly disposition as well as his friendly and caring personality were the closest thing I’d had to family in a while. “He can’t be gone.”

      “They must have learned of our plans and rolled into action.” Johanna looks confused, trying to understand what has transpired.

      “Or they’re playing out the prophecy,” I say, remembering the pages of the book.

      “That’s it,” Johanna says, with a sharp inhale. “Which means…”

      “They’re preparing the army,” a voice says from behind.

      I swirl around to see Landon standing there. Those stupid tears betray me as they slide down my cheeks. Throwing my arms around him allows me a moment to squeeze the last of the tears from my eyes.

      “I thought you were gone.” My words are choked up in my throat, proving I didn’t need tears to reveal my feelings, the tightness of my voice is plenty of evidence to betray me.

      Landon squeezes me back, sharing his relief. Maybe he’d been worried about us, too. I can’t imagine life without him even though I’ve only known him a short time. He, along with the other members of the Rebellion, has become family. One of my few refuges in the darkness that has become my life.

      “Then it’s true.” It doesn’t matter that we knew this would happen, it still comes as a surprise. “Was everyone in the camp in on it?”

      “Those that haven’t been recruited were Chosen,” Landon says.

      “No! Tell me who.” My gut wretches. “Do you know?”

      Landon crosses his arms. “I don’t know yet. But several.”

      “That would explain the horde,” I say, thinking aloud. “No wonder there were so many of them.” My skin crawls at the thought of what’s happening, how such vast numbers of mortals are going so quickly. “If part of our camp was wiped out in the Rapture in a single night, who is next?”

      Landon shakes his head nearly as confused as I am, apparently. “I really don’t know, Celestia. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      “If they were Chosen, maybe they’re with the Legion,” I vocalize this inner reflection without reservation, barely acknowledging how it might sound. “Then we’ll have even more on our side.”

      “I think the Legion is staying out of it, other than the few who are with the Rebellion,” Landon says.

      “But are all the Guardians in on it?” Johanna is deep in thought as though she’s going through events in her mind, trying to piece the puzzle together.

      “They must be.” Landon pauses. “Except for Luke and Monica, obviously.”

      “Right.” I nod. “Thanks to Luke, we obtained some of that intel. Unfortunately, he may have provided too little, too late.”

      “He tried,” Landon says. “But he had to be discreet, and that wasn’t always easy, especially when Deus was stuck to you like glue.”

      My eyes flick up. “Deus.”

      Johanna jerks her head. “What about him?”

      “We need to distract him,” I say. “It’s the only way to get answers.”

      “How are you going to do that?” Johanna asks.

      “I think I know how to handle him.” I run my hand along my side, following the curve of my body from my waist to my hips.

      “Feminine guiles?” Landon laughs, but when he sees my look quickly pinches his lips.

      “Got a problem with that?” I refrain from slugging his shoulder.

      “No, she’s right.” Johanna high fives me. “I think that’ll work.”

      “It has to. I’ll distract him.” It makes me sick to think of what I must do, but if this is what will end the Rapture and save the souls who are about to meet their death, I’ll go forward anyway I must. “When do you think the battle will take place?”

      “Looks like anytime.” Landon paces. “Mortals are arriving in droves.”

      “We seem so ill prepared. This was sprung on us. It’s like the demons are always one step ahead.” Clearly the demon who has infiltrated has been quite good at reporting his findings.

      Johanna stands up. Her gaze yo-yos between mine and Landon’s. She’s clearly plotting. “We go now.” Her tone is even, unemotional.

      “What are you talking about?” I shake my head. “We need a plan. A new plan.”

      “That is the plan.” Landon squeezes Johanna’s shoulder. “It’s genius.”

      What are they thinking? They’re proposing our demise. “It’s a death wish. A suicide mission. I knew you were crazy, but you’ve lost your ever-loving mind.”

      “It’s not even a question anymore, is it?” Johanna laughs.

      I cross to her. “It never was. But the degree was certainly in question.”

      Johanna snickers. “Whatever.”

      “No, no. Hear us out. It’s a sneak attack. They’ll never know we’re coming. They think time is on their side. They have no clue that we know anything. We go in now and they won’t know what hit them.” Landon stands tall, unable to contain his energy as he bounces from one foot to the other.

      “Exactly.” Johanna peers through the branches again and the mood shifts.

      It grows quiet, somber. She throws her arms around us both. We huddle together. Nothing needs to be said. We all know this could be our final moments together. Our farewell.

      “What happens if we don’t make it?” My voice falls to the forest floor, as I am unwilling to look up, or let go.

      I don’t think any mortal has ever participated in an immortal battle before. At least, not like this. Sure, we have taken out a few corpses but fighting against the Guardians as well as demons? That’s unheard of. I’ve only ever seen angels and demons battle it out alone. Heck, I’ve never even seen werewolves jump in to take out corpses before last night. That, too, proved me wrong.

      Landon’s gaze is penetrating as he says, “Then I guess we’ll catch each other on the flip side.”

      “Maybe the vampires will help,” Johanna says.

      “You know that’s impossible,” Landon says. “They won’t have any part in helping angels. They’re in direct opposition. If anything, they might assist the demons.”

      “Which means they’re the last ones we’d want here.” I stare at them both.

      “Exactly.” Landon wrinkles his brow. “Besides, they’re clinging to humanity anyway they can.”

      “You call that living? Humanity? How is that even closely resembling humanity?” There’s the familiar fire raging in my gut that makes me want to spew more than just my words. “My mother was a vampire, and she was nothing but a shell.”

      I’ve tried to forgive her. Mother birds are only supposed to leave the nest to bring back food for their young. But my mother abandoned us for her own selfish desires. Maybe she claimed it was for our good but how did it help us? She will never know how terrified Stella and I were, distraught at being abandoned.

      “I suppose you’re right.” Landon shrugs. “There’s very little humanity to being a vampire. But it’s as close as they could get without being Chosen or Taken. Would you rather they become corpses?”

      “We all know that the horde will never be Chosen.” I didn’t know why we were even having this conversation. We all knew how the Rapture worked. Not everyone was privileged. If you could call it that. Sometimes, it felt like a curse.

      “What is this? What are we even doing? Can we even call this living anymore?” Johanna turns her back, and her shoulders rise and sink as she takes in a deep breath.

      “She has a point you know.” It’s hard to admit that this reality, this existence, isn’t really a life, not in the way it should be.

      I remember a time when there was no Choosing. There was no Rapture. There were no Guardians or Legions. No Demons or Drakes. Those days were long ago and so very faint of my memory, but they’re back there deep in the recesses of my mind like a permanent imprint that won’t let go, reminding me that there’s something more. I was young in the before, just barely old enough to form my own memories without the aid of family stories.

      “This isn’t really living. We have nothing to lose.” I’m steadfast in my decision.

      Landon swallows hard. I imagine his mouth is as dry as mine. “Then it’s set. We do it. We go now. We surprise them.”

      “We just go in there and attack?” Johanna questions her own suggestion.

      The sunlight cast a glow on her leather jacket, causing it to appear to be two different shades of gray. The one in shadow much darker than the one in light. Light always dispels the darkness.

      Which makes me realize something. Something vital that I’m missing, something I’ve overlooked. The angels and demons are standing in an immortal deadlock with each other. Clearly a battle of good against evil; the light against the darkness. And yet, like Johanna’s jacket, I wonder if there are shades of gray. What if the dark has been villainized? Or worse, the light has been infiltrated with darkness.

      “We don’t have any other option.” I grip my bow, my hands sweating. “I’d rather not overthink this or I might just talk myself out of it.”

      “Agreed.” Johanna’s word seems so final.

      The sky flashes with lightning. This might seem like a deterrent, but we can use it to our advantage. If the storm is strong enough, it might disguise our approach.

      I motion toward the sky. “They’ll never hear us over the thunder.”

      “She has a point,” Landon says. “It’s now or never. The storm couldn’t have had more perfect timing.”

      “Everyone has a weapon?” Johanna pulls a dagger from the pocket on her pant leg. She also has her bow, and her quiver is filled with arrows.

      Landon holds up his bow and taps the sword at his side. “I’m all set.”

      “What about Monica? Can you do this without her?” I’m concerned for them both. Not that I think they’re incapable, but they shouldn’t be separated at a time like this.

      “Can I do this without her?” Landon scoffs.

      “Someone called?” Monica glides through the forest silently.

      Landon picks her up and twirls her around. “Glad you found me.”

      “Wouldn’t have missed it.” Monica’s wings flutter as Landon swings her in the embrace.

      “How’d you get away?” Landon puts her down.

      Monica runs her hand over her head, the cropped curls hugging her scalp. “Same way I got here.”

      “She’s smooth,” Landon says as he gestures toward her. “I knew you’d do it.”

      “All right, Celestia.” Johanna pulls a dagger from her leg pocket. “What about you? You ready?”

      “Yup. Bow, knife…” I tip my chin. “And a little something else.”

      With my index fingers in my mouth, I pull my lips apart and whistle. Within seconds, there’s a subtle screeching overhead. It’s faint enough that the Chosen on the other peak won’t hear it over the rattle in the clouds. Exodus cuts through the branches, limbs and leaves breaking from the tree trunks and shattering to the ground. She screeches again, lifting her head skyward, and a small flame shoots from her mouth followed by plumes of smoke that trail from her nostrils.

      “Well, there you are my friend.” I wasn’t sure she’d come to me given our limited time together, and I’m not confident I can ride her entirely by myself, but I’d rather have her with me than not.

      “You’ve trained her well.” Johanna smiles.

      “Gerrick did all the work.” When I say his name, my stomach does a little flip. Where is he? Is he watching now?

      Exodus lowers her head, pressing it against my palm and nuzzling against it.

      Footsteps sound and Landon’s eyes grow wide. “Shhh…do you hear that?”

      We freeze as branches sway in the forest. A figure emerges. “What have we here?”
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      “What are you doing here?” Monica asks, surprised. “I thought you’d be with them.” She points in the direction of the Guardians.

      “Are you insinuating that I should be on the peak with the ones being Taken?” Luke scoffs.

      “Not at all.” Monica’s wings tremble. “I wasn’t sure you would be able to get out. Did they notice? They’re sure to realize we’re both missing.” She shakes her head and her wings tremble again.

      “We’ll be okay.” He takes her hand and squeezes it.

      “You’re here!” I throw my arms around Luke’s neck and kiss his cheek. “I’m glad to see you.”

      “Never thought I’d hear you utter those words.” Luke says with skepticism, his eyebrow raised.

      “If I’m being honest, neither did I.” The corner of my mouth lifts. I’d never give him the satisfaction.

      Johanna joins the circle, squeezing both me and Luke in a tight embrace.

      “I got out just in time. There’s quite an army gathering. The mortals have no idea of what they’re up against. Poor souls think they’re answering the trumpet’s call for their salvation, not their demise.” Luke steps back, taking us in.

      He inhales as he squeezes our hands, mine in one and Johanna’s in the other. There’s a roughness to his skin and when I rub my thumb across the back of his hand, I detect that it’s a scabbed wound, likely from the horde invasion last night.

      “It’s game time.” Luke reaches up and scratches Exodus’s chin.

      Monica throws her hands up, her wings beginning to tremble as they drift out from her body. She controls her urge to fly, staying grounded as the wings retreat against her back. “What the hell is even happening?”

      “We’re about to head into battle.” Johanna clasps Monica’s hand, pulling her into the circle.

      “Let’s do this!” Monica seems way too excited for what is about to unfold, especially considering how nervous she seemed. She glances between us. “We’ve been training for this, haven’t we? We can’t be any more prepared.”

      “Let’s get on with it, shall we?” Landon shakes Luke’s hand.

      Luke runs his fingers through his slicked back hair. “We’re waiting on just one more arrival.”

      “Who’s coming?” I never even expected to see Luke here, let alone another to go into battle so quickly. We knew it was coming, just not like this. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Luke points his chin skyward.

      We turn and glance up to see an angel flying through the small clearing in the treetops.

      “Gerrick,” I breathe his name. “You can’t be here.” I shake my head. “It’s too dangerous.” I can’t lose him, too. If anything happens to him, I’ll never forgive myself.

      “Celestia.” Gerrick closes the space between us, and I try to deny how it makes my heart race. He’s caused me heartache and confusion. Yet, there’s goodness with him. A safety and kindness that I’ve never known before. He wraps me in his arms, his wings curling around us. He kisses the top of my head, and the sparks shoot through my body. “I want to be here. I have to be.”

      I want to push him away. It’s how I can protect myself from hurt. But I can’t let go of his embrace. “Stay out of this and let me handle things.”

      “I need to be here. It’s the only way.” He inhales and steps back, studying my face. “You know it’s true.”

      I grab Exodus’s reins and pull her toward me.  “I’m not ashamed to admit I’d use her for protection right now.”

      Gerrick laughs. “You won’t hurt me, will you, girl?” He scratches the dragon’s scales.

      “She’d never harm a member of the Rebellion,” Luke says.

      “Thanks for your willingness to do the mission.” Gerrick smirks at him.

      “And all this time I just thought you were a jackass,” I say with a snort.

      “Well, I am that, too,” Luke quips.

      “A helpful jackass.” I pinch my lips with a nod of approval.

      Luke steps toward us and rests his elbow on Gerrick’s shoulder. He needs to reach up in order to do so and he looks a little ridiculous with the height disparity. “He’d told me the legends about the Celestial Flame. I didn’t know it was a person.”

      Monica paces, shaking her head. “When I was brought here, I just thought we were the Guardians, training against the enemy.”

      Luke laughs. “The Guardians are the enemy.”

      “I know that now. If it wasn’t for you and Gerrick, I may be one of those poor brainwashed traitors facing their demise.” Monica collapses onto a boulder near the edge of the forest. She looks as though she’s about to have a mental breakdown as her shoulders shudder with every breath.

      “We were all in the dark. Including those who are over there right now.” I sit next to her. “What matters now is that we’re taking a stand and hopefully going to put a stop to the Rapture. Maybe finally end the Choosing and Taking once and for all. Then none will ever be Forsaken. And you made that choice. You chose the right side. Remember that.”

      Exodus screeches, and I turn to see what’s alerted her. A fiery demon has Taken one of the mortals. She goes up in a black shroud of smoke. Even from this distance, I can see her spirit among the smoke which the demon swipes at and captures in a single move.

      I push up my sleeves and climb onto Exodus’s back who spreads her leathery wings. “We’re running out of time.”

      “I’ll meet you there,” Gerrick says.

      He’s gone, like a bullet in the sky before I can even say goodbye. My heart sinks. What if that was our last moment together?

      Monica takes a second to snap out of her breakdown and finally swivels on her seat toward us. When I make eye contact with her from atop the drake’s back, she leaps up. She fights to stay grounded as she rushes toward Landon and grabs him around the waist. “Let’s go.”

      Johanna looks at the pair. She turns to Luke and takes his hand. “Guess it’s you and me, huh?”

      “You got it, babe.” Luke wraps Johanna into his arms, hugging around her waist, and digging his chin into the crook of her neck.

      “Don’t you dare call me that.” Johanna tries to be serious, her forehead wrinkling, but only I see the smirk forming on her lips.

      Luke says it anyway. “Sure thing, babe.”

      “Never ever.” Johanna is in an impossible position to punch him, but she gives a swift kick with the heel of her boot which lands directly on Luke’s shin.

      “Ahhhh…love taps.” Luke laughs. “Didn’t know you felt that strongly about me.” He plants a kiss on her cheek and Johanna turns a shade of pink that is incredibly flattering on her.

      “If that’s not true love, I don’t know what is.” I tease as much as I root for them. “Now let’s go!”

      I latch onto the reins and Exodus lifts off the ground. She begins her ascent, climbing so high into the sky that the air thins, and I become dizzy. Close to passing out, I begin to lean sideways, my fingers slipping from the reins. I direct her back down and she levels to a safer altitude, one where I can both breathe and observe the Rapture occurring on the mountain peak.

      Exodus circles the cliff before landing on the ledge. A demon, who I recognize from the pages of Johanna’s book as Belial, is holding Simon around the neck. Simon resists by thrashing his legs. He makes eye contact with me, and I put a finger to my lips.

      With no time to waste, I pull Exodus’s reins. She rears back, her large talons exposed, before swiping at the fiery demon. Her talon’s strike the monster, digging deep into his shoulder. A flame bursts from the demon’s wound as he twists and writhes.

      Simon slips from his grip and falls to the ground. He scrambles on his knees, clearly exhausted and in pain. Exodus obeys my command to retrieve him, and she scoops Simon into her talons. I lean over her side and extend my hand. Simon clasps it, and I help pull him onto Exodus’ back.

      “You’re just in time,” Simon pants out.

      Normally I’d return a quick quip, but my mind is focused on saving the rest of the mortals before they’re Taken by the demons. “You’re welcome.”

      A woman’s scream cuts through the commotion.

      “Over there.” Simon points.

      When I turn to locate her, all I see are flames. It’s too late, she’s already gone. Her mortal form is nothing but a lifeless shell, lying on the barren ground. A black mist follows, her spirit floating within it.

      “Go, Exodus. Go now!” I smack the reins against her neck, and she takes off.

      If I can grab the woman’s spirit before the demon does, I may be able to save her. I’ve never tried, but there’s no time like the present.

      Exodus flaps her wings, lifting higher into the air, fanning the flames of the demon’s fire which lick skyward. She circles over the demon’s head, who swipes randomly at the black mist.

      I never noticed it before, but I realize by his blindless air-groping that he can’t see the spirits of the dead. The demons must have just been hoping they’d be able to grab the spirits before they escaped. Which means they had to Take more and more to build up their army when they missed.

      I lean sideways, extending my arm out toward the spirit.

      “Now, Exodus!” The drake follows my command and banks left, turning so hard, I nearly slip off.

      “Help!” Simon calls, sliding off.

      He grabs my ankle, and I fight to stay on the back of the drake who is swirling so fast in the sky I become dizzy. Simon is strong, and his weight pulls me farther off Exodus’ back.

      “I’ve got you!” Luke calls.

      Below me, Luke is riding Esther. Our own silent army, no matter how small, was the only way to defeat the cheaters of life, the harbingers of death.

      “Let go, Simon,” I growl.

      Simon looks up at me in absolute terror. “I can’t.”
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      The spirit of this innocent woman is relying on me for help. She’s lost in the oblivion of limbo without anyone to guide her to the next stage of the afterlife.

      “You have to,” I call down to Simon. It’s not a decision that I enjoy making, but I kick Simon. His grip slips. The look of betrayal in his eyes as he begins to freefall is something that will forever haunt my dreams.

      Luke directs Esther but as he’s about to make the final turn, a demon leaps into the air. The demon flaps his pointed, leathery wings and lifts into the sky. He swipes at Simon who’s arms flail about as he freefalls. But there’s movement on Esther’s back.

      When I see a flash of flesh, I know it’s Johanna and a second later she sits up behind Luke and draws her bow. She nocks an arrow and lets it fly. Her aim is perfect, and it pierces the demon in the center of his chest.

      The demon growls in agony as he lumbers forward, pulling the arrow from his fiery torso. As he throws his head back roaring, the demon’s eyes flash as he sees Simon plummeting toward him. He reaches overhead, swipes at Simon, but misses just as Esther swoops in.

      Simon lands on Esther’s back, just above her tail. Johanna grabs him by the hand and pulls him toward her. The demon groans and falls on his face. The fire dissipates, leaving a charred, naked body of what was once a mortal man.

      An incredible sorrow overtakes me, knowing this creature was once a person, someone who may have had a family, hopes and dreams, and a spirit of his own. Who knows how long he suffered in torment, under the cruel rule of their leader.

      Exodus makes a sharp turn and I right myself, my hand still outstretched for the spirit which floats aimlessly. We finally get close enough, and reaching with every available inch, I swipe the spirit and clasp her into my palm.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I whisper as I search for a place to safely stow her until she can be released. I stuff her into a satchel at my hip. “This will keep you protected. Now, I’ve work to do.”

      I direct Exodus to circle back and land on the mountain where the battle is underway.

      “What are you doing?” Luke calls from his drake as he loops in the sky.

      I draw my bow. “Helping.” I take aim, and my arrow flies, penetrating a demon’s skull, right between its eyes.

      Esther lands behind me, her wings still outstretched. Luke leaps down and extends his hand to Johanna. She accepts his assistance and jumps to the ground.

      Simon is still perched on Esther’s back, and he crawls forward, taking the captain’s seat. “I’ve got it from here,” he says, directing Esther toward a group of demons, who are lashing at several mortals, their fiery whips creating large burns in their skin.

      The mortals wail out in pain. Simon pulls the reins and Esther reacts by shooting acid from her mouth. It misses but the demons are enraged. They abandon the humans as they turn their attention to hunting Esther. They lift into the sky using their pointed bat-like wings.

      Simon directs Esther who dives earthward. I had no idea he was a dragon rider and only presume he learned before my arrival. He wasn’t part of the Rebellion, at least not that I was aware of. I question his intentions but when I see Luke signal Simon, I realize he must be one of us.

      The demons can’t maneuver as sharply, and they tumble out of control. Simon takes aim and pulls back on Esther, who shoots acid at the demons again. This time it’s a direct hit and they burst into flames. They burn up instantly. The only remains are their ashes which float downward, like black rain, landing on the mortals below.

      Simon fist pumps. “You’re welcome.”

      “Knew I could count on you.” I nod.

      “Little help over here,” Luke calls as he several demons approach him from all sides, encroaching with stealthy, steady steps. “Kind of surrounded.”

      Landon, who has apparently become quite skilled with a sword—training I never received—pulls it from its sheath. “I’ve got you.”

      A demon suddenly turns and takes a swipe at Landon, whose reflexes are quicker than his attacker. He stabs the demon in its side. The demon is no match for the pure gold of the blade and falls to the ground, writhing in pain. Landon stands over the demon. The tip of his sword is pointed down, he raises it swiftly, and thrusts it into the demon’s chest. The demon explodes, showering the ground in ashes. “One down, several dozen more to go.”

      “Including that one.” Luke tips his chin, gesturing behind Landon where a demon claws its way toward him.

      The mortals, who were being tortured by the demon’s whippings, have gained control of those weapons and through strength of numbers, beat the demon. The whips slice through the demon’s skin as it cries out agony.

      Landon acknowledges the other mortals. “The worst part of having a weapon is when it’s used against you. Isn’t that right?”

      The mortals, some of whom have been in the Compound with us, and we know as friends including Sierra, cheer in agreement. The others have flooded in, answering the call of the trumpet. The one they were promised would end the Rapture. But what the Guardians and demons have teamed up to do isn’t the end of the Rapture. It’s the beginning of hell. The Rebellion, however, will see to it that they don’t succeed.

      “I think you’ve got this.” Landon turns. “Who’s next?”

      Monica circles overhead, her wings spread wide. “Over there.” She points to a demon dangling a mortal over the edge of a cliff.

      As a perfectly synchronized team, Monica flies toward the demon while Landon keeps pace, charging through the crowd of demons and mortals mingled with angels.

      Luke watches the pair tackle the demon and doesn’t see the one that has snuck up behind him. Without hesitation, I nock an arrow and let it fly. It pierces the demon between the shoulder blades. The demon doesn’t fall, though, which is not what I’d expect. I wonder if there’s something wrong with my arrows and when I reach for one, a hand grabs mine.

      “Looking for these?” Ace says. She snaps the tip off my arrow.

      “What are you doing?” There’s shock in my voice and the betrayal is impossible to disguise.

      “Oh, you know, helping,” she says sarcastically, her emphasis on helping, clearly imitating me. “Now, where were we?” She presses forward, making me stumble backward.

      “Ace, listen, you don’t want to do this.” Without my arrows I’m defenseless. It’s the one thing I’ve become good at in my training. She knows it, too, which is why she’s taken my best weapon.

      “Do what, Celestia? Afraid I’m going to hurt you?” Her voice carries a tone meant to mock me.

      I shake my head. “No, no I’m not.” My legs are sure beneath me, and I press toward her. Her brow furrows as she spreads her wings, her only option to escape my pursuit is to fly. Or stumble into the demons behind her. But she doesn’t lift off the ground.

      Instead, the demons line up, coming to her defense.

      “That’s too bad. Guess I’ll just have to let them do the job.” Ace’s wings go straight and rigid behind her.

      An arrow slices past my head and pierces Ace’s shoulder. She glares at the owner, Johanna, who is at the ready. Three more defenders fall in line beside Johanna. The sides are nearly even, despite at least two of us being mortals.

      “You’ll pay for that.” Ace grits her teeth, seething with anger, and pulls the arrow from her flesh. She snaps the wood shaft in half before throwing it at the ground.

      With her jaw clenched, she dives toward Johanna. Ace’s outstretched hands are clearly a weapon Johanna is ill prepared for because seconds later she’s being lifted off the ground.

      The demons take this moment of weakness as an opportunity to move in for the final defeat. They draw their daggers. We have long range weapons to our benefit so we should be able to take them down before they can even reach us.

      But I fail to account for their sheer power and strength. I remember it all from the night Gerrick and I studied the book. Their tall stature combined with their muscular bodies make them exceedingly strong. The horns on their head make for good ramming and if somone is impaled with a one, they’ll die a slow and painful death, the poison a trickle through the veins, killing over the course of several days. But they usually prefer a quick kill. One where they can obtain the soul of the deceased.

      The demons work in pairs, one set immediately going after Johanna who is already in a precarious situation. They grab her ankles, setting her pants on fire which creeps up her legs as she frantically tries to tamp out the flames. Ace chokes out Johanna’s breath and her eyes begin to bulge.

      Luke sets an arrow soaring, but Ace ducks out of the way. It misses her completely. Instead, it impales Johanna’s leg. With his ability to control arrows, this surprises me. But when Luke turns his arrows on the two demons, taking them both out so fast that there’s no possible defense, Ace’s laugh is cut short.

      Good plan.

      Ace lifts higher into the sky, taking Johanna with her. As she ascends, Simon circles back with Esther. He leans forward, crouching low as he directs Esther’s flight path straight toward Ace. Esther screeches as she approaches, descending on Ace.

      When Ace turns to see her fate, it’s too late. Esther sinks her claws into Ace’s shoulders. Ace’s grip loosens. Johanna slips earthward along with my quiver of arrows. Luke flies to her rescue, catching her before she crashes to the ground.

      Ace is nothing more than drake food as Esther tosses her into the air and catches her in her mouth. Pink and white feathers flutter down on us.

      Phil watches in horror as Ace is destroyed. He drops the trumpet and runs toward us. He’s not fast, and he his voice reaches me first. “You’ll pay for that,” he shouts. “I never liked you and I should have killed you the moment I had my chance.

      The only weapon I have is a dagger and I withdraw it and aim. It goes sideways, missing him completely.

      Phil pulls a spear from a sheath strapped across his chest. His aim with it is much better than his archery skills. It comes straight at me, and I throw myself at the ground.

      My eyes meet with Luke’s. He glances between me and Phil, understanding that the traitor is intent on killing me, and only he can help. Luke control’s the spear, commanding it to make a hairpin turn and reverse course. It lances Phil in the chest.

      Phil clasps his hands around the shaft, pulling the spear from his chest, and collapses to his knees. He falls on his face, blood staining the ground around him.

      I flash a thank you at Luke and retrieve my quiver and throw it over my shoulder. “It looks as though you’ve got things under control here.”

      “You know what you need to do. Finish it, my friend.” Luke tends to Johanna, but glances at me briefly.

      A stray demon makes its way toward Luke and it’s too easy of a target. My arrow flies, taking it out before Luke even notices it was there. “You sure about that?”

      “Just go.” Luke helps Johanna to her feet. He wraps his arms around her waist, his action twofold; he steadies her while embracing. Johanna doesn’t seem to mind.

      The two charge into battle where Monica and Landon are working as a pair, taking down demons and Guardians, saving mortals near a cliff. Only a few demons remain, and Andrew has retreated into the woods like a coward. Simon takes charge of Esther, rising to the occasion of our war against evil.

      There’s only one thing left to do. I whistle for Exodus.
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      Exodus screeches her battle cry as she soars the skies. She doesn’t have an opportunity to land because I’m running alongside her, time of the essence. I head for the cliff at full speed, my legs aching with each stride. They’re exhausted. The muscles burn, but I fight the fatigue. When the edge of the cliff comes into view, I leap. Exodus swoops down, catching me on her back.

      “I knew I could count on you.” I pat her neck.

      She flaps her powerful wings, her flight taking us across the lake before landing on the opposing mountain peak. I lower myself to the ground, my feet sure and steady against the dying grass. It’s peaceful here, the battle between good and evil playing out across the basin. Now, it’s time to release the soul I’ve saved.

      “Thank you, dear friend. I couldn’t have asked for more from you,” I say to Exodus. The drake lifts her head and screeches before snaking her way into the depths of darkness.

      When I open my satchel and withdraw the spirit, she’s no longer shrouded in dark mist but has become a glowing ball of light.

      “You have the gift. Beware the one who is not as he seems,” the spirit whispers to me.

      “What do you mean?”

      The spirit silences. The outline of her once human form takes shape within that light. It’s so bright I almost feel the need to shield my eyes.

      I’ve never seen anything like it. “What…what’s happened?”

      Footsteps approach, their sound echoing through the woods. “You’re what happened, Celestia.”

      My eyes widen the moment I hear Deus’s voice. “I thought you left,” I say as he emerges from between two coniferous trees. I quickly curl my hands into fists, hiding the spirit, and run to him.

      He kisses the top of my head. “Not yet,” he says. “There’s something I need to do first.”

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      “This.” He grabs my wrist. His grip is so tight, my hand immediately becomes numb, and my fingers uncurl against my will. The spirit in my palm is exposed.

      “What are you doing?” I cry. “Let go! Can’t you see you’re hurting me?” However, I’m less worried about my pain than I am about what might happen to the spirit.

      “You silly, silly mortal girl.” Deus throws his head back and laughs, his voice growing deeper. He’s shirtless and there’s a fresh wound on his chest. It’s jagged like he’s been lashed at by a demon. But there’s no burn mark. His tattoo is in full view. The phoenix.

      I feel my eyes widen as I realize where I’ve seen that tattoo before.

      “Do you really think I care about you?” Deus’s grip tightens.

      My heart hurts, pained by his words. “How can you even say that after all we’ve been through?” My words choke off, unable to fathom what he’s confessing, trying to conceal what I know.

      “That was your first mistake, believing any of it was real.” He mocks me.

      “None of it?” He confession nearly makes me cry, but I refuse to show weakness.

      He pulls me into his arms, his strength unparalleled, fighting against it an impossibility. “Except maybe this.” He presses his lips to the crook of my neck. His mouth finds its way to my blouse which he tears at with his teeth.

      It’s hard to resist him but I pull away.

      His eyes flash red. The same glowing, angry red eyes that took my sister. The same eyes I saw in the village that day. The same eyes I saw in the woods that night at the pentagram.

      “It was you!” I gasp, unable to contain my newly acquired knowledge. “You Took my sister.”

      Images flash through my mind. The night of my arrival. How he held me in a vice, captive in his arms. I thought it was for my protection. But nothing Deus ever did was out of concern for me. It was all part of his plan.

      Our first kiss. How he was always so aggressive and lustful. I felt wanted and needed but it was never love. It was only lust.

      There’s only one name for him. “Asmodeus,” I gasp out.

      “That’s right. I am the demon of lust. It took you longer than I anticipated but you finally figured it out.” Deus’s grasp tightens until my breathing shallows. My vision blurs on the edges and his voice muffles. “Your sister gave in without a fight. But you…” He licks his lips. “You’re not as easy, are you?”

      “You killed her!” I scream.

      “I tried.” He shoots his gaze around as if he’s searching for someone. “I would have succeeded if it wasn’t for that stupid angel that’s always hanging around you.”

      “Where is she?” I beg.

      “She’s close,” he says. “You’ve never noticed?”

      It’s hard to get words out as he squeezes me so tightly. “Noticed what?”

      Deus throws his head back, exposing his teeth, as a guttural sound explodes from his mouth. “The thunder, the storms…”

      “What about them?” The words grunt out.

      “You don’t even know your own sister has the power to control water? How can you say you care about her and not even know this?”

      She was there. Every time. Whenever Deus and I were alone. Was she protecting me? Was she working with Gerrick to help me? Or was there something more I didn’t know about?

      “Why? Why her?” I need to keep him talking.

      “The same reason I had you brought here.” Deus’s guttural voice has an edge to it. “I needed all the Favored I could get. Anyone with the sight was brought here. Needed to build my army. Those with the sight aided us in obtaining more souls. Those that refused to help were killed. Did you really think the Compound was for your protection?”

      My eyes go wide as I choke out, “It was a set up?”

      “And it was too easy, just like the others.” He presses his nose to my neck and inhales. “I’m taking you to hell with me.”

      “Because you love me?” It shouldn’t be a question, but if I want this charade to continue, I’ll have to play stupid.

      “Love?” He scoffs. “What do you know of love?”

      “I know this,” I say as I contort myself, turning sideways to kiss his lips.

      His grip loosens, my advances clearly appealing to his lustful nature, and he swirls me around so we’re facing each other.

      “That my heart has ached for no other.” When our lips meet, the fire blazes so hot it takes my breath away, making it hard to focus.

      My brain argues with my heart, but I know the mission is at stake if I don’t play my part. Now that I’ve really figured out who Deus is—that he’s the commander of this mission—I just need to distract him enough to regain control of the spirit. As his lips move powerfully against mine, I open my eyes.

      Gerrick stands at the edge of the forest, his face overwhelmed with both disgust and anguish. But he raises his bow, steadying it in silent confidence. He releases his arrow, letting if fly as swiftly and as sure as an incoming storm.

      But Deus seems to sense what’s happening because he reaches behind him. It happens so quickly, I’m in shock when Deus catches that arrow without releasing his lock on my lips. He holds it at shoulder height and snaps it in half.

      Deus pulls away, my lips still burning with his heated desire, and turns me around. He grips me in a vice, pulling me tight against his body as he swirls us in half circle until we’re facing Gerrick.

      “You thought it would be that easy to take me down?” He points at Gerrick whose undying devotion pierced my soul with his love. “You’re going to need to do better than that.”

      Gerrick lowers his gaze, but his body language isn’t one of defeat. On the contrary, it’s one of contemplation. He’s assessing his next move. And like me, wondering if our plan will work.

      “Guess we’ll see about that.” Gerrick lifts his eyes.

      I blink, exchanging an unspoken dialog. The language the Rebellion has taught me.

      “Now, release that spirit. Surrender it to me!” Deus shoves me and I stumble forward. “Turn around!”

      A second passes before I face him again, my back to Gerrick. I’m no longer able to rely on a conversation of glances. I have to trust our plan will work just as we intended.

      Deus looks at my hands, and I realize from his absent stare, that just like other demons, he can’t see the spirit.

      My focus shifts to protecting her at any cost. Even if it means sacrificing my own spirit for hers. I quickly curl both my hands into fists, but it agitates him more than I thought.

      “Release it!” Deus commands.

      “I will,” I say. “But you get one chance to take it.”

      I open both palms, confident he’ll never select the right one. He can’t see the spirit, I know it. It’s the luck of the draw and even if he has half a chance, I can still outsmart him. I can’t lose.

      Deus looks at my hands with a growl. “You think you’re so smart, don’t you?”
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      Gerrick lets an arrow fly, and it grazes Deus’s arm.

      Deus glances at the cut and growls. He begins shapeshifting from the body of an angel to one of a full-fledged demon. Horns erupt from his dark spiky hair. He releases me from his grip and marches toward Gerrick, muscles flexed and wings wide. “Do you really think that’s going to stop me?”

      Although I haven’t been able to communicate with Gerrick, it seems that this is a new plan. If he can distract Deus long enough, I may just be able to help the spirit escape, then we can destroy him and end this. She’s just one among many who have been lost to the Taking by demons, but it’s my duty to save her.

      I have a narrow window of opportunity to complete this.

      While Deus is distracted, I throw my hands in opposite directions, tossing the spirit into the air. The spirit floats aimlessly, tethered to neither body nor afterlife.

      While I have no idea of how to direct a spirit to where it’s supposed to go, she needs to have a choice in the matter of her salvation. It’s up to her to find her way. I can’t hold onto her forever. Her freedom would represent the millions who were trapped. All those who were Taken and Forsaken. None of it was their choosing. It had been made for them.

      Nothing was ever about our free will but a destiny that we had no control over.

      I’m about to take that back.

      I kneel at the edge of the cliff, heaven above and depth of the waters below. Could it really be this easy?

      I lift my gaze to the endless blue above. My gaze falls to the water below where that vast blueness stretches out across the basin.

      The depths of both are unknown.

      If metaphorically speaking, hell has always been below us, and heaven above then I must release the spirit and direct her upwards. I’ve watched other spirits make their way skyward.

      Perhaps, she’ll see another realm that I cannot. I close my eyes and think of heaven, envisioning what I always hoped it would be.

      Not angels battling demons. Not werewolves and vampires or hordes. Not the Forsaken or Favored. None of it.

      In my heaven, white clouds roll against blue skies, soft green grasses would tickle my feet and the sun would always shine on me, blinding me with its rays. There’s a warmth and a goodness here. There’s a kindness and a safety.

      My heart begins to race, a happiness and joy flooding over me. When I open my eyes, the spirit glows. The sight shocks me. Not only is she floating but so am I.

      Panic floods my veins. But I take slow, deep breaths calming the anxiety that has briefly overcome me.

      The spirit is glowing and radiant. She floats, as though she knows exactly what she needs to do without my instruction.

      My hands glow. It’s not fire. It’s the same white light that I’ve admired on Gerrick. Maybe neither of us are harbingers of death but bringers of salvation.

      My palms shoot out orbs of light, a blinding brightness. I’ve always seen the mist, the dark shroud of death. But I’ve never seen the light come from me before.

      “Celestia!” Gerrick says.

      I close my palms and turn towards his voice. His quiver is strapped on his back, but his bow is at his side. He should be dueling it out with Deus, but they both are frozen in awe with their jaws agape.

      “What’s wrong? I ask watching the man I love standing before me. Gerrick points and Deus stalks toward me.

      “Look behind you!” Gerrick shouts. I turn to see the heavens open. The spirit is untouchable as she is absorbed into the heavenly realm. “She’s been saved.”

      I can’t believe I did it. I really did it. I helped her. I didn’t think it was possible.

      “Look!” Gerrick says, but this time he is pointing at me.

      I look down to see that not only am I still floating, but that my whole body has become a ball of glowing light. My eyes widen as the rays of light shoot from my body.

      “What’s happening to me?” My voice trembles. While Gerrick is in awe and preoccupied by my light, Deus lifts a bow, nocks an arrow, and releases. “Watch out!” I scream as the arrow slices through the air.

      My shouts are too late. The arrow pierces Gerrick’s side. He falls to his knees, hunching over in pain. Deus flaps his large wings, stirring the grasses beneath him as he lifts off the ground. Gerrick writhes on the ground, unable to defend himself. I don’t know what Deus’s arrows are laced with but it’s clearly something toxic to angels.

      “Gerrick, no!” I scream.

      “You’re worried about him?” Deus questions as he flies towards me, the two of us level with one another. But as Deus gets closer, he shields his eyes from the blinding light that emanates from me. His strength is unparalleled, and he forces himself toward me despite the power of my light. “Why bother with him when you can be with me?”

      “You? Why would I want to be with you?” I raise my hands, directing my light at him. Each time he draws near, he is pushed back, my light a repellent.

      “Celestia, we were meant to be together.” He pushes back. “Look at what we could accomplish together. Imagine our combined powers!”

      I think about all the times we were together. How we were drawn to each other, like a moth to a flame. How he was so impossible to resist. How he brought down my defenses, my desire more powerful than my will. My glow begins to recede.

      “That’s it, Celestia.” Deus’s laugh ripples through his body. “You know I’m right. You know you want me. You know we can be good together. Face it, it’s what you want. You know how much I desire you.”

      My breathing shakes. I’d wanted him more than anything. We could have been amazing.

      “Celestia,” Gerrick cries out.

      I blink. The fog clearing from my head. Deus’s desire and pull over me are intense. But as I look at Gerrick, so helpless, so willing to give anything for me, I realize that what Deus and I had wasn’t real. It wasn’t love. Desire perhaps, delicious passion, but if it came to protecting me, I’m almost certain Deus would throw me under the proverbial bus without a second thought.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “I love him.” I watch Gerrick struggle.

      “Love is a myth.” Deus stalks forward. He pushes hard against my dimming light, each step easier as my barriers weaken.

      Despite my anger and hurt, the sorrows and heartbreak, there is an underlying hope that wants to break free and expose the evil and wickedness, the injustice of the Rapture.

      The light glowing from me changes into a fire. Flames burst upward from my palm. “Light always dispels the darkness.” It doesn’t matter that he has brute strength, I have goodness.

      “And all I need to do to kill a flame is to deprive it of oxygen.” Deus fights against the invisible shield separating the two of us, his hands outstretched as though he wants to choke me. No matter how hard he pushes against that shield he’s unable to break it. Still, he persists, his hands held out like claws, yearning for my neck to steal my breath.

      “You’d have to get to me first.” While I’m not sure how long this shield will last for the first time, I’m not afraid of the Choosing. Nor am I worried about being Taken or Forsaken.

      The flames lick skyward—my hands a conduit for their energy—the size and heat intensifying. It almost feels out of control, but the blaze suddenly contains itself, becoming balls of fire within my palms.

      I scowl at Deus as I pitch the flaming projectiles in his direction.

      He throws his forearms in front of his face, shielding himself against my flames. The fire bounces off his arms and falls to the ground. The flames attack the grass, igniting it with a blaze that creeps along the earth, spreading like a virus seeking its next host.

      Gerrick crawls away, clawing at the ground toward safety. The flames encircle him in a protective barrier.

      “Celestia,” Gerrick’s voice calls out, his voice fading. “Use your power to control it. You are the flame.”

      “Shut up.” Deus draws a spear from a sheath strapped to his chest, and targets Gerrick’s chest.

      The flames that surround Gerrick lick so high, they create a wall. The weapon bounces off and tumbles to the ground.

      Deus whips his head back and growls. “You won’t stop me.”
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      “Looks like I just did.” I focus on the flames surrounding Gerrick, hoping they won’t encroach on him anymore.

      Deus hurls his final spear, and the flaming wall repels it once again. His face contorts, the anger seething from him, as he grits his teeth. He pulls a dagger from his pocket and with a flick of his wrist, whirls around and flings it at me.

      It’s so small, and I’m unprepared for this maneuver that I don’t see it coming until it slices the tender underside of my left arm.

      “A few more of those and you’re done for,” Deus says with a snarl.

      Pain seers up my arm and the flame in that hand fizzles out. The blade is laced with a toxin, perhaps the same one used on the arrow that struck Gerrick.

      If I’m going to die, I won’t do so without a fight. I vehemently refuse to let him win. Deus will be defeated. At any cost.

      The flames in my right arm grow weaker but I throw a fireball at him anyway. It misses, flying past him into the forest, puncturing the trunk of a tree. The flames creep up the trunk until the leaves are engulfed in flames. Soon the fire will spread and consume the forest.

      What have I done?

      “You missed,” Deus laughs. “You’ve put the forest and everyone in its path in jeopardy. You’ve killed them all, Celestia. How does it feel to be a murderer?”

      He’s right. I’ve endangered everyone I love. Any mortal that is in the path will perish.

      “Don’t listen to him,” Gerrick calls. “You are the flame.”

      I wish he would stop saying that. “I don’t know what that means!” I shout.

      “Think, Celestia. Remember.” Gerrick is barely visible behind the wall of flames, yet I can hear his words as though he’s whispering them in my ear.

      Memories flood my mind. Images of my childhood. The day my father was Chosen, there was a fire in the kitchen. I thought my sister started it, burning a candle and carelessly allowing it to grow out of control.

      I remember how I wished the world would go up in flames. I was so angry that he was no longer with us. My dad was my hero, and he was gone too soon. I’d never get to experience all the joys of a life with him at my side. He was my biggest cheerleader through all the events of my childhood. There was no doubt he’d continue to be there for me in every possible way, to comfort in times of sorrow and celebrate in times of success.

      There were also the flames that erupted when my sister broke her arm. My parents never spoke of it. They just put the fire out with wet towels. The flames that appeared when my mother left. The flames that threatened to consume the house where my sister was Taken. Wasn’t this all just a coincidence? Isn’t that what happened during times of trouble and distress? More agony during an already difficult time?

      “No.” I shake my head, realizing the other half of those stories. During all those times, water put out those flames. It can’t be true. If my sister had been using her powers to tamp out my own…then whose side was she really on?

      “I know you can remember,” Gerrick says.

      I do remember. But I wish I could forget. I want it all to disappear and wake from this nightmare. “No, no I don’t remember a thing.”

      As I say these words, a dagger slices my shoulder. My light immediately begins to fade, and I plummet.

      “What were you saying?” Deus pursues me, my shield no longer a protection from his advances. “Poor, poor little helpless Celestia.” He lifts me, my body tired and weak, and takes my face in his hands. “You want to give up, don’t you?”

      A tear escapes the corner of my eye and rolls down my cheek. There was no warning that my emotions would betray me but once again everything feels so out of control.

      “Go ahead. Give in. Let it go. When you wake it’ll all be over.” Deus’s voice is oddly comforting. He presses his lips against mine, and I don’t even have the strength to fight him off. One last toxic, emotionless, lustful kiss.

      I open my eyes and see Gerrick lift out of the flaming prison, risking his life through hellfire. The arrow is gone from his side, but there’s a dangerous looking gash in its place. His wings keep him steady, hovering in the air just above us. He draws back on his bow, a prepared arrow ready to fly.

      Slowly, carefully, methodically, I raise my hand. The flame ignites, roaring to life, confirming that it’s always been there. That the power has always been inside me. I throw the fireball at the arrow and the tip is engulfed in flames.

      Gerrick releases, and the arrow launches. It impales Deus in the back. He chokes, and I pull away. The tip of the arrow protrudes through his chest.

      “What have you done?” Deus’s words choke out one by one, his last breath used to question us. He falls to his knees and raises his hands over head. In an instant, Deus goes up in flames. Just as quickly, he disappears in a puff of black smoke.

      Gerrick floats down and I throw my arms around him. “We did it. We really did it.”

      He traces my cheek. “You did it. You are the Favored, the Celestial Flame.”

      “I believe you’re right.” I half smile, my eyes locked in his. “How did I get so lucky?” I say, his gaze penetrating mine, my heart fluttering like the wings of a butterfly.

      Gerrick curls his fingers into my hair and ever so gently pulls me toward him. “I’m the lucky one,” he says, our lips so close I can taste the sweetness of his breath. We share the same air, though I feel as though I’ve stopped breathing.

      “How could I have been without you for so incredibly long?” I say, my lips brushing against his.

      “Impossibly long,” He touches his forehead to mine. He wraps his arm around my waist.

      My heart beats erratically. My breath so shallow, the world is spinning in a dizzying display around us. “Must you make me wait any longer?”

      “Not another second.” Gerrick’s lips brush against mine, so gently and so impossibly softly, it’s like clouds teasing across an empty sky. He pulls me closer, stealing my remaining breath, as he sinks his kiss deeper, the ageless longing coming to a sweet fulfillment.

      My knees buckle beneath me, hardly able to stand.

      “I’ve got you,” he says, swaddling me into his arms.

      It’s only once my head is pressed against his shoulder that I realize we’re floating. His radiant wings, anchoring us several hundred feet above the ground, are sparkling as they’re spread wide.

      “Whoa,” I say, looking down.

      “Promise me you’ll only look up,” he says. “Forever and always.”

      “I promise.” My throat tightens. “Please don’t go.”

      “I’ll always be with you,” he says.

      I gaze into his eyes and notice a teardrop forming at the corner. It traces the rim of his eye before trailing down his cheek, leaving the faintest hint of a scar in its place. The outline of a teardrop appears just under his eye.

      “Take me with you.”

      Gerrick smiles softly. “I already have.”

      He touches his chest over his heart. He lowers me, and when my feet contact the ground, I feel the heat of the blazing fire that scorches through the forest. “Now be the flame. Control it.”

      Closing my eyes, I steady my breathing. I focus on the fire; I envision its flames dampening into embers. When I open my eyes, I watch as slowly, the fire retreats, first from the forest. The trees that were charred, return to their natural splendor, full of life. Then to the prison of flames that once held Gerrick safely within its fiery walls. The flames disappear, leaving no trace of their previous demise. As the walls dissipate, a lifeless body lays on the ground.

      “Gerrick?” I scream, realizing what’s really happened. “Gerrick, no!”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m right here,” his voice whispers.

      I look up to see Gerrick’s spirit still floating. His wings of splendor glisten. An orb of light surrounds him.

      It’s just like the spirit I rescued. He’s not a black mist but a glorious light. I shift my gaze to his body, confirming what I’m seeing.

      “No. No, no, no.” I shake my head, fighting tears, as I realize the man that I love—my soul mate—is dead. He sacrificed himself to save me. “This can’t be happening. We were just given our chance. You can’t be gone. It can’t be over.” I gasp out the words, my throat aching as badly as my heart.

      Gerrick wipes away my tears. “And I will relive the moments for eternity.”

      “That’s not good enough for me. I refuse to let this be the end.” My face scrunches together, fighting the angry tears that escape my eyes. “There has to be something I can do.”

      I roll Gerrick’s body into my lap and rock him in my arms. When I see the gash in his side, I know it was the fatal blow. He was already dead when he pushed through flames and launched the arrow that killed Deus. His spirit came to my rescue. It’s his spirit now that watches over me. But I need him here. Need him with me. It’s the only way I’ll ever feel whole.

      The palms of my hands begin to itch, a flicker of a flame coming to life. I stare off into the middle distance, tears streaking my face. Not now, I think. Whatever this gift is—if you can call it that—it’s nothing but a curse. It’s taken everything from me. It has no place here in this moment. It’s nothing but a stark reminder of all the harm it has done.

      The itch recedes and I sob with relief, allowing my tears and emotions to control me. Good! Be gone. This moment is mine, and mine alone, to suffer and mourn.

      Harness it. The words come simply. Like an unknown truth.

      “No. Go away.” I shake my head. It has no place here. “Leave me be.”

      Harness it. The words are a simple instruction.

      “Leave!” I shout into the void, my words lost on the loneliness of the wind.

      Harness it. The words persist.

      “What do you want from me? It’s over! You won. You took him. You took it all.”

      My emotions control me. I’m unable to stop the wails. The pain. The immense sorrow. I don’t even know who’s responsible for the Taking, the Choosing, the Forsaken. But it doesn’t matter. We were all pawns.

      “Go away!” I shout, and the words retreat. “That’s it! Get out of here and never come back!” I feel a fool for listening to the voice…any voice… but I realize the truth. When I did harness it, things were better. Harnessing…my power? Could it be that simple?

      Drying my tears with my sleeve, I steady my breathing. I close my eyes and press my palm against his wound. Images of our shared memories swirl around in my mind’s eye. My palm pulses, surging with energy, the flame flickering to life.

      “Come back to me. Please, come back to me.” My heart aches, and agony twists my insides into knots. “Please come back.”

      I press my lips against his. It’s all I have left. I kiss him again and again, unwilling to let him go.

      He remains unresponsive, his spirit gone. I shift my gaze heavenward, just as I promised him. Always look up.

      Gray clouds roll in across the empty sky, shifting from the once cheerful blue to a color better reflecting the somber mood. There’s a calmness to it, and the frantic feeling fades.

      Perhaps he was right. Always look up.

      But now I must look down. One last time. My gaze falls onto Gerrick, how peaceful he looks in his eternal slumber. My hands are ablaze, and I wrap them around his chest.

      “I’ll always love you.” My lips find their way to his, brushing ever so softly against them in the promise of an earthly love which has gone unfulfilled. “Forever.”

      “I love you, too,” Gerrick breathes the words into my open mouth. He returns my kiss, the tenderness of his love apparent in how gingerly his lips touch mine.

      “You’re alive!” I sink my kiss into his, our mouths dancing in harmony.

      Gerrick laces his fingers into my hair. His kiss intensifies and our lips part, moving softly against each other. My skin lights on fire. He pulls away, flinching.

      “Maybe a bit much,” he laughs.

      “You are the spark to my flame.” I can’t hide my smirk or the immense happiness at his return.

      “Did someone say ‘Spark’,” a voice says. I’d know it anywhere as it sounds exactly like my own. A little darker and raspier, but it’s undeniably the same.

      I jerk my head, and squint as a figure weaves between the shadows of the trees.

      “Stella?” My voice waivers in disbelief.

      “In the flesh.” My sister emerges from the forest and runs across the open field. She falls to her knees and places her hands on Gerrick’s chest. “Hey there.” Her voice is barely above a whisper. “What have I told you about dying in sacrifice for another?”

      Gerrick holds his side as he sits up. The wound has healed, the only evidence that he’d ever been injured is a scar in the shape of a flame. “It’s good to see you, Stella.”

      She pulls him to his feet and throws her arms around his neck. “And you.”

      “I thought…I thought you were gone,” I say nearly stuttering.

      “So did I.” She squeezes Gerrick’s hand and turns to me with her lips pinched into a thin line. I’d forgotten that it’s like looking into a mirror when I see her, the two of us standing face to face.

      “You…you were Taken.” I shake my head at the impossibility that she’s alive, even though Gerrick had assured me she was safe.

      “I was. But thanks to Gerrick, I’m alive.” She tips her head. “You going to hug me, or what?”

      I fling my arms around her. My sister. My other half.

      Exodus emerges from the forest. She lifts her chin and roars.

      “I see you’ve met my friend.” Stella smiles as she throws a thumb over her shoulder at the dragon.

      Without Exodus it’s likely none of us would be here. I couldn’t be more grateful for her. “She’s an excellent flyer. I can only hope the others fared so well.”

      “Pffft.” The sound is followed by the scent of cloves.

      I whirl around. “Luke?”

      “The one and only.” He stalks forward casually. I’ve never been so happy to see him, and I charge at him. He picks up his pace, and when we meet halfway, we nearly collide.

      I throw my arms around his neck. He lifts me up, swirling us twice. His embrace tight enough to squeeze the air from my lungs. “You made it.” I pull away, holding him at arm’s length.

      He swipes at a tear but pretends like he’s itching his face. That tough guy attitude was all an act. “Did you ever doubt it?” Luke rolls his eyes.

      “Never.” I shake my head. “What about—”

      “C’mon now.” Johanna bursts through the trees, pulling Esther’s reins. “Did you really think I’d let you off the hook that easily? We have dreams to fulfill. Remember?”

      That conversation in the tent. The dreams we’d hoped to achieve should the Rapture ever come to an end…and should we survive it.

      She drops the reins and runs. We throw ourselves into each other’s arms, crying and giggling as those tears streak our cheeks.

      “You can’t party without us,” Landon hollers.

      We glance skyward and see him harnessed to Monica who is floating down. The two land as one, Landon’s feet touching ground first. In his excitement, he fumbles with the harness. When he finally unbuckles it, he doesn’t wait for Monica as he runs toward me. He picks me up, carrying me in his arms, only stopping to swirl us around.

      “I’m so glad to see you.” My heart is full at this reunion.

      Monica’s wings threaten to lift her as she runs, her feathers trembling against the breeze. “Glad to see you made it,” she says. She throws her arm around my shoulder. I squeeze her in return.

      “I could say the same for you.” I take her hand. “Did you defeat them all?”

      She shakes her head. “Not all. But most.”

      “The rest of them surrendered.” Landon puts his hands on his hips. “We made sure they were fully accounted for.”

      “Good.” It’s the best we can hope for. “I’m glad we had each other. Our plan worked.” Gerrick makes his way to us, his breathing labored and pain contorting his face.

      “Are you sure your side is healed?” I ask.

      He lifts his shirt revealing the flame-like scar. “It’s fine. It’ll just take me a little while to adjust.”  There’s something different about him that I didn’t notice before.

      My breath hitches, eyes wide as I realize what’s changed. “Your wings!” I blink, making sure I’m not imagining it. “They’re gone.”

      Gerrick shrugs. “But you saved me.”

      “I didn’t know it would come at a cost.” This gift always has a way of causing regrets.

      “It wasn’t for me.” Gerrick places his hands on either side of my face and presses his lips to mine. “You are the most important thing to me.” His kiss lingers.

      Luke and Landon cheer, as though they’ve been waiting to witness this moment for a long time. Johanna, Monica, and my sister smile.

      Ephriam’s screeches breaks through the moment. “What do you say we get out of here?” Simon calls as he pulls the reins. “Whoa, boy.” The dragon lands and the instant it’s stable, Simon leaps off and runs to the group. He swings his arms around Landon and Monica’s neck. “We did pretty good out there.”

      “Simon!” Our voices are united in our excitement to see him. He looks a little worse for wear but he’s alive.

      “Now, what did I hear about a party?” Simon wobbles, unsteady on his feet. His eyes roll back in his head. He falls back and passes out.

      “He’ll be fine,” Landon says, chuckling. “I don’t think he was prepared for all that.”

      “Battling demons, riding dragons. It’s all in a day’s work.” I shrug. “Clearly not a big deal.”

      Landon and Monica glance at me before they laugh.

      My sister wraps her arm around my waist. “Let’s get out of here.”

      I hug Stella. “I’ll meet up with you. I just need a minute.”

      Gerrick kisses the back of my hand. “Take all the time you need.” He knows. Of course, he knows.

      Once the crowd has cleared, I make my way to the spot where Deus went up in flames. A small pile of ashes is in its place, along with a single white feather. The wind blows, and the feather leaps into the air. I catch it and place it back on the pile.

      “Goodbye, Deus.” I shouldn’t care. He used me. He seduced me. Despite it, there’s a mourning in death, no matter how terrible the person was.

      Nah, I’m kidding. “Hope it’s not too hot in hell.”

      I walk away, leaving the pile of ashes and dust to succumb to the elements.

      But I glance back one last time, my middle finger aimed at his remains, and the once white feather begins to gray from the quill to the shaft through to the vein until its completely black, just like the ashes.

      A gust of wind takes the feather over the cliff.

      Curious, I rush to the edge and watch it float downward, spiraling to the water.

      It rests on the glass surface a moment before it’s sucked into the basin, like water down a drain, to rest in its final destination of the abyss.

      
        
        THE END
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      I'm a freaking wolf, y’all. Never saw that coming.

      

      For reference, I’m not the kind that lives in the woods and howls at the moon. Nope, I’m apparently the kind that haunts darkened alleys and rips apart vampires with her bare teeth.

      

      And because I like to keep things interesting, there's also this infuriatingly handsome pack leader who can't seem to decide if he wants to kiss me or kill me. Probably because I took out a few vamps that were supposedly off-limits—a public service if you asked me—and now every wolf in town wants my head on a platter.

      

      One thing led to another and now I’ve found myself smack-dab in the middle of the Moon Trials, a deadly competition where only the strongest survive. Am I thrilled about the prospect of fighting to the death? Hell no. But, hey, at least I’ll go down swinging.

      

      I’m Jessa and this sparkly blaze of glory ain’t no fairy tale.

      

      Get ready for a wild ride with Moon Trials, the heart-pumping first installment in a new urban fantasy series Lost Throne. Brace yourself for one deadly shifter tournament, action-packed adventure, and just the right amount of slow-burn romance. Perfect for fans of K.M. Shae, Kenley Davidson, and Shari L. Tapscott.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      So… I’m a wolf.

      Talk about one hell of a surprise.

      There I was, living my best life as a boring back-end developer for a tech startup and boom. Overnight, I could suddenly shift into something that had four paws, a mouthful of deadly fangs, and a taste for the blood of my enemies.

      Okay, okay. So maybe it hadn’t happened exactly like that.

      I’d been told I was born this way and guess I could believe it. I’d always known something was off, that something wasn’t quite normal with me. But, honestly, I just thought I was crazy… not an actual living, breathing monster.

      Until a few weeks ago, I’d never met anyone like me. Never even dreamed there was anyone like me. How wrong I was. Apparently, there were a lot of us. And it was just my luck that I’d gone ahead and made every last one of them irate with me. Or at least… the few I’d met so far.

      I finally had somewhere to belong and it lasted all of five seconds.

      “I still don’t get it. How did you not know?” drawled the mountain of a man standing opposite me in this dark, backstreet alley as he toed a roll of plastic my way. “You’re gonna need that.”

      My nose scrunched as I glared down at the body of the dead vamp lying between us. Who knew a bloodsucker could bleed so much? I mean, their hearts didn’t even beat when they were alive, so where did it all come from? And the smell… yeesh. The stench was always the same, like cold stone and stale, rotting blood.

      So glad I had a hypersensitive wolf sniffer that could smell all the things.

      A long-suffering sigh slipped from me. This particular vampire had only been dead a few hours. His long dark hair was lying in a demented halo around his slack face, his arms unnaturally bent at his sides. His neck was the source of all the blood and was barely hanging on by a thread. I couldn’t even look at it without my stomach doing a queasy flip.

      How was this my life again?

      Oh, yeah.

      You messed up one time, accidentally breaking one little rule—that you didn’t even know existed—and now you’ve found yourself at the very bottom of a very long pecking order. For the rest of forever, or at least the foreseeable future, I was the one the pack sent to do everything they considered beneath them. The grunt work.

      Today, the job included middle-of-the-night cleanup duty.

      Just like yesterday.

      And the day before.

      The first two times Teo made me do this, I’d puked all over his expensive leather boots. Or was it the first three times? I shrugged. It wasn’t my fault his feet were the size of the entire state of California to match the rest of him. Now he mostly kept his distance while I worked, which was more than fine by me. The guy was a real treat at the best of times.

      And he was certainly no fountain of information. Hell, he mostly answered my questions with grunts and drawn-out looks of annoyance. But I had managed to sew together a few vital pieces of information from some of the things he’d told me. Like how vampires and wolf shifters did not mix. When they did… well, things got messy fast. More often than not, it wasn’t the wolves who wound up dead. It was the soulless wretches like the one I was about to wrap up like day-old leftovers.

      I glanced up at Teo, who simply gave me a get-on-with-it nod.

      And Teo here, short for Matteo, had somehow landed himself the incredibly blessed position of being my handler… or was it parole officer? Either way, he was the wolf shifter assigned to follow me around, ensuring I enjoyed each and every second of my punishment. I’d tried refusing and it didn’t go well for me. While he wasn’t a man of many words, he was a beast, literally and figuratively.

      I’d never been one to run from a fight, but Teo was a well-aged wall of muscle. The first time he showed up, I’d said some very choice words about where he could shove his dead vampires.

      He just smirked, picked me up like I weighed nothing, and tossed me—literally tossed me—into the back of his creeper van. And when I tried to escape, he sat on me.

      He sat on me.

      Without a doubt, the dude weighed over two-fifty. I thought I was going to die. When he told me that he wouldn’t go so easy on me the next time… I really had no choice but to believe him.

      If I had to guess, I’d put him somewhere near the top of the pack hierarchy—which apparently was a thing. All I knew was that there was a top and there was a bottom, which was where I resided.

      Teo was roughly twice my age with a head of long dark hair that he wore tied back in a high ponytail. That, combined with a full beard, eyebrows that naturally pressed together in a scowl, and a black leather jacket that read Steel Hounds on the back, gave him vibes that read permanently-pissed-Viking slash motorcycle club president.

      It wasn’t really hard to guess why they’d picked him as my punisher. His loyalty to pack law was unwavering. Probably made of granite. His quiet demeanor gave him the appearance of having had more chill than most, but when he needed to be, he was a force of strength and speed. Not to mention the fact that he was also as serious as a heart attack and I was utterly convinced that the man did not know how to smile.

      “I didn’t start shifting until a few weeks ago,” I reminded him for about the thirty-seventh time.

      Honestly, it was all a little unnervingly unclear to me. I’d been shifting into my wolf form while I slept, terrorizing the city in my dreams. In my defense, I thought those were dreams. Then a few weeks ago, I unknowingly wandered into enemy territory, shifted for the first time—while awake—and I may have, sort of, accidentally killed one or two murderous vamps in self-defense. Apparently, that broke a tenuous truce they’d had in place and now we were back to all-out war.

      How was I supposed to know?

      What I did know was that the wolf soul inside of me was absolutely ruthless. She could handle herself. She was also slightly unhinged, and when she had the reins, there wasn’t much I could do about it.

      “Wolf pups don’t just wind up in human foster care, Jessa,” Teo said in a tone that I disliked very much. “It just doesn’t happen.”

      Clearly, the other wolves believed my story.

      I was pretty sure he thought I was making it up to get attention from Milo Hart, the seriously gorgeous and seriously off-limits playboy pack leader. Their beloved bachelor golden boy. All code words for drama that I didn’t need in my life. I had enough of that as it was.

      I’d been avoiding Milo like the plague for weeks.

      He and I… we had history. He’d taught me how to throw a punch. He also knew I was a wolf shifter long before I did.

      That hadn’t stopped him from sending his brute of a lackey to force me to do his dirty work. And that hadn’t stopped me from dodging his calls and keeping away from the gym we shared.

      See? Drama.

      And I wasn’t even a member of their pack.

      But… I’d follow his rules. I’d endure his punishment. Hell, I’d even try not to complain… too much. I had killed those vamps and messed up their doomed-from-the-start truce.

      I would own it.

      But eventually, I’d find a way out. It was probably going to involve moving far, far away and starting over somewhere new.

      The mere thought of leaving made my heart hurt. I’d grown up not far from here, gone to college here too. I had a life… a job. My best friend lived only a few minutes' drive away. But I’d never needed a pack before and I didn’t need one now, despite what Milo and all his little friends said. I glanced up at Teo again. Okay, big friends.

      I didn’t need any of them.

      If it came right down to it, I’d leave. Even if it killed me.

      “Well, it does happen,” I said, ignoring Teo’s look of disdain as I pulled on some latex gloves and got to work. “I’m living proof.”

      “You’re something, that’s for sure,” he said. “You missed some.”

      He gestured with his chin to my right.

      Sure enough. A partially digested appendage of some sort lay in a bloody heap to one side. Trying not to breathe, I plucked it from the ground with my thumb and forefinger and flung it in with the rest.

      As I bent to continue rolling the body in plastic, my foot struck a wet patch. I let out a high-pitched screech as I slid, splashing butt-first into a puddle of partially congealed, room-temperature vampire. I wasn’t sure how things went so wrong so quickly, but I suddenly found myself in a rock-bottom situation I’d never even considered.

      How? How did I get here?

      The smell was so vile that my mind might have actually short-circuited. I sat there frozen, the shock of overwhelming disgust leaving my mouth agape. With the back of my hand, I wiped at a drip rolling down my cheek. Of course that only managed to make things worse. Barely holding back a gag, I blinked up at Teo in a desperate plea for… I didn’t know what.

      He let out a grunt of outright disapproval and slowly turned away.

      “I’ll go get the van.”

      I’d had quite a few awful days in my twenty-three years of life leading up to this point, but I couldn’t remember one quite as bad as this.

      Why me?
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        * * *

      

      I tossed my phone on the counter so I could pace my tiny kitchen. It somehow felt better with my hands on my hips.

      “It’s official,” I said to my empty apartment. “I’m going to strangle Nora with my bare hands.”

      My best friend was ignoring my calls. Worse, they were going straight to voicemail. The monster inside of me didn’t like that one bit. The beast was about three seconds from attempting to tear free so that she could simultaneously hunt down, kill, and protect my bestie all at the same time.

      Yeah, we were a hot mess.

      Of course Nora disappeared now, when I needed her the most. How in the world was I supposed to deal with all of this without her?

      I didn’t let people in easily. I mean, I had friends. Coworkers, teammates I’d gone to school with, and people I kept up with online but in real life…

      She was it. My person.

      I swiped an apple from a bowl of fruit in front of me, taking a huge bite while I stared blankly out the window and debated what to do. It wasn’t much of a view. All I could see from here was an endless row of apartments just like mine.

      The neighbors were nice but with how busy I was all the time, I’d barely gotten to know any of them. An occasional muttered hello and a wave from the driveway was about as good as it got. I let out a defeated sigh and tossed the apple back into the bowl.

      What a day this had turned out to be.

      It had taken me three shampooings and a thirty-minute shower to get the stench of vampire corpse out of my long dark hair. I wasn’t sure my nostrils would ever recover.

      Tightening the towel around me, I grabbed my laptop and flipped it open with a little less care than should be given to a very expensive piece of hardware. My fingers flew across the keys as I typed out a furious email in all caps to little miss MIA.

      My wolf wanted to do much more than send an email. She wanted to get out there and start canvassing her block. She knew how much Nora meant to me.

      Us? Was I an us? I was still figuring out this whole double-soul-wolf-dynamic and pronouns thing. It was all very confusing.

      But hell. Even my wolf understood that Nora was out there doing something important. Vitally more important than the mini identity crisis I was having over here. But I still needed to know she was okay.

      Nora was more than my best friend. We’d grown up as foster sisters. We’d been through the trenches together. We knew each other's secrets… or at least, I knew hers. To be fair, I didn’t even know my own until like a week ago. But just like me, she had a big one.

      Nora was cursed.

      And not in like a figure-of-speech or perpetually bad-luck kind of way. No, she was the real deal. Even though she mostly refused to talk about it, I’d seen enough of it with my own eyes. I hadn’t believed what I’d seen at first. But after a while, there was no denying it.

      It was magic.

      She was magic.

      When people made wishes around her, the freaky things came true. Their lives were forever changed… just not in their favor. Never in their favor. They got their wish alright, but always in the worst way imaginable.

      She was practically the world’s worst fairy godmother.

      Like the time back in high school when Nora and I were in the parking lot of the mall and some kid walking by wished—out loud—for new shoes. Not thirty seconds later, the cops showed up, lights and sirens blaring. They found his trunk full of brand-new sneakers with the tags still on. Nora and I watched wide-eyed as the teen was cuffed and loaded into the back of a squad car.

      Then there was the earthquake in the park. The car accident that left three dead. The sickness that took a classmate’s beloved uncle. The list went on and on. The latest was the ruined commercial freezer and subsequent firing at her most recent job. But honestly, I was glad she wasn’t there anymore. Her boss had been a real piece of work.

      So yeah, I guess I could forgive her this one time because after a lifetime of searching, she’d finally found a clue that might shed some light on her deadly curse. She was out chasing a lead before her time ran out. Because on top of everything, she only had so many wishes to grant before the curse turned on her next.

      I swallowed past the lump rising in my throat. She’d break it, right?

      Of course she would. Nora was a fighter. I couldn’t deny the hurt I felt at not being invited on… whatever it was she was doing. I would much rather be there than here.

      Here sucked.

      My finger slammed down on the key that sent my email. The least that pretty, pint-sized curseling could do was drop me a line to tell me she was okay.

      My phone buzzed and I swiped it off the table, hope gleaming in my eyes. Only it wasn’t Nora. It was Milo… again.

      Despite the flutter in my belly he always elicited, I ignored it, again.

      Moving to my dresser, I grabbed some leggings and a sports bra. I had to get a bit of this pent up wolf-energy out of my system before work or I’d be no good to anybody. Sprinting as fast and as far as I could always seemed to take the edge off.

      I looked down at my watch, and my eyes rounded. I was going to be late. Again. If I didn’t get my shit together soon, Nora wasn’t going to be the only one out of a job. I didn’t need that kind of disaster on top of everything else.

      No, I couldn’t let that happen.

      Because if it did… I’d have no choice but to accept Milo’s offer.
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      Within minutes, I was close to a mile away and deep into the woodsy park trail that separated my neighborhood from the noise of the nearby freeway.

      Despite the hellish night I’d had, it was turning out to be a beautiful morning. It was still early. Not many were out at this hour, which was what made it the perfect time to burn through some of this anxious energy.

      My earbuds were in, blasting my tunes at ear-damaging levels while I flew down the path as fast as my legs would carry me.

      That was why they caught me off guard.

      At least… that was what I was going with.

      The wind shifted and something that had to be pure wolf instinct sent me dropping, skidding to the ground on my side like I was reliving my college softball glory days. I felt my leggings shredding on my thigh as I barely cleared the deadly claws attached to the filthy bloodsucker soaring straight over me.

      I never got the chance to regain my bearings as another one slammed into me from the opposite direction. Vamps moved with such speed that it was sometimes mind-numbing. It meant that those couple of years of self-defense and fight training with humans was of little help to me right now.

      At least… I’d thought those had been humans…

      We were moving way too fast to catch many of this guy’s features. Unlike the first one—who had a long tangle of locks and was the first female vamp I’d ever seen—this one wore sweatpants, no shirt, and had his hair trimmed short, almost buzzed. I could see the dark veins beneath his pale skin and those eyes that brimmed with rage.

      His body was as hard as stone, pummeling me with each turn as we tumbled across mud and grass that was still damp with early morning dew. Before I could dislodge him, excruciating pain lit up the back of my arm and shoulder.

      Those deadly claws had found me.

      A snarl that I didn’t even recognize as something that could come from me tore from my lips as my muscle memory finally kicked in. Flipping us, I had him instantly pinned beneath my body, held down by his forearms.

      My heart banged in my chest as I watched him curl his razor-sharp claws toward me again. Those red-hazed eyes—oozing cold, hard hatred—were out for blood. He struggled, snapping his jaw and almost bucking me off as I did my very best not to die.

      Did they have to be so strong too?

      Vampires and wolf shifters were born to destroy one another—locked into this never-ending death match. Ridding the earth of their kind was considered a sacred duty for the wolves, predating recorded history. Judging by this guy, I’d hazard a guess that the vamps felt the same about us.

      It didn’t seem like any kind of true peace would ever be in the cards. Every last one of them could roll over and die for all I cared. I hadn’t even encountered one fanged freak that possessed any kind of morality whatsoever… in my entire week of being a wolf.

      Okay, fine. I didn’t have a lot of experience with them while they were alive. A couple of weeks and a couple of fights was nothing in the long life of a wolf.

      But hate them, I did. Maybe even more than my wolf did. I could feel the pain-filled longing of the beast inside of me as she frantically clawed at the bars of the invisible cage that held her back. She could handle these two without much effort. But just like every time we’d tried since that fateful night, those bars were locked tight.

      Sealed with impermeable superglue.

      Something had happened that night. Or maybe something had always been wrong with me. But if we survived this, we were going to have a serious sit-down until we got it figured out. She whimpered, thrashing wildly once more.

      I was a wolf shifter who couldn’t shift.

      If I were smart, I’d follow through with my threats and pack up tonight. I could work remote. Live as a shut-in. Go back to nobody knowing who or what I was as I set up a new life in a nice quiet town, far away from all this.

      I’d tell Nora and no one else.

      I got zero warning as the other vamp barreled into me, knocking the wind clean out of my lungs. Before I knew it, I was pinned face down in the mud with not one but two assholes sitting on top of me.

      “It takes two of you to hold one measly little girl?” I said, my words muffled by the grass. “You’re both a disgrace to your kind.”

      This was… not good. I was about to get sucked dry.

      How you getting out of this one, Jessa?

      Pain tore up my other shoulder as one of them yanked, twisting my wrist behind my back. I whimpered as it felt like my arm was being wedged from my body.

      The woman hissed. “Hold her still while I–”

      Before they managed to rip me in two, a terrifying snarl filled the air. The weight on top of me vanished, instantly relieving the pressure on my arm. I twisted, peering over my shoulder as a spray of dark blood rained down, coating me in vampire juice for the second time today. What luck I was having.

      Looked like the cavalry had arrived. I didn’t even have a chance to feel bad for the vamps. Within seconds, both of them lay scattered in pieces. Well, that was one way to solve my problems.

      Spitting out blood and gritty vampire bits I was working very hard not to identify, I rolled completely to my back, finding myself staring into the eyes of the extremely angry wolf that was standing directly over me. If people thought I was scary, well, Milo was the stuff of nightmares. No, that wasn’t right. Nightmares would have nightmares about Milo.

      Those deadly white teeth dripped with crimson blood as he continued to huff sharp, angry breaths. The snow-colored wolf was so massive that I fit between his paws without him needing to widen his stance at all.

      My own wolf howled inside of me, begging to come out to greet him. Since I caught tiny glimpses of her thoughts here and there–more like little impressions–I knew the damn minx had the hots for his wolf. Gross.

      What wasn’t gross was Milo’s perfectly sculpted human body. I could imagine the steep peaks and valleys of solid muscle I’d both seen and felt while we’d trained together at the gym where he volunteered. The man was practically a god. At least, that’s what more than half the population of this entire city believed.

      Considering our clothes apparently didn’t shift with us, if he changed back right now, I’d sure get an eyeful…

      I felt my cheeks lighting up as he continued to stare, like he’d known exactly where my mind had been running off with me.

      Not the time, Jessa.

      Actually, never was the time when it came to Milo. We weren’t going there, remember?

      His low growl held me in place. I didn’t even flinch as he clamped that deadly jaw over my throat. His fangs pressed in. It wasn’t hard enough to break the skin, but it was hard enough to send a message.

      That he was a god and I was just a lowly peon.

      One that needed rescuing.

      When he finally released me, I shoved him off… that is to say, he let me move him aside so that I could climb to my feet. I examined the damage. Both shoulders ached, one bled. The tears in my leggings showed road rash beneath. What’s worse, I reached a hand up to my ear, finding my right earbud entirely missing.

      “Dammit,” I said, spinning in a circle, not excited about having to dig through vamp remnants to find my favorite little piece of technology.

      A giant wolf nose to the shoulder stopped me. He sniffed, letting out a faint, high-pitched whine.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Promise.”

      He gently nudged me again before another wolf, one that wasn’t as tall but definitely wider, emerged from the woods and plopped down on the path up ahead. I recognized that one too.

      “Teo,” I said with a sheepish look and a finger wave.

      The auburn wolf huffed in response.

      Look at that. He was just as responsive in his wolf form as he was in his human form. In that case, I think I preferred fluffy Teo over Viking Teo.

      His job done, Milo turned, leaving my side to head back into the woods. As he stalked past Teo, he bared his teeth and let out a shockingly menacing growl. One that threatened violence. It wasn’t even aimed at me and I took a step back. Teo winced, flattening his ears.

      What was that about?

      Milo trotted away. Within seconds, he disappeared entirely into the trees, not even sparing me a single parting glance.

      I frowned, staring at Teo as he stared back at me. “I know why I’m in trouble. Why are you?”

      With the roll of his eyes, he stood. He stretched into a downward dog before he trotted gracefully past, heading back down the path toward home. When I didn’t immediately follow, he gave me a narrow-eyed look over his shoulder.

      I knew that look. It was surprisingly expressive for a wolf. It was either follow or I’d be forced to follow.

      Those were my options.

      With a defeated sigh, I gave one more frantic look around, searching for a tiny bit of white in this revolting sea of red. I kicked a lump of something to the side, scrunching my nose at the further soiling of my runners.

      But then…

      “Ah-ha!” I shouted, digging my treasure from the gore. I held up the disgustingly dripping earbud. “Found it!”

      Teo just shook his wolfy head like I was some kind of strange creature that he would never understand. Right back at ya, bud.

      “These are my good ones,” I explained as I limp-jogged to catch up.

      Lucky for me, I was a wolf and not a vampire. That meant my wounds were already healing… and I wasn’t lying in pieces on the forest floor.

      I shot one more quick glance at the grisly scene behind me. Knowing Teo, he’d be sending me back with a roll of plastic later.

      Not so lucky after all.

      Teo and I continued down the path in silence. We didn’t run into any pedestrians, but I could only imagine what the passing cars made of us. A giant, reddish-brown wolf that could in no way pass for a dog, even in this very early light, next to a tall, limping girl in blood-spattered spandex.

      I glanced over at him and shrugged. Maybe they’d chalk it up to imagination?

      Fifteen or so minutes later, he’d deposited me at my doorstep. He watched, those keen eyes missing nothing as he waited for me to unlock the deadbolt. Once I stepped inside, he plopped his furry ass down on my welcome mat. With a yawn, he laid his head on his front paws.

      “Teo,” I said, looking up and down the street. “You can’t stay here.”

      With a growl that built from deep within his belly, he got back to his feet. One glimpse of those fangs and my fight-or-flight response stood at attention.

      Gone was the regular annoyance I often sparked in him. This time, the ferocity had rocketed off the charts, bringing every inch of his wiry coat to stand on end. Clearly, Teo wasn’t home at the moment and this wolf was not to be messed with.

      I lifted my hands in retreat.

      So maybe fluffy Teo wasn’t for me after all.

      “Fine,” I said, slowly backing away. “It’s fine. You’re fine. We’re all fine.”

      Once I could, I slammed the door shut. After locking the deadbolt, I turned and slid down the wall until my butt hit the floor. Pressing my palm to my chest, I felt my erratic heartbeat berating every inch of me.

      Little chance of getting to know my neighbors better with a literal monster haunting my doorstep. I’d gone running hoping to gain a little perspective this morning. And well, it looked like that perspective had slapped me right in the face.

      The fact was, I’d almost been outdone by a couple of low-level vamps. Vamps that Milo had taken care of in a matter of seconds. When it came to the food chain, wolves were way scarier than the bloodsuckers.

      I’d do well to remember that.
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      “Glad to see the prodigy finally decided to show,” Jake, everyone’s least favorite developer on our team, said as I dropped my stuff on my desk area.

      I shot him a smile that was anything but sweet as I pulled out my chair and sat.

      Em, my desk mate, gave me a sympathetic shrug before turning back to her keyboard. Between the two of us, we could barely stand the guy.

      Had Jake disposed of a dead vamp, then been attacked by two more before breakfast?

      I think not.

      I wasn’t sure who was forced to clean up the remains of the two that attacked me in the park, but Teo told me it had been, and I quote, “Taken care of,” when I left for work. I wasn’t an idiot, so I hadn’t asked more questions.

      Lifting the lid of my laptop, I winced at the couple of important meetings I’d already missed today. Despite not being in attendance, the work was heaped onto my plate anyway. From the look of things, even more than my fair share. That's what I got for not being here.

      My suspicious gaze lifted to Jake where his focus was already back on his own screen. Why did I think that he somehow had something to do with it?

      The wolf inside of me didn’t even stir. She considered him approximately zero threat, despite the fact that the guy had been gunning for my job as lead developer since he’d been hired a month ago. Before him, we had a pretty cohesive team that allowed for a decent amount of flexibility when it came to family matters.

      That was what I was calling my wolfy business. Family matters.

      None of these people knew the half of it.

      But ever since Jake showed up, the team chemistry was off. He didn’t gel with the rest of us and it was really messing up my mojo. I’d made a few little mistakes lately, which was totally out of character for me. But who was always there to point out my flaws to the boss?

      Jake.

      He was wearing a black polo shirt, neatly tucked into khaki slacks, and for some weird reason, reminded me more of an insurance salesman than your characteristic laid-back developer.

      I couldn’t get too riled up over that one because I didn’t exactly look the part either. No matter how hard I tried to blend in, I just… didn’t. I knew now that it was because I wasn’t one-hundred-percent human. But this team had unknowingly accepted me anyway and I loved them all the more for it.

      I took a deep breath, shoved all the drama aside, and dove into my work–something that I’d always taken pride in. Was it weird for someone like me to enjoy a desk job like this?

      Probably.

      What was weirder was pretending to be normal when my entire life had just been turned upside down and stomped on by a herd of elephants. Honestly, I needed the normalcy now more than ever.

      But more than that, I enjoyed it. I liked puzzles and all this codework felt like one giant puzzle. The pay didn’t hurt either. Growing up poor, with nothing to my name, made me realize that I needed to pick a career that led to financial security.

      Then there was the little fact that people had told me I couldn’t do it.

      That I’d never amount to anything.

      There was absolutely no better motivation in the world than telling a determined woman that she couldn’t do something. Was I amazing in the beginning? Hell no. Was I persistent?

      You’d better damn well believe it.

      I was competitive. I was smart. And here I was, proving my high school counselor wrong with a savings account and a job I was good at. When I’d initially told the woman my goals, I could still remember the toxic drivel that dripped from her Botox-infused lips.

      She’d advised me that the best thing I could do with my life was to marry well. That I was pretty enough to snag a rich man and make all my worries melt away.

      At first, I was shocked. Completely stunned. She’d caught me so off guard that I just sat there and listened.

      Later, I was livid.

      And it wasn’t even that I didn’t want a family, because I definitely did. Eventually. Maybe I should have been thanking her because I turned all that anger into action.

      And that was all before I found out I was a wolf shifter and there were vampires and other things walking among us—things I’d always believed were fairy tales… or maybe nightmares.

      I looked around the room at the collaborative desk space where my team sat. Each of them were suspects. Were they oblivious humans? Something else entirely? How could one tell?

      All things considered, I thought I was taking all of this rather well. The worst part was how everything felt uncertain again. My future. My place in this new world order I’d found myself in. Even my mortality. I was alive now, but I had no idea what tomorrow would bring and I hated it.

      And where the hell was Nora?

      Still no reply to my email. I was going to slap a tracker on that girl the next time I saw her. After I murdered her, that was.

      I worked for hours, not even stopping for lunch. Em slid some chicken wings and fries in front of me as she left for the day. They were from the popular place down the street and I barely tasted the heavenly things as I scarfed them down. The woman was a saint. I knew she was worried about me. I’d been acting strangely for weeks. I rubbed my eyes. Maybe it was time for a vacation.

      Some time to clear my head.

      Glancing up, I realized I was the last one remaining. Even my boss Matt’s office was dark, the door closed. I lifted my wrist. My watch read after nine o’clock. I sighed as I powered down my laptop. I hadn’t even completed all my tasks, but I’d done enough.

      With a stretch, I stood, gathered my things, and made my way out. The moment I stepped outside, I knew something was off. My wolf perked up immediately. The smell of deliciously expensive cologne hit me like a freight train. I knew that smell.

      My eyes scanned the lot, and lo and behold, there he was. Leaning against the driver’s side of my car was a perfect specimen of a man. His arms were folded, every single one of those pretty muscles on perfect display against his white t-shirt.

      My feet became instantly glued to the ground. “What are you doing here?”

      “You’ve been avoiding me.”

      “Yeah,” I answered simply.

      “Why?”

      He had to know. How could he not know?

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe it’s because you send your friend to torture me at ungodly hours. Or could be the fact that you told me to my face that you never wanted to see me again. Doing my best to respect your wishes.”

      “That was before,” he said, his nostrils flaring ever so slightly. “And you know it.”

      “Before what, Milo?”

      I knew what he meant. Before I’d had my wolfy-awakening. When I had to finally come to terms with what I was because, well… she showed up.

      Before that happened, he’d demanded I come clean to him about where I’d come from… or more accurately, what I was running from. He’d known about the monster inside of me even then. He’d thought I’d known too. He thought I knew what he was—what we both were.

      I hadn’t.

      When I panicked and fled, he told me not to come back. Then the beast broke free and I found myself in way over my head.

      And despite what he’d said… there he was. Helping me. Saving me. Infuriating me. Always right there when I needed him.

      “How’s the shoulder?” he asked, completely ignoring my question.

      He stalked forward, circling me so that he could peer at my injury. I was wearing a long-sleeved shirt, so it wasn’t like he could even see it. I rotated my shoulder and I barely felt any pain at all. Wolves healed fast. Real fast.

      He moved in front of me again, but closer than before. Close enough that I could see the dark stubble on his perfect chin and the crease marks of worry between his brows in great detail.

      “Fine,” I breathed.

      Get it together, Jessa!

      “You almost let those two hurt you today.”

      “And?”

      “And I didn’t like it.”

      I huffed a laugh. “You think I did?”

      “You need to start training with me again,” he said. “You’re slipping.”

      My jaw tensed and I folded my arms. “I am not.”

      “Then what happened?”

      I threw up a hand like it was obvious. “They’re fast.”

      There was also the fact that I was having a little tiny shifting issue that he didn’t know about. He’d seen me in my wolf form the one time I’d shifted, so for all he knew, things were hunky-dory.

      “You’re faster.”

      “Fighting for your life isn’t the same as fighting at the gym,” I said. “It’s going to take some getting used to. Plus… they’re not human.”

      He studied me, that blue-green gaze burrowing deep enough to hit my soul. “You’ve fought me and I’m worse.”

      “You’re different.”

      “You’re damn right I am.”

      The man had an ego on him, that was for sure.

      “I don’t know what you want me to say,” I said. “I’m not your problem.”

      He growled, honest-to-goodness growled, and took a step closer until he was looking down at me. “You are my problem, Jessa.”

      The words stung. He probably hadn’t even meant it the way it sounded, but all I heard was that I was nothing but an inconvenience to him. Not belonging or fitting in how I was supposed to had always been a sore spot for me. I could feel the stupid lump rising in my stupid throat.

      “I’ll leave,” I whispered.

      He lifted my chin with a finger. “Like hell you will.”

      My wolf was doing that thing that she did sometimes where she enhanced our senses. His scent enveloped me, overwhelmed me. Did he have to be so confusing while also… smelling so good? I shivered and it had nothing to do with the weather.

      “I don’t know what you want me to say, Milo.”

      “I want you to move.”

      His words cut deeper.

      “What?” I pressed my palms against his chest, attempting to take a step back for some fresh air, to clear the haze he’d put me in, but he put his hands on my upper arms, holding me in place.

      He met my wide eyes, and even if he wasn’t holding me, I’d be cemented in place with nothing but his alpha-male mojo.

      “You live on the outskirts of my territory. You’ve made yourself a target.”

      “A second ago, you said I couldn’t leave.”

      “I don’t want you to move away, Jessa.” He leaned in even closer. “I want you to move farther in.”

      I blinked up at him. I lived on the outskirts of his territory? That was news to me. Moving farther in sounded more dangerous than staying where I was. Moving in meant he’d be one step closer to convincing me to become an official member of his pack… which came with side effects.

      Joining his pack meant playing for keeps. It would mean that I’d permanently accepted him as my superior. If he issued a command, I’d have no choice but to obey. Call it coercion or control, but either way, it was dangerous and I hated it. Everything within me rebelled at the thought.

      Powerful people like Milo always had agendas. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be part of it.

      “I think I’ll stay where I am,” I said, finally breaking from his hold and giving his chest a pat for good measure.

      Those pecs, though… whew.

      He frowned down at me and I had to once again admit that he was a little bit scary when he wanted to be. I never thought he was scary before I knew he was a wolf. Somehow, a new and probably healthy fear had arisen within me when it came to sensing predators.

      “But,” I continued. “I’ll come back to the rec center.”

      He narrowed his eyes. I could practically see his thought process. I’d conceded one point, but would it be enough? Would the great Milo Hart compromise?

      It was anyone’s game at this point.

      Without a word, he turned and stalked off into the night. Immediately, my body chilled and I shivered once more.

      “Sure, Jessa. You’re amazing. Thanks for being so willing to meet me halfway,” I muttered as I watched him walk away.

      Yeah, I knew he could hear me.

      “Tomorrow. Six p.m.,” he called over his shoulder with one of those half smiles that all the ladies lost their shit over.

      He turned a corner and was gone, vanishing into the night and leaving me alone with my thoughts. I wasn’t sure what Milo’s game was, but somehow, with just a few words, he’d convinced me to let down my walls just a little. How was I supposed to keep him at arm's length now? Maybe some part of me didn’t want to anymore. Probably the wolf part.

      I’m definitely going to regret this.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean you can’t shift?” Milo asked, and by the look on his face, he was not taking this well… as if the blistering tone of his voice hadn’t been indication enough.

      I used his distraction to unleash a flurry of punches, aiming to break through his defenses so that I could finally land a solid blow. It didn’t even faze him. He skillfully dodged and blocked my strikes, his movements seamless. He could be really infuriating sometimes.

      I’d shown up on time. Even though I’d rather be anywhere but here, standing before the king of beasts, and he had the nerve to be furious at me? In front of all his subjects, no less?

      “I mean exactly what I said.” It was hard, but I resisted calling him your majesty and throwing in a little bow for good measure. “It just isn’t happening. She wants out. I want her out. She’s stuck.”

      She and I even had a talk before coming here where I begged her to do the thing and she scratched and barked and whined and tried her hardest, but absolutely nothing happened.

      I went after Milo again, attacking with a combination move that unfortunately ended with him catching my leg mid-kick and slamming me to the mat in a brutal takedown. The air whooshed out of me. He’d never been one to pull his punches.

      Before I’d shifted for the first time, I’d been formidable in the ring. Fighting was all about mindset. Having the confidence to win was half the battle. With everything that had happened, my confidence in myself was, well… shaken.

      I’d get my groove back, I just… I wasn’t completely sure who I was anymore. Figuring that out seemed like a good place to start.

      “Stuck?” he questioned from where he had me pinned from above.

      I nodded. “Stuck.”

      He backed off me, running a hand through his short golden-brown hair. His brows pinched together in worry. It was an expression he’d been using with me a lot lately.

      “Has this never happened before?” I asked, a little more nervous than I let show in my voice as I pulled myself up to a sitting position.

      “Never,” he said. “At least, not that I’ve ever heard of.”

      My heart sank. Just my luck that I’d be defective. That we’d be defective.

      The others in the gym had stopped to stare. It wasn’t until a few minutes before we’d started sparring that I realized that each and every one of them were wolves. They were his wolves. I shuddered. I’d been coming here for years, surrounded by these dangerous creatures and hadn’t even known it.

      The worst thing was, now that I actually knew I was one of them, I’d gone and messed it all up. They hated me for… well, I wasn’t really sure why.

      They all seemed to enjoy ripping vampire heads from their bodies, so I couldn’t imagine it was simply the broken truce that had all their gym shorts in a wad. That had been destined to fail since the beginning.

      Couldn’t they see that?

      “We need to find out who your parents were,” he said.

      “My parents?” I asked. “You mean my birth parents? Why?”

      He nodded. “We need answers. Might as well start at the beginning and figure out where you came from.”

      “Good luck. I tried finding the records when I turned eighteen and the agency said it had all been anonymous. That there were no records.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” he said. “Luckily for us, we don’t need human records to tell us who you are.”

      “We don’t?”

      He shook his head.

      “Then what do we need?”

      “A witch.”
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      Unease trickled through me as I made my way up the stairs to the witch’s third-story walk-up in a sketchy part of town. I hadn’t even knocked on the door yet, but already, sickly sweet-smelling herbs and incense were overwhelming my very sensitive nostrils.

      Would it be rude to pinch my nose? Having never met a witch before, I wasn't sure what to expect.

      Warts? A third eye? Teeth made of iron?

      As I reached for the doorknob, the whole thing creaked open before I’d even touched it, revealing a dimly lit entryway within. My mouth made an O as I glanced over my shoulder, then back inside because… wow, it was definitely bigger inside than it appeared… or at least taller.

      I pushed the door all the way open. Just beyond the entry, the walls were lined in precarious shelving that grew narrower as it went up and up and… up. Tier upon tier rose to the ceiling, each lined with colorful potion bottles and jars of various strange ingredients, some liquid, some not.

      Something stirred between two clay jugs and when I peered closer, a tiny creature swathed in shadow zoomed out of its hiding place. I gasped as the itty-bitty thing jumped right off the shelf, too fast for me to even get a good look at it.

      At the same time, a small vial tipped, following the shadow being off the ledge. Glass shattered, leaving a glittering purple mess behind. I glanced up as the creature disappeared around a corner up ahead.

      My brow furrowed. It hadn’t smelled like any animal I’d ever encountered. Like bubblegum and lightning.

      The floor was polished concrete with a jute mat that welcomed me further inside. Light from skylights and large windows filtered through the warm, haze-filled air. The aromas of burning sage, sandalwood, and other unidentifiables stung my eyes.

      As I reached the end of the entryway, a black cat appeared from behind the shelves.

      “Hello, pretty,” I said.

      It blinked up at me with its big amber eyes, winding between my legs with a purr before it too disappeared, taking the same path as the tiny creature.

      “Um, hi?” I called out, blinking to clear the sweet smoke from my eyes. “I’m looking for Helena. I have an appointment.”

      Technically, my time slot was for an hour from now but Milo had set that up and honestly, I wanted to learn about my past without the big bad wolf breathing down my neck.

      So… I might have shown up just a tad bit early.

      An utterly ancient woman appeared from around the corner wearing a black dress with an overabundance of colorfully embroidered animals on it. My eyes narrowed when I swore I saw one of them move. She cleared her throat and I found the warm smile that reached her twinkling eyes instantly disarming.

      Her auburn hair was more white than red and, aside from a few russet curls that draped over her shoulders, was pulled back into a loose bun on the top of her head. Her face held the lines of advanced age, but on her it seemed more of a declaration of wisdom.

      She might have once been taller, but her back was curved, like it was pulling her closer to the ground with each passing day. She made my already five-foot-ten self feel like a giant.

      I wasn’t sure what it was about her, but my wolf didn’t seem worried in the slightest. With a yawn, the beast curled up inside of me and went to sleep. Did that mean this witch was to be trusted? Trust was hard for me on the best of days.

      “Jessa, dear,” she said. “There you are. Right on time.”

      On time? I gave her a questioning look.

      “One of my long dead ancestors was an oracle.” She reached up and pinched my cheek and I didn’t know why, but I let her. “Knew you’d be comin’ a little early.”

      “You did?”

      She nodded. “I’ve got everything drawn and ready.”

      Drawn?

      “I think I might have spooked one of your… pets,” I said, pointing to the now-sizzling spill on the floor.

      “Wilbur.” The woman clucked her tongue at the mess. “He can be a little temperamental at times. Don’t worry about him.”

      “Would you like me to help you clean it up?”

      She chuckled. “That’s best left up to the professionals, dear. Can’t have you touching it and accidentally growing dragon scales in uncomfortable places. Worse than a kraken rash, that is.”

      Dragon scales? Wait… did she just say kraken?

      Slipping her arm through mine, she slowly led me to a stool in the center of the room and gestured for me to sit. She left me there, turning to gather items from the shelves… seemingly at random. I silently watched her while she hummed to herself and climbed a ladder to grab a vial that was nearly out of reach.

      I could feel my heart rate building within me. Taking all of this in, I could admit that I was a little nervous.

      Okay, a lot nervous.

      I’d never seen what I’d call real magic before, but that wasn’t the root of my anxiety. No, what scared me the most was getting the answers that I both dreaded and desperately needed at the same time.

      The little old lady glanced over her shoulder, saw me still standing where she’d left me, and smiled again. She gave off serious grandma vibes. Like the kind that filled the kids with copious amounts of sugar before shipping them back home to their parents.

      The kind that I’d always wished I’d had.

      “Of course. This will all be new to you,” she said. “Forgive an old woman for not explaining better.”

      “I’ve only just recently discovered what I am,” I said, waving a hand at the room. “All of this is still very….”

      “Strange?” she filled in helpfully.

      I winced. “I’m sorry. I hope I’m not being rude—”

      “Don’t apologize, dear,” she cut me off. “I should have led with introductions. I’m Helena the Hedgewitch.”

      The Hedgewitch? She said it like a title, so I was going to assume it was.

      “This is my home workshop.” She waved a stick of that heavy smelling incense in front of me. “I have another one that’s more open to the public, but my coven performs there and your alpha led me to believe this particular visit might be more of a sensitive nature. I thought you’d appreciate a little privacy.”

      “Oh, he’s not my alpha but… um… thank you.”

      “Sure, he’s not, dear.” She patted the stool. “Now, all you need to do is sit your pretty self down and I’ll work a spell that, if we’re lucky, will reveal a few mysteries.”

      “Will it tell me who my parents are?” I asked.

      She hummed. “It should inform us about your parentage, yes.”

      “There are other things it might reveal?”

      She looked me up and down, her lips pressing together like she was trying to sort out a puzzle. “We’ll see.”

      Well, that was reassuring.

      I slowly lowered myself to the stool, only just noticing that there were beautifully intricate patterns drawn in chalk all around me. It reminded me of a mandala but somehow… witchier. Raw gemstones, dried herbs, and other items I couldn’t identify were carefully positioned within the designs. I was pretty sure one of them was a mouse-sized skull. Another had the appearance of a snakeskin.

      “What’s a hedgewitch?” I asked, filling the silence so that I wasn’t left alone with my anxious thoughts.

      “The best kind of witch to know.” That smile was back. “We focus on healing and creating potions and tinctures that can make your life easier.”

      Looking at all the things on the shelves, I wondered if her potions and tinctures could make one’s life harder too.

      “Like the pharmacists of the magical world,” she continued.

      “Is this trait born or learned?”

      “Born and then learned.”

      “And there are other types of witches out there?”

      “Many.”

      Each day it was becoming more and more clear that I still had a lot to learn. I already knew that, like witches, there was more than one kind of vampire. Was there more than one kind of wolf too?

      “Very good,” Helena said, lifting her arms. “Let’s begin. Don’t be frightened if you feel a buzzing sensation. That’s quite normal.”

      My wolf perked her head up. Now she was interested?

      “Buzzing?” I repeated.

      Helena began to chant in a language that was vastly unfamiliar to my magic-virgin ears. The words flowed in a way that was like a river of gibberish poetry. Almost immediately, the chalk lines began to glow with a golden light, starting from the outermost curves, moving inward. Her voice grew louder, picking up a percussive rhythm.

      It only took a few more seconds for the glow to reach me. I gasped as it twined up my legs, tingling warmly as it worked its way through my body before finally coming to an abrupt halt in my hands. A bright, glittering ball of bluish-green magic hovered above each of my palms.

      “Wow,” I whispered as my entire body began to hum.

      Helena’s chanting ceased.

      My eyes rounded as I felt the magic sink into my bones… and promptly began to itch. I gasped. It was like my soul was itching. Was that possible? Could a soul really itch? Because mine was. Forget vamp cleanup, this had to be the worst form of torture.

      After another moment, my palms started to burn. I jumped up from the stool, shaking my hands like I could get rid of it. Well, news flash for me, magic defied the laws of physics. It clung to me like cursed barnacles.

      “Don’t be alarmed,” she said with a nod. “This is all perfectly natural.”

      I felt the zap of static electricity as it ran up and down my arms.

      “This is natural?!” I shrieked as my long dark hair lifted from my shoulders, glowing blue and hovering in the air around me.

      My wolf began barking her wolfy head off, excitedly spinning in circles as she created even more chaos inside of me. I shifted my weight, still hoping to dislodge it.

      “Just hold still,” Helena said, continuing to nod away. “I’ll have you fixed up in a jiffy.”

      What the hell was a jiffy?

      The next thing I knew, my body followed my hair and I was floating. Floating. Bright-green symbols flashed in the air around me. Glittering like fireworks, they came and went so fast, I couldn’t decipher any kind of meaning.

      “Helena!” I pleaded.

      After another moment of reading the sparkling emblems that clearly meant something to her, she raised her hands into the air and brought them down in a resounding clap. At once, the magic extinguished and I plummeted. I didn’t have time to reaffirm my appreciation for gravity before I struck the stool. It tipped, sending it and me crashing to the floor.

      “Ow,” I said, staring up at the skylights on the ceiling.

      Movement caught my eye and I squinted up at a random-ass seagull that was gazing down at me, its head cocked to the side. It screech-squawked, flapped its wings, then flew off.

      Helena appeared above me. “All right, dear?”

      “No,” I grumbled.

      She raised a nearly white brow.

      “Yes,” I corrected.

      “Good.” She reached out a hand and I took it. “All done.”

      With greater strength than I would have guessed for a woman of her fragile bearing, she pulled me to my feet.

      “Come on then,” she said, waving for me to follow as she hurriedly disappeared through an arched doorway and into the next room. “We’ve got much to discuss. You’ll need something to wet your gullet.”

      The woman was like a million-year-old whirlwind. I groaned, rubbing my right butt cheek as I followed her around the corner and right into a cozy kitchen. The walls were lined with more open shelving, but instead of vials and potions, these held living herbs, books, clay dishes, and cooking pots of all shapes and sizes.

      My eyes landed on a tabby cat snoozing on a stool in the corner. Beneath my feet, the floor had shifted to black-and-white-checkered tiles and the walls around me were made of colorful brick. A large window above the sink showed an impossible view of the sea. My brain sort of did a tumble as I stared. I knew we were miles from any beach.

      I shook my head to clear the mental fog, looking at Helena. “Did it work?”

      “Mm-hmm,” was all she said as she shoved me onto a bench in her built-for-regular-sized-people breakfast nook, my knees knocking into the table leg in the center. “Of course it worked.”

      Before I knew it, she was across from me and a giant mint-colored teacup with gold filigree and kittens painted along the lip sat cradled between my fingers. How’d that even get there? It held water.

      “Drink up,” Helena encouraged as she mimed taking a drink.

      I lifted it to my lips, taking a small sip, which I promptly sprayed across the table.

      “Not water.”

      “Gin.” Helena chuckled, dabbing her face with a fabric napkin that I swore she pulled out of thin air. “With a little something extra of my own making. You’ll need it for what I’m about to tell you.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said as I sheepishly wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and slid the cup away from me.

      Probably a good idea to stay away from magic liquor.

      “No harm done. Now, the magic did indeed reveal your lineage,” she said carefully. “Those symbols spelled out your heritage, and darlin’, it ain’t pretty.”

      My heart sank into my shoes. “What do you mean?”

      “I know exactly who you are,” she said gravely. “Your mother was an outcast. Her name was Brielle Blackwood. She betrayed wolf-kind and was banished because of it. Bless me, I had no idea she had a child.”

      That was… well, I hadn’t been expecting that. My wolf whined as something inside of me shattered. A dream… or maybe a wish.

      “You’re sure?” I asked in a whisper.

      “Afraid so, doll.”

      “What about my father?”

      “The spell didn’t reveal that, which is peculiar. I’d have to do some more digging. I believe there was a boyfriend who helped with her… misdeeds.”

      I blew out a breath as my gaze dropped to my teacup. I’d always prepared myself for something horrible. They’d abandoned me. I hadn’t really expected them to be the kind of people I’d be proud of.

      That was a lie.

      I’d always secretly hoped for some extenuating circumstance. Some tragedy that had forced them to leave me behind.

      Jessa Blackwood. My name… or what it might have been. It sounded so strange in my head. I’d always gone by Jessa Tate, the name child protective services had assigned me.

      My eyes burned and for once, it wasn’t from the incense. “Are they… alive?”

      She gave me a pitying look as she shook her head. “Banishment for wolves does not end well. And here’s what you need to understand, Jessa. It’s vitally important that you keep this information to yourself, especially now with the trials starting soon.” Trials?

      I mean, I hadn’t planned on shouting it to the rooftops. “I know how to keep a—”

      She grabbed my hand so suddenly that the words died on my lips.

      “He’s here,” Helena said. The alarm in her eyes was the real deal. “If you want to live, tell no one.”

      If I want to live? Wait. “Who’s here?”

      “Hello?” a familiar deep voice called from the other room. “Jessa, I saw your car.”

      “In the back,” Helena shouted back as she gave me a pointed look.

      I nodded. Keep the bombshell of my entire existence to myself. Got it.

      It was going to take me a hot minute to digest it myself. My parents were wolves. Banished wolves. Traitors. What had they done?

      I felt his aura before I saw him. His power was immense, like maybe he wasn’t holding it back around me any longer. Maybe it was a show meant for the witch.

      “There’s the hellraiser herself,” Milo said, appearing through the doorway and planting a quick kiss on the witch’s cheek.

      My stomach flipped.

      The man was a conundrum. Scary as all get-out one moment, sweeping little old grannies off their feet the next.

      He froze when he saw me. “Why do you look sad?”

      “Sad?” I said quickly. “I’m not sad. I’m… drunk.”

      I took a big swig from my oversized teacup, coughing as it burned all the way down. Milo watched me like I was nuts. Maybe I was.

      I’d just chugged a potion. Willingly.

      “You’re late, so we got started without you,” Helena said.

      Milo frowned, looking at the time on his phone that was definitely five minutes before my scheduled appointment.

      Helena patted his arm. “We were just getting to the part where I tell Jessa that there’s a very old, very powerful spell repressing her wolf.”

      My head snapped up.

      “There's what?” Milo asked, mirroring my exact thoughts.

      “It’s been keeping her from accessing the full might of her shifting abilities.”

      “Since when?” I asked.

      She frowned as she gave me one of her assessing looks. “Since the beginning, I’d say.”

      I blew out a breath. I could feel a headache coming on. The pieces were twisting, fitting together. My horrible excuses for parents betrayed the wolves, bound me with some lame curse, then tossed me out like the trash and right into human foster care. Maybe they died first. Didn’t matter. They’d left me behind to inherit their giant mess.

      “Can you undo it?” I asked, rubbing my aching temples.

      “Oh, me? Heavens, no,” the witch said. “You'll have to do that yourself.”

      “How?” Milo and I asked simultaneously.

      She looked at me. “It won’t be hard for you, dear. It’s nearly done. You just need to let go.”

      “Let go?” I repeated.

      “You are holding on too tightly to the past. You need to let go of those feelings of resentment and abandonment. Trust that beautiful beast inside of you,” she said, patting the spot over her own heart for emphasis. “She’ll know what to do.”

      Milo studied me, that beautiful mask revealing nothing of his thoughts.

      “I’ve tried,” I said.

      “Word on the street is that you’ve done more than that,” Helena said, taking a sip from her own cup that I hadn’t even noticed until now.

      This place, this woman. Either she was trippin’ or I was.

      I shot her a flat look. “Yeah, and guess how well that turned out for me.”

      All I’d accomplished when I’d shifted before was cementing my place as the pack’s grunt. Besides that, my shift had been on accident. One I’d not been able to replicate. Maybe I needed vampires to make it happen. Now there was a sentence I never thought I’d say.

      “It should get easier when the full moon comes,” she said. “Try then.”

      “You really think that will help?” I asked.

      “It might. I’ll admit that it’s not going to be a walk in the park. But things are about to change for the wolves,” she said, sharing a meaningful look with Milo. “For the better, I think. But I’m only going to say this once.”

      I stopped fidgeting and gave her my full attention. “I’m listening.”

      “You need to figure it out fast or you’re going to wind up dead.”

      Tell me something I didn’t know.

      Milo’s eyes flashed. “What about her heritage?”

      “Her parents are deceased,” Helena said with a shrug, lighting yet another strip of incense. “She’s not from any of the packs around here.”

      Crafty witch.

      Of course I wasn’t. My late parents weren’t either because they were banished.

      My gaze shifted to Milo, who met my questioning stare with one of his own. The man could smell a lie from a million miles away. Did that mean he could detect half-truths too? I couldn’t smell a thing in here over all the stuff this witch had cooking.

      Hopefully he couldn’t either because, according to Helena, my life might just depend on it.

      My mouth suddenly went dry.

      Only time would tell.
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      “Teo,” I said, pulling a bag of M&M’s from my pocket. “I still don’t understand why you dragged me out of bed in the middle of the night just to sit in your van. I think I’d rather be on cleanup duty.”

      Not really. Only Helena’s zappy spells were worse than cleanup duty. But I was desperate for information and Teo, the big bully, had clammed up like his lips were glued shut the moment he’d picked me up. He’d given me exactly zero explanation for why we’d driven into the city and had been sitting out here for—I checked my watch—well over an hour.

      The giant shifter huffed in response, keeping his gaze pinned to a building down the street. Was it too much to ask for a little transparency?

      It was obvious that we were on a stakeout.

      But a stakeout for what?

      “No eating in the van,” Teo gruffed.

      My fingers paused, the package torn halfway open already. “Everyone knows that stakeouts require snacks.”

      He glared at me until I gave in. I refrained from rolling my eyes—because I was an adult—and slipped the candy back into my jacket pocket. The man was particular about his relic of a van. I mean, it wasn’t like he was ever going to get the combined stench of dead vampire and bleach out of the back. A few stray pieces of chocolate sure as hell weren’t going to make it worse.

      “I was going to share,” I said, reaching for a dial on the console. “Can we at least turn on some music?”

      Honestly, I’d take talk radio over the deafening silence that was Teo any day.

      He slapped my hand away.

      “I like you, Teo,” I said, “but we have got to work on your people skills.”

      He’d clearly spent too much time as a wolf and it showed.

      Without warning, Teo turned the key. It took a couple of tries for the old girl, but the ignition finally kicked over. I sat up straight, adjusting my seat belt and peering down the street toward the building he’d been watching with his laser focus.

      There was movement. Four people dressed in black like badass assassins emerged from the alley between the neighboring high-rise.

      They moved with the grace of shifters, the prowl of a hunter. I’d recognize that deadly gait from any distance.

      As the group slid into a black sedan, Teo casually pulled out into the street. Their headlights lit up and the dark vehicle made its way into traffic a couple of cars ahead of us.

      “Oh, we’re tailing them,” I said, rubbing my hands together. “This is so exciting. What did they do? Does this mean I’m not bottom-wolf anymore?”

      A girl could hope.

      “We’re not hunting them,” he said in that condescending tone he was surely famous for. “We’re protecting them. Now, keep an eye out for threats.”

      “Threats? What kind of threats?”

      “The usual kind.”

      I scanned the road on either side. Now everything felt like a threat. The moving truck headed our way, the light on in the shop across the street. This was a busy part of town. What about all the people residing in these darkened buildings?

      Teo needed to be a little more specific because it took very little imagination to picture every single car on this road, parked or otherwise, hiding something deadly. My wide gaze bounced back and forth like a ping-pong ball.

      “Who are they?” I asked.

      “You don’t need to know that. All you need to do is keep an eye out for anyone trying to stop that car.”

      “Roger that,” I said. “But do they really–”

      Before I could finish my sentence, the black sedan exploded in a fiery blaze that lit up the night for a few very long seconds. My mouth fell open and I shielded my eyes, peeking through my fingers to watch the huge ball of flames that mushroomed into the sky.

      “The assassins… they exploded,” I said, pointing.

      “Hold on,” Teo growled.

      In the next instant, something slammed into the side of the van. I gasped, my fingers digging into the armrests as we spun. The sound of the tires squealing, metal crunching, and glass shattering overwhelmed my sensitive hearing. I could do nothing but go along for the ride when the van flipped and I suddenly found myself weightless.

      We rolled again and again. I lost count of how many times when my head was thrown against the window. Dazed, my arms came up to shield myself. The van finally slid to a stop on the driver’s side and it took me a good few seconds to acknowledge that it was really over.

      My head swam and my seat belt held me in a choke hold, but I was in one piece. Someone had hit us. And there was no way it was a coincidence. We’d been targeted.

      I didn’t even have a chance to let out the string of profanities sitting on the tip of my tongue before Teo bolted out of his seat, into the back, and then out of the vehicle.

      I blinked after him.

      The man moved with such agility for one so large.

      “Don’t worry,” I called, still trying to free myself from the torture device currently biting into my flesh in an attempt to strangle me. “I’m fine.”

      Something dripped from my cheek, splattering against the driver’s seat below me. I lifted a hand to my face, wincing as my fingers trailed down a slice that ran along my hairline just above my temple. What had Teo gotten me into?

      As if my thoughts had conjured him, Teo’s enraged snarls filled the air, echoing through the van.

      Uh-oh.

      Unable to see anything through the windshield that was covered in a spiderweb of cracks, I doubled my efforts, working frantically to free myself. The buckle had gotten jammed at some point during our wreck. Finally, the evil thing released me and I slid to my feet in the sideways vehicle.

      Following Teo’s path, I scrambled into the back. He’d left the sliding door open and I popped my head outside.

      “Holy… shift.”

      It was complete chaos out there. A large black truck with the front end smashed in was smoking across the street from where we’d rolled to a stop. There was my culprit. But then I spotted an SUV that was tipped upside down, leaning against a nearby building. Or was it that one?

      All around me, vampires and shifted wolves had come out of the woodwork. They were everywhere. Despite this being the most wolves I’d ever seen in my entire life, we were noticeably outnumbered… probably two to one.

      Clearly, Teo and I hadn’t been the only backup. This had the stamp of a premeditated battle. There was no way all these beasts just happened to be here at the same time.

      Of course I was always the last to know.

      And what about the mysterious four in the sedan? Nobody could survive that, right?

      Shots rang out, echoing against the buildings. I dropped back inside the van so fast it made the world spin. A line of bullets sprayed the bottom of the van, pinging against the metal. I yelped, slamming my hands over my ears. Someone had a real gun out there? Until this moment, I had foolishly assumed that monsters like us only fought with claws and teeth.

      “What in the wolf war III is happening?” I said, holding my arms out and assessing.

      Whew. No holes.

      I pressed my back against the van. A wobble ran up my legs, sending my knees bouncing against each other.

      “Okay, Jessa Babe,” I said to myself as I nervously balled my hands into fists and released them over and over again. “This is your pep talk. You wanna earn points with the wolves? Get yourself off their crap-list? Yeah? Then you get your ass out there and help.”

      More bullets struck the van and I sank down, making myself as small as I could as my entire body cowered in fear. Air hissed from one of the tires and the smell of gasoline filled my nostrils.

      There it was. Motivation.

      Blowing out a breath, I reached for the crowbar lying in a heap of junk at my feet. I’d grown accustomed to the thing during my nightly janitorial escapades. How could I not? They were so versatile. I could shift heavy, dead-weight objects. I could dig really deep holes in places where the dirt was riddled with gnarly roots and rocks. It was practically the perfect tool for any job.

      Now, for the real test. I’d see how well it worked against the living… or, I guess, the undead.

      I grabbed the side of the van with my free hand, using the lip to vault myself up and over. I landed in a crouch, my boots crunching bits of glass. My wide eyes took in the scene. This was nuts. I’d been in a couple of vamp skirmishes now but I’d never seen anything like this… this carnage.

      The pungent smell of blood hung heavy in the air. My stomach rolled, but my wolf was practically drooling with anticipation. The bloodthirsty beast inside of me wanted to show these monsters who was boss… and not just the vamps, either.

      She felt we had something to prove.

      It didn’t take long for me to get noticed. A vampire in a trench coat and shredded jeans came barreling my way, fangs ready to do some damage. I glimpsed enough pale skin to see his torso was bare, his neck draped in silver chains. Those malevolent eyes conveyed a promise of death. He snarled as he swiped with outstretched claws.

      My reach was longer. I swung, catching him in the throat with the crowbar. He crashed to the ground, gripping his neck. I dropped to a knee beside him and slammed my new favorite weapon down, staking the sucker straight through the heart. My eyes popped as my brain caught up to my actions. My veins pounded with adrenaline. Had I really done that?

      I stared at him in shock.

      I’d killed in my wolf form, but never like this.

      I was going to vomit.

      A furry body crashed into me, smashing the wind clean out of my lungs as the beast landed on top of my chest. I thrashed, sinking a knee into his ribs before finally realizing that he wasn’t attacking.

      It was Teo.

      My head twisted at the sound of an enraged hiss. Apparently, I should be thanking his giant hairy butt because Teo had moved me out of the trajectory of a very large and feral-looking vamp… a vamp who had now set his sights on Teo.

      Teo was already leaping, aiming his razor-sharp claws at his foe’s chest. The vamp shrieked as they collided and Teo came out on top as they crashed to the ground. There was no hesitation as Teo went in for the kill, his powerful jaws already aiming for the guy’s throat.

      I turned away, not needing to see more of what came next. My stomach wasn’t having it. I stared at the ground, swallowing the bile that crept up my throat. In the span of a single breath, the vamp’s scream ended. Abruptly.

      We killed them so readily, it was like they were disposable.

      I rose on shaky feet as Teo sprinted away, chasing yet another kill. In a matter of minutes, the battle had clearly shifted.

      We’d gone from initially outnumbered to whatever this was…

      Dead vamps lay scattered from here to next week. The number of them left alive was dwindling fast. The sound of wings flapping had my gaze lifting to where a handful of them retreated into the night.

      I still couldn’t believe some of them could do that—shift into bats. I had always hated the rats with wings, and now I had a reason to hate them even more.

      Just like that, the battle was already winding down.

      A blur of white fur bolted past me.

      Milo.

      I tore off after him, already knowing where he was headed—the incinerated sedan. Twisting columns of smoke still rose from the hood.

      He shifted, shedding his wolf form as he got closer. He didn’t miss a beat as he smashed his elbow against an already cracked window and instantly began pulling people from the smoldering car.

      I came to a halt just behind him, gaping as they emerged, crawling from the window one by one. Some kind of magic had to be at play here because they were alive. All four of them. Disheveled, maybe a little crispy around the edges, but alive.

      “You have it.” His voice was quiet, but the command it held was obvious.

      “I have it,” the one in the front confirmed as Milo gave him a hand up.

      The guy patted the pack strapped to his front and they exchanged some kind of silent communication. Milo practically sagged with relief.

      What could possibly be in that bag?

      “Change of plans,” Milo said. “Get to the alternate location.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      An SUV arrived and a redheaded guy I’d seen once before and recognized as one of the higher-ups rolled down the window, tossing Milo some clothing. I had been so engrossed in what was happening with the mysterious four that I hadn’t even realized Milo was naked. Totally and completely. I kept my gaze pointedly away as he dressed.

      The nakedness didn’t even faze the others. They had to be so used to it by now. Not me. I was over here clutching my metaphorical pearls at not just Milo, but all the nakedness that now surrounded me.

      It was like the back fence of a driving range. Balls everywhere!

      The four from the sedan climbed directly into the SUV without another word. A few cars followed as it sped off into the night.

      I turned to Milo, who was pulling a t-shirt over his head, basketball shorts already in place. His expression softened as he got a good look at me.

      “You have questions.”

      “Are you going to tell me what all this was about?” I asked, not fully expecting a straight answer but deciding to roll the dice anyway.

      He stepped closer, angling my chin so that he could get a good look at my head wound. I’d honestly completely forgotten about it.

      “That needs attention,” he said, flagging down another one of his guys who was jogging by.

      The person tossed him a small box and he opened it, revealing a first aid kit. I watched as he dabbed a cotton swab into a tiny bottle of alcohol and went to work. The sting made me hiss but he didn’t stop.

      “If you were part of the pack, I could be more free with information.”

      “If you were more free with information,” I said, “maybe I’d be more interested in joining your little club.”

      “It’s not a club. It’s a family,” he said.

      See? That right there made it seem like a very big decision and I was overwhelmed as it was.

      Didn’t need to make it today.

      “Have you heard of the Great Wolf?” he asked as he continued to treat my no-longer-bleeding head wound.

      It was barely a scrape. I didn’t know why he was bothering.

      “No.”

      “Matteo can give you a history lesson later.”

      I made a face. “Teo barely flings the occasional insulting word at me and you think he’s going to do storytime?”

      He huffed out a laugh. “You’ll need to win him over. Put all that charm and swagger to good use.”

      “I’ll show you swagger,” I grumbled.

      “That”—he pointed over his shoulder, in the direction the fantastic four had left—“was the key to making our next Great Wolf. Any guesses on what that means?”

      I shook my head.

      He met my stare briefly before placing a butterfly bandage across my temple. “The Great Wolf is alpha to us all.”

      Oh. My eyes widened. “Oh.”

      “Yeah, oh. You’re all set,” Milo said, rubbing his thumb gently across my cheek before he turned and began speaking to some of the others.

      Within seconds, he was totally engrossed in those other conversations, giving orders about setting up additional patrols and something about calling in a favor.

      But I was still stuck on the explosive piece of info he’d left behind. An alpha over all wolves. There were other packs. I had yet to take a course in wolf geography, but from what I understood, we had packs all over. Did he really mean that there could be one wolf to… rule them all?

      Okay, okay. Nerd jokes aside, that was truly terrifying.

      To be able to command every wolf. We would be an unstoppable force. No wonder the vamps were taking drastic measures. If I were them, I’d be scared stupid too.

      I stared at the street where the SUV had disappeared. I couldn’t imagine something with that kind of power landing in the wrong hands…

      I shuddered.

      Teo stepped up next to me, passing me the familiar giant roll of plastic in his hands. “Don’t say I never gave you anything, Swagger.”

      My shoulders slumped as I surveyed the scene, eying the countless vamp bodies littering the street.

      “Better get to it,” Teo said. “I need to see to the van.”

      “The van? But it’s…”

      I watched as Teo and a few others lifted and righted the van as if it were made of cotton candy. Two of them held the back off the ground as a third worked on replacing the flat tire. Another climbed through the door and kicked it from the inside, popping out a caved-in section. Who the hell needed a jack or even an auto body shop when you had the undiluted strength of a shifter?

      “Useful,” I mumbled.

      The rest of the pack vanished into the dark, leaving me to my job. Even Milo was suddenly nowhere in sight. I groaned. This cleanup was going to take me the rest of the night.

      Not that they cared I had to work later.

      This was grunt work, after all.

      And well, I was the gruntiest grunt that ever lived.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      I ended up calling in sick so that I could catch some much-needed z’s.

      The joke was on me. I shouldn’t have even bothered. Teo showed up before nine in the morning to drag me out of bed on “pack business.”

      Didn’t matter that I wasn’t part of the pack. Any pack.

      I also didn’t remember giving him a key, but he somehow waltzed right in like he owned the place. My landlord had better manners.

      I was the landlord.

      Teo had made some biting remark about my apartment being the size of a tin can before tearing my covers away. I launched a pillow at him when he went for my ankles next. I then bolted for the bathroom, slamming the door in his face and quickly locking it behind me.

      Not that a door would hold Teo back. Barring a direct order from Milo, I wasn’t sure anything in this world could hold Teo back.

      He’d barely given me fifteen minutes to shower and change into shorts and a t-shirt before we were on our way to pack headquarters, the van miraculously outfitted with a new windshield in the hours since I’d seen it last. If that wasn’t some kind of magic, I didn’t know what was.

      I hadn’t spoken a word to him since getting inside—something I really should have thought through. My silence only rewarded Teo for his bad behavior. Had I been a little smarter, I would have chatted his ear off the entire drive. That would have been Teo’s own personal hell.

      Next time.

      Yet, despite my salty mood, I was a little bit curious to see where we were going. To finally see how my kind were supposed to live. Aside from Milo, Matteo, and those at the gym, I’d only seen other members of the pack a couple of times—last night and the night I shifted—but never here, where many of them resided.

      I lifted my sunglasses as we rolled through the nice part of town and right up to a fancy iron gate. I couldn’t see much of what lay past it because the whole neighborhood, it seemed, was surrounded by an ancient-looking stone wall—one that was at least ten feet high and beautifully draped with a dense blanket of some kind of flowering vine.

      The gate opened, beckoning us inside. As we drove through, something shimmered across my skin. Magic, I thought. I lifted my hands in front of my face but couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. But it felt light, like a cool caress.

      My gaze lifted, bouncing from one side of the street to the other. I wasn’t sure what I expected, but it wasn’t this thriving little utopia.

      The houses came in various earthy colors and sizes, some close together and others with more breathable space in between. There were a lot of beautiful mature trees and a straight river that ran right down the center of town. It was a full community with playgrounds and sidewalks and common areas and people. Well, wolves, I guess. I did a double take when I saw some little pups splashing and chasing one another in the water. They paid us no mind as we drove on by.

      It was calm. Peaceful. Happy.

      Maybe there were perks to being in a pack after all.

      We parked in front of a large house with a circle driveway. It wasn’t just big, it was massive. The exterior was mostly stone, giving it a sturdy, timeless appearance. Large windows. A well-kept yard out front. The whole neighborhood told me these wolves took pride in their little suburban paradise.

      As it turned out, Milo was filthy rich.

      “Come on,” Teo said, shutting the van door behind him. “We’re late.”

      “Late?”

      Undoing my seat belt took a little extra doing since it was still jacked up from our wreck yesterday. If I were being perfectly honest, I was surprised the van still ran at all. I was starting to understand Teo’s loyalty to the ugly thing.

      He was already opening the front door to the house as I chased him up the walkway. I heard voices inside, voices that immediately cut off when I stepped through the entry.

      Dozens of faces swung my way.

      Milo was up front, wearing jeans and a t-shirt, his hair and body looking freshly showered. He gave Teo a nod before his gaze met mine.

      “Jess,” he said with a small smile. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Wasn’t exactly given a choice,” I muttered back, forgetting that each and every one of them would have heard me with their sharp ears.

      If Milo heard, he didn’t let on. “Jess, this is everyone. Everyone, this is Jessa Tate.”

      “Hi,” I said with a wave.

      It was like the temperature had plummeted the moment I’d stepped inside. I’d never in my life faced such an icy reception. Their stares ranged from open hostility to complete disinterest. I swore I heard some whispered words along the lines of ungrateful and stray.

      “Have a seat,” he said.

      Teo appeared behind me with a chair. He rested a hand on my shoulder, carefully guiding me down onto it. I debated slapping his hands away but opted to draw less attention to myself, rather than more. Seriously though, did wolves have to be so damn handsy and commanding all the time? Was it written in their handbook?

      “Now,” Milo went on. “As I was saying. I hadn’t planned on bringing the key here. It poses a risk to all of us. But with last night's events, I don’t think we’ve got a choice. It will stay here until the trials are complete. This is going to mean more shifts with extra patrols. We’ve got sentries already on their way from allied packs. Our friends from Cascade are already here.”

      Teo was back with another chair. He placed it beside mine and sat down.

      I leaned next to him and whispered, “What are the trials?”

      “Shhh,” came Teo’s response.

      “Are the trials related to the key and choosing the Great Wolf?” I pressed again.

      He gave a single, curt nod.

      A few things were starting to come together. First, there was this key. It’s what the attack was about last night. I didn’t even know what it looked like, but I was pretty sure I dreamed about it in the hour of sleep I’d managed to snag before Teo showed up. Somehow, Milo had this key and was protecting it from falling into the hands of our enemies—the vamps.

      And somehow, it was all tied to the trials Milo just mentioned.

      “While I’m competing, I won’t be able to help so all decisions regarding security and the key will fall to Griff.”

      Whoa. Hold up. Just a second.

      “You’re competing?” I asked, my voice coming out in an embarrassing squeak.

      Heads swung my way once more.

      “Of course he’s competing,” a guy up front responded.

      I recognized him from last night. He had a tall, lean build which wasn’t anything unusual here, but his strong jawline, prominent cheekbones, and piercing blue eyes definitely set him apart. Or maybe it was the flaming red hair. He winked at me.

      “In answer to your question, Jessa,” Milo answered warmly, pulling gazes back his way. “Yes, the key has determined me worthy to compete in the Moon Trials as are a couple others from the pack.”

      The key determined worthiness. To compete in the Moon Trials. To become the Great Wolf. Obviously, the cocky bastard would be competing.

      “Is it dangerous?” I asked.

      “There is a reason that many call them the Dead Trials.”

      I swallowed hard. “Is it worth it? Risking your life for all of this?”

      The room went pin drop silent.

      “No greater cause,” he said and I felt the sincerity, the truthfulness, in those words. It made goosebumps rise on my skin. “This is a pivotal point for us. The trials haven’t occurred in over a hundred years. Now that the key has been restored, wolves everywhere will finally be reunited. We’ve waited a long time for this, Jessa.”

      I didn’t know a ton about wolf politics yet, but it felt like a big deal. Like a really big deal.

      “Now, it also means that we’ll be having visitors,” he went on, more to the others than to me. “One hundred wolves are required to test themselves before the trials can begin. Thanks to the incident at Sky Pack last week, it’s unclear exactly how many have been tested so far. All of the local packs have requested access to the key and by the code, we’re obligated to grant it.”

      “You mean we’re going to have to play host to those Ridgeline pricks?” a woman called from the far side.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Milo said with a nod. “And others.”

      “Shadow Pack?” someone else called.

      “No,” Milo’s expression turned dark, cold. “Their representative has already entered.”

      There was some grumbling at that. Someone even said something about Milo doing the world a solid by ending the demon-loving bastard. I had no idea what it meant, but there was a hearty level of agreement from the crowd.

      What I’d taken from the conversation was that Shadow Pack and Ridgeline were without a doubt bad news.

      “Don’t tell me it found that murdering piece of shadow excrement worthy,” the woman from before said.

      “Worthy to become our Great Wolf? Not a chance. But worthy to die in the games?” Milo’s lips curled into a sly smile that reminded me a lot of his wolf. “I can probably see to that.”

      The crowd broke into their own wolflike grins, even a few chuckles here and there. Holy smokes. Milo just plotted some guy’s murder and they laughed. A shudder rippled through me. These people were ruthless.

      Not people, wolves, I reminded myself once again.

      The rules were different here.

      So maybe this shadow person didn’t sound like he was the good guy in anybody’s story, but he wasn’t a soulless bloodsucker either. Lines were starting to get blurred for me.

      Where was the line I wouldn’t cross?

      “We don’t always understand Fate’s reasons, but they always win out in the end,” Milo said after the crowd quieted again.

      He looked right at me and while I couldn’t decipher them, it felt like he’d meant those words for me. Those blue-green eyes held me captive and we might as well have been the only two in the room. I felt my cheeks heating, my whole body heating, before he broke his gaze.

      What the hell was that?

      “Alright, everyone, Ridgeline will be here in two days. Get yourselves prepared,” he said. “You’re all dismissed.”

      With those final words, people stood. They dispersed, with most of them heading for the front door where Teo and I had entered. I felt their eyes on me as they went. A few of them slipped through other ways until Milo, Teo, the redhead, the woman who asked the questions, and I were all that were left.

      “So, this is the infamous Jessa,” the redhead said, sidling up to me as I got to my feet. “What a pretty little thing you are.”

      I’d never been called little in my life. But when the average shifter male was well over six feet, I guess I was. He threw an arm over my shoulder and I grinned up at him but shoved it off anyway. Again. So handsy. Had they never heard of a bubble? I had one. It was large.

      The smile he shot back at me was absolutely feral. “We’ve all been wondering why Milo has kept you away from us. Now I get it.”

      “Please,” I said. “Enlighten me.”

      “Yeah, Griff,” the woman said, making her way over. “Enlighten us.”

      Wait. This was Griff? Griff in-charge-when-Milo-was-out, Griff? Even my wolf was paying attention now, sizing him up. Predator, my wolf decided. And it didn’t take her long.

      His clothing was sharp and stylish. A jacket over a hoodie. Faded jeans. Black sneakers. He certainly moved like a warrior, as if every motion was calculated. He fit the build too.

      At first glance, I would have pegged him for the funny guy, not Milo’s second-in-command. But now that I knew, I realized that he played his part well, keeping hidden what surely lurked beneath. He wouldn’t be Milo’s second without a true monster underneath it all.

      “Lovely, you tick every single one of our sneaky pack leader’s boxes,” Griff purred. “He kept you a secret for a reason. Didn’t want the rest of us getting any ideas.”

      “Griff,” Milo said, his tone low. A warning.

      “Boxes for what?” I asked.

      Griff just shook his head, lifting his hands in retreat.

      “See you around, Jessa,” he said with another wink.

      Before I knew it, he turned and disappeared into another room. Oh boy. I didn’t even want to know. Or did I?

      “Lila,” the woman said, appearing before me and holding out her hand.

      Finally. Someone normal.

      She had dark, luscious waves that surrounded a pretty, heart-shaped face. My wolf wasn’t sure what to make of her. She wasn’t exactly threatened but kept a close watch anyway. Lila’s aura reminded me of Milo’s. It had the same kind of feel, but just less of it. Quieter somehow.

      I took her hand. “Jessa.”

      Her grip was firm as she peered into my eyes. Mine widened as hers started glowing with amber light. My wolf snarled and I immediately dropped Lila’s hand.

      Okay, so not normal.

      After another moment, she blinked and her eyes went back to normal. With a shrug, she backed up.

      “That’s what that idiot was talking about.” She turned to Milo. “I get it.”

      “Okay,” Milo said, not missing a beat as he strode toward me. “Everybody out. I need to talk to Jessa alone.”

      “Always so touchy,” Lila said with a finger wave to me as she left through the same doorway Griff had.

      “I’ll be in the kitchen,” was all Teo said as he stalked off too.

      “You look tired,” Milo said, those observant eyes taking in every detail.

      I folded my arms. “Taking a shot in the dark here but it’s probably due to the fact that I was up all night cleaning up your mess.”

      He stared at me, not saying a word. Silently assessing.

      “Don’t you think I’ve been punished enough?” I asked.

      “Have you?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve been waiting for you to prove it.”

      “Prove what?”

      “That you’re done. That you refuse. I’ve been waiting for you to get mad. To show them that you’re not someone to be messed with.”

      I gestured toward where Teo had disappeared. “Your muscle doesn’t take no for an answer.”

      “The Jessa I know would have knocked him on his ass the first time he laid a finger on her.”

      I let those words sink in. The meaning behind. The words he wasn’t saying.

      And then I saw red.

      “You’re telling me this was all some kind of… what? A test?” I asked, the words hissing from my lips.

      “An opportunity.”

      “To what?”

      “To prove yourself. To fit in. To choose where you wanted to fit in.”

      I laughed. But it wasn’t a happy laugh. It was a laugh of a madwoman about to plot the murder of a fully souled being. Funny how those lines weren’t blurred now.

      “Prove that I belong with all of you, you mean,” I said bitterly.

      “Wolves aren’t humans, Jessa. We live by our instincts. There are hunters and there is prey. You are a hunter,” he said, pointing over his shoulder. “But so are the others.”

      Ironically, I felt a lot more like a hunter before I knew I was a wolf. Now I was a walking identity crisis.

      And maybe that’s what Milo was trying to show me.

      What Helena had been trying to tell me.

      That I was still that fierce woman who’d met Milo at the rec center years ago. He’d taught me to fight, to channel my anger and energy into something useful. Having the rug pulled out from under me had made me falter.

      But I was still her.

      She was still me.

      Right?

      “You wanted me mad?” I said quietly. “Well, congratulations. You succeeded.”

      He stepped close. Very close. “There she is.”

      Those eyes. Despite how furious I was, he’d caught me in his snare again.

      “I don’t like playing your games, Milo.”

      It was crap like this that made me hesitate to join his pack—to join any pack. Not that I’d come across any others.

      “No more games,” he agreed solemnly.

      My eyes narrowed. “That was too easy.”

      He grinned, drawing my attention to that perfect mouth. “We’ll find another way for you to show them where you belong.”

      I couldn’t help it, I stared at those inviting lips, wondering what it would be like to taste them. “And where is that?”

      “By my side.”

      Before I had a chance to digest those words, he closed the gap, hesitantly pressing a featherlight kiss to my mouth. My wolf was practically purring.

      It felt like some long-forgotten iced-over part of me was melting. I couldn’t place it but something inside of him called to something inside of me. He and I—we were made of the same cloth.

      I’d fought this for so long. Maybe it was time. I had a sinking feeling it was going to end with my heart shattered into a million tiny pieces.

      The kiss was over as quickly as it began and I found myself wanting more.

      “What did Griff mean when he said I ticked your boxes?” I asked quietly, unable to hide the smile pulling up my lips.

      He pulled away enough to look at me, a spark dancing in his eyes. “Beautiful. Fearless. Everything I could ever want.”

      My mouth opened and closed. He sure knew how to charm a girl.

      “And once you get your shifting figured out, we’ll be unstoppable.”

      “And what if I don’t?” I asked.

      It was a legitimate concern of mine.

      “Not really an option, Jess,” he said. “There’s a place for you here and I know you want it too.”

      Did I?

      “Be my date,” he said quickly.

      I blinked up at him, still in a bit of a daze from that mind-melting kiss. “Your date?”

      “Another pack is coming Friday night. There will be a party. It will be the perfect event for me to show you off.”

      His words washed over me, instantly cooling. Show me off. Like I was livestock.

      I took a step back. “I don’t know.”

      “Poor choice of words,” he corrected immediately, reaching for me again. “It’ll be the perfect opportunity for them to start seeing you as an important member of this pack.”

      “I’m not a member of your pack.”

      “Yet.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Keep dreaming.”

      “Every night.” His lips curled into that cocky grin. “So is that a yes? For being my date?”

      “No more cleanup duty?”

      “No more cleanup duty.”

      “Fine.”

      His smile was dazzling. He leaned in and planted another quick kiss, this time on my cheek. “I’ll pick you up at six. Lila will send a dress.”

      He strode away, heading out the same way the others had. Just before he vanished, he shot me another warm smile that made my heart skip a beat.

      “Get some rest,” he called.
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      The dress.

      I stared at myself in the mirror.

      It barely held my assets.

      Oh, it was beautiful, alright. Expensive. A designer sheath with a train that skimmed the floor, despite the six-inch heels. It was the color of rubies, with a plunging neckline and an even lower one in the back. My lips were painted to match, my hair pulled over one shoulder. I looked good.

      More than good.

      I looked delectable.

      It was something I might have even picked for myself… just not for an event like this. Not when I was headed into a literal den of wolves. A girl couldn’t be expected to fight in this. At least… not with her fists.

      A knock at the door startled me and I glanced at my phone.

      Right on time.

      I opened the door and Milo’s stare was absolutely predatory as he scanned me from head to toe. He was wearing a tux that made him look even more delicious than usual. His gaze came to rest on my lips. He leaned in but I stopped him with a hand to the chest.

      “It took me a very long time to get the makeup just right. I’d rather not have to do it again.”

      He smirked, leaning against the doorframe. “I’m suddenly tempted to forgo this party altogether.”

      I playfully smacked him across the arm with my matching crimson clutch as I slipped past him and out the door. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      “Should I be insulted?”

      “Your ego is too big to wound.”

      “I think you might be the only one who could,” he said quietly.

      He somehow managed to arrive at his car ahead of me and he held the door. A black sports car that I’d never seen him drive before.

      He made sure I was situated before closing me in. When he settled into the driver’s seat, he reached for my hand and I let him take it. I stared at our entwined fingers, liking the feel of his strong hands against mine.

      “Besides being a huge freaking deal, what else do I need to know about the Moon Trials?”

      He shot me a look of amusement. “We’re not sure how long it will take. They’ve all been different. Anywhere from days to months.”

      “Months,” I repeated. “You could be gone for months?”

      “Not exactly,” he said. “There will be a few trials and the competitors will return home in between.”

      “Will people really die?”

      He gave me a warm look. “Worried?”

      “No, because I’m quite positive that I’m the only one who can beat you and I won’t be there to kick your ass.”

      His answering laugh made me grin like an idiot.

      I should enter, if only to earn a little respect around here. I’d always loved a good competition. The only problem was that I didn’t want the prize. Being responsible for the wellbeing of every single wolf sounded like a lot of paperwork. And okay, I guess there were two problems.

      The other one was that I didn’t want to die.

      I was a wolf who couldn’t currently wolf. And my fighting skills… let’s just say I wasn’t at my best. So competing in the trials was officially out.

      Before I knew it, we were pulling back through those fancy gates and parking at the pack manor. The curved driveway was crowded with double-parked cars, all worth more than I made in a year.

      “Are we late?” I asked as he opened my door.

      “Fashionably,” he responded, offering his arm. “Wanted to make an entrance.”

      “How very Milo of you.” I stood, slipping my hand through the bend at his elbow.

      “Glad I’m living up to my name.” He stopped, turning to me. “Ready for this?”

      “I didn’t know I was supposed to prepare.”

      “You weren’t,” he said, reaching over to tuck a wayward strand of hair behind my ear. “There’s fire in you, Jessa. All you need to do is let it burn until you are the brightest thing in the room.”

      And that was the cue for my insides to turn to jelly. It was nice having someone who believed in me and Milo’s confidence was infectious.

      “Poetic,” I said, unable to stop my teasing smile. “Is there a normal people translation?”

      “Don’t let them push you around.”

      “When do I ever?”

      He grinned back. “Precisely.”

      We stepped through the entrance and once again, all eyes turned to us. At least this time, I shared the spotlight with something sparklier than me.

      I snickered at the thought of Milo’s reaction to being called that.

      The room had been transformed. There were candles along the long wall opposite the windows and strings of twinkling lights above. A fire roared in the fireplace on the far wall, even though it didn’t seem like it was producing much heat because the room was pleasantly cool. The seating had all been pushed to the sides, leaving space in the middle for mingling and… schmoozing, I supposed.

      We were immediately swarmed by Milo’s admirers, men and women alike. They complimented everything he did or said while almost completely ignoring me in the process.

      Don’t let them push you around, he’d said.

      Was pretending I was invisible truly pushing me around?

      I slipped away, heading for the bar set up along the far wall. Just as I arrived, a man approached. His aura brushed up against me and I immediately bristled. Despite the immense power of it, it felt oily. Slippery, like it lacked real substance. My wolf was immediately on edge, pacing the bounds of her invisible cage.

      “Allow me,” the man said, each word drawn out with a Southern flare as he carefully poured me a glass of champagne. “How did Milo let the most exquisite creature in the room slip away without his noticin’?”

      His appearance was a lot like his magic. Oily. His long dark hair hung over his shoulders in waves that had no clear style. His features were all sharp angles and his black eyes felt like two voids. Tattoos that I couldn’t quite decipher ran up the sides of his neck and I spotted a few more across his knuckles.

      “Slip away?” I took the proffered drink and met his gaze. “Perhaps he set me loose.”

      The beast inside of me would love to be set loose. She begged for it. Never stopped begging.

      His answering smile was absolutely lethal. “I’m Vesper.”

      “From Ridgeline, I presume.”

      “Beautiful and smart,” he said. “I see why he’s so taken with you.”

      “Jessa,” Milo said from right behind me. “There you are.”

      He placed a hand on my hip and pulled me to his side in a very deliberate and possessive way that made me contemplate flicking him in the nose. But that wouldn’t have given us the appearance of a united front that I supposed was important right now.

      But I still placed my hand over his and gave him a quick dig with my nails. He squeezed back in response but didn’t let go.

      “Ah, Milo,” Vesper said, his eyes never leaving mine. “Given up the search for your true mate already? This can’t be the one, can she?”

      Milo squeezed harder. I looked up at him but he kept his expression carefully blank.

      True mate, huh. We’d be discussing whatever that meant later.

      That sounded an awful lot like soulmates and I didn’t believe in those. Fate butting in where she didn’t belong. I didn’t want anything telling me I had to be with someone.

      “I see you came without a date tonight, Vesper,” Milo responded smoothly, the tone too controlled. Too careful. “Try not to use that as an excuse to bother mine.”

      Vesper chuckled darkly before knocking back his drink. He flipped the shot glass and it somehow landed right side up on a serving tray being carried by a woman passing by.

      “No offense intended,” he drawled. “If we’re done socializin’, I s’pose we should simply get on with business.”

      “Finally, something we can agree on,” Milo said. “Follow me.”

      His fingers tangled with mine as he led us into another part of the house. Three of what I assumed were Vesper’s contingent peeled off the walls and followed close behind. Courtesy of my wolf, I noted their smell—like gun smoke and darkness.

      Teo and Griff joined us. Everyone else remained behind as Milo opened some double doors that revealed wide stairs into the basement. We passed four more guards on the way down, my heels clacking on the wooden stair treads.

      Anyone who even contemplated stealing the key from a house full of wolves would have to have a death wish.

      Milo led the way. He’d let go of my hand, but I wasn’t about to miss seeing whatever this business was so I followed right on his ass. Teo had somehow positioned himself between me and Vesper as we descended, but I could still feel that slimy gaze drifting over me.

      The room opened up. The lights were dim and the air was colder, like the air conditioning was set to arctic. A man sat on a chair in the middle. His foot rested casually on a large wooden trunk at his feet. My eyes rounded on the machete lay across his lap. Despite his relaxed stance, his body was preternaturally still, only his eyes shifting as he watched us enter.

      “Zacharias,” Vesper said. “If you’re needin’ a change of pack loyalties, you should know you have more options than the Crescent riffraff.”

      Zacharias bared his teeth. “Accalia sends her regards.”

      “Ah,” Vesper said. “Still with the bitch, then.”

      Zacharias leapt to his feet and got one good shove to Vesper’s chest before his guards were there, interfering. I had to admit, I was surprised that Zacharias hadn’t even lifted the very sharp-looking blade still clutched within his fist. I supposed Vesper picking on everyone’s last nerve wasn’t quite enough to warrant a death sentence.

      Vesper only laughed as he caught his balance, straightening his suit coat.

      “I’ll remind you, Vesper, that you are here as a courtesy,” Milo said, gesturing toward the trunk with his chin. “Do what you came to do and be gone.”

      Vesper’s face lit up like a little kid on Christmas morning as he knelt. He flipped the latch on the trunk and lifted the lid. I took a step forward in order to get a better look and what I saw took my breath away.

      Two objects lay on a bed of deep-green velvet. The first was some kind of chalice, or maybe it was more like a bowl on a stand? I was not well versed on magical objects, that was for sure. I had no idea what I was looking at.

      But every wolf in the room, me included, seemed to be holding their breath.

      The bowl was made of some kind of glittering stone that I’d never encountered before. Of course you haven’t. It’s magic, dummy. It looked like it had been carved straight from a galaxy of stars before being delicately set upon a small copper column. More thick bands of copper rose from the base, holding the bowl in place with shapes reminiscent of tiny mountains.

      My gaze shifted to the other object. It was a little bronze wolf head attached to a long stem. From top to bottom, it was exquisitely sculpted and embellished with copper inlays and a few shiny gemstones that looked a lot like emeralds. The whole thing would fit in the palm of my hand. Was this the key?

      “Exactly as I imagined,” Vesper said in awe.

      He picked up the chalice, holding it reverently in both hands before setting it on the floor. Next, he grabbed the little wolf, lifting it up to where light bounced off the itty-bitty gemstones.

      We all watched in silence as Vesper shut the box and then carefully stood the chalice on top of it. From base to lip, it was maybe seven inches tall. The galaxy glittered even more brightly.

      Pinching the wolf head, he inserted the stem into a tiny hole in the side of the bowl, just above the copper mountains. There was a resounding click and then the galaxy really did come alive. I gasped as the walls around us lit up with brilliant constellations, projected outward from the bowl.

      Vesper looked up at one of his guys who quickly dug into his pocket and drew out a knife. Milo took a protective step in front of me, but I leaned past him. I didn’t care about the danger. I wanted to see what would happen next. Vesper took the knife and made a quick slice into his forefinger. I watched, speechless and wide-eyed, as he lifted his hand over the bowl.

      The blood dripped, sizzling as it struck the center of the bowl. The moment it did, blue light flashed, blinding me for just a second. Vesper flew backward, landing on the floor on his back. He brought a hand to his forehead, and then he began to laugh like a maniac. The chilling sound echoed in the small space that was feeling smaller by the second.

      I stared at the chalice with wide eyes. Had it made him go mad? Is that what it did to the unworthy? It took their minds?

      The projections faded and Vesper was still laughing, clutching his belly as if he couldn’t hold it back. Milo swore next to me. Vesper rose to his feet, meeting Milo’s hardened gaze.

      “It’s time for you to go,” Milo said coolly. “Next time I see you, it will be under less pleasant circumstances.”

      There was no way this thing found him worthy. I glared down at it. It was broken. That was the only explanation. Any faith I had in it was completely shattered.

      This whole thing was rigged.

      “How does it feel,” Vesper said, straightening his jacket and glancing about the room, “knowing how much I look forward to makin’ every last one of yours submit to me?”

      He looked at me next, the threat clear. My wolf snarled and I was surprised to hear it tumble from my own lips.

      Milo grabbed him by his collar, shoving him against the wall.

      “Uh-uh,” he said, lifting his hand with a smirk. “Protected by the moon herself.”

      There, in his palm, was a black crescent moon. I didn’t know what it meant, but Milo did. He released him.

      With a final cringey smile and mock-salute, Vesper turned and left, striding for the stairs. His feet had disappeared up the steps in a matter of seconds.

      My hands landed on my hips as I watched Zacharias slip on some leather gloves and delicately place the chalice and key back in the box. He shut it, this time locking it with a padlock. It wasn’t like that was going to keep out a determined wolf, but whatever.

      “How?” was all I asked into the charged silence.

      “The going theory is that the Great Wolf must be tested,” Griff said. “Some are chosen to make the competition harder.”

      Well, that was… that was messed up, was what that was.

      Milo stiffened beside me right before a bloodcurdling howl filled the air. I felt the mood shift as the wolves went silent, listening.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Before Milo could answer, people were in motion, bolting for the room above. A few, including Zacharias, stayed behind, standing watch over the key. I raced after the runners, kicking off my heels as I went. I reached the top just a step behind Milo, the large room hauntingly vacant.

      “Wards are down,” Griff said as he took off at a sprint.

      My eyes rounded. Through the windows I could see flames climbing into the darkened sky. More howls carried through the air, songs of anguish and fury.

      I ran to catch up with Milo and slid to a halt at the front door. What I saw chilled me down to my bones. A deadly army of vampires marched toward us. They’d torn their way through the streets, a pathway of fiery destruction left in their wake.

      How many of them, it was impossible to tell. But there were more of them than in the street battle. A lot more.

      Hands gripped me by the shoulders, nudging me into a hard body behind me.

      “Get her out of here,” Milo said to Teo, tossing him his car keys. “Take her home.”

      “No way,” I said, stepping forward. “I can help.”

      “Not like this,” he said, already in motion. “Until you can shift, you’re only a liability.”

      You’re weak, was all I heard.

      While not entirely untrue, his words had a way of cutting right to the quick. In a blink, his shift had already taken him and he was sprinting into the heart of the action.

      “Come on,” Teo said, grabbing my arm and pulling me in the opposite direction.

      “Don’t you feel bad?” I asked, yanking my hand free. “Running away when they need you?”

      Milo could make the case that I was weak, but he couldn’t say the same about Teo.

      His jaw flexed. “Yes.”

      “Then get me a crowbar and let’s go kick some vamp ass,” I said, lifting my skirts as I moved toward the parked cars.

      Teo’s van had to be here somewhere.

      Before I knew it, I was hoisted over the giant’s shoulder and marched in the opposite direction. “Teo!”

      I squirmed, trying to break free, but Teo just shook me until I stopped, like I was a bad puppy.

      “There are children out there,” I hissed at him.

      “You think I don’t know?” he snarled. “You have a place in this pack and it’s time you accepted it. We all have a part to play, Jessa.”

      That might have been the most words I’d ever heard him string together.

      “Oh yeah? And what’s yours? The village asshole?”

      “I enforce the law and whatever Milo says, that’s the law.”

      I folded my arms and glared at the ground as it passed me by, all the blood rushing to my head.

      “For whatever reason, he’s chosen you,” Teo went on. “He kept you secret for years. Years. He kept you safe, waiting for you to choose him back.”

      “What do you mean he chose me? Don’t tell me it’s that fated mates bullshit. I don’t believe in it.”

      He huffed out a laugh as he continued at a brisk pace. “You could only be so lucky. A fated pairing is sacred and rare. So rare that only one in thousands of wolves might be part of one. That’s if they are lucky enough to ever find each other.”

      “How would you even know if they were yours?”

      “You’d know,” he said. “Regardless, he’s chosen you. You want to know why many of the others dislike you?”

      Yes. No. I wasn’t sure. But I had a feeling he was going to tell me anyway.

      “You’re a nobody, a stray who thinks she’s too good for our alpha.”

      That was their reason?

      I wasn’t too good for him. I was careful. There was a difference. Milo wanted me to fit into this pretty little box and I wasn’t sure that I did.

      “Listen, you overgrown beast, what goes on between me and Milo is nobody's damn business.”

      Teo grunted and came to an abrupt halt. Finally, I’d gotten through to him. He was going to listen to me. I would make sure of it.

      Then he swayed on his feet.

      “Teo?” I asked, lifting my head to look around.

      Things had gone unnervingly quiet around us. Teo slowly lowered me to the ground. It wasn’t until then that I noticed the knife hilt sticking from his chest, right above his heart. Then I saw all the blood, leaking down his clothes and now mine.

      “Teo,” I whispered in shock, using my hands to… I didn’t know what… keep the blood in.

      Warm and sticky, it ran down my hands, dripping between my fingers and filling the air with a metallic tang.

      I looked up at his face only to find his gaze fixed over my shoulder. Hate gleamed in his eyes, his face frozen in agony. I turned to look.

      Vesper.

      He stood a few feet away, surrounded by his goons.

      “Run,” Teo gasped, his voice strained and weak.

      Run? Did he even know me? I wasn’t going to run.

      My wolf snarled, completely on board with ripping each one of their heads off.

      “Hello, darlin’,” Vesper said.

      I planted my feet and raised my fists in defiance. Outnumbered or not, dress or no dress, I wasn’t leaving Matteo behind. And I certainly wasn’t going down without a fight.

      There was a swift movement to my left but as I twisted to look, pain reverberated through my skull and…

      Everything went dark.
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      “Rise and shine, doll,” a deep voice said. “I want to see those big green eyes.”

      That voice. My body revolted, having an almost visceral reaction to it.

      The world was dark. And cold. As I blinked, my surroundings slowly came into focus. My head throbbed. There was something in front of my face that smelled so awful it made my stomach churn. Like ammonia and… other things my brain was still too foggy to place. Garbage, maybe? I tried pulling away, only to find myself utterly stuck.

      It took me a moment to fully grasp the fact that I wasn’t neck deep in concrete. Nope, I couldn’t move because I was held suspended between two rather large people, each with viselike grips on my upper arms. More rough hands dug into my hair, keeping my face pinned forward—right at the owner of that voice.

      Vesper.

      “There she is,” he said.

      He held a tiny vial in his hands. As I watched him, he pocketed it.

      The wolf inside me shook herself, like she too was just waking up from whatever had taken us down. As she rose, our wolfy senses went on instant alert.

      My heart began racing as I slowly took in what I could of the room, which was just the bit that was in front of me. Overlapping wooden boards and planks had been crudely nailed to the walls. The tight, damp space was littered with pallets and mattresses. The floor was filthy and the air held the distinct smell of mold. The only light came from a couple of flashlights and a single bare bulb on the ceiling above me. It backlit Vesper in an eerie silhouette.

      My chest constricted as soft, heartrending sobs carried from behind me. I was held so tightly that I was unable to turn and look.

      I didn’t know who they were but I knew exactly what this was: a prison. Or, well… some grimy basement that these scumbags had turned into a makeshift one.

      “Where’s Matteo?” I asked, my voice scratchy.

      Vesper’s lips curled up. “At last, she speaks.”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “So many questions,” he said, placing a finger under my chin and lifting, forcing me to look him in the eye. “You have that split soul look about you. Dangerous. I should just kill you now.”

      I jerked my face away from him. “And you’ve got that stupid look about you. Do you know what Milo’s going to do with you when he finds you?”

      “Milo’s got his hands full at the moment.”

      I tore my right arm free and sent my fist careening for Vesper’s nose. Was I going to win this fight? Not a chance. Thanks to whatever they’d done to me, the room was still spinning at the edges. But I wasn’t going to roll over and take it either.

      Vesper was ready for me. He dodged my swing easily.

      “Little viper.” He seized my wrist. “Hold on to that fight. You’re going to need it.”

      A knife appeared in his free hand. Before my brain caught up to his actions, he’d sliced into my palm. His grip was like iron as he squeezed my hand, forcing a few drops of blood into a waiting bowl below.

      I stared at it, recognition and terror blooming inside of me. It wasn’t the same chalice… but the key was unmistakable.

      The key.

      Before I could do anything but gape, my vision exploded into hot, white light and the floor fell out from beneath me. I screamed, my hands and arms windmilling as I dropped into blinding nothingness.

      I had no idea what was happening as streaks of color began filling the landscape—shades of dark blue. Then purples and grays, coloring everything in until there was no white left.

      Twinkling gems glittered above me.

      Stars. A sky full of them.

      Below me, darkness spread in every direction. It took shape, becoming a blackened island in a vast sea. Waves crashed against rock. Trees swayed in the wind. Moonlight from high above cast deep shadows.

      I flipped end over end, my stomach revolting. The land grew as I got closer and closer. It finally occurred to me that I was going to slam right into it. No, no, no. I only had a few seconds left before… I pinched my eyes shut, bracing for the impact that… never came.

      I peeked, just a hint, and was shocked—completely and utterly—to find myself floating just a few inches above a lush, mossy earth. My eyes rounded, trying and failing to take it all in at once.

      “Skinnier than I thought she’d be,” a voice said.

      My gaze shot up as I dropped the rest of the way, my face breaking my fall. I hit the ground with an oomph.

      “Shorter too,” the voice added.

      “That dress, though,” a third chimed in with a whistle. “She can’t possibly hope to compete in that.”

      “We’ll just have to take that out of the equation, Callista.”

      I pushed off the ground, straightening my gown as I climbed to my bare feet. The ground was soft like a sponge.

      Where the hell was I?

      Three women stood before me. But they weren’t mortal women. My wolf understood this inherently. I could tell this by simply looking at them. What they actually were… I had no idea.

      Goddesses, maybe.

      A shimmering outline glowed around each of them. It took their shape but moved almost independently. Like a living halo. But that wasn’t the most interesting thing about them. What stood out the most was that each of them possessed features that were other.

      The one in the middle had coppery wolf ears atop her head that pointed toward me with curiosity. They were in contrast to her long white-gray hair, plaited into thick braids that draped over her shoulders. Her bronze skin was flawless and despite her hair color, she didn’t look a day over twenty.

      The one on my right had warm blonde hair that made me think of pure sunshine and hung in a straight sheet that fell past her waist, almost entirely hiding her glimmering golden armor below. What looked like a bronze crown of jagged thorns sat on her head—or maybe grew from her head, I couldn’t tell.

      The final one had a face full of freckles, a mischievous twist to her lips, and auburn hair that was woven into looping, beautiful patterns close to her scalp. Not braids, really, but something else. A crown of short rose-gold feathers spiked from her head. She wore a flowy gown the colors of fire and showed off a body that was toned like a warrior’s. They were each impossibly tall and shared the same soul-piercing blue eyes.

      The auburn one smiled. “She thinks we are goddesses.”

      Had I said that out loud?

      “To her simple mind, I suppose we are,” the middle one said.

      “Where am I?” I asked her, unable to hold her intense stare for more than a couple seconds.

      It was like she was boring a hole right into my soul. My eyes snagged on a few glowing beads of light that floated in the air around the women, slightly larger than little motes of dust. I didn’t understand it, but something about them made me sad.

      “You, of all people, should know,” she responded.

      “Considering you’ve been here before,” the golden one added.

      I looked around. They must have hit my head harder than I thought. I’d remember this place. Especially the route to get here. This was all a dream. Had to be. Maybe I was dead.

      “Now she thinks she’s dead,” Freckles said with a snort.

      “This is the Realm of Dreams, Fated One,” Goldie informed me.

      So I was dreaming.

      “How did I get here?”

      “We brought you here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you have given your offering,” Wolf-ears answered.

      It really hit me then. That scumbag had made me touch the key. These three goddesses were deciding if I was worthy… or whatever.

      “Does this happen to everyone who touches the key?”

      She smiled. “No.”

      Lucky me.

      “What do you want with me?”

      “Nothing and everything,” they all said in unison.

      Even my wolf took pause at that over-the-top level of straight-up weirdness.

      “Who are you?” were the only words I managed to form.

      “I am called Callista. This is Celestine and Aurora. Some would call us Fates but that is too broad a brush to truly describe what it is that we do,” Wolfy answered as the other two stared at me.

      “Okay, fates who are not fates, who want everything and nothing from me. Can you send me back or am I stuck here forever?”

      Hell. What if I really was trapped?

      Jake would take over my job. Nora would never stop looking for me. And Milo… he’d probably burn the world down to find me and then make me join his pack, the possessive bastard.

      “Not until we tell you what you have come to learn,” Goldie—or I guess Aurora—said.

      “Great,” I said. “I’m ready.”

      Something told me I wasn’t ready. Not even close.

      Celestine, the one with freckles, laughed. “Perhaps we just wanted to get a good look at you. To make sure you’re really her.”

      “Her who?”

      “The one Fate has chosen,” Wolfy said.

      “I thought you were Fates.”

      She winked. “Even we have to double-check our work sometimes.”

      “What work?”

      “That which your mother started.”

      Oh no. No, no, no.

      “That can’t be right. You—”

      “Do try not to die in the trials,” Celestine said, cutting me off in a bored tone.

      “Or before,” Aurora added with a nod.

      Bright, luminous light lit up the sky. The Fates and everything else instantly evaporated into nothing and I found myself weightless and screaming once again.

      For a few very long seconds, I couldn’t tell up from down. It was like tumbling through a blinding space vacuum, devoid of everything but light.

      All I did was exist.

      “Hello?” I called.

      It echoed.

      All at once, I felt the pull of gravity once again and my body rushed downward. My knees smacked into the cement floor with a painful crack. I gasped, my chest heaving as my eyes readjusted to the dark. I blinked once, twice, three times. When the scene before me finally came into focus, it pulled a groan right through my lips.

      I was back in Vesper’s basement. Those damn Fates. I didn’t know what games they were playing, but somehow, I’d been enlisted.

      The specific metaphysics remained a mystery, yes, but surely they could have done me a solid and dropped me literally anywhere else. Home would have been amazing.

      But no.

      Instead, I was back where I’d started. Even the smell was worse than I remembered.

      Had it all been a dream?

      Vesper was on me in an instant, his fingers gouging my face as he brought my gaze up to his. “What did you see?”

      I frowned at him. I didn’t owe him one single thing. He released my chin and grabbed my hand instead. I caught a glimpse as he twisted it. My palm was completely healed from the wound he’d made earlier. Worse, I was the recipient of a brand-new marking—a small crescent moon right in the center. Just like his.

      Ah, shit.

      How could I forget? The trials. The asshole had entered me into the Moon Trials. My hand held proof… proof that I was absolutely about to die.

      I couldn’t even shift. How in the world was I going to survive it?

      At least that meant that Vesper couldn’t kill me now. What had he said before? Protected by the moon herself?

      “Your mind was somewhere else for fourteen minutes,” Vesper said, his voice unnervingly quiet. “Tell me what they said.”

      Only my mind had been gone? It had sure felt like all of me. I shuddered. Had that meant that my body had been here the entire time? I tried to jerk my arms free, but I was still held fast.

      “Tell me and I’ll let you go,” he said.

      I believed that about as much as I believed he showered daily. He absolutely didn’t.

      “Tell me where Matteo is,” I countered.

      “I’m not in the mood for games, Miss Tate.”

      “Good,” I said. “Because I’m not either.”

      “Fine.” His eyes narrowed. “Tell me what you saw.”

      “I didn’t see anything.”

      He grabbed my hair, forcing my head back as he snarled down at me, his disgusting flecks of spittle landing on my face. “Do not lie to me.”

      So perhaps he was one of those wolves that could smell lies.

      “You’ll die,” I said quickly. “They said you’ll die in the trials.”

      I heard the backhanded slap before I felt it. My head twisted violently to one side. I laughed as I spit blood.

      “Did I hit a sore spot, Vesper?” I crooned.

      But then I heard them. The sniff and a choked-back sob. I twisted, turning just enough to see a little more than a handful of people—all women. At first glance, some even looked younger than me. Others had their gazes glued to the marks on their hands and a few—I swallowed hard—weren’t moving at all.

      “Why would you do this?” I asked in a whisper.

      “The Fates demand one hundred souls be tested,” he answered simply.

      I could hear the smile in his voice.

      The asshole got off on this. He held people’s lives in his hands and it made him feel powerful. What a damn nut job.

      A chill gripped my body as the full weight of his words settled in. The dots started to connect. One hundred souls must be tested, but no one ever said they had to do so voluntarily. Vesper was rigging the game, preying on those weaker than himself. Increasing his own odds of winning by selecting his own competition.

      My jaw clenched as my gaze swiveled to face him once more.

      “Just business, my dear,” he said with a shrug. “It’s nothing personal.”

      “Nothing personal,” I repeated.

      He ran a finger down my cheek and I leaned away. “Well, I guess that’s not entirely true for you. I’ve got a special job for you.”

      My stomach soured.

      “That look.” He chuckled. “Nothing so depraved as whatever you’re thinking. No, what do you think our mutual friend Milo will do when he finds his pretty little wolf, the one he hopes and prays is his Fate’s Chosen, is in the Dead Trials?”

      I swallowed hard.

      Milo was going to freak out and kill everything within a ten-mile radius, that’s what he was going to do. Vesper was so dead.

      “Milo will be so distracted keeping you alive in the trials that he won’t even see me coming.”

      I stopped breathing.

      He was going to use me to get to Milo.

      No.

      His plan won’t work. Milo is stronger than Vesper, I told myself.

      “Not much of an evil mastermind,” I said, my lip curling in disgust, “if you’re telling me your entire plan, genius.”

      That smile turned lethal. “Even if this was the entirety of my plan, it wouldn’t matter.”

      My wolf was livid. Vesper had set her off with his threats against Milo. She’d happily kill for Milo. She might even die for him.

      I pushed to my feet, surprising my captors just enough that I was able to pull free again. I lunged for Vesper, slamming an elbow into his gut as we both crashed to the floor.

      His guys were on me in a flash, prying me off and throwing me against the wall. Wooden planks snapped as my back smashed into them. One of the goons even saw to it to deliver a punishing kick to my ribs while I was down. I whimpered at the painful, resounding crack.

      That was going to leave a mark.

      “If only you could survive this.” Vesper, who had already righted himself, squatted in front of me. He grabbed me by my hair again. “Think of all the fun we could have.”

      I grabbed on to his forearm with both hands but couldn’t manage to stop him from slamming the back of my head against the wall so hard that I saw stars. Before I knew it, he and his other gun smoke and garbage-smelling wolves were striding away, leaving me in a crumpled heap on the cold, hard floor.

      A woman’s shriek a second later caused me to lift my head. Three of the unmoving ones were stolen from within our ranks. At least, I thought it was three. It could have been fewer. I was still seeing double thanks to my inability to not pick fights, especially ones I knew I couldn’t win.

      The women were hoisted over shoulders and carried away. The stairs creaked as the men ascended. A door slammed and I heard the distinct sound of a bolt sliding into place. Then a second one. More footsteps crossed overhead and then nothing. The only sounds left behind were the heart-wrenching sobs of the remaining women.

      I leaned back against the wall, my body sagging as pain radiated across my chest and head every time I took a breath. Slowly, I scanned others in the room. Some were in worse shape than me—bloody and traumatized.

      One of them stared back with wide, panic-stricken eyes. I couldn’t see much more of her than her face because there were others in between us. She had black hair that barely reached her chin in a layered style that I could never pull off and dark eyes made darker by a heavy dose of smudged eyeliner. A stud glinted in her nose.

      “Ready to get out of this hellhole?” I asked.

      She stared at me for a long moment, like she was deciding whether or not I was worth the bother. Finally, she pushed the hair out of her eyes and blew out a heavy breath.

      “What did you have in mind?”
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      There were six of us. I didn’t recognize any of them. None of them were dressed up like I was—lucky them—which meant they probably hadn’t come from the party. They might not even be from Milo’s pack.

      One of the others moved, revealing more of the woman who’d spoken to me. My eyes widened when I noted she was stroking the hair of another who lay unmoving in her lap. The second woman’s eyes were closed but I could see the rise and fall of her chest from here.

      “They didn’t take her?” I asked quietly.

      “She’s not dead,” she answered simply, her dark eyes meeting mine. “The Fates declared her worthy. She’s in the games already.”

      Uh… what?

      I had so many questions, starting with the obvious.

      “What happens if the Fates decide you’re unworthy?” I asked carefully.

      Her brow furrowed. “You die.”

      That was… I didn’t even have words.

      It was messed up.

      My gaze shifted to the slumbering woman. She had long blonde hair, mostly falling free of her ponytail. She looked a little younger than me.

      “What did you mean that she’s already in the trials?”

      She stared at me like I was an idiot. “The Moon Trials. As soon as you fall asleep, you’ll be there too. We all will.”

      The games were… They were dreams?

      “How?” I asked.

      The woman shrugged. “We fall asleep here and we wake up there.”

      Something sparked in my memory. “The Realm of Dreams.”

      That’s where I’d been with the Fates. That’s what they’d told me.

      “No.” She shook her head, fighting back a shudder. “Within the Realm of Dreams, there’s another place. The Isle of Nightmares. That’s where we’re headed.”

      I blew out a breath. But of course. Why wouldn’t the Dead Trials be held on an island of nightmares? I was so dead. And what about the women in this room? Did this make them my competition? I had a feeling the only way any of us were going to make it through was if we stuck together.

      “Oceanside,” she said, pointing to herself and the girl in her lap. She then gestured toward the other three. “They’re from Cascade.”

      Packs. Those sounded like other pack names. Hadn’t Milo said something about Cascade at the pack meeting?

      Oceanside, Cascade, and Vesper was from Ridgeline.

      “What pack are you?” the woman asked, confirming my thoughts.

      “No pack,” I answered.

      She did a double take. “W-what?”

      Was it really so weird?

      “Currently between packs,” I said, climbing slowly to my feet as my ribs protested.

      Despite my wolf healing, they still hurt like crazy every time I breathed or moved. But I needed to see what we were up against.

      I made my way across the room, peeking through a door off to the side. It was a tiny bathroom with barely enough room for a toilet and metal sink that looked ready to fall off the wall. I tried the handles on the faucet. Nothing came out. Lovely.

      I turned around.

      “That Ridgeline asshole mentioned Milo,” the woman said. “You’re not in the Crescent Pack?”

      “Crescent?” I didn’t look at her and instead kept exploring.

      “Milo Hart’s wolves,” she pressed.

      “Ohhh,” I said as I crept up the stairs.

      I probably should have known that.

      The door at the top was solid metal. I tried the knob first. Finding it locked tight, I threw all of my weight against it, which sent a flaming bolt of agony radiating through my entire torso. The damn thing didn’t budge at all.

      After taking a few seconds to breathe through the pain, I turned around and carefully made my way back down the stairs. Consider that hypothesis tested. That wasn’t going to be the way we got out of here. If we got out of here.

      When I reached the bottom, I found the woman staring expectantly—waiting for a better answer, I supposed. By her unimpressed expression, you’d think I’d just declared myself a wanted criminal.

      “No. Not in Milo’s pack. Not in any pack.”

      I could see the unsaid words in her eyes.

      Outcast. Stray. Unwanted.

      “What’s with the…” She gestured at my outfit.

      I frowned. I didn’t even have shoes. I knew I shouldn’t have let them dress me.

      “I was with Milo. There was an event. Vesper was there and then… Milo’s friend Matteo was supposed to take me home,” I pinched my eyes shut as the memories came flooding back. “We were attacked. I woke up here.”

      I needed to escape. Now.

      Milo’s pack needed help… and Teo.

      A lump rose in my throat. I wasn’t even sure if Teo was alive.

      Striding for the closest wall, I began prying a board away with my bare hands. My ribs still ached with every movement.

      After heaving a few times with as much strength as I could muster, the blasted thing finally came free… revealing nothing but more wood and rusty nails beneath.

      When was the last time I’d had a tetanus shot?

      I honestly couldn't remember.

      My gaze moved around the room and I blew out a heavy breath. One down, only like five hundred more to go. Our escape might be hidden beneath, which meant I wouldn’t stop until I’d torn down every last piece.

      I moved to the next, which took even longer than the first. But then I moved on to the next and the next and… before long, I’d started a pile on top of one of the empty mattresses.

      It took me a second to notice that Oceanside had taken a page from my book and had started her own pile next to mine.

      “I’m Reina,” she said.

      “Jessa,” I responded, clenching my teeth as I ripped another board from the wall.

      Plaster and concrete were at last revealed beneath. Before long, the other three women were helping and the center of the room started filling up with nail-riddled wood.

      “Look,” Reina said with a gasp.

      We all rushed over to see what she’d found. It was a frame around…

      “A window,” I said with a slow smile.

      We went at it together and within just a few more minutes, we’d revealed the whole thing. It was high and small. It wasn’t quite the salvation we’d hoped. Even though it was dark outside, the clear outline of metal bars were easily seen through the glass.

      I picked up one of the boards with nails still in the end.

      “Stand back,” I said.

      Lining up, I swung. The glass shattered and I used my makeshift bat to scrape the shards from the windowsill. A cool breeze blew in from outside and each one of us took a deep breath at the clean, clear smell of it.

      Gripping one of the bars with my hand, I pulled, testing it. It held fast. I tried all of them in turn, finding each of them the same.

      Damn it all.

      There had to be something we could do.

      I glanced down at the two-by-four in my hands. What I wouldn’t give for a vampire-killing crowbar at this moment. Lifting it high, I wedged it between the bars and pushed to one side. My muscles strained and yet, it didn’t move at all.

      Besides me probably bursting a blood vessel, nothing happened.

      The others jumped in, adding their weight to mine. A loud crack reverberated through my hands. And with a collective cry of surprise, we crashed to the floor, landing in a heap of arms and legs.

      My head popped up, eyes wide. We’d snapped a two-by-four.

      I got to my feet and reached for the bars, finding them sadly all remaining. One of them, though… a grin twisted my lips. One of them was loose.

      “Again,” I said.

      Another board was lifted into place and in a matter of minutes we’d dislodged the first bar entirely. We used the freed bar as the lever for the next one. It worked beautifully and the process sped up until finally, finally we had an escape route.

      Reina stood on her tippy-toes and peeked through. “I don’t see any guards.”

      “If there was anyone around, they would have heard us and come by now,” one of the others said.

      I had to agree. We hadn’t exactly been quiet.

      Stepping beside the window, I laced my fingers together and turned to Reina. “I’ll give you a boost.”

      She nodded, placing her foot in my hands. It was a tight fit around her hips, but she managed to squeeze through. She was a little shorter and maybe a hair broader than me.

      “It looks clear,” she said. “Can you send Violet through next?” She pointed at her still-unconscious friend.

      The other three and I lifted her, her silky sunshine-colored hair slipping through my fingers. Reina carefully guided her head and body straight through the window. I couldn’t help but notice that the woman’s skin was clammy to the touch and super pale. Her brows were drawn together and I wondered what she was seeing. What nightmare was she facing down? Was she winning?

      One at a time, I helped the other three out next. Finally, it was my turn. I lifted my hand to the window, expecting one of them to take hold. When they didn’t immediately do so, I knew something was off.

      “Hey,” I called.

      No one answered.

      I lowered my hand, my heart hitting the floor. I dug the heel of my palms into my eyes to fight the sting. My wolf snarled inside of me, feeling as betrayed as I did. Because we knew.

      They’d left us behind.

      Was it the competition or the fact that I was a stray?

      Didn’t really matter, did it? The result was the same. This was why I had trust issues. It wasn’t like I couldn’t get out on my own, but they’d made their message clear. I wasn’t one of them.

      I stacked the boards into a makeshift ramp until I was high enough to give me the boost I needed. The wood wobbled beneath my feet, my ribs aching as I pulled myself through. The glass shredded bits off my dress, leaving behind a trail of torn fabric.

      Finally, I emerged onto the rocky ground. Prickly weeds and sharp rocks dug into the skin of my hands and the soles of my feet as I pushed off the ground and stood.

      The rickety old house behind me was completely dark up top. The other windows were boarded up—the place clearly abandoned. The moon cast a soft glow on a very long driveway, surrounded by an overgrown yard. The weeds came up to my waist. Nobody had cared for this place in a very long time.

      Letting out a deep sigh, I lifted my dress and made my way toward the headlights and streetlights in the distance. This was going to be a very long night.

      It only took a couple of minutes to reach the street.

      I looked both ways and one thing was made perfectly clear. I had no clue where I was. The others had probably shifted and taken off into the night, their wolf senses guiding them home.

      Home.

      I wish I’d never left mine tonight.

      Up ahead, I spotted a gas station with a bright neon sign that read We’re Open. I jogged all the way there, pushing through the door. I went straight to the clerk who was already blatantly staring at my chest. He had a head full of curly blonde hair and looked way too young to be working the graveyard shift alone.

      I tilted my head until I caught his eye and he had enough sense to look sheepish at being caught.

      “Hi,” I said. “I got into a bit of car trouble. Would it be okay if I borrowed your phone?”

      “Car trouble?” he questioned.

      “That’s right.”

      “Uh, sure,” he said, digging his cell out of his front pocket.

      “Thanks so much,” I said, tossing him a sweet smile that left a blush sweeping up his cheeks as I swiped it from his hand.

      I noted the time. It was almost two in the morning.

      Now, where the hell was I?

      My eyes widened as I pulled up a map. I was at least an hour outside of the city. My brain whirred over the possibilities and settled on logging into a rideshare app. I quickly booked a ride home, charging it to my card on file.

      There. Solid plan.

      I’d get home, change out of this damned dress, and then drive my own car back to pack headquarters—going straight back to where this entire mess began. I might even be there within a couple of hours if I hurried.

      A message popped up. My ride would be here in less than ten minutes. What a huge relief. I signed out and handed his phone back.

      “Thanks so much,” I said.

      “Can I… uh… help you with anything else?”

      “Would you mind directing me to your bathroom?”

      He handed me a key on a large ring and pointed over my shoulder. I took the keys, muttered a brief thanks, and made my way to the back. My nose scrunched in disgust at my lack of shoes, but… honestly that was the least of my worries at the moment. I stepped inside, quickly locking the door behind me.

      I almost didn’t recognize myself in the mirror. My hair was a mess, lipstick and eye makeup completely smudged. I’d forgotten about the blood. My face paled in the mirror.

      Teo’s blood.

      My arms and even my chest were splattered with it. And until now, I hadn’t paid much attention to my hands. My nails were a bloody mess. My fingers were scratched and bleeding, like I’d used them to rip down a wall with my bare hands…

      Maybe the kid hadn’t been staring at my boobs after all. I looked like a murderer. It would be just my luck that he’d call the authorities. I probably would if I were him, considering my current look was suspicious as hell.

      I quickly splashed water on my face, clearing it of all makeup. I combed through my hair with my fingers, clearing it of the worst of the tangles before I wove it into a quick braid. I washed my chest and arms the best I could with hand soap and paper towels. I still didn’t have shoes, but at least I looked a little better than I had a few minutes ago. Less murdery.

      Back in the store, the clerk watched me from the counter. With a final grateful smile, I handed him the key and stepped outside. Thankfully, there were no signs of the authorities as I paced back and forth on the sidewalk, counting the minutes in my head.

      My hope rose and faded with every car that passed by. After what felt like an eternity, my ride finally arrived.

      The driver rolled down the window. “Jess?”

      “That’s me,” I said, already hopping into the back seat.

      I let my head fall back against the headrest. This was the safest I’d felt in hours. My gaze dropped to the mark on my palm.

      Safe. What a joke.

      I’d have to enjoy it while it lasted because I wouldn’t be safe for long.
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        * * *

      

      The air still smelled like smoke, but everything was quiet.

      Eerily quiet.

      My heart pounded as I pulled my car up to the pack gate, the bars warped and twisted so badly that it wouldn't be hard to squeeze through on foot. I put my car into park and got out.

      “Jessa?” a voice called.

      I turned, finding a familiar ginger in the gap in the gate.

      “Griff.”

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      I opened my mouth and then shut it. I didn’t know why I expected more. Like… Jessa, I’m so glad you’re okay. We’ve been looking for you.

      Nothing like people not noticing you were missing to knock you down a peg or two.

      It was a good thing I hadn’t waited for them to rescue me. Apparently, I would have been waiting an awful long time.

      “I… I came to help. Where’s Milo?”

      “The trials have already started. He’s gone.”

      No. Already?

      I slapped a hand to my head. But of course, Reina had told me things had already started. The blonde woman was already there. I just thought I’d have more time. I had been hoping to speak to him before this shit show got off the ground.

      “Where’s Teo?”

      Griff’s brows pulled together. “He’s in surgery. Jessa, do you know what happened to him?”

      In surgery. That’s good news. Well… much better than the alternative, right?

      “He was stabbed,” I said. “It was Vesper.”

      “Vesper?” Griff repeated.

      I nodded. “Is Teo going to be okay?”

      “It’s hard to say,” he said, looking at me like he wasn’t quite sure what to make of me. That carefree spirit facade of his was nowhere to be found. “Look, Jessa. It’s probably best if you went home. We’ve got a lot going on here right now. I’m sure Milo will reach out when he gets back.”

      Yeah, he definitely would.

      So that he could murder me with his bare hands.

      He was going to be on a warpath when I showed up at the trials.

      With a defeated sigh, I turned back to my car. “See ya around, Griff.”

      Would I?

      I mean, surviving was the goal. Winning the trials wasn’t even on my radar. My one and only objective was to come out on the other side alive.
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      Less than an hour later, I stood in my kitchen, pouring an energy drink down my throat.

      With a frown, I lifted the can to eye level. How did people drink these? It tasted like carbonated electricity with a mix-in of chemical sugar.

      But… if I didn’t go to sleep, then I couldn’t join the stupid competition in the first place. Right? Right?

      My wolf chided me with a huff, but you couldn’t fight logic.

      Except this was magic, not logic. As I’d already learned, magic defied logic. Defied physics. Defied everything.

      I groaned, running a hand through my shower-damp hair. So my plan was a little flawed. It was the only plan I had. Stupid Vesper and his murderous, interfering ways.

      Maybe I’d get lucky and Milo would have already done what he said he was going to do in the trials—take Vesper out.

      Pulling my hand free of my tangled locks, I stared down at the mark on my palm. The simple thought of Milo brought with it a bundle of worries.

      What if he needed help? Could I even do anything to help? I wasn’t even sure if the trials would be a solo kind of an act or if I would see the others. Considering the threats Milo made to Vesper earlier, I had an educated guess.

      I sighed, taking another swig with a grimace. Before I could even force it down, my head began to swim. I coughed, blinking to clear my quickly tunneling vision. It didn’t help; my sight was getting darker with every second.

      “Oh no,” I slurred, my tongue strangely heavy.

      The can crashed to the floor as a pulse of power radiated from my moon-marked palm, ghosting up the skin of my arm toward my shoulder. It felt a lot like Helena’s zappy magic, except different. Smoother and colder. Deadlier.

      Well, it looked like I had my answer. I had a feeling I was going to the Moon Trials whether I fought it or not. Or maybe whatever this was would just kill me instead, on account of my attempted insubordination. My fate aversion.

      I squinted down at the can slowly emptying its contents at my feet. Maybe it was the energy drink. It had tasted like poison.

      My knees gave out, my body bending toward the floor without my consent. My hands slapped down into the growing puddle on the floor, my face slowly lowering until my forehead pressed against the cool, wet tile.

      “Screw you, Moon Tri—” I didn’t even get the words out before yet another flash of bright-white light swallowed me whole.
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        * * *

      

      Cold. I was so cold.

      I felt my hands tingle first, my fingers tightening into fists. It was like my body was slowly materializing piece by piece. Afraid of what I would find, I didn’t even dare open my eyes.

      Something rough and unforgiving dug into my cheek. An icy breeze stirred my hair, blowing a few wayward strands across my face where they tickled my nose. I shivered as I hugged my knees to my chest and I slowly lifted my lids.

      Of all the things I had imagined, none of them had been this.

      Nothing about my surroundings was familiar.

      It took me a moment for my brain to process the scenery. I was in a forest. It was dark, everything painted in cold tones of indigo. A bright full moon cast haunting shadows through the boughs from above.

      A heavy fog crept close to the ground, swirling around me. It danced between the trees that spread out as far as I could see. Massive roots twisted above the forest floor like waves of a storm-roughened sea. Their leafless limbs reached outward, skeletal arms with fingers that were draped in wispy strings of moss that swayed in the frigid breeze.

      I lay against a particularly wide and gnarly trunk that cradled me with its roots. The bark was the scratchy culprit, burrowing into my cheek. With a groan that sent a puff of breath fogging up the air, I sat up.

      My head still swam and I pressed my palm against my forehead to try to stop the world from spinning. After a few seconds, my vision slowly cleared.

      “What have you gotten yourself into, Jessa?” I whispered.

      The pull of fabric across my shoulders drew my attention downward where I found my oversized t-shirt and leggings replaced with some kind of stretchy black bodysuit. It grew thicker over my torso and thighs with additional fabric tacked on top. I rapped my knuckles against the hardened material. Armor?

      The whole thing was quite obviously tailored for me specifically with a perfect fit that covered me from my neck down. Sturdy boots with rubber soles encased my feet and rose almost to my knees.

      I inspected my loose hair where it cascaded over my shoulders in a messy dark tangle. I was probably going to have to do something about that.

      A piercing scream carried from somewhere in the distance. My entire body went rigid. The sound cut off abruptly. I had a sinking feeling it wasn’t because whoever it was had gotten away.

      This was all so crazy. Like a scary dream… or you know… the technical term. A nightmare. I needed to move. Hide. Do something.

      My gaze lifted. The trees stretched skyward—so tall that I couldn’t see the tops of them before they disappeared into the haze of darkness. Many of the limbs were too high and too far apart to climb easily, but it wouldn’t be impossible. A safe haven or a trap?

      Lower down, my gaze snagged on a detail they hadn’t before—faces, many faces, intricately carved into the roots and trunks. A chill settled over me.

      Not faces, I realized… skulls.

      Human skulls.

      I only stared at the nearest one for a few seconds before I shot to my feet. Those weren’t carved at all. The roots curved around the skeletal face, protruding through the eye holes, displaying it like a trophy. That was a real skull, the white of the bone was in stark contrast to the dark threads twisting around it.

      I picked a random direction and took a few hesitant steps, but my feet immediately halted as the air lit up in front of me. With a shriek, I shielded my eyes from the brightness of it.

      When I finally peeked, I found a tiny, glittering orb hovering in front of my face. Like it was waiting for me to see, it launched into the sky, a streaming trail of light following behind.

      I stared, dumbstruck, as it cleaved a path through branches, zooming toward the heavens. Even the wispy clouds parted for it. It hung for a few seconds, then the glow fizzled out, revealing a sky full of stars beyond.

      I frowned as I stared up. The stars were in a strange pattern. Almost like… almost like letters.

      My eyebrows shot up.

      Those were letters. My gaze traveled across the message, quickly stringing the words together as the clouds began seeping together once more. Just before the gap closed, I read the words aloud.

      “Some will seek and some will find.”

      What the hell did that mean?

      I continued gazing skyward as darkness closed in on me once more. An animal’s high-pitched whine sounded off somewhere nearby. It was jarring enough to get me moving again and I dashed forward, still unbalanced and slightly wobbly. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but I still felt off somehow.

      It took me way too long to figure out what was wrong. When I did, my feet stilled once more. My hand rose to my chest, expecting to find a hollow space where my heart should have been.

      My wolf.

      She was absolutely silent.

      No, it was more than that. She was just… gone.

      My pulse thundered beneath my fingertips. It wasn’t like before my first shift. This was completely different. A silence so absolute it was deafening. The place where she normally resided within me was simply… empty.

      A void.

      It was like someone had torn my soul in two, leaving behind only a sense of despair. I was supposed to survive the trials like this?

      Assholes. Those Fates were right assholes.

      More noises, a rustling that was much closer this time, yanked me out of my brain haze. I spun just as something that looked an awful lot like a zombie—walking on all fours and wearing a dark hooded cloak—emerged from between the trees just ahead of me. Even in the darkness, I could see that the skin of its face and hands was decayed, melting from its thin frame. Those creepy hands lifted, curling into deadly-looking claws as it slowed to a stop.

      Its red eyes hadn’t noticed me at first, but then it turned. Its gaze turned to liquid fire and it hissed, displaying huge vamp-like fangs in a too-wide-for-its-face mouth.

      “Nope,” I said, spinning on my heel and sprinting in the opposite direction. “Nope, nope, nope.”

      I ran full out, continuing to sprint even as the landscape began to slant upward. A glistening stream crossed my path, flowing down the slope. I didn’t hesitate to leap right over it. The hill got steeper and steeper until I had to use my hands to climb, all while my ears strained to hear any sign of something following.

      It was hard to hear anything over my own heavy breathing and the rapid heartbeat thundering in my ears. But every time I looked back, I saw nothing. There was no sign of the thing—my pursuer. I shuddered anyway, unable to shake the feeling that there were eyes on me.

      I continued up, up, up. When I finally reached the top, I came to a sudden halt with my breath catching in my throat.

      Holy… Fates.

      My race through the forest had brought me right to a steep cliff’s edge. The trees grew right to the very end, but beyond that, it was just a whole lot of nothingness. A few pebbles had dislodged from beneath my feet. I watched as they plummeted downward, eventually disappearing from my sight.

      The view, though. It was… something.

      A hauntingly beautiful valley lay spread out in front of me. From this high up, I could see the tops of the trees. The canopies and dense fog blocked me from seeing much more of what lay below. I could just make out a massive, rolling sea curling around the land in the distance. It gave me a sense of what I was facing here—this dreamscape was huge.

      And this was just part of it.

      A thunderous swoop of wings sounded above me. I looked up just in time to see the giant outline of massive wings and outstretched talons reaching for me. With a cry, I dove to the side, clawing at the dirt with my fingers as I scrambled to get away.

      It only took me a couple of seconds to realize the mistake I’d made.

      A horrible, deadly mistake.

      In my haste to get out of its path, to get to the safety of the densely packed trees where the beast couldn’t reach, I’d managed to pin myself against the trunk of a massive tree.

      On my right was the cliff. Behind me and curling around to my left, was a trunk that formed a solid wall. In front of me, separated by a few measly branches and shrubs, was a winged monster.

      I’d lasted less than an hour. Probably closer to half. Only thirty minutes—thirty minutes in this nightmare—and I was so ready to go.

      People actually signed up for this? Nothing on earth was worth this.

      The nightmare’s beak snapped at me with deadly precision. I sank down onto my back and struck with my foot, landing a kick against its opened maw.

      Its head spun to one side and it let out an enraged screech that pierced the air. Then, in a terrifying motion, it slowly turned my way with eyes that were ready to reap my death.

      Great job, Jessa. You made it mad.

      It pounced with renewed vengeance, tearing at the dirt and snapping branches with its wings as it tried to pull them closer to its body—as it tried to get closer to me.

      With my heart beating roughly a million miles an hour, I searched for a way out—literally any kind of escape. The tree blocked me from going back the way I came and severely limited my options. A bad idea blossomed in my mind. It was worse than bad. It was outright terrible.

      There was a way I could get out of this. It was very possible that it might be the only way. I peeked over the edge of the cliff.

      This wasn’t going to be pretty.

      The beast struck again and I didn’t hesitate. I threw myself over the ledge. It wasn’t entirely vertical. I slid on my butt until I could get my feet under me. Then I ran, flying down the side of the mountain faster than I’d ever run before. I focused on placing my feet, one after another, on the rough terrain. One mistake and I was going to be monster bait.

      Another primal shriek echoed across the valley.

      The sound urged me onward and I put on a bolt of speed, kicking into a high gear that I never knew I possessed—funny what you could learn about yourself when running for your life. But I was doing it. Only another minute or so until I’d be in the trees.

      I could hear those massive wings flapping and then, suddenly, nothing. Silence.

      The quiet was so much worse. I had a terrified suspicion that I knew what that lack of sound meant. A vision of that thing diving for me, its wings pressed in tight to build up speed, speared through my mind.

      Finally, I reached the rocky bottom and the earth leveled out. Without the help of gravity pulling me forward, I felt so much slower. I stumbled, my arms windmilling, but I somehow managed to stay upright as I raced forward.

      The safety of the trees wasn't far away now.

      I can make it.

      The climate had shifted. Down here, everything was greener, more junglelike. The air was noticeably more humid, and warmer too.

      Finally, I broke through the tree line. I didn’t stop. I barreled forward, huge leaves slapping against my body as I pushed my way through.

      The sounds of smashing branches close behind me drove me onward. A tree groaned and cracked. I kept going like there was a fire under my ass, until I could barely fit between the limbs and trunks and underbrush.

      I tripped on a root, twisting my ankle and smashing my knee into the hard-packed earth. I rolled over, my chest heaving as I strained to bring enough oxygen into my burning lungs.

      Was I far enough? It was so large it couldn't possibly make it to me. Right?

      My hopes slowly crumbled to dust as the beast continued closing the distance between us. It was in some kind of primal frenzy, roaring and ripping out trees with its claws. A thick tail whipped back and forth behind it, reminding me of a cat. Its wings were leathery and bat-like. Despite trying to tuck them close, they still stuck out several feet on either side of its body. Its short snout was like a snapping turtle… but filled with razor-sharp teeth.

      This thing was definitely someone’s nightmare.

      Mine, probably.

      I continued shuffling backward until my back hit something hard. I shot a quick glance over my shoulder and found solid stone. My gaze lifted. A huge boulder kept me pinned in place. I’d done it again.

      I was trapped.

      I was dead, was what I was.

      What would happen if I died in the trials? Would I wake up on my kitchen floor, coated in a layer of sticky soda? Would I wake up at all? Something told me I was about to learn the answer to that very important question.

      Before I could, the beast froze.

      With a thunderous, earsplitting roar, it turned away from me. As it twisted, I figured out why. A large spear protruded from its back. The light of the moon reflected off the shaft where it was lodged directly between the beast’s massive wings.

      This was my opportunity. Probably the only one I’d get. I wasn’t going to waste it.

      I crawled away from the rock, which brought me precariously closer to the nightmare. Its skin looked rough and scaly and it smelled like a pig farm—way more detail than I’d ever wanted. Thankfully, the beast was entirely distracted trying to free itself from the spear to notice me. Another few seconds and it would have it.

      Freedom.

      Avoiding the thrash of its tail and stomp of its hind legs, I slipped past. I jumped to my feet and sprinted around the outcropping of rock and farther into the forest, not slowing or even looking over my shoulder until I was a good quarter mile away.

      Only then did it hit me.

      Someone had helped me—likely saved my life by throwing that spear. Maybe I should have stuck around to find out who it was. Could it have been Milo?

      I knelt beside a tree, still trying to catch my breath. I debated circling back around. Maybe I could catch up with whoever it was if I went the long way around.

      Above the trees, a swoop of wings left me sinking to the forest floor. I watched as the winged beast soared right over me, blocking out the light of the moon for a brief instant. The sound it made as it flew past was enough to send my heart rate surging into overdrive again. Despite my miraculous escape, the nightmare, it seemed, was still hunting me.

      Only an idiot would head back the way I’d come. Sorry, whoever you are. Today, I couldn’t afford to be an idiot.

      I focused on pulling air into my lungs as I continued forward, deeper into the jungle. I still felt dizzy, like I wasn’t drawing enough oxygen.

      Running was fine. I liked running. I even chose to do it for fun sometimes. But running for your life was different. It was a completely different experience and not in a good way. I didn’t think it was something I could get used to either—I had a feeling if I did, that would be the end of it.

      The end of me.

      Another bloodcurdling scream rent the air. It was close, very close. I crept forward, peeking around a purple plant with broad leaves that were each as big as my car. I watched in horror as a man swung a club, slamming into another person, a woman. She went down, collapsing to the ground. She didn’t move after that. The man moved over her, lifting his weapon, poised to strike again.

      “Stop!” I called, racing out of my hiding place before I could think twice.

      The man turned and recognition struck light lightning. His lips curved up as my jaw clenched tight. I was going to wipe that sneer right off his face.

      “Vesper,” I snarled.
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      “Ever the vision,” Vesper said, stepping toward me.

      I took a matching step back.

      While her chest rose and fell, the woman on the ground didn’t stir. Her short, dark hair laid in frantic disarray around her face. She wore the same outfit that I did—that Vesper did too. There was a smear of blood on her cheek and a smattering on her chest. She was wounded. Judging by the amount of blood, very wounded. My gaze backpedaled over her facial features. Even with her eyes shut, I recognized her instantly.

      Reina.

      “You’re not glued to Milo’s side, so I’m gonna go out on a limb and say he hasn’t discovered our little subterfuge,” Vesper said, lowering his club to Reina’s cheek and tilting her head to face me. She still didn’t wake. “But with any luck, he’ll be dead before this one.”

      Something dangerous slithered inside of me, full of hate and fury. At that moment, I realized I could kill Vesper, would kill Vesper, if I needed to.

      The thought should have shocked me more than it did. That killer instinct didn’t require a wolf being present, it seemed.

      “That’s not luck, Vesper,” I said, shifting on my feet to get a slightly better view of Reina’s injuries. I still couldn’t tell exactly what was hurt considering there was blood everywhere. “That just means I’ll have to end you myself and I’m nowhere near as nice as Milo.”

      He chuckled, lifting the weapon in his hand to inspect it—or more accurately, letting me inspect it. He was silently asking me to take a good hard look at what challenging him would mean.

      I couldn’t stop that little voice inside my head telling me to weigh those hefty consequences.

      Reina left you behind. You could do the same.

      But that was a reflection of her character.

      Not mine.

      The thing in his hands wasn’t a club so much as it was a tree branch with a knotty knob on one end and a deadly spike on the other. The broad end glistened with what I suspected was Reina’s blood. Or someone’s blood. I had no doubt that he wouldn’t hesitate to use it on me as well—on anyone who stood in his way. We were all stepping stones on his way to the top.

      “That male wants you for one thing only,” Vesper drawled. “And I have a feelin’ you’re not gonna like it once you finally figure it out.”

      A cold stone settled into my stomach, but I buried it—left it to be unearthed later. Vesper had already told me I was here to distract Milo. Stirring up what was likely to be nonexistent trouble between us would certainly play to that. I couldn’t trust a single thing Vesper said.

      “Move away from her, Vesper,” I said with a calm that felt deadly.

      Looked like I’d made my decision.

      Probably a stupid one.

      A subtle shift in the shadowy plant life just beyond Vesper’s tall frame caught my eye. I blinked a few times, unsure if I was truly seeing what I thought I was—another woman, this one almost entirely camouflaged by the leafy underbrush just beyond Vesper’s back. I blinked a few times but she remained.

      Not a figment of my imagination then.

      She sat on the ground, her knees pulled close to her chest. Her wide eyes met mine, going even wider when she realized I’d spotted her. Her long blonde hair, mostly slipping free from the low ponytail that hung over one shoulder, gave her away.

      I knew exactly who I was looking at.

      I’d shoved that hair—made of pure silky sunshine—through a window only a few short hours ago. And now, here she was. It shouldn’t have been a huge surprise. Reina was important to her, just as she’d been important to Reina. It was written all over her features and those trembling hands clasped in front of her heart.

      I cleared my face of all expression and shifted my attention back to Vesper, praying to those blasted Fates that he hadn’t noticed.

      “Soon enough, you’ll realize it,” he said, pointing to Reina. “This is a mercy. She won’t survive the trials. The cruel thing would be to drag this out.”

      My jaw clenched. If my wolf had been here, she would have been frothing at the mouth to get to this guy.

      “Don’t try to pretend your actions are anything but self-serving.”

      I met the girl’s eyes again and tried my very best to convey a silent message as I pulled my arm across my body, stretching a few of the muscles that were about to get a workout. I had to get him away from Reina. Away from both of them.

      You better be ready, my eyes said.

      She gritted her teeth and nodded, just a tiny movement. But it was enough. It had to be enough.

      Vesper eyed me warily. “You should be thanking me—”

      I didn’t even let him finish before I lunged. Vesper wasn’t the top of his pack for nothing. He’d been waiting for me… probably from the moment I’d interrupted his mercy killing. I wasn’t the type of person to turn a blind eye to this kind of bottom-feeder behavior.

      I didn’t have it in me.

      As my fingers wrapped around the deadly stick still held in his stonelike grip, he twisted just enough that my momentum sent me flying past him.

      While I watched the ground rise up to meet me, it finally hit me just how much I relied on my wolf for strength and balance. But mostly, I missed that constant, wild, reassuring presence she brought me. That hollow void inside of my chest—the place where she should have resided—ached far worse than any injury.

      Vesper struck like lightning. In a blink, his body crushed mine into the cold, unforgiving ground. That damn stick pressed so hard into the back of my neck that I saw dark spots in my vision. I couldn’t breathe. I could barely think. One quick snap and that would be the end of me.

      Hell no. Vesper would not get that privilege.

      “If you weren’t his, I’d keep you for myself.” Vesper’s words slithered into my ear, practically dripping with his sick sense of enjoyment.

      Rage seared my veins, cutting through the panic like a hot knife. Fueled by nothing but molten determination, I dug my fingers into the earth, leveraging every ounce of strength inside of me. I only rose a few inches, but it was enough to roll to one side and dump Vesper in the dirt.

      Gasping, I sprang to my feet, but Vesper moved with such agility that I almost fell prey to the swing of that deadly club—so close that I could hear the sound of the air parting in front of me.

      I leapt, grabbing hold of the club with both hands before he could swing a second time. The damn thing might as well have been fused in his grip. Those hard, dark eyes met mine and that infuriating smirk revealed that there was no way I was taking it from him. He was stronger and he knew it.

      I’d just have to make sure I was smarter. But outwitting his twisted mind was probably going to be harder than it sounded.

      “You know,” I said, matching that cold look with one of my own. “I don’t want to be a Great Wolf. A week ago, I’d never even heard the word. Until you came along, Vesper, I had zero intention of entering this stupid competition.” Rough bark dug into my fingers as I yanked. “But now that I’m here, I’ve decided that maybe I’d like to win.”

      I dropped to the ground, letting my body weight pull Vesper along. With the help of my feet, I flung him over my head. His back hit first, the impact finally knocking his grip loose.

      I jumped up, grinning wickedly as I put some distance between us, not much because he was right on me. I pivoted and took a blind swing. It landed with a satisfying thunk into Vesper’s shoulder. He snarled as his body twisted, absorbing the impact.

      Not hard enough. I knew it instantly—I’d made a terrible mistake.

      I took a second swing, aiming for his head this time. Instead of success, it smacked right into his waiting palm. His eyes held death. Violent, bloody death. I’d crossed a line.

      “I’m finding,” he said through gritted teeth, “that letting you live is no longer important to me.”

      There it was.

      Until now, he’d only been toying with me. Keeping me around for a purpose. Well… I’d just outlasted my worth.

      I aimed a kick at his crotch. He twisted, saving his family jewels and tearing the club from my hands at the same time. A snarl ripped from my lips. My brain whirled, sifting over the odds that were not in my favor.

      I needed a plan.

      A plan that didn’t leave me bludgeoned to death or impaled on that damned stake. Vesper was a big predator. I just needed a bigger one…

      I twisted, scanning the forest around me for something—anything—that I could use. Reina and her friend were gone—they’d left no trace. Besides a moonlit clearing that was behind me, there was nothing but a dense sea of trees swallowed up by endless shadows. My gaze snagged on the clearing.

      Another idea took shape.

      Another very bad one.

      I was beginning to think that perhaps those were the only kinds of ideas I had.

      Turning my attention back to Vesper, I let my eyes widen in fear and took a few stumbling steps backward. The smile on his lips told me he was lapping it up.

      The dog.

      “Let’s be reasonable here,” I said, lifting my hands in surrender.

      With each step, I brought us closer to the clearing at my back. He thought I was losing ground. He had no idea how I was placing every damned step of his feet.

      Finally, I turned and ran.

      I could hear his footsteps behind me as I weaved my way through the dense forest. He was close. So close. One misstep and I would be in trouble. I dodged trees, vaulting roots and rocks until, finally, I made it. I didn’t stop until I reached the very center, the widest part of the clearing. I skidded to a halt and spun, forcing a scream through my lips.

      I let it bleed into the night sky.

      Vesper nearly crashed into me but corrected at the last moment. He swung that deadly bat once again. By the skin of my teeth, I managed to avoid getting hit but found my feet slipping. My heel struck a slick spot on a large moss-covered stone.

      My ass slammed to the ground and slipped sideways, the pain radiating up my tailbone. As my world flipped, I caught sight of a dark shadow high up in the sky as it briefly blotted out the light from the moon. Vesper was so thoroughly distracted at how I’d so freely given myself up that he didn’t even notice. My scream had drawn it right to us.

      His mistake.

      “Such a waste,” he said, roughly pinning my shoulder with his booted foot.

      Just as he placed his pointy stick over my heart, ready to spear me through, a familiar, terrifying screech split the air. Vesper recoiled as he looked up. But he was too late. Far too late. The nightmare had already arrived—so swiftly that I swore it had materialized out of thin air.

      Not even breathing, I curled against the rock, making myself as small as possible. Vesper roared as the beast attacked. It sank those razor-sharp talons deep into his shoulders. He swung the club blindly behind him, but the nightmare reached out and snapped it in half with its deadly beak… like it was nothing more than a toothpick.

      Vesper had no chance. Before I knew it, he was lifted off the ground, those talons deeply embedded in his shoulders. His haunted expression would follow me until I died.

      Or at least… a day or two.

      Honestly even if his death was on my hands, I was having a hard time finding it within myself to feel guilty.

      The monster was finally getting what he deserved.

      As swiftly as it came, the nightmare rose higher, clinging to its struggling prize. With a final flapping swoosh of wings that blew my hair across my face, it disappeared into the night.

      Goodbye, Vesper.

      The forest resumed its deathly stillness around me. I blinked up into the haze of clouds and scattering of stars. The message written in the sky earlier was nowhere to be seen. I stayed there for a moment longer, the shock of my success still coursing through me. I huffed out a laugh of disbelief.

      That couldn’t have gone more beautifully in my head.

      Still carefully watching the sky, I climbed to my feet and scampered back into the safety of the forest. There was no way in hell I was waiting around to become that thing’s dessert.

      Hopefully, I’d never encounter it again.

      I had a feeling I wasn’t that lucky.
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      It didn’t take long to catch their trail.

      Perhaps my they-left-no-trace assessment from before had been a little bit exaggerated. Okay, a lot exaggerated. Judging by the grooves in the dirt, Blondie had dragged Reina by her ankles. I frowned. That couldn’t have been great news for Reina’s injuries.

      I followed the marks all the way down the steep slope of a nearby ravine, finding that it cut right to a deep, dark crevice in the stone. It was a pitch-black, foreboding cave and if I wasn’t desperate, I’d be hightailing it the opposite direction. I’d already met my share of monsters, but something told me that whatever lived in the darkest places on this island, wasn’t something I wanted to encounter.

      The light from the moon was practically nonexistent down here. My gaze followed the tracks that led right through the opening, an ominous crack in the smooth black stone. It was just big enough for me to slip through without bending or twisting.

      I stared into the wicked maw, fighting back a full-body shudder, pretty sure that it stared back.

      Was I asking for trouble by coming here?

      Probably.

      But I had a good reason. Reasons. I still had no idea what the point of this stupid trial even was and I thought maybe, just maybe, these two would be willing to spare a few answers.

      “Hello?” I whisper-yelled.

      No one answered and I couldn’t get my feet to move. I’d never been especially afraid of the dark, but suddenly, standing in front of a dark cave was apparently the line I wouldn’t cross. There was a darkness in there that was more than just the absence of light. I could feel it in my bones.

      Picking a fight with a larger—if not assholier—wolf? Sure, why not?

      Luring a nightmare to do my dirty work for me? Sounds like me.

      Giving a few Fates a beatdown they deserved—okay, fine, that hadn’t happened… yet.

      But this? This was like walking right into the arms of death. That dark abyss held more than just the answers I was looking for. I was sure of it.

      “Reina!” I hissed into the entrance.

      My heart pounded in my chest as I caught the faintest hint of movement in front of me. I took a half step back as the blonde emerged, materializing from the darkness like a ghost. There was just enough ambient light from above for me to see that her brows were pinched together in an angry scowl as she looked me over. I didn’t have time to give her a friendly hello before she grabbed the front of my shirt and yanked me into the cave.

      “Stay close,” she snarled, leaving me to scurry behind her into the darkness.

      Where was that frightened little thing from before?

      The air was humid, stuffy. It was a little warmer in here than outside, which should have given me a sense of relief. A reprieve from the cool night air ought to have been welcomed. It wasn’t. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what was causing my instincts to bristle, but something kept my heart pumping blood at a harrowing pace.

      My fingers trailed against the smooth, damp walls. The cave was narrow, just a touch wider than my shoulders. The winding cavern was tall enough that I was only slightly worried about slicing my head open on some unknown object, blind as I was. Blondie didn’t wait for me, which was made known by the sound of her quiet steps up ahead.

      “You know,” I said carefully, quietly, my wide eyes staring at nothing. “By my count, I’ve saved you twice now. In my book, that makes us friends.”

      Blondie must have stopped because I smacked into her back.

      “Sorry,” I said, straightening myself.

      “Unbelievable,” I heard her mutter at the same time.

      I put a hand on her shoulder and she started moving again.

      “Where are we headed?” I asked.

      “Quiet,” she hissed. “We’re almost there.”

      A few steps later, a soft blue glow hit my peripheral vision. We rounded a bend and my jaw dropped. Tiny stars lit up a grand cavern. Hundreds of them pulsing with a living breath. They illuminated the ceiling that rose high above my head, tapering into a narrow crevice some distance up.

      “What is… this?” I asked, unable to put to words the wonder that I was seeing.

      It was like an entire constellation. Despite the wariness I still felt, I couldn’t help the small sense of awe too. The entire space was bathed in a soft, cool glow. The sound of water tinkling somewhere nearby made my stomach twist with thirst.

      “Glow worms,” she said with a shrug.

      “Glow worms,” I repeated, finally turning my attention to what lay at my feet.

      Not what. Who.

      “Reina,” I said gently as I knelt next to Blondie. “Is she going to be okay?”

      Her eyes were still closed, her breathing labored. A wetness glistened in her hair, just above her left ear.

      “Healing has kicked in,” Blondie said, handing over a large bowed leaf. “We need fresh water. There’s a stream on the far side,” she said, pointing.

      “On it,” I said, rising to my feet once more.

      The ground was made of glimmering black rocks, rounded like they’d been tumbled in a river for a very long time. The rush of water got louder with each step, and sure enough, an underground river that was about as wide as I was tall ran from somewhere deeper.

      Somewhere darker.

      The large leaf in my hands was shaped like a long bowl. I scooped it to the brim. The water was so cold and tempting that I couldn’t stop myself from taking a drink—just enough to quench my thirst. I felt its crispness slide all the way down to where it settled in my belly.

      I refilled the makeshift bowl and made my way back, careful not to spill a drop. Blondie had used her sleeve to wipe away the blood. She’d revealed the deep gash on the side of Reina’s scalp.

      My stomach revolted at the sight of it. It was bad. Long and jagged, it had cut right to the bone. It was worse than I’d imagined. I didn’t know a lot about head wounds, but I knew Reina needed a doctor. More than a doctor. She needed a team of doctors. A hospital.

      “How can I help?”

      Blondie startled at the sound of my voice.

      “Sorry,” I said again, lifting the water toward her.

      She took it from my hands, propping the boat-shaped leaf carefully between two large rocks. She turned, reaching into her pocket, then dropped a handful of flower petals and roots onto a large flat rock beside her. She added some water, grabbed a smaller, rounder stone and began grinding the mixture into a paste.

      I watched, mesmerized, as she scooped some of it up, smeared it across another one of those broad leaves and applied the whole thing like a bandage to Reina’s head.

      “What is it?” I asked, sure that at least one of my questions would eventually be answered.

      “Dark echinacea. We were lucky to find some earlier.” She sighed, rubbing gentle fingers across her friend’s forehead. “I didn’t think we would be needing it so soon.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said again. “I know you two are close.”

      She looked up at me, her eyes narrowing in suspicion.

      “I was there,” I said, gesturing to myself. “Vesper’s basement. That’s how I got here too.”

      “Of course you were. You’re her.”

      “Her?”

      “Milo’s packless bitch,” she said.

      “Ouch,” I said. “Let’s get that first one out of the way. I’m not Milo’s anything. Second, I prefer the term lone wolf.”

      She stared at me like I’d sprouted broccoli from my forehead. “You’re strange.”

      “And you’re blunt.”

      “No sense in beating around the bush when the truth will do just fine.”

      Oh, we were going to get along just fine… eventually. When she finally decided that hating me for no reason was a waste of both our energies.

      “I appreciate the honesty,” I said, holding out a hand. “Jessa.”

      “Violet,” she said, reluctantly taking my hand and giving it a firm shake. “Why did you come here?”

      “I vividly remember you dragging me into your little cave.”

      “You were unnecessarily loud. It was either that or let you lead something worse than Vesper right to us. How’d you manage to lose him by the way?”

      “Vesper?” I asked. “Oh, he’s dead.”

      Her mouth fell open. “He’s…”

      “Dead,” I repeated with a nod. “Carried off by a winged turtle with talons, each one the size of your face.”

      I mimicked my hands into sharp claws that were picking something up. I watched her throat bob as she swallowed.

      “You actually saw him die?” she pressed.

      “No, I saw the whites of his terrified eyes as it spirited him away. There’s no chance he survived that. That thing has probably already fed him to its babies, one piece at a time. He’s nothing but bones now.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” she muttered, turning back to Reina.

      “You asked why I’m here. I was hoping for some answers,” I said. “That's why I followed you.”

      She said nothing, dabbing at the bloodstains on Reina’s neck with another leaf soaked with fresh water.

      Just when I thought she’d decided to ignore me completely, she cleared her throat. “Ask your questions.”

      I hid my smile. This was what progress looked like.

      “What’s the point of this trial?” I asked.

      “To win.”

      “You may be shocked to learn that I already understood that part,” I said. “How does one win?”

      “You saw the starry message, didn’t you?”

      “Some will seek and some will find,” I recited.

      “We’re looking for something.”

      We were looking for something.

      “Do you know what?”

      She shook her head. With her attention firmly planted on her task of caring for Reina, I wondered briefly if she was lying to me. I’d understand if she was. Trust was hard-earned, especially here. Looked like we hadn’t arrived there yet.

      “I don’t know what we’re looking for,” she added, “but they made a hard task impossible without our wolves to guide us.”

      I blew out a breath. To say I was relieved to hear those words was a massive understatement. Since the moment I’d found my wolf missing, I thought maybe it was me. The defective one.

      The outcast.

      The cursed.

      The Fated.

      “You don’t have your wolf either?”

      She shook her head again, rubbing the spot over her heart like she felt that hollowness just as acutely as I did.

      The cold hard truth was that none of us being able to shift had likely saved my life earlier. Vesper would have literally bitten my head off if he’d been able to wolf-out. Since no one had access to their beasts, the playing field had been leveled.

      “Is there a time limit?” I asked.

      “Not that I know of,” she said. “But I know that you don’t want to be last.”

      My stomach twisted painfully. “What happens if you’re last?”

      “Automatic elimination,” she said.

      I swallowed hard. I had a feeling I knew what that meant.

      We both froze as Reina coughed. Her eyes flew open and she struggled to pull herself up. Violet wrapped an arm around her and eased her back down. She looked even worse awake than she had asleep. A blood vessel had burst in her left eye and her pupil was blown. Neither seemed like a good sign.

      She coughed some more, sputtering as red liquid dribbled down her chin. I moved to her other side, supporting her upper body so that Violet could wipe the blood from her lips.

      “That’s it,” Violet said soothingly. “Get it all out.”

      When her coughing fit finally stilled, her dazed eyes flickered about the cavern before landing solidly upon me. It took her a long moment for recognition to strike, but when it finally did, I felt her body stiffen.

      “What… the hell… is she doing here?” her voice was scratchy, but held all the iciness of the arctic.

      “I just stopped in to say hi,” I answered.

      “Drink this,” Violet said, lifting the water leaf to Reina’s lips.

      Reina drank the proffered sips but kept her frigid gaze on me the entire time.

      “I answered your questions,” Violet said to me. “I think you should go now.”

      Her gaze was frosty.

      “Every wolf for herself,” I muttered with a defeated sigh as I got to my feet.

      But before I could go, an echoing rattle set the hair on my arms standing on end. My eyes shifted to the far end of the chamber, where the water came from a hole so dark I didn’t have words to describe it. There, in the middle of the darkness, two glowing orange orbs hovered.

      Not orbs… eyes.

      That awareness from before flooded my system. Why hadn’t I listened to that little voice inside of me again?

      It huffed, the sound similar to what an angry bull might make before it charged. My feet were glued to the ground in fright as I watched the hulking thing slink forward, like the darkness spat him out.

      The smell of his disgusting musk hit me first. He was covered in long dark fur, his glowing orange eyes peering through the lengths hanging down his face. Dark, wicked horns curled back from his head. He walked on all fours, but those front feet were made for tearing and ripping. He was so tall, he seemed to fill the entire cavern as more of him emerged. I had yet to see his back half, because it didn’t quite fit through the opening… yet.

      “Time to go, ladies,” I said through clenched teeth.

      Reina was already trying, unsuccessfully, to get to her feet. I held my ground as Violet pulled Reina up and began making their way toward the exit.

      The thing snarled again, striking a clawed hand against the stone wall to drag itself through the opening. It bared its fangs in a snarl so terrifying that I thought my soul might have momentarily left my body.

      “Nice monster,” I said gently… sort of gently, mostly shaky like I was terrified… I was definitely terrified. Did the Isle of Nightmares really have to mean that literally? “We’re leaving. You don’t want to eat us.”

      It lowered its head and I knew it was time to move. We were about to be dinner if we didn’t run. Not just run but… outrun.

      “Go!” I screamed. “Now!”

      Violet was supporting Reina as they rushed back out the way we’d come. I was hot on their heels but I already knew it wasn’t going to be enough. I could hear it thundering through the rocks behind us. Our only salvation would be our size. It was larger than us. Much, much larger.

      It slammed into the narrowing cave walls just as we left the large chamber behind. I felt the ground shudder beneath my feet. Perhaps the entire mountain shuddered.

      “Keep going!” I shouted.

      It didn’t take us long to stumble out into the moonlight. Behind us, rock cracked and then shattered as the beast exploded through. Boulders the size of my car splintered from the mountainside. I barely avoided getting smashed beneath one as I dove down the hill, racing for my life once again.

      I rolled to one side as the largest boulder I’d seen yet rumbled past me, careening down the steep hillside. I caught sight of blonde hair as another slab of rock rolled between us, blocking them from my view once again. Reina screamed, a painful, jagged sound that cut through the air like glass.

      Behind me, the beast roared—so loud that I slammed my hands against my ears. I tripped, somersaulting down the hill until I smacked into the thick trunk of a tree.

      I was dead. We were so, so dead.

      I thought for sure that thing was going to devour us, one slow bite at a time, or maybe gore us with those deadly horns first, but I watched in absolute shock as he slammed on the brakes. He planted his enormous feet and let out a bellowing roar. The sound was so loud that it rattled my bones.

      Then he did something that left me truly astonished. He turned back. Within a few more of those earthquaking steps, he’d vanished back into the inky depths of his cave—a cave that had recently undergone a remodel, giving it a much larger entrance.

      But just like that… he was gone.

      As the sounds of rocks rolling and settling still rattled around me, I scrambled to my feet. I quickly made my way to where I’d last seen the other two. When I finally got to them, I almost wished I hadn’t.

      The heavy smell of blood coated my nostrils. My stomach spasmed when I finally saw—finally realized—what I was seeing. At some point during the violence of the rockslide, Violet had been impaled by a splintering tree branch that was still attached to the tree trunk. I’d arrived just in time to see Reina pulling Violet free. Blood poured from the wound, leaking down her torso.

      “No,” I gasped, rushing forward to help.

      Reina pushed me away with one hand and collapsed to the ground with Violet in her lap.

      “Hey,” Violet said, her voice weak. “It’s okay.”

      Tears poured down Reina’s cheeks as she cried heartbreaking sobs. “What part of this is okay?”

      She tried and failed to lift her hand—to reach for Reina. Reina saw and took her hand, both of them covered in slick crimson now.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Violet said. “You’ll see.”

      Reina bent over, whispering and sobbing into her neck. That wound was… it was bad. It wasn’t something that could be survived. Reina knew it. I knew it. Violet definitely knew it.

      “You’ll see,” was the last thing Violet said before I watched her chest stop moving, her eyes stop seeing.

      My heart shattered.

      It all happened so fast I was left reeling.

      I couldn’t help but agree with Reina. What part of this was okay? Like me, neither of them wanted to be here. Neither of them had asked for this. Even more than Vesper, I blamed the makers of this ridiculous trial.

      I blamed the Fates.

      I swallowed hard, placing a hand on Reina’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

      She flinched, turning a seething gaze up at me.

      “Go away!” she shouted.

      “Let me help—” I started.

      Reina cut me off with a snarl. I didn’t see her fingers wrapping around the stone until she was already hurling it at my face. Pain blossomed as it skimmed my cheek.

      “I said leave!”

      My resolve crumpled at the finality of her expression. I knew I shouldn’t go. I shouldn’t leave her in that state. She was in shock. But I did it anyway.

      I fled into the night.
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      Don’t stop.

      That mantra played over and over as I cut my own path through the trees and underbrush that had created a very dense forest.

      I kept running until my body was dripping with sweat and each breath was painfully cleaved from my lungs. The cold was a long-forgotten thing of my past, but I’d give just about anything for an icy breeze right then.

      But I couldn’t stop. The moment I did, whatever had been chasing me for the last hour would catch up—catch me.

      Shortly after I’d left Reina and Violet behind, I’d begun to sense a presence. All I knew for sure was that it wasn’t human or wolf. Whatever it was caused icy terror to course through my veins. I’d caught only flashes of red over my shoulder as I raced onward into the never-ending night, the sense of dread worsening with every step.

      Run.

      Every snap of a branch, every splash after I leapt over a stream, every crunch of dried leaves behind me reminded me I was being followed. Hunted. And every instinct left within me without my wolf screamed for me to keep running.

      Don’t stop. Don’t fall. Keep going.

      I’d almost reached the sea that I’d seen from above. The smell of salt in the air became heavier with every step. I would pray to whoever would listen that it wouldn’t be a dead end when I got there.

      Keep going.

      Like I’d summoned it, the trees parted and the sight took my breath away. Wave after wave rolled in, their white caps roaring as they slammed against the dark beach, one after another. Farther out, the glistening reflection of the moon and stars was like a dream I couldn’t quite remember. I might have even called it beautiful, if I wasn’t trapped in a hellish game of death.

      With a start, I realized I’d stopped moving. That icy terror returned, sending a jolt coursing into my veins. I sprang forward. I used my hands to pull myself onto a huge fallen tree, the trunk rising to my waist. I hopped over, finally leaving the forest-jungle behind as my boots sank up to my ankles in black sand that glittered in the moonlight.

      Which way?

      Left. My instincts said left.

      I didn’t hesitate, I turned and sprinted up the beach with each step becoming harder than the last. Every muscle in my body shook with fatigue.

      Keep going.

      A few minutes more and the sand had turned to sharp rocks and jagged boulders. Obsidian cliffs loomed up ahead. A little bit farther and my path would narrow between rock and sea. The question remained… would it be my salvation or the location of my last stand?

      I didn’t dare look over my shoulder.

      But I knew it was still back there, waiting for me to slip up.

      Around me, a forest of rock grew taller and taller. I weaved through shiny black boulders that were now taller than I was, some of them wet with the spray of sea mist. I zigged and zagged through the maze until I reached the base of the cliffs. The entire face was pitted with holes of various sizes. Some were large enough for me to climb inside—maybe even hide within—if only they were low enough to reach.

      I rounded the next bend and my feet came to a screeching halt, my arms windmilling to keep my balance. A dark, ominous fog poured down from above. I slithered through the holes in the stone as it made its way across the ground.

      I yelped, taking quick steps backward. I wasn’t fast enough and before I knew it, it had swallowed up my feet, making them disappear into darkness.

      After a momentary panic where I did my best to bite back a cry of surprise, I realized it wasn’t actually doing anything nefarious to me. It got tangled up around me, weaving up my legs until I realized it wasn’t fog at all. It was made of light… or lack of it.

      Shadows.

      My heart pounded against my ribs like a jackhammer. I moved closer to where it was the thickest. The source of it seemed to be the cliff wall itself. I reached out a trembling hand until it brushed the rock beneath. The shadows didn’t hurt. In fact, I could scarcely feel anything at all.

      They curled around my fingers with an almost sentient curiosity. The stone was a little bit colder where the shadows danced across its surface. The interesting part was how it hid what lay behind in complete darkness.

      The shadows continued to flow like a river, curling around the rocks, puddling in the crevices between.

      Would it be enough to hide me?

      A sound that reminded me of metal scraping against stone brought my gaze up. I could see nothing, but the sound got louder and louder. Closer and closer. I knew that whatever had been chasing me… it was here.

      I was out of time.

      I pushed around the next bend, hoping to find a spot coated in pooling darkness that was big enough to squeeze into. All I needed was a crevice wide enough that the shadows would blanket my body.

      A bone-chilling wail pierced the air behind me, sending shudders down my spine. I whirled around to confront it, to face it head-on. I needed to see what horror awaited me.

      Out of time. Out of time. Out. Of. Time.

      Before I got the chance to see what kind of death was coming for me, a pair of strong hands came out of nowhere and wrapped around me from behind. I was yanked backward, right into the sea of shadows that still bled across the rocks.

      A hand over my mouth kept my scream from escaping my lips as my back knocked into a solid chest. Another arm banded around my waist.

      I could see enough to tell that it was a man’s arm—one I didn’t recognize. Definitely not Milo’s. The man’s skin was tan against my own where my fingers dug in, trying to tear his hand away. Panic settled in as I fought his stonelike grip.

      I slammed my heel down on his foot, but he only held me tighter. His dark chuckle sent goosebumps flaring across my flesh. His rough cheek rubbed against mine as he leaned in.

      “You have nothing to fear from me, little monster,” he whispered into my ear. “Keep still and we might just survive this long enough for me to learn your name—something I would very much like to do.”

      I stopped squirming. It was like those simple words had drawn all the fight out of me.

      He wasn’t here to kill me?

      The shadows had stopped also, I realized. They’d gone from writhing and wriggling to frozen in place. From this side—the inside of the darkness—it was like looking through a tinted window. Considering it was already nighttime, it made everything incredibly dark. Shapes were discernible, but only just.

      My veins turned to ice as something wicked rounded the bend in front of us. Terror like I had never felt before settled like a stone in my stomach.

      The creature wore a gauzy red dress that blew in the breeze and covered a form that leaned slightly feminine. A wide crimson hood was pulled over its head and long strands of tangled white hair flowed out from underneath. I could just make out a face with white eyes and a lower jaw that was too big for its face.

      It might have been the shadows playing tricks on me, but when I squinted, I could just make out a mouth filled with what looked like jagged, Jessa-eating teeth. Emaciated arms were covered in blotchy gray skin. Its hands, with their sharply pointed nails that looked like they might even be made of iron, curled into fists as it turned from side to side.

      Searching.

      For me.

      I stopped breathing. I didn’t think I’d ever held so still in my entire life, the man behind me just as unmoving as we both watched. Waited.

      The thing opened its mouth and a bloodcurdling scream erupted. The sound tore through the air with a deafening intensity. It was so loud that I moved my hands to cover my ears, sure that they were bleeding. Without a word, the man twisted us, pressing me into the stone wall and giving the monster his back.

      And still, the cry went on.

      When my knees were this close to giving out, it finally stopped. My ears still rang in the silence that came after. The resounding, blessed quiet.

      My mysterious savior-slash-captor didn’t move for several long moments. We just stood there, breathing into the silence.

      Finally, he released me and withdrew.

      I hadn’t realized just how much I’d been relying upon his solid stability until my knees first wobbled and then decided to hell with it and just collapsed. I turned and slid down the wall of rock, landing on my ass. On a normal day, I might have been embarrassed at appearing so weak. But right now, I couldn’t be bothered to care.

      It had been a long freaking day.

      I had no bothers to give.

      I leaned my head against the wall, gulping down air and tilting back just enough to see this guy as he peeked past the shadows. His gaze was fixed down the beach, the same direction where the shrieking monster had continued its search.

      He was tall… But as previously noted, they were all tall. I had yet to meet a wolf that was not. Like, we get it, you grow them big around here.

      Athletic build–again… normal, from what I’d seen. He had wide shoulders and a narrow waist. But there was something about him, the way he carried himself, that said lethal in a way that defied words. Terrifying, yet you couldn’t look away.

      His dark hair was pulled into a tiny ponytail at the base of his neck. He wore the same bodysuit that all of us competitors did. He had a few crudely carved spears strapped to his back, tied together with some kind of ropey twine.

      And then he turned.

      When he met my stare, his dangerous aura became even more intensely captivating. I might have even stopped breathing. He was lethal alright. Even silhouetted against the moon, his features were strikingly exquisite, as if an artist had meticulously crafted every intricate detail.

      His lips twisted into a sly half smile as he slipped his hands into his pockets. Wait. Our suits had pockets? My hands lifted to my hips, my brows rising when I found they did indeed.

      “The creature has moved on,” he said quietly, observing me in my spot on the ground.

      I pulled my knees to my chest, which was a damn feat. Everything hurt.

      “What was that thing?” I asked.

      “Sea hag,” he said. “It feeds on fear. That terror you’ve been feeling will fade the farther away it gets.”

      Well, that was a relief at least.

      “What would it have done to me if it had caught me?”

      “After it led you to the sea? It would have left nothing but a husk behind.”

      I swallowed hard. It had led me here.

      “Will it be back?”

      “It’s got your scent,” he said, never taking his eyes off me. “We should probably move as soon as possible.”

      “We?”

      His lips curled up again. “You didn’t think you were getting away that easily, did you?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t know you.”

      Another one of those bone-chilling screams bore down on my ears once again. Thankfully, it was somewhere in the distance this time. Even still, it was enough to grant me a full-body shudder and make me scramble to my shaky feet.

      “This way,” he said, directing me around another bend.

      Despite him swooping to my rescue at just the right moment, I wasn’t going to blindly hand over my trust. With the exception of Milo, I wasn’t sure I could trust any of them. But at this moment, I’d do just about anything to avoid another encounter with the terror lady. I didn’t think I’d survive another fear-induced obstacle course sprint.

      The shadows began to slither and play again and I couldn’t help but be mesmerized by their movements. Slowly, they retreated, disappearing into the rocks.

      So strange.

      Around the next corner, a narrow corridor was revealed. It was open to the stars above, with high walls of obsidian on either side. Within it, the ground sloped upward, like a natural staircase.

      “Is this how you got to the beach?” I asked, staring up at his broad back.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “What were you even doing down there?”

      “Looking for you, apparently,” I could hear the smile in his voice.

      Nope. Didn’t trust him.

      He wanted something, and despite my curiosity, I wasn’t going to stick around long enough to find out what that was. The Fates knew I wasn’t a runner. If there was a fight to be had, I was usually there. But I was also smart enough to know danger when I saw it.

      This guy was a big fat nope.

      “You and every beast on this bloody island,” I mumbled.

      He shot me a pointed look over his shoulder. “What did you expect, being a Fated One?”

      My feet stopped, a fist seizing my heart. “What did you say?”

      He couldn’t possibly know about me.

      “The marks,” he said, turning to face me and pointing at my shoulder. “You don’t know what they mean?”

      I looked down at my arm, noticing for the first time that there were three narrow lines stitched into the black fabric, just below the spot where it curved around my right shoulder. They looped around my arm like rings on a finger. One was copper, one was silver, and the bottom one was gold.

      I frowned. Had those always been there?

      “At every trial, the Fates choose to mark their favorite candidate. Congratulations,” he said with a mocking smile. “Although it’s not a blessing. It paints a target on your back and not just from the other contestants.”

      I blew out a breath. Of course they would do this to me.

      “I’ll kill those ugly bitches,” I muttered under my breath as I bent low and scooped up some silty black dirt.

      I could have sworn he bit back a laugh as he swiveled back to the trail that continued to rise higher and higher.

      I rubbed it like dark paint across the marks, hiding them as best I could. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do for now. They could have at least given me a heads-up. But would it have really made a difference?

      With a sigh that was built of pure exhaustion, I got back to my feet. Dangerous mystery guy had slowed his pace, giving me a chance to catch up. We kept climbing and climbing. I could see the top of the cliffs just above us. What we were going to do once we got there, I had no idea.

      I still wasn’t sure what we were looking for. Would this guy know or was he as clueless as the rest of us?

      “Do you know the point of the trial?” I asked.

      “Do you?”

      I glared at the back of his head and swore I could feel him smiling again.

      “I’ll tell you what I know,” he said. “If you give me your name.”

      It felt like a trick. “And what would you do with my name?”

      “Tattoo it on my ass?”

      I choked on my spit. “What?”

      He shot me another one of those looks over his shoulder. “What do you think I’ll do with it? If you don’t give it to me, I’ll start coming up with creative alternatives.”

      Finally, we’d reached the top. There was a broad field of grass and wildflowers that separated us from the nearest tree line.

      Oh, look. More dark forests, brimming with untold terrors.

      “You still haven’t given me yours,” I reminded him.

      “It’s Tor—”

      His words were abruptly swallowed by the bone-chilling screech of a winged nightmare demon turtle. The sound reverberated through the air as it hurtled toward us.

      Shit.

      And as if that weren’t enough, an even more haunting sight unfolded before my eyes. Other dark shapes emerged from the murky depths of the low-hanging clouds. They circled us from above.

      The winged monster had brought friends.

      “Run,” he said, his face set. “Get to the trees.”

      He didn’t have to tell me twice. Despite the burning in my legs, I sprinted as fast as I could. It wasn’t until I’d reached the midway point that a chilling realization hit me—he wasn’t behind me.

      I whirled around, my heart pounding in my chest.

      And there he was.

      I found the stranger perched atop the monstrous creature’s back. As I watched, completely dumbstruck, he plunged one of his hand-carved spears deep into the nightmare’s vulnerable neck.

      The creature howled in agony, its powerful form crashing to the ground, shaking the earth beneath my feet. The beast didn’t move again.

      He’d killed it.

      He’d brought down one of those things in a matter of seconds with nothing but a pointy stick. My brain was reevaluating what the scariest nightmare in this trial was, and it wasn’t the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle on steroids.

      Another beast swooped low, reminding me I had yet to make it out of danger. With a burst of speed, I resumed my race to the trees as it pursued me. Like an idiot, I had stopped to gape. And now, because of that, I was about to follow in Vesper’s footsteps.

      Just as I hit the tree line, a resounding thud struck the tree next to me, followed instantly by a primal, bloodcurdling roar.

      My heart almost beat right out of my chest.

      There beside me was another nightmare, this one pinned to a tree by not one but two spears through its wing. The crazed thing was justifiably furious as it bared its fangs and snapped menacingly in my direction.

      My eyes locked with my once-again savior who was stalking toward us with another deadly spear in his hands—one that already dripped with dark blood. Gone was the man who had joked with me about nicknames only minutes ago, replaced by the resolve of a stone-cold killer.

      A deadly predator.

      I turned and ran as fast and as far as I could because… he had things handled. Seeing him like that brought everything into a clarifying light. That wary assessment I’d made of him early on? Warranted. The two of us had very different goals when it came to these trials.

      I was here to survive.

      He was here to win.
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      I watched a small fuzzy spider crawl across my boot.

      I’d finally found somewhere to rest my weary bones. It was a break I’d more than earned. Beneath an overhang of scraggly roots and clumps of dirt that sidled right up against a stream, I made myself as small as possible. My mind wouldn’t rest though. It kept replaying everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours over and over again.

      Could I have done things differently? Could I have saved Violet? Kept Teo from harm if I’d just gone with him willingly? As unlikely as it seemed… what if Vesper survived?

      I rubbed my hands together, trying to work some warmth back into them while staring at the tiny creeper as it moved across a rock beside me. I hated spiders, absolutely loathed them. But compared to what was out there, I’d take this little guy any day.

      “If it meant I could leave right now,” I said quietly. “I’d take you home, give you a lair fit for a spider king.”

      I’d made my trail difficult to follow by crossing the rushing water several times until I’d stumbled upon this perfect, if not damp, hideaway. Besides my eight-legged friend, no one had disturbed me for several blessed minutes.

      Unfortunately for me, that left me alone with my worries. Namely, the big one—that the clock was ticking, and unless I wanted to be eliminated, I couldn’t be the last wolf to finish the trial. That thought alone was enough to make me drag myself to my feet once again. I had to find whatever it was that we were searching for and get the hell out of here.

      Before I got dead.

      “Bye, friend,” I whispered to the spider.

      I carefully made my way up the embankment, noting that the moon had barely moved across the sky in all the time that I had been here. It made me wonder if this place actually existed when there were no trials. If yes, what did all the monsters eat when they didn’t have competitors to munch on? The island was so big, I’d come across more monsters than competitors.

      My senses were on high alert as I scanned the scenery around me. Left or right? Uphill or down?

      Was I looking for a magical object? Another wolf? The Fates? Another damn monster? I’d found enough of those to last a lifetime.

      I’d explored the area down below during my race from the sea hag. The cliff across the way was one that I’d jumped off earlier. I didn’t want to encounter any more of the winged nightmares, so that direction was a no. That meant the only area I hadn’t yet explored lay just up ahead.

      Increasing my pace, I moved as quietly as I could as I picked my way downhill.

      Finally, the trees cleared and the path before me opened to a meadow. My gaze skimmed across the quiet scene. It looked innocent enough… but I stuck to the tree line anyway as I skirted the clearing. While the forest could mean death, moving out in the open made it a certainty.

      Voices up ahead gave me pause.

      “It has to be below,” a woman said. “We’ve searched everywhere else in the sector.”

      “We have to be sure. I’m not going down there except as a last resort.”

      My feet came to a standstill as a wave of recognition washed over me. The unmistakable timbre of that voice flooded me with a surge of blissful warmth, making me grin like an idiot.

      I knew that voice.

      Throwing caution to the wind, I sprang forward, crashing through the underbrush.

      “Something’s coming,” Milo said as I leapt between the trees.

      Just as a small group came into view, I realized my mistake.

      “It’s me—” I didn’t even get the words out.

      Instead of the warm reception I was expecting, I was greeted with a bone-jarring kick to my hip that sent me careening sideways.

      I crashed to the ground, tripping right into a glittering patch of moonlight. A single line of delicate white flowers sprouted from the ground in a circle around me. I felt magic whisper across my skin just before the ground beneath me transformed. Thorny, ropelike vines exploded from the dirt, surging up around me. My cry was drowned out by the sound of shredding, sliding earth. In an instant, my wrists and ankles were tightly bound, tiny thorns burrowing into my flesh.

      “Jessa?”

      I heard the shock in his voice but I was too focused on the death trap pulling me down, down, down. Worse, my feet were already bound so tight that they were quickly going numb.

      Milo cursed.

      “Breathe, Jessa,” he said. “I’m going to get you out of there, but you need to stop struggling. You’re only making it worse.”

      Lost in a haze of panic, I hadn’t even realized I’d been struggling. When I slowed my movements, the vines stopped getting tighter, but the pain was still agonizing. If they gripped me any harder, I might lose a limb.

      I finally looked up at Milo, finding him kneeling before me, just outside of the circle.

      “Hi,” I managed through the pain.

      He met my gaze. He was furious. More furious than I’d ever seen him. He unsheathed a knife from a holster at his thigh.

      I watched him shift the blade from one sure hand to the other, relieved to find something—anything—to focus on that wasn’t my own precarious situation. There was nothing rudimentary about that knife. He’d either found it here, which was unlikely, or he’d figured out a way to smuggle the thing from home.

      “I’m going to slice through each of the four vines one at a time, as quickly as I can,” he said. “While I do that, I’m going to need you to hold completely still. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Milo,” a guy said behind him. “You can’t. The moment you cross that line, it’s going to snare you too.”

      “I’m not leaving my girlfriend to die like this,” Milo snarled over his shoulder.

      “This jeopardizes the entire mission,” the guy responded.

      “Not up for debate,” Milo said coldly.

      “Your funeral,” I swore I heard the guy mutter but my mind was stuck on Milo’s words.

      Playing one in particular over and over.

      Girlfriend.

      Wait…did he say die?

      But the thoughts flitted away, like little puffs of smoke, as the vines tightened around my limbs. It was almost like the plant heard us. Like it was listening and knew he was trying to save me.

      Gritting my teeth, I tried to remain still as I glanced down at myself. My legs were folded beneath me. My arms were tightly bound and crossed over my chest, each wrist pulled to the opposite side. The gnarled vines coiled around my arms, their constricting grip reaching all the way to my shoulders. The pressure on all my joints was excruciating. It sent sharp jolts of agony coursing through me. It was all I could do to breathe through the pain, to compartmentalize it into a place that didn’t exist.

      Milo struck, slicing through the vine holding my right wrist before retreating out of the circle again. He moved so fast that the carnivorous plant couldn’t have even registered him crossing the line.

      I held perfectly still as I watched the cut vine writhe on the ground like a snake. Words couldn’t even describe how relieved I was when it didn’t reattach itself to me.

      “You’re doing great, Jessa,” he said. “Just keep still.”

      He raced to my left side, slashing at the next. This time, he wasn’t quite as fast and the freed vine darted out like a viper. In a blink, it had latched on to his arm. Before I could panic, he’d already sliced through it and was getting into position behind me.

      Damn, he was fast.

      “I’m going to do both of these at once,” he said. “When I do, I want you to reach for Lila, who is going to pull you to safety.”

      A woman stepped forward from the small group. I recognized her from Milo’s pack. She lifted her arms, widening her stance. Her hands were open and waiting for me just outside the circle.

      “Ready?” Milo asked.

      “Yes,” I said again.

      He sliced through the vines and I sprang forward, except the feeling had not yet made it back into my feet and I stumbled. Lila caught me and yanked me away from the circle. We landed in a heap on the ground just outside of it. She moved away but I lay there breathing, staring into the trees above me.

      “Any longer and we’d be setting her bones right now,” someone commented.

      I’d be lucky if nothing was broken. I could barely lift my arms to check. My hands shook as I wiggled my fingers, but everything seemed to be functioning.

      Go me.

      Then Milo was there, slicing the remnants of the cut vines away. He used his thumbs to rub feeling back into my prickling limbs. When I was completely freed and able to move again, he knelt in front of me and pulled me into his arms. I let him, sagging in his strong grip.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said into my hair, breathing me in.

      I was doing the same. His strength, his smell. It grounded me. He was familiar. He was protection. I looped my arms around his shoulders and soaked in his warmth.

      I was safe now.

      Even my arms and legs were feeling better.

      “You called me your girlfriend,” I mumbled into his neck.

      He huffed out a laugh as he pulled me tighter. “What are you doing here, Jessa? Are you trying to get yourself killed? I thought you knew better than to do something so reckless, so… ”

      Stupid? Yeah. Good question.

      “Surprise,” I deadpanned.

      He pulled back to look into my face. And I don’t know why those particular words set me off but I could feel the tears coming on. I blinked them away… but not before he noticed.

      “You’re supposed to be waiting for me at home,” he scolded. “How did this happen?”

      “Vesper,” I said in answer to his questioning gaze. “He forced me to give an offering to the key. His guys hurt Teo.”

      My voice broke on that last part. I couldn’t even say Teo’s name without seeing that final look in his eyes as his hot blood dripped between my fingers.

      “Where’s Teo, Jessa?” he asked, his grip tightening on my shoulders.

      “Griff said he was in surgery when I went to find you. You were already here.”

      Milo swore, climbing to his feet and pulling me with him. I wobbled and he steadied me. My legs and arms were going to be sore for a little while, it seemed. What was curious was that I still seemed to be healing quickly. I didn’t have my other wolf senses, but the healing hadn’t abandoned me.

      “Jessa, this is Wren, Ivan, Athor, and you already met Lila.”

      I met their hard stares. They weren’t as excited to see me as I had been to see them, that was for sure.

      “You’re a team?” I asked, but it wasn’t really a question.

      The answer was written on their faces.

      “A team with one goal,” Wren, the man who’d questioned saving me, said. “Getting Milo to the very end.”

      I couldn’t fight the smile of blissful relief that tugged at my lips. It might have even contained a little bit of awe. Milo had an entire operation. A strategy. They’d arrived together, or at least found each other according to their plans. The fact was, they had plans, which meant they knew what they were doing. And I’d found them. Luck was finally on my side.

      “Have you found what we’re looking for?” I asked.

      “Do you know what it is?” Milo asked in return.

      I shook my head.

      None of them answered my question. They either didn’t feel like sharing—ouch—or they didn’t know either. I was going with the latter.

      “We’ve got to head under, Milo,” Ivan said. “The longer we wait, the worse it’s going to get.”

      Milo let out a breath. “Fine. Stick to the tree line and cut back around to the caves. We’ll need to disguise our scent better this time.”

      Wren turned and started picking his way through the forest and one by one the others followed until just Milo and I remained.

      “You don’t leave my sight. Do you understand?” Not a question. It was a command.

      “I’m not an idiot, Milo,” I said.

      He leaned in, planting a sweet, over-as-fast-as-it-started kiss upon my lips and I felt the heat rising to my cheeks.

      “This wasn’t how I saw our second date going.”

      I gently patted his chest. “With how the first one went, I don’t know how you could have expected anything different.”

      He made a face. “I hate to think what the third will be.”

      “Shove me into more of those cranky vines and you won’t live to find out.”

      He grinned. “I said I was sorry.”

      “I see lots of groveling in your future.”

      “Come on,” he said with a laugh. “We need to keep up.”
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        * * *

      

      Oh, hell.

      I didn’t know why I hadn’t made the connection until we’d arrived.

      Until I was staring into another gaping maw of darkness.

      It had taken us hours of trekking through the forest in silence before we’d arrived. The caves they planned on entering were on the very same hill where that demon chased Violet, Reina, and me from deep within the dark. Where he’d blasted half the hill away to reach us. Where Violet had…

      A lump rose in my throat. I couldn’t even say it in my own head.

      The place I swore I’d never come back to.

      Those caves.

      Apparently, there was an interconnected roadmap of tunnels that ran below the mountain, which is where the hidden thing had to be. By process of elimination.

      According to Milo’s team anyway.

      It was my professional opinion that there was a whole other process of elimination that was about to take place the moment we crossed into that darkness.

      “You’ll be with me,” Milo said, probably reading the dread in my expression while I watched the others coat themselves in smelly mud before slipping into the opening one at a time. “Covering our scents will help. Besides, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “Listen, as heroic as that sounds, I’ve already met the resident monster and he’d definitely give you a run for your money.”

      Milo spun me to face him. “You encountered the hellbeast?”

      “I’ve encountered a lot of beasts on this island.”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “I still can’t believe you’re here. What did you mean that Vesper made you do it? We chased him out of pack territory. I saw him leave.”

      “He took the key.”

      “That’s not possible,” Milo said with a fierce shake of his head. “I saw it in the chest just before I came into the trials.”

      I threw my hands up. “Then he has another one. I don’t know. That man is a conniving weasel.”

      There were still so many questions buzzing through my head about how all of this worked. For all I knew, there were a lot of the damn keys. Seemed unlikely, however.

      Milo stared at me. “You’re sure you didn’t touch it or something at the packhouse?”

      “What?”

      I stared at him, my mouth falling open. I couldn’t even form words. He thought I was, what? Making this up?

      “Like on accident?” he pressed.

      “No, Milo,” I said, the tone of my voice rising. “I want to be here even less than you want me to be here. Vesper took me. Where were you when that happened?”

      “Okay,” he said, running soothing fingers up my arms. “I’m sorry, okay. It’s just a lot to take in. I hate the thought of something happening to my pack while I’m here.”

      The fight drained out of me, leaving me feeling empty and defeated. He had a lot resting on his shoulders. It stung that he’d questioned my story, but I wasn’t sure what I would do if I were in his position.

      If he trusted you, he would have believed you, a little voice whispered.

      “We’ll figure everything out once we get home,” he went on. “Let’s just focus on getting through this, okay?”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “We good?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “I promise we’ll be fine,” Milo said, rubbing a patch of mud across my cheek. “Just stay close.”

      I blew out a heavy breath, possibly one of my last as I stared at the cave entrance. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      “That’s the spirit,” he said with a hint of a grin and, side by side, we entered hell.

      There was no other word for it.
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      It didn’t take long to discover more competitors… or what was left of them.

      We’d only made it to the third or fourth bend in the tunnel before we started finding collapsed tunnels and body parts strewn across the ground, the blood still wet. The smell was indescribably unpleasant.

      These unfortunate souls must have had the same idea that we did—that whatever we were looking for could only be hidden in the absolute worst possible place on this forsaken island. There was no other reason that any of us would willingly venture into this wretched hellhole.

      Those damn Fates were probably laughing their asses off.

      Laugh it up, ladies.

      The tunnels were dark and never-ending. It seemed more and more likely that this was how I’d die. Even if we accomplished our task, we’d never find our way out again.

      Every cell in my body was on high alert as I followed the others, only Milo behind me. Up front, a bright torch burned in Wren’s hand. I watched the flames dance, casting shadows on the wall.

      “We should put that out,” I said into the quiet.

      The only other sounds were our soft footsteps and the drip, drip, drop of water somewhere nearby. But there were things in this darkness. Even without my wolf, I knew they were there. And that bright flame would lead them straight to us without question.

      “And what?” Wren asked without turning around. “Stumble around blind?”

      “Glow worms,” I said, pointing up at the little beetles dangling from tiny webs and scuttling across the ceiling, racing to get away from the light. “Promise you’ll see just fine.”

      He shot me a curious look over his shoulder before his gaze traveled upward.

      “I was here earlier,” I said, clearing my throat. “It didn’t go well.”

      “She’s right,” one of the others, I think Athor, said. “If we can see without it, it will help us remain undetected longer.”

      Wren looked to Milo who nodded. Wren pointed the torch into the ground, jabbing it against the rocks until the flames died, plunging us into a darkness so absolute that even I was having doubts. There was a long moment of charged silence where I was certain each one of them was cussing me out in their minds.

      “Just wait,” I said, reassuring myself as much as anyone.

      It took a few long seconds before the glow began. But slowly, the cavern lit up from above. It wasn’t as bright as the torch, but I could clearly make out my hands and feet and the general shape of the tunnel in both directions.

      “Without my wolf, I still can’t see very well,” Lila said.

      My mind sifted over her words and I sucked in a silent gasp.

      Without her wolf. I’d thought the whole point of this stupid trial was doing these hard things without the extra abilities our wolves provided to us. That may have been part of it but…

      “What’s going on in that head of yours?” Milo asked quietly from right behind me.

      The others turned to look.

      “Our wolves,” I said. “Could we be searching for our wolves?”

      There was a beat of thoughtful silence.

      My body shuddered at the thought of my wolf. Alone. Waiting for me to find her.

      “It’s a possibility,” Ivan finally said, looking above my shoulder to Milo. “You said you could feel your wolf briefly at the start. Did you get a sense of where?”

      Milo sensed his wolf? If that wasn’t a testament to how truly powerful he was. I shifted to face him. He shut his eyes, taking a long slow breath.

      “No,” he said, glancing up at Ivan again. “I only felt him briefly as we entered the realm. I don’t know where.”

      “No other clues?” I asked.

      “He wasn’t hurt, exactly, but unable to move.”

      It made me uneasy. Our wolves were trapped somewhere. Vulnerable.

      “Let’s keep moving,” Milo said. “The plan hasn’t changed.”

      Wren swiveled and crept deeper into the tunnel ahead, the soft blue-green glow lighting our way. The rest of us followed right behind.

      “How are you doing?” Milo asked me, the question soft, tentative.

      All I could manage was a noncommittal sound.

      He huffed out a quiet laugh. “That good, huh?”

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      “Fine?” he repeated.

      “I’m still alive, aren’t I?”

      “We’ll get through this and then you’re moving in with the pack. Everything that’s happened only proves that you can’t be left on your own. No more excuses—”

      The sounds of rocks shifting up ahead drew our attention. Just past Wren, the tunnel opened up into a massive cavern. We stepped out onto a ledge that dropped into a dark, rippling abyss below. We stood on a lip on a huge bowl, filled with dark water that was a very long way down. The whole thing gave me a really bad feeling.

      A really, really bad feeling.

      The entire ceiling was shimmering with bioluminescence. It was brighter than the glow worms, like maybe this was lit by magic instead. I peered over the edge as a few pebbles tumbled down, splashing into the edge of the water below.

      We couldn’t go far to our left or right before the lip ended, melding into the vertical cavern wall. But beyond where we stood—far, far to our left—a narrow pinstripe of a stone bridge led all the way across to the far side of the cavern. It looked about as sturdy as a few rocks clinging together with superglue. We’d have to climb the cave wall to reach it.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Lila whispered.

      “Think we have to cross it?” Wren asked.

      I had a sinking feeling that I already knew the answer. But before anyone said anything more, movement across the way caught my eye.

      “Look,” I said, pointing.

      We all watched in silence as a lone figure emerged from a different tunnel, one much closer to the bridge, and carefully made their way onto it.

      “This is a really bad idea,” I whispered.

      I held my breath, watching. The precarious bridge looked fragile enough to fall out from beneath their feet, the gaping chasm with water at the bottom ready to swallow them up.

      The person slowed when they reached the center, the narrowest point, holding their arms out for balance. Lila and I both gasped as they teetered. My heart pounded in my chest as they slipped, dropping quickly to their stomach to keep from falling. They clung to the stones, their arms and legs draped over either side.

      After a few moments, they lifted up, getting to their knees to continue onward. They’d made it nearly past the center point when they wobbled again.

      My gaze dropped, something dark and sinister drawing my attention downward into the depths below. I stopped breathing altogether. I could make out the outline of a dark serpentine shape circling just beneath the water’s surface.

      Whatever that was, it was watching. Just like we were. With my focus caught on the swirling ripples, I missed the person toppling from the bridge.

      “Oh, shit,” Athor said under his breath.

      A masculine scream split the silence and my gaze bounced up. I watched in horror as the person plummeted, their arms windmilling as they fell.

      But the guy didn’t even reach the water’s surface. Before he got there, a massive, snakelike monster slid from the depths and snatched him right out of the air. His echoing scream was silenced with the snap of serrated teeth that glinted even in this low light.

      Glistening silver scales covered a long, powerful body as it twisted downward, diving back into the water headfirst. A deadly row of spiked dorsal fins protruded from its back. Within moments, all that remained were a few dark ripples.

      “That looked like Gentry,” Wren said.

      “It ate him,” Lila said. “Just snapped him up in one bite.”

      I stared down into the water, but the creature must have gone deep. Waves crashed into small rock outcroppings breaking through the cave lake’s surface. Glowing wavelets emanated from the tiny stone islands. The glow matched the blue tones of the ceiling, spreading outward in curious little pulses that slowly faded to black—not curious enough for me to want to examine closer, however.

      “We’ve got a couple of options,” Ivan said.

      I was quickly learning that he was the strategist. Milo made decisions, but it was Ivan always coming up with the plan. Wren was the one who braved the way into the unknown, leading the way and sparing the rest of us from being the first to die. Milo was in command and always took up the defensive position in the back, keeping us protected from behind. I wasn’t sure what Athor or Lila’s positions were but they surely had them.

      And then there was me.

      The extra.

      “We can scale the side of the cliffs to make it to the bridge,” Ivan continued. “It’s rough enough that it shouldn’t be too hard to find the right handholds.”

      We all stared at the nearly vertical rock wall and the straight plunge into the water below. I didn’t like that option. I didn’t like that option at all.

      “What are your other ideas?” Milo asked.

      “We head back into the tunnels and look for the one that comes out onto the bridge, like the one where Gentry entered. It will be hard to find. My guess is that it will take hours.”

      “Is there an option that doesn’t lead over the bridge?” Lila asked.

      “No,” he said. “It makes sense that we have to cross it. This is probably the final test. Get across and we might even be done.”

      I looked at the tunnel on the far side of the bridge.

      Make it across and I could get my wolf back. I could go home and sleep off this horrible nightmare. If I survived this, I’d find a way to get out of the trials altogether. There had to be one. Despite how I’d taunted Vesper earlier, I didn’t want to win this thing. I didn’t even want to be here.

      My gaze trailed back to the bridge and then plummeted to what lay below. The water had already smoothed over completely, as if the beast had never come.

      “Let’s take the tunnels,” Milo said.

      I couldn’t help the relief that flowed through me at his words. Thank the Fates that he’d picked only slightly certain death as opposed to certain, certain death.

      As we made our way back into the tunnel, a familiar musk hit my nostrils. A low-pitched rattle radiated from the darkness in front of us.

      Oh no.

      My heart rate took off as my body seized up in terror. I knew what was coming. Two glowing orange eyes appeared first, then its hulking, furry body that blocked our exit. Milo shoved me behind him. The beast was much too large to fit through the tunnel, but I knew from experience that it wouldn’t stop him.

      “To the wall,” Milo said through clenched teeth.

      Damn.

      So much for going around.

      I scrambled back out of the tunnel and onto the ledge, inching my way across the lip until it became almost nothing beneath my feet. I didn’t dare look down. A jaw full of pointed teeth would be waiting for me if I did.

      Ivan had been right. The walls weren’t smooth. They had lots of dips, valleys, and crevices for hand and footholds. I reached as far as I could from the ledge, carefully fitting my hands into a secure position before doing the same with my foot.

      “Hurry, Jessa,” Lila said, so close beside me that she brushed up against my side.

      I shot a glance toward the others who were facing off the beast. Athor was poised at the mouth of the tunnel, his back against the wall with a large rock raised above his head, waiting for the monster to appear. The other two piled boulders in front of the entrance.

      Little did they know how pointless that was.

      “Jessa,” Lila hissed.

      Right. Climbing.

      Frantically, I grabbed for the next handhold. One hand and foot after another, I pulled myself across the wall. Lila followed my pattern, taking each of the same holds as I vacated them.

      Ivan was finally on the wall after Lila, leaving Milo, Wren, and Athor alone with the monster. They kept at it and the thing hadn’t emerged from the tunnel yet, so whatever they were doing… maybe it was working. I kept going, focusing on the next foot, the next hand.

      “Go, man,” Wren called to Milo over the beast’s snarls.

      “You first,” Milo said, pitching a baseball-sized rock into the tunnel. “That’s an order.”

      With a heave, Wren jumped onto the wall behind Ivan, finding a place for his hands and feet as he went. He ended up skidding down the wall a few feet lower than the rest of us.

      A terrifying snarl came from the beast. I could feel the air warming. That was new.

      Not good. Not good. Not good.

      “Athor,” Milo called. “Time to go.”

      “I’m right behind you—”

      Without further warning, stone exploded from the tunnel. Huge bits of rock blasted away from the wall in a deafening boom. The wall beneath my fingers trembled and the tunnel collapsed in on itself from above with enough force to send Athor flying backward.

      We all heard the splash as Athor plunged into the water far below. I had to force air into my lungs in order to keep breathing.

      The others were shouting but I couldn’t make out their words over the sounds of the stone still shifting, sliding, splashing. I clung to the wall, my hands and feet aching and trembling with the strain as I watched Milo take a step toward the dark abyss. But Wren was already back on the ledge, reaching for him. He grabbed hold of Milo’s shirt, yanking him toward the wall.

      The hellbeast roared from wherever he was, possibly trapped beneath the tunnel, possibly waiting for one of us to check. The entire cavern still shook with his enraged call. When the stones covering the entrance to the tunnel moved, so did I. I reached for the next handhold as the hellbeast pushed through the rock, sending another avalanche of boulders careening into the water.

      Milo and Wren jumped for the wall, sliding down a few feet like Wren had done the first time. I prayed that they were far enough to be out of that thing’s reach. I wasn’t sure which thing I was referring to.

      Perhaps both.

      But the hellbeast took one look at the water below, huffed out a breath of fiery steam, and then turned and vanished back into the dark tunnel. Within a few thundering steps, he was gone.

      It was like he decided that we were no longer his problem.

      That the water monster would handle things from here.

      If that wasn’t terrifying, I didn’t know what was.

      “There’s nothing we can do for him from here,” Wren said to Milo, then turned his face up to us. “Keep going.”

      I turned to look down into the water. It was a huge mistake as it made me realize just how much nothing there was between me and the water’s surface.

      When I finally got my breathing under control, I was able to spot Athor. He was dripping wet and clinging to the cave wall. It was a miracle he hadn’t struck any of the rocks jutting up from the surface on his way down.

      He’d managed to pull himself out of the water just enough that none of him was submerged—not that it made him safe. I didn’t feel safe and I was a good hundred feet above his position.

      As I watched, he carefully placed his hands one at a time and pulled himself upward. It was going to take him a long time to reach us, but I wasn’t writing him off yet.

      His determination slammed me back into reality and I found the next handhold. And the next. I was vaguely aware of the others following as I reached the halfway point.

      “Why did the hellbeast leave?” Lila asked.

      “Territorial,” Ivan answered.

      “So it was reminded that something bigger and scarier lurks in here?” I asked.

      “Exactly,” Ivan said.

      I didn’t dare look toward the dark water. The more I thought about it, the more I decided that Athor was definitely safer than us because that thing was probably watching, waiting for one of the rest of us to slip and fall. A chance at lunch was five times more likely up here.

      My toe finally reached out, finding the safe haven of the bowl’s lip once again. I scooted along the ledge, collapsing as the ground widened beneath me. I waited for my pulse to slow as I watched the others make their way toward me. When Lila was close enough, I stood and reached for her, pulling her to safety—relative safety.

      Nothing was safe here.

      The other three weren’t far behind. Within minutes, Milo was wrapping me in his arms in a brief squeeze before he turned to watch Athor. Lila and the others stood at the edge, staring down at him with worry etched into their faces.

      “Keep going,” Athor called up to us. “Don’t wait for me.”

      Milo’s expression was conflicted, but he turned to face the bridge. “What do you think, Wren?”

      “I think I’m ready to go home,” Wren said, striding toward the bridge.

      “Jessa, you’re next,” Milo said.

      “Lucky me,” I muttered.

      I didn’t look toward the water as I followed right behind.
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      The stone vibrated beneath my feet. I wasn’t even dying yet—I had barely even started across the bridge—but my short life was already flashing before my eyes.

      Milo’s voice broke through the haze of my fear. “You two will take the lead,” he directed with a confidence that sharply contrasted my own apprehension.

      This… was not going to end well.

      “Lila and Ivan will follow when you’re halfway,” Milo added.

      “See you on the other side,” Wren called, already several steps ahead of me.

      The dude’s voice was excited. Cheerful. Like we were taking a damn field trip to a dog park and not about to plummet to our watery graves.

      “And, Jessa,” Milo called. “You’ll do fine.”

      “Right,” I said, still staring at my feet.

      I was so nervous that I was pretty sure the backs of my knees were sweating. Was that a thing? Maybe I was just special.

      “Fear of heights?” Wren asked casually—too casually.

      “I wouldn’t have thought so before but this is…”

      “Terrifying?”

      “Exactly,” I said, taking a few careful steps. “Why don’t you seem scared at all?”

      “Because I’m not,” he responded, definitely not slowing down for me.

      Well then.

      “Use that fear to keep you alert. Channel it,” he continued. “And for the love of the moon, make sure you don’t get the rest of us killed.”

      I finally mustered the courage to lift my gaze, moving my attention from my tenuous footsteps to the dark curls that defined the back of Wren’s head. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and only slightly shorter than Milo. His light-brown skin seemed darker in the dim light of the cave. Curious that I didn’t recognize him from the pack meeting.

      “You don’t like me,” I stated, the words slipping out before I could reconsider.

      “I don’t know you.”

      Straightforward. Like Violet. I could work with that.

      “I’m the unknown, I get it,” I acknowledged. “But you can trust me. All I want is to make it through this, same as you.”

      “Why would I trust you?” he scoffed, his skepticism palpable. “You aren’t supposed to be here. Yet, here you are, putting our mission at risk. You don’t even have a pack. And we’re supposed to believe that you’re here against your will? I’d choose this team too if I wanted a free pass to the end.”

      I frowned. He wasn’t so far off. Vesper had sent me here to distract Milo. To be his weakness. So far, I was certainly living up to that potential.

      “Nothing to say to that?” Wren pressed.

      We were about a quarter of the way across, and the path was just starting to narrow. In a few more feet, things were going to get dicey.

      Wren might be a jerk, but he was doing a great job of keeping my mind off… things. Things I wasn’t going to think about that lurked in the depths below.

      “What do you want me to say?” I asked.

      “Literally anything to deny—”

      A whistling sound had my body locking up, both of us instantly on high alert.

      “Look out!” Milo’s urgent shout echoed from behind us.

      Instinctively, I twisted just in time to witness a palm-sized rock hurtling toward me. It struck the bridge just in front of my toes. I couldn’t decide if I was more shocked or furious.

      Someone threw a rock at me?

      My gaze shot across the chasm, scanning the cavern in search of the source. I locked on to a dark figure, silhouetted against the wall opposite the bridge. The mystery assailant stood in one of the many tunnels that led to this chamber.

      The air whistled in warning again and I reacted without thinking, narrowly evading a smaller second stone, but risking my balance at the same time. I wobbled just enough that Wren reached for me.

      Before he could get close enough to latch on, another rock slammed into my shoulder, sending a jolt of searing pain radiating through my arm and down my back. I clenched my teeth, crouching down and gripping the path with my good hand, desperate to keep from falling. Wren swore as he dodged another one.

      The path vibrated beneath my feet and I turned to see Milo thundering up the bridge. My distraction cost me. In that split second of vulnerability, a lightning strike of pain speared through my skull.

      I didn’t remember falling from the path, but I must have because the next sensation I had was my back slamming into liquid ice. I gasped just before I went under.

      The water was so dark it was like swimming in ink. It took me a few long moments to get over the shock of the cold before I began dragging myself upward. Just as I broke the surface, the impact of another splash sent waves rocking into me. My muscles burned with exertion as I swam frantically for the nearest outcropping of rock, which was too damn far away. My injured shoulder throbbed, but my head was worse, making every stroke agony.

      Something grazed my arm and I screamed, twisting to see a face—a human face—surfacing beside me. It took my brain a few very long seconds to comprehend that it was Milo. That he was actually here. In the water with me. I couldn’t help but look up at the bridge that towered over us.

      “You idiot,” I breathed.

      “Keep swimming,” he said, gripping my good hand and propelling me toward the rocks.

      We moved through the water like we were being chased by death itself. I could scarcely believe it when, against all odds, we finally reached the safety of the tiny island. As I scrambled onto the rocks, something else caught my eye. Something that made my blood frost over in my veins.

      Milo hadn’t been the only one to jump.

      Athor was currently cutting through the water at the speed of an Olympic athlete. His long silver-blonde hair was a dead giveaway as he raced for the far side. What I couldn’t unsee was the spiked fin trailing behind him—one that was an almost perfect color-match to his hair.

      The thing weaved back and forth with a deadly grace. Milo stood so close behind me that I could feel the warmth emanating from his body. Neither of us breathed as we waited. I’d never felt so completely and utterly helpless.

      By some miracle, Athor reached a pile of rocks and flung himself out of the water. His island was larger than ours, and he was able to quickly tuck himself behind some large boulders. The water monster circled and I got the distinct impression that the thing was toying with us, its prey.

      With a shudder, I remembered that it had eaten recently. Maybe it was full? Could we be that lucky? Although that might not stop him from tearing us into bits for the fun of it.

      I spun and slapped Milo across the shoulder with my good hand. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      He responded with a fleeting half smile, but his attention was already focused on inspecting the gash across my head.

      When I went to smack him again for not giving me the fight I wanted, he grabbed my hand and pulled me closer so he could peer into my eyes. Not romantically, no. That look on his face was purely clinical. He was probably checking to see if my pupils were blown from a concussion or something. I had practically zero medical knowledge, but I was pretty sure that was a thing.

      “I cannot believe you jumped,” I whisper-yelled.

      “Can’t help it,” he said. “Protecting you is instinct.”

      “What about survival instincts?” I snapped. “Ever heard of those? Now we’re both gonna die. Athor too. Did Athor jump in as a…” Another horrifying thought struck me. “A distraction?”

      Milo gently cupped my face in his hands, his touch surprisingly reassuring.

      “I handpicked this team,” he said. “Each of us has a job, a role to play. It’s the only way we’re going to make it through this.”

      “And what’s my job, Milo?”

      “Surviving,” he answered, his fingers intertwining with mine as he turned his attention to the water below.

      Another splash interrupted us, drawing our gaze to where Athor had jumped… again. He was aiming for the wall and if left alone by the big scary monster, he would reach it momentarily. The creature was nowhere to be seen.

      “Do none of you possess a shred of fear at all?”

      “I told you,” Milo replied. “I selected them for a reason.”

      In a blink, Athor emerged from the water and began scaling the steep wall of the cavern with astonishing speed. How was he so damn fast? He wasn’t just escaping the water, he was climbing that wall with a mission. Something drove him to hurry.

      What was it?

      My gaze rose, spotting a figure still watching us from a darkened tunnel—the competitor who’d thrown the rocks. Athor was after him, still maintaining that brutal pace as he climbed. I would be scared if he were after me. His sheer grit was enough to tell me that he might just be the scariest creature in this place.

      Athor was the muscle. No, that didn’t quite cover it. He was the team’s hunter.

      The figure in the tunnel must have noted Athor’s relentless pursuit because he backed away, disappearing into the darkness.

      “Dude is scary,” I said.

      “If you had been more focused,” Milo said accusingly, “maybe he wouldn’t have knocked you off the bridge with a teeny tiny rock.”

      I scowled. “Let’s throw rocks at you and see how you like it, huh?”

      He grunted in response, staring down into the swirling water.

      “And I didn’t mean the rock thrower. I meant Athor. Where’d you find that guy?”

      “Cascade. Our sister pack. Wren too.”

      Ah, that was why I hadn’t recognized them.

      “Wren is definitely not impressed by me,” I admitted.

      “Good, because I’d have to kill him for looking if he was.”

      Wolves were so strange.

      We were farther away from the relative safety of the bowl wall than Athor had been, which meant we had much farther to swim. And it was just our luck that now a dark shape was visible beneath the water, circling our little island.

      I pointed, scrambling higher onto the rocks.

      “Don’t worry,” Milo said, untying a makeshift dagger sheath from around his waist. “I’ve got a plan.”

      He moved in front of me, looping the twiny vines around my middle.

      My eyes widened. “You’ve got the only knife in this entire competition and you’re giving it to me? How’d you even get this in here?”

      The thing wasn’t a dainty knife either. It was large enough that I’d probably end up poking my own eye out if I ever attempted to use it.

      “Magic,” he said. “And this is for my benefit.”

      I raised a brow. “How so?”

      “It makes me feel better.”

      “And what about the others? You got knives for them too?”

      “They’re not you,” he replied, his eyes meeting mine with an intensity that was both knee-wobbling and heart-skipping.

      Of course now was the time to let his words make me feel all gooey on the inside.

      Get it together, Jessa.

      “How’s your shoulder?” he asked.

      I stretched my arm, winding it behind me. “Hurts less than before.”

      Thank goodness for fast wolf-healing.

      “Good,” he said. “And your head?”

      “I have a high tolerance for pain.”

      His response was a curt nod.

      “When that thing gets distracted, we’re going to swim,” he explained, pointing toward a nearby island. “You’re going to go to that island. And I’m going to swim to the one to the right.”

      He gestured to another, one that was noticeably farther away from the wall.

      “Let’s switch,” I said.

      “No,” he answered, that overprotectiveness rearing its head again. “After that, we’ll keep going from island to island until we can reach the wall.”

      Milo’s plan meant we wouldn’t have to attempt the perilous rock bridge again. Thank every last one of my lucky stars. I wasn’t sure I was up for round two. We were already almost halfway across the lake, but surviving this was going to require more luck than skill.

      “I’m a strong swimmer,” I said. “Perfectly capable.”

      “And you’re injured.”

      Milo’s attention was drawn upward, and I followed his gaze to find Lila and Ivan carefully navigating their way across the bridge. My mouth dried up as they reached the halfway point—the narrowest and most dangerous section—but they were clearly faring far better than I had.

      I turned, searching for Athor, and found him still on the wall, just a few feet from the rock thrower’s tunnel. There was no sign of the thrower himself.

      And our final teammate was…

      I scanned the rest of the bridge, finally spotting Wren on the far side, already investigating the exit tunnel. Well, that was a relief. He’d made it.

      “What’s Lila’s role on the team?” I asked.

      “You’ve figured out the rest?”

      “Trailblazer, security, strategy, captain, and… Lila.”

      “Impressive,” he said. “She’s… backup. In case something happens to me.”

      “Really?” I looked up at her, her steps slow but confident. “That’s…”

      “Surprising?”

      “I was going to say awesome.”

      “We’re cousins. We grew up together. She’s practically my sister. She hides it well, but she’s a powerful wolf. That power will grow when she finally chooses a mate.”

      I blinked up at him. “What do you mean?”

      He glanced down at me and frowned. “Nobody has explained this to you?”

      I shook my head.

      “Wolf mates can share power.”

      Um… what?

      Is that why Milo wanted to date me? Because he thought I was powerful? He was in for a big surprise. I wasn’t even sure what kind of power we were talking about. Hell, I couldn’t even shift. But he already knew that. Maybe he was already so mighty that it didn’t matter who he chose.

      “It’s more than that, though,” he went on. “It’s about compatibility, trust, and a deep connection.”

      Mate. I was still stuck on that word. It made me feel… flighty. Like I wasn’t ready for that kind of commitment.

      He gently lifted my chin to meet his gaze. “What does that look mean?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “It’s just a lot to take in.”

      “We’ve got plenty of time to talk about the future. I’m in no rush, Jessa,” he said. “But things are going to change when we get home. You’re going to have to compromise with me just a little bit.”

      I smiled because we were talking about the future like we were going to have one that didn’t involve getting digested by a sea serpent.

      Survive first, deal with Milo molding me into the wolf he thinks I should be later.

      Sounded like a good plan to me.

      “Okay.”

      “Okay,” he repeated with a hint of a grin.
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      The sound of echoing voices drew our attention upward as a group of three unknowns emerged from the bridge tunnel. They approached the narrow stone pathway with the wariness that any sane person would possess.

      All three appeared to be female and were in the midst of a serious debate. Without my wolf hearing, I couldn’t make out their words from here, but based on all the frantic hand-gesturing going on, they were clearly not in agreement.

      Their words cut off and they turned as one, watching Ivan and Lila as they finished the treacherous journey across the bridge. When Ivan took his final step from the bridge, the three women took their first—the one in the rear being the most reluctant. I couldn’t say I blamed her one bit.

      There was something off about these three. They didn’t glide like the other wolves I’d been around. There was no fluid grace to their movements. It was quite clear that these were not warriors. In fact, they moved like they were completely out of their element.

      Same, ladies. Same.

      The one in the lead was moving swiftly and with the most confidence, the other two not far behind. The one in the back, well, she trembled like a leaf and it only worsened with every step. I almost couldn’t watch. If I were to guess, their trip across the bridge wouldn’t be a fun one—for any of us.

      I wanted to shout up to them to be careful, to take it slow, but that would only draw unwanted attention to Milo and me. And what did we not want to do in the lair of a great sea beast? Draw its attention. I wanted to slip so far off its radar that it forgot we were here.

      “Get ready to move,” Milo said.

      My hand gripped the knife handle still sheathed at my waist as I scanned the water’s surface. There was no sign of the serpent. But I was sure he was there, waiting for one of us to screw up.

      And sure enough—one of us did.

      Three screams pierced the air as the woman in back lost her footing and slipped from the bridge. Time slowed as I watched in horror, her body crashing into the treacherous waters with a resounding splash.

      Milo’s grip tightened around my wrist. “Time to go.”

      But my gaze remained fixated on the woman struggling in the water, her gasps for air mixing with the sounds of lapping waves and shouts from up above.

      I took a step toward her.

      “Jessa,” Milo growled, pulling me back. “We have to go. Now.”

      My attention snapped back to him.

      “We can’t help any of them if we’re dead,” he said evenly. “Get yourself together and go.”

      He was right. I knew he was right. There was no way I could get to the woman in time. And what could I do once I got there? Her best chance was saving herself. The big question was… did she know that?

      I scanned the water’s edge in front of my feet, searching for any signs of the lurking beast. Nothing. But just because I couldn’t see it, didn’t mean it wasn’t there.

      With a final, determined breath, I dove. My entire body seized up when I hit the water. The shock of the overwhelming cold was all I could process for a moment. But I finally forced myself to move. I sank into the motions of kicking and scooping, my body slicing through the water with all the strength and speed I could dredge up from somewhere deep inside of me.

      Every stroke brought me closer to survival. I found myself counting each one as I fought against the numbing cold that threatened to consume me.

      Finally, I heaved myself onto the rocks, water streaming from my bodysuit. Coughing and gasping for breath, I scanned the area behind me for the woman, my heart sinking when I realized she was nowhere to be found. The two remaining women sat frozen, still on the bridge, their gazes fixed upon the mostly still water below.

      I twisted, searching for Milo next, panic coursing through my veins when I couldn’t immediately spot him in the murky darkness. But relief soon flooded over me like a wave as I found him, clinging to another precarious outcropping of jagged rocks.

      It was the shortest-lived bout of internal peace I’d ever experienced. What I saw next made my heart stutter. It might have even stopped entirely.

      “Milo!” I cried out and he swiveled just in time to see a great silver head emerge from the surface right behind him.

      The creature was even bigger up close—large enough to swallow me whole. It attacked with lightning speed, surging toward Milo in a rush of silver scales. Instinctively, I prepared to dive in. I wasn’t sure what the hell I could do, but it was better than doing absolutely nothing—better than watching him die.

      I was the damn Fate’s chosen. That had to count for something.

      But then… in a crazy twist that I did not see coming, the serpentine beast’s head collided with an invisible barrier, causing it to recoil in a furious uproar.

      A mesmerizing display of glowing blue ripples fanned out from the rocks, revealing some kind of inexplicable magic that shielded Milo’s island from the creature’s wrath. The beast bellowed, striking again. But just like before, it was stopped by some kind of magical wall. I pressed a hand against my racing heart.

      What the hell was going on?

      Then I remembered. I’d observed those blue ripples from above, before I fell. Did they provide a reprieve from the sea serpent? How did it work? I had so many questions, but one thing remained magnificently obvious—whatever it was, that magical barrier had spared Milo’s life.

      The serpent, having momentarily given up on eating Milo, redirected its attention toward me. My veins turned to ice and as I backed up, I stumbled on the slippery ground. I instinctively looked down at the rocks beneath me. There was no trace of the protective blue ripples on my island.

      I was so screwed.

      “Jessa!” Milo shouted, pointing to a rock island with blue ripples. “Swim!”

      Without second-guessing his command—there was no time for that—I jumped, finding myself submerged in the icy water once again. I propelled myself onward, expecting those jagged teeth to sink into my flesh with every stroke.

      I was about halfway to my destination when a massive surge of water crashed into me from behind. Instinct had me lurching to the side and I swiveled just in time to see the serpent’s snapping jaws breaking through the surface, missing me by inches.

      As the creature dove again, the wave it created gave me a much-needed boost. I rode the wave and adjusted my course, redirecting toward Milo’s island instead. He leapt in, his outstretched hand like a lifeline beckoning me closer.

      With a few more hard strokes in his direction, he grasped my fingers with a firm grip. I felt the pull of the water as he yanked me toward him. Our bodies toppled onto the rocky surface of his protected island.

      Safe. I was safe.

      I lay beside Milo and heaved gasping breaths as the serpent circled us, watching with those eerie milky-white eyes. Had it not tracked my every movement, I might have assumed it was blind. But there was an unsettling, cunning intelligence behind that gaze.

      Still breathing heavily, I finally found my voice. “Sorry, but I don’t think there will be a fourth date.”

      Milo’s sudden jolt snapped my attention downward, to where one of his legs was still slightly submerged. My eyes widened at the sight of a sinuous silver cord wrapped around and around his ankle.

      Before I could react, the cord tightened and in the next second, it yanked him from the rocks and beneath the surface with barely even a splash. I was leaping after him, under the water in an instant, but my reaching fingers swiped through nothing but frigid water. His startled expression was the last I saw of him before he vanished into the murky depths below.

      A trail of bubbles left my mouth as I screamed. I pushed aside the fog of panic as I swam deeper. I wasn’t even sure what had happened. What was that silvery cord?

      Holy mother of sea dragons.

      That was its tail, I realized.

      The beast’s treacherous serpent tail had snared Milo. But the rest of the serpent… was still here in the water with me. That meant there was still something I could do. There had to be something I could do. All was not lost.

      I surfaced again and my gaze locked on to the rapidly-descending monster. Its head was already under as it dove, the silvery scales of its arched back still visible. With my heart twisting in anguish, I surged forward. I extended my arms, fingers desperately grappling for one of its many dorsal fins. My grip caught and held just as the creature fully submerged, dragging me along with it.

      The world around me became a chaotic blur of twisting currents. The pressure of the depths pressed against my body, disorienting my senses. I could see nothing but darkness in every direction. An idea born of straight desperation sparked within me.

      The knife.

      I drew out the blade, clutching the hilt with steely determination. I stabbed at the creature's scaly hide—once, twice, three times. Its massive form thrashed and bucked, but I had managed to wedge myself between two sections of those solid fins and with the knife still embedded in its back, I was firmly anchored in place.

      Suddenly, we breached the surface. I gasped, filling my lungs with precious air. The beast bucked again; this time, my grip slipped and I found myself flying.

      As gravity claimed me, pulling me downward, I brought the knife down with me. With every last ounce of strength I possessed, I sliced into the beast’s neck. As I fell, the knife worked its way lower and lower. The scales and delicate flesh of its underbelly parted like butter all the way down until my feet slammed into hardpacked sand.

      The roar of rushing water that surrounded us wasn’t enough to drown out the creature’s anguished screech. It teetered, and I threw myself to the side just in time, narrowly avoiding the colossal mass as it crashed to the ground. The earth shook with its impact. The beast continued to writhe, twisting and squirming on the sand, but the wound was severe enough that it was unable to pick itself back up.

      I stared at the knife still clenched tightly within my fingers.

      There had to be some kind of enchantment woven into the blade—had to be. No other explanation could account for what it had just done.

      Adrenaline still coursing through my veins, I launched myself into the water, aiming for where the beast’s tail should be. Each frantic beat of my heart propelled me deeper. As I reached the very end of the tail, I tightened my grip on the blade.

      Finally, my searching hands found his unmoving form and a knot of fear twisted in my gut. Suppressing a sob, I cut him free and mustered my strength, the weight of his waterlogged, unresponsive body trying to drag us both back down. It took a final, hard push against the bottom before we finally started moving up. What felt like an eternity later, we were breaching the surface.

      I dragged him up the beach and knelt beside him, pressing trembling fingers to his neck.

      “Please, Milo,” I pleaded, my voice wavering.

      His skin was so cold. But there it was—a faint, but steady beat. I almost collapsed with relief. I carefully rolled him onto his side. Tears pricked my eyes as he began to cough, expelling water from his lungs.

      He continued to retch and gasp for air. I stroked his hair and his weakened gaze traveled up to mine.

      “You’re okay,” he croaked, his hand reaching for my face. “Thank the Fates.”

      He says that as if he wasn’t the one who nearly drowned.

      “Don’t thank them,” I replied, closing my eyes and pressing my cheek into his hand. “They're the ones who got us into this mess.”
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      “If you’d had your knife, this never would have happened,” I said, stepping over a growing pile of fish guts and biting back a gag.

      I’d never been a huge fan of sushi. At least there was relatively little blood. The creature, it seemed, didn’t bleed nearly as much as a vampire.

      “That would have made it very hard for you to rescue me,” Milo replied as he inspected the body of the sea serpent that took up the majority of the little strip of sand where we stood.

      “How’d you do it again?” he asked.

      I would have been slightly offended at his tone if I weren’t entirely baffled myself. The creature was the length of a bus… or like a couple of them linked together.

      I shook my head, the reality of our latest disaster sinking in. We were still in a cave but now we were trapped—a far worse scenario than before. The beast had taken us… somewhere. Water poured in from above, rushed around this little island like a river that had places to be, and dropped into a dark abyss below.

      The only good news was that the sea creature was well and truly dead—more surprising to me than anyone. The knife, which was about the length of my forearm, including the hilt, had gutted the beast from throat to belly. The smell of raw fish was so potent, it was getting absorbed by my skin. I would still be smelling it years from now. If we survived this—which was seeming less and less likely.

      “Where do you think that leads?” I asked Milo, pointing toward the hole where the rushing water escaped like a flushing toilet.

      “I’d rather not find out,” he answered, scowling up at the waterfall that fell from high above us.

      I slid to the sand on my butt, leaning back against a cold, scaly body. My arms flopped to my sides, weak with exhaustion. Milo sank down next to me.

      “Never a dull moment for us,” he said and I could hear the smile in his voice. “At least there’s a seafood dinner.”

      “Funny,” I responded, leaning my head against his shoulder. “We’re stuck here, aren’t we?”

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he stretched an arm behind me and tucked me close. “Thanks for saving my life.”

      “Like you wouldn’t have done the same.”

      “You killed a leviathan.”

      A what?

      I glanced over my shoulder at the thing’s silvery hide. “He had it coming.”

      Milo chuckled, that deep laugh that made my heart pitter-patter.

      “Besides,” I said, “your magic knife helped.”

      “It’s sharp, not magic,” he corrected.

      Really?

      “I could have sworn it had some kind of magic…” My words were cut off by a giant of a yawn that I was unable to hold back.

      “I’m as shocked as you are, but that was all you, Jessa,” he said. “Rest. I’ll try to figure out a way out of here.”

      Nice sentiment. But I knew there wasn’t a viable way out of here. We either waited, hoping for the trials to end and not kill both of us, or we went down that hole. Those were our options.

      I was so angry at this entire situation. Milo and I had barely even begun whatever it was between us. I had learned that I was a wolf, only to get swept away by the wave of this stupid competition. And to top it off… Milo was stuck here with me. Perhaps the worst part of all was that I’d done exactly what Vesper had asked of me.

      I’d brought Milo down with me.

      Milo, whose soul was good. Whose commanding presence could stop me in my tracks. Who could soothe all my fears and vanquish all my demons.

      Who was meant to win the trials.

      If we were going to die down here, there were a few things I wanted—no, needed—to get off my chest. If we were really together, then I needed him to know the truth. Maybe I just needed someone to know the truth. It was probably going to bite me in the ass, but here went nothing…

      “The witch told me who my parents were.”

      We sat silently for long enough that I questioned whether or not he’d heard me over the roar of rushing water.

      “Why didn’t you tell me before?” he finally asked.

      I blew out a heavy breath. “Because it’s not good.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I could feel my heart beating rapidly in my chest.

      “My mom’s name,” I said carefully, “was Brielle Blackwood.”

      He said nothing. Not one word. When I got brave enough to look up at him, it was like all expression had fled. His face was a careful, blank mask that slowly hardened into a sort of frigid indifference while I watched.

      I already wished I could take the words back. I’d do anything to whip that look off his face and go back to what we’d had a few minutes ago.

      “You recognize the name,” I said.

      He did. I could see it in his eyes.

      “The witch was sure?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “She told me not to tell anyone.”

      “Brielle Blackwood didn’t have any children.”

      “Unfortunately for me, that appears inaccurate,” I said sadly.

      Again, he said nothing.

      “I told you it was bad,” I said nervously. “But that’s all I know. I don’t know anything about her. Can you at least tell me what happened to her? What she did?”

      Milo removed his arm from around me and I had to admit, it stung more than I cared to admit. Whether intentional or not, it felt like a wall going up between us.

      He rubbed his eyes with his hands. “It makes sense. With your age and being raised the way you were. Of course this would happen to me.”

      To him?

      “Does it change things… between us?” I asked carefully, realizing I was now truly terrified of his answer.

      In the span of silence that followed, my heart prepared for the worst as the insecurities of my past bubbled up to the forefront. All my life, people had let me down. Why would this be any different?

      Because it’s Milo, my heart whispered.

      “No,” he said eventually, getting to his feet and holding out a hand for me.

      The relief I felt was palpable. I was sure he read it on my face as I placed my hand in his, letting him pull me up.

      “Does anyone else know?”

      “Besides the witch?” I shook my head.

      “You can’t tell another soul, Jessa. If the others discover who you are… ”

      My breath caught in my throat. “What would happen?”

      “It’s best if we never find out.” He squeezed my hand. “Come on. The Fates wouldn’t throw the two of us together like this and then let us die here.”

      “Got a plan already?”

      He nodded, pointing to the dark hole. “We’re going to jump.”
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      This was such a bad idea.

      We’d barely gotten past the previous near-drowning. Emotionally, I wasn’t past it at all. I’d almost lost Milo. Hell, the world had almost lost Milo—that would be the real tragedy.

      We had no idea what was down there, in that dark, swirling abyss. Zero clue. There was a good chance that we’d find no air at all and perish in the watery depths. And yet, here we were, standing hand in hand, staring down our fate.

      “You ready?” Milo asked.

      No. “Yes.”

      “Good,” he said. “On the count of three.”

      I pinched my eyes shut.

      “One, two, three.”

      I took a deep breath, and together, we jumped.

      The icy water was instantly brutal, pummeling me from all directions. It didn’t take long before Milo’s fingers were ruthlessly ripped from mine, our bodies pulled in different directions. I had no sense of where he was. He could have been inches or miles. The darkness was absolute and I was moving way too fast to get any sense of direction.

      As I worked to get myself straightened out, my back slammed into a boulder that knocked all the remaining air from my lungs. When I was sure I couldn’t hold my breath for one moment longer, the ground fell out from under me. My stomach pitched as my body plummeted. I peeled my eyes open just enough to catch a glimpse of pale light right before I went under again, darkness swallowing me up once more.

      I tensed, preparing for my next water pummeling when I realized the rush had stilled. Only a lazy current pushed me along. A pinprick of light from far above drew me upward. I dug into the water. Within moments, I was breaching the surface with a huge gasp.

      Breathe. Just breathe.

      I coughed, spitting water as I took in my surroundings. Moonlight—actual moonlight—glistened from a narrow strip of sky directly above me. I was so happy to see it, I could have cried. I was outside. This wasn’t a cave… but I wasn’t exactly out in the open either. It was more like a valley between two very steep mountains. I looked up behind me. I’d gone over a waterfall and landed in a deep pool.

      I was also completely alone.

      “Milo,” I called, panic swelling within my chest.

      I swam to the edge, where the water slipped from my pool. It tipped over the edge and fell into another basin far below. The height was dizzying. I was a long, long way up.

      I turned around, searching for Milo, but saw nothing but sparkling water and black, glistening stone. Dark, ropey vines hung from the cliffs and rocks, making sharp angles that all pointed downward. Cascade after cascade fell below my pool, misting and culminating into a wide river at the very bottom.

      “Milo,” I called again.

      There was no response. All I could hear was the sound of falling water.

      He’s okay, I told myself.

      We just got separated. He probably got spit out somewhere else. I just needed to find him. I swam to the side and pulled myself out of the water. The ground was covered in silty gray sand and smooth black rocks. I definitely hadn’t seen this part of the island before. It was like the cave we’d entered had been an entrance to a new land. It had spit me out somewhere completely different.

      The big question was, did I go up? Or did I go down?

      I shivered. The suit I wore dried fast, but not fast enough to keep the chill in the air from seeping into my bones. Now that I was out of the cave, there was a frigid breeze. There was something unnatural about it, although I couldn’t quite put a finger on it.

      I stared up the steep incline. It was a long way up if I had to climb the slippery boulders. My gaze snagged on openings in the face of the mountains. More than openings, there was some kind of structure embedded right into the cliffs themselves. It looked almost… man-made. A narrow trail led to the closest one.

      With only a small moment of hesitation, I followed it, hugging the mountain to keep from slipping off the steep edge. Reaching the opening—that was definitely an intricately carved archway—I peered inside. It was a small chamber with windows carved into the walls and ceiling for light to pass through. It was also completely empty. No signs of life… or monsters.

      The whole thing was shallower than I thought it would be. It didn’t go far into the mountainside at all. I’d been expecting a cave. But that wasn’t what this was.

      It consisted of a main room and a short hallway that led to a few closet-sized rooms in the back. It reminded me of an ancient dwelling of some kind. Off to the side, there were outdoor stairs—one set that led down, one set that led up.

      I wanted to say I picked down because it was more likely to lead me to where I needed to go, but I honestly picked it because down was all I could manage right now. I wasn’t sure I had it in me to climb.

      Cautiously, I took the steps one at a time, finding myself in yet another dwelling when I reached the last step. This one was a lot bigger. The layout was similar, but the whole thing was larger and more intricately carved, with lots of large arched windows.

      A shudder rippled through me as I wondered what nightmare might possibly lurk here. I had yet to come across an area on this island that wasn’t plagued by some kind of terrifying monster. There was no way this place was any different.

      Once again, I found another flight of stairs. I took that flight and the next flight and the next. I weaved through the dwellings, finding them different and yet the same. Some had grand balconies and others were dead ends. It was a completely abandoned city.

      Where did the inhabitants go?

      My body warmed, and soon enough, my clothing was only damp. I kept going down and down and down. All the while, the moon stayed directly above me, lighting my path.

      When I’d finally lost count of the number of ancient little homes I’d woven through and the endless flights of stairs I had taken, I felt something… a presence.

      Every time I looked over my shoulder, nothing was there. But every single one of the hairs on my arms and neck stood on end. There was a sense inside of me that told me that whatever it was, there was more than one of them and they were gathering. I was disturbing them, maybe even rousing them.

      I picked up my pace, taking the stairs two—sometimes three—at a time.

      It started as a cold touch on my shoulder, my neck. Soon, it became a tug on my elbow, a yank on my hair. When I looked now, I could almost make out their ghostly features.

      The panic built as I looked for a way out of the city. The only option I had was to keep going down, hoping that there would be somewhere to go when I finally reached the bottom.

      I was now sprinting, leaping down the stairs and racing through more of the structures. I was nearing the final building, my chest heaving with the effort.

      Please, let there be some kind of escape waiting for me.

      I spotted the end. Just up ahead waited a wall of dark boulders. The ground was wet beneath them. There might be enough space that I could slip between some of the larger ones. The terrifying thing was, I had no idea what I would find on the other side. It could literally be anything.

      On one of the last remaining steps, something caught my ankle and I went tumbling. I was lucky that I didn’t break my neck. When I rolled to my back, my gaze lifted to the stairs.

      I wished it hadn’t.

      There were wraithlike specters, dozens of them. They were solidifying before my eyes. Their bodies warped, like they resembled their own rotting corpses. They had no color, their flesh and the rags they wore were white. All white… except for their black, void-like eyes and the darkness of their gaping mouths.

      I scrambled to my feet and ran, then flung myself the rest of the way down the stairs and into the huge rocks that bordered their city. Thanks to the river, the ground was wet here.

      They’d begun to make noises. I could hear their raspy moans behind me as I raced onward, splashing through the shallow puddles.

      Just a little bit farther.

      I dove between two house-sized boulders. I had to crawl on my hands and knees in order to squeeze through the last bit, but I finally tumbled out on the other side.

      A ghostly, rotting arm reached for me, grabbing on to my ankle. I cried out in surprise when a bloodred spear crashed through it, pinning it to the damp earth. I kicked free of the hand and with wide eyes, I looked up.

      “Hello again,” the beautiful and terrifying stranger said, leaving his spear where it was.

      I scrambled away from both him and the opening where that creepy arm still squirmed—still reached for me—and climbed to my feet.

      “They’re coming,” I said, bending over with my hands on my knees as I sucked air into my overtaxed lungs. “We need to move.”

      “You crossed the barrier,” he responded, pointing to the wall of boulders I’d crawled through. “They won’t follow.”

      “Thank the moon for that.”

      Relief crashed into me so hard that my knees buckled. Somehow, I ended up on my back, staring up at the night sky, debating whether or not I should just remain this way until the whole damn trial was finished.

      But some instinct told me that I shouldn’t be so quick to let down my guard in front of this guy. He was just as likely to kill me as any monster. By every definition of the word, he was a monster.

      “Straight through the city of the dead,” he said, whistling low. “Gutsy.”

      Well, had I known that little tidbit beforehand, I obviously would have gone around.

      “Was there a manual I missed?”

      “A manual?” he questioned, taking a step nearer to look down at me.

      “Maybe a map? Everyone else seems to know an awful lot about this place.”

      He reached out, plucking a large leaf from a nearby tree. There were a few of them, I noticed, growing along the river. Their leaves were roughly the size of a football.

      Without a word, he walked to the edge of the water. He knelt, and from the corner of my eye, I watched him scoop it full. Before I knew it, he was back in front of me.

      “Drink.” He knelt, holding it out to me.

      My eyes narrowed as I pulled myself up, my back against a rock. I didn’t reach for the leaf, unsure if I should.

      “I told you before,” he said evenly, moving it just a fraction closer, “you have nothing to fear from me.”

      I felt the implied yet.

      “You’re injured,” he said, lifting his other hand.

      I reacted on instinct, yanking Milo’s knife from its sheath and pressing against the stranger’s neck. His eyebrows lifted.

      “Not the usual reaction I get from women,” he said, “but I can’t say that I mind.”

      I stared into his eyes and he stared unflinchingly back. I couldn’t quite make out the color in the dimness. From here, they just looked dark like shadows. He had more refined features than the wolves I was used to—a narrow nose, defined cheekbones. The kind of guy who looked good in a suit… or maybe behind bars. Hell, I didn’t know. From what I’d seen of him before, I already knew this guy was dangerous. Beautifully dangerous.

      What did he want from me?

      “Go ahead then.” He lifted his chin, leaning into the blade.

      Any harder and I’d draw blood.

      “Why are you helping me?” I asked.

      “Why not?”

      “This is a competition.”

      “That may be true, but I’ve already found what I was looking for.”

      My eyes widened and I dropped my hand with the knife. “You found your wolf? Where?”

      He stared at me for a long moment before placing the water leaf beside me and moving back. He sat in front of me, folding his legs in what I guessed he thought was a nonthreatening way. The joke was on him because I’d seen him kill those flying nightmares with practically just his pinky finger. Nothing he could do would make him seem any less intimidating.

      “Tell me what happened to your face and I’ll show you,” he said.

      “My face?”

      He gestured to his own forehead and I lifted my fingers. I winced at the huge, painful knot I found just below my hairline.

      “Someone threw a rock,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “Was it you?”

      He frowned, like he couldn’t fathom why I’d accuse him of such a thing. Well, hello guy, people keep trying to kill me.

      “Why would I do that?” he asked quietly.

      “Well, obviously to knock me off the cave bridge.”

      “The cave bridge,” he repeated. “Guess that explains the new decoration.”

      He tapped his shoulder.

      “The new what?” I looked down and my eyes bulged.

      Beneath the three fate marks was a new pale band—the exact same shade as the sea beast’s eyes. I now had four distinct rings around my arm. Looking up at the man, I noted that he now wore a band as well, except his was a deep red.

      This guy noticed everything.

      “And the knife?” he asked.

      “If you want more answers, you’ll have to make more bargains,” I said, sliding the dagger back into its sheath.

      I reached for the water leaf and gulped it down. It was the most delicious water I’d ever tasted… or maybe I was just parched.

      He gave a devilish little grin. “Let’s go then, killer.”

      I choked on the water. “Don’t call me that.”

      “Fine, but The Moon’s Divine Goddess is rather long.”

      “Hilarious,” I said, climbing to my feet. “How about just Jessa.”

      He repeated my name deliberately, as if testing it on his tongue.

      Why did I feel like I’d just given away something I shouldn’t have?

      “Follow me, Jessa,” he said, venturing onto a maze of towering stones.

      As he disappeared, I realized that I probably should have pressed him for more details about the nightmares that awaited.

      Swallowing my doubts, I took a deep breath… and followed him in.
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      The farther we got from the city of the dead, the more the graveyard of boulders thinned around us. My senses were on high alert as the stranger navigated our winding path through the narrow valley. He moved like a shadow, his steps silent, blending in with the eerie quiet of our surroundings.

      That shifter grace I’d mentioned? He had it in spades.

      As we walked, the stone mountains that towered on either side of us began to spread farther and farther apart until, eventually, the sky opened above us. But by then, impossibly tall, leafless trees had taken the mountain's place, blotting out the night sky with their gnarled branches.

      Our quiet hike gave me plenty of time to question the choices I’d made. Milo could be back there, desperately searching for me. Worse, what if he needed me? He could be anywhere. But the honest truth was… there really was no way to know.

      The ground softened beneath my feet, slowly turning into a bog as we ventured deeper. Pretty soon, my boots were squelching with every step as the stinky sludge began swallowing my ankles. Water pooled on top in places and as things got wetter and wetter, tiny bugs began swarming around me. I had to constantly swipe through the air to keep them at bay.

      This place could go straight to hell.

      But the part that really sent my nerves into overdrive were the little yellow lights that moved just below the murky water’s surface. They flickered like ghoulish fireflies. When they cast their glow into the turbid water, it lit everything in an unsettling green haze. I didn’t even want to ask what they were. It couldn’t be anything good… therefore, it was better not to know.

      With my next step, my entire boot went under.

      “Hey,” I called quietly, very aware that someone or something might be listening. “You’re sure we’re going the right way?”

      He turned. Finding me knee-deep in mud, he made his way over. He was, of course, roughly a head taller than me, so the mud wasn’t near his knees… yet.

      “It was this way or the firepits,” he said, eying my predicament.

      “Is that a volcano or something?”

      He tilted his head to the side. “You really don’t know the maps?”

      “Maps?”

      “Over the centuries of the Dead Trials, surviving contestants have sketched out various parts they remembered of the Isle of Nightmares,” he explained. “Many wolves spend their lives studying the maps in preparation for the competition.”

      Screwed.

      That’s what I was.

      “You’re one of them,” I accused.

      “No,” he said, still studying me. “But I remember enough. Tell me, Jessa, how did you find yourself in the trials?”

      Well, I’d done it. I’d shown him just how different I was. He hadn’t asked why I’d entered. He’d asked how I’d gotten here. This entire isle was probably common knowledge to wolf pups everywhere. Giving away any more of my situation seemed unwise. Dangerous, even.

      “I never intended to enter,” I said carefully.

      That seemed to be enough of an answer for him because he nodded. “Sometimes, Fate has their own plans for us.”

      Indeed. Those bitches.

      “I hadn’t intended on entering either,” he went on. “But something changed my mind at the last minute.”

      “What was it?”

      He smiled a quiet kind of a smile, one that seemed entirely out of place on someone so vicious.

      “That, killer, is a secret.”

      Excuse me, but if anyone was a killer, it was him.

      My glare only made his smile widen. “I thought I told you not to call me that.”

      He ignored me, giving me his back as he started again through the mud.

      “We’re going to have to swim,” he called over his shoulder.

      “We’re what?”

      “There’s a network of interconnected rope bridges up ahead. That will get us out of the bog, but we’ve got at least a quarter of a mile to go before we get there. And it’s just going to get worse before it gets better.”

      I looked down at the filthy, tepid water.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said.

      “Afraid not, goddess.”

      “Are there… monsters in the water?” I asked as I began to follow once again.

      He’d noticeably slowed his pace. “It’s called the Isle of Nightmares for a reason.”

      “I never should have gotten out of bed today,” I muttered, still staring at the water like I had X-ray vision.

      “In answer to your question, yes, there are things that live in the water. But you’ve got a secret weapon.”

      “Oh?” I asked. “What’s that?”

      “Me.”

      What a cocky little bastard.

      Okay, big bastard. Whatever.

      I would never admit it, but he did kind of feel like a weapon… a deadly one that might turn on me at any moment.

      “It’s Tor, by the way.”

      “What?”

      “My name,” he said. “You never asked so I thought I’d save you the trouble.”

      Tor.

      It fit. Likely because it was probably what he did to his enemies’ heads as he removed them from their bodies.

      “Didn’t want to give you the impression that I wanted to be friends.”

      He gave a sly half smile. “Does that mean you’re going to stab me in the back when I’m not looking, Jessa?”

      “Don’t give me a reason, Tor.”

      “Duly noted,” he said, eying the knife at my waist. “Where are your packmates?”

      “I don’t have a pack,” I said, the words slipping from my mouth before I had a chance to stop them.

      Shit.

      Way, way too much info, Jessa.

      It took me a second to realize that Tor had stopped walking.

      “Don’t make a big deal about it,” I said, not waiting for him.

      “I absolutely will make a big deal about it,” he said, striding ahead with those long legs of his and crossing into my path. “What do you mean you don’t have a pack.”

      “I have wolves who are friends,” I stated. “I don’t need a pack.”

      He stared me down, and if I weren’t so annoyed at myself for letting the secret slip, I’d probably have been terrified at his furious expression.

      “Where is your true self?” he asked.

      My true what?

      “Right now, where are you sleeping?” he tried again.

      Oh.

      “That is none of your business.”

      I’d just admitted to being all alone in the world—a lone wolf. If I said any more, I was going to prove just how vulnerable I was. He could take me out right now and hardly anyone would notice me missing—a truly terrifying thought.

      At least Milo would look for me.

      “This is the part where you leave me behind, right?” I asked, unable to hide the bitter bite to my voice. “You’re all the same, treating me like being alone is some kind of disease.”

      He didn’t say a word, just continued to stare at me with that look that called for violence.

      “Go ahead,” I said, gesturing ahead. “I’m used to it.”

      He swore as he turned away, grumbling something about stubborn women and not even being to the final challenge yet. Looked like I wasn’t the only one ready for this whole damn business to be over.

      “Don’t have all day, killer,” he called over his shoulder.

      The tension in my shoulders melted.

      Was it weird to be relieved that he hadn’t abandoned me? We weren’t exactly friends or partners… I wasn’t sure what we were. But I was still glad I wasn’t by myself.

      We slogged our way through the marshy bog in silence. It soaked into my bodysuit and left a disgusting residue where the surface met the fabric.

      The smell intensified with every step until I eventually reached a point where I couldn’t smell it anymore. Finally, blissful desensitization. Maybe this little swim would be good for my skin. Like a mud bath.

      The whole thing sent my brain spiraling down a rabbit hole, wondering if I’d still smell like this when I got back to my real body. If I got back to my real body. If I did, hopefully I’d at least have silky soft skin… but with my luck, I was more than likely picking up a spare curse as a souvenir. Maybe a plague.

      By the time the sludge reached my waist, I was starting to get nervous as the inevitable crept closer. I really was going to have to swim.

      I kept close to Tor as I twisted my tangled hair into a messy knot that sat on top of my head. About the time the water level reached my shoulders, I was to the point of getting used to the slimy feel of it touching every part of me. That didn’t mean I wanted to keep going.

      “I can see the bridge up ahead,” he said.

      I’d never heard more beautiful words.

      “But,” he added, “it’s still getting deeper.”

      And there went all my happiness, fizzling out like a deflated balloon.

      “It’s really important that you don’t let your head go under.”

      Please tell me it’s just because this stuff is gross and not because something is going to peel the flesh from my bones if I do…

      “If you do,” he went on, “you might hear voices.”

      “Voices?”

      “Don’t listen to the voices, Jessa.”

      Considering the alternative I’d dreamed up, that didn’t seem so bad. With a shudder, I stared down at the water. I couldn't even see my hands out in front of me.

      “I officially hate this,” I said.

      “You can swim, right?”

      “What would you do if I said no?”

      He observed me, like he was having an internal debate as to whether or not I was serious. It made me wonder what he would do if I couldn’t swim. Would he leave me here to rot?

      “Of course I can swim,” I said.

      His look said he still might not believe me. “Remember, don’t go under.”

      “Don’t listen to the voices,” I said. “Got it.”

      “And stay close,” he said, moving again.

      I hopped on my toes for a few more steps until I could no longer touch. Every few strokes, Tor would look over his shoulder. He was really that scared that I might go under. I couldn’t imagine why unless whatever was down there was likely to end up killing us both if I slipped.

      Better not to know, Jessa.

      Within a few more minutes, I could see the bridge. It was more like a boardwalk… that had long since lost its battle with the elements. The ropes were frayed and many of the planks looked rotted through, loose, or altogether missing. Not that I cared what it looked like. I’d do anything to get out of this dingy, monster-riddled water with the creepy lights that swarmed around me like little schools of fish. At least they did not touch me. I assumed they were the source of the voices I’d been warned against.

      Better. Not. To. Know.

      Then Tor was pulling himself up onto the nearest platform, the ropes straining under his weight. He turned, reaching for me. I hesitated.

      “Will it hold?” I asked.

      I could easily picture us both falling and getting firsthand experience with those special swamp voices after all.

      “It’ll hold,” he reassured.

      I placed my hand in his and he pulled me up with ease.

      He didn’t let go of me right away as we waited to see what would happen. The bridge creaked and swayed but held. I blew out a relieved breath and took a few steps back to spread our weight.

      I mean… he wasn’t a small fella.

      If he went in, he didn’t need to be taking me with him.

      We carefully made our way, doing our best to keep the sway to a minimum. It was like a treacherous version of a ropes course… one that blessed me with visions of falling face-first into the muck below every time I had to leap over one of the many missing slats.

      Soon, my clothes dried with a crusty layer of swamp on top. And worse, I was beginning to be able to smell myself again. It was not a good thing.

      It didn't take long for us to come to a fork in the path. Just beyond the split in either direction, there were more interconnected sections that branched out like tree roots. It would be very easy to end up going in circles. None of it slowed Tor down. He seemed to take it all in stride, knowing exactly which way to go at every intersection.

      Yeah, he knew way more than he was telling.

      Why I was blindly allowing him to make these decisions for me was the real question. Something about him let me trust him that far. Sticking with him is only a necessity for now, I told myself. I just needed to find Milo and the team. Then we’d go our separate ways.

      A little while later, a dense fog began to creep toward us. It settled over the water like a blanket, dimming the glow of the creepy schools of light that continued to follow us beneath the eerily still surface.

      “Does this place have a name?”

      “The Bog of Whispers.”

      Lovely.

      “What happened with your pack?” Tor asked.

      Ugh. Back on this topic? Why were wolves so obsessed with packs and who was in whose?

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “Humor me.”

      I thought about it for a minute. Debated answering.

      “I’ve never had a pack.”

      There was a pause. “Never?”

      “Never.”

      “A lone wolf,” he said. “Interesting.”

      Ha! I knew Lone Wolf was a thing. “Interesting?”

      “For the most part, wolves can’t survive on our own. We’re pack animals. Many of us would go mad if we didn’t stick with our own kind.”

      I let that sink in. Why had nobody told me that? Milo had plenty of opportunity while he’d been trying to convince me to join his quote-unquote family.

      I forced a sweet smile. “Who says I’m not mad?”

      He had no answer for that.

      More than an hour later, the trees began to thin. Then the ground slowly dried out… well, it got dryish. It was back to the muddy muck like it had been where we’d started. The ghoulish lights faded away along with the water. And then suddenly, we came to the end of the bridge.

      It just… stopped.

      I stared at a large open meadow that spread out in front of us. It looked almost peaceful. Too peaceful. There had to be a catch. A smooth bank of fog curled over it, lazily churning before disappearing into the darkness beyond.

      Tor took a tentative step off the bridge, testing the ground. When it held, he planted both feet and lifted a hand for me.

      But I was already hopping down, landing beside him. His gaze was focused on the horizon. When I took a few steps forward, he put an arm out in front of me, stopping me in my tracks.

      A breeze picked up, carrying a broad section of fog away. Less than a dozen feet in front of us, the ground fell away.

      “What is that?” I said, blinking at the massive drop-off in front of us.

      The edge ran in a perfectly straight line, disappearing into the fog to both our left and right. Another gust came billowing through, a stronger one that revealed even more of it. My jaw fell open. I finally realized what I was seeing. It wasn’t just a cliff… It was a hole. It was round in shape and the whole thing had to be the size of a town—one that had sunk hundreds of feet into the earth. I could make out vague shapes below. Structures that twisted and turned and folded together.

      “The final test,” Tor said quietly. “The labyrinth.”

      I felt my gaze pulled toward the center. I couldn’t see through the dense fog that covered everything. But this had to be it—the place we’d been looking for.

      “Our wolves,” I said. “You think they’re in there.”

      Tor nodded.

      “Jessa!” a familiar voice shouted, tearing me out of my thoughts.

      I couldn’t stop the joyous laugh that bubbled out.

      Milo.
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      Relief hit me so hard that it brought tears ti my eyes. Milo and the rest of the team emerged one after another, running along the cliff’s edge, their swift movements breaking through the wall of fog.

      Milo’s speed quickened to a sprint as he closed the distance between us. Before my next breath, he’d scooped me up into a giant bear hug—or was it a wolf hug?

      My eyes still stung because… we’d done it. We’d both survived the impossible. His expression, though. Something was off. More than off. There was a glint of that wolflike ruthlessness in his eyes that sent my alarm bells ringing.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He twirled, moving us so fast that my head spun. In a single, fluid motion, he’d slipped his dagger from the sheath at my waist, released me, and launched himself at Tor.

      I was left holding only my shock as Milo struck, shoving Tor backward with the force of a freight train. Tor’s back slammed against the weathered trunk of a tall, skeletal tree. The impact sent a shower of splintered bark raining down.

      I took a few steps forward when I caught a glimmer of moonlight dancing off the blade in Milo’s hand.

      “Milo, wait,” I called.

      This was getting out of hand.

      What possible reason could Milo have for this behavior? Did he know something I didn’t? I rubbed a hand down my face because he absolutely knew a lot of things that I didn’t. It was annoying.

      Milo moved with lethal speed, but Tor was just as fast. Tor’s hand shot up, his fingers locking around Milo’s wrist, stopping the blade mere inches from his chest. Their muscles shook with the strain as they each pushed—Milo with the dagger and Tor holding it back.

      “What is going on?” I demanded.

      “Just reminding Torrin to keep his hands off what’s mine,” Milo snarled.

      It took a moment for his meaning to sink in.

      Really? That’s what this was about?

      How utterly idiotic.

      Tor’s eyes met mine, a brief flicker of surprise.

      “I can’t even with that sentence,” I said. “Seriously, Milo. We’ve got about a million more important things to deal with right now.”

      Milo ignored me, the dagger moving an inch closer to Tor’s chest as my heart rate ratcheted. I had an idea about which of them I believed was the stronger wolf, but I wasn’t extremely interested in finding out for sure.

      I swallowed hard. Nope, I definitely didn’t want to find out.

      There was a clear moment where Tor decided he’d had enough. His expression turned to stone as he made his move, slamming his heel down on Milo’s foot and his elbow into Milo’s nose as he twisted and stepped out of range. The move knocked Milo off-balance and somehow, the knife had ended up in Tor’s hand in the process.

      Seizing the opportunity, I darted between them, facing Tor with my palms up. Tor’s hands lowered to his sides.

      “You’re with him, then?” he asked, gesturing to Milo with his chin.

      I didn’t answer, but Milo’s arm wrapping around my waist from behind and tugging me against his solid chest said enough. It might as well have been a neon sign. Tor’s face slowly lit up, his lips parting to reveal a perfectly lethal smile that was all teeth. I could have sworn the temperature around us plummeted.

      That look on Tor’s face?

      It said he’d destroy us all.

      “Oh, killer,” he purred. “I’m going to enjoy this very much.”

      His words sent a brand-new chill traveling down my spine.

      Milo snarled and I gave Tor my back—probably a really stupid thing to do—as I faced Milo.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      Milo was too busy silently seething, staring Tor down. I reached up, placing a hand on his cheek, his five-o’clock shadow rough against my fingers.

      “Please.”

      Finally, he looked down, his expression softening. He leaned into my hand. Tor had hit him hard enough to make his nose bleed. I could admit I was slightly impressed… and slightly terrified. It took a lot to draw blood from Milo.

      “I thought I lost you,” Milo said.

      “Same here,” I said. “You should know, though, that I never would have made it this far without…”

      I glanced over my shoulder and did a double take. Tor was gone. I scanned the tree line for him but there was nothing but shadow… and a knife hilt sticking from the ground where I’d last seen him.

      “He’s gone,” Milo said.

      “Thank the Fates,” Lila said, finally coming forward.

      “Did anyone see which way he went?” I asked.

      “Should have shoved him right off the cliff,” Wren added, peering over the drop-off.

      “Be glad he can’t use his demonic powers here,” Ivan added.

      “What do you mean demonic powers?” I asked.

      “That was Torrin Brecker,” Milo said, spitting blood onto the dirt at our feet. “Alpha of the Shadow Pack. I plan on making sure he doesn’t make it out of the trials alive.”

      Oh… shit.

      Everything I’d heard about the Shadow Pack said they were bad news.

      “He might be the pack leader, but his entire pack serves a demon named Aeroneth.”

      “I’m sorry… Did you say a demon?”

      “I want you to stay away from him, Jessa,” Milo said. “He preys upon people like you.”

      “People like me,” I repeated slowly.

      “Wolves without connections. His pack is made of outcasts and banished wolves. He pretends to grant them the safe harbor that they desperately need, when in reality, he uses them to do his demon master’s bidding. Nothing he says can be trusted. He’s got countless enemies and he kills without remorse. He’s a murderer, Jessa.”

      My eyes widened as the pieces started shifting together. I couldn’t picture Tor being anyone’s pet. But the other parts fit. I’d seen how ruthless he was. This had to be why he wanted to know where my true self was. Why he was so interested in the fact that I was packless. He’d even made sure I knew the consequences I’d face if I didn’t join up.

      So this was the real reason why he’d saved me.

      Had he known all along?

      “Talk to me,” Milo said, pushing loose a strand of hair behind my ear.

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “I’m just glad you’re here. How did you find me anyway?”

      “We saw you two come from the bog wood.” He gestured toward the line of trees.

      Was Tor still in there? Watching us? I couldn’t stop my shiver. Milo noticed and rubbed some warmth into my arms… not that it helped.

      “What happened after we got separated?” I asked.

      “I dropped fifty feet into a near-boiling hot spring just outside the cave exit. Ivan saw me fall and fished me out.”

      “What!” My gaze zeroed in on his face. “Are you burned? Hurt?”

      His hint of a grin told me he was pleased with my fussing.

      “Not bad,” he said. “The cold water from the caves cooled it just enough and I got out quick.”

      I was still checking him for injuries. He did seem a little flushed.

      “You didn’t come through the bog then?”

      He shook his head. “We skirted the firepits.”

      I wondered if his was the better route.

      “I’m glad you’re okay.” He kissed my forehead, then turned to the others. “Let’s move out.”

      “How do we know she’s not his spy?” Wren’s voice cut through the silence, freezing all of us in our tracks.

      “What?” I turned to face him, my brow furrowed in confusion.

      “You better choose your next words very carefully,” Milo warned.

      He used that low, dangerous tone, the one that I never wanted to find myself on the receiving end of.

      Wren held up his hands defensively. “I mean, it could all be coincidence, but think about it. She’s packless. She wasn’t even supposed to be here in the trials. And now, she shows up here with him. It’s not too far of a stretch to say he planted her.”

      My heart pounded in the tense silence that followed. There was no way Wren believed that, right? He couldn’t.

      “Torrin left the knife,” Ivan said quietly.

      I shot him a look of surprise. Really, you too? “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      He gave me a rueful shrug. “It does if he left it because he believed it might help you. A weapon is the most valuable commodity in this competition. Why would he leave it behind?”

      Add all this to the fact that my mother was a traitor to wolf-kind—a secret that I was regretting sharing with anyone—and even I could admit that it painted a pretty damning picture. But that was all it was.

      A picture.

      “And then there’s Teo,” Wren added, his tone heavy with accusation.

      “What about him?” Milo growled.

      “Did Vesper attack Teo as she suggests or did she attack him when he tried to stop her from touching the key?”

      Ouch.

      “I would never do that,” I protested. “And also, have you met Teo? He’s built like a barn. I’d have to be an idiot to go head-to-head with him.”

      I couldn’t even shift, for hell’s sakes.

      “I’m sorry, but there’s too much here to just ignore. I can’t simply take her word for it,” Wren said to Milo.

      There was another long, heated silence.

      “Then take mine. I’ve known Jessa for years,” Milo stated evenly. “She only learned she was a wolf a few weeks ago.”

      Wren made a face. He thought that was a lie too.

      “I was there,” Milo added. “In case you forgot.”

      I glanced at Athor and Lila. While fiercely loyal to Milo, I could see the internal conflict in their eyes, their uncertainty.

      None of this boded well for me.

      “I’m not Tor’s spy or plant or anything, okay? He knew the way and I followed. Unlike you, I’ve never seen a map of the Isle of Nightmares.”

      “She even calls him Tor,” Wren muttered.

      I made a sound of frustration.

      “You don’t need to defend yourself, Jessa,” Milo said, still glaring at Wren. “My word is enough. We’re moving on. If you’d like to come with us, Wren, you’ll drop this. We’ve got enough problems trying to figure out where we’re going from here. I don’t need you inventing others where they don’t exist.”

      “I know where to go,” I said.

      Everyone turned to me.

      “What do you mean?” Milo asked.

      “We’ve reached the final challenge.” I pointed toward the center of the labyrinth. “Our wolves are down there.”

      Milo strode toward the drop-off and stared into the fog.

      “Shit,” Ivan said from beside him. “I think she’s right.”

      “How the hell do we get down there?” Lila asked.

      Wren pointed straight down. “I suggest the stairs.”
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      As it turned out, they weren’t really stairs.

      It was a deadly descent along a series of never-ending switchback ledges, each one narrower than the last, with many segments less wide than my foot was long. The temperature dropped along with our elevation. I wasn’t sure if it was the cold or the adrenaline, but I couldn’t manage to stop myself from shivering. It didn’t help that I was still slightly damp from the swamp.

      My smell was probably the true reason Wren wanted to get rid of me. Couldn’t totally blame him there. I was ripe.

      Wren-the-accuser led the way with his usual focused determination. The rest of us followed, one after another. I was once again near the back of the line, with only Milo behind me. I kept my eyes focused on where my feet went.

      It was a long way down.

      After a while, I lost track of the number of shuffling steps I’d made, my chest pressing up against the wall of dark rock. My fingers scraped against the cold, unforgiving stone surface, desperately seeking any small crevice or indentation to secure my grip. Every breath felt heavy, and my sole focus was on the next step, carefully placing one foot and then the next, over and over on repeat.

      About halfway down, things went sideways.

      Lila, who was directly in front of me, lost her footing, going down when a stone shifted under her weight. I reached for her as her fingers caught the ledge, her shocked eyes meeting mine. My hand wrapped around her wrist but before I could get a solid grip, she slipped through my grasp.

      “No!” I yelled, watching helplessly as she fell.

      My sudden movement had thrown off my own balance, causing me to wobble dangerously on the edge. Milo’s firm hand pressed against my back, anchoring me to the wall. My ragged breaths fogged up the frosty air in front of me.

      Below us, Athor reacted swiftly, moving into position and extending his hand toward Lila. Their fingers met, and for a moment, I thought he had her. She dangled from his grip, swinging like a pendulum. But just as she hit the high point of the swing, her weight was just enough to pull Athor off-balance.

      Lila’s scream echoed into the night as he toppled off after her. I was frozen in place, staring in complete shock as, together, they fell, instantly swallowed up by the fog and shadows beneath us. Even Lila’s scream was silenced as they vanished from our sight.

      Milo’s hand trembled where it remained pressed against my back.

      “It’s impossible to see. We don’t know what’s down there,” Wren called from his spot down and to my left. “Maybe they’re okay.”

      Ivan didn’t say anything… but he was probably thinking the same thing I was. That our team had just gone from six to four in the blink of an eye. We’d just lost two very strong wolves.

      The reality of it was, it could have happened to any of us.

      “They knew the risks,” Milo said, his voice calmer than I believed him to be.

      I didn’t even dare look at him, even just twisting my head in his direction might end up fatal for one or both of us.

      “Keep going,” Milo said. “We need to get off the wall.”

      I had a feeling that whatever we found below wasn’t going to be a reprieve from all this madness.

      More than likely… it would only get worse from here.
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      “They’re not here,” Wren said. His fingers combed through his dark curls as his gaze pulled upward. “Where are they?”

      We’d finally, agonizingly, reached the bottom. In one direction, there was a narrow alley that ran toward where our friends had fallen. We rushed through the fog only to find the walls tapering together in an abrupt dead end.

      Milo ran searching hands along the stone, like he hoped it would somehow open up.

      “We’re in the wrong quadrant,” Ivan said, spinning slowly like he was envisioning our position on a map. “We’d have to work through the maze to reach them.”

      “Quadrant,” I repeated. “The maze is divided into four parts?”

      “Five, technically,” Ivan said. “There’s a small circular section in the center, but it’s so small in comparison that it makes more sense to call the four large corners quadrants.”

      “Do you know your way through the maze?” I asked.

      Ivan shook his head. “It’s always got quadrants, but according to what we know, they are different with every trial. I have no idea what we’ll find. Usually, contestants avoid the labyrinth altogether unless it's absolutely necessary to complete the trial. And looking for the others first is only going to add to that risk. The longer we’re in there, the worse it’s going to get.”

      Oh boy.

      “Your call, Milo,” Wren said.

      “We look for them,” Milo said without hesitation.

      I gave him a small smile. Milo was so undeniably good.

      We jogged back the way we came. From there, we had three different routes to choose from. Three stone arches. Three different fates.

      Wren looked to Ivan. “Which way?”

      “Honestly? I have no idea,” Ivan said, gesturing toward the closest arched entryway. “Once we step through, we’ll be in the actual labyrinth. Anything could be waiting for us.”

      Wren smiled, striding for the arch. “Well, what are we waiting for?”

      Ivan followed, I followed him, and Milo took up the rear.

      “Can’t be any worse than what we’ve already been through,” I muttered as I took my first step into the final challenge.

      Shhh, Jessa. Of course it could.

      The darkened arch ended up being a sort of stone corridor, long enough that I imagined all sorts of scenarios awaiting us on the other side. From zombie squirrels to pools of flesh-eating acid. What I hadn’t imagined was a large rectangular chamber filled with gray, humanlike statues. Well, humanlike… except bigger. Much, much bigger.

      The stone block walls were lined with sconces that burned with blue fire, making everything dance in cerulean shadows. I could feel the tiny amount of heat they generated on the skin, warming my cheeks as we silently entered the chamber.

      My eyes rounded as I took it all in. It was like a medieval ballroom. It had great stone columns that ran down the sides and held up the ceiling. Vaulted glass skylights allowed light from the stars and moon to cast more shadows on the black-and-white-checkered tile floor.

      The creepy statues were evenly spaced throughout the cavern and appeared to be made of the same stone as the walls. They were depicted in gowns and tunics and finery of the historic variety, all of them posed artistically. Some, I noted, had wings and wore armor.

      I looked up at the closest one as it towered over me, a menacing scowl etched into his features. His wings stretched out wide behind him. A cold, unsettling feeling dropped into my stomach as I stared into its unseeing eyes.

      What in the Doctor Who hell was this?

      “Don’t blink,” I said.

      “What?” Milo asked.

      “That’s all I know,” I whispered. “I skipped that episode.”

      With a sound of stone sliding on stone, the doorway sealed behind us. Milo turned, slamming the side of his fist against it. Unsurprisingly… it didn’t budge.

      We were officially locked in.

      My eyes darted from side to side, statue to statue, as I waited for whatever hellish thing was going to happen. Even prepared, I still recoiled as the statue beside Ivan began to crack, little bits flaking off as dust curled into the air. Ivan scrambled backward, staring at his fingers where he’d touched it.

      I blew out a defeated, utterly exhausted sigh.

      Of course he’d touched it.

      The thing’s arm rose, lifting an enormous broadsword. It brought the blade crashing down faster than should have been physically possible for something made of stone.

      “Look out!” I shouted.

      Ivan darted to the side just in time, flattening himself against the wall. The blade slammed into the floor, smashing through tiles and sending little bits and pieces flying. Then the other statues began to stir.

      “Get to the other side!” Milo commanded.

      There, on the far wall, I could just make out another arched walkway. The statue next to me was already moving. It swiped with its huge arm and I managed to duck in time, narrowly avoiding decapitation.

      Milo pounced on another one and was trying to wrench its head from its body. Would that even stop them?

      I dove when another came after me, swiftly darting behind its back. A third was already headed my way with thundering steps as it shook itself free of the blocks that weighed it down. My stomach soured as a thought struck me. The more they moved, the faster they got.

      Like they were waking from a deep slumber.

      More and more broke free. The moment they could, they rushed us, some even slamming into one another in their attempt to reach us, to snuff us out. The noise was deafening as they crashed together, losing large and small pieces of themselves in the process.

      The wings were especially bulky. I watched as another stone guardian took out two peers with its wings without even meaning to.

      “Run!” Milo called.

      I looked over to find him swinging a stone arm like a bat. It smashed into the head of an armless monster. The head rolled, but the statue kept going.

      Shit.

      I pivoted, my heart stuttering when I found myself trapped between two of them. I dove again, this time throwing myself between great stone legs. I rolled, barely managing to get out of the way of another one trying—and nearly succeeding—at flattening me with a stomp.

      Then Milo was there, yanking me to my feet.

      “Keep going!” he yelled with a shove to my lower back.

      My run turned into a sprint as we moved through the chamber. Stone smashed against stone, so loud it rattled my bones.

      A few of them, it seemed, had even taken to fighting each other. But that proved just as dangerous when one came crashing down right in front of me. I skidded to a halt just as it struck the ground at my feet. Another one grabbed me by the hair from behind. I yelped as it flung me backward where I almost bowled over Milo. He caught me with a grunt. Slipping his hand into mine, we raced onward, leaping over chunks of stone as we went.

      I couldn’t help but notice that pieces of them still moved… even detached from the body they belonged to. Like the wing that slammed into the ground over and over again as it flapped helplessly.

      Up ahead, I could just make out Wren at the arched exit. Ivan was almost there too.

      My eyes widened in horror as Ivan crossed into the darkened hallway. Just as he slipped through, the doorway began to close. A stone slab slowly lowered from above. If we didn’t get there soon, Milo and I would be trapped with the statues.

      “We’ve got to move!” I shouted.

      Milo let go of my hand as he catapulted onto the back of another statue, somehow managing to wrench its arm behind its back and tear it free from its body with brutal strength that was terrifying.

      So that was how he’d done it before.

      I put all my energy into racing for the door, which was almost halfway closed now. Ivan waved, frantically gesturing for us to run faster while Wren pushed up against the slowly lowering slab… it didn’t help.

      It continued to slide lower and lower.

      I looked over my shoulder. Milo was a few paces behind me. I dove, sliding feet-first through the opening that was now only a couple of feet tall and dropping. I twisted, holding my hands out.

      “The arm!” I shouted.

      Milo threw it and I wedged it into place, letting it take the brunt of the closing door. Miraculously, it held—just long enough for Milo to dive for us. Ivan and Wren grabbed his hands and yanked him the rest of the way.

      Just as he was pulled through, the stone arm crumbled and the slab came crashing down with a boom that made the ground tremble. We could still hear the statues battling on the other side of the wall.

      With a huffed out laugh of pure disbelief, I leaned my back against the cool stone of the hallway. My chest heaved, in and out, in and out, as I caught my breath.

      More of the blue-flamed sconces lined the walls of the new corridor where we’d found ourselves. Up ahead, the hallway branched off. Once again, we had three choices.

      Being someone who got turned around in convenience stores, I had approximately zero sense of which direction would put us closer to Athor and Lila. I wasn’t even sure which would put us closer to the center of the maze.

      From the look of it, Ivan wasn’t sure either. He stood staring at the doorways, probably internally calculating our chances of survival for each direction.

      Personally, I’d already calculated that.

      Slim to none.

      “The right one,” he said, pointing.

      Wren marched through, not even waiting for me to get off the floor. Milo reached a hand down for me.

      “Thanks for the save,” I said.

      He winked as he pulled me up. “Figured I owed you one.”

      Before we’d caught up to Ivan and Wren, they were racing back toward us. Ivan shook his head and pointed back the way we’d come. The foul stench of rot hit me like a tidal wave. I stepped back, waving to dispel the putrid air in front of me.

      “Not that way,” Ivan said, his face pale.

      “What did you find?” I asked.

      Ivan leaned over and wretched onto the ground. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “You don’t want to know,” Wren said, and even his cheeks had lost some color.

      “Middle path,” Ivan managed right before he heaved again.

      When I hesitated, trying to peer past them, Wren grabbed my arm. “You really don’t.”

      Curiosity burned within me, but not enough to let it get me killed.

      Wren released me and slipped past us. One by one, we followed. By the time I turned the corner, he was already heading up the central arch. He sure took his job seriously. I was just grateful that he hadn’t accused me of being a traitor for at least a few hours. I caught up to him, with Ivan at my back this time.

      We reached the next chamber and my breath caught in my throat. More of those blue-fire sconces adorned the walls. Above us, the sky was veiled in wispy clouds, letting a few little stars twinkle through. I noted that finally the moon had dipped lower in the sky. But the jaw-dropping, fear-inducing part wasn’t what lay in the sky.

      Right in front of Wren, the ground abruptly vanished, replaced by something that took my breath away.

      He stooped, extending a hand to tap the surface with his knuckles. “Glass.”

      A pristine pane stretched across the entire expanse. Beneath the transparent surface, a dark vortex swirled—one that looked ready to swallow us whole. It was like peering through a window into the eye of a hurricane.

      “Very thin glass,” Ivan added.

      “What’s the plan?” Wren asked.

      “Ivan can correct me if I’m wrong,” I said. “But I’m guessing we pick a door and then run like hell.”

      Unlike the last challenge, there were exits in each of the three other sides of the square. As we watched, the clouds pulled away. Pale moonlight shined down, leaving a shiny reflection right over the center of the window to hell.

      “We might have to split up,” Wren added. “I don’t know if it will hold if we each take the same path.”

      “We’re not splitting up,” Milo said. “We just take a different path to the same door.”

      “That will weaken it,” Ivan warned.

      “So we aim for the closest exit,” Wren chimed in, pointing.

      “What if that’s the wrong direction?” I asked.

      “Won’t matter if we’re dead,” Ivan said.

      I shuddered. “What if that’s the direction it wants us to take?”

      “It who?” Ivan asked.

      I waved my hands around. “The labyrinth. The bloody Fates.”

      Wren narrowed his eyes. “Did you talk to them?”

      “What?” I asked.

      “The Fates. When the key tested you, did you speak to them?”

      I stared at him. This felt like some kind of test. A test I was absolutely going to fail no matter what I said.

      “Do people usually see the Fates when they’re tested?”

      “No.”

      “Did you?” I asked him.

      He said nothing, but his gaze landed on my upper arm for just a fraction of a second. I didn’t dare look, afraid to draw attention to the bands upon my arm. The ones that painted a target on my back and called all the monsters… man and beast alike.

      “Drop it, Wren,” Milo said.

      Wren’s lip curled. He shrugged and turned away. He pointed to the target arch again.

      “The closest door?” he questioned.

      “That’s the one. Wren, you stick to the left,” Ivan said. “Jessa and I can take paths down the middle and Milo can keep to the right. We all meet up at the same door at the end. That way we’re not walking on each other’s exact path.”

      “Are we going one at a time or all at once?” I asked.

      “Let’s see what happens after I’m on,” Wren said.

      We all held our breath as he took his first step onto the glass. The tense silence was cut off by a resounding crack. Milo dug his fingers into Wren’s suit on his back, ready to haul him backward to the safety of the ledge if need be.

      A long, splintering fracture raced out from beneath Wren’s foot. The cracks stopped a few feet from where they started. We all stared at the glass, holding our collective breath, as he bravely took another step. He was now completely supported by the glass.

      The crack grew, but the floor miraculously stayed in one piece.

      The real question was how long? How long would it hold?

      I swallowed hard as everyone looked at me next.
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      Walking on glass was a lot like walking on ice.

      Really thin, death-defying ice.

      To make matters worse, the wispy clouds overhead chose that moment to open up and shower us with a delicate mist. As if the glass wasn’t slippery and treacherous enough. Now I was wet and grouchy in addition to being scared out of my mind.

      Thanks, Fates.

      I’d barely made it three cautious steps before a spiderweb of fishers spread beneath me. I stopped breathing as a wave of dread washed over me. When I worked up the courage to glance down at my feet, I discovered the cracks hadn’t originated from me. They’d come from behind.

      I twisted, looking over my shoulder, my eyes locking with Ivan’s. From the expression on his face to his frozen, midstep pose, his entire body was one big wince. He’d taken his first step, adding his weight to our already precarious situation. There was no way the glass was going to hold all of us.

      This was such a bad idea.

      I claimed the single advantage in this challenge—I weighed less than all of them. But that advantage got me exactly nowhere if we all fell together. I didn’t dare look down past the glass into the swirling abyss below.

      I think I preferred the sea monster.

      A sigh of relief parted my lips as the sounds of splintering faded and finally ceased. With tiny, careful movements, I continued inching my way toward the exit. The weakest points were going to be where our paths emerged from the starting point and where they converged at our chosen doorway. Each anxiety-filled step took years off my life.

      All in all, I could say in an official capacity that this challenge indisputably, one-hundred-and-twenty-percent sucked nightmare balls.

      I knew the moment Milo stepped onto the glass behind Ivan. I didn’t dare turn around, but even the floor shifted beneath my feet this time. The awful sound of splitting glass was now imprinted on my soul.

      “Keep going,” Milo called. “If it begins to fall, run.”

      I blew out another steadying breath and kept going. Wren was more than halfway to the door. We could do this. In another minute or so, he’d reach it.

      I’d be next.

      When another fracture crept out from beneath my foot, I made the mistake of looking down, straight into the eye of the vortex. Everything inside of me instantly locked up in panic. I could hear the whistling of wind, seeping between the itty-bitty breaks in the glass. The storm raged with a lethal fierceness. I could feel its sinister pull, right down the center. It wanted us dead.

      “Jessa,” Milo called.

      His voice brought me back to the present. I glanced back at him. He’d almost caught up to where I was. Ivan wasn’t behind me anymore. I turned, spotting him just up ahead.

      “Keep going, Jessa.”

      I nodded and crept forward. The glass creaked, a line spearing out from my foot, joining with Milo’s. More of them shot out from his position and sped back toward me.

      “Move faster,” Milo commanded.

      Breathing hard, I focused on the doorway. Ivan and Wren were already there, waiting for us. I froze as I watched a large chunk fall just off to my right. It disappeared instantly, swallowed up by the darkness below. Torrential wind rushed through the hole, whistling as it rustled my hair and clothes.

      “Run!” Ivan shouted.

      I didn’t hesitate, I put on a bolt of speed as I sprinted toward them. The ground was already falling out from beneath me in huge fragments. Ivan held out his arms for me and I leapt, Wren doing the same for Milo. I landed and Ivan pulled me into the blessed safety of the archway.

      As Milo’s hand locked with Wren’s, the ground shattered, crumbling completely. Wind surged upward as the maelstrom was released, carrying shards of glass that sliced through the air like tiny daggers. Ivan instantly dropped me in the stone hallway, reaching for Milo’s other hand.

      The relentless wind whipped around us, the bits of glass leaving stinging red marks on my exposed skin. One by one, the fire sconces in the corridor were blowing out. We were slowly being thrust into darkness. Just as the last one extinguished, Wren and Ivan hoisted Milo up over the ledge.

      We hurried down the corridor, distancing ourselves from the roaring storm, the gusts almost pushing us along. I could barely see a thing. I trailed my hand against the wall to keep my bearings as we moved. The farther we got from the moon and the swirling abyss, the darker everything became around us. A little bit farther and it was pitch-black.

      “The wall opens up here,” Wren said from in front of me.

      I stumbled into someone, my hand landing on their back. It took me a moment to realize it was Ivan. He was shorter and broader than the other two.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled.

      “You’re fine,” Ivan said. “Probably a good idea to link up. We’ve made it to the next challenge and it looks like it’s a dark one.”

      “I knew I shouldn’t have left the torch behind,” Wren muttered.

      “Still got your knife, Jessa?” Milo asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Stab first,” he said. “Ask questions later.”

      “So, standard policy then,” I answered.

      “What’s the strategy?” Wren asked. “Run like death is chasing us or take it slow?”

      I was inclined to run. To get it over with as fast as I could. There could be anything out there in the dark or there could be nothing. But the fear of not knowing was what was going to be the worst part.

      “Sticking to the edge is probably our best bet,” Ivan answered. “Feeling our way along the wall until we reach the next exit.”

      “What if the closest exit takes us right back to where we were before?” I asked, shuddering at the thought of getting lost in this thing indefinitely—of facing challenges like these for an eternity.

      I just wanted my bed, dammit.

      And a snack.

      I’d never complain about my coworkers ever again.

      “Then we’ll try the next one,” Milo said as his fingers traced down my arm and then grabbed my hand. “And we keep trying until we make it to where we need to be.”

      Where was that exactly? I wasn’t sure if we were still looking for Athor and Lila or if we were just trying to survive at this point. We couldn’t save anyone if we were dead.

      Somehow, that was becoming my new mantra.

      We took a few steps into the open chamber. I sensed the change as the air shifted around me. It was cooler. A breeze kissed my cheek. Something rustled nearby. Soft red lights floated in the distance. My foot sank into something soft and I gasped.

      “It’s grass,” Wren said.

      “We’re outside again,” Ivan said. “The moon must have set.”

      Milo cursed. “We’re running out of time.”

      “Running out of time?” I asked. “Someone told me there was no time limit.”

      Wren scoffed. “That someone lied.”

      My ears picked up something that sounded an awful lot like slithering. It put me on instant alert.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “What was what?” Wren asked.

      “I heard it too,” Ivan said from right beside me.

      Something that was definitely not grass touched my calf and I yelped, jumping backward. I slammed into the wall at my back, swiping out with my leg into the darkness in front of me. Nothing was there.

      “No,” Ivan said. “Wait.”

      The clouds shifted overhead and the moon we thought was gone lit up the scene just enough to see the deathtrap that awaited us. And holy Fates… what a scene it was.

      I ripped my eyes away and looked down, biting back a shriek. The thing that had touched my foot was a spider—one the size of a soccer ball. It was gray and fuzzy. It lowered itself into the grass, poised like it was about to pounce.

      Reacting out of pure instinct, I wound up and kicked it hard. It went tumbling away with a hiss. Until that moment, I had no idea that spiders could hiss.

      I’d also never seen so many spiders in my entire. Damn. Life.

      The massive high-walled chamber was filled with them. They were black and brown and red and gray and came in all different sizes. Some were furry, others smooth. Some had big bulbous abdomens with thin, spindly legs—they were the worst in my book. They hung from the walls and crept through the tall grass, crawling over every surface. Only those nearest to us even acknowledged our presence.

      Milo stepped on a tarantula-sized one that got a little too close. The resulting crunch made my skin crawl.

      Those Fates were dead. Dead!

      Farther out, there was—surprise—another drop-off. I was really getting tired of those. They got progressively worse and this one was no exception. A giant shimmering white web stretched across a great divide. Some of it looped around a large web-covered platform that rose up from the center like an island.

      “This is it,” Ivan said in awe.

      “This is what?” I asked, still watching the ground for more of the terrifying eight-legged demons. “How we die?”

      Did it really have to be spiders? Giant, monster, probably bloodsucking, venom-spewing spiders? They even had eyes that glowed red in the dim light. Even if I survived the Moon Trials, I was never going to be able to sleep again.

      The Isle of Nightmares was no joke.

      “We need to get up there.” Ivan pointed.

      I followed his finger to the platform of death. Bits of dark stone peaked out from beneath, but it was so covered in web that it was more white than black. A chill ran down my spine when I noticed a detail I hadn’t before… a giant mama spider that sat perched on top of it, right in the very center.

      “Please tell me you’re not pointing to where that house-sized spider is guarding its nest?” I asked.

      “Under it,” Milo answered for him. “I can sense him there.”

      I gasped audibly. “Your wolf? You’re talking about your wolf?”

      It was probably a really bad sign that I couldn't sense mine. But then again, I’d been having problems connecting normally with my wolf for a while now.

      A knot formed in the pit of my stomach, thinking about where she might be. Was she okay? What if something had happened to her and I couldn't sense it because of our curse? Monster spider or not…

      I had to get up there.

      Ivan twitched beside me and I looked down to find the sneaky, soccer-sized gremlin was back. It had sunk its knifelike fangs right into Ivan’s calf. I reacted swiftly, delivering a kick that sent it flying. It hissed, turning that creepy multi-eyed gaze on me.

      It darted toward me and I gave a warrior’s yell as I stomped on its abdomen, pinning it down. It screeched in response—yet another baffling sound. Its many legs flailed, thrashing against my hold. Avoiding the fangs that kept jabbing toward me, I seized the knife at my waist and I went to town. I wasn’t even sure what I was hitting, lost in a panicked frenzy. I brought the knife down over and over again. My nose scrunched in disgust as my arms and chest became splattered in spider guts.

      Finally, it stopped moving… well, mostly stopped moving. I sagged in relief as I stared down at its still slightly twitching legs.

      So gross.

      Wiping my hands on my pants and sheathing Milo’s knife, I turned my attention to the others. They were crowded around Ivan. His leg had been propped up on a rock and his eyes were pinched shut in agony.

      Uh-oh.

      Still panting from my spider murder, I made my way over. Milo tore Ivan’s pant leg, exposing a gruesome swelling wound that oozed dark crimson. This was bad news for all of us. One little bite for each of us and it would be game over.

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      “We need to get him to his wolf,” Wren said.

      I glanced back up at the spider nest. It was swarming with spiders of all sizes. I noted for the first time that some even looked more demon than spider, with faint halos that blazed in dark shades of red to match their eyes.

      Ivan let out a groan of agony. His whole face was already flushed with sweat. It dripped down his cheeks and off his chin. Without warning, his eyes rolled back and his head slumped to the side. Milo let out a curse as he supported his friend’s unconscious body.

      I turned back to the nest.

      The section of web closest to us lay in tatters. If I had to guess, others of us had been through already, battling their way to their wolves. It wouldn’t surprise me if the damage to the ladderlike section was the evidence they’d left behind. Maybe some of them had even made it.

      A tiny spark of hope lit within me. It could even include Athor and Lila. Athor was just beast enough to make it and make sure Lila did too.

      But what remained of that web in front of us…

      It was precarious at best. And there was no avoiding it. It was our best shot for making it to the platform from where we were. There was another string of web that led to the platform, but getting there would mean trekking the long way around. After that, we’d have to scale a steep incline and take a very long bridge-like web that was probably twice the length of the one in front of us… all while trying not to become spider snacks.

      Milo heaved Ivan over his shoulder and headed for the nearest web.

      Wren picked up palm-sized stones and began pelting anything that came near, which mostly included smaller spiders, those no larger than the one that attacked Ivan. They seemed the most curious about us. We had yet to come across any of the really big ones. I shuddered as I looked at the mama spider again.

      Maybe she’d ignore us too?

      When we reached the edge of the drop-off, we all stared up at the web. Its condition looked even worse up close. It still looked a little like a ladder… if I squinted.

      I reached out a finger and touched it. Of course it had to be sticky. It gripped my skin like some kind of bristly weed. I yanked my fingers away, finding that it left some kind of fibrous film behind.

      Eww.

      The web spread out in front of us like a V, with two segments rising in different directions from where we stood.

      “Right or left?” Wren asked.

      “Right,” I said, pointing. “It’s got a better landing at the top.”

      The one on the left was dangly where it connected to the platform, like it was only held by a few remaining threads. The one on the right was longer but would be steadier.

      In theory.

      Wren began to climb and Milo turned to me. Ivan groaned again. His skin had become a sickly shade of pale. I was pretty sure he wasn’t aware of anything going on around him.

      “I’ll take the rear this time,” I said.

      Milo frowned. “No.”

      “Listen,” I said. “He’s too big. I can’t carry him. You’re vulnerable while you’re carrying him. Someone needs to watch both of your backs. I’ll be right behind you.”

      That was like five good points. There was no way he could argue against it.

      He twisted, looking around. “I don’t like it.”

      “And wasting time is just going to get us all killed.” Six good points. “Let’s go.”

      With a growl, he spun. He carefully adjusted Ivan on his back and began to climb one-handed. Wren was a good twenty feet ahead. The web rocked back and forth, teetering with every step Milo made.

      Of course it couldn’t be just as simple as climbing a rope ladder. It had to be a rope ladder that was trying to eject anyone who put a foot on it.

      I looked down and instantly regretted it. The entire divide was filled almost halfway up with writhing, nightmare-inducing spiders.

      I shuddered so violently the others probably felt it. But I couldn’t tear my eyes away. They were… swimming on top of one another. It was a grotesque tangle of elongated limbs, bulbous bodies, and those eerie, luminescent orbs for eyes.

      When I looked back up, a scream tore from my lips. I watched helplessly as Milo wobbled, the web twisting beneath his feet. Ivan had slipped from his back and Milo fought desperately to keep them from plunging into the sea of deadly spiders.

      I instantly dropped to my knees in the grass, reaching for the web in front of me. I steadied it, using my weight as leverage. It wasn’t much but it helped. It gave Milo the stability he needed to regain his footing and get his balance under control.

      Obviously as worried as I was, Wren was carefully making his way back toward them. Milo adjusted his hold on Ivan, centering him directly on his back, with an arm pulled over each of his shoulders.

      A wave of relief washed over me, but I didn’t let go of the web. I would stay until they’d safely reached the other side. They could repay the favor when it was my turn.

      Milo looked back at me, uncertainty flickering in his eyes.

      “Keep going,” I called.

      Without warning, the web jolted beneath me.

      “Holy nightmare,” I muttered under my breath as the largest spider I’d ever laid eyes on emerged onto the web.

      Big mama had arrived.

      Her colossal form commanded attention. She was on the other section of the V. Her giant legs moved so fast they were a blur as she hurtled straight toward me. My brain stuttered. All it seemed to be able to process was the sheer size of her. She was that huge.

      Milo, Ivan, and Wren bounced as she sent violent waves rocking through the line. Wren arrived at Milo’s side, clinging to Ivan’s unconscious form. The line beneath their feet whipped with such brutal force that it was all they could do to stay on.

      My hands were still firmly planted on the web, trying in vain to keep it steady, while my chances of survival diminished with each passing second. Even if I were to make an attempt to catch up, it wouldn’t work. I’d be launched into the air within my first step. I’d land down there…

      My gaze dropped. Falling off the line would be a death sentence. I’d be torn apart in seconds. I turned my attention back to the spider. Her legs moved in fluid motion, gliding one over another as she came for me.

      Going down swinging was more my style anyway.

      I yanked the knife from the sheath and held it in front of me, squaring off with the devil herself. She was just a larger version of the one I’d already killed.

      I could do it again… right?

      Right before the spider reached me, a familiar, shadowy figure knocked me out of the way, seizing the knife from my hand. In a blink, the web was cut—sliced clean through.

      I screamed, watching in horror as Milo, Wren, and Ivan fell.
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      “Why, Tor!?” I yelled. “Why would you do that?”

      “They’ll be fine,” Tor said, straightening from his crouch and squinting toward my friends. “I think.”

      With my hands covering my mouth, I held my breath as the three of them swung right into the platform. They struck hard, but both Milo and Wren had locked arms with Ivan, keeping him pinned between them. Tears burned my eyes. Thank those ugly Fates. None of them dropped from the line.

      If it weren’t for their incredible strength, that would have ended badly.

      Very badly.

      Slowly, they began to climb the line, Ivan still dangling between them.

      Far below, the giant monster of a spider had landed on her back and was scrambling to regain her footing atop a bed of writhing younglings. She bellowed in fury and I scooted away from the ledge until she was out of view.

      “Look at that,” Tor said as he turned to me. “They’ll live. And more importantly, so will you.”

      I glared up at him.

      He tilted his head to the side. “I assumed you valued your life, yes?”

      “I assumed you valued yours,” I seethed back.

      Was it wise to threaten this particular wolf? No. Did I care?

      Also, no.

      Tor chuckled, tossing the knife at my feet as he swept past. “We have to go the long way, killer. Let’s get a move on.”

      When I didn’t get up, he twisted, looking over his shoulder at me and raising a brow.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you,” I said. “I’ll never go anywhere with you again.”

      “Why not?”

      “You literally just tried to kill my people,” I said, pointing.

      “Is that all?” he said, brandishing that wicked smile. “I thought maybe they told you all about my sordid past and now you were afraid of me.”

      I wisely kept my mouth shut.

      Before he could goad me further, the mama spider decided to make another appearance. Her large legs slipped right over the ledge, hefting her heavy body behind. I scrambled to my feet.

      “This way.” Tor’s eyes widened as he waved me toward him.

      It was funny how swiftly a shared threat could make me eat my words. Here I was, following Tor once again.

      Together, we sprinted toward the wall—close to where my team and I had entered Spider World. I could still hear the wind howling down the blackened hallway.

      Around us, dark shadows bled from the ground, tickling as it wound up my legs. I recognized it as the same weird phenomenon that I’d seen at the beach the last time I’d run from a monster with Tor.

      It hit me then.

      The common-freaking-denominator was Tor.

      We stopped at the wall, flattening against it. The shadows wrapped around and around us until we were completely covered. Somehow, the shadows belonged to Tor or the shadows were Tor. I had no idea how that worked, but from everything I knew… it shouldn’t.

      Wolves didn’t have power over shadows like that.

      Maybe I was wrong but besides shifting, wolves didn’t really have powers at all.

      The spider, not too far behind, skidded to a halt barely ten feet in front of us. Her beady, but plentiful eyes darted around, searching.

      I breathed through the terror, shocked when she didn’t lock on to us right away. After a few harrowing moments where I thought I might just pass out, she finally moved on, heading toward the arched entryway.

      Eventually, she was completely out of sight. My head drooped forward and I took several calming breaths. This challenge had turned into a real shit show.

      Honestly, they all had.

      “I’m getting rather good at this whole knight in shining armor thing.”

      I shoved off the wall, putting a safe distance between us. “That would imply that I was a damsel.”

      “More than happy to play the damsel next time.” He winked.

      “I really don’t like you.”

      “Plenty of time for that later,” he said. “But if you’re planning on surviving this, we’ll have to stick together.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      He raised a brow. “You could always try it and find out.”

      I was so angry I could spit fire.

      “Come on,” he said. “My associate is waiting up ahead.”

      “Your associate?”

      “Not someone I enjoy associating with, believe me. But stick with me, killer, and you’ll be fine.”

      Why did I hate the sound of that?

      I rubbed a hand down my face. Reluctantly, I followed. We picked up our pace, jogging through the tall grass, dogging the larger spiders and leaping over the smaller ones, until we reached the rock wall we had to scale.

      Just as I lifted my hands in search of a good spot to grip, a rope came tumbling down from above, landing beside me. My gaze rose. A dark figure stood atop the stone incline, watching us with his arms folded.

      “Up you go,” Tor said.

      With a defeated sigh, I took the rope in my hands. It was more of a vine than a rope, but sturdy. Similar to what Milo had made my sheath belt from.

      “We don’t got all day,” a coarse voice shouted from above.

      I scowled but began to climb. It took me halfway up the wall to realize that I knew that voice. I paused, my gaze rising.

      Vesper.

      How in the hell had he survived?

      “Something wrong, killer?” Tor called up from below.

      If I wasn’t careful, I was going to be murdered by one or both of these bastards. Well… unless I killed them first.

      “Nope,” I said and continued to climb.

      The moment I pulled myself over the ledge, I drew my knife, pointing it at Vesper.

      “You’re supposed to be dead,” I said.

      He looked like he’d come close to it. A torn piece of his sleeve was tied around his head, covering one eye. Blood had soaked through, leaking down his face. His shirt was torn at his shoulders, revealing deep gouges. His arms were also peppered with cuts and there was a nice long one down his neck.

      Tor pulled himself up behind me.

      “Last I saw of you,” Vesper said, tapping his temple, “you were falling into the serpent’s lake with a nasty-looking bump on your head.”

      My breath hitched. The rock thrower.

      “See?” Tor said. “Wasn’t me.”

      “He’s your associate,” I said, pointing the knife at Tor instead. “He’ll say anything you tell him to.”

      “Look.” Tor raised his hands. “We just need to get to the end. We can kill each other once we’re out of this moon-damned trial.”

      Vesper spat on the ground at my feet. “You know who she is?”

      “I know exactly who she is,” Tor said evenly, not breaking eye contact with me.

      “She’s Milo’s bitch,” Vesper snarled. “I should have slit her throat when I had the chance. She’s been nothing but trouble.”

      Shadows bled from the earth, wrapping around Vesper’s legs. His eyes widened as the darkness solidified and yanked him to his knees. His arms were roughly twisted behind his back.

      I swallowed my shock. But those shadows… they were more than just shadows.

      Vesper’s eyes were venomous as he watched Tor. “The master won’t like this.”

      Master. That word made my skin crawl.

      “You’ve certainly got a lot of opinions,” Tor said. “Three’s better but only two are really needed to cross. Should I toss you in with the spiders and find a more useful third?”

      Please say yes, please say yes.

      Vesper turned his glare on me.

      “No,” he said through clenched teeth.

      “Great,” Tor said. “Stick to the plan and we won’t have a problem.”

      The shadows released him and I couldn’t help but notice they left marks behind on the skin of his wrists.

      I shuddered and turned my attention back to the platform. Milo and the other two were nowhere to be seen. My heart twisted painfully in my chest. With all that had happened, I’d missed seeing where they’d gone. Had they made it? Were they safely home now? I prayed it would be true.

      “Come on, killer,” Tor said.

      He and Vesper were already ten steps ahead. I hesitated—wondering for the hundredth time how in the hell I’d ended up swapping Milo and his crew for Tor and Vesper—before jogging to catch up. I kept my knife out and ready.

      Stab first, ask questions later, right?

      I still blamed the Fates.

      All of this was their fault. The next time I saw them… well, they better look out. Angry Jessa would wipe those pretentious smiles right off their pretty faces.

      “Do you love him?” Tor asked, interrupting my thoughts.

      “What?”

      “Milo-the-asshole-Hart,” he said. “Do you love him?”

      “Once again, I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”

      “He’s spent his entire life publicly looking for his Fated Mate. If he finds her—if he even has one—he’d leave you behind in a heartbeat.”

      I stopped in my tracks. “What is wrong with you?”

      It took me a second to realize it, but I knew what he was doing. He was trying to turn me against Milo. Preying upon my weaknesses, just like I’d been told he would. Did he know he was so predictable?

      “Just giving you all the facts,” he answered with a shrug and gestured with his hand for me to keep coming.

      “His… mate,” I snapped. “How do you know she’s not me?”

      He let that wicked smile out to play. “I just do.”

      “Milo is a good man.”

      “He’s not a man. He’s a wolf.”

      “Semantics,” I said. “Milo would do anything for me. He’d do anything for every single one of his friends, his pack included.”

      “Would he?” he asked. “You are fiercely loyal to him.”

      “Why shouldn’t I be?”

      He put a hand out to stop me. “We’re here.”

      He was right. We’d reached the other web-bridge. I was even less enthusiastic to take this one. The large lady-spider had made her way back to her perch. But she didn’t appear to be paying us much attention. Maybe it was all a trick. She’d wait for us to become vulnerable, then spring her attack.

      “They sense the vibrations on the web,” Tor said. “The moment we start, she’ll be heading our way.”

      Ah, so my assessment wasn’t far off.

      “What do you propose?” I asked.

      “We send you first with that pretty knife of yours.”

      “Uh… what?”

      “Fine,” he said with a cocky grin. “I’ll go first. You two hold the line steady and try not to kill one another while I’m off saving the day.”

      My brow scrunched. This was his plan? It was terrible.

      “Jessa,” he said. “You’ll come when I give the signal. Vesper will follow after that.”

      “I ain’t goin’ last,” Vesper spat.

      “If you want to leave this place alive, you’ll go when I say you go,” Tor said coolly.

      There was another tense stare down between them.

      “Fine,” Vesper snarled.

      Tor gave me a final look that I couldn’t decipher before turning his attention to the web. I had some use to him. I wasn’t sure what that was, but clearly, he wanted me for something. If I lived to find out, I’d deal with it then.

      Rather than the uphill climb of the other web, this one was much more horizontal—more bridge-like and a bit wider. When I’d seen it from across the way, there had been a few intersecting lines that reached across the ravine, overlapping and giving the climber more options. Something must have happened between then and now because those other lines lay in tatters, drooping across the line and cascading into the darkness below.

      Now, there was only one way across.

      “One of you on either side,” Tor instructed, pointing to where the broad line connected in two places at our feet. “At best, I’ll get rid of the spider. At worst, I’ll be the distraction you need to make it across.”

      And maybe, just maybe, he’d leave Vesper and me over here to die. Or maybe he’d get himself killed instead, miraculously solving half my problems.

      Think about your nice, warm, soft bed, Jessa. The one that’s waiting for you just on the other side of this bridge of nightmares.

      “Ready when you are, Torrin Brecker,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      Tor had raced onto the bridge like he was being chased by… whatever the hell it is that would scare Tor. Probably something wholesome, like kittens or unicorns or something.

      But just like he’d said, our spider nemesis had appeared within moments of him touching the line.

      My breath caught as she flew toward our bridge. Vesper and I watched silently, each steadying one side of the wide line.

      Tor kept up his speedy pace, and in a blink, he’d made it across. The spider was hot on his heels as he bolted across and disappeared on the far side of the platform.

      The moment he was out of sight, Vesper lunged. I was embarrassingly underprepared as he slammed into me, knocking me to the ground. Before I knew it, he’d dashed away. He flew down the web-bridge, scrambling on his hands and knees to keep his balance. About a quarter of the way, he turned to look at me over his shoulder, my knife held between his teeth.

      The asshole had my knife!

      I shot to my feet and he held up a hand in a stopping motion. Carefully, he took the blade from his mouth, waving it through the air.

      “The only way you’re getting across is with my help,” he called. “If you want it, I suggest you do your part.”

      He pointed to the web-bridge.

      “Hold it steady,” he commanded.

      My teeth clenched together so hard I thought I might break one. But I did what he asked. I knelt where I had been earlier and steadied the web, reaching wide in an attempt to hold both sides of the web-bridge at once.

      A furious bellow filled the air and my gaze pulled upward, searching for the monster spider and Tor. Neither were anywhere to be seen. I had visions of it wrapping him up like a mummy before it devoured him one giant spider-bite at a time.

      Good. That was what I wanted, right?

      The web wobbled beneath my hands, drawing my attention back to Vesper. He was halfway across now. That backstabbing snake. I knew I never should have trusted him.

      Within another minute, he’d made it across.

      For a split second, I was positive he was going to leave me behind. But then he turned and placed his hands on the web.

      I took a deep breath and inched my way forward. This was probably the stupidest decision I’d made in my life thus far.

      By miles.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      My balance had never been so tested.

      The whole thing rocked from right to left and back again, swaying ominously with every anxiety-filled step that I made. Tor’s speedy approach made a lot more sense now. I’d started my climb slow and now I had no choice but to keep my pace steady, constantly adjusting to maintain my equilibrium.

      I fought the urge to look down… but didn’t last long.

      There they were, the pot of spindly spider legs that never ceased moving, writhing with a disturbing rhythm that sent my senses going haywire. I couldn’t even describe the sound it made—one I could hear now that I was directly over them.

      I could almost feel them touching my skin. My entire body shuddered, all the way down to my toes. I forced my gaze up, forced myself to keep moving, aiming my focus on the path ahead.

      As it turned out… that view wasn’t much better. I was three quarters of the way when Vesper lifted the knife.

      “Vesper,” I snarled.

      “Torrin was wrong,” he said, slicing through the first string. “I can’t kill you between trials. The Fates frown on that and I’m not willing to risk the consequences. Not for you. Before we leave the trials, though, you’re fair game.”

      Adrenaline surged through my veins, urging me to speed up, to reach safety. But fear had taken hold of all my joints, locking me in place.

      “The way I see it,” he said, “it’s best for all involved if I get rid of you now.”

      Vesper’s blade—my blade—slashed through all the threads on the left side, causing half of the web to recoil toward me like a spring. Except it wasn’t lightweight like I would have thought a spider’s web should be. Instead, it was heavy and it pulled one side down until I barely had anything to cling to. The entire bridge tipped and twisted, curling over itself beneath my feet.

      While he went to work on the other side, I made a split-second decision. I rose, taking three large bounds before I launched myself at the platform.

      Just as the web fell out from under me, my fingers caught the edge.

      My hold only lasted a few seconds before I began sliding down the vertical rocky surface. But by some miracle, my left hand caught a large protruding rock, stopping my downward descent. I could barely draw air into my lungs, hanging there as the rock’s sharp edge cut into the flesh of my fingers.

      Vesper peered over the edge to where I dangled, my tenuous grip weakening by the second. The rock was barely large enough for a three-fingered grip. I wasn’t going to be able to hold for long and Vesper knew it.

      “If you’d only behaved, this could have been avoided,” he called down to me.

      I could hear the smile in his voice, his glee at finally defeating me.

      “You are a monster,” I said, fury burning through my veins and giving me just enough iron will to keep holding on. “Rules or no rules, I will kill you the first chance I get.”

      He scoffed. “Good luck, girl.”

      Then he vanished.

      I looked down into the death pit of hungry spiders.

      “Shit, shit, shit.”

      I swung my legs, desperate to find something for them to catch on to, but they just slipped off with each passing try. My other hand felt along the wall. It skimmed across little cracks, finding nothing that could fit my fingers.

      Then my left hand began to slip.

      “No,” I pleaded.

      A blast of darkness exploded around me. Shadows expanded in every direction, coating the cliff, the spiders below, everything. It all went dark… but the kind of dark where I was inside, looking out.

      The air filled with furious hisses and pain-filled bellows. I watched in horrified awe as spiders covered in shadow contorted in agony, their legs bending in ways that shouldn’t be physically possible.

      Shadows.

      Did that mean…

      “Give me your hand, Jessa,” a hard voice called from above.

      I’d never been more relieved to hear someone say my name in my entire life.

      Even if it was Tor.

      I looked up to find him reaching for me, my fingers losing their battle to stay attached to the wall with each passing second. I was barely holding on as it was. There was no way I could reach for him.

      “I can’t,” I said, my eyes wide.

      He pushed himself lower as my grip slipped entirely. A scream ripped from my throat as his fingers wrapped around my wrist. It took my heart a few terrifying beats to realize that I wasn’t falling.

      He’d caught me.

      We stayed in that position. Me in shock, dangling from his grasp, him staring down at me from where his body bent over the cliff. For a brief moment, I thought maybe he’d let go, toss me in anyway—remove me as a threat. But then he surprised me by pulling me up.

      I collapsed onto the ground and refrained from kissing it—although barely.

      “I thought I was supposed to play the damsel this time,” he said.

      I lay there, waiting for my frantic heart to calm. All I wanted was to get this damn trial over with.

      “Can we just go, please?”

      When I looked up, all of Tor’s shadows had retreated. The night was back to being… regular night.

      Well, regular for the Isle of Nightmares.

      “We can go,” he said.

      “Where’s spider-hulk?” I asked as I climbed to shaky feet.

      “Who?”

      “The giant spider,” I tried again, using my shaky hands to help describe her huge size.

      He tapped his upper arm and I looked up to find a new red band decorating his suit, right below his other one.

      Holy Fates.

      He’d killed that thing.

      “Not even a little impressed?” he asked.

      I was sure I’d find that frighteningly deadly smirk plastered on his pretty face if I met his gaze again. So I didn’t.

      “Nope,” I said, even though I was a little.

      The dude was admittedly scary.

      Like super-duper mega-villain scary.

      Beneath our feet, the ground was almost completely covered in webs and it made a weird stretching sound as we walked. Still coming down from my adrenaline high from almost dying… again… I couldn’t even appreciate how absurdly disgusting it was that we were coated in spiderweb residue. My hands, my face, everything had a fine layer of the nasty fibrous powder.

      We climbed up and over the central part of the bowl-like platform. In the very bottom was a dark hole. Because… naturally, a dark hole in the bottom of a monster’s nest was exactly where we’d have to go.

      Tor was already investigating the hole and before I knew it, he’d slipped inside.

      “Anything for a good show, eh, Fates?” I muttered, making a vulgar and probably ill-advised gesture at the sky.

      Yeah, I hoped they were watching.

      With a final shudder, I followed Tor in.
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        * * *

      

      It turned out to be a winding stone staircase that took us down, down, down.

      After a few minutes, I was already dizzy. By the time it finally leveled out, I was winded and nauseous. We had to be even deeper than the base of the spider’s platform.

      Did that put the wriggling pit of spiders above us?

      Nope, let’s put that thought right where it belongs. In the trash can, Jessa.

      At the very bottom, there was yet another arched doorway. I stared at it. The final arched doorway. One final nightmare to go, then I could put all of this behind me.

      “Ready for this, killer?”

      No. “Yes.”

      “Glad one of us is,” he said and stepped through.

      I peeked around Tor’s shoulder. He was so tall that he made a great human shield. Wolf-shield. Whatever. We’d found ourselves in a very long corridor with a seemingly endless row of closed doors. More of those blue-flamed sconces lined the way.

      A flash of movement drew my attention. I caught sight of a familiar head of stringy dark hair just before a door slammed behind him with a bang.

      “Vesper,” I growled.

      As I slipped past Tor and rushed toward the spot where Vesper had vanished, the ground began to shake. The walls trembled and the entire corridor let out a deep rumble. I froze, throwing my arms out to the walls to keep from falling over. My eyes darted from side to side as bits of rock and dust rained down on us from above.

      “It’s the moon,” Tor said, stepping close behind me. “It’s beginning to set. We don’t have a lot of time left.”

      “What happens when it sets?” I asked.

      “We don’t want to find out.”

      Turning my attention to the doors lining the corridor, I approached the first one. Made of a dark wood with rows upon rows of itty bitty engravings, it lacked a traditional doorknob. Instead, it presented an iron loop.

      Here goes.

      I shot Tor a quick look before I wrapped my fingers around it and tugged. When it held fast, I pulled harder. I wasn’t sure why I was surprised but absolutely nothing gave way.

      “May I?” Tor asked.

      I stepped aside, watching with a little satisfaction as he got the same result. Looked like it wasn’t always about brute strength. Then he pushed… which had no effect either.

      The thing was locked. Maybe barricaded. Either way, I had a sinking feeling that these doors weren’t going to open for us.

      Somewhere along the way, we’d missed something.

      I searched for a key—which proved to be futile as there wasn’t even a keyhole—while Tor tried the next door. Even when he slammed his shoulder against it a second and third time, it didn’t move… at all. It was like they had a core of metal beneath the decorative layer of wood.

      “There’s got to be some trick to it,” I said.

      We continued down the hallway, yanking and slamming into each door that we passed. Tor worked the doors on the left, while I did the ones on the right.

      The ground rumbled again. This time, a few stones fell from the ceiling, crashing into the corridor behind us. Tor narrowed his eyes at the corridor around us, as if his glare could make the moon stand still.

      Perhaps it could.

      We picked up our pace, but by the twentieth door, I was getting worried. Time was running short.

      After a few more failed attempts, we reached the door where Vesper had disappeared. Even though we’d literally seen Vesper use this one, it proved to be the same as all the others.

      It was official. I was panicking.

      And then we reached the end of the corridor.

      Or so I’d thought…

      “Whoa,” I said.

      “What is it?” Tor said, turning the corner right behind me.

      The hallway that I thought was a dead end? It wasn’t. It was an optical illusion. Where it should have ended, it branched off to the left, revealing yet another corridor. Only this one wasn’t just more of the same. A few feet away from us stood an ornate iron gate. Despite its intricate design—which featured the bronzed head of a wolf—it looked unfortunately sturdy.

      “There’s no handle,” Tor observed.

      “Or keyhole,” I added.

      The snarling bronze wolf face was dead center, the prominent feature of the entire design. There were thick vertical bars that held it all in place. They were so close together that I could see beyond, but just barely. Enough to note that there was another door behind it.

      A ring of filigree twisted around the wolf, weaving in some moon shapes in different phases. The wolf’s eyes were bright-orange orbs. Super creepy if anyone asked me. But even I could admit that the thing—as a whole—was a work of art.

      I reached forward and tried rattling the bars… which of course did absolutely nothing.

      “The doors are locked, the gate is locked,” I said. “What do you suppose we’re meant to do?”

      Tor lifted a hand and placed it firmly on the wolf. As his touch met the metallic surface… something happened. Well, at first, I thought nothing happened. Then the red band adorning Tor’s upper arm ignited with a radiant glow.

      “Your arm,” I said, fleeing back a few steps.

      I mean… if he was about to explode for touching the clearly magic—possibly cursed—gate, I wasn’t about to go down with that ship.

      I pressed my back against the wall as the ruby-red band began to writhe, loosening its grip around his arm and slithering down his sleeve like a skinny serpent. From a spot near his wrist, it dripped like liquid crimson, hitting the ground with a resonating hiss.

      A tiny puff of scarlet smoke billowed upward, lingering momentarily before it began to fade. We stood unmoving, waiting to see what would happen.

      He looked fairly calm for someone who was about to implode… I, on the other hand, was anything but calm, watching as the smoke evaporated, leaving behind a mesmerizing symbol that glowed and shifted, hovering at eye level.

      Well… his eye level.

      Eventually, it converged into a single shape that I didn’t recognize.

      “A rune,” Tor said.

      “What does it mean?” I inquired, my eyes fixed on the luminescent symbol.

      “No idea,” he answered, his face cast in a red glow. “It’s the old language. Ancient magic.”

      As swiftly as it appeared, the rune vanished, leaving us staring at the vacant space. As if in response, the iron gate emitted a low groan. Slowly, without any interference from us, it swung open, revealing what had to be our salvation… at least I hoped that’s what we’d find.

      Tor took the lead, motioning for me to follow. When I did, a pop of energy surged through my arm. My bottom band, the white one, pulsed with bright light. It performed the same ritual that Tor’s had, but the experience was even stranger with the magic whispering across my own skin.

      The bright-white rune that materialized before me was completely different from Tor’s. Another symbol with unknown meaning.

      “They’re keys,” I said, the realization dawning on me. “You need one to get through the gate.”

      It looked like being marked by the Fates had one tiny advantage after all. Between the three from the Fates and the one from the silver serpent, I had twice as many marks as Tor.

      “How fortunate for us, then,” Tor said.

      He was already moving toward the door on our left—the only door in this section. Just past him, another gate waited. Just how many gates were there? Did another door wait behind it? For that matter, what made this door different from those we’d passed in the corridor? As I stepped beside him, the gate swung shut behind me. The resounding crash was so loud it made me jump.

      Tor gripped the handle on the door and pulled, but just like the others, it was locked. Disappointment rocked through me. Another wooden door that refused to open.

      Tor looked at me, then at the next gate.

      I was beginning to sense a pattern.

      The sound of footsteps behind us drew our attention. Tor stepped past me and I had to peer over his shoulder to see through the narrow slits in the bars. Someone was coming. Tor tensed as the person, a man, flew around the corner. He slid to a stop in front of the gate. I didn’t recognize him. But he looked fierce, intelligent, and also… desperate. Which was just another word for deadly.

      His eyes scanned the gate before landing on us behind it.

      “Tell me how to enter,” he demanded.

      Tor said nothing. I was about to speak up when the guy lifted a hand and touched the gate. I realized too late that he had no bands to pay his toll. Instead of letting him through, his whole body lit up with white light. His back arched, and then he vanished in a flash, leaving behind nothing but a glittering of dust that slowly rained down upon the floor.

      I blinked down at where he’d stood.

      “Well, that was delightfully informative,” Tor said, turning away.

      “Did he just…” I wasn’t even sure how to finish that sentence. “What just happened?”

      “Come on, killer,” Tor said, already on his way to the next gate.

      The gate was similar, but with a different design. The face in the center was more like one of the nightmares that resided on this island. It had a beak and feathers that rose in a plume above its head.

      But just like before, it took a band from each of us as payment, presented us each with a rune, and then let us enter. This door, however, was different. Glowing blue runes danced around the frame. They flickered like the fire sconces along the wall. I could feel their hum of magic.

      “Do you suppose… this is what it looks like when a door hasn’t been taken?” I mused out loud.

      “Taken?”

      “By other competitors,” I explained. “This one hasn’t been used yet.”

      “One door for each competitor,” he pondered aloud.

      I examined Tor’s arm. He was definitely out of bands. Meanwhile, I still had two left. If I took this door, what would happen to him?

      Would he be trapped here?

      Would he touch the next gate?

      It was fun to hypothesize, but there was no way I was fighting Tor for the door when I had a free pass to the next one.

      Tor’s attention moved from the next gate to me. I’d bet my life that he’d just come to the same conclusion that I had. That this was the end of the road for him. He either took that door or he… poofed out of existence… or whatever happened to that guy. I looked at the pile of dust that littered the floor. My eyes widened when I noticed that the edges of the hallway were coated in a thick layer of dust that I hadn’t paid attention to before.

      Just how many poof-guys had there been?

      “Well,” Tor said. “Looks like I get to play the damsel after all.”

      I looked at the next gate once again. My gate. Which hopefully held my door. I blew out a breath because I knew this was going to bite me in the ass. I stepped past Tor, heading for the gate. I stared at the design… trying to figure out what I was looking at exactly. Whatever it was, it had horns and huge teeth.

      “Hey,” Tor said, his fingers latching on to my elbow. “We make a decent team.”

      I had to keep from rolling my eyes. So predictable.

      “Consider my debt paid,” I said.

      He released me. “By my count, you still owe me two more.”

      That was exactly what someone who wanted me in their debt would say.

      “Goodbye, Tor,” I said.

      I pressed my hand on the gate. This time, the damn thing took both of my remaining bands. The symbols danced and twisted together making a single rune that once again left me baffled at what the hell it all meant.

      The gate swung open.

      I took one final look back. Tor met my gaze as he pulled his door open and stepped inside. A bright flash of light lit up the corridor. And then he was gone.

      My eyes widened as I faced forward. This door was different. Technically, there was no door. It was just a large arch, much grander than the other doors had been. Large stone columns stood on either side, decorated with beautiful engravings. Glittering runes in a flowing rainbow of color decorated the stones around the frame. Inside the arch was nothing but white light that was so bright it hurt my eyes.

      “Great,” I said.

      It was just my luck that mine would be different. I had a sinking feeling that it would be worse, somehow.

      Pinching my eyes shut, I stepped through.
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      “Pay up,” a feminine voice called.

      “I’m not paying you anything,” another answered. “You bet she’d make it to the end on her own and she was clearly with that shadowy fellow.”

      “Shadowy fellow, indeed,” a third voice chimed in with a huff.

      “She came through the king’s door and everything,” the first said. “I win.”

      “With all that we threw at her, I wasn’t sure she’d last five minutes.”

      “She’s got to learn to lead.”

      “They may never learn to trust her.”

      “It will be unfortunate for them if they don’t.”

      I knew those voices.

      My eyes peeled open. I found myself on my back, the ground soft beneath my head. Above me, an array of stars stretched in every direction. It was so clear that I could see hints of the galaxy in between. For the first time in forever, I wasn’t cold. The soothing sound of tinkling water surrounded me.

      I pulled myself to a sitting position with a groan.

      My head ached.

      I was in a beautiful little clearing, surrounded by little waterfalls that cascaded into crystal clear pools, the moon reflecting off their glass-like surfaces.

      Unfortunately for me, I would never look at a picturesque scene again without wondering what kind of monster was going to step out of it and eat me.

      “She looks confused.”

      My gaze darted up to the silver-haired Fate as she waded through the ankle-deep water. She had her red gown pulled up past her knees.

      Was her name Callista? Didn’t matter because I hated all of them the same.

      “Oh,” the auburn one said, from her perch atop a boulder. “Now you’ve angered her.”

      My jaw clenched as I got to my feet. I was on a Jessa-sized island that was blanketed in squishy green moss. I still wore my bodysuit from the trial. It was covered in both swamp and spider filth and I was pretty sure the stench I could smell was me.

      “What was the point of all of that?”

      “All of what?” Callista asked.

      “The entire thing,” I seethed. “What was the point?”

      “Definitely mad,” Aurora said… at least I was pretty sure the blonde was Aurora.

      Auburn was Celestine.

      “The point, dear Fated One,” Callista said, “was to see what you’d do in the face of true fear.”

      “That’s stupid,” I said.

      Celestine laughed.

      “We selected that trial just for you,” Aurora said with a frown. “It was for your benefit that the trial was completed with your wolves.”

      I stared in confusion until it dawned on me. “Because I can’t shift.”

      Aurora nodded.

      I looked at each of them in turn. “Do you even care that innocent people died?”

      “Innocent people die all the time, girl,” Callista said from where she leaned against a tree. “The competitors being thinned was a natural part of the process.”

      “That’s bullshit,” I said coldly. “You let people who wanted nothing to do with this—people who were so unprepared it was laughable—get forced into your stupid death trial. I watched them die for your sick enjoyment.”

      They stared at me in a way that felt like they were examining my soul.

      “She’s the one, alright,” Celestine affirmed with a snort.

      “We didn’t force anyone into the trial,” Aurora said. “You wolves did that.”

      “Who makes the rules?” I demanded.

      “Certainly not us,” Celestine answered with a fox-like smile.

      They stared at me, lengthening the silence that followed. It was clear they weren’t going to give me anything more than that.

      “Why am I here? Where’s my wolf?”

      “So demanding,” Callista observed. “Your wolf will have more trouble reconnecting than the others.”

      I swallowed hard. “Why?”

      “You know why.”

      “My curse?” I asked.

      They nodded.

      “Who did this to me?”

      “You mean, who cursed you?” Callista asked.

      I nodded.

      “Well, that one’s easy,” she answered. “We did, of course.”

      I rubbed a hand down my face. Why was I surprised? I should not be surprised.

      “Why would you do that?” I asked. “Why?”

      “We had to keep you hidden somehow,” Aurora said, picking at her nails. “Seemed like a good idea at the time.”

      A good idea at the time…

      I found my teeth clenching again. “How do I fix it?”

      “Oh, just keep working at it,” Celestine said. “I’m sure you’ll get it eventually.”

      “That’s not…” I couldn’t even form the words. “What is wrong with you?”

      “Good,” Aurora said, her expression going stony. “Now you understand.”

      I felt like I understood less now than I did five minutes ago.

      “Just send me back home,” I said.

      I wanted my apartment. My bed. My friends.

      They stared at me.

      “Please.”

      “Very well,” Callista said.

      “Should we tell her the other thing, Celestine?” Aurora asked.

      “Nah,” Celestine added. “She’ll figure that out too.”

      “Perhaps her Fated will come for her,” Callista said.

      They cackled as the air around me began to blur.

      “Wait!” I called. “What?”

      But the ground had already evaporated out from under me. There was a flash of light and then I was swallowed into a deep, dark abyss.
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        * * *

      

      I thought I was blind.

      My eyes were wide open but I couldn’t see a thing. My head pounded—even worse than it had before. Like mini axes were busy at work, splitting it open.

      I tried to move my hands only to find them tightly bound. The sound of metal shifting against metal chafed my senses. Something cold and solid dug into my wrists.

      I was completely disoriented. So much so that it took me a very long time to realize I was sitting up and my hands were pinned above me. My back rested against a cold wall and my butt was… well, it was so numb that I couldn't feel it at all. I couldn’t see anything, so everything I’d gleaned was all just from the feel of it.

      This wasn’t my apartment.

      So where the hell was I?

      “Hello?” I called.

      My mouth was dry, my throat scratchy. Even that single word hurt to get out.

      But then something stirred within my chest. My wolf.

      Tears burst into my eyes and I choked out a sob. I had my wolf back! She was so quiet. It was like she was far away, but she was here, with me. Back where she was supposed to be. Tears dripped down my chin.

      “You’re okay,” I whispered.

      She rolled over, like she was so tired she could barely acknowledge me. Then she was out cold again.

      It was extremely unsettling because ever since we’d shifted for the first time—Moon Trials aside—she’d always been there, watching and waiting. Alert. Never asleep.

      Something was wrong.

      “Hello!” I called louder.

      But nobody came.

      Wherever I was, I was alone. Despite sitting there for hours, my wolf never woke back up. My stomach ached with both hunger and worry.

      After a while, exhaustion pulled me under and I drifted off.
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        * * *

      

      I woke to bright light in my eyes and someone pinching my chin.

      “That’s her, alright,” a familiar voice said. “Surprised to see her among the livin’, but this one has a hard time stayin’ dead.”

      Vesper.

      I yanked my chin away as his flashlight trailed over the rest of me. After being so long in the dark, I could barely keep my eyes open. It was too damn bright.

      Finally, something that made sense.

      Vesper had done this to me.

      Was he going to keep me here throughout the trials? It had never occurred to me that someone might take me from my apartment. What an idiot I’d been.

      He squatted down in front of me and grinned. I was surprised to see a black patch covering one of his eyes. An angry red line was drawn below it and ran down his cheek.

      “Seems my men learned a few things while I was gone. I know exactly who you are and what you’ve been hiding.”

      He can’t possibly know my secrets.

      “Guess you’ve got some real explainin’ to do, Jessa Blackwood.”

      Well, shit. I guess he did.

      “That’s not my name,” I croaked.

      Honestly, I’d let him call me whatever the hell he wanted if he’d just give me some water. My head was ready to split itself in two from dehydration. Just how long had I been here?

      “You’ve gotten yourself into quite the little dilemma, Blackwood,” he said with a laugh. “Seems Milo ain’t lookin’ to take you back, darlin’. Not after what you did.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “After you cut the web, nearly killing what remained of his precious little team, seems he cut you off as well. He’s sure you’ve got some ulterior motives, which is why he decided to tell the whole world about you.”

      My heart stopped beating.

      “It’s open season on one Jessa Blackwood. He even blames you for what happened to Matteo.”

      My mouth opened and closed.

      He couldn’t possibly. No, he’d gotten it all wrong. I hadn’t cut the web. Tor had done that. Tor had nearly killed them. It wasn’t my fault. I wasn’t…

      Milo wouldn’t tell the world my secret.

      “You’re lying,” I whispered.

      He laughed so hard that tears started leaking from his eyes and he had to wipe them away before he looked at me again.

      “Now,” he said. “What in the world am I going to do with you?”

      “You can start by letting me go,” I snarled, holding up a hand. “Protected by the moon, remember?”

      “Can’t do that,” he said, slapping his knees and then standing up. “You might still be of use to me yet.”

      He kept the light pinned on me as he backed away. I could see just enough to know there was a set of stairs in the corner.

      “Let her use the facilities, give her some water, but do not remove those chains,” he said to his guy. “You hear me, boy? If anything happens, I’ll take it out on—”

      The lights went out, throwing us into utter darkness once more. I could hear Vesper cursing as he tapped his flashlight.

      On-off. On-off.

      A door creaked open somewhere else. I held my breath as the sound of footsteps overhead got closer and closer, eventually starting on the steps.

      I sat up straighter.

      Someone else was here.

      The room was suddenly filled with… well, I couldn’t really describe it. It was shadow-light. Like someone turned on a black light. For the first time, I could see the entire room. My gaze darted around, unable to stop as I took it all in.

      The chains that bound my arms were thrown over a rafter above me. I wore the same clothes I was wearing before the trial—the t-shirt and leggings I’d been wearing at home. I sat on a cement floor. Not too far away, there was a drain in the center of the room. There were no windows, just the single staircase.

      Vesper looked like he was ready to murder someone. Likely me. Vesper’s guy looked worried. I was probably somewhere in between.

      The someone else had arrived. I could see feet descending the stairs before the rest of him emerged. My stomach sank like a stone as he came into view.

      “Looks like a party,” Tor drawled, shoving his hands in his pockets. “My invite must have gotten lost in the mail.”

      I swallowed hard, pinching my eyes shut.

      Could this have gotten any worse?

      “Last I checked, this was private property, Torrin,” Vesper said, his voice utterly dripping with disdain.

      In a blink, both Vesper and his man were pinned against the wall across from me. The shadows dug into the skin of their wrists. Their ankles were bound too. Vesper struggled against it, but the other looked like he might just wet himself.

      “You should know by now that nothing you have is off-limits to me.” Tor turned to me, meeting my gaze for the first time. “Including her.”

      My chest heaved with every breath. All of this was his fault. If he hadn’t cut that line…

      I hated him.

      I hated both of them.

      Tor knelt in front of me, his eyes locked on mine. It was like he was searching for something, but I didn’t know what. My nerves frayed a little more the longer he stared at me.

      My wolf cried out inside of me. She was still asleep, but the sound vibrated through my soul. It was so desperate, so full of pain that it felt like my heart was tearing in two. I wasn’t sure what was wrong and it was killing me to feel her like this.

      My gaze fell, my eyes filling with tears.

      “I’ll make a deal with you,” he said quietly, bending to meet my stare. “Agree to stay with me between trials and I’ll get you out of here.”

      My forehead scrunched.

      What was his play?

      I was probably too delirious to figure it out right now. But the last thing I wanted to do was spend more time in the presence of Torrin Brecker. He ruined everything.

      “It’s a simple deal, Miss Blackwood.”

      My insides twisted. He knew too. Had Vesper been telling the truth?

      Did the whole world know my secret?

      Had Milo done this?

      My heart ached. Like it was trying to collapse in on itself.

      One thing I knew for certain. I wouldn’t get any of my questions answered locked away in Vesper’s dungeon.

      I met Tor’s gaze, and with a simple nod…

      I signed my life away to the devil.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE END (FOR NOW)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Lost Throne Series will continue in book two, Rogue Shadows, releasing early spring 2024.

      

      

      

      
        
        While you wait for the next book, I’m really excited to share another of my urban fantasy series with you. Read all about the adventures of Jessa’s missing best friend Nora in her COMPLETE SERIES, Stones & Curses. It’s perfect if you’re looking for more kick-butt heroines, swoon-worthy romance, and page-turning action! Start Reading Today!
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      Ivy

      I’ve dedicated my life to the city’s forgotten homeless, so when they start disappearing, I know no one will come to help. As I set out to uncover the truth, I meet Logan, a fellow searcher of the lost. We join forces, but nothing could have prepared us for what we would find. Our search leads us into a sinister underworld of vampires and werewolves, where a mad scientist performs dark experiments, and we soon find ourselves transformed into something inhuman.

       

      Logan

      I knew only despair and loneliness until she appeared. Ivy, an angel of mercy, seeking to help and ending up captured. Locked in the cage with me, she becomes the only reason I can survive the horrors enacted on me by our tormentor, Dr. Alden. We become each other’s last hope, desperate to cling to our humanity as our bodies transform. But will our bond be our salvation - or our destruction?

       

      In the darkness, the only law is tooth and claw, while true love may prove the deadliest experiment of all. How do we survive when we are the prey? How do we love when we are the monster?

       

      This vampire romance will keep you up all night, determined to uncover the secrets hidden deep beneath the city.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            IVY

          

        

      

    

    
      The rising sun casts a glow over the graffiti-lined walls of the city’s downtown as I step out of my weathered blue Honda.

      I pause to take in the urban landscape washed in golden light. On the surface, the overcrowded, grimy city of tents marks the lives of those who live on the fringe—but underneath lies a charm and vibrancy often overlooked.

      As the warm rays dance across my cheeks, I tuck a strand of auburn hair behind my ear and lean into the backseat to grab two overstuffed backpacks.

      The heavy bags pull at my arms, packed to the brim with donated clothes, food, and supplies, small comforts I hope can brighten the days of the residents at the homeless camp, my second community.

      With a smile pulling at my lips, I sling the backpacks over my shoulders and make my way toward the maze of tents and makeshift shelters tucked beneath the shadow of gleaming downtown high-rises.

      More than a shelter, this place and its people have become my purpose. No matter how harsh reality is here, for me, this camp will always have a subtle charm that hides in its depths.

      Bringing a sprinkle of hope into their lives—at least, that’s my hope—I’m not a stranger here.

      My name rings out among the camp dwellers like a warm summer melody, reminding me that my work here makes a difference.

      “Hey, Ivy!” A toothless grin spreads across Chuck’s weathered face, crinkled by a lifetime of stories I can only imagine.

      I wave back, happy to find him in high spirits. “Morning, Chuck. How’s life treating you?”

      Laughter erupts from him, hearty and raw. “Oh, you know, living the dream.”

      I can’t help but join his infectious laughter. It’s these moments—the unguarded joy amid the chaos—that fuel me, reminding me why, at nineteen years old, I dedicated my life to helping others and going to university to be a social worker.

      If I could, I would provide for all of them, but I have to share sparingly, so I slide one backpack from my shoulder and pull out a few canned protein shakes, knowing the drinks will give Chuck some nourishment and also a few cents when he turns in the cans.

      Hauling the backpack back onto my shoulders, I maneuver my way through the camp.

      People come out of their makeshift homes, their faces lighting up when they see me. They each have a story, some harsher than others, etched into their eyes, their smiles.

      Still, they find strength in their struggle, a warmth in the bleakness.

      “Miss Ivy.” A little girl tugs at my jeans, her brown eyes wide and shimmering.

      Molly, barely seven and already so wise, bounces on her toes.

      “Hey there, Molls.” I squat down to her level, ruffling her messy brown hair. “Look what I’ve got for you today.”

      Sliding a backpack off my shoulder, I reveal a pink backpack with a unicorn print.

      Her face brightens. “Thank you, Miss Ivy.”

      She hugs me, clutching the backpack between us like it’s her most prized possession, without even looking inside to see that I bought her a few notepads, pens, and a book.

      Molly’s gratitude for the smallest recognition encourages me to do more.

      I make my rounds to deliver supplies, share stories, and weave a thread of community among the residents of this forgotten corner of our city.

      With the high-rises glittering in the Southern California sun, it casts into stark disparity the reek of fear and hopelessness some can’t break from here.

      “Heads up, Ivy!” a familiar voice rings out.

      Trevor, a teenager not much younger than me, tosses me a water bottle.

      Catching it mid-air, I raise a teasing eyebrow at him. “Still trying to impress me with your quarterback skills, huh?”

      Trevor’s been around the camp for a few months now. Despite his tough exterior, he’s just a kid trying to make it through each day, like the rest of us.

      “Well, you gotta admit, I’m good.” He exudes boyish charm to hide his true pain.

      “Yeah, you’re not bad,” I concede, laughing. “Now, help me hand out these supplies, superstar.”

      In the last couple of weeks, Trevor’s opened up to me some about the horrors of his family situation. I offered to join him if he wants to go talk to someone, but he’s worried they’ll send him back to his family.

      For now, I’ll continue to be his friend in hopes we can work something out to get him back in school for his senior year.

      As we make our way around, a familiar sense of fulfillment warms my chest. We’re survivors here, in our own ways. We’re resilient, united by adversity, and strong in the face of what life throws at us.

      The sun continues its steady climb, casting longer shadows across the camp, but the light never fades here. The smiles, the laughter, and the courage to face another day ring throughout the camp. Knowing my small effort makes their day a little less stressful helps me look past the horrors masked by the people.

      After Trevor and I pass out what I brought in the backpacks, we walk back to my car to pick up the next load.

      My hands work automatically, sifting through boxes, pulling out sorted clothes into neat piles.

      This trip, I’m tempted to ask if anyone would like to swap me for different clothes, so I can take theirs to the laundromat, but I hold off on that suggestion.

      The last time I offered, people were upset because they didn’t want to lose their possession, so instead, I add to their collection.

      “Really, Ivy?” Trevor nudges me out of the way to peer into my trunk.

      The smell of warm food wafts through the air as Trevor unpacks containers full of hot meals donated by local businesses and kind-hearted locals.

      “I would have gotten to them,” I protest, “but if I handed those out first, I wouldn’t be able to provide essentials to some of the people. You know that old man Howard wouldn’t have taken the aspirin to help with his heart if I would have offered him food first.”

      I don’t always have food with me, but Deacon, the owner of the diner across from where I live, saved up the leftovers for the last couple of days for me to bring with me.

      “Well, I’m your favorite, so you could have snuck me something.” As much as Trevor likes to tease, he still respects what I try to do, so he steps away from the food and grabs a couple of handfuls of clothes.

      Historically, he’ll wait until everything else is done, so I open a bag full of warm miniature dinner rolls, about the size of a donut hole, and toss it to him. “Heads up, Trevor.”

      Without missing a beat, he catches the small roll in his mouth as he takes one more pile.

      By splitting the duty of passing out the clothes, we’re done quickly and meet back at the car.

      “How are we passing out the food?” Trevor pulls out one of the bags with the cups of soup in them.

      Snagging the bag out of his hand, I step in front of the trunk. “I’m passing out the food. You go eat.”

      “I don’t mind waiting.” He tries to reach around me, but I block him.

      “You won’t win this game.” I reach into one of the bags and toss him another roll, which he easily catches. “Go. Now.”

      “You’re so mean to me.” He takes a soup and a roll and heads toward his spot.

      I shouldn’t have favorites, but Trevor is like a little brother to me. Something inside me needs to protect him.

      A raspy voice breaks my musings. “Morning, Ivy.”

      “Good morning, Mrs. Davis,” I greet her warmly.

      Her once vibrant eyes are now dull, the wrinkles on her face mapping out the long years of hardship she’s seen, yet her spirit remains strong.

      Before I hand her a cup of warm food, I reach into my stash for a neatly folded blanket to also give her.

      She takes them with a shaky hand, a gentle smile lingering on her thin lips. “Thank you, dear. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

      My cheeks warm at the comment, happy to make a small difference. “I’m doing what I can, Mrs. Davis. You’re like family to me.”

      She chuckles. “You have a heart of gold, Ivy. Most kids your age are out chasing their dreams, and here you are, giving us ours.”

      My cheeks burn as her words sink in, the weight of them settling in the pit of my stomach. “Helping is my dream.”

      Yes, most nineteen-year-olds would be hanging out with friends, juggling part-time jobs, or studying for college. But me? I choose to be here, fighting a battle many choose to overlook, while still managing a few of those things.

      Mrs. Davis takes my hand, her grip frail yet filled with warmth. “You are a blessing, Ivy.”

      “Thanks, Mrs. Davis.” I squeeze her hand gently. “But remember, we’re in this together. We’re all part of the same community.”

      As she nods, a mutual understanding passes between us, and a sense of contentment washes over me. It’s in these moments I realize this is where I’m meant to be.

      A group of us rotate between the many camps in and around the city. I won’t be back here for another week, and my heart aches a little for the absence because these people really are part of my family.

      As I clean up, I find a ball in my back seat. I toss it over to a group of kids kicking a broken bucket around. They snatch it up quickly, push the bucket off to the side, and pick up their game with the ball.

      Next time, I’ll have to remember to bring more toys for the kids.
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        * * *

      

      Prepping for this week’s trip to the downtown camp, I stop by the dollar store to buy a few art supplies and outdoor toys for the kids, then run into the grocery store to buy some jawbreakers for Trevor.

      As I make it to the site, going through my routine of hopping from one tent to another, distributing meals, clothes, and sharing smiles, an uneasy sensation settles in the pit of my stomach that something is amiss.

      The air feels heavy, the usually lively camp now quiet.

      “Hey, have you seen Trevor today?” I ask one of the camp dwellers, a burly man with tattoos covering his arms.

      He shakes his head, his eyes avoiding mine. “Nope, haven’t seen him.”

      That’s odd. Trevor never misses a meal.

      I move to the next tent and receive the same answer. No one has seen Trevor.

      Unease gnaws at me. I rush to the makeshift football field where Trevor hangs out, but it’s empty.

      Trevor is missing.

      The sun is suddenly too harsh, the city noises too loud. The dread I’ve been pushing down all morning bubbles up.

      Trevor isn’t the only one missing, either. I haven’t seen Molly anywhere.

      As I scramble around the camp, faces that were once a weekly fixture are nowhere to be found.

      Hoping for answers, I pick out a few items for Mrs. Davis and hunt her down.

      “Hi, Mrs. Davis.” I fight to muster some cheer in my voice since she deserves that.

      “Hello, dear.” She starts to stand, but I wave her back.

      As I hand her a pulled pork sandwich and homemade chips, I ask, “Have you seen Trevor?”

      “He’s not here, and he’s not the only one missing.” Worry shadows Mrs. Davis’s eyes. “There’s been talk that people from the other camps are disappearing, too.”

      A shiver runs down my spine, and my heart pounds. The camp that was once a refuge for these people now echoes with fear.

      “What’s happening?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper, scared of the answer.

      Mrs. Davis shakes her head. “I don’t know, dear. No one does.”

      “When did it start?” My legs shake, so I sit next to Mrs. Davis, encouraging her to eat.

      After she takes a bite, she shrinks in on herself.

      Is the threat still in the camp?

      “Mrs. Davis,” I whisper, “please, tell me.”

      She takes a deep breath and hugs her sandwich to her chest. “It started a few days ago. At least here. The other camps for a couple of weeks. It’s as if a ghost passed through the camp, picking people at random.”

      The vulnerability of her situation is suddenly all too clear. They’re on the fringe, and their cries for help could be easily lost in the city’s hustle and bustle. The forgotten people of our community.

      But I won’t let that happen. A surge of determination ignites within me.

      I look at Mrs. Davis, and our eyes meet in silent agreement. We can’t let fear take over. We can’t let our people disappear into thin air.

      “I’ll find out what’s going on.” My voice remains steady, my resolve strong.

      As I stand, Mrs. Davis grabs my hand. “Be careful, dear. I can’t lose you, too.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” With a gentle squeeze, I release her hand.

      Since Trevor won’t need the jawbreakers, I hand them to Mrs. Davis. A sweet treat to horde and remind her of my promise.

      Instead of leaving right away, I walk the camp, mentally taking note of the people.

      As the sun dips behind the tall buildings, casting long, daunting shadows around the camp, I head back to my car, ready to step into a mystery that’s bigger than me.

      Proof has to exist somewhere because, without it, the authorities won’t help. The city may be oblivious to their struggle, but I won’t let my people vanish in silence.

      On my way home, I turn off the radio so I can focus on remembering the details of the people, their faces and homes. Some clue lives among them. I just have to figure out what it is.

      The keys jingle in my hand as I unlock the door to my small apartment.

      The lively noises of the city recede into the background, replaced by the deafening silence of my thoughts. My home, usually my haven of solace, now feels claustrophobic, the walls closing in on me with the weight of today’s revelations.

      Flicking on the lights, I stride to my closet and pull out my map of the city, the one I use to chart the different camps.

      Unfolding it onto my kitchen table, I mark the locations of the various camps where Mrs. Davis heard people were missing, and a pattern emerges.

      My heart sinks as grim realization hits. The disappearances aren’t random. They’re systematic, spreading like an unseen epidemic.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            LOGAN

          

        

      

    

    
      The city lights play tag across the scratched surface of the diner’s old countertop, flashy and seductive, promising all sorts of dreams.

      I sit on a squeaky stool, sipping on lukewarm coffee, not for the taste, but for the sake of having something to do. This late at night, the diner is the perfect place for me to only have my thoughts for company, and right now, that suits me just fine.

      “Hey, kid, where’s your brother? I haven’t seen him awhile.” The diner’s cook, Fred, an old geezer with more wrinkles than a roadmap, gestures with his spatula at the cityscape outside. His voice cuts through the clatter of dishes and the sizzle of the grill.

      My brother and I spent a lot of time in this diner on nights when our dad went on benders. Miles would grab my hand and pull me out the door as quietly as possible, so Dad wouldn’t know we were sneaking out.

      Because of that upbringing, I spent most of my life learning from the streets instead of a classroom, too tired most days to wake up in time for school. I barely got by with my brother’s help, but I don’t need a diploma to understand this city’s got two faces.

      The scar that cuts across my cheek, a souvenir from a scuffle I’d rather forget, proves I’ve seen both.

      Thinking about Miles sours the already acidic coffee. “I haven’t seen him in a while, either.”

      I don’t expand on that since I’m not sure how to.

      Miles took off just after I turned sixteen. He stuck around just long enough to make sure I could take care of myself. Miles was supposed to have kept in touch, which he did for several months, then the contact ended.

      A few months after that, our father got thrown into jail for driving drunk and killing someone, but Miles didn’t return, so I bounced around in foster care until I turned eighteen, when I was put out on my own.

      After I got out of the system, I tried to find my brother, and that’s when I discovered he’d been gone for a long time.

      “That boy always did have big plans.” He flips two burgers. “Maybe he’s on one of those tropical beaches he liked to talk about. A pretty girl on his arm, clean air to breathe in, and the next exotic location a day away.”

      Those of us here in our community are doomed to stay here. The kids I went to school with now bag groceries where their parents work or man the register at the overpriced gas station two blocks away. Even me, I apprentice for the mechanic who lives down the hall from me.

      Not Miles, though. He wouldn’t settle for something average or expected. He wanted more from life, adventure at its fullest. But in my heart, I know he wouldn’t leave me without saying goodbye.

      “I hope that’s where he is.” Once I confirm he’s safe, I’ll kick his ass for not keeping in touch.

      “Makes you think, don’t it?” asks the cook.

      “‘Bout what?” I grunt, not wanting an answer when a bitter part of me thinks my brother might be somewhere amazing without me.

      “Life.” He places the plates of burgers and fries on the pass-through. “How we’re all just tiny specks in the grand scheme of things.”

      Swirling the last of my coffee around in the chipped mug, I don’t respond. I got bigger things to worry about than the size of my speck in the universe. A promise to keep.

      The bell above the entrance jingles, admitting a late-night rush of patrons, a tired-looking family and a couple of rowdy guys with too much energy for this hour. The place fills with noise, laughter and chatter bouncing off the peeling walls. But in my corner, it’s quiet, save for the ghosts of my thoughts.

      From the worn folds of my wallet, I pull out a photograph, the edges tattered but the memory it holds is fresh. Miles and me, grinning like we won the lottery of life, but that was before Mom left. Before we had to worry about scraping enough money together for the rent because Dad drank away his paycheck the day he cashed it.

      Now, Miles is missing, and I’m the one left to find him.

      I slide the photo back into its spot, next to a couple of wrinkled bills and a token from the old arcade we used to haunt.

      Pulling two bills out, I place them on the counter, then I drain the last of my coffee, grimacing at the bitter dregs, before sliding off the stool.

      Leaving behind the sizzling grill and the hum of late-night chatter, I step into the chilly embrace of the city night.

      A few blocks down, tucked under the shadow of an overpass, is a homeless camp. Not much more than a cluster of tents, a few ragtag shelters, but it’s home to many.

      Steps heavy but determined, I approach the camp with a sense of dread pooling in my gut. I’ve been here before, asked these questions before, and the lack of answers echoes loudly in the silence between my visits.

      I seek out Frank, an old-timer with a permanent stoop and a thousand-yard stare. His house is a fortress of shopping carts draped in a tarp, the best shelter in the place.

      I push the photograph under Frank’s nose. “Seen him?”

      He peers at it from behind a pair of dirty glasses, takes a long moment, then shakes his head. “Sorry, son.”

      Another thread of hope snaps. If anyone would notice Miles, it would be Frank.

      The night passes as I move to the next shelter and the next, repeating the process, hearing the same answer.

      Disappointment punches me in the gut. I keep my voice steady, my face impassive, but inside, I’m screaming. Miles is more than a brother; he’s my lifeline, my compass when life’s storms hit.

      About three-quarters through the camp, two guys about my age step in front of me.

      The one in a tattered red baseball cap plucks the picture out of my fingers. “What’s it worth to ya if I know where this guy is?”

      Balling my hands into fists, I fight the urge to snatch back the picture.

      This guy isn’t looking to help, but I don’t want to start a fight in the middle of the camp, a place I don’t belong.

      “It’s worth my happiness to know he’s safe,” I say evenly, then grab the pic when the ballcap guy looks at his buddy.

      “Hey! We were looking at that.” The second guy has a chipped front tooth and two missing bottom teeth. He leans into me, his face inches from mine and his breath smelling like week-old trash. “I can make sure he’s safe around here. It won’t cost you much.”

      The two men cackle before the ballcap guy pushes me. “You don’t think this place is good enough?”

      I’m not the biggest guy out on the streets, but I can hold my own. Having worked for Rich at the shop has built up my muscle. Boxes of car parts aren’t light.

      I don’t want to fight these guys, though. I want to find my brother. “It has nothing to do with if this place is good enough or not. I don’t know where he is, so I just want to know he’s alive and well.”

      Not being the brightest kid in school didn’t stop me from learning how to deal with people. If I can refocus the conversation, maybe these two will move on.

      “You shouldn’t come back here with an attitude like that.” The toothless guy spits at me.

      After months of looking for my brother, this is the first time I’ve come across anyone so hateful. The only thing I can guess is they’re bored and picking a fight will add some excitement to their evening.

      “You’re right. I’m done asking around. Thanks for taking the time to talk to me.” I turn to walk away, only to have one of them push me in the back, causing me to stumble forward a few steps.

      I barely catch myself before face-planting into the dirt.

      Clenching my fists, I fight the urge to spin around and clock the guy. I can’t afford to get in a brawl, not if I want to keep searching the camp. But the mocking laughter grating behind me makes my blood boil.

      “Walk away, little man,” one of them jeers. “Don’t want to get hurt out here.”

      I keep walking, quickening my pace. But I don’t get far before a hand clamps down on my shoulder, wrenching me around.

      The guy with the chipped tooth grins at me. “Thought you could just walk away, huh? We ain’t done with you.”

      His buddy shoves me from behind, and I slam into Chipped Tooth, who grabs a fistful of my shirt.

      “Let me go,” I growl through gritted teeth.

      “Or what?” he sneers. “Gonna go crying to your mommy?”

      They both laugh as Chipped Tooth pushes me again. I stumble but stay on my feet this time. My fists tremble with the effort of staying clenched at my sides.

      “Come on, man. I don’t want any trouble,” I try reasoning with them one more time. “I’m just looking for my brother.”

      “Should’ve thought of that before you came in here with your attitude,” says Ballcap.

      He lunges forward and knocks the photograph from my hand. It flutters to the ground, and he moves to step on it.

      Something in me snaps. With a guttural cry, I surge toward him, no longer able to restrain myself.

      He sees me coming and throws a wild punch.

      I duck under it and drive my fist into his stomach.

      As he doubles over wheezing, Chipped Tooth grabs me from behind.

      I stomp on his foot, then slam my head back into his nose.

      He curses as blood spurts out.

      Ballcap comes at me again, but pure rage fuels me now. I sidestep his charge and send an elbow into his back, knocking him down.

      “I warned you to let me go,” I growl down at him. “Don’t mess with me again.”

      Leaving them groaning on the ground, I scoop up my photo and stalk away.

      So much for not causing trouble. But at least they now know not to cross me. With the picture crumpled in my fist, I stalk toward the edge of camp.

      Another night wasted.

      I’m about to leave when a voice calls out, “Wait.”

      A woman with windblown auburn hair and a gaze too sharp for her years walks over to where I stopped. “I might have seen him.”

      For the first time in several weeks, hope claws its way into my soul as she looks at the worn picture I hand to her. Someone acknowledging my loss is the first lead I’ve had, even if it amounts to nothing. And in this endless nightmare, it’s the glimmer of hope I cling to.

      Word around the camps I’ve visited is that there’s a girl, a good soul, who comes by with food and clothes, or sometimes just to offer a bit of company to the lonely. They say she’s got a heart of gold. The woman holding my picture fits that description.

      Maybe she’s seen Miles. It’s a long shot, but I’m running out of bullets.

      Her eyes flit to the photo and widen slightly. Recognition? Hope flares, wild and untamed, as I wait for her response.

      Her gaze lifts from the photo to meet mine, and for a moment, we share an understanding, a silent recognition of a shared purpose.

      “I’m Logan.” I stick out my hand.

      She looks at it for a moment before gripping it firmly, her handshake as solid as her resolve and her gaze not leaving mine. “Ivy.”

      “I’m… I’m looking for my brother, Miles,” I stammer, holding out the photograph. “He’s gone missing, and I don’t have a clue where to start.”

      Her face pales, her smile faltering as she takes in the picture held in my hand. “Miles…he’s one of the missing,” she says, her voice barely a whisper.

      She looks at me with a mix of pity and determination. “I’ve been trying to find out what happened to them, but…it’s like they just vanished.”

      “Them?” My hope smashes into a million pieces with that one word.

      My search was only for my brother, so I didn’t pay attention to the others in these camps. From what I’ve heard of Ivy, she comes around weekly to interact and help the people here. She would recognize changes almost as quickly as some of the camp inhabitants.

      Silence hangs between us as the gravity of the situation sinks in, the reality of the mystery that’s swallowed up my brother.

      Her head drops, her long hair falling into her eyes.

      To stop myself from reaching out to her, to comfort her, I tuck the picture back into my wallet, but the motion doesn’t quash the desire to soothe her pain.

      With a small shake of her head, she glances up, unshed tears clouding her rich, brown eyes. “For weeks, I’ve been looking for missing people, but each week, the list grows. They’ve vanished.”

      She blinks, and the tears flow down her cheeks.

      I brush them away as pain chokes me. “Someone, somewhere, has to have seen something. People don’t just disappear.”

      “That’s what I thought, too.” She places her hand on my shoulder. “At first, people assumed the missing moved on to other camps. Many hoped better things happened to them like the people going back home, but over time, as more disappeared, we knew there was a problem.”

      She sniffles and removes her hand from my shoulder to wipe her face. “A few of the camps reorganized to better protect themselves, but still, people went missing. They posted lookouts, and a couple of lookouts went missing. No one saw anything.”

      “That’s not possible.” People don’t vanish into thin air.

      “I agree, but the police don’t. Once a runaway, always a runaway.” The irritation in her voice grows with each word, and I know I have an ally in Ivy. “They won’t put the manpower into tracking down a ghost when there’s no proof of wrongdoing.”

      “We…” I begin, clearing my throat. “We could work together. Two heads are better than one, right?”

      She studies me for a moment, her gaze searching.

      Then, she gives a small nod, her eyes shining with a shared determination. “All right. Let’s find them.”

      The night presses in around us, the city lights distant and uncaring. But as we stand there, united in our mission, I’m no longer alone. Now that I’m with someone who understands my situation, my despair turns to a spark, rekindling some of my hope.

      We have a purpose. And come hell or high water, we’re going to see it through.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            IVY

          

        

      

    

    
      Dawn brightens the sky, the streetlights dimming, as I hurry across the pothole-riddled street toward the hole-in-the-wall café where I agreed to meet Logan the night before.

      I open the door, and the smells of freshly brewed coffee and greasy bacon drift out. The café hums with the rhythmic cadence of hushed conversations and clinking dishware.

      Logan already waits at a table, a mug cradled between his hands, and his blue eyes meet mine as I step inside.

      “Morning, Ivy,” he greets, his voice rough around the edges, as if sleep eluded him, not just last night but for many nights before.

      “Logan.” I slide into the chair across from him, my mind just as sleep deprived.

      The events of last night kept me awake, as did questioning how much I should trust Logan.

      The waitress, a kind-faced woman with silver streaks running through her bobbed hair, brings me a cup of coffee.

      Lifting the cup to my face, I breathe in the nutty scent as I gather my thoughts.

      Chewing on my lip, I decide to focus on getting to know Logan instead of on the situation. “How are you doing this morning?”

      His lips quirk up a bit, and his blue eyes shine briefly. “I’m better today.” He opens his mouth to say something else but stops, takes a deep breath, and starts again. “How are you?”

      Multiple times a week, I interact with people I’ve never met, but sitting across from Logan is different. While I’m helping him find his brother, he’s also helping me find my friends.

      An awkward silence hangs between us before I answer. “I’m good, thanks.”

      “Right. Good.” Logan takes a sip of his coffee, leaving me stuck trying to figure out what to say next.

      Pushing through my discomfort, I jump straight into why we’re here. “I’ve been working with the homeless community for a couple of years now. At first, I only went to one camp downtown, a few blocks from here.”

      I glance up to look into Logan’s pained eyes, the strain of his loss etching lines in what should be a youthful face.

      Needing to ease his anguish, I reach across the table and grip his hand. “Over time, I’ve joined a group of people who try to help as well, so I rotate through the camps I go to. One of those new camps is where we met last night.”

      He squeezes my hand before slipping his out of mine and putting it under the table. “I’ve heard people talk about you. You’re well-liked, unlike me.”

      His bitter laugh catches me off guard because of its harshness. “I have to work during the day, so I normally go at night.”

      “That was only my second time with the homeless so late.” Shivers run down my spine.

      The camps are different at night, darker not in the amount of light but in the elements and people who dwell there.

      “Probably better not to go at night.” Logan looks down at the hand around his mug, where the knuckles are red from his recent fight. “It can be rough there.”

      “I saw.” I was heading out of the camp last night when Chad pushed Logan.

      I considered intervening when Logan handled the situation before anyone was hurt badly.

      Logan takes another sip of his coffee before tucking both hands back under the table. “Why did you change your routine?”

      “People started disappearing a few months ago. First, it was a couple at a time, then more…” I trail off, the words heavy on my tongue.

      How could I have been so blind that my regulars were missing? It wasn’t until Trevor vanished that what was happening sank in.

      Logan’s eyes stare at me, hard and unblinking. “I’m not exactly sure when my brother went missing,” he says, his voice barely a whisper. “He left home to move in with his girlfriend, Casey, but he stayed in contact for a while.”

      He takes a shaky breath. “When he stopped texting, I thought he was just busy with her. After a while, I went to his girlfriend’s place, but she told me Miles broke up with her six months ago.”

      Frustrated, Logan pounds his fist into his leg. “Casey told me Miles needed some time alone, that he quit his job. With no money, he wouldn’t have been able to afford a place of his own. I can barely afford my place with a full-time job.”

      Logan blinks and looks away as he gains control of his emotions. “I visited the shelter not far from our place, the one you found me at last night. Frank saw Miles a few times, so I kept going back. Eventually, no one had seen him, but I didn’t know where he would have gone.”

      Logan shoves his coffee mug away abruptly, the remaining liquid sloshing over the rim and spilling across the table.

      “Dammit!” he snarls, shaking droplets of coffee from his hand.

      A heavy silence settles between us.

      Logan’s jaw clenches as he glares at the spreading puddle, anger and frustration rolling off him in waves.

      His pain mirrors what eats at my insides every day I don’t find answers, the helplessness, the simmering rage over losing people I care for. I know that darkness intimately.

      Last night, when Logan asked to work together, I said yes, but the decision weighed heavily on me.

      What if this is how people are lured away?

      Maybe they—whoever they are—pick up on what people want and give it to them.

      In this case, I want to find the missing.

      I was skeptical of Logan’s intentions, but after hearing his story, I can tell he’s genuine. While I’ll still need to look out for myself because he’s in this for his brother and not my safety, we won’t be doing things together that I wasn’t already doing alone.

      Logan meets my gaze then, and in his stormy eyes, I see the toll this is taking on him. That same toll nearly suffocates me every time I go to the camps and find more people missing, with no clue what happened to them.

      After a few moments of silence, Logan speaks up, his voice low and gruff. “I gotta find him, Ivy. I don’t care what it takes. Miles is all I got left.”

      I reach across the table and lay my hand on his, offering comfort and strength. “We will find him, Logan. Him and all the others. I promise you.”

      His heartache tears a small hole in my heart next to the one already there. When I first started volunteering, the man who ran the group of volunteers warned us not to get attached, but I could never work with dispassion, so I broke off on my own before I joined up with a few others.

      My level of connection to the homeless is nowhere near what Logan’s is for his brother, but I’ve still grown close to them.

      “If we pool our resources, our knowledge,” I continue, “we might actually get somewhere.”

      Logan looks up, his gaze meeting mine. For a moment, he says nothing, just studies me.

      Then, he gives a curt nod, determination sparking in his eyes. “Let’s do it, Ivy. Let’s find them.”

      Our words fill the space between us, a pact sealed over cups of coffee as the morning sunbathes us in its warm light. We may come from different paths, but we share a mission now. Together, we’ll uncover the truth, one lead at a time.

      And maybe, hopefully, we’ll bring them home.

      I pull out the worn map I’ve been obsessively marking over the past months. It’s become a tattered mess of ink and fear, each dot representing a missing soul, each line a futile attempt to make sense of it all.

      On the small table, I unfold it, the edges curling from the countless times I’ve traced the lines. It’s clear the disappearances aren’t random, that there’s a chilling, systematic pattern.

      Logan’s gaze is riveted to the map, his fingers brushing the drawn lines, and his brow furrowing as he takes it all in.

      When he looks up at me, his eyes reflect the same disquiet rooted in my heart.

      “You’ve been at this for a while.” His tone carries a hint of admiration.

      I shrug, a feeble attempt at nonchalance. “I just can’t sit by, you know? These people… they’re not just missing. I think… I think something’s happening to them.”

      I swallow hard, not wanting to voice the fear gnawing at me. But Logan deserves the truth. We’re in this together now.

      “I think there’s something sinister at play. And I’m scared it’s bigger than we can handle,” I confess, my heart pounding.

      At first, I thought it might be some sort of slave trade, then I considered drug running, since we’re so close to the border. The guesses don’t help me, though. We need solid evidence.

      Logan says nothing for a while, only stares at the map. But when he finally looks at me, his eyes are haunted by a kind of vulnerability I haven’t seen before, even in the homeless.

      His nod is unmistakable, but his response is spoken so softly that it’s difficult to discern. “I’m scared, too.”

      “Your brother…” I begin, not sure how to continue.

      Steely determination hardens his eyes, the resolve in his gaze a match for my own.

      “I’ve been searching for months,” he confesses, his voice rough with desperation. “Following every lead, pursuing every rumor. But it’s like chasing shadows. I feel lost. I don’t want to admit it, but the level of detail you’ve put together is daunting. How can the two of us do anything? We’re just kids.”

      His words hang heavy in the air between us, the weight of his pain tangible. My heart clenches, the enormity of his struggle hitting me full force. I’ve shown the police my map, but they won’t step in. Logan and I are the only ones who care enough to figure this out.

      “We’ll find your brother, Logan. We’ll find all of them,” I assure him, unsure who I’m trying to convince more, him or me.

      “Yes, I’ll help you, too, Ivy,” he says, his voice firm. “I’ll help you protect the homeless. They were my brother’s people, so they are my people.”

      From my bag, I pull out a notebook, its pages filled with notes and observations about the missing people. I’ve been meticulously documenting every detail; every whisper of information could potentially help us find them.

      Logan takes the notebook from me and opens it.

      As he reads my notes, his brow furrows as he ponders the situation, his eyes darting back and forth as if searching for a solution, trying to piece together the puzzle.

      Slowly, his face hardens, and his jaw clenches as he begins to understand the magnitude of what we’re dealing with.

      “We need a plan,” he states, his voice steady and determined. “We can’t go in blind. We need to understand what we’re up against.”

      I nod, relieved he’s taking this as seriously as I am. “You’re right. We need to gather more information and find out who’s responsible for this. And then, build enough evidence to take to the police.”

      “They didn’t believe you before.” Logan leans back in his seat, arms crossed. “What makes you think they’ll believe you with more evidence?”

      “We have to find enough evidence to make them act.” I gesture out the window. “With where we’re located, we’re a prime target for drug mules or sex trafficking. Who better to take than those who no one is missing?”

      I point to the notebook in his hands. “If we can prove this type of operation exists, the police will have to believe us. But we need something concrete. Pictures. Videos. An insider’s confession. Or even better, one of the missing.”

      Logan drops his head back against the wall behind him. “I need to think about all this more. I don’t know how to plan for something this big.”

      When I glance out the window, I notice the sun is now fully risen, painting the graffiti-covered walls in sharp relief.

      “I have to go to work, but let’s meet again.” My stomach twists as I consider inviting Logan to my place.

      I have a better setup to go over what I’ve discovered so far, but he’s still a stranger, just one with the same mission.

      Looking down at his phone, Logan’s eyes widen, and he stands. “Shit. I’m late for work, too. What’s your number? We can text about where to meet next.”

      Logan swipes across his phone, then glances at me expectantly.

      After I give him my number, I receive a waving emoji text from him as he rushes out the door.

      Knowing what I do about Logan—as little as that may be—he won’t wait for me to be ready to start, but I have a few obligations I need to tend to over the next couple of days.

      Should I invite Logan to join me as I pass out food and essential items tomorrow at Trevor’s camp?

      Going back there makes my heart ache when I think about him being one of the missing, but others at the camp need my help, too.

      My responsibility to them should be my focus. I’ve spent the last several trips worrying about the missing and not paying attention to those left behind. I owe it to them to give them my full attention, which also gives me time to think of what our next steps could be.

      Saving Logan’s contact information in my phone, I then text him back that I’ll need two days. I also give him my address, so he can come to my apartment.

      When my parents got me the apartment, they wanted me to be free to follow my dreams uninterrupted, so I have the place to myself, leaving us alone to brainstorm without the noise and distractions at the café.

      As I step back out into the city, a strange mix of dread and hope nearly overwhelms me. My mind races with possibilities of what we can do next.

      While I’ve been hunting for the missing, I’ve held back, a piece of me scared that, if I get too close, I’ll become the next victim.

      But being with Logan adds a shield for both of us.
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      The blue glow of Ivy’s laptop bathes her apartment, casting long shadows on the scattered papers, maps, and empty coffee cups.

      We hunch over her small kitchen table, our shoulders brushing as we scour local news reports, online forums, and any source that might reveal more about the disappearances.

      It’s a painstaking process, as arduous as it is heart-wrenching. With every click, every page we scroll, I’m reminded of the reason we’re doing this—Miles. The guy who taught me how to throw a baseball, who would take the blame whenever I messed up, who didn’t deserve to disappear into thin air.

      “He’s out there, somewhere,” I murmur, more to myself than to Ivy.

      She glances at me, her eyes reflecting the blue light from the screen.

      “We’ll find him, Logan,” she assures me, her voice steady but soft.

      The last two days were harder on me than I expected. After meeting Ivy, I wanted to jump in headfirst, forgetting everything else, but if I lose my job and the apartment, what would Miles have to come home to?

      Work at the shop was hard, but Rich has been understanding. He’s the only one who’s given me any support about finding Miles. My friends stopped trying to contact me months ago, when my obsession with finding my brother kept me from being social, even when I wasn’t out looking for Miles.

      I’ve not told our dad Miles is missing. He has no right to details about either of our lives, and he can continue to rot in jail for all I care. He would just try to use Miles as an excuse for early parole.

      Ignoring Dad is better for me, with or without Miles missing. He has no place in our lives anymore.

      I turn back to the screen and nod, my throat too tight to speak.

      As I glance over at my companion, the same quiet determination reflects in her eyes. We share a conviction that drives us forward, pushing us through the endless stream of data and the growing sense of dread in our stomachs.

      Our research takes us into the wee hours of the morning.

      The once bustling city outside Ivy’s apartment has fallen silent, the only sounds coming from the occasional hum of the refrigerator and our steady breathing.

      Instead of focusing on our city, Ivy suggested we branch out into other cities to discover if a connection can be made. If this is drug or sex trafficking, those networks spread all over the city, state, and country.

      Ivy finally breaks the silence, her voice tinged with weariness. “Logan, look at this.”

      I shift my gaze from the screen in front of me to hers, where she has a forum thread pulled up filled with desperate pleas from people searching for their missing loved ones. But it’s the last post that catches my eye—a grainy picture of a man I’d recognize anywhere.

      “Miles,” I breathe, a rush of hope flooding through me.

      The guy in the picture is undoubtedly my brother. But it’s the background of the image that suddenly sends a jolt through me—a distinctive graffiti tag on a dilapidated building, something I’ve seen before.

      “Wait a second…” I dig through the heap of papers strewn across the table until I find what I’m searching for—a snapshot I took weeks ago, featuring the same graffiti, an upside-down red drop that’s open at the top, the color fading from bright red to black at the bottom.

      “I’ve seen this tag before, at one of the camps.” My heart pounds hard. “This…this could be a lead.”

      As I look up at Ivy, her expression mirrors the hope blooming in my chest. This could be it, the break we’ve been searching for. With this new lead, the formidable path we’ve set out on suddenly seems less impossible.

      Rolling her shoulders, Ivy stands up to stretch before hunching back over her computer.

      She switches from researching forums to researching the tag, pouring herself into it as I quietly observe.

      When she steps away for a break, I take her seat, moving back to scrolling through yet another forum thread, when something unusual catches my eye.

      It’s an old post, buried beneath countless others, but the title sends a chill down my spine. Local Gang Legend: Fact or Fiction? A picture of the tag sits behind the post.

      “Hey, Ivy.” I draw her attention back to the laptop. “Have you heard about this gang here in the city? They call themselves Vipers.”

      Ivy raises an eyebrow and leans in to read over my shoulder. “I’ve heard of the Vipers. When my group started putting together care packages to take to the homeless, we were warned to stay away from them when possible. One of the others in my group had his car broken into, and someone else took the homeless delivery that day. We’re pretty sure it was them. Is that their tag?”

      “It looks like it. This blog breaks the tag down into pieces with the broken curve at the top representing fangs, then it fades from red to black, meaning death, with the V at the bottom representing the Vipers.”

      As I read through the description, Ivy’s hand flies to her mouth.

      I place my hand on her arm. “That’s just someone’s guess as to what it means. What good does it do to take someone, then kill them?”

      Despite my words of reassurance, my stomach churns. The world is full of sick people who would like nothing more than to taunt and toy with people they use for prey.

      Ivy falls back on the couch, tears streaming down her face. “We have to find them.”

      The drive to comfort her more locks me up. How can I be a support for her when I can’t be there for myself most days?

      She deserves better.

      I swallow hard and return my gaze to the screen, reading out loud, “The territory where the Vipers are said to lurk is a known hotspot for missing people with speculators believing that the Vipers prey on the forgotten… the ones no one would notice are missing.”

      Ivy’s soft cries stop as the weight of my words sinks in, and her expression darkens, her eyes flicking to the map of disappearances pinned to her wall.

      She bites her bottom lip nervously, her eyes darting back and forth, betraying her unspoken thoughts. The pattern fits. It’s a crazy idea, downright absurd.

      But there’s an eerie correlation we can’t ignore.

      “It’s got to be them…” Ivy’s voice trails off, her eyes wide and disbelieving.

      “No, I’m not saying it’s them for sure,” I quickly clarify, my pulse thrumming with a strange mix of fear and adrenaline. “But maybe there’s someone… or something… using their activity as a cover.”

      “I’m not sure that’s any better.” Ivy stands and heads over to the map, running her hands across the empty spaces.

      As she turns my way, a shudder runs through me as the same realization dawning on her features rises within me. This can’t only be about my brother and a few missing homeless, anymore. It’s bigger than either of us could have imagined.

      We sit in silence, the hum of the laptop and the distant echo of city life the only sounds keeping us company.

      How can so much be documented on this gang without any response from the authorities? Could they be in on it? A way to help control the streets without getting their hands dirty?

      It’s a chilling possibility, one that makes the hair at the back of my neck stand on end. Yet, despite the fear coursing through my body, a sense of resolve hardens within me.

      “We need to dig deeper,” Ivy finally murmurs, breaking the silence. “Something’s happening in this city. And we’re going to uncover it.”

      Her words echo my thoughts exactly. If a larger organization is in the mix, the level of danger for what we’re doing increases. But I nod in agreement, neither of us willing to back down now.

      Shutting the laptop, I move to the couch, placing my elbows on my knees and propping my head up in my hands.

      A few minutes later, Ivy leaves the map to sit next to me and rubs small circles on my back.
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        * * *

      

      I wake with my head resting on Ivy’s leg as she leans into the corner of the couch. Bright light pours through the windows, illuminating the dark laptop and the scattered papers that cover the table.

      Without meaning to, we fell asleep. Exhaustion was bound to catch up to us at some point.

      I try to climb off the couch without disturbing her, but when I move, she wakes, her eyes flying open.

      She blinks a few times, then asks, “What time is it?”

      Sliding my phone out of my pocket, I tap it to show the time. “Wow. It’s four in the afternoon.”

      “I can’t believe we slept so long.” She runs her hands through her auburn hair, her fingers getting stuck in the tangles they find.

      “I can.” Standing, I offer a hand to her. She grasps it, and I pull her to her feet. “When was the last time you slept all night?”

      “I don’t remember.” Her cheeks pinken, giving her more color than she’s had since I met her. The color brings out the green in her eyes. “I’ve had recurring nightmares where I’m being taken next, and they keep me awake most nights. Having you here helped me feel safe for the first time.”

      Puffing my chest out, I release her hand and walk into her small kitchenette. I’ve never been anyone’s protector. The role should terrify me, but it doesn’t. Instead, the idea of making sure Ivy is safe settles into my bones and becomes part of me.

      We eat a quick meal and decide to go out tonight to stake out the camp.

      I head home, take a quick shower, and go right back to Ivy’s, not comfortable leaving her alone now that we know about the danger in the city.

      Since the camp we want to use isn’t close to either of our places, Ivy drives us there in her beat-up, blue Honda. When this is all over, I’ll take it down to the shop and check everything out for her.

      Because we don’t want the camp dwellers to think she’s making a social visit, she parks about a block away, and we walk the rest of the way toward our destination.

      Anticipation thickens the night air as we creep through the shadows toward one of the largest homeless camps in the city.

      Under the cover of darkness, it’s a whole different world, the tents forming dim silhouettes against the night, the usually bustling camp reduced to hushed whispers and the faint glow of scattered fires.

      We crouch behind an old, graffiti-tagged building, our eyes trained on the camp.

      It’s a haunting sight, the desolation somehow more palpable under the cloak of darkness. The wind rustles through the nearby trees, their ghostly whispers echoing our quiet breathing.

      We’re both on high alert, every little sound magnified in the stillness of the night. The steady thump of my heartbeat is a deafening drum in my ears, adrenaline coursing through my veins. Beside me, determination hardens Ivy’s profile, her emerald eyes glinting in the scant light cast by the distant streetlights.

      The minutes drag on, turning into hours, but we remain rooted to the spot. The extra sleep last night gives me a clear head and an alertness I wouldn’t have had otherwise.

      With each rustle or flicker of shadow, my anxiety spikes, and I silently take hold of Ivy’s hand, finding comfort in the connection. The contact grounds me, reminding me I’m not only here for myself. Our vigilance doesn’t wane, despite the lack of activity.

      “Logan,” Ivy whispers, her voice barely audible.

      Her hand squeezes mine, making me jump like a jolt of electricity went through me. Without speaking again, she points with her other hand.

      Following the line of her finger, my gaze lands on a figure emerging from the darkness at the edge of the camp. He’s nothing more than a shadow, a barely discernible form that twists a knot of unease in my gut.

      Frozen with fear and uncertainty, we sit and watch on the precipice of understanding.

      The figure dissolves into the shadows, and a sense of foreboding settles over me, like a weight on my chest. I can’t deny something significant is about to happen, and we’re in the thick of it. Time seems to stand still as the shadowy figure approaches one of the camp dwellers.

      My heart slams against my ribcage as the man, oblivious to his surroundings, rises from his spot by the dying fire to meet the approaching figure. They exchange a few indiscernible words before stepping into the cloak of darkness together.

      Then, they’re gone.

      Rubbing my eyes, I blink, expecting them to reappear from the shadows, but they don’t. One moment they were there, and the next… vanished without a trace. The wind howls through the empty camp, the eerie sound echoing the dread churning in my gut.

      We sit in stunned silence, the gravity of the situation sinking in. Ivy’s hand clutches mine tighter, her grip trembling. I wish I could offer her some reassurance, but words fail me. Our worst fears aren’t just suspicions anymore. They’re now a horrifying reality.

      Rising to our feet, we move away from the camp as silently as we approached it.

      The journey back to Ivy’s apartment is a blur of flickering streetlights and empty streets. The city sleeps, oblivious to the dark underbelly we’ve glimpsed. A world where people disappear into the shadows, where urban legends might be real.

      When we near Ivy’s apartment, she glances at me, her face pale under the cold streetlight. “I… Who was that? Where did they go? Why did he go without a fight? What is happening?”

      The questions we’ve both been holding in tumbles from her as tears run down her face.

      With the pad of my thumb, I brush away her tears. “I don’t know. I wish I did.”

      “Were we wrong? That man went willingly.” She parallel parks her car and sits for a minute before turning back to me. “I don’t understand.”

      “We weren’t wrong, but we have to do more research.” Determination floods through me. “My brother wouldn’t have just walked away.”

      We climb out of her car and start toward her apartment before Ivy turns to me again. “This isn’t over. Trevor and the others wouldn’t walk away, either.”

      What happened tonight was an anomaly, but we’re on the right track.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          
            IVY

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning after our chilling stakeout, Logan and I make a new pact over lukewarm coffee.

      The next time we discover someone being taken, we’ll intervene. We understand the risks involved, the potential danger we’re stepping into, but we can’t stand by again.

      My heart beats a little faster as I relive watching the homeless man walk away with the shadow. “Should we do anything to prepare?”

      Logan stops pacing to face me. “What did you have in mind?”

      I knew he would ask me that, but this isn’t my area of expertise. Not that it’s his, either. How did a mechanic’s apprentice and a social work student become involved in this?

      Shaking my head to focus back on the question, my mind whirls with possibilities I’ve seen in TV shows and movies. “Surveillance equipment?”

      Stupid answer. Where are we going to find the money for that?

      “Maybe we can set up one of our phones to record what we’re doing?” Logan taps his lips as he thinks. “I hate the idea of one of us being without our phone, though. What if we get separated? That’s too dangerous.”

      Of course. I didn’t even think of that. I need to focus on all aspects of this mission and not only the flashy pieces from a show. “What do we do if we get separated?”

      “We set up a rendezvous point. If we aren’t both there by a certain time, we go to the police.” Worry fills his gaze. “They have to listen to us if one of us goes missing, right?”

      My stomach knots, but I swallow hard and fight to focus. “Let’s not get separated.”

      Walking over to me, Logan grasps my hands, his blue eyes hardening with determination. “I’m not going to sacrifice you or myself to save my brother or the others. That doesn’t improve our situation. We’ll stick together to the very end. The rendezvous point is a safety measure.”

      Logan pulls me against his chest, which smells like a mixture of sandalwood and motor oil. He’s been pulling long days between our planning, his work, and our stakeouts.

      Wrapping my arms around his waist, I lean into him. “I know and agree. I want to be ready for tonight.”

      After about a minute, Logan leads me over to the couch. We only talk for a few more minutes before we drift off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Once we wake up and eat something, we return to the camp that night.

      The cold air lashes against my face, my senses on high alert. Our plan is shaky at best, driven by desperate courage and a shared resolution to stop these kidnappings.

      Huddled together in the same spot we used last night, it’s past midnight when we spot him, a figure wrapped in shadows, his silhouette creeping toward the camp, just as we witnessed the previous night.

      My heart clenches as he approaches a man huddled by a makeshift fire. The danger looms before me, a menacing presence that makes my heart skip a beat. Though I’m momentarily paralyzed with fear, there’s no turning back now.

      Logan and I exchange a look. This might be our only chance to find answers.

      I break from our cover, rushing toward the figure, with Logan right behind me.

      We’re not seasoned fighters, so our approach is clumsy and loud, our desperation clear. But the element of surprise works in our favor, for a moment at least.

      Colliding with the figure, our combined force knocks him off balance. The camp stirs at the commotion, shouts echoing in the chilly night air. We struggle with the person, our attempts to subdue him proving more difficult than we expected.

      Twisting, he breaks my grip with incredible strength, far stronger than a normal person should be.

      With a swift movement, he throws me off, and my body slams into the hard asphalt. The impact knocks the wind out of me, my vision blurring for a moment.

      Logan groans as he grapples with the figure, his grunts and the man’s snarls filling the air.

      Then, a sharp yelp rings out, and the sounds of struggle abruptly stop.

      Blinking away the stars in my eyes, I push myself up to find Logan crumpled on the ground, the figure standing over him, and fear grips me.

      Before I can move, the world tilts, and a heavy blow sends me sprawling back onto the ground.

      My last coherent thought is the realization we’re outmatched, our intervention failed. Darkness creeps in at the edges of my vision, the figure’s menacing silhouette the last thing I see before everything goes black.

      Then, there’s nothing but the terrifying unknown.
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        * * *

      

      The moment I emerge from the cocoon of unconsciousness, biting cold instantly invades my body, creeping beneath my skin like icy tendrils and numbing my senses.

      The relentless assault makes my every nerve scream in unvoiced torment. My muscles contract involuntarily to ward off the chill, turning my body into a rigid mass.

      A trepidation-induced shudder shimmies down my spine as my eyelids flutter open with hesitant curiosity. My gaze flickers upward, my pupils dilating as they attempt to adjust to the dim light.

      Above me looms a stone ceiling, its mere presence like an oppressive weight on my chest. The surface appears rough, littered with erratic undulations and craggy outcroppings. Faint light from the door catches on the high points, casting pools of inky shadows in the recesses.

      The sight of it steals my breath away, and a prickling sensation of fear nips at my already chilled heart, encasing it in a layer of ice.

      The world around me takes on an otherworldly quality, a surreal landscape that feels both daunting and unfamiliar. And as the realization hits me, I’m overwhelmed by a sense of disorientation.

      We’re not at the camp anymore.

      With an exertion that sends fresh waves of aches rippling through me, I manage to prop myself up. My skull throbs, each beat of my heart resonating like a harsh drumbeat within my head.

      Slowly turning my gaze away from the daunting ceiling, I attempt to take in the rest of my surroundings.

      The small chamber around me is a block of seamless gray stone, even the ceiling, with an iron door. While the walls appear smooth at first, worn down over time, as my eyes adjust to the dim light, I notice gouges on the surface, deep-set marks that hint at tales of past struggles.

      Silence wraps itself around the chamber, pressing down on me with a suffocating weight, heightening my fear. The stillness is only broken by the occasional drip-drip of water, the sound amplified by the hard stone of the chamber.

      “Logan?” I croak out, my voice sounding frail in the echoing space.

      Turning around, I find him slumped on his side against the wall a few feet away.

      Relief floods through me when his chest rises and falls. He’s unconscious, but still alive.

      Painstakingly slowly, I crawl over to him, my body protesting every movement. I shake him gently, whispering his name. “Logan?”

      After a few long, tense moments, his eyelids flutter open, his blue eyes clouded with confusion.

      “Ivy?” he rasps, attempting to sit up.

      I help him, leaning him back against the cold stone wall. “We’re not at the camp anymore.” I try to keep my voice steady.

      Alert now, Logan’s eyes, sharp and searching, dart around the room in a rapid scan. His gaze devours every inch of our surroundings with a raw, unflinching intensity.

      As he scrutinizes the room, I watch him closely, his silent strength somehow providing a sliver of comfort amidst our grim reality. His jaw is set firm, but his hands tremble slightly, a subtle revelation of the unease brewing beneath his stoic exterior. His eyes flash with a flicker of dread, a spark of defiance, then a flame of determination.

      “We’re in their world now,” he murmurs, his voice a hoarse whisper.

      The grim truth of his words settles around us. We’re in the heart of the kidnapper’s world, a reality we never thought we’d encounter.

      Logan and I fall silent as the weight of our situation bears down on us. We’re trapped, our futures terrifyingly uncertain. Our plans to save the missing backfired, and now, we’re part of the lost.

      My eyes burn as tears threaten to fall, and I blink them back, trying to stay strong.

      The mere thought of never laying eyes on my family again sends a sharp, stabbing sensation through my core, as if someone plunged a knife into my heart. “I never told my parents what I was doing. They think I’m working and volunteering so much I can’t reach out to them. They expect me to be busier when school starts again in a few weeks.”

      Logan senses my anguish. He reaches out and gives my hand a gentle squeeze. “Hey, we’re going to figure a way out of this,” he says, his voice soft but steady. “I promise you, Ivy, I’m not giving up. And neither should you.”

      Standing unsteadily, Logan helps me to my feet.

      The aches burn through my calves, but I resist the urge to sit back down.

      “We need to search the room. Look for anything that might help us escape.” Logan releases my hand and turns to the wall behind him. “Let’s search everywhere. We don’t have anything else to do.”

      Pointing toward the cell door, I tell him, “I’ll start at the door. Maybe they left it open.”

      A dry laugh escapes me. An open door would be nice.

      Reaching for the metal bars that make up the door, I shake it gently, afraid to make too much noise and alert our captors that we’re awake.

      Unfortunately, the door doesn’t budge.

      I peer through the bars, but all I see is more gray stone going in either direction.

      Desperate, I slide my fingertips along the edges of the doorframe in hopes something will give, but it’s as strong as the door.

      “Anything?” Logan whispers over my shoulder.

      My hand flies to my mouth, and I choke back a scream.

      “Sorry.” Logan rubs small circles on my lower back. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      Leaning into his touch, I take solace in his closeness. “No worries. And, no, it’s solid. I also can’t see anything either way down the hall. It’s more stone walls with little to no light.”

      With my eyes adjusting to the dimness, I finally find our light source. A small wall sconce hangs not far from our door, the flickers from the flames dancing against the cell door, leaving long shadows on the floor.

      “The walls are all stone, and I can’t find a weakness. We also don’t have any windows or ventilation shafts. The door looks to be our only way out.” Logan leads me away from the door. “We have to be in some sort of cave system within the mountains.”

      Escape seems impossible.

      Defeated, we slump back down against the wall.

      Logan absently rubs at the back of his head. “They were smart. No windows, with only one way in or out. Nothing we can use.”

      He sighs heavily. “But people always make mistakes. We have to wait it out and stay alert. An opening will come.”

      “Do you think they’re watching us right now?” The thought of being observed makes my skin crawl, and I glance around for any hidden cameras.

      Logan’s eyes narrow as he considers this. “Maybe. Let’s not say anything too revealing, just in case.”

      He pauses, scratching his chin. “When they come back, let’s encourage them to talk. The more we can learn about them and this place, the better chance we have of finding a way out.”

      I nod, and a small spark of hope amidst the gloom blooms in my chest. As long as we stick together and keep looking for opportunities, there’s a chance.

      Moving closer, Logan wraps a comforting arm around my shoulders. “We’re going to make it through this,” he repeats firmly, echoing my thoughts. “I’m not leaving here without you. Remember that.”

      The air shifts around us, and the door flies open, the room filling with people faster than I can blink.

      I flinch back from their sudden appearance. People don’t just appear out of nowhere. And the eyes that fix on us have red-rimmed irises that gleam with an unnatural light.

      I clutch onto Logan as the monsters take shape.

      Without bothering with introductions or explanations, they forcefully yank us to our feet and drag us through a maze of stone corridors until we stop in front of a large metal door.

      “Watch and learn,” one of them sneers, pushing the door open.

      Hands behind us shove Logan and me into a sterile room, the bright lights harsh after the darkness of our cell. I take in the exam table, restraints, and medical equipment, and my heart pounds with fear.

      This is a lab, and we’re test subjects.

      A man steps forward, his long white lab coat swirling around his legs. He regards us with an icy, clinical gaze that makes me shiver.

      “Welcome,” he says in a crisp, emotionless voice. “I am Dr. Alden. I will be overseeing your…participation here.”

      He pauses, as if weighing his next words carefully.

      When he speaks again, his tone remains detached and businesslike, which somehow makes his statements even more horrifying. “You have been brought to our facility because your genetic composition makes you uniquely valuable test subjects. We’re engaged in highly important scientific research, studying both human and vampire genetics to further our goals.”

      I suck in a sharp breath, my pulse racing.

      Beside me, Logan stiffens, hands balling into fists.

      Vampire genetics? Does he think vampires are real? Is this some kind of sick joke?

      Feeling bold, I ask, “How would you even know we’re valuable test subjects when you haven’t run any tests yet?”

      Dr. Alden’s icy gaze settles on me. “When you were brought here, I took the liberty of analyzing blood samples from both of you. Your DNA is quite fascinating. There are certain…anomalies that will lend themselves well to our experiments.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Logan bursts out. “You can’t experiment on people against their will! This is insane.”

      Dr. Alden arches an eyebrow. “On the contrary. Your participation is essential. And unwilling subjects have proven most enlightening in the past.”

      Revulsion twists my gut. How many innocent people have suffered at this psycho’s hands?

      I glare at Dr. Alden, mustering every ounce of courage I possess. “You can’t keep us here. We have lives, families—”

      “Not anymore,” he interjects calmly. “You belong to us now. Your blood tells a most intriguing story that we intend to unravel, piece by piece, if necessary.”

      His callous words make my blood run cold. Studying genetics is one thing, but the restraints and equipment speak to much darker intentions.

      We have to escape this nightmare.

      Now.

      Logan and I exchange an alarmed look before rough hands seize me, dragging me toward the exam table.

      I scream and fight, but I’m no match for them.

      Next to me, Logan roars and struggles against his own captors.

      Before they can force me onto the table, Dr. Alden stops them. “Wait, I want to run more tests on their blood first. While it could help with the vampire-human hybrid, I’m curious how their blood would react to a vampire-werewolf hybrid combination.”

      Vampires and werewolves now. What’s next on his list of supernatural creatures?

      Acting like we don’t exist, he pulls out a syringe, roughly grabs my arm, and draws several vials of blood.

      I cry out in pain and outrage, but my struggles are no match for the guard’s strength.

      Dr. Alden studies the vials closely, then does the same to Logan, and a slow, unsettling smile spreads across his face as he examines the samples under a microscope.

      “Very interesting,” he muses. “Your blood composition is…unique. Different from our other subjects.” His cold eyes fix on me. “Further study is required before we proceed with the preliminary experiments.”

      I shudder at his words. Additional study doesn’t sound much better than experiments.

      We have to find a way out of here.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          
            LOGAN

          

        

      

    

    
      The unforgiving stone floor sends pain shooting up my spine as I shift, trying in vain to find a comfortable position.

      The cold seeps into my bones, made worse by the dampness hanging in the air. I’ve lost count of how many weeks we’ve spent in this wretched cell.

      The haunting sounds of the vampire underworld echo distantly down the stone corridors. Cries of anguish, snarls of violence, and the clang of metal doors mix together at all hours of the day.

      If the creatures with the red-rimmed irises and superhuman strength didn’t visit us daily, I wouldn’t believe Dr. Alden’s comments about vampires, but each day the idea becomes more real.

      Each night they creep into my dreams, twisting them into nightmares I can’t escape.

      But each morning, I open my eyes to find Ivy already awake, her steadfast gaze meeting mine. Her green eyes are haunted but still burning with an inner fire this place hasn’t managed to extinguish.

      “Morning, Logan.” Her voice is barely more than a breath, as if speaking any louder would shatter the fragile illusion of normalcy we cling to.

      Needing the comfort of her touch, I snuggle up next to her and rub her back. “Morning, Ivy.”

      I kiss the top of her head and stifle a grunt, shifting against her with a grimace as my back protests.

      Ivy peers up at me, giving me a faint, sympathetic smile. Neither of us has had a restful night’s sleep in ages.

      The vampires remember to feed us, but the amount of food barely gives us enough energy to stay alive.

      Over the last however many days, Ivy and I have grown closer. I can’t imagine how I would have managed this tedium without her by my side.

      As we lie still for a few more minutes, I close my eyes and try to imagine what life with Ivy would be like in the real world and not this nightmare we’ve found ourselves in.

      With great effort, I eventually push myself upright, gritting my teeth against the various aches the unyielding stone has inflicted.

      Ivy rises too, moving slowly but gracefully. She has always faced our captivity with a quiet strength that continues to amaze me.

      We go through the motions, drinking the small ration of water provided, pacing the confines of our cell, straining to hear any useful scrap of information from the vampires’ activities. It’s monotonous and bleak, but we endure it together.

      The heavy metal door scrapes open, the harsh sound piercing the heavy silence of our cell.

      I immediately move to stand protectively in front of Ivy as two vampires stride inside, their eyes gleaming crimson in the dim light.

      “Time for more tests,” one sneers, pointing at me.

      My stomach drops, but I keep my face impassive.

      Ivy clutches my arm, her eyes wide. “No! You can’t take him again.”

      One of the vampires grabs her roughly, prying her hand off me, and she cries out.

      “Leave her alone!” Snarling, I lunge toward him, but the other vampire seizes my arms in an iron grip, hard enough to leave bruises.

      “Don’t fight. You’ll only make this worse,” he hisses in my ear.

      I clench my jaw, hating my helplessness as they drag me from the cell.

      Several times they’ve held me for days, and each time I made it back, Ivy was near inconsolable. She bounces back quickly, but I fear each time we’re separated, she’ll fall deeper into a despair she won’t recover from.

      “I’ll see you soon,” I yell over my shoulder, but we’re too far down the hall for me to hear if she responded.

      The vampires lead me through an endless maze of featureless stone corridors lit by flickering torches. At last, we reach the heavy double doors leading to Dr. Alden’s lab, my second prison these last few weeks.

      Inside, Dr. Alden looks up with cold interest, and his smile sends a chill down my spine. “Ah, our spirited young subject. I have a new battery of tests prepared for you today.”

      Forcing me down onto a cold metal chair, they bind my wrists and ankles with thick leather straps.

      I futilely strain against them as Dr. Alden looms over me, clipboard in hand. “Why are you doing this? What can you hope to gain? They already possess more strength than ten men!”

      Since Dr. Alden’s eyes are a solid brown, we don’t believe he’s a vampire. At least, not yet.

      If I ask enough questions, he may answer one. So far, none of the vampires have given me a clue as to what they need from me or Ivy. We haven’t seen Miles or the other missing people, either.

      Ignoring my question, he says, “Let’s begin with some baseline vitals.”

      He places electrodes on my chest and attaches sensors to my fingers to monitor my heart rate and oxygen levels.

      My agitation gets the best of me, but I’m tired of not having any answers. “You can’t even tell me what you’re doing? It’s not like I can go anywhere to warn people to stay away from you.”

      Dr. Alden slips the sensors off my fingers. “Well, humans think they’re the superior race. I’m trying to determine how true that is. Figure out how resilient you are.”

      “We are,” I correct, which he ignores.

      With a wave from Dr. Alden, a vampire assistant steps forward, carrying a large metal box with switches and dials. At Dr. Alden’s nod, he flips a switch.

      The box emits an earsplitting siren sound, piercing my mind like an ice pick. I flinch violently, squeezing my eyes shut against the assault.

      “Heart rate elevated, as expected,” notes Dr. Alden impassively over the deafening wail.

      After an endless minute, he signals with a twirl of his finger, and the noise ceases.

      “Now, let’s observe his response to visual stimulation.” Dr. Alden steps around to the other side of the table as the assistant grabs something from the table.

      Suddenly, a blinding strobe light flashes right in my face, pulsing at a dizzying frequency. I try to turn away but can’t escape the flickering blaze that makes my head pound.

      Again, Dr. Alden monitors my racing heart and rapid breaths. “Subject appears highly agitated. Excellent.”

      The light finally stops, leaving me seeing spots and my stomach churning, but I swallow back the bile. I learned my lesson after the second time they made me sick, and no additional food was brought for me. Ivy insisted on sharing her portion, which weakened her, too.

      Since then, we kept some food aside, but I don’t want to use it unless we have to. Yelling at the vampires or asking questions will only leave an opening for me to get sick, so I clamp my mouth shut.

      The next test is even worse—targeted electric shocks that make my muscles spasm painfully. I can’t hold back grunts of agony as Dr. Alden watches, devoid of empathy.

      When he’s satisfied with my stress response data, they unstrap me from the chair and lead me to a treadmill.

      “Let’s assess your physical limits today,” Dr. Alden says. “This machine will increase speed until you cannot continue.”

      “You want me to do that after what you put me through?” I trip over nothing as I fight to gain back some control over my still-convulsing muscles.

      The assistant, who’s been quiet until now, grabs a spray bottle from the counter and points it at me.

      “Here, this will help.” He laughs as he sprays me twice.

      The first squirt comes too fast for me to understand what it’s happening, but the second time I realize it’s water. I willingly open my parched mouth to capture what little liquid I can.

      Manners ingrained in me demand I thank the monster, but I bite my tongue. None of these creatures deserve words of gratitude.

      Ivy told me about cases she’s read for class where people were groomed to appreciate their captors. We agreed we wouldn’t go down that path because, even if we don’t mean it at first, we may start believing it after enough time.

      “Now, move.” The assistant shoves me onto the treadmill and forces me to start running.

      The pace rapidly becomes punishing, making my lungs burn and my legs scream in protest. The vampires urge me on with snarls and shocks from cattle prod-like devices.

      For twenty agonizing minutes, I endure the rapidly increasing speed my captors set for me before my legs give out, and I collapse, chest heaving with sobs I try to muffle.

      But it’s still not over.

      In the next trial, they hand me heavy metal blocks and make me hold my arms straight out, the weights straining my trembling muscles. Sweat drips into my eyes, my teeth clenched against the fiery strain.

      After an eternity, they drag my exhausted, battered body back to the cell, but Dr. Alden’s cold voice echoes in my mind. “Tomorrow, we’ll figure out how much further he can be pushed.”

      The cell door opens with a bang, and one of the guards roughly tosses me inside. I collapse to my knees with a groan as the door clangs shut behind me.

      Ivy rushes over and crouches beside me, and her cool hands brush my sweat-dampened hair back gently. “Logan! Are you all right?” Concern fills her wide eyes as they sweep over my aching body. After her inspection, she helps me sit against the cold stone wall.

      “I’m…intact,” I rasp, grimacing as I shift to get comfortable. “Barely.”

      “What did they do to you in there?” Her voice trembles with anger on my behalf.

      Haltingly, I describe the sadistic tests, the deafening noises, blinding lights, and searing electric shocks. Ivy’s face pales as I detail Dr. Alden’s clinical infliction of pain, meant to test my stress resilience.

      When I finish, Ivy shakes her head slowly, her jaw clenched. “That vile, evil psychopath,” she vehemently whispers. Then, her expression softens as she focuses on me. “But you survived, Logan. You’re so strong.”

      “I don’t know if I’m strong enough for this.” I drop my head back against the wall and turn my face to the cool stone to ease the pain radiating through me. “We’re at it again tomorrow.”

      Horror stricken, tears spill down Ivy’s face. “We have to find the others and escape from here.”

      My mind reels with a way to spin this in our favor, but I can’t. We aren’t getting out of here.

      I can’t say that to her, though. “I was able to pick up a few things.”

      “Really?” Her eyes widen in surprise. “Tell me about it. If we figure out all the details, we can come up with something.”

      With a lighter step, she goes over to the cell door, grabs our dinner, and brings over two bowls of thin gruel and stale bread.

      Ivy passes me half of her bread and dumps part of her watered-down porridge into my bowl. I don’t argue with her because I need the energy for tomorrow, and she would fight me over it, anyway.

      As we force down the unappetizing food, I think back to the times they’ve taken me to the procedure room. “Cameras are monitoring the halls and labs,” I tell Ivy. “Guards patrol on a regular circuit, too. I counted at least six yesterday.”

      Ivy’s brow furrows as she absorbs this. “Are the guards vampires or human?”

      “A mix.” My mind and body are already shutting down, and I force myself to keep my eyes open. Ivy needs to understand in case I don’t make it back. “The vampires monitor the labs and interrogation rooms more closely.”

      I shake my head in frustration. “They badge into every area, too. High-level security passes.”

      “Which we don’t have.” Ivy taps her chin pensively. “What about the testing rooms themselves? Any weaknesses we can exploit?”

      My time in the lab didn’t give me much of an opportunity to focus on the details, but I recall what I can. “There’s a lot of equipment, canisters of chemicals and gases. If we could cause some kind of distraction…” I trail off hopefully.

      “That might create an opening. We have to be ready to take advantage. If we’re lucky, the humans are helping just to stay alive.” Her eyes gleam with determination. “Maybe we can turn them to our side.”

      “I don’t know if I trust them, but we can keep that possibility just in case.” A spark of hope takes root inside me.

      The obstacles are immense, but Ivy’s quick mind is already analyzing angles. If anyone can engineer our escape from this high-security hell, it’s her brilliant mind.

      We lapse into thoughtful silence, both consumed with turning over the details I’ve revealed. Where there’s life, there’s hope. And there’s life in Ivy’s eyes yet.

      “Here, turn around.” Ivy takes her last bite of food and sets our bowls off to the side.

      She settles behind me and slips her fingers under the hem of my shirt, lifting it. When she stops at my shoulders, I raise my arms so she can slide my shirt off. I need her touch and the mental healing power it gives me.

      Ivy begins massaging my sore, tense shoulders with gentle hands.

      I groan in pained relief as her fingers work at the knots in my muscles.

      “Just relax,” she murmurs.

      Her touch chases back my exhaustion, though, and I turn to face her. “Ivy, if I don’t come back tomorrow—”

      Her finger on my lips stops me. “Don’t say that. We’re making it out of here together, remember?”

      “But if I don’t, I can’t leave having this regret.” I lean in and press my lips to hers briefly.

      Her eyes widen, before she lets out a sigh and returns the gentle kiss.

      When I pull back, I cup her face. “I want you, Ivy. Your presence here is the only thread of hope I have left, and I ache for the connection we share.”

      Her bottom lip trembles, and she shakes her head.

      Disappointment shoots through me, and I start to turn back around, but then she leans forward to brush her mouth against mine.

      “I want you, too, Logan,” she breathes against my lips. “You’re the only thing keeping me sane here. I couldn’t do this without you.”

      My body wars with the desire to do more with her, despite the exhaustion weighing me down. But I can’t be available for her the way I want to be right now, and I’m happy to take it slow as long as she’s with me.

      Seeing my exhaustion, she shakes out my shirt to lay it on the floor. “You need to rest.”

      Nodding, I lie on my shirt, and her hands rub my back.

      Under her soothing ministrations, my breathing gradually slows, the adrenaline draining from my system.

      As I drift off, Dr. Alden’s chilling promise echoes mockingly in my mind, and I speak the words aloud. “Tomorrow, we’ll figure out how much further he can be pushed…”

      Ivy’s voice banishes the phantom words. “I’ll be right here when you wake.”

      With that reassurance, I finally slip into an exhausted, dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I’m strapped back into the nightmarish chair, electrodes placed to monitor my vitals.

      Dr. Alden starts with blasting metallic, grinding noises that make my eardrums pound like they’ll rupture.

      When my heart rate spikes dangerously high, he finally stops, noting the results.

      During the tests, I try to take in more of the room, but these tests are designed to break me down, not give me a chance to focus on anything.

      Next, he injects me with a serum that makes my veins burn as if filled with acid, racking my body with tremors.

      I thrash against the restraints, unable to choke back my ragged screams.

      “Fascinating.” Dr. Alden watches my torment with clinical interest. “Let’s keep increasing the dosage.”

      The fiery agony intensifies until the world goes hazy, my screams dying to whimpers.

      When I’m about to lose my grip on reality, Dr. Alden administers the antidote.

      I slump in the chair, drenched in sweat and breathing raggedly, but rest is a joke.

      The assistant attaches electrodes to my temples, and a sickening current shoots through my brain, blurring my vision with bursts of light.

      When at last the tests cease, I’m only semi-conscious as they half-drag, half-carry me back to the cell and throw me inside.

      Ivy cries out at the sight of me and rushes forward to cradle my limp body.

      My ravaged mind finds a single lifeline, her voice grounding me, reminding me I’m still alive. As long as I have breath in my body, I’ll keep surviving whatever horrors Dr. Alden inflicts.

      They can torture me, but they cannot break me.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          
            IVY

          

        

      

    

    
      I open my eyes, blink against the harsh fluorescent lights that assault me, and cover my face with my arm.

      For a moment, I’m disoriented and confused about where I am. Then, the cold stone walls and floor bring everything rushing back, but the light confuses me.

      Either way, I’m still in the cell.

      Beside me, Logan stirs, grunting as he shifts, his threadbare shirt crumpled beneath him. The new brightness in the room highlights the bruises marking his body, and tears pool in my eyes at the treatment he’s received.

      As he wakes, he groans and covers his face to shield his eyes.

      “We have light today. What’s changed?” I wonder out loud.

      Logan stiffens beside me as he turns and sits up. “This can’t be good.”

      Pushing myself up to sit next to Logan, my mind whirls with possibilities. “Do you think they’ve switched from physical torture to mental torture?”

      My words hit Logan hard, and he drops his head. “What they’ve done to me is both.”

      Bile fills my mouth. How much more of this can he endure?

      Tears spill down my cheeks and onto his arm as I lean my head against his shoulder, careful not to add too much weight to his sore body. “I can’t even imagine.”

      Logan cups my face and wipes away the tears. “I don’t want you to imagine it.”

      While I know he means it, I also know he’ll hit a wall at some point and not care. I won’t blame him for giving in, but they haven’t demanded anything from us. They haven’t made us choose one life for the other.

      With the new visibility, I scan our surroundings and discover the light just adds more to the horrors of our captivity. The gouges in the walls look like scratch marks made by someone trying to claw their way out, dried blood darkening each place.

      Standing, the frigid concrete floor seeps through my shoes, numbing my feet. As I stretch my aching muscles, I notice a tantalizing aroma in the air. It takes a moment to place it because it’s so foreign in this environment—the smell of cooked food.

      My mouth immediately waters. “Logan, do you smell that?”

      He lifts his head and sniffs. “Is that…breakfast?”

      My eyes widen as I find the tray placed right inside our cell door. It holds two plates piled high with fluffy scrambled eggs, crisp bacon, golden toast with pats of butter, glistening sliced fruit, and jams and jellies in small bowls. On a separate tray, a carafe of orange juice sits beside mugs emitting the rich aroma of fresh coffee.

      My knees go weak. We haven’t had a meal like this since our last visit to the café before our capture. Logan is at my side in an instant, both of us afraid to believe our eyes.

      “This has to be a mistake,” he says, even as he grabs a piece of bacon and bites into it hungrily.

      I kneel next to the trays. “Or a trick.”

      But the smoky, salty flavor of bacon hitting my tongue moments later is no illusion.

      Without another thought, Logan and I descend on the feast, gulping down juice, shoveling eggs into our mouths, and slathering butter on toast. The flavors explode on my tongue—so savory, so real.

      Some primal instinct takes over; we eat as fast as we can, as if at any moment someone will come and snatch this miracle away.

      “Slow down,” Logan cautions, even as he stuffs his cheeks full of cantaloupe. “You’ll make yourself sick.”

      I try to obey, but it’s been so long since I’ve eaten like this. Our normal morning meal is a metal bowl of lukewarm gruel, bland and smooth from sitting out all night. This—the crunch of crispy bacon, the burst of juice from a perfectly ripe strawberry, the butter melting over toast—is an unbelievable luxury.

      Despite our frenzy, we save a few pieces of bacon wrapped in napkins, a handful of grapes, and apple slices, just in case this is the only decent meal we get.

      Surely they won’t expect us to hand over leftovers. Not when it’s real, fresh food. But even once we clean our plates and drain our mugs, the trays remain, so maybe it’s ours to keep.

      My stomach protests the abundance of food, but it’s a contented ache. The salty, fatty flavors dance on my taste buds, renewing my energy.

      Logan leans against the wall, savoring the lingering tastes with closed eyes. “So, what do you think that was about?” he asks after several minutes.

      It’s the same question I’ve been pondering. “No idea. Maybe someone new started in the kitchen and messed up the orders?”

      A dry laugh escapes him. If there’s a chef hidden down here, they aren’t wasting their talents on us. “Everything was cooked perfectly, and they’d never waste this much real food on us.”

      “Per legend, vampires don’t eat food, so something more has to be going on. Did we play into their trap?” My stomach sours, but I will away the feeling. I can’t lose this sustenance now.

      “We can’t fall into their traps if we realize they’re there. The only worry we would have would be if the food was poisoned, but I don’t think that’s the case. They’re trying too hard to test us for something to take us out with poison.” Logan looks thoughtful for a minute before grimacing. “They wouldn’t poison their food source.”

      Even after I found out about the vampires, the thought never crossed my mind that they would feed on us. “No, they wouldn’t.”

      Now that I know, how can I trust any of the decisions we’ve made? We aren’t thinking broad enough if something as simple as our blood as food didn’t come up in our conversations. Maybe they are trying to enhance our blood to give them more powers… but they’re already strong. We’ve missed so many things if we aren’t considering all angles.

      “Dr. Alden is human. His eyes don’t have the red rings of the vampires.” Logan’s eyes open to look at me. “The assistants aren’t, though, and none of them have tried to hurt me like that.”

      “He’s human and doing this to us?” My mind reels with another piece of the puzzle that I didn’t realize. “Why would the vampires keep him around?”

      When I first met the doctor weeks ago, I was focused on what he was doing and not on him. Logan and I never talked about the doctor in much detail after that.

      “I can only guess, but I’m sure he wants something from the vampires.” Logan kicks the floor in frustration. “Probably have them turn him into one.”

      Our breakfast was too deliberate, too indulgent to be a mistake. But what’s the rationale behind it? My nervous mind spins with possibilities, each more ominous than the last.

      Are they fattening us up because something terrible looms in our future? Am I about to be hauled off for some grueling interrogations about why I attacked one of their own?

      Logan reads my spiraling thoughts on my face. “Hey, look at me.” He turns my chin, so I meet his steady gaze. “Whatever the reason, we got a good meal. First time I’ve felt full in I don’t know how long. Let’s appreciate it for what it is, okay?”

      His calmness somewhat soothes my worries, but in the back of my mind, questions still linger. The change makes me uneasy, like standing on shifting sand.

      Still, Logan is right; a warm full stomach and the lingering tastes of luxuries I’ve done without shouldn’t be taken for granted, no matter what underlying motive comes with them.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, the heavy door to our cell creaks open.

      Logan and I startle awake from where we drifted off, leaning against the wall as two guards stomp into the space.

      “Get up,” one barks at us.

      My heart seizes. Not again. I can’t stand to watch them hurt Logan more.

      As one of the guards grabs his arms, he scrambles to his feet. He doesn’t resist, his eyes darting to me with worry.

      “Stay strong. I’ll be here for you when you return,” I say softly, trying to sound reassuring despite my fear.

      But the guards don’t drag Logan out.

      Instead, the other one seizes my arm and marches me to the door.

      I gasp in shock and confusion.

      “Ivy!” Logan lunges forward, but the other guard slams him back against the wall, the impact creating a dull thud, followed by Logan’s grunt of pain.

      “Don’t fight!” I plead with him. “I’ll be okay.”

      We knew this day would come, even if we didn’t want to acknowledge it, but I don’t want him to experience pain because of me.

      Logan struggles a moment more before going still, his chest heaving.

      The guards chuckle darkly as they march me out of the cell, one on each side. The guard on my right places his hand on my lower back, and the intimate move sends fear bubbling up at what might be in store.

      I peer back at Logan’s anguished face until he disappears from view.

      We go in the opposite direction they normally take Logan. Where are they taking me?

      We pass down a shadowy corridor lined with cells where emaciated faces press against the bars, staring. I search their faces but don’t recognize anyone.

      Taking a deep breath, I calm myself and force down the desire to call out for Miles and Trevor.

      The guards bring me through a heavy iron door into a wider hallway, and dim electric lights flicker overhead. The walls here are stone, not bars, but the echoes of misery—sobs, moans, and mad laughter—are all too real.

      We descend crumbling steps into older tunnels with smoking torches in rusted sconces. The air grows colder, danker. Scuttling and slithering sounds echo in the dark. The occasional rat darts across our path.

      The guard’s hand guides me on in tense silence.

      I don’t dare ask questions, but when the first distinct howl reaches me, I can’t stop my steps from faltering.

      Wolves? Here underground?

      The guard pushes me forward. “Keep moving, girl.”

      More eerie sounds rise from ahead—snarls, shrieking cries, and bleats that could be human or animal. The noises multiply, reverberating through the tunnels. Whatever makes the sounds, I’m being taken right toward it.

      At last, we come to a heavy iron door, and the guard pounds on it. A slit slides open, and someone peers out, nods, then unbolts the door.

      We step into a cavernous room, where a third guard waits for us. My gaze skitters around the cage-filled room, and in those cages are creatures.

      I gasp in horror. Some look human, but with distorted, monstrous faces. Others prowl on four legs, fur bristling. Glowing eyes follow me as I’m marched down the rows.

      Please don’t let this be where the missing homeless ended up. Please don’t let this be where I’ll end up twisted and transformed into these things by some dark power. Revulsion and pity churn through me. No one deserves such a fate.

      The guards walk me past a cage housing a young woman. She looks human at first glance, but then her long, snarling teeth and yellow eyes betray her true nature. As we approach, she hisses.

      One guard walks me over to a set of bleachers by another door, and I realize the room is an arena. My other guard strides to the woman’s cage and unlocks it, while the third guard opens a second door, releasing a creature that looks more beast than man.

      Before I can react, they hurl the two together, right in front of me.

      Claws extending from its fingertips, the creature whirls on the girl. The girl scrambles back but doesn’t take her eyes off the creature.

      The creature stalks toward the girl, hatred in its eerie, glowing eyes. I press back against the bench, not wanting to witness the massacre.

      Lunging forward with surprising speed, the girl swipes her hand at the creature, spraying blood across the floor.

      Roaring, the creature retaliates, snapping its jaws and connecting with the girl’s calf. The girl falls to the floor but rolls off to the side.

      With a feral snarl, she lashes out again, shredding the side of the creature’s face. I bite back a scream as the two continue trading blows.

      Why are the vampires showing me this?

      Both of the fighters are a bloody mess. Cuts crisscross most of their bodies, and blood stains the floor red. The creature takes one more swipe at the girl, but she moves quickly and avoids the blow, hitting the creature on the back as it passes her.

      The creature howls in pain and falls to the floor, its chest still moving, but the rest of its body still.

      Finally, the girl sinks to the floor, panting, eyes still tracking the creature warily.

      My pulse races from the fight and fear that I might be next. Even if I were a trained fighter, I would struggle to take on either of the combatants. I’m not built for fighting.

      When I return to the cell, I need to ask Logan to train me. Maybe I can work on building my muscle.

      When we were first captured, I considered myself average in weight, but with the poor diet we’ve had to endure, I’ve lost so much weight that my bones are starting to stick out. Keeping up muscle tone can only help me if I manage to eat enough to do that.

      “It’s time to see the doctor, now.” The vampire sitting next to me pokes me in the back to start me moving, startling me with both his words and actions.

      He shuffles me out of the door next to where we sat. This door leads us back up. The hallway we travel curves around, then opens up to more cells with people in them. I search the faces of as many people as possible, but don’t recognize any of them.

      My friends have to be here somewhere.

      After our next turn, we stop at a large wooden door. Carvings take up most of the door, depicting a full moon and a pack of wolves kneeling before men. The guard knocks and must hear an answer that I can’t because he opens the door to reveal Dr. Alden inside.

      He swings his arm into the room, gesturing for me to enter.

      “Welcome, Ivy.” Dr. Alden points to an oversize chair. “Please take a seat and make yourself comfortable.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          
            LOGAN

          

        

      

    

    
      A crushing pressure squeezes my chest as I endlessly pace the small, cold cell. Ten steps one way, pivot, ten steps back. Over and over.

      Ivy is gone.

      The image of the vampires dragging her away replays in my mind, taunting me. Her final words give me no comfort. I should have fought harder, done something—anything—to protect her.

      But I failed, just like I failed Miles.

      Now, she’s alone somewhere in this hellish maze of underground tunnels, facing who knows what horrors. And all I can do is pace this damned cell like a caged animal.

      I press my palms against the gouged stone wall, trying to slow my panicked breathing. Be calm, be steady, I tell myself, but it’s no use. My heart hammers wildly at the thought of Ivy undergoing unspeakable tortures while I remain trapped here, helpless.

      This is my worst nightmare come true.

      At least, my worst nightmare since we were captured. Ivy and I started as associates, then partners. Now, I don’t know how I would classify us, but I can’t image a world without us together.

      Ivy has always been the rational one, keeping me level in times of stress. She doesn’t deserve the horrors that Dr. Alden will inflict on her. I should be the one protecting her, not the other way around, but some protector I turned out to be.

      If Ivy went through what I did, she’ll need me when she returns.

      I lie down and try to rest, but every time I close my eyes, Ivy’s raw screams haunt me. Seeing her hooked up to electrodes meant to test and harm her at the same time.

      Are those really her cries drifting through the maze of tunnels? Or just my imagination torturing me?

      The cell door finally creaks open, and my heart leaps with a spark of impossible hope, but it’s only the two vampire guards here to take me for more useless tests.

      I follow numbly as we leave the small isolation cell where Ivy and I have been kept separate from the other prisoners.

      We pass rows of smaller cells, packed with three or four gaunt captives each. They press against the rusted iron bars, observing me with dull, lifeless eyes. Their clothes are little more than filthy rags hanging off skeletal frames, and no defiance shows on their faces, only fear, despair, and defeat.

      They’ve surrendered themselves to this hell, but I won’t let that happen to Ivy or me.

      I search their sunken features closely for any sign of my brother, Miles. Could he be somewhere among these prisoners? But the blurred faces remain unfamiliar and hopeless, and my desperation to find Miles wars with my need to return to Ivy.

      The air grows heavier and more foul-smelling the deeper we go. Cries and moans echo along the corridor, raising the hairs on my arms. Whatever vile experiments happen down here, I’m grateful they’ve spared me and Ivy so far. But for how long? Bile bubbles up in my throat at the thought of her enduring any torture.

      When we pass the next cell, I make a split-second decision.

      I grab the bars and ask the three ragged inmates huddled inside. “Have any of you seen someone named Miles here? He’s my brother.”

      The guards seize my shoulders to pull me away, but one prisoner separates himself from the group.

      The man’s voice is rough and weak from lack of use. “Not sure ’bout Miles. But there was a boy, Samuel, taken upstairs two days ago and didn’t come back. Maybe the bloodsuckers took your brother, too.”

      It’s not much information, but the first real lead I’ve gotten.

      I open my mouth to ask more, but the guards roughly yank me away. My hands slip from the bars, and they shove me onward down the hall.

      Still, hope flickers in my chest. Miles could still be alive somewhere close by.

      We pass through a heavy iron gate into a passageway I don’t recognize. The emaciated, haunted faces of the prisoners linger in my mind, but so does that spark of information, fueling my determination.

      As awful as this place is, a way out has to exist, and as long as no one has seen Miles, I have to assume he’s in another area. When I find the exit, I won’t be leaving alone.

      But first and foremost, I have to reunite with Ivy.

      I cling to that singular purpose, letting it steady my frayed nerves. She needs me, now more than ever. I failed her once already, and I’ll tear this entire compound down stone by stone if I have to.

      The testing room they drag me to is a grotesque chamber of horrors. The walls and surfaces are made of cold metal that leech the very warmth from my bones. Sharp instruments and strange equipment line every inch of the long, stainless-steel countertops, their purpose too horrific to imagine.

      In the center sits an exam table with thick leather straps to bind arms and legs. Dark stains that can only be blood coat the restraints. White tile covers the floor around it. The air reeks of antiseptic, which almost makes me laugh that the vampires would be worried about working in a sterile environment.

      Muffled cries echo from unseen rooms nearby, raising the hair on my neck.

      Jars of strange liquids and specimens line shelves on one wall, organic shapes and anatomy suspended in preservation fluid.

      Are those brains, organs…fetuses?

      Revulsion twists my gut at the thought of what kind of breeding experiments go on here.

      A drain in the floor sits beneath the exam table, and my mind spirals, thinking about what fluids must wash away there. Bone saws, scalpels, and wicked metal tools lie neatly arranged on a tray, ready to inflict unspeakable agony.

      I want to tear my eyes away from the horrific contents of this room, but I force myself to face the twisted evil being perpetrated here. The vampires will do their worst, I’m certain. But I must endure for Ivy’s sake. We’re relying on each other, even if she doesn’t realize it.

      The heavy door across from me opens slowly, and Dr. Alden steps into the room. He steeples his fingers as he walks around, tapping his fingers together randomly. “Testing will be different today.”

      He pauses to sweep his hand around the room. “This is your future if you don’t cooperate.”

      Tired of the games, I lunge for Dr. Alden, swinging my fist.

      My knuckles land against his lips, bringing blood to the surface, before the vampires yank me back, stopping me from doing any real damage.

      The vampires turn on the doctor with hunger in their eyes, but at a snap of his fingers, they back away.

      What does he have over them that they obey so willingly? If I can figure that out, I might be able to use it.

      Dr. Alden wipes the blood from his lip with his thumb, then cleans it on a paper towel sitting on one of the counters. “That’s going to cost your dear Ivy.”

      “No!” I cry out.

      I try to lunge for him again, but the vampire’s hold on me gives me no room to move.

      Dr. Alden steps into my space. “You need to behave if you want your precious Ivy or that pathetic brother of yours to live through the night.”

      “Where’s Miles?” I was stupid to have brought him up in front of the guard, it just gives them another threat to hold over me, but I need to know Miles is okay. “Let me see him!”

      “Why would I do that? You’ve done nothing to earn my trust.” Dr. Alden gives me no time to respond as he walks out the door he came in from.

      The vampire guards follow him out, dragging me with them, and the heavy door clangs shut behind us, sealing away the vile testing room and its horrors.

      So, I’m not going to be tortured in there? Is delaying it just another layer of torture?

      Dr. Alden and the guards wind down a stone staircase, and I’m grateful to put distance between me and that sadistic chamber. But an icy pit forms in my stomach at whatever new cruelty awaits below.

      Glancing back, Dr. Alden gives me a smug grin. “Not so defiant now, are you? Most can’t even stomach a glimpse of my work, especially if their loved ones are involved.”

      I bite my tongue hard, refusing to give him the satisfaction of a response. The guards’ chuckles scrape my raw nerves as we descend into the earth. The air grows colder and smells strongly of wet stone. Dripping water echoes around us.

      At the base of the stairs looms a massive iron gate. The hinges screech as a guard hauls it open.

      Dr. Alden gestures for me to go first into the dark space beyond.

      Squaring my shoulders, I step through.

      Torches sputter in iron sconces, casting wavering light over a cavernous underground arena. The ceiling disappears far above into blackness. Across the dirt floor, figures line the far wall. Even at this distance, I can see they’re not human, though they possess a human form.

      Unease twists my insides. Is this what that chamber is for? Are Ivy and I doomed to end up as one of the misshapen?

      As we approach, the details of the creatures become clear. Gray, mottled skin pulled too tight over their angular bones. Milky eyes sunken into hungering faces stare into nothing. Jagged fangs jut from their open mouths, and curving claws swing at the creatures’ sides.

      Revulsion rises in my throat, along with a primal fear. Whatever evil created these things ripped apart the natural order to do it.

      Dr. Alden practically preens as he observes my reaction. “Impressive, no? The result of years of tireless work and experimentation.”

      His pride turns my stomach.

      “They’re abominations,” I snap back, unable to stay silent.

      The doctor’s smug smile tightens. “You lack vision. Our benefactors want superior soldiers. An army born and bred for war. Think of the lives we’ll save!”

      I gape at him, mind reeling. “You can’t justify this perversion of nature and call it progress. You’re completely mad.”

      Before Dr. Alden can respond, a door opens across the arena.

      Two vampires drag a frail, struggling figure between them, a young man in tattered rags, his ribcage jutting through bruised skin. Fresh blood drips from wounds on his back as they fling him to the dirt floor.

      “Stop this!” I surge forward, but the guards grab my arms in an iron grip.

      Dr. Alden barely spares me a glance.

      “The final phase of testing,” he remarks calmly, checking his clipboard. “Observing their combat skills against live prey.”

      My shouts echo uselessly off the cavern walls.

      At an unseen signal, the creatures surge forward as one, and the prisoner’s screams pierce the shadows.

      Wet, tearing sounds soon replace the vicious snarls, and I squeeze my eyes shut, turning away as bile scorches my throat until the sounds cease.

      Rough hands force me back around.

      “Open your eyes, boy. Progress requires sacrifice.” Dr. Alden’s voice holds no emotion, as if speaking of minor laboratory work. As if a man’s life hadn’t just been ripped apart before our eyes.

      I obey, though my soul rebels at the sight in front of us, where the creatures greedily hunch over the mutilated remains of the prisoner. “How can you justify this?”

      Is this the will of Dr. Alden’s masters or his own doing?

      Dr. Alden sighs. “Sacrifices must be made for the greater good. I’ve told you this. Pay attention. Think of the lives we’ll save.”

      His stoic tone ignites my fury. “There is no redemption for this evil, no greater good worth this depravity. You’re a monster!”

      His eyes flash with anger and a glimpse of madness behind the analytical facade. He turns and gestures sharply for us to leave, and the creatures’ snarls follow us until the door clangs shut.

      In silence, we retrace our steps upstairs.

      My mind reels, grappling with how any human could commit such atrocities. What lies and empty promises did the vampires use to seduce Alden into becoming their willing accomplice? How could he twist such wickedness into a pursuit of progress in his mind?

      He’s right about one thing—I lack his depraved vision. I will never find progress in experiments born of torture and death. His justifications are the lies of a psychopath, not a scientist. No end could ever justify such vile means.

      I realize the power of true evil, then, and its ability to masquerade as logic and reason in the minds of otherwise intelligent men.

      After returning me to the guards upstairs, Dr. Alden turns on his heel and departs with his assistants, done with me now that I’ve served his vile purpose. He sees me as little more than another laboratory rat to be disposed of.

      The vampire guards grip my arms and march me back through the winding corridors toward the isolation cell I share with Ivy. I’m grateful to put distance between myself and the depraved doctor and his work. But the images from the arena haunt me.

      I fear they always will.

      As we walk, I study the guards closely. Pale skin, dead eyes with red rings around the irises, fangs. What I took for myths had a solid foundation in fact.

      Do they have the same issues with the sun? Are we in this underground lair because sunlight burns them? Is a stake through the heart the only way I can kill them?

      Surely, they must retain some flickers of their former humanity. Conscience did not abandon them completely along with their mortal lives, did it?

      I clear my throat, tentative. “How long have you served the masters here?”

      The guard to my right snorts. “Long enough to know when someone’s fishing for information.”

      Undeterred, I press on. “You were once human, too. Does it not bother you, what goes on in these tunnels?” I gesture back the way we came. “The lives destroyed and twisted?”

      The guards exchange an amused look. “Nothing bothers me. I’m driven to succeed. Best focus on your own survival now.”

      I grit my teeth in frustration. Have they truly been so corrupted by the thirst for blood that they’ve discarded all morality?

      “Your masters perpetrate evil here,” I say sharply. “It will destroy you along with their victims if you continue to embrace it.”

      The first guard slams me against the wall, knocking the breath from my lungs. He bares his fangs inches from my face, his breath cold. “The only evil here is your weakness. You think your moral sensibilities mean anything to us?”

      He pulls me forward and shoves me along. As we continue, I keep my head down, but my mind spins.

      How long have these vampires lived without the light of empathy or conscience to guide them? I pity them as much as I despise them.

      We come to the heavy door of the isolation cell, and one guard draws back the bolt before the other shoves me inside. The bright light from this morning is gone, with only flickering shadows left behind.

      I catch myself on the far wall and turn to face the guards.

      “You may think me weak,” I say clearly. “But I promise you, I won’t rest until I’ve repaid the evil done here a thousandfold. Your masters have no idea the enemy they’ve created this day.”

      Laughter erupts from both of them before the door slams shut, enveloping me in darkness.

      Was it only this morning that Ivy and I shared a hearty breakfast together?

      Adrenaline leaches from my limbs, leaving me hollow, and I sink down the wall to the cold floor. Being back in this cell without Ivy is more isolating than ever before. Each passing hour apart from her carves out my heart a little more.

      Where are you, Ivy? What are they doing to you?

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

          
            IVY

          

        

      

    

    
      I sit across from Dr. Alden, unnerved by the pleasant smile he directs toward me.

      The whole way here, Logan’s vivid descriptions of this man’s sadistic experiments rang in my ears. I braced myself for cruelty and torment, but the doctor’s manner continues to be warm and compassionate.

      Logan wasn’t lying, though. I saw the bruises and how he acted when he came back.

      This must be Dr. Alden’s alter ego. I’m way out of my league on how to deal with someone like him. He doesn’t appear to have that same issue with me.

      Dr. Alden leans forward in the armchair across from mine, his gentle voice and kind eyes throwing me off balance. “How long have you been passionate about helping the less fortunate?”

      How does he know about my work?

      “For as long as I can remember,” I reply carefully, not wanting to give away more of my life than he already learned about me. “My parents were both social workers. They always taught me that the people who society casts off still deserve dignity and care.”

      Dr. Alden nods along. “Admirable values. And you work primarily with the homeless population?”

      “Yes,” I say hesitantly. “I work with a group of people who don’t just drop off food and other necessities, but also try to befriend them to find out how we can help.”

      Is this information he can use against me somehow? His attentiveness seems genuine, though.

      “Crucial, noble work.” Admiration fills his face. “You must have such empathy for their plight.”

      I clutch my tattered skirt, thoughts spinning. Logan’s accounts of Dr. Alden overseeing vicious experiments and torture don’t match up with the man before me now. Yet, how can I trust any kindness from my captors?

      “I try my best to provide care and compassion for those who need it most. They’re people who have fallen on hard times, not statistics.” I keep my tone neutral, giving nothing away about how skeptical I am of this conversation.

      The doctor sighs. “If only more shared your open heart instead of spreading fear and judgment.”

      I bite my tongue hard.

      He tore apart lives by bringing people here. What does he understand about compassion?

      But I stay silent in the hope he’ll keep talking. There must be some purpose to this pretense.

      At my pause, Dr. Alden says, “Forgive my poor hospitality.”

      He gestures around the sparse, white space. “You must wish to freshen up after your ordeal. I’ll have Simone bring you a change of clothes.”

      “Oh.” I blink in surprise, the offer seeming oddly thoughtful coming from my captor. “Thank you.”

      As if reading my hesitation, the doctor gently adds, “We needn’t be adversaries, Ivy. I only want to understand what drives someone like yourself. Please, make yourself comfortable.”

      With that, he departs, leaving me puzzled. The door closes firmly, leaving me alone with my swirling doubts.

      Hopping up, I check the door and find it locked. The solid wood doesn’t budge as I shake it.

      In addition to the oversized chair and the armchair, a monitor also hangs on one wall. A kitchenette area takes up one side, with a sink, mini fridge, and small table, while a double bed sits across from it.

      Other than the fact that everything is monochromatic white, it reminds me of my friend, Katie’s, studio apartment.

      Across from where I stand is another door.

      I head toward it, assuming it will also be locked, but to my surprise, the handle turns easily, opening into a small bathroom. Unlike the toilet with a spigot over it in mine and Logan’s cell, this bathroom holds a toilet, sink, and three-by-three shower.

      The room has no mirror, but that’s probably for the best, since I don’t want to discover how horrible I look.

      Remembering I’m a captive and not a guest in a hotel, I check along the walls to search for any hidden items I can use. Lifting the cushions on the chairs reveals nothing, and the cabinets only hold paper plates and cups, flimsy plastic utensils, and a roll of aluminum foil.

      The refrigerator has a few items stocked in it.

      Stomach rumbling, I reach for a cheese cube, but then question my decision because I’m still a prisoner in this world.

      Is Dr. Alden trying to determine if I’ll succumb to his offerings, which are more than likely poisoned? So far, I don’t feel sick from the luxurious breakfast, though.

      Is this an act to gain my trust? A puppet show of false kindness? The attentiveness in his eyes appeared genuine, and the thought leaves me deeply unsettled.

      Shortly after my search of the room, the door opens, and an expressionless woman enters with a bundle of clothes and toiletries.

      Wordlessly, she sets the items down on the small table, then backs out of the room.

      Unable to resist the chance for a shower, I snatch up the items and retreat to the small bathroom.

      The hot water and soap are blessings I never thought I’d experience again, however temporary this respite may be. I scrub away the grime and sweat embedded in my skin and hair, selfishly lingering. Anything to delay returning to the unknown.

      When I finish, I dry off and get dressed, the soft, clean clothes restoring some small sense of dignity. Once I finally step back into the room, Dr. Alden sits in the same chair he occupied earlier.

      Looking up from some paperwork, he gives me an approving smile. “Much better.” He gestures to the oversized chair. “Please sit.”

      Unable to fully conceal my distrust, even after the clean clothes and shower, I timidly perch on the edge of the cushion. If he notices my distrust, he gives no indication.

      “Now, where were we? Your shelter work, yes.” He taps his pen thoughtfully. “What led you to devote yourself so fully to public service?”

      I cling to my wariness like armor. “It was the right thing to do. I wanted to make a positive impact, however small.”

      “Excellent. Though, such empathy can carry a heavy toll, I’d imagine.” He gazes at me with sympathy. “The weight of so much suffering is a hard burden to bear.”

      His insight nudges past my defenses.

      “Yes. The stories you hear…” I trail off, seeing again the pain and desperation etched on so many faces who want a safe place to call their own. The confession hangs in the air, casting a shadow over everything.

      “It pains you that there is only so much one person can do,” he observes.

      I nod unwillingly, then bite my cheek in frustration that he pried that concession from me.

      What is he after? Why this pretense? I glare at him.

      Despite my anger, the doctor’s expression holds only compassion. “Do not judge yourself harshly, Ivy. You help far more than most ever dare.”

      I laugh bitterly. “Yet here I sit in a prison. Forgive me if I question what you know of helping others.” The retort escapes before I can restrain it.

      Dr. Alden regards me solemnly. “I understand your skepticism. But try to keep an open mind. My actions may appear reprehensible on the surface, but the motives behind them are not.”

      “Motives don’t erase the harm done,” I fire back, abandoning caution in my anger.

      The doctor rubs his temple tiredly. “No. No, they do not. All I ask is that you consider my perspective before condemning me utterly. Can we continue talking tomorrow?”

      I clench my fists, throat tight. The act of pretending with my captor is a soul-destroying experience, a constant reminder of my own vulnerability. And yet if there’s a chance he’ll reveal anything of use…

      “Will you be bringing me back here tomorrow?” I should have grabbed some of the food for Logan, but it’s too late now if Dr. Alden is going to call the guards to take me back to my cell.

      His eyes widen in surprise. “Did I not mention that this is your new quarters? If you have a list of things you need, I’ll have Simone drop them off for you.”

      Panic rises, and bile roils in my stomach. “Are you bringing Logan here?”

      “I have other plans for Logan, but anything you need will be provided.” Dr. Alden points to the kitchenette. “What are your favorite foods? We can add some to the pantry or refrigerator. I’ll also have Simone bring you a toaster oven to heat food in.”

      “Logan. I need Logan.” Desperation fills me. “Let me go back to him!”

      What if Logan thinks I’m dead, or worse, what if he thinks I’ve switched sides? If he sees me clean and taken care of, he might doubt my resolve.

      Ignoring my pleas, Dr. Alden gathers his paperwork under his arm and rises, heading to the door. “I’ll see you bright and early in the morning, but Simone will be by in about an hour to talk through your list.”

      With a conciliatory dip of his head, Dr. Alden leaves.

      A tempest of doubt and fury roils inside me. I barely comprehend anymore which way is up. I’m being slowly, subtly manipulated, and it terrifies me.

      All I can cling to now is Logan’s warnings. Whatever feigned empathy this doctor shows me, his hands are still stained with the blood of innocents. I can’t afford to forget that, no matter what lies and excuses he feeds me.

      A curt knock at the cell door rouses me from my restless thoughts.

      Before I can respond, the door swings open, and the same blank-faced woman who brought me clean clothes early enters.

      “What do you need?” she asks flatly, her tone devoid of warmth or sympathy.

      I stare at her, confused. “What do you mean?”

      “For your comfort.” She gestures around the room. “Clothes, food, books, other entertainment? Dr. Alden wants you treated well.”

      The request catches me off guard, and I’m at a loss for how to respond. “Oh. Um, some books would be nice, I suppose.”

      Simone gives a sharp nod. “Anything else?”

      I hesitantly take in her pale skin, red-rimmed eyes, and the fangs peeking from her mouth. A vampire, unmistakably.

      Unease prickles through me. Can I risk questions that might provoke her predatory nature? But curiosity overrides caution.

      “If you don’t mind me asking, why do you serve Dr. Alden? I thought vampires only respected their own kind.” She doesn’t know I made that last part up. I know nothing about vampires unless all the fantasy novels I read and movies I’ve watched are true.

      Simone lifts one shoulder in a lazy shrug. “My elders have told us to follow Dr. Alden’s instructions.”

      Her tone makes it clear she has no qualms about the arrangement.

      I tread carefully, hoping to glean something useful. “But he’s human. You have to take orders from one?”

      “We have an agreement with him. The doctor’s work benefits us, especially if he can harness the power of the werewolves.” Her eyes glint with warning—do not press further.

      Werewolves!

      That has to be what I saw earlier in that fight. I should have known if vampires are real, then so are werewolves. The two always go hand in hand.

      Undeterred by her silent warning, I hold her gaze. “Benefits you? How does torturing innocents like Logan benefit anyone?”

      He’s not a vampire or werewolf.

      Simone bares her fangs slightly in a hint of a snarl. “The doctor’s methods are not your concern. Do you require anything else?”

      Pursuing this line of questioning risks provoking real aggression from her.

      Reluctantly, I glance away. “I could use a couple more changes of clothes. Some easy to fix food would be nice. Pizza rolls—” Those might bring me a little joy as I remember eating them when I was little. “—chicken nuggets, some fruit. Also, does that TV get cable? I’d like to watch the news.”

      She gives a curt nod and turns to depart.

      Before she exits, I blurt out, “Wait. Please…” I lick my dry lips. “If it’s not too much trouble, could you bring me a pad of paper and a pen?”

      Unless Dr. Alden told her not to, maybe she’ll deliver a note to Logan for me.

      “Fine.” She spins on her heel and exits without looking back.

      Since I’m going to be stuck here in this upgraded cell—it’s still a cell even if it has some amenities—I take one more look around to determine if I can use anything to my advantage.

      The plastic knife would break on a human, and I have to assume that a vampire’s skin is even stronger. The fork would be more likely to do damage, but I doubt it.

      Heading over to the bed, I lie on the floor and check underneath.

      The frame is made of wood slats. I could remove one of them to use as a stake if the stories about a stake to the heart are true.

      Can I bring myself to kill someone, even a vampire, though? The idea sounds okay now, but acting on that will be harder. Still, I’ll keep that tucked away as a possibility.

      There are other things in the room that I could turn into a stake, too, but if I remove a table leg, it will be obvious. Same if I remove a leg from one of the chairs. Penning them down might give me the chance to smother them, but vampire lore claims they don’t need air since they’re dead.

      Logan and I are going to die here if I can’t figure out how to return to him.

      When the doorknob turns, I jump up and sit on the bed.

      For a moment, Simone simply stares at me when she walks in, her eyes boring into me. Then, she turns and places all the items I requested on the table, the pen and paper last.

      “Would you do one more thing for me?” I hold my breath, waiting for the inevitable refusal, or worse.

      “What?”

      “I need to get a note to Logan. If I write him something, will you deliver it?” I chew on my lip as I wait for her reply.

      Please, please do this for me.

      She shrugs. “Very well. Make it brief.”

      My heart leaps. Grabbing a scrap of paper and the pen, I hastily scrawl out a short note.

      Folding the paper into a small square, I pass it to Simone with trembling fingers. “Thank you. It will mean a great deal for him to receive this.”

      Something like grudging respect flickers in her crimson eyes. With a last sharp look, she tucks the note in her pocket and exits the cell once more.

      As her footsteps fade down the hall, my shoulders slump with expelled tension. A part of me can’t believe she agreed to deliver my message. Perhaps a scrap of compassion lingers even in the undead.

      I can only hope Logan receives the few comforting words I was able to send. We must cling to each other now more than ever.

      So, I’ll continue playing this game with the doctor. I’ll nod and smile at his probing questions while subtly probing in return, not letting down my guard.

      And when the time comes, I’ll use any scrap of information or leverage gained to expose the reality behind his lies.
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      The metal door screeches open on rusty hinges, and a vampire guard enters my cell, his pale features stoic. No smug taunts or blows today. He simply drops off a tray of food and water, then departs as silently as he came.

      Just another monotonous day of solitude in my cage.

      I ignore the provisions, too consumed with worry to consider eating. It’s been four days since they took Ivy, four endless days with no word or sign of her. My pleas for information have been met with only cruel laughter or worse.

      Not knowing her fate is torture.

      Is she locked in a lightless cell like mine, cold and afraid? Or are they subjecting her to the same sadistic tests and experiments they put me through?

      Bile rises in my throat as Dr. Alden’s smiling face flashes through my mind. Please let her be spared his depraved torments, at least.

      The sound of rolling wheels echoes down the hall, and I flinch as the sound stops at my door.

      Have they come to finally drag me back to the doctor’s lair?

      Instead of guards, a silent attendant wheels in a small television set.

      My brows knit in confusion as he sets the ancient box outside my cell and switches it on.

      The fuzzy screen resolves into a night vision view of Ivy sleeping fitfully on a large bed.

      I lurch forward in disbelief. She’s here? Still in this godforsaken compound? A sob of relief escapes my raw throat.

      The footage continues—Ivy reading a book, pacing in a white room with chairs and kitchen, and picking at a meal. No words or clues to her location, but the confirmation she still lives is enough to calm some of my nerves. My fevered mind drinks in every pixel that proves she’s okay.

      After an hour, the screen abruptly blinks off, leaving me reeling, almost more hollowed out by the brief glimpse than before.

      Mind games. This is just another manipulation.

      Closing my eyes, I play back some of the scenes. She was wearing different clothes, and she was clean. Her face appeared fuller, like she gained back some of the weight she lost.

      Over the next few days, the strange ritual continues. The TV flickers on, granting me a brief window into Ivy’s monotonous captivity. She seems unharmed, if worn and weary, as each silent scene plays out.

      My desperation to reach her redoubles, but unease also takes root.

      Her cell appears comfortable, and her clothes are clean. She eats hearty meals while I make do with gruel. The discrepancies nag at me even as I crave the sight of her face each day.

      Little things compound the doubt.

      The relaxed way she converses with the doctor and their body language makes me wonder how well they know each other. The familiar way she leans into him as she talks and the engaging way he laughs at something she says speaks of two people comfortable with one another.

      No. I force the suspicions down, horrified at myself. This place has warped me to even question her integrity. Ivy would never willingly betray or abandon me. I know that in my soul, don’t I?

      The day comes when my fragile faith shatters. The screen flickers on, and I see her smiling up at Dr. Alden as he guides her over to a small table, a single red rose sitting in the middle, for an intimate meal. His hand rests gently on her lower back.

      Bile scorches my throat.

      Disbelief ferrets its way into my soul as I watch them chatting amiably. When he picks a bright strawberry from a basket and hands it to her, Ivy blushes. In horror, I watch the live feed of my worst nightmare playing out before my eyes.

      It’s a lie. This must be staged, manipulated. Ivy would never, not with my torturer, the architect of this evil place. She can’t. The alternative is too monstrous to contemplate.

      When the daily window closes, I stumble to the corner and retch violently until nothing remains in my gut. Ivy’s betrayal carves out my heart, leaving nothing but hollow devastation. I would have given her everything—my heart, my trust—and she threw it all away.
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        * * *

      

      The familiar creak of the door heralds the next day’s waking nightmare.

      I should turn away, shield myself from further pain, but some masochistic part forces my eyes to the screen. Like probing an open wound, I take in every stolen moment.

      Ivy and the doctor sit talking casually, laughing at something I can’t hear.

      Rage wars with agony, and with no other outlet, I slam my fists bloody against the unforgiving walls until one of the vampires drags me back. A way to escape this excruciating torment doesn’t exist.

      This is worse than the physical pain they’ve put me through.

      Is this why the experiments have stopped? Is Dr. Alden so busy courting Ivy that he no longer cares how fast or long I can run?

      In my few calmer moments, doubts resurface.

      Could this truly be some elaborate manipulation? But every scene resonates with such sickening authenticity. A betrayal this intimate leaves wounds deeper than any physical torture, and I find myself wishing for that simpler pain again.

      It’s been ten days since I’ve seen Ivy or the inside of Dr. Alden’s sadistic laboratory. The solitude and monotony have become their own unique torment. At least pain gave structure to the endless days in isolation. Now, time blurs into a haze of maddening silence and stillness.

      The arrival of the guards to remove me from the cell brings a strange sense of comfort, despite the circumstances. The vampires prod me down the silent corridor, but we pass through the heavy iron gate that leads below.

      Instead of the familiar testing chamber, they bring me to a section of the tunnels I’ve never seen.

      Unease twists my gut as we stop before a reinforced metal door.

      As the lock disengages with a hiss, I brace myself for some fresh cruelty. One guard shoves me through the doorway into the dimly lit space beyond.

      It appears to be another cell, not much bigger than the solitary cage I’ve occupied. The curved walls and high ceiling are carved from rough stone.

      Across from me, a hunched figure faces the far corner. My heartbeat kicks up, muscles tensing in anticipation of a fight.

      The guards depart, sealing the door behind them and leaving me alone with the silently slumped man across the cell. Filthy rags hang off his skeletal frame, and matted hair obscures his face. He shows no sign he even notices my presence.

      I clear my raw throat. “Hey. Can you hear me?”

      No response.

      I take a tentative step forward. The man’s stillness unnerves me. An attack seems imminent, but he didn’t even twitch at my voice.

      What are they playing at?

      To get a better view of his downcast face, I creep around his side. “My name is—”

      The words evaporate as disbelief roots me in place.

      No, it can’t be. I must be hallucinating.

      Then the man lifts his gaze to meet mine, and certainty sinks like a stone in my stomach.

      “Miles?” My voice cracks, and impossible hope flutters in my chest.

      My brother’s chapped lips curve in a broken smile. “Hey, little brother.” His voice is parched, but undeniably his. “It’s been a while.”

      I fall to my knees before Miles, tears blurring my view of his gaunt face. I thought I’d never see those familiar blue eyes again. Gripping his bony shoulders, I pull him into a fierce embrace, afraid he’ll vanish if I let go.

      “Miles,” I choke out against his filthy shirt. “You’re alive. You’re here. How?”

      Miles returns the hug weakly.

      When we finally separate, the jagged smile remains, but sorrow fills his eyes. “Well, alive is a relative term now.”

      Dread trickles down my spine at his ominous words. My eyes catch on the tips of fangs peeking from his mouth. I take a better look at his eyes and notice the thin red rim around them.

      No. No! I grip his wrist, detecting the icy stillness of the missing pulse beneath my fingers.

      Miles nods grimly at my unspoken question. “I’m one of them now, little brother.”

      “You’re…you’re one of them now,” I repeat back.

      Again, Miles nods solemnly in confirmation.

      My mind reels, grappling with this nightmare. He wasn’t just a captive in this hellish place, but he was turned into the very monsters who imprisoned us. An abomination of everything my brother was.

      I want to scream and rage at the universe’s cruelty. Haven’t we endured enough?

      Miles reads the anguish on my face. “I’m still me, Logan. I won’t let them twist my soul, only my body.”

      Clinging to that faint hope, I search his gaze. Can any part of his spirit endure this evil transformation? “What happened? How could they do this to you?”

      Miles’s eyes grow distant with memory. “After Dad went to prison for beating you, I should have come back, but I told myself you were old enough to take care of yourself. And I was so tired, tired of the fear and violence. I just wanted some normalcy.”

      His shame is palpable, and I grasp his shoulder. “It was brave to run away from him. I don’t blame you for leaving.”

      Miles’s mouth twists bitterly. “Some escape I found. The vampire’s promises turned sinister fast once he brought me here.”

      “But why did you go with him?” I understand the leaving part. After our mom died, Dad changed. He took his pain and sorrow out on us.

      “Word around the camps was that there was a group helping people out. They were offered jobs, and none of us saw them again. We didn’t think anything of it, because we had hope that the jobs were real, that those people moved on to better things.” Miles hangs his head. “I was so wrong.”

      He scrubs his face with his hand. “One night, one of them stopped me. He wanted to talk to me about the offer, so we went to a diner to talk. He bought my meal and told me it would be steady work. Some of it would be hard, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle.

      “I was so hungry and depressed because I couldn’t figure out what to do next, so I said yes. That’s when he brought me here.”

      He goes on to describe being strapped to tables day after day, injected with strange serums that gradually corrupted his humanity.

      I suppress a shudder, understanding now the hopelessness and self-loathing radiating from him. The big brother who once sheltered me from our abusive father now made helpless at the mercy of greater monsters.

      Miles’s story reminds me of the tests I went through when I first got here. He’s endured his own private hell since disappearing from my life, but we’re together again now.

      I meet his gaze firmly. “You stayed strong this long alone. But you’re not alone anymore. We’re getting out of here, both of us.”

      “How can I leave? I nearly starve myself here because I can’t stand drinking blood from a live person. They’ve given me a few bags of blood to keep me going, but it’s not enough.” He drops his head into his hands. “I don’t want to hurt anyone, and I’m afraid that I might if I leave here.”

      “We’ll figure it out. We always do.” Wrapping my arm around his shoulders, I lean in close. “There’s someone else here with me.”

      Popping his head up, Miles squints at me. “Who would willingly come here with you? Or unwillingly come here with you?”

      My heart, which I thought was completely broken, fractures more. “Her name’s Ivy. She volunteers with a group of people that help the homeless. She was actually the one who pointed me in the right direction to find you because I wasn’t paying attention to anyone else but you. She realized that more people were missing.”

      Confusion crosses his features. “How did you guys find this place?”

      “Well… we didn’t find it. It found us,” I admit. “Thinking about our rescue attempt now, I feel really stupid, but we were trying to stop one of the kidnappings, and it felt like a good idea at the time.”

      Ivy and I made so many wrong decisions along the way.

      Miles looks around the room. “Where is Ivy now?”

      I wish she was in the room with us. “I don’t know. They took her away a week and a half ago, and I haven’t been with her since. They show me pictures of her in some room, chatting and dining with Dr. Alden.”

      Miles hisses. “Don’t trust that man. He will twist everything around so much that you’ll ask to be tortured. If he’s separated you two, it was for a reason that only Alden understands.”

      His words ease some of the tension wrapped around my heart. Those videos have to mean something other than what they appear to be. Ivy wouldn’t betray me.

      “I have to find her,” I say, more to myself than Miles.

      Gripping my hand tightly, almost too tight with his newfound strength, Miles’s blue eyes with the faded red ring bore into me. “We have to find her because, if she’s important to you, she’s important to me. We can do this.”

      “First, we save her. Then, we save the others.” My resolve hardens, and I can’t give up. “This testing and treatment can’t keep going.”

      “There are horrors here you can’t begin to imagine,” Miles warns me. “The doctor has been trying to merge vampires, werewolves, and other creatures I’ve never heard of. He wants to improve the vampire race and create an army to do his bidding.”

      Those must be the creatures I saw fighting. “Who is he at war with?”

      Miles leans closer and whispers, “Everyone. He wants to have the best of all creatures, so everyone bows to him. This won’t end well for anyone if he ends up succeeding.”

      I meet Miles’s eyes with blazing conviction. “I swear to you, the monsters who did this will answer. We don’t have to become like them. We’re stronger than their evil.”

      The door opens, signaling the end of our time together.

      Miles leans in for a hug. “I’ll see you soon.”

      The guards beckon me over, and as I stand to leave, my heart is lighter than it has been for months. For now, I suppress the reason for the meeting since it’s probably just another game, but I’ll take the small victory while I can.

      As we walk back to my cell, I stand a little taller, knowing that even after everything I’ve gone through, my brother is alive.
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      Sleep evaded me for another night.

      With a weary sigh, I drag myself from the plush bed and glance around the small room. No windows down here in the vampires’ labyrinth, just a false electric light that creates a mockery of day and night.

      By my estimate, Dr. Alden has kept Logan and me captive for over four months now. Four months since being ripped away from our lives and loved ones; well, my loved ones. We’re still hoping to find Miles down here.

      The thought sends a pang through my heart, because now, I also have to find Logan.

      Despair threatens to crush me, as it often does alone in this gilded cage, but I force myself to take a deep breath. Logan and I swore to stay strong for each other; we will endure this somehow.

      I splash water on my face from the small bathroom sink, trying to revive myself. Wherever Logan is, he still plans for us to escape together. I must cling to that hope, or they’ve defeated me.

      To distract my brooding thoughts, I switch on the small television, my only link to the outside world. The news anchor’s artificially bright voice fills the room as I tidy up.

      My thoughts drift. The world has gone on without us, just like the missing homeless. Were we even a news story when we disappeared? Did anyone notice we didn’t show up for work the next day or call us in missing?

      Did anyone take my place to deliver food to the homeless?

      My hands tremble, and I nearly lose my grip on the remote.

      A sharp knock interrupts my spiraling thoughts, and a petite blond vampire, Kerri, enters briskly.

      She’s been assigned as my caretaker, replacing the sullen Simone. I’m still wary, but Kerri is less openly hostile, at least.

      “Morning,” she says briskly, depositing a fresh set of clothes onto the small dining table. “Dr. Alden will be in to see you shortly. Do you require anything else?”

      I lick my dry lips, hesitating. Kerri is new, an unknown, but if she’ll help me reach Logan…

      “If it’s not too much trouble, could you hand a message to Logan for me? Just so he knows I’m thinking of him.” I hold my breath, waiting for her refusal.

      But she simply nods. “Give me the message. I’ll relay it when I deliver his breakfast.”

      My shoulders slump in relief.

      Scribbling out a brief note on a scrap of paper, I hand it to her with trembling fingers. “Thank you, Kerri.”

      She tucks it into her pocket without comment and turns to go.

      At the last second, I blurt out, “And please tell him I’m still fighting. We can’t give up hope.”

      Something flickers in her crimson eyes, there and gone. She dips her head in assent before silently departing.

      Alone again, I sink onto the edge of the bed, emotions churning. A scrap of contact, yet it means everything. This solitude is its own torture.

      A quick shower revives me slightly, and I curl up in the oversized chair as I wait for the doctor’s arrival. A journal sits open on my lap as I record details of our captivity. If we ever escape this place, my notes may help expose its horrors.

      After a brief knock, the door opens, and Dr. Alden enters briskly, wearing his usual polite smile that never reaches his cold gray eyes. “Good morning, Ivy. I hope you slept well?”

      I give a nonchalant shrug, but my gaze remains fixed on him, alert for any sign of danger. His feigned friendliness hides monstrous deeds.

      He seats himself across from me, regarding me with clinical interest. “And how are you adjusting to your new accommodations?”

      “As well as any prisoner can, I suppose.” I keep my tone neutral, but tension simmers beneath my surface calm.

      His smile tightens briefly. “This situation is regrettable, but I assure you, your role here is vital. In time, you will understand.”

      I force down a caustic reply because it will gain me nothing.

      Instead, I change the subject. “Have you made progress with your experiments? The hybrids you mentioned?”

      The doctor’s eyes light up, a zealous gleam I’ve learned to fear. “Ah yes, preliminary trials show promise. If I can perfect the balance of each species’ abilities, the applications could be limitless.”

      He continues on about his depraved experiments, but my thoughts turn inward. Careful probing keeps him talking, revealing snippets that show me more about what’s happening in his world.

      I nod along, letting him believe my interest is sincere while hatred smolders in my heart.

      After an endless hour, an urgent matter in Dr. Alden’s labs calls him away to deal with it.

      Once the door closes behind him, I sag in relief, letting my calm mask fall. Being in his presence is mentally taxing, constantly walking on a knife’s edge.

      Rising, I pour myself a glass of water from the kitchenette sink, troubled thoughts swirling. My head throbs dully, a now familiar symptom of my sessions with the doctor. I long to curl up in a quiet, dark room, but I can’t show weakness here, even when alone.

      Instead, I splash more water on my face and open my journal again. Recording every detail helps ground me and keeps my brain sharp.

      Later, when Kerri returns to drop off some vitamins, I gather my courage to ask, “Did you deliver my message to Logan?”

      My heartbeat picks up, awaiting her reply.

      She pauses, tray in hand, and for a moment, something like sympathy flickers across her pale face. “No. Sorry. He wasn’t there when I stopped by.”

      My throat tightens, eyes suddenly stinging. I whisper a hoarse, “Thank you,” unable to fully articulate my gratitude.

      But the understanding in Kerri’s gaze tells me she understands. A brief lifeline of words, yet it means everything in this abyss. She’s the first vampire that appears to have some humanity left in her. Kerri searches my face before she gives one sharp nod and makes a final, silent exit.

      Alone again, I release a long, shuddering breath.

      Pacing the room, I try to focus on my next step, but I don’t have one. I’ve not left this room in days, and I don’t know how to reach Logan other than my notes. Grabbing my vitamins, I take them quickly with a bit of water, then sink onto the bed. I close my eyes, picturing Logan’s beloved face and searching blue eyes.

      Somewhere during our preparation time and our capture, he became more to me than a partner in this. He’s the first guy I’ve connected with in a long time, so I can’t lose him now.

      The road ahead is shadowed, but together we can help light each other’s way through the dark. This is merely an obstacle on our intertwined paths, I remind myself.
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        * * *

      

      I awake with a start, confusion clouding my mind.

      The soft bed and blankets are gone, replaced by a cold, hard surface. Harsh fluorescent lights sear my eyes as I try to find my bearings.

      I’m in one of the vampire testing labs. But how?

      The last thing I remember is falling into an exhausted sleep in my cell.

      As awareness creeps back, thick leather straps bind my wrists and ankles. I crane my neck to look around and realize Logan lies strapped to a similar metal table beside me.

      His eyes are closed, but the steady rise and fall of his chest calms some of my panic.

      “Logan!” My hoarse voice echoes in the room.

      At my call, his eyes fly open, wide with alarm. “Ivy? What’s happening?”

      His gaze darts around, taking in our predicament.

      Before I can respond, the heavy doors across from us swing open. Dr. Alden enters briskly, an eager gleam in his icy gray eyes that sends a chill through me. Two hulking vampire guards accompany him.

      “Ah, good, you’re both awake,” the doctor remarks casually, as if we simply stopped by his office. “We have an important experiment scheduled for tonight that requires your participation.”

      My gut twists with dread, and I struggle against the thick straps. “What kind of experiment?”

      Whatever sadistic trial he has planned, it will end badly for Logan and me.

      Dr. Alden smiles, without a hint of warmth or reassurance. “You see, tonight is a very special, very rare celestial event. A full moon and lunar eclipse combined. The power in such an alignment is immense.”

      He pauses, letting the importance of his words sink in. My mind races as I try to make sense of what sinister use he has for this cosmic rarity. Beside me, Logan stiffens, hands clenching into fists where they’re bound.

      “Over the past weeks, you have each received small preparatory doses of…let’s say, special venom,” the doctor continues. “And tonight, under the height of the eclipse, you will both receive the final infusion to complete your transformations.”

      It takes a moment for his meaning to fully register. Special venom. Transformations. It can’t be.

      “You’re turning us into werewolves?” I gasp out in horror.

      Dr. Alden tilts his head. “Not quite. Werewolf venom on its own can have unpredictable effects. So, your systems will also be injected with vampire venom to stabilize the changes.”

      His clinical tone discussing such violations makes my stomach turn.

      Logan struggles against his bonds and shouts, “You’re completely deranged! We won’t be part of your twisted experiments.”

      The doctor gives him a chiding look. “Now, now. Your participation is not optional. This is a momentous night!”

      His wide-eyed fervor fuels my escalating fear. Will we end up as another one of his failed experiments?

      I meet Logan’s eyes, seeing my own dread reflected there. If Dr. Alden succeeds, we’ll become his latest mutated playthings, turned into god knows what.

      “Please,” I implore Dr. Alden, my voice breaking. “Don’t do this. You don’t have to be a monster.”

      I’m begging now, no longer caring. The thought of us transformed into unnatural, savage beasts… I can’t bear it.

      For an instant, something flickers in the doctor’s expression. Regret? Reluctance?

      Then, his face smoothes back into clinical resolve. “Progress always requires sacrifice. Your contributions tonight will pave the way to a better future.”

      “Why spend all that time being nice to me? Why put me in a comfortable room? What could separating us have done to help with your plan?” The only thing he could have hoped for through all this was his sadistic pleasure.

      “You’ve always been so perceptive, Ivy.” Dr. Alden paces between us, momentarily blocking my view of Logan. “It will be an honor to have you by my side as we go into the next phase.”

      “I will never help you,” I spit out, “no matter what you do to me.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I’ve been testing different combinations of vampire and werewolf venoms on people. Some went horribly wrong while others ended in the person’s death.”

      “Because death isn’t horribly wrong,” I mutter, but he’s so enthralled by his story that he doesn’t hear me.

      “The people that did turn picked up traits from their surroundings. But Logan’s brother, Miles—”

      “Miles is alive?” I blurt out, happy that Logan might reunite with his brother.

      Logan thrashes against his restraints. “He was turned into a vampire during one of the experiments.”

      “Yes, his desire to take care of his little brother overshadowed the drive to do my bidding. He kept his empathy, the first to do so.” Dr. Alden sounds disgusted by that, but I question whether or not Miles was the first, because Kerri seemed to have empathy when I asked for her help.

      Dismissing his mistake, Dr. Alden waves his hands in front of himself. “When I learned that Miles’s brother was here, I wanted to find out how I could use him because Miles—while still a failure—turned out to be one of the strongest vampires created in the lab so far. His bloodwork showed a gene I hadn’t seen previously. The same gene you both possess, as well.”

      Dr. Alden brushes a strand of my auburn hair out of my face. “My plan was to build up your bond so Logan could grow attached and protective while you’re here. If Miles can be as strong as he is without Logan here, think about what Logan can do with you here next to him.”

      He places his hands on either side of my head, leaving me nowhere to look but up at him. “That bond built until I took you away, Ivy, and he was beside himself with worry.”

      Before moving over to Logan, Dr. Alden hits the table. “Then, I started to videotape you, Ivy.” Dr. Alden’s false sympathy has me pulling on my restraints again. “Of course, I edited out the best parts to show you, Logan. This caused doubt in you but built up that anger. Anger I can now use for my benefit.”

      Dr. Alden spins back to me. “And you, my dear Ivy, I ingratiated you with my benevolence. When you turn, you’ll remember how much I did for you, which will dedicate you to me, just as I said.”

      “Well, telling us this will have ruined your plans,” Logan says, his eyes flashing with hate.

      “No. I don’t think so. The words haven’t had enough time to take hold.” Dr. Alden turns from us. “It’s time for you to join me.”

      His words turn my stomach, but further pleading is useless. The full moon must be nearing its apex. We’re out of time.

      Panicked, helpless tears slip down my temples as Dr. Alden briskly makes final preparations.

      Logan’s voice, soft but fierce, breaks through my despair. “Look at me, Ivy. We’re getting through this. Focus on me.”

      I turn my head, and his blue eyes bore into mine, willing me strength, even as his own fear shows through.

      Drawing a shaky breath, I nod, clinging to his words like a lifeline. We only have each other now. Whatever happens, we will face it together. I reach my hand out as far as the restraints allow. Logan stretches his own bound fingers to brush mine. Brief contact, but it’s enough.

      The shadowy room darkens as Dr. Alden approaches, two syringes of glowing serum in hand.

      This is it.

      Eyes locked on Logan, I mouth, “I love you.”

      His lips shape the words back as the needle pierces my skin.

      Heat explodes through my veins, followed by icy fire.

      Every cell in my body convulses under the shockwave, and a primal scream tears from my throat as the excruciating metamorphosis begins.
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      Liquid fire races through my veins as I writhe against the restraints.

      Every muscle and bone in my body feels as if they’re being pulled and twisted out of shape.

      Ivy’s screams mix with my own, our shared torment amplified in this sterile crypt, the walls echoing our cries back as laughter. This must be what hell’s torment is like.

      I force my eyes open, desperate to cling to Ivy’s agonized gaze as our only anchor in the maelstrom. Her fingers dig into my own with bruising intensity, our linked hands a final bastion of humanity before the monsters take us.

      The heat building in my chest erupts through my skin, singeing away the man I was.

      Swirling amber invades the rich green of Ivy’s irises as she, too, transforms, Dr. Alden’s sadistic cocktail writhing through her system.

      But our souls still shine through, untouched by his depravity.

      As the sensory overload threatens to shatter my sanity, the fire coursing through my cells suddenly fades away. The absence leaves me hollowed out, every inch aching with phantom echoes.

      Gasping raggedly, I search Ivy’s face for some sign it’s over for her, too.

      Her eyes reflect the same shell-shocked exhaustion weighing me down, but they’re still her eyes, just with amber ringing her green. The red rings around the vampires’ eyes don’t show, so the experiment must have failed.

      A small sob escapes her raw throat. “We’re still us.”

      Before I can respond, Dr. Alden swoops in, scribbling notes eagerly. “Marvelous! Vitals are strong, transformations appear stable.”

      His glee twists my gut.

      “Ah, but one final component remains…” He beckons one of the hulking vampire guards over. “Proceed with testing the blood. Drink from the neck or the wrist.”

      Alarm flares through me.

      I’m too weak to resist as the vampire bares my forearm, extends his fangs, and sinks them savagely into my flesh.

      Searing pain radiates from the bite as he draws blood, then icy numbness spreads from the bite, locking my cells in rigid stasis between one breath and the next.

      The vampire withdraws, my blood staining his grinning mouth. “It is done.”

      Terror seizes me that I’m already changing, my humanity leeching away.

      But then Ivy’s voice breaks through the creeping dread. “Logan. I’m still me. We’re still us.”

      With immense effort, I turn my head to face her. The amber has faded from her eyes, leaving only green shining with unshed tears. Beyond the small puncture in her arm, she appears wholly herself.

      Not a monster, just my Ivy.

      My own bite wound seals unnaturally fast, but my pulse still thrums in my ears, not the dead silence of the vampires.

      Cautious hope flutters in my chest. Dr. Alden’s experiment failed somehow. Our shared humanity proved stronger than his foul expectations. I cling to Ivy’s hand with new desperation. As long as we have each other, we have a chance.

      Meanwhile, Dr. Alden is livid. “Why didn’t it take fully? The blood infusion should have completed your transformations!” He grabs new vials of glowing serum, preparing another dose.

      Before he can administer more serum to us, the two vampires that bit us fall to the ground, writhing silently before they still. Their eyes glass over before their bodies implode into a mound of dust.

      Dr. Alden stands frozen, staring at the piles of dust that were once his guards. Shock and fury war across his features.

      “What happened?” He rounds on us. “What did you do to them?”

      I exchange an alarmed look with Ivy. We’re as stunned as he is.

      “We didn’t do anything,” Ivy says shakily. “We were restrained the entire time.”

      The doctor’s eyes blaze with rage. “Impossible! They reacted to ingesting your blood. Vampires aren’t affected by tainted blood, even werewolf blood. Some property in it must have poisoned them.”

      He rapidly gathers samples, muttering to himself. As he scrapes the vampire ashes into vials with clinical detachment, my stomach twists. They may have been monsters, but they were once living beings.

      Dr. Alden turns back to us, features icy with controlled anger. “Clearly, your transformations are not complete. We’ll need to run more tests to determine the cause.”

      His tone brooks no argument. He presses a red button by the door, and several vampires enter the room. Rough hands seize us before we can react, while other vampires remove our constraints.

      “Take them to Ivy’s holding cell.” Dr. Alden points to the door, then turns back to his worktable where the vials of vampire dust sit.

      Dragging us off the exam tables, the guards push us out of the room. I don’t struggle this time, too drained and uneasy with this strange new development.

      The route to Ivy’s more comfortable chambers takes me down hallways I’ve not seen before. This area looks more lived in, with white paint on the walls and speckled tile covering the floor.

      Once inside, the guards depart, and the door is locked securely.

      Alone again, some of the tension eases from my shoulders.

      Ivy sinks onto the edge of the plush bed, hugging herself tightly. “What did we do to them, Logan?” Her voice wavers with distress.

      As much as I hate seeing her in pain, her sympathy for even our torturers endears her to me more. She’ll always put others’ feelings first, which is why I have to protect her.

      Taking her cold hands in mine, I sit beside her. “You heard the doctor. Something in our blood reacted badly to their systems. We had no control over that.”

      She drops her head. “I know. But they were alive, and now, they’re just…dust.” A visible shudder runs through her, and I pull her close, letting her draw comfort from my warmth.

      We sit in silence for a while, processing everything.

      Eventually, I tentatively ask, “Do you feel any different?” I’m unsure what to expect after Dr. Alden’s experiment, but I don’t feel like a monster.

      Ivy considers, glancing down at where the bite mark on her arm should be. “Just drained. And really thirsty.” Her eyes flick to my throat for the briefest moment before she looks away.

      I swallow hard. The doctor’s blood infusion must have sparked some vampiric instincts, however weak.

      “I’m parched, too,” I admit quietly, resisting the urge to run my tongue over suddenly dry lips. “Do you think it’s blood thirst? I’ve not seen that in the vampires I’ve been around, but we’re different somehow.”

      Her shoulders hunch guiltily. “I don’t know. Probably.” She meets my eyes, hers wide with fear. Of herself or for me, I’m unsure. “But Logan, we can’t…”

      Gripping her hands tighter, I rub my thumbs over her knuckles. “We won’t hurt anyone, I swear it. We’ll figure this out.”

      An idea slowly forms, crazy but our only ethical option.

      I take a deep breath. “We could…try drinking from each other, just a little. It might curb the thirst.” I study her expression intently, prepared to retract the idea at the slightest hint of revulsion.

      Ivy bites her lip, considering. “That could work. We both heal quickly now, but what if our blood reacts to us like ours did with the vampires?” Her fingers drift unconsciously to the missing puncture wound on her arm. “We could die.”

      “If our own blood were going to kill us, it would have done so by now,” I reason. “But if you’re worried, we can think of something else.”

      “No. We have to do something. I would rather have an instant death than be tested to death by Alden.” She chews on her thumbnail.

      Hopeful, I sweep her hair gently aside, baring the graceful arch of her neck.

      But then I remember the videos I received of Ivy in bed. Dr. Alden will be able to watch us.

      Instead of biting her, I give her a swift kiss on her neck. Different desires arise within me, but I can’t allow myself to be consumed by them yet. We need to make sure we’re safe and in control.

      “What’s wrong?” Ivy’s face falls, and she pulls her hand from my grasp.

      Leaning back in, I give her a slower kiss on her neck, then place a line of kisses up to her ear where I whisper, “They have cameras in here watching us. I don’t want them to realize what we’re doing.”

      Understanding dawns on her face in a slow wave of terror. Her eyes flicker to mine, fear mirrored in their depths as she registers my silent warning: Don’t say anything yet, don’t do anything yet.

      Before she can react, before either of us can process what’s going on, I pull her close and press my lips against hers. My kiss distracts her from the truth and forces away the questions forming on her lips; it’s my way of protecting her from whatever danger may lurk in the shadows.

      My arms wrap around her slender body and pull her flush against me. Despite everything—the cameras, the danger—my heart soars at how perfectly we fit together.

      Our mouths move faster now, and I try desperately to stop time itself so we can stay here forever in each other’s embrace—safe from worry and doubt. The seconds pass too quickly, though, like a wisp of smoke dissipating until nothing remains except the lingering touch on our lips.

      Once I’m able to make my body break away from hers, I stand and offer my hand to her. She accepts it, and I help her off the bed.

      Since I wasn’t shown any footage from the bathroom, I lead her there. The bathroom is stark and cold, but I’m more comfortable here.

      I glance around and try to find places they may have hidden a camera. Nothing stands out, but I won’t risk it, so I walk us into the shower and pull the curtain closed.

      The moment fills with intimacy we’re not ready for, but the uncertainty is better than the alternative. If I find out a camera was placed in the shower, Dr. Alden won’t make it out of the room alive, with or without vampires to guard him.

      I pull back to cup her cheeks, needing her consent because this will change us forever. “Drinking from each other means we won’t have to harm anyone else. Are you okay to try?”

      Her eyes meet mine, softening with trust. “Yes, just be gentle.”

      Ivy leans closer, her quickened pulse drawing me in. I brush her skin with my lips, pausing one last moment. Her hands clutch my arms, bracing.

      Instinct brings out two sharp, needle-point fangs from my top gums, causing me to momentarily flinch before I pierce her delicate flesh, and rich warmth floods my mouth.

      The taste holds hints of the smoky sweetness I associate with Ivy. My noisy gulps fill the shower stall, then she relaxes, her breaths slowing. Her living essence dulls the relentless thirst, even as our bond deepens.

      I finally withdraw, swiping blood from my lips with my tongue, and watch as her small wounds seal swiftly.

      When I lift my head, Ivy’s eyes shine with moisture, but her expression holds no judgment or disgust, only tenderness. We’ve crossed a threshold from which there’s no return, yet it only pulls us closer.

      She caresses the lingering stain of her blood on my cheek. “Did that help?”

      “Yes, thank you.” I nuzzle into her touch. “What about you? Do you need to…”

      I trail off, pulse already quickening in anticipation of her teeth in my skin. The desire still unnerves me, this remnant of the monsters’ taint.

      Ivy hesitates only a moment before leaning in.

      I groan at the exquisite sting as her fangs pierce deep. With our roles now reversed, I let myself be enveloped by her embrace, our essences blending into each other. No mere physical joining could forge a bond so profound.

      She drinks carefully, not taking more than I can spare.

      When Ivy finally withdraws with a contented sigh, the unnatural thirst has eased.

      I kiss her fiercely, heedless of the blood lingering on our lips and tongues. We are two halves of one whole, our fates now truly intertwined by blood, but more importantly, an emotional bond that can’t be broken.

      As we stand entwined, Ivy lays her head on my shoulder.

      “How long until the thirst returns?” she wonders aloud.

      Threading my fingers through her hair, I contemplate our new dilemma. “Hard to say. Probably soon, but we didn’t turn out like Dr. Alden expected. We may need to do this daily.”

      Despite the strangeness of casually discussing drinking each other’s blood, pragmatism replaces any lingering sense of discomfort. We’ll do what’s necessary to survive and protect the others.

      “I hear your heartbeat.” Ivy’s wide green eyes, rimmed now with soft amber, stare up at me. “I thought vampires were supposed to die.”

      Kissing her forehead, I pull her close, wrapping my arms around her, so we don’t have to be separated again. “Over the several weeks, I’ve thought a lot about it. I’m sure we’ve thought the same things because the only reference we have for any of this is from movies. I wish I would have had more time to talk to Miles about it.”

      Ivy jumps back, hitting the back wall of the shower. “You found Miles.” Grasping my upper arms, she hops around in the small space. “I’m so happy for you. That’s amazing. How is he?”

      For the second time in two days, I have something to smile about. First was reuniting with Ivy, then it’s seeing her excitement for me.

      “Yes.” I pull back the curtain and step out of the shower. “I’ll tell you all about it, but we don’t have to do it in here.”

      Putting her hand up, she stops me from going any farther. “Actually, you stay in here and clean up. I bet you haven’t had a warm shower in the four months we’ve been here, and I’ll go heat you up some food.”

      I pick at my ratty T-shirt. “There’s no point in a shower if I have to put this back on.”

      “Don’t worry about that.” She grabs my hand and kisses my palm. “Some of the things they brought me were way too big. With the weight you’ve lost, you should have no trouble fitting into them. We can throw these out.”

      It would be nice to have a warm shower and clean clothes, even if they’re girls’ clothes.

      “Deal.” I lean in and give her a quick kiss. This new dynamic between us makes my heart sing, and I can’t wait to explore it more. “Can you cook, though?”

      “I make a mean pizza roll.” She shoves me back into the shower. “Now, stop procrastinating. I want to hear all about what happened to you and how it went with Miles.”

      She leaves the room, turning back briefly to smile at me, then she leaves me alone.

      Panic rises that she may not be there when I return, so I rush through my shower, ignoring the calming warm waters because being separated again would kill me.
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      The scents of melting cheese and simmering pizza sauce waft through the small kitchenette as I slide the last tray of pizza rolls from the toaster oven.

      My stomach rumbles despite the meager portions I could scrounge up with our limited supplies, but even these frozen snacks are indulgent after the bland gruel that normally passes for meals in this place.

      Setting the steaming plate of pizza rolls onto the table, I grab some plates from the cabinet and fill two glasses with water. Real, hot food still seems like such a luxury after months of surviving on meager rations in our cell.

      As the bathroom door opens, I glance up, and Logan steps out amidst a cloud of steam, running a towel over his damp hair. The barely big enough sweatpants cling to his frame, and the worn T-shirt I dug up hangs loosely on his shoulders.

      Regardless of what he’s wearing, it’s such a relief to see him in clean clothes.

      His blue eyes soften when they meet mine. “Smells amazing in here. Did you say pizza rolls?”

      I laugh as he eagerly peers over my shoulder. “Yes, I asked for a bag the other day and only ate a couple of them. They should help restore your strength. There’s also some fruit and vegetables.”

      Logan snags a piping hot roll and pops it in his mouth with a satisfied groan. “So good! Reminds me of late nights as a broke kid.” His expression turns wistful. “Miles and I would pool our spare change for junk food after…well, after it was safe to emerge from our room.”

      Sensing shadows behind his words, my throat tightens.

      But Logan shakes his head and steals another pizza roll. “Anyway, enough reminiscing. Let’s eat!”

      Recognizing his need to stay in the present, I let him divert the conversation. Tender subjects can be delved into later, once our fuller bellies help distance us from this place, at least temporarily.

      We settle across from each other at the little dining table, knees occasionally bumping in the confined space. But after so much loneliness, the closeness is far from stifling.

      Rather, it’s a balm to our souls.

      For a few blissful minutes, conversation ceases as we simply savor the flavors: salty, cheesy, fried to greasy perfection. So much better than the bland, watery gruel. My eyes fall shut, my imagination carrying me back to carefree days, a world away from our strange new reality.

      When I open them again, Logan watches me with a tenderness that squeezes my heart.

      “You doing okay?” he asks softly. “I know it’s been a lot.”

      His concern warms me even as it nudges an ache inside. There’s still so much left unspoken between us.

      I nibble my lip, considering where to begin unraveling our tangled threads. “I’m all right, all things considered. The exhaustion is the worst of it. Feeling so drained even when I did nothing that day.”

      My gaze flicks away, cheeks warming. Logan went through so much torture while I sat in a simple room doing simple things.

      Logan reaches across the table to cover my hand with his. “Days went by where I did nothing but watch images of you on loop.”

      His thumb rubs small circles over my knuckles, and the tender brush ignites a spark deep within.

      My eyes find his again. “But having you back gives me strength. I don’t think I could endure this alone.”

      The admission escapes before I can hold it back. But the walls between us have already cracked and crumbled from these trials.

      Logan’s hand tightens on mine. “You won’t have to. I swear it. We protect each other now and always, whatever comes.”

      Fierce emotion smolders beneath his quiet vow. The unbreakable ties we’ve forged are not all Dr. Alden’s doing.

      Heart full, I lean over to kiss Logan, a feather-brush of contact, there and gone. The spark flares hotter, urging us to feed the fledgling flames.

      Logan’s fingers trail down my cheek, his touch feather light. Our gazes lock, a question swirling in his stormy blue eyes. I answer by leaning toward him, my lips parted in anticipation.

      This time, he meets me halfway, his mouth finding mine with tender urgency. Every nerve ignites under his searching lips. The stubble on his jaw rasps against my skin as he deepens the kiss, and I welcome the scrape, the raw realness of it.

      My hands come up to cradle his face, holding him to me. Logan sighs into my mouth, his own hands tangling in my hair. We sink into each other, two souls adrift, coming together at last.

      His tongue sweeps over my lower lip, and I open for him readily, our kiss turning more heated. He explores my mouth thoroughly, taking his time, learning my shape. I melt into his strong frame, reveling in the glow kindling between us.

      Dimly, I’m aware of the hard tile floor under me, the stale underground air, but Logan’s lips on mine eclipse everything else.

      We come up for air, and I brush tender kisses over his cheek, his temple, anywhere I can reach. His ragged breaths stir the hair by my ear. I’ve never felt closer to another person, never more certain I’m exactly where I need to be.

      “Ivy…” Logan whispers my name like a prayer, his hand cupping my face.

      I lean against his palm, holding his gaze steadily. No more uncertainty shadows his striking blue eyes, only naked longing. I know my expression mirrors his.

      Our lips meet again, less urgent but no less passionate. Slower, deeper, we take our time exploring now that the first desperate edge has eased. Even amid madness, we’ve carved out a sanctuary, a place of light and hope that evil cannot touch.

      His kiss steals my breath but gives so much in return—faith, strength, a love that defies reason.

      For now, this is enough. Tomorrow’s evils will come, but we’ll stand against them together. Nothing can touch us here in the quiet eye of the storm, cocooned in each other’s arms.

      When we finally separate, Logan’s eyes smolder like blue flames. Wordlessly, he tugs me up and over into his lap. I go willingly, craving the shelter of his embrace, his steady strength surrounding me. We exchange more honey-slow kisses, hands beginning to wander and explore gently.

      I brush tentative fingers along his sharp jawline, trace the scars and marks accrued in this nightmare place. Logan skims his palms reverently across my back, learning the geography of me. We map each other’s bodies and spirits, affirming what remains under the new surface changes.

      Eventually, I lay my head on Logan’s shoulder with a contented sigh, his arms cradling me close. His lips press softly to my hair. No need for words just yet. For now, we breathe together, hearts beating in time, savoring this oasis of peace we’ve carved out, however precarious.

      My eyelids grow heavy, lulled by Logan’s rhythmic strokes through my hair. Part of me fights the pull of sleep, afraid to waste a single moment of this hard-won respite. Who knows when we’ll get another?

      As if sensing my struggle, Logan murmurs, “Rest, Ivy. I’ll keep watch.”

      The quiet promise nudges me the final step into slumber’s embrace. Sheltered in his arms, sleep comes easily for once, dreamless and deep.
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        * * *

      

      I’m not sure how much time passes before voices pierce the fog, jolting me awake.

      Logan is already upright, body coiled, tense and alert.

      Dr. Alden’s cold tones slice through the room as he argues with someone outside. “…patience is wearing dangerously thin. The two of them are clearly failed trials, regardless of the unique properties in their blood. Dispose of them in the Pits and be done with it.”

      Ice floods my veins at his words. The Pits. Was that where I witnessed that fight all those days ago?

      Nausea coils in my gut. After everything, our lives will end as bloody entertainment for the vampires.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, willing the nightmare away. This can’t be the end. There’s so much left undone, unsaid.

      Logan pulls me fiercely into his arms.

      “I won’t let them take you,” he vows, voice raw with emotion, but the choice isn’t ours to make.

      Heavy footsteps approach. At any second, they’ll storm in and drag us to our deaths.

      Logan’s arms tighten, bracing.

      I bury my face against his chest, wanting him to be the last thing I remember.

      Flinching, I steel myself, but the expected intrusion doesn’t come.

      After an agonizing pause, measured steps recede down the hall again, followed by the decisive slam of a metal door.

      We cling together as the near miss sinks in.

      For whatever reason, Dr. Alden changed his mind, granting us a reprieve from the Pits.

      The relief leaves me giddy and weak. We live another day, though likely not much longer.

      Logan pulls back to meet my eyes, his blazing with renewed fervor. “This is our warning. We have to leave, now, before the doctor loses patience again.”

      His tone is adamant, holding us to our course. Not that I would offer any alternatives. The time for waiting and hoping is past. If we stay, death will surely come for us.

      My pulse kicks up, nerves tense for flight or fight. But hope rises, too, ember-like in my chest. Before, where escape seemed like chasing a phantom, now stark necessity will force action.

      Cornered prey finds teeth.
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        * * *

      

      I’m jolted from fitful sleep by rough hands grabbing at my arms. Before I can even scream, I’m hauled forcibly from the bed, the room spinning dizzyingly.

      Logan is similarly wrenched upright beside me, his eyes wide with alarm.

      Dr. Alden stands over us, face carved from stone. “You’ve outlived your usefulness. Time to discover how long you last against real monsters.”

      Panic claws at my throat as two hulking vampires wrestle us toward the door. I glimpse the doctor’s pitiless sneer before we’re dragged out into the harshly lit hall.

      My mind races frantically, my heart hammering against my ribs. We’re being taken to the Pits to die for the vampires’ entertainment. All our stolen moments and fragile hopes shattered in an instant.

      I twist in my captor’s iron grip, trying to slow our progress, but I might as well be struggling against stone statues for all the good it does. Their preternatural strength is too immense.

      Beside me, Logan bellows and thrashes violently, to no avail. I meet his eyes, seeing my dread and desperation mirrored there.

      Is this the end, after everything?

      No! I refuse to surrender so easily. We can’t waste what might be our final chance. If we can break their hold…

      Something primal and fierce ignites in my core, live coals fanned to an inferno. Strength blazes through my veins, sudden and scalding. I roar and wrench my arms up with an explosive force I didn’t realize I possessed.

      The vampire’s hands tear free with a sickening crunch.

      He howls and stumbles back, clutching the mangled, dangling ruin of his wrists. Dark blood, slick and foul, spatters my face and clothes. I gag at the stench.

      All sounds are muted except the pounding rhythm of my heart. I stare at my hands, the unfamiliar power thrumming below the surface.

      Is this the hybrid strength Dr. Alden’s experiments imbued me with? Can I harness this?

      A second feral roar snaps me from my daze. Logan breaks his captor’s grip as well in a rage-fueled surge. The two injured vampires flee down the passageway, leaving us unguarded.

      Now’s our chance.

      I seize Logan’s hand. “Run!”

      Together, we sprint in the opposite direction from our would-be executioners. The halls are eerily deserted in this section. We turn corners blindly, with no clue where we’re heading except away from our captors, away from certain death.

      My senses are heightened, attuned to each sound and scent as I never was before. I lead us unerringly up through levels and corridors, something primal urging me on. The creature now intertwined with my human half knows the way.

      We burst out of a metal door into shockingly fresh open air. The night sky spans overhead, a velvet sea studded with stars.

      Overwhelmed, I freeze. When was the last time we saw the outside world? It’s like another lifetime ago.

      Logan grips my shoulders, eyes wild. “Did we make it? Are we out?” Disbelief wars with newborn hope in his raw voice.

      I shake myself back to urgency. We’re still in the vampires’ compound, high walls lined with barbed wire enclosing us like a cage. Escape is tantalizingly close now.

      Taking Logan’s hand again, I urge him onward, sticking to the shadows near the buildings. My enhanced vision guides our steps through pools of darkness. We need to find some breach in the perimeter.

      Suddenly, a door ahead opens, spilling light across our path.

      I yank Logan into a narrow crack between structures, pressing us both flat against the bricks. If we’re caught again, we won’t be given another opportunity.

      Two vampire sentries drag a struggling captive out into the wan moonlight. My breath catches as I recognize the sandy hair and broad build that featured in so many of Logan’s pictures.

      Miles.

      He’s gaunt and battered now, but defiance still burns in his blue eyes as he glares at his captors.

      “I won’t kill for your entertainment, not anymore,” he growls, twisting in their grip.

      One sneers, baring elongated fangs. “You’ll do as commanded or be torn to shreds yourself.”

      To emphasize the point, he rakes razor claws down Miles’s back.

      I fight the urge to cry out as blood blooms on his tattered shirt, but Logan’s agonized moan gives us away before I can stop it. The guards’ heads whip toward our hiding spot, crimson eyes gleaming.

      “Who’s there?” one demands, hauling Miles along as they stalk toward our not so hidden hiding place.

      Panic claws at me again. We’ll be recaptured or killed if discovered.

      By the wall opposite us, an alley cat jumps out and hisses at the guards. Its back arched and claws extend.

      “Just a cat,” the other guard says and hisses back at the cat, then they walk back toward where they came from.

      With visible reluctance, Logan stands still and doesn’t follow, in case one of them looks back. When the door closes, I manage a jerky nod, and we creep back to peer around the building’s edge.

      Logan scrubs a palm down his face, emotions visibly roiling. “Miles. I have to find him. I have to help him.”

      Desperation wars with caution in his taut voice.

      My chest aches, confronting the same heartbreaking choice—freedom for us or rescue the others still trapped here. We’re so close to escaping this nightmare. Venturing deeper again would be madness.

      I lace my fingers through Logan’s, squeezing firmly. “Then, we go together. No one gets left behind this time.”

      He searches my face, hesitant. “Ivy, if we’re caught trying this…”

      “I know.” My voice doesn’t waver. “But leaving anyone to this place, to that monster, Alden, isn’t living. Wherever this path takes us, we walk it side by side.”

      I kiss his scarred knuckles, signing the vow. Come what may, our fates are bound now. For better or worse.

      Emotion swims in Logan’s eyes, but he simply brings our joined hands to his lips. “Together then,” he agrees solemnly.

      We creep toward the viper’s nest, willingly putting our lives on the line. Not for ourselves, but for those we cannot abandon.

      The inside is strangely hushed as we steal through corridors. Most vampires are likely at the grisly games in the Pits, entertainment for those who reign over this dungeon. Revulsion wars with rage inside me. So much evil festering underneath an oblivious city. But we mean to rip off the veil tonight.

      I pause at a branching passage, testing the air. A familiar metallic scent lingers in the air to the left. “This way. Where they take the prisoners for the fights.”

      If Miles is meant to provide blood sport for his captors’ amusement tonight, we may be able to free him during the chaos.

      Logan’s jaw clenches, and he nods resolutely.
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      Side-by-side, we descend into the earth once more.

      Faint screams and roars echo up the worn stone stairs as we wind deeper down. Ivy’s hand tightens on mine until it almost hurts, but I welcome the pain, our tether in the darkness.

      At the crumbling tunnel’s end looms a rusted iron gate, behind which pace various monsters—furred and fanged, clawed and horned. Creatures warped by vicious experiments into pitch-black mirrors of humanity. Pity wars with unease inside me. No one and nothing deserve such twisted fates.

      “I’ve only heard of vampires and werewolves, and humans, of course, used in Dr. Alden’s experiments. This looks like animals, as well,” Ivy whispers.

      Now that almost a day has gone by, the changes Dr. Alden was hoping for are starting to emerge. Our strength, sight, and hearing have all been enhanced. Our blood thirst is there, but we’re able to eat regular food, as well.

      Too many questions linger, and few people can provide the answers. Were we to end up like these poor caged creatures or something else?

      Stopping to check the creatures behind the gates, combinations of all types, like bird beaks on cat bodies, bark, hiss, or squawk at each other. “I didn’t hear anything, either. But based on some of the creatures here, I’m not surprised. The man will stop at nothing to achieve his end goal.”

      Shivering, Ivy tucks in closer to me. “Promise me that when we’re free, we won’t do anything like this again. We harass the authorities every day to step in and help.”

      I kiss the top of Ivy’s head. “Deal.”

      I’ll do whatever it takes to keep Ivy safe, even putting myself in danger, but she doesn’t need to know that right now.

      After passing the holding pens, we emerge into an open area overlooking a sunken fighting pit ringed by a stone wall and bleachers carved from the rock above.

      Vampires lounge languidly, passing around bottles of blood, wine, or a combination of both as they await the next bloody spectacle. Laughter and coins changing hands suggest casual bets placed on the grisly outcomes.

      “Do vampires need money?” I lean into Ivy to let her clean vanilla scent wash over me and mask the stench of the arena.

      “Maybe. Do you think they’re more of them in public than the ones who kidnapped the homeless?” Her wide green eyes with the amber rings pull me in, and her fear settles over me.

      But I don’t think that fear is for herself, though. Rather, it’s for the other clueless humans that don’t realize this nightmare world exists.

      “I don’t know, but when we find Miles again, we can ask him.”

      A crash echoes through the chamber, drawing our attention. In the arena’s center, two mismatched creatures face-off: a hulking beast with mottled fur and curved ram’s horns against a lean, shirtless man with shaggy dirty blond hair.

      Miles.

      He braces himself as the brutish monster charges with a bellow.

      At the last second, Miles pivots aside with supernatural speed, raking his clawed hands across the thing’s side. Dark blood spurts, and the creature wheezes in pain and fury.

      The vampires roar and pound their fists, whipped into a frenzy by the visceral bloodshed. Coins continue exchanging hands as bets quickly reshape around the unexpected underdog.

      But Miles’s eyes hold only grim focus, not relishing the violence.

      He ends the duel swiftly, hamstringing his opponent with a vicious swipe before going for the exposed throat.

      I force myself to watch the creature convulse and go still; Miles was left with no choice. When this ends, I swear none of them will ever be forced to kill for sport again.

      A hushed silence falls as the lifeblood pools and soaks into the thirsty sand. Then, the spectators erupt into raucous cheers and applause. The sadistic thrill on their faces turns my stomach, but their distraction provides the opening we’ve waited for.

      As chaos erupts, Ivy and I leap into the Pits during the uproarious spectacle. In the commotion, we’re able to pull a battered Miles to his feet and urge him toward the arena’s edge.

      He whirls, claws flashing, before recognition lights his gaunt face. “Logan? What are you— Leave, it’s not safe—”

      With a rough embrace, I cut him off. “Not without you.”

      At my determined words, the first true hope stirs in Miles’s haggard eyes. Perhaps we have a chance if we stand united.

      “Climb! We have to go now!” I shout over the noise.

      Miles’s eyes are dazed, like he can’t quite believe this is real. That we came for him against all odds. But at my push, he scrambles up the carved stone wall.

      Ivy and I follow swiftly behind.

      We take off running through the shadowy tunnels branching away from the Pits. Any second, Miles’s absence will be discovered, if it hasn’t already. We need to cover as much distance as we can before the chase begins.

      Though his breathing comes in ragged gasps, Miles keeps pace. “You shouldn’t…have come for me,” he forces out. “It’s too dangerous here.”

      But beneath the worry in his voice, I detect a fragile hope rekindling.

      Ivy grasps his hand as we run. “We weren’t leaving you behind. Keep moving.”

      Her adamant tone leaves no room for argument. Escape first, then we’ll have time for reunions.

      We zigzag upward through crumbling passages, trying to retrace our earlier steps to the compound’s upper levels. The farther we move from the screams and roars of the Pits, the more I dare to hope we might actually pull this off.

      Rounding a corner, we nearly collide head-on with a lone figure emerging from a side tunnel.

      My heels skid on loose gravel as I halt abruptly. It takes a moment for the gaunt features to register in the shadows. But the brown eyes sparking with crimson are unmistakable. Vampire.

      “Trevor?” Ivy gasps out.

      Joy and anguish war on her face. He was one of the homeless youths she desperately tried to rescue. One she cares deeply for but is now one of the monsters we’re running from.

      Trevor blinks sluggishly at her voice, as if struggling to understand. His pupils are dilated unnaturally wide, a visible tremor wracking his frame.

      “What…what are you doing here, Ivy?” he rasps finally.

      Whatever battle rages in his mind shows plainly on his face. He takes a halting step back, wavering.

      Ivy moves toward him slowly, hands raised. “I came to find you, Trevor. To take you home.” Her voice trembles with restrained emotion. “You don’t have to stay here and suffer anymore.”

      Trevor clutches his head with a low moan. “You shouldn’t…see me…like this.”

      His jaw clenches, fangs digging into his lip hard enough to draw blood. He inhales sharply at the scent, and Miles takes a step forward before I grasp his arm.

      My muscles coil, ready to lunge forward if Trevor loses control. I don’t know what we’re capable of compared to a vampire, but I won’t let Ivy stand in danger’s path.

      But Ivy continues her careful approach. “Let me help you, Trevor.” She extends a trembling hand. “You’re still you, no matter what they’ve done.”

      For an instant, her words break through. Trevor’s crimson-tinged eyes shimmer with tears, his hand lifting toward hers. Hope leaps in my chest, then his expression shutters again.

      “No. My place is here now, with my sire.” The words sound wooden and forced, but when he meets Ivy’s anguished gaze again, his eyes blaze with a desperate warning. “Go, quickly. I can’t stop myself or them for long.”

      Dread twists my gut. Of course, it wouldn’t be so easy. The vampires have their claws sunk deeply into Trevor’s mind. We can’t save him, not this way, but the choice to leave him rips my heart, too.

      Ivy’s stricken face says she’s grappling with the same agony. Abandoning Trevor in this place goes against her every instinct. But the heavy tread of boots echoes from the way we came, the hunt closing in.

      Releasing my grip on Miles, I grab Ivy’s hand, hating myself. “We have to run. I’m sorry.”

      Her eyes swim with tears, but she lets me pull her past Trevor’s rigid form. Looking back is too painful. I can only pray someday we can return for him if he lasts that long.

      Further up, the tunnels begin to look more familiar from our earlier escape attempt, but we’re not out yet. Shouts and snarls echo from behind us, spurring us to greater speeds. Our hybrid senses guide us unerringly through the maze.

      At last, we emerge into a loading area, the exit in sight. Freedom so close I can taste it. Nothing matters except the open night sky awaiting beyond these cursed walls that have entombed us for too long.

      We’re nearly to the rutted driveway when a sharp cry pierces the night.

      I risk a glance back to find guards dragging a struggling Trevor our way. Ivy and Miles stop, their faces etched with the same dismay.

      “What should we do?” Ivy asks wildly. “I can’t leave him to be punished because he ran into us.”

      If we run now, we can likely still make it. The thought of abandoning Trevor is unbearable, despite his earlier refusal of our help. He’s still a prisoner in his own mind.

      I turn to meet Ivy’s tormented gaze. “Talk him through this. Miles didn’t change because he had a stronger bond with me than he did with the vampires. They prey on those who have nothing to lose because their minds are open to the idea of a community.”

      Ivy’s eyes widen, but she gives a firm nod. She told me how she was coached not to become attached, but she has her favorites. I don’t begrudge her for that, and I’ll help her and Trevor however I can.

      As the guards’ approach, she calls out, “Trevor! It’s not too late. You were never alone. We were working on your plans. I’m here for you now. I promise you won’t be alone again.”

      Trevor goes rigid, and my hope blooms that she might get through to him.

      A war rages across his face as he fights the sire’s call.

      The guards hiss and move to block him, but Trevor tears free with a feral snarl.

      In a blur, he reaches Ivy’s side, head bent. She doesn’t flinch as he reaches for her.

      “It’s okay, Trevor. Come back to us,” she murmurs.

      After an endless moment, Trevor stumbles back with a choked gasp, eyes clearing. He blinks around in confusion before focusing on Ivy.

      “You came for me,” he rasps in wonder.

      This time, when she embraces him, he clings back just as fiercely.

      New vampires flank the guards that were holding Trevor, their eyes gleaming with bloodlust.

      Ivy and Trevor separate, joining our defensive ring. A fragile hope burns in me that together we can take down these monsters and end their reign tonight.

      “Are those swords?” I sidle up closer to Ivy’s side.

      Miles steps closer to my other side. “Yes. The only way to kill a vampire is to expose them to sunlight, to take their head off, or to stab them through the heart. It doesn’t have to be wood to kill them…us.”

      Our blood kills them, too, but that may have just been during the full, eclipsed moon.

      “So, they aren’t here to capture us, but to kill us. Great.” Growing up, I was in a lot of fights, but nothing I’ve ever done has prepared me for swords. “Ivy, you run when I give the word.”

      “I’m not leaving the three of you.” Ivy squares her shoulders and puts some space between us. “We didn’t fight to get back together to let one of us die.”

      Miles drops his voice, but I’m not sure if the vampires can still hear us or not. “I’ve had the most fighting experience. I can disarm the redhead on the end. He’s new to the guard detail, so he’s had the least amount of training. Once I have a sword, stay behind me until I can disarm the others.”

      “I don’t like this plan, but I don’t have a better one.” We stay in formation but don’t move until Miles gives the word.

      With a burst of speed, Miles rushes the first of the guards and yells over his shoulder, “Move over to that alley! It will make using the swords more difficult.”

      The narrow stone alley echoes with the clanging of swords and grunts of pain as Miles fights his way back to us, tossing me a second sword.

      While Miles managed to grab two swords for us, he didn’t kill any of the vampires, so each group is two deep with Trevor and Ivy behind Miles and me, and the two unarmed vampires behind the two armed ones.

      I duck under a sweeping blade and drive my shoulder into the guard’s chest, knocking him back against the rough wall. The force of the impact makes dust and debris rain down on us. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Miles deliver an uppercut to another guard, snapping his head back violently.

      Behind me, Ivy cries out.

      I whirl to find a guard gripping her throat, fangs bared, as he prepares to rip into her neck. With a guttural yell, I leap and slam my sword through his back. His grip on Ivy loosens as he snarls in agony before crumpling into a pile of ash.

      “Nice one,” she chokes, massaging her bruised neck.

      I nod curtly in reply, already spinning to rejoin the fight.

      Trevor engages the last guard, their claws singing a deadly song as they clash again and again in the narrow space. As I move to assist, Trevor finally finds an opening, grabs a sword from one of the fallen, and runs the vampire through.

      The guard gasps wetly before joining his comrades in turning to ash.

      Silence falls over the alley, broken only by our harsh breathing. We’ve made it through, but the fight cost us precious time. The angle of the light creeping in from over the top of the wall tells me sunrise is fast approaching.

      Miles hurries over, face streaked with blood and grime. “We need to move. Now.”

      Ivy shakes her head, eyes wide with fear. “But the sun…”

      She’s right. Miles and Trevor can’t risk continued exposure once daylight breaks over the compound walls, and we don’t know how she and I will react to the sun. We have to keep going, though.

      My gut twists at the thought of leaving them behind after coming so far together.

      Trevor claps a hand on Miles’s shoulder. “We’ll find a dark corner to hole up in. You two find a spot in one of the buildings.” He tries for an encouraging smile, but it doesn’t reach his eyes.

      “Can’t you find a spot in one of the buildings, too?” Ivy’s pained voice hurts my heart. We’ve been through too much, and it’s still not over.

      “We won’t make it in time.” Miles looks tormented, but he finally nods to Ivy and me. “Be ready to move again after sunset.”

      We clasp arms briefly before Miles turns and vanishes down a side tunnel with Trevor, leaving Ivy and me on our own.

      She gives me a determined look, mouth set in a firm line.

      I want to offer some word of hope or comfort, but none comes, so I simply meet her gaze and say, “Let’s go.”

      We creep from the alley out into the courtyard bathed in the golden rays of dawn. I reflexively check my bare arm to see if my hybrid blood will protect Ivy and me.

      No burning or blistering. Small favors.

      Ivy glances around nervously. “Where can we hide?”

      I scan the compound, searching for inspiration. Most of the buildings are dedicated to Dr. Alden’s research, not comfort. Except there.

      “The old barracks.” I point toward the long structure reserved for the human members of Alden’s staff, if he still has any.

      The building should have limited windows and darker corners. Ivy follows my gaze and nods.

      We keep to the shadows as we make our way along the inner wall. My senses strain for any sign of movement or alarm, but the open courtyard remains still. At the barracks door, I slowly turn the handle.

      Unlocked.

      I ease it open just enough for us to slip through, then close it silently behind us. The front room appears deserted, rows of bunks all empty. I gesture for Ivy to follow me toward the back.

      We pick our way across the creaky floor, cringing at every groan of the boards under our feet.

      In the rear corner, I spy a small closet used for linens. I pull open the door to reveal musty sheets and a few moth-eaten blankets. It isn’t glamorous, but it should shield us from the rising sun.

      Ivy crawls in first, scooting to the back wall. I wedge myself in beside her, and she buries her face against my shoulder. My arms encircle her lightly. Neither of us dares speak as we wait tensely for the day to pass and night to fall once more.

      The only sound is Ivy’s soft breaths tickling my neck, her body warm and vital against mine.

      Despite our grim situation, holding her close like this stirs an emotion I don’t have time to examine right now. I rest my chin on her hair and close my eyes, willing the sun to sink below the horizon.

      We’ve made it this far. Somehow, some way, we’ll make it the rest of the way.

      Together.
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      At the sound of a door creaking open, I jolt awake.

      Beside me, Logan is instantly alert, his body coiled tight as a spring.

      I blink, trying to clear the fog of sleep from my brain. It takes a moment for me to remember where we are, hidden in the back of the barracks, pressed together on top of a pile of musty sheets.

      He stands and offers me his hand. As I let him pull me up, that now-familiar tingle runs through me at his touch, and I hope my cheeks aren’t turning pink.

      Logan’s hand closes around the hilt of his sword, and he slowly pushes open the closet door far enough to reveal two shadowy figures slipping through the barracks.

      I tense, ready to fight or flee.

      “Logan?” whispers a familiar voice. “It’s us.”

      Miles.

      Relief courses through me, and we step out of the closet as Miles and Trevor approach.

      Logan’s grip relaxes on his weapon, but his eyes remain wary. “What’s happening out there?”

      “Dr. Alden has sentries combing the compound for us,” Miles says grimly. “Once they discovered we slipped their guard last night, he put everyone on high alert.”

      I shiver, imagining the vampires stalking through the maze of tunnels, searching for our trail. We have evaded them for now, but they’ll keep hunting.

      “Do either of you have any contacts that can help us? Maybe send the guards on a wild goose chase?” Miles and Trevor can’t be the only two who have broken their bond with Alden.

      I thought the two vampires who were bringing me food had a shred of humanity left, but after reconnecting with Logan, it became clear they never delivered my notes.

      “No. The vampire bond is strong.” Miles rubs his temples and closes his eyes. “The compulsion to do the sire’s will places a nearly unbreakable hold on you.”

      “You two escaped it, though,” I press.

      We can’t be the only ones.

      “We had anchors in the two of you,” Trevor explains. “Without a stronger bond, the sire’s will overrides everything. It’s why Alden has been grabbing homeless people. They have no bonds to anyone or anything, in most cases.”

      Trevor grabs my hand. “Thank you for being my bond.”

      Tears burn my eyes, but I blink them away. “I’m glad we could do that much.”

      How many more people are trapped here? I thought we could save them all, but neither Logan nor I understood the enormity of the situation.

      Trevor sits on one of the abandoned cots, dust flying up. The rings of red around his pupils glow in the dim barracks. “We need to figure out our next move.”

      Logan scrubs a hand over his stubbled jaw. “First, we need to get our bearings. Where exactly are we in this maze? From what little we’ve seen of it, it looks like it’s been built up over time and not just created when Alden took over. He can’t be older than these buildings.”

      Miles shakes his head. “I haven’t spent much time in the upper levels and rarely, if ever, outside.” His voice holds a note of bitterness. “Dr. Alden kept me confined to the east wing.”

      “I’ve never been out of the tunnels,” Trevor adds. “At least, not that I can remember. Once I went with them, they knocked me out quickly. I don’t remember anything until I woke up on the cold stone floor.”

      I chew my lip thoughtfully. “If we can make it to the top of the wall and look around, I might recognize landmarks. Didn’t we pass a toolshed on the way to the barracks?”

      Logan nods. “It’s risky, but we need intel to form a real escape plan.”

      We creep to the barracks door, and Logan cracks it open.

      The courtyard is still cast in deep shadows, but my enhanced vision picks up a lighter shade of everything. These extra abilities and senses are going to take some getting used to, and I’m going to have to explore them more once we’re in a safe place.

      Detecting no signs of life, Logan waves us forward.

      We skirt along the inner wall, darting from building to building. My nerves jangle with every scuff of our shoes on the gravel, every harsh breath.

      At last, we come upon the shed, and Logan patrols while Miles forces the rusty door open. Inside, I find piles of shovels, rakes, and coils of rope.

      I grab the rope before joining the others outside. Holding the rope in one hand, I jump to find out if I can grab the edge of the roof, but I miss it.

      Logan lifts me easily, giving me enough clearance to climb up.

      From the roof, I head to the edge of the wall. The stones are smooth and leave us no handholds to climb, so I look around for something else to use, but nothing around me will help.

      “I need one of you to come up and help me climb to the top of the wall,” I call down.

      Within a few seconds, Logan and Trevor join me. They lie down on the roof and offer their hands to help Miles up.

      Once we’re all here, Logan tosses me up high enough to grasp the wall ledge. I suppress a squeal on the way up when he throws me higher than I expected.

      After pulling myself up, I hunker down, peeking over the top of the wall. As the moonlight grows, details emerge from the rugged landscape. Craggy foothills give way to towering, snow-capped mountains.

      “The Sawtooth range,” I whisper. “We’re north of Stanley.”

      Trevor lets out a low whistle. “That’s miles from any real roads and hours outside the city. No wonder this place stays secret.”

      I drop back down, an icy chill creeping through me. We’re so isolated out here, but we have our bearings now. That is something.

      Logan’s eyes meet mine, gleaming with determination in the night. “We stick to the shadows, keep moving, and get the hell out of this valley.”

      “We need some insurance, though. Let me run back to the barracks and grab a couple of blankets. It won’t be comfortable to hide under, but at least it will block the sunlight. I’m not losing them now that we found them, especially to our poor planning.” I move to jump off the shed roof.

      “Wait, I’ll go.” Trevor hops down and dashes back to the barracks.

      “He seems like a good guy.” Miles follows Trevor’s path, even when he turns the corner, and we lose sight of him.

      “I think he likes you,” Logan sullenly mumbles in my direction.

      Miles spins toward his brother. “Are you jealous?”

      Putting his hand over his mouth, Miles laughs. “I haven’t seen you jealous since Melanie Turner asked Jason Wilds to the Sadie Hawkins dance instead of you.”

      “I’m not jealous.” Logan punches his brother in the shoulder. “And I wasn’t jealous of Melanie and Jason. I was mad because we talked about going, but it was never official. I turned down Katie Lawrence because I thought Melanie was going to ask me. That’s all.”

      “Maybe I should be jealous,” I say with no real steam. How can I, when hope bubbles up that we may return to a normal life? Well, as normal a life as two vampires and two hybrids can have.

      Logan leans over and kisses me lightly. “You have nothing to be jealous of.”

      Returning the kiss, I tell him, “You have nothing to be jealous of, either.”

      “You two are too cute together.” Miles claps his brother on the back. “I need to rescue you from this place, so you can go out and have a happy, normal life.”

      “What did I miss?” Trevor’s shout startles me, and I’m struck with a sudden pang of regret for abandoning our vigil for his return.

      “Just these two making out.” Sliding down to the edge of the roof, Miles helps Trevor up, then Logan and I help the two of them up to the top of the wall.

      Trevor lays a bundle of blankets on the wall between us. They’re tied up by a sheet, so it can be slung over someone’s shoulder to carry. “It’s about time someone snatched her up. I was going to go on the hunt for her. Someone as great as Ivy shouldn’t be alone.”

      Heat rises in my cheeks, and I refocus us on our mission. “Hopefully, this will be enough to protect you.”

      Ignoring my topic change, Logan throws his arm over my shoulders. “No more looking. She’s mine, and I’m hers.”

      For a moment, I worry he’ll say something about our blood bond, but he stops there.

      “I’m dropping down.” I hop off the ledge and call back to them. “We need to use as much of the darkness as we can.”

      The three of them jump down next to me, and we head off in what I hope is the right direction.
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        * * *

      

      We walk until the sun’s rays reach our feet, and then the four of us huddle under the scraggly branches of a lone juniper tree, its meager shade giving added protection as the sun rapidly climbs.

      Anxiety and tension radiate from Trevor and Miles as the morning light inches closer to our hiding spot. The blankets wrapped around them barely provide enough coverage.

      We escaped the compound, but we aren’t free yet. Not while the sun still threatens Miles’s and Trevor’s lives. Not while we remain trapped in this remote valley with no quick way out.

      I glance at Logan.

      His brow is furrowed in concentration as his eyes scan the rugged terrain surrounding us. He has to be turning over possibilities, searching for the solution that has so far eluded us. That tenacious determination is one of the things I love about him.

      “We need to prioritize cover first,” Logan finally says. “Then, tackle the blood issue.”

      Miles shakes his head grimly. “Worrying about shelter won’t help us, because it’s going to change daily.”

      I clear my throat. “I might have an idea for the sun problem. Some of the rocks here have deep overhangs. We passed a few on our way through the valley. If we can find some bigger ones, they could provide shade during the day. It might take us longer to make our way out of the valley, though.”

      “Not ideal, but better than nothing.” Logan turns to Miles and Trevor. “Can you two last until nightfall again without…sustenance?” His jaw clenches at the word.

      Trevor shrugs. “We’ll manage. Not like we have much choice.”

      Miles silently stares at the ground.

      A pang of sorrow for them breaks my heart. The hunger gnawing inside must be maddening. Just the small part of me that hungers drives me crazy. And the thought of losing themselves to it, becoming the monsters Dr. Alden intended…

      A shudder runs through me. No. I won’t let that happen.

      “We’ll find an answer,” I say firmly, as much to myself as them.

      Logan gives my hand a brief, reassuring squeeze, and the warmth of it lingers even after he releases me.

      Brushing dirt from his sweats, Logan stands. “Ivy and I will go scout around before we come back to sleep. Try not to move too much.”

      Hoisting myself to my feet, I join Logan and wait until we’re out of earshot before asking, “What are we really doing?”

      “First, I’m going to feed you. Then, I’m going to hunt down an animal for them. I don’t know if it will work, but it has to be better than nothing.” Logan leads me through the sparse trees to a meadow with dead grass about a foot tall.

      When we stop, I tilt my head to the side and brush my hair back. “You first.”

      Gripping his threadbare shirt, I pull him closer to me. “I want to feel your lips on me.”

      My boldness makes me a little embarrassed because I’m not normally like that, but I wasn’t lying. I also know he would want me to go first.

      Without hesitation, he skims his nose over my exposed neck, sending shivers down my arms. His lips caress my skin, and my stomach tightens in anticipation. Once his fangs break my skin, I moan as our bond strengthens, my life force feeding his.

      When he finishes, he kisses my neck. “You’re so beautiful. Even in our current situation, I’m the luckiest man alive.”

      “We’re both lucky.” And in this moment, I believe it completely.

      When we’ve both had our fill, we grab some fallen tree branches and hit the grass. Within a few minutes, several rabbits run out.

      “Don’t watch,” Logan says as he chases after them.

      His inhuman speed gives him an edge, and he soon returns with dinner for Miles and Trevor.

      When we return, the two of them are curled together, doubling up the blanket coverage.

      “Here.” Logan hands each of them a rabbit.

      Matching scrunched noses sniff at the haul before hands slip out of their protection to take the offering.

      I should look away, but my curiosity gets the better of me.

      Miles bites into the animal, coughs, then starts again. Trevor sinks his teeth in and doesn’t let go until he’s gotten all the blood.

      Once they’re done eating, Logan takes the carcasses and disposes of them. When he returns, he leans against the tree and motions for me to lie next to him. As soon as I place my head on his lap, exhaustion takes over.

      My sleep is fitful, every noise amplified as I try to focus on the positive, but the nightmare we’re living in wakes me often.

      Slowly, I rise to a sitting position, my attention drawn to the sun’s descent behind the mountain.

      I hoist myself to my feet. Trevor has to physically tug Miles up, his face pale and eyes glazed with thirst. We need to find them more food than one rabbit, and Logan and I are going to need something other than each other’s blood.

      We trek under the light of the waning moon. The chill in the air has me hugging myself until Trevor pulls out one of the blankets for me to wrap around myself.

      The rocky ground cuts through the thin soles of my shoes, making each step more painful than the last. My mouth feels parched as the lack of water becomes another obstacle for us to overcome.

      How many days can we last like this?
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      When we finally stumble upon the rock formation and take cover for the day, it only provides a sliver of respite from the unrelenting sun.

      The overhanging rock extends just far enough to cast a narrow band of shade along the canyon wall. Still, we eagerly crowd into the feeble shade, seeking any relief we can find.

      Pressing close to Ivy, the slick sweat on her skin mingles with mine as our overheated bodies huddle together. My eyes ache from squinting against the glaring sunlight reflecting off the sandy rock all around us.

      Trevor stands nearby, shifting his weight anxiously, while Miles slumps heavily against the uneven canyon wall. His chest heaves with ragged breaths, his face flushed an alarming shade of red. Beads of sweat drip down his brow as he struggles to control his hunger.

      The dusty ground offers little comfort as we sink down, pinned between the rock face and the sun’s oppressive rays. The stone radiates waves of heat at our backs. Even Ivy’s sweet scent is drowned out by the stench of sweat and dirt clinging to us all.

      “This won’t work long term.” Ivy wipes grime from her face with a dirty hand.

      I bite my lip, thinking furiously. “What if we kept moving during the day when we have shade to help us find better shelter, then only use these smaller spots to get us through the high sun? Use the blankets as cover while we walk.”

      Trevor frowns. “That’s still leaving a lot to chance.”

      “Do you have a better idea?” I snap and instantly regret it.

      I scrub my face with my hands, trying to think of how to save us. “Sorry. We’re all on edge.”

      Trevor’s eyes flare red, but he says nothing.

      “You’re right that it’s risky. But right now, it’s our best option for cover,” Ivy says gently.

      Miles stirs, voice ragged. “If we can make it to some trees like we passed this morning, maybe we can build a lean-to or something. Throw the blankets over it for cover.”

      Hope flutters in me at the suggestion. “Yes! With the right materials, we could create real shade and protection. I don’t want to test the sun on your skin.”

      I squeeze Miles’s shoulder encouragingly, and a hint of color returns to his wan face at the contact.

      “It’s something to aim for, at least.” Miles takes a breath and meets our eyes with a steady gaze. “We take this one obstacle at a time, and we help each other through it.”

      Trevor grins weakly. “Now, you’re starting to sound all inspirational and stuff. I think Ivy’s optimism is rubbing off on you.”

      A slight smile tugs at Miles’s lips. “Maybe it is.”

      While Miles and Trevor huddle together under the rock formation, Ivy and I gather long branches from under the trees.

      “I can’t lose him again,” I confess.

      For as much as I want to be strong, I struggle with the leadership role. Miles always took care of me, and now, I’m failing him.

      Ivy wraps her arms around my waist and rests her head on my chest. “We won’t let that happen, and you don’t have to take all the responsibility yourself. We’re a team, so let’s utilize everyone. Tomorrow night, we’re going to have to stop earlier to prep, so we aren’t caught in a situation like this.”

      Kissing Ivy’s forehead, I take a moment to appreciate her. “I love you.”

      Ivy tips her head back to look up at me.

      I cup her cheek. “I love you, not because we pushed ourselves to help each other or because you’ve been my rock this entire time. I love your quiet nature, your giving heart. Our blood bond or whatever that was draws me to you, but it doesn’t make me love you. You do that all on your own.”

      I’ve never said I love you to anyone before Ivy, and I won’t say it ever again to anyone else. I hope she understands what I was trying to tell her, since I’m not the most eloquent speaker.

      Pressing her hands to my cheeks, she locks eyes with me, the amber rings shining brightly. “I love you, too.”

      Cupping my face, Ivy pulls me down to hers, our lips connecting tentatively at first, then the kiss turns almost desperate, as if she’s trying to convey a thousand words without ever needing to speak them aloud.

      Within a few moments, the kiss deepens, our mouths moving in perfect unison, like two puzzle pieces that have finally found their home. Her heart pounds against my chest as she clings to me for dear life, and I cling to her because she’s my lifeline.

      The kiss lasts an eternity yet no time at all.

      Too soon, her lips part from mine, and a lazy smile fills her face as we both come up for air with ragged breaths and spinning heads.

      She looks up at me with a newfound confidence in her eyes—the same fearless look that saved us so many times before—and I know this time things will be different. This time we won’t just survive…we’ll thrive.

      Reinvigorated, I focus on the task at hand and walk to where a few trees stand. The fallen branches aren’t enough, so I take my sword and swipe through some of the thicker ones, full of leaves. I also find them some food.

      Quickly, we build our shelter, Miles and Trevor tucked in the back, with Ivy and I curled up together.

      All too soon, the light fades, and we break down our shelter to prepare for another night of walking. Despite the uncertainty ahead, I’m filled with renewed determination.

      The moon hangs low and heavy in the inky sky as we trudge across the rocky terrain. My feet ache, and my back throbs from hours of walking.

      Our new healing properties fix things eventually, but those don’t eliminate the pain and exhaustion. Still, I force my body to keep moving.

      Since we have to take advantage of the protection night offers to Miles and Trevor, I’m thankful that Dr. Alden’s experiment—I refuse to thank him for anything—gave us enhanced sight, or one of us would end up breaking an ankle as we walk across the uneven ground.

      As we press onward through the darkness, Ivy’s hand is a welcome warmth in mine.

      Up ahead, I spot a ramshackle cabin nestled against a copse of trees.

      Ivy follows my gaze, eyes lighting up, and she breathes, “Shelter.”

      We approach cautiously, ears straining for any sound within. But the cabin appears vacant, the door hanging crookedly from rusted hinges.

      Inside is a dingy front room with a wood-burning stove and sparse furniture covered in dust. A back door leads out to overgrown grass and bushes. And at the tree line sits a small shed, padlock glinting in the moonlight.

      “Oh, thank god, a real bed.” Trevor collapses onto the lumpy couch in a cloud of dust.

      Miles sinks down beside him, head drooping against the back cushion. “We’re still going to have to do something about the sunlight. This place should have something to cover the windows, but how will we know if there are any leaks in the roof?”

      While the rest of us see hope, Miles still worries, rightfully so. My big brother may never be the same, even if he lives thousands of years.

      Trevor appears to be faring better on the animal blood. I haven’t had the nerve to ask either of them what they went through, or what tests were done on them. Was Trevor’s transformation different from Miles, so he can tolerate the animal blood, or is something else going on?

      Near me is a closet. Opening it slowly to make sure nothing jumps out at me—after all the crazy creatures we saw in the compound, who knows what we may encounter—I peer inside. A few camouflage coats hang from a rack, and a shelf above that holds some gear. Shuffling the items around, I find an old lantern.

      Flipping the switch on it does nothing, so I open the bottom to check the battery, which is probably dead. I pull out the six-volt battery, then use the hem of my shirt to clean the spring terminals. When I replace it and flip the switch, the lantern lights up.

      Quickly, I turn it back off to save the battery.

      “Found a lantern.” I swing it in front of me. “I’m going to climb on the roof. Yell if you see light, so we can look for something to cover the hole.”

      Trevor stands from the couch. “Do you need help?”

      Seeing my brother slumped against the couch, I realize he won’t be much help seeing the light. “No. You stay here to help look for the light. I’ll be fine.”

      After our review, only one spot poses a problem. The hole is in the bedroom, so Miles and Trevor volunteer to sleep in the front room. We use the heavy camouflage jackets and other hunting gear to block the window and door, leaving the room dark enough for them to rest comfortably.

      Once Ivy finishes helping with the windows, she rummages in the kitchen cabinets, making pleased sounds. “There are canned goods here. Not enough for a real meal, but better than nothing.”

      My stomach rumbles at the thought. I can’t remember the last time I ate food. We’ve been living off each other’s blood, but our hybrid bodies need more.

      Ivy passes me a can of peaches and a spoon. The sweet syrup is the next best thing I’ve ever tasted; nothing compares to Ivy.

      After eating some of what little food is available, we take turns washing up as best we can in the rust-stained sink.

      Scrubbing the grime from my skin lifts my spirits. Ivy even finds some clean-ish clothes for us to change into. The clothes fit isn’t too bad for Miles, Trevor, and me, but Ivy swims in hers. She rolls up the pant legs and ties a knot in the shirt that flows down to her thighs.

      At last, I sink onto the lumpy mattress in the bedroom, Ivy curling against my side. My arm wraps around her reflexively as she pillows her head on my chest. The steady sound of her breathing soothes me into a deep sleep for the first time in days.
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      Night comes too soon, and Miles and Trevor leave to hunt for food.

      Alden’s creatures would have the same struggles we did with the sun, and his humans wouldn’t be able to keep our pace. While we’re slow, our bodies are still capable of faster speeds than a human body, so we haven’t been too worried about moving around, but no one is allowed to go alone.

      After scrounging up some breakfast, Ivy and I head outside to investigate the shed. The padlock resists my efforts at first but, finally, gives way under a well-placed kick. The doors creak open to reveal two dirt bikes inside, and my pulse quickens. This could be our ticket to freedom.

      I roll one bike out, hands already moving expertly over the machine to assess its condition. The engine turns over with some coaxing, sputtering to life in a cloud of dust.

      Relief crashes over me. These will take us home.

      Ivy throws her arms around me, nearly knocking me over. I hug her back just as fiercely. Ivy pressed against me stirs up urges I try my best to suppress. There are more important things to think about right now, but we’re free, so we have all the time in the world.

      The second bike is more of a challenge, but the shed holds tools I can work with to fix it. The repetitive work is soothing, and I lose myself in the task.

      We spend the night making repairs, fueling up the bikes with gasoline from a can in the corner.

      Miles eyes the bikes warily as we roll them outside. “No offense, but I’ve never actually ridden a motorcycle before.”

      “I have. My cousin had one, and we used to ride it growing up,” Trevor sheepishly says.

      Even Ivy hasn’t been able to coax his story from him. Hopefully, he’ll trust us enough to share at some point.

      I clap Miles’s shoulder. “Just hold on tight, and you’ll be fine.”

      Ivy looks a little green. “We won’t have any helmets. There wasn’t a road, even a dirt one, out of here. We could easily crash by hitting a rock or a tree branch.”

      Rubbing Ivy’s arm, I work to soothe her anxiety. “We’ll take it slow through the rough parts and walk any areas that appear to be too dangerous. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “Hey! What about me?” Miles laughs for the first time since we escaped.

      “I trust Trevor to take care of you, and you’re a vampire. It’ll take more than wrecking a motorcycle to kill you.” I punch him in the arm, and the mood lightens.

      “Jerk. It’ll still hurt.” Miles rubs his arm purely for sympathy because I barely tapped him, and he’s a vampire. It would take a lot more strength than I put into that to hurt him.

      Trevor rolls his eyes. “If I cause us to crash, you can land on top of me, so you don’t get hurt.”

      “I can live with that.” Miles pauses, squinting his eyes. “Die with that? I’m not sure what terms to use anymore to explain what I am.”

      “Live.” Ivy reaches out to take Miles’s hand. “We’re all alive. It doesn’t matter what state our physical hearts are in, as long as our emotional ones are tied to each other.”

      “I agree,” Trevor says. “I can’t wait to get back and live. I wasted my time running away, but if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have met you guys. It might not be where I expected to end up, but I’m glad it’s with all of you.”

      Too soon, the sun begins to rise, and Trevor heads to the couch to lie back, covering his head with his blanket.

      None of us understand what will happen tomorrow, but we’ll be together, and that’s all that matters.

      At the battered table, Logan and I share a quiet meal of beans while Miles hunkers down next to Trevor. No one speaks much, but a new undercurrent of hope rises among us now.

      Tonight, we make our escape.
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      As the first tendrils of twilight give way to an array of stars, the night sky brightens out here in the wild.

      It’s a new night, yet our battles continue.

      Getting away from Dr. Alden was crucial, but now, what do we do?

      Miles’s and Trevor’s pale and drawn faces bear the weight of another restless day, with little to eat. One more thing to add to our growing list.

      Logan captures my gaze from across the rickety wooden table. His piercing blue eyes, with their amber rings, are intense, silently urging me to speak, to fill the silence with words of hope or a plan.

      I draw in a deep, steadying breath, the sweetly earthy scent of the cabin filling my senses, grounding me. “We should figure out our next move. Where we go from here.”

      My words echo in the tense silence that follows, hanging heavy in the air as all eyes turn to me, expressions filled with a mix of expectancy and trepidation. An undercurrent of fear grips me, and I twist my hands together under the table, a silent plea for strength.

      “Well…I have an apartment in town.” My voice wavers a tad. Logan has spent time there, but other than him, I’ve never had anyone visit, let alone stay.

      Miles puts his hand on my shoulder. “Ivy, it’s probably not there anymore. How long have you been gone? Four or five months? They would have evicted you and taken it back for non-payment.”

      “My parents set it up for me before they went abroad,” I explain. “Before they went to Guatemala on the humanitarian efforts trip, they sold their house and set up a fund to automatically pay my bills. They wouldn’t have turned that off.”

      At least, I don’t think they would have.

      “Wouldn’t they have tried to reach out to you? If you didn’t respond, wouldn’t they worry and have someone check on you just to find out you abandoned your apartment?” Miles presses.

      I don’t know all the details about Logan and Miles’s childhood, but my parents are the polar opposite of what I’ve found out about their dad. He wouldn’t understand the commitment my parents have to my, and others, wellbeing. They would sacrifice almost anything for something or someone they believed in or loved.

      “They’re not in an area where it’s easy to make calls. I was writing them letters, but I wasn’t consistent with them.” Guilt twists my insides.

      I need to make more of an effort with my parents. Another thing for my growing list.

      “That’s your space.” Trevor chews on his nails and looks away. “We shouldn’t be taking over. You’ll want to return to your life.”

      “Hey, look at me.” I glance around, and all of them are staring at the wall, the table, or the floor. “All of you, look at me.”

      I wait for them to comply before I continue. “There is no going back to our lives now. We are forever changed. More importantly, you’re my family. We figure this out together. No running away when it gets hard. No giving up when it gets hard. If we have a problem, we talk it out.”

      Logan reaches under the table and grabs my hand. “It’s not that simple—”

      Turning to Logan, I reach for his other hand. “It is that simple. None of you had easy lives, but we don’t have to keep it that way. This is us. I’m not saying it will be easy. It will get harder before it gets easier, but we didn’t live through Alden to stop now.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” Logan kisses my knuckles. “You’re stuck with me.”

      Miles changes tactics, and I wonder if he’s looking for a solution or if he doesn’t want to go with us. “Okay. I understand the need to stick together, but will we all fit? I doubt the place you picked to live alone in has room for three more people.”

      Sighing, I tell him. “It’s small, just a one-bedroom. But it has blackout curtains and stuff because I used to need it to be pitch black to sleep. It’ll be a safe place for us.”

      Alden might know some things about me, but he shouldn’t know my address. I left my purse, with my wallet in it, at the apartment when we went on our stakeout. They wouldn’t have my ID.

      Miles stands and paces.

      Logan joins him, putting his arm around his shoulders. “This is just the next step in our journey. We go there until we can have a better idea of what we need to survive. It won’t be forever.”

      Shoulders slumped, Miles hugs his brother. My heart tears in small pieces at the horrors Miles had to endure to put him in this place.

      “Okay,” Miles mumbles.

      Taking their moment as our cue to leave, I stand and wave at Trevor to follow me. With our new super hearing, I’m sure they heard us walk outside, but they need to take this time to reconnect.

      “Thank you.” Trevor pulls me into a bear hug.

      “For what?” We walk over to where the bikes wait.

      “For everything.” Trevor picks up the gas can, sloshes it around, then tops off both bikes. “You could have died trying to rescue me, but you tried anyway.”

      Hopping up onto a small worktable, I dangle my legs over the side, swinging them back and forth. “To be honest, I had no idea what I was getting myself into. I was thinking it was some sort of human trafficking, but never vampires.”

      “Even trying to save me from human trafficking is huge.”

      “It is, but you would have done the same if I would have been in trouble.”

      “True.” Trevor tinkers with something, then puts his hands on his hips. “We won’t have to find out anymore, because Alden is a distant memory.”

      After a few minutes, Logan and Miles drift out to the shed.

      Miles leans on the doorway as Logan and Trevor work. The air is filled with the musky scent of oil and metal. Logan, bent over one of the engines, his black hair falling into his eyes, is a study in concentration. Watching his capable hands make expert adjustments, something flutters in my chest.

      Sensing my stares, he glances up with a hint of a smile that sends a jolt through me. “These old beasts should take us to town if we’re careful.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” I reply honestly.

      When his smile widens slightly, the fluttering in my chest intensifies. Get a grip, Ivy. Now is really not the time for…whatever this is.

      I clear my throat awkwardly, quickly hop off the table, and head back inside before I do something foolish like gawk at him.

      In the cabin, Miles has taken inventory of our meager food supplies for the road ahead, ever the pragmatic one. When I enter, he moves to stare broodingly out the dirty window at the rising half-moon.

      With night fully settled in, we head back out to the bikes.

      We’re ready for this next leg of our journey home. Our senses heightened, our bodies tense, we prepare for what lies ahead in case Alden is still searching for us.

      The way out of the mountains is harsh and unforgiving without a road to follow. Every bump and hole in the cracked, dusty ground jars my body violently as I cling tightly to Logan’s back. The bike’s worn seat digs into my thighs as I’m jostled about, and I grit my teeth against the pain.

      The acrid stench of exhaust mingles with the earthy aroma of sagebrush along the trail side. The path ahead stretches on endlessly before us, a ribbon of broken earth, crisscrossed with stumps, branches, and rocks. Clouds of gritty dust billow up from the wheels, coating my arms and stinging my eyes.

      I bury my face against Logan’s sweat-soaked shirt to shield my nose and mouth.

      My throat is parched, my lips cracked and dry. I lick them anxiously, wishing I thought to bring water. We have only the precious fuel in the bikes’ tanks, and I worry it will run dry before we reach the distant city shimmering on the horizon.

      But how far away is it? If we don’t make it tonight, then we’ll be stranded in this harsh wasteland, exposed under the punishing sun.

      We have to make it to my apartment.

      My enhanced hearing picks up the steady rumble of Trevor and Miles’s bike behind us, a reassuring sound that we still travel together. The supernatural gifts brought on by our werewolf-vampire blood are strange and new, but also the only advantage we have in this hostile environment.

      My body floods with adrenaline, my heart thundering as I contemplate the trials and unknown threats ahead. We escaped one nightmare only to face the challenge of surviving this harsh landscape.

      So, I keep clinging to Logan as the bike jars us relentlessly forward. Toward home.

      Sweat drips down my back. I wish I could wipe my brow, but I don’t dare loosen my grip on Logan. His taut muscles flex under my hands as he wrestles with the bike’s controls.

      The cool wind whips my hair wildly around my face. My eyes water from the dust swirling up from the wheels of our bikes.

      In the distance, cloud haze blurs the outlines of the looming mountains we’re leaving behind us. Their craggy peaks seem to judge our progress, as if warning us away from the unknown threats of the city.

      After a couple of hours, the broken ground finally gives way to cracked asphalt, and the road to the city lies open before us.

      Logan guns the engine, speeding forward recklessly.

      I cling tighter, pressing my cheek against his back. His determination is all-consuming, but I wish he would have a care for our safety, too. We don’t know how far we can push our hybrid bodies, and if Miles says that it’s still painful when he’s hurt, I don’t want to deal with that, even if I’ll heal.

      The cityscape rises to meet us, all glass and steel towers glinting blindingly in the harsh lights of the city. The moon and stars are drowned out by the skyscrapers and towers.

      Instantly, The sensory overload hits me: the roar of traffic, the stench of exhaust fumes, the glare of a thousand lights. It’s a violent assault on my heightened senses. I grit my teeth against the onslaught, my head throbbing from the cacophony of car horns, engines, and wailing sirens.

      Glancing back, Trevor slows to pull up alongside us, and Miles shrinks against his back. The young vampire’s eyes are wide with fear and wonder, reflecting the glow of neon signs. He is just one of the desperate souls we were able to save. I push back the thoughts of the others we left behind.

      Trevor’s grip on the handlebars turns his knuckles white, and I question how comfortable he is with all of this. Is he acting strong, or does he have this under control?

      We turn down a side street, leaving the choked main roads behind. My head pounds, but I try to focus on our surroundings, wondering how much has changed since we were taken.

      My apartment is the only safe haven I can offer right now.

      We pass darkened alleyways and heavily graffitied buildings. Homeless people eye us warily as we ride by.

      Right now, I’m not the Ivy who brought them food, but some interloper interrupting their evening.

      At last, we pull into the parking garage below my building. The relative quiet is a blessing, though the ramps and turns of the garage echo eerily. My legs tremble as I step off the motorcycle, the lingering effects of clinging on for dear life.

      Logan’s face is drawn and pale beneath his short beard. His eyes meet mine, filled with gritty determination.

      “We made it.” I reach out to squeeze his hand, and his calloused palm is warm and reassuring.

      He kisses my hand. “Let’s go inside,” he says, his voice hoarse from the dust and exhaustion.

      Leading the way up the dingy stairwell to my front door, I’m hyper-aware of the three following close behind. Our footsteps echo hollowly in the concrete shaft, the only sound piercing the heavy silence.

      I glance back frequently to reassure myself they’re still there, Logan with his jaw set in determination, Trevor’s eyes darting around nervously, and Miles staring straight ahead, withdrawn and brooding.

      We make for an odd group.

      My lonely apartment will be cramped with four, but I would never even consider allowing them to sleep on the streets again. Not after all we suffered to escape that place. We’ll make it work, somehow.

      Pausing at the last landing, I move over to the side of the stairwell where two exposed beams cross. Wedged between them, hidden from view, is my spare key.

      Relief floods me when I feel the cool metal still tucked away in its hiding spot.

      “Yes! It’s still here.” I wave the key triumphantly at the guys. “Now, we don’t have to break the lock.”

      Logan just nods, exhaustion etched on his features, but Trevor gives me a wan smile. “That’s our Ivy, always prepared.”

      His attempt at lightheartedness falls flat, hollow bravado masking bone-deep exhaustion.

      Miles says nothing, merely waiting impassively for me to unlock the door, his young face aged a decade by the horrors he endured. My heart aches for him and all their lost innocence.

      Stepping inside the dark, familiar space, I let out a shaky breath, comforted by the familiar shapes of my belongings. Though sparse, this apartment contains my whole world, the thrift shop prints adorning the walls, my worn couch with the perfect butt-groove, the stacks of secondhand books lining the shelves.

      After endless, torturous months in a stone cell, the cozy clutter soothes my frayed nerves. I never realized how much I took these small comforts for granted before.

      “Make yourselves at home,” I say softly, touching Logan’s arm.

      I’m not sure what else to say in this moment. No words can encapsulate all we’ve gone through.

      Logan pulls me into a fierce, desperate embrace. I cling back just as tightly, tears pricking my eyes, and focus on memorizing the warmth of his body against mine, the steady beat of his heart.

      Trevor collapses onto the couch. He closes his eyes with a blissful groan. “An actual couch that doesn’t have springs poking into my butt. Oh my god, I forgot these existed.”

      Miles hesitates, hovering uncertainly by the door with hunched shoulders.

      Meeting his eyes, I hold out my hand in invitation. “It’s okay, Miles. This is your home now.”

      Slowly, he comes forward and perches tentatively on the edge of the faded armchair. His fingers stroke the fabric like it’s the finest velvet. A shadow of wonder flickers over his face at the simple comfort of furniture, and my heart cracks further open.

      “You guys rest. I’ll raid my pantry to see if I have anything edible for me and Logan, then we can figure out what to do for you two.” Keeping busy will distract me from the maelstrom inside.

      We’re no longer in an open field where we can catch random animals to feed Miles and Trevor. What will we do now?

      As I bustle around my modest kitchen, I listen to the sounds of the others settling in. The couch creaks as Trevor shifts, trying to find a comfortable spot for his lanky frame. Logan’s boots thud softly on the scuffed hardwood before he sighs deeply.

      Miles remains still and silent except for the rhythmic scrape of his nail picking at a loose thread on the chair. The mundane sounds envelop me.

      For all the things we lost, tonight we have shelter.

      Tonight, we are no one’s prisoners.
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      The fading evening light filters through the mostly covered windows of Ivy’s cramped apartment.

      After two weeks of living here together, we’ve marked on a calendar the times when the sun will set and rise. Being able to look out into the city, even just at night, allows us to act like we’re part of normal society.

      Ivy busies herself preparing a few supplies for the homeless while Miles, Trevor, and I pore over a map of the largest homeless camp in the city spread out on the chipped Formica table.

      Tonight will be our first visit after dark.

      Ivy turns to us. “Is everyone ready?”

      “As ready as we’ll ever be,” I reply, rolling up the map.

      Trevor shivers beside me. “I’m scared to go back there. This is our test to figure out if we can handle being around humans, but I don’t want to fail and hurt anyone, especially my friends in the camp.”

      Once we realized that finding animal blood in the city would be harder than we expected, Trevor and Ivy came up with the idea to go to the local butchers and slaughterhouses and ask them to donate the blood to the homeless shelters to be used to make blood soup or enhance the other meat products Ivy delivers to them. Ivy didn’t like the lie, but that blood has been the only food source for Miles and Trevor.

      I squeeze Trevor’s shoulder reassuringly. “Don’t worry, kid. We’ve got your back.”

      Miles nods in agreement. “We’ll look out for each other.”

      “Just remember that we picked the homeless camp because you have ties there. You’re less likely to hurt someone you care about,” Ivy reminds him with a quick squeeze to his arm.

      Packing up Ivy’s few supplies, we pile into her old, blue Honda, which I’ve been able to work on for her after we got it from the impound lot, and drive to the camp.

      We park and head out on foot the rest of the way to give Miles and Trevor time to familiarize themselves with the human scent.

      The night air is cool and damp as we make our way through the alleyways leading to the camp. I inhale deeply, sorting through the scents of our familiar city—gasoline, humans, fried food, urine—until I catch the faint metallic tang of blood.

      Vampires are out here somewhere. The hairs on my neck prickle, but we press on through the shadows.

      Ivy glances back at me. “The camp’s just up ahead. Stay close.”

      We weave silently between dumpsters and fire escapes. The city sounds seem muted, as if we’ve stepped into a different world.

      Rounding a corner, we come upon a huddled figure wrapped in filthy blankets. He shrinks back as we approach.

      “It’s okay,” Ivy says gently. “We’re friends.”

      The man’s rheumy eyes fix on her face. “Ivy, you came back.” His gravelly voice tremors with emotion.

      “I told you I would. How is everything here?” Ivy kneels next to the man and hands him a pack.

      He shakes his head grimly. “So many taken. People say the blood-drinkers did it, but ain’t no one seen them in weeks.”

      Does this man know about the vampires, or are these just delusions?

      Ivy lays a comforting hand on his arm. “We’re trying to find out the truth. Just stay hopeful.”

      My stomach fills with dread. We know the truth, but no one will believe us.

      The man nods, sniffling, as we move on.

      The camp looms ahead, a chaotic clutter of lives in disarray. Ivy whispers reassurances as we thread our way between makeshift homes. Eyes glint from shadowy entryways, both curious and wary.

      We find an empty space and settle down to give Miles and Trevor a break.

      “How are you doing?” I ask them.

      “It’s not as bad as I thought it would be. The pull is there, but it’s manageable.” Miles rubs his throat, something I do when I haven’t fed from Ivy in a while.

      “Same.” Trevor sits against the wall. “It’s there, but it isn’t driving me to do anything. I think we’re good.”

      “We can try a few more times, then maybe you can find night jobs. We’ll have to figure out a plan if the schedule puts you in a spot where the sun may be rising when you leave.” Ivy’s worked so hard to figure out a way for their lives to go back to normal. This test is a great first step.

      As we make our way back to the main camp, the night air hangs heavy over the homeless camp, tinged with the acrid scent of fear.

      Around us, the ragged residents have retreated into their makeshift shelters, avoiding the darkness that hides unknown threats. Only the steady drone of traffic on nearby overpasses punctuates the silence.

      A faint scuffing sound raises the hairs on my neck.

      I inhale slowly, sorting through the stale odors permeating the camp. There, the unmistakable metallic bite of vampire. Many of them, closing in.

      Not tonight. We aren’t ready for this.

      I touch Ivy’s shoulder gently.

      Her eyes fly to where I point, instantly on alert.

      Wordlessly, I gesture to Miles and Trevor.

      They nod, moving to stand closer as dark figures emerge from the surrounding shadows.

      Six vampires fan out, blocking any escape. Behind them strides a smug-looking man in a long coat. Their sire, Dr. Alden. His eyes gleam with cold amusement at our tense forms.

      “Well, well,” he drawls softly. “My lost experiments return. How fortunate.”

      Beside me, Miles’s fists clench. His voice shakes with fury. “You did this to us against our will. We won’t let you take us again.”

      Alden cocks his head. “Such defiance. But you forget, you are still bound to me as your maker. I am in control now.”

      Small blessing, Alden doesn’t know that the sire bond can be broken with a stronger bond.

      At an unspoken command, the vampires rush forward. Miles and I leap forward, meeting the attack head-on. The camp explodes into chaos around us as the night erupts in violence.

      My pulse thunders in my ears as I grapple with a burly male vampire. We crash into a nearby tent, the tattered fabric collapsing around us. The vampire is monstrously strong, but my hybrid vigor fuels my blows.

      We stagger apart, circling warily amid the ruins.

      Across the dusty ground, Ivy wields a broken table leg against her attacker. The vampires didn’t bring swords, so they don’t want to kill us. That helps, but I’m still distracted by Ivy facing off with a vampire, who is several inches and many more pounds bigger than her.

      Miles and Trevor battle viciously back-to-back. The other homeless flee, screaming or taking cover in their tents. None dare intervene.

      Dr. Alden watches impassively, making no move to join the fray. His arrogance chills my blood, but I push down my rage. I cannot lose control now.

      The vampire lunges, and I rush to meet him in the middle, teeth bared in a feral snarl. He twists lithely aside at the last second, landing a crushing blow to my ribs, punching the air from my lungs.

      Hitting the ground, I vow to clear us out of this place. We should have been learning to fight, knowing a psychopath like Alden wouldn’t give up.

      Rolling desperately, I avoid the vampire’s stomping boots. My fingers close on a jagged rock, and I whip it at his head with all my might. He staggers, and I launch myself upward, clawing at his neck and face in a frenzy.

      At last, the vampire collapses, grasping his ruined eye.

      I stagger back, gasping. The sounds of fighting fades around me as Miles, Ivy, and Trevor overcome their foes, the dust of two vampires floating around Miles and Trevor.

      Slowly, we regroup, bloody and trembling with adrenaline.

      The two remaining vampires stand at Alden’s side, their faces expressionless as he regards us with an icy detachment. His arrogance still infuriates me, but I force my voice to be steady.

      “This ends tonight,” I growl. “You won’t capture us or anyone else again.”

      His lip curls in a mocking smile. “Such misplaced courage. I hold all the power here.”

      “Not anymore.” Miles meets my gaze. “We’re free of you now.”

      Together we advance, our pack united. Alden’s eyes finally show uncertainty. This night, we will have justice.

      Dr. Alden backs away slowly, his handsome face creasing into a frown as we advance. Behind him, his remaining vampire bodyguards hiss in warning.

      “Let’s not be hasty,” Alden says, holding up his hands. “We can come to an arrangement. I can offer you power beyond your wildest dreams!”

      Ivy spits at his feet. “We don’t want anything from you except to stop your evil experiments. How many innocent lives have you destroyed?”

      Alden’s eyes harden, his facade of charm dropping away to reveal the monster beneath. “Innocent? They were only homeless degenerates, the forgotten and unwanted. I gave their worthless lives purpose.”

      Miles shoulders past me, shaking with rage. “That’s what you told me, over and over, to break my will. But we’re not your puppets anymore.”

      He launches himself at Alden with stunning speed, knocking the doctor to the dusty ground. They grapple furiously in the dirt while the remaining vampires circle them uncertainly.

      Ivy darts in, swinging her makeshift club, forcing one vampire back. Meanwhile, I scan the camp for anything we can use to restrain Alden. My eyes light on a coil of old rope half-buried in trash.

      “Grab that rope,” I tell Trevor.

      As he moves to comply, a shout draws my attention back to the fight.

      Miles is on the ground, the remaining vampire looming over him. Ivy rushes to help, but the creature she was fighting bats her aside almost casually, like a cat toying with a mouse.

      She hits the ground hard, momentarily stunned.

      With a feral snarl, I start forward, but Trevor is closer. He abandons the rope and leaps onto the vampire’s back, wiry arms encircling its corded neck. The creature hisses in rage, clawed hands grappling to dislodge him.

      Seizing the opportunity, Miles rolls clear and regains his feet.

      Trevor’s vampire finally pries him loose, flinging him down.

      Ivy staggers upright, raising her club once more, but she won’t make it in time because the second vampire blocks her way.

      Heart pounding, I rush over to help Ivy against the monstrous strength of that vampire, but before I can move, a different shout rings out.

      “Hey, fang face!”

      A projectile whizzes past my head.

      The vampire turns as the object, an empty whiskey bottle, shatters against his skull.

      Chuck, one of the grizzled homeless who haunts this camp, stands a few yards away, arm still outstretched from his throw. His weathered features crease into a satisfied grin beneath his knit cap. “No one messes with my girl, Ivy.”

      The vampire lets out an earsplitting screech of pain. Glass fragments protrude from his face, black blood streaming down his pallid skin. He claws desperately at his face, wailing.

      A thin chuckle makes me whirl around. Dr. Alden is slowly backing away, clearly hoping to slip off unnoticed amid the chaos. With the remaining vampire distracted, he’s powerless now.

      Ivy clubs the vampire she’s fighting on the back of the head, and he falls face-first into the ground, ramming the glass shards deeper into his face.

      With the two vampires under control, I turn to chase after Alden. He will pay for what he’s done to us and countless others.

      Chuck nods to me. “I got this, son.”

      Before Alden can react, Chuck closes the distance in a few swift strides and swings a chunk of broken plywood like a baseball bat. It connects solidly with Alden’s temple with a sickening crack.

      The doctor drops bonelessly to the ground. For a moment, I think Chuck has killed him, but a low moan proves Alden still clings to consciousness, though dazed.

      Grabbing the discarded rope, I roughly flip Alden onto his stomach, yanking his arms back to be bound. “We’ve got you now, you bastard.”

      Working quickly with the rope, Chuck and I secure our prisoner.

      Alden remains limp and unresponsive, head lolling at an odd angle. A grim sense of satisfaction fills me at seeing him brought down after all the suffering he’s caused. It lightens the pain of loss I’ve been carrying around with me.

      Straightening from our task, I survey the others. Trevor, Miles, and Ivy look battered but intact and keep the vampires from running. Chuck leans casually on his makeshift bat, smiling around an unlit cigarette.

      I haul Alden to his knees. The doctor’s head sags, but his eyes are at last focusing again. I grab a fistful of his coat.

      “It’s over now. No more experiments, no more victims.” My voice shakes with restrained fury. “You’re going to tell us everything.”

      Alden works his mouth, wincing. When he finally speaks, his words are slurred. “You fools think this ends with you in control?”

      I give him a little shake. “Enough riddles. Tell us what we want to know!”

      His eyes gleam with malice despite his predicament. “Such ignorance. You cannot stop what’s been set in motion.”

      “We’ve already stopped it.” Just to verify, I make sure that Ivy, Miles, and Trevor still have their situations under control.

      “See you in the afterlife.” Alden gives me a sickly-sweet smile before he bites down on something in his mouth.

      White foam bubbles from his lips, and his body goes limp in my arms.

      Dropping him, I check for a pulse. Nothing. “Poison.”

      In front of me, the vampire Ivy was fighting goes up in a puff of dust.

      Ivy’s mouth drops open in shock.

      The vampire Miles and Trevor subdued throws his hands over his head. “Please, stop. I couldn’t control some of it.”

      Miles and Trevor give me a confused look and step away from him with their hands up.

      What are we supposed to do with him now?

      Ivy joins me, her bruises fading and blood drying on her face and hands. “Does that mean all the bonded vampires are dead?”

      “It looks that way.” Logan looks down at Alden. “I guess when the sire dies, the vampire dies.”

      While we’re distracted, the vampire that didn’t die runs off into the night, leaving us to deal with Alden’s body.

      “You folks all right?” Chuck asks.

      “I’m good.” Ivy touches his arm. “Thanks to you. You saved us tonight.”

      Chuck shrugs. “Weren’t right, what was happening here. Someone had to take a stand.”

      “Yes. And now it’s over, and everyone is safe.” I clasp Chuck on the shoulder. “I’m forever in your debt.”

      “We’re even. I’ll take care of the body. No one will question someone ODing out here.” Chuck heads back to his tent. “A new bottle of whiskey would be nice, though,” he calls back.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I say, but he’s already disappeared into the shadows.
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      The late morning sun streams between the buildings, lending its warmth to the crowded makeshift dining hall Logan and I set up for our celebratory meal.

      All around me, the homeless residents chatter and laugh over steaming plates of hot food. The atmosphere buzzes with an energy I’ve never sensed here before.

      Gone is the underlying current of fear and despair that permeated this place. Now, people sit up taller on the rickety benches, heads held high, their faces bright with tentative hope. The smell of fresh bread and savory stew mingles with their lively conversations.

      “Bless you, child, this is the best meal I’ve had in ages,” Ms. Clara says, patting my hand with her wrinkled one.

      The elderly woman has been living here over a year after her landlord raised the rent beyond what her social security could afford. After I understood her situation, I took her to an advocate to help.

      “We owe you kids. You brought some light back to this place,” a man named Gerald adds around mouthfuls of stew. His beard and clothes are dirty, but his eyes shine clear for the first time since I met him.

      I chat with each person, asking about their lives and families. There is still hardship here, but the shadow of fear has lifted. Bellies are full; hearts are lighter.

      Logan slides another tray along the serving counter in front of me with a smile. “It’s like a completely different place.”

      I smile up at him, this brooding mechanic who has become so much more. “It’s amazing what taking down an evil vampire scientist will do for morale.”

      Logan chuckles, the sound still new but wonderful to my ears.

      Most of the residents make it out to our spot, but a few remain hidden in the safety of their homes. Logan runs them food and drinks, making sure everyone here is cared for.

      Empty spots still remain from where the missing lived, but the people here keep going.

      Logan, Miles, Trevor, and I have talked many times about going back to the dungeons to free people, but we’re too scared to return. With Alden gone and most, if not all, of the vampires dead, no one will remain to take care of those who were locked up. My failure to them is my biggest regret.

      From behind, someone tugs on my shirt.

      My body tenses, but we’re here in the middle of the day, no vampires allowed.

      Turning, I find Molly looking up at me.

      Without thinking, I pick her up and spin her around before pulling her into a hug. “Molly! I’ve been so worried about you.”

      Molly was one of the first who went missing.

      “Mom tried to go back to her boyfriend, but that didn’t work out, so here we are.” Her melancholy breaks through some of my happiness, but I’m glad she’s alive, even if it’s here.

      “Will you come sit with me?” Molly asks.

      Since everyone has been fed by now, I nod, unable to refuse Molly’s request. I hate taking food from the camp, but the child looks so thin and frail, so I want to make sure she eats something.

      After I make a small plate for Logan and me, and a hearty portion for Molly, we pick a small table in the corner.

      Logan and I sit close together on the rough wood bench as Molly digs into her food ravenously. My heart clenches, remembering how she used to come seek me out when I visited the camps.

      Molly chatters happily between bites, filling us in on her life and the goings-on at the camp these past months.

      I learn more about how her mother finally left her abusive boyfriend but was unable to get their old apartment back. The poor girl seems oblivious to the evil that lurked in these very streets, stalking the most vulnerable.

      “I’m in school now,” she tells us proudly. “A nice teacher comes here to teach us kids twice a week. I can read even harder books than I did last year!”

      “That’s amazing, sweetie.” I smile as she shows me her newest loose tooth, wiggling it proudly with her tongue.

      It seems there are signs that the homeless crisis may be turning a corner after the events of the past week. Molly’s stories give me hope that these people’s lives can get better, bit by bit. That our struggles and sacrifices were not in vain.

      Logan reaches over and gently squeezes my hand in subtle reassurance. I know he understands the swirling emotions inside me: relief, cautious optimism, but also lingering sadness at all the trauma these people endured. We will carry those scars, too, for better or worse.

      For now, I simply listen as Molly chatters on enthusiastically about her cat friends who live behind the dumpsters. The resilience and optimism of children never ceases to amaze me.

      My gaze sweeps the area, and familiar faces beam back at me with new confidence. While most of the camp doesn’t understand the full extent of what was happening, they will bear deep wounds from their ordeal. Now, they can begin to heal.

      Molly gets distracted by some of the other kids kicking around a ball that Logan brought for the camp, and she jumps up to join them, not saying bye.

      I remain silent as the younger kids are joined by older ones, all playing together while the older kids take on the role of mentors.

      Logan nudges my shoulder gently with his own. “What’s on your mind?”

      I shake off my contemplations. “Just feeling really hopeful. With Alden’s experiments ended and the truth exposed, things are going to become better for these people. For all of us.”

      Logan smiles softly, the expression transforming his normally stoic features. “We did good work. Couldn’t have done it without you.”

      His hand finds mine under the table. My heart flutters, still getting used to the easy affection growing between us. Our bond forged through fire has kindled something deep. The trials ahead no longer seem so daunting with him by my side.

      A booming laugh draws my attention across the space.

      Chuck, our grizzled homeless ally, regales an enthralled audience with the tale of Alden’s downfall. His gnarled hands gesture dramatically as he describes the bottle shattering across the vampire’s face.

      I meet Logan’s eyes, and we both grin. The myth of our exploits is already growing, but the message it carries is one of hope. This city’s dark underbelly will not claim more victims.

      Rising from the table amid the cheerful clamor, Logan’s hand presses lightly on my lower back, guiding me through the crowded space. We deposit our trays in the trash and head to the sidewalk into the sunshine.

      As we walk hand in hand down the street, I breathe deeply, smelling the city with new appreciation. We’re learning how to suppress some of the sounds and smells, so we aren’t overwhelmed by the city. At times, it’s a struggle, but I’m getting used to it.

      Logan and I make our way unhurriedly through the bustling streets. For the first time in ages, I can appreciate the energy and life of this place I call home. I have a new bounce in my step which Logan matches, our clasped hands swinging gently between us.

      As we pass by some familiar places, subtle changes stand out. “What happened to all the Viper tags?”

      “At night, Miles and Trevor have been clearing them off the walls. We don’t need any more reminders of vampires or vipers or whatever they wanted to call themselves.”

      “I’m glad to see them gone. They were creepy. I’m even more glad that Trevor and Miles have found something to occupy their time. They’ve been going stir crazy not being able to leave the apartment.” I thought the apartment would be too small for us, but after so much isolation, it’s nice to be close to the people I love.

      “What should we do with the rest of the day?” Logan asks, giving me a playful sideways glance.

      I pretend to consider this deeply. “Hmm, saving the city from a vampire conspiracy really works up an appetite. Milkshakes first?”

      Logan laughs, a warm rich sound I’m still growing accustomed to. “Your wish is my command.”

      We stop at the retro diner on the corner, snagging a booth by the window so we can watch the passersby. The red vinyl seats are cracked and worn but comfortable.

      A bubbly waitress takes our order, a chocolate milkshake for me topped with a mountain of whipped cream and a vanilla one for Logan.

      When the drinks arrive, the creamy sweetness is exactly what I craved. I take a long sip, the cold treat soothing after a day spent walking in the sun.

      With a mischievous grin, Logan steals a spoonful of whipped cream from my milkshake and gets a dot of white on his nose for his trouble.

      Giggling, I lean across the chrome table to wipe it away with a napkin, marveling at how boyish and carefree he looks in this moment. The afternoon sun slanting through the blinds highlights the reddish hues in his dark hair.

      It’s hard to believe we endured so much darkness together recently. But now, the shadows don’t cling to us as we relax and enjoy our treats.

      We chat lightly about nothing in particular as we finish our milkshakes.

      “How is Rich? Did he wonder where you’d been?” I ask.

      “It’s good to have something normal to focus on again,” Logan says. “He took me back, no questions asked. I think he knew better than to pry into where I disappeared to for so long.”

      I understand Logan’s need to dive back into the comfort of what he knows without rehashing the past. “I’m so glad you got your apprenticeship back. You’re so skilled with engines and machines.”

      Logan ducks his head, bashful in the face of praise. “Just gotten a lot of practice over the years. Helps keep my mind and hands busy. Tomorrow, I plan on stopping by the bakery to pick up breakfast for everyone.”

      “It smells amazing in there, like fresh bread and roasted nuts and cinnamon,” I say. “Plus, I can bring home slightly burnt bagels for us. I’d forgotten what it was like to work normal hours and do everyday tasks.”

      Logan smiles softly. “You deserve that sense of normalcy again. We both do.”

      Under the table, his fingers entwine lightly with mine, and my heart flutters.

      When we finish our milkshakes, we step back out into the sunshine, aimlessly wandering wherever impulse takes us with no agenda.

      We window-shop at the funky art galleries, admiring messy abstract paintings and pottery with earthy glazes. We pause on street corners to be entertained by street performers: a guitarist strumming classic rock songs and a living statue performing mime routines.

      In the park, we join groups lounging in the grass, soaking up the green space in the urban jungle.

      Dogs romp joyfully through the fountain, splashing water everywhere to children’s delight. We amble down the shaded paths, simply talking and laughing together.

      I soak up every minute, lighter than I’ve been in ages, worries unable to touch me in the bubble of this perfect day.

      Today, we spend the time getting to know each other on a normal level, things we never talked about while in captivity because thinking about them brought on a loss that was hard to bear.

      I love learning more about Logan as he opens up, his quirky habits, favorite movies, musical opinions. He makes me laugh with amusing work stories, like the time a customer insisted there was something wrong with his car when it just needed gas.

      “I tried to explain, but he just kept pointing under the hood saying ‘Right there! That’s the problem!’” Logan chuckles, imitating the man’s emphatic gestures.

      I nearly double over giggling so hard.

      As the day fades toward twilight, we find ourselves drawn back to my little apartment. The cozy space seems less dingy and cramped now, despite the peeling paint and thrift store furniture. This place sheltered us in our darkest hour when we had nowhere else to turn.

      Now, I’ve come to appreciate its quirks: the comfy lived-in couch, the framed postcards from my parents on the walls, the window ledge crowded with potted plants.

      While I settle onto the sofa, Logan insists on cooking dinner for us both, rummaging through my haphazard collection of ingredients. The place is quiet since Trevor and Miles go out as sunset, trying to find their new normal.

      I turn on some music and curl up with a worn paperback, listening to the comforting sounds of him chopping, whisking, and sizzling things in the kitchen.

      Soon, mouthwatering aromas fill the small space.

      My stomach growls as Logan presents two perfectly fluffy omelets overflowing with melty cheese, spinach, and tomatoes. We sit on the couch, balancing our plates on our laps. The food tastes incredible after a long day of adventuring around town.

      Bellies full, we leave the dishes for later and scroll through movies to watch. We finally settle on an old romantic comedy, a light counterpoint to our day of laughter and leisure.

      Logan wraps his arm around my shoulders, and I nestle against his solid warmth, pillowing my head on his chest. His steady heartbeat under my ear joins the movie’s muted dialogue and soundtrack. The cozy bubble of this moment envelops me. Safe, content, cherished, these are comforts I took for granted months ago.

      My eyes grow heavy, lulled by the rise and fall of Logan’s chest under my cheek, but I fight off sleep, not ready for this perfect day to end.

      “You know, if someone had told me a few months ago that I could feel this happy, I wouldn’t have believed them,” I murmur.

      Logan’s arm tightens around me. “Me, too. I stopped letting myself hope for more a long time ago. But you—” He pauses, tracing his fingers idly along my arm. “You make me start to believe in good things again.”

      Joy wells in my chest, buoyant and overwhelming. I tilt my head up to meet Logan’s eyes. The depth of emotion glowing there mirrors my own. He leans down, and I stretch up, our lips meeting in the middle for a soft, lingering kiss.

      Everything we cannot put into words passes between us in those tender moments.

      When we come up for air, I rest my head over his heart once more.

      “Tell me about our future,” I whisper.

      “My perfect future has you by my side every day.” His fingers brush across my cheeks. “You’re all I need.”

      “I like that thought.” I hum contentedly. “Trevor and Miles will be there, too. We can get a place outside the city where they can be free to do more things.”

      “Miles will love that. He loves being creative and building things. He could have a workshop and sell pieces online.”

      “You can own a shop or have one at the house. We can both help people in need still.” Thinking about the future brings additional peace to my happy day.

      I may not be living the life I expected, but I’ll be living the life that was always intended for me.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

          IVY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One year later

      

      

      

      Moonlight filters through the forest canopy, dappling the ground outside our secluded cabin.

      I step out onto the porch, breathing deep the crisp mountain air. After the chaos we endured, this wilderness sanctuary is like heaven.

      Strong arms wrap around me from behind, and Logan presses a kiss to the top of my head. “Good evening, beautiful.”

      I lean back against him contentedly. “It’s so peaceful here.”

      The past year has been a time of upheaval and change, ever since we exposed Dr. Alden’s cruel experiments back in the city. But now Miles, Trevor, Logan, and I have found our haven, far from prying eyes. Somewhere we can just be.

      The screen door creaks open, and Trevor steps out holding two mugs of blood. Though he and Miles still bear the vampire taint forced on them, they’ve learned to manage it in their own way, only taking what animals can spare or sharing the animals with us for food.

      Logan and I help where we can, but they determine their path now.

      “Good day, Ivy?” Trevor asks, setting Miles’s mug on the porch rail.

      The red stigma no longer dominates his rich brown eyes. He’s happier and more carefree than I’ve ever seen him.

      I take in the canopy of stars above us. Logan and my werewolf-vampire aspects have stabilized over time as well. We’re balanced.

      The sound of an axe splitting wood echoes from behind the cabin.

      Logan chuckles. “Miles is excited about the wedding preparations.”

      My heart flutters at the mention of our upcoming nuptials. After all we endured, having this hope, this joy…it’s overwhelming.

      Placing my arm on Trevor’s, I smile at my longtime friend. “I’m going to get started on the decorations, soon. It’s going to be perfect.”

      Trevor grins. “You two deserve it.”

      He heads off to assist Miles with the firewood.

      Alone with Logan now, I wrap my arms around his neck, kissing him tenderly.

      His lips curl into a smile against mine. “What was that for?”

      “Just reminding you how much I love you.”

      He caresses my cheek, eyes warm. “I already know. You show me every day.”

      Hand in hand, we descend the porch steps and stroll toward the woods. Ancient pines tower above, filling the air with their clean scent. It’s a different world from the city that once tested us. But our bonds proved unbreakable.

      Logan and I meander slowly through the verdant forest surrounding our home. It’s a sanctuary wrapping us in its giving arms.

      The babbling of the nearby creek draws me off the path. I pick my way downhill through ferns and mossy stones until the waterway comes into view, glinting merrily in the patches of moonlight.

      Kneeling on the bank, I splash the crystal-clear water over my face and neck, invigorated by its chill.

      Logan crouches beside me, content to watch.

      “I can’t wait to show you the waterfall I found yesterday,” I tell him, drying my hands on my jeans. “It’s like something from a fairy tale.”

      His eyes crinkle at the corners when he smiles. “Lead the way.”

      We follow the creek farther into the forest until the trees open to reveal a cascading veil of water spilling into a clear pool.

      I gravitate toward it, enchanted as always by its beauty.

      Logan comes up behind me, wrapping his arms around my middle.

      “It’s perfect,” he says, “just like you.”

      I lean back against him with a happy sigh, perfectly at peace.

      
        
        The End
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        When my destiny lies in the arms of wolf shifter triplets, not knowing my future doesn’t matter.

      

      

      

      I thought losing my parents then my grandmother ten years later would be the end for me. Alone in a tiny wooden cabin tucked away in a remote area of the Everglades. Resigned to remain and await my destiny, as I promised my grandmother. Some mysterious reason she never shared.

      

      Then three massive wolves appear, and my life changes in an instant.

      

      Destiny? Fated mates? The Greek goddess Artemis?

      

      What does it all have to do with me, regular old Phoebe Lewis? The auburn-haired, silvery gray-eyed girl everyone teased for being different. Who prefers her animal friends to people and the wetlands to the city.

      

      I’ll soon learn with Caspian, Jax, and Nash—the wolf shifters who claim me—by my side.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoebe

      

      “Your future lies here in the Everglades, Phoebe. Promise me you will stay and not abandon your destiny, as your mother did over twenty years ago.”

      My grandmother’s frail hand gathers strength to squeeze mine as she stares up at me from her bed in our little cabin. Her silvery gray eyes—so like mine—glow with urgency as her breath wheezes in her concave chest. Thinning white hair fans across the pillow like a halo around her gaunt face. Her full lips flatten as she awaits my response.

      Tears blur my vision of the woman who raised me for the last ten years after my parents perished in a car accident on the day of my tenth birthday. A day I’ll never forget and blame myself for since I insisted my mother buy my favorite chocolate chip ice cream from the parlor downtown. She never learned to drive, despite living in the city before I was born. Naturally, my father drove. And now, they’re both gone, with my grandmother not far behind.

      All those years ago, she swept into the police station like a fairy godmother. Her ethereal beauty captivated those around her as the lilt of her voice carried through the reception area. She called my name.

      Although I never met her, the connection between us thrummed in my soul. The heartache lessened as I stood and raced into her outstretched arms. Her warmth and vibrancy cocooned me as she held me close to her breasts, murmuring words of comfort. The scent of warm rain, moss, and vanilla enveloped me. My arms tightened around her waist as tears streamed down my puffy cheeks. Her tears slipped into my auburn hair as she cried for her long-lost daughter Cynthia.

      And now my grandmother wants me to promise to not abandon my destiny as my mother did hers.

      She never told me about the Everglades or the mother she left behind. All she revealed was being a single child and wanting to live her own life, as she encouraged me to do the same. She met my father—Robert Lewis. Shortly after, they married, and I was born. My parents doted on me, especially since she couldn’t bear another child after the difficulty of my birth. Their devotion to me further proven when they drove in a rainstorm to buy my ice cream for my birthday.

      My heart clenches as the tears spill from my eyes and my vision clears of the memories to reveal my grandmother pleading with wide eyes. I blink and swipe at my puffy cheeks with my other hand. The salty liquid dribbles to my parted lips. The bitterness saddens me further.

      But my mind demands to know the truth.

      All these years, my grandmother never answers my questions about the destiny my mother abandoned and the one my grandmother insists is mine. Why are the Everglades so important to her and for us? How would leaving change our course in life? What is my destiny?

      The only admission she offers is me being different from others. That I can attest to.

      Comfort and acceptance never rang true for me during my ten years in the city. The cacophony of car horns, ambulance sirens, and loud music blaring from cars set my nerves on edge. Buildings soaring into the clear blue sky blocked the sunlight from my upturned face. A mishmash of people who are always in a hurry. The city disturbed my peace.

      But the kids at school were worse.

      Standing out in a sea of brunettes and blondes, my auburn hair drew unwanted attention. They teased me mercilessly, believing I was a witch who would freeze their brains with one icy glare of my silver eyes. Then add my height as I towered over the other girls. At least four inches taller and topped with red hair, they either feared me or loathed me for being different.

      And I was. Beyond my physical appearance.

      Often, I returned home with a stray animal, a lame dog, a broken-winged pigeon, or a squirrel ravaged by a feral cat. Their calls of pain reached my ears from distances impossible to detect. I followed their whimpered pleas for help. With an aching heart, I carried them home and healed them with loving care. The first time my hands buzzed with an unexplainable energy, instinctively, I placed my palms on the injured animals. My heart swelled at their healing even as my mind struggled to understand my unusual ability. But it helped the animals. So, I didn’t care. And I never told a soul.

      The animals became my friends as I retreated from the students at school.

      Along with my parents, my animal friends were the most important things in my life. Until that horrific night of the car accident. My world turned upside down. Gone were my beloved mother and father. Forever.

      Now as I swipe another tear from my cheek, I return the squeeze of my grandmother’s hand and nod my promise. How could I not when she took me in like a broken bird and healed me? She may not have divulged the details of my destiny. But she loves me and would never allow harm to me.

      Plus, I have no desire to return to the city. Too much heartache and stress. The Everglades serve as my home, my school, and my sanctuary. Whatever destiny requires me to remain will reveal itself when the time comes. For now, I press a kiss to my grandmother’s cool forehead.

      “I promise to stay here, Delia. No matter what happens, this is my forever home.”

      The tiny wooden cabin nestled in a clearing surrounded by cypress trees will remain my home as it has for the past ten years. Nearby, a stream runs through the sawgrass marshes. Grandmother’s bedroom shares a wall with mine. Each with only beds and tables for the lanterns to illuminate the dark nights. The combined living room and kitchen complete the rest of the cabin, while an outhouse and an outdoor shower serve as our bathroom. Furniture we crafted fill the space. We use the firepit out front to cook our meals and to heat the water.

      It’s a far cry from the luxury high-rise two-bedroom condo I shared with my parents.

      My father was an attorney who met my mother while she was his server during a client lunch. It was her first day, and she spilled an entire bottle of red wine as she poured it into his glass. It splattered all over the white linen tablecloth and dripped onto his suit-covered lap. She was so flustered her face turned darker than the wine stains. Her beauty captivated my father so much he apologized to her. When their eyes met, it was love at first sight. My heart stutters with sadness as I recall the story they loved to share with me. Their adoration of each other lasted until the day they died.

      If their love wasn’t the destiny my grandmother believes my mother ran away from the Everglades for, then I don’t know what more she could want. My parents loved one another and me. We were happy as a family. Even if they ended tragically, I doubt my mother had any regrets.

      Me?

      I have no desire to leave the Everglades. This is my home. Forever.

      My other hand covers my grandmother’s hand and squeezes it gently. Her dry skin and fragile bones so different from the ethereal and vibrant woman she once was. How quickly the illness changed her. We can’t figure it out, and she refuses to seek medical attention. Rather, she trusts her destiny and believes what will happen is part of that plan.

      Her other hand lifts to my face. With a smile, she wipes the tears and cups my cheek. I nuzzle against her palm, biting my lip to hold back a sob.

      It won’t be long before I bury the last member of my family. Then I’ll be all alone. My body shudders at the thought, and my eyes close.

      “Phoebe.”

      My eyes open to find my grandmother staring at me with an intensity in her silvery gray eyes. They shine with an inner flame I haven’t seen in the months since the illness claimed her. I gasp as the flame ignites in my chest and spreads through my body to every limb. This time, I shudder from its power as it courses through me.

      “Phoebe, you will never be alone. I will always remain with you to guide you as best I can. You will find your destiny here in the Everglades soon after I leave this world for the next plane. A veil I will breach to help you. Do not fear or weep. You have the strength of your mother, me, mine, and those before to the very depths within you. Lean on us, and the strength will come to you. Do you hear me, granddaughter?”

      She pauses and despite wondering how she heard my thoughts, I respond, “Yes, Delia.”

      “Trust your instinct. That inner voice will not fail you,” she says as her eyes flash molten silver.

      Her hand lowers from my face as the other hand slips from my grasp. They settle over her heart.

      “I love you, Phoebe.”

      “I love you, Delia.”

      Her silvery gaze shifts to a spot over my shoulder. A beatific smile spreads across her face. For an instant, her ethereal beauty flits over her face. All signs of the illness disappear. Her hand lifts with fingers outstretched.

      The hairs on the back of my neck rise as my skin tingles. I want to look over my shoulder. But I’m not sure I want to see what must be there to attract my grandmother’s attention. However, curiosity overpowers fear. I shift on the bed. But a sigh from my grandmother distracts me. My gaze returns to her.

      Eyes closed. Face soft. Chest still.

      The pent-up sobs pour from my heart. The cries fill the tiny cabin and bounce off the walls. Tears flow like the stream outside the door. My body shakes as the cypress branches in the wind.

      Hours—but actually only minutes—pass before no more tears remain. My hand trembles as I raise it to stroke my grandmother’s cheek.

      “Godsspeed, Delia.”

      The orange and red flames rise to the star-filled night sky. They flicker with the breeze casting shadows on the ground. The wood pyre crackles as the fire burns. Silence engulfs the far end of the clearing in respect for my grandmother. As per her wish, she returns to the earth, scattered by the warm breeze.

      I watch until the last embers fade and the ash drifts through the air as the red and orange rays of the sun rise over the tops of the cypress trees. The night sky lightens to the dawn of a new day. A new beginning. A fresh start.

      My heart clenches as I watch the sun rise higher and its brightness chases away the darkness. As though sensing the end of the mourning and the start of morning, small creatures rustle in the underbrush, insects buzz, and a bald eagle soars above, issuing a series of high-pitched whistles.

      I close my eyes and take a deep, cleansing breath. The humid air fills my lungs and carries the scent of dewy grass. Despite hours of no sleep, the breath invigorates me. The urge to distract myself from the loss of my beloved grandmother drives me to our cabin for my bow and quiver of arrows.

      As I pass the remnants of the wood pyre, I murmur a last prayer then set off into the trees, letting my instinct guide me for the hunt.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Caspian

      

      “Listen, Nash. I am not in the mood for you today, bro. We need to investigate that fire from last night and make sure there’s no damage. Not to mention the case of the fucker who set it. Get your gear and let’s go. Now.”

      Nash’s amber eyes shine with mischief as he mimics my stance. Muscular arms fold across his broad chest, stretching his black t-shirt as his muscular legs encased in dark denim widen. He cocks his head to the side. Mahogany hair falls over his shoulder. Reddish tones glint in the early morning sunlight. His grin shines as bright as the rays.

      “When will you learn you’re not the boss of me, Caspian Ohlson?”

      It’s like looking in the mirror along with our triplet Jax. Even though we were born minutes apart, I still take my role as the eldest seriously, despite my brother’s annoyance. Whereas Nash fights it, Jax—the middle brother—acts as the mediator. All three of us are dominant males.

      Jax tosses a towel out of his pack at Nash.

      “Oh, shut the fuck up and get your stuff already. Crybaby,” he adds with a smirk, knowing the moniker pisses off Nash as the youngest.

      “Screw you, Jax,” he says, as he catches the towel and throws it back. Jax nabs it midair as he chuckles and places it in his pack.

      “You can get to that later. Now, let’s shift and head out,” I say as I strip out of my t-shirt and joggers then stuff them in my pack before slinging it on.

      I glance around the camp as we stand outside the two-story, five-thousand-square-foot cabin we share.

      It’s the place the Miami Wolves Pack comes for pack runs and trainings. For generations, the virtually untouched area of the subtropical wilderness allows us the freedom to be in our wolf form without prying eyes. Over the years, the original pack grounds grew from temporary cloth shelters to simple wooden cabins and now to luxurious residences scattered around the Alpha’s house and clubhouse. More suited for the Billionaire Wolves of Miami as other packs refer to us.

      With good reason, since we’re the most powerful pack in the South with our base on Moon Island in Biscayne Bay across from South Beach.

      Several millennia ago, Scandinavian Viking wolf shifters sailed from the Old World and landed along the East Coast of what’s now the United States. The six packs headed by best friends who sought new lands moved throughout the continent to form territories with ours settling here. We maintain close ties with our brethren through friendship, mating, and business. Plus, our Ruling Council gatherings keep us informed of happenings throughout the packs.

      A few families and enforcers choose to remain in the Everglades, not wanting the hustle and bustle of Miami for their principal home. On days like this one when the humidity is low, the sun rises in a cloudless sky, and fresh air abounds, I wouldn’t choose any other place to live. I thank the gods my father Ulf and my mother Liv moved here. Our Alpha Jagger Larson appointed my father—one of his most-trusted enforcers—as head of the camp. My parents have lived here for more than my twenty-five years.

      Aside from managing our cryptocurrency company, my brothers and I follow our father as enforcers who protect the camp. Hence the need to check the fire that raged last night into the morning. It’s beyond the border of our lands, much further than we ever roam. But it’s still necessary to assess the situation.

      I allow my body to relax and accept my wolf to take over. My other half lives on the fringes of my being. Always ready to spring forth at my command, then retreat at my will. An ability born of our kind so long ago and marks us different from full humans.

      The sensations of my bones reshaping and muscles lengthening to shift me from my human form to that of my great mahogany wolf block out all else. Crackling and a flash find me on all four massive paws within moments. Jax and Nash shift, and their massive mahogany wolves appear beside me. Our packs with our clothes, water, and mobiles rest on our backs. We’ll need clothes since only jewelry survives a shift.

      With a yip, Jax charges ahead. Nash and I follow, just as excited to be in wolf form.

      We race through camp. It sprawls out before us. Rather, the glamp since every cabin is a rustic mansion of logs and stones in various styles—some ranch and others multilevel, with and without front porches. They surround an open park-like square in the middle, where a lovely garden displays colorful flowers and bushes with wooden benches. Lanes crisscross the land to provide access to the various homes and structures.

      A few pack members walk along or sit on porches. Their laughter and conversations fill the air. Cheerful smiles spread across their faces as they interact. The only surprising difference from a human camp is some members move around in wolf form going about their business. The camp is an idyllic enclave with the spectacular Everglades as the setting. No glitz and glam of Miami can surpass it.

      The only thing missing from my slice of Heaven is my fated mate. The she-wolf destined to be mine forever.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      

      It’s early morning. So, the humidity isn’t too bad despite the Everglades being a subtropical wilderness. Other members of the pack appear to take advantage of the weather and head out into the wetlands for our day off from training. Others sit on the porches of their cabins and eat breakfast. Those who notice us nod or wave. I jerk my head in response, then lope towards the tree line.

      My wolf revels in the freedom as we dash between the pine tree trunks and over the flat woods floor with my brothers beside me. I detect the movements of a few white-tail deer as they bound clear of my path. My wolf bypasses them without the slightest bit of interest. He races on. I snort and shake my head. He can have the lead for now. But ultimately, I’m in control.

      I run on, moving further away from the pack’s training ground in the fire's direction we spotted last night. My long limbs stretch with each pounding step. Nimbly dodge fallen trees and sections of flowing water. After a while, I glance up at the sky and note the sun shines higher in the sky. I trot over to a stream. Before I lower my head for a drink, I scan the area and watch the water’s surface. A hidden alligator wouldn’t hesitate to pull me under for breakfast. It would be a fight to the death. And I would walk away the winner. Especially with my brothers there to fight with me.

      No threat found. I drink my fill and lope back into the trees. We travel further, nearing the border of our lands. Caspian’s wolf slows at the same time mine decreases his pace. Jax comes to a full stop. I sense a change in my wolf. A tingle runs just beneath my skin. I stop to glance around. Nothing. I glance at my brothers. They nod their heads, and we carry on.

      As we round some bushes, I freeze, one paw still in the air. My eyes narrow. I lift my head to scent the air, then glance around again. I hear nothing. But I sure as hell detect what’s called to me from the moment I took my first breath as a baby.

      The scent of the rare ghost orchid’s soapy fragrance mixed with the freshness of grass wet from a spring rain in the Everglades.

      My heartbeat quickens. The rush of blood fills my ears.

      Hell, no! Can it truly be? At last, my fated mate?

      A fated mate pairing is rare. Our parents fell in love. But not because the gods destined them to be one. For years, my brothers and I believed we’d never find our fated mates. However, I never gave up hope. After so many recent fated mates pairings in our pack, my brothers and I ache for the she-wolves who will bond with each of us. Be our lovers and mothers to our pups.

      Now, I cock my head as I listen for the sound of a she-wolf. It’s only in this moment I realize how silent it is around us. Not a bird’s chirp or the slither of a snake, do I detect. But the whine of my wolf draws my attention. He must scent her too.

      It’s confirmed when his whine grows to a howl, and I feel him pacing. In my mind’s eye, he jogs back and forth, tail high, eyes sharp.

      Oddly, my brothers have the same reaction. Their wolves pace as they sniff the air. Tension rolls off their bodies. Do they detect my fated mate’s unique scent, too? Not possible!

      I sniff for the direction of her scent. I pick it up and stalk towards her. Caspian and Nash prowl right along with me. Careful not to make her aware of our presence, we place our massive paws carefully on the ground without disturbing the underbrush. Up ahead, just beyond the trees, I hear her humming.

      Her sweet voice caresses my soul. I sigh and pause to let it envelop me. My wolf snarls impatient to claim our fated mate. I have to agree and continue on at a faster pace. My brothers focus, intent on the clearing up ahead.

      Hidden at the edge of the tree line, my body vibrates with the need to take the beauty before me. My fur bristles with electricity. Every inch of my body focuses on her. At last, my fated mate. The one who claimed me at birth. And I will claim now.

      Hold on!

      My head swings toward Caspian at his call through our telepathic bond we share as triplets.

      She’s mine! She has the scent I was born with.

      No! She’s mine!

      I shake my head, shocked at my brothers. Since we’re triplets, could it be we share the same fated mate? Highly unusual. But the more I watch them and recall their reactions, I’m certain it’s true.

      She’s ours.

      Their eyes bug at my declaration. My wolf nods. He’s in full agreement. And theirs must be too. Otherwise, as possessive, dominant males, we’d tear at each other’s throats if another challenged us for the female we plan to claim. But our wolves show no signs of aggression. Interesting.

      You think?

      I nod again and glance back at the female longingly.

      Unaware of our presence, she stands in a clearing amongst colorful wildflowers as she hums and pets deer gathered around her.

      Captivated, I take in every detail. A foot shorter than our six feet, seven inches as men and not much taller than us in wolf form with a lithe body. She wears a dark green shirt, black leggings, and suede moccasins. A quiver of arrows is slung over her shoulder with the bow in the grass near her feet.

      My cock hardens at the curve of her firm ass as she bends over to whisper to a fawn. Loose tendrils of auburn hair at her nape escape the high ponytail. A thin sheen of sweat coats the back of her neck to make her sun-kissed skin gleam golden.

      My wolf’s whine breaks the spell cast over me. I blink and shake my head to clear it. Then bite back a moan as her scent fills my nostrils even more this close to her. I inhale deeply. Her unique scent washes over me. Even as it soothes me, it heightens the ache in my groin.

      Well, then. Let’s go get our fated mate.

      I nod at Caspian’s words.

      We stalk towards her.
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        * * *

      

      Nash

      

      My mind reels at the realization I found my fated mate and she’s the same for my brothers. Once we cleared up she’s ours, I no longer feel the need to snatch her away from them. We share everything anyway. What difference will it make to share our fated mate? Absolutely none.

      In my mind, my wolf yelps in agreement as we prowl ahead.

      Facing away from us, she doesn’t notice our approach. But the deer recognize the predators we are. Their heads lift and their tails flick to warn the others of our presence. In an instant, they bound away.

      In one swift move, the female grabs her bow and notches an arrow as she spins in our direction. Her gorgeous silvery gray eyes widen as she takes in the sight of our giant mahogany wolves. Being so much smaller than us, I can understand her distress.

      Her bow swings from one of us to the other as she decides whether to let the arrow fly. A tremble shakes her body. The musky scent of her arousal blends with the soapy fragrance and wet grass unique to her. As her eyes fill with hesitation, we continue to stalk towards her, closing the distance.

      “I don’t want to harm you! Stay back!” She cries out.

      Instinctively, a rumble rises from the depths of my chest. I want to soothe the female, not have her afraid of us. Despite the raised bow, I pad forward and stare up at her. So close, I can taste her scent on the tip of my tongue. It slips out to lick my muzzle, adding wetness to my nose to enhance her unique scent.

      Ours.

      Our fated mate!

      We surround her.

      “I’ve never seen wolves as big as you before. Where do you come from? Why do I get the sense you won’t eat me?” She asks as she lowers the bow and holds the arrow. Her cheeks flush.

      Caspian’s wolf snorts. His wolf won’t eat her. But he will. In the most pleasurable way possible.

      Distracted by her scent, I run my nose along her neck with an intense inhalation. My canines ache to issue the claiming bite as her unique scent swirls through my soul. Serum pools in my mouth.

      Jax’s wolf nuzzles her ass as he rumbles.

      She must sense the carnal hunger in us, and she sidesteps away. We follow with more rumbling. She will not deny us. In her haste, she trips over a rock and lands on that luscious ass. I hold back a snicker as her eyes stretch in shock.

      Instead, I take advantage of her position and tower above her much smaller form before I return my muzzle to her throat, once again tempted to bite. When she mewls, I almost lose control. My nose trails down her body to the source of her arousal as it mixes with her scent. I press against her pussy through the leggings. An irritated growl slips past my lips at the encumbrance of her clothes. I want her bare to us. Now.

      I force my wolf back to the edges of my being and shift. Flashes flare around us as Caspian and Jax shift as well. The packs drop to the ground with dull thuds.

      “Ours!” We growl in unison.

      With a smirk, I grab the offensive shirt and rip it to pieces. Delicious full tits with beaded rosy nipples appear before my hooded eyes. My mouth waters to savor them. But her whimper catches my attention. Her sweet cry drives me over the edge.

      I lower my lips to her tits. My tongue laps at the soft underside curve of one before it licks a trail to the nipple. Her back arches, bringing her tit closer to my face as I wrap my tongue around the tip, savoring her tantalizing taste. My cock bobs against my eight-pack abs, the bulbous tip slick with pre-cum reaches my navel. My cock throbs to join the action as I feast on her tits. I ignore it focused on her pleasure.

      Jax growls. My eyes lift to find him capture her mouth for a spine-tingling kiss. She mewls as his tongue dominates hers as he demands she give him access to all of her. A nudge to my flank from Caspian moves me to her side. My mouth never leaves her tits. He yanks her leggings off and lowers his mouth to her cunt. The three of us groan in unison as her musky arousal wafts from her needy pussy.

      Her head jerks from Jax. A long moan slips past her swollen lips as Caspian devours her pussy. His grunts of satisfaction make me greedy for some of her honey. His hands wrap around her hips for his fingers to dig into her thighs, parting them for more access. She bucks and cries out from his carnal onslaught.

      The vibrations from my chest as I soothe her with more rumbling shoot through my own body, adding fuel to an already smoldering core.

      More of her soft cries slip past Jax’s mouth as she writhes beneath us prove my undoing. I must have her. But first, more of those succulent tits. The rough flatness of my tongue and sharp bites to her sensitive skin makes her yelp. I rumble. My tongue winds around her nipple. I suckle on the tip, savoring her sweet flavor. My mouth widens to encompass more of her pillowy tit. Delicious.

      My wolf joins in on my feral cries as we make a meal of her tits, going from one to the other. She continues to writhe and moan. She returns my bites with those from her fingernails as she clings to me. The spring rain of the Everglades scent merges with the musky arousal coming from her pussy as Caspian eats her raw like the wild beast he is.

      The tip of my cock springs forth more pre-cum, eager to drive inside as I mount her. But again, I delay my satisfaction to get her as ready for my length and girth as possible. She’s so much smaller than us. Our fated mate is bound to have a tight little pussy. I don’t want to cause unintentional pain.

      I ghost my lips over her concave belly, then trail open-mouthed kisses back up to her heaving chest. A husky groan falls from my mouth as I close in on my prize. I nuzzle her tits with the tip of my nose before my tongue demands in on the action. I swipe it from her areole to her nipple that’s as hard as my dick.

      Caspian growls. She throws her head back and screams. Her back arches as her hips rise from the ground, pushing her sweet pussy further into his hungry mouth.

      Jax and I watch as Caspian smirks against her pussy lips. I think of her howl when I thrust inside of her tight, wet heat. And her pussy is tight. So tight it clamps onto my cock as I spear it inside. For a second, I wonder if she’s a virgin. But dispel the thought, since she’s more than likely sexually active like most she-wolves. The vision flickers before my eyes.

      Damn if she isn’t super responsive to our touch.

      As she bucks from his unrelenting feasting, he slides his hands around her narrow hips and holds her ass to still her movements. He wants her to focus on the pleasurable sensations his mouth has on her pussy and on how much better our dicks will feel buried inside.

      It doesn’t take long for her to come undone for us. Once again, her screams rock the wetlands. As her body shakes uncontrollably, her fingers grip the long strands of Caspian’s hair. He grunts from the pain.

      “Now, we make you ours!” He declares as he sits back on his haunches with a stare so hot, she shudders and gasps.

      A split second later, she leaps to her feet and runs.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoebe

      

      My heart pounds as I run as fast as my wobbly legs can carry me. Wild thoughts run through my mind as I think of what just happened.

      Three ginormous wolves turn into three feral naked men who do things to my body I never imagined possible. Hell, I never even kissed a boy before, let alone have three men all over my body at once. Their hands and mouths were everywhere on me, causing me to erupt like the volcano in science class so many years ago. Heat engulfed my body and poured from deep within my core as I quaked with each pulse.

      My knees wobble at the memory, and I lose my footing. But I don’t stop. However, I risk a glance over my shoulder. A shiver runs through me at the sight of the three identical men loping after me.

      Their amber eyes flash golden as animalistic growls pour from their mouths. They fan out around me, hunting me like a wild pack of wolves. Their predatory behavior shoots a bolt of desire through my core.

      My pussy clenches as more liquid slips down my slick inner thighs, still coated with the remnants of my eruption. I stumble as one throws his head back and howls, another roars, and the last snarls. A cry slips past my lips, even as I ache for their touch. But I won’t give in. No!

      I dart for the trees, hoping to use my knowledge of the area to lose them. They howl and pursue me. Wildlings in pursuit of their prey. I dodge fallen trees and push through bushes as I zigzag my way back to my little cabin. I only hope to barricade myself inside. Although I doubt the flimsy door backed by a table would keep the giant men out.

      Just as I know they could catch me at anytime they choose. Their much longer and muscular legs can easily outrun me. However, they’re enjoying the chase too much for a quick catch. I shudder, thinking what would happen once they get their hands on me again.

      And what do they mean by ours? Our what?

      I let the questions go as the cypress trees give way to the clearing. My little cabin stands ahead. I burst past the tree line. Briefly, I wonder how I navigated the dense forest with such ease, agility, and speed. But the thought flies from my mind as a body collides with mine.

      It knocks the air from my lungs as I squeal in surprise. Strong arms bind around my torso, pinning my arms to my sides. The body twists and lands on its back with me on top, my back to its front. With a cock the size of an anaconda wedged between us. I land on my captor with a grunt. Then my lower arms and legs flail.

      “That’s far enough, mate.”

      Warm breath caresses my sweat-dampened cheek as he murmurs against the shell of my ear. His intoxicating scent engulfs me—spices, leather, and musk—depleting me of any resistance. Again. He rumbles, and I sag as the vibrations roll through every cell of my heated body. A mewl escapes my parted lips.

      “Don’t be frightened, little one.”

      “I believe we’ve proven we mean you no harm. Only pleasure.”

      My hooded eyes raise to the other two men. Passion burns on their handsome faces. Chiseled cheekbones, firm jaws dusted with stubble, lush mouths. Mouths that did unimaginable things to my body. A tremble courses through me, only to turn into a full-body shudder when the cock nestled between me and the other pulsates. The man beneath me chuckles.

      His hands slip from my torso to my hips, where he squeezes them. I yelp at the unexpected touch. He rumbles as he sits up, bringing me with him to settle me on his lap. His lips brush the side of my face before it lowers to the juncture where my neck meets shoulder. His teeth scrape the sensitive area. My eyes flutter close on a groan as my head lolls to the side, granting him better access. He growls and nips then rumbles when I cry out.

      “It’s all right, sweetheart. We’ll prepare you for our claiming bite.”

      My eyes pop open as the word bite rips through the carnal haze. I gasp and wiggle to free myself from the other man’s lap. But he tightens his grip on my hips and rumbles deep in his chest. I mutter a curse as the sound soothes my urge to run.

      “Before we make you ours, tell us your name.”

      My gaze flicks to the other man crouching before me. I force my eyes to remain on his face and not travel down the ridges of his muscles to the giant cock I see in my periphery. I take a fortifying breath.

      “Ph—Phoebe… Phoebe Lewis,” I stutter out on the exhale.

      “Phoebe.”

      My name murmured on their lips sounds so erotic, my pussy spasms gushing more liquid onto my inner thighs. It drips along the curve of my ass and onto the man’s lap. He groans and rocks his hips. His cock thumps against my back. I mewl and grind against him, unable to stop my reaction.

      Their eyes close as they inhale deeply and groan as one.

      “Who are you? What are you?”

      They open their eyes and pin me with intense stares.

      “Caspian,” the one on whose lap I sit on rasps in my ear.

      “Jax,” says another in a husky voice.

      “Nash,” the last growls out as his eyes rake over my body.

      I repeat their names aloud, and they groan as though they felt every letter caress their skin. But they forget to answer my other question.

      “What are you?” I repeat as my gaze flicks amongst them.

      “Be still, baby girl. Or I’ll blow my load all over your back,” Caspian groans.

      My cheeks flame as I turn back around.

      “We are wolf shifters from the Miami Wolves Pack. Our camp’s land borders where we found you with the deer, little one,” says Jax.

      Nash shakes his head.

      “More importantly, we are your fated mates. Ours,” he adds as his eyes flash once more.

      His possessive tone shoots sparks in my pussy. It swells and gushes. He smirks as he stares back at me with heavy-lidded eyes full of lust.

      “Wh—What does that mean? I’m human. I’m not a wolf shifter,” I ask as I swallow past the lump forming in my throat.

      “It does not matter. The gods chose you as the one who will be ours for all time, destined to be together forever,” Caspian responds firmly.

      My mouth drops as a gasp falls from it. Destined? I lift my gaze to the clear blue sky.

      Delia, is this what you meant by my future lies in the Everglades? A destiny where I am the fated mate to these three wolf shifters? Is that possible?

      A bald eagle flies across the sky, issuing a series of high-pitched whistles as though answering my questions. Tears fill my eyes.

      “Don’t cry, sweetheart. We will cherish you and remain by your side in this life and in the next.”

      I smile through my tears at Nash as his fingertips swipe the moisture from my cheeks. I close my eyes and press against him, relishing his promise. Caspian buries his face in my hair as Jax’s sizable hands stroke my thighs. Already I feel loved, protected, and comforted by these men—my fated mates, my long-awaited destiny.

      We remain as such until increased pressure on my thighs makes me open my eyes. Jax and Nash’s eyes smolder. I have no doubt Caspian’s do too, as his grip on my hips tightens on a low growl.

      “Time to make your ours, baby girl,” he rasps as he lifts me from his lap and stretches me out on the soft grass.

      They kneel around me. Three hulking men. I distinguish each one as my eyes move from one gorgeous face to the other. Caspian with serious eyes. Jax’s open. Nash with a twinkle in his. Yet all three the same with determination set their features. A moan slips past the lips on my face even as the lower ones swell with a desperate, aching need.

      I’ve never felt a pull so strong.

      An animalistic growl draws my attention to Caspian. He bares his unusually long teeth as he stares at my heaving chest. The other two follow with hungry growls of their own. Their frames grow larger as muscles thicken. I gasp at their ferociousness. They lift their heated gazes to pin me with intense otherworldly stares.

      My pussy clenches. I mewl.

      A rumble vibrates in the air and wraps around me. But a snarl from Nash breaks the hold. My wide eyes swivel to him. Fists clench at his sides. The snarl continues past his curled upper lip as his eyes penetrate my soul. He leans forward at my soft cry. But he sways back and shakes his head, holding me captive with his glowing eyes. He chuckles wickedly.

      The rumble returns to rouse me from his hypnotic gaze. Instinctively, my body relaxes as the comforting sound drowns out the chuckle. I stare up at Caspian.

      What’s wrong with me that these men excite me? I don’t even know them and certainly not enough to lie bare before them, even after our earlier intimate acts. I should be afraid. But I’m not. I trust in the destiny my grandmother foresaw.

      Caspian glances down at my bare leg, then places one finger on the inside of my ankle. As he trails the tip along my instep, I moan aloud. All thoughts slip away, replaced by carnal desire.

      “We’ve waited so long for you, baby girl,” he murmurs.

      I gasp at the pressure he applies with his knuckle to the sole of my foot.

      His eyes flick to my hooded silvery eyes, now darkened to molten platinum with desire. He smirks.

      “You captivate us more than you can imagine.”

      He punctuates each word with a stroke of his knuckle.

      The sensation on my erogenous zone morphs from pain to pleasure. My leg jerks as I mewl.

      Jax grips my other ankle. Together, they lift my legs in the air. I end up between their muscular thighs. They flex against my hips.

      My exposed pussy draws their attention like a magnet. My hips shimmy of their own accord. Feral growls make my pussy clench and flood with more liquid. The musky scent of my arousal mingles with their spices, leather, and musk. The humid air of the Everglades increases the potency.

      Predatory smiles spread across their faces as their nostrils flare. Their heads tip back as they inhale deeply, eyes squeeze shut. Nash leans forward and cups my ass.

      I swallow.

      Suddenly, their grips tighten on my ankles in their sizable hands. In one seamless motion, they hoist my hips from the grass. I hang suspended with my shoulders pressed into the ground. My pussy leaks liquid down my thighs to the curve of my ass before it drips to the grass beneath me. My hands cover my reddened face as I groan. A mixture of carnal lust and embarrassment runs through my heated body.

      “Do not hide from us, little one.”

      Firm fingers grip my wrists and pull my hands from my face. I stare up into the face of Nash. His warm breath sweeps over my skin, leaving goose bumps in its wake. He lowers his full lips to my throat. Nips and sucks my pebbled nipples even as my pussy gushes more. He chuckles against my sensitive skin.

      “You smell so sweet.”

      I mewl as I lengthen my neck to give him better access. He growls appreciatively.

      “Don’t forget us, baby girl.”

      Hands swat my exposed pussy lips and clit.

      Whap. Whap. Whap. Whap.

      I howl.

      The sting radiates from my core to the tips of my toes and to the top of my head. An electric current of erotic punishment zaps me.

      “Do you understand how long we’ve waited for you?”

      “How we ache for you?”

      When I hesitate to answer, they spank the sensitive juncture where my thighs meet my ass.

      Whap. Whap. Whap. Whap.

      My legs flail as I press my hands into the ground to drag myself away from the punishing tattoo of spanks. To no avail. Trapped by Nash’s arms banded around my shoulders.

      “Embrace the pain before the pleasure,” he murmurs against the shell of my ear, then chuckles as I shiver. “I promise, we’ll make you cum so hard, you’ll see stars.”

      The pair of burly men set a brutal pace. Spanks land on my clit, pussy, sits bones, and thighs. Never landing on the same spot in a row. But not in a distinguishable pattern I can expect. No matter which way I flounder, I can’t avoid the blows as Nash pins me in place. Open-mouthed kisses trail along my collarbones and neck. He brushes his lips over mine. A satisfied groan rumbles in the back of his throat.

      My howls increase as each second passes. The time uncountable. The pain unforgettable.

      “I—I don’t… know what you mean…” I wail as I wonder what the hell type of destiny this is for me.

      Tears stream from my eyes to pool in my ears and drip onto the grass below. Chest-racking sobs pour from my slack mouth.

      My pussy, ass, and thighs on fire, I submit to their dominance.

      Between howls and sobs, I beg them to answer me.

      They continue to spank me.

      All the tension drains from my body. Still held aloft, I sag. Spent completely. Tears continue to fall but in silence.

      The spanks switch to caresses.

      Soft rumblings glide over my skin as all three men soothe me. Their murmurs draw more pleas for answers from me. They lower me onto the grass. Nash slides me along until my head rests on his lap. He strokes my wet cheeks. The other two bracket my body. I burrow my face into Nash’s thigh as my entire body trembles. Sweat sheens on my skin, and my reddened ass blazes.

      His thick, long dick bulges beneath my cheek. My mouth waters. I turn my head and nuzzle him. His hard cock jumps. I moan, wanting to taste him.

      “You’re not forgetting us again, are you?”

      My heart skips a beat at Caspian’s raspy voice.

      I raise my head to scan his face.

      His eyes glitter like golden amber.

      His thumb brushes along my inner thigh. He glides the digit on the wet trail of my pussy liquid. My hips buck as I mewl.

      “No, never.”

      A feral grin spreads across his face.

      “Good girl.”

      I bite my lower lip at his praise. But a possessive growl from Jax draws my attention to him.

      He holds my gaze as he lowers his mouth to my other thigh. Instead of his thumb, he uses the flat of his tongue to lap at the wet trails all the way to my throbbing core. When he swipes from my puckered hole, past my swollen pussy lips, and up to wrap around my engorged clit, I jackknife from Nash’s lap. I keen as an unexpected orgasm races through me.

      “So sweet,” he murmurs against my gushing pussy. “I’m going to eat you up.”

      He makes good on his promise as he devours my dripping pussy. With each gush, his growls increase in ferocity. Tongue lashes my puffy, slick lower lips, sopping up every drop. Teeth nip at the sensitive bundle of nerves. I squeal as more liquid spurts into his hungry mouth. My entire body quivers as he groans in male erotic pleasure.

      Nash growls before he slams his mouth over mine, swallowing my passionate cries. The dominating kiss sends tendrils of warmth straight into my heart and soul. Our tongues dance an erotic tango. Flames lick through me. My toes curl as I mold my body to his muscular frame. My hands scrabble along his muscular chest to bring him even closer. The fire between us burns hot.

      “Need to be inside you…” Caspian growls. Nash nips at me as he shifts position and grasps my wrists in one sizable hand. He presses them against the ground above my head.

      I lie on my back as the three men hover above me. Mouths drop to my heavy breasts. Tongues lick at the pebbled nipples. I yelp as teeth sink into the sensitive flesh. Tongues flick out to lap the erotic pain away before they suckle each one of my distended nipples.

      My head lolls. Cries of passion fall from my parted lips. Pressed flush to my breasts, they hum in pleasure. The vibrations travel through me. I mewl, then my eyes widen as Caspian kneels between my spread thighs and fists his erection. The veins stand out in bas-relief. His heavy sac hangs below. The muscles in his arms and thighs flex as he glides his fist along the thick shaft to the tip.

      My mouth waters at the sight of the pearly drop at the slit. I shudder at the realization his turgid girth and length will burn as he thrusts into my little pussy and stretches me to accommodate his colossal size.

      My tongue darts out to lick my lower lip.

      He smirks and jerks his cock.

      My pussy gushes.

      His eyes lower to the apex of my thighs. A carnal smile tips the corners of his lush mouth at the sight of my glistening pussy lips. The liquid slickens my legs. He growls.

      In an instant, my hips lift in the air, and my shoulders press into the Nash’s lap once again. I yelp in surprise. But he and Jax hold me firm.

      Caspian holds me by both ankles. Legs spread wide in a vee. My core aligns with his cock. A snap of his hips, and he impales me on his dick.

      I scream from the thick invasion as it tears through my virginity. His tremendous girth fills me. The burn oh so good.

      “Fuck! I’m your first!” He roars. Head back, muscles in his neck and arms corded. He stills but for a moment. Then…

      “Take. Every. Inch. All of it!”

      He pistons balls deep within me, punctuated by each word. My only reprieve when he pulls out to his bulbous tip. His eyes flash as he stares at the blood coating his cock. His nostrils flare. Jax and Nash sniff the air and groan. They bury their faces against my breasts.

      Held aloft, I have no choice but to take what Caspian gives to me as he continues to plow into my pussy. And I take it with absolute pleasure.

      I writhe beneath him screeching like the cat in heat I am.

      Gods, he feels so damn good…

      The slapping of skin on skin with the squelch of my pussy juices mixes with his grunts and groans and my cries. The erotic chorus arouses me like no other symphony. They spur him on to fuck me into the ground.

      “Oh! Oh! Yeeessss!” I shout as a powerful orgasm rips through me.

      A flash of white light sparks—stars as Nash promised—behind my eyelids, squeezed shut as ecstasy rolls over me. My inner walls tighten around his pulsating cock. He growls and pummels harder. Unstoppable. Relentless.

      His brothers join in his feral beast-like groans while mine mix in for an erotic composition.

      Booms blast and bright lights explode with each of the countless orgasms he forces from my ravaged core.

      Sweat drips from his forehead to trail between my bouncing breasts as he leans over my torso. Jax and Nash move aside, stroking my arms. Caspian’s dominant hands wrap under me to grasp my thighs as he changes the angle of his savage thrusts. His firm pecs drag over my taut nipples. Guttural groans and growls fill my ear as he chases his release.

      As his cock swells impossibly larger, the base thickens to lock behind my pelvic wall. His body judders. Hot breath puffs across my sweat-drenched neck into my damp hair.

      “Mine!”

      His carnal cry and the copious amounts of his cum bathing my pussy trigger another epic climax.

      I scream in pleasure as my eyes roll back and my back bows.

      He collapses on top of me. I bear his heavy weight happily. The last vestiges of his release drip from my core, down my ass cheeks to the drenched grass below.

      I scream as pain laces around my throat. He growls as his teeth bury deeper into my flesh. His brothers hold my arms out to the sides, preventing me from breaking free. They growl and snarl like wild animals. Hot saliva drips from inhumanly long teeth onto my bare arms. I cry out in alarm even as my pussy clamps around his cock, milking him of his seed.

      “Mine!”

      “Mine!”

      Jax and Nash chorus in savage voices with nostrils flared before they lower their mouths to my neck as Caspian lifts his face and stares down at me. His cock still buried deep in my pussy.

      “You are now ours, Phoebe Ohlson.”

      My mouth opens in a silent scream.

      Darkness descends.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Caspian

      

      “This can’t be where she lives.”

      I follow Nash’s gaze as I carry a sleeping and naked Phoebe through the cabin’s door.

      The entire space could fit in my bedroom suite with room to spare. The sparse furniture appears handmade and old. One wall holds a basin. With no stove, I presume she uses the firepit out front to cook. Across from the basin stands a table with two stools. A long bench with pillows sits against the opposite wall. Between the two spaces, curtains flutter before entries to what I guess are the bedrooms. With no other rooms, I also guess the outhouse and outdoor shower we passed serve as the bathroom. It’s not much. But she keeps it clean.

      “Wow. This is really something,” Jax says as he steps into the room behind me.

      “We’ll wait until she awakes before we take her home. In our wolf form with her riding on my back—”

      “Who says she’ll ride on your back?” Nash cuts in with a cocked eyebrow.

      I shake my head and shrug.

      “She can ride on your back, if you prefer, Crybaby,” I snark.

      He grumbles and pushes the curtain aside to one bedroom.

      “This one carries the scent of another female. She’s sick. I wonder where she is,” he says as he moves to the next bedroom. He sniffs and nods. “This is Phoebe’s room. Place her on the bed.”

      He steps aside as he holds the curtain for me to pass through.

      Like the rest of the cabin, the bedroom has little furniture, only a bed and a table with a lantern. I stretch her out on the bed after Jax pulls the quilt down. She murmurs in her sleep, then rolls to her side as I rumble to soothe her and place the quilt over her body.

      We gather around her bed and watch her for some time before Jax speaks.

      “The scent of the fire is out in the clearing. I wasn’t paying much attention to it before. We need to go check it out.”

      He says it. But not one of us moves. Our feet remain planted at our mate’s bedside.

      “Yeah, okay. Later,” he adds as he lowers to a cross-legged position on the wooden floor. His eyes never leave her sleeping form.

      Nash and I join him in a silent vigil.

      My heart swells with joy at finding and claiming our fated mate. Our virgin fated mate, who will know no other males but my brothers and me. My dick swells along with my heart as I remember pushing past her innocence, her pussy gripping me like a vise, and pumping her to overflowing with my seed. I grin, imagining her belly round with one of our pups. Hell, maybe she’ll have three like us.

      “Don’t gloat because you had her first, fucker.”

      Nash’s words draw me back to the bedroom.

      “This time, I have to agree fully with Nash,” Jax adds then cuts his eyes to our youngest brother. “But I’ll let it slide since we’re going in age order.”

      He growls.

      “Fuck both of you!”

      Jax and I glance at each other and laugh, albeit quietly, so as not to awaken Phoebe.

      Nash grumbles and shakes his head as he returns his gaze to her.
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        * * *

      

      Nash

      

      Hours later, Phoebe stirs.

      The three of us jump to our feet. We hover around her bed, waiting for her eyes to open. When they do, it’s as if the gods sing.

      Vibrant silvery gray irises stare at us then widen in her beautiful heart-shaped face. She gasps and sits up. Her silky auburn hair cascades down her back and over her tits. But the thick mane can’t hide her nipples as they poke through the strands. The nipples tighten with her arousal as her musky scent fills the room.

      My cock punches the zipper of my jeans. I bite back a groan.

      “I—I wasn’t dreaming?” Her wide wyes flick from one of us to the other as her hands lift to her neck. Her fingertips brush over our claiming bites, and she winces. “It is real…”

      Jax beats me to sit beside her on the bed.

      I bite back a growl.

      “No, little one. It wasn’t a dream,” he says and leans towards her neck. “I’ll make the pain less.”

      He laps at the bites to use his saliva to increase the healing process. I want to be jealous. But I’m not. Had he been another male and not my triplet, I would have clawed his tongue from his mouth and shoved it up his ass.

      Caspian shoots me a side glance.

      I wave him off and approach the bed.

      “Are you thirsty?” I ask ready to give her the bottle of water from my pack. I’ll do anything for our fated mate.

      Her eyes slide to me, and I smile.

      “Yes, please. There’s water in the basin—”

      “Oh, no. I have water for you here,” I interrupt as I uncap the bottle and hold it to her lips.

      Her eyebrows dip. But I shake my head. She will drink from my hand. No need for her to hold the bottle. I will hand feed her too when we return to camp. It’s the dominant in me that wants to tend to her needs. I smile as she places her full lips on the bottle’s rim, and I tilt it, careful not to spill it on her.

      “Thank you,” she says after she drinks her fill.

      I nod as pride warms my chest.

      “How do you feel?” Caspian asks as he steps closer.

      Her eyes leave mine as she turns to him. A blush tints her cheeks.

      “Uh… A bit sore. But, um, fine otherwise,” she murmurs as more color stains her cheeks red. She shifts on the bed and draws the quilt over her tits.

      “I’ll lick it better for you.”

      The words slip from my mouth instead of remaining in my head as I intended.

      She gasps and covers her face with her hands. Her shoulders shake.

      “Dammit, Nash!”

      “You upset her, fucker!”

      My heart sinks.

      “Phoebe, I—”

      “No. No,” she cuts in as she lowers her hands. Her silvery gray eyes dance as she looks at me. “I’m not upset. That was funny, Nash!”

      I sag in relief, dropping to the bed and pulling her into my arms. She cuddles against my chest, wrapping her arms around my waist. She giggles, and we join in.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      

      My heart sings with Phoebe’s laughter. Thank the gods Nash didn’t make her cry. I would’ve clocked him upside his head. Brother battery averted.

      I watch him hold her as I think about how great it is to find our fated mate. Not just mine, but one for the three of us to share. With Signy—our Alpha’s younger sister—bonded to her three fated mates from the New York Wolves Pack, I doubt anyone in the Miami pack will take issue with Phoebe being ours. And if they do, too damn bad. She’s ours. Period.

      Then I remember she shares this cabin with another female. A sick female.

      I stroke Phoebe’s leg. She shifts in Nash’s arms to face me.

      “Where is the other female you share this cabin with? What was the fire for?”

      Her face crumples, and this time, I know she’s upset. Sadness rushes through our mate bond to smack me in the chest. I suck in air at the unexpected sensation and rub the spot above my heart.

      Caspian hisses.

      Nash rumbles.

      Instantly, peace settles over Phoebe and trickles through our bond. I sigh in relief.

      “I live here with my grandmother Delia. She… She passed away last night. It was her funeral pyre.”

      “Oh, baby girl,” Caspian murmurs as he scoops her from the bed and sits with her on his lap between Nash and me. He drapes the quilt over her shoulders. “We’re so sorry.”

      My heart breaks for her as she sobs softly against his t-shirt. He tightens his hold and joins Nash’s rumble with his own. I stroke her back and add my comforting call to theirs. She takes a moment to collect herself before she speaks.

      “My grandmother raised me for the past ten years after a car accident killed my parents in the city. I was ten, so she brought me back here. We only leave to pick up supplies occasionally. She became ill and deteriorated quickly.”

      Phoebe pauses and takes a breath. Her gaze returns to mine.

      “She told me my destiny is in the Everglades and asked me to promise never to leave,” she says and flicks her gaze at each of us and continues. “The three of you are my destiny. I feel it here.”

      She takes each of our hands and places them one on top of the other over her heart. It beats in a steady rhythm. A smile spreads across her face, shining through the tears.

      “Do you feel it?” She asks.

      “Yes,” my brothers and I chorus.

      “Good. My time in this tiny wooden cabin is done. Now, take me home with you. Our destiny lies there.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoebe

      

      “Welcome home, Phoebe Ohlson.”

      Caspian smiles broadly as he sweeps his arms wide. I grin happily as my arms tighten around Jax’s neck as he carries me bridal style.

      I thought it was thrilling riding on Nash’s back as his wolf ran through the trees and leaped over the streams. My hair streaming in the wind. Heart pounding as I gripped his fur with my fingers and squeezed his flanks with my inner thighs. Holding tightly to his massive wolf.

      But being here in their pack’s camp—although it’s too luxurious to be a simple camp and a far cry from my tiny cabin—surpasses the run.

      After bounding from the tree line and not stopping to speak to those who watched us zip by, we stopped in front of their home. They shifted back to their human forms, and Jax scooped me into his powerful arms. I yelped in surprise, and he winked at me.

      We stand in front of a two-story mansion-size log cabin with a wraparound porch. Yellow flowers in window boxes add vibrant color to its wooden facade. Double doors hand carved with the face of three wolves gazing at the center square as though watching over the camp.

      Nash opens the doors, and Jax carries me inside.

      I glance around at the double-height great room filled with comfortable leather furniture and a massive stone wall with an oversized fireplace. A wall of windows brings the scenery inside. The back porch expands to a deck to accommodate multiple seating areas and a swanky outdoor kitchen. An eat-in chef’s kitchen and dining area finish the space. It reminds me of pictures I saw in my mother’s celebrity magazines.

      “This is incredible,” I breathe, awed by the home.

      They grin, and Jax sets me on my feet, then takes my hand.

      “Time for a tour.”

      Besides the great room, the home features a guest bathroom, media room, and den on the main level. Equally spacious four bedroom suites with attached baths take up the second level. Each has double-sided iron and glass fireplaces between the sitting rooms and the bedrooms where giant, hand-carved, four-poster wooden beds take center stage.

      I spin in a circle and giggle.

      “I feel like Goldilocks with her three bears, except you’re wolf shifters. Which room do I decide to sleep in, or shall I try them all?”

      My mates chuckle.

      “Tonight, you’ll sleep in my bed, little one. I have plans for making you mine,” Jax purrs as he grips my hip in a possessive manner. He smirks when I tremble from his touch.

      Nash snorts and folds his arms over his broad chest. His biceps flex below the sleeves of his t-shirt.

      “We’ll have to get a bed large enough for the four of us to share because ain’t no way I’m not sleeping with my fated mate.”

      “I agree!” Caspian says as his eyes flash, a sign they told me means their wolf is close to the surface.

      “Fine,” Jax says. But he doesn’t loosen his grip. “Until then, we’ll rotate bedrooms.”

      I wave my hands in the air.

      “Ah, hello… I’m standing right here. No need to speak for me,” I say in mock irritation. “Otherwise, I’ll choose the fourth bedroom, and admit one at a time as I need.”

      Their mouths drop.

      I bite my lower lip to stifle a hearty laugh. Then squeal and jolt when Jax squeezes my hip bone.

      “Smart-alecky naughty girls get punished,” he growls in my ear as he pulls my back flush to his front. My soft curves meld to his hard planes. I shudder, and he chuckles wickedly. “Oh, but you’d like that, just as you did in the clearing, wouldn’t you?”

      I mewl and grind my ass against his upper thighs as his burgeoning erection throbs along my back.

      Caspian curses as the ring of a mobile sounds from his pack. He pulls it free and nods at the screen before accepting the call.

      “Alpha… Yes, Alpha… We need to shower, and we’ll be right there.”

      He ends the call and glances at each of us.

      “Alpha Jagger and Luna Sage arrived while we were gone. News traveled to them about our appearance with an unknown female. They want to meet you,” Caspian says as he ends looking at me.

      My heart stutters.

      What do I say to the leaders of their pack? What if they won’t accept me? Will they send me away to be alone again?

      I wring my hands as my mind forms more questions.

      “Take it easy, sweetheart.”

      “They won’t bite.”

      “We promise.”

      I sigh as calmness reaches me through our mate bond. It settles in my chest like a warm balm and lessens the worry in my heart.

      Caspian takes my head and leads me to the shower. He leaves me to clean up while he goes to the guest room. When I step into the bedroom, the bag I packed with my keepsakes and clothes sits on the bench at the foot of the bed. Next to it, he placed my bows and quiver of arrows. I dress quickly and leave the room.

      My mates wait outside the door. All three with damp hair wearing fresh t-shirts and jeans.

      “Don’t worry. Everything is fine. Our Alpha and Luna care for all of us and we love them,” Jax says as we leave our home.

      As we walk to the Alpha and Luna’s home on the opposite side of the square, my mates point out spots of interest. They share stories about various escapades over the years. I giggle as Nash recalls how Caspian and Jax dared each other to climb to the top of the highest tree then cried when they were too afraid to get back down. He teased them about forgetting they’re wolves and not Florida panthers. They eventually made their way to the ground the next morning.

      Our laughter at the image distracts me from my nerves. We arrive at the Alpha and Luna’s lavish cabin seconds later. I take a deep breath as we wait for the doors to open. A striking male—a few years older than Caspian, Jax, and Nash—appears. His ice blue eyes pierce my soul as he welcomes me inside.

      A stunning female with emerald green eyes that shine from her radiant toffee complexion smiles as she stands beside him. Then she tilts her head to the side and studies me intently.

      I lower my gaze and shift from one foot to the other.

      “Welcome to our camp,” she starts, and I lift my eyes to find she smiles again and extends her hand. Relieved, I reach out, and she continues, “We want—”

      Her voice falters as our hands connect. She gasps and staggers back.

      “Sage! What’s the matter, baby?!” Her mate asks as he grabs her arms and pulls her to his broad chest. His eyes flick to mine and flash silver with his wolf.

      Instinctively, I retreat from the threat.

      My mates step between us.

      “Alpha,” they say in unison.

      “Hold on. Hold on. I’m fine. Just surprised to meet a descendant of Artemis unexpectedly,” Luna Sage says as she stares in my direction.

      I glance over my shoulder sure she can’t be referring to me. How can I be a descendant of the immortal Greek goddess of the moon, hunting, healing, controlling nature, and chastity? Chastity? I just had mind-blowing sex with three men. Hello… Not to mention I’m regular old Phoebe Lewis—I mean Ohlson now.

      “Oh, you most certainly are Artemis’ descendant. You’re even named for her. Phoebe is her grandmother’s name. She is one of the twelve Titans and daughter of Uranus and Gaea, the primordial deities and the original rulers of the cosmos. Phoebe is the goddess of intellect and prophecy. You do not know?”

      Luna Sage’s declaration sends a shockwave through my system.

      All eyes turn to me. I stare back, flabbergasted.

      “Come, Phoebe. Let me tell you more,” she says as she takes my arm and guides me to a sofa in the great room.

      The males follow, as dumbstruck as me.

      “But how do you know any of this, Luna Sage?” I ask.

      She smiles.

      “Before I bonded with Jagger and became Luna, I was and still am the High Witch, leader of my coven, and the head of the Witch Council. I am the most powerful witch of them. I possess many abilities and knowledge passed on to me from my maternal line of those who held the positions before,” she says as her fingers clasp a talisman around her neck. A significant piece composed of a large turquoise stone with agate around it set in white gold.

      “We’re immortal witches—the rarest of the rare—who stop aging at twenty-nine. Our line descends from witches who left Nubia—the land south of present-day Egypt and north of Sudan, and its civilization predates both, including the Greek Pantheon—millennia ago. The original witches’ migration led them to this continent. Covens dispersed to various areas of what’s now the United States, Canada, and Mexico. Some went even further to Central America into Latin America. My ancestors established our coven in the area of present-day Miami. We were here long before the wolf shifters arrived.”

      My mouth gapes.

      She grins and taps her lips.

      I blink and close my mouth.

      “There were rumors Artemis may have fallen for Orion—a powerful hunter thought to be a demigod—and another. No one ever gained the truth nor saw the goddess pregnant. But she is a goddess and favored by her father, Zeus. They could do anything to protect her virtue, considering she’s the goddess of chastity.”

      Luna Sage raises an elegantly arched eyebrow.

      “And yet here you are, Phoebe. I sensed her presence in you, and when our hands touched, I felt it. Along with your grandmother, Delia, and mother Cynthia. Again, names for Artemis. You possess some of her powers. They thrum throughout your body.”

      She turns her gaze to Caspian, Jax, and Nash.

      “And now through each of you. Since you issued your claiming bites, you gained a bit of her power, too. Like Jagger and me.”

      He wraps his arm around her shoulders again and kisses the crown of her head. Curly ebony hair cascades to her slim waist. It moves in a silky curtain as she leans back against him.

      “I thought the electricity zapping through me as I bit Phoebe was a normal part of the claiming bite,” Caspian says in awe.

      “Me too,” Jax and Nash say in unison, equally stupefied.

      But their feelings can’t possibly top mine.

      I do my best to process all Luna Sage disclosed. The more I think about me being a descendant of Artemis, the less outrageous it seems. It could explain my communication with animals and my ability to heal the wounded strays and my mastery of hunting with my bow and arrow.

      Not to mention my grandmother’s adamant belief my destiny lies in the Everglades. My guess it’s meeting my fated mates whose pack Luna is the High Witch and knows more about me than I do. I wish my grandmother had told me. I wonder if my mother knew and ran because of the knowledge. It’s a lot to absorb. Let alone believe. But somehow, I do.

      Yet, I wonder about another part of the puzzle. I lift my gaze to Luna Sage.

      “If the claiming bites gives my mates some of my—or rather Artemis’—powers, what does it give me?” I ask as I glance from her to Caspian, Jax, and Nash. They squirm on the opposite sofa.

      But it’s Alpha Jagger who speaks as he stares at them in disbelief.

      “You did not explain the claiming bite and its significance to Phoebe before you issued it? Did she even want it?” He barks.

      I cringe along with them.

      They glance at one another, then Caspian responds.

      “We did not explain the claiming bite, Alpha,” he says, and Jagger’s growls rolls from deep within his chest as his eyes flash silver. Caspian rushes on, “However, Phoebe wanted it. She’s our fated mate, Alpha.”

      He continues to glare at them as he thunders.

      “You do realize, I do not allow any male to claim a she-wolf and especially a human female—or goddess descendant in this case—without full disclosure and their complete agreement. She does not know the bite’s serum lodges your scents in her skin permanently and enacts the transformation of her into a wolf shifter. An irreversible process.”

      My mates lower their gazes to the floor.

      Alpha Jagger turns to me.

      “Phoebe, did you agree to them claiming you?”

      Without hesitation, I nod and respond in the affirmative. Then hold firm as he studies my face. His nostrils flare slightly, as though he’s sniffing for a lie. Finding none, he sits back. Luna Sage places her hand on his muscular thigh and smiles up at him.

      “I’d like to note one thing, my love,” she says.

      “Of course. You never need to ask,” he responds as he places his sizable hand over hers and squeezes it.

      Her smile widens, and they exchange a silent communication before she turns to me.

      “Even without the claiming bite’s serum, you have the ability to shift yourself and others into any animal, another power of Artemis. It is said aside from deer, wolves are her favored animals, companions she takes on the hunt. I find it ironic since wolves eat deer.”

      “Whoa,” I breathe, unable to formulate any other words.

      “If you like, I can help you tap into all your powers. Artemis will rise through you,” she adds.

      I clasp her hands and nod enthusiastically. She squeezes in return and grins.

      “We’ll start after your mate bonding ceremony and seclusion with your fated mates. Jagger and I are so happy you found one another. Aren’t we, my love?” She asks as she glances up at him.

      “Yes, indeed,” he responds, more to her than to us. “And your instinct to come to the camp proved correct, as always.”

      “Trust your instinct. That inner voice will not fail you,” she says as her eyes flash emerald fire.

      My jaw drops at my grandmother’s words coming from Luna Sage’s mouth. She winks at me, and my heart swells.

      “I love you, Delia.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoebe

      

      “Simply stunning, Phoebe. I’m so glad to finally have a girl in our family, darling. The gods blessed my sons with you.”

      Liv beams at me as her eyes sweep over me in my gown.

      In the two days since Caspian, Jax, and Nash brought me to the camp, their mother and father embraced me like a daughter and not just their sons’ mate. Nor did they judge us for being a foursome instead of the normal pair. All they asked was if we’re happy. We answered yes unwaveringly.

      The first night, Liv insisted we have our first family dinner and invited Jagger and Sage. I offered to help cook. But Liv had none of it. While she buzzed about the chef’s kitchen, I sat at the island and asked her about how she met Ulf and pack life. Then I told her about my parents, life in the city, and about my grandmother. As tears clogged my voice, Liv wrapped her arms around me and rocked me until I quieted. She told me she can never replace my mother or my grandmother but hopes we can form a close relationship. By the time dinner was ready, it seemed as though we knew each other forever, and I had a new mother figure in my life.

      Now, I beam back at Liv as my hands glide over my white gossamer silk gown. Sage invoked a glamour spell to create my dream dress—strapless with ruching at my breasts and an empire waist with the skirt billowing to my bare toes. The glamour piled my hair high with a crown of ghost orchids and added pink gloss to my lips. I feel like a goddess, ready for her fated mates.

      Mates who weren’t so please I stayed the night in a guest suite at Ulf and Liv’s cabin. Nash was the most upset since it was his night to have me to himself, as I spent the first night with Jax. After I promised him tonight would be the two of us, he begrudgingly gave in and escorted me to his parents’ home.

      But we decided from now on we’d share the same bed. Until the giant one arrives, we’ll rotate their bedrooms. The fourth bedroom will be my sanctuary when I need a break from the trio. Although I doubt I will ever want to sleep alone again.

      A knock at the door draws me from my musings.

      “Who’s there?” Sage calls out as she walks towards the double doors of the suite’s sitting room. “If it’s Caspian, Jax, or Nash, you can’t come in!”

      Laughter filters through the doors.

      “No, Luna. It’s their father,” Ulf says. “Although I had to threaten them to stay away. They’re anxiously awaiting their mate. Everyone gathered and are ready to start the mate bonding ceremony. Is Phoebe dressed?”

      Sage opens the doors a crack and peeks around Ulf as he chuckles.

      “Yes, she’s ready too,” she says as she steps back to allow him entry. “Liv, let’s go to the square.”

      Liv smiles at me and blows a kiss before she leaves. I return the gesture and face Ulf.

      He offered to walk me down the aisle saying the same as Liv about not replacing my father but hopes I’ll accept him as a father figure. My heart swelled, and I thanked him.

      “You look radiant, Phoebe. My sons can count themselves lucky to have you as their mate,” he says then extends his arm. “Now, let’s get you bonded to them forever.”

      I can only nod as emotions well up. Sadness grips my heart. How I wish my parents and grandmother were alive to share this moment with me. I can only hope they know on some level and are happy for me. I say a silent prayer as I slip my hand around Ulf’s elbow.

      We get into a golf cart and make our way to the open, park-like square.

      I smile at the magickal fairy-tale, all thanks to Sage. Amidst the garden and benches, stand rows of long rectangular tables with white tablecloths and white wooden chairs. Floral arrangements line the center with buckets of Champagne. Chafing dishes with a variety of foods and beverages sit on tables to the side. A separate table holds a four-tiered cake. Columns of intertwined tree branches and flowers strung with thousands of fairy lights surround the area to allow for the celebration to continue after the sun sets. A ceremony bower with the same treatment stands at one end.

      The pack gathers in front of the bower while Caspian, Jax, and Nash wait beneath it with Jagger and Sage. All eyes turn to Ulf and me as we step from the golf cart. My eyes connect with my mates.

      Theirs glow with a love so fierce, my heart skips a beat. Pulses reach through our tether. I smile brightly at them as Ulf escorts me down the aisle. We stop at the bower, and the ceremony begins.

      “Phoebe Lewis, we claim you as our fated mate to protect, love, and cherish for all time. To bear our pups and to stand by our sides. We love you, Phoebe Ohlson, our fated mate!”

      I swallow back tears of joy, then clear my throat to respond.

      “Caspian, Jax, and Nash Ohlson, I claim you as my fated mates to protect, love, and cherish for all time. To bear your pups and to stand by your sides. I love you, Caspian, Jax, and Nash Ohlson, my fated mates!”

      Each one takes my left hand. Caspian places a stunning amethyst ring set in a diamond-encrusted platinum band on my finger. My eyes widen in surprise.

      “Sage designed it from her jewelry collection since amethyst crystals are used to honor Artemis,” he says.

      “She turned a virgin named Amethyst into a pure quartz statue to protect her from the unwanted attentions of Dionysus—the god of fertility, pleasure, and wine. Upset, he spilled wine on her statue, and it turned purple,” Jax adds.

      “We want to incorporate your descendancy from the goddess into our lives in every way,” Nash finishes.

      “Oh, thank you, my loves,” I whisper as tears fill my eyes.

      They kiss me until I giggle.

      Shouts and howls of rejoicing fill the air.

      Nash scoops me up and swings me around. My head goes back as I howl with joy. They join me for a song of love. Then, flanked by Caspian and Jax, he carries me back up the aisle as the pack congratulates us. We settle at the head table with Jagger, Sage, Ulf, and Liv. Once everyone takes their seats, Jagger and Sage stand with flutes of Champagne.

      “It is my great pleasure to welcome Phoebe Ohlson as the fated mate of Caspian, Jax, and Nash Ohlson to our Miami Wolves Pack—”

      Cheers interrupt him. He waits with a grin for them to finish.

      “Tonight, we celebrate their mate bonding with good food and fellowship. Join Sage and me in welcoming Phoebe to our pack!”

      I laugh as the space rings with the howls of dozens of wolf shifters. My trio stands and pepper my face with kisses. More howls and whistles fill the air.

      “Now, let us feast!”

      Jagger says, then he and Sage sit.

      During dinner, every member of the pack introduces themselves and offers well wishes. Their heart-felt welcome gladdens me. Nerves flitter away with the breeze. I lean against Caspian, and he tucks me against his side.

      “You take my breath away,” he says as he places a kiss on my temple. “How are you doing?”

      “Thank you. In awe of everything.”

      He chuckles and kisses the tip of my nose.

      Jax leans over and brushes his lips against my cheek as he murmurs words of love.

      Nash rises and stands behind me. He tips my head back and kisses me passionately.

      “Tonight, I make you mine,” he growls.

      A shudder rolls through me as my pussy spasms.

      He smirks with flashing eyes as he swipes the pad of his thumb over my kiss-swollen lips. With nods to Caspian and Jax, he pulls my chair back and scoops me into his arms. He throws his head back and howls before he races to our cabin. We leave wolf whistles and laughter behind us.

      Nash doesn’t stop running until we reach his bedroom, and he tosses me onto the bed. I sprawl out amongst the pillows as my heart races faster than his feet. Heat licks along my skin as he stares at me with carnal hunger in his eyes. The tip of his tongue slips out to lick his full lips.

      “You are ours now, Phoebe Ohlson. But right now, you. Are. All. Mine.”

      “Oh, gods…”

      I reach for the ties on my gown, desperate to free myself of it before I self-combust. Even the light fabric proves too much for the heat rising in my body. My fingers fumble as Nash growls deep in his chest.

      He swats my hands away and yanks the ties. His fingers grip the hem and jerk the dress up my body and over my head. He tosses it aside. In seconds, his white linen suit and shirt join it on the floor.

      My mouth gapes at his masculine beauty as he stands before me with sculpted muscles and a ginormous cock dripping with his seed. Twin platinum balls pierce the tip. He fists the wide base and tugs. More liquid dribbles down the shaft. My mouth waters.

      “I want to coat you with my cum. Further mark you with my scent for all to know you belong to me.”

      He smirks as a needy moan pours from my mouth and my knees fall apart to reveal my glistening pussy.

      My body amazes me as it reacts so quickly to my fated mates. I can’t control the ache that spreads across my lower belly and into my pussy. It throbs with the need to be filled by their cocks. My breasts grow heavy as my nipples tighten to painful peaks, eager for the wet warmth of their mouths to suckle them. Hard.

      How they trained me to embrace the pain before the pleasure in such a short period of time.

      I writhe on the bed and cup my breasts, kneading them, and tugging on the beaded tips.

      “Nash… please,” I moan.

      “I’ve got you, my mate.”

      His growl makes goosebumps raise on my heated skin. His amber eyes darken to obsidian as they roam over my naked flesh. A pause at the juncture of my thighs elicits another growl as he licks his lips hungrily; the full bottom one beckons for me to bite it.

      “Already wet for me?” He asks with an arched eyebrow pointedly.

      A shudder runs through me, ending with a low moan.

      “Yes,” I groan, pinching my nipples.

      He flares his nostrils, and a wolfish grin appears on his face.

      “Good girl. Forearms and knees. Ass up towards me,” he commands as he moves closer to tower over me.

      I scramble into position.

      “So beautiful,” he murmurs, a single fingertip whispers down my spine. “Your pussy lips glisten. Just as enticing, your bottom hole winks at me. Which shall we play with today?”

      A moan pours from my mouth as I drop my forehead to the mattress. The sensation of his fingertip stroking my wet pussy lips then rimming my puckered hole, draws a staggered inhalation from me.

      “We have time to explore your dirty little hole. Let us enjoy your succulent pussy, shall we?” He asks with a wicked chuckle when I groan.

      “Y-y-yes,” I sputter.

      My back bows when his wet, velvety tongue swipes in one motion across the seam of my slick pussy lips. His fingers splay over my pelvis and his thumbs press into my butt cheeks as he grips my hips. Held in place, I can only accept the onslaught of his carnal, torturous licks, nips, and pokes as Nash feasts on my core.

      When my thighs quiver from my impending orgasm, he pulls back and smacks my ass three times. I gasp as the pleasure recedes, replaced by the sting of his palm.

      “Do. Not. Cum.” He commands, then returns to his meal with the addition of his thick fingers.

      Each time I near bliss, he withdraws and spanks me, alternating between the pleasure and the pain. The last smack catches my clit, and I yowl as I jerk away from the sting. Immediately, he buries his face between my thighs and sucks on my poor clit.

      My body convulses, and fists slam into the bedding as I attempt to stave off the orgasm.

      “Nash, please! I can’t take anymore! I need to cum! Fuck me… Please!” I cry out in anguish.

      His only response is to plunge his middle and index fingers deep inside my aching pussy as he leans over me. His chest presses against my sweaty back in dominance while his lips brush my ear.

      “Cum for me! Cum for me! Now!” He roars.

      My head explodes as the most epic climax rips through me. Stars shoot behind my closed eyelids. My greedy pussy squeezes his thick digits, pulling them further inside.

      “Aaaaahhhh…” I keen as wave after wave of erotic bliss takes me over the edge to oblivion.

      The cool touch of metal to my fevered pussy entrance brings me back from his sexual thrall. Oh, my gods! The platinum balls scrape an extra-sensitive spot as his cock tunnels through my pussy to bring an erotic frisson to my very soul.

      My core stretches to accommodate his mighty girth and the twin balls. He takes no time for me to adjust. Brutal thrusts slam into my pussy as his groin and heavy ball sac slap against my reddened butt cheeks.

      More pleasure and pain erupt.

      Immediately, I cry out in wild abandon.

      “So fucking tight and wet Fuuuck!” Nash groans between his grunts and slaps of my ass.

      “Uh. Uh. Uh. Uh.” I respond after each thrust.

      He widens his stance and bends his knees to shift the penetration angle as his grip tightens on my hips. He continues to saw inside of me as orgasm after orgasm overtakes me.

      By the time he slams against me one last time with the twin balls bumping against my cervix and his knot locked behind my pelvic wall, I’m a blubbering mass of jelly. His passionate growl precedes a torrent of his seed deep in my pussy. He slumps his sweat-soaked torso against my back and drops us to our sides, still connected intimately.

      Exhaustion—mental and physical—consumes me. I give in to the slumber.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoebe

      

      Phoebe, awake and come to us.

      I jolt from my sleep and glance around the darkened bedroom. The hairs on the back of my neck rise as my skin tingles and my heart beats a staccato against my ribs. I press my palm on my chest to slow the rhythm.

      Surprisingly, the interior of the room is as clear to me as if the lights were on. Nash sleeps behind me with his front to my back. The hand that was on my belly slides away as I sit up. My thigh brushes a leg not attached to Nash. I startle then relax when I realize Caspian and Jax joined us in the bed. My three mates surround me in a jumble of limbs.

      But they’re fast asleep.

      I frown. Who woke me?

      Phoebe, come to us outside.

      I gasp at the unknown voice in my head. But my body obeys.

      Gently extricating myself from the tangle, I grab one of their linen shirts from the floor and slip it on. The hem reaches my knees as I button it. My steps take me to the bedroom door, past the sitting room, and down the stairs to the wall of sliding glass doors. The full moon illuminates the back patio and the woods beyond.

      But it’s the three glowing figures at the tree line that make my pulse quicken. I hurry across the great room and slip outside. My eyes never leave the trio.

      As I near, they turn and move further into the woods. My feet barely feel the damp grass as I follow. I reach the trees and continue behind the trio until they stop within a cluster of cypress trees. When they turn, I gasp aloud. My hand covers my fluttering heart.

      “Delia? Mommy? Artemis???”

      My words float on the breeze that ruffles their auburn hair. My grandmother as a young woman, my mother at the same age, and Artemis clothed in a short silver tunic with a bow and quiver of arrows stand before me.

      “Yes, dear Phoebe,” Artemis says in a voice that rings as clear as a bell. Her silvery gray eyes glow as though lit from within.

      I bow my head in the goddess's presence as questions fill my mind.

      “I will tell you all you need to know,” she says, as though hearing my thoughts. “You may look upon me, dear Phoebe.”

      I raise my head, and she smiles as bright as the moon above.

      “Many, many years ago, during my travels for hunting, I ventured into this area now known as the Everglades. I marveled at the vibrant wetlands full of species of all kinds—deer, wolves, birds, fish, predators, and more. A place where my animals ran free. Over time, man interrupted its beauty and hunted the animals, some to extinction. I could not allow it.”

      Artemis gestures at my grandmother.

      “Although I am the goddess of chastity, I fell in love and bore a baby girl. She became the first protectress of this land. From her down to your grandmother, they remained here to ensure the humans did not destroy this sacred place. Their destinies tied them here, and they passed the role to their daughters. Always giving birth to baby girls and naming them for me. As your grandmother did.”

      Artemis gestures at my mother.

      “Cynthia was the first to leave after Delia explained their role. Cynthia did not want to be stuck here and left for the city. Aptly so, since her destiny was to have a baby girl who would not fit in the city and would prefer the expansive wetlands filled with animals she could make her friends. Where she would return at the proper time.”

      Artemis extends her hands to me.

      I step forward, and she clasps them. A surge of electricity races up my arms and into my heart. I gasp as it radiates throughout my body. My hands remain firmly in her grasp as she smiles at me. The glow around her intensifies as power flows from her to me.

      “Your destiny, dear Phoebe, is to continue my line of protectresses. With your three wolf shifter mates who are enforcers and care deeply for this sacred land by your side, it will continue to thrive for many, many generations to come.

      “I have blessed you with more of my powers to aid you in your role. Be strong and follow your instinct. It is me guiding your way. Know your grandmother, mother, and I will forever be by your side and visit you from time to time.

      “Now, go. Return to the fated mates I chose for you, dear Phoebe.”

      She releases my hands.

      My gaze shifts to my grandmother and mother as they flank Artemis. All three smile then turn and walk beyond the cypresses. I watch as their ethereal glow moves in the distance until it disappears. With a heart bursting with joy, I hurry back to Caspian, Jax, and Nash and to the future we’re destined to share. Forever.
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      6 Years Later

      Phoebe

      

      “Mama! The baby is giving me kisses! Oh… It tickles…”

      “Oh! Me too, Mama! Me, too!”

      “That’s because they love you, my little ones. Now, give them names so they’ll remember you.”

      My heart soars as I stand in the clearing of what was once the tiny wooden cabin I shared with my grandmother and watch my twin daughters—Delia and Cynthia—talk with deer. The breeze plays in their long auburn hair as the sunlight highlights golden strands. Their identical cherub faces flush as their silvery gray eyes dance with excitement while their little hands pet the necks of fawns. Their mothers stand and watch beside me.

      I reach out and stroke their withers.

      They turn their majestic heads towards me. Soulful brown eyes stare into mine.

      “Claire, I remember when you were pregnant with Daphne. Now, she has her fawn just as I have my twins. What blessings from Artemis you return to me every year with new members of your family.”

      The older doe bows her head, and in my mind, she replies, “Yes, Phoebe of Artemis. And the blessing extends to you and your beautiful babies. Five years I’ve watched them grow. We love them as you love us.”

      I nod as tears clog my throat. Tears of joy for the life I share with Caspian, Jax, and Nash. My fated mates cherish me and remain by my side as they promised six years ago, right here. My gaze shifts to the expansive log cabin they built with help from our pack on the spot of my former home.

      They surprised me with the luxurious two-bedroom, two bathroom, and great room with kitchen and dining area retreat. I smile at their version of roughing it. So vastly different from mine. We use it as a getaway where we pile into the giant handcrafted, four-poster bed to make love and to sleep cozily. Otherwise, we lounge in front of the floor-to-ceiling river rock fireplace in the great room, or Caspian cooks delicious meals while we gather in the kitchen.

      When we learned I was pregnant, we converted the second bedroom into a nursery. Now, twin beds replace the cribs, and more toys fill the chest. Wren—the fated mate of Tag, the pack beta—painted a breathtaking mural with images of Artemis, Delia, Cynthia, and Apollo, who is Artemis’ twin brother. Wren included him since I carried twins.

      After our beautiful mate bonding ceremony, my mates and I went into seclusion. A glorious week of getting to know one another and making love with no interruptions.

      It was while Jax mounted me braced against the kitchen table as I sucked Caspian’s cock and jerked off Nash that the spark of conception ignited in my womb. Even without Sage’s lessons on tapping into my powers from Artemis, I knew Jax made me pregnant.

      I gasped as my eyes widened.

      Naturally, through our bond, my mates sensed my shock then my wonder. Only after I told them the cause did they relax then hug and kiss me as tears spilled down my flushed cheeks. Each of them dropped to their knees to kiss my belly and to murmur words of love.

      My smile widens as I remember the night and shift my gaze to our little ones. They prance around the clearing with the deer. Their giggles float on the warm breeze.

      But the breeze carries more than their laughter.

      I extend my gaze beyond Delia and Cynthia to the other end of the clearing. Spices, leather, and musk filter towards me. I inhale deeply as my heart flutters in my chest. I raise a hand to the spot and press against it.

      Moments later, three massive mahogany wolves bound past the cypress trees. Just as they did when we first encountered one another, their eyes remain riveted to mine as they lope across the grass.

      We missed you, baby girl.

      Little one, we’re back.

      Mate!

      Their greetings fill my head as I raise my other hand in a wave and step forward. They attended enforcer training for the past six hours. It felt like they were gone for days.

      The female deer make soft, long grunts to call to the other deer, not to run in fright. Rather, to leave my family to reconnect. The older doe nuzzles my flank before she bounds off with the others.

      Enjoy your family, my friend.

      And you do the same, my friend.

      “Papas!” The twins sing out as their little legs rush them towards their fathers.

      Even though Jax’s seed planted in my womb, we consider each of the twins the father. Caspian teaches them the ways and history of wolf shifters. Jax drops everything if they stub a toe. Nash spoils them, treasures for our treasures, as he smirks.

      What makes me so happy is seeing Delia and Cynthia play with the other pups. No one teases them for having red hair or for being different when animals flock to them or it rains suddenly when they cry. They romp around the camp under the supervision of all members. One large family, not alone or sad.

      With Sage’s help, I learned more about myself and my abilities. I’m nowhere near as powerful as the goddess or the witch. But I can do a little something something and help my twins to control theirs too. As they get older, they’ll learn more.

      I catch up to the twins as their fathers reach them. We collide in a mass of fur, hands, tongues, arms, giggles, and yips. Of course, Nash nuzzles my pussy through my leggings. I bite back a moan as my pussy floods, and I run my fingers through his thick fur. A bump to my ass lets me know another mate wants my attention. I glance around to find Caspian with his tongue lolling out. I stroke his head, then I place a kiss on Jax’s nose when he pugs at my side.

      “Mama! Look at Cynthia!”

      I peer around my giant wolves to spot our youngest twin. Where she stood, a little wolf pup bounces around. Her scruffy tail wags as it rises in the air with her butt up and her forelegs on the ground. She yips and bounds forward.

      Her fathers yip in return and nuzzle her.

      Another flash, and Delia’s wolf appears. She bounds into her twin, and they fall to the ground. A ball of mahogany fur rolls in the grass. Their yips replace their giggles.

      Tears of happiness blur my vision as I witness their first shift. My family plays together, and my heart swells.

      Movement beyond them catches my eye.

      Amongst the cypress trees stand my grandmother, mother, and Artemis. The deer gather about the trio along with three wolves. An ethereal glow surrounds them while the breeze ripples their glossy auburn hair and their silvery gray eyes glow with vibrancy. Power radiates from them to take root in my being.

      I raise my hand, and they return the gesture.

      It’s not the first time, nor will it be the last, we interact. They especially appear at significant moments to join in the celebration, as they did at my mate bonding ceremony and at the birth of the twins. However, only Sage and I can see them. She tells me it’s because of our strong connection and the expected continuation of Artemis’ line through me. My destiny.

      Each time the trio appears, I sense a transference of more power from Artemis and their combined love. It thrills me, just as it does now.

      You raise them well, granddaughter.

      We are proud of you, daughter.

      We will forever be with you, my child.

      Thank you. I love you all.
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            CHAPTER 1 LUCI

          

        

      

    

    
      It didn't happen very often, a soul getting destroyed, but when it did, it was always a tough decision. Deciding whether someone was a lost soul was my life. Twelve Elites sat around me. The shattering of a glass against the wall pulled me from my reverie. Death was at an all-time high in the human realm. The demons had the illusion that there wouldn't be enough space for all of them. It was heresy, of course. Hell could be as big as I needed it to be. Listening to them argue had been a sport for me at one point in time. Now, I found it bothersome. Had I actually woken up for this nonsense?

      "He's been here for too long." Mckenzie, who'd thrown the glass, stood with her hands resting on the conference table. "We've done all we can for him. He doesn't even care about his soul." Ah, she must be the one in charge of his rehabilitation. It can frustrate you when a soul doesn't try.

      "We can make him care," Clare said. Her voice was raw with a plea to get them to reconsider. This particular soul was on his third, wait, fourth cycle. I lost track of how many times they'd given this guy a chance. They wouldn't buy into the desperation in the woman's voice. Just like me, always trying to save everyone. I would think it was pathetic if I hadn't felt the same way a time or two. This soul had been famous in his lifetime. Maybe that was the reason we had given him so many chances. My demons had grown fond of his music. When he picked up the guitar, he mesmerized everyone. It may have been a mistake to only choose those with a soul to be part of my Elite team. I wanted them to have compassion for humans. I'd chosen a mix of demons and previously rehabilitated souls, along with a fallen angel or two. It provided a delicate balance for these types of discussions. It was supposed to be difficult to destroy a soul, knowing it would never come back. I would be the final say in this room.

      Was a fifth round going to change anything? Very few even got to four. I was considering a fifth. Had I lost my mind? Some days, I wondered if I would feel the same way if I weren't directly involved in making the call. The truth was, I wouldn't. Before my father chose me to help souls find redemption, It didn’t matter how many were being rehabilitated. Now, it was always my decision. The centuries of this job were getting the best of me. I needed a break.

      "He must be demolished," Elias said.

      I spared him a look. A part of me wanted to know why he wanted to see the soul gone so badly. He had been the one pushing so hard. Glancing around the room, I took notice of all the details others may have missed. Two of the men had their hands gripped into fists. They really didn't want to see this man given another chance. Why? There was something more going on here. I noticed the woman who had been standing up for him. It clicked.

      "Who's our best male rehab agent?" I asked.

      "What?" Clare asked.

      "Clare, were you not the last one to attempt rehabilitation?" My eyebrow rose as I put the pieces together. It was no wonder the men in the room wanted him demolished.

      "I was. What does that matter?" She rested back in her chair, her arms folded over her chest. Elias glared at her.

      "Because you slept with him. You can't be unbiased in this decision," he spat.

      "Show of hands. Who has had sex with the soul in the time he's been in the system?"

      Four women and two men raised their hands. My eyebrows rose at the men. An equal opportunity soul. Perfect. "I need the best. Who do we have? Someone who won't be swayed sexually." I focused on Elias since he was in charge of placement. It was probably why he'd been so angry. This guy had gone through half of the Elites. Part of me wanted to meet him personally. I could use a little fun after the discussion in this room today.

      Elias' brows furrowed. "He doesn't deserve another chance, Luci. You know this as well as I do."

      "Well, I'd say you were correct if he hadn't fucked half the room. I don't think anyone here can be unbiased in this decision." I tapped my finger against my lips. "Randal, he's the best when it comes to unbiased decisions. There's no way he'll be able to sway that guy. If he does, he deserves another round on Earth."

      "Fine, who's next?" Elias looked expectantly at Clare.

      "Next, we have soul number 6,234,368. It's his second round. He hasn't taken to a single rehabilitation. We believe if he returns to Earth, he will do serious damage. The determination of both agents is that the soul should be demolished." She paused, her chin tilting down. "Any objections?"

      I glanced around the room. There was a full-on brawl a moment ago. No one said anything for this soul. "Is there a reason not to give him a third round? Hell, we're about to give the last soul a fifth." I looked around the room. Not one set of eyes met mine.

      "It's not advised. Both rehabilitation agents found too many flaws in the soul to determine a need for another round. He's not someone to save, Luci." There was a certain amount of sympathy in the woman's eyes. She was one of the fallen angels. It must hurt her just as much to demolish a soul. Yet, the decisions had to be made.

      I nodded. I guess today wouldn't be a good day. I thought we'd made progress with the last guy. They were willing to change the established rules for him, but not this guy. What was the difference, really? Of course, I knew the difference. I wouldn't speak it aloud. Not now, maybe not ever.

      I closed my eyes, taking a breath. "Fine. Is there a second to demolish?" I made this seem like a true board, with each member having a vote. The final decision would be mine, but going against the group wasn't in my best interest. One little anger outburst already had me in therapy. You toast a few Elites, and everyone thinks you’ve got anger issues. The board placated those who thought revolution was a good idea.

      "I second," Elias said.

      "All in favor, say I."

      A chorus of "I's" filled the space.

      I nodded, lowering my head. "Then it's settled. The soul will be demolished." I swallowed. Every soul chosen to be demolished felt like a personal failure to my father. You would think after centuries, it would get easier. It didn't. I closed my eyes, taking a moment of silence for the soul. The Elites sat silent. I rubbed my forehead. There was a throbbing just behind my eyes. It showed up when I'd woken, knowing today's meeting was about demolishing souls. It only increased. I wondered if something else was wrong. There was an unfamiliar itch under my skin. Something else was happening. I just didn't know what.

      "We understand that this is hard for you." Clare rested her hand on my shoulder. At least someone in here still had a heart. Maybe they'd been doing this work too long. The sweetness in her voice didn't change the heartbreak I felt with every decision to demolish another soul. It was a necessary evil of my role here. A phrase of which my father was quite fond. There were days I could pummel him for his decisions. Today was one of them.

      I kept my head low. The hate I felt for those seated at the table grew with each demolition. I didn't want to appear weak in front of the Elites who were kept in my charge. The Elites knew not to undermine my authority but wouldn't hesitate to speak their mind if they believed they needed to.

      "We're done for today." I didn't care if there were more souls to go through.

      One by one, the Elites cleared out until it was only my best friend standing before me. Checking out after that meeting seemed like the best thing. Kesa wasn't one of my Elites, but she was privy to everything happening. She was my right hand.

      "You did everything you could." Kesa rested her hand on my back, rubbing circles.

      It was one thing to know something and another to believe it. I willed myself to believe that there wasn't any more I could have done. It was the double standard that was getting to me. I wanted to speak to my father about my "job." The conversation would end with him telling me there was no other person who could do the job like me. It was the same drivel he had given me every time I asked about my position here.

      I didn't exactly like all the stories that had floated around about me. I wasn't the avenging angel who marched an army against my father. I wanted to set the record straight about my real reason for being here. Every single time I tried, my father would insist that it was for the best that everyone believed the stories. It kept more souls from needing to be rehabilitated. They needed to learn their lessons on Earth. It was the best place for them to learn and the only place that offered this particular learning experience. I understood the role I played and its necessity, but I hated it.

      "I need a break." I expelled a hard breath. Everything was getting to me. Eliminating souls was always a hard decision, but I shouldn't be reacting this way to every single one. There was no way this could continue. I understood that some souls couldn't go back to Earth. I'd seen firsthand what happened when we sent someone back who wasn't ready. Catastrophic events weren't something I wanted to be responsible for. That was the horsemen's purview. Again, something I didn't want to have a single say over. The heaviness of running hell was enough.

      Kesa patted my back fondly. "Then take one."

      A hysterical laugh escaped my lips before I could stop it. "Yeah, right, like anyone would actually let me take a break. The devil doesn't get a vacation." The thought began to take shape. I sat straighter, a slow smile spreading across my lips. Maybe it was time for me to take a vacation. An actual one where I could frolic among humans with no one bothering me with what I "should" be doing. Oh, the idea sounded like heaven. I sighed. What would they do to me if I took a vacation? Fire me? Ha, I was Lucifer Morningstar! I was, in fact, the boss over every single soul here. The balance couldn't continue without me. Maybe it was time for a salacious vacation with all the fun I could stand.

      I clapped my hands together. "Kesa, pack your bags. We're going on vacation to Earth." Kesa gaped at me. I knew her suggestion wasn't a serious one, but I was doing it anyway. Fuck 'em all.

      "What? Luci, you can't be serious. Who's going to take over for you here? We can't just leave." Her words ran together in a panic. She was shaking her head back and forth. It had been her suggestion, but now she was freaking out.

      "Kesa, it'll be okay. I'll put one of the Elites in charge while I'm gone. It won't be a long trip. Just a night or two away from here will do me some good. I'm sure someone else could handle it for a few days at the most. What's the worst that could happen?"

      Kesa blinked at me. "Did you really just say that?"

      "Yeah, come on. It's not a big deal." I waved my hand dismissively. "Who's the best on the team? Not one of those jackasses who always want to eliminate souls. It has to be someone who we can trust to do what's in the best interest of everyone." I sat on my settee, pulling my feet up to relax. It'd been a hard day. I wanted to rest for longer than a single night. I wouldn't admit that to anyone.

      "It can't be Azazel. He's got the biggest head of the bunch. Maybe one of your brothers?" Kesa suggested.

      "I don't know. Michael's still pretty pissed off. I can't imagine Uriel doing me a favor either." I rolled my eyes. Most of my brothers were super overdramatic about my role in scripture. I ended up with worshipers on Earth, and it peeved them.

      "So, one of the fallen here, then?" Kesa tapped her pen on her notebook. I swore she took that thing everywhere. I never understood her incessant need to write everything, but I also appreciated it when she always had the answers I needed.

      I thought about all the angels whom I could ask to take over for a bit. I thought about the few my father insisted on checking up on me here. One would think he didn't trust me to rehabilitate souls. He always seemed to think my pride would get the better of me. So far, I'd proven him wrong. I'd been nothing but a faithful servant, helping to rehabilitate souls who could be and making the difficult decisions when they couldn't. I was my father's daughter, after all. Loving souls ran deep, but I knew when to make the hard choices. Closing my eyes, I ran through the angel's faces. "Sariel, I believe he's the most trusted of those here. Is he out collecting souls?" He was the one who was in charge of all the angels of death. He could easily take over the responsibility of deciding who could be redeemed, at least for a little while. His operation ran like a well-oiled machine. He would also be the most likely to consider all options before making any harsh decisions. He was the most level-headed of the lot.

      "Oh, yeah, he would be a good choice. Can he step away from his own role, though?" Kesa made a note.

      "I think he could. Will you call him in to see me?" I wanted some time before I spoke with Sariel. I needed to look my best when I went out tonight. When Sariel said yes, I wanted to leave for Earth immediately.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be in therapy?” Kesa narrowed her eyes at me. She knew my apprehension about seeing the therapist. The Elites demanded it after I’d smoked a few too many.

      “Fuck, what time is it?”

      “Time for you to get your ass to therapy. Respectfully.” She smirked.

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m going.” I rolled my eyes and portaled to my therapist's office.

      I focused on the flowers that elongated from the vase on the table. I wasn't avoiding the conversation, per se. Being here, in this office, and talking to a therapist wasn't my favorite thing to do. After I'd lost my temper on an Elite, the others demanded therapy as my penance. Like, I would really kill another one. It wasn't my fault he'd been an asshat one too many times for my liking. They were in my realm, after all. You'd think they'd pay me a little more respect some days. His head had gotten too big. He'd said the wrong thing, and I'd gotten a little mad. The fire was out in a matter of minutes. Not that big of a deal, really. The flowers that transfixed me were an elegant blue with leaves shaped like tiny stars. They seemed to lean towards the light pouring in from the window. It wasn't just the flowers. The white vase that held them looked elegant, too. I'd concluded, like I did every time I sat across from my therapist and looked at the flowers, that she had very sophisticated tastes. I wondered if she'd been the same before coming here. Maybe that was what brought her here. Vanity got the best of so many human souls. It got worse with each new piece of technology. Everyone was looking for their fifteen seconds of fame.

      The flowers weren't the only interesting décor in the room. There were paintings of all sorts. Famous paintings, but I knew they were only replicas because the originals were on Earth. Framed quotations filled any open spaces on the walls. I noted a particular one in every meeting that read, "What we think, we become." If only more humans knew how true that one was for what happened after death. They might actually spend time creating their reality instead of complaining about it.

      My therapist kept her eyes fixated on me, but I pretended not to notice. I knew I was stalling. Had I mentioned how much I didn't want to be in this office, talking about my feelings or whatever I was supposed to be doing? There was a notepad on her lap. The red-soled pumps she was sporting let me know vanity was definitely her vice. I bet she'd traded sessions putting up with me to get them to get her all the designer things she liked. Her tailored suits certainly weren't cheap in her human realm. At least having to study me paid her well. Even if none of those things actually mattered here.

      Sometimes, I suspected she wasn't a very good therapist in her human life. Her rehabilitation had been to fix me. So far, that was going swimmingly. I could feel her impatience growing with each tick of the clock. In the human realm, these sessions were an hour. That was one saving grace. My therapist liked her routine. An hour was all the time I had to waste looking at the flowers and upbeat messages on the wall.

      "Luci?" The rise in her tone had me biting my lip.

      I finally pulled my eyes away from the flower arrangement to my therapist's waiting gaze. She was a slim woman with bronzed skin. It shimmered slightly under the fluorescent lighting she'd chosen. I wondered if she used some sort of cream to get that effect. The therapist's ebony-colored hair was in a low bun, and I was sure I'd never seen her wear it in another style. She attempted a reassuring smile that felt as fake as the Jimmy Choo handbag resting at her feet.

      I shook my head to rid myself of my straying thoughts. I was given a chance to talk about whatever was on my mind. The woman had sworn a blood oath that nothing I said would leave these walls. If she were to betray that oath, she would instantly become dust. I still didn't think she took that oath as seriously as she should. The insistent way she said that she'd sworn an oath to client confidentiality always. I would like to believe her. But I was Satan. It wasn't in my nature. I liked to have a little extra protection. She had little choice.

      The only sentence stuck in my head was the same one that had been nestling there for what felt like forever. What would happen if I left Hell? I'd put the motions into place, but what would really happen when I left? Was it even possible? Questions raced in my head, along with all the things that could go wrong when I left. It was an anxiety train, and I was all aboard whether I liked it or not. I regarded the woman again; her patience was uncanny. I knew her annoyance was festering below the surface, but she kept it in check nicely. I almost wanted to commend her for it. I would've lost my shit if I was being so blatantly ignored.

      "I'm doing all right," I finally spoke. It was an immediate lie. Nothing about today had been all right. I was about to lose another soul. I would get reamed if my father ever found out I'd given so many opportunities for rehabilitation. It was unheard of to give a soul so many chances. Of course, he would say I wasn't taking my responsibility seriously again. I was so tired of hearing how I failed him. The one disappointment in a shining collection of miraculous feats.

      There wasn't much I wanted to say to this woman. I looked away from my therapist, well aware that the woman's gaze wasn't wavering. Every time she looked at me like that, I found myself oversharing. My oversharing could certainly get me in trouble. I considered leaving hell. The thought wasn't daunting; it was the repercussions of the position I held. It was more of the fact my father was God. If I walked away now, I would just be another disappointment. Maybe I needed to spin that in my favor. What was the line in that song? If I could be anything, I'd be a disappointment, am I right? Maybe being the constant disappointment made for better branding. That's how they portrayed me in the human world. Might as well live up to their expectations.

      Ugh, I didn't want to have that conversation when he found out I left.

      The therapist worked closely with those in hell. I wasn't the only one having a hard time. Even if it wasn't about the demolition of souls, the other demons had what bugged them, and that was why the therapist was essential. Those in heaven didn't need a therapist. What did they have to be sad about? The place was a literal paradise that breathed nothing but life. Rehabilitation of whatever ailed you in your human life didn't just magically disappear after you died. You still had to work through whatever shit landed you here. So, I may have recruited a therapist or a thousand to work with those who'd ended up in my humble abode. It was brilliant. Therapists were literally the worst sometimes. So many of them ended up here. It made sense that I recruited them to help the other souls, too.

      "Are you sure you're all right? You've been working impossibly hard lately. You know they aren't all your responsibility, right?" Her voice was light despite the heavy content she delivered.

      "They're all my responsibility, which is why I was chosen for this." Didn't she understand? Each soul here was in my world. It was my responsibility to rehabilitate the souls who came here. Everything here was on me. No one else. I shifted under the weight of my responsibility. You can't offer salvation to someone who doesn't want it. There had to be some way to get them to want it. To entice them into thinking there was something better. Hope was the destruction of the masses, even here.

      "You can't take that all on yourself. It will eat you up inside. You need to find the balance." I heard the soothing words, but they never registered. I felt like we'd had this same conversation hundreds of times. Nothing changed. Nothing would change. It was why I needed to take a break so desperately. The weight of everything would crush me if I didn't seek my salvation.

      "I'm thinking about taking a break." I'd said it. I didn't care. I needed to say it to someone besides Kesa. She'd seen me at my worst. Kesa was as honest as they came, but hearing another opinion wouldn't hurt.

      "Running away from your feelings doesn't help at all. You know that already."

      Well, shit, I wasn't expecting that.

      "Do you feel overly stressed?" Her head cocked to the side slightly. Had this woman ever really listened to me? There had to be hundreds of reasons for me to be stressed, penciled in that damn notebook. Yet here we were. The stupidity of her words left me flabbergasted.

      Closing my eyes, I could hear the souls screaming. Rehabilitation wasn't always pleasant. I could hear them when I was particularly vulnerable. Most of the time, I shut them out. Hearing voices was usually frowned upon. Telling anyone you could hear the screams of tormented souls. Yeah, not something you want to share in polite conversation.

      "I think I just need to take some time away from here. Get my head together. Take a vacation. That's what people do when everything gets too much, right? They take a break. The only way I'll be able to do that is if I leave. I think I need to leave." My words ran together. I wasn't sure who I was spilling all this for, her or me. I needed more convincing than anyone. Could I leave the rehabilitation of souls and Hell in someone else's hands? Could I trust anyone that much? I doubted it. But I needed to get away.

      The therapist nodded like she understood what I was going through. If she did, then she was an amazing therapist. No one would ever understand her. I rolled my eyes. An existential crisis in the therapist's office. How fitting.

      "It's no secret that you care about the souls, and everyone has seen you working hard to help all the souls that are sent here. It's not an easy feat to get not just one but four cycles for a human soul. You did that." There was a level of pride in her tone. I wasn't aware that she knew what happened with the souls and the Elites.

      "Yes, I did."

      "Aren't you at all happy about what you accomplished today? I heard it's never been done, but you made it happen. You need to celebrate the wins more often. I think it would really help you." She leaned forward, one heel slipping behind the other. I recognized that look. Our time was almost up, and she would leave me with some last piece of advice. Maybe that worked with her normal patients, but I wasn't normal.

      I blinked when she stood and went to her desk. She pulled out a piece of paper from inside the desk. Where was the advice? Had she written it down so she'd remember?

      "Let's go over the steps for rehabilitation together. You need to see the accomplishment you've made today." She held the parchment in front of her, poised to read.

      I remembered the day my father told me I was taking over hell. I'd read and memorized the steps he'd given me for his ideas about rehabilitation. Then, I assumed it would be the easiest job in the world. Humans needed saving, and when they knew that if they didn't get it right in hell, they would never get another chance. It was the end of the road for them, and there was no option to turn back. I promised I would do my best for the good of all souls.

      "I know you will, Luci. You were always my morning star." He'd called me that throughout my childhood. I didn't want to disappoint him. I'd never wanted to disappoint him. It just came so naturally to me sometimes.

      The steps were easy. I had done it so many times I didn't need to look through them. When a soul got sent to Hell, the first thing to do was orient them. That was necessary. Get the complete shock of being dead out of the way. You didn't want the souls thinking that their arrival to Hell was for all eternity. Although, it was a fun prank to play on some of the trickster souls sometimes. Hey, we needed entertainment here. It was Hell. Our amusement was to see how each soul spent quite some time begging my father for another chance at life. They never got it. He wasn't even listening once they'd entered Hell. People needed to atone for their sins.

      The next step was to review their life with them. It would surprise many people to know that most people who got sent to Hell were clueless about the acts that sent them there. Begging was always involved in this process somewhere. I should have written about the stages of grief. Seriously, I saw them enough times.

      They received their penance and assigned an agent. Penance was never fixed, though. The agent assigned had full discretion to change and vary the rehabilitation process at will. The purpose of the demons in Hell was to make sure that everyone who got sent there was being rehabilitated properly. Agents needed to be kept in line, too.

      Those who were convinced always surprised me that they were there because God didn't like them. Like that was actually a thing. It took a while to convince them to get on with the rehab. Leaving Hell wasn't an option until a soul was determined to be completely ready.

      If they weren't ready, they would be given another round as determined by the Elites. A new agent would be assigned. We had a special group for those who needed more than one round. It wasn't exactly a regular thing, but some were just harder to crack than others. We referred to them as special cases. When more than one attempt failed, we discussed demolition. Those were the conversations I despised. They were necessary but so depressing. Once demolished, a soul was gone. Their energy was dissipated into the aether. It was the literal end.

      "Is there a reason you're not celebrating? Does that list suggest multiple rounds are normal for a soul?" she asked.

      "No, of course, it's not normal. But what the hell is here? Just because one guy was saved while another was demolished makes nothing better. We still lost a soul today. We lose souls every day. Don't you understand? That's why I need a break." Frustration filled me. I didn't want to celebrate. One soul was still here, but so many were not.

      "I know it isn't easy to come to terms with the fact a soul was demolished today. You can't save those who have no interest in being saved. All the people who made it to paradise are those who did their penance like they were told to do. Souls who get demolished are those who refuse to be better. There's nothing you can do about that." The therapist was trying to make me feel better, but it wasn't working. It never did.

      "I get that it's your job to make me feel better about what I do here. But please stop. I don't feel good about demolishing a soul. It's not supposed to feel good. It's supposed to hurt Every. Time. That's why I was chosen for this role. I'm not supposed to take it lightly. Death, it's supposed to hurt. Grieving their souls was my penance. It's what makes me who I am. So, please stop trying to spin the losses to be something they're not. It doesn't help anyone." I closed my eyes, quieting the subtle rage building inside me.

      "Good, now we're getting somewhere." She folded her arms over her chest. There was a sense of accomplishment in her squared shoulders.

      "What the hell?" I glared at her.

      "Anger is one step closer to acceptance." She beamed.

      I shook my head. "Time's up." I stormed out of the room. That woman felt some level of accomplishment at my pain. I was so sick of being here. After my meeting with Sariel, I would go. He wouldn't let me down. I was sure of it. At this point, I wasn't sure I cared. Maybe the place needed to see what it was like without me for a bit. Maybe they would appreciate what they had with me as their leader. What was the saying, absence makes the heart grow fonder? Well, in this case, I needed them to appreciate that I kept this place running. I was the reason everything went off without a hitch. The damn Elites thought they could fight me on decisions. Maybe they needed to see what it would be like without me around for a while. Dammit, I was leaving. I'd made my decision. I would ditch Hell. Human realm, here I come.
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      I left the therapist's office with a sense of purpose. Leaving Hell, if only for a little while, was just the thing I needed to get my groove back, or so Stella says. I may have lost a soul today, but there were still so many to save. The day was bright, but I knew everyone believed that Hell would be a dark and fiery place. The jokes people made about hell and the heat were quite amusing, considering Hell was nothing like the sauna Earth was on any given summer day. I rolled my eyes. Like they didn't know they were doing it to themselves.

      Hell was beautiful. My little paradise to do with as I chose. Most saw the rows of houses much like they did in the human realm. We mirrored it after what the souls were used to so as not to cause too much of a shock. I'd learned early that a soul finding out they were in Hell was enough of a shock without all the devilish ambiance to accompany it. I was more interested in color, anyway. I didn't want to be surrounded by jutting rocks, flames, and doom. Yuck! What a way to spend eternity.

      My schedule for today wasn't daunting. I was supposed to see the therapist and show up to meet the new recruits. I loved meeting the ones who would rehabilitate the souls. We got too large of an influx of souls on any given day for me to greet any of them, but the ones who were there to rehabilitate the new souls were the ones I wanted to meet. Some were fallen angels, some new demons, and others were simply selected from various supernatural communities. Those who'd been shifters or vampires on Earth had a talent for rehabilitating souls in the afterlife. It was probably because they'd lived several lifetimes on Earth. There was something to be said for that kind of wisdom. It certainly wasn't anything one could learn without the cruelest of teachers. Time.

      "There you are," a familiar voice said from behind me. I turned around to greet one of my favorite Fallen. I turned around to greet Izzy, who had woven strips of red leather down her long, black hair. Her all-leather attire matched her less-than-pleasant attitude. She always looked and acted like she was ready to spring on anything that pissed her off. We'd become fast friends. Izzy's signature sardonic smile made me almost giddy to see her. I had seen the simple curve of her lips drive humans and demons mad with lust. Meeting Izzy as a fallen angel hadn't surprised me in the least. I wondered what she had done to gain my father's favor in the first place. Pissing him off made sense, but to be liked by him was what confused me. Izzy was pretty tight-lipped about her status or what happened before she ended up in my beautiful realm.

      "Izzy, my love, what do I owe the pleasure of your company?"

      "Girl, I've been looking for you everywhere. Don't act like you aren't happy to see me. If you're not now, you certainly will be."

      "I'm sure I will be. So, what's up?" Izzy did nothing without purpose. She liked to move between here and the human realm as often as she could. I couldn't begrudge her for wanting to have fun. I heard the stories of all the fun she got to have there. It made me more than a little envious.

      "It still feels as depressing as the last time I was here," Izzy shuddered.

      "And yet, here you are." I waved my hands out. "I know, I know, you don't like colors that aren't black or red. God forbid I use a little color to liven the place up a bit. You can't say you don't enjoy the radiance of a purple and pink sky."

      "Ugh, why are you so, you?" She rolled her eyes. "Okay, focus. I'm only here to do you a favor. Trust me, you want me to do it." She waved her hand with such an air of confidence it was hard to refuse.

      "Is that right?" I couldn't say I wasn't more than a little interested.

      "You don't know how exceptional of a favor it is. Seriously, you're going to be so happy I found you today." She stopped walking and turned to face me. I stopped and gave her my full attention, which seemed to be what she was demanding.

      "Don't play with me, Izzy. What's it?"

      "The horsemen." Izzy leaned close, her eyes shifting around us. She had to know I liked my privacy. No one bothered me after the therapist. Not unless they wanted me to take out on them whatever issue I was dealing with. Izzy was lucky it was a relatively pleasant visit.

      "Yeah, what about them? Aren't they locked away in some pocket realm where my father likes to keep them until whatever doomsday prophecy he cooks up and brings them back again? He's quite childish when it comes to them." I rolled my eyes. Some days, I thought the all-knowing God could be a child. He used them to keep his followers in check. It was never an actual threat, only something to remind them of his power.

      "They're loose." Izzy pressed her lips together. I stared at her for several long minutes, trying to comprehend what that meant exactly.

      "What?" My brows rose. "What are you talking about? That's impossible. My father always tells us before he releases them because of the influx of souls. I would know if they were free." I blinked. My father had always told me when they were going to the human realm. It was common courtesy to warn me so I could prepare my team. He wouldn't just let them loose, would he?

      "Girl, you know I wouldn't lie to you about something like this?" Izzy cocked her head like it appalled her. I would even suggest such a thing.

      "Shit, who fucked that up?"

      Izzy winked. "Probably one of your incompetent brothers." Izzy had real issues with the other angels. Most likely because she was a fallen. I didn't pry.

      I pulled my hand through my curls. The horsemen loose were a problem. More souls would come to Hell. My crew needed to know about this. I needed to find out what the hell was going on.

      "Are you sure? Like one-hundred percent positive, it's the horsemen that are out? You didn't just get drunk and someone told you he was a horseman or something. It's impossible. It's not their time. I would know."

      Izzy nodded, no sign of annoyance on her face. "No, you know I would have vetted information as important as this. Besides, they're the foundation of the four supernatural breeds. Every vampire, shifter, fae, and witch knows when they're on Earth." She held her hand to her chest in mock annoyance. "Aren't you happy I found you today? Aren't you grateful I shared this with you as soon as I found out?" She fluttered her lashes, her hand still resting over her heart.

      "Yes, I am. Let me guess, you want something from me."

      "Well, I heard through the grapevine that you might take a trip."

      "How in the hell did you hear that?" I balked. Kesa was the only person I'd talked to about it. Well, Kesa and my therapist.

      "Okay, Kesa mentioned it. So, do you need a friend to be your tour director? It's been a few years since you ventured there, and things have certainly changed. I know you're going to need someone to show you around." She scraped her bottom lip with her teeth.

      "Let me guess, it would honor you to be that someone?" I rolled my eyes.

      "Well, of course, I would. I'm so glad you asked." She skipped a step. "Okay, Love, gotta jet. Let me know as soon as you're packed. We have some debauchery to get to." She winked and whisked off, a skip in her step as she went.

      Izzy would either be a damn good time or a whole lot of trouble. I wasn't exactly sure which. Either way, she always made things interesting. It was time to go home. My day just got complicated with a whole new level of fuckery.

      "How do we know she's not lying?" Kesa stood stock still as I broke the news.

      "Izzy may be a lot of things, but a liar isn't one of them."

      Kesa nodded, but there were still traces of doubt in her eyes. To be frank, the four horsemen weren't exactly easy to picture frolicking on Earth. I couldn't ignore the information. The four horsemen had awoken, and they would wreak havoc on Earth.

      I resisted the urge to scream. Going to Earth was supposed to be a vacation. A way for me to get away from the stresses of Hell. Now it would be a damned job. One that only I could handle. There was no way I was sending someone else to handle something this catastrophic. There would be no argument. I would be the one to go to Earth and figure out what the hell was actually going on.

      "We're going to Earth to find the horsemen."

      "Are you serious?" Kesa's tone let me know just how thrilled she was with the change. I imagined her jumping and squealing when I told her we would go to Earth. My best friend acted like it was the last thing she wanted to hear. All the while, her eyes were wide as saucers. Kesa had the prettiest dark eyes I had ever seen.

      "I expected more excitement." I poked Kesa's side lightly.

      "I wasn't exactly expecting our trip to be a hunting expedition." Kesa laughed a little. She looked down at her hands like the admission embarrassed her. I patted her shoulder.

      "The plan is simple. We're going to get the horsemen and put them back before proceeding to have a damn good time. Are you okay with that?" I smirked. No one said we couldn't have a little fun on our adventure. With Izzy as our tour guide, it would be quite the time. Honestly, I couldn't wait. We just had to deal with the little nuisance of someone starting the apocalypse. No big deal, right?
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      The human realm wasn't the same. The air felt different. It was thicker, heavier, and more humid than usual. The sky was a hazy gray, and the setting sun hid behind thick clouds. A strange, rotting smell filled the air. The birds stopped singing, and the only sound was the wind rustling through the trees. I felt uneasy, like something bad was about to happen. I looked around, trying to figure out what was going on. This time of the year, spirits should be high. People were supposed to be getting ready for summer. The expectation was shorts and tanks and lots of visible skin. People wore clothes meant for winter. There was a man in a straggly coat to my right, coughing and heaving violently. The street lights enhanced the deep lines on his face as he wretched onto the street.

      Glancing up, there was a crowd of people in front of a large, lighted building. A hospital. People huddled together, wrapped in wool blankets. The temperature had to be around sixty. Why were they shivering on the street? Where the hell was Izzy? It made little sense that we landed in front of an overcrowded hospital.

      "This is what the human realm is all about?" Kesa paled as she took in the scene. "No offense, but it really isn't worth all the hype."

      I couldn't blame her. This wasn't the Earth I had wanted to introduce her to. The Earth I imagined when I made promises to all the beautiful places and people was nothing like the current state of the world. The Earth I promised Kesa had more laughter, and death didn't hang heavy in the air. There was supposed to be light, and the air was supposed to be breathable, not thick with sorrow.

      In the distance, a woman let out a piercing scream. Both of our heads snapped towards the sound. A nurse bent towards the woman. Her scrubs clung to her, and dark circles rimmed her eyes. "He's gone." She closed the man's eyes.

      The woman clutched him tight against her chest. "No," she screamed. "You can't leave me. You can't leave me alone."

      I looked up and then to the door of the hospital. There were at least forty people out here. I walked closer to the body, even though Kesa held her hand out to stop me. The man looked pallid; his skin stretched over his defined bones. Black patches were around his eyes and mouth. The nurse came back with two men covered in thick, white suits. Those outside shook their heads in pity but said nothing. The men slid a body bag under the man.

      One of my brother's reapers showed up and hovered over the body as it was being zipped into the body bag. He should have been here upon death. He waved his hand, and the soul stood next to him, looking down at himself. The reaper bowed in recognition, and they both disappeared before my eyes. Reapers weren't much for conversation.

      Pestilence had started his work.

      "What's going on?" Kesa asked.

      "The apocalypse has begun." Looking at all the people who were suffering when it wasn't even time stirred something inside me. Maybe I should have told my father and allowed him to take charge of whatever was happening. There should be no reason for me to handle this much of a shit show. My father should know the horsemen were on Earth. He was the almighty, after all. None of the chaos and pain around me should be happening. Unless he was the reason for it and didn't tell anyone.

      I planned to rip Pestilence apart and show him the human definition of hell. If it wasn't time for them to be woken up, and I was certain they knew it wasn't, why did they start? There was no excuse for this torment.

      The rate at which the illness had spread proved that Pestilence hadn't just gotten here like Izzy led me to believe. Why hadn't Izzy told me sooner? No way this just started. I whisked Kesa into the nearest bar. The news played across the television screen above the bar. Several patrons were drinking as they watched indifferently.

      The number of deaths doubled every day. Chances of surviving were slim. The reporter explained how scientists were doing their best to create a vaccine. Those who didn't have it appeared to be taking extra precautions. They reported several countries had gone into lockdown. They were threatening the same all over the world as the virus spread rapidly. The newscaster promised it would only be a short time before a vaccine was available.

      It was false hope. Humans thrived on hope. It was the destruction of more lives than I could count. I was sure that no one was close to making a discovery of either a vaccine or a cure. The disease Pestilence created wouldn't be that easy. It was the sole reason for his existence.

      I ran my hand through my hair. I was at a loss for where to start. The best place would be to find the horsemen before they got the chance to unleash something worse. It was only a matter of time before we saw evidence of the second or third horseman.

      If the white horsemen were in the human realm, without a doubt, the other horsemen were here. They were certainly scheming something worse. The epidemic was only the beginning.

      Like an answer to a prayer, Pestilence appeared on the screen. I felt his power was like a beacon to mine. His strong jawline contrasted with his round glasses. Intrigue went through me as I watched his commanding presence. How could no one else see it? He was wearing a white coat, a clear indication he was a doctor.

      "He's a doctor." The bartender pointed. "He'll be able to tell us what's going on."

      Cade White, the name read beneath him. I waited, my hands curling into fists. He spread his lips into what was supposed to be a reassuring smile. "Thank you, Robert." He glanced to the side where I assumed the anchor was sitting. "I'm here to dispel any fears about the virus. Doctors with the CDC have partnered with the World Health Organization to find a vaccine. The virus seems to spread rapidly through secretions when breathing. We recommend wearing masks in public to curb the spread. Every effort is being made to slow the spread and get a vaccine rolled out as soon as possible. Until then, take the necessary precautions to keep your family safe." His voice was soft, almost calming. It was no wonder they chose him to represent the CDC. He had a knack for keeping his voice smooth and calm.

      I scoffed at his audacity. How could he be the reason people were suffering and the one who offered them hope? It was cruel. He was a monster, a smile on his lips while he furthered humanity's torment. His meek appearance was a façade. The power pouring out of him was an aphrodisiac for someone as powerful as me. I couldn't help but notice how attractive he was. If I weren't here to stop him from destroying humanity, there could be something there.

      I listened to him continue to reassure the public that every effort was being made to ensure their safety. He spoke with such eloquence. His speech pulled attention from the small crowd in the bar. They watched the screen with bated breath. I sighed, watching the desperation in their eyes. It was false hope. Not that they needed to panic, but it was only the beginning. No one here would understand.

      "Is that him?" Kesa asked.

      "The one and only, Pestilence in the flesh."

      "He doesn't look like the source of all magic. So, what's the plan?"

      I pulled my gaze from the charismatic man on the screen. "Yeah, he's keeping up quite the façade. We're going to the conference tomorrow." I pointed at the screen. It gave the address for what appeared to be a press conference with up-to-date information on the situation. It was the perfect opportunity to fetch him and possibly the others who may be around. I doubted they would be in the same place, but one could hope.

      "What are we going to do until then?"

      "Now, we have a little fun while we wait."

      I slid the new deep-burgundy lipstick across my lips, pressing them together with a pop. Tight black leather hugged my body as I finished preparing for a night in Sin City. The thrill was the same regardless of how many times I'd been to Earth. I teased my brown hair into a twist with curls that bounced around the top.

      Kesa exuded strength and poise in a black corset over a plum dress. Her light-bronze skin shimmered with a fresh coat of lotion. Her hair fell loose around her shoulders. Silver chains glittered around her neck. Kesa booked a place for us to stay while we hunted for the horsemen. They were a problem for tomorrow. Tonight was filled with promise.

      A knock sounded. Izzy strode through what should have been a locked door.

      "Since when do you knock?"

      "I thought I'd at least give you the courtesy of knocking before barging in." Izzy was in silver platform shoes. Her blue and purple glitter bodycon dress hugged every curve. She was a sight with platinum-blond hair in large, pinned rolls around her head. There was so much glitter.

      "I appreciate the courtesy." I smirked.

      "Wasn't Vegas the perfect place to start?" She beamed. "There's so much fun to be had in a wonderful city like this one." She clapped her hands together and looked at us expectantly. "I assume you're ready."

      "Lead the way." I held my arm out towards the door. Choosing Izzy as our guide would either be the best decision ever or the worst.

      The air was ‌surprisingly chilly for the desert. The cold didn't bother me. As we bounded down the street, my eyes fell on those who were all bundled up. Some of them wore masks, as suggested by the newscast. A horseman gave them that advice to stop the spread. You'd think he'd want it to spread faster. It was curious indeed. Another question for tomorrow.

      Kesa tugged on my arm. "Are you all right?"

      I nodded. "Yeah, just thinking about things."

      "Well, stop it. We're going to have fun tonight. The horsemen are tomorrow's problem."

      My thoughts drifted to the increase in fallen angels. Currently, the number of angels who had lost their dignified position wasn't enough to cause worry, but it made many people wonder what was going on. I couldn't help but wonder if it was all connected.

      Izzy led them to a club that looked more than a little sketchy from the street. It was perfect. I always enjoyed a little danger with my nightlife. Izzy was a girl after my own heart. It wasn't a good time if there wasn't a strong possibility of a fight. Clubs weren't the place to find a life partner. Bodies bumping against each other as the beat pulled them into motion. Quickies in the bathroom with someone you would never see again. Drinking until oblivion was a close companion to the cold linoleum. The anticipation was enticing. I wanted every second of it.

      "Are you ready for a damn good time?" Izzy winked as she strode past the people standing in line.

      "Should my stomach feel weird?" Kesa leaned closer to me.

      "Just a little nerves. Don't worry; we'll take good care of you."

      Kesa laughed. "Sure, you will."

      "Why would I lie to you?" I smirked.

      Izzy paused at the door, side-eying the bouncer when he didn't immediately move to assist her in entering the club. He shook his head. "No trouble tonight, Iz. You know how the boss gets when you cause trouble." He moved the rope to the side.

      "Trouble? Moi?" She held her fingers against her chest. "I wouldn't even think of causing trouble." She fluttered her lashes as she passed. We followed close behind. Izzy must frequent this place often.

      I pulled Kesa along as we wove our way around the many bodies here tonight. "Let's get a drink before we dance." The heat from the packed club hit me. Bodies filled in all the open spaces. Crowds lined the bar, hands waving cash in the air to get the bartender's attention. "How are we going to get a drink in this place?" I looked skeptically at Izzy.

      "Oh, ye of little faith. Come on, we're going upstairs." She led us past another guard and up the stairs to a private section. She smiled at a man standing near the entrance. "Hey lover, you have quite the crowd tonight." She leaned in to kiss each of his cheeks. His hand lingered on her hips, pulling her closer to his body.

      "To what do I owe the pleasure, Iz?" Something about him changed in her presence.

      "I just wanted to show a friend of mine a good time. I couldn't think of a better place than your fabulous club." She ran her hand down his arm, toying with the cufflink on his sleeve. "You don't mind, do you?"

      He blinked. "Of course not. You're always welcome here." His eyes smoldered down at her. "Please introduce me to your friends. You know any friends of yours are friends of mine."

      "This is Luci and Kesa." She held her hand out to each of us when she said our names. "They're in dire need of a drink. It was such a long walk over here." Izzy kept her arms tucked in the man's elbow. I wondered at her immediate possession of him. Izzy was a free spirit, but there was something about how she held him close to her that was telling.

      "It's a pleasure to meet you." He bowed slightly. "I'm Marcus. Welcome to my club."

      "It's quite the place you have here." Kesa's eyes were wide as she took in everything.

      "Marcus caters to an interesting collection of clientele." Izzy winked.

      My eyebrows rose. "Oh?"

      "I do. Most everyone here is involved in the supernatural community. It's why Izzy is so fond of it here." He glanced sideways at his companion. She hadn't detached from his arm. I wondered if they were in some sort of relationship. Izzy's definition of it may be a little looser than most.

      I glanced around, only now noticing the demons present. Some of them gave me a quick, respectful nod. The whispers started. They wondered what exactly I was doing here. Fear sparked on some of their faces. I smiled widely at the many faces I recognized. "Interesting, indeed."

      Marcus snapped his fingers in the air, and a woman with a tray stepped in front of them. "Yes, sir. How can I help you?"

      "Get these ladies anything they desire. I expect them to leave more than a little satisfied." He leaned over and kissed Izzy's cheek. "I have some calls to make. I'll check back with you later." He paused, narrowing his eyes. "No trouble." He held a finger in front of her.

      She bit it in a flash. "No promises."

      He shook his head. "Have a good time."

      "So, mind telling us what that was about?" Kesa asked.

      "Just a friend."

      "Friend? Yeah, sure." Kesa smirked. I knew Izzy would never be a one-man woman. Her attraction to him was obvious. I couldn't fault her taste. The man was devastatingly handsome. Maybe she'd be willing to share later.

      Izzy pulled them to a high-top table. "Three cosmos and keep 'em coming."

      "Oh, we're sophisticated ladies tonight?" I tapped the server's arm before she walked away. "I'll take a whiskey, neat, please."

      "Come now, have a little fun," Kesa chided.

      "Oh, I plan to. I also plan on drinking whiskey. Those aren't mutually exclusive." I rolled my eyes. Those two could drink whatever they wanted. I'm a whiskey girl.

      "So, what's on the menu tonight?" Izzy focused on me as I scanned the crowd.

      "Besides your beau?" I turned back to focus on Izzy.

      "I told you, he's just a friend." Izzy rolled her eyes.

      "I certainly don't mind the selection at this club. What do you think, Kesa?"

      "I think we should dance." Kesa pulled Izzy's and my hands.

      "Oh, I love to dance." Izzy squealed as we all made our way to the dance floor.

      We danced together for what felt like minutes but had actually been hours. A warm body pressed up against my back, and two hands rested lightly on my hips. Whoever this was, they were being rather forward. Not a soul had laid a hand on me the entire time I'd been here. Being that most were supernatural, I wasn't surprised. "Interesting seeing you here, Lucifer." Hot breath whispered in my ear. I felt an electric current run up my body from where his fingers grazed my bare skin. A lick of magic followed the trail he'd left behind.

      I was lost in the sensation for a split second before rationality caught up to me. Another warm body pressed against my chest. Shifter, my brain processed.

      "Hey," Izzy belted.

      "What the—" Kesa was cut off as four tall, burly men surrounded me. I recognized one of them as the doctor I'd seen on television. There was an intensity coming from each one of them. It lit me up from the inside. What was this?

      "I hear you may be here for us, Kitten," the doctor purred. His pale white locks were a striking contrast to the two blue jewels behind his steely glare. The radiant blue marked him as a magic wielder.

      I narrowed my eyes on him. "Maybe I am. Maybe I'm just trying to have a bit of fun."

      "Fun? Oh, Darling. We're here to have fun." The man to my right, his mouth curved into a devious smile. His jet-black hair was a sharp contrast to his bright smile. The brunette, with a surly frown, elbowed him in the ribs.

      "We're not going back," he said, his dark eyebrows slanted down. His thin lips pressed together into an unmistakable frown.

      "You're not continuing here, either." I rested my fist on my cocked hip. "I don't know who let you out, but you aren't supposed to be here." I tapped my finger on my lips. "What's that line from the song? You don't have to go home, but you can't stay here. Yeah, something like that." I smirked. "I'm not forcing you back to your realm, but you aren't supposed to be on Earth. I don't care where you go, as long as it's not here."

      Cade snickered. A devilishly handsome smile spread across his lips. "You aren't our leader, Lucifer. We don't answer to you."

      I hated his immediate dismissal of my power. My eyes blazed red. "Is that so?" I froze every person in the room except for myself and the four gentlemen.

      The man with the thin lips and chestnut hair growled, "We're not leaving."

      "Agreed. We're not leaving. We're having too much fun." He clapped his hands together. A strand of black hair fell out of where it was slicked back from the movement.

      "Huxley," Cade cursed.

      "What? We're having fun." He held his hand out to me. "She said she was here to have fun." His eyes lit with the excitement of a child at a birthday party. I wouldn't mind having fun with him.

      The final man shook his head. "I'm betting our fun isn't exactly what she's looking for, or is it?" His dark eyes focused intently on me. I could feel the coolness of him. His pale skin and black eyes marked him as the leader of the vampires. He was death incarnate.

      "And which one are you?" I took a step towards him. There was something so alluring about him. I couldn't help but be drawn into his orbit. It was the reason vampires made such good predators.

      "Thane." He took my hand and placed the gentlest of kisses on my knuckles. "Delighted." A surge of desire coursed through my body at the touch of his lips. I shouldn't be feeling desire. I shouldn't be feeling anything beyond a sense of duty. What the hell?

      "I would say it's nice to meet you all . . ." I took a step back from the alluring men, "but you need to stop. If you won't stop willingly, I'll have to use force." I pressed my lips together. These men didn't seem like the type to obey anyone, including my father. I was the devil and was more powerful than each of them. I hadn't considered having to take them all at once. I also didn't expect to meet them all on my first night here. It was my lucky night.

      All the men held matching smirks. "No can do." The shifter shook his head.

      Huxley chuckled. "Catch us if you can." Four colors appeared as they disappeared from the bar. I was left blinking at where the four men had just been. What the hell was that?
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      My cocksure grin vanished when we reached my penthouse in Las Vegas. There was much to do, and none of us wanted to be caged in that wasteland again. The reason for our release was irrelevant. It was time to go to work. The death count from the first release of my virus was nearing thirty thousand. I took great pride in my selection this round. The advancements in biologicals, combined with my magic, made it far too easy to pick a virus that spread fast with no cure in sight. Entire countries were locked down, but they weren't fast enough to stop my beauty from infecting thousands more every day. It was magnificent. I beamed in triumph.

      "You brought the reapers here too quickly, Cade." The glare Ryder gave me could torch a city. The temper on him rivaled any archangel or demon in existence. If his anger got too out of control, I'd be staring down a wolf instead of a surly man.

      I walked casually over to the bar cabinet. Pouring out a bit of bourbon, I faced my brothers. "Just doing my part, little brother." Ryder hated being the youngest of our group. We thought of each other as brothers, but we were only bound by purpose. The destruction of the world as we knew it. The apocalypse was our purpose, although something about our current release felt off. We were the balance of the supernatural world. If God thought any of our breeds got out of hand, we were released to bring order back to the world.

      Ryder lunged at me. Thane and Huxley gripped him before he could get far. Too bad. It had been a few centuries since my last good brawl with Ryder. Vexing him was a favorite pastime.

      "Cade, do you think you could be a little less of an asshole?" Thane dropped his hand from Ryder.

      "I could certainly try." I sat in my favorite brown leather chesterfield and waited for the next one of them to deduce whatever they believed our next steps should be.

      "Did you feel it?" Huxley asked, his voice soft, uncharacteristic of our fae trickster.

      "You mean with the woman?" Thane turned his attention to Huxley.

      "Come now, you know we're talking about the woman. Lucifer herself, coming to round up the four bad boys of the apocalypse." I rolled my eyes. "How cliché."

      "Yeah, except she shouldn't be trying to stop us. She's well aware of the grand design and the part we play in it. So, what's she doing here?" Thane questioned.

      "You should ask why she thought she needed to stop us. We're the servants of the Creator, her father. Once released, we have specific orders to follow." I took another drink of my bourbon. "I didn't perceive any gratitude for the assistance we are providing her. She's certainly received more willing servants in the last few months." I scratched my chin, contemplating what her being here meant for us.

      "Okay, but did you feel it?" Huxley plopped down on my sofa now that Ryder's breathing had evened out. The sound of my sofa under his weight, as he fell more than sat, grated on my nerves.

      "Feel what?" My brow quirked. I knew exactly what he was referring to, but I hadn't wanted to speak it aloud. The attraction I felt for our little she-devil was intoxicating. Our next encounter should be quite an exhilarating experience. I planned to bed her before any of the others had a chance. Remaining oblivious provided me with the much-needed time to plan my seduction.

      "The desire." Huxley trembled as he said the words.

      "I felt it. What about you, Ryder?" Thane's gaze zeroed in on me. "Cade?"

      "Hmph." Ryder crossed his arms over his chest.

      Thane chuckled. "So, that's a yes from Ryder."

      "Such eloquent execution, Ryder. Can we focus on the matter at hand? I have a press conference in the morning. The public's trust is paramount to my endeavor." I paused, looking at the three men. "Meaning, I certainly can't look like an unkempt heathen in the morning. Rest is a vital part of my appearance." I rolled my eyes at the group when not a single one moved.

      "Your evasiveness says what your words don't. We all felt a level of attraction for the girl." Thane paced the room. He was obviously having one of his contemplative moments. I hoped, for my sake, he got on with it.

      "Girl," Huxley chuckled. "Not the word I would use."

      "This changes nothing. I'm moving forward as planned." I relaxed back, crossing my legs. Having a brief fling with the devil wouldn't deter me from my mission on Earth. Bedding women was what we did. My current conquest of being the devil changed nothing, as far as I was concerned. I would continue with my plans despite any interference.

      "Cade, this changes everything. Lucifer is here for us. There's no way we should be together. It's too dangerous. We need to decide how to handle this situation. You need to quit passing this off as though it's no big deal. It is, and you know it is. She shouldn't be here." Thane blew out a frustrated breath. He worked himself into quite a tizzy. I hadn't seen him in such a state in quite some time. Not much rattled our level-headed Thane.

      "Careful, Thane, you don't want to have an aneurysm." I stood to refill my glass.

      "I think having her around is going to be fun." Huxley clapped his hands together.

      "You would." Ryder's fists were clenched at his sides. "Divide and conquer?"

      "Ah, yes, War, ever our savior. When are you leaving? Soon?" I looked between the men who'd made themselves far too comfortable in my penthouse. I had important things to attend to. None of those things involved them.

      "Cade, we need to figure out a plan of action. We can't just go on as if we hadn't seen or felt the desire for her. You know we can't. Why are you insisting on blowing this off?"

      "It's what Cade does." Ryder said my name with venom.

      "I thought blowing things was your role?" I winked at War. He gripped the chair, his knuckles turning white. I smirked back at him, knowing he was close to the edge.

      "Cade, be serious." Thane crossed his arms over his chest, shifting his weight as his eyes bore down on me like the disappointed father I never asked for or needed.

      "I get that you all want to talk out your feelings or whatever. My role here hasn't changed. I plan on attending my press conference tomorrow, ensuring the people that the CDC has this virus well under control. It's so easy when those in office are basically my puppets. Imbeciles." I shook my head as I thought about the puppet in office. Humans deserve the apocalypse. Being here made so much sense after I had to listen to that man's drivel. My God, they gave him power over the free world. I wish I could say it astonished me, but little did when it came to humans. It was far too easy to decimate them. They did it to themselves.

      "We're going to talk about this further. For now, the best plan of action would be to separate. I don't think we should make it easy for Lucifer to find us, especially not all of us together. We'd made our point at the club. Are we agreed?" Thane turned his attention to me.

      "Agreed on what, exactly?" He hadn't spelled out his request. I planned to bed the devil. None of them would stop me. I wanted to beat them to the punch. Each of us felt the desire, which none of us wanted to admit was the mating bond. I felt it in them as much as I felt it within my bones. She was ours. I just wanted to make her mine first. It would be a fun little game of cat and mouse. One I planned to win.

      "None of us will make contact with the woman until we meet again. Can we agree?"

      "Woman? You could be less formal for once. She has a name." I rolled my eyes and sipped my drink casually.

      "Fine, none of us will contact Lucifer until we meet to confer on our plans. Agreed?" I could hear his aggravation. He wanted us all to agree. I knew, for one, I had no intention of leaving our little devil alone. I planned to give her a reason to chase me. Hell, I'd be on every television set in the world tomorrow. I'd call out our girl so she'd want to come find me.

      "I'm not agreeing to jack shit until that asshole does." Ryder pointed a finger at me.

      "Tsk, tsk, Ryder. Don't get those panties in a bunch. I won't attempt to contact her until we have our little therapy session to work out our feelings. I mean, we should work out who gets that juicy little mouth of hers before we see her again. Ryder, you've always struck me as an ass man." I cocked my head. "Or am I wrong?" Ryder lunged. No one stopped him this time. His blow struck my face so hard I felt the bones crack beneath. Huxley and Thane just stared. I didn't move to strike him back. I'd already have to use some serious mojo to get my face looking camera-worthy tomorrow.

      "Cade!" Thane gasped.

      "Seriously, you just had to go for the face." I wiped away the blood oozing from my now-broken nose. "Come on?"

      "You deserve worse, you fucking bastard." Ryder stalked across the room. It looked like he needed the space to stop himself from shifting and attacking me. His body vibrated with pent-up rage. My magic would clean up any mess he left behind. It'd been ages since I had this much fun with him.

      "So, I agree to the terms." Huxley held up a finger.

      "As do I." Thane bowed his head.

      "Can we count a punch as an agreement? From what I saw, I believe Ryder is in full agreement. At least, he is about not contacting Luci. You two are going to have to figure out your hostility in your own time. I'd rather not be a part of that therapy session." Huxley shook his head, upbeat after the altercation. Though Ryder and I fighting wasn't anything new, I enjoyed irking him as much as he enjoyed hitting me. It was a game we liked to play. He made it so fucking easy. It helped him learn to restrain himself, or so I told myself.

      "Cade?" I could feel Thane's penetrating gaze on me. "Do you agree to the terms?"

      "I already agreed. Now, if you don't mind. My press conference is in the morning. I would prefer to spend the rest of my evening alone." I went back to the bottle on the counter and poured myself another two fingers of liquor.

      "You may want to cut back on the bourbon if you're going to keep up with the charade that you need to be presentable tomorrow." Thane flicked a glance down at my glass.

      "Maybe I wouldn't need it if you'd left me in peace. I don't care that Lucifer came to scold us. There's nothing she can do to stop me. My plans are already in motion." I returned to the brown leather chair that brought me such peace. I'd positioned it so I could look out the massive windows high above the city. Nothing like this had ever been available at any other time we'd been here. I loved the new lights and technology offered by this time period. It was too bad the humans made their destruction simple. I wouldn't mind spending a lifetime here.

      "Fine, we'll go. I'll be back to check on you after your little show-and-tell tomorrow. We all know how much you like to put on a performance." There was an edge to his voice that wasn't lost on me. My gaze hadn't strayed from the window overlooking the city. The city lights shone back at me in their brilliance. I heard the door click and knew my brothers were gone. I finished my bourbon in one gulp. Each one of us had a dark history. We'd lost so much each time we came here. I'd made the dreadful mistake of falling in love once. I wouldn't make that mistake again. I felt the pull as well as the others, but I'd already learned that lesson. I had no intention of learning it again, especially not with the devil. That wasn't the punishment I fancied. I may want to play with the devil, but I wouldn't allow any more than a simple tryst. The challenge she presented was far too tempting.

      The next morning, I rolled my eyes as Carol, the media spokeswoman, reassured everyone in the crowd that the United States was doing everything in its power to stop the spread of the virus. The public was naïve enough to believe her. I tuned out most of what she was saying. When she turned to me, it took me a second to realize she was waiting for me to step forward. I plastered on my charming smile, intent on reassuring the public that everything was fine. There were reporters from every news station and newspaper house in the country at the White House. Some wore masks, but not enough. They crowded together as if there weren't a deadly virus infecting people around the world. Typical. The reach of the conference would be impeccable. Being a scientist in the United States had been the perfect mark to keep a close eye on what was happening with my baby.

      I was the official leader of a group of scientists that had gotten together to take on the epidemic sweeping through the country. I loved that they trusted me so much with their lives. I took the podium, and the reporters went crazy. Taking pictures and trying to get my attention.

      "Mr. Cade, over here," one reporter shouted over the others.

      "Doctor," I corrected.

      "My apologies, Dr. Cade." She held her arm out towards the podium.

      I didn't look anywhere in particular. If they wanted a picture of me, I was more than willing to pose after the press conference was over. Shaking the hands of the press while knowing I was behind the virus made me feel fantastic.

      "I would like to start by thanking you all for being here. The steps that the president and Mrs. Dirx explained are aggressive actions necessary to get ahead of the curve. These actions will remove the constraints so that people at the state and the local level—the individual physician all the way up through the federal government—will have as many constraints as possible removed for them to do everything they possibly can so that we can implement the containment and the mitigation of this virus.

      "The steps taken today will be important in slowing the curve. We still have a long way to go. There will be many more cases, but we'll take care of that. And ultimately, as the president and Mrs. Dirx said, the virus will be stopped, and we will be stronger after." I turned and bowed my head slightly to the president and Mrs. Dirx. Then I glimpsed Lucifer standing in the back corner, her mouth turned up slightly at the corner. Was she impressed by my speech, or was she marveling at the brilliance of my plan? I had infiltrated the CDC. I was the face of their savior, providing them all the information they needed to keep the American people safe from my wicked little virus. I stepped back to allow the next speaker to take the podium. My eyes caught hers across the room. Another striking woman stood beside her. It was the woman who'd been on the dance floor with her at the club the night before. I could sense her demonic presence. Then I realized I hadn't felt Lucifer when she'd come in? The strong desire I'd felt when I'd seen her the night before was a faded memory. How was she able to cloak herself from me? I didn't have long to ponder that as the conference ended. They ushered me backstage with the rest of the experts. The president was particular about what we said in front of the reporters. He didn't want us in front of them any longer than absolutely necessary.

      Luci strutted behind the curtain. With her eyes slanted down and a laser focus on me, I couldn't wait to see what she was about to fire on my way. I imagined all the words that would fall from her red-painted lips. Everyone said she had a soft spot for the humans, but was it enough reason to leave her place of residence to see what I was doing to them? Didn't she have demons to rehabilitate through punishment or something? The devil must have a lot of free time. It was interesting to see her. It excited me that she took the time out of her schedule to show up at my press conference. After last night, seeing her again was inevitable. Why did she seek me first? Not that I minded being her top priority.

      "What the hell are you doing?" Luci pushed me off to the side, away from the others. How in the hell had she even gotten back here? I'd watched her glide right past the Secret Service. That was quite the skill. I marveled at it.

      "My job. How did you get back here?" I glanced over her shoulder to the two Secret Service men who had flanked the doors. She shouldn't have been able to walk past the president without at least a few questions. She came to a stop inches from me. Her scent unsettled me. Who knew fire and brimstone could be so damn sexy? I wanted to breathe her in. She looked me dead in the eyes.

      "You don't belong here," she growled.

      "Don't I?"

      "No, you don't. It's not your time. I don't know how you got out of your little world, but you absolutely need to go back to it now."

      "If you're going to rake me over the coals, can we at least do it over a nice meal, maybe a drink or two?" I paused, my eyes scanning down her body. "Maybe a little dessert." Her black leathers fit in all the right places. The tight red tank showed me what I was missing beneath. Even the chains from her leather jacket intrigued me. I understood why people might be so shocked to meet her only to find out she was the devil. Humans have a fixed idea of what the devil was and what he was supposed to look like.

      For starters, the devil could never be a woman. There was something about the devil being feminine that would never enter their imagination. Women were the epitome of goodness. They'd sooner accept God was a woman than they would the devil. It was their own fault with all that angel of the house bullshit they'd used for centuries to keep women out of the spotlight and taking care of men. More importantly, they had the wrong idea about Hell. It was, to them, a place where souls–bad souls–went to spend eternity gnashing their teeth and blaspheming. That part was truly laughable. I would like to know where they got that idea. For all I knew, Luci had started it to throw them off. Could she be that cunning? The thought intrigued me. I wanted to know more about her. But first, I wanted to feed her. It was a primal need coming from deep within me. The mate bond most likely sparked, making me want to take care of my mate.

      Luci glanced back over her shoulder, realizing the same thing I had. There were too many people here for this conversation. "Fine, but we're talking about you leaving."

      "Grand, I know just the place." I grabbed her hand and felt a rush of heat from the contact. I couldn't decide whether it was because she was the devil or it was because of the connection between us. The president was already looking for any reason to get rid of me. Having an outsider around who hadn't been thoroughly vetted wouldn't bode well for my future. I could make up something for the neanderthal, but I didn't want to have to waste my time with the effort. I ducked us into a dark hallway and transported us just outside my room at the Bellagio. The cutest line formed between Luci's brows.

      "Where are we?" Not like this hallway would look any different from any other generic hotel hallway, but it was the Bellagio, so it should.

      "The Bellagio penthouse. I thought you'd like to have this conversation in private. Besides, I can have anything delivered. The world certainly has made everything much more convenient than my last visit." I bowed as I held the door open to my luxurious suite. I had to admit, I enjoyed the extravagance of everything at this new time.

      "You brought me to your hotel room? Rather bold of you, don't you think?" She whirled on me, her arms crossing over her chest. She reminded me of a Siamese kitten— all claws and sharp teeth. I would enjoy playing on the wild side with this kitty cat.

      "Bold? Hardly. We needed somewhere private to discuss our little misunderstanding. This room is soundproof for just such conversations. Not that I think anyone in this world would need to have a private conversation with the devil herself, yet here we are." I waved my arm out again. "Excuse me while I order us something decadent and sinful. You seem like you might be up for something scrumptious." I winked at the devil before I made my way to the bedroom. Phone in hand, I ordered from room service. A decanter of mimosas, along with one of everything from their brunch menu, would be a grand start to seducing the kitten in the other room. I wanted the opportunity to spend time with her. I didn't believe her story about the horsemen being here too soon. That wasn't possible.

      She turned upon my entrance. "So, you want to tell me who let you out early?"

      "Early?" I shook my head. "You're a determined little thing when there's something you want. You should make yourself comfortable. Food will be here shortly. I'd prefer conversations over a meal. It makes others more amenable, wouldn't you agree?" I added a little extra charm to my tone as I made my way over to the davenport. I held my hand out, indicating she should join me.

      Luci's weight shifted from one hip to the other. Her indecisiveness was cute. "You do know I'm your boss, right? You should be more than willing to answer my questions."

      "Kitten, you may be the devil, but no one is my boss. Besides, I'd hardly suggest that anything you ask of me will be simple. I'm actually looking forward to the challenge. Now, will you please have a seat? Your glare is giving me tingles and not the good kind."

      Her eyebrow lifted. "Oh, are you intimidated?" She strutted over, lowering herself down to the chair slowly, deliberately, before crossing one leg over the other. Both of her wrists rested on the armchair. It was an intoxicating power position. She knew how to use her assets to her advantage. I involuntarily licked my lips. She would make this all the more challenging, and I reveled in it.
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      I rolled my eyes. My body language was having the desired effect on Cade. Not that he wasn't absolutely scrumptious, but I had a job to do. Cade and the others needed to be more cooperative. Not that I was at all surprised Cade was being more than a little difficult. He struck me as the type to make things interesting. At least my time with him wouldn't be boring.

      "So," Cade started, "what are your favorite things about the human world? I hear you used to be here every other day."

      I rolled my eyes. "For the record, I wasn't here every other day. I used to be here every day. It would be nice if people got their facts right, especially since they decide to speak of me so often."

      "I have a feeling you fed them some of their information." He smirked.

      "Now, why would I do that?" I ran my finger over the arm of the chair, not meeting the gaze I could feel on me. The attraction heightened now that we were alone in his hotel room. I should have made him take me somewhere public. Kesa had joined me at the press conference. I hadn't gotten the chance to tell her I was leaving. Where had she gone? Would she be looking for me since I vanished?

      "Oh, Kitten, you certainly are fun." His eyebrows waggled at me.

      "Oh? Why's that?" I quirked a brow at him.

      The corner of his mouth lifted. "I've heard the stories, ones that you most certainly have fed the humans. Unless, of course, the stories are true."

      "When are the stories ever true?"

      "Oh, Kitten, I have a feeling when it comes to you, all the stories are true."

      I ignored his comment as I studied the surrounding room. I had to admit that I was in awe of the decadence of the penthouse. The décor was so much more refined than I'd expected. It was a far cry from the club from last night. It surprised me he didn't have anyone waiting for him back at his humble abode. The horsemen were well known for their exploits while they were here. I should have boned up on their previous visits before I came rushing down here to greet them. When I glanced up at him, I noticed a small smirk on his face as if he were reading my thoughts. He was an insufferable man. I'd have to be careful. My biggest weakness was a charismatic man with eyes I could get lost in for days. There was something alluring about him, and it wasn't the obvious attraction I'd felt from the night before. It was something more. Based on the look he gave me now, he knew exactly what was on my mind. I wanted to reach across the room and slap his smug face. I needed to find my center. The sexy devil-goddess in me certainly wanted a taste, but the rational part knew I should absolutely not mix business with pleasure. Wait . . .

      "―Business? We have to discuss business." I was here for a reason. I furrowed my brows, trying to concentrate on anything but my racing heart. How was he able to have this effect on me with only a look and the husky smoothness to his voice? He was sexy, charming, and infuriating. A sure recipe for a cocktail of regret that included a headache and an empty feeling in the pit of my stomach the next morning. Not that I regretted any conquest. I enjoyed pleasure for its sake alone. But I had a feeling that with him, it would be more than the physical act to satiate the need deep within my body. He would be a heartache for me. I didn't have time to be wrapped up in something I couldn't control. I needed to complete my business, send the horsemen back, and return to Hell before the others discovered I was gone. I didn't know how Cade had gotten out, but I wouldn't lose my head to a sexy smile and six-pack abs. No matter how charming I thought he was.

      "Business? What business do you think we have to discuss, Kitten?" he asked. He darted those blue eyes up as his lips curved into a salacious smile. He was clearly enjoying my discomfort.

      "Why don't we start with you telling me how you got out of your realm before your scheduled time?" I raised an eyebrow.

      A knock sounded at the door. "Saved by the bell." He was up and at the door in one fluid movement. Holding the door open, a gangly young man wheeled in the cart piled with silver lids. The plates he unveiled had an assortment of breakfast foods like fruit-topped french toast, pancakes, eggs, bacon, sausage, and more. A basket was filled with various pastries and muffins. What was he expecting, to feed an army?

      "Is there anything else I can get you?" the server asked in a surprisingly deep voice.

      "No, thank you." Cade handed him a bill and led him out of the door.

      "Fucking ridiculous," I mumbled. This was obviously a show.

      "What?"

      I shook my head. "Nothing."

      "Oh, please, patronize me all you want, Kitten. It clearly makes you happy." Cade's voice dripped with sarcasm. "I could hear your stomach growling across the room at my press conference. Don't act like you don't want to devour all of this." He popped a raspberry into his mouth and smirked.

      "You're infuriating, you know that?" I tapped my foot against the floor, watching him as he poured two glasses of the mimosas he'd ordered. If he were any other man, I would have stormed off; consequences be damned. But he wasn't just any man. He was a horseman. There were answers I needed only he could provide. And I hated him for it. This was supposed to be a vacation away from all the stresses of Hell. Now, I was on a mission I hadn't asked for, cleaning up a mess that wasn't mine. The smug look on his face was the cherry on top of an already unpleasant situation. My plan was to come down to Earth, have a little fun, then head back to Hell with no one being the wiser. Now, because of this infuriating asshole, I have to figure out who thought it was a good fucking idea to start the apocalypse early.

      He held out a glass, and I glared down at it.

      "Are you trying to starve yourself to bother me? Fine, do whatever you want. I told you I wasn't talking until we'd eaten. Civilized people enjoy having conversations over a meal, or so I've been told." He flicked a heated glance down the length of my body. "Would you like to take the less civilized route? Will there be torture involved? I do enjoy a good whipping every now and again." He gave me one of those smirks, followed by an even more infuriating wink.

      "Are you waiting for me to beg for answers? Maybe kiss your feet?" I crossed my arms over my chest. I lifted the glass he'd left on the cart and downed the sweet liquid in one gulp. This would be more difficult than I'd expected.

      "That wouldn't be so bad. I mean . . ." His eyes scanned down my body again. The heat in his gaze made my heart skip a beat in my chest. I wouldn't. I couldn't. Not until I had the answers I sought. Instead, I glared at him.

      "Damn, Kitten, you're adorable when you're angry. I'm having a hard time keeping my hands to myself." His mocking tone grated on my nerves. "Listen, grab whatever you want to eat. We can talk about what I know about our release as you eat. Although I don't know that much. None of us had any inkling that we weren’t supposed to be here. That was until last night when you appeared and said as much." He held his arm out to the place across from him at the table.

      "Is this your peace offering?" I narrowed my eyes at him, untrusting.

      "Despite how fucking adorable you are when you're angry, yes. I don't want to fight with you. Other things," his eyebrows rose, "yes. Fight, no. I believe we have more pressing things to discuss. Plus, I'd like your belly to stop growling so loudly at me. It's distracting, and I can't help but want to feed you. So please . . ." This time, he got up and moved to pull my chair out. My eyebrows hit the ceiling. What the hell?

      "Are you actually being a gentleman?" I took the seat, more out of shock than anything.

      He bent so his lips were next to my ear. "Don't get used to it." A low grumble reverberated down my spine. The spicy scent of his cologne hit my nose. Nothing should smell that intoxicating. The way his shirt clung to his chest had me licking my lips, wanting a taste of the defined muscles I could see beneath. He smelled like a mixture of citrus, spice, and ocean.

      He placed the plate of French toast and berries in front of me. I furrowed my brow, my stomach growling in response to the smell. "How did you know?"

      "I saw the interest in your eyes when he lifted the lids. Those were the first things your eyes gravitated towards. Was it the sweetness of the berries or the savory-sweet brioche that caught your attention?" I didn't like how much he noticed about me.

      "Why does that matter?" I cocked my head, studying the man who'd been elusive just moments ago. He was being far too forthcoming now. What changed?

      "Would it surprise you that I simply want to know you better?" There was a level of sincerity in his tone that I hadn't expected. The façade of earlier was gone, replaced by a measure of vulnerability.

      "I don't understand." I leaned back against my chair, unsure of what to say. I could feel the kernel of desire deep within my soul, but I'd been doing an excellent job at ignoring the little twitch. I didn't want to admit I wanted to get to know him, too. That was the problem. I couldn't know him. My mission was to send him back to a realm I couldn't go to. He needed to go back to stasis. I needed to go back to my duties in Hell. I couldn't even entertain the idea of knowing him. Getting close to him was a means to an end, nothing more. So, why did I want to? Why did I want to lean across the table and see if the berry tasted just as sweet on his lips? Why couldn't he just be a regular asshole? "What did you mean earlier about not knowing how you got out? How is that possible?" I didn't believe for a second that he was as oblivious as he seemed. The cocky bastard enjoyed being the smartest person in the room at the press conference. The sharp cut of his glare when that reporter hadn't used doctor to address him was telling. He had information. Getting him to tell me that would be a challenge.

      A smile softened his features. "You're a puzzle, Kitten. I want to figure you out. If this is what it takes to have a civil conversation, so be it. I'll play your games as long as you're willing to play mine."

      "So, you're not just a narcissist who thinks the world revolves around him?" I raised an eyebrow. I'd been thinking he'd been putting on an act. A man like that would be far too cocky to care what I thought, but something in his tone was different. There was no way he was being kind to me for no reason. He wanted something from me.

      "I'm a man who knows what he wants." His voice fell to a husky whisper. Those blue eyes heated as he moved to sit next to me. "I believe I've made that more than clear." His eyes stayed locked on mine.

      Once again, I was backed into a corner. There was nothing about the feeling that I liked. I could do this. We could have our meal, and I could return to Hell with a little more information. I could find one of the others who would be more willing to talk without such drastic measures. But I knew he was feeling the same inclination as I was. It was below the surface of all his talk. He felt it as much as I did. The problem was I didn't understand what it meant. I'd felt it once before in my life. A time I hadn't thought about in a long, long time. I'd been fighting it, but it was more difficult being so close to him. I knew from the past that it would only get stronger the longer we spent time together. Bonding wasn't in the cards. With his ego, it wasn't hard to ignore the instinct as desire pushed at me. I got up from the table, walking to the window as I thought about exactly how to play this.

      "How about a little tit for tat? You tell me what you know." I turn my heated gaze on him, knowing exactly which of his buttons to press. "And I'll decide if I should reward or punish you for the information." I ran my finger over the hem of my low-cut top.

      "Mmm." The sound reverberated through my body despite his distance. "I like how you think, Kitten." He licked his sultry lips, eyes focused intently on me. "Ask one question. I'll give you an answer. You will have to decide for yourself if you can trust that what I'm saying is the truth. I'm far too intrigued by being punished by the famed punisher herself."

      "I already know. I can't trust you." I rolled my eyes, moving to sit next to him.

      "Then why are you here?" His dark eyes studied me.

      "You know why I'm here." I narrowed my eyes on him.

      "Oh? I don't think you know why you're here. But I'll play." His thumb stroked over my knuckles. My stomach growled, breaking the sizzling heat between us.

      He sat back. "Eat," he ordered. "We've got more than enough time for games as soon as you're well-fed." I watched as he took a sip from his mimosa, moving it from where he'd been seated earlier. He was staying close. I couldn't trust him, could I? One minute, he was being a narcissist; the next, he was letting his guard down and making sure I was fed. I studied him for too long. He reached his hand to push the plate closer to me. I was the devil. I didn't need to eat, or at least I thought I didn't. The raw emptiness in the pit of my stomach after the night of drinking made me well aware my stomach had a different plan. It wouldn't hurt to eat a little. I could ask my questions as soon as I was satiated.

      I took a bite of the french toast and let out a soft moan. "This is delicious." The food was heavenly. He watched as I savored every bite, occasionally taking a bite of the crisp bacon from his plate. "So, can I trust you?" I asked, setting the fork down on my empty plate.

      He chuckled, but there was a certain seriousness in his tone. "I'd say yes, but would you believe me?" I hated that he thought he knew me already.

      "Probably not."

      "Exactly, so it looks like we're at an impasse. I can tell you what I know, but you won't believe it's all I know. Not that knowing will matter much, anyway. We're already here. There's nothing you can do to stop the apocalypse. It's well underway."

      "How about if you tell me what you know, and I'll decide if it's important?" I glared at him.

      "What happened to a little tit for tat?"

      I ground my teeth. "What do you want?"

      "Hmm . . ." He tapped his finger against his lips. "What could I ask of the devil herself?"

      "Don't get too excited, even I have limits." I rolled my eyes.

      "I want to stay here. I doubt you're willing to entertain that notion."

      "No, I'm not. You're not supposed to be here. I don't know how you were released, but I intend to find out. You have to leave." Of course, he would ask for the one thing I couldn't give him.

      "Not even a little more time?" Cade's eyes were downcast. I realized how harsh I'd been a moment ago, but he absolutely could not stay on Earth.

      "I don't have the power to make that kind of decision. Few do. That's why it's so important I figure out who could release you before your time." I hated admitting to limitations, but I also didn't want him to think I was choosing not to let him stay because I just didn't want to.

      "I don't believe you couldn't let me stay longer if you wanted to do so." He glared at me.

      "Listen, whoever released you was fucking with the whole grand design. What they've done could end everything, not just Earth, but Heaven and Hell, too. They're playing with fire. I can't let your desire to be on Earth destroy the world and everything in it. You get that, right?" I cocked my head. I thought he was selfish, but end the entire world selfish? I didn't know.

      "So dramatic." He looked up at the sky. "Fine, how about I tell you what I know in exchange for staying as long as it takes you to investigate whatever is going on?" I began to speak, but he put a finger over my lips. "Wait, just listen." I nodded, and he dropped his hand. "You're going to need my help to figure this out." I scoffed. "Fine, you need someone's help. It might as well be me. I'm a direct link to my brothers as well as having the power to assist you should you need it."

      "I won't."

      "Fine, maybe you could just use some company. I could be your guide of sorts. You need someone at your back either way. Everyone needs someone protecting their six. I can be that person for you while we figure the puzzle out together. I certainly don't want to be a part of destroying everything." He pressed his lips together.

      "You're such a liar. You were created to start the apocalypse."

      "Yeah, but you never asked if we enjoyed it. Not like I've ever stuck around long enough to see the end, anyway. We're the balance. As long as my mages are on Earth, I will wait for when your father believes my people have gotten out of hand." He rolled his eyes up to the sky again.

      "Fine, you tell me what you know, and I'll keep you around until it's necessary to send you back." I waited for him to agree. It was the best I would give.

      "Oh, I'm going to be a kept man. How exciting." He cocked his head. "I think you can do better than that. I know wording is everything when it comes to making a deal with you."

      "Okay, what do you want, exactly?"

      "You agree to keeping me on Earth until you find whoever is responsible for releasing us and trying to end the world early. Besides, whoever it is must be powerful. You're going to need reinforcements." His tone was level. I studied him. I didn't trust him.

      "I don't need anyone's help."

      He refilled his glass. "Everyone needs help, even you, Lucifer Morningstar. " The way he punctuated my name sent a thrill to my core. Dammit.

      "Fine, you tell me what you know and help me find the person responsible for your release. You can stay here on Earth until we find them." I held my hand out to shake.

      "Don't you usually do a blood oath for these types of deals?"

      "Do you want to give me your soul at the end of our deal?" His mouth fell open.

      "I thought that was a myth?" He paused, his hand scratching his chin. "Although it might be preferable to being in stasis again. Loneliness in another realm is sometimes worse than death." His voice was pitched low. So low I wasn't sure if I was supposed to hear him.

      I pressed my lips together. "It's a myth. I'm not in the soul-collecting business. That's the reaper's job. I rehabilitate those souls before they're recycled into the system." My joke didn't exactly land when he talked about loneliness. It seemed cruel to send him back. I thought he would be with the angels in between. It didn't dawn on me they'd be alone. Plus, I thought stasis was like sleeping without memory. I couldn't imagine living forever while also not being able to actually live your life. Angels, demons, they have roles to play and purpose. The horsemen's purpose only came around when they were needed. I'd never actually thought about what happened to them when they weren't doing their job.

      "What exactly did you do between apocalypses?" I couldn't help my curiosity.

      He sighed. "That's complicated." He got up and strode over to the picturesque window, his gaze drifting over the city skyline.

      "Isn't everything?"

      "I don't know you, Kitten. Not enough to share all my secrets." He turned to look at me. "Besides, we have more pressing issues, wouldn't you agree?"

      I nodded, knowing I wasn't exactly one who willingly shared my secrets. "Yeah, I guess we do. So, what do you know about how you're here?"

      "Not just anyone could have let us out. Only your father and a few of his select angels would have been able to break the barrier, let alone release us onto Earth." He shook his head, his gaze still fixed out over the skyline. "They would have needed powerful blood from each supernatural breed. It's not just breaking the barrier; it's a complicated process to release us. Your father made it difficult for a reason."

      I leaned forward, desperate for more information. "Do you have any idea who it could have been?"

      He shook his head. "No. I wasn't all that interested in finding out. We come here with one role: to start the apocalypse. You may be under the impression that it's not our time to be here. I've been here for two years, working closely with my magical community. It certainly seems like our time." He paused, shaking his head as he stared at the world below. "I know that whoever it was, they wanted us free. Otherwise, we wouldn't be here." He turned to face me. I could feel his sincerity.

      I nodded, contemplating what he'd said. It made sense. Someone wanted them out to begin the apocalypse, but why? That was the question I had to answer. "What normally happens when you're set free? Have you been given instructions previously?" It seemed odd that they would just be placed on Earth and expected to know what to do.

      He chuckled. "Kitten, we don't need instructions. That's why we're so good at what we do." He walked back to refill his glass. The cockiness from earlier was back. It felt as though I'd insulted him.

      "Seriously, not once has my father been like, here are the instructions for how to start the apocalypse. The humans certainly wrote his instructions down." I took a drink from my freshly refilled glass. He may have been insulted, but he still poured me another drink.

      "Not to point out the obvious, but I'm far from human."

      "That wasn't an answer to my question."

      He huffed and sat back in the chair next to me. "What do you think? Your father sat down with us at a chess table and told us how to destroy the world for him." He chuckled. "No, this is his pride and joy. You think he actually wants to see anything befall it? I'm pretty sure humans are his favorites. Good luck getting him to admit that." He took a slow sip, his eyes far away.

      "Good point." I knew my father. There had been a design, and he'd said at some point, humans and supernaturals would need to be thinned out for the good of all. He never relished having those conversations. Speaking of which, anytime the horsemen had been released in the past, he was routinely absent.

      He nodded. "Your father is always gone when it's time to start the apocalypse. He's never given us a direct order. We understand that something has gone amiss with our breed. Our first order of business is to make sure everything is as it should be. Then we begin." He paused and looked into the distance. "We're here to start the apocalypse and make sure it runs its course. There were never specifics, just that it has to happen, and we must do it in the proper way. We're the masters of destruction. Every living creature on Earth has a chance to stop us. It's part of the grand design. So far, they've succeeded. Not all the seals have been broken. Humans, usually with the help of supernaturals, have stopped us. We know when they've done what was necessary to send us away." He paused, the muscles in his jaw working. "We rarely see that coming, either. One minute, we're here; the next, we're not. Again, with no choice." He spoke through clenched teeth. I could feel the bitterness through his words.

      "You want to talk about it?" There was obviously more to what he was saying, something from his past that had caused such bitterness.

      "No." He stood from his chair and went to the windows again. The silence was deafening. I wasn't sure what it would be like to not have any choice in your life. To not be able to choose when you appeared on Earth and when you were locked away. Wait, I knew a little something about that. My father had chosen his favorite daughter to rule hell. Not once was I asked if I wanted to punish souls for all eternity. Yet here I was. Stuck in a life chosen for me by someone else. Someone who swore he knew what was best for me.

      "You know, not getting to choose your life path is pretty standard for all of us. If you wanted to talk about it, I might be one of the few people who could understand." My voice softened. I wanted to extend a lifeline.

      He turned away from the window, his face a mix of emotions. He sighed heavily before finally speaking. "It's not something I talk about. Having no control over my life, over what I do and when, it's not something you get used to. It's easier to focus on our job here." He gritted his teeth, his fists clenching. "But I understand what you're saying." He squared his shoulders, gathering his composure. A strength shined in his eyes.

      He stepped closer to me, his gaze never wavering. At this moment, I saw something else, something more than just the horsemen of Pestilence. I saw the man that had been locked away. The one who was tired of being manipulated and controlled. The one who was willing to fight against anyone or anything that threatened his freedom.

      "I understand," I said, my voice barely above a whisper. I felt a kinship with him I hadn't felt with anyone else. Here was a man who was just as broken as I was yet still had the strength to fight for his freedom.

      "My past is my own, and I should be the one to tell it. Maybe one day. I will." He turned away from me, his eyes back on the city. "But not today."

      "Why not?"

      "Because today I have other plans."

      "Oh?"

      "I believe you offered to punish me if my answers to your questions weren't to your satisfaction. I'd hate to miss out on an opportunity like that." The mask was back. The moment of vulnerability gone. "I believe I've been more than cooperative enough for an afternoon. Since it doesn't look like I'll be getting punished, Kitten, I have others I'd like to entertain for the day. If you don't mind—" He stood before the open door. My cue to leave.

      "What? That's it? You're kicking me out?"

      "Were my answers not sufficient?" His face was unreadable.

      "You told me some, but I don't know who let you out." I shook my head. What the hell was happening?

      "As I've established, neither do I. You agreed I was forthcoming with you as well as honest. Now, be on your way." He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and literally led me out of the room. I turned to face him, only to meet the wood of the door closing in my face. What the hell was that? Who dared throw out the devil? I blinked in shock.

      Cade. Fucking Cade.
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      "Another meat-packing plant closed. Maybe it's time to cut your losses with Pestilence and move on to famine." Was that pity in Kesa's voice or annoyance? I never could tell with her. She kept her feelings close to the vest.

      I'd been stewing over my interaction with Cade for the entire day. How dare he throw me out? I went over every nuance of the conversation. Had I been too forward? One minute, there was an intense attraction between us; the next, he was kicking me out. There was something in his past. Something I was determined to find out. But for now, I had a job to do. Plague was wreaking havoc, and I had to stop it. None of the horsemen should be here. Humans shouldn't be hurt because of someone starting the apocalypse early. I sat back at the table of our rental. Kesa was excellent at getting exactly what she needed. This place was perfect for their operation here. There wasn't much I could do about the virus. It's already taken hold. It was up to the people to do their part to stop it. Kesa was right. I needed to shift focus.

      Kesa cleared her throat. "You know, the longer you wait, the more damage they can do. Maybe it's time to move on to the next horseman."

      I nodded and stood, my mind turning to famine. "I know." I'd been able to find them once before, and I would do it again. Determination drove me to find out who freed the horsemen and to prevent the apocalypse.

      I sighed and stared into the glass of whiskey I'd poured, swirling the golden liquid. I knew I shouldn't be thinking about Cade right now. The future of the world was in my hands. The only problem was I didn't know where to start. I could use some advice. But there wasn't anyone I could turn to for help.

      "What can I do?" Kesa sat across from me.

      "I don't know." Honesty was the best policy. I felt out of my depths.

      "You're letting that man get to you." She shook her head. "Stop that shit right now. You are Lucifer fucking Morningstar, ruler of Hell. Despite everything you think, your father gave you this role for a reason. You care about what happens to them." She jerked her head towards the bustling world outside of our rental.

      "Sometimes I wish I didn't care so much. I'm the only one investigating. Doesn't that seem strange? Where are all the angels when shit's going down?" I pressed my lips together. I didn't know what was causing my current funk.

      "Okay, snap out of it." She stood, resting her hand on her cocked hip. "You have another horseman to interrogate or seduce. Your choice." She winked. "Besides, your brother is helping you by taking over Hell so you can figure out what's happening. Maybe the others just don't know, yet." She shrugged as if that was the simplest explanation.

      "Oh, they know. Angels can't keep a secret for the life of them. They also can't stay away from humans, even if they think they're beneath them." I rolled my eyes. It begged the question, why was no one else looking into the horsemen being on Earth? Not that I thought the angels would question anything my father chose to do, but not one of my family thought something might be off. It made little sense. I needed to shift my focus.

      Huxley— he would be my next mark. Maybe he knew more than Cade. Maybe he would at least be more forthcoming than Cade. Although Cade was honest about what he'd said. When it came to talking about the past, he wasn't interested. I would need to find out what happened and if it applies to what's going on now.

      I stood, determined. I knew what I had to do. I would find Huxley and get the answers I needed. It was time to work. I closed my eyes and focused. Now that I knew what it felt like to be in their presence, I could focus on them easily.

      My power flowed through me. I opened my eyes. A campfire burned before me in the dark. Hadn't it been daytime in the city? Where the hell was I now?

      "Sorry for the disruption of your portaling," a voice spoke from the flames.

      "What the hell?" I blinked.

      Izzy stepped forward, a smirk playing on her lips. "That was fun!"

      "Iz, seriously? Did you have to go all Moses on me? I was at the house Kesa rented for us. You could have just stopped by." I shook my head. Izzy's theatrics could be annoying sometimes.

      "No, I couldn't. I needed to make sure you were alone."

      "Why? Kesa is my friend. You can trust her." I studied her.

      "You shouldn't trust anyone. The more I look into the horsemen, the less I trust a single soul. You should heed the warning. Something bigger is going on here, Luci. It's more than just the horsemen being here before their time. The others are being distracted. Anyone on either side who is asking questions just disappears." She looked over her shoulder like she was wondering if the same would happen to her any second.

      "What? How are they being distracted?" I couldn't fathom what would have both sides too busy to figure out that something was seriously wrong. My Elites certainly would keep things running well without me. Not to mention my brother helping out.

      "More souls are showing up, but they're being sent to the wrong places. People who are supposed to go down are going up, and vice versa. It's chaos."

      "What? I need to get back there right away." I took a step.

      Izzy's hands were on me. "No, you can't. Whoever is behind this doesn't want anyone to know what's going on. Your brother has it handled for now. It's why I'm here. He said you need to figure this shit out like yesterday. It seems bigger than we initially thought. It certainly isn't just about the horsemen. Someone is fucking with the whole cosmic order."

      "Why? Who gains from the chaos?" I tapped my finger against my lips. Per usual, I had more questions had answers.

      "I don't know. I'll find out what I can under the radar. Disappearing isn't in my day planner." She shivered.

      "Be careful, Iz. I will find out who's behind this. I swear."

      She nodded. "I know. I just don't want to be caught in the crossfire."

      "I know. Iz?"

      "Yeah, Boss?" She smiled. I hated it when she referred to me as boss.

      "Don't let them destroy any souls while I'm gone. I don't want them to make those kinds of decisions when we don't know where the souls should actually be. It might be a distraction to get rid of someone. Keep an eye out, okay?"

      "Got it. You be careful, Luci."

      "You too."

      Izzy stepped back into the flames. It was weird to watch her blink out into the fire. She had always been one for the dramatics.

      Huxley, focusing on him, was my priority. Closing my eyes, I let my power flow through me to focus on his energy that I'd felt the night before. I relaxed and let my body lead me straight to him. The heat from the fire disappeared, replaced by a chill. I blinked my eyes open.

      There he was, standing amidst the chaos that unfolded before me.

      The tire building roared with furious flames, billowing black smoke that tainted the air with an acrid stench. Its fiery grip tightened, devouring the structure with an insatiable hunger. The crackling heat licked at Huxley's skin, causing his muscles to tense and beads of sweat to form on his forehead. Bemusement danced across his face, mingling with a sense of accomplishment at his creation before him. My stomach rolled at the sight of him.

      Amidst the chaos, a woman sprinted out from Target, a shopping cart clattering behind her. Within its metal confines, a massive fifty-five-inch television teetered precariously, threatening to topple at any moment. Her eyes gleamed with a disturbing blend of madness and exhilaration, a twisted form of glee etched upon her face. With each hurried step, she distanced herself from the building, her stolen prize symbolizing a desperate grasp at a tumultuous world.

      But she wasn't alone in her frenzied escape. A torrent of figures streamed out from the store, their arms burdened with bundles of clothing, towels, and bedding. The air reverberated with the frantic beat of their footfalls, a dissonant symphony of desperation and greed. Their faces, distorted by a mixture of fear and reckless abandon, mirrored the woman's maniacal expression as if the chaos swirling around them had unleashed an untamed euphoria.

      In stark contrast to the frenzy, a solitary man perched atop a weathered bench just outside the inferno. Clutching an orange juice carton, he watched the scene unfold with a heavy shake of his head, his gaze filled with a mix of resignation and disdain. The chaos seemed to roll off him like water on an impermeable surface as he sought solace in the simple act of taking another sip. The tangy citrus flavor mingled with the bitterness of the situation, a bittersweet reminder of a world turned upside down.

      For me, the spectacle triggered a surge of memories that stretched back to 1992. Though I hadn't witnessed the events firsthand, the tales recounted afterwards had etched themselves deep within my consciousness. Now, as I stood on the fringes of this frenetic display, the echoes of the past mingled with the present chaos, magnifying the surreal nature of the scene. It was as if time itself had looped, and I found myself caught in a disturbing yet strangely familiar tapestry of destruction and pandemonium.

      I stepped forward and walked towards him, a sense of foreboding washing over me. He wrote furiously on a notepad as chaos ensued around him. His power seeped into the people around us. Huxley fueled their rage. A smile crept up his face as another woman exited the store with a cart full of baby things. He took advantage of their desperation. Every part of me wanted to stop what was happening, stop them from hurting themselves, stop them from feeling the rage. But I couldn't. Not with him still here. It was time to handle business.

      "What the hell do you think you're doing?" I rested my hand on my cocked hip.

      "My job. What does it look like?" Huxley didn't even glance over.

      An insatiable rage surged through me, a fiery desire to engulf his entire being in flames. He was a parasite, feasting on the vulnerability of those around him. Standing there, his presence exuded a tangible aura of power, drawing people in like moths to a deadly flame. His seductive allure was infuriatingly captivating as if his indifference to the chaos unfolding before him only intensified his irresistible charm. Damn, he knew exactly how to play the role, effortlessly embodying a seductive charm that made my heart skip a beat.

      Despite the turmoil engulfing our surroundings, it was as if we existed in a surreal vacuum, shielded from the destruction and madness that engulfed everyone else. Time slowed to a crawl, and the cacophony of chaos faded into a mere background murmur. As I narrowed my eyes, a profound recognition pulsed within me, an ancient instinct awakening from its dormant slumber. It was the unmistakable call of a mate, a connection that defied my very nature.

      I, who bore the name Lucifer, had never entertained the notion of a mate, let alone two. My existence revolved around embracing the depths of desire and pleasure, never restricting myself to the confines of a monogamous bond. Commitment was an alien concept in my world, an idea I had long rejected. I would forever be a wanderer, a lover of countless souls, unbound by the shackles of fidelity. Such was my essence, an eternal rebel against the notion of being a one-woman man. Period.

      When he finally looked over at me, a sly smile spread up his lips. "Well, hello, beautiful. I've been waiting centuries to meet you."

      "Centuries?" I scoffed. "Right."

      The scene unfolded in a dizzying whirlwind of chaos and violence. My eyes fixated on the pandemonium that unfolded before me. A horde of desperate individuals streamed out from the store, their frenzied footsteps pounding against the pavement. Amidst the bedlam, two men were locked in a vicious struggle, their primal instincts unleashed as they fought tooth and nail over a coveted laptop. Their grunts and curses mingled with the crackling tension that hung in the air, a palpable reminder of the depths to which humanity could sink.

      Suddenly, the serenity of the moment shattered as the sharp report of gunshots shattered the peace, reverberating through the streets like thunder. Instinctively, I flinched, my body tensing, but I darted my gaze to Huxley, who stood there, immovable and unflinching amidst the erupting violence. The deafening echoes of danger barely registered in his realm of indifference, as if he were a statue carved from unyielding granite.

      The juxtaposition between the chaotic frenzy and Huxley's stoic composure sent shivers down my spine, a dissonance that clawed at the fabric of my senses. It was a visceral reminder of the fragility of our existence, the thin thread that separated order from anarchy. At that moment, the world teetered on the edge of oblivion, and Huxley, an enigma carved from indifference, seemed to be the embodiment of that precarious balance.

      "Do you feel the energy between us? You could enjoy the brilliance of what's happening before us. The world will never be the same after today." He stepped closer to me, his eyes searching mine. It was hard not to notice his strong jawline, full lips, and intense dark eyes. Focusing on him should be impossible with everything happening around us, yet it wasn't. His fingers grazed down my bare arm, and goosebumps rose over the trail of his fingers. "Interesting."

      "What I find interesting is why you think this was a good idea?" A surge of frustration twisted within me, a visceral force that compelled my words to cut through the tumultuous air like a knife. I gestured wildly, my arm slashing through the chaotic scene that unfolded before us. The air vibrated with the aggressive cacophony of men's voices, their desperate shouts tearing through the atmosphere like primal roars. The acrid scent of fear lingered, mingling with the metallic tang of blood that stained the streets. Yet, amid this savage symphony, the piercing wail of sirens remained conspicuously absent, a chilling silence that echoed the abandonment of justice.

      As my eyes scanned the heart of the looting and madness, a sense of dread gripped my very core. Lives hung precariously in the balance, their fates intertwined with the whims of Huxley, a catalyst for the chaos that threatened to consume everything. I knew, deep within the depths of my being, that today would be marked by tragedy and loss, lives extinguished in the wake of this maelstrom.

      A knot of anguish coiled within my stomach, its tendrils constricting my insides, a physical manifestation of the pain and urgency that clawed at my soul. The plea tore from my lips, laced with desperation, demanding an end to this madness that spiraled out of control. "Stop this," I implored, each word resonating with a fervor born from the realization that the stakes had never been higher.

      "Why? This is what we do. You're well aware of our place in the balance of the universe." He squinted at me. "Why are you so bothered? We've sent you so many souls. Isn't that what you want? More of your little minions feigning over your every move." His eyes shifted from the chaos to me.

      "No, as I told you last night, you aren't supposed to be here. Someone let you out early, and I need to find out who before you idiots end the damn world." I crossed my arms.

      Huxley raised one eyebrow. "What?" He chuckled low in his throat. "That's not possible. Only your father and a few others even have the power to release us from our world. There's no way we're here before our time. You know this as well as I do."

      I shrugged. "All I know is that you aren't supposed to be here. I plan to find out who sent you to Earth early. Now, stop this chaos."

      Huxley shook his head. "Well, you see, I don't take orders from anyone. Including you, Princess." He stepped closer to me, his body heat radiating over my skin, making me shiver. "Although I may make an exception under the right circumstances." His tongue flicked out and ran over his lip.

      I rolled my eyes and stepped back. "That won't work on me. I'm not here to play games. I'm here to get you and the other horsemen back where you belong."

      Huxley sighed. "There's no way someone has enough power to let us out." He looked around before turning back to me. "But for argument's sake, maybe I'll tag along. I'm certainly curious."

      "Great, now can you stop this war zone you have going on here?"

      "Oh, I didn't do this. I was just here to watch and influence. Unjust actions by those in power are the only things that could get people this riled. Now everyone is pissed. I've been helping them channel their anger." His apathy gnawed at my core, igniting a fire of frustration within. To him, this chaos was merely routine, another mundane day at the office. Gunshots shattered the air, each explosion reverberating through my bones, while the screech of tires clawed at my eardrums, leaving a trail of anxiety in its wake.

      "Wouldn't that be War or Death's job?" I wanted to irk him. Make him feel something.

      "Yeah, I was closing down a plant nearby. Since the virus is making my job easier, I looked into what was happening here. Death and War were both tied up when this started."

      "Where are the others?" I asked.

      "Ah, Honey, I'm not that easy. We may both want to know who let us out, but I don't agree that we're not supposed to be here. Until you can prove otherwise, we have a job to do." Huxley folded his arms over his chest. His muscles bulged under his tank top.

      "Why would you want to help if you think you're supposed to be here?" Wouldn't he want to stop me? Maybe that was his plan.

      "Because, beautiful, haven't you ever heard the phrase, the truth will set you free? I'd like to know the truth. Once I know, I can decide for myself whether we should move forward as planned or if we should hunt down the arrogant asshole who thought he had more power than God."

      "Fair enough." I nodded.

      "So, my place or yours?" Huxley winked.

      "Mine." I grabbed his hand and blinked us out of the chaos.
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      "Cade, I believe we had an agreement," Thane chided.

      "She met me at the press conference. What was I supposed to do?"

      "Not bring her back to your penthouse, for starters."

      "Why? It's not like we did anything scandalous."

      "Cade, it's dangerous for all of us if you continue to pursue her."

      "Who said I had any intention of pursuing the devil?"

      "Cade, I've spent centuries with you." He crossed his arms. "Every one of us knew the moment she appeared, you perceived her as a challenge."

      I shrugged, a smirk crossing my lips. Thane was right, as usual. My attraction to the devil wasn't just a challenge; it was an obsession. There was something about her that drew me in, like a moth to a flame. Maybe it was her fierce independence or the way she challenged me at every turn. I couldn't quite put my finger on it, but I knew I had to have her.

      Thane let out a heavy sigh. "Cade, we can't afford distractions right now. The apocalypse is looming, and we need to focus on our mission."

      "I am focused," I said, my tone defensive.

      "Are you? Because from where I'm standing, it looks like you're more focused on bedding the devil than starting the end of the world."

      I bristled at Thane's words. "I take my duties as a horseman seriously. Just because I have other interests doesn't mean I'm not committed to our cause."

      Thane stepped closer to me, his eyes boring into me. "I hope, for your sake, that's true. Because if you continue to pursue the devil, you'll be putting all of us in danger."

      I opened his mouth to defend myself, but Thane held up a hand to silence him.

      "Think about what I'm saying, Cade. We have a job to do, and there can be no distractions. Least of all from the devil herself."

      "My mission is already well underway. There isn't much anyone can do to stop the beauty I created." I relaxed back in my brown Chesterfield. Thane was being all fatherly like usual. I knew I could handle one woman. "I need something to do since my part here is done." My rub on Thane was obvious, but I didn't care. He could mind his own business.

      "Oh? You're finished?" Thane shook his head disapprovingly.

      "As I said, nothing is stopping my beauty from spreading across the Earth. My virus is perfect."

      "We agreed that you would continue to monitor the situation from the White House. It's why you posed as the doctor to be at the front lines. Your virus may have started, but it's your responsibility to see it through." He paused. "Unless you've sided with Lucifer? I can't imagine another reason why you'd abandon your post. Remember what happened the last time a woman distracted you?"

      "That was low, even for you, Thane." My fists clenched at my sides.

      "Just a reminder of what can happen when your head isn't in the game, Cade. I will say whatever I need to keep everyone focused on why we're here."

      "Do vampires have hearts?" I asked. He was always too cool when it came to emotions. It made me wonder if he had any emotions at all.

      "No." His response was matter of fact. "Can we get back to business?"

      "Of course, you were the one who insisted we discuss Lucifer. I would much rather hear about all the important details of what you've accomplished," I chided.

      "Were you aware that Lilith is on Earth?" Thane strode to the windows, peering out over the city.

      "Oh? Isn't she aligned with Lucifer? What would make her come to Earth now?" I couldn't imagine the mother of demons coming to Earth for fun. Although she did like to have a bit of fun.

      "I think they may disagree with the state of their arrangement. You know how she likes to entertain herself with my vampires. I've received word that not only is she here, but she's looking for Pandora's box."

      "What? Why would she need the box? It's the fifth seal. We've been searching it out since we arrived here. What could she possibly want with it?" I was shocked. Lilith wasn't one to help us. She enjoyed the arrangement she'd made with Lucifer far too much. Her demons enjoyed their time in Hell. Lucifer kept them happy in their new home. What could have changed?

      "I believe there's a power play happening before our very eyes." Thane looked at me over his shoulder. Thane had been the studier of history while we waited for our release. If anyone knew strategic moves, it was him.

      I contemplated what he meant by that. Who would want power over Earth? God certainly wouldn't let that happen. "Do you think Lucifer is right? We were let out before it was our time?" I couldn't fathom it, but Luci had been dead set on the idea.

      "Rumors spread that God has been absent from his precious creation. There's even speculation that he's abandoned Earth to its own devices." Thane strode over to relax on my couch. He always believed formal conversations should happen while seated. It was this belief that had me pushing Luci to eat with me. After a few centuries together, he'd rubbed off on me.

      "When the cat's away, the mice will play. Any idea who's behind it? I believe Lucifer discovered the same thing." I was intrigued. Who had the power and wherewithal to attempt a coup against God?

      "There are whispers of a powerful being, one who has been hiding in the shadows and gathering power for centuries. They call him the Dark One." Thane's expression turned thoughtfully grim. "I fear that Lilith may be seeking out Pandora's box on his behalf."

      "The Dark One? I've never heard of him." My brow furrowed, and a feeling of unease settled in my stomach. If there was someone out there who could challenge God, we were all in trouble.

      "He's a legend among the supernatural community. Some say he's a demon; others believe he's a fallen angel," Thane explained. "But one thing is certain— he's not someone to be trifled with."

      "Well, we can't let Lilith or anyone else get their hands on the box," I said firmly. "That's our mission, and we'll see it through."

      Thane nodded in agreement. "We'll need to act fast. I'll send word to the others to keep an eye out for any signs of Lilith or the Dark One."

      "Wouldn't it be in our best interest to work with Lucifer to find the box? She wants the same thing we do." I knew Thane wouldn't agree with me. I needed to say it aloud since I'd already agreed to assist her in the pursuit of who let us out early. Not that I had actually believed her at the time. With the new information, it was hard not to. If God was absent, and Lilith was looking for Pandora's box, all bets were off on the grand design being enacted this time around. She had been right all along.

      "We don't have the same interest, Cade. Lucifer wants to stop the apocalypse. We do not." He peered at me through slitted eyes.

      "You've fallen for her already."

      "Of course not. I just think it would be in our best interest to work with her since we're after the same thing. We can always cut ties once we've retrieved the box." It seemed simple enough to me.

      "No, we don't need the devil's assistance. We'll find the box ourselves." Thane's tone left no room for argument.

      I rested back. "Okay, great leader, what's our next move?"

      "I have a lead," Thane said mysteriously, standing up and brushing off his pants. "A contact in the underworld who may have information on the location of the box."

      "The underworld?" I raised an eyebrow. "Since when do we associate with the devil's minions? You certainly didn't want to associate with the devil herself. Why use one of her own people?"

      "Since we don't have much of a choice," Thane said grimly. "Time is running out, Cade. We need to act fast."

      I sighed heavily, knowing Thane was right. We didn't have time to waste on morals and personal vendettas. The fate of the world was at stake. "But you won't work with Lucifer?" My eyes narrowed. "You're worried about the attraction you felt for her. You believe you will act on that attraction as much as the rest of us? Oh, Thane, you do have a heart after all." I couldn't help but goad him. He was acting superior when he didn't think he could handle his own attraction to her.

      "Being bonded certainly complicates things," he said, his tone harsh.

      I'd hit a nerve. "Fine, if you don't think you're strong enough to resist the devil, by all means, let's go chat with one of her people. I'm sure she wouldn't know the same as her own minions would." I chuckled. It was uncharacteristic of Thane to show an ounce of weakness. I was enjoying this far too much.

      "I have zero interest in getting distracted. I am not you." I knew he meant it as an insult, but I appreciated the compliment.

      I couldn't deny that I had a reputation for getting distracted when it came to women, but this wasn't about me. This was about finding Pandora's box and stopping whoever was behind the power play. "We'll do it your way then," I said with a shrug. "Lead the way, oh great leader."

      Thane rolled his eyes but didn't say anything in response. Instead, he headed towards the door and motioned for me to follow. As we walked down the stairs and towards the street, I couldn't shake the feeling of unease that had settled in my stomach. The idea of whoever this Dark One was and Lilith working together to gain power over Earth was daunting to think about.

      But I pushed those thoughts aside as we made our way through the city streets, our destination unknown to me. Thane had always been cryptic when it came to his sources of information. All I knew was that this contact of his was a powerful figure in the underworld and had connections to all sorts of supernatural beings.

      As we approached an unmarked door in a dimly lit alleyway, Thane knocked three times in a specific pattern. After a few moments, the door creaked open, and we were greeted by a tall, menacing figure with red eyes and sharp claws. It was a demon, one of Lucifer's minions, no doubt.

      "What do you want?" the demon growled, looking us up and down with suspicion.

      "We're here to speak with your boss," Thane said calmly, not even flinching at the demon's aggressive stance. "Tell her it's Thane and Cade."

      "Izzy's expecting you." He moved to allow us entrance.

      We followed him inside, stepping over puddles of questionable liquid on the ground as we made our way down a dimly lit hallway. The walls were lined with doors; some closed, and others opened to reveal sordid scenes taking place behind them.

      "Classy joint," I muttered under my breath, not entirely sure I wanted to know what sort of business was conducted within these walls.

      We arrived at a door at the end of the hall, marked with a sign that read, 'The Devil's Den.' The demon opened the door for us, and we stepped inside.

      A figure sat at a desk in the corner, their face hidden behind shadow. "What brings you two here?" a sultry voice echoed from the darkness.

      "We're looking for information," Thane said coolly. "The location of Pandora's box."

      Silence filled the room for a moment before the figure spoke again, "That's not exactly common knowledge."

      "We're willing to pay," I added, stepping forward. "We'll offer you whatever you want."

      The figure chuckled, standing and revealing themselves to be a beautiful woman with long, black hair and a sardonic smile. I knew her. She'd been with Luci the night before at the club. Was this where Thane was getting his information? Did he know this was Luci's close friend and demon?

      "I bet you are, Cade. I do appreciate a man willing to do anything." The sardonic smile stretched further across her lips. Should I call her out?

      But before I could say anything, Thane stepped forward. "We're not here to play games, Isabelle. Give us what we want, and we'll be on our way."

      Her expression hardened when he'd said her name. "You should watch your tone, Thane," she warned. "I may be willing to help you, but that doesn't mean I have to put up with your disrespect."

      Thane shrugged. "I'm simply being direct. We don't have time for games."

      She narrowed her eyes before finally speaking. "Fine. I may have some information about the box. But it's going to cost you."

      "Name your price," I said eagerly, already reaching for my wallet.

      Isabelle shook her head. "Money won't cut it this time. I need something more . . . valuable." Her gaze flickered to Thane, and suddenly, I knew what she wanted.

      "No," Thane said firmly, his body tense.

      She smirked. "What's the matter, Thane? Afraid to give in to temptation?" Her hand reached out to brush against his arm.

      I could see the struggle in his eyes, but he remained steadfast. "No deals involving bonded individuals. That's final."

      Izzy sighed dramatically as she withdrew her hand. "Such a shame." She paused for a moment before turning her focus on me. "You're not the only one I could make a deal with. Now, are you, Thane?" Her eyes sparked with delight.

      I narrowed my eyes. "You're not the only one with valuable information. Does Lucifer know the games you're playing?" They seemed like friends at the club.

      Izzy leaned forward, her eyes glittering in the dim light. "Are you trying to blackmail me, Cade?" She bit her lip, giving me a seductive smile. She was playing a dangerous game.

      "It doesn't have to be a threat unless there's a reason you don't want Lucifer to know."

      "I'm the reason she's down here." Izzy rolled her eyes like that should be obvious. "I'm only asking for a simple request, and I'll give you all the information you need to find Pandora's elusive box. You know it moves if it feels like it's being threatened."

      "What are your terms?" I asked. Thane had stayed uncharacteristically silent during our exchange. He'd stopped bargaining the minute she suggested he bond with the devil.

      "You bond with Lucifer, keeping her thoroughly distracted for a short time, and I'll give you what you need to find the box." She leaned back against the front of her desk. "To be honest, you're getting the better end of the deal." She fluttered her lashes. "Luci is a minx in the bedroom, and you'd be so lucky to get one night with her, let alone a lifetime."

      "How were you able to bond us to the devil?" There was no way she had enough power to accomplish such a feat.

      "Oh, I didn't. I only want you to complete the bonding. I had nothing to do with making it possible." She held her hand to her chest. She wasn't lying, although Huxley would be able to tell for sure. Thane could probably read her heartbeat and breathing to know for sure as well.

      "Then who did?" I asked.

      "One of the fates, probably. I don't know for sure. I'm here to repay a favor. Someone wants you to bond with Lucifer pretty damn bad. To be honest, it's in her best interest, too. She's trying to save the world with no one at her back." It sounded like Izzy actually cared for Lucifer while stabbing her in the back.

      "Aren't you supposed to be one of the people who has her back?"

      "Yes, but I value my life. Besides, would bonding with her really be that bad for you?" She rested her fist on her cocked hip. "No, it wouldn't. Do we have a deal?"

      It looked like she was as impatient as Thane. "We have a deal." I didn't see the harm. Having sex with her would be a fun challenge, but getting her to complete the bond with me, the additional venture intrigued me.

      "Good, now give me your hand." Izzy sliced down her hand and held the blade out to me. I took it and did the same. I took her hand in mine, sealing the pact.

      "If either of us should break our pact, as it was done to you, it shall be magnified ten times ten in retribution upon you," Izzy said. I knew the scripture well enough.

      "As will you." I let go of her hand. It was done. Now, all I had to do was bond with the devil. This should be interesting.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 8 LUCI

          

        

      

    

    
      Kesa squeaked at our sudden appearance in the living room. "Could you not." She tossed her hair over her shoulder and continued to the kitchen. Both she and Izzy could be divas at the weirdest of moments.

      "What?" I shrugged and followed after her.

      "The other one is upstairs." She waved her hand as if we were an annoyance.

      "What other one?" I questioned.

      "The guy from the press conference yesterday. I didn't want him down here, so I sent him upstairs." The annoyance in her tone was palpable.

      "What? You left him alone up there?" I whipped around.

      "It's not like there's anything up there. We haven't even been here that long."

      "Kesa, seriously?" I ran up the stairs.

      "What's the big deal? It's not like he'll find anything. It's a rental." I could still hear her at the bottom of the stairs. She shouldn't have left anyone in the house, let alone one of the horsemen.

      I flew into the first bedroom where Kesa had slept the night before. The soft lavender room was empty, the comforter still tossed aside from the morning. It had been a wild night, but Kesa had gone to bed before me. I didn't need sleep. I liked the feeling, but it wasn't necessary. I'd stayed up after the club to try to figure out my first move with Cade. I'd left notes out about what I'd learned the night before with Cade. Kesa basically left him upstairs with my notes and plan.

      I burst through the door of my room. Cade sat at my makeshift desk, one of my notes in his hand. He turned his smug, unapologetic face to me. "What the hell are you doing?"

      "Ah, Hux, I should have known you'd be her next target. Didn't even put up a fight, did you, Brother?" Cade tsked.

      "Why fight the inevitable?" Huxley stepped closer to me. "Besides, I'm as curious as you are, Brother." There was an edge to the way he'd said brother. I knew they weren't actually related, but was it a jibe they used against each other?

      "Inevitable? Hardly, you should know better than that."

      "Obviously, I don't. I want to know the truth. It seems the only way to do that is 'to work with her." Huxley shrugged. I wasn't sure I liked his ‘if you can't beat 'em, join 'em' attitude,’ but I could let that slide as long as they were working with me.

      Cade grumbled before turning back to me. "I see you've won him over. Do you have a plan other than investigating me?" He held up one of the papers.

      I took a deep breath, gathering my thoughts. I hated that he'd read my notes from the night before. I should know better than to write anything down, but it was helping me process what I'd learned so far. "We need to figure out who let you out early and why. After that, we can talk about you going back to your world."

      Cade chuckled. "You make it sound so easy. What if we're not interested in going back to that barren place? It's certainly more fun here."

      I ignored the second question altogether. "It won't be easy. You didn't even ask questions when you were released from your world. You just started the apocalypse. Maybe if you'd been a bit more inquisitive, you could be of some help." I narrowed my eyes on him. Not once had he wondered about being free. Nope. Instead, he created a virus that was well on its way to killing hundreds of thousands. I wasn't even sure I could slow down what they'd started, let alone stop it. Not that I would ever admit that to anyone.

      "Careful, Kitten. You may not get my help."

      "I'm not sure I need it." I glared at him. I hated the attraction I felt towards him. It made me angry every time we interacted. Taking it out on him would be my new hobby. I turned my attention to Huxley. At least he hadn't been a complete asshole from the moment we met. "Do you know anything about who let you out? Cade was less than forthcoming about the details of your release."

      Huxley's gaze rested on Cade. "What did you tell her?" He walked over and sat on the end of my bed. How could he look so damn sexy just sitting there? Ugh. Dammit. Focus.

      "I told her what I knew, nothing." Cade shrugged.

      Huxley rolled his eyes. "Cade, did you at least tell her about the note?"

      "No, what bearing would that have? None of us know who left it or why we each got one." Cade crossed one leg over the other, looking far too superior.

      "You told me you woke up here. That was it. I asked if you were given instructions. You said you've never been given them before. You lied to me."

      "It was a simple omission." Cade tried to brush it off.

      "Oh? I asked specifically about it. There was nothing simple about your purposeful omission. I don't tolerate liars." My eyes blazed red as my hands clenched at my sides.

      "Whoa." Huxley stepped in front of me. "Luci, Cade can be an asshole sometimes, but you can't hurt him." Huxley glared over his shoulder. "He enjoys making people angry and looks for a fight at every turn. Don't give him the satisfaction." He turned to face Cade. "You're going to share everything from now on, right, Cade?"

      "Come now, Kitten. You're not going to hurt me." He leaned back in the chair, looking as superior as ever. "You need me to find out what's going on. Besides, the damage has already been done. It's not like I can roll back a pandemic when it's already infected so many people. There's nothing you can do now but watch how it all plays out." His smug tone made me want to show him what I did to demons who tried to defy me.

      My gaze homed in on him, a mischievous glint dancing in my eyes. A wicked smile crept across my lips, a playful anticipation tingling through my veins. With a mere twitch of my finger, an invisible vice closed around Cade's throat, his desperate gasps echoing through the air. I effortlessly pressed him against the wall, his hands clawing at the unseen force that held him captive. Flames flickered hungrily beneath the gleaming black soles of his shoes as if the ground itself hungered for his torment. Huxley's eyes widened in shock and horror, captivated by the spectacle before him, as Cade's gasps and futile kicks against the unyielding wall created a twisted ballet of pain.

      "I believe we established earlier that I am, in fact, more powerful than you. You may have the power of one horseman, but I hold more power in one finger than you do in your entire body. I believe, at the very least, you should be giving me the respect I deserve." I looked down at my nails, secretly delighted at the gasping whimpers escaping Cade's mouth.

      "Luci, I know he's an asshole, but can you not barbeque him? It smells like burning rubber. I can taste it." Huxley coughed as he turned his face away, tucking his nose beneath his shirt, trying to get away from the stench of Cade's burning shoes. "Please."

      I let out an exasperated sigh and released my hold on Cade. He had a point about the stench; I certainly didn't want my bedroom reeking of burning rubber. Although, it did evoke memories of the pit, where I once reveled in tormenting those resistant to rehabilitation. Some of them truly relished their bad-boy personas, giving me the perfect opportunity to indulge in a variety of playful and twisted games until they saw the error of their ways. Oh, how I missed those wickedly delightful encounters.

      "Fine, but I expect better behavior. No lying to me." I glared at him.

      Cade choked and gasped on the floor. "Noted," he croaked.

      "Good boy. Now, is there anything else you didn't share with me? I need every piece of information you have. I would also like to see the note left for you. There might still be a lingering trace of whoever left it behind."

      Cade recovered enough to lean back against the wall. He'd pulled his knees up and rested his elbows on his knees. I hoped he learned his lesson. Not that I thought he wouldn't test my boundaries again, but at least he knew what he was up against. "Mine's in my penthouse in Las Vegas." His voice was still hoarse when he spoke. Not the elegant, charming, manipulative man from a few moments ago. It pleased me more than I could say.

      "Huxley?"

      "I tossed mine. I didn't think I would need it." He shrugged nonchalantly, seemingly unconcerned. "This time hasn't been different from the past. There was a note, nothing catastrophic." He paused as though only now showing interest. "Although Cade is right. We don't typically get instructions. It's basically, surprise, you're on Earth. Now, do your thing." He ran his hand over his chin. "Sometimes we have a little fun before we go to it. We've all enjoyed our time here. The faster we begin, the less time we have to enjoy all that Earth has to offer . . ."

      I sat on my bed next to Huxley, resting my hands behind me. "So, what made you get started right away this time?"

      "The note, I suppose," Huxley began, his voice tinged with a hint of uncertainty. "Cade took an unconventional approach, diving straight into virus research. Normally, we'd focus on warfare, but Cade had a different idea. We decided to unleash Pestilence as our primary weapon this time. Surprisingly, our plan came together swiftly."

      "Full-proof?" I interjected, glancing between the two men.

      Cade chuckled softly, his voice oozing with a devil-may-care charm. "You see, there's an overwhelming lack of population control out there. Introducing a lethal virus seemed like the simplest solution. Just take a look at the unsanitary state of public spaces. The ease with which diseases spread among people was staggering. Our notion was to unleash the virus in a specific country, setting the stage for a blame game that would eventually escalate into all-out warfare with others." Cade's voice, cool and nonchalant, echoed with a hint of mischief as he described their sinister plan to destroy the world and end countless lives.

      I gritted my teeth to stop from beating the shit out of both of them. They weren't the real problem. "You know you're talking about killing thousands of people, right?"

      "It's what we're resurrected here for, Kitten." Cade finally stood up from the floor, his jaw set. He paced the floor, his self-assured swagger back in full force. "Though, we agreed to start immediately. The note being the reason for all of us." He rubbed his thumb over his bottom lip. "The note wasn't really an order. It simply stated— it has begun. I'm still not sure why we thought that meant we needed to begin without our normal indulgences. I'm not convinced it referred to the apocalypse at all. What it could be referring to perplexes me. Quite the mystery you've decided to embark on, Kitten." He leaned back, adopting a relaxed and casual posture.

      "What else could it be referring to?" Huxley asked. His brows furrowed as though Cade stumbled across a confusing math problem. I found it kind of adorable.

      "I'm not certain, but I would love to find out." Cade turned to me. "Care to join me in my penthouse, Kitten?" The words were like a caress against my skin. How was he having such an effect on me? I could feel a deep need to bond with him below the surface of my skin. It lingered as a constant reminder of a desire I couldn't satiate with either of these men. Someone was behind this. I needed to focus. A mating bond wasn't something I intended to follow through on, no matter how much my body hungered for them.

      "Couldn't you just bring the note back here?" Huxley complained.

      "Worried I'll make my move while you're not around, Brother?"

      "No, it just seems like a wasted trip. Luci and I could investigate more here."

      "No, I want to see this note as soon as possible. This isn't some mystery to solve for fun." I glanced pointedly at Cade. "We're discussing someone with immense power. Who knows what they have planned next." I pursed my lips. "Let's go. You two aren't leaving my sight until I know who's behind this." I pointed at the two horsemen. "I'm not taking any chances. I don't want either of you running off and doing something stupid."

      "Yes, ma'am," Cade said with a mock salute.

      We made our way out of my room with Cade and Huxley in front of me. I followed them at a distance, keeping a close eye on them. I had a feeling this was only the beginning of something much bigger than we expected.

      Cade held a hand out to me when we reached the landing. "Your car or mine?" The sly smile on his face was as infuriating as it was intoxicating.

      "Driving to Las Vegas? Uh, I'm not sure we have time for that."

      "We've got nothing but time." Cade pulled me against him in one swift movement.

      My breath hitched as air swished around me. One second, we were in the living room of my rented house; the next, we were somewhere else entirely. Lights glimmered on the other side of the floor-to-ceiling windows. Cade kept taking me back to his penthouse. I wouldn’t have thought a horseman would take such gratification in a home that wasn’t his own. I felt Cade's gaze lock on me as I took in the familiar room. Everything had hard lines and modern touches. It seemed Cade liked everything to be pristine. A brown chair was a sharp contrast to the white leather couch. The windows showed the lights from the city below. Of course, he would want to be as close as possible to all the excitement the city had to offer. Cade hadn't let me go. I heard the race of his heart against me. The deep feeling inside me grew restless at the closeness.

      "Show off." I heard Huxley curse. "You know she could have gotten herself here."

      "Jealous?" Cade's eyes smoldered as he looked down at me. Our bodies flush against each other, neither of us making a move to separate.

      "Very." Huxley stepped next to us.

      That snapped my attention to him. There was an edge to his voice. My heart skipped in my chest. The desire in the room was palpable. I wanted to taste both of these men. I shook my head. "Where's the note?" I managed to say.

      "Are you sure that's what you desire, Kitten?" Cade looked at me like he could read the need on my face.

      "That's why we're here." My eyes bore into his, challenging him to question me.

      "All work and no play make a dull little devil. From the stories I've heard, you're not dull, Kitten." He winked at me, oozing self-confidence. His confidence irked and delighted me at the same time.

      Two could play that game. I darted my tongue out to lick my bottom lip. I watched as Cade tracked the movement. "So, where is it? I'd like to have some inkling of who may have thought it was a good idea to start the apocalypse."

      "My bedroom," Cade said as he turned and walked away.

      I glanced at Huxley. "As usual, he expects us to follow his lead."

      "Is he always so expectant?"

      "Yes," he sighed as he held his arm out for me to go first.

      Cade's bedroom exuded a stark simplicity, mirroring the rest of the house. The bed, adorned with gunmetal gray bedding, stood at the center, an island of monotony. A black square tray rested on the white dresser, eagerly awaiting Cade's adornments. Two matching white nightstands flanked the bed, their pristine surfaces void of any personal touch. In the corner, a slightly ajar door beckoned with an air of mystery.

      My attention was drawn to Cade, who was hunched over one of the nightstands, his body contorted in anticipation. A flicker of anticipation danced in his eyes as he retrieved a slip of paper, clutching it in his hand. Our gazes locked as he strode purposefully towards me, extending the enigmatic note. I accepted it, feeling a jolt of curiosity surge through me.

      Closing my eyes, I focused on the paper, my fingertips tracing its delicate texture. A subtle, lingering, magical essence clung to its surface, teasing but elusive, like a whisper in the dark. It held a trace of enchantment, a tantalizing clue, yet insufficient to unravel the identity of its sender. The desire to delve into its secrets overwhelmed me, urging me to examine it meticulously, piece by piece until its hidden message would be revealed.

      "Anything?" Huxley stood beside me.

      "There's a subtle signature, but I can't discern who it may belong to. I'll need to keep it."

      "I told you it wouldn't be much help. We do have some power, you know. I tried to sense who left the note without success." Cade's voice was more annoyed than anything. His constant need to be superior grated on me.

      "Impressive as your efforts may be, I'll do better," I declared with unwavering determination. In the blink of an eye, I vanished from the room, leaving behind a trail of lingering annoyance. Ah, the solace of my infernal abode, where comfort embraced me with a familiar intensity. The very essence of home in the depths of Hell cocooned me, the walls exuding a sense of familiarity, the scent of ash enveloping my senses. The sight of well-worn books adorning the shelf ignited a sense of belonging, wrapping me in an embrace, radiating warmth and contentment. Nothing felt quite like home. "Iz?" I sent my power to call her to me.

      Izzy blinked into the room. Her body was poised to spring at anyone who dared to disrupt whatever the hell it was she'd been doing. Her brows furrowed, and her hand rested on her cocked hip as she glared at me. "You know I could have been in the middle of something."

      "You could have." I held the paper out to her. "I need your prowess to discover who left this note for the horsemen. I can sense a slight signature, but I need you to do better."

      "Oh? Where did you get this?" The curiosity in her tone erased any annoyance.

      "The horsemen; someone left this note for them after they'd released them on Earth."

      "Making nice with the horsemen?" Izzy's eyebrow rose.

      "Only out of necessity." I folded my arms over my chest. "Come find me when you have something." Perched upon the crimson expanse of my worn leather couch, I sought solace within the confines of my thoughts. A moment of rest to delve into the depths of contemplation. I knew I should return to the men waiting on Earth. Yet I yearned for solitude, a momentary escape from the tumultuous mystery I left behind.

      I pondered the perplexing mystery in the depths of my mind. Who, in their audacity, dared challenge the authority of my father? The very idea shook me to my core. For it was he, the Almighty, who held the power to unleash the horsemen upon the world. An act of cataclysmic consequence that should remain solely within his control.

      "The Elites are managing quite well without you," Izzy grumbled, her tone laced with a rebellious edge. "Surprisingly, they've been keeping your absence hush-hush." A mischievous smile danced upon her lips, her playful nature shining through.

      "Well, I suppose that's good news," I replied, my voice tinged with skepticism. Izzy's timing seemed off, and I couldn't help but wonder why she was sharing this with me now.

      "Yeah, figured you could use a bit of positivity," Izzy muttered, her gaze cast downward, a hint of vulnerability in her eyes.

      "Why? What's going on?" I probed, knowing Izzy well enough to understand that she wouldn't simply offer good news for the sake of it.

      "Well, it turns out the only ones who possess the power to release the horsemen are those similar to you," Izzy confessed, her lips pressed together, avoiding direct eye contact.

      "What does that mean?" Frustration tinged my voice. I disliked when Izzy chose to be cryptic. I needed information, and I needed it fast.

      "It means, Luce, that it's likely only someone in your own family holds the potential to awaken the horsemen," Izzy admitted, her voice laced with worry.

      "Someone in my family?" I furrowed my brows, my mind racing. "Why would anyone in my family want to kickstart the apocalypse without my father's express permission? Not that we've heard from him in ages, but still." I paced the room, my thoughts spinning in a whirlwind of possibilities.

      "Well, off to work I go," Izzy declared, vanishing from the room. It was clear she didn't want to hear what I might have discovered during my contemplation of her revelation. I trusted Izzy with my life, but what was she trying to convey? There had to be more to it than just the involvement of my family. They always seemed to have their fingers in every pie.

      It was good to know that Hell was moving along without me despite the chaos of Izzy's last bit of information. Someone must assume I was still in Hell. Souls going to the wrong place would keep everyone busy on both sides. Why bother with the distraction? Wasn't starting the apocalypse enough? A part of me was petrified at the state of my rehabilitated souls. How many would be caught in the crossfire of this disaster? I had to believe the Elites would continue my legacy and make sure no one was destroyed without serious consideration. They knew what was at stake for each soul.

      What was with my father, who, for reasons only known to him, had yet to intervene in the chaos ensuing? Why was he sitting back and letting the horsemen run amok when the lives of those whom he created were on the verge of being wiped out? That was the part I didn't understand. Surely, he didn't mean for the horsemen to see their task through.

      A weighty sense of responsibility settled upon me as I realized I had left two men in the wake of my sudden departure. Regret seeped into my thoughts, knowing that I shouldn't have abandoned them. Though, in all honesty, how much more harm could they have inflicted? Despite their actions, there remained a crucial conversation that lingered between us, one I had been avoiding since that surge of desire ignited within me at the club.

      It was a desperate need, a yearning that stretched far beyond mere physicality. As the devil herself, I was well-acquainted with the intricate facets of desire, but this was different—something I couldn't quite articulate with words alone. Every fiber of my being resonated with an undeniable claim, binding myself to them. The magnitude of it all overwhelmed me, urging me to explore the depths of what it meant for us.

      And so, my journey began, starting with those two souls patiently awaiting my return in the vibrant city of Las Vegas. There, amidst the dazzling lights and intoxicating allure, I would seek answers and unravel the enigma that intertwined our destinies. What lay ahead was uncertain, and yet, the insatiable curiosity within me propelled me forward, driving the need to discover the true extent of our connection.

      Little did I know that this reunion would only be the beginning, a mere whisper of the tumultuous journey that awaited us. In the midst of Las Vegas' intoxicating haze, the tantalizing web of desire and destiny would entangle us further, unveiling secrets and unleashing forces that could shake both Heaven and Hell to their very cores.
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      The two men stood in Cade's penthouse kitchen, heads bent in conversation. The level of comfort I felt at the sight of them unnerved me. I was here to deter them from their role in the cosmic design. The apocalypse couldn't continue, and it was my job to make sure they went back to their world before further chaos ensued. Yet, I couldn't help but feel a sense of contentment being in their presence. I strode over to them, my heart pounding as they watched me intently.

      "Have a pleasant trip, Kitten?" Cade's eyes were dangerously enticing. Maybe it was because I came here knowing it was time to have a talk with them.

      "I did. One of my people is looking further into the note left for you." I tucked a strand of hair behind my ears. I wasn't sure why I was suddenly nervous. Nothing made me nervous. I was the damned devil. Yet, here I was, hands trembling slightly and butterflies in my stomach at the thought of asking them about the desire I felt for them.

      "Oh, so one of your demons is going to accomplish what we couldn't." Cade's scoff had my blood boiling. Any nervousness forgotten.

      "Please, you didn't even try."

      "Cade, you need to hold your tongue before she barbeques you."

      Cade's eyes flamed as if the idea intrigued him. "You're so unbelievable. Can we have one civil conversation before you ruin it with your damn mouth?" I rolled my eyes.

      "Do you think your demon will find out more information?" Huxley asked.

      "She's the best." I paused. "She mentioned something else." I glanced down at the floor, interlacing my fingers.

      "Yeah? Did she find something else out?" Huxley took a step towards me. I wondered for a moment if he could feel my tension.

      "Yeah, it may have been one of the archangels who let you out early." I didn't want to meet their eyes. Knowing it was one of the others who let them out had me on edge. I couldn't fathom why an archangel would want to harm humans. They knew our father's love for them. Yet here we were. The apocalypse was already well underway.

      "That's not news, Kitten. It had to be someone pretty damn powerful to enter our world, let alone free us." Cade's tone was harsh and condescending like he was scolding a petulant child.

      "Careful, I may decide I don't need you for a damn thing if you keep speaking to me in that tone." My eyes blazed red again. I needed to get my temper under control before I took it out on the unsuspecting public or the asshole in front of me.

      "Now that we know it's a celestial being, it narrows it down considerably." Huxley gave me a reassuring smile. I wondered how often he stepped in to cover for Cade.

      "Not really," Cade scoffed.

      I glared at him. "I'm still not sure I believe it's one of them. Other powerful beings could be responsible. We can't know for sure if it was one of them." I knew I was grasping at straws, but I needed to, for now. I wasn't ready to face one of my family's blatantly killing humans. We had our issues, but murdering humans wasn't one of them. Archangels were their protectors.

      "It's not like you can do anything. The apocalypse is well underway. I doubt there's even a champion born to stop us. If your father hadn't planned our release, nothing is as it should be." Cade made some valid points, and I hated him for it.

      "I will stop this." I ground out.

      "Sure, Kitten." Cade remained as unyielding as he was when I first met him.

      "What's your problem? Why are you such an asshole all the time?"

      "He's just angry. He's actually feeling a connection to someone on Earth. The last time he had any feelings, it didn't go well." Huxley explained so casually that I just stared blankly at him.

      "What? What does that even mean?" My eyes shifted from Huxley to Cade.

      "Hux, she doesn't need to know our business. Damn, are you going to just tell her whatever she wants to know? You realize she's here to send us back to our world. The faster she does that, the better for her." Cade's jaw set, his cheeks reddening with suppressed anger.

      Huxley took a step back. "Are you just trying to get rid of us?"

      I blinked. "Yeah, I don't want the world to end. Is that wrong?"

      "Well, no, but I didn't think that was all you wanted. Especially since . . ." He trailed off.

      The elephant in the room. "Come now, you can't deny the feeling you have for us. I saw the change in your face the moment we walked into the club." Cade cut right to the point.

      "Of course, I feel it. Understanding how it's even possible is another thing entirely. Being that I've never had a bonded, I don't get how I know it's the mate calling. Have you ever had a mate in your previous lives?"

      "Not once," Huxley stated.

      "We've certainly enjoyed all the pleasures available to us while here." The desire laced in Cade's voice had me glancing over at him.

      "What does that mean?" The words were out of my mouth before I'd even thought.

      Cade's dark chuckle sent a thrill through me. "Kitten, I think you know exactly what that means." He took a step closer to me. "Although I wouldn't mind providing you with a thorough demonstration."

      Huxley cleared his throat. "We haven't experienced this before now. Who would have the power to affect the grand design? The Virtues are the only ones I can think of who would have that kind of power over the actual design of the universe. I thought bonding only happened between certain supernatural groups."

      "Yeah, shifters, mages, and a few others have what are considered life mates. Archangels certainly don't. Demons definitely don't. This is a first for me. I was sure I knew everything that was possible in this world." I moved away from the two and paced the living room. What would it mean if archangels had bonded mates? There's no way we could fulfill our purpose with such a distraction. So, who was doing this now and why?

      "You can't know everything," Cade drawled.

      I wanted to smack him. "I make it my business to know everything. Who do you think has to do clean-up when shit gets fucked up? Yeah, me. Who ends up with more souls to rehabilitate with each new terrifying world event? Yep, me again. I need to know what the hell is going on at all times."

      "Is there anyone else with that kind of power beyond the Virtues? Anyone above them would have that power, correct?" Huxley was back to figuring out the complex problem.

      "No one else has the power to rewrite the natural laws of the universe. Mates fall under the Virtues' purview, yes, but I doubt anyone else could manipulate a natural law." It baffled me that they would even bother. "We're not high on the totem pole. Why would they risk it?"

      "Kitten, we bring about the end of the world. Don't you think that has some bearing on why they might have made an executive decision? Can't you just ask your father to intervene and make everything right again?"

      I rolled my eyes. I didn't exactly want to admit that no one has spoken to him in a century. "No, I can't just call him up to fix it. Nothing works like that."

      "We've never seen him. One day, we just end up on Earth. Starting the apocalypse is a part of us. That's all we know." Huxley relaxed back in his seat.

      "Oh? So, you definitely shouldn't be mated to anyone because you aren't on Earth long." I threw up my arms. This was a mess.

      "We've been here a few years. We usually get at least seven years before anyone catches up to us. Even then, there has to be a champion to stop all that we've done. No champion, no chance of ending the apocalypse." Huxley was the reasonable one.

      As I listened to him speak, I couldn't help but feel overwhelmed by the weight of their existence. The revelation that they brought about the end of the world was enough to make my head spin, but the fact they were my mates made the situation even more complicated. I couldn't deny the pull I felt towards them, no matter how hard I tried to fight it. It was like a magnetic force that I couldn't resist.

      But I couldn't give in to them, not when the fate of the world was at stake. I needed to stay focused on finding out who was behind the bonding. It was a puzzle I needed to solve, and I couldn't afford to be distracted.

      "You're right. We need to figure out who's doing this and why," I said firmly. I stopped pacing to face them. "But we can't do that if we're constantly being pulled towards each other. We need to focus on the task at hand."

      Cade smirked at me, his eyes glinting mischievously. "Oh, I think we can do both. We can work together to solve the puzzle and explore our connection at the same time."

      Huxley shook his head, a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips. "As much as I agree with Cade, I understand your point, Luci. We need to be careful. We don't know what kind of power our bond holds."

      I nodded, grateful for Huxley's level-headedness. "Exactly. We need to keep our focus on figuring out who would have the power and means to accomplish such a feat. I think we need to have a conversation with the virtues, and I know just where to find one." My lips curved into a wicked smile. I'd heard from Kesa on more than one occasion about the scandalous things Lydia had been up to when she wasn't supposed to be on Earth. Word had gotten around that my father was MIA, so his children certainly liked to play. It was surprising to me that one of the top tiers of the Kingdom of Heaven would gallivant on Earth, but right now, I was grateful.

      Cade smirked. "So, we won't be distracting ourselves with some fun activities while we're here? Damn, I was hoping for a taste of sin herself." He winked at me.

      I glared at him. "I'm serious, Cade."

      "So am I, Kitten. Any investigation we undertake together will have all of us distracted."

      "Cade, you can't keep your mind off of sex for five minutes?" Huxley sighed.

      "I'm just stating the obvious, Brother. I know you feel the same thing. How will we go anywhere when we could be taken over by our needs at any moment?" He shrugged.

      "Get your head in the game. We've got a club to visit." I smirked, enjoying the pained look on Cade's face as I whisked all of us to one of the most prestigious and well-hidden sex clubs in Nevada.

      The air in the club hung heavy with pulsating beats, its rhythm intertwining with the raw energy that surged through the writhing bodies on the dance floor. The cacophony of moans and the intoxicating symphony of skin meeting skin reverberated through the space, igniting an undeniable sensual charge that electrified the atmosphere. It was a fusion of passion, desire, and unbridled hedonism, each heartbeat synchronizing with the primal pulse of the music.

      Every corner of the club was an invitation to indulgence. Bodies pressed against bodies, their movements blending into a feverish dance of seduction and abandonment. The air buzzed with a palpable heat as if the collective yearning of the crowd had set the very atmosphere ablaze. Sweat glistened upon exposed skin, a testament to the fervor consuming the room. The mingling scents of perfume, musk, and desire wafted through the air, creating an intoxicating brew that revitalized the senses.

      Amidst this sensual symphony, my gaze was drawn to the two figures waiting for me. Their anticipation was palpable, their eyes aflame with a mix of longing and uncertainty. The allure of the club heightened the tension between us, each moment heavy with unspoken possibilities. In this sanctuary of temptation, we stood on the precipice of exploration, our desires entwined and poised to ignite. The world melted away as we prepared to dive into a realm where pleasure reigned supreme, bound by a connection that defied comprehension. A pleasure that indulging in would distract all of us. The purpose of the mating bond. I cursed the being who created this damn bond.

      Cade's eyes lit with delight. "Well, Kitten, you're full of surprises. If you wanted to take our little rendezvous public, you should have just said so." The sexy growl in his voice had my core clenching. Who knew just a slight rumble could make me wet in a second?

      I ignored Cade's suggestive comment and scanned the room, searching for the Virtue I needed to speak to. It didn't take long to spot Lydia. Her flaming-red hair and striking features made her stand out even in a room full of beautiful people. She was in the midst of a heated threesome, her body writhing with pleasure as she moaned in ecstasy.

      I cleared my throat, trying to get her attention without interrupting her fun. It didn't work.

      Cade chuckled, his eyes glinting with amusement. "Looks like the Virtue of Chastity is taking her job seriously."

      "Or not seriously enough," Huxley added, his gaze fixed on Lydia's body.

      I rolled my eyes, pushing past them and making my way towards Lydia. "Lydia," I called out, hoping to get her attention. "We need to talk."

      She finally noticed me, a frown forming on her face as she disentangled herself from her partners. "Lucifer," she said, her voice laced with annoyance. "It's been a while." She paused, taking a moment to right herself. "This better be important."

      I ignored her tone, getting straight to the point. "Yeah, I'd say it's important. Someone thought it would be a good idea to bond me to the four horsemen. You wouldn't happen to know anything about that, would you?"

      Lydia's expression turned serious, the annoyance fading from her eyes. "Bonding the horsemen? That's a serious accusation, Lucifer. Who would do such a thing?" Her tone told me she was exactly the person who would do such a thing.

      "That's what we're trying to figure out," I replied, my own frustration growing with each passing moment. I didn't buy her façade. If something was happening on Earth, especially if it had to do with bonding, Lydia knew about it. "Lydia, I need you to tell me the truth right now. I don't have time for games."

      Her eyes sparkled. "Excuse me, you're the one who barged into my club, throwing around accusations. You better have some pretty damn good evidence to accuse me of something like that. I'm at the top of the hierarchy, and you know it."

      I rolled my eyes. She may be near the top, but she didn't have the same power I had. "Maybe we should take this somewhere more private."

      One man who'd been with Lydia strode over with a baby-pink silk robe. He held it open so she could slip her arms through it. When she finished yanking the rope closed, she glared at me with malice. "Yes, maybe we should." She strode down a hallway in the back, her heels clicking against the black-tiled floor. You'd think they'd choose something that didn't show off everything under the strobe lights. One thing was for certain: I wasn't sitting or touching anything in this place.

      When she entered an elaborate office, the man who'd followed closed the door behind us. Lydia sat behind the desk, her man taking up a foreboding stance next to her.

      "What are you doing, Lydia?" I narrowed my eyes at her.

      "Well, I was enjoying myself. I thought that was pretty obvious." She smirked. I wanted to rip the smile from her face. The way she avoided every question irked me. I wasn't called the lie detector for nothing.

      "No, you're avoiding my questions, which means you know something. Tell me, now, before I lose my patience." I crossed my arms over my chest. I wasn't playing her games.

      "Are you sure you want to continue to throw accusations around? It won't be welcomed nor tolerated. Besides, your boys look like they'd like to enjoy some time in my club. I won't let them if you make me angry." Her eyes flicked between the two men flanking me.

      "Lydia, stop evading."

      "Lucifer, you'd think you would enjoy yourself. It's not like you've ever settled down with anyone, let alone four handsome men. I think you should relish the opportunity you've been given. Isn't that what you wanted after all this time? To settle down with someone who would love you like you deserve. You should be grateful. You got exactly what you wanted." She crossed one leg over the other, looking far too comfortable for my liking.

      It took a second for what she'd said to register. "How could you possibly know what I want?" I breathed. She wasn't wrong. It wasn't just a break I was looking for in my life. I wanted more. I had a divine purpose but no one to share my life with. Living eternity with shallow lovers whenever I desired was long past old. I wanted something more, something meaningful. But how in the hell would she know that?

      "Darling, I know everyone's desires. How do you think I manipulate fate so well?" She leaned forward. "I also know you're not as upset about this predicament as you purport to be. Like I said, why don't you just enjoy it?" She licked her lips, looking between the two men behind me again. "If you're not going to, I may take advantage of you bringing them here to me."

      My eyes blazed red. "No." My voice came from deep within me.

      "Ah, there she is. I was wondering where your possessive streak went. You forget, I know you. Whether you want me to or not. This isn't a bad thing. One could even say I did this for you, Luci." She sat back in the chair, folding her arms over her chest. The man next to her took a subtle step closer to her. I could tell he was supernatural, but I wasn't sure what exactly. I didn't like not knowing what I was up against.

      "Not that I'm not enjoying your little banter here, but could you tell us who put you up to this so we can go?" Cade cut in. I could hear the annoyance in his voice. He knew she was evading as much as I did.

      "Who says anyone did? I was just giving our devil here what she wanted. The least I could get is a thank you." She flipped her hair over her shoulder, the light making the pink stand out against her dark skin.

      "I know someone put you up to this. You can't think I'm that naïve, Lydia. Start talking. My patience has run out."

      "Not today, darling. I value my life more than you obviously do. I'll say that the idea was presented to me, but I figured you wouldn't mind. Especially with you taking a hiatus from hell and all. Why don't you just take advantage of this gift I've given you?"

      I glared at her. "Who?"

      "I have no interest in ending my place here. Let's just say that someone wanted you to be distracted while they enacted their plan. I won't tell you any more than that. I've already overstepped. They can end us both. Now, if you don't mind." She stood, pointing to the door.

      My eyes narrowed, and I threw her up against the wall behind her, the picture crashing to the ground and shattering next to her. "You're giving me a name before I leave here." My magic tightened around her throat. She blinked in surprise, then she stood next to her desk, brushing her hands down over her robe. "No, I won't. Now, I asked you to leave nicely. I won't ask again." She snapped her fingers, and I could feel the air whoosh around us.
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      I blinked, looking down at the dark-brown water. We hit the surface, the air leaving my body on impact. I gulped down the murky water before it engulfed me. I coughed, only taking more water into my lungs. I felt a hand wrap around my arm, yanking me towards the moonlight.

      As I struggled and was yanked to the surface, my mind raced with thoughts of who could have possibly put Lydia up to this. I knew I had enemies, but someone who wanted to distract me while they enacted their plan? It could only mean one thing, and that was trouble. Serious trouble.

      Finally breaking the surface, I took a deep breath of fresh air and hacked up the water I'd swallowed. I looked around to assess my situation. The crescent moon shone above us in the night sky. It was hard to see beyond that. A few lights indicated some houses were in the distance. Certainly, too far to swim. My lungs burned with the rawness of expelling the water. I was immortal, but I still felt pain. One of my father's little gifts to make sure we'd be amenable to doing what we were supposed to do. Wouldn't want us to stray from his divine mission.

      Cade and Huxley emerged from the water beside me, looking just as confused as I felt. "What the hell just happened?" Cade demanded. His arm left mine and raked through his wet, tousled hair.

      "I don't know," I admitted, still trying to shake off the shock of being transported into the water. I cursed Lydia for dropping us just above the water with no time to react. "But we need to get out of here and fast. Lydia gave us enough to know that someone is planning something big, and we can't afford to be distracted."

      Huxley wrapped his arm around my waist, helping me stay afloat. "We need to find out who's behind this. Before it's too late."

      I nodded, feeling a sense of dread settling in my stomach. The fact that someone was using me as a pawn in their game meant that something big was happening. And if we didn't figure it out soon, it could mean the end of everything.

      "We need to regroup," I said, pushing my wet hair out of my face. "Figure out our next move."

      Cade nodded in agreement. "Let's get out of here first. This place gives me the creeps."

      Huxley chuckled, his hand rubbing circles on my back. "You're just afraid someone might see you not looking your best. God forbid someone were to see you in a dripping-wet suit."

      The corner of his mouth twitched. "Shut up, Huxley."

      "Is this Lake Mead?" Huxley glanced around the beach.

      "That bitch has a sense of humor. I'll give her that." Cade twisted the bottom of his shirt, deciding to shuck the jacket. His white button-up did nothing to hide the hard lines of muscle beneath. I licked my lips, wanting a taste but remembering that it wasn't Lake Mead I wanted a taste of. "See something you like, Kitten?" His eyes darkened as he looked at me through his lashes.

      "We need to get cleaned up." I blinked out of my gawking.

      "I couldn't agree more." Cade took my hand, and the familiar feel of the air as we portaled enveloped me. I stared at myself in the mirror, taking a second to adjust to my surroundings. White marble counter, rich gray cabinets beneath, and a huge shower that could easily fit four people. The stone floor was a nice touch. Two giant rain showerheads were in the middle, with full-body sprayers along the wall on all four sides. Cade obviously had a thing for being clean.

      "The bathroom? Really?" I shook my head at Cade.

      A second later, the air blurred, and Huxley stood inside the shower. He shook his head. "Cade, you need to stop doing that."

      "What? You have the same power to portal as I do." He smirked, his eyes full of mischief.

      "Yeah, but when you do that, I have to concentrate to figure out where the hell you went. The only reason I can is because of the bond." He shook his head, opening the large glass door to the shower.

      "Maybe I wanted her all to myself." He stepped closer. "Would you like to get cleaned up, Kitten?" His eyes darkened with desire.

      Damn, yes, yes, I do. Wait. They were meant as a distraction. "I think I can handle a shower on my own."

      He stepped closer, erasing any distance between us until I could feel his wet shirt against mine. "But why would you want to when you could be worshiped? Come now, Kitten. I want to hear you scream with desire. I want to see you come all over my cock."

      My core clenched. I needed to say no to this man. Someone did this on purpose to distract me from stopping them. His hand skimmed down my arm, over the swell of my hips, stopping to grip my ass and pull me against his hard cock, pushing desperately to be free of the constricting pants. Damn, a little play time couldn't hurt.

      I pushed him back against the glass door, my mouth crushing against his in an instant. The gasp when he opened his mouth sent a giddy shiver down my back. I loved that I'd surprised him. I bit his bottom lip when he lifted me to wrap my legs around his waist. "Fuck," I heard both men curse.

      I ground my hips against him, hating the heaviness of the wet clothing between us. Cade's mouth dipped, nipping at my throat. "Do you want both of us worshiping every inch of you?"

      I felt Huxley move closer to us. Cade dropped me to my feet, turning me to face Huxley. "This one is going to need your express permission, Kitten. He won't touch you otherwise."

      I furrowed my brow. There was a story behind that I intended to find out later. "I want you," I spoke the words in a breathless pant as Cade sucked on the side of my neck, his hands exploring every inch through my wet clothes.

      "Good girl," Cade bit my earlobe.

      My pussy clenched at his words. Huxley grabbed for the hem of my shirt, lifting it over my head in a second. He took in my body like I was the answer to every prayer he'd ever said. His mouth closed around my nipple, biting through the lace fabric. "Mine," he growled, and I felt it all the way down my body.

      Cade had reached around, undoing my pants and slowly sliding the wet fabric down my long legs, his fingers tracing a line with his nails down my inner thigh to my calves. He lifted each of my feet to get my pants free. "More, I need more."

      "Someone's impatient. Don't worry, Kitten. We're going to take very good care of you." He spun me in a swift movement, his hands cupping my sex. I wanted to feel him inside me. In answer, he slid two fingers beyond my panties to rub inside me. I felt the exact moment he'd found what he was looking for when my legs weakened, and I grabbed Cade's shoulder to keep my balance. Huxley pulled my panties down my legs. Not waiting for Cade to move before barring me to them both. I heard him curse behind me as I felt his pants rustle to the floor.

      "Fucking lake water," he cursed.

      I let out a laugh. "Lydia sure is a bitch for that one."

      "I plan on letting her know what I think of her little joke next time I see her." He bent to my neck, placing kisses and running his tongue along my neck and shoulder. My head fell back against him as Cade's mouth closed around my clit, sucking it hard between his lips. I gasped.

      His tongue flicked out and hummed out at an impossible pace as air hit my sensitive lips. I wanted to know how in the hell he was doing that when Huxley's fingers cupped my breast before pinching my nipples between his two fingers. Another gasp escaped, edging me closer. He yanked the bra from my chest.

      I felt the climax building between my legs as Cade worked his tongue at an impossible pace. I dug my nails into his shoulder as Huxley pinched my nipples. I cried out, throwing my head back against Huxley. His hands braced my thighs against him as my body shook with my first orgasm. Cade stood, plunging deep inside me. My pussy clenched around his thick cock as I rode out my orgasm. I could feel my wetness dripping down my thighs.

      "Damn, how?" Cade kissed me in response, and I could taste myself on his tongue. He sucked and bit my lips, worshiping my mouth as he'd done my pussy.

      I felt Huxley's fingers on my thigh, soaking up my juices with his fingers. "Remember how you said you wanted both of us?" Cade's brow rose. I recognized his mischievous grin.

      " I do," I managed to say before Huxley's fingers entered my ass. "Oh, Fuck." I leaned forward as Cade pumped a few times inside me. His brother stretched my ass with his fingers. Damn, having them both inside me sent a surge of delight through me. I clenched my lips around Cade, and he growled.

      "Our girl likes that. I told you I would make you scream at my cock." Cade lifted me, stepping into the shower. "I also remember promising to get you clean in the process." He turned on the shower. It was cold for a split second before the heat hit me.

      "Sorry, Love," Huxley murmured in my ear.

      "What?" I gasped as his length pushed inside me slowly. He backed out before pushing a little further, backing out again. The last time, he thrust hard, his length filling me to the brink. I braced myself against Cade, even though I knew he already held my thighs in a punishing grip. They both stilled, letting me adjust to both of them, filling me completely. There was something delicious about feeling them both buried deep. I claimed them as much as they were claiming me. I lowered my head, biting Cade's shoulder, and then my body adjusted to them. "Fuck, I need you to move." My pussy milked Cade in response to my words.

      "As you wish." Cade pumped me hard as Huxley took a more relaxed pace behind me. Cade's mouth found mine, and he didn't miss a beat. His tongue fucked my mouth just as hard as his cock did. I moaned as I felt my muscles clench.

      "Kiss him. Let him know how much you like what he's doing to that little ass of yours," Cade demanded, his hand wrapping around my throat as I turned to meet Huxley's mouth with mine. His kiss was soft at first, slipping his tongue between my lips. He traced my lower lip with his tongue before sucking it into his mouth. I gasped. He bit my lip, and I exploded. I clenched around both of them as they fucked me through my throbbing orgasm.

      "Fuck," Huxley cursed. I felt him tense behind me, his cock still thrusting. I reached my arm back to grip his hair.

      "Come for me. I want to see you lose control." There was nothing sexier than the idea of the dark fae letting go with me. I turned my head to the side. His lips met mine in a messy, brutal assault as his cock stilled. I felt his pulse, and his mouth dropped. "Mmm, good boy." He shuddered again. His hands gripped my arms as he spilled all of himself inside my ass.

      I turned my head to meet Cade. His rhythm had slowed while Huxley and I both enjoyed our release. A wicked smile crept up my lips. I grabbed his neck and pulled him towards me. He sped, his cock impaling me at a brutal pace. I gripped his hair and forced his eyes to meet mine.

      "Your pussy is mine." Cade gripped my thighs. I could feel how close he was. His thrusts staggering.

      "I want to feel you come. Give it all to me." His eyes darkened as I made him stare back at me. He wanted to see me come. Now, it was my turn. I would break this man.

      He kept thrusting, slowing. "No," he growled. "We come together. We're completing the bond tonight." He gripped me hard against him. He moved me slightly, so I felt him against my G-spot.

      "What?" Huxley gasped behind me. Cade hadn't let him in on this plan, either. Cade was a reckless fool, and I was here for it. He kept rubbing me in just the right way to make me squirm. My pleasure spiked with each thrust.

      "Holy fuck." I gripped his shoulders, my nails digging in as another climax built deep within me. He smiled at me, the satisfaction in his eyes evident as he gazed at me. I was so fucking close. His finger dipped between us, flicking against my sensitive clit. Once, twice, a third time, I screamed. He held my head and roared as his own climax hit him. Our eyes stayed steady as we both shook. Huxley braced himself against my back, probably keeping both of us from hitting the floor. Something in my chest heated. I felt the bond as my core clenched around him. He stilled, his cock still buried deep within me. I saw a spark of white in his irises, and I knew he was feeling the same.

      "Fuck, Kitten. I like the feel of you around me. I might never leave." He gripped my ass as his cock slid against me.

      "Not that I'm complaining, but we have some shit to get to." I heard the pop of a cap before Huxley's hands were soaping up my back. He slid his slick fingers in my ass, and I squeaked. Cade was still inside me, which had me wanting to ask questions. I should know by now these two were experts at what should be impossible. Not that I minded. Cade's tongue was amazing. I wouldn't mind a repeat performance. Maybe two. It's not like any of us need to sleep.

      Cade finally pulled out, dropping my legs. "Always the reasonable one, Huxley. If you play your cards right, she might just let you at that sweet pussy. You know you want to bond as much as I did."

      "You two don't even know what's going to happen. Don't you think that whoever fucked with us wants us to bond? Did you think something bad might happen if we give in?" Huxley continued to rub his hands over my body. He was careful, running his hands over every inch of me. It was interesting. I turned to face him. His face was level with my pussy as he soaped my legs. A lover hadn't cleaned me before. I didn't mind it.

      "I don't care. We'll stop them either way." I looked down at him. I wanted this feeling with him, too. I needed it. It pushed me to take him. My pussy clenched at the thought of coming again. I pulled him up to my mouth.

      He kissed me slowly, not letting me take control. "I'm not doing this right now." He rested his forehead against mine. He held my shoulders. "I want to. Damn, I fucking want to. But I think we should find out what happens with you and Cade before you bond with anyone else."

      I knew he was speaking reason, but my heart sank in my chest. "What's this?" I rubbed my hand over my chest. It hurt. I didn't like it.

      "Rejection, Kitten. It's not a fun experience." Cade stepped closer, his arms wrapping around me and pulling me into his chest.

      "Why does it feel so physical?" I rested a hand on his chest. It surprised me that Cade would be the one comforting me. Huxley seemed more like the gentle one. Cade was more controlling.

      "That's what happens. Haven't you been rejected before?" Cade's brows furrowed, looking down into my eyes.

      "Obviously not."

      "I'm sorry." Huxley looked down at me. "I just don't think it's a good idea. I didn't say we would never do it. I didn't know that Cade planned to complete the bond. Neither of you know what that means. It was reckless." His voice was low, his eyes staring at the stone floor. "I guess you two are the rebellious type. Act first, consequences be damned." He shook his head.

      I took his chin, forcing him to look me in the eye. "Don't deny me again. The next time I ask, you won't reject me." My voice came from the pit of my soul. My devil didn't like being rejected by anyone. I didn't care about the reason.

      He nodded. He went back to soaping himself before standing under the showerhead, further from me. He rinsed himself and stepped out without another word.

      "Kitten." Cade brushed my hair behind my ear. "This isn't a bad thing. It's a sign of trust. He wants you to be sure. He wants his time with you. To treasure you."

      "I'm not some girl who needs to be doted on. I'm the fucking devil. He should give me what I want." I looked up at Cade.

      There was a different smile on his face. Not the mischievous one, but something else. "Of course, you don't need that. But maybe he does. We don't get to be here very long. We've all had our share of heartbreak. It may be about him, not you." He kissed the top of my head. I was still staring out where Huxley had left. I needed to get over it, but I was shellshocked. I hadn't been rejected before. Not by anyone. No one dared. Why did this feel so hurtful? Why did it feel like I was ripping in two over a man I'd known less than a day? What the hell was wrong with me?

      "I'll give you a few minutes alone." He placed a soft kiss on my lips before exiting the shower. He placed a towel for me on the counter before he slipped out of the bathroom door. How did he know I needed some time to myself? The bond, he would know everything I was feeling now. Maybe Huxley was right. Completing the bond was reckless. I would do it again in a heartbeat. I could feel my connection to Cade like a living piece of myself. He was a part of me, as I was a part of him. It was an incredible connection. One that I wanted to cherish. How could something that felt so right be bad? I've never felt such wholeness within myself. I never wanted to let this feeling go. To think I could have three more.

      I walked out of the bathroom with my towel wrapped around me. Huxley stood in front of the mirror, sliding a coat over his stark-white shirt. I didn't want to look at him. He wanted me to regret what Cade and I'd done. I wouldn't do that. I was a woman who took what she wanted. At that moment, I wanted him. Cade stood to the side, a towel wrapped around his waist.

      "It's not that I don't like it. I don't think I look very good in your clothes." Huxley pulled at the jacket sleeves that were a little too short. The whole suit looked just a little too small on him. He was certainly more robust than Cade. I was surprised he even agreed to wear his clothes.

      I wrapped the towel tighter around myself. I glanced back to the bathroom, realizing the only thing I had to wear was on the bathroom floor. Shit. There was no way I was putting that back on.

      "That's why you have your own closet," Cade replied as he pulled down a gray pair of slacks and a white shirt from the closet. He looked damn fine in the towel. I wouldn't mind if he wore that for the rest of the day.

      Huxley looked at me, and I swear he could read me like a book. "I'm heading back to the club. I need some answers." His jaw tightened. "You think you'll be all right here? Obviously, someone is targeting you. I don't know that you'll be safe as long as you pose a threat." His eyes met mine before he looked away. I knew he needed space from me, but it was stupid. He had just fucked my ass, and now he needed space. I closed my eyes, inhaling deeply.

      "You know she'll recognize you as a horseman. We both spoke with her last night."

      "I plan on altering my appearance. It's a gift of being a fae. I can glamour myself to appear as someone else." Huxley still hadn't met my eyes. I wasn't sure how I felt about him going back to Lydia's sex club.

      "Whatever." I flicked my hand and turned away from him. I didn't want him to see how much this bothered me. I'd known the guy for a day. I needed to get my shit together before I turned into one of those sappy girls.

      I knew the minute he left the room. Cade stepped behind me. "I could probably keep you distracted while he's gone." His lips bent to kiss my bare shoulder.

      "I don't know. I think we should find out more about this bonding thing. See if anything's changed." His teeth rested on my shoulder. He scraped down, causing a flutter to go through my belly.

      "I think we can find out right here in this bedroom." He turned me around to face him, yanking my towel off me in one fell swoop. "Now, that's much better. I don't think I'm done with my little devil yet." He yanked me against him, his cock hard and ready.

      "How?" I couldn't believe some of the stuff he'd been able to do.

      "Another one of the perks of being a horseman, although I haven't been able to use this power in quite some time." A playful grin split his lips. "I think I'll be finding out just how much my power has changed right now— with you." His lips crashed into mine, and despite how sensitive I already was, my body hummed for his. Maybe saving the world could wait a few more hours. He nipped my lip, and his finger circled my clit. Or days, I could save the world in a couple of days. I mean, what's the worst that could happen?
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      A formless black cloud drifted across the mouth of the cave. A chill ran through my body that I'd been trying to ignore. Huxley wasn't there. I couldn't breathe, and I was sure it was because the blackness was coming for me. I didn't know how I knew it was coming for me, but I did. My heart pounded so loudly that I was sure everyone could hear it. I turned to see the spot Huxley had once occupied. The black cloud formed a shape, a person, and now stood behind me. It was him. I knew it. I could feel him. This was the creature that was hunting me. I could feel it, feel him. He wasn't a man but a monster. I could feel the longing to be free inside the dark depths of his soul. If you could count what he had as a soul. It felt different from the ones I'd encountered in Hell. There was something more to him. The cloud coalesced into long hair, sharp cheekbones, and inhuman green eyes. The eyes of the creature stood out. I'd never seen this man before. His green eyes swirled in their depths. There was something haunting about him. Something I felt I should remember. His eyes darkened from jade to a dark emerald. He felt wrong. Every part of my body hummed with how wrong all of this felt.

      "Ah, the little devil came to visit me in my pit. How lovely." His voice grated against my chest. What the hell was this? Who had power over a dream like this?

      "I didn't choose to come here." I winced as the words tore from my throat. I wasn't supposed to be here. Wherever here was.

      "I know. I brought you here. I can find anyone anywhere through their minds. You're fast asleep in the arms of your bonded. Do you feel safe, little devil?" His words hurt, and I wasn't sure how I could feel each syllable like a drum against my temple. What the hell was this? Who was this? "All in good time, all in good time."

      I felt my arm being shaken. I blinked my eyes open. Cade was leaning over me, concern etched on his face. "Luci, Luci, are you all right?"

      "Yeah . . . no . . . I don't know." I closed my eyes. The pounding in my head followed me from my dream. Cade's hand smoothed down my face.

      "You were screaming. I couldn't get you to wake up at first. What happened?" He kept his hand against my cheek. I wondered if he was checking for a fever or something. Like the devil could get a fever. Fucking hell, why was I able to feel the pain?

      "It was a dream, I guess." I flopped my arm over my eyes.

      "If it were any dream, I would have been able to rouse you sooner. Tell me what you saw." Cade was all business.

      "A green-eyed man, long hair. He said he was in some kind of pit. It's not my pit, though. He formed into a man from black smoke. It was wrong. Everything about it felt wrong." I rubbed my eyes. "How could he pull me to him while sleeping? On second thought, how could I get a headache from a dream?" The pounding hadn't subsided.

      "What else do you remember? Anything may help."

      "I don't know. I felt like I should remember something, but I don't know what. His words hurt. Every time he spoke, I felt pain."

      "You said everything hurts?" He searched my face. Maybe he was looking for an answer I didn't have.

      "Yeah, why?" I wasn't sure why that detail struck him.

      "I need to do some more research. I think that may help, but I'm not sure yet." He paused. "I'm sorry, Luci." He pulled me up and sat me against his chest. He kept a hand on my head and started talking. His words were soft and soothing, coaxing me into a half-sleep state. "We'll figure this out. It's too coincidental that you would dream of this now."

      "I don't know what I should have remembered." I don't know why that feeling stuck with me, but it did. That and the disorienting pain.

      "I'll be in the shower." I put on my clothes from the night before and headed to the bathroom. This is something I won't forget. My intention was for this figure to be locked up. He needed to be punished for what he did.

      The scalding water from the shower felt good. It washed away any remnants of the dream. It also helped the pounding in my head. I couldn't believe I was getting a headache from a dream. It was just a dream, right?

      I stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around my body. I was looking around for a hairbrush when there was a knock at the door. It was weird how everything I'd needed appeared. I knew Cade was responsible, and I appreciated it. "Yeah, come in."

      He stepped into the room with a broad smile spreading across his face. "I made breakfast. I hope you brought an appetite." His dimples winked at me. How could I have forgotten how stunning Cade was? How much I needed him?

      "I could eat." I moved towards him, wrapping my arms around his neck. I pressed my lips to his. Having him close helped shake away the dream. It was probably some weird bond thing, but I would take it as long as it made me feel better. Lydia hadn't been wrong. Something in my life was missing. I didn't want to think about her having access to my deepest desires, but she wasn't wrong.

      He brushed a lock of hair behind my ear. "What's going on in that pretty head of yours, Kitten?"

      My heart raced erratically, a lingering sense of unease coursing through my veins like a relentless tempest. "Nothing," I stammered, my voice betraying the turmoil inside me. The dream, if that's what it truly was, had left an indelible mark on my soul, and I grappled with its elusive meaning.

      I couldn't bring myself to confide in him about Lydia's uncanny intuition. How could she have seen through the walls I so carefully erected around my desires? I yearned for a partner to connect on a level that transcended the mundane, but vulnerability scared me. It was an admission I wasn't prepared to make to these strangers, no matter how intriguing they seemed.

      All I craved at that moment was to find Lydia once more, to unravel the enigmatic threads that bound us. But it had to be a clandestine meeting, away from the prying eyes and probing questions. My secrets were mine to guard, hidden beneath layers of self-preservation.

      The allure of physical intimacy beckoned, yet I resolved to guard my mind and heart fiercely. I would savor the pleasure offered by these men, but I wouldn't surrender my innermost self to them. In a world where vulnerability was a liability, I vowed to remain the master of my emotions, even as my heart yearned to break free.

      He kissed my head. "All right, keep your secrets."

      I furrowed my brow as I looked at him. How could he possibly know? "What?"

      "It's okay, Kitten. I know you don't want to tell me everything you're thinking. You don't trust me. I haven't exactly given you a reason to, considering you came here to stop me from fulfilling my very purpose." He waved a hand out. "But I know you're not telling me something important. I hope you'll trust me enough to share soon. Especially if our lives are at stake."

      "I'll tell you if I feel the need. Until then, you don't get access to my every thought. A devil must have her secrets." I winked as I strode past him and out the door. "Did you say something about breakfast?"

      He caught up to me quickly in the hall. "A woman after my own heart. Yes, please, I would love nothing more than to feed my mate until she's well-satisfied." He winked.

      "Oh, is that actually a mate thing?" I turned, not sure if he was serious. Cade was hard to read. One minute, he was being the cocky, albeit charismatic, player. The next, he was whispering sweet words into my ear to calm me down. It was hard to keep up with him.

      Cade's laughter resonated through the air, a confident and charming cadence that sent a thrill down my spine. "Taking care of one's mate is an essential duty," he quipped, his voice as alluring as a siren's call. His response was a subtle admission that set my senses ablaze, confirming what I had suspected all along. This man was no stranger to seduction, and he exuded the aura of a seasoned player well-versed in the art of wooing.

      His polished exterior— that of a refined gentleman— concealed a deeper allure, a magnetic charisma that undoubtedly drew others into his web. I could imagine him skillfully employing this charm to navigate the waters of desire, leaving a trail of enamored hearts in his wake.

      But I wasn't one to easily fall prey to such tactics. Oh no, I could see through his smooth veneer, and I knew better than to be ensnared so effortlessly. While others might succumb to his advances, I was determined to maintain my guard, to keep my heart well protected from his beguiling ways. His intentions might be masked with charm, but I wasn't about to be just another conquest in his pursuit of pleasure.

      "Well, I won't argue with that." I laughed at his obvious attempt to be charming. "Besides, it doesn't exactly hurt for your mate to get properly fed, does it?"

      "No, it certainly does not." He pulled me into a gentle kiss. It was strange. Kissing him was like the kiss of a man on fire. His lips were cool and smooth, but his body was on fire. I melted into the feel of his mouth on mine. As quickly as the kiss began, it ended. He smiled at me. "Now, come on, you need to eat."

      "And you need to behave," I chided playfully. The mischievous glint in Cade's eyes reminded me of a child exploring a treasure trove of sweets. It was a side of Cade I hadn't witnessed before—genuine, unguarded, and utterly refreshing. In my mind, the horsemen had always been enigmatic figures, veiled in an aura of aloofness. Yet this candid moment, where Cade let his guard down, felt like an extraordinary revelation.

      The warmth that surged through me as I observed this unguarded version of him surprised me. It was as if I had glimpsed the inner workings of his soul, the vulnerable humanity that lay beneath the formidable exterior. I couldn't help but feel drawn to him in a way I hadn't anticipated. But I couldn't ignore the nagging realization that moments like these were fleeting, and the barriers would eventually return.

      Deep down, I knew this captivating glimpse of Cade's true self would be temporary, like a fleeting comet streaking across the night sky. And as much as I wanted it to linger, the practical side of me understood that the unyielding realities of his life would soon reclaim him.

      Questions filled my mind as I pondered his intentions. Was he trying to distract me from something, using this endearing façade as a shield? He urged me not to divulge my secrets, but what about his? Were there hidden truths he held close, buried within the recesses of his heart?

      The enigmatic dance between us deepened as I grappled with these thoughts. I yearned for a connection that transcended the superficial, yet I was keenly aware that Cade, like me, was a keeper of guarded truths. The intricacies of our entwined lives were becoming more apparent, and I couldn't help but wonder how much of ourselves we were truly willing to reveal.

      "Or what?" He raised an eyebrow as he pulled out a chair for me to sit. "Drink your coffee, and I'll get you something to eat."

      I sat at the modern table. Everything in his place was sleek and modern. He slid pancakes with berries and whipped cream in front of me. "If you're lucky, I may get creative with this after breakfast." He set the whipped cream can between us.

      "I think we've wasted enough time, don't you?" Grabbing the syrup, I was ready to dig in. There were three kinds. I selected the berry one. The first bite was pure heaven on my tongue. I moaned.

      "I disagree, especially when you moan like that over pancakes. It reminds me of the other sounds I like to hear you make." He licked the syrup off his bottom lip.

      Damn, I was going to have a hard time focusing with him around. Apparently, whoever did this knew exactly what they were doing. "Focus, you said you needed to do research."

      "Ah, yes, I'll need to get in touch with Thane. He knows more of the celestial history than I do. Tracking him down today shouldn't be a problem." He was so proper while he ate. It made me feel like a bit of a fiend as I shoveled the dripping piles of goodness into my mouth. I didn't care. This was too damn good to slow down.

      "Should I go with you? I would like to meet Thane a bit more formally than before."

      "No," Cade said so fast I paused. Syrup dripped onto my plate as I stared back at him.

      "Why don't you want me to meet him?" I lowered my fork.

      "He's not exactly civil. I don't think you should meet him just yet."

      "You know I'm here to stop all of you. The sooner I meet him, the faster we stop the apocalypse." I didn't like that he was already hindering my mission.

      "You'll meet him in due time. I believe you should check in with Huxley. He may have learned something from the club last night." His voice honeyed into the charismatic man who easily hid things from me. Maybe I should follow him today?

      "Like how to make another woman come. I'm not so sure I want to see the aftermath of the sex club." I rolled my eyes. I hadn't exactly liked knowing one of my men was going to a sex club. He wasn't really mine, considering Lydia had fucked everything up. It didn't change how I felt about them. They were mine. Something deep within me didn't like Huxley leaving me last night. Shaking the mating bond wasn't something I could do lightly. It was hard-wired into my emotions. Nothing changed that.

      "Jealous?" Cade's brow rose.

      "No, he can do what he likes. We met yesterday. I have no real claim on him." Pushing the empty plate away, I didn't want to talk anymore about Huxley.

      "Liar." Cade shook his head. "Make yourself at home. I know you have an assistant who's probably worried to death about you. She was a demanding little thing, if I remember correctly. I'll be in touch." He walked around the table to kiss my cheek. "Don't get into any trouble without me." His words were a whispered breath against my ear.

      He wasn't wrong. Kesa was probably freaking out that I'd been gone so long. She knew I was on a mission, though, and could go days without speaking to her. Still, I could try to be courteous. Shit. I hadn't even thought about my phone when I went into the lake.

      I stood, bringing my plate to the sink. On the table was my phone, with a note next to it.

      I took the liberty of fixing this for you. It's as good as new. -Cade

      Of course, he did. I picked it up, checking for anything I missed. Cade was right. I had over twenty missed calls from Kesa. Had he checked before breakfast? I dialed Kesa.

      She picked up immediately. "Where the hell are you?"

      "With the horsemen, as planned. Why?"

      "Izzy's been looking for you. Did you confront a Virtue last night?" I didn't like her accusatory tone.

      "Yes, she's the brains behind bonding me with the horsemen." I could strangle her, although I didn't want to take another swim in the lake.

      "Well, the Elites heard about it. Your brother heard, too. No one in Hell is happy. They're demanding you come back now before you piss off anyone else in the hierarchy." Her words were rushed and demanding. It grated on my nerves to hear one of my people trying to order me around. I wouldn't tolerate it.

      "Careful, Kesa. Remember who you're talking to." I paused, letting the threat have the desired effect. "I have a job to do, and I'm not going back until I find out what the hell is going on. They're just going to have to deal with it." I hated having to talk to Kesa like she was the bad guy. "I know you're just the messenger. Should I go talk to my brother? I learned a few things he may find interesting." Not like I wanted to, but if I could alleviate his worry, I would at least make the trip.

      "No, I can talk to him. That's what I'm here for, right?" She didn't exactly sound happy. "Can I at least tell him about Lydia being responsible for the bonding? He may be a bit more understanding."

      "No, I want to keep that under wraps. Right now, only you, Lydia, and the men know. I would like to keep it that way." I sighed. "Tell him we had a little disagreement at her club. He won't ask more after that."

      "Wait, you went to Lydia's club without me?" The sting in her tone caught me off guard.

      "I was investigating who was behind my bonds. I'm about to head back there if you want to go with me. One of the horsemen went there last night to blow off some steam. I intend to join him." I wasn't exactly telling her everything. It was weird because I trusted Kesa completely, but something told me not to share everything with her. Izzy warned me not to trust anyone. I hated that I'd included my best friend on that list.

      "Oh! Yes!"

      "I'll see you in ten." I hung up the phone and glanced down at myself. I hadn't exactly dressed to go to a sex club. I needed something else. I wanted to remind Huxley who he belonged to, or at least what he was missing. A pang of jealousy went through me at the thought of him fucking anyone else last night. He'd been with me. I didn't care if we didn't officially bond. He was mine.

      I blinked into the house Kesa rented for us. My black dress clung to my body. I smoothed down the fabric that barely covered my thighs. I'd slipped on my kitten heels just for Cade. I wouldn't see him until later, but he'd enjoy the reference either way.

      "Damn, who are you trying to impress?" Kesa knew me a little too well.

      "Huxley ditched me for the club last night. He said he was going to see what he could find out, but I took it as a personal affront. I plan on showing him exactly what he missed out on." The corner of my mouth quirked up.

      She clapped her hands together. "Yes, are we going to partake in all the fun? You know, it's been so long since we went wild. I think it's about time we did."

      "Kesa, we had an orgy two nights before we left Hell. Wait, was it you who had two men chained to the wall?" I cocked my head, looking at her.

      "Okay, well, it's been too long. We should have fun. I mean, we're only young once."

      "That saying is for humans. We're immortal."

      "Will you quit raining on my parade? We're going to a sex club. I want to have some fun. I know you're all sexually frustrated just by looking at you. I take it you're still not enjoying the horsemen as you should." She shook her head. "I know if I were you, I'd be riding those cocks all day. Shit, I wouldn't be going to a sex club. You have your own personal entourage ready to beg for you. What's not to love about that?"

      I laughed. "Come on, let's get you to the club." I took her hand and whisked us into the same back room I'd come in before.

      "You know, one of these days, you should try the front door. Maybe you wouldn't have Virtues so mad at you for just popping in unannounced." Kesa wobbled on her feet for a second before gaining her balance. I thought she'd be used to transporting by now.

      "You okay?" I rested a hand on her arm.

      "Yeah, just a bit queasy. I never get used to that." She ran her hands down her dress. Looking around the room, her nose scrunched. "This is Lydia's club? She could really use an interior designer."

      I surveyed the room with a critical eye. "It sure is a far cry from the luxurious red room I'm used to."

      Kesa wrinkled her nose at me. "This looks like the kind of place someone would get tortured in, not have fun in."

      "Don't tempt me." I chuckled and walked over to the center of the floor. Hanging from the ceiling was some sort of contraption with a ridiculous number of hooks attached to it. Looking around, I saw chains hung from every wall.

      "Well, this certainly isn't what I expected," she said, arms crossed as if guarding herself against whatever might come out from one of these dark corners.

      "Yeah, it's definitely different," I said, though I couldn't help but feel intrigued by all that this place had to offer. Maybe this would be just what we needed for our night of fun. I walked over to one of the walls and ran my fingers through the chains. Feeling their cool metal against my skin gave me a thrill that only intensified as Kesa stepped closer behind me.

      "What do you think?" she asked nervously as her own fingers wrapped around one of the chains.

      "I think we should have some fun," I said with a wicked grin before turning back to face her, taking her hand in mine. "Let's see what this club has in store for us."

      "I thought we were looking for Huxley?" Her brows furrowed as we entered the hallway of the second floor. There was a balcony around the entire second floor so patrons could watch what was happening below. Voyeurism never went out of style. I was usually the one being watched. I liked the feel of all the eyes on me as various men worshiped me like I deserved. I wouldn't settle for anything less.

      "We are. I can see everything happening on the main floor. I doubt Huxley would hide away in a private room when he's supposed to be scouting for information. He'd want to be in the center of the action." I scanned the floor below, looking for the mate who'd rejected our bond last night. I could feel the subtle hum of him in my chest. That was one hell of a perk. The bond was like a tracker for my mates, even though we hadn't completed the bond. Maybe Lydia deserved some gratitude. She certainly made my mission here easier and a lot more fun.

      I pointed down at the leather-clad bar. Huxley was milking his drink as he hunched slightly over the bar, his arms resting on the rail. The place smelled of booze, sweat, and the masculine musk of men. I could tell the crew worked to mask it with flowery cleaners and bleach. The clack of heels caught my attention behind me before a man in a toga approached.

      "Can I get you beautiful ladies something from the bar, or are you more interested in what our private rooms have to offer?" His white teeth glimmered against the rotating lights from the stage.

      "I wouldn't mind seeing exactly what you have to offer." Kesa's voice turned silky smooth as she ogled the bare-chested man.

      "I'm not available for another two hours, but I would make an exception if you were both willing to play." The scandalous look he gave me said everything I needed to know. My power was in full swing right now. I was the epitome of lust and desire. The toga-clad man wasn't supernatural. I was surprised that Lydia would allow humans in her club. I wondered if it was so she could manipulate her workers into doing whatever was asked of them.

      My eyes blazed as I looked at the man before me. "How about if you fetch us some drinks, and we'll see how the night goes?" I smiled at him.

      He gulped. "Yes, ma'am." He turned, hurrying down to the bar.

      "Ugh, you didn't even tell him what kind of drinks." Kesa rolled her eyes.

      "Don't worry, he'll be down there, making everything imaginable to bring to us." I shook my head. "Lydia hires humans. Although, I don't mind the display. I'm not exactly sure a human man can satisfy my needs right now." My eyes were fixed on my mate at the bar. At my words, he looked over at me. I figured he felt it the moment I'd transported here, but I wanted to be certain.

      "Oh, so you came here to fuck the horseman? I get it. Should I make myself scarce in one of the private rooms, or are you going to spend at least a few minutes with me before you go with him?" She shifted in her annoyance.

      Her snark made me laugh. "I promised you a girls' night. I plan on having one. Besides, I wouldn't mind reminding him what exactly he's missing."

      "Oh? Why? I thought you'd already hooked up with him."

      "We were together, but he decided to leave the party a little early last night." I pressed my lips together. I hadn't exactly planned on sharing that information with Kesa or anyone beyond my bonded. Kesa was my friend. There was a long relationship of trust between us. She would die before betraying my confidence.

      Kesa's eyes widened, filled with a mix of awe and intrigue, as she stepped into the pulsating heart of the sex club. "This is amazing."

      The air crackled with a heady blend of anticipation and desire, a palpable electricity that sent shivers down my spine. My senses were instantly overwhelmed by the sight, sounds, and scents enveloping the space.

      I watched as Kesa's gaze swept across the expansive room, drinking in the opulent yet provocative décor. The bar, draped in rich, supple leather, exuded an air of dark sensuality. Its sleek surface glimmered under the ambient lighting, inviting patrons to rest their hands and desires upon its inviting façade. The dimly lit atmosphere enhanced the mystique of the club, casting shadows that whispered secrets and fueled fantasies.

      Every inch of the club seemed purposefully designed to ignite the senses. Intricate patterns adorned the walls, their details enticing the eyes to wander, while soft, velvet curtains framed intimate corners that promised tantalizing encounters. Neon lights flickered and danced, casting vibrant hues across the dance floor, where bodies moved with an uninhibited grace.

      The symphony of sounds enveloped me, blending into a captivating crescendo. The rhythmic pulse of the music reverberated through my veins, coaxing my body to sway in harmony with the seductive beats. Laughter, whispered conversations, and the occasional moan mingled in the air, creating a symphony of desire that elevated the club to an oasis of unapologetic pleasure.

      The intoxicating blend of excitement and curiosity swirled within the atmosphere, fueling a desire to immerse myself fully in the experience. In this realm of temptation and exploration, the club breathed with a life force all its own, a sanctuary where inhibitions were shed and fantasies were unapologetically unleashed. I wanted to devour every second of the lust I felt pulsating around me. It fueled me like nothing else could.

      "Lydia certainly has created quite the club. Not my style exactly, but it’ll do."

      "Oh, I love it. Can we dance a little before we take part in any of the main floor action? I love this DJ." She swayed her hips to the upbeat song.

      "Oh yes, let's." I grabbed her hand again and hurried around the people and onto the dance floor. There were several men and women dancing naked in suspended cages. Most of the people on the dance floor were scantily dressed.

      Seizing Kesa's hands, I pulled her close, our bodies becoming one with the infectious rhythm that reverberated through the air. Laughter escaped our lips, intermingling with the vibrant energy of the club. Around us, the world faded into a blur as we twirled, our movements an intimate dance defying the existence of anyone else at that moment. The music enveloped us, infusing our beings with pure, unadulterated joy as we surrendered ourselves to its pulsating cadence.

      The tempo shifted, seamlessly guiding our bodies through a kaleidoscope of beats. Nevertheless, we continued our animated dance. It was a whirlwind of motion, a testament to our carefree spirits as we moved in synchrony, oblivious to the outside world. But as the euphoria lingered, a sharp pang resonated from my feet, a reminder of the earthly limits I had long forgotten. In hell, such discomfort was unheard of.

      With a gentle exhale, I gazed up at Kesa, her joyous bopping oblivious to the discomfort gnawing at me. Our connection remained unbroken, the music still playing its enchanting melody, but the ache in my feet nudged me to seek relief. "Shall we get our drinks?"

      She nodded, smiling widely. "Sure!" We got up off the dance floor and made our way over to a table where two glasses of champagne were waiting for us, accompanied by a card with Lydia's signature on it. These weren’t exactly what we’d ordered. I’d prefer my whiskey.

      I hope you're more polite in my club tonight. -Lydia

      We picked up our drinks, clinking them together before downing them quickly in unison. The cold liquid felt so refreshing going down my throat after the dance. The warning didn't go unnoticed, but I planned to be on my best behavior tonight. Lydia had a club like no other, and I wanted to enjoy myself. I also had no intention of ending up in Lake Mead when I was done.

      I felt Huxley's eyes on me before I glanced over to where he perched at the bar. His thumb skimmed over his bottom lip as he took in my body. I could feel the desire radiating off him. Good, it was about time he showed me the appreciation I deserved. "So, are you ready for some real fun?" I said the words as I kept my eyes glued to Huxley's. This show was about to be for him.

      "Oh God, yes!" She licked her lips in anticipation. This wasn't our first time enjoying lovers together, and it certainly wouldn't be our last. "I've been scouting the available merchandise. I think you may be interested in the vampire in the corner over there. He was watching you dance earlier. I know you said you weren't up for a human tonight, so I went for the supernatural with the most stamina for you."

      God, I loved this woman. "You certainly know how to multitask, don't you?" I should have known. Kesa's position was to anticipate anything I needed before I knew I needed it. There should have been zero doubt that transferred to anywhere we went together.

      "My role doesn't end at Hell's gates. You know that." She winked.

      "Why don't we take a gander at some of the rooms upstairs? I hear there's a room for each sin and every fantasy you could imagine. The building doesn't look big enough for that, but you know Lydia has some magic up her sleeve." I heard the soft purr of her behind me.

      "Did someone say my name?" Lydia stood behind me.

      "Speak of the devil." I smiled, resting my hand over my heart. "I promise I am on my best behavior. I'm only here to enjoy your fine establishment."

      "I believe that's your role, being the devil and all." She laughed as if her joke was the funniest thing in the world. I tried to throw back my head and laugh with her, but I wasn't all that great at faking it. "I know you will be well-behaved since our last encounter. Or at least, as behaved as my club requires of its patrons." She winked.

      "You really have a nice club," Kesa cut in. She could certainly sense the tension.

      "Thank you, Darling." She rested her hand on her chest. "I see you've already broken the heart of one of your boys." She pointed her finger to Huxley, who was still milking that same drink. Why did he even bother?

      "He wasn't willing to meet my every demand. You know me. I have a low tolerance for that sort of thing." I smiled. "I believe your tolerance is equivalent to mine." I couldn't help the jibe.

      "I believe you may be correct. Although, I did have a little fun with your horseman this morning. You left him awfully distraught. I felt it was my duty to comfort him. You understand." Her tone was smooth as silk.

      I pressed my lips together, trying to calm my racing heart. She knew exactly what she was doing, and there was no way Huxley would have left me to be with her. "That's why I'm here. I'm looking for someone who's up to my high standards. I hear you have some specialties here that I won't find anywhere else, on Earth, that is. We certainly have our fair share of fantasies in Hell, of course." Another rub. Bitch better not make another mention of being with one of my mates. There wouldn't be much stopping me from attempting to kill her where she stands. Divine plan be damned.

      "Why yes, I do. I'm not sure it will be anything like what you're used to, but I like to make sure my visitors leave more than satisfied. Come, let me show you around the rooms for our VIP guests." She snapped a finger, and two men flanked her. When she got to the stairs, they lifted her and carried her up to them. Damn, she brought the full-service game to a whole new level.

      As I followed her up the stairs, I couldn't help but feel intrigued. Lydia had always been known for her extravagant taste. It seemed that even her club was a living embodiment of that. The walls were painted a deep crimson, and the floors were made of polished black marble that shone under the dim lighting. My mind raced with thoughts of what kind of debauchery awaited me behind each door. The walls were adorned with erotic paintings of what I guessed happened behind each door. They were expertly painted with the kind of attention to detail I admired.

      As we walked, Lydia pointed out various rooms, each one more opulent than the last. There was a room filled with plush cushions and silk sheets where couples were locked in passionate embraces. Another room was decorated like a jungle, with vines and exotic flowers hanging from the ceiling. In one room, there was a woman suspended from the ceiling by ropes, writhing in pleasure as her partner teased her with a feather as another's head moved between her thighs.

      Lydia smiled as she watched my reaction to each room. "I have a feeling you'll find something to your liking here," she said. "I take pride in providing the best experience possible for my guests."

      "I can see that," I said, feeling a twinge of envy. I had my own club back in Hell, but after seeing this place, I had all kinds of remodeling ideas. Lydia had truly outdone herself.

      Lydia led me down a dimly lit hallway. The sound of moans and whispers grew louder as we continued the personal tour. I doubted she offered this to just anyone. I was lucky she'd forgiven me for last night. Lydia's eyes sparked with each sound of pleasure coming from the surrounding rooms. You'd think she was the one fueled by lust instead of me.

      We finally came to a stop in front of a door that stood out from the rest. Unlike the others, it was made entirely of tempered glass, giving an obscured view of what was inside.

      "Now, my darling, this is one of our most popular rooms," she said, her voice a seductive whisper. "But I must warn you, it's not for the faint of heart."

      I raised an eyebrow, intrigued. "Oh really? Do tell."

      Lydia smirked before pushing open the door. My eyes widened as I took in the scene before me. A couple was tied to a large, ornate bed. A man stood over them, a whip in his hand. He turned to face us, a wicked grin spreading across his face.

      "Lydia, my love." He stepped forward, offering her a kiss on both cheeks. "And a new guest. Perfect timing," he said, his voice deep and smooth like velvet. "Would you care to join?"

      I felt a surge of desire pulse through me at the thought. But I couldn't let myself get too carried away. I had to maintain control. Still, I couldn't resist indulging in a little fun. I stepped forward, my eyes locking with the man's.

      "What do you have in mind?" I purred, my voice laced with seduction. "You're going to have to make it damn good to lure me," I smirked.

      "Oh, Lydia, did you bring me a special guest?" The man smiled widely.

      "I have. This is Lucifer, but here she goes by Luci, the devil in the flesh." She held her arm out, indicating to me. "I'm sure you could find something that's up to her standards." Lydia winked. "Come, Kesa, I have just the room for you." She whisked my friend away.

      The muscled man stood before me with a flogger in his hand. Something about him felt vaguely familiar, and the hum in my chest vibrated just below the surface. It was hard to tell with the thick sunglasses he wore in the dimly lit room. "Would you like to punish them before I dismiss them?"

      "No, I do enough of that in my day job."

      "As you wish." He snapped his fingers, and the cuffs to the chains unclasped from their wrists. "You're dismissed," he commanded, and the two hurried away from the bed. The woman wobbled a little when her feet hit the floor, but the man helped her before they both scurried away. I could appreciate the fear behind their eyes. He'd done an excellent job with them.

      I turned back to face him, wondering what exactly was so special about him that Lydia would leave me here. Her expectation was that I would get exactly what I desired. I'd come to this club to have a good time with my friend. "Color me impressed. Those two were punished well. Too bad you're going to need something a little more than a puny flogger to get me aroused."

      The man chuckled before gesturing to the bed. "Please make yourself at home."

      I narrowed my eyes at him. "Comfortable? Okay, what exactly are your plans?" I motioned to the bed. I wasn't one to just hop on a bed I'd just seen a couple vacate. I liked my small luxuries.

      In an instant, the bed was different. New red satin sheets, a square frame with poles at each end, and a metal headboard took the place of the plain one that'd been there a moment ago. "Is that more to your liking?" he asked.

      I glanced at him, confused. "How did you know?"

      "I have a special gift. I can read your deepest, darkest fantasies." He paused, his eyes lowering to look at me through his lashes. "Yes, even yours, little devil. You have a creative yet suspicious mind. I have to say, I'm quite fascinated by you."

      "Okay, that explains the magic trick. What's so special about the room?" I glanced around. It didn't look any different beyond the new bed.

      "The room gives you exactly what you desire while increasing pleasure or pain tenfold." He stopped, taking a few steps closer to me. I could feel the heat of his body on my back as I took in the charged atmosphere. Even the paintings changed to the ones I'd admired in the hallway. His fingers brushed my hair back from my neck. "You're used to getting everything you want," he whispered. "But that's not what you truly desire, now is it, Butterfly?"

      "What? Of course, I want everyone to do what I want. Who wouldn't?" I felt instantly defensive. My hands clenched, and the desire to flee struck me. I didn't like this guy rooting around in my thoughts. Something felt off in the same way my dream had.

      "Oh, my dearest Lucifer, that's not what you truly desire. Sure, you like being worshiped by your lovers, but you want something else. You don't like having to do your job as the devil. You don't want anyone to know who you truly are at your very core, now do you?" His breath skimmed across my neck as his lips brushed my skin lightly.

      "Why should I care if they know?" What was he doing to me? I felt breathless, and he'd barely touched me.

      "Oh, but you do care. You care very much. It's why you're here now. What would happen if they knew Lucifer? What would happen to the world if they knew you cared about all of it? Down to every last living being on this earth. You want to save all of them. You want someone to be by your side as you fight those who would disagree with saving your souls. You want someone who's devoted but will also stand against you as well as by your side when it counts." He kissed my neck. I felt the swipe of his tongue all the way down to my toes. Damn, this room was fucking magical. "You want the challenge of an equal and a partner in crime. You can have it, my dear. You can have everything you desire. Let me show you." He wrapped his arms around me, picking me up and placing me softly onto the bed.

      "How?" I didn't know how he would change my entire existence in this bed, but I was willing to let him do whatever he wanted to me as long as his touches continued to feel this fucking good. Every nerve ending in my body was just waiting for the slightest touch of his fingers, mouth, fuck, anything. I wanted all of him.

      "Oh, my Love, you'll have me. You'll have everything you desire." His nails dug into my hips as his mouth explored mine. I never wanted to leave this bed, this room, him. He was right. I could have everything I desired— right here, right now.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 12 HUXLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      I'd done the impossible. I'd left my bonded without finalizing our bond. The look in her eyes and the darkest part of her demanding me called to my soul. Yet here I was. Sitting at the bar, drinking whiskey, not bonded. I'd been happily drowning my sorrows in a glass of whiskey. Until I felt her enter the club. Fuck, what the hell was she doing here?

      I couldn't move from my seat. My desire to return to her was so overwhelming; it took every ounce of strength I had to stay seated and not go upstairs to find her, hear her sultry voice, feel her touch on my skin, and fuck, taste every part of her. Hell, even her temper was a turn-on. Any woman would be lucky to have Lucifer as their immortal partner. The memory of fucking her flooded my mind, making me ache all the more.

      As I took another gulp of whiskey, the bartender next to me turned.

      "Hey dude, you okay?" he asked in response to my silence.

      "I'm good." I blew a breath in an attempt to keep my cool as the memories stole a piece of my soul, as well as broke my heart.

      "You look like shit." He touched my hand when he went for my glass.

      I didn't like being touched by a stranger. "Fuck off."

      "Sorry, man. I only meant to touch what looked like broken glass." He whispered behind his hand with a frown on his face, "You know, human compassion for another."

      "You don't want compassion from someone like me." Great, now this guy thought I was some big bad demon beast running around killing everything in sight after I just told him I wasn't dangerous.

      "Trust me, you're right about that one man." He sighed, shaking his head. He turned back around to tend to his customers as they walked up, looking for something stronger than coffee this early in the morning. I left last night to get away from my mate. I couldn't bond with her. Not while Cade had just fucked her. I wanted our time together to mean something. Cade wanted to tie her to him for purely selfish reasons. I couldn't be that guy. I wanted more.

      I felt her eyes on me from above. I wouldn't look at her. I wasn't sure what game she was playing, but I wouldn't give in to it. Hearing every word that fell from her plump lips was a curse. I watched as she went to the dance floor. Every part of me screamed to turn away from her. I couldn't. The devil captivated me. My cock stretched against the fabric of my pants. Turning towards the bar, I took another drink. This woman would be the death of me.

      Earlier that night, Lydia tempted me into taking part in one of the rooms. I wasn't up for it. I wanted information from her, but I knew she wouldn't be the one with me. It was pointless if I didn't get information. That was my goal here. I'd watched every patron Lydia showed any interest in. So far, they'd been the run-of-the-mill supernaturals. No one was powerful enough to open our world. It felt like a lost cause. I doubted a woman as smart as Lydia would be doing business here, anyway.

      When Luci came, I knew things were about to get interesting.

      Even though I got a taste of her last night, I couldn't take my eyes off her. She was wearing a tight black dress that barely covered the top of her thighs. Those thighs, fuck, I could feel them, feel her. I was lucky I left when I did last night. I didn't trust myself with this much desire for her affecting every thought and action.

      She was an exquisite creature that challenged me at every turn. Strong-willed, determined, and stubborn; nothing would get in her way. I smiled, realizing how completely opposite we were and how perfect it was. In a perfect world, I could be her husband and love her every day. Who wouldn't want that?

      I took another gulp of whiskey, ignoring the burn as it slid down my throat. That pain was nothing compared to the wound on my soul caused by not returning to her last night. Fuck, I hated that Cade acted without thinking through the consequences. What if he kept her to himself and didn't let anyone else bond with her? My selfish ass walked away from that beauty. I'm a jackass! When he approached the bar a few minutes after I did, I felt it before he spoke.

      "Hey, Hux." He never looked at me as he ordered his mid-morning drink with the young bartender, who made him something wickedly sweet smelling—fucking hell. Even his drink had a scent associated with it!

      He turned towards me with a smile on his face. It was pretty fucking genuine, as far as I could tell. "You need to get over the past, Brother. This time isn't like before."

      "Yeah, sure. This time, we get to stay on Earth and live happily ever after with Lucifer. Not a fucking chance! What the hell have you been smoking?"

      He turned to watch her. She hadn't noticed Cade. I doubted he had any intention of letting her see him here. "Fine, sulk in your misery. I plan on making the most of every second we're here."

      "Just like every other time. Maybe I'm sick of the whole dance." I shook my head, looking down into my glass. "You didn't think. You have no idea the consequences of what you've done. As usual, we'll be the ones cleaning up the mess. Fucking Cade! Can you just leave me to my day?"

      "Fine, but you need to figure your shit out. She won't tolerate the next rejection. Did you see her?" Cade downed the glass in one gulp.

      "Yeah, I saw." I pressed my lips together. It was fucking impossible not to. She lit my heart on fire with a few simple words.

      "Good. Now quit sulking and take what's yours. We have more important matters. You fucking the devil shouldn't be one of them." With that, he disappeared just as he'd come. Cade had no problem using his power whenever he wanted. At least the club was filled with supernaturals with their own power.

      Lydia approached Luci and her friend. My hands clenched when Luci accepted her offer. Not that I had a right to be jealous. I'd been the one to walk away last night. I watched her as she spoke with Lydia, and well, I just wanted to drink her in. Every ounce of power in me wanted to claim her. There wasn't an inch of me that didn't want it. The woman was driving me insane, but she was also here to send me back to a black world with no one but my brothers for company. Being here almost felt like a trap, and I was fanning the flames ever closer to being swallowed up by the inferno. Cade was a fool. She wanted us gone. The sooner, the better. Bonding meant nothing to her. It was a step to getting rid of us. I couldn't have my heart ripped from my chest again. I wouldn't let it happen again.

      Lydia took them upstairs. I tried to focus on anything else. Quite the feat, considering I was in a sex club. Every noise and smell brought me back to the woman walking around the balcony. She was interested in every detail Lydia showed her about this club. Luci surely had her own little sex dungeon in Hell. I was certain of it now that I knew just a little about her. I intended to find out more about our devil. I didn't have a reason to pay much attention before. Now, I needed to know every detail. My fucking life, and possibly hers, depended on it.

      Luci stepped down a few times during their tour but quickly returned to Lydia's side. I paid special attention to anything she commented on. All I wanted was the chance to breathe in her scent one more time and be near her like I was last night. I felt the power coming from the last door Lydia showed Luci. Fuck, what the hell was that? My heart clenched. There was something about that room. I heard the couple stagger out and collapse on the floor before their heart stopped. What the hell?

      I darted up the stairs after her. Something was wrong. I could feel it. Lydia escorted Kesa out of the room, leaving Luci with whatever supernatural creature was in there. The two bodies who'd been there a moment before had vanished into ash. Why couldn't I feel the being's power until the door opened? Where had Lydia taken Luci? It wasn't only the danger that sped me forward. There was no way I would let another man have a chance at her. Lydia had shown Luci every corner of this building with fear in her eyes. The owner knew something that made her leery of every man passing through these walls. What would have Lydia frightened? She was a virtue with more power than most. Although her power dealt with the fates of others, she'd certainly shown us what she was capable of last night. Her being spooked was a serious red flag.

      I stopped at the door where Lydia had led Luci. When I opened it, the room was empty. What the fuck? I turned. Lydia hadn't made it far down the hall. I spun her around to face me. "Where is she?" I demanded.

      "I left her to her fun. Why?" There was a spark of mischief behind her swirling blue eyes.

      "No, you left her with someone powerful. Take me to my bonded now!" My demand mixed with fear. I wouldn't lose her. Not when I'd just found her.

      Kesa's brow furrowed. "We left her in that room. Just go check it out." Kesa pointed to the door I'd just left.

      I marched back to open it. Kesa flanked me. There was a dark room with a bed in the center, but not a soul was present. "Where is she?" I turned on Lydia. The fear was back in her eyes as her fingers trembled slightly at her sides, the only movement giving her away. I couldn't imagine what she'd be afraid of in her own club.

      "He wanted her. She should have never come back to investigate what was going on. She should have left it alone." Lydia shook her head. I didn't like that look in her eyes. Like she'd already known she was dead.

      "Who wanted her?" My words were clipped and demanding.

      "Don't take that tone with me. I will boot you like I did last night." She rolled her eyes. "You're not exactly here for my club. You think you'll find out what's really happening by staking me out?" She paused, taking me in like it was a disappointment. I wasn't here for her club. "You won't find anything. That room was a portal. Luci isn't in our world anymore." The self-satisfaction in her words grated on me. I needed her help to get Lucifer back.

      "Where did it lead? Can you send me through?" I knew I sounded as desperate as I felt. It didn't matter. I needed to get her out of there. I was the damn reason she'd come back here in the first place.

      "You expect me to just send you through?" She let out a perilous laugh.

      "What do you want?" I ground out.

      "Hmm . . . the possibilities . . ." She tapped her finger to her lips as she took me in.

      "Lydia, we're losing time. I saw what happened to the couple when they left that room. I won't let that happen to Luci." I hated to admit I was at a disadvantage here. I would do whatever she asked.

      "I want a favor to be collected later. One I can call on at any time without limit." She smirked. Favor trading was a big deal among supernaturals. I didn't want to agree to just anything, but I was losing precious time. Who knew what was happening to Luci while we negotiated terms?

      Kesa gasped. "No, you can't."

      "Done. Now open the portal to her, now."

      "I'm going to need more than your word on this. I'm going to need your blood." Lydia smirked. An athame appeared in her hand. After sliding it carefully across her palm, she held the athame to me. "Time to seal the deal."

      Every part of me knew this was a horrible idea. I held my hand out to take hers. She took it and spoke the words. "If either of us should break our pact, as it was done to you, it shall be magnified ten times ten in retribution upon you."

      "As will you." I paused, taking a beat for the magic to burn the cut in my palm closed. "Now, open the portal."

      Lydia snapped her fingers, and the door opened. "Once you pass, though, you will find her. Although, you may not be happy about what you find. I do believe she's having quite an enjoyable time with him."

      Her words hung in the air, an unsettling promise of what awaited me on the other side—a revelation that churned a mix of worry and jealousy within me. "How do we get back?" I asked, my voice tinged with desperation. "Will this door remain open?"

      Her response dripped with wicked amusement. "You only asked to go to her, nothing about coming back," she retorted with a malevolent glint in her eyes. With a swift wave of her hand, she propelled me forward, and the door slammed shut behind me, sealing my fate.

      A rush of anxiety surged through my veins as the scene unfolded before me, completely different from the empty room Lydia had used as a launching point. My heart sank at the sight of Luci spread out on the bed, her wrists and legs cruelly shackled to the posts. I couldn't fathom why she would willingly subject herself to such restraints. My perception of her as the one in control shattered, replaced by a disturbing image of vulnerability.

      A man stood beside the bed, wielding a flogger with an unsettling air of dominance. My blood boiled at the thought of him daring to lay a hand on Luci. She couldn't have been here long, yet her flushed cheeks betrayed the pleasure she found in this captivity. Rage surged within me, igniting a fire that blinded me to reason.

      "Why is she shackled?" I snarled, my fingers crackling with vehement energy as they sliced through the air, shattering the chains that dared to bind her. The clasps crumbled, granting her a momentary reprieve from the sinister hold they had over her spirit.

      "Ah, the Horseman of Famine. To what do I owe the pleasure?" I sensed the potent power emanating from the man before me. His swirling gray eyes betrayed the might that swirled within, a dangerous force that demanded respect.

      "Who are you? What have you done to her?" Rage surged beneath my skin, my muscles tensing with primal fury. Luci lay unconscious, her vulnerability gnawing at me as she remained trapped in this compromising position.

      "She's fine, I assure you. She's enjoying the best sex of her life," he sneered, taunting me with her flushed cheeks and the chains that now ensnared her legs once more. A guttural growl escaped me at the sight of her restraints, fueling my fury.

      "Wake her up, now. She doesn't know about the power drain. She's an unwilling participant in this. Let her go. I'm not asking again." My words tumbled out in a torrent, driven by my burning desire to protect her from this treacherous deception. She deserved the truth, not this vile manipulation.

      He chuckled, a mocking glint in his eye. "She agreed to all of it. Would you like to join her? I can feel the lust you have for our little devil," he taunted, using that possessive "our" that grated on my nerves. The surge of jealousy fueled my next move, and I lunged forward, slamming him against the wall. My hand found its way to his throat, clutching with a vice-like grip.

      He merely grinned in the face of my fury. "Jealous? Good, I can use that. I thought hers would be enough, but having both of you here is quite the opportunity. I'm not one to turn down such a prosperous position," he snarled, arrogance oozing from every word. With a snap of his fingers, darkness engulfed me, and consciousness slipped away.

      When I awoke, I found Luci in a compromising position, a man's head between her legs on the bed. The room had changed, and the sounds of moans filled the air as she writhed against the chains. Rage surged within me, knowing she wasn't consenting to this. That was my mate, and I wouldn't let anyone defile her in such a way. Gripping the man's hair, I hurled him away, but he vanished in an instant.

      "Hey, what the fuck, Huxley?" Luci's glare pierced through my rage, her confusion palpable, but I had to make her understand the truth in this nightmarish haze.

      "This isn't what you think it is," I pleaded, my desperation seeping into each word, my heart aching for her to grasp the danger surrounding us.

      "I think you're jealous of anyone else being with me, even though you refused to bond with me last night." Her hands clenched, the shackles restraining her trembling under her forceful yanks. "You have no right to keep me from desire if you don't plan on giving it to me."

      "No, Luci, you don't understand. This is an illusion. You're being drained of your power, but the distraction masks it," I declared, waving my hand where the man had vanished, emphasizing the deceit woven into this twisted charade. With a snap of my fingers, the shackles released her from the bed, her wrists still bearing the marks of her captivity.

      She rubbed her wrists, disbelieving. "What? No way, Lydia wanted me to enjoy her club," she protested, her voice ringing with uncertainty, but I needed to convince her of the sinister truth lurking beneath the surface.

      "Think about it. Why would she change her mind so quickly? This is a trap. We need to get the hell out of here before you're drained completely," I urged, reaching out for her hand on the bed, desperate to anchor her to reality.

      She glanced from my hand to my eyes, searching for any deceit. "This isn't because you're jealous?"

      "Well, I am, but that's not important. We need to get out of here," I admitted, my emotions turned into chaos, torn between my love for her and the danger that loomed around us.

      She rolled her eyes, her playful pout at odds with the gravity of our situation. "Are you sure you don't want to just join me? We're alone here now, and I didn't finish," she teased, reminding me of my desire to bond with her, a desire that now clashed with the very real threat to our lives. Would I tempt death to be with her? That was a question for another day.

      "Although I would love nothing more than to taste you. We can't. Both of our powers will be drained, and I think we'll need them to get the fuck out of here." The room appeared unchanged, but I couldn't trust my eyes. The deceptive simplicity tempted me to open the door, but experience warned that nothing was ever that easy. A lurking sense of foreboding crept up my spine, urging caution.

      "You came here without an exit strategy? What kind of warrior are you?"

      "I'm Famine. Strategy is not my forte. That's War's job." I yanked her up from the bed. With a snap of my fingers, she was back in her black dress. Her eyes didn't leave mine as she slipped on those impossibly sexy heels. Fuck, if I didn't want to devour every inch of her beautiful body right now. Focus. Once we were safe, I could indulge my fantasies.

      "So, what's the plan?" she asked expectantly.

      "I don't really have one. I had to trade a favor with Lydia to get here to save you. I hadn't thought beyond much else." My eyes scanned the room, looking for what might be different from the other, some flaw in the illusion. There had to be some flaw I could capitalize on in the deception. My fae magic should easily break the visual as soon as I found one thread, unlike the others.

      "You did what?" Her accusation forced its way into my heart.

      "You didn't know what was happening. I don't know who the guy who had you was or what he was capable of, but now, we're at least together." I squeezed her hand.

      "Perfect. I've always wanted to die with the only man who's ever rejected me," she snarked. Her arms crossed over her chest. If we weren't in danger, I'd think her tirade was adorable. As it was, if I didn't unravel this mirage, we'd both be dead.

      I rolled my eyes at her. "He was using your power. He considered my presence a gift so he could claim both of our powers. I've never felt a supernatural like him, and I'm fae. Death will be our only companion if we don't figure our way out of here."

      "Okay, I'll play along." Closing her eyes, I heard the hum of her power. Before I knew what she was doing, I saw it. The foundation of our deception. My magic whisked out of me, dismantling the surrounding image. Relief rushed out of me in a hard breath. A door stood in front of us, an open invitation.

      As I hesitantly pushed open the door, an ominous darkness swallowed me, enveloping my senses like an icy shroud. The musty scent of damp earth filled my nostrils, and the air felt heavy and suffocating. The narrow space of the cave seemed to stretch endlessly; its mysterious depths were shrouded in impenetrable blackness. Each step forward brought an eerie echo that bounced off the rough stone walls, whispering secrets that sent shivers down my spine. The void-like darkness seemed to drink in every ounce of light, leaving me feeling vulnerable and exposed in its suffocating embrace. This was no ordinary cave; it was a realm of unknown peril and hidden enigmas, where every sound, every breath, seemed to echo with an otherworldly intensity. Pulling my magic, a green light emanated from my open palm. Luci gasped at the unexpected light.

      As the cave echoed with a sinister chuckle, the green eyes of our adversary blazed like fiery emeralds against the inky darkness. His hand rose, crackling with unleashed power that sent shivers down my spine. He had caught wind of our escape attempt, and his malevolent intent was evident.

      Without warning, a bolt of searing energy struck me, propelling my body backward with ferocious force. My back collided with the unforgiving wall, pain searing through my bones. Luci gasped at the shockwave, her eyes narrowing with fierce determination as she prepared to face this formidable opponent.

      Her stance shifted, her every movement a dance of deadly grace. The air crackled with electric energy, and the anticipation of the impending clash pulsed in my veins. She was a force of nature, a tempest of power and fury, and the atmosphere seemed to hum with her unyielding resolve. "We were having such a good time. Now, you think you can throw my mate around?" The man narrowed his eyes at her taunting words.

      With lightning reflexes, she lunged at him, her fists a blur of motion. Their blows clashed, the cavern walls echoing with the thunderous impact of their battle. Each strike was a symphony of strength and skill, weaving a lethal dance of combat. The cave seemed to tremble under the weight of their ferocity, the very ground beneath them quaking with the force of their clash.

      They circled each other, like predators sizing up their prey, the air thick with tension. The darkness seemed to feed their power, amplifying their prowess with every move. It was a mesmerizing spectacle, a display of raw strength and determination that left me in awe.

      Luci's eyes blazed with unyielding fire, her will unbreakable. With a primal roar, she unleashed a torrent of power, driving her adversary backward. He staggered, momentarily thrown off balance, but quickly regained his footing with a wicked grin.

      Their duel intensified, the clash of their powers illuminating the cave with dazzling bursts of light. Their movements were a blur of motion, a dance of combat defying reason. In this brutal ballet, every punch and kick was a symphony of violence and tenacity.

      As the battle raged on, I could feel the energy surging through the cave, each blow vibrating with palpable intensity. My heart pounded in my chest, my breath quickened, and I felt as if I were part of this electrifying struggle. Yet, I couldn't move.

      It was a fight like no other, a battle that would be etched in my memory forever. The cave bore witness to this epic confrontation, its walls a testament to the power and resilience of these fierce combatants.

      A long, red-haired woman with a gorgeous hourglass figure stepped into the cave silently. The two were forced apart by her magic. She kept them suspended against the wall. Luci was the first to break the hold and dropped to the floor in an ambitious crouch. It was obvious she was ready to take on whoever thought they could defy the natural order. There was obviously a reason she'd been chosen by her father as the ruler of Hell. She fought with such unyielding tenacity. It set my heart on fire.

      The woman loosened her hold on the man. "I'm not ready for them yet. Put them back where you found them." Her voice, like liquid silk, tantalized my senses as she glided behind us, leading us into what appeared to be a replica of a bedroom. Her smooth, delicate skin brushed against mine, sending a shiver down my spine as she unlocked a concealed panel in the wall. The hidden exit revealed an escape route, tempting my curiosity with its secrets.

      Turning to the man, she kissed him passionately, cupping his cheek in her hand, before striding away without a single backward glance. It was as if we were mere pawns in her enigmatic game, mere playthings on display for her amusement.

      Enthralled by her bewitching presence and her captivating allure, I felt powerless to resist her charms. Her very essence exuded a mesmerizing power, and I found myself entranced, losing sight of my bond with Luci, who was still back in the cave.

      Ignoring caution, I followed her out, unable to resist the allure of the unknown. As I stepped out of the room and into the cave, the memories of my bond with Luci faded into obscurity, replaced by an overwhelming sense of fascination and enthrallment.

      Suddenly, my surroundings shifted, and I blinked back to consciousness, my head throbbing painfully. I found myself lying on the floor of Lydia's club's bedroom, disoriented and confused. Luci was on the bed, her wrists free from the shackles that had held her before. She moaned and swayed slightly as she sat up. Her hand held her head as if trying to shake off the remnants of a potent spell.

      Struggling to my feet, I felt unsteady and dizzy, my sense of reality shaken by the illusion I had just experienced. It was all a mirage, a wicked ruse that had ensnared my senses. I had been bewitched by Lydia's deceit, and I couldn't help but wonder what other illusions lay in wait, waiting to ensnare the unwary.

      "Are you fucking serious?" Luci accused. Her eyes bore into mine. "You leave me behind for a pretty piece of ass." Luci still held her head, but her glare was fierce.

      "She was more than that. Didn't you feel it?" I was awed at the woman's presence. Who was she? I wanted more than anything to know, to please her in any way I could. I shook my head. What the hell was I thinking? Please her? Who the fuck was she to have me simping for her after a single look?

      Luci snapped her fingers in front of my face. "Yes, I felt it. You just met Lilith. If she's involved with this, we're all fucked."
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      We awoke inside the wretched club, our memories a tangled mess of confusion and disarray. A relentless throbbing pounded like a war drum behind my eyeballs, threatening to split my skull wide open. Immortality be damned. I cursed the very existence that allowed me to endure this torturous pain on Earth. All I wanted to do was sleep for days. It wasn't fair that I was an immortal who experienced pain while I was on this lovely Earth.

      Back in that accursed place, anger gnawed at me like a relentless beast. The thought of being ensnared by that treacherous bitch, Lydia, filled me with fury. Yet leaving Kesa behind was out of the question. I knew that Lydia, the conniving wench, was in cahoots with the wicked Lilith, and that couldn't bode well for anyone.

      Lilith, that deceitful demon, had enjoyed centuries of my infernal work. I thought our relationship was more solid than the stones of Hell itself. But she had betrayed me, and I couldn't let her diabolical schemes come to fruition. Hell breaking loose on Earth was the last thing we needed.

      I had granted Lilith a place among the damned, but her insatiable thirst for power had led her to stab me in the back. Now, I had to untangle this web of deception and confront the demoness before chaos consumed us all. The stakes were high, and there was no room for complacency.

      "What are you doing?" Huxley grabbed my arm to halt me.

      "Finding Kesa. Then we're going to find out what the hell Lilith has been up to." I shook my head. I couldn't believe her role in the deception. I wanted to piece together our latest interaction, but I couldn't while we were in this wretched club. The man I'd fought obeyed Lilith's command. He was probably a demon. Although he seemed stronger than your run-of-the-mill demon. He wasn't any of the Princes of Hell. I knew each of them biblically, so to speak. Lilith hadn't minded me going through each of her sons. What had her meddling in my life now?

      "You think Kesa's still here? She was concerned about what happened to you. She told me not to make the deal with Lydia. Why would she stay?" Huxley followed as I busted through each of the doors. I didn't give a fuck about ruining Lydia's club. That conniving bitch deserved it after deceiving me. Damn, I needed to find a soul to punish before I took my rage out on one of these unsuspecting supernaturals.

      "I can feel her." I raised my hand and slammed it against the door that Kesa should have been behind. I punched my fist through, and cracks formed in its wake. I pulled my hand out, turning it as I watched blood drip down my knuckles.

      "Are you okay?" Huxley spun me to look at my bleeding hand.

      Blood dribbled down my wrists, glistening in the dim light, turning an even darker shade as it mingled with the dirt from the cave. I wasn't sure how I'd gotten dirty, but the evidence was all over my hands. It took the attention away from my pounding head. Kesa was behind that door. I would break it down piece by piece if I had to.

      The joy of finding Kesa was snatched away as soon as I stepped into the room. The sound of two people getting hot and heavy with each other wiped my mind clean. In the far corner, the vampire from earlier was chained against the wall. Kesa was on all fours in front of him, her head bobbing up and down, while another supernatural man slammed into her from behind, making sure she felt every inch of his cock as it stroked her inside. He came as I watched them. Kesa's motions became erratic as she and the vampire came apart together. Her legs shook before she sat back on her knees, wiping her mouth as she did.

      The room shook as I pulled power from all around me. I couldn't fucking believe her. "You better bloody well be under a spell. If not, I'm going to strike you while you kneel before me." My eyes blazed red as I took in the scene. How could she? Kesa knew they trapped me. Yet, here she was, getting off in the bitch's club like nothing was happening. My fucking best friend. The betrayal ripped through me.

      "What took you so long, Darlin'?" The man behind her licked his lips and wiped a hand down his filthy beard. That was a dark contrast to Kesa's delicate features.

      "Asmodeus? What the hell are you doing here?" My hands clenched at my sides. Lilith and a Prince of Hell in one day. Not a coincidence.

      "Enjoying some earthly pleasures. Although, considering I'm enjoying them with your little demon assistant here, you might call it having a little Hell on Earth." His mouth curved into a villainous smile. His humor was usually endearing. Today, I wanted to sew his lips shut.

      "Kesa, what the hell? You knew they trapped me, and you decided to, what, have a threesome in my absence?" I glared at the woman who was supposed to be my best friend.

      "What? I knew he'd save you." She pointed at Huxley, who stood to my right. "It'd be one hell of a waste of a favor if he didn't. Besides, it was supposed to be a girls' night. You left me to do whatever was behind door number one, so I'd say that's the pot calling the kettle black. How was I supposed to know it was a trap? You're the powerful one here." She shrugged.

      Dammit, she wasn't wrong. She'd done exactly what we came here to do. She even went and found the vampire she'd picked for me. It still grated on me that she continued after knowing they trapped me.

      "You couldn't have known he'd save me."

      "Well, actually, I figured you'd save yourself. Not like you need me to come rescue you, Luci." She rolled her eyes. "You're usually the one who people need rescuing from. I had all the confidence in the world in you. He just had to tell you what was really going on. I knew you'd burn it all down and get out of there. Wherever there was, of course." She was far too casual as she spoke. It didn't help that her cheeks were flushed and her body nude as she went on like it was no big deal. I couldn't blame her for getting off while waiting. It was exactly what I would have done in her place.

      "Where did you pick up this asshat?" I held my hand out to indicate Asmodeus.

      "I resent that." He held his hand to his chest in mock hurt.

      "Lydia mentioned he was here. I figured I'd say hi to an old friend. It was his idea to include the vampire." She shrugged. "He knows me too well." She bit her lip while her eyes went skyward. He knew her well. They'd certainly spent enough time together in Hell.

      "Fuckin' A, Kesa. I don't even know what to do with you right now." I shook my head. "I'm going back to the house. Do you want to hitch a ride with us, or are you going to stick around here?" I didn't like the idea of leaving her, but I also knew Asmodeus wouldn't let anything happen to her under his watch. I wondered if she was his favorite of all those in Hell.

      "I kinda like it here. I can find my way back." Her eyes went back to the two very naked men in the room. I understood why she'd picked the vampire. He was damn fine. Even under the club lights, I could see the attraction. Plus, the stamina of vampires was unmatched.

      "Fine, just don't get caught up in whatever the hell Lydia is doing. I don't want to find you later. She trapped me. She'll go after you, too." I pressed my lips together. I didn't actually like the idea of leaving her here, but Lydia didn't seem all that interested in Kesa, only me.

      I glanced back to Huxley. "Come on, let's go."

      He blinked. "That's it. You're just going to leave her here. A moment ago, you were about to take down the building to find her." His mouth hung open.

      "Yeah, I really need to get a handle on my temper. Don't worry, I'm in therapy." I waved it off as I transported us both back to my rented house. Although I could go back to Cade's, I wanted some space for contemplation first. Talking to Huxley about what Cade and I discovered seemed important, considering he'd risked his life to save me.

      "You know, you guys could do something else besides acting out your anger through sex. You know, try to talk to one another." Huxley batted his eyes at me as we stood in the foyer.

      "You think Asmodeus is my therapist?" I burst out laughing.

      "What? You just said you were in therapy. I figured it was some kind of sex thing, you know since you all seemed so familiar. I assumed . . ." Huxley trailed off. His innocent look had me bending over hysterically, laughing, unable to control myself. I gripped my stomach, unable to stop. Tears streamed down my cheeks before I finally tried to get a hold of myself. Huxley's brows furrowed as he watched me lose it. That only fueled my hysterics.

      "You assumed we had sex therapy." I gripped my stomach, trying to catch my breath between words. "That's just . . . fuck, I don't know . . . damn, my stomach hurts."

      "Well, what kind of therapy do you go to then?" He looked so confused. It took me a minute to remember that he wasn't from this world. What would a horseman know about therapy?

      "The regular kind. You know where you sit on the couch, and someone helps you process life events and gives you ways to cope with emotions like anger." He was so naïve it was almost adorable.

      "You need to talk about your anger instead of bottling it all up. Makes sense. I'm sure you have a lot to get angry about in your position." He moved forward, reaching out to hold my hand in his. "You know," his pitch lowered to a whisper, "that some of the best sex can work out anger."

      "All right, smartass, weren't you just telling me to do the opposite?" I glared, my mind replaying the rejection from last night. It grated on me today as much as it had then. "So, let's see if I have this right. Instead of fucking me and bonding last night because, according to you, we were with Cade, and you wanted it to be between us." I used air quotes around his bullshit excuse. "You'd rather have a threesome with Kesa and Asmodeus from Club Naughty?" I gave him a sideways glance. For someone who acted like he knew little about this world, he sure knew how to hit all the wrong buttons. I wanted to pummel him like I had the man in the cave. How dare he?

      "First off, there's no way in hell I'm bonding with you until we know the consequences . . ." He stared at me to see if I would challenge him. "Second off," he went on, "Kesa doesn't do it for me like you do."

      My heart skipped a beat at his words. I was still pissed. Stupid bond bullshit had me ready to forgive him for a little nicety. "Whatever. I never knew a man to be so afraid of a little sex. In my experience, they'd do just about anything for it. Especially with me, the epitome of lust and desire."

      To my surprise, he shrugged and turned away from me towards the vacant living room. "I'm not willing to risk it."

      "Seriously, you're rejecting me again?" My mouth hung agape at the gall of this man.

      "No, there wasn't a formal invitation, and I'm nothing if not a gentleman." He disappeared from the room, using his teleportation powers to leave me gaping after him.

      "What the fuck? He is such a fucking tease." I shook my head in shock after the damn horseman who'd turned me down twice. It made sense that he was the horseman of famine. He sure was leaving me wanting. The payback for his actions would be brutal. When he finally gave in to me, he'd regret every damn time he left me wanting more. I hadn't gotten the chance to tell him what Cade was investigating. I guess they'll have to discuss that themselves. I certainly wasn't going running after Huxley. He could come groveling back to me.

      "Izzy, I need you," I called out through my mind. Again, one of the perks of being the devil. She appeared before me in mere seconds.

      "Yeah, boss, I was kinda busy with something." She pulled down the hem of her top.

      "It was an emergency. I have some news." I walked over to sit on the couch, unsure of where exactly to start with everything that happened. I should have taken a minute to process before calling on her.

      "Oh yeah, what's up?" She followed me and sat in one of the adjacent chairs.

      "I ran into Lilith today. Certainly wasn't expecting that one. I think she actually helped me, but I'm not sure exactly how or why. I was trapped in some kind of illusion by a man with swirling green eyes living in a cave. Unless that was an illusion, too." I tapped my finger on my lips. I realized I was processing aloud and explaining what happened to Izzy at the same time. "I've seen him twice now. He pulled me into his pit, so he called it, in a dream last night. When I was in the dream, I felt an immense amount of pain, which I shouldn't feel in a dream state. Only in my human form have I ever felt pain. But this . . . this was excruciating. Every word he spoke pounded in my head like a jackhammer. I couldn't stop it, and I couldn't get myself out of there." I stopped, pressing my lips together. "I need to find out who the hell this guy is and why Lilith is working with him."

      "Holy shit, that's a lot to take in. I haven't seen Lilith in a while. I didn't actually think she was even bothering with her demons anymore. I guess she's been scheming something behind our backs." Izzy shook her head. "Anything else?"

      "Lydia was afraid to give us any idea who the guy is that she's been helping. She bonded me to the horseman. She tried to make it sound like it was what I wanted." I shook my head. "Like I would ever want to settle. Psh."

      I felt Izzy's eyes studying me, but I didn't want to meet her gaze. I knew she was probably seeing right through the bullshit of that statement. I didn't want to be called on it.

      "Okay, few would spook Lydia, so that might narrow our focus." She nodded as though she were taking mental note of everything I'd said.

      "I also left Kesa with Asmodeus. His timing of showing up while Lydia trapped me and whoever this guy was made me suspicious. Can you find out what all of them have been up to for the last few months? It can't be a coincidence that he showed up at Lydia's club at the same time I was tricked. Something feels off about the whole thing." I stopped, looking Izzy in the eyes. "There are no coincidences."

      "Damn, Girl. Any other bombs you want to drop on me?" She paused. "Wait, you left Kesa with him even though you're suspicious of him?" The accusation was clear.

      "He has a soft spot for her. He'd give his own life before he'd harm her. Besides, she was having way more fun, and I wasn't about to stop that party." Kesa and Asmodeus had been together many times in Hell. I know him well enough to trust her with him. I'd seen him obliterate demons who spoke out of line towards her. You didn't do that for someone you didn't care about. Even if you are a Prince of Hell.

      "Oh, yeah? Girls' night without me, I see. You know, if you would take me on these outings, you probably wouldn't have been trapped with any swirling-eyed dude. I would have seen right past the bullshit and saved you from yourself." Her tone had me laughing.

      "Well, shit, I guess I'll have to take you on every outing from now on." I couldn't help it. The idea that she wouldn't be off fucking some dude while I was trapped had me laughing hard. She scowled at me. Based on the club the other night, she'd been off in Marcus' office for a long time. We would have left her if I hadn't called her back to us before leaving.

      "I'm entirely serious." She rested her fist on her hip, glaring at me.

      "I know you are. Can you go digging? Time isn't exactly on our side right now. I feel like I'm behind on everything. I don't like playing catch-up. Not with something this dire."

      I stood at the precipice of an abyss, my mind whirling with uncertainty and responsibility. The weight of the world pressed heavily on my shoulders, a burden I had never asked for, yet one I couldn't ignore. I despised the gnawing feeling of not knowing, for knowledge was my currency, and now, the fate of humanity hung in the balance.

      In the not-so-distant past, I had been concerned with a single soul, an insignificant speck in the vast cosmic landscape. How trivial that worry seemed now, with the entire world teetering on the edge of oblivion. Time has become a slippery eel, slipping through my grasp as the days blurred into an indistinct haze.

      I had never sought the role of the devil, never sought the mantle of responsibility that came with it. Yet, I knew I couldn't stand idly by while the world crumbled around me. There was no room for reluctance, no room for hesitation. The world needed me, and I wouldn't let them down.

      A storm raged within me, a tempest of determination and fury, as I vowed to unveil the malevolent forces at play. Someone out there sought to unleash chaos upon the Earth, and they would pay dearly for their audacity.

      My heart pounded like a relentless drum, my eyes ablaze with fierce determination. There was no denying that I grew tired of my role as the devil, and I was also no savior. I had never been one to wear a halo, but I couldn't allow the world to succumb to whatever darkness they had planned, either.

      As the night wore on, my mind became a battlefield waging war against the unknown enemy. The future of humanity hung in the balance, and I was their last line of defense. But who was the puppeteer pulling the strings, and what nefarious plans did they have in store for Earth?

      I scoffed at my nonchalant thoughts, my lips curling into a sardonic smile.

      No big deal? Right?

      Little did I know that the sinister puppeteer was already one step ahead, lurking in the shadows, waiting to unleash an unimaginable evil upon the world. The night was far from over, and the final showdown loomed ever closer. The fate of the world hung in the balance, and my resolve would be tested like never before. Would I emerge victorious, or would darkness swallow the world whole? Only time would tell, and the clock was ticking.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 14 CADE

          

        

      

    

    
      "Thane, I know you're here." I strode out of the elevator into Death's sleek apartment. His home always reminded me of a panther ready to strike. All its features were sharp, like the tips of a panther's claws. Every piece of furniture was aligned in perfectly straight lines. It was as straight and narrow as his personality. He was Death, after all. Death was inevitable. I walked into the living room. Thane was standing, looking at the pictures. He had his arms crossed over his chest and his lips pressed into a hard line. When he heard me enter the room, he turned to look at me.

      "Cade, what do I owe the pleasure?" His smirk let me know he was more than aware of my most recent activities. Thane had always been the one to keep the group in line by any means necessary.

      "I hold in my possession some information, knowledge that I knew would pique your interest," I began cautiously, fully aware of Thane's unwavering focus when it came to matters that engaged him. His single-minded determination could be both a boon and a challenge, as he seldom paused to question the circumstances that led us to our current situation. To him, the task at hand took precedence over all else, and he'd fulfill his duties without hesitation.

      Yet I knew that rushing to reveal everything I knew would be unwise. Thane's inquisitive nature could be harnessed for our benefit, but only if he saw the reasoning behind my actions. So, before I disclosed the extent of my knowledge, I needed to navigate the intricacies of his mind and ensure he comprehended the bigger picture.

      It was a delicate balance, like a dance on a tightrope, seeking the perfect moment to unravel the truth before him. I couldn't risk his impulsivity clouding our judgment, but at the same time, I couldn't afford to underestimate his intelligence. Thane was sharp, and he deserved my complete trust.

      The gravity of our circumstances weighed heavily on my shoulders, and as I prepared to share my insights with him, I understood that every word I chose could determine the course of our journey. I braced myself, aware that once the information was revealed, there would be no turning back. This was a pivotal moment in our shared destiny, one that would shape the path ahead and bind our fates together.

      "Should I assume you mated with the devil?"

      Damn, straight to the quick. I shouldn't have expected any less. "That isn't what's important. Do you know who can cause pain in the dream realm? Someone with green swirling eyes, tall, lives in some kind of pit." I figured since he'd gotten to the point, I could, too.

      "I disagree with the importance of you mating with the devil. You'd struck a deal affecting all of us without batting an eye." There was a tick in his jaw when he spoke. When I'd made the deal, he stood silent. Now, I would experience his true feelings on the matter.

      "Fine, get whatever you have to say off your chest. I know you won't move past it until you do." I rolled my eyes. Thane could be so temperamental about certain things.

      "You agreed not to mate with her. Yet, when the opportunity for a bit of information presented itself, you made a deal without consulting any of us." His eyes narrowed.

      "We had the same goal. It's not like you were offering anything to get what we needed." I turned away from him. "I did what was needed to continue our mission. You cannot deny that you'd do the same. Although you had the opportunity, I was the one to seize it— as I've always been the one in our group willing to burden myself with the risks no one else will take. You should consider it a gift. I was willing to make the deal when you shied away from it.

      "The notion of this being a gift for all of us is hardly convincing, especially when it's apparent that you stand to gain the most from it. Your intentions to defy us were clear from the start, and now, you conveniently exploit it for your own advantage. It's disheartening, Brother, for I know you too well. And to think you've allied yourself with the very person striving to thwart our endeavors, how can we possibly trust you?" The words slipped from my lips, laden with both disappointment and suspicion.

      As I observed Thane's countenance, a rare display of emotion flickered in his eyes, betraying the pain that he, too, felt. Unlike the rest of us, Thane was never one to wear his heart on his sleeve, but his eyes spoke volumes, revealing a soul grappling with inner turmoil.

      His guarded demeanor had always made it challenging to gauge his feelings, yet at that moment, I glimpsed the raw vulnerability he tried so hard to conceal. It struck me, like a sudden gust of wind on a cold winter's night, how much we had changed over the years and how difficult it was to truly know the hearts of those we once believed were kindred spirits.

      Uncertainty clouded the air, and a heavy silence enveloped us. The bonds we once shared were now frayed, and the foundation of trust we had built seemed on the verge of crumbling. I yearned for the connection we once had, but the path ahead felt treacherous, shrouded in shadows of doubt.

      In that fleeting moment, as Thane's emotions played across his face, I wondered if redemption was still within reach. Could we mend the rift between us and find solace in the strength of our brotherhood once more? Or had the sands of time irreparably eroded the ties that once bound us together? Only time would tell as we navigated the murky waters of our uncertain future.

      I sighed, knowing that I would have to be careful with my words again. "It's not about trusting me, Thane. It's about the bigger picture. Our world is in danger, and Lucifer may be the key to stopping it." I paused. "You didn't notice that this time was different. She's not lying about us being released by someone other than the Almighty. Don't you find that even a little curious?" Thane had always been the seeker of wisdom. He'd filed away the events of all human history. He'd studied humans more than any other in our group. I was certain he would consider this another mystery to solve.

      Thane remained silent for a few moments before finally speaking up. "And why do you think I would want to help you figure any of this out after what you've done? Curiosity is your thing, not mine." I blinked at his lie. When had Thane ever lied to me? I couldn't think of a single instance.

      "We're brothers, Thane. We've fought side by side for centuries. We need to look past our personal issues and protect the sanctity of what this world represents to everyone." I sounded like a sap, but it was our role to protect the sanctity of the balance of this world.

      He pursed his lips, considering my words. "Fine. What do you need me to do?"

      I hadn't expected him to give in so quickly. It took me a moment to gather my thoughts. "I need you to find out everything you can about this person who can cause pain in the dream realm. I haven't heard of such a being, but I know you've studied much more than I have. He's most likely the dark one who's being spoken of around the supernatural community. We need to know everything about him. He'll be coming after us soon enough."

      Thane nodded slowly. "I'll see what I can do."

      "No arguing? You're just going to do it?"

      "Have you met with Izzy to receive the information from her side of your deal? I'd hate for your risk to be fruitless." I could read the sarcasm in his tone.

      "I already have what we need. As soon as the bonding was complete, an object appeared in my bedroom. There was a note that read this will lead you to the box. Happy Hunting- Iz. She kept her end of the bargain."

      "Excellent. When should we depart?" Thane was eager.

      "I have a few things to take care of first." As I turned to leave, I couldn't help but feel a sense of relief wash over me. Despite our differences and personal grudges, Thane was still willing to help me when it mattered most. Now, all we needed was to find out who this mysterious man was and put a stop to him before he could cause any more harm. "Find out what you can in the meantime. I'll be back as soon as I can." I stopped in front of the elevator, waiting. When the doors opened, Huxley was standing there. "What are you doing here?"

      "Where's Thane? We need to talk." Huxley rushed past me into Thane's apartment. "Call in Ryder too. We've got a fucking problem."

      "What's going on?" I followed him back into Thane's apartment.

      Huxley was the last of us to be rattled by anything. He was obviously angry about something. "Call Ryder. I'll tell you when we're all here."

      "Fine." I pulled out my phone. Ryder answered on the second ring. Gunshots rang out through the speaker. "Ryder, we have an emergency."

      The growled response was all I got as he hung up the phone. Ryder stood in front of the three of us in an instant. "This better be important."

      "Why? What could you have possibly been doing?" I hated how Ryder made it seem like every single thing he did was important.

      "Monitoring the situation and battles in a few key countries. I'm making sure the bigger players get involved, and soon." He glared at me. I was surprised he even answered me. Usually, he blew me off whenever I questioned him about anything.

      "You take the fun out of coming here, you know that. Can't you slow down a little so we can spend more than seven years here?" I shook my head. "You're always so quick to rush into war. Would it kill you to have some patience?" War was usually the reason we had to leave Earth. He sped things along, starting these monumental wars that hurried along with the champion. For once, I would like to spend a little more time here. Especially now that we have a mate to play with while we're here. I always enjoyed my escapades with women, but our little devil was next-level sublime. I wanted much more time to cherish her.

      "We're here to complete a mission, or have you forgotten that already? Don't think we all don't know how you betrayed us. We felt you bond with her. Traitors don't last in my world." He took a step closer, getting directly in my face. "If we didn't need you, I'd kill you on the spot for your betrayal."

      "Okay, you both need to calm down." Thane put an arm between us. It took Ryder a minute, but he stepped back and went to the decanter on the counter. Thane turned to Huxley. "All right, Hux, you got us all here. What's the emergency?"

      Huxley took a deep breath before speaking. "Lydia lured Luci into a trap at the club. She was taken to an underground cave. It sounds like it was something she'd seen before. The man who took her was trying to siphon her powers. Lilith intervened. It was the only reason we both survived. At least, I think it is. I'm not sure what they have planned, but she said she wasn't ready for us yet. Whatever that means."

      "What do you mean, trap? How was Lydia able to pull that off?" I asked, feeling a sense of foreboding settle in my gut. How had I not felt her distress? As her mate, I should have felt it.

      "Lydia is the reason we're bonded to her. She knew about her desire for connection. I don't know how they're doing it, but they know enough to lure her. She walked right into the trap without suspecting a thing. He seemed to have a personal grudge against her," Huxley replied grimly. "It also seemed like she may have seen him before today."

      I shared a knowing glance with Thane. "How? When? I didn't feel a thing."

      "Did Lilith say anything else we can use?" Ryder asked, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. He was always on a mission. He would dig through her words, looking for motive or weakness. It was who he was at his core. It didn't seem to matter that we'd been seeing her and hadn't told him about any of it. I was intrigued by the fact he could feel me bond with her. How was Lydia able to manipulate something inside of us so easily? We've always been a separate entity, not on either side. We were the epitome of balance. Not anymore. Someone was tipping the scales on both sides to rock the entire grand design. I wasn't sure I liked how deep this was going. I certainly didn't like not knowing all the players involved. I would need to make amends with Ryder so we could discuss this together.

      "No, but it seemed like Lilith was using this guy. I don't know why he would have stopped at her command without some kind of controlling relationship between the two. They both have something more planned for all of us." Huxley walked over to the counter, pouring his own glass of bourbon.

      Silence descended over the room as we all processed this new information. The fact Luci had encountered someone who could trap her was alarming enough, but the fact he seemed to have some kind of hold over her was even more concerning. If he could control an archangel, his power was certainly above our level. We needed to find out who this man was and what his intentions were before it was too late.

      "I'll see what I can find out," Thane finally spoke up, breaking the silence. "In the meantime, we need to keep an eye on Lucifer. We don't know why this power is targeting us after mating us to her, but we need to all stay together in this fight. Without her, we won't get the information we need about what's really going on here."

      I blinked. Thane certainly changed his tune from a few moments ago.

      "Agreed." Ryder nodded. I was surprised that Ryder had been the first one to say it. He hadn't even spent time with her like Huxley and I had.

      I nodded along with the others, feeling a sense of unease settle over me. We were dealing with something new and unknown, and it made me feel vulnerable and exposed.

      Thane turned his attention to me. "Care to fill them in on why you chose to visit me today?" His eyes sparkled. I hated him for calling me out like that.

      Damn him. I sighed. "Fine. Luci had a dream about the guy last night. It's probably why she recognized him." I looked away from all of them. I wasn't keeping secrets exactly, but I also wouldn't give them any additional information. I was already a traitor for having sex with her. It didn't matter that Thane knew exactly why I'd bonded to her. It was to get what we needed to find Pandora's box and break the fifth seal.

      "What? Why didn't you say something this morning?" Huxley looked at me accusingly.

      "When? After you'd run off like a scared little boy?" I knew it was a low blow.

      Huxley charged. Thane stopped him. "Cade, we don't need your smart mouth right now. We need to work together. Everyone needs to be informed about everything for our plan to work. We're brothers. We can't afford to keep things from each other."

      I rolled my eyes. Like he wasn't keeping things from the group. He wasn't wrong, though. We already knew far too much about each other. Now, we were expected to share a mate. Ha. "It wasn't my information to share; it was hers. The dream she had was after she'd fallen asleep last night. If you'd stuck around longer, maybe you would have known about it." Huxley wasn't the type to fuck and run, but he had been a coward last night, and he knew it.

      "That's bullshit, and you know it." Huxley pointed a finger at me. Thane was still planted between him and me. Not that we'd actually physically fight. That was Ryder's forte.

      "No, what you told Luci last night was bullshit. You lied when you said you chose not to bond with her because you're worried about the consequences, and we both know it." I turned away from them all. "I'm going back to check on our mate. If they targeted her once, they'll do it again. In the meantime, you need to get your shit together. Figure out what each of you is going to do about her because one thing is for sure— the bond won't go away. You each need to decide what you'll do about it. I've already made my decision. You all need to do the same."

      I transported out of the room. I was sick of always being the one they blamed for everything. It wasn't my fault they didn't have the balls to act on their desires. I see something I want, I take it. No hesitation. They were all cowards. I planned to live every second I was here. Besides, it wasn't like the consequences of our actions would get us killed. We were the damn horsemen. We'd just go back to our world until we were released for the next cycle.

      Why wouldn't we want to live out the time we had here to the fullest? That was always their mistake. They were too fucking cautious. The mission to end the world was at the forefront of their thoughts every second. It was ignorant and boring. The quicker we started, the shorter the time we had here. None of them agreed with me. At least Huxley had joined me in some fun a few times, but the others never budged. We were here to complete the mission, nothing more.

      Life was a tapestry of fleeting moments, and lately, I'd been acutely aware of its brevity. The devil's arrival in our lives had shaken me to my core, forcing me to confront the impermanence of it all. She'd given me a reason to stick around longer, to embrace the chaotic beauty of existence with an intensity I'd never known before.

      But it wasn't just about me. I hoped she could do the same for the guys—Huxley and the rest. Their time here was as precarious as mine, and we couldn't take it for granted. Each second felt more precious now as if the sands of the hourglass were slipping away faster than ever.

      Luci's desire to send us back, to protect the humans from our sole purpose, only fueled my determination. I wouldn't let her do it without a fight. I wanted to stay, to savor every thrill, every laugh, and every heart-pounding moment we shared. Life was meant to be lived, to be experienced in all its vibrant hues, and I wouldn't let the sands of time wash away our chance for something extraordinary.

      And so, I played my part, making her scream my name, weaving a bond between us that transcended any ulterior motives I may have had. Yes, I bonded with her for information to uncover the mastermind behind this malicious plot. To further the collective purpose of the horsemen. But that didn't negate the feelings that had blossomed between us, the depths of desire that swirled in the depths of my soul.

      The stakes had never been higher, yet there was a poetic beauty in it all. Like an explorer venturing into the unknown, I navigated the mysteries of my heart, relishing the journey with every beat of my rebellious spirit.

      Life might be short, but it wasn't about the length of our days; it was about the depth of our experiences. I was determined to seize every moment, to dive headfirst into the unknown with an unwavering spirit. As the sands of time continued to fall, I knew I would savor every second with our devil, unraveling the threads of fate that bound us together and discovering the secrets of this cosmic tapestry.

      As I approached Luci's place, an eerie stillness hung in the air, enveloping the surroundings like a heavy shroud. The usual hum of life was conspicuously absent, leaving an unsettling silence in its wake. Every fiber of my being tingled with apprehension, sensing something was wrong.

      With each step, my heart pounded in my chest, a primal warning of impending danger. My instincts screamed at me to proceed with caution, to be prepared for whatever awaited beyond the threshold.

      "Luci," I called out softly, my voice a mere whisper in the hushed atmosphere. I strained to catch any response, any sign that she was all right.

      But there was nothing. Just a haunting silence, echoing like a ghostly chorus in the dimly lit corridor.

      My hand hovered hesitantly above the doorknob, my fingers trembling with anticipation. I steeled myself for what lay beyond, bracing for the unknown.

      With a slow, deliberate turn, the door creaked open, revealing a dim interior that swallowed the light. Shadows danced across the walls, hinting at hidden secrets lurking in the darkness.

      I stepped into the room, my senses on high alert, scanning for any sign of movement or disturbance. Every sound seemed magnified in the hush—the soft whisper of my breath, the faint creak of the floorboards beneath my feet.

      And then there she was. Luci lay on the couch, an ethereal vision in the dim light. Her eyes were closed, lost in peaceful slumber, yet the vulnerability in her posture struck me like a sharp arrow to the heart.

      Without a second thought, I closed the distance in swift strides, drawn to her like a moth to a flame. The softness of her features tugged at my soul, and I couldn't help but reach out to stroke her hair gently.

      Her eyelids fluttered open, and I was met with the warmth of her gaze, hazy with sleep. For a fleeting moment, the world faded away, and it was just the two of us in this cocoon of serenity.

      In that moment, I felt an unbreakable connection—a thread woven through time and space, binding our souls together in an inexplicable dance of fate. My heart swelled with emotion, and a sense of protectiveness washed over me.

      In the stillness of that room, an unspoken understanding passed between us, transcending words. It was as if the universe had conspired to bring us together, even amid the uncertainty and danger surrounding us.

      I leaned closer, drawn to her like a sailor to the siren's call, losing myself in the depths of her eyes. There was a secret, a revelation waiting to be unveiled, and I was determined to discover it—to explore the depths of this enigmatic woman who had captured my heart.

      As our gazes locked, I knew that whatever lay ahead, we would face it together, hand in hand, navigating the tumultuous waters of fate. The world may be uncertain and treacherous, but in this moment, there was a glimmer of hope, a promise of something extraordinary waiting just beyond the horizon.

      "Cade?" she murmured. "What's going on?"

      I leaned down and kissed her deeply, unable to contain my desire. She responded eagerly, her body pressing against mine as our tongues tangled in a dance as old as time itself. I never wanted to leave her side again.

      When we finally broke apart, gasping for air, Luci gazed at me, and for a moment, I was lost in the depths of her eyes. They were like pools of molten gold, drawing me in and never letting go.

      "What are you doing here?" she asked, sitting up on the couch.

      "I wanted to make sure you were okay," I answered truthfully. "After what happened . . ."

      Her face fell, and she looked away from me. "I'm fine. Did you talk to Huxley?"

      I sat on the couch next to her and reached out to pull her to my side. "Yeah, he told us what happened." She probably didn't like all of us knowing what happened, considering we barely knew her. Weakness wasn't something she'd share with another easily. Last night was a rare moment for her.

      She nodded, and we sat there in silence. Suddenly, she turned to look at me with fire in her eyes. "Why did you do it?" she asked bluntly.

      "Do what?" My head cocked to the side as I looked at her.

      "Sleep with me," she clarified, looking at me intently. "Why did you do it when you didn't know the consequences?"

      I shrugged nonchalantly, trying to lighten the mood. "Why would I worry about the consequences? I never have before." It was the truth.

      She studied me. "That's not an answer. Why did you choose to bond with me? We could have held back the bonding, but you pushed us forward. I need to know why."

      Shit, had she found out about my deal with Izzy? I looked away from her, clasping my hands together in my lap. "I don't know. I wanted to have sex with you from the moment I saw you. When I felt the bond, I wanted it, all of it, with you." I closed my eyes. Truth was always the best in such situations. "My history hasn't been the greatest. I fall fast and hard. My heart has been broken so many times. Yet, I never wanted to fear the possibility of love. I never wanted to hold myself back from the greatest gift this world has to give." I paused, shifting my body towards hers, and took her hands in mine. "With you, there was a level of safety knowing we were bonded mates. Once bonded, it'll be harder for you to leave me. I understand you've come here to stop us from our purpose. Yet, I believe there might be a way to hold onto you, even if we have to leave this plane of existence." I sighed. "You're my chance at forever. Leaping didn't even take forethought. I'm here for all of it with you."

      Her eyes searched mine. Looking for the lie that wasn't there. She opened her mouth to speak but closed it again. Taking a shaky breath, she looked at me. "I can't stop thinking about you," she breathed. "Ever since last night, I can't get you out of my head."

      I smirked, feeling a sense of satisfaction wash over me. "Good," I said as I turned towards her, pulling her into me so that our lips met in a fierce kiss. I wrapped her in my arms, letting the primal need push me forward. I would never tire of claiming her as mine.

      She moaned as she melted into me, her hands running through my hair as I explored every inch of her mouth with my tongue. My hand traveled up to cup her breast, thumbing her nipple through the fabric of her shirt. She let out a gasp that was music to my ears.

      "We shouldn't do this," she whispered against my lips even as she leaned into me.

      I pulled back to look into those hauntingly beautiful eyes of hers, already knowing what I wanted to do next. "Why not?" I asked. "You already know the bond is there between us. Was my confession of undying love not enough? Should I get on bended knee? Ask your father for permission?" I smirked as amusement lit her face.

      "How can you be so sure? The Earth's existence depends on you going home. How can you know I won't betray you in the end?" I wondered at her questions. Had she been betrayed so many times, it was the expectation rather than the exception. I stared into her beautiful eyes, hoping that one day, she would let her guard down with me so that I may get the briefest of glimpses into that battered soul of hers. At the same time, I knew she was being betrayed by the closest of friends. I betrayed her by not informing her of the friend's treachery. I was no better.

      "I can't. I only hope you'll be a little dismayed by my absence." I brushed my thumb across her cheek.

      "So, you're counting on me not to break your heart?" The corner of her mouth lifted.

      "You're the only one who could." I pressed my lips lightly to hers. Or at least I meant to kiss her lightly. She claimed me with such surprising force. I matched her ferocity with a fire all my own.

      As she lay back on the couch, I found myself caught in a tug-of-war between my desires and the weight of our mission. At that moment, it wasn't just about my own pleasure; it was about securing my place by her side, ensuring our bond grew stronger than any force in the universe.

      Her vulnerability beneath me stirred a deep longing, a yearning to leave an indelible mark on her heart and soul. I knew if she wanted me as much as she wanted to save the world, then I had a fighting chance of staying with her, of breaking free from the chains of our former reality.

      With a tender touch, I traced my fingers along her skin, memorizing every curve, every freckle, as if etching her essence into my very being. I wanted to brand her with my touch, to make her mine in a way that transcended mere physical pleasure.

      But beneath the playful façade, I felt the weight of the responsibility we carried. The world hung in the balance, and every action we took had consequences far beyond our own desires. Our connection was more than just a fleeting moment of passion; it held the power to change the course of history.

      In that instant, I made a silent vow to myself. I wouldn't squander this opportunity. I wouldn't let fear or doubt cloud my judgment. I would seize the day, cherish every second, and embrace the enigmatic dance of fate that had brought us together.

      This wasn't just about pleasing the devil; it was about embracing the uncertainty, the chaos, and finding our place amid the tumultuous symphony of existence. I wouldn't disappoint, not her, not myself, not the world that desperately needed saving.

      As I lost myself in the depths of her eyes, I knew we were bound by something far greater than desire—a cosmic connection defying explanation. In this moment of revelation, I felt a surge of determination, a fierce resolve to forge a future where we could be together, united against the odds.

      So, I surrendered to the intoxicating dance of our souls, savoring every touch, every sigh, as if each were a precious gift. I would leave no inch of her body untouched, no corner of her heart unexplored. This was our chance, our shot at freedom, and I wasn't about to let it slip through my fingers.

      The world beyond those walls might be waiting, but in this moment, we were the masters of our own destiny. Together, we would face the unknown, leaving behind a legacy of love and courage that would echo through the annals of time.
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      The next morning greeted me with a lingering haze of passion and contentment, my body still humming with the sweet ache of another night spent tangled in Cade's embrace. I stretched, reaching out instinctively for his warmth, but my fingers found only empty sheets. "Cade?" I called out, a flicker of disappointment dancing in my chest. Silence was my only reply, and I reminded myself not to expect him to be at my beck and call every morning.

      Shaking off the lingering remnants of slumber, I rose from the bed and padded my way to the bathroom. The water cascaded over my skin, washing away traces of the night. With every droplet that caressed my body, my mind was split between the passion consuming me and the weight of the world resting upon my shoulders.

      Emerging from the shower, I dressed with purpose, donning my signature leather jacket and boots. There was no time to dwell on the blissful distractions of desire. The fate of the world demanded my attention.

      As I made my way to the kitchen, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee teased my senses. Kesa stood there, toast in one hand and coffee in the other. Her eyes sparkled with a mix of curiosity and amusement as she took in my disheveled appearance.

      "Another wild night with Cade, I see," she remarked with a knowing smirk.

      I rolled my eyes playfully, trying to conceal the flutter of excitement in my chest. "You could say that."

      Kesa leaned against the counter, her posture relaxed but her gaze searching. "You know, while you're busy saving the world, you still deserve a little breakfast in bed now and then."

      I chuckled, grateful for her lightheartedness amidst the gravity of our mission. "Maybe I'll put in a request for that next time."

      We shared a moment of camaraderie, two souls bound by friendship, and a shared sense of purpose. In the face of impending darkness, we stood strong, ready to challenge fate and forge our own path.

      As we sipped our coffee, I couldn't help but savor the bittersweet taste of the moment. The weight of the world may rest upon my shoulders, but in the embrace of love and camaraderie, I found the strength to face whatever challenges lay ahead.

      "You should. He's the one who set the expectation on day one."

      I laughed. "I'm glad you're back to your normal self. Asmodeus must have shown you a damn good time. What time did you get back?"

      "Yeah, I missed him a bit." She had that faraway look, like someone in love. "I got back sometime around two. Not that I slept much with Cade being here." She gave me a pointed look.

      "Like you have any room to talk. You spent yesterday doing the same thing." I rolled my eyes. I'd left her with two supernaturals in a sex club.

      "True, it's the reason I own earplugs and headphones. When one doesn't drown you out, the other will." She smirked.

      "Speaking of Cade, have you seen him?" I shouldn't care that he left, but the unease inside my gut pushed me to find him.

      "He said something about having to meet with his brothers. He didn't tell you?" Her eyebrow rose as she looked at me.

      "He probably just didn't want to wake me." I shrugged. I went to the fridge to grab something for breakfast. I didn't have to eat, but it felt like a normal ritual to have coffee and breakfast. When in Rome . . .

      "He left you some pastry in the bag." She pointed to the white bag on the counter.

      "What?" I glanced in the direction she pointed. I peeked in the bag to find three different types of donuts, all looking like sugary heaven. Oh, I could get used to this.

      "Yeah, he wasn't sure what you liked, so I gave him some pointers. He's not a bad guy, considering he's the Horseman of Pestilence." She shrugged. It was probably the only compliment about him I would ever hear from her.

      "Yeah, we've had a few good nights. I do love how he gets me breakfast. Something about the mating makes him want to keep me well-fed. I don't mind." My heart squeezed at his thoughtfulness. Even though he wouldn't be here, he'd thought to make sure I got something for breakfast. It was a sweet gesture for a guy who didn't strike me as the type. That made it all the more special.

      "Don't fall in love with the horseman. I don't care if the sex is phenomenal. We're here to send them back and stop the world from ending. No dick is worth destroying the world." She stood in front of me. "Do you hear me?"

      I hated when Kesa went all motherly on me. "Yes, ma'am!" I saluted her.

      "No, I'm serious. I see you getting all goo-eyed over there. You will totally forget about why we're here. They have to go back, Luci. They have to."

      "Yeah, yeah, I know." I waved her off. I went into the living room to piece together what I would do next. Izzy would let me know what she found as soon as she had something, but I didn't want to wait around for her. I wanted to be taking action.

      "So, what do Lilith and Lydia have in common? Who the hell would be able to unite those two?" I threw my feet up on the coffee table as I leaned back on the couch to enjoy my coffee and donut.

      "Wait? Lilith was there? How did I miss that?" Kesa blinked.

      "Well, to be fair, you were a little preoccupied when I saw you at the club after we'd run into her. I'd be surprised if you remembered anything I said." I took a drink of my coffee. I didn't really want to think about the position Kesa was in when we found her after I'd been tricked. It irked me that she was getting off while I was in danger. I understood her point, but at the same time, she was supposed to be my best friend.

      Kesa shook her head. "I don't even remember the last time I saw Lilith. She was probably in Hell. I just don't know where she's been." She lowered herself onto the couch next to me, a concerned look on her face. "But you're right; there has to be something tying those two together. We just need to figure out what it is."

      I nodded, finishing off my donut. "We need to figure it out before whoever the asshole is with the swirling green eyes decides he wants me to visit again. I can't say either time has been all that pleasant."

      Kesa's phone rang, interrupting our conversation. She glanced at the screen before answering. "Hello?"

      I leaned back, giving her some space to talk. A frown crossed her face as she listened to whatever was being said on the other end of the line. Holding the phone against her chest, she turned back to me, worry etched across her features.

      "It's Izzy. She found something."

      "Why's she calling? Why doesn't she just come here?"

      "She can't. Your brother decided she needed to stick around Hell." She held the phone out to me. "She wants to talk to you."

      I took the phone in my hand. "Iz, what's going on?"

      "Tell your fucking brother that I'm doing important work for you, so he lets me leave Hell. I can't stay. He thinks I'm his damn assistant or something."

      I chuckled. Leave it to my brother to decide that everyone in Hell was his personal assistant. "I'll talk to him." I didn't have time to deal with him today, but I guess I would have to make time.

      "No, talk to him now. Here." The last word was muffled before my brother was on the line. I pressed my lips together. I could envision the hell she was giving my brother.

      "Hello, dear sister. Why can't I use your demon to do the work that needs to be done? I thought I would have full rein while I was covering for you." Sariel was annoying on a good day.

      I wanted to correct that Izzy was a fallen, but now may not be the time. "I have Izzy working on the Horsemen thing. I need her with me." I wouldn't argue with my brother, considering he was doing me a favor right now.

      "Why are you so insistent on this horsemen fiasco? You know they'll be stopped just like every other time they were released. You never bothered with it. What's changed?" I pressed my lips together, debating on how much I wanted to share with him. Izzy's warning was still fresh in my memory. I would need to give him something to sate him and make him give up Izzy.

      "This time is different. They weren't supposed to be released on Earth yet. There's no champion to stop them; no seals have been broken that could be reversed. It's different, and I need to find out why. There can't be this many souls all coming in at once. It will throw off the balance in both Heaven and Hell. If you haven't noticed, it already has." I hoped I gave him enough to back off.

      "Are you finding anything out? How would they be out before their time? No one but Father can do that." Sariel sounded as confused as I felt when it came to this situation.

      "Obviously, he's not the only one. Otherwise, they wouldn't be on Earth. Listen, I have things to do. Can you send Izzy back to me, please?" I knew I would get more from him by being polite. He was so easy, and I appreciated it.

      "Fine, but have her get me a competent replacement before she leaves. How did you even run things around here? The Elites are impossible to deal with at this point. They think everything they do is right." I couldn't blame him for the annoyance, but his words had me more than a little concerned.

      "Sariel, you're only supposed to be covering for me. You aren't supposed to be changing anything. What have you been doing that made you annoyed with them?" I was cautious. Sariel knew not to change anything big, but I was nervous.

      "Don't worry, this place will be much more efficient when you come back." He paused. "You know me. I can't help but leave things better than I found them. Don't worry so much. Your sanctuary is in good hands." He hung up the phone before I could comment.

      "Fuck, he better not screw up Hell while I'm gone. It works exactly how I need it to work." I rolled my eyes. "Can you have someone monitor my brother? I don't trust that he isn't down there changing everything."

      "I already have him monitored. I can check in with what he's doing specifically." Her eyes narrowed on me. "Should I be worried?"

      "Yes, we both should." She hurried from the room, her fingers racing over her phone. Good, I didn't need to think about the shit show that Sariel may create in Hell. I rested my feet back up on the coffee table. How could I find out information about Lilith? I closed my eyes, running through all the connections to her I knew. My eyes flashed open when I hit one name.

      "Kesa?" I called.

      "Yeah?" Her phone was held against her chest. "When you're done with whomever, I have a question. It's important." I didn't know who was on the phone, so I wouldn't say anything until we were alone.

      "Okay, just give me a second." She dipped back into the kitchen. "Hey, can you take care of that for me? I need to know everything he's doing in a timely manner. Every. Single. Thing. Got it?" She nodded before hanging up.

      "What's up? I was checking in on your brother." I detected a little annoyance from her, but I didn't care.

      "So, Asmodeus is close to Lilith, right?" It had been a while, but I remembered them being close. They were even rumored to be married.

      "They were once. I don't believe that's the case anymore. Why?" Kesa narrowed her eyes on me, and I couldn't blame her. I was about to deliver a big ask, knowing she would do it whether she wanted to or not.

      "Can you get close to him to find out for sure?" I glanced over at her.

      She bit the side of her lip and looked away from me. She knew exactly what I was asking of her. After a minute, she rolled her eyes. "Fine, I can find out."

      "You know I love you, right?" I smiled.

      "Yeah, sure." She got up from the couch without looking at me.

      "Shit," I whispered. She went back into her bedroom. Most likely to get space from me. She was the one saying I should keep my eyes on the mission. Now, I was asking her to use her sex life to get information. It didn't feel as good when the shoe was on the other foot.

      As I sat there contemplating my next steps, the front door to the house burst open. Cade strode in, looking like he owned the place. "Morning, Kitten," he drawled as he made his way over to me.

      "Where have you been?" I demanded, irritation seeping into my voice. I didn't like being left in the dark, especially when it came to Cade.

      "I had some business to attend to with my brothers," Cade replied smoothly, his hand caressing my arm in a gesture of apology. "But I'm back now and ready to answer to your every whim, my beautiful Queen of Hell." He laid it on thick. It made me suspicious.

      Kesa snorted under her breath. "Yeah, I bet you are." I hadn't heard her come back. She knew as well as I did we needed them all on our side.

      I glanced up at Cade and saw the sincerity in his eyes. Maybe Kesa was right, and I shouldn't fall for him. It was hard to resist someone who made me feel so good. The charm helped, too. "Okay," I said finally. "What did you find out?"

      Cade settled down on the couch next to me. "It seems that Lilith and Lydia both have something we need," he said gravely. "Without it, there's no end to the world."

      "And that's a bad thing?" Kesa muttered. "Sounds perfect. We just need to make sure you don't get whatever it is."

      "Yeah, someone might stop you before you even get the chance." Cade leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, as his hand ran down his face. He looked defeated.

      "What's it you need to stop the world?" I drew a blank. Each of the seals required something to open them. I wasn't sure to which he was referring.

      "The box. It opens the fifth seal. Without it, we can't end anything. It was the protection set up by your father, so the end wouldn't happen unless it was truly time."

      "Box? As in Pandora's box? Isn't that Greek?" Kesa asked from the doorway.

      "It's all the same, really. As you well know, no one has the true story. We need Pandora's Box. Thane believes Lilith or Lydia have it." He hadn't moved from his rigid position.

      "How does he know this?"

      "Thane is the head of the vampires. He seems to know everything." Evasive, again.

      "What aren't you telling me?" I asked.

      "Nothing." He got up from the couch and moved towards the door.

      I held my hand out, freezing him in place. "Cade, you told me you wouldn't lie to me." My power tightened around his throat. We were mates, but I'd warned him about lying.

      He struggled against my hold as his eyes filled with a mixture of hurt and betrayal. "Let me down," he ordered.

      I tightened my power again, wrapping coils of it around his legs and arms so he couldn't move. "Tell me what you're hiding from me."

      He struggled against the bindings before finally going limp. I watched as his magic snaked out from him in the golden light. It dissipated when it touched my power. His eyes narrowed on me. "We've already established I am more powerful than you. Our bond doesn't change what I came here to do."

      He growled. "I'm doing the same."

      "And I can't let you end the world, so tell me what you're hiding from me."

      "We already have what we need to find the box." His spiteful words came out through clenched teeth. I could feel his pride.

      "Oh?" I lessened the hold around his throat.

      "Yeah, I made a deal. Bond with you, and I get what I need to find the box." A smile curved his lips.

      My chest constricted, and I couldn't pull in air. "What?"

      "You're not the only one here on a mission," Cade responded.

      In my devastation, I'd dropped my magical hold on him. I lashed out, my body charging at him. Before I could reach him, he transported out of the room. "Fucker!" I screamed. The sound dredged up from my very soul before I dropped to my knees. Kesa was next to me in a second, pulling me against her.

      "I got you." She rubbed my arm, holding me tight against her chest.
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      I clutched my chest. "What the hell?"

      I'd been waiting in Cade's penthouse for him to return. Cade appeared in the kitchen, clutching his chest and coughing as though he'd been deprived of air.

      "What the hell just happened?" I stopped in front of his hunched form.

      "I fucked up, that's what." He pounded on his chest as he pulled air into his lungs.

      "Explain."

      Thane and Ryder were in the apartment an instant later. "What the fuck, Cade?" They wore matching expressions of accusation.

      "You were supposed to stay close to Lucifer. What did you do to her?" Thane stepped closer.

      Cade finally stood upright. "I told her." He met Thane's eyes.

      "What? Why?" Thane shifted.

      "Told her what?" Ryder looked at the two men.

      "I'd made a deal to bond with Lucifer to get information on how to locate Pandora's Box so we can open the fifth seal." Cade strode over to his liquor cabinet. He poured himself half a glass of bourbon and downed it in one gulp.

      "I ask again, why?" Thane stood across from him at the counter, staring him down with the penetrating gaze that only a vampire could manage.

      He sighed. "Look, I know I fucked up. Do I have to relive it?"

      "Damn straight." Ryder stood next to Thane.

      Cade rolled his eyes. "Fine, she knew I was lying. She used her power to throw me against the wall until I told her." He refilled the glass and downed it again. "Huxley knows how persuasive she can be."

      "Fuck, Cade, you told her you wouldn't lie to her again." I shook my head. "Why did you agree to a deal like that?" I didn't understand why he would make a deal.

      "I did it so we'd get the box, or have you forgotten why we're here?" He shook his head. "Damn, you haven't even fucked her, and you're dismissing our mission."

      "Bullshit, you were going to fuck her anyway, and we all know it." Ryder glared.

      "Fine, but I got what we needed in the process." He waved us off.

      "How could you?" I knew Cade could be a cold bastard, but this was beyond anything I imagined him capable of doing.

      He met my eyes. "I didn't think I would ever tell her. Ryder wasn't wrong. I was going to do it, anyway. I wanted the chance at love without betrayal. I wanted her to have a reason not to send us back. Hell, I wanted a chance at happiness." He hung his head.

      "Instead, you betrayed her." I shook my head.

      "Pretty much and fucked up any chance I had at her wanting us around." He refilled his glass. "So much for happiness, guys. Looks like it might be death for all of us. I don't know about you, but I welcome it." He downed another glass.

      "Fuck, someone needs to stay with him. I'm going to check on Lucifer." I didn't even wait for a response.

      As I hurriedly made my way to Luci's place, my heart was weighed down by the burden of my brother's betrayal. How could Cade have made such a reckless deal? The guilt and sorrow threatened to overwhelm me, but I pushed on, determined to be there for Luci, even in the face of his mistakes.

      When I finally reached her door, I felt the tension in the air, the remnants of their heated argument still lingering. I hesitated for a moment before knocking softly, not wanting to intrude on her pain. The door opened, and Luci stood before me, her eyes red and swollen, a silent testament to the pain she was enduring.

      "Huxley," she said, her voice thick with emotion. "What do you want?"

      "I heard what happened," I replied gently. "I came to see if you were okay."

      "I'm fine," she snapped, but her eyes betrayed her true emotions. The door slammed in my face. I caught it a second before it hit me. Luci walked away from the door, expecting my absence. Her hands clenched and unclenched at her sides. Pacing, it took her a minute to realize I was still there. "No, you need to fucking leave. I'm not dealing with any of you again." Her power burst from her, throwing me against the door. I wasn't even sure she meant to do it. Her emotions were so raw. I righted myself, taking a step towards her, my hands up in surrender.

      "I know you're hurting," I said, taking a slow step closer to her. "And I know you're scared to trust any of us. But not all of us are like Cade."

      She looked away, her defenses up, but I saw the glimmer of hope in her eyes. "Sure, you are. Everyone will betray one another to get what they want. You're no different."

      "No, my purpose in coming here was to ensure your well-being. My decision not to bond with you was born out of genuine concern and affection. Understand this— I am not Cade, nor will I ever try to be him," I spoke through clenched teeth, the mere mention of his name stoking a fire of anger within me. The pain he had inflicted on her was unbearable as if it echoed in the recesses of my own heart. In just a few fleeting days, he had shattered her, leaving behind a trail of devastation.

      The weight of my emotions threatened to overwhelm me, but I refused to let them surface fully. I couldn't let anger cloud my judgment or compassion, for my feelings were a testament to the deep connection I held with her. I loathed witnessing her pain, for it ignited a fierce protectiveness within me. But I had to be strong, for her sake.

      As much as it pained me, I knew I couldn't mend her broken heart with vengeance or hollow promises. I wasn't Cade, and I wouldn't pretend to be someone I wasn't. My path was forged with sincerity, and my intent was to heal, to offer solace in a way only I could.

      Though he had hurt her, I refused to let her despair consume her entirely. In the face of her vulnerability, I resolved to be a constant source of strength, a steady presence to guide her through the darkness. I was determined to prove that, even without bonding, my care and devotion were unwavering. Time would be the truest testament to my commitment, as I stayed by her side, mending the wounds he had callously inflicted and showing her that love and support could be found, even in the most unexpected places.

      "It's what I get for trusting someone. I should have known better." She paced away from me, her thoughts taking her away from me and back into her own mind. I needed to reach beyond her defenses. Not that I thought I could at this moment. She was hurt. I wouldn't make light of her pain.

      "No, you can't blame yourself for his actions. He's the asshole who hurt you. For that, he should pay, but your willingness to trust is a beautiful thing. Don't lose it because of one asshole."

      She let out a hysterical laugh. "Right, if it's so beautiful, why do I keep getting hurt? Fuck everyone." She paced the floor like a trapped animal. She had so much pent-up energy she needed to expel it somehow.

      "Can I take you somewhere?" I asked.

      She stopped in her pacing and looked at me, surprised and suspicious. "What? Where?"

      "I know what might help you release some of that anger. You can't keep it inside you." I took another tentative step closer to Luci.

      "How do I know I can trust you?" she whispered, her vulnerability showing through the cracks in her façade.

      "I won't lie to you, Luci," I said firmly. "I won't do anything to hurt you. I'll always come for you when you need me. I promise."

      "But how can I believe you?" she asked, her voice breaking. "Every time I let someone in, they hurt me. They leave, or they betray me. Why should you be any different?"

      "Because I care about you," I replied, reaching out to gently cup her cheek. "I've seen the pain you've endured, and I want to be there for you. I want to be the one you can rely on, the one who won't let you down."

      She closed her eyes, tears spilling down her cheeks. "It's hard to believe that," she admitted, her voice barely a whisper.

      "I know," I said softly, wiping away her tears with my thumb. "But I'm willing to prove it to you, Luci. I won't rush you or push you into trusting me. I'll be patient, and I'll show you with my actions that I'm not like Cade."

      She opened her eyes, searching mine for any sign of deception. "I want to believe you," she said, her voice wavering. "But it's so hard."

      "I know," I repeated, pulling her into a gentle embrace. "And I won't force you to trust me right away. Just know that I'm here for you, no matter what. And I won't let you face this alone."

      She clung to me, her tears soaking into my shirt. "I don't know if I can do this," she whispered.

      "That's okay," I said, holding her tightly. "We'll take it one step at a time. I won't let anything happen to you. We'll figure this out together."

      As I comforted her, I knew that winning her trust wouldn't be easy. She had been hurt before, and her walls were high and fortified. But I was determined to be patient, to show her through my actions I could be trusted. We had a long journey ahead of us, but I was ready to take it on— for her and for us. Together, we could face whatever challenges lay ahead and find a way to heal the wounds of the past. And I would make sure she knew, without a doubt, she wasn't alone.

      "Come on, let's go destroy some shit."

      She laughed. "What?"

      "You need to let go of that anger." Pausing, I said, "Oh! I have the perfect place where you can set all that rage free." Gently, I rubbed her back as she looked up at me with a mixture of hope and wonder in her eyes. I would do my best not to betray that confidence.

      "Okay, where are we going?"

      "A rage room. You can break all the things you want." I smiled down at her.

      "A what?" Her brows furrowed in confusion.

      "A rage room. I hear they're all the rage right now, no pun intended." I shrugged. "It seems like the perfect opportunity to check it out."

      "Ah, okay, let's go." She wiped her cheeks. "Give me a minute to get cleaned up." She sniffled.

      "Take all the time you need." I heard her footsteps as she ran up the stairs.

      "Not bad, Horseman, not bad." Kesa came out from the hallway.

      "How long have you been there?" I hadn't heard her at all. I was so focused on Luci, I hadn't been alerted to anyone else here.

      "Long enough. I'm going to gut your brother Cade." She sipped from her mug like it was an everyday thing to threaten someone's life. As a demon, maybe it was. "You better heed the warning. I don't take betrayal lightly. I will kill for her without a second thought."

      "Good to know." I took a step back. Something about her told me she was one hundred percent serious. "I don't have any intention of betraying her."

      "Your brother probably didn't either. Yet here we are." She waved her hand out.

      "I know." I lowered my head. "Cade can be, well . . . Cade." I wasn't sure how to explain him to anyone else. I was used to his behavior. Every time I thought he'd changed, he proved he hadn't. The way he rushed to bond with her, I should have known. It wasn't Cade being Cade. There was no way I thought he'd made a deal to bond her to get something we needed to end the world. I wondered if Cade was in on whatever was going on here. Not that he had the power to do anything of this magnitude, but what the hell? I thought he agreed with Lucifer.

      Luci hurried down the stairs. Her ripped jeans and leather jacket were sexy as hell. The low cut of her tight red shirt had me hard in an instant. Damn, I couldn't be thinking about that now. She needed a comforting man, not a horny one. She caught my eyes and cocked her head like she knew exactly what I was thinking. Hell, she probably felt it since she was the epitome of lust. I needed to keep that shit under wraps. Being a man of my word, I swore not to harm her.

      "You ready?" She slipped the chain of her purse over her shoulder.

      "Yeah, you look amazing."

      "I know. Now let's go break some shit." She pulled on my hand. I transported us to the front of the building, keeping us glamoured.

      As we entered the rage room, Luci's eyes widened with excitement. The room was filled with many objects to break—plates, vases, even old televisions. The sound of shattering glass and ceramic filled the air as we put on our safety gear. Luci grabbed a baseball bat and swung at a stack of dishes, releasing all her pent-up anger and frustration. Luci let out a primal scream as she swung her bat and smashed a vase on the ground.

      I watched as she destroyed everything in sight, smiling as she let out screams of frustration with every hit. It was like watching a wild animal tearing into its prey, but instead of blood and guts, there were just broken pieces of glass flying everywhere.

      "You're not going to join me?" Luci asked between swings, taking a moment to catch her breath.

      I chuckled. "Oh, I will. Just wanted to let you have fun for a bit."

      She nodded and continued smashing things with a newfound vigor. And then I heard a shuffling sound coming from outside the door. I motioned for her to be quiet and listened closely. There were definitely footsteps coming down the hallway.

      "Luci," I whispered urgently. "We have to go now."

      "What? Why?"

      I felt the surge of supernatural energy coming down the hallway. I wasn't sure what breed they were, but their strength had the hairs on the back of my neck standing at attention.

      "Just trust me." I took her hand and pulled her towards the back door.

      We got out just in time as the door burst open, and several men stormed in, armed with guns. One of them sent out some kind of magical force, testing for our power specifically. What the hell was going on?

      "Shit," I muttered under my breath. "I should've known this was too good to be true." I blocked her view, standing between her and the looming threat.

      "What's going on?" I felt her hand on my shoulder as she attempted to see around me. I wasn't sure if she could feel their magic and power like I could. It was one gift of being a fae. I could feel others' energy. There's was dark with sinister intentions. I didn't like it. I needed to get Luci out of here.

      "We need to get out of here now." I gripped her hand and glamoured us before transporting us to my fae realm.

      "Did they bring guns?" Luci let out a laugh. "They thought they could go after us with guns?" Hysterics took over, and she laughed whole-heartedly.

      "Those were tranquilizers, not your typical guns. They were packing some major magical signatures. I don't know what they were, but we weren't ready to fight them."

      "What? I could have used a good brawl. Let's go back." She held her hand out to take mine.

      "You can't just go in blind not knowing what you're up against." I shook my head. I wouldn't let her go back.

      "You know who I am, right?" She narrowed her eyes at me. "That's kinda what I do."

      "No wonder you got along so well with Cade." I looked to the ground, then to her, realizing my mistake.

      "Excuse me?" She glared at me. In an instant, she was gone.

      "Shit, shit, shit." I transported back to the rage room. Luci literally stood in the center of the room. At least six gun lasers were trained on her. "Do you have some kind of death wish, woman?" I gaped.

      She motioned for them to come hither. Not one of them moved. Why would they? She was surrounded. Why would she put herself in harm's way like that? She wasn't invincible.

      I watched, frozen, as Luci continued to taunt and provoke the gunmen. They trained their weapons on her, but she didn't seem to care. Her eyes glinted with a fierce determination that I had never seen before. It was as if she was daring them to take her down.

      "Luci," I whispered, "what the hell are you doing?"

      She smirked at me over her shoulder. "Seeing which of them has the biggest balls. Come now, which of you is it?"

      I could feel my heart hammering in my chest as the tension in the room escalated to unbearable levels. These men were clearly not here for a friendly chat.

      Suddenly, one of them raised his weapon and fired.

      Everything seemed to happen in slow motion after that. I saw Luci twist out of the way with supernatural speed, her eyes glowing with a fierce intensity. She darted towards one gunman and grabbed his wrist, twisting it until he cried out in pain and dropped his weapon.

      The others hesitated for a moment, stunned by her sudden attack. But Luci didn't give them a chance to recover. She moved like lightning, taking them out one by one with quick, precise strikes.

      I couldn't believe what I was seeing. Luci was like a force of nature, unstoppable and unbreakable. And as much as I wanted to help her, I knew she didn't need my help.

      When the last gunman lay writhing on the ground in pain, Luci turned to look at me with a triumphant grin on her face.

      "Told you I could handle myself," she said with a shrug.

      I couldn't help but smile back at her. She was magnificent. "I guess you were right."

      "Now, let's see who sent them."

      Luci strode towards the fallen gunman, her expression unyielding and cold. I followed her lead, staying a few steps behind her in case of any further attacks. The man groaned in pain as she knelt next to him, her eyes locked onto his with an intense stare.

      "Who sent you?" Her tone was hard and unyielding, a stark contrast to the playful flirtation she had used moments before.

      The man spat at her feet, glaring up at her with open hatred. "Like I'll tell you anything."

      Luci didn't even flinch. She simply reached out and grabbed the man's hand, twisting it until he cried out in renewed agony.

      "I think you will," she said softly, almost calmly. "Unless you thought today was a good day to experience the worst pain of your life. Did the person who sent you tell you I'm the punisher in the flesh? No, of course not. You wouldn't be here." Yanking back on his hand until every bone in his wrist broke, she dropped it. The man's piercing scream echoed in the warehouse room.

      I watched in silent awe as Luci interrogated the man with ruthless efficiency. Luci picked up a piece of broken glass and walked around each of the men. "Now, boys, the one of you who talks first will gain my favor." She kicked the boot of one of them as she walked. "The rest of you will experience pain like none you've experienced before. Now, who wants to tell me who sent you?"

      "She'll kill us," one man spat towards Luci.

      That snapped my attention. My thorns drew up from the ground beneath him, wrapping him in a torturous embrace. Each of the thorns pierced his flesh, and I sighed in pleasure at the taste of my enemy's blood. Luci smiled widely at me.

      "Damn, that's sexy." She beamed at me.

      "Well, if I'd known sooner that impaling your enemies was the way to your heart, I would have gotten on it immediately." My thorns wrapped around his neck, and in an instant, his neck snapped. I would let no one treat Luci like that. Not on my watch.

      "So, who's ready to talk?" Scanning the room, she waited. Stepping into the broken glass added to her threats. Everything in this room was destroyed from our time here.

      I drew up more vines, wrapping the rest of the men. "Maybe they just need a bit of motivation," I smirked.

      One of the men's eyes widened. He was next to the man whose neck I snapped earlier. "Lilith, Lilith sent us," he blabbered.

      In an instant, he was burning. "We tried to tell you. She'll kill us." A second later, they were all burning.

      "What the hell?" Luci stared around at the men, who were now all piles of ash.

      "Apparently, she still wasn't ready for us."
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      "Fucking Lilith." I clenched my hands at my sides. I took us back to my house. "Kesa," I called out. No answer. What the hell? Where was she? "Kesa," I called again.

      "Do you have her working on something?" Huxley asked.

      "Shit, yeah. I guess I sent her to find out what Lilith was up to. I guess she started right away." I pulled out a stool in the kitchen and sat.

      "Would you expect anything less?" Huxley smirked at me.

      I rolled my eyes. "No, but she's supposed to be here when I need her."

      "Well, you get me instead." He pulled out the stool next to me.

      "Yeah, but you're not getting the information I need." I grabbed my phone from my purse. I dialed Kesa. It went straight to voicemail. "What the hell? She should have service everywhere." I dropped the phone on the counter.

      "Izzy," I called out, letting my power reach out to her.

      She materialized in the kitchen, swaying as she materialized. She brushed down her shirt before she turned a scathing glare on me. "Lucifer, we talked about this. Could you at least warn a girl before you just pop me wherever you are?" Her scathing look softened when she looked at me. "Oh, babe, what's wrong? What's going on? Did this bastard hurt you? I'll punish him for you." Her glare turned to Huxley sitting next to me. He held his hands up in surrender.

      "I wouldn't." He muttered.

      "Where's Lilith?" I asked.

      "What? Why?" She looked more than a little confused.

      "Just tell me where she is?"

      "You haven't given me enough time. I haven't gotten enough information on her location," Izzy complained. Her hesitation was uncharacteristic.

      "Bullshit, Izzy, tell me where she is now." I knew when someone was lying to me. Izzy lied. I don't know why, but she did. I would dig into that later. For now, I needed to confront Lilith.

      She narrowed her eyes at me before shaking her head and closing her eyes. "Fine, but you're not ready for what's in store for you when you see her."

      "What the hell does that mean, Iz?" I stood, jumping over the counter to stand in front of her. "What are you not telling me, Izzy?" I grabbed her shirt in my hands and held her firm.

      Her eyes widened. "Um, Lilith has been busy. Remember, you're not one to kill the messenger."

      "Start talking." I gripped her tighter.

      "I heard rumors that Lilith has been working with an ancient demon, one who hasn't been seen in centuries. He's powerful, Luci. More powerful than any of us can imagine," Izzy explained, her voice shaking with fear. "I don't even know if he's real, but the whispers are getting louder."

      I released my grip on Izzy and took a step back, my mind reeling with the implications. An ancient demon? Working with Lilith? What could she possibly want with him?

      "We need to find out more about this demon," Huxley said, his voice firm and resolute. "We can't go blindly into a confrontation with them."

      "Agreed," I said, nodding. "But first things first—we need to find Lilith."

      "That's not all." Izzy swallowed hard.

      "There's more?" I waited.

      "Lilith has made a deal with someone powerful," Izzy said with a shaky breath. "Someone who can give her what she wants in exchange for something equally valuable."

      "What does Lilith want?" Huxley asked, leaning forward to listen intently.

      "I'm not sure," Izzy admitted, looking down at her hands. "But I heard whispers that she wants to overthrow you, Lucifer, and claim the throne of Hell for herself."

      My heart rate quickened. Lilith was always ambitious, but this was on another level. "We need to stop her," I declared firmly. "Whatever it takes."

      "Agreed," Huxley said, his eyes burning with determination.

      "But how?" Izzy asked, looking up at me with concern. "She's powerful, and she'll have demons on her side, your demons."

      "Certainly, not all of them have aligned with her," I said, my mind racing with the possibilities. "If so, I still have friends who are loyal to me. And if worse comes to worst, I'll fight to protect what's mine."

      Izzy nodded slowly, looking relieved. "Okay."

      "Good," Huxley said, standing and stretching his arms. "Then let's get started. We have work to do."

      "Time to find Lilith and bring the fight to her. Where is she, Iz?" I stared at her. Let's see if she was being honest.

      "Luci, you have no idea what you're walking into. I know you're not a fool."

      My power whipped out so fast Izzy was against the refrigerator. "What did you say?" I growled.

      Her desperate fingers clawed at my invisible power as she pleaded, "I didn't mean it. I'm your friend, and I worry about you." In a moment of decision, I let her go.

      "Don't call me a fool again."

      "Noted." Izzy rubbed her neck. "You need to find a new schtick." She held her hands up when I darted my eyes in her direction.

      "Why, that one works?" I shrugged.

      "Fair enough," Izzy followed me into the living room.

      Huxley halted in the kitchen. "I should call my brothers. They'll be interested to know what's going on."

      "Why, so they can get the box before I have a chance? No." I glared at him.

      "I'll only mention how we were attacked. I'm going to tell them we're lying low for now. You know, what smart people who valued their lives would do." I wanted to punch him for the dig, but he wasn't exactly wrong. I hadn't batted an eye at the prospect of taking on a demon that may be more powerful than me. It was laughable that they were more powerful, but I hear miracles happen every day.

      When Izzy and I were in the living room, I turned on her. "Where's Lilith, Izzy? I'm not asking again."

      "Ugh, fine." She sighed. "She's living in a mansion on the hill in Sin City. You won't miss it. She's done the place up to look very dark and ominous. Very Lilith-esque, if you will." She smirked. "Black metal gates and a garden filled with midnight blue and deep purple flowers. Including the ones that only bloom at midnight." She paused. "There's even a greenhouse at the top. How long do you think she's been living up here? I haven't heard about her in years." Izzy's eyes widened as she realized the ramifications of what she was saying. It was part of her job to know what everyone was up to for me.

      "You're slipping, Izzy. Do better." I closed my eyes and focused on what Izzy described. Of course, she'd take up residence in Sin City.

      The image of Lilith's mansion formed in my mind's eye, and I felt a surge of anger and determination coursing through me. She had hidden herself away for years, and now she was back with a vengeance, scheming and plotting to overthrow me and claim the throne of Hell. After all this time, I provided her refuge for her demons. I did all that I could to make them feel welcome in my home. Now, she betrayed me. I would put an end to whatever plan she'd concocted to take my home. The only way that would happen was over my dead body.

      "Izzy, I need you to stay here," I said, my voice firm. "Monitor things, and if anything happens, contact me immediately."

      "But Luci, I want to help you," she protested.

      "I know you do, and I appreciate it," I replied, placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder. "But I can't risk losing you. You're my best friend, and I need you here. I need you to tell my brothers if something goes wrong."

      She hesitated for a moment before nodding reluctantly. "Okay, but you better come back in one piece, got it?"

      "I promise," I said, giving her a small smile.

      Huxley stepped forward, his expression serious. "I'll go with you, Luci. I won't let you face this alone."

      I appreciated his offer, but I shook my head. "No, Huxley. You need to stay here as well. You and Izzy can watch each other's backs. I'll be okay."

      "Luci, we don't know what we're walking into," he argued. "You need all the help you can get."

      "I know, but I can't risk it," I said, my voice tinged with emotion. "I won't be able to focus on the task at hand if I'm constantly worrying about your safety."

      Huxley hesitated. "Not a chance. You aren't going into this alone. I won't allow it. We may not have bonded yet, but I will protect you with my life."

      I shook my head. I couldn't tell him I didn't trust him after what Cade did. Although, he'd had my back in the rage room. He was damn sexy when he used his powers. I closed my eyes. "Fine, you can come with me. But you aren't telling your brothers. Izzy will notify them of anything if she needs to. Okay?" I didn't want any surprises. I'd had enough for one day.

      The night was dark and filled with an eerie silence, and I could feel the weight of the impending confrontation pressing down on me.

      As I made my way towards Lilith's mansion, I couldn't help but feel a mix of fear and determination. This was a dangerous path I was treading, but I had to stop Lilith before she could bring about any more chaos and destruction.

      I stared up at the black iron gates, a smirk plastered on my face. "Iron, nice touch."

      "Not really." Huxley took a step back.

      "What?" I turned to look at him. He was shrinking back from the iron.

      "I can't go through the gates. Being near them burns, Luci. I can't follow you." The desperation in his voice cut deep.

      "I'll be okay," I reassured him.

      "No, stop. You can't go in there alone." Huxley took a step towards me before jumping back again, wincing. "Fuck." He rubbed his arms.

      "I have little of a choice, do I?" I pressed my lips together, pulling what determination I had within me to go forward alone.

      I reached out to the imposing black metal gates of the mansion and pushed them open with a surge of power. The air was deathly silent. The only sound we heard was the wind passing through the leaves of the trees and the crows announcing my arrival from the treetops. Crickets chirped; a lone owl hooted in the distance. A sound I wouldn't expect to hear in the day's light, but there was something different about this place.

      The garden was indeed filled with midnight blue and deep purple flowers, their petals shimmering in the moonlight. I felt the dark energy emanating from the place, a clear sign that Lilith had made herself at home here. The flowers were masterfully picked, and their sweet scent wafted through the air, masking the rot in the soil underneath.

      The earth rose from the ground and crawled up the walls of the mansion. The cobblestone walkway led to the grand front doors, ten feet high, and windows just as large. The front door itself was pitch black and seemed to swallow any light that hit it. This place was a living, breathing organism. It screamed at Lilith's presence, a city lived in and loved by a demon goddess.

      Taking a deep breath, I walked towards the mansion's entrance, my heart pounding in my chest. I knew that the next moments would be crucial, and I had to be prepared for anything. I couldn't let fear cloud my judgment, not when so much was at stake.

      I entered the mansion, the air thick with tension. Every step I took felt like a battle, and I had to remind myself to stay focused and vigilant. I couldn't afford to let my guard down, not even for a moment.

      As I made my way through the mansion, I couldn't help but think about Huxley and Izzy waiting for me. But I knew I had to face this challenge head-on. Lilith had to be stopped, and I was the only one who could do it. It was a burden I had to bear, but I wouldn't back down from the fight. I would protect my loved ones and the world, no matter the cost.

      With determination in my heart, I continued on my path, ready to confront Lilith and put an end to her wicked plans once and for all. Whatever happened next, I knew I wouldn't be alone. I had the strength and support of my friends behind me, and that was enough to give me the courage to face whatever lay ahead.
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      I had been drinking heavily all night and had found myself in a strange state of mind. I was swaying in time to the soft jazz music filtering through the air, my thoughts drifting towards nothing and everything at once. In the corner of my eye, a flash of movement caught my attention, and a sudden sense of dread coursed through me. Slowly, I turned my head and saw my phone buzzing next to it.

      "Cade, you need to get your ass here now. Luci went in to confront Lilith alone." Huxley had me blinking out of my drunk stupor in a second.

      "What? Why aren't you with her?"

      "The gates and fence are iron. I can't cross it." His panicked words hit me like a punch to the gut.

      Sobering, I tapped into the mate bond. I felt her heart pounding from fear and anticipation, as well as my own. "Where are you?"

      "A mansion outside of Vegas. You need to get here. She's going to kill me for calling after everything you did to her." He stopped, irritation and rage mixing into a guttural sound deep in his throat. "If you ever cared for her at all, you'll get here now." He hung up the phone.

      Glancing around my bedroom, I must have passed out at some point. I didn't actually remember getting to the bedroom. Flopped down on my stomach, my suit was a wrinkled mess around me. At least I'd taken off my jacket at some point. A pain at having to leave looking like this hit me before I felt Luci's fear again. Whatever I was worried about was gone. I needed to get to Luci. I couldn't let her go in alone.

      Gathering my courage, I rolled out of bed and hurdled to my feet. With quick movements, I grabbed a few weapons and stuffed them into my pocket before heading towards the door. I had to get to Luci as soon as possible. Huxley paced about a hundred feet from the gates. His shoes clicked a rhythm along the black pavement, echoing in the stillness of the night. His shoulders stiffened, and the tension in his face showed the worry he held.

      Sighing as soon as his eyes hit mine. "Thank, Fuck, Cade, she's in there alone. She wouldn't even let Izzy go in with her." Relief and fear mingled on Huxley's face.

      "It's probably good Izzy isn't with her. She's the one who made a deal with me." I glanced up to take in what was ahead of me. The mansion was grand but foreboding, with a dark aura that sent shivers down my spine.

      "What? You left that part out of what you told us." Huxley's eyes were wide.

      "Yeah, I wasn't trying to share more than I had to at the time."

      "You didn't tell Luci?" It was a statement more than a question.

      "Yeah, hit her with betrayals at once. I think I've done enough damage, don't you?" I took a step towards the gates.

      "Wait, are you going to tell her? She needs to know that her friend is working against her." He backed up. The gates would hurt him, even as far away as he was. Fae couldn't be this close to iron. It amazed me at his ability to walk around the city. Not that many used straight iron anymore. It still amazed me.

      "It's not my news to tell. Now, do you want me to go find Luci, or are we going to continue this chat?" I gave him a pointed look.

      "Oh yeah, go," He waved me forward. "And Cade."

      "Yeah?"

      "Don't fuck this up."

      "I'll do my best," I smirked. "What excellent parting words," I murmured.

      The air around me was thick with tension as I stepped through the gates. My heart hammered in my chest, and my stomach felt like it was filled with lead. I had no idea what to expect, but I knew that it wouldn't be good. The crunch of gravel beneath my feet sounded overly loud in the stillness of the night, and I felt a bead of sweat trickle down my back.

      I felt the weight of the iron gates as soon as I approached them, but I focused past it, pushing through with my powers. The gates creaked loudly as they opened, and I knew it wouldn't be long before Lilith was alerted to my presence. As scared as I was, something inside me kept me going forward—something that told me this was something I had to do for Luci.

      The mansion loomed in front of me like a beacon of evil. An aura of darkness seemed to waft from its windows and doors, sending chills racing down my spine. A part of me wanted to turn around and run away—go back home where it was safe—but another part urged me forward, urging me to find Luci before it was too late. Taking a deep breath, I forced myself onward up the stairs and towards the door.

      I made my way through the garden, careful not to touch any of the flowers clearly tainted with dark magic. The mansion itself was even more ominous than the outside, with twisted vines creeping up the walls and shadows lurking around every corner. I felt Luci's fear like a beacon, guiding me towards her.

      As I approached the mansion, I felt all the dark magic surrounding the entire place. It was a trap. Every single part of this place was tinged with magic. It was good that Huxley had called me. Neither Thane nor Ryder could sense this level of sorcery. There weren't many on the planet who could perform spells quite like this. I broke the wards I'd come across on the lawn. I hadn't even made it up to the door before the magic halted my progress.

      How had Lucifer made it inside already?

      I had to get to her. I worked as fast as possible to clear the wards that were obviously placed around the perimeter for magic users. Lucifer may not have even flinched when she'd walked through them. I, on the other hand, needed to break them before even attempting any forward progress. The wards coiled tightly around me, a formidable obstacle. One wrong move, and I'd be dust. Lilith had sensed my alliance with Luci; she was always one step ahead. My deal with Izzy to mate with her weighed heavily, and I knew I had betrayed Luci. But deep down, I craved that bond despite the regret.

      For that, I was a selfish bastard.

      Maybe I'd get lucky, and she wouldn't kill me on sight.

      Finally, I'd broken down the wards enough so I could go through the front door. I blew out a sigh of relief before I noticed what lay ahead. Demons, a hallway filled with demons.

      "Fuck me."
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      My heart pounded in my chest as I stepped further into Lilith's mansion, my senses on high alert. The stench of sulfur and dark magic filled the air, a clear sign that demons lurked nearby. I tightened my grip on the trident I conjured in my hand, its prongs crackling with electric energy. Poseidon ain't got nothing on me.

      As I turned a corner, I came face to face with a group of snarling demons, their eyes glowing with malice. Without hesitation, I swung my trident, unleashing bolts of lightning that sizzled through the air and struck the demons down one by one. But more of them came, drawn to the clash of powers like moths to a flame.

      I was surrounded, but I refused to back down. With a wave of my hand, I conjured a wall of fire, forcing the demons to keep their distance. But they weren't easily deterred. With a collective growl, they lunged at me again, and I focused my power, sending shockwaves through the ground that knocked them off their feet.

      The battle was fierce and unrelenting, and sweat trickled down my forehead. I knew I had to find Lilith and put an end to her schemes before more demons descended upon me. With fierce determination, I fought my way through the mansion, leaving a trail of defeated foes in my wake.

      I felt a familiar presence behind me. It was Cade. Perfect, I'd love to take down all my enemies at once. "Cade." I gritted my teeth, not turning to look at him.

      "At your service," he mocked.

      I whirled around, my eyes blazing with fury. "You," I spat. "What are you doing here?" Rage coursed through my body. His features shifted as though he were in pain before he schooled his features. Damn poker face. I hoped he could feel my hatred for him. He deserved to know every facet of the pain he put me through.

      "I couldn't let you go in alone," Cade held his hands up in surrender. "I'm here to help."

      "I don't need your help," I snapped, not wanting to let my guard down around him.

      He stepped closer, readying to join me in the fight against the demons. "I know you don't trust me, and I understand why. But I can't just stand by and watch you fight alone."

      I wanted to tell him to leave, to go back to his brothers and his destruction of the world, but I couldn't deny the truth in his words. I needed all the help I could get. With a nod, I acknowledged his presence, but I still couldn't bring myself to look at him directly.

      Cade's hand snapped out, and a surge of blue light cast out from his hands. A demon dropped behind me with a thud. "See, you need me."

      "Don't push it. I'll kill you where you stand."

      "You say the most romantic things," Cade smirked before sending another blast into a spider demon. Damn, I hated those things. All the legs were disturbing, to say the least. I also hated the camaraderie I felt as Cade and I fought side by side.

      Together, we battled our way through Lilith's minions, each of us using our unique powers to dispatch the demons with deadly precision. Cade used his resourcefulness and adaptability to complement my raw power and authority. I would never admit that we made a good pair. It helped that we could sense the other on a level I'd never imagined. I knew what he would do an instant before he did it. I could send warnings to him without a single word. It came in handy in battle. We'd made our way down the hall. A large, peaked door stood before us. Lilith, ever the pompous one. Of course, her room would be the most ornamented. Who even makes doors this large?

      "Are you sure about this?" Cade asked. His eyes took in the large doors before us.

      I nodded, my jaw set. "I need to know what's going on."

      With that, I pushed open the door and strode inside. The inside of the room was just as beautiful as the outside—and just as sinister. The air was thick with magic, and I felt Lilith's presence all around me.

      "Lilith!" I yelled, my voice echoing against the walls. I couldn't see her, but I knew she was there. "Show yourself!"

      There was no answer— only silence. It was unnerving, to say the least. Suddenly, there was a rustling sound from behind the desk. The adrenaline pumping through my veins was enough to make me feel invincible. I felt the power within me growing stronger. It was like a fire igniting deep in my core, ready to be unleashed. This was my birthright, my destiny. No one would stand in my way. Especially not Lilith. The sound of Lilith's perilous laugh had me gripping my trident.

      The sound of laughter hit me again. I felt a wave of anger wash over me. How dare she act so casually when she was trying to take over my kingdom? Another laugh came from a corner of the room.

      "Oh, little devil, you can't even find me." I exchanged a look with Cade.

      "Magic," he whispered.

      "Can you break through it?"

      He nodded. "It's going to take a minute and all my focus. Think you can watch my back, or are you going to stab it while I'm working?"

      I glared. "I'm not sure. How about you take down the ward, and I'll contemplate not killing you?" I clenched the trident in my hand.

      "Again, such a romantic." He waved his hands. A second later, it looked like he was pulling at a string of lighted magic. He worked, weaving it into something else entirely. I was mesmerized by the careful way he worked the delicate strands.

      Finally, he pulled at the last bit, and a door appeared before us. I blinked. That hadn't been there before; I was sure of it. Since when couldn't I see through illusions. Magic had never affected me before. What changed? I didn't have time to contemplate that further. Cade reached out, and the doorknob didn't budge.

      I yanked on it with no luck. All this, and I would be stalled by a damn lock. Nope, not a chance. I gritted my teeth, and Cade took a step back as though he knew what I was about to do. Steeling myself, I kicked the door down, sending it flying open and into splinters around the room. The sound echoed through the house as I stepped inside. The smell of incense filled my nostrils as I scanned the room. There she was, lounging on her chaise like some kind of queen. Asmodeus behind her, his hands working dexterously, massaging her shoulders as another man massaged her feet.

      "Well, well, well," she purred, "what do we have here?"

      "Lilith, what the hell is going on?" I glared at the woman. She waved her hand, dismissing the man at her feet. He stood, bowed, and left the room through a door in the far corner. I should be surprised that he was naked, but I wasn't. This was Lilith's house, after all.

      Lilith laughed, a sound that sent chills down my spine. "You really have no idea what you're getting yourself into, do you?" she said, standing up from her lounge. Asmodeus stood just behind her, never staying more than a hand's distance away. It was good Kesa wasn't here. She didn't deserve this betrayal. Only one of us could be emotionally destroyed at a time. His presence had me thinking. Was he only at the club to get information or to keep my friend occupied while Lilith had me where she wanted me? But then why did she let me go at all? Whoever the guy was, he wanted me to stay in his damn cave. Why did she insist I leave with Huxley? What game was she playing?

      "I know enough," I replied, summoning all the power within me. "And I'm not leaving until you tell me everything."

      Lilith smirked and launched herself at me with supernatural speed. I held my hand out and watched as her momentum slammed against my power, stopping her in her tracks. I felt Cade at my back, ready to protect me if needed. I didn't need him to protect me. I could handle this bitch.

      Her eyes narrowed at me, and when she stopped her forward attempts, I let my power go. "Ugh." She smoothed down her dress. "You can be so insufferable sometimes."

      "Why do you even bother?" I asked. "You know I'm more powerful than you."

      She glared at me. "You aren't as strong as you think you are." She turned away, flipping her hair back over her shoulder, and took her place back on the lounge. Asmodeus followed like a good little minion.

      I didn't waste any more time with pleasantries. "Where's the box?" I demanded, my voice low and dangerous.

      Lilith arched an eyebrow. "What makes you think I'll just hand it over to you?"

      I smiled coldly. "Because if you don't, I'll make your life hell. I think you forget who's been housing you and your demon for the last, what, thousand years or so." I looked down at my nails, feigning boredom.

      "You think you're so generous, Lucifer," she growled.

      "No one else would take you. So, what is 'it you think you're doing, Lilith? There's no way you'll be able to take Hell from me. Why don't you put everything back to the way it was, and I'll think about letting your demons stay in Hell."

      "Ha, you think it's going to be that easy."

      "I do."

      Before anyone could move, I snapped my fingers, and a burst of energy shot out from my hand, hitting Lilith square in the chest. She fell back against the chair, her hand gripping where I'd just struck. "You're such a bitch, Lucifer. You know that." She rubbed at the spot for a few minutes. I tapped my foot as my impatience wore on.

      "I am aware. Now, let's start again. Where's the box? Who the hell was that guy yesterday? Why do you think you have a chance in hell at taking over Hell?" I ran through each question as her glare turned into a smirk.

      "God, your ignorance is such a pleasure to me."

      I moved my hand again, but this time, it hit a wall. "Don't hurt her again," Asmodeus growled behind her. I shouldn't have doubted he wouldn't let me get in another strike.

      "I won't as long as she tells me what I want to know." I looked between the two. "Lilith, start talking."

      She rolled her eyes. "First of all, I don't actually have the box you're referring to. You think I'd be holding something that valuable when I know you're looking for me. Besides, I'm simply the messenger in all this." She paused, glancing back at Asmodeus. "What's that saying? Don't kill the messenger. I'm simply helping out a friend." She reached her hand back to take Asmodeus'.

      "Oh? Who's your friend?"

      "Now, I wouldn't be a very good friend if I told you that, now would I?"

      "Lilith, don't make me ask again." I clenched my hands at my sides. Both Lydia and Lilith were in on this, but neither of them would tell me who the hell this guy was. What did he want with me, or the end of the world? It was getting annoying.

      She smiled. "Don't worry. I wouldn't want our little devil to worry. Isn't that what he calls you?" She motioned behind me to Cade. "Or is that what the other one calls you? The one you looked quite cozy with yesterday?" She shook her head. "Poor bastard, he goes to all that trouble to try to save you, and you haven't given him a second thought." She released a sigh. "Such a stupid horseman. Did he tell you about the arrangement he made to get the box?"

      "I'm well aware of the deal. Why did you want me to bond so badly? You thought having lovers would keep me from doing my job?" I furrowed my brows. "It never had before. Why would it now?"

      Lilith chuckled darkly, her eyes dancing with malicious delight. "Oh, my dear Lucifer, it's not about keeping you from your job. It's about keeping you distracted. You see, while you were playing house with the horsemen, my friend was busy finding what he needed, hidden away in the depths of Hell."

      My heart pounded as the realization hit me. "He's in Hell?" I whispered, my mind racing to think of who could be powerful enough to navigate the treacherous depths of my domain without my knowledge.

      Lilith smirked, confirming my suspicions. "Yes, he's been quite intrigued by you, Lucifer. And when he told me about his little plan, I couldn't resist getting involved."

      "Who is he?" I demanded, my voice quivering with anger and fear. I wanted to know who was toying with me, using the horsemen and the end of the world as a means to achieve their own sinister goals.

      "Ah, ah, ah." Lilith wagged her finger mockingly. "I can't reveal that little secret. He'd be quite cross with me if I did."

      I clenched my fists, trying to keep my composure. "Tell me everything you know. Why does he want the box? Why did he release the horsemen? What does he plan to do now that everything is in motion?"

      "He wants to harness the power of the box," Lilith said, her eyes gleaming with wicked delight. "It's said to contain a force unlike anything the world has ever seen. And with that power, he plans to reshape reality to his liking."

      "Reshape reality?" I repeated, my mind reeling at the implications. Pandora's box was dangerous enough, but in the hands of someone with such nefarious intentions, it could bring about catastrophic consequences.

      "Yes, my dear. He aims to bring about an apocalypse of his own making, one that will plunge the world into chaos and destruction. And he's chosen you, Lucifer, as his key to unlocking that power."

      I felt a chill run down my spine. The thought of being manipulated and used like a pawn in someone else's twisted game was infuriating. "I won't let him succeed," I vowed, my voice laced with determination.

      Lilith laughed as her eyes locked onto mine. "Oh, how I love your spirit, Lucifer. But do be careful. This friend of mine is not to be underestimated. He's cunning and powerful, and he has an army of demons at his command."

      I took a deep breath, steadying myself. "I'll face whatever challenges come my way. I won't let him or anyone else destroy the world."

      "Such bravado," Lilith purred, stepping closer to me. "It'll be such a pleasure to watch you try."

      Before I could respond, Lilith vanished, leaving only a cloud of black smoke in her wake. I clenched my fists, my mind racing with thoughts of who this mysterious figure could be and what I needed to do to stop him.

      "Luci, are you okay?" Cade's voice brought me back to the present, and I turned to look at him. Anger and hurt still lingered between us, but for now, we had a common enemy to face.

      "I'm fine," I said, my voice determined. "We need to go to Hell. There's someone I need to talk to."

      Cade raised an eyebrow. "Hell? Are you sure that's a good idea?"

      "I don't have a choice," I replied, my heart heavy with the weight of responsibility. "I need answers, and I know just the person to give them to me. Let's go."
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      I thought about everything that had happened thus far and who would benefit most from both Earth and Hell being in turmoil. Why was it paramount that I be distracted from Hell?

      I closed my eyes and listened to my kingdom.

      The screams of tortured souls filled my ears. The sounds used to be like a sweet lullaby, familiar and comforting, but now, they grated on my nerves. Something wasn't right. The usual order and routine of my demons seemed to be off balance. I tried to focus on the swirl of emotions running through me, but it was impossible with the chaos in my kingdom. I decided to take a stroll, hoping that moving around would ease the restlessness inside me. As I walked past barred doors of demons, some of them malevolent, others just resigned to their fate. I couldn't help but think about the last few days.

      Cade. He fought by my side even though I could have killed him for his betrayal. I wasn't sure what to do with that. His betrayal cut so deep, but why? I'd only known him a few days. It wasn't like one could fall in love in a few short days. The bond had to be clouding my judgment. There was no other explanation for how fast I'd been willing to bond with him. I couldn't help but think it was my fault I'd acted so harshly. It wasn't fair to him that I'd blamed everything on him. We were both being manipulated. I knew exactly who he was. He told me he was here to complete his mission just as I was. It was naïve to think he would stop trying to end the world after sex with me. Well, damn good sex, but still. I wasn't being fair. Maybe I'd just rake him over the coals for a few years to make him think about what he'd done.

      As I continued my walk, I noticed red eyes in the darkness watching me. It wasn't uncommon for demons to follow me around, seeking attention or favor, but these felt different. They were more furtive and secretive—like they were hiding something from me. I decided to follow them and see where they led me.

      The group of demons led me to one of the deepest parts of Hell, where even stronger and more dangerous demons resided. Baal stood tall and imposing, his presence commanding the attention of all who dared approach him. He had two demons restrained at his side, their powers weakened by his dominance.

      "What are you doing here?" I asked, drawing closer.

      "I'm surprised you didn't figure it out already." He smirked at me. "I'm here on business . . ." He paused. " . . . and pleasure. It's my little corner of Hell, after all."

      I, with a cold and determined expression, stepped forward, acknowledging Baal's power. "Funny. I'm here on business too," I stated with a subtle hint of challenge in my voice.

      Baal, his voice thundering like the storm surrounding him, responded, "Ah, Lucifer, the fallen one. What business brings you to my realm?" A wicked smile curled on his lips. I knew very well Baal would be privy to whatever Lilith was doing on Earth. There was no way none of this escaped his attention.

      My gaze locked with Baal's, our eyes reflecting ancient enmity. "I know your allegiance lies with Lilith. I know this is a mere distraction, a plot to set the wheels of the apocalypse in motion. But I won't let either of you destroy the world, Baal."

      Baal's laughter echoed through the storm, blending with the thunderous rumble. "The apocalypse? Oh, how delightful it will be to witness the end of all things. But worry not, Lucifer, I have other interests at hand. Fertility, crops, and the balance of nature. I seek to disrupt the bountiful harvests, to instigate chaos in the natural order. It is through this disruption that Lilith's true plans shall unfurl." He couldn't be the one working with Lilith. She made it seem like her partner was more powerful than me. Baal wasn't more powerful. So, what tied him to all this?

      My face contorted with a mix of anger and disbelief. "You are but a puppet, Baal, blinded by your desires. By denying our own demons, we become complicit in their twisted desires. I won't let you or Lilith succeed."

      "You have no choice. The wheels are already in motion." He gestured towards the two restrained demons beside him. "You don't recognize them, do you, Lucifer?"

      "I know every one of my people on sight. These two aren't mine." I rolled my eyes. I didn't know what game Baal was playing this time, but I'd had enough bullshit this week to last a lifetime.

      "You don't claim them?" he asked, his pitch rising.

      This felt like some kind of trick. "What are you playing at, Baal? They aren't mine."

      His voice boomed. "Do you hear that, my children? Lucifer has denied her own." His wicked laughter echoed in the chamber, and the screams and cries of the demons throughout the realm intensified in my ears. What was this?

      "Baal, what have you done?" I held my hands to my ears as the screams and cries became so intense I couldn't stand. My body buckled under the weight.

      "You, Lucifer, have denied your own demon and fallen refuge as you swore an oath to do." Baal waved a hand, and the two figures changed. One was Izzy, and the other was Kesa. Their faces contorted in horror as shadows of dark clouds swirled around them. "You are cast from this realm and stripped of the title to which your father once bestowed upon you."

      Shadows and tormented screams filled the cavern.

      I watched in horror as the demons in shadow lunged for my friends. I clenched my jaw, fighting against the torment in my own head. I had to get out of here. I had to get us all out of here. I ran full speed, my arms outstretched. When I felt their skin touch mine, I transported all of us to Earth.

      When we caught our breath in the safety of the rented house, I looked at the two. "What the hell just happened?" Kesa blurted.

      Izzy glared at me. "Luci just lost her power over Hell. I'd call that Check and Mate."
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      He’s found his fated mate, but will he claim her?

      Rafe was a bad boy without a heart. Ask anyone that knew him before, and they would say that. Things had changed and so had he, but had they changed enough that when faced with a decision he would make the right one?

      Angie was a white wolf, but she didn't want to be. At least no one here knew it. She was caught off guard when the attacks began and again when she met the gorgeous owner who was protecting her. At least he wasn't a supernatural.

      With so much against them, could they ever manage to come together and create their own happily ever after?
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      This is a branch off of the Legend story tree. It is a concurrent series with crossovers to the Legend series. It may be easier to follow if you first read Legends of the White Werewolf, The Forgotten Ones. The first book is free at some venues.

      Rafe had been told he was the most beautiful man anyone had ever seen. Females thought he was flawless from head to toe. His face was that of an angel, with eyes so blue you could lose your way in them. His hair was blond, wavy, and shoulder-length.

      Females were delightful when they looked at him that way. They would do anything he wanted and give him anything he asked for. Recently, he visited the McDougal pack and had the opportunity to meet the white wolf herself. None of those white wolf females reacted that way. He had to admit it took him down a notch.

      Getting back home and finding things hadn't changed here was a relief. But Rafe had changed. He didn't feel the same way about the females who practically worshipped him. Rafe never thought he had a heart but was afraid he had discovered one.

      Checking things with his pack, he discovered the orphans were being mistreated. He immediately moved them into his own home, something no one in his pack expected. Those charged with the care of the orphans were being punished appropriately.

      The pack thought it was because those responsible cheated him, but that was a lie. The way the children were being treated was appalling. It would never happen again in his pack.

      “What are you thinking now?” Steve, his second wolf and the man who knew him better than anyone asked.

      “Maybe I'm just jealous. You're mated to a lovely she-wolf while I'm stuck out here and lonely.”

      “You have the she-wolves fighting over you all the time. If you ever bring someone in from outside, she'll have a hell of a fight with these vicious bitches.”

      “A vicious bitch should be a good thing, but none appeal to me. It makes me worry that I'll ever find the right one," Rafe admitted.

      “It often takes time to find your true mate. Some never find one, only settle with someone compatible.”

      “What's that even mean? Are you talking about someone that can be my friend? I don’t need friends with benefits for life.”

      Steve smiled. It seemed Rafe was always giving him something to smile or laugh about. It didn't make him feel any better. There was nothing funny about Rafe’s life right now.

      “Sort of, but someone you are also drawn to," Steve admitted.

      Rafe had to admit he was jealous of people like Steve and Don. Don's mate, Lisa, was lovely, but she didn't appeal to him. They were a cute couple and seemed unbelievably happy despite not having much. Thankfully, that would change with the sawmill going all out. They were receiving typical pay for work in a place like that. That was something no one in this pack had ever gotten. Their life had been unfair, treated poorly by the very one that should have looked out for them.

      Everyone at the sawmill was being paid well, and they were happy. After what they had been through for the last few years with the old alpha, it was no surprise that they were pleased. Those Rafe employed in his own and pack businesses made more than the wolves who went to town to work. That was no surprise since he was a good employer and always had been.

      All his pack was in some kind of job, even the younger ones. They were thrilled to be making money. Even in his selfish phase, he would never have mistreated his pack like the old alpha did. Several alphas were doing such things. Rafe wondered why? It was wrong and anyone should know that.

      Doctors of their kind suggested it was a product of inbreeding. They said it made them go nuts. Could that really be the reason why they had gone insane? If it was, then he had no worries. In his family, no one married their cousin. Fiona suggested she come visit him. Rafe told her to come on but be ready for primitive circumstances.

      There were no restaurants. What they ate was what they gathered locally. Maybe Rafe made it sound worse than it was, but this was not a good time for his sister to visit. Usually, she was all about city life. So, he wondered why she even wanted to come for a visit. Later, he would be happy to have her visit and his pack would be prepared for the difficulties of dealing with his sister. Maybe.

      She had to realize they were isolated, with little entertainment. Rafe was the only one with TVs, but there was no cable. He also had CD and DVD players and an extensive collection of movies. Recently, he bought cartoons and educational stuff for the children. He tried hard to make them happy.

      He had children. There was a time he thought he wouldn't. Children made the holidays more fun. His three were always excited, and they were brilliant, so they didn't give him any trouble. They breezed through school, worked hard at their chores, and were a pleasure to be around. Goddess love them as he did.

      Missy was the oldest. He had gotten her a horse for her birthday. It was gentle, and she loved riding it. Rafe wondered if the other two would also want horses. But Dylan, his son, would probably want a four-wheeler instead. However, if he got him a UTV, his little sister, Mattie, could ride with him. Maybe Dylan wouldn’t mind too much?

      Sometimes boys like to be alone or ride with their friends. He'd have to worry about that later because Steve had to talk to him. He saw it on his face, it wasn’t just the usual update, but something was going on.

      “Someone contacted me about joining our pack," Steve explained.

      “What is your recommendation on this?”

      “I didn't think you would be interested. There are at least twenty inquiring about membership, but all of the families are in bad shape. They came from a pack in Washington where the alpha was much like our old one. We may need more resources to take in so many needy people.

      “What are their expectations? I am sure we have room in the pack house. Several families have moved into their new homes. We now have a free store to help them with clothing and personal needs. Any particular reason they chose our pack? We're not even in the same country.” Rafe wondered.

      “Among wolves, you are aware that countries do not mean much. They feel our area is much like the one they have left. Many of them hunt and fish to supplement their living. They also heard you are working to get a construction crew going. Several of them have experience.”

      Rafe chuckled, "Ariel sent them.”

      “The white wolf? Are you sure? Why would she do that?” His voice held a tone of reverence.

      “Calm, Steve. It's alright. I imagine she felt we were a good match. Let them know we will welcome them and tell them jobs are coming. We just need to know what they have. Was there something else worrying you?” Rafe asked.

      “Not worries, really. Well, look at this.” Steve pulled a piece of paper from the notebook he used to keep track of the pack business. He handed it to him.

      Taking the paper, Rafe saw a sketch. More than just a picture, it was a remarkable likeness of Steve. It portrayed not only how he looked but his feelings and personality. Rafe knew Steve was one of the good guys, and the sketch accentuated that. How had the artist captured not just how he looked but his good qualities in such a simple sketch and right after meeting him?

      “This is amazing. Where did you get this done?” Rafe asked.

      “A lady rented one of the cabins. I went to see if everything was all right or if she needed anything. She quickly made this sketch and gave it to me. The name she goes by is Angie, and she told me she was an artist. There was a painting of a caribou searching for grass in the snow hanging on the wall. When I looked closer, I saw she was in the middle. It was amazing. This was an artistic getaway for her to work without distraction. There is one more thing. She said we were about to get some company. She seemed very sure of it.”

      Rafe ignored the 'company' comment. Immediately, he thought of having a family portrait with him and the kids done. He noticed that they were growing and changing. To capture what they looked like now would be a beautiful thing later. Who would have ever thought he would get to be so sentimental?

      It was not surprising he forgot all about his talk with Steve. It took a lot of work to keep up with everything happening. The sawmill was up and running but going through a lot of trees, and that was a concern. Those that worked there needed the money from their paychecks and the pack needed the profits to grow and recover.

      Their forest would not hold up to that kind of continual depletion. Rafe hired kids to plant trees in sections where they had been removed, but it would take years for them to grow back. The business with Tyne had finally opened, and it was doing well too. He had started several small companies with pack members, and all of them were on target. Still there were problems to deal with every day. Even with managers in place there were things he or Steve needed to deal with.

      Every morning at breakfast, he and Steve had a meeting. On this morning, Steve seemed to be running behind. When he finally made it, Rafe gave him a long look. He knew the look would immediately tell Steve he had noticed he was late and wasn’t happy. Most alpha’s had a look like that.

      “I had a good reason," Steve said as he sat down, and Connie brought him his food and coffee.

      “What might that be?”

      “There are strange wolves at the edge of our pack lands by several of the rentals. I am afraid they will cause those people issues. They are all human and can't put up much of a fight if they were attacked.”

      “What do you think they're after?” Rafe asked.

      “They look rough and in poor shape. They may only be after food or something of value they can sell, or maybe some of our female tenants. A couple of them are very attractive.”

      “You never mentioned that before.” Rafe observed.

      “It never seemed to matter. You have little interest in the females around here. These ladies pay their rent in advance for the time they plan to stay. We're only concerned if there are maintenance issues," Steve pointed out.

      “That's only true if we don't have males chasing the females staying on our lands. We cannot put up with that. We need guards in that area so they can call for backup if a large group is seen. They can run them off if there are just one or two.”

      “Greg could run a night shift. He always wants extra money and is a good fighter near the top of our hierarchy. Days will be harder to find someone. Most of our people work here or at other jobs during those hours.

      “We have a good-sized pack. Surely a couple of guys to do guard duty won't be that hard to find," Rafe observed.

      “There is a female. Her name is Anita. She's tougher than most men. She asked the old alpha if she could fight in the male’s hierarchy, but he wouldn't let her.”

      “I'm willing to let her. If she wants to be a guard and fight the males, I'm all for it. I hope she's as good as she thinks she is. Talk to her about pulling guard duty and find someone else to work with her.” Rafe assured.

      “I will do that. What do you want me to do if the threat becomes serious?”

      “If that happens, you will get every male present around pack lands, including you and I, and we will run them off - permanently.”

      “I believe you are making the right decision. We've never had anyone poking around our pack lands before," Steve admitted and looked relieved.

      “Until lately, there's been nothing here worth stealing," Rafe hated to say it, but it was true, and now that they had something, they needed to be willing to protect it. Steve nodded.

      It was the very next morning when a cry rang out from outside. Rafe was dressed and ran out. “They are attacking our perimeter," one of the males said as he pointed in the direction of the attack.

      Rafe shifted. Some of his pack members just stared because he had a beautiful large wolf ready for action. They didn't stare long because he hurried on his way and was out of sight in no time. He hoped the others followed and wasn’t sure why they hadn’t already headed here. He didn't want to take on a large attack all by himself. When he arrived, it was their female guard that was on duty. She was talking to strangers, delaying them so others could come.

      What she had done was exactly what was needed. Rafe shifted back, folded his arms, and glared at those messing around on his pack lands. He wasn’t sure why they would risk a war with a pack even his which was not large or in good shape yet.

      “They said they are only here to take one of our tenants. They don't know why, nor do they care. They're mercenaries. I told him anyone on our lands is under our protection and that they needed to talk to our alpha before acting, but he doesn’t seem to agree that it is necessary." Anita explained.

      “Good job, you are exactly right." Turning, Rafe looked at the pitiful-looking mercenaries. “You would dare trespass on our pack lands? Do you wish to die?”

      “No insult intended, but you don't look like you could fight your way out of a wet paper bag.” The pitiful looking guy said.

      “I assure you, I can fight well enough to kill several of you before the rest of my pack gets here to wipe out the rest. Anita here might handle the rest of you all on her own.”

      “I guess we'll never know since the rest of your pack is here. We'll leave, but we will be back.” They disappeared into the woods, going into the park next to their pack lands. The group was smart enough to know they couldn’t win but were they dumb enough to try again?

      It was time to meet Angie, the painter. Maybe she would know why they wanted her? Directing his wolves to go back, except for those on guard duty, Rafe thanked them for getting there quickly before he moved to the closest house. It was a log house and most of those on the property were. That only made sense here where they were surrounded by the trees needed to build them. While these houses weren’t new, they had been remodeled and modernized.

      He could hear someone moving around, so he knocked lightly. When Angie opened the door, he could barely breathe. The female was gorgeous, but it was more than that. She was also affected by him because she just stared back. Finally, she managed to find her voice first.

      “Did you need something?” Angie asked. She seemed surprised so maybe she hadn’t been aware of what had gone on not far from her house?

      “I did indeed. We just ran off some rough-looking men. They said they were here to take you away. I thought you might know why." Rafe asked.

      “I'm a well-known painter. Maybe they think I have more money than I do. I'm not wealthy, but I have some relatives that are. They may think they can ransom me for a large amount of money. This is the first time it's happened. Maybe they mistook me for someone else?”

      “It worries me to have you in such an isolated location with someone after you. The mercenaries would think you've left if you stayed in the main house. Just for a week or so until we don't see them around again," Rafe offered and looked at her expectantly.

      “That's a generous offer, but I have weapons. I'll use them if necessary. I really need to be alone to come to terms with some things and do some painting," Angie explained.

      “The choice is yours, but I needed to make the offer. If you change your mind, just let me know. There will be a couple guards nearby. Call them if you have any issues.”

      Rafe turned and left. He'd forgotten to ask her if she did portraits. It was a shame, but the alpha was halfway back home and there was no way he would go back now. He would remember the next time he saw her because there would be a next time. Those mercenaries needed a paycheck and wouldn't stop until they got one or were killed in the process.

      There was a lot on his mind with all the work he was doing with his pack, but the image of Angie kept flashing in his mind. Why couldn't he stop thinking about her? This had never been a problem for him before. Females came and went. Mostly went.

      There had not been any sign of the mercenaries for a few days, and he couldn't help thinking that they were waiting for something to even the odds. He just couldn't imagine what that might be. Okay, there were several things he could imagine and none of them were good.

      At the back of his mind, he tried to come up with possibilities. What would equal the playing field for them? A surprise attack was one possibility. In time, his guards would relax, and they could be taken by surprise. But the one thing that rang true was that they were waiting for more wolves.

      Rafe knew his worst fighter could handle three of them. The problem was since his people were back to work, only a small number were accessible at any given time to protect the property. That wasn’t enough to ensure the safety of everyone on the property.

      Ariel had access to more fighters than most because she constantly readied recruits. While they were training, she had full access to them. Rafe knew Tyne did much of that training.

      Could he do that with his pack? It sounded like an easy solution. As their numbers swelled, more guards would be needed to protect their property. Completely unimproved land had become available next door.

      The trees, especially in the areas he needed to clear for homes, would supply the lumber mill, but only for a little while. All that extra land would be available for pack growth. He wasn't just dreaming. He already had a contract and would take possession at the beginning of the month. Being an alpha to his pack was all the challenge he needed.

      He was also working on a contract with the Park Service for a much larger tract of land. If that worked out, it would keep them in trees for several years, and give the younger kids jobs planting trees.

      There was still a way to go, but considering where they'd been, things looked good. The new people were all fitting in well. Those needing jobs had them, and most lived in the pack house. A few decided to camp out and seemed happy doing it. Maybe they were closer to their wolves than most of their kind.

      The problems with their tenant seemed a distant memory that once in a while came to mind and worried him before it disappeared again. She was halfway through her lease. She could be gone before any more concerns arose.

      There was a yell outside. His first thought was that he should know better than to believe all his worries were under control. Hurrying outside, he found a guard who had been in a terrible fight.

      “Where is Anita?” Rafe asked.

      “Today was her day off, but I believe she's been spending time with the painter. Strange wolves have the house surrounded. There are many of them.”

      The alpha shifted and ran with the wind. He could sense many of his wolves at his heels and ran faster. When they arrived, the strange wolves had circled the house but, for some reason, had yet to make it inside. Every once in a while, he saw one hit the ground. That made a shiver run down his spine.

      Rafe's other guard was on the ground and bleeding heavily. This attack could not be allowed. He wanted to run his guard back to the house but was outnumbered and needed to take care of that first. It was his hope his guard would survive.

      Another of the strange wolves hit the ground. Was their guest a witch? It was the only reason he could think the wolves would be dropping like flies. That was something he needed to find out when the fight was over. While he wasn't as leery of witches and their magic as most, he was sure it would cause trouble with his wolves. Most wolves feared witches and some hated them.

      As more of his wolves arrived and many invading lupines were taken out, the power shifted to Rafe. They were on the winning end. The mercenaries tried to run, but the alpha refused to let them, giving them two choices - give up or die. They immediately surrendered. It made him wonder what to do with all these wolves. Not long ago, they discovered a cave on the property. That was where their prisoners would go for the time being.

      This time he intended to get a little more information from Angie. The situation was severe. The mercenaries were too intent on capturing her. Whoever supported this would have given up if it was just about the money. He knocked on her door, and she answered it.

      Anita was in the room with her, and they both had rifles of some kind. A close look told him they had been shooting tranquilizing darts at the strange wolves. He sighed with relief. While he did not fear a witch's magic, he still disliked being around it. So far, there were no signs she was a witch, only that she was a good shot and had plenty of rifles and darts.

      The problem was that she was well-armed. That told Rafe she knew someone might come after her, especially true because she had tranq guns. If they were regular guns, she might be a hunter. Those were always well armed and female hunters were not unusual around here.

      “Anita, what are you doing here?” Rafe asked.

      “I was off today and didn't have much to do. I came over to see Angie. We went to town to find things to help make her feel safer. She didn't want to kill anyone, so we found a place with these tranq guns. I have to admit it was surprising at how well they worked.”

      Okay, so that answered one question. “Any guesses about why they want you so badly?” Rafe asked.

      “The only reason I can think of is if they think they can get money from me," Angie suggested.

      “Can they?”

      She sighed heavily, “My family would probably pay something, but I doubt they would pay enough to make all this worthwhile.”

      “These mercenaries don't have anything. They look like they're starving. It wouldn't take much to make it worthwhile for them.”

      “You're right. They may just be looking for whatever they can get. On the other hand, they sought me out. This is not someplace I live. I wonder how they knew where I was." Angie agreed.

      “How many people know you are here?” He asked, thinking at least her family would know.

      “No one in my family knows. I wanted to escape them, so I didn't get drawn into the drama. My friends knew I was going somewhere, but I didn't tell any of them where. They knew when I left and when I was coming back. No one here knew who I was because I only gave my first name. This is just crazy.”

      “Any suggestion on what I should do to keep you safe?” Rafe wondered.

      “I've no idea. Maybe since you captured so many, they'll stop coming.” Angie suggested.

      Rafe shot her a look that said it all. “After all they have gone through to get you, you think they'll give up now. These guys were hired to do this job. They failed, so they didn't get paid. Whoever arranged this has the money to hire more people. They will hire someone better next time if they have any sense."

      “What do you suggest?”

      “I already made my suggestion. Stay at the main house for a week and then you can come back. If you're not here, they'll think you got scared and left. I'm sure no one is crazy enough to try to scout out my house. There's a business in town that was started by Tyne Wolf. I can contact him and see what he suggests.”

      “That's alright. Will you leave things be if I come and stay at your house for a week?” Angie asked.

      Anita watched everything closely. She was overly interested in what was being said. Rafe wondered why but would ask later.

      Answering Angie first, he replied, "Yes, I just don't want anyone injured or kidnapped." Then to his guard, he directed, "Anita, this is all confidential. You understand?”

      “Yes, Sir. I won't tell anyone," she instantly agreed.

      “Good. Do you want to help Angie grab her things and drive to the main house?” He suggested.

      “It would be my pleasure.”

      Rafe didn't know if he made a good decision. Anita seemed to be hanging out with the painter entirely too much. He wondered what their relationship was. Why did he care? If he was anyone else, he would say it was jealousy. But that was an unknown feeling for him. It simply couldn't be that.

      Because Angie was human, he waited until he was out of sight. Then turned into his wolf and ran all the way home.

      “There you are," Connie, his housekeeper and cook, observed.

      “Here I am. Did you need something?”

      “I've been keeping your lunch warm. Since I didn't know where you'd gone, I wasn't sure when to serve it.”

      “I am starving right and needed to talk to you anyway. A young human lady will be staying with us for a week or so. Her name is Angie," Rafe explained.

      “Isn't she the artist staying in one of the cabins? Did they attack her again?”

      Apparently, everyone knew what was happening. There was no secrecy in the pack. Under the current circumstances, it may be better if everyone knew there was danger.

      “Yes, and we will all have to be careful. They wanted her really bad. They've tried repeatedly, and we captured most of them this time. I still feel like more is coming.

      “I'll make sure a room is prepared for her, and there is extra food if she wants lunch," Connie replied.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie gathered her things. Anita was such a sweetheart. She even stayed to help. When she prepared for her trip, Angie pared down. Sadly, things weren't working out as she had hoped. She had especially wanted to avoid men, but that hadn't worked either. Around here, they seemed to be everywhere.

      Anita drove because she knew where they were going, and Angie didn't. The place was pretty close. It was like a little town and there was a big house. Around it, there were other buildings, some large and some smaller. It was similar to her cousin Ariel's place. That was really a weird connection for her to make.

      This whole place was only like her cousin’s in that it looked like a small town. They pulled up to the house in the center of everything. She'd only brought a few bags, so with Anita helping, they took it all in except her paint supplies. Angie would come out later and get those. Her sketchbook was something she always carried if she could. She never knew when she might get the chance to draw something unique.

      They were surrounded by nature, and she liked to draw that the most. She even took pictures occasionally to back up paintings and something to refer to when she began to paint. As they entered, the housekeeper showed them to her room.

      “I'm Connie, and I'm the housekeeper. It's so nice to finally meet you after hearing about those attacks. That must have been scary.”

      “Anita was there to protect me. She's quite the warrior.”

      Anita blushed with pleasure. “You were pretty handy with the dart gun yourself.”

      “Thank you. I try.”

      It looked like Anita wanted to stay, but there was no reason to. Angie would have invited her if it had been her house, but it wasn't.

      “Would you girls like something? I've got a snack in the kitchen," Connie offered.

      “That sounds wonderful," Angie said.

      “I'd like it too," Anita admitted. It seemed that shooting built up an appetite.

      They sat down, and Connie cut a piece of chocolate cake. She also gave them each a glass of milk. The housekeeper joined them, and they sat there and talked for an hour or longer about the local area and Angie's hometown. It reminded her of when she went to Ariel’s, and they sat around and talked as they ate whatever snack Cook had made. Angie knew she would return eventually, but she needed a break. Her Cuz, Ariel, had known she was going somewhere without her even telling her.

      She'd not tried to talk her out of it. “It's all right. Sometimes there is a greater purpose in what we feel drawn to do.” The look Ariel sent said she knew everything, all the world's secrets. It might be scary for someone else, but this was her cousin, Ariel.

      They were in the middle of their conversation when Rafe arrived. All three of them stopped talking and turned to look at him. It seemed to make him nervous.

      “What? Can’t a man walk into his own kitchen?” He asked.

      “Don't be silly. Of course, you can. You just surprised us.” Connie was instantly up and fussing. “Do you want a snack?”

      “I wouldn't say no.”

      Anita and Angie looked at each other. Angie knew Rafe did not eat in the kitchen often. She wasn't sure how she knew or why he was doing it now. Anita excused herself, and they all said goodbye. Angie had her sketch pad with her, and for some reason, she couldn't help but draw Rafe. While he looked like an angel, she doubted he was one. Not that she thought he was evil because he had assisted her, and he hadn't had to do that.

      “I didn't run her off, did I?” Rafe asked.

      “I'm sure she had things to do," Connie replied.

      Connie had caught a glimpse of the sketch. “Oh, my goodness! It looks just like him.”

      He came over to see. It was a fantastic likeness. Angie handed it to him. He wondered if she gave them out all the time. It was worthy of being framed and hung on the wall. It was so good. Hopefully, he would see what some of her paintings looked like. She had talent and a great deal of it.

      “It's hard to believe you are not famous and successful.”

      “Too many people have a talent just like this. Many people do it as a hobby but sell their art on the side. I can sell mine. I just don't get the fantastic prices some artists say they get, though," Angie admitted.

      “That's a shame because those sketches are amazing. My assistant showed me what you did for him. he was very proud.”

      “Many people call it sidewalk art. It has its place but won't make a living unless you catch somebody famous on your pad.”

      “The first time I came to see you, I was going to ask you to do a family portrait for me. Kids grow up so quickly, and I'd like to look back on them just like they are right now.” Rafe offered.

      “How large is your family?”

      “I have three kids. They seem to grow every day.”

      “I’ve heard that said by others. Just the kids?” Angie asked.

      “Yes, their parents died a few years ago.”

      “I'm sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you. It was tough on the kids.” Rafe admitted.

      “When would you want to do the portrait?”

      “I've never sat for a portrait before. How long does it usually take?”

      “It can take a few hours, but I get it started and take a picture to refer back to, so you don't have to sit the whole time.” Angie explained.

      “Wonderful! When do you want to do it?”

      “We could start in the morning if that works for you?”

      “That would be great. I'll let my children know, and we can start right after breakfast.” Rafe observed.

      Rafe hurried off to get back to work, leaving her alone. That was alright because she intended to set up outside and find something to paint. It was why Angie had come here. She needed to get something done. She decided to start a small painting. It would be easier to set up and carry around. Not sure if there would be anything around here to paint, she was pleased when she saw a wolf in the distance in the woods. He was inching closer and closer.

      He seemed in no particular hurry to go anywhere or do anything. After a closer look, a squirrel was next to a tree frozen, hoping the wolf would overlook him. The wolf slowly stalked the squirrel. When the squirrel realized the wolf was headed towards it, it took off up the tree. The wolf didn't want to let it escape, so he jumped up, trying to grab the squirrel. Supper was going to take a lot of work. The squirrel went up the tree to one of the lower limbs and then turned and berated the wolf. While she didn’t speak squirrel, his meaning was obvious.

      The wolf hung his head and trudged away, but she had caught him as he stalked toward the squirrel, looking like the predator he was. She was painting as fast as she could, trying to get everything down, including the expression on the wolf's face as he anticipated his prize and the squirrel as he realized he was intended to be prey. Angie was fast and still managed to be accurate. Not just what she saw but also the impression of what occurred.

      The painting was coming together beautifully. The wolf and the squirrel stood out as individuals because she had noted what made each different. They were both young and full of energy. The wolf had a combination of grays with a touch of brown and possibly even a little black. That squirrel had a lot of grays in both light and dark shades as well as some white. By the time she was done, she had done both of them justice.

      Someone clapped. Was that for her? If so, that was something new. Turning, she saw Rafe. “You did an absolutely marvelous job of capturing who they are and the struggle that was going on at the time. I think you underestimate your talent.”

      “I never said I didn't have any. All I did was explain that too many other people also have the same," Angie replied.

      “Maybe so, but that is an amazing depiction of the struggle between predator and prey.”

      “I was blessed to have a front-row seat. That's one of the reasons I wanted to come here to get things like this down on canvas.”

      “Are those the kind of pictures you usually do?” Rafe asked.

      “That is one I truly enjoy. It gets me outside and away from the rat race and other stresses," Angie explained.

      “I understand. I enjoy nature a great deal. It's wonderful to step out of my back door and into this.” Rafe made a gesture with his hand encompassing everything in front of him.

      “I live in a similar area, but not as far off the highway as you are. It's a farming area.”

      "Where is that?” Rafe asked.

      “Northwest Arkansas. Most people aren't very familiar with the area.”

      “I had a vacation there not too long ago. Lakes are all over the place, and a lot of wooded areas. I chartered a boat and went to Table Rock Lake for a day.”

      “Catch any fish?” Angie asked.

      “I caught my limit. They were delicious.”

      “I've not gone out on the lake this year, but I plan to after I return."

      “Don't put off the things you enjoy. It's easy to stop doing them altogether if you do.”

      “I know you're right. Don't worry. I intend to go out fishing after I get back."

      "What are you going to do with that painting?” Rafe asked.

      “I played around with the thought of keeping it since you don't see something like that every day, but if I'm not careful, I'll end up with a house full of paintings, so I'll probably sell it.”

      “What do you want for it?”

      “I can usually get a couple hundred for a painting like this. More if I make a frame.” Angie explained.

      “I'll take it. You make frames for your paintings too?”

      “Only paintings like this because I can make it rustic. They're simple. I can't do complicated woodworking.

      “I could get you the supplies if you make one for me. I'd like to see how you do it and what the frames look like. We end up with a lot of scrap wood around here that we turn into compost. But there's not a large market around here. If we could find something else to do with the wood scraps, it would be helpful," Rafe explained.

      “Alright, I can do that. I'll make you a list of things I need, and I assume you have tools available.”

      “If I don't have what you need, I will buy it.”

      “Let's take the painting inside so it can dry, and then we can discuss what I need to make a frame. I'll probably need to rummage through your woodpile," Angie observed.

      “We can do that right after we drop off the painting.”

      Angie wasn't sure why Rafe was so excited about such a simple thing as making a rustic frame. If they had a tourist industry in this area, she saw how they could make some money from the wood they were turning into compost. If they had a great deal of it, they needed a second option. Better wood could be used for frames. Rafe must have his mind on business all the time. Steve had mentioned the area was impoverished and Rafe was fighting to change that.

      They took the painting inside. Rafe decided to put it on the wall across from his desk. He would hang it on the wall after it had time to dry, and he could put it in a frame. For now, he put it on the table under the spot where he intended to hang it. Angie thought that was fine. Rafe seemed excited and ready to go out to the woodpile.

      It was a short walk, and he had not exaggerated. It was a massive pile of assorted wood in various thicknesses, lengths, and widths. She began to rummage around, looking for the perfect pieces. It should be easy. It was a small painting. The first piece presented itself, and she grabbed it, then the next, and then another. That last piece was challenging to find. She had to search a bit longer but finally had them all.

      “That's all?” Rafe asked.

      “Yes, but I have to work with it now. I can't believe you're throwing all that wonderful wood away. You need a carpenter who can make furniture and other things.”

      “You think they can really use those?”

      “I do. I know people who make all kinds of marvelous things with what you consider scrap wood. Yours is not the kind of scrap pile I usually have to work with," Angie admitted.

      “What do you need now?”

      “It's time to work with the tools. You did say you had some, right?"

      “We do, but I don't ever use those, so I'm not sure where they are. I'll give Steve a call. He'll know.” Rafe admitted. “Steve, I need you to come to my house.” He gave him a call. They’d have to wait for him.

      It was amazing how quickly Steve got there. Maybe he misunderstood and thought that it was an emergency. He was utterly out of breath. “You needed something?”

      “I did. Angie needs some tools to make a frame for a painting.”

      “You don't have any tools?” She didn't answer because he was looking at Rafe, not her.

      “No, I don't have any tools personally, but I was sure we own some. We do have a sawmill, after all," Rafe replied.

      “Not the same kind of tools. The tools around here are all individually owned. I have some tools set up in my garage that you could use. Do you want to follow me there?” Steve asked.

      "Lead on," Angie said.

      Steve's house was pretty close. She found he had everything she needed, so she set up and began to get to work. Rafe watched as if it was a magic show. Steve got her whatever she needed and helped hold the wood pieces while she cut. He also had a box of wood nails, so Angie had everything.

      “What do you think?”

      “That looks nice. I thought a frame would be harder to make, so I've never tried," Steve explained.

      "You need to find someone to make these from the wood scraps. They can make other things, too," Rafe directed.

      “I'm sure I'll be able to do that," Steve agreed.

      “Good. Angie and I need to get back to the house. It's nearly time for supper. I will inform the children that we are sitting for a portrait after breakfast. Regardless of what happens during the day, we are all there at supper. It is our opportunity to get together and share the biggest meal of the day.”

      “That sounds nice. My family did something similar when I was growing up," Angie observed.

      Steve disappeared, leaving them alone. If he thought he was in the way, he was wrong. Angie had intended to thank him for helping and loaning her the tools. She could if she saw him later.

      “I will discover how their day went and if they need my help with anything. Unusual, yes, but from time to time, there might be something they would want to share with me to get my advice," Rafe explained.

      “It can be hard on a kid these days. It's even tougher when you lose your parents at a young age. They are fortunate to have you.”

      “I am lucky to have them. They bring joy to my life. I wasn't sure I would ever have children in my life. When I was younger, I was too selfish to appreciate them. It was good they came to me later in life.”

      “You're not much older than me," Angie observed.

      “I meant when I was a teenager or in my twenties. I wasn't settled or responsible. Things changed for me, and I had to grow up quickly."

      “That happens to us all. At a certain age, we have to take responsibility for ourselves. Sometimes, no one can help us. That's when you know things can go horribly wrong if you don't take care of business.”

      “I know what you mean. Several businesses need my attention, some personal and some that will eventually belong to the community. I intended to do that with them once I got my investment money back. I will set up a legal trust so whoever takes charge of the community later can't sell them or do anything that would harm the community as a whole.” Rafe explained.

      “That's very generous of you.” Angie was surprised he would do something like that. She knew few people except Ariel that would do it. Here she was, comparing him with her cousin again.

      "Ultimately, it won't cost me anything except a little time and worry. The last guy in charge ran the place into the ground. The people were destitute. If someone hadn't come in and taken it over, this would have been a ghost town by now.”

      “I don't really understand how this works.”

      “It was intended to run like a trust. The money from the businesses should have helped the community, but it didn't. At first, he took the profits for himself. Then he ran things into the ground, and there were no profits. At that point, he shut the businesses down, and there were no jobs. Once the business is shut down, no one has the money to start them back up. Believe me, it was a terrible mess," Rafe explained.

      “Why didn't they just leave?”

      “Some of them were born here, and their children were born here. They kept hoping something would happen to turn things around. Nothing did until he died. Then I came in and started rebuilding. These are good people. They deserved better.”

      “I'm glad you were able to give it to them. It looks like you have many businesses going," Angie observed.

      “We have the lumber mill, which has expanded and is not only running all out, but we have added to it. It also runs at night now, with a portion of the crew that runs days. This is not a farm area, so putting in a large farm to grow grain is not an option. Instead, we contracted with several large groups of farmers in areas of the country with farms. We built a feed mill here and operate it successfully.”

      “It sounds like you're very excited about it.”

      “I'm sorry I didn't intend to bore you. I do tend to get excited about everything happening. Things were so very bad, but we're turning them around. It's better than ever," Rafe explained.

      He had never considered doing this before, but they raised some animals, used part of the grains, and sold the rest to factories. He'd never expected it to work out well, but it had. That was another area where a night shift would work well, but he found that most people did not want to work nights. His best night workers were those who had children. The parents split their work between two shifts. Some were always chasing extra money, those who already had a day job but were willing to work a night shift, especially if he allowed them to work only a portion of the night.

      Angie was learning more about Rafe. It seemed he wasn't just a pretty face. She giggled to herself at the thought. Instinctively, he seemed to know that there was something she wasn't telling him, but he let it go for the time being. How do you tell someone that your family is a supernatural bloodline of werewolves? The males after her were probably wolves. If she told Rafe everything, he would think she was crazy.

      Most humans didn't even know the supernatural world really existed. But witches, werewolves, and vampires were very real. Some pack alpha or another rich and powerful wolf had probably sent the mercenaries to capture her so he could mate her. Before she allowed that to happen, she would go out fighting. Her hope was that Rafe’s plan for her to stay with him for a week so they would feel that she had left would work.

      If it didn't, she might have to return home and ask her cousin Ariel for help. She had tried so hard to remain independent and not ask for help. She hated to even think about having to do it now. Maybe she would be lucky, but luck usually deserted Angie when she needed it the most.

      Rafe led her back to his house, gripping the frame like it was gold. She hoped her advice would help him find another income stream to help support the people who depended on him so much. He was a very good man, and that surprised her. Usually, she didn't judge someone based on their looks because she knew that wasn't fair.

      Tonight, at supper, she would get the opportunity to meet the children, and they would be told they were sitting for a portrait. In her experience, children weren't exactly thrilled about sitting still. At that age, they were energetic and didn't want to sit still for somebody to paint them.

      Rafe went to his office to get some work done. It was still a few hours till supper. It had been a trying day, and Angie thought she might nap. She headed back to her room to see if there was any way she could get to sleep. It might interfere with her sleep tonight if she managed to, but she really felt tired. Why couldn't those darn wolves just leave her alone? How had they even found her here so far from home?

      When she got to the room, she looked around a bit. It was a lovely room with a king-sized sleigh bed. The wood was cherry, and both dressers matched. There was a chest that went with the set as well. The quilt covering the bed was beautiful. It was a soft blue, with the figure of a girl in blue and white carrying flowers in the center.

      The light coming through the large window was very bright. She closed the blind to make it dark. Angie needed that if she even wanted to attempt a nap. Her fan had been left behind. She wasn't sure she could sleep without it but intended to try.

      It didn't take long before she laid down, hoping for the best. She was surprised when she awoke to a light knocking on her door. Had she really gone to sleep and slept so deeply? Maybe it was because she had gotten outside in the fresh air? It was also possible that the stress of an attack and her worries had simply worn her out.

      Angie dressed and got ready to join the family for supper. She had to admit that she was very curious about Rafe’s three children. Obviously, he loved them immensely and was very protective of them. He sounded just like a father should. It was endearing that he wanted a portrait to capture this moment in time.

      Stopping in the doorway of the dining room, she observed the family dynamics. The children were excited and told him about their day one after the other. Rafe smiled indulgently as he listened in turn and said words of encouragement. Both girls were blonde with blue eyes and could have passed for Rafe’s natural daughters. The boy had brown eyes, and his hair was light brown. They suddenly noticed her standing there. All four of them looked up at once. She found that disconcerting.

      “Hello. I'm Angie.”

      “You're the artist," the eldest girl observed.

      “I am. And you are Rafe's children," Angie smiled. She loved children.

      "I'm Dylan." The young boy moved to her and put out his hand. Angie extended hers. He turned it palm up and gave it a kiss. "I'm pleased to meet you?"

      “Angie.” She told him her name and smiled. He was so cute.

      He returned to his seat. "I'm Missy," the oldest girl offered.

      "I'm Mattie," the youngest sister said shyly, her face pink.

      "I'm pleased to meet you all," Angie observed.

      “Are you really going to paint a picture of us?” Mattie asked.

      "I am. I believe we'll start in the morning. I'll sketch you first, then I’ll begin the painting. I'll take a picture in case you tire of sitting still." The little girl was a doll. She was so shy and adorable.

      "Everyone needs to eat before the food gets cold," Rafe directed.

      They all concentrated on their food, but Angie noticed the kids casting glances her way often. Maybe strangers didn't stay here often or even come by. This place was isolated. That was the reason she'd chosen it. Angie wanted to get away from her life. She told Rafe it was a family drama, but it was the drama the world had unloaded on her family. Sadly, it may have followed her.

      Her biggest hope was that she wouldn't bring the paranormal world here to these innocent humans. They would have no idea how to handle it. If they had never seen a werewolf, it might freak them out. She remembered how she had felt when her cousin, Ariel, had told her and other relatives about the supernatural blood they all carried.

      It hadn't seemed possible. Doubt was on every face, but Ariel knew how to convince them. Energy washed over the room. Where her cousin had been standing, there stood the prettiest snow-white wolf. Wolves were real. There was no denying it, but maybe Angie had missed out on that gene?

      She was the only one that believed it was possible. Things had gone full circle, and now she was hunted by a werewolf alpha. Angie wanted to tell Rafe the truth, but he would probably laugh at her. Humans, in general, didn't believe in the paranormal world. It was better to keep her personal truth to herself.

      “Are you okay?” Rafe asked.

      “I’m fine. Why?”

      "You've been quiet, and your plate is still full. The kids left, and you didn't notice."

      "I guess I got lost in my worries," Angie admitted.

      “If you want to talk things out, I’m a good listener.”

      “I would, but my life is so crazy right now I’m embarrassed to share it.”

      "Just remember, problems must be dealt with, or they continue to worsen," Rafe offered.

      "I have a cousin who always says things like that."

      "She's right. I understand, though. It's easier said than done." He smiled at her, and she smiled back. It was a moment where they bonded.

      It surprised her how likable Rafe turned out to be. He seemed so kind and thoughtful. She'd not expected him to be anything like that. Rafe hinted about being selfish and self-centered in his younger years, but she had expected him to be that way now. Was it unfair to judge him on his looks? Okay, it was unfair, and she should have known better.

      She turned her attention to her food and tried not to pay too much attention to the gorgeous guy across from her. He didn't speak anymore, and eventually, they both finished eating, and Rafe began to clear the table. She helped him and was surprised when he loaded the dishwasher and turned it on.

      “What?” He asked. “I can help clean up.”
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      Rafe's wolf was scratching at his mind. He wanted to be let out so he could take a long run. His human side wasn't exactly patient either. It was morning. They'd had breakfast and now were sitting for their portrait. He would say it had been forever but knew it couldn't have been that long.

      Angie was moving fast except when she took a moment now and then to give them a calculated look. It was a relief when she took out her camera and snapped a picture. Did that mean she would let them go now?

      He sighed heavily in relief, and she grinned. "Just a bit longer for you. Mattie can go."

      All three of them looked at Mattie, who had a huge smile on her face. Rafe knew she had worked on Mattie first. The youngest sitting still would be the hardest or so most would think. That didn't make it any easier on Rafe as he watched his youngest child skipping away.

      “Dylan can go now.” She hurriedly painted a bit more. “Missy, your done for today.”

      They both rushed away as if they feared being called back. Now it was just Rafe. He'd like to think she had left him for last so they could have more time together. The problem was he knew better. She had done her work by age, not realizing he had difficulty sitting still. He probably had more difficulty than his two oldest kids did.

      When she finally told him he could go, he sprinted toward the door and rushed outside. He was careful not to change until he was out of sight of the house. Angie was human. She couldn't know about wolves. Not unless they mated. Oh, where had that thought come from? Since she was human, there was no way he could ever mate her. Even a vampire would be accepted more easily in a pack than a human alpha mate. Most wolves were rascist.

      It was sad but true that many wolves were racists. He could do it if he knew she would change, but the odds were against that. He just needed to forget about the beautiful and talented Angie and put mating out of his mind. The problem was that every time he saw her, that was what he thought about. His wolf agreed she should be his, but they knew how hard things would be for them if they mated. Crazy wolf!

      Rafe changed and just stood there. Then he began to run. Maybe if he was tired, the thought would leave him be. The woods were lovely. He chased a rabbit for the pure joy of it. He wasn't hungry, so he let it go. It made him feel sorry for those with no wolf to keep them company and allow them to enjoy the outdoors in every way possible. After that thought, he just took off through the woods running with the happiness that being able to do so brought him.

      He felt a burn in his side. Now he ran for another reason. It was to escape whatever hunter was in his woods. They were trying to kill him. Once he returned to his pack, they would find them in the woods. He circled around, and when he got close to the house, he changed back into his human form. The mark from the bullet that had hit his shoulder was still there, but it was much fainter than it would have been had he stayed in wolf form.

      What had just happened angered him possibly more than anything ever had. Was it a human or a wolf wanting to take him out who knew they could not beat him in a fair fight? He hurried to find Steve. It had to be dealt with as quickly as possible. Steve was easy to find. He was taking care of business as usual.

      “You don't look very happy," Steve observed giving him an appraising look.

      “Some bastard in the woods just shot at me. There is nothing to be happy about.”

      “Who would do such a thing?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine, but I'm sure there is a list. Do we have a good tracker?” Rafe asked.

      “You are going to think this is crazy, but there is a 16-year-old with incredible ability.”

      “Why would I think that's crazy? I had many skills at 16, and a few may not be as good as they were then. Let's go find him. I have a job for him.” Rafe directed.

      They headed toward the pack house where the teenager lived with his parents. Steve knocked on the door. It was quickly opened. “Did you need something?” This guy was clearly the father.

      “Yes, John, we need Trevor," Steve requested.

      “Has he done something? He's usually a very good boy.” The dad said.

      “No, we have a job for him. It will take a few hours. He'll be home afterward.”

      “What will he be doing?” John asked.

      “We need him to track a hunter that took a shot at the alpha. Having a hunter loose on our land is not a good thing.”

      “No, I agree. I will fetch my son. Is it alright if I come along?”

      Steve looked at the alpha, who nodded. An extra person might come in handy if there was trouble. He went to fetch his boy, who, even though he was only 16, looked like a man grown. He was already taller than his father. It wouldn't be long before he was a beta.

      “You needed me?” Trevor asked.

      “Yes, I need you to track a hunter that took a shot at me while I was in wolf form. We can't allow hunters on our property, and I need to find out who he is," Rafe explained.

      “I'm ready to go. Did you say this was a job?”

      “Son, you need to do what the alpha says and not ask for money.” His dad counseled.

      “That's all right because this is a job. If Trevor is a good tracker, having recommendations for jobs like this will help him get more. It's important, and I am willing to pay him as long as he does a good job and finds the one responsible.”

      “I can't wait to get started," Trevor admitted with excitement.

      Rafe wondered if it was the opportunity to make money or the ability to go tracking that he rarely got. He wasn't sure, and it didn't matter because they were already leaving. “We'll have to stay in human form for now.”

      “I understand. Hopefully, the hunter won't take a shot at a man, especially one in a group," Trevor's dad observed.

      They headed back toward the woods where Rafe had been shot. All of them had superior senses. It didn't take long for them to narrow down where the hunter had been. It was no one Rafe knew personally.

      “It was a human because you were the only wolf smell around," Trevor explained.

      “Yeah, I caught that too. Now we just need to hunt him down and deal with him," Rafe agreed.

      “They headed this way," Trevor observed, "The guy was alone for a little while, and then he joined a group. There is no way to tell if the group was involved until you ask them.”

      “Oh, I intend to ask them, alright. We will have a good talk, and I will find out exactly what they are doing on my land and why they are taking shots at anything. Our pack lands are clearly marked against hunters.”

      “They could have hit a female or a child. There's even the possibility they could have killed you, which would not be good for you or the pack," John admitted.

      “We've had hunters on the property before in the past. They usually go after something they can use as food. The old alpha said as long as they weren't taking potshots at wolves to leave them be," Steve admitted. "None of us liked it, but we had no choice.”

      “There is a choice now, and I am making it. No outsiders will hunt on our property," Rafe adamantly decided.

      “I'm glad. I've worried about my mate and any pups we might have. Allowing them to hunt freely just sets us up for more problems," Steve agreed.

      “What can we do with them? Do you think the law will do anything?” Trevor asked angrily.

      “If Damon McDougal was closer, I know he would. We need to find out who our nearby wardens are and develop a relationship with them.” Rafe offered.

      “The old alpha didn't like that. He said wardens were no good and we should avoid them.” Steve admitted.

      “Wardens have a hard job, and they do their best often with limited assistance," Rafe explained.

      “We don’t know much about wardens. They left us alone because of how the old alpha was," John explained.

      Rafe couldn't help but think the old alpha was an idiot who believed what he told his people. It was funny. Everything he said cut them off from others and eventually isolated them completely.

      “Unfortunately, they are usually only around when something bad happens, and then they are there to help. Since we will have that security company going full out soon, we will probably deal with any issues the pack has that way," Rafe pointed out. “It is still a good idea to know and get along with wardens especially the local ones.

      “That will make it easier on the wardens," Trevor noted.

      “Getting along with the wardens will also make it easier on the pack. Trust me on this. Can you tell how far ahead they are?” It was apparent the guy who had taken a shot at him had rejoined a large group. They were all on pack lands, which was trespassing, especially since the pack lands were clearly posted for no hunting or trespassing.

      “We'll be meeting up with them soon. The smell is getting stronger," Trevor offered.

      “How far do you think until we get there?” Rafe asked.

      “No more than ten minutes. There are at least six guys there now. It was eleven guys, to begin with, but some have left," Trevor explained.

      “We'll need to handle this carefully. I will approach alone, but if there is trouble, make sure they see you," Rafe directed.

      “Be careful. We've just started getting used to you. We don't want to start over," Steve acknowledged.

      “Believe me. I intend to live through this. It's different facing a man when you're looking in his eyes than shooting him when he's running through the woods," Rafe admitted.

      Everyone nodded. They were almost there and could smell meat cooking. The group of hunters had gotten enough kills that they were able to eat. The others fell back as Rafe moved ahead and walked into the camp.

      “Who are you?” One of the hunters asked.

      “I own this land you're camping and hunting on illegally.” Rafe replied.

      “Hey man, we weren't trying to hurt anything. You have an infestation of wolves on your property, and the locals have been complaining," the guy explained.

      “This is a registered game preserve. There is no hunting, and someone shot one of our animals. He was injured and required care," Rafe charged.

      “You should put a fence around this place. Some of your animals have been bothering the people in town.” He answered.

      “Apparently, they are unaware these animals were here first and have the right to live and survive. They also seem unaware that injuring or killing an animal on this property carries a huge fine and jail time. Or maybe they didn't care because you were taking all the risk," Rafe noted.

      “He's alone, Jake. You don't have to take shit off of him. You could just blow his brains out.” Someone said.

      “Shut up, Alvin. I’m sorry we didn’t realize this was a game preserve. As soon as we eat lunch, we will move off your land and not return. We will use this as a lesson learned and check more carefully before we hunt. I hope your wolf will be alright," Jake said.

      Rafe had said animal, not wolf, so Jake knew about the wolf being shot and who shot it. It was probably mouthy Alvin. Rafe would be glad to see the last of him. “I would be happy with that. Make sure Alvin goes too.” Rafe gave Alvin a look that he couldn’t give back.

      They left the camp, but wolf hearing was excellent. Rafe heard Alvin jumping on Jake about letting him get away. “You're stupid because he wasn't alone. There were several men with him. You're not a good fit for our group. So don't put in for any of our hunts again," Jake admonished. Alvin began to whine, but the group ignored him.

      They were back almost to the pack house when they stopped to discuss what occurred. “At least things are dealt with now," John observed.

      "Maybe. A couple pack members need to go over there in the morning to make sure they all left," Rafe told Steve.

      "I think you have a good idea. They also need to stick to their human form. Is there any way we can get the fence that Jake mentioned?" Steve asked.

      "I hoped to do that eventually. Basic needs for the pack seemed more important," Rafe explained.

      “You are right, but things have gotten better now. Even just putting a fence up on the part of our land near town would be a big help," Steve noted.

      “Get some estimates on what the fencing will cost. Maybe we can get started," Rafe decided.

      “I believe that will be an excellent idea. I will check in several places before we decide who would be best. Of course, we will hire our people to install it once we have the materials," Steve explained.

      “I'll leave you to it. Don’t forget to pay Trevor standard tracking pay. It's probably lunchtime. I'm going to go home and get something to eat." Rafe looked forward to a good meal. He and his wolf were starving.

      He began to walk home. As soon as he got near the yard, he could smell some fabulous meat cooking. His stomach growled like a monster. He could hardly wait to eat some good food and relax.

      Hopefully, he was done with the hunters. But he still worried about the aggressive one. In the morning, his people would tell him if they were all gone. Until then, he refused to worry about it. He had other things to start on and a lovely guest he wanted to get to know better.

      An excellent meal was on the table when he arrived. Everyone's plates were full, but no one had started eating yet. They were waiting for him.

      "You didn't have to wait for me. I'm sure you had no idea when I would get back." Rafe observed.

      Connie gave him a look. “We knew exactly when you would be back because one of the kids ran ahead when they saw you coming and told us.”

      “I guess nothing happens around here without everyone knowing.”

      “Not entirely true. No one seems to know where you went or what you were doing. There are several guesses, and I'm sure we'll know in a few days," she concluded.

      “It doesn't matter. Everyone should know there were some hunters on the property, and one of them took a shot at me. He only grazed my shoulder, but he was obviously hunting. I had a discussion with the leader, who said he would take his group and leave shortly, but I worry that the aggressive one won't leave when they do. The guy I talked to is just a hunt leader and has no real control over any of the guys in his group.”

      “It sounds like he's a really poor hunter if he accidentally shot you," Angie observed.

      “I think he shot at a great distance and was probably so excited his hand shook. Otherwise, I would be dead since he hit my shoulder and not my head," Rafe pointed out.

      “Shouldn't the police have been informed?" She asked.

      “I just want them gone. If the police get involved, they will have to stay, and that won't be good," Rafe observed.

      Angie didn't look convinced, but she didn't say anything else. His pack was a community and used to handling things themselves. She knew some of the townspeople thought they were a cult or something. Maybe they were, but she had seen nothing to lead her to believe that was true.

      They all began to eat. “Connie, this is marvelous," Angie praised.

      It was odd that Connie ate with them because her children did not. She said it was because they had horrible manners and were still relatively young. It seemed that was the choice she’d made for now.

      When they were older and had developed better manners, they would join the family. Angie wasn't concerned since she would not be there then. Rafe had invited her to bring her children, but Connie decided not to, and she would know best.

      His gaze fell on Angie. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. It wasn't just her outward beauty but also her very likable personality. That was rarely the case with females he was around. The difference was that most of them wanted to jump him, and she didn't care one way or the other.

      It was a little hit to his ego, but she didn't mind spending time with him, and they were becoming friendly a little bit at a time. Female friends, or male friends for that matter, were rare in his life. For that reason and many more, he didn't know how to act around friends. He'd been learning slowly since he had taken over the pack. Rafe would call Steve a friend, even though he was a beta which meant he worked for him. It wouldn't preclude friendship, would it?

      Were there rules about who you could consider a friend? He didn't really understand that either. Maybe he just hadn't learned much about relationships. That included romantic ones because other than sleeping with females, he'd never had any real relationship. It made him worry that he never would. As the meal ended, the children left first, which was usual. He had a hard time remembering being at that age when everything was exciting, and he was always in a hurry to get to the next activity.

      Angie was still there because she was a dainty eater who ate slowly. If she ever changed to a wolf, that would change too. Why was he even thinking about that? It was so unlikely that a wolf was hiding inside her that it wasn't even worth thinking about. Unfortunately for him, he was very attracted to the little human. Mating a human would be a tragedy for any pack alpha if that person didn't turn wolf.

      Rafe needed to get this off his mind because it could go nowhere. There was no way that she could be his fated mate because fate simply couldn't be that cruel. He thought about bedding her to get the feeling out of his system, but he liked her too much and didn't want to hurt her. There was also the possibility that he would become even more attached, and that just wouldn't work.

      “What are you thinking about?” Angie asked.

      He shook his head to clear it as he realized she'd spoken to him. “What do you mean?”

      “Something has completely taken your attention. Is it the hunters? Do you fear that they will not leave?”

      “No, that is just one of the many things bothering me. Things are improving, but there is still much that I must do to improve these people's lives," Rafe admitted.

      “I just don't understand how this has become your responsibility, even though I admire you for accepting it. From what I know, you are a manager here, but you have more responsibility than any manager I have ever seen.”

      “Maybe you're right. This is a huge responsibility. Few people take their job seriously. I want to give these people back what they have been denied for so long. They were mistreated, and everything was taken from them. The opportunity for them to get it all back and more is there if I can make the right decisions and do the right things. That is what I want for them, and to my surprise, doing things like this for others makes me feel good. Who knew?”

      “I have some cousins that are selfless like that. It's amazing to find it outside my family," Angie admitted.

      “I'm not selfless. This is working out well for me too. It's true, I could keep everything, but I'm making plenty of money, and it doesn't hurt to look out for other people. What is that saying? Do a good turn daily. That is working well for me these days. Being my selfish self wasn't making me feel very well. Someone I know told me I would never find happiness until I changed, and I believe she was right.”

      “An old girlfriend?”

      “No, someone I knew through business associates. She seemed to see deeper into my issues and wanted to help. The lady was married, and while that might not have stopped me then, it certainly stopped her. They are madly in love, and I want that. I began to realize that often I was jealous of those kinds of close relationships, but it wasn't the woman I wanted. It was a relationship with someone of my own. I'm glad I realized that because I was just wasting my time. This project is a far more worthwhile way.” Rafe explained.

      “I can't deny what you are doing here is amazing, and I admire that," Angie admitted. "Since we are both done eating, I need to get back to your portrait. I'm sure you also have other things to do since you're very busy."

      She was right. Rafe was a very busy man. Yet he appreciated every moment he could spend with her. He felt like they were becoming friends, and that was odd for him. Rafe liked the feeling of having a friend. It was great talking to somebody who didn't want anything from him. That was also difficult to deal with because he didn't know how to handle her. If she didn't want him, he didn't understand why she would even talk to him.

      Once Angie left the table, he cleared it, loaded the dishwasher, and started it. Supper was the only meal they used the dishwasher for since Connie washed the dishes for the other two. He didn't mind cleaning up. It wasn't like it was a hard job. Rafe wondered what that portrait would look like, but he was confident it would be fantastic and something he would treasure for the rest of his life.

      In many ways, he felt like a regular guy. He might not have a mate yet, but he had a family he wanted to care for and do his best for. While he and the children were his immediate family, he also had an extended one. He worried about each and every one of them and wanted to do the best he could. That was a huge change from how he had been before.

      Angie would be painting, so he planned to leave her alone. He really did want to see what the finished portrait was like but bothering her would slow her down. Instead, Rafe intended to go to his office and begin making phone calls and work on some of the things that needed to be done to keep his pack on track. Rafe didn't feel like a hands-on manager but wanted to know what was happening and ensure everything was smooth.

      He planned to review his business list, talk to the managers briefly, and ensure everything was going as planned. The security company was the newest. It had been going great, but there was a lot of work to do, and he understood that. He had talked to Moe about a training program to have access to more people. She explained it to him, and he was sure she had done an excellent job because he thought he understood it well. These people would come from all over and train under several programs, but only the top program would give him people for the company.

      His pack would be training in self-defense because he felt they needed it. Especially the females and the children, who needed to be able to protect themselves. He wanted it for his children, and he was sure other parents would like it for theirs. If Angie was still here, she might be interested in training too. It made sense since she had been continually under attack since she had come to them. Understanding the training program made him realize how brilliant Ariel was.

      Not only was she getting free guards, but the work she was having them do gave them experience and made them better workers for later when they were hired. Moe explained that several pack alphas followed Ariel’s example, using their trainees to protect the pack. It made that program very successful with both the pack alphas and the trainees. Some ended up putting those trainees into jobs protecting the pack permanently.

      His next call would be to the lumber mill. So far, it has been outstanding. The feed mill was also doing well. Steve found a carpenter among the new people. He was making amazing things out of the woodpile. Angie was right. They were throwing away a lot of excellent wood. Some were big enough to make furniture. When he looked at the things the carpenter had made the other day and felt like an idiot. It just showed that learning could be a complex process. It was difficult not to think about all the money they had lost from that wood pile.

      They had opened a rental agency, another suggestion from Angie, who seemed to know a lot. That not only helped them rent out any places they might have, but it also helped them find places for members of their pack who wanted to live in town. Several had taken advantage of it, and he had to admit it had surprised him. He wasn't sure why anyone would want to live away from the pack, but Angie said there were good reasons, like if they found a good job in town and didn't want to drive back and forth daily.

      It was amazing how much she seemed to know about how small communities like this would run. She didn't know they were wolves, yet she made good suggestions that fit with pack life well. Those that had come after her hadn't disappeared, but they haven't attacked again either. She stayed longer than she'd agreed to, but only because it was well known that those who wished to abduct her were still hanging around. She was also working on the portrait, which was easier to do in his home.

      It was morning now, and he was ready to eat breakfast. Rafe looked forward to the meal and the company. The children often ate quickly and then disappeared, doing whatever it was that children did. Their time to bond was at supper. This meal was more for adults, and he and Angie lingered over it.

      “When do you think you'll be done with the portrait?” He asked excited to see it.

      “I suspect later today, but it might be tomorrow. You seem anxious over it.”

      “I must admit that I'm excited to see how you view us.”

      “It will be a beautiful painting, have no doubt," Angie smiled at him.

      “That just makes me want to see it more.”

      “Why do the children never stay longer at breakfast?”

      “They have school and chores. I suspect they have friends to play with and things they like to do when they get those done. Isn't that the way it is with children?” Rafe asked.

      “I guess you're right. I wanted to see them more to get some insight into them. It's easier to paint somebody that you have some understanding of. Even at such young ages, there is a lot of personality there.”

      Rafe had to agree. His children were wonderful and different individuals.
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      The portrait was nearly done. It should have been done a few days ago, but Angie dragged it out, and she knew why. That was because she didn't want to leave. She was enjoying herself at Rafe’s or maybe the most honest answer was getting to know Rafe.

      That portrait would be done today, but it wasn't like he would just ask her to leave. The wolves that had attacked her were still hanging around. She looked at the picture before her. Their personalities were definitely showing. Even though he was still young, Dylan was charming and on the brink of becoming a man. He'd matured emotionally at a young age.

      Mattie was the youngest and a tad spoiled. She was sheltered, and that would make her mature later. The oldest sister had all the signs she was grown. Yes, there was a mischievousness in her eyes, but Angie doubted she allowed it to show much.

      Then there was Rafe. She had been flummoxed the moment she met him. Her breath had cut in her chest, and her mind had not worked as it should. There was no understanding why, but he got to her. Sure, he was gorgeous, but she had met other beautiful men, and none affected her as he did. When she left, she would miss him the most out of everything around here. It was funny since they hadn't even kissed, but she could almost imagine what it would be like to be with him.

      There were reasons she was standoffish romantically. It wasn't fair to draw someone into her crazy life. If her mate was a human, she was sure the crazy alphas coming after her would kill him without a second thought. They didn't like humans, but she was a white wolf, making her acceptable as a mate.

      Angie had to admit she'd been lucky. She had watched as those crazy alphas chased her cousins while leaving her alone. Why now, she wondered. Did they have a list in order of priority based on what an alpha would want? They probably did based on how close a relation to Ariel and how easy they were abduct.

      None of this made sense, but she would kick and scream if they caught her. She would cause whatever harm she had to get away if necessary. Angie would not be forced into a relationship such as that. The kind of guy that would force a female to be with him had to be an absolutely terrible monster. She had helped find cousins that have been taken more times than she could count. While she'd not located one, she searched an area like the others had, which helped.

      Now they were turning their attention to her. All she wanted to do was get rid of them. Maybe it was a good idea that she was going home in a week or so. Ariel could show her how to protect herself, and she would help. She always said that was what family was for, and she proved it over and over again.

      Rafe looked like an angel. She was sure he was not one. The children were beautiful, each in their own way. Anyone would recognize who they were, but there were hints of their personality in every brush stroke. Angie was sure Rafe would love it. Even more so because this was his family, and it showed.

      Angie didn't make them sit again because of Rafe's extreme reaction. The kids had been better. She thought he would go crazy, and he had run out like his pants were on fire. It was that day that someone had shot at him. She couldn't deny sometimes things got very crazy around here, and she wasn't sure why. This wasn't one of those usual quiet communities.

      Rafe was treated differently than the average manager, too. She'd overheard conversations where people came to him for their private issues. Maybe he was a busybody, but it usually looked like they brought the problems to him. She'd never seen him solicit personal matters from anyone. And she had heard him ask Steve if everyone was doing alright.

      Maybe it wasn't a surprise that how things were run around here reminded her of how things were at Ariel’s. These weren't wolves, and she hadn't seen any sign of a person turning into a wolf since she'd been here. That was the main difference.

      There was a secret here, and she wasn't sure what it was. The way Rafe treated these people was too good. No one gave so much of themselves without getting anything in return, without a stronger connection than he said he had to them. Did it really matter?

      She'd be leaving in a couple of weeks at the most, and she would probably never see any of them again. Angie thought maybe she was just going crazy. If she had to blame it on something, she would blame it on Rafe and the crazy wolves trying to capture her.

      Angie stepped back and looked at the portrait she had finally finished. Would she tell him it was done or say nothing until he asked? Her stomach growled, and she went to the kitchen to get a snack, only to realize it was lunchtime and a meal was waiting.

      “I didn't want to disturb you because you were working so hard," Connie admitted.

      “I do tend to concentrate to the exclusion of everything else. I should have smelled the food cooking and come in here to join everyone for lunch.”

      “The kids usually just take it and run. Rafe is bad, too. He hasn't even come in yet. Sometimes he gets busy, and I must keep it under a warmer for him. Speaking of the devil," Connie laughed.

      “You didn't mean me, did you?” Rafe asked.

      “You have amazing hearing. You weren’t even inside yet.” Angie noticed that Rafe and Connie exchanged a glance.

      “Let me get the food on the table.” Connie began to fuss as she set everything out.

      “Everything looks good," Rafe observed.

      It was tuna casserole with hot rolls. There would be a dessert because there always was. Angie had no idea what it might be. Her comment about his hearing had been ignored, so she let that go too. They concentrated on eating, and as usual, it was delicious.

      The hot rolls reminded her of some her grandma had made. Her mother was a good cook but never quite got those hot rolls right. The way Connie made them, they melted in her mouth, and she ate too many. That was just one of the things she enjoyed about staying here. Angie could cook and believed she was a good cook, but she enjoyed eating foods other people cooked more.

      Baking was another matter entirely. While she could make a good pie or a simple cake, that was the end. They were through eating when Connie brought them a small upside-down cake.

      “The kids don't like this, and I thought you might. It's one of my favorites.”

      Angie took a bite. “How can anyone not love this?”

      “Don't look at me," Rafe said. "I love it too.”

      “What did the kids eat if they don't like this?”

      “I made them chocolate cupcakes. They grabbed them and ran," Connie admitted.

      “How is the portrait coming?” Rafe asked.

      Oops. Angie thought he would wait a while before asking again. “It may be done. I'm not sure if it will get any better than it is now," Angie admitted. She couldn’t lie to him.

      “After we eat, can I take a look at it?”

      She nodded. Nothing was left to say, and she was sure Rafe would like it.” Angie savored her dessert until every bite was gone.

      “Let's go now!” He encouraged her. Rafe pulled her chair back and helped her out.

      His excitement about seeing it was contagious. Suddenly, Angie was excited about showing it to him. She led the way down the hallway to the living room. There was a light sheet covering the picture. The picture was mostly dry, and Rafe would have to get a frame for it. She wondered what kind of frame he would choose. Angie didn't think that a primitive one would work.

      She watched as Rafe lifted the cover. He stood there frozen. "This is amazing," he breathed. You've captured not just their looks but the way they really are. Amazing."

      While her outlook was often that nothing was ever wholly satisfying. She had to admit that the picture was truly amazing. Maybe it was because she cared a lot about this little family and had grown close to them in the short time she had been here. It might be because of this attraction that sparked between her and Rafe. It was hard to say why.

      Now that he had seen it, she felt better. Angie thought about how she would be leaving soon, and the warm feelings fled. She knew home was where she needed to be and worried that being here would be dangerous for them. The job she had taken on was fulfilled, but it had prevented her from doing some of the other paintings she intended.

      Someone yelled outside, and then others joined, signaling something was happening. To her, it sounded like an attack. She ran to get her gun and went to the door to peek out. A large group had moved in, surrounding the house. The gun wouldn't be as helpful as one of the rifles. She wished she had gotten one instead.

      As she opened the door slightly and began to peek through the opening, someone grabbed it and pulled it open. She didn't know them, so she shot them. It wasn't like it would kill them. It was just a tranq gun. Some of those attacking the house had gone wolf. Angie didn't know what to do with them.

      She was sure the gun would knock them out as well. That was all they used for protection in her pack. All unmated white wolves all belonged to her cousin Ariel’s pack. The people outside were doing an excellent job, especially since they were fighting wolves.

      If she hadn't had a gun, she would have been no help at all. Someone grabbed her from behind, they had slipped into the house through the back door, and she hadn't heard them. She tried to turn so to shoot them, but they were strong and wouldn't let her. Damned if she would go easily!

      “This bitch is putting up a fight, and it hurts. Can't I just knock her out?” One of the attackers asked.

      “You can't cause her any injury, or we won't get paid," another answered.

      “Then get your ass over here and help me.” The first one demanded.

      “I swear, Joe, can't you handle a little girl alone?” The second one asked. She thought there were only two.

      “You give it a try, whiny," Joe said.

      “Fine, I'll come over there and help you.”

      Someone put something on her wrist and then wrestled the other wrist to them. They had handcuffed her. That didn't stop her from kicking Joe in the knee as hard as she could. He howled like a wolf. Maybe that would tell Rafe what was happening?

      “Damn it, Joe. They'll all come in here to get us. Try to be at least a little bit quiet," Whiny directed.

      “Easy to say when you're not the one getting kicked.” Joe repleid.

      “I got her in handcuffs. What more do you want?”

      “How about tying her legs together?” Joe asked.

      “Then you'll have to carry her.”

      “Someone will have to help," Joe suggested.

      “Hurry up, or they're going to catch us. They are starting to win the fight.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “I guess that damn alpha really can fight. So can Anita," Whiny admitted.

      The last thing she remembered was being dropped and hitting her head. When she started to come around, she wondered where she was. Had Joe and his buddy gotten away with her? Angie didn't think so because the smell of the house was familiar.

      “Are you alright?" Rafe asked. He looked worried about her.

      “I think so, but I hurt all over. What happened?”

      “We were attacked again, and they were after you. We were initially overwhelmed with numbers, but when we started to win, we realized they were in the house trying to take you. Luckily, you delayed them enough that we could grab them and get you back. It would have been horrible had they'd gotten away from the house. I doubt we could have gotten you back at that point. Are you sure you have no idea why they are after you?”

      “They don't even know why they are after me themselves. I think there are just some crazy mercenaries taking any odd job in an attempt to make some money," Angie admitted.

      “I agree you have a point about them being crazy, but it's hard to believe you would have a group like this coming after you repeatedly and have no idea why.”

      “It could happen, and it is happening. Maybe I just need to go back home. I was safer there. I've never been attacked like this before. All I can do is ask myself why me, why now, and why here?”

      “Those are all good questions. We should still call Tyne in on this. He has an excellent reputation and keeps everything confidential. I can't imagine why you wouldn't want help, especially after what happened today," Rafe observed.

      “I'm just a private person. I don't like anyone digging into my life. Would you like it?” Her eyes seemed to look into his soul.

      “Not really, but I don't want to be attacked constantly, either. Some extra people will be going through security training, and we will use them to double up on our guards. That may be enough to help, but so far, nothing has.

      “Are you sure that will be enough?” Angie was clearly concerned. They had almost gotten her this time.

      “We’ll see. I have a feeling no matter where you go, they will chase you.”

      Yeah, she had the same feeling. She should call Ariel. She hated to since her cousin was always busy but decided to do it anyway. That's what she did once Rafe left, and she was alone.

      “What took you so long?” Ariel asked.

      “I didn’t want to bother you.”

      “You are never a bother.”

      "You are too good to all of us," Angie admitted. So much fell onto her cousin’s shoulders. It was amazing what she managed to handle.

      “All of you are good to me too. There’s nothing as important as family.” That was something Ariel said often.

      Angie agreed that she loved her family more than anything. She just hoped to avoid the paranormal problems all of them were going through. It seemed there was no avoiding it. It had finally descended upon her. How could she handle this in the best way? She honestly didn't know. Nothing could thoroughly prepare someone for being hunted. They had almost gotten her this time, and only Rafe and those in his group had saved her.

      She was standing there, lost in her thoughts, when strong arms wrapped around her and turned her around. It was Rafe. He held her close. “I almost lost you today.”

      He pulled her in for a gentle kiss. Angie thought her heart would stop. It was amazing and wonderful, and for a moment, she forgot why they could never be together. Fate seemed a cold-hearted bitch when she wanted something so badly and knew she could never have it. All she would bring him was pain and trouble. They would kill him, and she would never be the same again.

      As the kiss began to heat up, she thought about why she couldn't be with him and started to push him away. He waited a moment, then stepped back. “Don't you want me?” He looked like a puppy that had been kicked when it thought it was behaving well.

      “There are other things I have to consider," she admitted.

      “You're right. There are other things I have to consider too, and I almost forgot all about them.”

      What did that mean? She couldn't ask because then she would have to explain herself too. This was crazy. Her whole life was crazy right now. All of this is just because of her blood. Sometimes it's sad to be her, but she saw signs that Rafe wasn't happy to be himself. He was feeling rejected, and the worst part was she couldn't even tell him why. Humans and paranormal secrets did not go together. She was living proof of that.

      She turned and walked to her room, where she fussed because she didn't know what to do with herself. Angie wasn't tired enough for a nap, but her mind was racing, and she couldn't calm down enough to watch TV or even read a book, which was unusual. She needed someone to talk to, but there wasn't anyone.

      Her situation could not be revealed to anyone here, and it just wasn't the same as talking to someone on the phone. Sure, Ariel had advised her, but she'd said to stay where she was until this was over. As much as she wanted to do that, she didn't think it would work out.

      What was she going to do? She didn't want to leave, but she couldn't stay. There was no way to tell Rafe about her secrets. When she left, she was sure he would not understand why. It suddenly occurred to her that she had forgotten something. Some of those who came to attack her had changed into wolves, and no one had commented. That meant that Rafe and his people were aware of wolves. What did that mean?

      Maybe it didn't mean anything. Angie was human, and she knew about wolves through her family. Maybe there was a pack nearby, which was why they knew. Angie would have to ask because when she thought about it, it really bothered her. For now, she was exhausted both mentally and physically. How had any of her cousins survived being hunted like this? She laid down to nap and somehow woke up in time for supper.

      “Come on in and sit down," Connie directed. “We weren't sure if you would come out and eat with us. How is the head?”

      Angie forgot she hit her head. That was part of the reason she was feeling so out of sorts. “It only hurts a little bit.”

      “The doctor looked at you while you were out. He said to let you rest as much as you wanted. He thought you would be just fine given time," Rafe admitted.

      “You didn't mention that you had a doctor check me out before.”

      “I guess it slipped my mind." He didn't say they had gotten sidetracked.

      “That's okay. We had a lot going on," Angie offered.

      “Why were they after you? They seem very persistent," Dylan asked.

      “I don't know. Rafe asked them, and they said they only knew they were.”

      “That's really weird," Missy commented.

      “I don't like them. They are not very nice," Mattie added.

      “No, they don't seem very nice at all. I wish they would just go away.” Angie admitted.

      “That will probably not happen. Especially since we can only get a little bit of help.” Rafe gave her a look that said a lot. He didn't understand why she wouldn't let him call Tyne to get extra help.

      She wished she could tell him, and maybe she could consider it since he knew about wolves. If she didn't take some kind of action, next time, they might escape with her, and she would be stuck with some horrible alpha that only wanted her for her blood. They finished eating, and the kids took off. She figured they had plans. Usually, she would paint, keeping her busy until bedtime.

      But this wasn’t a usual day, and she still didn't feel good. Angie wasn't sure what to do about it. From what she understood, the doctor said her brain not feeling clear would improve with time. Her health was usually good, but she had nothing to help with the headache. She rarely had one, and she didn't like the feeling now.

      Instead, she decided to unpack the computer and deal with her emails. She usually did it daily but hadn't done it in a week. There were 1000. She went through and deleted all the spam. That was more than usual, and she wasn't sure why. She didn't care enough to open any. She just wanted them gone.

      Angie had only fifty-three left. That was more manageable. She wrote one email for all her nosy family and sent it to everyone. That left eight emails. Those were all about her art except for one. It only said- I’m going to get you. What the hell did that mean? Was it from whoever was behind the attacks? There was nothing she could do. So, she ignored it to see if he would send something else. No answer seemed appropriate, so she decided she wouldn't send one.

      Emails could be traced back to the account they were sent from, which might help, but she would have to go to Tyne, and he would want to send someone or maybe even come here himself. It would then be hard to hide that she knew him and many of his people. Since it is evident Rafe knew about wolves, why did it really matter if he was aware she knew Tyne?

      She quickly sent Tyne an email explaining things and attached the email she received. Angie would let him decide how to handle things. She should tell Rafe, but it was late. He was probably in bed. That thought caused her to think thoughts she was better off not imagining. In the morning, that's when she'd discuss things with him. Until then, she should rest even though she didn't feel tired.

      Angie slept after she'd hit her head, making it hard to sleep now. One of Ariel's books would entertain her until she got sleepy. Ariel gave her new books to everyone in the family who wanted one, and Roc did too. She had the latest book with her so she could read it. As she began, she entered the world of the supernatural. While the book wasn't about werewolves or vampires, they were both in supporting positions. This book was about a genie, of all things, and his hope to be freed.

      Angie wanted to keep reading because she was hooked and didn't want to put it down. Unfortunately, she had grown sleepy and was almost halfway through the book when she had no choice but to put it down. That poor genie who had lived a life comparable to slavery, and that life had just gone on and on. He wanted nothing more than to be free and find a life with a mate he could enjoy and live the way he wanted. She thought about her own life. Was she making bad decisions? Would she be leaving behind what she had always intended to have?

      She would think about things later. Right now, she needed her sleep. Angie dreamed. She didn't remember details but knew Rafe starred in those dreams. When she woke, it was like when she had gone to sleep, her mind was on Rafe. It didn't seem like she could escape him even when he wasn't nearby. What would Ariel say? Angie had a feeling she knew what Ariel would say.

      She went to the kitchen to see if there was anything to eat. It was a little late for breakfast but still early for lunch. Connie was usually around and she was sure there would be something to eat.

      "I see you're up," Connie observed. "I still have a few leftovers from breakfast, but the chicken and dumplings for lunch are ready if you would like some?”

      “I love chicken and dumplings. I would take some of those if you don't mind.”

      "Of course." Connie hurried around, getting Angie a huge bowl filled high.

      “I don't think I can eat all of this," Angie observed.

      "You've not eaten much since the attack. I'll be surprised if you don't want more." Connie continued to work in the kitchen as she ate.

      “These are amazing. They are as good as my cousin’s cook makes.”

      "That's an incredible compliment. I happen to know your cousin's cook. We are distantly related. She told me to hang on, and our pack would be saved soon because your cousin told her so, and she was right. I wonder what it would be like to have powers like that?" Connie imagined.

      "Terrible. You never see anything that helps you personally, and often you can only give others hints to help them escape danger. Often, they don't even recognize the danger they are warned about," Angie admitted.

      She appreciated that Connie had not said anything about who she was, but she also wondered why Rafe would have what might be a wolf housekeeper. Maybe she was a human relation? It was really none of her business so she wouldn’t ask.

      “I forgot you have some of those powers too.”

      “Nothing like my cousin does. I feel so bad for her.”

      "Don't. It's hard, but Ariel embraces them and does what she can. Even someone with lesser powers might struggle more if they fight against it," Connie admitted.

      “Do you know much about these kinds of things?”

      "No, but I have known a person or two with the gift. I see how hard it is on them and it is affected by how they view it."

      "You sound like my cousin," Angie observed.

      “Thank you.”

      “Not necessarily a compliment.”

      Connie just laughed. Angie continued to eat as Connie worked and hummed a tune.

      Angie was almost finished with the large bowl when Rafe came in. He looked unhappy. “Something wrong?” Connie asked.

      Angie was glad Connie had asked because she wanted to know, but asking might open her up to questions she didn't want to answer.

      “My sister mentioned coming again. I can only hope she stays away," Rafe shared. It was obvious he really meant that too.

      "Shouldn't you want your family to visit?" She asked.

      "I love my sister, but she's spoiled and has high expectations of what might be available here. She'll not be happy seeing this isn't the Ritz. When she's not happy, no one else will be."

      "You really believe she'll be that bad? I'm sure you explained how things were to her," Angie observed.

      “I did, but she doesn’t listen. Something is going on with her. Normally, she would never consider coming here for a visit. It worries me. I'm not sure I can help with whatever is wrong.”

      “Maybe she just wants to be able to talk to you and spend some time with you?”

      Rafe grinned. “It's obvious you don't know my sister.”

      “I have a feeling I will meet her soon.”

      Moments later, there was a commotion outside, and the door was swept open. Rafe was shocked, but Angie didn't seem surprised. His sister stood in the doorway with a disagreeable look on her face. She had lost weight and looked unwell. What was going on in her life? Whatever it was, it wasn't good.

      “Fiona, what are you doing here?” Rafe asked.

      “I told you I might visit.”

      “We discussed it, and I explained things are primitive here. You’ll not be happy.”

      "If you can get by, I'm sure I can," Fiona addressed.

      Rafe shot her a disbelieving look. "I hope you aren't too disappointed with the accommodations."

      “Maybe things have changed?” Fiona looked around but she was obviously not pleased with what she saw.

      "We'll have to have a long talk about this. I see Davy has your bags. Davy, take her to the pink room and drop her bags." Rafe instructed.

      The fact that she'd not asked to meet Connie or Angie made him think nothing had changed. Her appearance worried him. She never had a hair out of place, and today, she looked like a wreck. What was going on? Rafe felt torn between his sister and Angie, and he felt guilty.

      His sister might need him, yet he wished she had not come. Rafe was more worried about pulling his life with Angie together because he considered pursuing her even if she was just human.
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      "Fiona, I need to talk to you," Rafe directed.

      “Alright. Lead the way.”

      Angie wondered what was so urgent that Rafe needed to talk to her immediately. She'd probably never know. What was surprising was how short the talk was, and now Fiona was back in the living room, and Rafe was gone.

      “What do you do around here for entertainment?” Fiona asked. Her voice was a bit shrewish.

      “Why don't we go to the kitchen and see if Connie has a snack for us. We can discuss it.”

      “Sounds good." Rafe's sister looked hungry. The trip had been a long one.

      Angie knew little about Fiona or where she had come from. Getting to know her better would be interesting since Rafe told her very little about his sister.

      “Are you two looking for a snack?” Connie asked.

      “If you have something that wouldn't be too much trouble to fix.” Angie asked.

      “I'm sure I can find something pretty easily.” Connie replied.

      Connie began looking around and getting ingredients together. When she was done, they each had a plate of nachos, a piece of pie, and some sweet tea. It was a perfect snack and just what Angie needed right now. Fiona gave it a look and then began to eat like she was starved to death. Apparently, it was just what she needed as well.

      “I'm sure Rafe told you things are pretty primitive here. He doesn't have cable, although he is trying to get it. There are different games we can play in the evening, like cards. Horses are available at the stable if you like to ride. This is a great place if you want some solitude which is why I came here," Angie admitted.

      “You came here to be bored to death?” Fiona said hatefully.

      Angie laughed. That had to be a joke, right? “I'm an artist. I came here to sketch and paint without any intrusions. Unfortunately, that hasn't worked out very well. I've been unable to do as much painting as I wanted.”

      She had a sketchpad near the table. She pulled it over and began to sketch Fiona. She caught Rafe's sister's fiery personality and the stress she was under. She was dealing with something that brought her immense unhappiness. It was probably a man. Maybe here, away from everything she could get over her heartbreak.

      “You're probably wondering why I came here even though Rafe warned me that the conditions weren't what I was usually used to.”

      “I'm sure you had your reasons.”

      “That's true. I needed to get away, but I honestly didn't believe it was as bad as my brother made it out to be. I hoped he would have the time to spend with me to help me with my issues, but that's not to be. I've never seen him so involved with his position as he is here. My brother has changed a great deal. Is any of that because of you?” Fiona asked.

      “It is not. He was already deep into this community and trying to help these people before I ever arrived. I can admire what he is doing, but I’ll admit I find it unusual.”

      “He was always required to look out for himself first, and he is no longer doing that. He will not be any help to me at all. Still, being here gets me away from people I don’t care about being around. This will give me time to think. A distraction is what I was hoping for, but I don't see anything that would help.”

      Angie didn't know what to think about Rafe’s sister. She hated to say it, but she seemed shallow and selfish. Was this how Rafe used to be? If so, he was a much better person now. It was hard to come up with something to say. Angie had nothing in common with Fiona. Still, the woman across from her at the table seemed deeply hurt by something. What it was, she wasn't sharing, at least not yet.

      She doubted she could help her with it anyway. She couldn't even manage her own difficulties. The talk stopped as they both turned their attention to their snack. Fiona finished first. It took Angie a bit longer. They both sat sipping their drink, but the silence was uncomfortable.

      “I'd best get back to my painting. It was nice meeting you," Angie said as she escaped.

      It hadn't been nice meeting her, but it was the type of thing you said in polite society. Fiona said nothing at all. All her attention was on herself and whatever event occurred. Fiona was rude, but overly honest and didn’t seem like she’d been taught any manners at all. Angie would just avoid her, and it wouldn't be long before she would leave. Why thinking about that always made her feel bad, she couldn't say.

      Something new to paint was what she needed to clear her mind and make her feel better. Angie grabbed some of her supplies and walked to the side of the house she hadn't seen. The view here was different, and there was a pond in the distance. She began to paint it. There was a flock of geese that made their home there.

      Maybe Canadian geese since this was Canada. The thought made her giggle. They were beautiful as they played, hunted for food, and a few even fought. This was perfect, and she began to pick up on their personalities. One was bossy and tried to chase away anyone that came near where he was feeding. Another one was sneaky, slipping up to whatever food had been found and grabbing a bite before being chased away again.

      “You’re painting my geese? That will be another painting I will have to buy because it is so wonderful and looks just like them.” Rafe had come outside.

      “Don't you have any local artists?”

      “Now you're trying to convince me not to buy your paintings. I can see why you've not made a fortune.”

      “No, I'm not usually around when my paintings are sold. Most of them go through a third party like an art gallery.” Angie admitted. More were sold through her cousins or used as gifts.

      “I can't imagine anyone not wanting a painting like this.”

      “You would want it more than anyone because it appeals to something personal to you.”

      “Maybe. But others would still like it. They would pay well to own it," Rafe assured.

      “There you are. Have you been hiding from me?” Fiona asked in a screechy, irritated voice that made the aggravated look on her face.

      The sound was so horrible that Angie cringed. Maybe she could understand why Rafe didn't want his sister to visit. Initially, she thought it would be nice to have the other girl here to talk to and get to know, but she was no longer feeling that way. If this was how Rafe had been, she was glad she had not met him then.

      “I've not been hiding, I've just been busy, and I came out here a few minutes ago. Angie is painting this beautiful picture. I had to stop to admire it for a moment," Rafe replied.

      "I-I just needed my brother," Fiona said before she burst into tears.

      Rafe rushed over, enveloping her in a hug. "I'm so sorry, Sis. Who is he? I'll have him taken out."

      “You can’t. He’s one of those protected humans.”

      “Protected humans?” Angie asked.

      "She meant men. You can see she's very upset and making little sense," Rafe observed.

      “My brother is right. Everyone loves this guy. He can do no wrong. I don't understand it, but it doesn't matter. He doesn't want me, but I greatly cared for him and still do. I need to get him out of my system, but I don't know how," Fiona explained.

      Something was happening. Angie was beginning to feel sympathy for this woman who feared she had fallen in love with the wrong guy. It was a common story, love not returned.

      Rafe led Fiona away with his arms around her the best he could. Angie kept trying to get the feeling back from earlier, but the geese weren't playing anymore, and most had left. Tomorrow things would be different, and she could finish this painting she had started. She carried it back inside and set it on an easel in her bedroom.

      She decided to sketch. Rafe comforting his sister came to mind. There was sympathy on his face, and Fiona was in tears. Angie was sure it was rare. His sister was beautiful, but someone looking to settle down usually wanted more than outward beauty. They wanted someone beautiful on the inside as well. This recent occurrence may change Fiona into a better person. Angie hoped it would.

      It was too late for the last relationship, but it would help with the one that happened next. Angie felt bad watching Fiona come apart. It was evident that Rafe was uncomfortable dealing with her and didn't know what to say. All he could do was hold her and watch her cry. That took a while, but she finally began to ease back on her tears.

      Fiona sniffled, and her eyes were bright red. She didn't feel well. That was obvious. “I don't know if I will ever get over this," she shared with a raspy voice.

      The obvious thing was to say it would get better, but there was no way to know that was true. “Maybe you should go and take a nap and see how you feel when you get up?” Rafe suggested.

      Fiona nodded and headed back to the house. Angie was sure she would have a headache from such a hard cry. Would she cry like that when she left? She cared more about Rafe and the children than she should. She would think about that when she decided to go. Should she stay? She didn't know what she would bring to his door if she did.

      Fiona was taking a nap, but Rafe still stood behind her even though she'd lost her inspiration to paint. She felt his hands move to her shoulders as he rubbed them. It felt so good and made her think of things she shouldn't. She wondered what he wanted from her. Need bubbled inside her and made her want things she was sure she might never have. Had she come here just to find something she wanted and had to lose?

      Angie stood, and Rafe pulled her against him. "I believe we both have decisions to make." He hugged her, pulling her back against his chest, and she could feel his heat and desire before he walked away.

      What did that mean? Why did he even say that? Angie was so confused. She gathered her supplies, took them to her room, and then looked for something to eat. It was supper time, and she'd not realized it. She joined the others at the table. Only Fiona was absent. Connie put something up for her as she always did when someone was missing.

      “Who is our visitor?” Missy asked.

      "She's my sister," Rafe explained.

      “We have an Aunt. Why didn’t you tell us before?” Dylan wondered.

      Mattie squealed. “We have an Aunt!” Then she began to jump up and down in excitement.

      "Fiona is not good with children. So be easy on her," Rafe directed. His statement removed a bit of the excitement, but she was still hopeful.

      That was probably because they took attention from her. Maybe that was a mean thought, but Angie believed it would prove true. She felt sympathy for Fiona's losing her love, but the guy made the right decision from everything she had seen. Rafe’s sister was hard to live with. She needed to change before anyone would be happy with her.

      Rafe's explanation to the kids obviously disappointed them. They weren't nearly as happy as they had been when they had first found out about Fiona. The girls were the worst because they thought having an aunt would be wonderful. Missy hoped for someone to help her discover what being a young lady was like. Angie tried to talk to her a little, but two ladies were better than one. That way, she could get different opinions, possibly a makeup expert, which Angie rarely wore makeup.

      Mattie just wanted more family because she had felt unloved for a long time before Rafe discovered them. Dylan also wanted more family. Fiona would not fill in the empty spaces they hoped she would. Rafe’s sister would be a terrible disappointment to them. That was sad, especially considering the poor kids had much disappointment in their lives as young as they were.

      Everyone finished eating, and Connie began to work on the dishes. Rafe and Angie helped clear the table to make things easier for her. Once they were done, Rafe headed to his office, and Angie headed to her room. She knew he had plenty of work to do. She planned to catch up on her emails and see if she could find inspiration to work on a painting. Angie might even try to finish the one she started earlier today since she had a picture to refer to.

      The problem was that no matter how much she tried to concentrate on anything else, Rafe was where her mind ended up. Angie wondered if he thought about her as much as she thought about him. It also entered her mind that they would try to capture her again, and she wondered when that might be. Speaking to her cousin hadn't helped much, but what could Ariel do about what was happening here?

      After a while, with no luck concentrating on anything, she decided to go to bed and see if she could sleep. The same problem ran through her mind keeping her awake. Eventually, she did fall asleep, but she tossed and turned. It was not a restful sleep that she got.

      Breakfast was one of her favorite meals of the day. She hoped it would wake her up so she could be productive. She went to the kitchen, where breakfast usually was, because everybody seemed to eat at a different time. Connie quickly brought her a plate with food on it, a cup of coffee, and a cup of orange juice.

      “You already know exactly what I want," Angie mentioned. “Thank you for all that you do.”

      “Thank you for being you and not someone else," Connie declared with a shiver.

      It was easy to figure out who the someone else was. There were no problems until Fiona arrived. Angie expected many more until she left if she ever did. It made her wonder what would happen if he caught her being difficult to any of his people. She couldn't imagine Rafe putting up with that. He was never rude or hateful, and he wasn't even overly demanding. That might be why he didn't want Fiona to visit.

      She felt terrible for Rafe, especially since she had a few members of her family who could be a little irritating, but none of them were selfish. This was giving her a new appreciation for her own family.

      “You've been thinking a lot," Connie observed.

      “You'd be thinking a lot, too, if you had some crazy people after you, and you weren't sure why.” Angie laughed.

      “I think you know why. You just don't want anyone here to know.” Connie suggested.

      “It wouldn't be good if they knew. That is a whole different world. None of them would understand.” Angie explained.

      “Are you so sure about that?”

      “What is Angie sure about?” Rafe appeared and sat at the table. Apparently, he had yet to have breakfast.

      “We were just talking about the people that are after her. She feels you would be better off if she left so you wouldn't have to deal with them," Connie said.

      Angie was grateful Connie was letting her decide what to tell Rafe. He wasn't ready to have a meeting about the supernatural world and her place in it, at least not yet. She suspected that was what they would discuss, and it wouldn't go well. He might even blame her for putting him and the people he cared about in danger. Was she being selfish? Had she put her own desires over their safety?

      “We have been doing fine. Whoever is sending the mercenaries must have picked the cheapest ones available," Rafe chuckled.

      That might be true, but Angie worried. Eventually, they would get tired of the game and send someone with actual ability. In these previous attacks, they had no money because unsuccessful mercenaries did not receive pay. Some of the mercenaries had even been captured and joined Rafe’s community. How did that work anyway?

      It was a good thing he could take a criminal and turn them into a hard-working member of the community. That was something to work toward, but how did that happen? Things were different in Canada, and that happened often. She pushed it to the back of her mind as her eyes wandered over Rafe’s wavy blond hair and blue eyes. He had a body to die for. No one could argue that.

      He caught her staring, and she blushed so hard that her face felt hot. Angie knew she needed to be more careful, but when she watched him, he captivated her mind. A smile came over his face. He looked even more like an angel. She'd never met anyone like him before. Not only was he beautiful on the outside, but he was beautiful on the inside. The way he cared about others amazed her. It didn't matter that he had not always been like this because he was like this now.

      Rafe looked surprised as they heard a knock on the door. Connie was going to answer it, but he waved at her so she would let him. Whoever it was stood at the front door waiting. Angie was curious. She stood and walked to the doorway from the kitchen to the living room. There were familiar voices that worried her.

      “Where is she?” Her cousin Moe asked. Looking around aggressively.

      Oh no. Not Moe, because she wouldn't be careful, and Rafe would immediately know who Angie was. Moe was a straight shooter and wouldn’t agree to hide their relationship from Rafe.

      “You know Angie?” Rafe shot an irritated look her way.

      "Know her? She's my cousin, and if we had realized where she was and that she was in danger, we would have been here right away," Moe admitted.

      “I suggested calling Tyne, but Angie didn't want me to," Rafe offered.

      “That independence is a family flaw," Tyne suggested.

      “Why didn't you tell me you knew them?” Rafe asked.

      All three of them turned and looked at her. “I told you I wanted to figure things out away from my family. Moe, you knew I was trying to get away from everyone for a little while," Angie pointed out.

      “I didn't know you were willing to be captured. They almost got you last time. What would you have done then?” Moe argued.

      Angie sighed heavily. “That's why I called you. It worried me, and I was worried about Rafe and his people. Maybe I shouldn't have been since I'm beginning to believe they are wolves.”

      “You called them too?” Rafe asked. “What do you know about wolves?”

      “It seems like we have a real bit of confusion around here. I don't believe anyone has been honest," Moe observed.

      “I believe you are right. Maybe we should leave these two alone to discuss their situation?” Tyne suggested.

      “You two are just going to come in and get everything all worked up and then go?” Angie asked.

      Tyne and Moe looked at each other. “Yes!” They both replied.

      “There was no reason to do that. You knew I wanted privacy," Angie said as the two began to move out the door.

      “You're a white wolf," Rafe observed.

      “I understand your work situation now. You are a pack alpha. All I wanted was to get away from wolves, and that was exactly where I ended up, in the middle of a wolf pack," Angie said. “How the hell did that happen? You people need to wear signs.”

      “Now I know why they're after you. Someone is looking to mate you," Rafe concluded.

      “I didn't think you were a wolf. So, I couldn't tell you that," Angie admitted.

      “I didn't think you knew about wolves. So, I couldn't tell you this was a pack. Things just got so crazy. Now Fiona is here too., Rafe said.

      “What about me?” Fiona asked.

      “We've been getting attacks by mercenaries. I worry they might try to take you too," Rafe informed.

      “Too? Who else would they be after around here? I can't imagine anyone else they would take. Maybe they thought I was already here," Fiona suggested.

      “Maybe. We've barely been able to fight them off. It was one of the reasons I didn't want you to come.” Rafe offered.

      “They wouldn't dare try to take me. You wouldn't let them have me, would you, brother?” Fiona asked as if it was all in Rafe’s control.

      “Their numbers grew last time they attacked. If they have more again, I'm not sure what will happen," Rafe explained.

      “I'm sure what will happen. You and your pack will protect me., Fiona observed.

      Rafe's sister was impossible. Angie felt terrible for him. From what she understood, they had been raised together even though they were half brother and sister. Their father raised both of them, or a better description would be he provided for them, and they raised themselves. Angie listened in on their conversation one day when he told Steve a little about his sister because he feared she would drop in on them.

      "She couldn't be that bad," Steve said.

      "I suspect you'll change your mind when you meet her," Rafe offered.

      Angie figured Steve was ready to send Fiona back home if he'd spent much time with her. It was obvious Connie had had enough already. The cook was sweet and helpful, but Fiona drove her crazy. Angie intended to stay away from her as much as possible. What else could she do? Poor Rafe couldn't stay away from her because she would hunt him down, as she already had more than once.

      Just like Tyne and Moe would hunt her down once they had decided she and Rafe had worked things out. Because of Fiona, they hadn't even begun to discuss what was happening between them and what they had both found out. She wanted to avoid pack alphas and now felt attached to one. It was hard to decide what she wanted to do. She would wait to see what he would do and then decide if that would work for her.

      They intended to have a private conversation, but now that Fiona had found him, she was clearly sticking with him. Angie slipped away as the two siblings talked. She went to her room, where she looked through her supplies. The picture of the geese caught her attention, and she headed outside to the pond with the supplies she needed. Those geese were there again. Once more, they were playing and fighting over food.

      She began to work on the painting and was nearly through when someone walked up behind her. “You can't have my brother. He was meant for greater things. I can see where your interest lies, and I understand why you would be interested in such a gorgeous guy. You are just an average human with no real value," Fiona said.

      “Wouldn't that be up to him?” Angie mentioned.

      “Males don't always make good decisions. That's why family is around to help them avoid mistakes., Fiona observed.

      “Don't you have enough of your own issues to try to settle?” Angie declared. Yeah, she was a bad girl to point out someone broke Fiona's heart, but she was finding it hard to put up with the female.

      “Don't worry about me. Zeke was a human like you, meaning I should never have even dated him. I realize that now and I will do my best to find someone more suitable. That's what I want for my brother, too, someone more suitable," Fiona explained. Apparently, the talk was over because she headed back to the house. What a bitch!

      Angie wasn't sure why Fiona had come out to talk to her. Maybe Rafe had a visitor or a phone call and had to give that some attention. Otherwise, she was sure Fiona would never have left his side. Angie really needed to get Fiona off her mind and not engage her. It was something she knew better than to do, and yet she had.

      She didn't understand people like Rafe’s sister. In her family, being generous to a fault was common, as was thinking of others and trying to be the best person they could be. She tried to do that even though sometimes it could be challenging. Maybe Fiona was right, and nothing would happen between her and Rafe. There was no doubt in her mind his sister would cause any problems she could, and since neither of them seemed sure of what they should do, that might be enough.

      “It's lunchtime.” Connie touched her arm to get her attention.

      "Thank you," Angie said as she turned to walk to the kitchen.

      The only meal they ate in the dining room was supper, yet Fiona sat in a chair. Connie was biting her bottom lip to avoid saying something unkind. “I guess we are all eating in the dining room," Connie finally observed.

      “Aren't you the cook? You shouldn't be eating with the family. It's bad enough that we have her sitting with us," Fiona offered. Rafe’s sister was a snob.

      "Nevertheless, Rafe invited Connie to eat with us, and that is what she will do," Angie informed. Fiona had a terrible look on her face. “If you are not careful, your face may freeze that way, and it is not a pretty look.”

      Connie fought not to laugh as she turned to go back to the kitchen. When she returned, she brought out more food and plates. Fiona sat there pouting and looking disagreeable because she disliked Angie's words.

      “What's wrong with you? You look like you lost your best friend," Rafe asked Fiona. "Why are we eating here instead of in the kitchen?"

      "I'm a guest. So, I thought the dining room would be better," Fiona admitted.

      "We only use the dining room for supper. Tonight, you'll get to meet my kids," Rafe observed.

      Fiona made a sour face but changed the look when Rafe looked her way. Angie had seen kids do things like that, and Fiona was no child and shouldn’t be acting like one. She should have outgrown such behavior years ago. There was a knock on the door, and Rafe went to answer it.

      “Is it safe to come in?” Tyne asked looking around cautiously.

      "Of course. We are having lunch. I'm sure Connie has enough for both of you," Rafe invited.

      “I certainly do. I'm so glad to see the two of you. It's been far too long," Connie declared.

      Fiona didn’t seem happy to see them. “I see you are visiting your brother," Tyne observed. No lies about being glad to see her, and she didn't tell any lies in return.

      At this table, no one was happy to see Fiona except her brother, maybe. Angie wasn't sure he would be pleased to see her for long. Someone like Fiona would only cause trouble in a pack like this. No one needed that. The pack was recovering slowly but surely. She wondered what Fiona expected her brother to do for her. Maybe she was telling the truth and was just here to lick her wounds and get over her romance gone wrong. Angie found that hard to believe.

      Everyone began to eat and complimented Connie on her wonderful meal. It was baked chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy, corn on the cob, and a nice dinner salad. They all ate with appetite, except Fiona would probably bother Connie about a midnight snack. Angie hoped it wouldn't happen. Connie had two little kids she needed to have some personal time with. After finishing their meal, everyone except Fiona cleared the table. It was easy enough to do, and helped Connie so she could get it done quicker.

      “Do you want to go to your office to talk business?” Tyne asked.

      "That would be the best place." Rafe agreed, and the four of them went to his office.

      No one noticed that Fiona followed along until Rafe started to close the door, and she stepped in. “If they can come in,” she pointed to Angie and Moe, “then I can come in too.”

      Rafe let her in, but Angie didn't think she would enjoy it. The first thing they discussed was business. They talked about the building and the various things it needed, and then they began to discuss security issues which both Moe and Angie were familiar with and both of them made suggestions.

      “Any suggestions, Fiona?” Tyne asked.

      “Of course not. I don't believe this is what you were really going to talk about because it is so boring," Fiona observed.

      “Rafe and I went into business, and I came up here to see how the business was going. Moe is my partner, and Angie worked for me before and might help up here. We have much to cover since the business was recently opened, and Rafe has some concerns. Did you think we were going to have a party in here?” Tyne asked.

      She clearly felt something was going on that they were keeping from her, but she got so bored after they started discussing supplies that she got up and left, slamming the door in a childish display.

      “I'm sorry. She's had a hard time recently. I'm not exactly sure what's happened, but it has bothered her greatly," Rafe admitted.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      "I know exactly what happened to her," Moe admitted. "I don't think she wants that shared."

      "Then why did you even say you knew?" Rafe asked, but Moe just shrugged.

      It was clear Rafe was irritated, but that didn't seem to bother Moe at all. They moved on to what they had been discussing once he saw he would not get any information from her.

      “I brought 50 students with me, and they will all be temporarily assigned here. We've been discussing using your business for training, and while most of these students are near or fully trained, we can start having training sessions in this area. Once you start the training, you must continue and not just stop once your goal is accomplished.” Tyne shot a glance at Angie. “Those are the rules and you must agree before you can start.”

      “That is acceptable. I can't imagine a time when the number of trainees would not be useful. There is also the increased income from doing so much training. Will I be able to decide how many times a year I will take on students?” Rafe asked.

      “You will, but you must take one of the acceptable choices. That is once a year, twice a year, three times a year, four times a year, or the last is monthly. So far, no one has felt that monthly is manageable long term. We do that for a while and then switch to one of the others. You have that option too. You may pick one and then change to one of the others at any point that you need to," Moe explained.

      “Why would people switch from one plan to another?” Rafe asked.

      “Sometimes they need the income giving more training provides, but sometimes they are overwhelmed by what they have accepted and need more time off," Tyne admitted. "We have needed to switch from monthly to quarterly several times. I do not want anyone to feel overwhelmed because they have accepted something they can't support.”

      “I can see your point. I admit I am more comfortable choosing monthly if I can take more or less later if the situation changes. For now, quarterly seems good. Another question I have is, who do I have that will be able to run these training sessions? While I feel confident training security for the pack, I do not have all the skills to handle security and other needs for private individuals," Rafe admitted.

      “These skills will not be trained by one individual, but you will have a team giving the training. I am already training someone to transfer to you for the first group of untrained individuals. They will have the knowledge and training to handle any of those difficult areas that you do not feel comfortable in. You will need to make yourself knowledgeable about the different training levels. The first one is self-defense. I am sure most of your trained warriors can handle that. One issue is that many females take that course and feel more comfortable with a female instructor," Tyne offered.

      “I have the perfect female to teach that course. She will need specific training but is a hell of a fighter. Anita fights in the male hierarchy. She is number 10. That is not bad considering she just joined the hierarchy, and we have several exceptional male fighters," Rafe explained.

      “What exactly will she need training in?” Moe asked.

      Yes, Anita does well in most things. Angie thought. This will be perfect for her.

      “She's a fighter, but I do not believe she is a teacher. That is a very different thing," Rafe explained.

      “Are you sure she wants to do this?” Moe asked.

      “She has already asked about a job in the security business. I told her I needed to wait until things were settled in because the personnel would go through your business. I'm not sure she believed me. She may have thought I was putting her off. I believe she would make an excellent addition to the business in any area," Rafe suggested.

      “I'm sure the old alpha gave her many excuses, so she simply expects it. The fact that you allowed her to fight in the male hierarchy is not enough to make her believe you will always be honest and upfront with her. Maybe she will finally become a believer after this," Tyne explained. "If Anita does this well, it's possible she may be able to teach other classes and do other things in the business.”

      “She would be thrilled if that was possible," Angie broke in for the first time.

      “You know her?” Moe asked.

      “She helped me defend my cabin when I was under attack. She is a perfect shot and also an impressive fighter," Angie admitted.

      “I need you to introduce her to me soon. We'll get her training underway right away," Moe decided.

      “Do you want to go now?” Angie asked.

      “Why not. We'll leave these guys to hash out everything else," Moe agreed.

      They both got up and headed to the door. Angie wasn't sure exactly where Anita would be but knew they would find her. If nothing else, Steve always seemed to know where everyone would be. It turned out that Anita was on security near the alpha's house. They ran into her before they had gone far.

      "Anita!" Angie yelled, then waved her over.

      “Hi, what's up?” Anita asked.

      “This is Moe, and she wanted to meet you," Angie explained.

      “Not the Moe from the security company?” Anita questioned.

      “The one and only," Moe replied.

      “It's an honor meeting you. I've heard so much about you," Anita declared.

      “From whom? It wasn't Angie, my cousin," Moe offered.

      “Angie, is your cousin? Wow. Now I know why she was such a good shot," Anita observed.

      “We all train to shoot, and most of us to fight as well," Moe replied while Angie turned bright red. “Your alpha recommended you for a position with the security company. We will start training, and self-defense is the first place we will begin. That's where we will need you to begin if you are interested?”

      “You bet I am. When do I start?” Anita bubbled with enthusiasm.

      “The first thing we need to do is start with your own people in the pack and get a class together so that you, Angie, and I can start teaching those interested in self-defense. While we teach that class, we will advertise to see how many people we can find outside of your community interested in taking those lessons. Once we get enough interested people, we will set a date. Those interested in becoming certified security officers must start with the self-defense class. If they don't do well there, they will not continue. I will admit we've had a few who paid to continue even though they didn't do well. Most of them are never to the point where they can be certified," Moe explained.

      “As soon as you want me to, I will get the word out. Everyone will know. This is open to anyone in the pack that wants to train, right?" Anita asked.

      “It is. Many alphas require it, and I believe they should. I can't tell you how many times it has saved a pack member and helped them get assistance. Sometimes knowing it's alright to run away when meeting an overwhelming force is just as important as putting up a fight." Moe claimed.

      “I never thought of it that way. I suppose it's that old saying he who fights and runs away lives to fight another day?” Anita mentioned.

      “They can also alert their pack, so they know what's coming. If you fight to the death, the next pack member who meets the opposition will not be ready for it," Moe explained.

      “I never thought about things like that. Our old alpha always wanted us to fight even if we had to die to protect him," Anita admitted.

      “I've heard of him, and he was not a good alpha. You are lucky that you do not have to deal with him anymore. I've heard things are much better here now and will continue improving," Moe assured.

      “I know that. It just sometimes seems like progress is so slow. There are other people he needs to deal with, and I know that too. Wolves that have children are vital. I see what he is trying to do for them. I know it is great. Sometimes, I'm just not sure what he can do for me because we have so many guys here that are sexist and racist," Anita admitted.

      “Racist?” Moe asked.

      “The racism isn't against me. It's against anyone human, which I thought caused Angie's problems. I know now that they are after her because she is a white wolf. They seem to bring danger everywhere they go until they get mated to a strong mate," Anita explained. “The sexism is bad, but it got a bit better when the alpha said he'd fight those who didn't treat women right. He lets me fight the males, and I get to beat some sense into some of them. The ones above me don't seem sexist, and they try to take it easy on me even though that's not what I want.”

      “Who is that headed for us?” Moe asked.

      “I don't know any of them, which is not good.” Anita turned away from them. “Halt and come no closer until you explain why you are here.”

      “We are after the one called Angie, and she is standing behind you. We will go through you for her if we have to. Stand aside," the lead mercenary demanded.

      This set of mercenaries was better than the last ones. They had numbers. Anita asked no questions and immediately took out their head guy and began on the next.

      Moe let out a rebel yell and headed right into the group of mercs. The cry made them freeze while alerting her mate that something was happening. Rafe and Tyne came running outside to see what was up, and they were immediately in the middle of the battle.

      Apparently, Tyne had called his trainees. They appeared everywhere and joined the battle. Rafe’s males also came to join the fight. It seemed easy to determine who the attackers were because they all looked alike and were a little rundown. They were not as rundown as the previous attackers but needed a good meal or two.

      “Harry would say they're wormy," Moe commented. She was talking about their young witch friend from back home.

      “She'd be right. I think they're half-starved. I wonder why they stay in this job," Angie offered just before one of the half-starved wolves tried to hit her. She was at a disadvantage because she was human, but she managed to block and kick him in the balls anyway. He fell down, threw up, and was immobilized.

      “Good job, Cuz!" Moe praised as she took two of them down. Moe had changed to wolf and then mated Tyne, the hot owner of a security company.

      “You two do this a lot?” Anita asked.

      “We did when Angie worked for the company. Back home, there is nothing but trouble, and we get right into it." Moe admitted.

      Anita knocked one guy down with a punch to his chin. He looked like he was out completely, and then she kicked another one between the legs, and he went down too. “Sounds like you have a lot of fun back where you come from. Isn't that where the white wolf lives?”

      “It sure is, and guarding her place often leads to excitement like this," Moe offered.

      “Maybe I can go there sometime and help guard?” Anita wondered.

      “That's a definite possibility, but why wait? Ariel's got a program set up for people from other packs to come and take a vacation. Some just want to rest, but others are searching for their mate," Moe explained.

      “Are you kidding? Does she really do that?" Anita questioned, finding it hard to believe that it was possible.

      “No kidding. She really does that, and you might even get to meet her," Moe mentioned.

      “She just meets people like that. She's practically wolf royalty, which makes it hard to believe," Anita said.

      “Ariel will tell you herself that she is just a person. She likes to meet other people. Sometimes she can help them by giving them good advice. That makes her happy. I think she would like you if she met you," Moe admitted.

      “Me? What would I say to somebody like her? I'm just an everyday person, and she's the white wolf," Anita explained.

      “She's just an everyday person, too, and prefers it that way. You would just say hi, and I'm pleased to meet you. She'll tell you the same thing, and you'll start talking about something. Believe me, it will be alright," Moe offered as she hit an attacker on the nose and sent him flying. “That one wasn't very strong.”

      “That's a good thing since I'm still human, and some of these guys are pretty tough on me," Angie pointed out.

      "They are going down. We'll be done with them soon. Good job, Anita. Rafe was right when he said you could fight. The next challenge is seeing if you can teach," Moe observed.

      “I might be able to do that. One of the things I do is help teach some of the youngsters fighting skills. The old alpha said that was the parents' problem, but some of the parents couldn't fight. He didn't care if people took their time and worked with the kids. He called it playing around, but it could help those who had no idea where to start," Anita admitted.

      “Helping kids is a sign of a good person. I also believe it helps make someone a better person," Moe observed.

      “I'd like to think I'm a good person, but it is hard to judge yourself," Anita said.

      “You are right. Sometimes others judge harshly. That makes things very difficult for someone who wants to be good but doesn't know if they are. It'll be alright, though. I'll let you know if you're doing well," Moe offered.

      “Believe me. She will," Angie added.

      “The good or the bad? Which will she tell me?” Anita asked as she threw out another debilitating punch.

      “Moe never shies away. She will give you the good and the bad. She's a good teacher and will show you where you need to improve while encouraging those areas where you are good. I think that makes her one of the best teachers," Angie complimented.

      “I believe that is the last of the bad guys. What do we do next?” Anita asked.

      “In the morning, come to the alpha house, where we are staying, for breakfast. Afterward, we will begin what we need to do," Moe invited.

      “Can you invite me to his house?” Anita wondered.

      “I just did, didn't I?” Moe replied.

      “But what if he doesn't want me there?” Anita asked.

      “I'll handle it. Don't you worry. This is business related, and part of the business is Rafe's. He wants this taken care of as much as we do," Moe explained.

      “If you say so, I'll be there.” Anita hurried away to take care of the prisoners they now had.

      “I like her," Moe observed.

      “I knew you would," Angie answered.

      They walked to the alpha house together. Angie had a feeling tomorrow would be a busy day. She also felt Fiona would do nothing but get in the way. At least she was trying to avoid Moe. Fiona wasn't afraid of Moe so much as she feared what Moe might say. That was good enough if it kept her away from everything they did.

      Moe led the way back to the alpha's house. Angie followed. She felt tired and had to admit it had been a hard day. When they entered, the first person they saw was Fiona, who gave them a dirty look.

      “I thought you were Rafe," she said, then turned and walked away.

      “At least she left," Moe observed.

      “She'll be back. I feel bad for her but still don't like her," Angie admitted.

      “I bet she doesn't like you either because she doesn't like anyone but herself," Moe noted. "I'm exhausted. It's been a day.”

      Angie agreed the attack topped off an already rough day. She wondered what they would do with all those prisoners. There was a council prison, but it was a horrible place to be. She hoped Tyne and Rafe could find an alternative for the prisoners. There were changes taking place to improve the prison, but they were going slow.

      The fight must have taken longer than she thought because it was nearly supper time. Moe had gone to find Tyne, so Angie would have to find something to entertain herself. She may finally be able to finish the picture of the geese on the pond behind the house. She'd come here to concentrate on her painting, but she had done less of it than she did at home.

      Setting up her supplies, she looked at the pond in the fading light. The geese were there but weren't as active as when she watched them before. She tried to envision how they had behaved before and began to paint. The picture clipped at the top of her tripod helped her remember how she wanted the painting to look.

      She did all she could, and the painting was nearly done, but there wasn't enough light. With all her supplies, she walked back to the house, to her bedroom, where she put everything up. There was a wonderful aroma of food wafting through the house, and she was sure it was supper time.

      As she arrived in the dining room, she saw almost all the seats were full and slipped into a chair next to her cousin Moe. Fiona was glaring at the children. It was clear she did not want them there. As far as the children went, they were confused by her behavior. They didn't know what they should do. Moe loved children and was telling them jokes. She mentioned her son, who stayed behind with the white wolf.

      “Why is she called the white wolf?” Mattie, the youngest, asked.

      “Because she has a beautiful snow-white wolf, and one is born in each generation," Moe explained.

      “Aren't you and Angie white wolves too?” Missy asked.

      “We are, but we are not snow white," Moe replied.

      “Angie doesn't smell like a wolf," Mattie observed.

      “That's because she hasn't gone through a change yet. She can make a change, or she can mate and go through a change, and she will be a white wolf when she changes form," Moe explained.

      “Can't the adults discuss something without the children asking constant questions?” Fiona asked.

      Everyone looked at Rafe to see what he would say. It was clear she upset him. “The children can discuss whatever they wish at the supper table. You were not aware of this, but now you are," he said with finality.

      It was clear what he said not only upset her but embarrassed her. Fiona ate quickly and then went to her room. No one could guess how she would handle this. She said she wanted to be here to get the support she needed from her brother. Since she had gotten here, all she had done was cause him issues. She never even told him exactly what the problem was or who the problem was with.

      After she was gone, they began to talk again, and the kids got over how upset they were with what she had said. The excitement was back in their words. To Angie, it seemed Rafe and his sister were so different since he had admitted to her that he had changed significantly. Was it possible that his sister could change too if she wanted it badly enough? The person she was right now was not likable and would not draw in a decent man.

      Even though Moe spent some time around Fiona, she still seemed very disappointed with her. Did she hope to see a change in her? Who was the man that had rejected her? Was it someone they knew? If Fiona thought he was her fated mate, being separated would also cause him distress.

      Angie had seen it repeatedly in her cousins before they changed, and it became even worse after they changed. It seemed impossible to ignore a fated one. Thinking about Fiona’s situation made her think about her own. What was Rafe to her? Was he her one and only, or was she just attracted to a very handsome face?

      Everyone said there was only one way to know. But was she willing to give herself to him to find out if he was the one or just an obsession? Angie thought it might be the only way to know before she left. She might end up having to give in. There was also the possibility he would say no, and nothing would happen between them. She noticed Rafe did not give the females much attention. Maybe he was waiting for the right one to come along. That might not be her at all.

      Supper was an excellent meal after Fiona left. Everyone took their time eating. They talked about what was happening and answered all the children's questions. Once it was done, they all cleared the table and helped Connie clean up as much as possible. The children went to bed first while the adults enjoyed a drink and more talk. They were tired when they finished the drinks, and everyone was ready for bed.

      Angie thought she would have difficulty sleeping, but it was no trouble. The dreams messed with everything, and she always worried they might mean something. She'd heard it was a white wolf thing but didn't know. They weren't nice dreams, so she hoped they didn't mean anything, but it worried her a great deal since she didn't know.

      When she woke in the morning, she went to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. She looked like a wreck. She splashed water on her face hoping to wake up and reason things out. Moe and Tyne were here, so she should be safe. Why would she have this dream now when everything seemed to settle down? Was something going on they were not aware of? In her dream, she was captured and taken away to some unfamiliar place.

      There was an attractive man, but she saw into his heart, and it was black. He told her she was his and would never get away. This guy was a wolf. He said he deserved a white wolf to go with his position as a Councilman. It was amazing she even remembered her dream because she rarely did.

      What should she do now? Should she tell Moe, or would she overreact? All she knew was that she should do something. If she ended up being taken, she would kill herself before she stayed with a monster like that. Everyone was at the table for breakfast except for the children because they usually grabbed something and ran.

      Rafe said he thought that was how children were, but her parents had never allowed them to do so. They had sat at the table until they were through with their meal, and it was whatever their mother served. Rafe was lenient to let his kids do as they would, but they had suffered much in the past, and he was trying to make up for it.

      “I had a dream," Angie admitted.

      “Tell me about it!” Moe demanded.

      “I'm assuming we had another attack because I was taken and ended up in this cabin. A male wolf was there, and he told me that I was his now. He deserved a white wolf because he was a Councilman of great importance. He was handsome, but in my dream, I could see deep into his soul, and it was black and evil. If he takes me and gets me away from here, one of us may have to die," Angie explained calmly.

      "I'll stick with you," Moe immediately offered.

      “It might be best if she has two guards," Tyne suggested.

      “Are you offering?” Moe asked.

      “I can't because Rafe and I have too much to do with the company. I'm sure someone else can also stick with the two of you?” Tyne suggested.

      “Anita. She would make a good guard to help if she's not working today," Moe said.

      Rafe was immediately on the phone with Steve. “Is Anita available for guard duty today?” After he hung up, he nodded. “She'll be here in a few minutes.”

      It wasn't long before Anita came running through the door. “I know I was supposed to be here before now, but I was held up.”

      It seemed they had forgotten that Anita was supposed to meet them for breakfast, but now they remembered. “That's alright. We're just glad you made it now. Have you had breakfast yet?” Moe asked.

      “Not yet, but I can make it without breakfast," Anita offered.

      “Don't be silly," Connie said as she set up a plate of breakfast leftovers in front of Anita.

      Anita wiped them out in no time. It was obvious she was famished. Connie brought her some more food, and she ate that quickly too. Anita had that wolf appetite everyone always talked about. Angie was glad Anita had been fed and had not gone without. Now that everyone had eaten, Moe wanted to go and spread the word about the self-defense classes. Rafe agreed he wanted everyone, including the children, to have some kind of self-defense class.

      Angie was happy with his decision. Anyone could get in a position where they needed protection, and classes might make all the difference. Most of her family got some training at home because many parents were in the military. It often prevented someone from being abducted or injured in other ways.

      Anita led them from house to house, where they informed those inside about the class required by the alpha and they would be at the best time for all. Some females seemed extremely happy they would be allowed to take this course. The old alpha didn't feel that females needed to protect themselves. Males got whatever they wanted, whether the female wished it or not.

      The more Angie heard about the old alpha, the more she thought he was a complete pig. That explained why nobody seemed broken up over his death. She knew Rafe had taken out the old alpha in a fight. She didn't believe in violence, but that alpha needed to be gone so, these people could have a life they could enjoy.
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      She felt drowsy but struggled to remember what was happening. The scents were different from where she had been and very unfamiliar. Where the hell was she at? Angie struggled to get up but felt like a weight was on her. The feeling lessened as she struggled and realized she had been drugged.

      “I see you are finally waking up, Angela," a nasally male voice greeted her.

      “No one calls me Angela except my parents," she complained.

      “And now me, your future mate," he replied. The jerk was arrogant.

      ‘I don't even know you, and I already don't like you, so why would I mate you?”

      “I like a little spunk, but don't overdo it, or I will punish you. You need to realize that you are at my mercy, and I have very little. Don't test my patience, or you may regret it. Let's go through some rules, shall we? I don't need you to reply. I will start at the beginning. You are a white wolf, making you a perfect match for me since I'm a Councilman. I am going to mate you whether you like it or not. Fight me if you want to because I enjoy it. Run if you like because I enjoy a good hunt.” He chuckled.

      The phone rang. It was a cell phone. He looked at the screen and was highly annoyed. “I have to answer this, but I'll be back in a moment, and then you will have all my attention.”

      Angie was feeling better, and her mind was going ninety miles a minute. As soon as he was out of sight, she got up and saw she was still dressed. Her jeans, T-shirt, and hiking boots would be perfect for an escape. She followed him into the dining room and saw he had entered what looked like an office.

      Supplies would be essential. She slipped into the kitchen, where she grabbed some bottles of water, half a bag of bread, and a container of lunch meat before dropping it all into a bag. It was one of those plastic bags from the grocery store. A few apples, bananas, and a peach finished off what was readily available.

      She used up enough time and needed to go. The door leading to the outside was in front of her. She turned the handle, and it opened. Apparently, he did like a good hunt, but she hoped she would give him a better chase than he could handle. Angie ran until she hit the thick forest with very few rough trails. Pine trees dominated, and she pulled free a branch rubbing the pine scent and some of the sap all over her. Her skin didn't like it, but she would have to endure worse hardships to escape this evil wolf. The scent would throw them off.

      Looking up, she realized climbing a tree and moving through the treetops might be possible. She had done it a lot when she was younger, but they also had grape vines to swing on, and here she saw none. She moved away, unwilling to try the treetops because it would be perilous if she fell. That would have to wait until absolutely necessary.

      Howls were heard in the distance. They were closing in on her. Angie was sure they had also spread out in all directions. The wolves might even believe she had backtracked and gone in a different direction. That would cause him to spread his teams thinner, making her chance of escape greater.

      It was late afternoon, and once it was dark, she would have to find a place to rest because she did not have a wolf's vision. All these issues made her regret not going through the change. Maybe she would do it if she escaped this nut. Stopping under a large tree, she looked up, way up. It was time to climb.

      She made it close to the top of the tree, and she leaned against it as she saw two wolves running on the ground below her. They looked everywhere but up as they continued. The limbs on this tree were thick, so she slid down and sat on the branch where it came out of the tree. She was more tired than she thought since she fell asleep and didn't wake until the two wolves that had passed her came back and passed in the opposite direction. It had been a while since she’d eaten so she grabbed the banana since they tended to spoil quicker.

      Angie wasn't so stupid that she believed more wolves wouldn't be coming. None of them had been looking for Tarzan or Jane, so they moved by sniffing at the ground and never looking up. The pine trees were thick, and it would be hard to see into them, but the other trees scattered about the forest had no foliage. Those would be dangerous for her to use. Sometimes she had no choice because they were the only ones nearby that led in the direction she was taking.

      It was hard to see because of the dimming light, and she started looking for a tree to suit her purpose. She found one. It was a pine tree with some kind of hole in it. Hopefully, it wasn't already inhabited. Angie loved animals, but she realized some weren't friendly, and some could give a nasty bite. Luckily, this particular hole was not small and deep but shallow and large. So, she settled into it as best she could.

      Her stomach growled, letting her know that it needed something. She opened her bag and pulled out some bread and lunch meat. The sandwich would have to do because her food would have to last. She had no idea where or how far she was from someone who might help her. Her water? She took a small sip because her mouth was dry, then put it back in the bag. Angie fell asleep in seconds, showing the value of physical activity.

      It was done, and the sky was beautiful. Every shade of pink and orange with a touch of purple was displayed. She ate an apple, staring at the beautiful display above her. Some people ate the apple core. She didn't, but neither could she toss it because it would be found. She put it back in the bag for now and hoped she would find a place to deposit it that wouldn't point them back in her direction.

      Another sip of water for her dry mouth, and she was ready to head out. There didn't seem to be any wolves around, and she hoped that was true. She went from treetop to treetop slowly and carefully, sometimes jumping while praying not to land on the ground. So far, she had done well but ached from the unfamiliar activity. Stretching and possibly relieving those aches would be nice, but there was no time.

      Would he have married her if she had pushed for a relationship with Rafe? If he had, would he have been safe from this attack? Rarely did they attack a married or mated white wolf because there were so many single ones. The thought made her feel guilty, like she was pushing her misery on one of her other cousins. This guy needed to be dealt with, but what would the council do? They had done little in the past, but she had heard things were changing.

      Some cousins had been endangered by these attacks. Hopping from treetop to treetop was not the safest thing. If she fell, she knew she would die. It was dangerous but preferable to being forced, especially by an evil wolf like this one. He knew they were not fated, but he didn't care.

      Others may not take the same action if this guy received severe punishment. Angie stopped just long enough to eat a peach ad drink a sip of water. She felt sore and like she was overheating even though the weather was cool.

      The male who had done this had said he was a council member. She knew he should lose that position. He was setting a bad example and knew better. Would that matter? It was hard to say and might depend on his family's influence. It was a shame, but it was life and how things were. All she could do was head away from where she had been and hope she was not so deep in the forest she would die before escaping.

      It seemed odd that it was getting dark again. Angie looked around and found a place on a tree to hide. She had a couple sips of water and ate another sandwich. Looking at her supplies, she saw only enough for one more sandwich, one apple, and 2 1/2 bottles of water. That didn't sound good. There was little to eat in the forest, and she had not come close to water. Food had to be eaten or it would be spoiled. Water had to be conserved.

      Angie felt alright so far, but that could change quickly, especially with the effort she put into moving through the trees. There seemed to be little she could do except try to sleep and hope her situation would be better tomorrow. After she got to sleep, she woke a couple times, and it was still very dark, so she went back to sleep again. Then, she realized she had seen no wolves and wondered if they had stopped chasing her. Maybe she had gone further than they thought she could

      This time she woke, and the daylight was breaking. She decided to eat her apple, drink a little more than she had been drinking, and go to the ground and see what she could find. She might come across someone that could help. That might be difficult since she didn't know where she was and couldn't direct them to where she should be.

      Food was also a problem, and water was as well. She would curse that evil wolf and haunt him to his dying day if she died because of him. Angie had no idea if she had traveled in the right direction. What if she’d headed to a more remote area?

      She climbed down the tree and began to head out. Before she did, she rubbed the pine needles on herself again because she was sure the smell had dimmed. The problem would be if she left any obvious impressions along her path. There was a game trail. That was what she took. She hoped that she was heading towards some clean water. Angie had some survival training she never wanted to use, but now she had no choice.

      If she found water, food would follow. It was cool, which was better than being really hot and the exercise from the strenuous hike prevented her from getting too cold. She spotted some animals, including some birds flying overhead. That meant there was water ahead. What she didn't see was any wolves. She wondered why. Had that evil guy given up on her so quickly? Her brain might be playing tricks on her, but she was sure she could hear and smell water.

      If she caught some fish, she would have to eat them raw because the fire would put off smoke that a wolf could smell from a long distance. That would be nasty but better than starving to death. It was time to hike and look for what she needed to survive.

      Angie didn't feel good, but that wasn't a surprise. She was hungry, thirsty, and tired. Hours had passed, and she found nothing, no food, and especially no water. All she could do was just keep going. She pushed herself, which turned out to be a mistake. The path dipped, and she slid right into a rock, severely scraping and bruising her ankle.

      Now she was limping and felt dizzy. There was no choice but to sit and rest for a moment. “Hey there, young lady. What have you done to yourself?” This kindly-looking old man asked. “The name is Lou, and I live around here. I'm not quite sure where you're going or what you're doing, but I'll try to help you get there.”

      “My name is Angie. Where did you come from?” She asked because she hadn't even seen him approach.

      “I just hang out all over the place around here. Now let me see what your situation is. You need to drink some of that water because you're dehydrated. Finish off that food too. I'll take you somewhere where you can get help before you need to eat again. Dying out here while you're carrying around all that food and drink isn't gonna do you a bit of good," Lou observed.

      She couldn't deny that he was right, and she wasn't even sure how many days had passed. Angie couldn't remember the last time she needed to go to the bathroom, which told her she hadn't been drinking enough. It had just seemed so important to conserve her few supplies that she hadn't thought about dehydration, which was one of the worst things that could happen to you out on your own like this.

      Lou was just a bit taller than she. He had a snow-white beard that went down to about his belly button. His hair was also white and long. His clothing looked like what an old hunter might have worn 100 years ago. The difference was that while he had a pole he might use to fish, he had no rifle. She instantly liked him, not just because he was helping her but because he seemed like a nice guy.

      Hopefully, he was right and could get her out of there. He would know where the water source was if he lived around here. That would be the most important thing. If there was water, maybe there would be fish? She could imagine a big batch of fish cooking.

      Angie could barely walk, but Lou let her lean on him, and it wasn't long before she heard water. “See, I told you I could help you. Let's get you a pole like mine, and we can get some fish. Nobody is nearby, and they know I hang out around this area. So, we can have a small fire, and it'll be alright," Lou explained.

      “Thank you for finding me. I don't know what would have happened if you hadn't come along," Angie said as they sat there eating the fish they had just fried. She didn’t know, but she thought she wouldn’t have made it without him.

      “You gotta watch out for that guy. He's no good and needs to be taken down a few notches. He took you away from that alpha Rafe, didn’t he?” Lou asked.

      “How did you know?” She asked.

      “Even an old guy hears a few things," he chuckled. “We'd best get a move on. This isn't the best place after dark.” Angie was sure he was right about that.

      He let her put out the fire and dump some dirt on it. They started to move, and she felt better after eating something good. All her water bottles were full of water from the river, but she had eaten all the fish she had caught, so she had no food. After she thought about it, Lou hadn’t eaten at all. That made her feel bad.

      Lou helped her move as fast as she was able to. She felt hopeful. Maybe she would escape that evil wolf. She didn't even know his name because he had never told her. If she didn’t worry that he would try again and feel that he needed to be punished, she wouldn’t care who he was.

      “We're almost there now," Lou assured.

      “Where are we going?” Angie asked.

      "Not us. I don't go anyplace anymore. We're at the edge of Rafe's pack lands. They'll find you now. Don't get caught again, okay? That guy will claim you right away because even he isn’t arrogant enough to take any chances after this," Lou warned. He turned and walked away, and the trees swallowed him.

      Angie heard a howl, and then another and another before wolves circled her. It was just too much for her, and she collapsed to the ground, unable to take another step. When she woke, Moe was sitting by her. “Where is Lou?”

      “Who is Lou?” Moe asked.

      “He saved me and led me back here. I was dehydrated and lost. That nice old man found me and helped me find water and get fish to eat. Then he led me back here to get help," she explained.

      “When they found you, you were alone. You were in bad shape, and you seemed to be hallucinating. That's what being dehydrated can do. Are you sure he's real?” Moe asked.

      “He seemed as real as you are, and I don't know how I could have made it without him," Angie admitted.

      “I was told you were awake," Rafe said.

      He moved over and sat in the chair next to Moe. “She seems to be better, but she's concerned about an old man named Lou.”

      “He helped me, and he led me back here. Lou seemed to know about Rafe and about the guy that took me. If I got caught again, he said the guy would mate me immediately, and there would be no getting out of it.” Angie looked up with tears in her eyes. “I would rather die.”

      “Don't you worry. Damon is here and trying to deal with that wolf," Moe explained.

      “At the very least, he must lose his council seat," Angie declared.

      “He's on the council?” Moe asked. “No one shared that with me.”

      “That's what he said. That was why he felt he had a right to take me and force me to mate him," Angie admitted. “He also said what he wanted was important and I was there to please him.”

      “That is not going to happen," Rafe said.

      “I still wish Lou had stayed. He seemed to know everything that was happening. The old guy knew you too, Rafe.” Angie looked straight at him and noticed he had gone slightly pale.

      “Do you know this guy, Lou?” Moe asked.

      “You might say so. There is a story around these parts of an old trapper who lived at least a hundred years ago. He was killed for his furs and possessions by other trappers who didn't work as hard as he did. As he died, he said that he would come back and get them and protect others who needed someone to look out for them. It's a story, more or less, but some people believe it," Rafe admitted.

      “Like you?” Moe looked at him knowingly.

      “I've not always been the wonderful guy you have met. You probably know that. This is a great place for wolves, in particular, because of the heavy forest and the game. It's also good because it's isolated, but that can be bad. Wolves have a reputation with the females and for a good reason. I was visiting down here and having a lovely time, and I got involved with a female. I wasn't aware her family was very protective of her, and her dad was upset that I didn't wish to mate her. He and a large group of wolves that worked with him beat the hell out of me. They dragged me off into the woods somewhere they figured I would never be found and left me there," Rafe admitted.

      “And that was when you met Lou?” Moe observed.

      “Who is telling this story anyway?” He asked.

      “Go ahead!” Moe invited.

      “That was when I met Lou. I knew I was going to die because I could barely move. He helped me change so that my wolf could help me heal. ‘You're not the kind of guy I usually help, but I have a task for you. Promise me that you'll complete it, and I will help you so that you can survive.’ Of course, I had nothing to lose and was willing to agree to anything in order to survive. So, I asked him what he needed me to do. ‘There's a pack near here, and the alpha is mistreating them terribly. I need you to challenge and take him out, so they have some hope. I know you are selfish, some would say a worthless alpha, but I see better things in your future if you will try to straighten out and care about others.”

      “Everyone wondered why you challenged that alpha for a pack that wasn't worth much. Some thought there was something you knew no one else did and thought about challenging you for it. When you took off and went to Missouri to do the council’s bidding, most of them decided you were just playing around, and it didn't mean anything to you. When you started straightening up after you came back and pulled the pack together, everyone decided you had found purpose in your life," Moe commented.

      “I did go to Missouri and almost messed up the lives of several people, but I did what Lou asked me to do first. He had not said I needed to take the pack over or do anything for them but free them. I had seriously considered just leaving and letting them live or die alone. After Mac handed me my first loss when I challenged him, it made me think about what I wanted out of life. When the other white wolves I contacted treated me like a disease, it hit my ego hard. Then I talked to Ariel, and she told me the same thing Lou had. She said if I never changed, I would never find true happiness. That was something I gave a lot of thought, and when I came back, I decided to see if I could get this pack straightened out and start caring about some of the people I was around and stop caring so much about myself," Rafe admitted.

      “It looks like you're doing a good job with the pack. Maybe that was all you ever needed," Moe offered.

      “It's a large part of what I needed, but it is not all I need.” Rafe looked at Angie, and she knew what he meant.

      Maybe they should be together, and she shouldn't make things harder on him. She tried to think about Lou's advice and exactly what he meant. Was Rafe her fated one? If he was, could she be an alpha bitch? It wasn't anything she ever thought about being or even wanted. She knew that if they got mated, she would have to fight for her position, and it would be vicious. Most of the single women in this pack seemed to want him, and they were willing to fight for him even if they knew he did not want them.

      Angie didn't understand chasing after a male that had no interest. It didn't matter. It was what would happen. She could fight but wasn't the best fighter in her family and didn't know how to fight as a wolf. In truth, she knew nothing about being a wolf. That would be a learning experience. Right now, Moe was here, and there was no more vicious bitch in a fight than her cousin. That was the perfect person to learn from if she needed to.

      One problem was that Rafe had yet to ask. Sometimes he seemed to want her, and other times he wanted away from her. Why did life have to be so complicated? Right now, he seemed concerned and caring. He still hadn't said anything about mating or having a serious relationship. His past would give her no reason to expect anything from him, even though he had said he had changed.

      Moe looked at them. “Do I need to leave? Is there something you need to discuss in private?”

      Angie had no idea what to say, so she looked at Rafe, leaving the answer to him. “No, we're good. I just wanted to make sure she was alright.” He had just given her the answer. There was no future with him.

      She would stay until Moe and Tyne left and then go with them. It was too dangerous for her to travel alone, and talking to that evil council member brought it home to her. She needed protection. This was not a time to try to be independent. Ironically, it wasn't Fiona who had gotten in the middle of the relationship but the man himself. It seemed he didn't want her, and she wouldn't hang around when she was unwanted.

      Moe gave her a sympathetic look, but what was there to say? They just fell back into their conversation about family and what was happening back home. Angie was more comfortable discussing things like that than what was happening and the people she was dealing with. The one that mattered the most just didn't care.

      “I feel fine. I don't want to hang around in bed all the time. It makes me feel lazy. Besides, I wanted to watch you and Anita's training. I've not gotten into the training much except helping partner up with someone.”

      “The training got put off, but we will return to it in the morning. You are welcome to come and assist or watch whatever you wanna do," Moe offered.

      “I'm a little hungry. What time is it?” She asked.

      “It's supper time. I can smell the marvelous food Connie is cooking. Why don't you get up and dress, and we will run in there and see what she is doing?” Moe suggested.

      That's what she did. Connie came and gave her a hug. “We were all so worried about you."

      “I'm just fine. What are you cooking? It smells marvelous?” She said to change the subject because the whole thing embarrassed her.

      “Nothing special. It's chicken and dumplings with hot rolls and raisin bread for dessert," Connie described. It sounded like a great meal to her.

      The supper was ready. Everyone gathered in the dining room. Even Fiona showed up, although she didn't look any happier than she had the last time they'd had a meal. The kids looked at her as if she were the wicked stepmother, and she looked at them as if they were a blight on the universe. It was obvious this was going to be an excellent meal. Not. She would feel sorry for Rafe if she were not already feeling sorry for herself.

      She had finally decided that she should move forward with a relationship where he was concerned, and he didn't want it. All Angie knew was that she didn't understand men and maybe she should stay away from them. Romance hadn’t been a problem because there had been little of it in her life. She’d had boyfriends when she was younger and even one in college but there had been no strong ties.

      Why was he looking at her? He didn't want her, so why did she catch him watching her whenever she looked his way? All that showed was that she didn't understand men and didn't need to get involved with any of them. She would be the lonely aunt since she already had nieces and nephews from her older siblings. While she had hoped someday to have children, she saw that dream slowly go down the drain.

      It was an uncomfortable supper, but it was finally over. Everyone except Fiona grabbed plates and got the table cleared and cleaned. Fiona just got up and left, which relieved everyone else. She seemed to be staying in her room more, probably because her brother was not giving her everything she wanted.

      The rest of them sat around and talked a little bit. Angie stayed even though she didn't feel like it. Now that their relationship had been decided and there wouldn't be one, she felt uncomfortable around Rafe. He didn't seem to feel the same way, and she wasn't sure exactly what the hell he wanted from her.

      “We will be starting the self-defense in the morning. Angie volunteered to help. It is good to get as many assistants as possible," Moe explained.

      “Are you sure you feel well enough to do that?” Rafe turned his gaze on her.

      “I do, or I wouldn't have volunteered. But thank you for your concern.” Her tone was cold and distant.

      Why did he look hurt, she didn't understand. At least he decided not to say anything else after that. She finished her drink and decided it was time to go to bed. She would be busy tomorrow, and whether she admitted it or not, she was tired.

      The following day, she woke up sore all over. That really shouldn't be a surprise with what she had gone through. It could work out since they would exercise before they started the training. She could only hope so. Breakfast was on the table, and everyone was eating except the children, who had done their usual grab and run. Looking around, she noticed Fiona was not there. Maybe she didn't like to get up this early in the morning.
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      He was losing her. Her attitude was the coldest it had ever been, and he wasn't sure why. It had started when she came back from being attacked and abducted. Moe had been with her. That seemed to comfort her. When Moe asked if she should leave, he thought it would be a bad idea because he saw the comfort Angie got from her. It prevented him from discussing anything private, but he thought that could wait. Had that been a mistake?

      “Tell her how you feel," Tyne urged. “She'll leave if you don't. White wolves don't chase guys. They have enough guys chasing them.”

      “I noticed that on my visit to white wolf country," Rafe admitted.

      “I heard you had a rough visit. You found out what a male would do to protect his fated mate. You're lucky I wasn't the one you were fighting because nothing would have stopped me from killing you," Tyne advised.

      “They had a hard time stopping Mac. It didn't take me long to realize I didn't even want what I was fighting for. All the white wolves appealed to me, but none were right, and I think they knew it. They were all smarter than I was," Rafe offered.

      “Most of the ladies in that family are generally appealing and smart, but they all have trouble with their romances. I didn't think Moe would ever accept me. I wasn't sure what to do, and then it just happened. I've been the happiest wolf you could ever imagine since then," He admitted.

      “She suddenly turned cold to me, and I don't understand why," Rafe mentioned.

      “Moe gave you the opportunity to speak to her and tell her how you felt. She had just been through a terrible experience, and your reassurance that you still cared about her would have helped. My mate tried to help you, but you made the wrong choice. It made Angie feel like you had decided against having anything to do with her. Now she is planning to leave and never come back," Tyne observed.

      “Just because of that?” Rafe asked.

      “Love is a sensitive thing. Taking it to the point of mating is even more so. You are opening yourself up to someone else. It makes you feel so vulnerable. All I can say is talk to her, tell her how you feel, and let her know you want to take it to the next step," Tyne suggested.

      Rafe had a lot to think about. The first thing he planned to do was go and watch the self-defense training she was helping with. Even if she was not doing much, it would give him some idea about her level of fighting in human form. He knew she would get time to make a complete change and train a little. That didn't mean it would be enough time for her to take on some of these vicious and hateful females who thought he would turn to them if they won. He never would.

      They were near the pack house in a small open area. None of the vicious ones were there. Those claimed they had already undergone that training and didn't need more because they had no intention of working in the security firm. That was alright with him, and he approved the absence of those females on a case-by-case basis. Angie was assigned some of the less experienced fighters. She was working with those having trouble learning certain moves.

      It was obvious that she would not have any trouble using those moves. She had been through this training several times, and it was second nature. He wouldn't be concerned about her fighting in human form. There were two problems with her wolf: being new, she would not have anything but the most basic skills, and the other was if she was a good and vicious fighter, she might get blood fever and kill one of his pack members. He would not have worried about that at one time, but things were different now. Whether he liked them or not, each member was valuable to him, and he did not want to lose any of them.

      Even those that were difficult and hard to get along with might eventually become a valued member. He was the perfect example of somebody nobody would have loved in their pack that had become a much better person over time. How could he not give the benefit of the doubt to someone else that was much like he had been? Those that Angie worked with seemed to like her. She had more patience than he did. She worked with them until the move was completely understood, and they could do it.

      In his eyes, that was what a perfect mother would be like. Would she want children? He felt she would, and he knew he wanted more because he loved those he already had so much. His only concern was over her battling to keep the alpha bitch position. If she was injured or killed, he was sure he would die. Even if she just lost, he was afraid she might be unable to live with that because white wolves had pride.

      Tyne’s advice ran through his mind, and Rafe knew he might lose her forever if he didn't take a chance. They were wrapping up for lunch, and he needed to get to her now. Angie saw him and tried to head in a different direction, but he cut her off. “We need to talk," Rafe observed.

      “Now you want to talk?” She whispered, but he heard it with his wolf hearing.

      “Before, I wasn't sure what to say, and I didn't want to throw Moe out of the room since you seem to take comfort in having her there. I don't want to let you go, but I don't know what you want," Rafe admitted.

      He led her away. When they entered the house, he took her to his office and closed and locked the door. Rafe wanted no one to interrupt them while they tried to work out a possible future, and anything they did would affect the pack. Looking at the woman before him, he realized he couldn't imagine a future without her. Did she even want a future with him? Did Angie even know what she wanted? This was her opportunity to tell him so that he would know if he should pursue her or let her go.

      Now that he had closed the door, he turned, and she was there, so he pulled her into his arms and gave her a scorching hot kiss. That was all he seemed to want to do anytime they were together. It stroked his ego that she was confused by the heat of his kiss. He didn't want to read too much into it because that much passion could baffle anyone. They moaned as they clung to each other, and he could feel the heat of her desire, and he felt the same.

      “What do you want, Angie? Tell me so that I know. Do you want me like I want you, or are you just looking for an affair? I need to know so we can decide what to do," Rafe pushed.

      “I don't know what you're offering me. You run hot and cold. I'm never certain that you're willing to make a commitment. What is this between us? I've never felt anything like this before," She replied.

      He smiled at her. “If one of us doesn't open our heart first, we will never get this done, and neither of us will get to eat lunch.”

      She looked at him, shocked. “You're worried about eating lunch when our whole future is being decided?”

      “I'm a wolf. I can't do much without a full stomach. I suspect that you will be in the same situation soon. My issue is if we mate, you will have to fight. A new wolf can have issues. You might lose, or you might kill the wolf you're fighting. Neither of those possibilities is acceptable, especially in a small pack like mine," Rafe explained.

      “You mean because the others would hold it against me if I killed one of their own?” She asked.

      “No, because I'm not sure you could live with yourself if you killed someone for no good reason. Not that every member of my pack is not precious, but some are more precious than others.” He gave her a look that let her know who he thought was the most precious.

      Rafe could see by the look on her face she had never considered the possibility. He'd had to tell her because she needed to know before deciding, even if she decided against him. Maybe her feelings for him were strong enough that she would stay. He didn't know what he would do if she decided to leave. His happiness was at risk.

      “Will you have to think about this? I understand it will change your life. There is a lot to consider. Just remember, a person only finds their fated love once in a lifetime, and there is no other," Rafe explained.

      “Is that what you believe I am, your fated one?” She asked.

      “There is no doubt in my mind that is what you are, but I want you to decide based on what is best for you and what you can live with," He admitted.

      Angie looked like she wasn't sure she should stay or run like hell. He decided for her by pulling her back into his arms and giving her another scorching kiss. “In my soul, I know you are mine. My head tells me I need to give you a choice, and you will make it, and I will live by it.”

      Rafe opened the door and left her behind. He had done what he had to and told her how he felt. She would either accept the place in his life he offered, or she would leave and break his heart. It was time to return to work while he waited to see how his future turned out. Sitting around and thinking about it would be much harder on him than working and moving toward the future he had in mind for his pack.

      He left the house and was walking near the pack house when someone stepped out in front of him. “Have you finished playing around with the human? Maybe you're ready to find a true mate now," Donet, one of the females that chased him without end, said.

      “No matter what happens with the human, I know you are not mine. I will never mate you," Rafe replied.

      “If that is true, I hope your human can fight, or I will kill her," Donet observed smugly.

      “You should worry a little more about yourself surviving the fight," Rafe declared.

      “Why would a human be able to beat me? Is there something you should be telling me?” She asked.

      “Figure it out for yourself," Rafe said as he got away from her. She was one of those pack members he found very hard to like. He wasn't sure anyone liked her.

      “She'll do it too, you know?” Eliza offered.

      “What?” Rafe asked.

      “I could take care of her for you," Eliza suggested.

      “Why would you even want to do that?” He wondered.

      “Maybe you would be grateful. I don't need to be your mate, but I wouldn't mind being your lover," Eliza explained.

      “No, I'll let the goddess decide. We'll all see how it turns out together," he decided. Once he was out of sight, he shook himself like a wolf might. He’d not expected that, and he’d not wanted that. What was Eliza thinking? The female needed to develop some self-respect.

      It was hard to know what to think about the females around here. Didn't they have anything better to do than ruin his life? He made it clear he didn't want any of them, yet they kept returning for more. They didn't seem to mind the rejection.

      They thought he would change his mind, but he wouldn't. It was just crazy. That was the only way he could look at it. He felt sure none of them really wanted to be alpha female anyway. There was nothing but work and it was a hard overwhelming job.

      “How are things going?” He looked up, relieved to see it was his beta, Steve. Thank the goddess, it wasn't one of the females.

      “What do you mean? Everything's going like it usually does," Rafe noted.

      “You might try to fool me, but everyone knows something's going on, and you don't know how things will turn out. You've met your fated one, and you're insecure about what she will decide," Steve explained.

      “You say, everyone. Yet I've already had two females hit on me. Clearly, they don't know," Rafe pointed out.

      “Oh, they know.”

      “If they know, why are they hitting on me?” Rafe questioned.

      “They look at this as their last chance because once you are mated, they will not be able to be your lover or find a way to convince you that they are a better choice," his beta admitted.

      “That's crazy. Why would anyone want someone that clearly does not want them? Especially in a position of being a lover on the side and not even a mate?”

      “Eliza is power-hungry. Sometimes, lovers have more power over an alpha than their mates do. She's not very nice and wants control over the other women. Donet, on the other hand, is an all-or-nothing female. She wants to be a pack bitch, but she also wants to be your mate. Total control of the pack and of you is what she's after. They are devious and underhanded, and I would not wish them on my worst enemy. You feel the same way. It would be better to stay alone forever than to deal with either of those females," Steve warned.

      “I have no interest in either of those females. If my fated one leaves, or if she loses the challenge, whoever becomes pack bitch better do the job the way it's supposed to be done and realize they will not get paid for it. If the job is not done correctly and the pack suffers, they will suffer too.”

      “I did not know the position was unpaid.” Steve said.

      “That's why it is usually taken by the alpha's mate. If she has no support, her mate will take care of her. It is a hard job. The only satisfaction is knowing you are helping your pack. It's why it is called a service position. Some packs, where the alpha is unmated, will give the acting alpha bitch a job to support herself, but she will have to do it in addition to her other duties. An alpha in New Jersey put in a cafeteria for his people, and whoever was the alpha bitch got a job there. She hated it, but when his new mate beat her in a challenge, her life changed for the better. It's funny how sometimes a loss turns into a victory," Rafe observed.

      “Clearly, you believe if you mate Angie wins, she will do a good job and make life better for our females.”

      “I do. My greatest hope is that I will find out exactly what she will do for the females.”

      Steve smiled encouragingly and walked away to continue with whatever work he had been involved in. The male had been a good second and knew what was happening in the pack. Rafe was sure the information on the females came from Steve’s mate. That was because Steve tended to stay away from those females, with good reason. If only he could avoid them as easily.

      Before Rafe won the challenge against the old alpha, Steve looked pretty good to those two females, and they wouldn't have cared if he was mated. Avoiding them was the best policy. It had worked for Rafe for a while, but his luck had run out. How did you get it through to somebody that they were nothing to you and never would be? Every time they tried to get his attention, he thought less of them.

      It was harder to do when someone thought they were special, and everyone should want them. Now they saw Angie as a threat, and he could do nothing about it. It wasn't like he hadn't known someone would challenge her. He just hadn't been sure who it would be. If his understanding of the rules was correct, only the highest position of challenger could fight her. If she won, the others never could fight her. If she lost and wanted to claim a spot in the hierarchy, she would be open to fighting others even after she won a spot. The wolf hierarchy was always moving. The exception was if an alpha mate beat her first challenger. At that point, no more challengers would ever be allowed.

      Once the fight with the challenger in the highest position had been concluded, there would be no more fights unless Angie lost. She could challenge the winner later if she lost, but she would be open to challenges at any time. In a growing pack, those challenges could come often, and it would be hard to get any work done. If she stayed and had to fight, he would pray to the goddess that she won.

      Rafe walked in the woods, but he knew he would have to return and face his future good or bad karma. He was near the back house when he heard screaming. Running, when he got there, he saw Donet on the ground with Moe on top of her knocking her head down every time she tried to lift it.

      “Someone help," Donet yelled, getting a mouth full of dirt every time she tried to get help.

      “What's up, Moe?” Rafe asked casually.

      “Alpha, get this crazy bitch off of me," Donet begged.

      “Crazy hillbilly bitch," Moe corrected.

      “Tell me what's going on, Moe," Rafe asked.

      “This disgusting example of a female wolf attacked Angie from behind. It wasn't enough for her to attack a human, but she did it from behind, too," Moe explained.

      “Is Angie alright?” He asked.

      “Yes, she could take this one down, but she couldn't keep her there, so I did. I'm furious right now, and if I let her go, I may slit her throat," Moe admitted.

      Rafe sighed heavily. “You know I can't let you do that, right? She may be a horrible person and deserves anything you do to her, but she's a pack member, and that gives her protection, to a point.”

      “I know you don't want me to kill her. Or maybe you do but can't allow it. She does need to be punished for this, though," Moe observed.

      “What do you suggest?” Rafe asked curiously.

      “You can't let her decide," Donet protested.

      “Why not? She let you live, didn't she?” The alpha observed.

      “B-but she's not part of the pack. She has no rights here," Donet spoke with grass in her mouth.

      “You keep acting like this, and you won't be pack, either. There was a time not long ago when a female could easily join another pack, but more females have been discovered, and it is not so easy now, especially for one that has betrayed their pack," he explained.

      “You can't throw me out.” Donet objected.

      “Tell me why? What is it you do that is so helpful to the pack? Just being a female is no longer good enough," Rafe observed.

      Moe finally let her go, and she stood with her head down. She did nothing worthwhile for the pack and felt she should be taken care of because she was female. While females would get more rights, they would also have to show they were providing something to the pack and not just living off those who worked. Things were changing, but they were changing in more ways than one. Females would have new rights but would also have to work for a living or provide something to the pack taking care of them. There were only a few females this would affect, and this was one of them.

      “Give her an undesirable job and make sure whoever she works for makes her do it. She’ll provide something for the pack and have an income. Maybe it will encourage her to get a better job," Moe observed.

      “If we had more horses, I would know the perfect job. We only have a few, and the stables were just cleaned out. I bet Steve can come up with the perfect job, though," Rafe mused.

      Moe turned to Donet. “If you bother Angie again, I'll tear your throat out without a second thought.”

      She left Donet and Rafe behind to work out whatever they wanted. "She wouldn't really do that, would she?” Donet asked.

      “She has a reputation, and I wouldn't mess with her. Why would you?” Rafe asked. “Go see Steve and tell him you need a job assignment.”

      Rafe continued heading towards the house, hoping to find a snack. A lot had been happening, and his wolf was starved. Most wolves felt hungry often and needed to be fed regularly. In the kitchen, he found Connie cooking up a storm. She turned. She squeaked and jumped, apparently not expecting to be there.

      “I didn't know you were standing there. You skipped lunch, but I have something for you if you'll just sit down," Connie offered.

      Rafe sat down and waited until she pushed a plate loaded with food in front of him. He was hungry and knew he would do it justice. Potatoes Au Gratin was one of his favorites. He hadn't had any in a long time. She'd paired it with corned beef, which he also liked. As a wolf, he couldn't think of any type of meat he didn't like. The salad was small, and he could smell the dessert because she was baking several different types of fruit pies.

      The plate was soon empty, and she came to take it, replacing it with a large piece of pie. When he was through, he finally felt full and ready for action. He just wished there wasn't so much going on for a change, and he could relax. All he could do was pray to the goddess at some point in the future. He would have the time to relax and enjoy the blessings she had given him. While he didn't know if his perfect mate would be part of those blessings, he knew he had children he loved and wished he could spend more time with.

      He leaned back and thought about how wonderful it would be if Angie decided to stay. Then his mind began to move toward more private matters. When Connie touched his shoulder, he almost jumped out of his chair. He had forgotten where he was and what he was doing.

      “I didn't mean to startle you, but it's only fair since you startled me earlier. Are you alright? You've been just sitting there and staring off into space. That's not like you at all.”

      It would be embarrassing to admit his thoughts, so he lied. “I was just wondering what Fiona was doing since I've not seen her in a while," Rafe said.

      “She's been hiding in her room, coming out to get food, and taking it back to her room. I've not seen her return any plates, so she probably has a real mess in there," Connie observed.

      He worried about his sister even though he didn't want to go to her room. Worry won out, and he headed down the hallway. He knocked on the door and could hear her moving around inside.

      “Go away!”

      “Fiona, it's me.” Rafe declared.

      “Why did you come by when it's clear you don't care about me?" Fiona accused.

      “That's not true. You know I love and worry about you, but your behavior is unacceptable. It's time to grow up.”

      “Go away. I don't need you to give me advice.”

      “Your life is a mess. You are hiding in my guest room. I don't know anyone that needs advice more," Rafe said.

      “I just wanted a safe harbor. That is always what I considered you to be. Now I don't even have that anymore. You filled your life with others and have no room or time for me.”

      “Are we going to have to have that pie discussion? Love is not like a pie. There are not a limited number of pieces. We all have enough love, and loving more people is not bad."

      Fiona screeched. “I can't believe you told me that. No one has an unlimited amount of love. If too many people are in your life, someone doesn't get what they need.”

      “You're not talking about love. You're talking about time.”

      “So? I needed you and your time, and you had none to give.”

      “I had some to give, but you want it all, and life isn't like that.”

      “I don't know what to do.” And he could hear that she was crying. “He hates me. How could my fated mate hate me? He said I was a horrible person, and he didn't want to be around me unless I changed," Fiona admitted.

      “What made him say that?”

      “He took me to see his family. They have a very simple life. I was not impressed with it, and they were not impressed with me.”

      “Oh, Fiona. Our father should have taught you how to behave when you first meet people. Most people learn this when they are kids, and even I know how to behave, although I don't always act that way," Rafe mentioned.

      “I can't change now. I'm too old. How can you be so nice to these people who are obviously not on the same level you are?” Fiona asked.

      “It seems that people see levels differently. Very few people would say we are more important than Tyne or Moe," Rafe explained.

      “I wasn't bad to them. Even though they don't know how to act as benefits their station.”

      “What is their station?”

      "Tyne is rich from a successful business, and Moe is from a family wolves worship," Fiona explained.

      “That’s why you consider them important?” Rafe asked.

      “Of course.”

      “I don’t think I can help you. I was never this bad. There is no desire or willingness to change.” A thought occurred to him. “How are you supporting yourself. I thought Dad cut you off?”

      “He did. So, I sold some of the valuables around the house. I've been living off that," Fiona admitted.

      “Things that you owned?”

      “Don’t be silly. I own nothing I could sell for cash except clothing, makeup, and jewelry. Why would I sell those things when I need them to wear. I sold some of the things Dad had in the house. It wasn't like he was using them anyway. The next stepmother would just sell them all like I did.”

      “He's going to be mad. Things haven't been going well for him. He's temporarily lost his job and may not get it back," Rafe observed.

      “The world council will start working again. He'll get his seat just like he's always had," Fiona insisted.

      “They're trying to weed out the ones not doing a good job or taking advantage of their position. Do you not know our father? I'm sure he's not the worst, but he only cares about what he can get out of his position. I'm not sure they will take him back. They have already cut some of the worst ones and many of them are his friends. Now they are starting on some of the other ones he hangs out with and maybe even him.”

      “He'll figure something out because he always does. Meanwhile, I need to figure something out. I'm almost out of money. All I have is a brother that doesn't care.”

      "Goddess, help me," he murmured.

      “She hasn't helped me, so why should she help you?”

      As usual, his sister had no clue what he was talking about. He was not going to support her without her contributing. If she intended to live with him, she would have a job. He wouldn't charge her rent or anything like that, but Fiona was expensive, and she needed to make money for her own hobbies and extras, so he didn't have to pay for them. He loved his sister, but it was time that she learned to support herself, and she needed to become a better person because she would never be happy the way she was.
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      Angie loved helping with the training and thought Moe enjoyed having her there. She felt safer with Moe nearby, especially since half a dozen trained security specialists were helping with the classes. There was a lot to think about. She wanted Rafe, but the thought of killing someone to stay by his side didn't sit well with her.

      Would her wolf really do that? Her wolf would be part of her, and it was hard to think of any part of her being that bloodthirsty. The problem was she knew even the sweetest white wolf could be a vicious fighter. All of those before her had been that way.

      On the other hand Rafe was her soul mate, and she wasn't sure she could turn away from that either. She felt caught between a rock and a hard place. Angie wasn't sure there was any way she could get out of this without giving up something that she didn't want to lose. Could Ariel help? It was the only thing she could think of.

      It was lunchtime. Instead of going to the table with the others, Angie went to her room and pulled out her cell phone. The reception wasn't perfect, but somehow, she managed to get through the first time. Maybe the universe realized how important this was to her and how crazy it was driving her.

      “Author inspired. Be with you in a moment," Ariel said. It wasn't long before she was back. “Why did you wait so long, Angie? You know I worry about you.”

      “I know you don't have much time, and I really hate to bother you about something like this."

      “What is something like this exactly?”

      “Romance," Angie admitted.

      “Isn't your choice in this matter going to decide how the rest of your life plays out? Doesn't that make it the most important thing you will ever ask me about?”

      “I suppose you're right and already know what you'll tell me.”

      “I do. Go with your heart because anything else is unimaginable. You need to think about a few things, and they are the most important. Do you love Rafe? Can you live without him? If you let him go, how will you feel if he ends up with another down the road?" Ariel observed.

      “That simple? What about all the other things I have to consider? I'm sure I will be challenged. Would my wolf really kill the challenger if she could? Could I lose and, in losing, no longer have the respect of my mate or the people here? It isn't an easy choice at all.

      "I can tell you that you will not kill without cause. Several of your cousins had no choice but to fight. Not one of them killed. They didn't even injure beyond what was required to win the fight. I have seen your wolf in my dreams, and she is just like you and will not do anything you wouldn't do. Whether you will win or lose, that is more than I can say. Remember that none of your cousins, not even the most peaceful, nonviolent ones, lost their challenge.”

      “At least I know I won't kill unnecessarily. The fight will be in my hands in human form or wolf. You have helped me. The killing was my biggest question. Maybe I can deal with the other things myself.” Angie might have said more to her, but Ariel was already gone. It was all right because there was not much more to say.

      Her choice would be easier now. What worried her the most was no longer a concern because Ariel was always right. Her cousin just knew things. It was accepted in the family as true. She also gave the best advice, and Angie knew what lay in her heart. A soul mate only comes along once in a lifetime. It was time to rejoin everyone and get what lunch she could because she was famished now that her mind was more at ease.

      As she stepped into the kitchen, she saw sandwiches and soup laid out for everyone, including her. She smiled at Connie and nodded because she was glad her food was already sitting there. Angie had done a lot of soul searching and gotten a great deal of advice. Even so, it was a hard decision to make, but she was sure she could make it.

      It wasn't long before they were done. Angie ate much faster than usual and could just hope she wouldn't get a stomach ache. They now hurried out to start back on their self-defense lessons. She was good at this, having taken the course several times back home. Angie had even moved up and taken several of the other classes so she could work for Tyne when paintings weren't selling. That helped both of them since Tyne often needed extra help, especially during the blood drug investigation.

      That investigation was nasty, with so many people dying and so much violence. Everything involved in those drugs was terrible, and those that ran that business were evil. There was no other way to describe them. She'd heard there were still remnants of the business they were trying to wipe out. They were still finding caches of drugs and occasionally money and valuables here and there. Tyne and Moe were often called in when they were found.

      It was ironic that she was considering moving, and Tyne had started a partnership with Rafe in another security location. Angie loved her art but simply needed to do something else that brought in money at certain times of the year to make a living. That was something she didn't see changing anytime soon, and it was a relief to know she would not have to depend strictly on her art.

      They were once again outside doing the training. Angie loved being outside. The training was fun, especially when she got to work with kids. “Are you going to be our new alpha bitch?” A boy who looked about ten asked.

      “Where did you hear that?” She asked.

      “My parents were talking about it last night. They were worried you would lose your challenge.”

      “I suppose we will all know when it happens or doesn't," she replied.

      “That's how my parents answer me when I want something, and they don't wanna say no but don't think they're gonna be able to do it," he replied.

      Angie took him to the ground. “Maybe we need to pay more attention to what we're learning?”

      He nodded and used the same move back on her taking her down. “Good job!”

      “You're not mad at me?” He asked.

      “Why would I be? I'm teaching you, and you just showed me that you're learning," Angie replied.

      The boy grinned at her, and she saw he would be a heartbreaker someday. She moved to the next person in her group to ensure they had also learned the move. It was an adult, and they already seemed to have mastered that move, so she moved to the next person, another child. The people who had come in from outside the pack had many children, which was good for a pack that wanted to grow.

      Taking a moment, she looked around to see what everyone else was doing and noticed Rafe on the edge of the group, watching to see how everyone was doing. He had a good reason, as he would eventually run these training sessions. Having partners that could handle things was one of the reasons Tyne took on so many partners. He often took on too much, and by developing partnerships, he turned over a lot of the work to others. Moe, his mate, wanted him to spend more time with her and their young son.

      Angie could understand because when she thought about mating with Rafe, she thought he had more than enough to do and needed to find ways to cut back. If things worked out, she was sure they would have children, and she would want him to spend time with them as well. Following her cousin’s advice meant following her heart, and she knew who had her heart.

      All she could do now was wait and see what he did. Would he ask her to be his mate and join her life with his? She smiled as she landed on the ground, looking at a laughing young boy. “You weren't paying attention," he accused.

      “You're right. Taking advantage of that was a good move. I can see that you'll be really good at this," Angie praised.

      “I hope so because I want to work for Tyne when I get older, so I need to learn how to do this," he admitted.

      She felt that was precisely what the young man would do. Angie continued to work with the group she had been assigned and tried harder to keep her attention on what she was doing. The times that it had slipped, and she had landed on the ground entertained the group she was working with. It was obvious to them that she was distracted, but she was still doing a good job when she was actually showing them how to do the moves.

      Rafe had wandered off. He was probably trying to do some of the work he usually did during the day. She had not seen Fiona even though a bit of self-defense would have been a good thing for her to learn. Rafe’s sister might not be a white wolf, but she was a she-wolf, and they were still considered a prize when they were full blood as she was.

      Angie felt restless. She was sure it was because they had been working hard, and it was nearly supper time. The group dispersed, with everyone heading back toward where they were staying. The aroma of food was coming from every direction since food was being cooked in the packhouse, the alpha house, and several individual homes. She walked beside Moe as she headed to the alpha house with some of the security specialists following them.

      She found it surprising, but Connie enjoyed cooking for a large crowd. She was a nurturer and was pleased when everyone ate well. Everyone seemed to be in a good mood until Fiona joined them. When she was quiet and didn't seem to be in a bad mood, the talk started back up. Fiona was part of the background and did not say anything. Maybe it was hateful, but Angie preferred that to how she usually was.

      Rafe joined them now, and he cast meaningful glances at her. She knew they would have to talk after they ate, and she looked forward to settling things between them. Hopefully, they would decide on a course and head forward together. Once they were done eating, everyone helped clear the table, including Fiona. Maybe something Rafe said stuck with her. He sent Angie a signal and indicated they would go to his office.

      She followed him in that direction, and her heartbeat heavily. What would happen now? Rafe closed the door. They were in his office face to face. He pulled her into his arms, and it felt heavenly. Her decision had been made, and all she wanted was him. Maybe he sensed it because he began to stroke her body as he kissed her.

      Clothes began to be removed and piled on the desk. God, he was gorgeous. There was no way she could compare in looks. She pushed that back in her mind because there was no place for it now. All she needed to think about was him and what they were about to do. Her hands ran over his lovely smooth chest. She had thought about stroking it since the moment she had seen him.

      Rafe was taking off her bra and then kissing her breasts lovingly. Her nipples immediately hardened, ready for whatever he might do. He had to lean down a lot to wrap his mouth around first one nipple and then the next. Both were now hard and ready for whatever might come next. His office was not the most comfortable place for the first time like this. Since they had started it, they would finish it here. She moaned in his ear and stroked his hair, then he pulled her up and sat her on his desk.

      He was talented because he somehow slid her jeans and underwear down as he moved her up. At some point, he had also slid his pants down to his knees, and a rather large package kept slapping her thighs. She could feel it. It was hot, long, and thick, giving her a sense of urgency. Her mate began to work his way down her body kissing and licking as he went. It didn't take him long to get between her legs, and his heated breath drove her crazy.

      Rafe licked between her legs, driving his tongue into her channel. He then moved his tongue up to her nubbin and drove her wild. His finger dove into her channel to stretch and prepare it before adding another finger and, finally, a third so she would avoid pain when he claimed her. He was poised above her, ready to sink deep inside her, when someone knocked on the door. Rafe shook his head and slipped inside her anyway.

      Clearly, he could not stop, nor did she want him to. She wrapped her legs around him sinking her toes into the soft pads of his ass. Whoever it was would leave, or they would hear their whole lovemaking session. Personally, she hoped they left because otherwise, it would be embarrassing. The possibility still wasn't enough to make her stop what they were doing. At this point, he was pounding into her, and anyone standing at the door could hear the slap, slap, slapping as their bodies met.

      The tension was crazy. Angie knew it would be a wild ride when she blew. Looking up at her lover, she noticed his eyes were closed, and his concentration was intense. He leaned down, and his eyes opened for a moment, and she could see the gold of his wolf in them. Rafe kissed her neck and then licked it. Just as she climaxed, she felt the bite that sent her into an even deeper orgasm, and she knew they were joined.

      She must have bitten him because she could taste his rich blood on her tongue. It was done, and there was no going back. Now she would see what would happen next. As she started to stand up to get dressed, she was dizzy and felt weak, then she began to fall. That was the last thing she remembered.
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      Angie crashed, and he carried her back to his room, where she could rest. He didn't know much about what happened when someone changed from human to, she-wolf, but he knew that it could be tough on an individual. That was one of the reasons they were given about a month to complete their change before they could be challenged.

      From the looks of things, his mate might need the whole month. Rafe had never seen anyone so completely out of it except when injured in battle. He would use anything, training, time, and his love to encourage her so that she could overcome any challenge. Rafe still knew there would be a challenge from someone. This was something he just knew deep inside.

      Some would call it a gut feeling, but the alpha thought of it as knowing his people. He looked down at his mate and was overwhelmed by the feelings of love and wanting. All he cared about was seeing she was cared for and happy. Whatever it took, that’s what he planned to do.

      The way she passed out after he had bitten her made him think she would go through one of the worst changes. He hoped he was wrong, But it wasn't looking good. The first thing he did after dropping his mate off was go find Moe. She'd been through a change herself and would have the best possible idea of what was about to happen.

      “What have you been...” Her voice faltered as her nose picked up the scent of a new mating. “I guess the two of you finally decided what you wanted to do. It's best you did it while Tyne and I are here to watch things."

      “How will that help?” Rafe asked.

      “I will keep everyone honest. There will be no cheating with me around. I've already seen one of your bitches doesn't mind cheating. Maybe it's not all their fault since they had such a bad alpha.” Moe admitted.

      “I can't deny that you're right. My biggest concern is that Angie passed out, and I have no idea what to do when she goes through this change.”

      “You'll have to let her sleep as much as she wants. She needs to eat when she wakes, and she will probably go into heat and need an incredible amount of sex," Moe advised.

      “That doesn't sound too bad.”

      “That's what most males say until it happens to them. They can't imagine getting more sex than they can handle. By the time the change is done, you can imagine it.”

      Rafe didn't believe it, especially since they were newly mated. He looked forward to it and wondered how long it would take before she went into heat. For now, he had to make sure she could get all the sleep she needed, and that food was available when she woke. That didn't sound as scary as what he had imagined.

      Angie was a beautiful woman, which made him wonder what her wolf would be like. Her hair was blonde, and she wore it longer than most women did these days. It hit the middle of her back and was long and curly. It was also thick. Would her wolf have Angie’s brown eyes? It was something he would look forward to finding out, but he would only know once she could change form.

      He returned to his room to check on his mate to ensure she was alright before returning to work on his usual duties. She was clearly deep asleep and would probably not wake up for hours. That would allow him to catch up on everything he had gotten behind on and ensure he was free to take her a tray of food for supper.

      Why did things never go as he expected? When he made it to his office, he had a visitor. “What are you doing here, Eliza?” His voice told her he was unhappy to see her.

      “I heard what happened to Donet. I will not be that easily discouraged. The job I do is important so I will not get banished.”

      “Apparently, you didn't hear what she did," Rafe observed.

      “She attacked a little human. That doesn't mean anything.

      “Donet attacked her from behind. She was trying to circumvent our system of challenging.”

      “I had not heard that. I would never have expected it because humans are easy to beat," Eliza offered.

      “She managed to take Donet down, but a wolf’s superior strength made it impossible to keep her down. That was when Moe stepped in.”

      “I wouldn't want to fight that bitch. It's good she didn't turn out to be your mate.”

      “Don't be too sure the fight will go well for you," Rafe suggested.

      “Is there a secret I should know? Everyone is hinting, but no one will say.” Eliza looked at him questioningly.

      “If there is, you need to discover it on your own," he chuckled.

      His mate was going through the change so she could fight like a wolf. All the stories he heard about white wolves led him to believe her wolf would be vicious if needed. That would help since Eliza was rumored to be cruel as well. He hoped the fight didn’t get out of hand.

      After he kicked her out of his office, he began to work and review the paperwork that owning several businesses created. The lumber mill produced the most. Even though he had a manager, he had to approve any significant changes they made. Right now, most of those revolve around adding places to harvest lumber.

      Rafe hated paperwork and was about to hire a personal assistant, hoping they could take over some of these dreaded tasks. It was supper time by the time he finished what he had to do. He’d almost caught up and he wished he had gotten just a bit more done.

      When he walked into the kitchen, it had been his intention to ask Connie to fix a tray for him and one for Angie, but he found that there was already a wheeled cart with two large trays loaded with food and drink on top of it. This was perfect. He had never regretted hiring Connie to work in the household.

      It was the ideal partnership since she needed a job and a place to live, and he needed someone to take care of the household. He hoped that if she ever mated, it would be someone from their pack so he could keep her as his housekeeper. There was no one else he could imagine doing a better job.

      Rafe wheeled the card back to his room to feed his mate. After he opened the door and wheeled the cart inside, he checked on her and found she was still sleeping deeply. That didn't matter. At this point, she needed the food to feed the change.

      “Angie, you need to wake up.” He shook her lightly because she hadn't responded at all.

      “What?” She asked, looking confused.

      “You need to wake up. I have food for you.”

      “Why didn't you say so first. I'm starving to death.” His mate sat up, slid her legs over the side of the bed, and checked out the food.

      Angie immediately began to attack the food. He had never seen her or anyone else eat like that. Rafe watched as she finished her tray and started on his. It was clear he should have asked for more food, but there was no way he could have known.

      “Is there anymore?” She asked looking around.

      “I can go get some.” He promised as he wheeled the cart out the door.

      That was what he did, and Connie didn't seem too surprised. She filled up two more trays. He might get one this time. He wheeled the tray back inside his room and found that Angie was out again. Rafe woke her up again, but this time she ate more the way she usually did, and he ate his food at the same time.

      They didn't speak but enjoyed a companionable silence. She lay down when she finished her tray and went back to sleep as soon as she was done. Was this the way the whole change was going to go? It was not what he had expected, but things could be much worse.

      Rafe wasn’t sure what to do since he wasn't ready to go straight to bed, and his mate was asleep. He decided to relax in the living room with a drink. When he entered, he found Tyne and Moe were already there. They were relaxing with a drink so he got one too.

      “I didn't expect you two to be in here," Rafe admitted.

      “How are things going with Angie?” Moe asked.

      “She ate the most I think I've ever seen anyone eat at one time. Right now, she seems completely exhausted and is sleeping. I don't believe I've ever seen anyone more tired that wasn't ill.”

      “The change is exhausting and requires a great deal of food to power the change. Things will be a little different if she goes into heat," Tyne advised.

      “What do you mean if?” Rafe asked.

      “Not everyone who goes through a change goes into heat. Angie will because she has found her mate and is not already pregnant," Moe suggested.

      “So, if someone goes through the change without their mate, they may not go into heat? Being pregnant may also prevent heat?” Rafe asked.

      “It has happened before in both cases. There seems no way to be sure if it will happen," Moe admitted.

      “I can see this isn't going to be easy or predictable," Rafe observed.

      “No, you might as well get used to it since that describes life with a white wolf.” Tyne offered with a smile toward his mate.

      “I've heard some stories about their matings. It is said most of them are difficult in some way or another. Is that true?” Rafe asked.

      “You've already gone through some difficulties. You are also aware there are more ahead.” Tyne replied. “It can also be a problem when others want your mate or they want you.”

      “Do the problems end?” Rafe questioned.

      “The mating problems end, but who knows what life may throw at you in other areas?” Moe explained.

      “How long do these changes usually last?” Rafe asked.

      “If there is no heat sometimes, they may only last four days. The heat may add an additional five to seven days. Everyone is different, so there is no way to be sure," Moe explained.

      He knew more than before, but much more would still be discovered. Somehow, he would get through this, and so would Angie. As soon as she was, she would begin to train and fight, especially as a wolf. One of his pack would challenge, and she would need to be prepared to meet that challenge head on.

      “You don't need to worry because I will be here for her, and I will help with any training she needs to prepare for a challenge," Moe offered.

      “I appreciate the offer, and I believe Angie will as well. It would be best if she could accept the challenge and win. There were reasons in the past to make these rules, but they are not always the best rules in any given situation. For some reason, even though I tell them I have no interest in them, they think if they beat her, they will take her place," Rafe admitted. “I just don’t understand why they believe it.”

      “Wolves love winners, and they can't believe it wouldn't be enough to sway your wolf if they win. They don't understand about fated mates, and until you have one, there is no way to truly understand regardless of what someone tells you," Tyne explained.

      He supposed that made sense. Wolves worshiped strength and fighting ability. That still wasn't enough to interfere with fate. As he understood it, Angie would undergo this change and have about three weeks to train to win the fight. When he announced their mating, which he would have to do, that was when a challenge would be made. His mate would accept, and she would have up to three weeks to set the date. It was hard to say how long she would wait or even if she would wait at all.

      If only he could put this out of his mind for now. This was not a situation he would have any control over, and maybe that was why it bothered him. All he could do for now was make sure his mate had whatever she needed. It seemed like such a small thing to do when such big things were ahead of them. He would do it anyway and hope it would ease what she had to go through.

      It was breakfast three days into his mate’s change. Steve had just appeared. Rafe let his mate sleep in while he breakfasted with his beta. He would run breakfast to his mate afterward.

      “How is everything going with the pack?” He asked before he took a sip of his coffee.

      “I'm sure everybody knows by now that you mated Angie. They wonder when you will make an announcement and who will challenge.” Steve admitted.

      “Do they not know the rules?”

      “Most of our people know little, and the former alpha was careful not to inform them of anything. I'm sure you realize he was a control freak," Steve observed.

      “Do you know the rules?”

      “I know that once you mate, you have a certain amount of time to make the announcement. Once that is made, challenges are usually issued. That's when the new mate has a certain amount of time to set the date of the fight.”

      “You are correct. I have a couple weeks to make the announcement, but I will probably make it sooner. Angie will have up to thirty days to set up the fight. Only one challenger will be allowed to challenge. That will be the highest ranking person that chooses to fight. If Angie wins the fight, no one will be allowed to challenge her again," Rafe explained.

      “What if she loses?”

      “She will be able to challenge the winner after 30 days. This time if she wins, she will still be open to challenges. If she loses again, she will have to wait 30 days each time between challenges.”

      “Do you believe she can win?” Steve wondered.

      “Yes, I do. You've seen Angie teaching self-defense. She knows what she's doing in human form.”

      “I can agree with that, but what about in wolf form? She's a new wolf and won't know anything. She'll only have the natural strength and muscles of a wolf. Will that be enough?”

      “Quite a few white wolves have changed, and most of them have been challenged. Do you know how many of them have lost?” Rafe asked.

      “I'll admit I haven't really kept up on that.”

      “None. Not one single challenger has beaten the white wolf mates. Moe told me a story about one of Ariel's sisters. No one would have considered her a fighter. So, no one believed she could win, especially against a challenger that had been in the military and was considered a good fighter. They started in human form, where she did a good job. It wasn't long before the challenger changed to wolf. Not only did she win, but she did so quickly, causing as little damage as possible.” Rafe explained.

      “I may have heard something about that. Wasn't that South of us? I can't remember the state.”

      “It was south of us, and Moe didn't tell me the state because that wasn't the point of the story. The point was that even a very peaceful, quiet, even nice white wolf didn't act the same way when she had to fight.”

      “I hope you're right because I don't want any females that would probably challenge to win. I believe they would do a terrible job, but none of them are likable, and I don't want to work with them either," Steve explained.

      “There is no guarantee, but she has a good chance. One thing that will help is none of them know she is a white wolf. I'm sure some of the pack members suspect, but none of those are the ones likely to challenge. All they see is a human they believe they can easily defeat. Speaking of challengers, what job did you find for Donet?”

      “She has no skills or talents, so it wasn't easy. Right now, she cleans up at the lumber mill between shifts. They get large piles of sawdust that need to be swept up and piled in a selected area. Then some need to be bagged up to be sold locally or shipped off to be sold in other areas. It's an easy job, although it is extremely boring. Usually, a teenager does it, but the teenager was thrilled to move on to a different job and let her have it.” Steve replied.

      “Is she doing a good job?”

      “Far better than I would have ever expected. I don't know what you said to her, but she seems extremely motivated not to mess the job up.”

      “I may have mentioned that there was the possibility she would be banished from the pack. I also told her it was much harder even for a female to be accepted by another pack when they were thrown out for a good reason," Rafe explained.

      “You're joking?”

      “Not at all. That's what I told her, and she deserves that and worse, but I'm giving her a chance to redeem herself.”

      “No wonder she's trying so hard. These days having no pack makes it hard to survive, and she has never had a job before, so it's not like she could just find one. Is it true that she attacked Angie from behind?” Steve explained.

      “Yes. Angie was able to deflect her and get her on the ground, but she could not keep her there. That was when Moe took over. You would have enjoyed seeing it in person.

      “I've heard a little about Moe, and they say she's crazy.”

      “Nothing wrong with that," Moe said as she entered the kitchen where they ate.

      Steve turned bright red. “No, sounds like it helped you teach Donet a lesson she has needed to learn for a while.”

      “Where did you put her?” Moe asked.

      “She's at the lumber mill sweeping the floor," Steve replied.

      “Good place for her," Moe observed.

      “Good place for who?” Tyne asked as he made his way inside the kitchen.

      “The female that attacked Angie yesterday is now at a lumber mill sweeping the floors," Moe replied.

      “I was going to address some of the females that haven't been doing anything to get jobs," Rafe admitted. “One down and five to go.”

      “Few packs will support a female that refuses to work," Moe admitted. “This was a very poor pack, and I am surprised they supported them before.”

      “When you put it that way, I don't understand where they got money. Some of the pack was starving and living in terrible conditions. But on the other hand, none of them were allowed real jobs. So, they were scrambling for whatever they could find to harvest and hunting for food," Rafe explained.

      “I'm not really sure why no one challenged the alpha before. That's what I would have done before it got nearly that bad. At least things have turned around now,” Tyne observed.

      Steve was silent. He was not going to answer the question. It was a question Rafe had thought about a great deal. Maybe they had just gotten used to being in a bad situation, or the alpha had been able to fight at one time, and no one was willing to risk their life because he had no doubt if the alpha had won, he would have killed whoever he was fighting.

      It was also possible no one wanted to be alpha and responsible to care for all these people with no resources to do so. That was more than understandable. Steve finished eating and left as quickly as he could. The conversation clearly made him uncomfortable.

      Rafe had to get a tray or two and take it to his mate. Her appetite had not decreased, and he was sure she would be as hungry as ever. He wheeled the cart down the hallway to his room and opened the door. As he entered, he saw that she was still sleeping soundly. She must be coming closer to finishing her change because she woke quickly. That or she felt starved.

      Rafe drew in a deep breath and caught the scent of her wolf. There was no doubt in his mind she was going through a change. It was true he'd thought she was before, and everyone else seemed to agree, but it hadn't been natural to him until he had caught the scent of her wolf. The change was real and soon he’d see her wolf.

      “Thank you for taking care of me," Angie offered.

      “You are my mate. Of course, I will take care of you.”

      This was the first time she had not been so tired that she had not acknowledged his presence. He'd heard the change was very difficult for humans. Young wolves going through their first change did not have it nearly so hard. It just came naturally over time because they had been born into it.

      “My wolf has been talking to me," she admitted.

      “What has she been telling you?”

      “She's been explaining about mating and what it means. She's also told me about challenges and what they are all about. My wolf is already seriously attached to you and feels like part of the pack. I've asked her some questions, and she's explained my part in the pack after the challenge is over and I win.”

      “It doesn't sound like she lacks confidence," Rafe chuckled.

      “She says she was born to be an alpha bitch and to lead at your side. My wolf also says she is a born warrior so I don’t need to worry.”

      “Some wolves are born warriors. I still hope she will train as soon as you can.”

      “My wolf said to tell you that while she is a born warrior, she is not a fool and will take full advantage of Moe training her," Angie responded.

      “I did not intend to offend her. She is a very young wolf, and I just wanted to point out that the training never hurt anyone.”

      “She is not upset and did not consider that an insult.”

      “It sounds like she is very levelheaded and is making good decisions," Rafe offered.

      “I believe you are right. She has been teaching me everything I need to know about the pack. Apparently, wolves have born knowledge, and some of those things are important to know. Because she is alpha, she knows more than other wolves might know at birth.”

      “She is also a white wolf, and I have heard some of them have memories from those that came before.”

      “I've heard that also, but that usually comes in dreams.” Angie finished eating and immediately looked tired.

      Rafe let her go to sleep. He took the cart and wheeled it back to the kitchen so Connie could handle it. This whole process seemed odd to him, but he was glad Angie was getting information from her wolf, and the confidence was alright as long as she knew she had a lot to learn.

      The next day, Angie complained of feeling hot. It didn’t seem like the heat to him, so he wondered if she had some human flu or something. He heard that humans who changed sometimes had leftover human issues. She took a shower, which seemed to make her feel better, so she returned to bed and went to sleep. If he was a little disappointed that she didn't have symptoms of going into heat, he never said anything about it.

      It was a surprise the following day when he brought her breakfast. She devoured it, and then she told him she needed him. As a mate, he would always be willing to help her with any needs she might have. It had been several days since they had been able to be together in that way. The surprise was how aggressive she had been. He didn't mind it, although some alphas might.

      When he brought her lunch, she didn't even seem to notice it. She pulled him around, pushed him on the bed, and jumped on top of him. This time her needs seemed to be strictly sexual, and she didn't bother to undress either of them. All she did was make sure that his manhood was accessible before she took what she needed. He recognized his mate was now in a full-blown heat.

      A couple hours later, he returned to find his mate under her blanket, shivering. "Are you alright, Sweetheart?”

      “I don't know what's wrong with me. I hurt so badly," Angie admitted.

      “I know what's wrong. You're in heat, but I can help." Rafe quickly stripped, then joined his mate in bed.

      This time he took control as he helped her pull her sleeping shirt over her head. They were both naked, and he began to make love to her. His hand cupped her breasts gently as his mouth moved lower and sucked one nipple until it was hard and then the next. His sweet mate moaned, and he knew she was enjoying what he was doing.

      He moved lower, kissing and licking as he worked toward his target. A sweet scent rose between her legs, letting him know how much she needed him. This was not only what he wanted more than anything. It might be the moment their first child was created when they orgasmed together. First, he intended to prepare her. His face was now between her legs. He took a deep breath, enjoying the aroma of her need.

      Rafe used his mouth to lick her from gate to clit and noted she was soaked in anticipation of what he was about to do. His tongue moved to her clit as his finger slid into the channel as far as it could go. His mate moaned and pushed up against him. He began to slide his finger in and out, and once she adjusted to it, he added another finger. Meanwhile, his tongue was sliding around her clit. He could tell she was enjoying it. Finally, he added the last finger.

      Angie was going wild beneath him as she moved closer and closer toward her climax. His fingers began to move faster and faster. Rafe needed her to explode as much as she needed to do so. Once she got off, he would work on them getting off together. That would be soon because her hands were grabbing his hair and pulling. It wasn't enough to hurt, but it was enough to ensure that he wouldn't be moving anywhere. If he tried, he would end up bald. He had to admit he was attached to his hair, so that would not be a good idea.

      Moving faster, he was also pushing in harder because she was now a wolf and not the delicate human she had previously been. Things had changed and would continue to change as her wolf developed and became stronger. He had loved his little human, but they would have a different relationship now that she was a wolf like he was. Her moaning grew louder. It would not be long before she would completely explode.

      He didn't know why he was caught off guard, but suddenly she froze and thrashed about like a wild thing. He moved above her and slid up with his cock sliding deep inside her. Pausing for a moment to gauge her readiness, he began to pump slowly. Rafe moved faster and faster until he was pounding into her as he felt them moving toward a fantastic orgasm. It was amazing that hers hit first after the climax she had already had. As soon as it did, he exploded too. His mate was incredible, and the sex between them was like nothing he had ever experienced.

      The alpha rolled off his mate so he would not crush her because his terrific orgasm had left him feeling weak for a moment. He lay there next to her, thinking about how lucky he was to have her as a mate. The thought occurred to him, and now he wondered if they would add to their family soon. Would the kids be excited? He was sure they would be. They liked Angie, so that would help. That made him wish his sister, Fiona, was nearly half as likable. Thinking that made him feel guilty.

      Three days later, the heat was fading, but it was still strong enough that he was beginning to understand what Moe had told him. Every time he entered the room, Angie attacked him with her need. They made love several times before Rafe could escape and try to finish some of his work. He'd never had so much sex in his life. At first, it had been wonderful. It was still wonderful but tiring. It just took over everything, and he could not get anything else done.

      It was time to see his mate, and he brought her lunch. She usually had no interest in food until she took the edge off her desire. Rafe peeked around the corner and saw she was still asleep. He pushed the cart into the room and went to wake her up. There was no point in waiting because whatever she needed or wanted, he would give her.

      “Angie? Wake up, sweetie.” Rafe coaxed.

      Her eyes slowly opened. “Did you bring me food?”

      “I did. I also brought some for me so I can eat with you.”

      “That's good. Why don't you move it over here so we can eat together?" Angie asked.

      That wild passion didn't seem to be there anymore. In a way, he missed it, but in another way, he was glad it was gone. She ate the food on her tray and seemed to be satisfied with it. Angie was still tired but wasn't as exhausted as she had been. He thought the change was easing and could even be complete. The heat was also falling and may already be gone.

      “Do you think you might be ready to leave the room soon? I will have to make a mating announcement before long," Rafe admitted.

      “That's when I will receive the challenge.”

      “You're right, but you don't have to fight immediately. You can take the time to do some training with Moe. I also suggest that you mask your scent with some perfume so they are surprised when you can change to wolf.”

      “Those suggestions were ones I had already decided to implement. I believe I will be able to come out for supper. Hopefully, after that, I will not have to stay sequestered in the room anymore," Angie observed.

      “You had a hard change.”

      “I did, but my wolf says that it means I am stronger now that I have changed.”

      “I hope she is right," Rafe admitted.

      “My wolf says that you will find she is usually right.” Angie chuckled.

      “All right, time will tell. For now, I need to get the cart back to Connie and try to finish some work before supper. Are you sure you will be, okay?"

      “I am sure. I was worried before, but now I believe everything will work out how it needs to be," Angie offered. “You’ll see.”

      Angie joined them for supper. Rafe would say she was back to normal, but she wasn't the same anymore. Her wolf was young and occasionally showed in her eyes. It made him wonder what her wolf looked like since every white wolf was slightly different. One thing was sure, it would not be a pure white wolf.

      He didn't mind because he knew all Ariel's responsibilities, and he felt like that would be too much to put on his pack. It was true they were recovering, but they needed more time. As alpha, he wasn’t experienced enough to handle all that Blake did either. He would try to help more as things improved.

      Supper was a lovely meal, and everyone seemed to enjoy it. Even Fiona behaved a little better, although it worried him that she was so quiet. Moe and Tyne carried on the conversation, with the rest only contributing a small amount. Those two were talkative anyway, especially Moe.

      “When do you plan to announce your mating?” Moe asked.

      “I wanted to plan a feast to celebrate. That will give us a couple days before I make the announcement. I would like you to start training in the morning. Her wolf is young and will be excited to train with you.” Rafe explained.

      “I'm a bit excited to train with Angie," Moe admitted. "I rarely get a good fight, and this should be one.”

      “Just don't wound each other.” Tyne threw in. “Not seriously, anyway.”

      “They wouldn't do that, would they?” Rafe asked.

      “They are wolves, and wolves can get a little competitive. White wolves more than most, which can lead to injuries," Tyne observed.

      Rafe knew that was true. He also knew white wolves were very competitive and could be ferocious in a fight. It had never occurred to him that cousins fighting would get carried away. If Angie was injured, that might hurt her chances in a challenge because she might not be healed in time for the fight. Rafe had seen Moe fight, and she could really hurt someone. What Angie could do in a fight in a wolf form remained to be seen.

      He would like to watch that fight, but he was afraid he would distract them, which would not be good. Tomorrow would begin the countdown to the challenge and start changing his world completely. Angie would train, and Connie would have the most challenging job of scheduling the feast and making sure all the food was there. The pack, in general, would be pleased with the celebration. They needed one. They had suffered so long without the usual things a pack did.

      Rafe was sure Eliza would be the challenger. He hoped Angie was able to teach her a little humility. No one in his pack needed it more, especially now that Donet had been taken down a few notches. It had been unfortunate how it had occurred, but it seemed to have straightened her out as far as he could see. That made it a blessing in disguise.

      Two days passed, and Angie had trained with Moe, who said she was doing quite well. Tomorrow, they would have a wonderful feast. Connie even brought in a band for dancing, which they rarely got to do. In the evening at some point, there would be a pack run for those that wished to go. There was hope that this would be a better run than usual because one side of the privacy fence was up, and the other side near the town was partially done. Eventually, the area where they ran would be fenced in, pleasing him.

      Angie had moved in with him, and their relationship was falling into place. It was exciting and even more than he had ever expected when he had thought about the possibility of finding a fated mate. She seemed to accept him as he was, and his main concern was the challenge he knew was in their future.

      It was now the morning of the feast. It would begin at lunchtime and go on all day and into the evening. Wolves liked to party because they were social animals. These wolves had been deprived for years and were only now beginning to regain some social events. Rafe gave them back those things that wolves loved.

      He had not been able to do it all, not at once, but things were getting better. Most wolves would be more excited about a large party, but that was not true for some females who hoped and dreamed of becoming the pack bitch. Those were the ones that might cause a problem, but except for Donet, Eliza was the highest in the hierarchy. That’s where the trouble would come from.

      The time had come to make the announcement and then turn everyone loose on the food on the tables ready to eat. There was alcohol, and even though it didn't affect most wolves or paranormals in general, many liked the taste. Rafe got up on a stand, and without even saying a word, all the talk quieted, and he had everyone's full attention. What he intended to tell them was no secret, so Angie was nearby as he prepared to make his announcement.

      “I hope that everyone is ready to enjoy a very nice party. Before I turn you lose to enjoy the food and drink and, eventually, the band, I want to make an announcement. I have mated my fated mate, Angie, that many of you have gotten to know since she has come to stay with us, and more of you will get to know as she gets out among you," Rafe explained.

      Eliza stood up, and no one was surprised. “I challenge for the position of pack bitch.” She said with a pleased look on her face.

      “I accept, and we will fight in the morning at eight. I prefer to have this settled and out of the way," Angie said confidently.

      “You're going down," Eliza said.

      “We will see," Angie said without the slightest concern.

      It made Eliza nervous. She didn't understand why a little human would believe she could win. What was it that she didn’t know that others did?

      The feast turned out wonderfully. The band was playing, and several couples were dancing. They could now talk without everyone hearing what they were talking about. “Isn’t tomorrow a little soon to battle. Shouldn't you have trained more?”

      “My wolf says she's ready, and most of the pressure for this fight will be on her. I believe it will not be long before Eliza changes in the fight," Angie explained.

      “She must understand that if you have no other form, she cannot change in a challenge. Steve, who will be the judge, will have to make a statement that a change is permitted. Eliza has to be smart enough to realize that means you have another form.”

      “Yes, but Moe told me that when the fight doesn't go her way in human form, Eliza will change. It is just what a paranormal will do. They fall back on what they know.”

      Moe was a good fighter and had fought many others. Far more than Rafe had. So, he had to believe she knew what she was talking about. He would see tomorrow. It would be one of the most important days in his life. It would decide a lot about his mate's position, affecting her outlook and, therefore, his happiness.

      They stayed for a little while but as couples began leaving to take their run, they returned to their room. Rafe would have liked to have made love to his mate, but since she was fighting in the morning, he wanted her to get all the rest she needed. It would be a test for her wolf. He didn't want her to fail. He pulled her into his arms as they lay in bed, and they both went to sleep.

      They woke in the morning. It was still early. That was good because Angie would stretch and get a bit of a workout with Moe before it was time to fight. He was sure Connie would fix her a good meal to give her everything she needed to get going. There was not much he could do, and it made him feel helpless. Moe was the most important person in Angie’s life today. She was the one that would coach her, prepare her, and give her the last-minute advice she needed to win this battle.

      It was time. Rafe stood nervously beside Steve, who was preparing to start the battle. A crowd gathered because they wanted to know who the winner would be. This would affect them in many ways.

      Thinking back to earlier this morning, Angie had gotten up before him and was already gone. When he got to the kitchen, neither she nor Moe was there. He nodded at Tyne, who was sipping some coffee.

      “They ate early and left to train. A little warm-up never hurt anyone," Tyne admitted.

      “That was a good idea. It won't be long now.”

      Connie brought both of them an extra-large breakfast to prepare them for what could be a difficult day. They both ate, then sipped their juice and coffee. There was little to say about the fight happening so soon.

      Rafe and Tyne left together, and now the fight was about to begin. Rafe's mind snapped back to what was happening. Steve gave a short version of what a challenge was about and the rules. In seconds his hand hit his palm, beginning the fight. Angie started punching Eliza in the face four times before backing off momentarily. She came back in and began hitting her again. Eliza was just standing there and taking it.

      That didn't last for long either because she shifted into her wolf. Eliza’s wolf was larger than Angie’s. It didn't make her wolf more aggressive because Angie was on her in a second. She tried to wrap her jaw around Eliza's neck, but Eliza moved so she bit her shoulder, which Eliza had not thought to protect. It was a vicious wound, but it would not kill her. While it seemed clear that Angie was more aggressive and vicious, it seemed Eliza did not want to give in.

      Angie was wounding her all over with her claws and with her bites. Eliza wasn't getting in any good licks. She actually looked shell-shocked but would not give in. Finally, Angie feinted like she would go for her foot but changed her direction at the last minute and locked her jaws around Eliza's neck. This was the hold that everyone went for in a fight like this. It usually ended the fight quickly.

      Eliza tried to get out of it, but Angie tightened her hold every time she did until it was clear she couldn't breathe. Was the stupid she-wolf going to go down and not just tap out? There was a risk when you allowed somebody to knock you out this way. Not that being deprived of oxygen was ever good for anyone. The stubborn she-wolf finally tapped out. Angie immediately released her and changed back to her human form. Eliza did the same, and Angie held her hand to help her. Rafe had to admit that it surprised him. He'd been sure that Eliza would hold a grudge, but that didn't seem true.

      He could admit that he felt a great deal of relief. His mate was now the alpha bitch, and her position was secure forever.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie was happy with her life as a pack bitch, and she put a lot of energy into it to make the best changes she could. A few areas needed a lot of help, and the first one she worked on was education. Not just for the older kids going to college, but the children not getting any at all even though it was required by law. That couldn't be allowed to continue.

      While Rafe had set up a school, some didn't use it because they didn't seem to understand that children had to go to school according to the law and live a better life. To do that, the first thing she had to do was to get a list of pack members, including their children. It was a hard job, but surprisingly, Eliza helped her get it done. They had come to an understanding. The female was now her number 2.

      The education programs were almost done, and most children were in school. The older children were either doing a GED or, for those that had actually gotten taught as they were growing up, were looking into colleges or some kind of job training. The self-defense courses had done well. Many people from the nearby town or even farther away were signing up.

      They were already going up to the higher levels that would guarantee a job offer from Tyne. Several of their pack members were already working for Tyne, even though a couple had to relocate to take the job. They hadn't minded. They wanted to travel and had never had an opportunity. The ones who wouldn't travel went on a job waitlist right here.

      She found a couple of females like Anita who wanted to fight in the male hierarchy, and she had smoothed the way for them so they could. Anita had managed to get up to #6, and that was probably where she would stay. She worked at the security firm and was one happy she-wolf. Several of the pack members worked out their lives in the way they wanted, and they had never been happier.

      Rafe was building a place for concerts with a hotel and restaurant next to it. He had some quite popular groups booked for as soon as the construction was done. He also had ticket sales going out for six months. The need for entertainment in this area had clearly been overlooked, but now it was being dealt with. This was one of the areas where he was very nervous because he was counting on meeting the construction date so that the groups could come in as contracted. He was a month ahead, but he still worried about it.

      When everything was complete, Ariel said she would visit, and Angie hoped she would. Rafe walked in as she was eating breakfast. “Is it alright for you to be drinking coffee?”

      “I only have one cup with breakfast. Jonah said it was perfectly alright. Healers believe that coffee and other caffeine do not affect the paranormal.” Jonah was their new wolf healer.

      “You haven't been paranormal for very long. You're still having morning sickness, aren't you?” Rafe asked.

      Angie was just starting to show. Rafe loved to rub her stomach and whisper to the baby inside. She loved watching him do it, and since the baby was paranormal, maybe they heard and felt what their daddy was doing. Who knew? The children were excited about the baby and had all promised to help. She was sure she would need all the help she could get, and they had decided to hire a nanny just before the baby came.

      “Where is Steve?” Rafe asked.

      “Don’t you remember? You gave him two weeks off to take the first vacation he has ever had with his wife.”

      “Yeah, I remember now. What was I thinking? That means I will have to do everything that he usually does?”

      Angie snorted. “You mean his assistant will have to do everything Steve usually does.”

      “I'm not feeling very appreciated.”

      This may help, Connie said as she slid a huge plate loaded with food before him.

      “It certainly doesn't hurt. Mm, corned beef hash! What did I do to deserve this?”

      “It seemed like a good time to make something I knew you would love.”

      “Are you looking for a vacation too?” Rafe asked.

      Connie blushed bright red. “I didn't say anything.”

      “I bet she's never had a vacation either, and neither have the children," Angie pointed out.

      “I doubt if anyone in the pack ever had a vacation before," Rafe admitted. "It's time to fix those kinds of things and make sure everybody has a good life and can do what they want.”

      “Many packs participate in the program where our people can visit and stay with them for free. That means all they will have to concern themselves with is getting to those packs and having money for the little things they want to do," Angie observed.

      “That sounds too good to be true. I understand that Ariel does it, but she's a sweetheart. Why do the other packs do it?” Connie asked.

      “Some packs just signed up for it and haven't worried about it or done much about it. Many of their people aren't even aware of the program, and the alphas are often surprised when they receive a visitor from the program. I believe Ariel pushed it, and many signed up, not knowing what they were signing up for. The council approved the program. That is another reason many of them signed up. Those that didn't sign up are probably places you do not want to go to and people you do not want to deal with. They're getting to be fewer of those kinds of packs, though," Angie admitted.

      There were, and that was because bad alphas were being taken out and replaced by the more modern kind that cared about their people. A perfect example was this pack, where Rafe had removed the old alpha and turned everything around so his pack members would be happy. It had been a hard job, especially for Rafe. He was still changing to become the best person that he could be. Angie was helping him because she wanted the pack to be like Ariel's pack, which was considered the best pack to join.

      Just yesterday, they discovered people would be joining their pack and that the council had extended the opportunity for those with no pack to join one. Before, those with no pack were thrown in jail or heavily fined and not allowed to join another pack.

      Rafe and Angie were preparing to receive their new pack members from California. Most people agreed it was one of the worst places to be because of the pack wars, even when a truce existed. The war had drawn in criminals and others wanting to benefit from the uneasy situation. Rumor said that there were slavers gone wild in the area, and that was where most of the slaves were coming from. Of course, the wardens did all they could to stop it, but they were undermanned and under-financed.

      Angie had a list of the new members that needed jobs and was doing all she could to see a job would be waiting when they arrived. Rafe was trying to find places for everyone to live so no one would have to double up. There were several children, and all of them were already enrolled in the school. For those parents where both would be working, they were also registered for childcare. The difference from when Rafe had taken over to now was incredible. Almost anything a person could want was available on pack lands.

      They had childcare, a restaurant, and a laundry mat at the edge of packed lands primarily available to people from the town. A convenience store was set up that also sold gas. Steve's wife, an accountant, had a small business set up to deal with any of the pack members who needed her services. Another pack member set up a beauty shop with the pack's help. As things began to look more like a town, they would get more visits from the townspeople, and the rumors that they had set up a cult here would die down.

      One place that was not accessible to visitors at this time was the game reserve, where the wolves ran because it was completely fenced off with a privacy fence. Several of the pack lived in that area, but most lived in an area that was more like a town. To outside visitors, it seemed like any town might and made the pack more acceptable to them.

      A private school was being set up to take both pack and outside children. That was her idea because it would help the pack's children learn how to deal with children that were not pack. The pack was growing, making it necessary to deal with others. Everything had been going well so far. Even Fiona had been doing much better, although she still had a broken heart.

      She was working as a waitress at the restaurant they had opened and doing quite well. It had taken her only a short time to realize that the nicer she was to the customers, the bigger her tips would be. They were among the best of all the wait staff. Once in a while, she worked in the kitchen, learning to cook. The cook said she was doing a good job and might even be able to cook on her own before long.

      Knowing that his sister was doing well gave Rafe peace of mind. After Angie won her challenge, Fiona was his biggest concern. Things were going so much better, and he was actually beginning to stop worrying so much. Tyne was sending him a new manager for the security company. The guy's name was Zeke. Hopefully, he will work out.

      "Hey, Sweetheart," Rafe greeted her.

      She leaned over and gave him a kiss. “Any news?”

      Fiona walked in and sat to eat breakfast with them. She looked much better than she had when she first came, and her behavior had improved immensely.

      “We're getting a new manager at the security firm. The old one was temporary and is returning home now that things are running well. This guy's name is Zeke Walker.”

      “I know, Zeke. He's a cousin and a great guy," Angie mentioned.

      Fiona dropped her glass on the table, and the juice went everywhere. “You would think he is a great guy.” She got up and rushed out of the room.

      “It looks like trouble is coming, and there's no way to avoid it. They will either work things out or be unhappy forever," Angie observed.

      “I wish Tyne had at least warned me about this. At least everything else is going well. Except for Fiona's troubles, our lives are pretty perfect.”
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      The Alpha Bad Boys series continues with Zeke.

      They have a past but will love give them a future?
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            TULLAY

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was always baking around this time of the year—practically all year long. But never was it less useful than on a hunt.

      Tullay's hands were shaking as she inched through the sparse cover the land provided for both hunters and prey. A few bushes, some meek trees, narrow stretches of scrubs. She’d been scouting for the herd all morning, body tense from crouching in the dust.

      The gazelles were as reluctant to come out in the scathing heat of mid-day as Tullay was, but what other option did she have? Her settlement needed the meat, and it was her turn to provide.

      Setting one slow foot before the other, she ducked behind the row of bushes between barren slices of land where salt made the ground white as snow.

      The White Death—that’s what people used to call this gods-forsaken place. But no longer. Life was returning—barely blooming but life, nonetheless.

      Tullay grasped the bow and arrow harder, steadying herself as she aimed at the horned beast near one of the rare water holes; a meager creature like the rest of them. In the southernmost desert in Neredyn, life was hard and meals sparse, but each settlement worked together to make the land more inhabitable. Some grew resilient crops in the shade of the sheds behind their houses, but the harvest was never enough to feed the settlement. The few goats grazed on barely enough brown grass to give some milk. They couldn’t breed them for meat or sustain the settlers on cheese. Some of the men worked on routing the river from the north through the land. But that took decades. So Tullay had learned to focus on the more immediate, more practical things in life—like hunting. If she didn’t bring back meat, her settlement wouldn’t last long, no one would grow crops. The water wouldn’t be routed and stored, and the next generation wouldn’t be able to survive in this place.

      One step and another, Tullay snuck forward, her muscles aching with each deliberate movement, her mouth parched. Sweat trickled down her spine under the thick rope of hair falling from the bun she’d wrapped at the back of her head.

      The rustling of dry leaves gave away the gazelles’ location as they moved east toward the water. Gods, if she could dunk her face into the cool wet for a moment…

      A few more strides and she’d be close enough to strike, and then she’d allow herself a drink from the muddy puddle that was normally for the animals.

      Her feet near soundless, Tullay slid past the branches, hovering at the edge.

      A snap of a twig.

      A flock of birds took flight.

      Tullay released her arrow and held her breath, waiting for the rhythmic clops of hooves and the thud as the gazelle dropped to the sandy ground.

      Instead, a string of curses laced with a male growl sounded over the distance.

      Perfect.

      She kept her bow up, a new arrow already nocked in place, hoping to get a clear shot at one of the bolting gazelles. But they were already darting across the open space, out of reach so fast all she could do was swing her weapon back over her shoulder so she wouldn’t throw it after them.

      The man appeared a moment later, half obscured by the bramble as he scanned the patch of underbrush she was hiding in.

      She didn’t wait for him to find her but leaped out of her vantage point, fury thick in her stomach as she stalked toward him.

      “You scared my dinner away.”

      He didn’t step out of the dusty greenery as he cocked his head, face hidden by the rare shade. “I could say the same about you.” His deep voice rumbled through the air like brewing thunder, making her stop in her tracks.

      A threat—that was a clear threat; not in words but in tone.

      She grabbed the knife at her hip, ready to defend herself if needed. It wouldn’t be the first time that one settlement would attack another over a lost meal. Not that they were all starving out here, but it was every settlement for themselves. And he—she could tell by the dark clothes and stiff posture—was not from her settlement. In her settlement, they were all in sand-colored garbs to blend into the sad browns of the landscape.

      “Perhaps you shouldn’t have been loud enough to alert the gods,” she hurled at him.

      A bitter laugh was all the response as she marched up until he straightened to his full height, the sheer size of him stopping her short.

      “Perhaps you shouldn’t have shot me.”

      Her blood left her heated cheeks, the mild wind pasting her shirt to her sweaty back doing nothing to make it easier to breathe.

      By the gods. If he was telling the truth… This could quickly become a feud between settlements. If he was from a southern one, it would mean bloodshed—her blood.

      “Let me see.” Grasp firm on her knife, Tullay waited for the man to step out of the bushes.

      “And let you finish the job? I don’t think so.” He shook his head in emphasis but winced as he lifted his hand to peel back the branches from his chest.

      Tullay noted two things about the stranger, and neither of them she was particularly thrilled about: One—there was an arrow protruding from his shoulder where she must have hit him with her shot. Two—his teeth were bared in a bitter grin that promised a slow and painful death.

      Debating the merits of bolting, Tullay’s eyes slid from the wound leaking blood into his near-black shirt and the slash of white through the shadows covering the rest of his features. He was on his feet, despite the injury, and even if she was fast, his long legs would give him an advantage. He could probably catch her before she made it past the waterhole.

      Lowering her blade, she shoved down her fear and beckoned for him to step out of his hiding spot. “Let me take a look. I might be able to pull out the arrow if it’s not in too deep.”

      The man shook his head, making Tullay cock hers with disbelief.

      “What? Are you going to do it yourself?”

      “I’d rather,” he said, grimace turning into amusement as he grasped the shaft of the arrow as if to demonstrate he was serious.

      Tullay rolled her eyes. “I offered help. So, when your settlement leaders seek retaliation for this accident, let them know I offered help.”

      The man grunted a noncommittal response, and Tullay was ready to either throw her knife at him to finish the job as he’d said, or turn on her heels and walk away. But the man rolled his neck, a low groan escaping his lips.

      “All right. Don’t be ridiculous.” She wasn’t sure if she was speaking to him or herself. But this was the White Death, and however close the settlement he was from, he wouldn’t easily make his way back. “We need to get that arrow out and take care of the wound for more than one reason.”

      The man angled his head, the rest of his body remaining preternaturally still. “I’m listening.”

      “Apart from the obvious—your blood will attract desert lions.” Those dangerous wildcats had retreated from what had once been the Calama Desert to this part of Neredyn, and their sense of smell was only outshone by their deadliness.

      “The obvious?”

      Whether he didn’t understand or simply wanted to get under her skin, she didn’t care.

      “You. Wound. Blood loss. Death.” She spelled it out for him. “Now, move your ass out of there so I can help you.”

      Her surprise was plentiful when he followed the order, breaking through the branches covering him and planting himself in front of her, two heads taller and impossibly broad with his muscled chest, shoulders, and arms.

      Not a hunter, Tullay realized as she scanned him top to bottom, but a warrior. A true-bred warrior who would crush her with his bare hands if he so pleased. And the expression on his face suggested he was ready to do just that.

      Heart in her throat, Tullay grasped her knife so hard the inscriptions in the hilt stung her skin, and craned her neck until she met the bottomless wells that were the man’s black eyes.

      “Very well,” he growled, pinning her with that gaze of darkness, and jerked his chin at the arrow in his shoulder. “But don’t come crying to me if you get your hands dirty.”
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      Tullay knew better than to trust a stranger in the desert, and that wasn’t solely because her mother had made that mistake and paid with her life. She’d heard enough stories about the wanderers hoping to find their luck in this forsaken land. They came from all over Neredyn with weapons and carts filled with goods to last them long enough to start a new settlement, and those didn’t particularly care for what had already been claimed by others—be it land or food or women.

      She shuddered, eyes locked on the man, hesitant to leave him out of her sight for even a moment.

      “You offered help,” he said harshly. “Are you going to actually help me?”

      The fact that he was standing there as if there wasn’t an arrow stuck in his flesh was only mildly disturbing… Most of Tullay’s capacity was demanded by that slight misshape of his ears. Too flat at the top where the shells of them should have made an oval arch—as if someone had cut off a thin slice.

      “What are you staring at?” His shoulder twitched, the only sign since that groan that he must be in pain.

      Tullay shook her head. “Nothing.” She wasn’t surprised though that he was staring. Behind the blue stripe horizontally painted across her face, on her cheek and brow, stark, white lines were etched permanently into her skin, a reminder from her childhood when she’d been careless on her hunt and a desert lion had almost gotten the best of her.

      “What’s with the war paint?” the man wanted to know as Tullay’s hands wandered to the shaft of the arrow.

      “The sign of my settlement,” she informed him, grasping the shaft a bit harder than necessary, just to see if he would continue to be difficult.

      He sucked in a breath between bared teeth, but not a muscle twitched in the rest of his body, as if pain wasn’t something he felt—or it was something he had mastered a long time ago. Then, he didn’t look old enough to have mastered anything. He couldn’t be much older than her. In his mid-twenties, perhaps. But who knew? The harsh condition in this climate made half of the settlers look older than they were, and the other half died before they could show their first wrinkles.

      “And what settlement is that?” The way his eyes sparked with curiosity made her wonder if he hadn’t done his homework on the sort of culture he was going to settle in—for he surely wasn’t from one of the southern settlements, now that she took a closer look at him.

      “The none-of-your-business settlement.” Tullay sheathed her knife and braced her free hand beside the point where the arrow stuck in his flesh. “Hold still.”

      He turned into stone beneath her fingers and dipped his chin.

      With a quick motion, Tullay pulled the arrow out, palm sliding over the wound in an instant to stop the gush of blood that came with freeing ruptured blood vessels, and pressing down.

      The man continued to watch her, his gaze like a presence of its own as he remained still like she hadn’t just ripped him open further with the iron tip of her arrowhead.

      “Much better,” he commented after a few heartbeats, his fingers brushing her hand away to push into the wound instead. “Iron is quite uncomfortable.”

      “Uncomfortable—” The meaning of his words registered a moment later when the blood flow reduced itself to a thin dribble seeping into his shirt.

      Tullay stumbled back, regretting having drawn the arrow from his flesh. She should have realized it sooner; his build and suspicious stillness should have been enough for her to understand what she was dealing with.

      “You’re Fae,” she accused.

      The male smirked. “Indeed.”

      No longer tasting the salty air, Tullay backed up farther, her hand fumbling for the knife once more.

      Stupid—so, so stupid. She should have run instead of letting her anger guide her toward him, should have pushed the arrow further in instead of freeing him of it. Who cared if a Fae died in the desert because of a misplaced shot; It wasn’t as if they roamed Neredyn in numbers. After the Second Dragon War over a hundred years ago, they retreated into the forests of Ulfray where they remained among themselves, leaving the human realms to rule themselves once more.

      And there they should remain for all that Tullay cared.

      The male studied her horrified face and turned on his heels. “The gazelles will be back soon. They were eager to drink even before they exerted their strength in a flight from your crooked bow,” he said over his injured shoulder.

      Tullay swallowed the shock. “My bow is not crooked.”

      “Then you’re a terrible shot.”

      That anger flared once more, but Tullay knew better than to provoke a Fae. He’d disappear the way they all disappeared. Every once in a while, they roamed the realms of Neredyn when their immortality became boring and they sought out the company of humans—something to entertain themselves. She’d heard of it… Of the women left with child, the slaughtered villages where humans had tried to protect themselves from the immortal assault.

      “I’m an immaculate shot,” she muttered under her breath when the male was out of earshot, seething at his back.

      He stopped, turned.

      Tullay’s heart thundered in her chest, leaped into her throat. He couldn’t possibly have heard her.

      “So, I merely happened to step into your arrow’s path, is that it?” From the small distance, his grin seemed almost like true amusement, but Tullay knew better than to let her eyes guide her with a Fae. Their wickedness was well known throughout all of Neredyn. Their temporary alliance with the human realms in the Second Dragon War hadn’t changed a thing about how feared they were.

      Tullay swallowed her pounding pulse. He had been walking away… Why couldn’t she for once have held her tongue? He’d have left her alone. But now, his deadly focus was entirely on her. And if he hadn’t gotten his meal with the gazelles, perhaps, he’d rip off her head instead and drink her blood. The gods knew, he seemed more than capable of it.

      “Perhaps?” The word came out like a question, and Tullay could have bitten her own head off for it.

      But the male merely grunted and continued walking away.

      The breath lodged in her chest sprang free in a sigh of relief when he disappeared into the bushes, his long, powerful legs bringing welcomed distance between them way faster than her own ever could.

      She turned and ran anyway. The moment his dark, bound hair vanished behind the sparse greenery, Tullay was running—gazelle or no. Her hunger would have to wait. Because, even with her uncanny skill, she was no longer the most dangerous predator near the waterhole.
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        * * *

      

      The stars were mocking the lands with their silent beauty as Tullay crossed the gate to the settlement—a small fortress made of rocks and clay, really. Wood was precious in the desert, mostly used for houses and sheds to shelter the livestock they needed to protect at all costs. The grass and grain wasn’t enough to grow the flock of goats, the milk was no longer enough to feed the settlers—the settlement had been slowly growing over the past years from twenty to almost thirty, not counting the two babes that had been left behind when their mother had died giving birth.

      For some reason, the failure of returning empty-handed weighed heavier on Tullay’s shoulders than the worry that a Fae male was roaming their territory, and she shied into the shadows of the wall as soon as the guard on duty let her in through the rough gate.

      “Bad day?” Reddon asked with a yawn, leaning down to get a good look at her.

      Tullay bobbed her head. “The animals are antsy today. Couldn’t get a clear shot.” Not at a gazelle, she added in her mind as she rushed past the goat shed.

      Ahead, a lantern flickered in the night breeze by Bick’s house—the tallest one in the settlement, most complete with a fireplace and a chimney even. Not that anyone needed a fire in the stifling heat of the desert for anything other than cooking.

      A sharp left-turn later, Tullay shucked her bow from her shoulder and knocked the dust off her boots before entering the tiny house she shared with Esther and the twins.

      “Aunt Tullay is back,” Mori shouted as soon as Tullay set foot on the threshold. The girl bounced through the central room, almost hitting her head on the worn cupboard.

      The other twin, Lula, simply tackled Tullay and hugged her around the legs, head reaching to her hips.

      They were growing so fast, needed the food more than anyone else in the settlement. But Tullay had come back empty-handed.

      “Did you get one?” Lula wanted to know.

      “Did you kill a desert lion?” Mori prompted, her child’s voice squeaky as she ducked past Lula right under Tullay’s arm.

      “No luck,” Tullay simply said, her heart crumpling a little bit at the sounds of disappointment reverberating from the twins. But across the room, Esther held her gaze, lips pursed.

      “You can have my ration,” Tullay told the twins before Esther could say a word or ask any questions. She wasn’t ready to share the news of the Fae in front of the kids. It would only scare them, and they’d been through enough in their short lives to put another burden on their little shoulders.

      Esther silently nodded her thanks and pulled the box holding the bread from the cupboard behind her.

      So it would be a night of fasting for Tullay—not the first one. She’d handed her rations to the twins often enough when she or the other hunters weren’t successful. It was easier to sooth her own grumbling stomach than watch the little ones cry themselves to sleep from hunger.

      “I’ll go out again tomorrow. Hopefully, the herd will have calmed down, and I’ll bring double the charge.”

      She’d done it before.

      And by then, the Fae male would have moved on, and the desert would be considerably safe again.
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      The twins were fast asleep by the time Tullay was ready to sneak out again. She strapped her knife back to her hip and thigh and pulled her hair into a higher bun before twirling the lengths into a tight rope so it wouldn’t fly in the wind.

      “Going somewhere?” Esther caught her by the door, a frown on her comparably pale features.

      She wasn’t one of the Phornians or Lapidonians who’d tried their luck in the desert, but Sivesian, from the northernmost kingdom of Neredyn.

      Tullay measured the woman’s stern expression, a familiar sight, and wondered if, had she grown up anywhere else but in the desert, she would have chosen to live with an elderly woman like her.

      After Tullay’s mother’s death, Esther had taken her in just like she’d taken in the twins when their mother had died. No one knew who their father was, but there weren’t too many options in this settlement.

      She knew about the concept of marriage when two people fell in love and committed to each other. But that was for the ones who dwelled in the civilized parts of Phornes. Here, in the Phornian wilderness, children happened, and fathers rarely claimed them,the way Tullay’s father had never claimed her as his own. He’d disappeared before Tullay had been born, her mother had told her.

      “I need some fresh air,” Tullay lied. Because fresh air couldn’t be found anywhere in the desert.

      “Don’t stay out long,” Esther cautioned. “If you couldn’t bring down a gazelle, the desert lions were likely not any luckier and will be hungry. We don’t want any more accidents to happen.” Her gaze wandered to the scars on her face, and the memories of claws ripping into her skin shook her in a shudder.

      With a nod, Tullay slipped out the door and stole off into the darkness.

      She crossed the narrow yard holding the settlement well framed by the tallest of the houses. Bick’s was the first to the left where a few flowers survived the heat because he’d built a roof to shelter them from the worst of the sun.

      Bick’s door was unlocked when she pushed it open after a stealthy glance over her shoulder.

      “You’re late,” he greeted her, feet propped on a stool before the cold fireplace. A cluster of candles on the mantle was all the light spilling a warm orange glow into the simple room. Simple but the most comfortable in the entire settlement. Bick’s green eyes reflected gray in the firelight, his lips a curve she had last tasted before she’d left for the hunt that morning.

      “I helped put the twins to bed.” She flung herself into the chair beside him, rolling her shoulders as he studied her from the side.

      He cocked a dark brow, reaching over to place a hand on her neck and kneading the tension there, and Tullay’s shoulders relaxed under the touch, the tension turning into anticipation.

      “You didn’t bring home meat,” he more confirmed than asked.

      She nodded, savoring the slight pain as his fingers dug into her muscles. “I’ll go out again tomorrow,” she told him what she’d said to Esther. “Are you upset?” she asked, knowing that even if he’d always forgive her for failing, he had a settlement to feed, and she could only be part of the community if she contributed. And that day, she hadn’t.

      “I’m glad you’re back.” He leaned in, his straight nose grazing her cheek, and a shudder of a different sort raked through Tullay. She would fall asleep hungry tonight, but she’d be sated in a different way.

      Turning her head, she captured his mouth, instant heat flooding her as he slid his arm low over her back, skimming her waist. He tasted of smoke and something sweet, but Tullay silenced her stomach as it responded with a growl, numbing her mind with a lick over his teeth, inviting his tongue to a dance.

      “You’re my best hunter, Tullay. I’ll need you to be rested tomorrow so you can make up for today.”

      She nodded against his mouth, fingers already on the buttons of his shirt. “I don’t want to think about tomorrow.” She didn’t think as she slid her hands beneath the fabric, ready for the quick release those encounters with Bick brought, and shimmied out of her pants on her way from her chair into his lap.
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        * * *

      

      Tullay was up before dawn broke, slipping back into her pants and sneaking from Bick’s bedroom where the man was softly snoring, wiped out by their brief escape. A surprisingly cool morning breeze greeted her as she hurried down the two steps from his door and across the yard, back to pick up her bow from Esther’s house.

      The air had shifted, dry warmth turning into the salty humidity that sometimes wafted inland from the ocean in the south and west. She’d heard about the blue waters, the facets of sunlight breaking on the waves, but she’d never seen it. Born in a settlement in the White Death, Tullay’s best hopes were to sustain her standard of living and help feed her own. Being on Bick’s good side had the bonus of getting extra rations for the twins every now and then, but that was about as good as anyone in a settlement could have it. The fairytales her mother had told her, Tullay kept locked up at the bottom of her memories, for that was something she could never hope for.

      Setting one silent foot before the other, she snuck into the house, picked up her bow, refilled her waterskin, and grabbed a piece of stale bread that Mori had left over the night before. If she was successful hunting that day, they’d dine on roast meat at night, and they wouldn’t miss the bread.

      She was in and out before Esther or the twins cold stir, her grumbling stomach driving her to go fast as she took a bite and chewed.

      “May Vala guide you,” the guard called as she crossed through the gate.

      She waved, wondering yet again why they were still using that greeting when the goddess of life and water had surely forgotten the White Death—a more fitting name than just Phornian Desert, Tullay decided as she strode off in the direction of the closest water hole. She’d try her luck there first, hoping that none of the southern settlers would be there that early in the morning.

      She hadn’t bothered to redo the stripe of blue paint across her eyes after burying her face in Bick’s sweaty neck, and she didn’t care that it had to be smeared halfway across her cheeks. The gazelles wouldn’t mind; neither would the sun once it drove out the familiar morning haze lingering over the dead land.

      If they were lucky, it would rain, the crops would be fed, and they’d be able to harvest some berries in a week’s time. Tullay’s mouth watered at the thought of sweet and sour on her tongue. She’d last eaten berries two years ago at the summer solstice. Bick had fed them to her, and shortly after, he’d eaten some off her chest.

      The water hole was a good three miles out of the settlement, past an abandoned cabin, until the mountains in the west came into view. Tullay’s shirt stuck to her back by the time she reached the small rock formation providing cover, and her stomach growled its frustration.

      She was just ducking into the cover, arrow at the ready, when she spotted them on the horizon: A small herd of gazelles trotting toward the water.

      “Come on,” she whispered, nocking an arrow and positioning herself so that she could aim easily without drawing attention.

      It would take them a few minutes to make it to the water hole, but once they got there, she’d easily shoot at least one. Two if she was quick.

      Counting her breaths, Tullay waited, each minute trickling slowly like lumpy sand. A cacophony of hooves hitting the sandy soil promised that she’d have her shot soon enough. They slowed by the edge of the water, stalking close until the first of them lowered their heads while the other remained standing, ears twitching as they watched for danger.

      Tullay aimed, bowstring near painful on her fingers, and let the arrow loose.

      It zoomed through the air, hitting the nearest gazelle with a wet thwack. The herd scattered and fled so fast that she lost the injured beast for a moment before she spotted it again, limping at the back.

      Damn the gods, the first arrow hadn’t brought it down.

      Next arrow already nocked, she aimed again.

      And this time, the gazelle staggered and fell, a pitiful sound hatching from its muzzle.

      Tullay exhaled a slow breath, closing her eyes for a beat as she told herself that now she could return to the settlement without the shame of failure. And it had been so easy. Almost too easy.

      Slinging her bow over her shoulder, she crawled from her hiding spot and jogged up to the dying gazelle. It gargled its final breath as she crouched down beside it, knife at the ready. Thank the gods, she didn’t need to slit its throat. That was the worst part of hunting.

      With care, Tullay bound the gazelle’s legs with a slice of rope attached to her belt and prepared it to pull home. It would take more effort than usual, such a large beast, but it would also feed them longer.

      She was halfway done when a growl startled her to her feet, and she reeled around to find herself eye-to-eye with a desert lion.

      “Damn all the gods and especially that of life,” she muttered as she grabbed her bow and nocked one of the arrows she’d pulled from the gazelle’s side. “Stay where you are, kitty.”

      Coming across desert lions wasn’t uncommon for the Phornian desert, but Tullay had truly had her share of those encounters. Her scar prickled with phantom pain at the sight of the lean, sand-colored creature, the dagger-sharp claws adorning its paws, and the maw full of deadly teeth.

      “Good kitty,” she hummed, backing up a step as the lion took one to the side. It wanted her dinner, probably lured by the scent of blood. Perhaps it had been lurking nearby, waiting for its kill, and Tullay had done the hard work for it.

      She glanced around, eyes flicking between the wild cat and the rocks scattered throughout her surroundings. “Are you alone, or did you bring some friends?” Desert lions usually hunted in small packs. Even when they were invisible for now, that didn’t mean they weren’t hiding, biding their time until they could sink their teeth into the gazelle—or into Tullay.

      She backed up another step. Giving up the gazelle would mean she’d need to continue her hunt. And she was already drained from the day before and the lack of nourishment. But attacking the lion could summon the others.

      Her stomach growled. The lion lowered himself into a coiled crouch. A gust of wind ruffled her hair.

      Tullay released her arrow as the lion leaped at her with a roar, watching as the iron tip pierced its shoulder just enough to slow it down. She stumbled back, new arrow already nocked, and cursed as her foot caught on the rope she’d used to bind the gazelle.
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      Had Tullay thought this hunt was easy? She was immediately proven wrong as the lion sailed toward her, claws out and ready to leave another set of scars on her face—or worse. Scrambling to retrieve her knife, she dropped her bow; the blade would do more to defend her when it came to a close fight, and to that it would come.

      She braced herself for the impact, for the searing pain of having her skin ripped open, praying that the gods would spare her.

      She waited. Waited as something zoomed past her ear in a blur of silver.

      Her knife barely made it through the lion’s fur as it landed on her chest like a sack of grain, knocking her breath out of her as it remained heavy atop her. Squeezing her eyes shut against the spray of dust raining from its mane, Tullay waited for the killing strike.

      It didn’t come.

      A wet, hot trickle spilled onto her side, soaking her tunic and covering her hand.

      “The lion’s dead,” a voice informed her, and a shudder raked through her body as she squinted, recognizing the shape of the Fae warrior she’d shot.

      Tullay groaned as the male shoved the beast off her, allowing for air to flood her lungs once more. He bent down, pulling a wicked-looking axe from the bleeding side of the lion, and flipped it in his hand.

      “Need any help getting up?” he asked, holding out his free hand.

      But Tullay was shaking, limbs unresponsive and mind reeling as she blinked the sand from her eyes, not even remotely relieved at being saved by a monster even worse than the desert lion. At least, a death by lion would have been quick. Who knew what the male had in mind?

      He was still waiting, blood dripping from his axe and brows raised in a silent prompt.

      Tullay knew better than to let the male know that she was barely able to pull herself together, too many memories of that day she’d acquired her scars jamming her head to gather a clear thought. Suppressing another groan, she forced herself to roll to her side, then to her knees, before she slowly straightened with her knife a reassuring weight in her hand. The male’s skin would be easier to cut than the lion’s; it was all she could think about when she scanned his intimidating form, the coiled muscles in his neck. This male had just killed and was ready to do it again.

      Inching a few steps back, she glimpsed the dead gazelle beside her.

      “If you killed the lion so you can claim the gazelle for yourself, you could as well have let the lion take me first.” Because starving was a worse fate.

      “That’s not why I killed it.” The male wiped both sides of the axe’s blade on his sleeve and sheathed the weapon. “I killed the others before they could attack as well, in case you were wondering.”

      “I wasn’t wondering,” Tullay retorted too quickly, which drove a grin onto the male’s face—a terribly handsome grin. Tullay swallowed at the feral beauty she hadn’t noticed the day before and leaned down to grab the gazelle’s legs so she could drag it home.

      “What are you doing?” The male took a step forward, making Tullay’s grip almost slip from her kill as she instinctively retreated a step.

      “Taking home dinner.” She tugged on the legs until the beast started sliding over the ground. By the gods, her entire body was still shaking, but doing anything was better than remaining with the Fae and waiting for him to kill her next.

      With a grunt, he shouldered the desert lion and fell into step beside her.

      “What are you doing?” She stumbled forward, already regretting that she’d asked as the male’s grin returned.

      “Taking home dinner,” he repeated her response.

      “Your home is northwest.” Tullay frowned into the bright sunlight in the east as if turning away from the realm of the Fae would make the male go away.

      The bitterness of his chuckle made Tullay’s insides twist.

      “Not my home. Yours.”

      Tullay missed a step before she considered herself capable of continuing to walk. “You’re not coming with me.” That was out of the question.

      “I’m most certainly not going to stay here,” he retorted.

      “Then find another home.”

      Tullay could feel the air go cold around them as if the expression now gracing his features had extended into his aura, and she could have sworn he was holding back a response.

      “No,” he said instead of whatever he had chosen not to and watched her struggle forward with the gazelle for a few more steps before he shook his head, pulling the beast’s legs out of Tullay’s grasp and slinging it over his other shoulder. “Lead the way.” A simple command, as if he was used to dealing them out day and night.

      Well aware that fighting him for the gazelle would lead nowhere, Tullay swallowed the hundred curses and jerked her chin east. “If you as much as look at any of the settlers the wrong way, I’ll slit your throat.”

      The male laughed, face half hidden by his load. “I don’t doubt you’ll try.” What he didn’t need to say was that she wouldn’t stand a chance in Hel’s realm of succeeding.

      They marched in silence, the increasing humidity a welcome change from the usual heat as thin stripes of cloud appeared on the horizon. Each stride felt more like a betrayal than the last, even when Tullay had to admit that having someone carry the gazelle for her had its advantages. But what price would she have to pay for it later?

      Perhaps, if she engaged him in conversation, she’d learn something useful, something that would allow her to gauge what sort of male he was. Not the instantly killing sort for sure, or he’d have gone for her throat right after the lion. Instead, he’d chosen to help her—and that was something Tullay’s mind wasn’t ready to wrap around.

      “My name is Gordan,” he said to Tullay’s surprise just when the silence started to feel oppressive.

      “Gordan,” she repeated, tasting the name.

      “And you are?”

      She could feel his gaze on the side of her face but decided not to look at him, even when instincts commanded that it would have been best not to let him out of her sight for even a heartbeat.

      “Tullay.”

      “That’s a pretty name,” Gordan noted.

      “It means slayer,” Tullay informed him.

      Gordan seemed to be pondering for a moment. “Still a pretty name.” But a trickle of amusement rode on his tone that made Tullay turn her head and meet his gaze.

      “Bick says it should be slayed, not slayer.”

      Gordan’s eyes wandered over the dark smear across her eyes right to the scars adorning her brow and cheek. “It should be survivor.”

      Something in the way he eyed her made Tullay want to cover her face. She usually didn’t care about those scars. Everyone in the settlement knew the story of how she’d acquired them, and they didn’t comment on them. But this stranger had no idea how reckless she’d been that day, how she deserved those permanent marks of her weakness. And yet, he’d found something kind to say where Bick had made it a mockery.

      Chewing on her thoughts, she shifted her gaze ahead where the seemingly endless stretch of dead land was waiting to be crossed before they’d get back to the settlement.

      When the silence became painful once more, Tullay cleared her dry throat. “We should take a break.”

      Gordan halted immediately, dropping both the gazelle and the desert lion on the ground. “You need a break. I’m Fae.”

      As if that was all the explanation needed, he folded his arms across his chest, eyes expectant.

      Tullay pulled her waterskin from her belt and took a swig, gaze trained on the danger beside her. He was in the same dusty black clothes as the day before, the hole of her arrow still gaping over his shoulder, but the skin beneath was a smooth golden tan. Completely healed, or he wouldn’t be able to carry such a weight. His hair, a wavy black, was bound in a bun at the back of his head, loose strands falling in his face. A shadow of a beard covered his strong jaw, and his ears…

      The too-flat arch made her wonder if he was wearing a glamour.

      She took another swig of water. “What brings you all the way to the White Death?”

      Gordan’s brows wandered up as if he was finding humor in her question. “I’ve got nowhere else to be.” He studied her with more interest than Tullay found comfortable. “I haven’t heard anyone call this place White Death in over a hundred years,” he added, and it hit Tullay that, though he might look young, he was an immortal creature, and over a hundred years meant…

      “You were in the Second Dragon War?”

      As if realizing he’d given away something he didn’t mean to, his eyes shuttered, and his face turned to stone. “We’re not talking about me; we’re talking about the White Death.”

      Fair enough. She wasn’t inclined to tell him a thing about herself either. “Some of the settlers still call it that.” She shrugged. “Besides, it is the White Death.”

      “It has much improved since the last time I saw it.”

      “And when was that?”

      Gordan bit his lower lip, exposing a hint of his pearl-white front teeth in the process. “Have you rested enough?”

      Tullay almost laughed, but she knew better than to upset the male. Immortal or no, he could carry a desert lion and a gazelle at the same time for a mile without breaking a sweat.

      Two more miles to go and then Bick would decide what to do with the male. If he insisted on inviting himself to the settlement, there was little they could do other than pray to the remaining gods of Neredyn to make it a short stay.

      Without a word, Tullay started walking again. She could rest when she got home where she didn’t need to endure the presence of her savior.

      Her gaze slid to his ears as he fell into step beside her, prey slung over his shoulders.

      “Aren’t Fae supposed to have those pointed ears?” Tullay drew an arch over her own ear with a finger.

      “It’s a glamor.”

      As she’d suspected.

      “It’s a bad glamor. You look like someone cut off the top of your ears.”

      “Maybe I don’t care what anyone thinks.” He stared ahead as if marking something in the distance. “Your settlement is that gray lump on the horizon?”

      Of course, he’d spot the well camouflaged walls. From what she knew about Fae, their senses were far superior to human ones. “Do you see any other settlement?” she prompted, not expecting when he responded.

      “Two more.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “I’m Fae,” he repeated, not offering any other explanation.

      “How far can you see?”

      “Far enough to say that your settlement is an assembly of boring humans.”

      “We’re not boring.” Tullay hadn’t meant to allow him to emotionally affect her, but what he’d said… He had no idea about the people in the settlement, their humor and wit, their skills, their hopes and fears. “If you believe we’re boring, then your eyes clearly aren’t as spectacular as you make yourself believe.”

      Gordan grunted. “They are.”

      “If you have such a problem with humans, what are you doing in the White Death to begin with?”

      “It’s the least populated part of Neredyn.”

      Tullay didn’t need to sneak a glance at him to notice the heaviness of his tone. This male was hiding something. “Who are you running from?”

      He shot her a dark look. “Who says I’m running from anyone?”

      “If you consciously choose the desert over your human-free Fae realm, you have to be running from someone.”

      “Do I?” There was no challenge in his question, no anger. Only heavy darkness.

      “Or you’re looking for something,” Tullay continued her deductions, much to Gordan’s chagrin, judging by the way a muscle flicked in his jaw.

      “For peace and quiet,” he said with more exasperation than she’d thought him capable of, “which, apparently, I won’t find when I’m helping you, so I might reconsider and go to the mountains in the north of Sives instead.”

      And leave her alone? That sounded like an incredible idea. “As soon as we drop off the meat at the settlement,” she stated her condition. Even though they were close enough that she could run and get help to haul back both carcasses.

      “Of course.”

      Tullay couldn’t tell what about those two words was so disturbing, that he’d agreed with her or that she felt like he was saying so much more with them that a shiver plagued her heated body.

      Shutting down every and any thought, she trained her gaze on the settlement and marched on, ignoring her painfully empty stomach and the slight dizziness creeping into her head.
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      At the gate, the guard greeted them with a raised bow and arrow.

      “Don’t tell anyone what I am,” Gordan hissed before Tullay could wave a hand to let them pass.

      “It’s not easy to miss that you’re”—she searched for the right word—“different.”

      “Is this about my ears again?” He reached behind his head and pulled a leather string from his bun, releasing a mass of wild black waves to fall to his shoulders. “Better?”

      Tullay didn’t point out that his build and height were harder to hide, but then, why would she do anything to help him? Except that he’d helped her. Had saved her life, had carried enough meat to provide a hearty meal for everyone.

      “Just … don’t do anything stupid,” she warned. And by that, she could have meant a thousand different things.

      Gordan dipped his chin. “You keep my secret, I’ll keep yours.”

      Tullay whirled on him. “What secret?”

      But the guard shouted, “What did you find out there, Tull?”

      “Tull?” Gordan asked with a grin.

      “Shut up,” she shot at him before putting on her best unbothered face and called to the guard, “Just a helping hand. Bick will be delighted to put him to work for repairs on the walls.” Anyone who joined the settlement needed to earn their keep; Gordan wouldn’t be an exception.

      The gate swung open, wooden boards slithering across the uneven ground. After a hundred years, the soil had solidified enough that sand-and-salt storms were no longer a threat. The only threat apart from starvation was the bigger, southern settlements that had tried to take over about a year ago when Bick had finalized the well. With drinking water no longer an issue, his settlement was one of the better to dwell in, and the southerners knew it too.

      People had died the night of the attack, but they’d warded it off. Tullay shut down her thoughts at the memory.

      “What secret?” she whispered at Gordan as they passed under the gate, but the male ignored her, pretending to struggle under the load he was carrying.

      “Where can I set this down?” he asked for everyone to hear—everyone meaning the guard, Esther, who was leaning in the window, and two of the men tending to the crops near the yard.

      They cut him suspicious glances, sizing him up the way Tullay had.

      “Over here.” She waved the male toward Bick’s house, knocking with one hand as she took a drink from her waterskin.

      They’d leave the lion at Bick’s before she’d return home with the gazelle. And the male she’d send on his way as soon as this business was done.

      Bick’s green gaze met Tullay’s in a flick before he found the hulk of a man behind her.

      “I told you I’d bring back double,” she said as she slipped past him on the threshold, waving Gordan forward.

      Bick didn’t step aside for the male. “Who’s that?”

      “I’m the one who carries your food,” Gordan growled, and Bick had the good sense to reach for the knife at his hip.

      If only he knew who was standing by his door, he’d not only hold it but drive it into the Fae’s heart the way Tullay should have attempted to.

      Gordan smoothed his expression into a bland one and said, “I took the liberty to kill the lion when he attacked her. She killed the gazelle all on her own.”

      Tullay more felt than saw Bick’s surprise. “You get credit only for one,” he said to Tullay, who rolled her eyes. Of course, that was what he’d focus on. So typical Bick.

      Studying the leader’s dark braid along his spine, she pondered the merits of offering Gordan to take the lion with him if he disappeared immediately. Maybe he’d leave her alone if he was given a real incentive. But Bick finally waved the male inside, gesturing for him to place the carcass of the lion on the sturdy wooden table by the window.

      With easy strides, Gordan crossed the room, his shape too big for even the leader’s considerably spacious living arrangements.

      “What brings you to the desert?” Bick wanted to know, his gaze searching Gordan for any signs of his allegiance.

      “Just passing through,” Gordan said, shifting the lion off his shoulder.

      “To where?” Bick pushed.

      Indeed, knowing more about the male would have been helpful, but Tullay had so failed pathetically at extracting information that she was surprised when Gordan turned and said, “I don’t know where fate will take me.”

      “Where are you from? You’re certainly not Phornian.” Bick was right. Gordan’s accent was all wrong. “Lapidos?”

      “I’ve been there.”

      “But you’re not Lapidonian?” Bick tried. From the golden tan of his skin and the black hair, Gordan could have been from the neighboring kingdom in the west.

      “I’d like to consider myself a traveller,” Gordan stated, gaze landing on Tullay while he was still speaking to Bick. “After a long time of dedicated service, I’ve been granted a break, and this desert feels like the right place to be for now.”

      Bick cocked his head, eyes wandering between Gordan and Tullay, making up his mind. “I’m Bick, the leader of this settlement. If you want to stay here, and be it only for a day, you’ll have to contribute to the community the way all of us do. Can you do that?”

      Gordan considered the man for a moment, one corner of his lips twitching as if undecided whether to grin or frown. “Gordan. And yes.”

      “Good.” Bick folded his arms over his chest. “The southern wall needs fixing, and we need to start digging for a second well by the fields so we can water them more regularly. You look like you can handle a shovel and a few rocks.”

      Tullay didn’t miss Gordan’s silent chuckle, and the strangest sense of relief flooded Tullay as the male met her gaze, gazelle still slung over his shoulder. “Where do I take this?”

      “Tullay will show you,” Bick merely said, already reaching for his tools to skin the lion.

      She waved a hand for him to follow, and Gordan set in motion right as Bick caught her by the wrist while striding past. “Be careful,” he whispered so only she could hear it—or so he thought. Tullay knew better than to believe Gordan’s Fae ears would miss a thing.

      “I always am,” she huffed, pulling her arm out of his grasp and leading the way.

      Gordan silently followed her out the door, down the two stairs into the yard where Tullay stopped by the well. “I can take the gazelle from here, and you can leave.” She held out her arms as if demonstrating he could dump the beast there even when they both knew she’d barely be able to hold up one end of it. He didn’t move. “If you want a thank you so you disappear, that’s easy. Thank—”

      “Don’t,” he interrupted before she’d gotten it out, and the harshness in his tone, the slight shimmer of something even darker than the black of his eyes made her stop dead. “Thanking a Fae puts you in their debt.”

      Tullay sucked in a breath. She’d heard about it, of course. The same as she’d heard about the epic battles in the Second Dragon War, but she hadn’t gotten an education the way the children in the capital did. Out in the desert, it was whatever was passed on from generation to generation—and whatever knowledge the occasional addition to the settlement brought in.

      “You don’t want a human in your debt?” It was a risk, asking a question like that, but the longer Gordan was staring at her, shock and hardness defining his features, the more intrigued Tullay was by his face. Not merely beautiful, for obvious reasons, but interesting. There lay stories buried behind those eyes—stories of centuries of existence, where Tullay had never seen more than the same ten books Esther had on her shelf. Not only stories, experiences, a life. He’d seen other kingdoms, had been alive during the Second Dragon War.

      “I don’t want anyone attached to me in any way.” Gordan blinked, face smoothing over. “Give me a bed to sleep in; let me eat at your table tonight, and I’ll be gone in the morning.”

      Tullay stared. It was all she could do.

      “Now lead the way.”

      So Tullay did.
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      Esther was ushering Mori and Lula into the bedroom as Tullay opened the door, Fae male in tow, but they got one peek at the gazelle and hopped past the woman, darting for Tullay.

      “Aunt Tullay is back!” they shouted as they danced around her, ignoring the male completely until he cleared his throat.

      “Tullay brought a friend,” Mori squeaked with the excitement only a six-year-old could muster at the sight of immortal death on their threshold.

      Esther shot Tullay a forbidding look. “You can take it behind the house,” she said to Gordan without as much as a greeting.

      Gordan turned and marched out, leaving the room surprisingly empty even with the twins whirling around.

      “So, you were successful on your hunt?” Esther asked, hands clasped before her hips. For some reason, she didn’t seem to be speaking about the kill Gordan had just carried out the door.

      Rolling her eyes, she slid into her usual chair by the small table, waterskin already in hand and draining the rest of its contents. “If this is about Bick—”

      “You can’t keep sneaking out at night. It’s too dangerous.”

      “Too dangerous to sleep over at the leader’s house?” she prompted. That thing she had with Bick wasn’t a secret to Esther even when she tried to keep it hidden from the rest of the settlement. She knew. She always knew.

      “I brought home food, didn’t I?” she challenged, leaving out that I’d almost been killed by a desert lion.

      “And a ruggedly handsome man.” Esther’s eyes sparked. Even at her age, she appreciated a well-built male body, she was aware of that. “Who is he again?”

      “Just a traveller,” she said quickly, hoping to smother any further questions. “I promised him a place to sleep and a meal in exchange for his help with carrying the gazelle and the lion. Technically, he killed the lion, so it’s his anyway.”

      Esther lifted a thin brow. “Any specific place?”

      I grunted as Lula launched herself at me. “You can sleep with us, then he can have your bed.”

      Mori chimed in with affirmative chants while Tullay tried to focus enough to rethink the whole idea.

      “He can sleep on the rug,” Esther said matter-of-factly. Tullay was inclined to agree. “Now go help him before he bolts with our dinner.”

      Mori grabbed Tullay’s hand, tugging her to her feet so insistently that Lula slipped off her lap as she shifted out of her chair. “You two stay inside,” she told them. “Tonight, we’re having a feast.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time Tullay made it outside, Gordan was already working on the gazelle with efficient hands, its pelt hanging loose from the side of the table he’d propped it on.

      “Oh good, you’re still here.”

      Gordan lifted his head as if he hadn’t heard her walk up on tired feet. “Where else would I go?”

      Their gazes locked for a fraction of a second, and Tullay became painfully aware of the blood dripping from his hands. If she didn’t know hers were equally as bloody when she skinned a kill, she would have finally bolted because the male looked like a bloodthirsty brute as he resumed his task.

      Forcing herself to calm, she stood at the other side of the table, careful not to step into the crimson pool seeping into the ground around it. “What secret were you talking about?” she picked up their conversation from earlier, hoping she’d catch him by surprise and make him give something away.

      “How you defended yourself against the desert lion,” he said as if that was all the explanation needed.

      “I shot an arrow and pulled a knife,” she recalled. “And that wasn’t very successful, was it?”

      Gordan cocked his head, eyeing her over the skinned carcass, face level with hers as he bent lower. “You did something more than that.”

      “I prayed to the gods like a coward and closed my eyes before certain death,” she offered.

      Gordan’s lips quirked at the corner. “That, too.” A hint of a spark entered his gaze. “So, your friend wants me to sleep on the floor?” he asked. “I thought we agreed on a bed.”

      Tullay rolled her eyes, regretting she’d ever accepted anything from this male. “You can have my bed. I’ll sleep with the twins.” Better have two pairs of restless legs kick her all night than to have this discussion with him.

      Gordan’s hands slowed as he considered her for a moment. “I don’t know what happened to you that makes your opinion of my kind so excessively low, but I assure you I’m not here to kill you or anyone in this settlement. I have no intentions of taking advantage of your hospitality, and I’m more than willing to help with the walls if Bick needs someone.”

      As he spoke, voice smooth and deep, so unlike those growls and grunts he’d given her thus far, Tullay could have sworn another male lay buried beneath the rugged warrior.

      “Is that a promise?” she couldn’t help but ask.

      Gordan nodded. “Fae promises are binding. Did you know that?”

      She hadn’t. And for the first time since she’d met him, Tullay felt like she didn’t need to fear for her life.

      “Are you just going to stand there and watch me work, or are you actually going to help?”

      Tullay leaped into action, drawing her knife to help filet the meat.

      Silence bled as the carcass between them, and the clouds drew in front of the sun by noon, providing some welcome shade. By the time they were done, Esther and the twins joined them to take slices to each of the houses so they’d all eat well that night and none of the meat would go to waste. In the heat, even drying it was a challenge with decay setting in early.

      Tullay washed her hands and arms in a bucket before she sat on the bench by the wall, stretching her tired legs in front of her.

      From the other end of the bench, Gordan studied her with rapt attention.

      “What?” Tullay closed her eyes, blowing out a breath. The day had been long even without considering all the extra excitement. If she could get a moment of rest, that would tide her over until dinner, but she couldn’t possibly leave the Fae out of her sight.

      “Nothing,” he grumbled and became so quiet that Tullay had to open her eyes again to confirm he hadn’t dissolved into beautiful mist.

      “You don’t look like nothing is the matter,” she noted, muscles winding into tight tension at the intensity of his gaze.

      “Nothing I want to share.” He shrugged, resting the back of his head against the wooden wall behind him and closing his eyes.

      Unable to let the opportunity pass, Tullay leaned forward just enough to study his features without the scrutiny of his dark eyes: Onyx brows and lashes—thick, long lashes that made him appear vulnerable when they lingered like silken sickles against his golden skin. The same dark hair framed his face in uneven strands as if he had cut it with a knife and without a mirror. His Fae ears—the poor glamour—lay hidden beneath. And around his neck, where the top of his shirt revealed an inch of skin beneath his collarbones, a tiny wooden figurine was secured on a leather string.

      Tullay was still trying to figure out what it was when Gordan’s hand snapped up, covering the pendant. “That’s private,” he said, not bothering to open his eyes.

      How he’d known what she was looking at, she wasn’t sure she even wanted to know. It had to be a Fae thing.

      But she couldn’t stop looking at his fingers, the thin scars covering the back of his palm, the callouses, the fierce elegance of the protective gesture.

      “It’s uncomfortable to be stared at like that.” His eyes fluttered open, finding hers over the small distance.

      “Like what.” She didn’t even try to deny she had been staring.

      Gordan raised a brow. “Like you are trying to read me.”

      Considering his words, Tullay averted her eyes. “I’m just … curious.”

      “About the foreign species you’ve heard so many horror stories of?” he supplied.

      “About the male who chose to help me rather than make a late breakfast out of me.”

      A gravelly chuckle rasped out of Gordan’s throat, the sound so unexpected that Tullay shrank away an inch—and the sound stopped. “Maybe I should have. It would have spared me all your questions.”

      “Aren’t questions the only way you get to unearth the truth?” Her mother had said that all the time. Never stop asking questions, Tullay. They are the only way to unearth the truth.

      Gordan studied her, coal-dark eyes burning with quiet torment. “What if the truth doesn’t want to be unearthed?”

      The humid breeze carried no scent of dust or salt, a blank embrace in the heat of the desert. Tullay swallowed, a hundred more questions springing to life inside her, but she held them in, recognizing the same struggle inside these eyes as she’d been carrying with her since her mother’s death.

      “You’ve lost someone important to you.” Not a question but a simple realization.

      Gordan tilted his head back, gaze wandering skyward. “Don’t dig into other people’s past, Tullay. You might not like what you find there.”

      It occurred to Tullay then that, perhaps, the male beside her wasn’t running from someone living but from a loss that would follow him to the end of the world—and that she needn’t worry about him leaving. That loss would drive him away before long. Until then, she’d hold her tongue and leave him be. It was the best she could do.

      “I’ll go help the others,” she announced, getting to her feet. “You know where to find Bick. He’ll be happy to get that help with the walls sooner rather than later. I’ll call you when dinner’s ready.”

      With those words, she strode off, feeling surprisingly heavy, despite the refreshing breeze and the pending rain.
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      After decades of hanging around his neck, the pendant wasn’t more than a flawed swirl of wood. Gordan stroked over it in a gentle gesture, the multitude of emotions coming with the touch near overwhelming even after such a long time.

      He’d tried. By the gods, he’d tried to forget her, to move on and find distraction in the Ulfrayan courts where he’d spent the past century. Over a hundred years had passed since the Second Dragon War, since the coronation of the first King of Sives in over a thousand years. Since Gordan had set his Mate free to let her be happy with the man she’d loved.

      And now, she was in a grave.

      Bending over, Gordan rested his forearms on his thighs and buried his face in his hands. He hadn’t cried since that day the message of her passing reached him. All his tears had been spilled.

      Gordan was tired. So, so tired. Not his body but his mind, his heart, his soul. He’d been wandering the desert, hunting every few days as he’d kept to himself, avoiding any sign of civilization. It was all he could do.

      A hundred years of knowing that his Mate was out there, happy with that man… it had broken him in the worst of ways. And now he was free, the bond finally unraveled by Hel’s mercy.

      Gordan had yet to get used to the absence of that tether connecting him to the northernmost territory in Neredyn, every breath so much lighter now—and so much heavier at the same time. A new sort of freedom that had driven him out of Ulfray, away from the king and queen he served, away from his duties and his regrets.

      With a sigh, he pushed himself to his feet and strolled back to the settlement leader’s house. Bick…

      One look at the man had been enough to recognize what type he was. He’d dealt with enough humans in his lifetime to see it all. The way he’d eyed Tullay. Possessive gazes to clarify that she was his.

      If that man only knew what it meant to be someone’s, to be mated. He wouldn’t use her like that. Because then he’d be hers as well.

      Gordan crossed the yard, taking the same path Tullay had led him past the well and up the two meek stairs to the ramshackle house. Tightening his glamour, he slouched his shoulders the slightest bit to lose the edge of the warrior that he’d kept on display purposefully with Tullay. Anything to keep her at a distance. He’d already made a mistake stopping the desert lions and helping her carry her load. By Vala, had she thanked him in the yard, he’d have her life-debt on his conscience, and he’d be tied to yet another human.

      Shuddering at the thought of any attachment, he knocked on Bick’s door, not remotely surprised that the man opened it right away. He’d probably been spying at the window, watching his every move.

      Well, now he could look his fill.

      “I’m back for the wall,” Gordan said by way of greeting. In his lifetime, he’d learned that humans were best dealt with when he brought out his growly self. Best to give them what they expected rather than the version of himself that only his chosen family got to see.

      Bick nodded his acknowledgement and gestured for him to follow as he strode down the stairs, past the house, and to the outskirts of the settlement. Heaps of rocks sat along the wall in the south, some for building while others were more the size to be thrown in defense.

      Hiding an unexpected surge of amusement of the primitive means, Gordan trailed after Bick, who was narrating how the wall had been destroyed by the southern settlers not too long ago.

      “Most of the crumbled parts have been fixed. But we have only so many people and lots of other tasks,” he justified the state of the fortifications.

      In the Ulfrayan army, any wall like that would have been laughed at. Under Gordan’s command, Fae soldiers grew battlements from the soil beneath their feet; they summoned elaborate camps and used the elements to work in their favor.

      But here, Gordan wasn’t the Fae King’s general. He wasn’t even a warrior. Here, he was just a traveller passing through, in need of food and shelter for a night before he could be on his way again. So he followed Bick’s instructions, picking up a rock and placing it along the crumbling wall before layering the next on top, and the next, and the next, until Bick was convinced he’d be doing a satisfactory job.

      He didn’t complain when Bick left him alone to his task or when a few settlers paused their work to watch him with curious eyes. Wherever he went in the human realms, the same sorts of gazes followed him. He’d gotten used to them, and doing something useful was a nice change when he’d been idle for so long. Working with his hands took him out of his own thoughts and the guilt that came with the relief of being freed of that bond that had been torturing him for over a century.

      Halfway through fixing the second small tear, light footsteps announced Tullay’s arrival. Gordan didn’t turn around, preferring not to remind her of his otherness or his keen senses. As long as she didn’t stare again, he’d be all right. But Tullay wasn’t one to let things go, so he wasn’t surprised when he felt her eyes on his back like a grating hand. Oh, she was beyond curious about what he was doing in the desert, but that didn’t give her the right to stick her nose into his business.

      “I know you’re there,” he said without lifting his head.

      The shifting of Tullay’s feet was almost comical, but he didn’t comment; he’d been around humans enough to know when to not call them out on their human insecurities. Instead, he placed one last rock in the wall and slowly turned around.

      She’d cleaned up, face paint-free like the rest of the settlers, a fresh tunic slung around her torso that brought out her curves, and her pants darker than the last pair—perhaps not yet bathed in dust, that’s why.

      Her gait reminded him of the females in the Ulfrayan army: sure, purposeful, confident. But Tullay wasn’t a soldier—not in the sense his soldiers were. This woman had gone through all the hardships harsh life in the desert supplied and had blossomed into something extraordinary.

      Gordan hated that he noticed that. And he hated even more that he wanted to smile back as she smiled at him and said, “Dinner will be ready soon. If you want to wash up before we eat, now would be the time.”

      He captured his lower lip with his front teeth, stopping his mouth before it could develop a life of its own, and turned back to the wall. “I’ll finish this part; then I’ll come to you.”
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      A steaming pot of meat sat on the table when Gordan strode in the front door, having to duck his head under the threshold.

      “He’s back! He’s back!” the twins chanted as they danced around the table.

      Esther shushed them with a stern look, and Tullay wondered what the woman had told the two girls while she’d been outside, slicing up the gazelle with the male’s help.

      “Smells good,” he commented as he sat in the chair Esther pointed at, entirely too large for the seating arrangements.

      “Are you trying to be polite?” Tullay asked under her breath. “Don’t.”

      “You don’t like polite men?” he whispered, earning curious glances from the twins.

      “Is your goal to make me like you?” she shot back, and Gordan’s face turned to stone.

      “No.”

      Tullay chewed on the response for a moment, her stomach suddenly feeling less empty than a minute ago, and not in the good way. “Well, perfect. Because I don’t intend to like you.”

      “I like him,” Lula interjected, and Tullay noticed that the room had gone eerily silent.

      Esther raised a scolding eyebrow as she set down the wheat porridge beside the meat pot.

      For a heartbeat, an unfamiliar warmth filled Gordan’s expression, as if this wasn’t the first time a child had said that. Or as if he couldn’t believe anyone would say that—Tullay wasn’t sure.

      “Well, thank you,” he drawled, an almost comical awkwardness defining his expression.

      “You should like him, too, Tullay,” Mori chimed in. “He is like the bears in Esther’s books.”

      Tullay rolled her eyes, but Gordan chuckled under his breath.

      “He’s not a bear,” Esther clarified. “And you shouldn’t speak to strangers like this.” Her gaze was apologetic for once as she served Gordan a helping of stew and a bowl of porridge.

      Tullay helped herself to her food after handing out bowls to the twins and Esther, and she couldn’t shake the sense of Gordan’s eyes following her every movement even when, each time she glanced at him, his attention was on the food in front of him.

      The twins were already shoveling their meals into their little mouths when Tullay took her first bite. Warm spices and hearty flavors—her stomach growled with pleasure as she chewed the juicy meat. They didn’t have many spices out here, but what few herbs they could grow were tasty with gazelle.

      “So you feed the entire settlement?” Gordan asked between mouthfuls of porridge. If this food was second-rate to what he ate in the Fae realm, he didn’t show.

      “Tullay is our best hunter,” Mori supplied.

      “I am,” Tullay confirmed.

      Gordan’s responding gaze suggested that, if she truly was, she wouldn’t have lost the gazelle the first day and wouldn’t have nearly gotten herself killed the second day she’d met him. But he didn’t comment.

      “Tullay and a few others rotate with hunting duty,” Esther explained. “Every few days, one of them goes out there to get meat. We can’t grow enough crops to sustain ourselves on those alone or breed enough goats to feed the settlement,” she added. “Apart from the hunting trips, we can’t risk going out too often because the southern settlers have been sneaking around. If they got one of us in their grasp…”

      Tullay had heard it countless times: She needed to be careful while hunting. The southerners were dangerous. They would not only steal her prey; they’d do so much more. Using her to trade for access to the well would be the most harmless thing they’d do.

      One of the women had gone missing the day of the last attack, and Tullay didn’t want to think about what had happened to her. They weren’t enough in numbers to send out anyone to rescue her. Apart from that, she was probably dead by now—or had switched sides and was now working with the southerners. It wouldn’t have been the first time. None of them had gone out to save her mother either—when she’d trusted a southerner to help her and they’d slit her throat in thanks. Tullay had been the one to go out to find her mother lying in a puddle of drying blood. That was when Tullay had decided to become a huntress because they were the ones best trained with weapons, the only ones leaving the settlement on a regular basis. If there were any traces of the bastard who’d killed her, Tullay would come across them sooner or later. And when she did…

      Tullay shoveled second helpings into the twins’ bowls, trying to think of the present rather than the past or what she had in store for the man who’d killed her mother.

      Esther and the twins were chatting about the crops, the pending rain, and what it would mean for the harvest while Gordan ate in silence, gaze straying from one to the other with those curious eyes of his.

      “The rain will be here by midnight,” he eventually said when the twins were guessing when the first drop would fall.

      “How do you know?” Lula asked.

      He shrugged. “I just do.”

      Because he was Fae, Tullay assumed but didn’t say anything.

      Esther put the twins to bed while Tullay cleaned the kitchen, hands already in the bucket of water to wash the dishes when Gordan joined her by the narrow counter. Grabbing one of the rags from the hooks on the wall, he held out a hand for the clean bowls.

      “You don’t need to do this,” Tullay informed him.

      Gordan shrugged. “I want to.”

      “Because you want me to like you?” She couldn’t help it.

      “I don’t want you to like me,” he reinforced his point from earlier.

      “Why then?” Her gaze wandered from his hand to his arm, over his biceps and shoulder, the strong column of his neck to the face she couldn’t decide was beautiful or unsettling—or both.

      His expression was blank, but the multitude of emotions flickering in his eyes was enough to silence her.

      A traveller, a loner, but kind enough to not let her die. Then there was that secret he’d brought up but never explained. That she’d done something during the desert lion attack.

      “What did you see me do?” she asked, lowering the bowl into his hand but not letting go.

      Gordan’s gaze held hers as his fingers closed around the rim of the dish but didn’t pull.

      “You didn’t need my help. By the time my axe hit the lion, it was already dead.”

      Tullay’s heart kicked up speed at what he implied. “How could I have stopped him? My arrow didn’t hit its mark.”

      Gordan tugged her closer by the bowl, and Tullay surprised herself by not letting go and fleeing but allowing him to bring her into his space, into his suddenly overwhelming presence. “Not with your arrow, Tullay. With your magic,” he whispered.

      Her hand nearly didn’t grasp the edge of the counter fast enough as her legs wobbled. Had he just said she’d used magic?

      “I don’t have magic,” she hissed, careful to keep it down with Esther and the twins only a door away.

      In response, Gordan raised his brow. “Are you sure? Because a desert lion’s heart giving out mid-leap looks a lot like magic to me.”

      “Are you trying to say I stopped the lion’s heart?” Mind racing, Tullay tried to go back to that moment, but all she remembered was shutting her eyes and praying when her arrow had missed.

      Gordan pulled her closer another step, his front brushing hers, and Tullay had to crane her neck to look into his eyes. That curiosity there had turned into something different—something guarded that she couldn’t quite place. He smelled of heat and rain, of dust and blood. Tullay’s eyes shuttered, and she let go of the bowl, stumbling back a step.

      “You’re mistaken.” Without another word, she dove her hands back into the bucket, ignoring the looming presence that was the male—and the news he’d broken to her. For if he was right, everything she’d believed about herself was a lie.
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      He wasn’t mistaken. Gordan had seen enough halflings in his life to recognize the signs of a shift. He’d watched the Fae Queen shift long before she’d ever assumed the throne. Of course, this was different. Tullay had to be a descendant of one of the stray Fae roaming the human realms after the Second Dragon War. It wasn’t unheard of that some females and males had found love with humans—or a few pleasureful hours. As a result, every now and then, a halfling developed powers they didn’t know what to do with.

      Before the Second Dragon War, magic wielders had been executed or dumped at the Ulfrayan border to get rid of them, but these days, they were sent to be trained by the Fae—one of the societal improvements that had survived the past century. No matter how wicked humans thought the Fae were, they trusted them enough to aid the ones struggling with magic. Few of the halflings ever returned to the human realms though. Once shifted, most of them became immortal, and that made life among humans a challenge.

      But this human woman… She wasn’t entirely human even when she was elbow-deep in a bucket of water, her tunic pasted to her back where sweat trickled down her neck and between her shoulder blades from her determined scrubbing.

      “Think what you want,” he murmured, not entirely unbothered by the way this revelation affected him.

      He’d felt the pull that first time when she’d assaulted him with her arrow. Blame it on the gods or on fate’s twisted sense of humor, but he’d seen her and been drawn in, and he hadn’t allowed himself to think anything of it than that it had been a coincidence. She’d surprised him with her shot, and his physique had reacted with heat and anger.

      But that wasn’t it, and he didn’t dare ponder what else it was. Because, part-Fae or not, right now, that woman was mortal, and she was sleeping with Bick; he’d scented him all over her the moment he’d shoved the lion off her chest. Gordan had lost too much to even entertain the thought of what it would do to him if he followed his impulse and dared feel something. That moment of closeness, of allowing himself to pull her toward him… It had almost been too much.

      Thank the gods, Tullay had a good head on her shoulders and didn’t fall victim to his Fae allures—which he’d been doing his best to disguise with grumpiness and the occasional confrontational question.

      Then, he’d made it clear he didn’t want her to like him.

      As he was watching her pretend he wasn’t there, there was nothing he’d have wanted more than to point out that she couldn’t run from this—but he wasn’t ready to admit that mentioning it would mean he’d have to admit to himself that he couldn’t run either. And was he ready for that?

      Not with everything so raw inside his chest. And the guilt of letting her go… he wasn’t sure if he could handle it. His hand slid to his chest on instinct, wrapping around the small dragon figurine his brother had carved for him. Touch it whenever you think of her.

      He’d run around with his fingers on his pendant for the better part of a century, and the only reason it hadn’t fallen apart was the brute magic he poured into the scraps of wood every single day.

      Only since that last tear had fallen and the pain had ceased had he been able to let it wear down little by little—the same each step away from Ulfray seemed one in the right direction. Until he’d been shot by an arrow and a huntress had insulted him.

      Now, he was leaning against a kitchen counter that barely held under his weight, watching a halfling ignore her own truth. And, oh, was she in good company.

      Tullay finished without looking at him once, features torn as she finally dumped the dirty water on the tiny blossoms behind the house and wiped her hands on a fresh towel. Gordan had picked up each bowl and piece of cutlery with careful fingers once she’d set them down, drying them and stacking them to keep himself occupied.

      “We need to talk about this,” he said as she started walking toward one of the three adjacent bedrooms.

      The twins had long fallen asleep, Vala bless them. Such cute girls. He remembered when the Seer child in Ulfray had spoken as boldly as them and captured the hearts of all the broody Fae by storm. Sometimes, he missed her as much as he missed his brother—his family.

      True to herself, Tullay ignored his statement, gesturing at the dark bedroom. “You can sleep here.” With those words, she turned on her heels, heading for the door.

      “And you?” Not that he needed to ask. There was only one place she’d go to sleep if she wasn’t to sleep in this house.

      Tullay halted with her hand on the doorknob. “None of your business.”

      And she was right. So he didn’t follow the impulse of engaging her in conversation so she’d forget she’d wanted to leave at all.

      It hadn’t worked with her because … maybe he didn’t have enough to offer that would interest a female.

      Gordan loosed a frustrated breath at the realization that he was already viewing Tullay as a female. This was bad news. So bad that he decided to stalk out the back door and sit on the bench rather than lie down on her pillow and be assaulted by her scent. Desert wind with a hint of spring blossoms. Gordan hated to think what the floral bouquet meant.

      Outside, the air was stagnant, the humidity peaking for a desert climate. No animal or bird was in view—they’d already sought what sparse shelter they could find to protect themselves from the rain. An hour until midnight—it had taken longer to clean up than he would have believed. Even with the conflict raging inside his chest, he had to admit that he enjoyed Tullay’s company more than he cared for.

      He shouldn’t have cared for it at all.

      Across the wall, the endless void of the desert was beckoning to distract him and numb him, but Gordan had a reason to stay that had nothing to do with whom he did or didn’t care for—a halfling showed first signs of magic, and if he could help, he would. He’d only need to convince her that he didn’t mean her harm.

      Perhaps it was time to let her know that Fae couldn’t lie; he’d already filled her in about the rest—the thank you that came with a life debt, the promises that were binding. What was one more thing if it helped build trust?

      Unable to consider sleep, Gordan got back to his feet and strolled along the row of houses. All windows were dark, and the yard was quiet, the well a beacon of liverish luxury between the sad buildings that made up the settlement. Somewhere down the road, a goat bleated in the shed. The door of Bick’s house seemed to be taunting him as he stared at it.

      Tullay was in there.

      By the time the first raindrops fell, Gordan had been staring at the door for too many heartbeats. Grateful to be torn out of it, he continued his pace toward the wall he’d been fixing, happy to distract himself until day broke and he could try to talk to her again. For the sake of her magic and all the people she loved. If it ripped out of her the way it had ripped out of the Fae Queen, she’d be destroying everyone in this settlement including herself when it happened, and he didn’t want that on his conscience.

      On silent feet, he crossed between the houses, slipping through the raindrops until he reached the heap of rocks. There, he got to work, shielding the noise with his own magic.

      As the rain began falling in earnest, Gordan paused, sitting back on his haunches and letting it wash over him, a cleansing touch of the goddess of water, until his hair and clothes were soaked. He was so consumed by the rare moment of complete silence in his mind that he almost missed the slow taps of bare feet between the raindrops as they approached from the center of the settlement.
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      Tullay had left Bick’s house early, driven by the lure of water clashing with cracked, dry soil. It was such a lovely sound that she didn’t hear Bick’s question when he asked if she intended to join him in bed—the answer to which had been no. Too many thoughts were fighting for the upper hand in her head. She’d gone there merely to get away from the male who’d addressed uncomfortable truths.

      She hadn’t felt the magic when bringing down the desert lion, but did that mean she hadn’t felt its presence before? She remembered times as a child when things had withered and died under her touch, little plants, the occasional lizard. Her mother had merely said that she didn’t have a hand for gardening and that she’d been unfortunate with the lizards—and to tell no one.

      But that had been so long ago.

      Mother had kept her close by the house, working in the household with her until she turned ten, and then—no more incidents. That was the day her mother had stopped eying her with worry. Tullay had forgotten about all those moments when she’d wondered how things could go from beautiful and alive to withered and dead in an instant because she had been told not to think about them, not to worry or question. Her mother had told her so, and every child listened to their mother—until they learned better.

      A few steps into the yard, Tullay tugged off her boots, wanting to feel the water on her feet. She remembered the last time it had rained a few drops. This was different. These were the pouring tears of the gods if they still existed.

      She made her way past the main buildings to the outer parts of the settlement, surprised that no one else was enjoying the scene but grateful for the privacy as her past was cracked open in her head. She’d shoved it down so successfully—the way the mind knew to protect itself from dangerous ideas. And now, that male had sown a seed, and she was more afraid than she cared to admit.

      Driven by the feel of slick soil beneath her feet, Tullay marched on and on until she spotted a dark figure by the wall. Even kneeling, he was too massive to be mistaken for anyone other than the male she’d bolted from earlier that night. At her approach, he halted whatever it was he was doing and straightened to become a statue in the rain.

      “What are you doing out here?” She decided it was best to use this opportunity where the desert could take a breath to allow herself the same. Perhaps talking wasn’t so bad after all. If her memories were correct, she’d need him for more than just to carry a lion home, and even if she wasn’t ready for it, perhaps the gods had put him in her path for a reason.

      “Repairing a wall,” Gordan said, voice weaving through the splatters of rain.

      “That’s not what I mean.” She walked up to him until they stood a good few feet apart, and she could make out his features in the near darkness of the cloud-covered night. He was soaked from head to toe, clothes sticking to his body revealing more of his muscled form than Tullay could ignore. Strands of wet hair tangled around his head, sticking to his cheeks and forehead, but what surprised her most of all … a smile. There, on his lips, a hint of a smile lay like forgotten.

      Her stomach tightened as she caught his expression that seemed so private she had to turn away, observing the heap of rocks instead.

      “I couldn’t sleep,” he finally said. “Too many thoughts.”

      Tullay nodded. “Me, too.”

      “I thought you were spending the night with Bick.” Not a question.

      He was too observant, and Tullay couldn’t place the emotion that came with wanting to tell him that there was nothing between her and Bick. It wasn’t true, there was something, but not in a sense that mattered. “I prefer the rain.”

      Gordan cocked his head. “Bick is a formidable man.”

      A chuckle got stuck in Tullay’s throat. “You can go join him if you’re feeling lonely out here.”

      “I’m not lonely anymore.”

      Tullay had to strain her ears to pick up his muttered words between raindrops, but they hit her like the arrow had hit his shoulder.

      Lonely. He was lonely. He’d lost someone, and now he was seeking loneliness in the White Death to match the desert in his heart.

      Suddenly, the faint smile no longer seemed so private. It made sense that he’d smile at the unexpected company.

      Tullay didn’t cringe away as he took a step closer, his features clear now, and they were even more beautiful than that afternoon on the bench. Droplets of rain had caught on his lashes, shaping his eyes into onyx stars.

      “I don’t know what happened to you, Gordan, but you’re not alone.” She could have sworn the darkness in his eyes glowed. “Even if you’re traveling on your own.”

      Gordan huffed a quiet laugh. “That’s the thing. I wish were alone for a moment. I wish the memories would fade and I’d no longer need to wonder if things might have gone differently had I not chosen to set her free.”

      Tullay wasn’t sure he’d meant to speak the words, but she answered anyway, “Tell me what’s bothering you, Gordan. Perhaps the rain can wash it away, and it will be as if the words were never spoken.”

      The male lifted his hand to his necklace, fingers absently playing with the figurine. “Let’s make a deal, Tullay.”

      She cocked her head in silent challenge.

      Fingers clasping the pendant, Gordan flashed a grin of pure-white teeth. “I’ll tell you what has been bothering me if you let me help you figure out that magic of yours.”

      Tullay’s breath caught in her throat, but she wasn’t ready to pull out—not when Gordan’s presence was all strength and vulnerability, a mix of feral danger and a harbor to lay bare that part of herself that had been buried so thoroughly she was no longer sure it was more than a whisper of something other. Something like him.

      Her blood sang in his Fae presence, an unfamiliar song that was more like a memory—and something more. As if he had his own gravitational pull, Tullay leaned closer, hand lifting in front of her body and hovering between their chests.

      Gordan’s gaze remained firm on hers, that proposition lingering despite the assault of dripping water from the sky, and the intensity in those onyx stars… Warmth spread in Tullay’s belly in a way she’d never experienced, almost like those embers weren’t her own but his, lending fire.

      She followed the curve of Gordan’s lips, the glistening raindrops clinging to the smooth skin, her fingers itching to wipe them away, to know what it would feel like to touch him.

      “How about”—she swallowed the sudden dryness in her mouth—“you tell me your story, Gordan, and then I take away the loneliness for a night?”

      Something flashed in his eyes like a spike of those glowing embers, and Tullay’s toes curled into the mud as she realized what her offer could mean.

      Instead of providing her with an answer, Gordan lowered his hand from his necklace to catch hers from the narrow space between them and wrapped it in his grasp. The corners of his lips curled into a smile all too charming for the feral warrior and, for a moment, Tullay glimpsed the male behind the brute facade. Indicating a bow, he lifted their fingers to his mouth, the kiss he brushed to the back of her palm sending a streak of fire through her body straight to her core.

      “No, Tullay,” he whispered, straightening enough that his face was level with hers, and gods was he beautiful, even when his words poured a bucket of cold rejection through her.

      His smile, however, lingered, and Tullay couldn’t help but stare at those lips, at the almost gentle expression as he lowered her hand back to her side and pulled away. “A night of rushed heat won’t erase my losses, Tullay, so I’d rather not add any scars tonight. I’ll simply tell you about Gordan Sterngrove, and you’ll tell me about your magic.”

      Her chest responded with a tight ache that had nothing to do with being rejected but with the idea that a night together would leave a mark on him. She hadn’t ever considered that was possible, not with how things were with Bick. It was a distraction, a welcome release of the frustrations of her daily challenges. But a mark? If she’d never see Bick again, would she miss him?

      The fact that she needed to think about it was answer enough. If she were to leave this settlement tomorrow, the only people she’d truly miss would be Esther and the twins. Esther because she’d gotten so used to her, and the twins because they’d become family to her. But leaving the dust and the hunger, the hardships and worries behind… It was something she had dreamed of a few years ago before she’d come to terms with this being the best she’d ever get—perhaps the best she deserved.

      And this stranger… Would she miss him when he disappeared into the vast harshness of the desert when dawn broke?

      The tight sensation in her stomach told everything.

      “Only for tonight,” Tullay said, waiting for Gordan to challenge her, to demand more or make conditions. But he merely nodded.

      “Only for tonight.”
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      “Only for tonight.” He couldn’t tell exactly what had made him agree. If this was limited to the rainy night, Tullay might not want to speak about her magic ever again. She might not even want to learn about it or train.

      Perhaps the way her hand had hovered before his chest had softened him. Perhaps the taste of her skin now clinging to his lips was addling his mind. Perhaps the guilt that he had been, if only for a moment, entertaining the idea of taking her offer and being mindless and irresponsible for a night was making him give in easily to this innocent condition.

      Did it matter?

      For the first time since he’d left Ulfray to attend the funeral of the woman who’d been carrying a fragment of him with her for over a century, he wanted to talk. He wanted to share the burden, wanted to not feel alone. But not in the way Tullay had suggested. He didn’t need to override memories or wash away the pain. That pain had died with her, and perhaps this loneliness was the guilt about his new freedom. One look at Tullay was enough to know that he wouldn’t walk away unscathed if he let her touch him, and he wasn’t talking about his body. His heart had only just been mended, and he was in no place to let it be shattered all over again. He wouldn’t—couldn’t allow himself to follow that pull of the huntress, especially if he was to help her with her magic. Keeping a clear mind was essential in dealing with shifting halflings.

      As he was still digging out of his own thoughts, Tullay walked to the wall, sat down with her back resting against it, and patted the muddy ground beside her.

      Very well…

      Gordan lowered himself next to her with enough space to be able to ignore her heat and closed his eyes.

      “It’s a long story,” he opened.

      Tullay chuckled, obviously finding some humor in the words. “Show me a sad story that’s ever short.”

      Gordan’s eyes snapped open just in time to catch a sliver of that dark humor on her features. A pretty face, he decided, despite the scars adorning her left side. Maybe because of them. A story he wanted to hear one day … but first, he needed to hold up his end of this bargain.

      “Do you want me to tell it or not?” he quipped, not at all prepared for the sincere interest in the female’s eyes as she turned her head with a nod. So he started again. “I don’t know how much you know about Fae, but there is something called the Mate.” He waited for her to tell him to move on, but she quirked a brow.

      “What’s a Mate?”

      Gordan could barely suppress a heavy sigh. “A fate-given soulmate. Someone who will complement you in a way that you’ll never feel complete without them. A friend, lover, partner in every possible way.” He could have gone on describing the importance of a Mate, but he had a feeling Tullay already understood, for a flicker of emptiness entered her gaze—that same emptiness that he’d seen in people who saw true love for the first time and yearned to experience the same.

      “Mates are rare. But after the curse on Ulfray was lifted after four hundred years, fate seemed to want to make up for lost time and gave Mates graciously. I was gifted with a second chance at a Mate.” His chest throbbed with the memory of that night when he’d laid eyes on her. “But even sensing the bond and acknowledging me as her Mate, she chose another man.”

      He couldn’t bear the look in Tullay’s eyes—the pity.

      “It was a choice I endorsed,” he added quickly, just to make clear he hadn’t been a victim in his own sad story. “At least that time.”

      Tullay held his gaze. “And the other time?”

      The knot in Gordan’s throat seemed to grow with each thought of how much he’d lost, how one opportunity had been wasted long before his second chance. “Someone wanted to crush me.”

      “So, they killed your Mate?”

      Gordan shook his head. “They cheated me out of the opportunity to ever claim him.”

      When Tullay eyed him as if he was speaking in riddles, he decided she truly couldn’t know even the basics about Mates. “They broke the bond long before I had the chance to solidify it. When Fae find their Mates, they have to figure things out themselves—both Mates—and voice that they know what they are to each other—before the bond becomes real. If anyone interferes, the bond will dissolve before it ever has a chance to grow.”

      “That’s horrible,” Tullay filled his pause as his chest tightened around the little holes etched permanently into his heart. One for the male who would have been his Mate, and one for the human woman who’d rejected him. But the tissues between those holes—they were alive, hungry for the world, hungry for sensations.

      Guilt smothered what sprang to life within him at the sight of Tullay’s face, at the wells of secrets her eyes presented. He’d found beauty in a lot of things in his long, long life, but there was something about the halfling beside him that spoke to that part of him that was ready to live.

      “Fae are horrible creatures,” he said with all the dark humor he could muster. Truly, that was more his brother’s department. But he’d spent enough centuries around Nehelon for it to rub off on him.

      Tullay considered him with a thoughtful expression, rain dripping down her cheeks, her nose, flowing in little rivers across those plush lips. He hadn’t taken a moment to truly study her—of course, that first fierce impression of human beauty… But there was something more in the way her hair covered her forehead in straight dark lines, pasted by the wetness, how her brows angled in that inquisitive way that made him feel like she was constantly evaluating something. And that stillness rarely seen in humans. He’d wondered, when she’d shot him from her hiding spot in the shrub, if he’d simply not been paying attention, but after seeing her kill the lion with her magic, there was truly only one conclusion: part-Fae. A strong lineage.

      Tullay didn’t shy away from his scrutiny. “Not all of them,” she murmured, the rain nearly covering up what sounded a lot like a reluctant compliment.

      “Not all of them,” he agreed with a surprisingly easy smile. He could have watched her until the sun came up, happy not speaking at all, but he’d made a Fae promise, so he needed to continue his story. “I lost him before I could have made him mine. And the woman … she died a while back.” His hand wandered to the wooden dragon, the familiar grooves and worn planes soothing. “I buried her with my own hands. It was the least I could do … to honor her, to show her that last respect. Her grandson was crowned king a few days later.”

      “She was a queen?” There was genuine surprise in Tullay’s voice, and he couldn’t help but chuckle without humor.

      “The Queen of Sives.” He’d been there for her coronation, had been there for her wedding, for her fiftieth birthday. He’d been there to watch Almaz ascend the throne of Sives, still clad in the black of mourning after burying his grandmother. He would be an impressive king, would make changes in a kingdom that had healed after a taxing war and the purging of a cult. He was the Hope of Sives.

      “Where did you go?” Tullay called him back from his thoughts.

      Gordan shook his head. “Only after her death was I able to truly let her go.” There… there was the truth that had been haunting him.

      “And that makes you feel guilty?”

      How she knew, Gordan couldn’t tell.

      “I can run from everything, but not from memories.”

      Tullay was quiet for a long while, hands playing with the wet length of her hair, with the wooden button of her tunic. When Gordan thought she wasn’t going to say anything at all, she cleared her throat.

      “Do you regret it?” she wanted to know. “Loving her?”

      “I try to live my life in a way that I don’t have regrets.” And yet, he’d been wondering if things would have been different had he been able to protect Ulfray from the curse. He might have been awake to meet her before she’d met them and he’d lost her too.

      “But you have regrets anyway.”

      Gordan didn’t respond.

      “Tell me the truth.”

      “There is nothing else I can tell you than the truth. Fae can’t lie.”

      Tullay’s lips parted with a sharp exhale. “You can’t lie? Ever?”

      “No.”

      “No wonder you’re running away. It must be horrible, not being able to keep secrets.”

      That drove a laugh from his throat. “There’s a reason Fae have been known to be the silent, brooding type.”

      At that, Tullay raised an eyebrow—the scarred one. “You’re quite talkative for the silent type,” she pointed out.

      “As we’ve established before, not all Fae are horrible creatures,” he said with a wink, and it felt good to joke for once, to savor the moment and not dwell in the past—or the future.

      Gordan shifted on the ground, his clothes sticking to his body as if he’d taken a bath with them in the Fae Falls. “Enough about me. Tell me about your magic.”

      He wasn’t sure if he imagined the stuttering of her heartbeat layered beneath the pouring rain, but his own felt a bit lighter now that he’d admitted to that guilt, to that history that had been burdening him.
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      About a million emotions swirled inside Tullay’s chest as she studied the male through the darkness, her eyes keener than she was used to despite the clinging night. Perhaps it was his presence that brought forth a part of her she’d locked away a long time ago—the part that gave her an advantage when she snuck through the desert at dawn, that let her endure the heat better than the men who praised themselves as the best hunters in her presence, who belittled her when she had problems lifting and carrying her prey.

      “My magic…” She wasn’t exactly sure what she could tell him except for, “If I truly have magic, does that make me Fae?” The one thing she’d been anxious to know and hadn’t allowed herself to consider. And if she were … would she be immortal like them? Would she turn wicked like them?

      “I don’t see how you’re even doubting you have magic,” Gordan said matter-of-factly, his features smoothing after the heaviness of his story.

      By everything that was sacred, Tullay had glimpsed something for a moment when he’d opened up—a door to a world of wonder, of eternal bonds, of punishing cruelty. And such bravery. Gordan wasn’t wicked or cruel, she decided, but unspeakably brave to have been enduring what he had. To be able to smile after having been betrayed and losing a Mate through it. To set free a woman he was bonded to only to see her happy with the man she’d loved more than the one she’d been Mated to.

      One question lingered in her mind, and if she didn’t ask now, under the cover of dripping night, she might never ask.

      “I thought the Mating bond was stronger than any other sort of love,” she mused, entirely forgetting they had been talking about her magic. “How could she choose someone else?”

      The responding glance Gordan gave her was so full of anguish that Tullay regretted having ever considered asking.

      “It’s all right… You don’t need to—”

      But he cut her off. “The bond was acknowledged by both Mates but never solidified in the most permanent of ways. I couldn’t ask her for it when she’d gone through so much…” Voice trailing away, Gordan rubbed his hand over his face. “How could I ask something like that when her heart had long belonged to another? When they had fought their way across kingdoms and tortures to find each other?”

      A weight spread between them, wrapping around Tullay like a lament, and her hand reached out on instinct to lay on Gordan’s forearm.

      The male flinched at the contact as if the touch burned—but froze the next before Tullay could consider pulling back.

      He exhaled a long breath as raindrops slid down his stubbled jaw. Brave and selfless, Tullay realized, and the touch suddenly didn’t feel right. Like she was reaching over an invisible boundary right into his past where a different hand might have been sitting in that same spot, a hand that was more welcome than that of a human huntress with potential scraps of magic.

      What Tullay didn’t understand was why that bothered her.

      Slowly, she withdrew, fingers sliding along the tendons and muscles in his forearm flexing beneath her touch.

      “Don’t,” he whispered, and a sensation like lightning ran through her as she met his gaze again.

      “Don’t touch you?” She swallowed.

      “Don’t pull away.” His hand lightly covered her fingers at the last moment before they could glide off just above his wrist.

      Tullay’s heart skipped a beat, eyes widening at the unexpected intimacy of the gesture, and she waited … waited for something to happen, for him to speak or take her hand and pull her in, she didn’t know for what. But the male remained still, fingers not as much as moving an inch.

      “My heart might have shattered over and over, Tullay, but I’m not broken. My story isn’t over, or the gods would have let me die on the battlefields of the Dragon Wars.”

      His words drove a shiver through her body. A warrior. A true warrior who’d fought in historic battles.

      “But they kept me alive for a reason.”

      Tullay didn’t dare ask what reason that may be.

      “Now, tell me about your magic.” He tilted his head, hand not leaving hers. “Have you always been able to bring down desert lions at will?”

      His voice was light, playful almost, but Tullay stumbled into memories of that day the lion had dragged its claws over her face.

      “Not always.” Absently, her free hand reached for her cheek, tracing the uneven lines.

      “How did that happen?” His expression was serious, inquisitive as he studied the scars beneath the rain.

      The sun burned down on Tullay’s skin as she stood by the sliver of shade where one-year-old Lula and Mori were crawling across the crusty ground behind the house. Esther would call them when lunch was ready. She deserved a break from watching the little ones, and Tullay could afford an hour before she’d head out for hunting again. She reached for the waterskin, taking a swig before she fed a few gulps to each of the girls.

      “Tull,” Mori squeaked.

      “Tull,” Lula chimed in. “Tull, Tull, Tull.”

      It was one of their first words since Mommy wasn’t an option, and Tullay and Esther were the closest thing to family they had even when there was no blood relation.

      Tullay lifted Lula from the ground, Mori immediately demanding she be picked up as well.

      The growl came out of nowhere, accompanied by the sound of paws skittering across the ground.

      Tullay spun around, almost stumbling over Lula, who crawled up to her legs, crying as the hand that had been reaching for her went for the knife at Tullay’s hip instead.

      The desert lion must have gotten into the settlement through the gaps the southern settlers had broken open in their last attack. And it was coming directly for them.

      “Esther!” her shout tore the bone-dry air. But the lion was too close. A few more steps and it would be able to tear into her skin. A well-coordinated leap and it would snatch Mori from her arm or Lula from behind her where she was still tugging on her pants, crying bitterly.

      The door flew open, leaving Esther almost falling over as she halted on the threshold, beholding death on silent paws.

      “Get my bow,” she shouted at Esther, who froze where she stood, eyes on the girl on the ground.

      “Get inside,” the woman commanded, voice hitching with panic.

      But Tullay couldn’t. Any fast movement would have triggered the lion to strike. So she held her ground, knife raised before her chest. “It’s going to be all right,” she told the twins, fingers digging into Mori’s skin as she pressed the girl against her side. “It’s going to be all right.” Over and over again, praying she’d believe it herself.

      Mori’s cry tore through Lula’s sobs.

      The lion leaped for her.

      Tullay acted on instinct, turning away the child from the attack as she slammed to her knees in front of Lula, knife aiming for the lion’s chest in a desperate one-shot defense. Esther’s scream echoed in her head as the lion’s paw hit Tullay’s face, claws slicing over her brow, her cheek.

      Pain exploded as her skin broke open, and something inside her snapped, a darkness curling from deep inside of her, lashing out with her hand as she pushed the knife hard into the lion’s ribs.

      Blood gushed down her face, gushed from the lion’s side as it dropped dead, not even twitching.

      Mori’s cries turned hysterical as the lion half buried them under its crushing weight.

      Then there was darkness.

      Tullay stared into the night for a long moment, digesting what she should have noticed back then, but Gordan cleared his throat, bringing her back to the presence.

      “How I got those scars? I didn’t like that a desert lion considered the twins for lunch.”

      Gordan’s responding laugh was so full of contained anger that she could almost taste it in the air between them. His fingers tightened over hers ever so slightly. But she didn’t pull away, didn’t even try to.

      “I stabbed it when it went for the kill,” she explained. “It got me first.”

      “And you got it with your magic.” Of course, he saw right away what had eluded her for years.

      “I didn’t know back then, but something happened, Gordan. I stabbed it. But it was a small knife; the wound would have been too shallow for immediate death. It should have clawed at us some more.” The memory of pain made her fingers trace the line of her scars again. It had taken months before she could speak or frown or smile without anguish. “But it dropped dead instead.”

      “Like the one the other day,” Gordan added.

      Tullay nodded, palm covering her left eye now.

      Gordan let go of her hand for the benefit of gently peeling hers away from her face. “Don’t hide, Tullay,” he murmured. “You’re beautiful the way you are.”

      His words … they made something thaw inside of her that she didn’t even know was frozen, and tears she hadn’t cried in years mixed into the constant stream of water.

      Grateful for the disguise, she blinked them away, her breath coming heavily as Gordan’s finger grazed her cheekbone right at the edge of the outmost scar.

      “Beautiful and strong Tullay,” he near-whispered. “Survivor.”

      She didn’t even try to tell him that he had the meaning all wrong, that slayer was the literal translation from an old Phornian dialect, too distracted by the tenderness of his touch, by the resolution in his gaze as the rainclouds thinned and starlight spilled onto them like a veil of silver.

      “You have a special sort of magic, Tullay. You command hearts.”

      Her own stuttered a beat as she tried to read in his eyes what he meant by that. But Gordan lowered his hand back to his thigh, blinking away the water on his lashes.

      “What does that mean?” Apparently, he wanted her to ask, or he’d have offered more information. She might not have known much about Gordan, but that she was certain of.

      He inclined his head. “You can stop them with your magic. I haven’t seen anything like it in many years. Usually, Fae command the elements—water, fire, air, earth,” he explained, methodical. “But there are some who have different gifts. I’ve seen the ones who are exceptional healers, those who see the future, those who can bend and break bodies at will. Your magic must fall into that category.”

      “Of destructive magic?” Tullay wanted to know. “My gift is death?”

      Gordan bit his lower lip as if holding back words while he was sorting through his thoughts, and tilted his head. “Perhaps.”

      The one word she had been fearing more than a perhaps was a yes, which he graciously hadn’t used. But this was almost as good as confirmation.

      “Have you ever killed anything else?” The way he asked … without accusation or pity, without judgement.

      That alone made it possible for Tullay to go back in her mind to those days when her mother had urged her to never follow that part of herself that wanted to see destruction. “The occasional lizard, I guess. Some plants … but those don’t have hearts, do they?”

      Gordan chuckled, tucking wet strands of hair behind his ear—his Fae ear now ending in an elegant, pointed arc. “Commanding hearts was more a figurative term. But having spent a few hours with you has shown me what a force of nature you are, Tullay. I wouldn’t be surprised if you did command one or the other heart in this settlement without ever going for the kill.”

      Too distracted by the view of that ear to think about what he might have meant by that, Tullay grimaced and reached out a shaky hand. He’d been incredibly handsome before he’d shed his glamor, but now … now that the rain stopped and his features no longer blurred in their coat of water, he was so painfully beautiful that Tullay’s breath caught. Stars shimmered in his eyes like fragments of onyx and silver, and his ear…

      Gordan didn’t flinch when her fingertip met the arc of his Fae ear but studied her with curious eyes like he was waiting to see what she’d do next.

      “You have Fae magic, Tullay. That means one of your parents was Fae or part-Fae,” he said as if she weren’t just slipping the pad of her index finger along the tip of his ear, her body leaning toward his, hooked all over again by that gravitational pull.

      “My mother died a long time ago,” she said, not meeting his gaze. “She’s the one who told me to never act on impulse whenever something died in my presence. I don’t know who my father is.”

      “She probably knew what you were capable of.” Again, no judgement, just that calm voice that had become like a melody at the back of Tullay’s mind.

      Beautiful … strong Tullay.

      Survivor.

      You’re beautiful the way you are.

      Swallowing, Tullay let her fingers move into his dripping hair, weaving them into strands of liquid silk.

      She knew she should have been cautious, should have held back and followed their conversation, but something inside of her tugged her on, called to her like an ancient song she’d never heard but knew she would never be able to stop thinking about.

      “You are Fae,” she whispered what she’d known, what he’d confirmed, and what she still was only comprehending now, that she was touching proof of his otherness.

      “As are you, Tullay.” His voice turned gravelly as if he was fighting the urge to bolt from under her touch—or to touch her too, she couldn’t tell. “And you are pushing my limits.”

      Tullay’s hand dropped, shoved from his hair by what felt like a solid wall of air, and she realized that he’d used magic. Everything inside her was poised to fight, to lash out and destroy, as if something primal had come to life that had been slumbering beneath the surface.

      Something dark was brewing in her chest, a storm that would consume whatever got into her path.

      But Gordan’s magic wrapped around her, encasing both of them in a bubble of protection beyond which she couldn’t reach.

      “Let me out,” she bit at him, hands straining against the barrier. Darkness pooled at her fingertips, near-tangible as panic rose alongside it.

      But Gordan was eying her with an expression of equal panic that made her chest constrict, made the darkness settle back like a plume of smoke collapsing on itself. Her body stilled. Her mind stilled. The world ceased to exist as the warrior balled his hands into fists, and a droplet of blood appeared on his lower lip where he was biting again.
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      “What’s wrong?” Tullay wanted to know. Of course, she wanted to know. No male in his right mind would panic at the curious touch of a halfling—a pretty damn beautiful halfling. Especially when it was such an innocent touch that meant nothing. Nothing. Yet … it meant everything.

      Gordan couldn’t breathe fast enough, couldn’t bite down on his lip hard enough to prevent himself from blurting out the words that would be his doom.

      Her scent—desert wind and spring blossoms—turned near unbearable inside the shield he’d thrown up to protect her from hurting anyone as her magic came to life.

      He’d sensed it tingling in the air like a dark presence ready to strike, and all he could think of was to surround them with hard air the way he would have done on a battlefield. Thank Vala, her magic wouldn’t kill him as fast as the common desert lion.

      The taste of iron and salt informed him his teeth had drawn blood, and he licked it away with a sweep of his tongue. He’d waited too long to withdraw, had indulged in the sense of being touched a moment too long—and it had twisted the beating organ in his chest.

      “Breathe, Tullay,” he told her … told himself, for his chest had tightened, his muscles coiled, all defense mechanisms in place. Even his hand had gone to his side to grasp his axe. But that weapon wouldn’t do him any good.

      He watched her magic rise like black smoke and implode again as she realized he was panicking, her eyes wide and dark and her lips in a tight line as if she was keeping questions from barreling out.

      He followed his own command, breathing in and out the way he’d been taught long centuries ago when he’d trained with his brother.

      “Your magic needs to be tamed, or you’ll hurt someone you care about soon enough.” It was the truth, and Gordan couldn’t help cringing a bit from the thought of how easily the settlement would be destroyed if Tullay’s magic were accidentally unleashed.

      The halfling swallowed. “I know.” And just like that, there was no more question about whether she even possessed that magic or what needed to be done; he could read it in her eyes.

      “Either I’m staying, or you’re coming with me.” Whatever gave him the courage to speak, he’d need to say a prayer later, for either option would push his limits even more. One would lock him in a tiny settlement he truly had no place, and the other would expose her to the constant presence of the halfling who should be brought to Ulfray until she completed her shift.

      Holding his breath, Gordan waited.

      Tullay only turned her hands over, examining her palms. “How long until I can master it?”

      “That depends on your mindset and your bloodline. Fast if you’re even half as strong-headed and determined as the Fae Queen.” He chuckled to himself at the memories of the shifting part-Fae, her clumsy steps when she got used to her growing Fae limbs, how she’d summoned water and shaped it to her liking.

      At that, Tullay quirked a brow. “I’m not leaving Esther and the twins.”

      Something inside Gordan purred with satisfaction that Bick hadn’t made the list of people she wouldn’t leave.

      “Very well.” So it would be sleeping under the stars again until she was ready and he could wander on. He could most certainly not expose himself to sleeping in her scent, or he might risk letting it settle inside of him. “Go home. Rest. We’ll start tomorrow morning.”

      The halfling gave him an unreadable glance, eyes wandering his unglamoured face, his Fae ears.

      “Will I shift to look like a real Fae?” She angled her head, tracing her own ear with a fingertip.

      Gordan didn’t like the way he ached to touch it, too. Not only her ear but that elegant neck of hers…

      He leaped to his feet, dropping the shield around him and wrapping it around her alone. “I’ll be nearby in case you need me.” He didn’t wait for her objections before he strolled off, breathing in the cleansed air.
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      Tullay’s boots crunched over the dried-up ground two days later on her way out of the settlement. It wasn’t her turn to go hunting, but after the initial raised brows and curious looks they’d earned when she’d sat by the settlement walls with Gordan—hands in the air before her and face twisting in concentration—they’d deemed it safer to train away from spying eyes.

      So she’d snuck out of the house before dawn and marched all the way out to the waterhole where she’d hunted the gazelle and killed a desert lion with her magic.

      It was still a shock that she even possessed magic. On the plus side, she wasn’t alone. Even when Gordan was unpredictable in going back and forth between being surprisingly open and talkative and those moments when he pushed her away like that rainy night, he was Fae and knew how to handle developing powers.

      By the time the waterhole came into view, Tullay had shed the fear that now went to bed with her every night and got up with her in the mornings. If she accidentally killed someone…

      But Gordan had reassured her she wouldn’t. His shield prevented any magic from leaking from her while she was in the settlement. The ability to have his shield follow her around even when he slept away from the house spoke volumes about his own powers.

      Gordan was sitting on a boulder, elbows propped on his thighs, and staring at her like a hawk assessing prey.

      “Good morning,” she chirped, just to get under his skin.

      The male grumbled his greetings, getting to his feet and steering her toward the largest of the rocks from the formation that had hosted the pack of desert-lions Gordan had eliminated.

      “We might actually spot a gazelle or two if we wait long enough,” he narrated as he sat down behind the rocks, beckoning her to do the same. “And while we do so, we’ll work on summoning your magic without taking down everyone in your surroundings.”

      Tullay rolled her eyes. “Just because I accidentally killed another lizard yesterday…”

      “Yesterday, it was a lizard. Tomorrow, it could be one of the twins.”

      And just like that, all humor was gone from her thoughts, all frustration of hiking out here to sit in the abandoned heat with a broody male … all of it was replaced by that fear and what would happen if she didn’t master it, if Gordan left her before she could learn enough control to sleep at night without his shield protecting those she loved from her own magic.

      “Summon your power,” he commanded, that military tone of emotional detachment prevalent as he entered training mode the way it had the past days, as if that male who’d told her she was beautiful, who’d lain his pain before her didn’t even exist.

      Tullay had forbidden herself from wondering where he’d gone. It wouldn’t make a difference soon enough when he’d be on his way to run from his loss once more. She hadn’t dared ask any questions or sit too close to him either, each inch of distance welcome now that she’d felt that pull that would only lead to heartache.

      With closed eyes, she reached into the well of darkness layered beneath everything she’d been told to believe over her short twenty years. That Fae were dangerous, that their magic was wicked, that they were monsters.

      “You’re thinking too much.”

      With a frown, she pushed back the natural reaction to anything he said, which was to reel on him and tell him that it was none of his business and that he didn’t even want to be here, to begin with, so why did he care? But that seemed a bit harsh, and she blamed it on her newfound primal Fae side that she allowed her temper to show even the slightest bit by snapping at him, “Perhaps you’re thinking too little.”

      Gordan’s laugh startled a flock of birds from the nearby bushes. She didn’t need to open her eyes to know—she’d internalized each and every sound of the desert since childhood, and with every new day of working on her magic, her senses seemed to become keener, her instincts more pronounced.

      “I’ve done nothing but think for the past century, Tullay,” he huffed, his own power flexing from his body to wrap around her hands where darkness started leaking like smoke and ink. “Good,” he complimented as her magic pushed against his, trying to fight its path out. “You are part-Fae; your instincts know what to do.”

      When Tullay opened her eyes to watch her magic come free, they snapped to Gordan’s instead, his dark depths calm and assessing as he studied her palms from where he’d leaned closer. A shudder shook through her as the touch of his power slid away, allowing the darkness to roam freely.

      The first day she’d been cautious, scared that she’d unintentionally harm her surroundings, but after two days of training, what was alive around the rocks had either fled or had fallen victim to her first uncontrolled magical outburst on her first training day. Now, all that was left was the male with the impenetrable shield.

      “Send it out.” He pointed toward the other side of the rock formation where a lion-sized boulder was already stained with black marks like blotches of soot.

      Tullay did. Her magic curled through the air, a beast with its own sharp teeth to still a heart. She pushed it forward until it hit stone, the impact almost like catching herself on the rock with her bare hands.

      Gritting her teeth, she shoved on.

      “You’re making progress.”

      It didn’t seem like much progress compared to the day before, but it was an entirely different story from the day Gordan had rolled the desert lion off her. That felt like a lifetime ago.

      She kept it up for a few more moments before her strength faltered and the magic collapsed in on itself the way it had that night. Panting, she turned to face the male.

      “You’re a fast learner,” he noted, not without a hint of pride.

      “I’m fast to adapt, that’s all.” She wiped the sweat off her forehead, careful not to smear the blue stripe over her eyes.

      Gordan tracked every movement with attentive eyes. “What’s the paint for?”

      “Out here, it identifies me as part of Bick’s settlement.”

      Gordan raised a brow. “Like a brand on livestock?”

      Considering his words, Tullay tried to find an explanation that wouldn’t make it sound like that was exactly what it was.

      “If you’re at war with the southern settlers, wouldn’t you want to not be able to be identified while out here?” Gordan challenged. “Bick’s is a tiny settlement. You all know each other well enough to recognize even from a distance in the open desert. Wouldn’t the color of your clothes be a better idea?”

      “Blue clothes in the desert would make us easy targets, don’t you think?” she said as if that was explanation enough.

      Gordan frowned as she twisted his words, but he didn’t let it go. “So, why the paint then?”

      Tullay held his gaze while the magic at her fingertips started dancing once more. Anger… anger and fear brought it to life so easily ever since that damn had cracked. And in the male’s presence, as if the proximity to his Fae blood was enough to fuel her magic, it came to life so strongly sometimes that she wondered what standing on Ulfrayan soil would do to her.

      “Perhaps Bick thinks it’s pretty,” she retorted, earning a frown.

      “And do you always do whatever Bick finds pretty?” There was more in his tone than the question. A dare, a challenge, an accusation.

      “What I do to please Bick is none of your concern.”

      She could have sworn anger flashed in his eyes before he shuttered his expression, layering on neutral calm. But his voice was anything but calm as he said, “I’m sure he’ll miss whatever that is when you wake up and stop selling yourself for the meek benefits that come with sleeping with the leader.”

      Death leaped from Tullay’s hands, striking so fast all she could do was watch as it lurched for Gordan’s throat, wrapping itself around it.

      His eyes went wide—wild—as he threw up a protective shield, but her power was strong when angered, and right now… Right now, she didn’t know what she was because, beneath that anger, a flicker of hurt ignited into a flame. Because Gordan was right. And she hated that she’d never valued herself enough to aim for something more—something real.

      Her horror at the sight of Gordan struggling for breath put an immediate damper on her power, and it was all it took for him to break free and attack—not with his magic but with his physical strength, hands catching her wrists and pinning them to the rock on each side of her head as he crouched over her.

      “Take that back,” she panted, embarrassment staining her cheeks crimson—not for having lost control but for what she’d been doing with Bick.

      “No.” The primal dominance of his tone put her nerve endings on alert.

      She gritted her teeth, pushing her power forward once more, just to see if she was strong enough to free herself of the predator above her.

      Smoke crawled from her palms, spilling over Gordan’s fingers, snaking up his arms until they reached his neck once more. But she didn’t let them strangle him this time.

      This time, she was in control. Her mind was clear, wiped blank by that onyx stare of his.

      His glamor slipped, Fae ears breaking through with their pointed arches and features turning even more handsome. Tullay’s breath caught at the feel of his breath on her face. He was so close… Close enough to lick the droplet of blood off his lip where his teeth were digging in again.

      “Have you once thought about how you won’t be dependent on him once you master your magic? How you’ll be able to provide in a different way?” His voice was low, reverberating through her with every heartbeat. “If you can kill with your power, you won’t need to worry about desert lions or arrows. No more nightly visits to assure the twins have enough food.”

      How he knew, Tullay didn’t even want to think about. She hadn’t slept with Bick since the night before the desert lion.

      “What if I like my nightly visits there?”

      Gordan’s stare didn’t balk as her power slithered along his shoulder, closer to the center of his chest, black smoke on black fabric.

      “Oh, I’m sure you do.” Releasing her wrists, he sat back, pinning her legs beneath him. “Now pull that magic back before I need to knock you out.”

      The lack of humor in his tone was enough to make her power withdraw … almost entirely, except for a strand of darkness straying along his throat, licking along his jaw, across the cut on his lower lip.

      Gordan jerked back in surprise. “What are you doing?” And that panic entered his gaze once more; the one that had severed that connection between them on the rainy night.

      Almost as surprised as he was, Tullay shook her head, calling her power back and wishing she’d never met the Fae male.
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      Gordan’s heart pounded like an untamable beast at the phantom feel of her magic slithering across his body. By the gods, what power did that female hold?

      For sure, more than the trickle that was necessary to squish a desert lion’s heart.

      Her eyes, wide like full moons, pinned him as he sat back, sorting his thoughts in addition to the welling emotions accompanying the intimacy of what she’d done. Never—never—had anything shaken him like that touch. Not even the fear for his life when the Dragon King had unleashed his power on his brother, on his queen, on everyone and everything he held dear.

      Gordan swallowed, tongue flicking over his lip where Tullay’s magic had slithered across to find a lingering taste of spice and sweet smoke, a unique taste that had little to do with the innocent wish to aid her in controlling her magic.

      “I’m sorry.” Tullay’s voice barely broke through his momentary petrification. “I didn’t mean to…” Her words ebbed as if she didn’t know what exactly she’d done.

      “To touch me with your power?” Because that was what she’d done. More than that, even. She’d dug right through that monumental wall he’d erected around his feelings decade after decade after decade. And now, it was crumbling to gravel in places, jagged edges piercing and prodding where he’d once held complete control over everything he was.

      Tullay’s gaze landed on his mouth like she needed to verify her power had truly withdrawn.

      “How did you do that?” He had seen a lot—had seen his brother pin people with his magic, had seen fire or water wrap around objects or limbs. He’d seen ice and snow capture opponents and lock them in place. But a caress of darkness … he’d never experienced that.

      Tullay’s slight frown tipped her lips into a crooked line. “You have blood on your lips.”

      As if that were justification to cross boundaries.

      Gordan heaved a breath to clear his thoughts, to purge his body of that spark her magic had ignited, and licked over his lips again, acutely aware of Tullay’s gaze following the very fraction of skin he wetted. Only when he could breathe normally once more did he push himself to his knees, still straddling her legs, and held out a hand.

      “Maybe it’s time we practice in the open,” he suggested, waiting for her to take it.

      Tullay’s legs brushed the inside of his thighs as she pulled them up, knees reaching higher between his legs than he had anticipated, and he wasn’t prepared for the searing heat that brief touch sent through him.

      “Vala have mercy,” he huffed under his breath, earning a questioning glance from Tullay in response.

      But Vala must have been sleeping in the realm of the gods, or she no longer wanted to bestow with him said mercy, for Tullay grasped his hand, pulling herself to her knees in front of him. Too close. That half foot of space did nothing to allow his inner balance to return.

      “Why did my magic just do that?”

      Gordan didn’t need to ask what she was referring to, his skin still tingling from the touch.

      “I don’t know.” And he didn’t like that he didn’t know. “Perhaps it was feeling lonely after so many years of being suppressed.” An attempt at humor was better than admitting how he could barely stop himself from asking her to do it again.

      “Maybe it wanted to end your miserable Fae life,” she retorted.

      Gordan gave a small chuckle that turned into a growl. His hands lashed out on instinct, grabbing her shoulders as if ready to pin her back against the boulder. “Is my life miserable because I never got to enjoy the pleasure of being Mated?” His breath came heavy as he tried to forget that taste of her magic like a kiss of the desert’s lure, of its hidden beauty and its richness where others merely saw death. “My life is more than that. I have a court I’m loyal to, a brother I’d do anything for. A king and queen, for whom I’ve gone to the end of this world.”

      Tullay’s eyes flickered with curious excitement, with something more.

      “I might have a few hard centuries, but I’m a survivor just as you are. When death knocks on my door one day, I will recognize it for what it is. And trust me when I say your magic wasn’t in the mood for killing.”

      Tullay’s throat bobbed, her features blurring at how close Gordan had leaned in, her head tipped back so she could still look him in the eye while he was towering over her.

      “What was it in the mood for?” she whispered, and her breath was as sweet as the blossoms in Ulfrayan spring, the spice of her magic weaving into it with its own lure, beckoning him closer.

      Gordan didn’t think when he inhaled deeply—too deeply to hold his instincts on a tight leash the way he’d perfected over centuries—and summoned her lips to his.

      It wasn’t a gentle kiss the way he’d always imagined he’d kiss a Mate, but brutal, desperate, devouring.

      Tullay’s lips met his with the same tenor, hard and fierce, angry even. That heat where she’d touched the inside of his thighs flared all the way to his stomach, leaving no space for thoughts, only for that flood of sensation ravaging him as the wall tumbled and crumbled and crashed in his chest.

      Her tongue nudged his lower lip, sweeping along where her magic had been, before she pulled it into her mouth with her teeth, sucking, licking like she needed to erase any proof of his restraint. Like she was ready to swallow him whole. Gordan’s hands slid higher, cupping her face, delving into her hair as he secured her against him, unable to get enough of the rough clash punching through anything and everything he’d worked so hard for.

      Her moan slipped into his mouth, the taste like sweet berry wine from the Summer Court, as she pressed her chest against his.

      By the gods, the mix of firm muscles and soft curves almost undid him. A groan rumbled in his throat, a trapped animal fighting for escape. But Tullay wasn’t done. That kiss wasn’t enough, for her arms curled around his waist, her fingers digging into the muscles of his back, making them flex. Stars danced before his eyes as his thoughts came back to life, screaming at him at full force.

      And Gordan froze. Right under her touch, he froze, tongue halfway into her mouth, fingers woven into the black mass of her hair, skin tingling, and lips swollen.

      Her breath hitched, a twitch running through her that made him all too aware of how his own body had come to life.

      Eyes snapping open, he slithered back a few inches. “I didn’t mean to…”

      Tullay’s eyes were ablaze with the heat of the moment, her lips shimmering wet from their kiss, but her arms fell back to her sides, leaving him cold even in the unforgiving desert.

      “It’s all right,” she muttered. “It didn’t mean anything.”

      That was where she was wrong. It might have meant nothing to her, but for Gordan, Tullay had been the first one he’d kissed since before the Curse had ever fallen on Ulfray over five hundred years ago.

      And the gods be damned if that hadn’t altered everything.
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      The twins had long gone to bed when Tullay climbed into her own a few days later. She’d successfully kept her interactions with Gordan casual. Training, nothing more. Neither of them had brought up the incident, and she could have sworn he’d bought her lie before they’d resorted to waiting for a gazelle to pass by that morning by the waterhole. She’d been able to control her magic enough to kill the first beast that had stalked up before noon, and Gordan had wordlessly carried it home, right into Bick’s kitchen. There, he’d dumped it before he’d returned to fixing the walls with the words, “It’s best if you train on your own this afternoon.”

      And Tullay had done so, keeping herself from replaying the sensation of their near-destructive kiss. It hadn’t been her—not entirely. Something more—something primal—had made an occurrence the moment Gordan towered over her, face so close she could already taste him on her tongue. Lush summer, the way she imagined it tasted where greenery dominated the lands rather than dusty soil, and a hint of salt and sweetness. It had broken a damn in her that she hadn’t even known existed, and her magic had ravaged her, surging through her body, collecting on her lips as she’d sucked on his, on her tongue as she’d licked over his … and by the forsaken gods of Neredyn, she’d never felt her body sing like that.

      She didn’t dare ponder what it meant, how that one kiss had changed her. Especially when it hadn’t even been a good kiss. Tongue and teeth and desperation. But the freedom of that moment, the weightless fire, the—

      “It means nothing,” she whispered to herself the way she’d been telling herself since that moment he broke away and she’d caught her breath. “Nothing.”

      It would have been madness, allowing herself to feel something for a Fae male. The thought alone sent a quiver of magic through her body as that Fae part of her tried to make itself known. She shut it down, and with a grunt, Tullay slipped under her blankets.

      She had just closed her eyes when a low noise outside the windows caught her attention.

      Tullay rolled back out of the covers, dragging her feet over to where the curtains were moving with the night breeze. It wouldn’t have been the first time that a bird was picking at crumbs of bread someone dropped in the yard. Desert lions should no longer be able to enter the settlement with the walls mostly fixed and the gate closed and locked after sunset. But there was no shame in being overly cautious when it came to unusual night activities.

      Heart in her throat, Tullay pressed against the wall, picking up her knife from the nightstand without bending down, and peered through the small gap in the curtain.

      Starlit, clear night was all she found; that and the rhythmic sound of groaning wood. Tullay was near ready to grab her bow when she spotted him in the half-shadow of the neighbor’s goat shed, moonlight glistening on his sweat-slick skin as he pulled himself up on the edge of the roof.

      Pressing her hand over her mouth so she wouldn’t gasp at the sight, she leaned forward another inch to get a better view. She’d felt that muscled back against her palms, beneath her fingers as she’d clawed at him—a blush crept into her cheeks—but this … this was something different.

      Up and down. Up and down. He kept doing pull-ups as if his life depended on it, his arms flexing, the groove of his spine running all the way to where his low-hanging pants covered the firm curve of his ass.

      Tullay’s mouth turned dry, and her hand grasped the uneven edge of the windowsill to keep herself rooted. It only bothered her a little bit how her eyes seemed to be piercing through the darkness with ease—too easily for purely human sight. Or how his panting breaths floated toward her when she shouldn’t have been able to hear him at all.

      If she’d ever believed Bick was fit, Gordan’s warrior body dwarfed whatever had impressed her about the settlement leader. She didn’t dare imagine what lay beneath the fabric of his pants—the hard bulge that had pressed against her hips when she’d kissed him.

      Tullay’s throat bobbed so loudly she was certain his head would turn and that depthless gaze of his would zero in on her. But he kept pulling himself up, down, up, down. And Tullay kept watching.

      She kept watching until her skin prickled, her core heated as she drank in the view of strength and beauty that was so beyond human reach that her Fae nature scratched on the surface of that layer she’d drawn over it to contain it. Whether Gordan’s shield still enveloped her in the night, she couldn’t tell, only that she hadn’t once feared she’d lose control since she’d been able to kill the gazelle at will.

      Time trickled by as Tullay tried to tear her gaze away—then stopped trying entirely when the male dropped to the ground, next to where he’d discarded his shirt, laid down, and did crunches. Muscles rippled in his abdomen with every movement, reminding Tullay of the moment when she’d leaned into him, of the taste of his lips, of the contained need he’d shown her.

      That flicker of him had been enough to tell her how hungry he was for touch, for pleasure—for life.

      And she would have lied had she pretended she wasn’t just as hungry herself.

      She’d stopped counting at seventy, and Gordan was still going, still exerting his strength in what would have been the most obnoxious display of muscles had he done it in broad daylight. But Gordan had waited until the settlement was asleep before he’d turned to his exercise routine. Why he had to do it in front of her window though was beyond her. Only when he finally picked up his shirt, wiping sweat off his face and chest with it, did Tullay understand why. He took a long swig from his waterskin before lying down by the shed wall and closing his eyes.

      She remained by the window, anxious about making even the slightest noise, until she was certain Gordan had fallen asleep. She laid down her knife by her pillow and slipped back into bed, not bothering to pull the covers over her body, the residual heat the image of Gordan’s bare torso had induced enough to bead the nape of her neck with sweat and make her press her knees together as she told herself that it meant nothing. Nothing.

      Tullay still lay awake when dawn broke and the settlement came to life, and it was too late to make up her mind whether climbing through the window and joining him out there was a bad idea.

      In the room beside hers, the twins were arguing about who got to wear the sash Esther had made for them from an old piece of fabric. The smell of hot porridge with snippets of dried fruit crept through the door, and the goats were bleating as the neighbor let them out of the shed.

      For a moment, Tullay lay still, fingers grasping the corner of her covers as she marveled what her senses could pick up—so much more than a day ago, than three, or even before she’d ever met Gordan Sterngrove. Each sound was familiar yet new, each voice richer, each view crisper, like a veil had been pulled back, revealing what the world had hidden from her for two decades.

      Those were Fae senses, and hers were getting stronger by the day.

      A knock on the front door made Esther’s footsteps wander away from the stove. The lock clicked.

      Gordan’s deep voice rumbled through the house as he spoke his good mornings.

      “She’s not up yet,” Esther informed him, assuming the male had come for Tullay.

      “Then I’ll wait here.” Gordan’s boots wandered toward the table. A chair slithered across the floorboard. Wood groaned as he sat—Tullay’s stomach did a nervous clench as the image of Gordan’s powerful arms pulling him up on the edge of the roof floated back into her mind.

      She shook her head, debating staying in bed so she wouldn’t need to face him, but Mori bounded through the door, squealing, “He’s here, he’s here. The bear is here.”

      Lula followed her sister’s dance through Tullay’s room, sash bouncing on her head were she’d wrapped it around her black curls. Good to know who’d won that fight.

      “Who’s here?” Tullay at least pretended to be oblivious. Gordan was full Fae and could probably pick up her racing heart through the children’s chanting, but the rest of the household didn’t need to know.

      “Gordan! Gordan!” Mori shouted, leaping onto Tullay’s bed.

      From the main room, Gordan’s low laugh spread like a carpet of embers she’d now need to cross to joint them for breakfast.

      Faking a yawn, she allowed the twins to tug her to the door, deciding that it was fair that Gordan would get a glimpse of her skin after she’d looked her fill during the night. It wasn’t much—just her arms, her collarbones, and shoulders beneath broad stripes of brown linen that reached to her ankles, but enough to feel his gaze burn where his attention flickered when she stepped into the room.

      Ignoring Esther’s frown, she padded to the table and sat across from Gordan’s broad frame. Heat flared in her stomach as her eyes drifted to his chest all covered up by a black tunic once more. But she knew the contours of his muscles now, could almost feel them beneath her fingers.

      “Tullay?”

      “Sorry, what?” Head snapping to the side, she found Esther with the pot of porridge and a bowl.

      “Are you going on a hunt with the boys today?” Esther repeated a question she’d apparently asked before.

      Amusement flickered in Gordan’s eyes as Tullay returned her gaze to them.

      “Of course.” It was her duty as one of the settlement’s hunters but also something she wouldn’t miss for anything.

      “What’s different today?” Gordan asked, dipping his spoon into the bowl Mori set before him. He nodded his thanks.

      “Today is just a normal day,” Esther explained, “but tomorrow is the fiftieth anniversary of this settlement. So Bick and the boys will go out hunting to bring back more than normal. Tullay is going with them to make sure they don’t kill each other rather than a flock of gazelles.”

      Tullay snorted at the quite accurate description of what would be happening. “The entire settlement gathers on that day, and we’ll roast meat over a fire and glut ourselves on Bick’s berries.”

      “After the rain, they have been ripening wonderfully,” Esther added.

      At least, she no longer questioned why Gordan was still there the way she had the first two days. The twins couldn’t get enough of him, and he had spent an hour or two playing hide and seek with them around the house, so Esther didn’t complain. Time to herself was as rare for her as for any mother in the settlement.

      “I could help,” the male offered.

      “Plucking the berries?” Lula chirped. “Yes, bear, help us pluck the berries.”

      Tullay bit back a laugh, but the smile on Gordan’s face made it easy to forget she had been about to. Everything about him changed as the gruff edges fell away with that simple gesture. A genuine smile for the girl.

      Only when Gordan’s attention returned to her did the smile slip and his expression shutter into that carefully neutral one she had come to recognize as the best mask in his arsenal.

      “With the hunt,” he corrected Lula, shoveling porridge into his mouth as he studied Tullay across the table.

      Esther cleared her throat. “I don’t think the hunters need another man. Bick will be glad if you finish the wall.”

      “I want to help with the wall, too,” Mori noted, small arms crossed over her chest as she pouted at Esther.

      “Maybe next time,” Gordan told her with a softening expression.

      Tullay’s heart did an unexpected twist as she realized that this felt weirdly right. Having him there at the breakfast table with the girls around—it felt almost like that might have been how a young family worked.

      Shaken by the thought, she shoved all emotions aside and ate her porridge before she leaped to her feet to get dressed for the day. But the sense of Gordan’s gaze following her from the room made it difficult to think of anything else, now the thought was in her head: right.

      Tullay changed into her hunting clothes, buttoning the sand-colored tunic at her shoulder, and picked up her bow and a quiver of arrows.
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      When she left the house half an hour later, Bick and the boys were gathering in the courtyard. Well, boys wasn’t entirely correct. The three men were all Bick’s age and above.

      Tullay tossed back the braid that had slid onto her shoulder and joined them, waiting for Bick to lead the way out of the settlement. That honor was the settlement leader’s every single year. Even when Tullay would have chosen a far more efficient route to the gate, she strode along behind him, waving at the settlers who’d come to their windows and doors to wave them goodbye.

      Esther and the twins stood at the bedroom window, waving happily, as were the neighbors with the goat shed. But the tall, handsome male she was silently hoping to spot was nowhere to be seen.

      Perhaps that was a good thing. She’d already wasted two sleepless nights on him. Yet, however much she tried to not wonder, her mind kept circling back to the same question: What if the kiss had meant something after all?

      Patches of dying flowers greeted them outside the walls, a reminder of the heavy rainfalls. They’d whither, and their seeds would lay in the dry soil until the next gush of the skies. It wasn’t much, but it was proof that the lands weren’t dead, just inconvenienced by centuries of being covered in salt and burned by the sun. Now that the salt was receding, more and more of the desert was turning inhabitable, and the settlers were doing their part to make this remote and hostile part of the Kingdom of Phornes a place where, in a few decades, new generations could thrive.

      “We march out to the southern pond,” Bick said to no one in particular, and the boys gave their excited agreement while Tullay’s enthusiasm remained minimal.

      “We haven’t seen much of the southerners lately,” she said, catching up with Bick to speak to him directly.

      Bick gave her a fleeting glance full of disapproval. “That’s because they’re scared of us.”

      Right. The southern settlers had never been scared—just careful. “We could go to the waterhole in the north. I’ve hunted by the western one recently, so I’d rather not thin out the herds there any more at the moment.”

      Behind them, Kelley and Ghar laughed about something Albin had said. Tullay didn’t need to ask to know they were telling corny jokes.

      “We’re going south,” Bick insisted with more bite than Tullay had expected.

      She didn’t object again, too taken aback. He’d always listened to her when it came to hunting advice. But today, Bick’s mood seemed to be dark and his mind set on the southern pond.

      “Hey, Tull,” Ghar caught her attention. “Why didn’t you bring that beast of a man you picked up in the desert the other day?”

      “He’s working on the walls.” Keeping her voice steady was a challenge in itself.

      “Too bad,” Kelley said without much regret. “He’d be a good hauling mule for our return.”

      The three men laughed. Bick’s face, however, darkened.

      “Bick gave him a task, and he’s completing it like a good boy.” It cost Tullay way too much effort to not whirl on them and point an arrow in their faces.

      At least, her response seemed to appease Bick.

      “He’s been quite useful,” the leader said without emotion. “More useful than I can say about you lot.”

      Albin voiced his mock outrage. “Hey, I’m the best farmer you have. I should be groveled before.”

      “True that,” Kelley chimed in. “He’s the one sowing all your wheat. No Albin, no grain slop for breakfast.”

      Ghar coughed as if he’d choked on Kelley’s words. “I’m good being useless,” he admitted. “I just want to put my feet up in the shade and nap all day.”

      “Yeah, that’s because you’re up all night, being useful with Leyla,” Bick shot over his shoulder.

      Ghar swallowed almost comically loud.

      Their bickering became a background melody of irrelevant chatter as they marched southward, the settlement at their back and the sun rapidly climbing high enough to drive sweat onto their bodies. Tullay kept quiet, her eyes and ears on their surroundings rather than on the four men who were entirely too talkative for a hunting party.

      Even when her hours with Gordan always were a challenge for her emotions and her temper, at least it was never boring. When Gordan spoke, he spoke of a world of magic. A brutal world of silent death and beautiful torment, but that didn’t scare her. She’d grown up in the middle of death. Every year they survived in the settlement was a gift, and she was lucky to have Esther and the twins to share that life of hardship with—and Bick.

      Her gaze wandered to the leader’s profile, and she couldn’t help noticing how her stomach did no funny flip. Her toes didn’t curl, and her heart didn’t race. Even the memory of the last time she’d been in his lap, legs straddling his hips and him buried deep inside of her … it didn’t bring any heat to her chest or blush to her cheeks.

      “Something wrong?” Bick turned as he noticed her stare.

      Tullay shook her head. And perhaps that was exactly the thing. She hadn’t thought about him in that way once since she’d brought home Gordan. She didn’t miss Bick’s touch, his kisses, not even the bland conversations that she’d once experienced as her only escape in this life of limited options.

      But that had drastically changed with the appearance of Gordan Sterngrove. And now … now Tullay couldn’t see a way back to being that woman who’d accidentally shot him. Too much had changed in such a short period of time. She had changed.

      As if to prove her point, her magic came to life inside her chest, darkness slithering along her arms like snakes and smoke. She bit her lip to ground herself, the gesture immediately conjuring the feel of Gordan’s lower lip beneath hers.

      “Tull?” Bick prompted when she didn’t respond.

      She shook her head again to clear that image away—and the warmth it induced slithering through her body. “Everything is fine.”

      Bick nodded. “You can come over tonight.” A flicker of anticipation crossed his expression.

      For lack of a response that wouldn’t offend Bick, Tullay hummed a noncommittal sound that Bick interpreted the way he wanted to. She’d worry about an excuse later.

      He’d lose interest in her sooner or later and move on to one of the other women—Bria was pretty. Perhaps she’d find a way to make them dance together at the celebrations. It might ignite a spark for both that would release Tullay from his attention.

      They paused for a snack and a drink at noon, finding cover under a few bushes whose leaves were surprisingly lush after the rain. Tullay marveled at the dusty green as she laid back on the ground, chewing on a piece of bread.

      Bick offered her an extra slice with a meaningful grin that made Tullay’s skin prickle, not in the good way.

      I’m sure he’ll miss whatever that is when you wake up and stop selling yourself for the meek benefits that come with sleeping with the leader.

      Gordan’s words drove her into a sitting position, head bouncing left and right in decline. “Thanks, Bick. I’m good.”

      The man cocked his head, expression suggesting she couldn’t be serious.

      “Really.” She patted her stomach as if she’d glutted herself on a lavish feast. “I had enough breakfast, and eating so much will only make me drowsy and slow me down for the rest of the journey.” She pulled her waterskin from her belt, drinking so he wouldn’t offer his. “You want me in my best condition for when we get to the pond, right?”

      Bick nodded, but she could read in his gaze that his mind was trying to work out what exactly had changed.

      Instead of joining the men’s conversation about harvest and their idea of what celebrations should entail, Tullay broke a twig off one of the bushes and twisted it into a circle which she then set upon her head. Not a crown of leaves but something that would keep the unforgiving heat at bay.

      After another hour of walking, the tall palm trees framing the southern pond came into view. What they called a pond was really a small oasis, succulent plants covering the eastern and northern shore while the west and south were free. If the southerners needed water so urgently, they could build a settlement right there, but that would keep the nomadic animals of the desert from stopping for replenishment, and they would lose their pool of prey.

      She had never been far enough south to know if there lay other water sources closer to the ocean, and potentially more settlements were set directly at the shores of the Brittle Sea. Maybe one day, she’d leave the settlement behind. Maybe she’d take Esther and the twins with her.

      But where?

      A herd of antelopes was wading into the pond when they came within shooting range. Tullay’s hands went for her bow and arrow in an almost instinct-like motion. She’d been doing this long enough to no longer have to think. Lowering her upper body, Tullay crept closer to mark her prey and take aim.

      Beside her, Bick and the others were doing the same—just a little louder and less gracefully than her.

      “Each of us gets one,” Bick whispered, the sound so loud in her ears she wondered how the antelopes hadn’t already bolted.

      But these were her Fae senses. Even animals with sensitive hearing were a match for their lethal sensitivity.

      “On the count of three,” Bick ordered.

      Kelley, Albin, and Gher inclined their heads, indicating they were ready as did Tullay.

      “One.”

      Tullay pulled the arrow back in the bowstring.

      “Two.”

      She inhaled a slow breath, steadying herself for the shot.

      “Three.”

      With an exhale, she released.

      Five arrows zoomed into the dispersing herd.

      Five.

      Six antelopes staggered. Staggered and fell, blood gushing from their sides, three necks.

      Tullay would have congratulated each of the boys on their extraordinary shots had the numbers added up. But the dark-clothed shapes emerging from a patch of greenery off the southern shore made her mouth go dry with fear.

      “Shit.” Another arrow was nocked before she could consciously think.

      “I don’t think we are the only ones hunting here,” Gher noted, earning a forbidding glare from Bick, whose face had turned into a mask of anger.

      Southerners or no, they needed to withdraw their kills before the others would claim them and they’d go home empty-handed. The antelopes wouldn’t return for hours, and they couldn’t stay out overnight.

      “Dammit.” Kelley’s curse was just a bit too loud for Tullay to not comment.

      “Keep your fucking voice down, Kelley,” she hissed, already sneaking closer to the edge of the bushes. “Let’s get our prey.”

      Bick jogged past her. “Gher, you’re with me. Tull, Albin, give us cover.”
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      It didn’t take long for the southerners to become aware of their company. Shouts erupted as they hurried for the pond, one of them already knee-deep in water as he fished a carcass from its shallow depths.

      Then the first arrow flew. It happened so fast that Tullay couldn’t do anything but watch as it zoomed past Bick’s shoulder, a warning.

      “Stop!” Bick shouted. “We only want to retrieve our kills!”

      His words carried into the dry air, unanswered by the southerners, who made quick work of pulling the first two carcasses to the southern shore before Bick and Gher could reach the water.

      Tullay scanned the greenery for the source of the shot, her Fae senses reaching out, but shouts of protest tore into her ears when Gher picked up the first antelope.

      “That’s ours,” one of the southerners claimed.

      “We shot five,” Bick objected. “Six fell. You already got more than your share.”

      The two southerners laughed. “We shot four, northern scum.”

      If the leaves weren’t so supple, Tullay might have spotted movement in the bushes, but the rain had changed the landscape she knew, and if the southerners had fired four arrows… They must have at least two more shots hiding back there.

      She didn’t want to kill anyone, but if it came to an escalation, she wouldn’t hesitate to blindly aim and hope she’d draw blood.

      Something stirred beneath her skin in answer to her thoughts, but Tullay shoved her magic back. Not here with the others around. They couldn’t see. Couldn’t know.

      Gher reached into the water, ignoring the shouts of warning from the southerners

      “It’s not enough that you have the well up there in the north; you need to take our food as well,” one of them accused.

      Bick’s responding cussing laced with threats didn’t do much to relax the tension.

      Perhaps, if they sat down together, both regions, south and north, they’d be able to figure out a way to work together to turn the land separating them now into farmland. But Bick had always hated the south, and the southerners had always attacked rather than asked questions or made suggestions.

      But if a Fae male could work peacefully with humans, perhaps, this wasn’t a lost cause.

      Without another thought, Tullay stepped out of her vantage point, aiming her arrow toward the ground before her feet, but not loosing the tension on the string. She’d shoot if need be.

      “Where are you going?” Kelley hissed. “Stay where you are.”

      Tullay ignored him, making her way toward the pond, the eyes of the southerners following her as well as Bick’s.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he shouted over the decreasing distance, tone cold as what she imagined ice had to feel like.

      “We don’t need to fight,” Tullay said to the southerners, who laughed while Bick’s expression turned furious. Tullay swallowed the part of her that wanted to yield the way she’d been brought up to. “We can divide the prey evenly, and each of us goes home with three.”

      It was a start.

      “We’re not leaving our earned food to them,” Bick shot at her as she reached the edge of the pond; what she’d have given to just step into the water and dunk her whole body in the rippling wet.

      “Your food?” A third man stepped out of the greenery, bow raised and arrow poised.

      It would be easy to determine who made the kill if the arrows were still stuck in the antelopes’ hides, but the one twitching by the shore had lost the arrow, and the ones the southerners had pulled away, she couldn’t properly see.

      “It would be our food if we chose to work together rather than fight each other,” she said, and Bick’s head whipped around, violence reflecting in his eyes. Oh, she’d get to hear all about it if this didn’t escalate into a battle demanding their lives.

      But Tullay didn’t care. What she cared about was that this life they were damned with led nowhere. Not for them, not for the twins, not for anyone born into the settlement. And she was tired of not having a voice, of being reduced to hunting.

      “Together,” the southerner closest to them spat. “There won’t be a together as long as your leader keeps threatening us.”

      By all the gods, Tullay hadn’t expected this to turn into a political discussion.

      “Shut up, Tull,” Bick bit at her, and to the southerners, “We shot five; we take five. You can starve for all I care.”

      He hadn’t even finished his words when the arrow flew from the greenery across the pond, embedding into Bick’s arm. He roared, staggering in the water. Gher rushed to his side, steps slow as the pond trapped his feet with its unforgiving weight.

      Tullay aimed at the direction the shot had come, releasing the arrow.

      A scream of pain followed by the sound of breaking branches, then a thud, carried across the pond, and Tullay knew she’d hit her mark.

      Gher was dragging a cursing Bick along out of the water, but there was no safety in the open. Not even the slender palm trees would protect them from flying arrows for long. Bick was injured, and they couldn’t run.

      Tullay’s magic curled at her fingertips, ready to strike. But she held it in, keeping it beneath her skin so she wouldn’t give away her secret.

      “Take half of the antelopes,” she said to the southerners, arrow pointed at them in an open threat. “We can’t carry five now that we are one man down, as are you.”

      In the background, Bick’s cursing painted a violent tapestry. But Tullay kept her temper on a leash. He’d caused this himself. He could have chosen to use the opportunity to make a change. Perhaps it was that part-wickedness of her Fae blood speaking, but he deserved that arrow and could be grateful it had been merely his arm and not the loveless organ in his chest.

      She’d never questioned the conflict with the southerners. With resources low in the desert, fighting each other over the water, protecting their own sources seemed like a natural thing. But this—this had been entirely different. As if Bick had wanted to fuel that fight rather than de-escalate.

      The southerners didn’t move.

      Tullay stepped into the water, cool wet sloshing around her boots, soaking through the leather. She didn’t dare sigh at the feel of it.

      “Go on. Take one more.”

      “So you shoot us for taking what your leader claims as his?” the one farther away said, and he wasn’t wrong. A few days ago, she would have shot without questions. A few minutes ago, she might have done the same. But she’d seen that other path like a streak of light in the darkness—like the stars of onyx that were Gordan’s gaze—that had awakened a different part of her. One more feeling, one hoping, one no longer satisfied with what she’d been brought up to believe was all she could ever have.

      What if there was more—not for her but for all of them?

      “I won’t shoot unless you attack first.” She meant every word. “There’s no reason for more bloodshed.”

      Bick’s cursing had quieted, replaced by pants of pain.

      She’d worry about him later.

      At least, she thought she would, but Bick limped out from behind the palm tree, a strip of fabric tied around his arm, Gher at his side with his bow at the ready.

      “No bloodshed. But we’re losing out on food if we split.” He gave Tullay a look conveying the full authority of the settlement leader—and putting her in place so thoroughly that she needed to swallow the urge to scream. “So if you want to share with those useless, southern pricks, you will have to beg them to feed you. Because we won’t have the meat to fill your big mouth.”

      Horror dripped through Tullay like those heavy droplets of rain in the darkness, but where the rain had been soothing, now, her whole body went on alert.

      “Bick—”

      “Get the antelopes,” he called over his shoulder, and Albin and Kelley jogged forward, both of them shooting her anxious glances as she started shaking on the spot. She’d never felt such cold in her chest. The cold of betrayal.

      Damn her hopes and her tongue.

      “Please, Bick.” If he left her behind…

      The southerners didn’t react when Bick laughed at her plea. They simply picked up the carcass closest to them and dragged it out of the water.

      “What you do with your people, we don’t care,” the one who seemed to be their leader said, the distance to the other shore feeling even farther away than before. He shouldered the kill and started walking away.

      So did Albin and Kelley, who had each slung an antelope over their shoulders, and Gher was dragging one behind him while Bick followed him backward, bow and arrow still ready and his teeth bared against the pain of what had to be not more than a scratch.

      “You can’t leave me behind, Bick,” Tullay reasoned. “I’m your best hunter.”

      “You were. Until you decided you wanted to become leader.” He scanned the southerners on the other shore. “Follow us back to the settlement, and I’ll shoot you myself.”

      There, Tullay had thought it couldn’t get any worse. He wasn’t bluffing. Her bold words had made her a threat, and Bick wouldn’t allow her to challenge his authority.

      “No, Tull, I won’t kill you; the desert lions would take care of that once they smelled your fresh blood.” A cruel grin crossed his face before he turned and jogged after the others.

      Shit!

      Tullay stumbled a few steps after them. “At least, tell Esther and the twins I love them.”

      He didn’t turn, and Tullay didn’t follow any farther. She didn’t need to have an arrow stuck in her side while trying to find a spot to survive the night.

      About ready to cry but shock not yet releasing her from its grasp, Tullay sank to her knees, silently hating herself for not just keeping her mouth shut. But a voice broke through to her.

      “Are you coming or what?”
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      The boy stood closer than she would have expected, gazing at her from narrowed brown eyes, his umber features young enough to tell he had entered manhood only recently.

      “We can’t afford to linger, so if you want to come, come.” Turning on his heels, he jogged into the water, crossing the pond fast enough for Tullay to wonder if he was hiding fins beneath those boots.

      Stay and starve, or be killed by desert lions for real this time, or follow the southerners…

      Tullay debated while she got to her feet. But there was really only one choice for her even when internally she crumbled.

      “Wait!” She slung her bow over her shoulder, wading through the pond, anger, hurt, and fear fueling her legs through the knee-deep water.

      By the time she made it to the other side, the tears in her eyes made the four men walking ahead of her blur.

      Four. There should have been only three. She had shot one of them. Or so she’d thought.

      “Come on, Blue Eyes,” their leader called over his shoulder, not breaking his stride.

      Tullay hurried, almost stumbling over her own feet. This couldn’t be happening. Bick would never do that…

      But he had.

      Gordan would probably laugh when he heard that her privileges hadn’t sufficed to buy her his mercy. And the twins.

      In her chest, her heart thudded angrily. She’d lost everything. Everything.

      A small voice at the back of her head reminded her that Esther and the twins weren’t the only ones she’d lost, and the realization that came with it cracked a fissure through herself, making power roil under her skin.

      The men didn’t break their stride, and Tullay didn’t know if that was because they were waiting for her to fall behind once exhaustion overcame her. But her body held up, that Fae blood of hers probably doing its part to keep her going. They didn’t pause for food or drink, they didn’t talk. So Tullay didn’t either. The boy summoning her was indication enough that they didn’t insist on leaving her behind—probably to punish her once they got back to their settlement. She had, after all, interfered with her leader’s negotiations. She’d cost both sides what they believed to be their fair share of the kill. And now, she was one more mouth to feed for them.

      Tullay didn’t dare think what they would do to her because her magic grated along her veins like a reminder that she wasn’t helpless. Perhaps she couldn’t go back to Bick’s settlement without risking him shooting her—not without having to end him in order to take over his place. And for that, she truly wasn’t ready.

      But if the southerners hurt her … Tullay could defend herself without the guilt of having someone she’d believed to be her friend on her conscience, someone who’d been her lover.

      Smoothing her tears from her eyes, Tullay hurried forward until she was close enough to study the men’s faces as she joined their line a few feet to their side. Perhaps, now was a good time to start pleading so they’d consider not hurting her.

      “I told Bick not to hunt in the south.” It was all she could think of to say because, if he’d listened to her, she would still be able to return to her family instead of being forced to trail a group of enemies.

      “Bick isn’t worth the soil he’s walking on,” the oldest one of them retorted with a grim expression on his brown face. He adjusted the weight of his load to shoot Tullay a glance she immediately wanted to shy away from.

      Another one laughed darkly. “All northern scum aren’t worth the soil they walk on.”

      Tullay shrank an inch at the clear voicing of what they thought of her.

      “Are you going to kill me?” Tullay asked because pleading felt suddenly like a bad idea.

      “Kill you?” The leader barked a laugh. “Why would we kill you?”

      Tullay swallowed her bitter relief.

      “Despite the lie Bick might have been spreading about us, we don’t kill people without reason. I’d prefer not to have to kill at all. But it’s necessary to maintain our community.”

      Community, not settlement. And what sort of killing he was talking about, Tullay didn’t dare ask.

      “Food, Blue Eyes.” He gestured at the blue stripe across her face. “Since we haven’t managed to cultivate enough land to feed the entire city, we’re still dependent on hunting.”

      All that Tullay heard was—“City? You have a city?” She’d read about them in Esther’s books. Stretches of land populated with clusters of houses, not only to live in but so much more. Places where people sold food, had libraries, and theaters where people played make-believe.

      The man smiled, pride shining in those harsh, black eyes. “I’ve been spending three decades building my community, and with the stream of settlers coming from the southeast, we’re growing faster now than we were ten years ago.”

      By the gods, a real city.

      She wasn’t sure if the man could read the excitement from her expression, but he quirked his lips into an even broader smile. “It’s a joke of a city compared to the cultivated parts of Phornes in the east, but it’s a city nonetheless.”

      Bick had never said anything about a city. None of them had. They never dared travel south to come close to the settlements there for fear of being ambushed or killed. With only thirty people in Bick’s settlement, they couldn’t afford to lose a single one—except for her. Bick had decided he could afford to lose his best hunter because she was a threat to his authority. That fear and sadness made way for more anger—a hot, raging one that nearly spilled onto her tongue. But the man’s smile soothed the fire.

      “Don’t worry, Blue Eyes. No harm will come to you. I don’t care if we feed another mouth. I’ve got hundreds to feed.”

      Hundreds!

      “But you were ready to shoot us over a few antelopes,” she pointed out, mind reeling at the revelations.

      “As I said, I don’t like to kill. So, I’m glad you saw some sense and Bick didn’t choose to make this a bloody war all over again.”

      “All over again?” As they strode along, one question seemed to be replacing the next with each new answer the man gave.

      The other three marched in silence, their loads keeping them busy enough. But the boy, he studied Tullay with curious eyes.

      “Bick’s been trying to get a hook into our city for years. Last time, that prick even kidnapped one of my boys to pressure me into handing him the key.”

      He wasn’t speaking about a figurative key, for his hand wandered to a large silver key slung into his belt.

      “He did what?” Her mind was still trying to catch up.

      “It took twenty trained men to get him out, and we lost way too many.”

      The boy to his right nodded. “How can you live with a tyrant like that?”

      Tullay’s mouth hung open while she deliberated over what to think, how to respond in a way that wasn’t a question all over again.

      “I didn’t know.” Her voice was so quiet not even Gordan’s Fae ears would have picked them up, but all four southerners turned their heads, bluntly staring at her.

      “What do you mean, you didn’t know?” their leader said.

      “Bick said you came for the water well.” She searched for words. “He said you wanted to expand your reach so you could water your settlement. And that you would kill anyone standing in your way unless we walled in the settlement and fought for our freedom.” The words sounded wrong as Tullay spoke them.

      This man had a city. A city couldn’t thrive without water and food. They couldn’t possibly have come for that little well that watered a settlement of thirty.

      “He lied.” The realization hit her so hard she missed a step and almost fell on her face.

      The boy darted around the leader, hand grasping Tullay’s arm to steady her even when she’d regained her balance.

      “I’m Chay.”

      “Chay,” she repeated but couldn’t get out anything else.

      He grinned. “I’d say today is your lucky day if Father chooses to bring you to the city.”

      “Father,” she repeated again, sounding like something had broken in her head—which it probably had. She was still processing, her mind lagging, lazy like the water in the pond.

      As she glanced from the man to the boy, the resemblance became apparent.

      “How do you feed hundreds?” It wasn’t the most important question, but curiosity rolled over her like a cart full of rocks.

      If this was all true, she might have been purposely kept in the dark by the man who pretended to protect the settlement—the man she’d shared a bed with.

      Bile rose in her throat at the thought she had ever considered being grateful for what life had given her and not wished for anything more. And all the others… Esther, the twins, the boys, the goat farmers, everyone… Tullay didn’t dare think what it meant. Not yet. Not before she allowed herself to believe that it was the truth indeed.

      “It’s a challenge.” The leader gestured at the antelope draped over his shoulders. “There’s a reason I insisted we’d shot four. Going home with three instead is a disappointment.”

      “And another mouth to feed,” Tullay murmured under her breath.

      Chay nudged her arm. “We’re not the only hunters, and our farmers have enough green land to feed their livestock. We survive.” He glanced at the others as if for confirmation.

      His father grumbled, “If you tell her everything, it won’t be a surprise anymore.”

      “Surprise.” Again, Tullay repeated, but her mind had caught up, and as she turned her head to measure all four of them, it hit her: This wasn’t a group of bloodthirsty rebels who tried to take over the settlement well. They had too many resources themselves to be even interested in a well. Their struggle was with supplementing what their own land and people couldn’t produce yet. And then Chay… “You are the one Bick held captive?”

      The leader whirled toward her while Chay simply nodded, that friendliness not leaving his features. “The next time I see him, I might drive another arrow through him for lying to his entire settlement in addition to kidnapping my son.”

      Because this had never been about the settlement’s survival; this had been about power.

      She was still pondering the meaning of what she’d learned when they reached the crest of a small hill, and Tullay’s breath caught in her throat at the view of houses over houses over houses.

      “A city,” she breathed.

      The leader laughed. “Welcome to your new home.”
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      Back against the wall, Gordan sat on the ground, a slice of bread between his teeth and a waterskin in his hand. He’d spent the morning helping Esther clean up the kitchen then told the twins a story of a girl with a dragon heart.

      “Aren’t dragons bad?” Lula had asked, her wild curls bobbing around her head as she mimicked dragon wings.

      “Not this one,” Gordan had said, fingers sliding over the pendant on his neck. He hadn’t picked up the splinter that had broken off.

      Now, he was back by the settlement wall, taking a break after pretending to work at a human pace for a few hours. The pile of rocks had shrunk to a single layer, just enough to fill the last hole. Then, the wall would be secure again, and he would no longer have an excuse to stay.

      Perhaps he’d ask her when she returned if she wanted to come with him to Ulfray where magic was plentiful and her shift would be easier. There, she wouldn’t need to hide who she was.

      His heart did an excited thump at the thought of returning to his homelands, at the phantom smell of leaves and moss and blossoms that defined the path into the heart of the Fae realm. Maybe he’d find them a place to stay in one of the remote Fae villages. A small cottage or a treehouse. She might enjoy a treehouse—lush greenery for a roof, woven branches for walls…

      Gordan gritted his teeth, cutting off his train of thought. Tullay had a life here. Not the best one, admittedly, but a life where she was needed by the people she loved.

      A goat bleated behind the afternoon-sun-lit houses, probably upset with the meek grass covering their pen.

      Gordan focused on that rather than on the way Tullay’s lips had tasted, how his thighs were still tingling where her knees had brushed against them. How pretty much everything he could think of was that Vala-damned kiss.

      Perhaps going back to pull-ups would help… But he’d spent half the night working out. Where being gifted with immortal strength and stamina had its perks in other situations, not tiring after even two hundred pull-ups when one desperately needed his mind to shut up was a real downside.

      So, Gordan stayed where he was, gaze on the path to the center of the settlement, and hummed an off-tune melody to distract himself.

      It took about half an hour before heavy footsteps summoned his attention, and he leaped to his feet to watch Tullay and the other hunters return. He had no idea what exactly the celebrations entailed other than food and drinking, some music perhaps, but his mind wandered to the solstice nights in Ulfray. The last one he’d participated in was the year the Curse had been lifted, and there, he hadn’t participated in the dalliances.

      Again, his thoughts drifted to Tullay’s lips and her body pressing against his. He was still debating whether he wanted to erase the memory so he wouldn’t be tempted to touch her again or if he wanted to frame it in golden rays of light and lock it away so he’d have at least that when she turned away to be with someone else.

      His heart stuttered in protest, reminding him that it no longer mattered what he preferred. Allowing her so close had changed things. While he had been able to ignore the familiar pull between them before the kiss, it now lay like a gilded blanket over his perception. Her scent was in every corner of the settlement—he’d walked the entire length before diving into his work—and her words came back to him.

      How about you tell me your story, Gordan, and then I take away the loneliness for a night?

      Maybe he’d been a fool not to take that opportunity. He might not get another chance.

      Instead, for going down that road, he counted the footsteps announcing the hunters and meandered toward the well, pretending to be unbothered.

      He was halfway there when he saw them. Four men. Only the men. And no sight of Tullay.

      Every muscle in his body coiled for an attack, thoughts already running wild with what might have happened to her.

      Breathe, he ordered himself. Breathe.

      She could be lagging behind, could have snuck ahead to her house, or she could be—dead. She could be dead, body already drying up in the desert, or mountain lions finishing what they hadn’t managed when they’d marked her with their claws.

      Hands balled into fists, he measured Bick, whose shirt was ripped at his sleeve, the smell of blood leaking from what could only be a minor wound. He was the only one not carrying an antelope.

      Instead of grabbing the leader’s collar and pinning him against the wall, Gordan took a deep breath, blew it out, and marched up to the group. The other men gave him anxious glances as if reading his anger from the cadence of his stride.

      Where is she? Where is Tullay? he wanted to ask.

      He swallowed the question.

      “Can I carry that for you?” Gordan offered the oldest of the men instead, who sucked in a surprised breath as Gordan held out his arms for the antelope.

      Bick shook his head, answering for the settler. “Are the walls done?” He rubbed his biceps.

      Silencing his roiling magic, Gordan gave a nod. “All but a tiny gap on the eastern end.”

      Bick studied him with a grim expression on his face. “Finish it.”

      Where is she?

      He didn’t know why he cared if he appeared curious. Perhaps because he couldn’t stand that he cared at all. But he needed to know. “Didn’t you take out a group of five?”

      “We lost one of them by the pond,” Bick said with a shrug and pressed his lips into a thin line of fury.

      Sheer willpower was what rooted Gordan to the spot, bound his fists to his sides when he ached to shake the truth out of the man. His tone was gravelly as he ground out, “Lost?”

      Bick shrugged.

      When Gordan turned to either side of him, the men carrying the antelopes didn’t speak—didn’t dare; their fear tasted acidic in the air. Not until Bick had stalked off to his house with the order to get the meat ready for the feast, and Gordan followed the one who’d seemed to want to say something to the back of what was supposed to be a farmhouse.

      Gordan barely managed a civilized tone, a long-dormant Fae instinct clawing its way to the surface at the thought of Tullay dead. And he’d have taken off the second Bick said she hadn’t come back with them had he known where to find the pond. So he needed information first. That was the only reason he even bothered to speak to anyone.

      “What happened out there?”

      The man flinched at his tone, at the warrior’s stance; Gordan hadn’t used that tactic to intimidate someone in ages.

      “Is she dead?” Even speaking the words—the muscles in Gordan’s legs ached to run, and in his chest, a chasm had opened, roaring at him the multitude of regrets he’d have if that was the case. That he’d not allowed himself to get closer. That their first kiss had been near-violent in its intensity. She deserved a different sort of kiss. A gentle one showing her that life was more than the rough struggle for survival here in the desert. That—

      The man opened his mouth, and Gordan braced himself for the words.

      “Bick cast her out.”

      Gordan held his breath, let the news settle, let out a gust of air.

      His chest near-imploded as the chasm closed—and with it, the regrets collapsed.

      “We ran into the southerners by the pond, and they got into an argument.”

      Gordan barely heard the words, his mind already spinning with plans of going out to find her. She’d survive by a pond, and with her magic, she could defend herself from attacks from wildlife or humans. But his instincts commanded him to find her immediately.

      Gordan battled them back. He needed more context. “With the southerners? Was she injured?”

      The man shook his head. “They made a bargain with the southerners. Tullay said something Bick didn’t like.”

      Relief allowed Gordan to breathe.

      “And he left her behind in the wilderness for it?” Even when, with her Fae senses, she could find her way back from anywhere—what man would do something like that?

      “He forbade her from ever returning.”

      Fury was a tossing storm inside his chest as he leaned down to where the man was already slicing into the antelope’s hide, pinning him with a look. “What direction to that pond?” It was the only question of relevance left to ask.

      The man pointed southwest, and Gordan didn’t waste a moment as he headed off exactly there, not bothering to go for the gate but scaling the wall he’d spent days fixing for no other reason than to remain unsuspicious during his stay at the settlement. The shouts of the man about where he was going or the surprised remark of the woman crossing his path as he rushed past were whisked away by the wind of his speed.

      Gordan didn’t glance back as he ran, his eyes scanning the ground for traces of human boots so he could pick up the trail. Thank Vala and her crying skies the other night that most old tracks had been washed away, so when Gordan came across bootprints, he knew he was on the right track.

      The sun had declined far enough in the west to relieve the burning heat, but even if he’d had to leap through fire, he’d have gladly done it. Because there, in his chest, his pulse had turned into the beat to an ancient song. One that he’d felt before—hundreds of years ago—and then again with the woman who’d chosen another man.

      Mate.

      It was all he could think of as he pushed faster, harder, sweat beading his neck while his muscles burned with each long stride.

      Mate—as he ran for her. To save her, to ask her what she’d been thinking to get herself into trouble, to just grab her and seal his lips over hers and claim her mouth, claim her heart—claim her.

      He’d felt it in her touch—hadn’t allowed himself to acknowledge it. Had sensed it in the way she couldn’t stop touching him—all those little touches in the rain, during their training. How he hadn’t been able to let her hands slide away, to withdraw when she’d explored the curve of his ear.

      You are pushing my limits, he’d told her. His limits of dismissing the sensation of her warmth as a curious phenomenon, as something natural when it came to being touched by a beautiful woman. And Tullay was beautiful. In her humble, dusty clothes, with her tied hair and her scarred face, Tullay was beauty incarnate.

      A shudder worked itself through his body, and his steps nearly faltered as, inside of him, a primal beast came to life that would do anything to find that female—the halfling with the power to command hearts. His Mate.
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      The opening gate was enormous as it uncovered the city beyond. The sheer dimension of the houses stole Tullay’s breath as much as the number.

      “Impressive, isn’t it?” Chay commented when she stopped right under the arch where rough figurines were carved into the wood.

      Not just a functional gate to protect the city beyond but a work of art like Tullay had seen in Esther’s books. In the settlement, they didn’t have art like that. Life was about survival, about cultivating the land. But here—

      “How long has this existed?”

      This time, one of the men who’d introduced themselves as En and Bar responded. “This city has been around longer than Bick’s settlement.”

      Over fifty years.

      “How has it grown so big?” The resources it took to build like that, the amount of wood, of other goods that had to be sourced from somewhere in the east, where Phornes was civilized and trade established…

      “We’ve been working to build a place everyone in the desert can call home,” Sel, the leader, explained beckoning her to follow him along the main road leading right up to a fountain—a fountain—in a little square surrounded by palm trees. “And with Prayah’s help, this city has been flourishing, despite the scarcity of food.”

      Before Tullay could ask who Prayah was, a woman in a sand-colored tunic and pants strode from the smaller building at the edge of the square, waving at Sel.

      “There she is.” He waved back, sliding the antelope into his son’s arms and jogging up to the woman to peck a kiss on her cheek.

      The woman crinkled her nose. “You smell like dead meat,” she said with a laugh, her full lips splitting into a white grin that offset her umber skin. “Good to see you all in one piece,” she said past Sel’s shoulder, her gaze landing on Tullay. “You brought company.”

      “Bick cast her out,” Chay informed her, struggling slightly under the carcass. Tullay reached over on instinct to gather the hind legs and split the weight. The boy nodded his thanks. “She’s all right. As oblivious as the rest of Bick’s lot, though.”

      Prayah shook her chin-length wild curls back and strolled closer, inquisitive black eyes scanning Tullay head to toe. “One day, we’ll attack that Vala-forsaken dirt hole and rescue everyone for good,” she said to Sel over her shoulder.

      The man shrugged. “It would be taking their choice away.”

      “Bick is taking their choice away,” the woman argued, coming to Tullay’s side and placing a hand on her arm. “Come with me. Chay can handle the meat.”

      Chay gave her an encouraging nod, and Tullay felt only half-squeamish when she followed Prayah back toward the house, which reached only halfway up the rest of the buildings with its plain facade of wood and stone, Sel on their heels.

      Inside, a spacious main room stretched along what had to be half the house, a small kitchen tucked against the far wall beneath a row of windows facing into a back garden.

      A real garden.

      Tullay didn’t even notice as her feet kept carrying her forward until she could see the carpet of grass shaded by a tree with thin green leaves.

      In Bick’s settlement, a garden meant patches of half-dead grass that the goats consumed when they got free from their pen.

      “It’s an olive tree.” At Prayah’s sudden presence by her shoulder, Tullay nearly stumbled a step forward.

      The woman laughed. “You’ll get used to the sight. Most houses here have gardens even if they are only grass and berry bushes.”

      Tullay reminded herself that she was in a house full of strangers and showing her fascination might as well mean showing a weakness. But her power slumbered as if sensing she wasn’t in any danger.

      What would Gordan have done had he been the one dependent on Sel and Prayah? Would he have followed the hunters to the city? Would he have turned on his heels and run for Ulfray? Would she have cared if he’d not returned with Bick and the boys?

      Something in her stomach told her that she would have wanted to know what happened to him, that she might have even set out to learn the truth for herself. Considering how Bick had handled the situation, with every revelation Sel had made—if they were true—she couldn’t have trusted whatever story he’d have told about Gordan’s disappearance because she knew he wouldn’t have left without saying goodbye.

      Her heart did a painful thud as she realized how she hoped that Gordan would ask questions about her absence as well. That he would care the way she did.

      “You must be hungry,” Prayah said, fishing a jar containing something orange from the shelf.

      Tullay’s stomach growled in confirmation.

      “Sit at the table. I’ll whip something up.”

      Sel and Prayah exchanged a look before the man retreated to an adjacent room with the words, “Prayah will take care of you, Blue Eyes. You’re safe here.”

      Safe.

      Tullay didn’t even know what that word meant anymore because, physically, she felt safe with her magic ready at her fingertips, but with all those new people when she’d spent her whole life with the same thirty or so faces in the settlement… A different sort of fear raced through her veins.

      She’d just learned that the man she’d trusted all her life had kidnapped a child to force his way to power in a city she hadn’t even known existed. None of the settlers ever went that far south for fear of being attacked by the southerners—another fear that Bick had planted deep in their minds. And before this, Bick’s father.

      For fifty years, no one had known about the flourishing city perhaps twenty miles south from the settlement. Travelers had never brought it up, nor had anyone ever known to ask about what lay out there, beyond the hunting territory. And attempts at exploring ended deadly—like her mother. Her mother had been exploring when she was killed by a stranger.

      A southerner, Tullay had believed for a long time, the idea encouraged by Bick, but what if she had actually found something? What if her mother had found out the truth and had paid for it with her life?

      “Do you like cumquat?” Prayah asked into Tullay’s thoughts, staring at the small orange shapes around the now-open jar in her hand.

      “I’ve never had any.” Only Bick’s berries which he’d handed out like a philanthropist. She’d read that word in one of Esther’s books—Strategies of War and Peace—which she’d used to improve her reading skills when no one had been around to teach her. What she knew about the history of Neredyn was from that book, even when it gave few specifics and was written over three hundred years ago, long before the last war.

      She eyed the cumquats, wondering if she should be excited about trying something new or feel guilty that the twins didn’t get to.

      Her stomach turned heavy as if filled with rocks at the thought of the twins stuck in a settlement of lies.

      Prayah poured out a quarter of the contents into a bowl and set it down on a carved table. “You’ll love them. Sour and the slightest hint of bitterness, but I cooked them with sugar cane, so they’re all sweet.”

      Tullay sat down on the chair Prayah gestured at and pick up the crooked spoon.

      “Try it,” the woman encouraged, curious eyes on Tullay’s face as she took her first sip of the juice and sighed at the explosion of flavor in her mouth. “I told you, you were going to like it.”

      Prayah sat down on the other side of the table, placing the jar at the center. “There’s enough here if you want more,” she said as she watched Tullay devour every last spoonful she could scrape from the bottom of the bowl.

      “Enough,” she repeated. “How can there be enough of something?” There was never enough of anything in Bick’s settlement.

      Prayah gave her a conspiratorial glance. “This was once a settlement like Bick’s, dry and hostile, tiny and barely able to sustain itself. But Sel and his ancestors have been relentless in building up this place. The southern settlements all grew into one city, and with the help of the Children of Vala, it is easier for its people to work the soil and grow crops.”

      Children of Vala… Tullay had heard about the men and women dedicating their lives to the goddess of water and life, about their ability to use water magic.

      Her eyes caught on Prayah’s fingers where, as if to answer a question before Tullay could be embarrassed to ask, a cluster of water droplets hovered like crystals in the evening light.

      “You are a Child of Vala?” Or something else—something more Fae. But Tullay didn’t dare ask that.

      Prayah inclined her head, her smile wide. “I have served the goddess since I was allowed into the Order of Vala at the age of seventeen.” She let the water rotate until it collected into a sphere then dropped it into the empty cup in front of her. “I make sure Lakhi thrives and grows when it comes to farming and cleanliness.” The pride shining in her eyes, the content of using her magic for something useful—Tullay couldn’t help but be a bit jealous.

      “Lakhi?”

      “The name of this city. In honor of the Phornian capital Khila, but we swapped the syllables.”

      Tullay laughed because every breath seemed to bring a new revelation, and her body seemed no longer capable of anxious surprise.

      Besides, Prayah’s smug expression gave her the air of a woman who not only aided this city but guided it.

      “Sel called you Blue Eyes.” She poured more of the cumquat sauce into Tullay’s bowl, making Tullay’s mouth water all over again. “Is that your name? Or is he trying to be funny again?”

      “My name is Tullay.”

      Prayah cocked her brow. “That’s a pretty name.”

      “It means—”

      “Slayer, I know,” Prayah cut her off. She watched Tullay finish the second bowl. “How did you get away from Bick’s settlement?”

      Tullay raised her scared brow at the woman, seeing the power of the magic wielder in her brown eyes, and shrugged. “I tried to solve a problem for him when his temper almost got us all killed. He didn’t like that.”

      Prayah frowned at the almost empty jar. “So, he… what… left you behind in the desert?”

      Tullay nodded at what Prayah had probably meant as a joke. “He forbade me from returning to the settlement.” Anger rose once more but had dulled enough to not make her leap out of her chair and start pacing. What would she do about the twins? About Esther? How could she trust anyone or anything?

      At least, the food had been plentiful. So Lakhi won over the need to return to gather the twins right away.

      She considered Prayah for a long moment. “How come all of you know about Bick?”

      “In order to answer that, I’ll need to go back fifty years to when Lakhi was still a village growing into a small town.” She picked up the cup and sipped the water. “Sel’s mother was leading Lakhi then. She dedicated her entire life to building a future for this place. She established a trade route with the nearest village outside the desert. That way, she could acquire tools to gather and refine the salt the desert provides and sell it.”

      Tullay thought of the parts of the desert that were still covered in sprays of salt. It had to be a daunting endeavor to purify the crystals from sand and dirt. Bick’s people did only enough to spice foods, and there, they often enough would bite down on grains of sand while chewing salted foods. But a whole trade route for salt…

      “Around that same time, Bick’s father grew up in Lakhi as one of the farmers’ children, and while he helped on their developing farm, he was never satisfied with what he had. So, he started gathering support. He started blaming Sel’s mother for a lot of the small things going wrong, and when he couldn’t find enough issues to turn the whole town against her, he faked evidence of her pooling resources for herself while others struggled for survival—until her salt miners went on protest, and she nearly lost the trade relationship with what we now call the Outpost. But he made a mistake, and his plot was uncovered. In a trial before the town council, he was sentenced to live out his days in exile.”

      Tullay hung on her every word, her chest aching at the thought of this beautiful city sprouting right beside the meek settlement she’d been born into. If the gods were real, they weren’t fair or gracious.

      “For a long time, no one knew where he’d gone. None of Lakhi’s people ever need to go that far north to hunt supplements for what we still lack in farming. But when Bick showed up on Lakhi’s doorstep one day, the old folks of Lakhi recognized him by how similar he looked to his father.

      “When Bick saw the city had thrived, his own settlement no longer seemed to be enough for him. He made a plan to take Chay so he could pressure Sel into bringing him on as a city council member. But Sel doesn’t allow anyone to hurt Chay. He organized a rescue mission to free his son. We’ve all heard about the losses they caused in Bick’s settlement when they broke the boy out of Bick’s dirt cellar.”

      Cold shudders raked through Tullay’s body. So, this wasn’t just a story. Bick had truly taken a child a few years ago and locked him up. And the so-called southerner attack for access to the well had actually been a mission to free the boy.

      “Sel offered Bick to bring any of his settlers over to the city if they chose to live there, even with everything Bick had done, because the settlers were blameless—at least the surviving ones. But Bick declined. He’d rather continue lying to all of you than risk losing power over even one being.”

      How could she not have seen it? How could she not have noticed how the man she’d slept with had such a rotten character?

      For some reason, Gordan’s face flickered in her mind alongside his voice that would say if he was there right now, Because you didn’t know better, Tullay.

      Her chest ached, and she wanted nothing more than to ask him what to do. But he was back at Bick’s settlement, probably still unaware of what had happened.

      “You are lucky he no longer has use of you, Tullay,” Prayah said, and for a moment, Tullay thought the Child of Vala was speaking about the male. “Sel never interfered with the settlement because he believes in the freedom of choice. Settlers could always come to Lakhi if they chose to do so.”

      “I am not sure lying is all he does,” Tullay admitted, the image of her mother now filling her head. As she told Prayah about her suspicions, the woman’s face turned grave.

      “I’ve told Sel we can’t let him continue like this, but he believes a few scouts every now and then are enough to keep an eye on the situation.”

      “Scouts that Bick paints as southerner attacks and prides himself in having warded them off,” Tullay added.

      And perhaps it was naivety, or perhaps it was hope, but when Tullay met Prayah’s determined gaze, she believed for a moment that things were going to be fine now that she’d found refuge in this gem of wood and stone in the desert.
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      As Gordan flew above the uneven ground, legs protesting at the speed he kept pushing, all he could think of was to make it to the pond before night fell completely. Even if Tullay could defend herself, if a whole pack of desert lions got her, she might not be quick enough. With her magic so fresh and her skills barely trained, she wouldn’t win a battle against a coordinated pack that was hunting together.

      The thought alone was enough to drive Gordan even faster until, in the distance, he could make out the tall shapes of palm trees like spires against the purple sky. He had mere minutes before night would leech all color from the horizon, and then, the desert would turn deadly—deadlier even than the unforgiving sun.

      He needed to rest if only for a few moments, drink some water, take a few deep breaths while he let his muscles recover from his brutal pace. But he couldn’t wait. Not with what was at stake. He’d lost two Mates. He wouldn’t lose a third one.

      Gritting his teeth, he pumped his legs forward, gaze racing ahead to follow the trail.

      He made it to the edge of the pond where the sets of footsteps disappeared into the water after a few sprinkles of rusty blood—Bick’s—and almost panicked at the thought that Tullay might have never exited the water on the other side. Only that melody in his chest stills singing allowed him to breathe as he waded into the muddy pond, cleaving the waves apart with his honed shield.

      At the shore, more footprints led south, and Tullay’s were among them, crossing back and forth over the four larger ones at first until, a few miles ahead, they swung to the left where she must have fallen in step beside them.

      If that told Gordan anything, it was that Tullay hadn’t been held captive—she’d followed them. Her tracks were spaced evenly, no signs of stumbling or fighting.

      He heaved a breath so deep he felt it all the way to the soles of his feet.

      Daylight faded completely, replaced by the glow of stars—the same stars he’d watched from the Ulfrayan forests, from Sives, and even from the Kingdom of Lapidos. Each time they’d called for him to follow them to somewhere else. But that night, the stars weren’t the ones beckoning him onward. It was the image of that beautiful face, of those determined eyes, of the anger and hurt, the fear and annoyance he’d read in them. All of it, but no happiness, no joy.

      In that moment, Gordan Sterngrove knew if it was the only thing he’d be trying to achieve for the rest of his life to see the female happy, he’d gladly dedicate his every thought and every action to it.

      Letting it sink in, Gordan only noticed the near-silent paws following him as they narrowed in from both sides. He flung out his shield at the last moment, but he’d exerted his strength, pushing himself so hard, and the shield was weak.

      The first lion hit it from the side, it’s shoulder tackling the magic like a rock crashing into him, and he caught himself with a hand, barely dodging the second lion, who sailed over his shoulders, sliding over the narrow shield.

      Gordan cursed violently as he collected his limbs, deciding whether he could outrun them or if he needed to fight.

      A pair of claws raking over the thinning shield cut short his pondering, and he whirled around, knife already in hand, and stabbed the landing beast before it could punch through his protections.

      Not like this.

      It slumped to the ground, limbs twitching.

      He growled at the other circling wildcats—four of them—bestowing them with a feral grin. “Come on,” he dared them to close in and attack as they were taking their measure.

      He’d fought worse monsters on the battlefields of Neredyn during the Dragon Wars; he could handle a couple of kittens.

      Pushing to his feet, Gordan fortified his shield as best he could, layering it directly over his skin, and spun his axe from his belt while the other sent the knife flying right for the closest lion’s neck.

      It went down with a thud, spilling blood from its throat like the Fae Falls into the lake behind the palace.

      “Anyone else ready to die?” He reached for the knife, not letting the other lions out of his sight. Three more to go and he’d be free to run again. Even if he was still Fae and still fast, outrunning a pack of desert lions wasn’t on his list of preferred activities while he was trying to get to his Mate. Instead, he remained planted in the darkness, his Fae senses picking up the silent movements of deadly paws.

      For a moment, he wished he had more magic than just his brute strength. Had he been able to command the elements the way most Fae did, he’d have simply pulled the air from the beasts’ lungs or set them on fire, or buried them under an avalanche of salt and sand.

      But he needed to stay patient. Perhaps that was his challenge in life, that patience to endure when everyone else seemed to have offensive skills that allowed them to shape the world.

      His power had always served him well, had made him general of the Fae King’s armies, but right then, Gordan wished for more efficiency as he sent his axe right for the next lion’s head.

      It sprawled to the ground mid-stride, and the last one, who seemed to realize that it was either attack and kill or make acquaintance with Gordan’s axe next, charged.

      Gordan could barely twist his knife in time to bury it in the lion’s side. Claws sliced into his leg, cleaving his skin and muscle open, and he went down with a scream, shoving the creature off with both hands before it could sink any deeper. The blade cut through its pelt, hot, wet blood covering Gordan’s fingers as he pushed harder, harder, until the lion hissed and roared and eventually slumped to the ground.

      So did Gordan with a thud and a curse, his leg burning like Hel’s fire.

      Three long, jagged wounds on his thigh kept him down while he pulled the knife from the lion’s side so he wouldn’t be defenseless in case a fifth lion was still hiding out there. His axe he’d need to retrieve once he was healed enough to get to his feet.

      He’d had worse injuries. Yet, with everything at stake, this felt so much more existential than a stab to the heart. Any delay, even an hour to heal himself, seemed like too much when he was running for his fate.

      Gordan grabbed his waterskin and poured the remaining contents over the wound to clean it before, with a prayer to Vala for Tullay’s safety, he laid back and forced his body to relax so his tissues could knit themselves together properly.
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      Breakfast at Sel and Prayah’s house was like a feast. She’d spent the evening learning more about Lakhi, about how they’d rescued Chay—Chay’s face went ashen at the mention of the cellar, but he put on a brave face—and how Bick’s settlement had been grown from a group of people on the run from Phornian law. How, in the beginning, it had been easy to let them live in such hardship, but with a new generation being born into the settlement, opinions about how to handle the situation had diverged.

      Tullay had soaked up every slice of information after sleeping in a bed so soft she thought she was resting on clouds, and she was now shoveling slices of hard cheese and those small oval fruits Prayah called olives into her mouth. The twins would like the taste of both. Esther perhaps, too. She didn’t dare wonder if Gordan had ever eaten olives for fear the ache accompanying the thought of the male would return to her chest.

      “You can stay in Lakhi as long as you wish,” Sel eventually said, the offer tempting but—

      “I can’t leave the twins in Bick’s settlement.” And Bick wouldn’t just let them go. If anyone came near the settlement, he’d have the guards shoot, Tullay was sure of it.

      “We’ll find a way to get them out,” Chay said with impressive determination.

      “But they’re not the only ones,” Tullay continued. “We need to tell people the truth so they have a real choice.”

      Prayah inclined her head. “We can send another rescue mission.”

      “No bloodshed,” Tullay interjected. “I don’t want anyone to die because of Bick’s insanity.”

      “We’ll find a way,” Sel reinforced Chay’s statement.

      If Gordan were here, he’d know how to do it. He’d fought wars. He’d have advice on how to prevent a battle—even a small one.

      “Stay with us for a day or two before we make plans. Rash actions rarely lead to a peaceful outcome,” Sel eventually said.

      Tullay nodded. A few days. She could use that time to get acquainted with the city and find a place of her own.

      They finished breakfast, Tullay’s stomach unusually filled, and Chay led her from the house to show her around. Outside, the sun was already baking, but the houses were built in a way that barely a slice of the ground between them was exposed. Rather than sweating by the time they reached the shorter houses at the edge, Tullay felt comfortable, the shade following them at every turn. Stripes of greenery covered the gaps between walls that weren’t used as roads, and there, trees and bushes grew in various shapes and heights, each of them a small miracle in itself.

      The leaves gave off that freshness, making the air breathable, less stuffy. Tullay ached to take off her boots and step into the living carpet just to feel the grass between her toes.

      “You haven’t seen much green, have you?” Chay prompted with a smile. “Wait until we get to the fields.”

      He wasn’t exaggerating when he said fields. At the edge of the city, what had to be half a mile of land was covered in stalks of grain slowly ripening. Tall trees stood like guards along the hedge fencing the area. Men and women in sand-colored clothing like Prayah’s strolled through the growing crops, each of them drawing strings of water along.

      “Magnificent, isn’t it?” Chay inhaled deeply. “You can smell the quinoa in the air. It’s going to be ready for harvest in a few days.”

      Tullay couldn’t find words big enough for the significance of the moment.

      All her life, she’d believed that scraps of functioning land would be all she’d ever see, that in the desert, it would take a few more centuries to achieve fully cultivated land, when there—right there—people were farming the crops for a city, were herding sheep along the greenest stripe in the east. And Bick… Bick had rather let them live in oblivion and struggle for each meal than allow them to glimpse the world out there.

      How foolish she’d been, how blindly she’d accepted her role, her fate.

      “The twins will love this so much,” she whispered for lack of anything else to say.

      Chay simply looped his arm around hers in a brotherly gesture and tugged her along. “Come on, I’ll show you the stables.”
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        * * *

      

      The stables were big enough to house half of Bick’s settlement, and sheep and goats weren’t the only livestock, but cows dozed in an adjacent paddock, and chickens scratched the straw covering the ground. Tullay’s heart swelled for the people of Lakhi, their hard work and achievements. While inside her chest, her attachment to everything concerning Bick withered.

      If Gordan could see this, he’d probably laugh about the way the chickens hopped from one wooden step to another on the ladder leading under the roof to a mass of hay bales.

      They strolled along the outer edge of the stables, back into the shade of the residential buildings where craftspeople were working on tools and goods made of leather, metal, and clay. And there, by the broad-crowned olive tree near the entrance to the square with the fountain, a small place selling food had opened its doors.

      Tullay was taking in the scent of spices and sweetness drifting toward them when she noticed him a few steps into the square.

      “Gordan.” Her whisper trembled, and she staggered forward, dragging Chay along, who pulled his arm out of hers, voicing his questions about what was wrong.

      But Tullay could only see the male with the torn, blood-soaked pants, her heart leaping into a frantic race as she assessed him for any tell of pain.

      It was that moment Gordan spotted her, too, his worried face smoothing over.  He took a limping step toward her, the sight of him injured making Tullay’s heart stutter with terror.

      “Gordan.” She was running for him before she could even decide if she wanted to, legs moving on their own accord, and the way he caught her as she crashed into his front wrung a shuddering sob from her throat.

      He said nothing, arms folding around her body like a pair of wings, back straight, body stiff.

      Remembering his injury, she forced herself to lean out of his embrace. “What happened? How did you get here?”

      Arms sliding to his sides, he swallowed hard before he spoke. “One of the men told me.” There was such anger in his gaze. “Did they hurt you? Are you all right?” Eyes of black coal darted along her form, assessing.

      “I’m fine.” And she was. “But you are injured.”

      “It’s nothing.” Gordan dismissed her observation as if he weren’t standing there with a bloodied thigh peaking from between the gaping edges of fabric above his knee.

      “Doesn’t look like nothing.” Tullay got to her knees, fingers carefully spreading the gap more so she could see the degree of damage while, under her fingers, Gordan turned into a statue.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Checking on your leg.” Angry red lines covered the skin over ropes of muscle.

      Gordan inched back. “Don’t kneel before me. It makes me feel weird.”

      “It certainly looks weird,” Chay commented from a few feet away where he had joined the conversation. “Who is that man?”

      Tullay shot to her feet so fast her head pounded. “Gordan… This is Gordan.” She glanced at the male, finding his gaze already waiting for her. “He’s my … friend. He’s my friend.” Because that was all she could allow herself to think, or she’d be tempted to discover if the curve of his lips still tasted as terrifyingly good.

      A muscle flicked in the male’s jaw before he inclined his head.

      “Welcome to Lakhi, Gordan. I’m Chay.” He held out a hand. Gordan shook it. “That looks like a nasty scratch.” He gestured at Gordan’s leg.

      “It’s almost healed. I was lucky the beast just got me superficially.”

      “Desert lion?” Chay gave a knowing glance.

      Gordan nodded, and Tullay’s stomach dropped to the ground

      “I’ll be fine,” he reassured her as if reading in her mind the memories of agony from her own lion injury, the agony she feared he’d gone through.

      “We need to get you cleaned up anyway.” So she didn’t need to wonder if he was truly all right and there wasn’t another wound leaking blood all over him somewhere beneath the fabric.

      “You can wash up at my place,” Chay offered, waving the male forward without any signs of being intimidated by the mass of muscle or the mean axe and knife on Gordan’s belt. He led the way, and Tullay waited for Gordan to start moving before she fell into step beside him, observing his slight limp closely.

      The people on the street—more than Tullay had ever seen in her life as the square filled—stole curious glances at them in passing. Tullay couldn’t help but growl at some of them under her breath when their heads turned to check out not only the obvious injury but the rest of the male’s powerful form.

      She could have sworn a low laugh rumbled through Gordan’s chest, but when she shot him a look, his face was a smooth and contained as before.

      Tullay used the time to fill Gordan in about what had happened with Bick, and the male’s expression turned into stone with every new detail she revealed. By the time they reached the house, Tullay genuinely believed Gordan might explode into a million little pieces of rock.

      “We’ll talk more about it once you’re all healed again.” She gave him a warning that implied she’d personally tie him to a bed until he’d fully recovered, and Gordan kept his thoughts to himself.

      Prayah and Sel weren’t home when they entered the house, Gordan cursing as he made it up the few steps to the door.

      “There’s a bathing room in the back.” Chay pointed across the room to where Tullay’s guest room lay. “You can wash up there. I’ll try to find clothes for you in the meantime, but I doubt Sel has anything that will fit you.”

      He eyed Gordan’s muscled legs, scanned the height of the male, and Tullay wondered if there was any man in Lakhi whose clothes would fit that powerful form.

      “It’s all right.” Gordan gestured at his pants. “Give me a sewing kit, and I’ll take care of it myself.”

      Tullay grabbed Gordan’s arm, dragging him forward, her inner beast urging her to strip the male out of his pants so she could get a good look at that injury.

      “Thanks, Chay.” The boy was already bounding up the stairs, leaving them to themselves, and Tullay was awed by the level of trust bestowed upon her by the boy, by Sel, by the Child of Vala that they’d take in a warrior just because she named him her friend.

      Gordan stumbled on the threshold, catching himself against the cupboard next to the door. His curse was as surprisingly violent as the sensation welling up in Tullay’s chest at the thought of him staggering through the desert like that. Vulnerable, despite his strength, his magic.

      In the corner, a stool was providing the only seating opportunity, so Tullay guided him there, and Gordan carefully lowered himself onto the three-legged wooden piece while Tullay closed the door.

      “You were attacked by a desert lion?” Tullay bent over his injured leg which he’d stretched out in front of him.

      “By a pack,” he corrected, face unreadable as his gaze followed her fingers peeling away the fabric over his wound. “But they’re rotting in the desert now.”

      Tullay shuddered at the image of Gordan fighting a pack of desert lions—and not solely because of the horror of what could have happened to him; he’d survived. A small part of her could see the terrifying beauty in a collision of his power with wild cat claws in an animalistic clash.

      Drawing back her hand, she straightened and stepped back. “You need to get out of your pants so I can take a proper look at the dimension of the damage.”

      “I’m fine, Tullay. All I need is a few hours of rest, and my Fae blood will do the rest.”

      Tullay shook her head. “You’re covered in blood, Gordan.”

      “It’s not the first time.”

      Tullay ground her teeth, betting her own willpower against the male’s—and was surprised to no short amount when, with a grunt, he unbuckled his weapons belt and dropped it to the floor beside the stool. When he brought his hands back to the buttons of his pants, he halted, raising an eyebrow at her.

      “Are you staying to watch, or am I getting some privacy?”

      Tullay was still trying to figure out if he’d meant it as a challenge when he grabbed the first button, and something sparked to life in her core that had nothing to do with the fear of what injuries he’d suffered.

      Gordan halted, that eyebrow still up and dark gaze inquisitive.

      Tullay rolled her eyes at him. “Unless Fae sprout some extra body parts down there, you have nothing I haven’t seen before, so down with the pants.”

      Gordan’s chuckle was as beautiful as it was unexpected. “I guess we’ll have to find out.”

      Heat rushed to Tullay’s core at his tone, at the implications of his words as he undid that first button, and she deemed it safer to turn to the wash basin and pour some water and soak one of the rags on the shelf in it.

      Beside her, Gordan shifted and cursed as he pulled his boots off and slid out of his pants. Only when he was sitting still again, breaths heavy as if he’d just physically exerted himself, did she face him, eyes finding the three long scratches amidst smears of crimson.

      Her chest tightened at the amount of blood spreading across his flesh where it had soaked his pants around the wound, all the way to mid-calf and on the other side … to his hip. She didn’t dare peek farther to the side where his undergarments were covering up all those body parts she’d rather not think of.

      “I told you it’s only scratches.”
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      Gordan braced his hands on the edges of the stool as Tullay brought the wet rag down on his skin and wiped gently while telling him about what had happened at the waterhole and since. Not in centuries had anyone touched him like that, and he didn’t even want to consider what would happen if he allowed himself to think how close her hand was to his groin as she slid the rag to the edge of his undergarments—thin linen that didn’t cover much with the way the blood had soaked his entire left leg the moment he’d laid down on the ground.

      But Tullay’s touch remained professional, her gaze on the stripes of tan skin she revealed between wipes, so he bit his lower lip to hold in the words thundering through him, the words that had been assaulting him since he’d spotted her in the streets: You’re my Mate.

      And now that he’d found her unscathed, strolling casually through a lively city in the middle of a desert on the arm of a child … he didn’t know what he should think. If he’d imagined the panic in her eyes when she’d noticed the blood on him. If that slight blush on her cheeks when she’d tried not to stare between his legs while assessing him with a thorough glance had meant something.

      “You don’t need to do this.” Because she didn’t. He was used to taking care of himself in every situation, and Tullay’s fingers grazing his skin beyond the rag tugged on his focus so hard that he needed to worry his body would just bypass his mind and demand what he knew he couldn’t demand of her.

      Because he was nothing to her but a … friend. She’d called him a friend, and a few days ago, it might have exhilarated him that she trusted him, saw him as something more than the male who was aiding her with her magic. But on that journey through the desert, things had changed, and now, he could no longer find pleasure in purely amiable feelings.

      Grinding his teeth, Gordan grasped the stool harder and directed his gaze at the ceiling. The room was full of her scent—her scent and his own blood, and he didn’t appreciate the way he found the mixture pleasant.

      He needed a distraction…

      What she’d told him about Bick, about how he’d cast her out and left her with who she’d believed were enemies, it made him want to rip the man to ribbons.

      “What do you want to do about the twins?” Speaking of the two girls was a safe topic that would draw his focus away from Tullay’s lure. “They can’t stay with a corrupt liar like him.”

      He felt Tullay shake her head as she rinsed the rag again. “I need to get them out of there. But Bick won’t just let them go, I assume.”

      “With everything he’s done, it would be a real surprise,” Gordan agreed. “And Esther? Will she want to leave?”

      “Possibly. She loves the twins, but she’s also been there all her life—like most of the rest. It would be difficult for her to believe there’s something more—something better—out there.”

      Like for me, Gordan amended in his mind. It had been hard to believe this life could hold anything better for him than what he’d had to deny himself or what he’d needed to leave behind. Yet, there she was, kneeling before him once more as he lowered his head to face her.

      Tullay’s big eyes held his, thoughts and regrets, hopes and fears swirling in their blue depths. She’d placed one hand on the side of his thigh while the other wiped down from the edge of the scars to his knee.

      No topic could be deemed safe when she touched him like that—when she looked at him like that.

      “We’ll find a way to get them out—all of them. They need to have a choice, at least.” His voice sounded absent in his own ears, but Tullay bobbed her head once, her thumb tracing the length beside the outermost scar, and he had to hold his breath to battle down the sensation her touch evoked.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” she whispered as if not trusting her own voice, and he wanted nothing than to tell her that he’d go anywhere for her, that he’d go to the ends of this world or any other she chose if only to see her happy.

      Instead, he released the stool and brought one hand to the side of her face, her cheek hot in his palm as she leaned into his touch. “I’m glad I found you.” And he didn’t mean only there, in that city, but that he’d found her in the desert that first day she’d shot him.

      Her eyes closed as her nose grazed the inside of his wrist, her breath tickling his skin in a cool gust. Gordan realized only then how he’d allowed the weight of her head to lower his hand, how her face was mere inches from his thigh.

      Involuntarily, his arm twitched up, and her eyes fluttered open, locking on his with liquid power that would hold him captive wherever he went.

      “Don’t.” She wrapped her hand around his bare forearm, holding him in place with the lightest of pressure—because Gordan couldn’t resist when she asked him to stay. He’d never again pull away if she’d initiate contact.

      Inside is body, heat gathered like liquid ore, and it was the sweetest pain to hold himself back, if only not to startle her with the force of what was building inside of him. But the rag dropped from her other hand with a wet thud, and her hand came down fast on his thigh, right above the scars that had healed enough to not ache like the bastards they were. Even if he’d been bleeding, he wouldn’t have moved an inch so he could savor that touch, the weight of her palm on his skin that he couldn’t be certain he’d ever experience again.

      Gordan didn’t allow himself to feel disappointment when she withdrew her other hand from his forearm and straightened on her knees, but surprise swept through him as that same hand came down on his other thigh as the inched forward. With the slightest pressure, she guided his knees apart, hips sliding between while her hands wandered along his thighs until they remained right on his hips, fingers branching around them, lingering.

      He didn’t dare speak a word, didn’t dare as much as breathe as her hands reached the hem of his shirt where it spilled over his tightening undergarments. Slowly, carefully, she slid beneath the black fabric, exploring the taut muscles of his abdomen, shoving the fabric up, up, up until Gordan reached for it and tugged his shirt over his head.

      He’d barely dropped it to the floor atop his weapons belt when Tullay’s lips brushed the spot right above his heart, her breath like summer wind and flower petals. But no matter how his own hands ached to grasp her and lift her onto his lap, his lips to devour hers, he didn’t allow himself to move an inch as she murmured against his chest, “You’re beautiful, too. Brave. A survivor. Your Fae heart has suffered so many losses, and you’re still kind, you’re still good.”

      Warmth filled his chest with every word she spoke, the meaning of them settling slowly, like sand in an ocean after a storm.

      You’re my Mate, Tullay. He couldn’t bring himself to say it.

      Instead, he lowered his head and brushed a kiss to the top of her head. “Perhaps I’ve survived all of it so I could hear you say that.”

      Tullay’s head snapped up, her face so close to his as she leaned her chin against his chest, and her hands dropped back to his thighs, thumbs sweeping along the inside in a slow, sensual stroke. Her tongue flicked over her lips, leaving an inviting wet glimmer that he needed to taste.

      He was still debating whether he should simply kiss her and risk it, or if he should wait to see what she’d do next, when Tullay pushed herself up between his thighs, dragging her legs over his until she sat on his lap, straddling him—and all his hopes for his self-control went down the drain.
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      Had Tullay known how it would feel to touch Gordan Sterngrove, she’d have done it a long time ago. She hadn’t intended for this to happen, hadn’t intended to let her hands wander under his shirt, hadn’t expected their reluctance as she’d forced them away again. Hadn’t thought the taste of his skin would intoxicate her. But brushing her lips over his chest had been enough for that primal force in her to break free, to make her forget he was still injured and heave herself onto his lap. And Gordan—the gods bless the male, didn’t push her away. No, his eyes sparked the way she’d noticed that rainy night, but there was more.

      That was the gaze of a starved male, of a male ready to let go of a leash he had been holding onto for centuries.

      His hands rested on her hips, fingers gently digging into her flesh but unmoving. One word, and he’d come to life beneath her, Tullay could sense it. And there was one word singing inside of her alongside that familiar melody she couldn’t stop echoing inside of her.

      “Kiss me,” she murmured, locking her arms around his neck, and Gordan obliged. More than obliged. His entire body was tight as a bowstring, thighs hard beneath her, and between them—

      Tullay gasped as he ground his hips against hers, full proof of how her body wasn’t the only one reacting with uncontrolled want.

      Instead, his mouth molded over hers with crazed fervor, but his hands didn’t stray an inch even when his fingers grasped her harder—almost as if he needed something to anchor himself while the rest of him went wild. And in Tullay’s core, heat pooled and dripped, demanding more of that hardness pushing against her, more of that male. She wanted everything. All of him. The need surged through her like a storm, driving a gasp from her lips.

      Gordan swallowed the sound with a deep kiss, his tongue delving deep, sliding over the roof of her mouth, tasting, exploring. When her own tongue joined the dance, his responding groan sent a shiver through her body, her nerve endings awakening, anticipating.

      He broke away from her mouth, lips skimming her jaw all the way to her ear, nipping at her earlobe.

      “Gordan—” Tullay didn’t care that only a wooden door was separating them from the rest of the house, that Chay was upstairs, searching for clothes or a needle and thread. Neither did Gordan, whose fire had spilled over to her, burning in her chest, between her legs.

      Her spine arched against him as he traced her throat with a line of kisses, and she couldn’t tell if she was moaning or if it was only in her head.

      She ground her hips against Gordan’s, needing that friction, needing to feel more of him. Needing to feel all of him.

      One of her hands slid down his neck, his shoulder, savoring each flexing muscle in his back until it lay flat on his ass.

      Gordan’s chuckle was only half-amused—the rest of the sound was animalistic, predatory, and his own hand slid down her front to the wet proof of her desire.

      Tullay didn’t wait for him to undo the strings of her pants but pushed herself up enough to slide them down before she sat on him once more. Then she reached for his undergarments, ready to rip them off. But Gordan’s hand wrapped around hers, stopping her last moment.

      “I want you, Tullay. I want you so badly I can barely breathe.”

      His words were like cinder, making that fire in her flare higher than she could reach.

      She wriggled lower so her palm lay on his length—his impressive length—making her mouth water, her core tighten.

      “I want you, too.”

      Gordan’s breath caught in his throat as she squeezed, and he twitched beneath her fingers. Gods—she’d never wanted anything as much as she wanted him right now.

      But Gordan kept her hand from sliding anywhere, from pulling and tearing on the thin fabric between them. “You don’t understand,” he stared, voice hoarse, that wildfire in him stilling like a predator settling in the dust of the desert to bide his time until he could pounce. “I want all of you.”

      That melody inside her became a violent beast, demanding for her to feel him, to claim him.

      “You can have whichever part of me you want,” she breathed against his mouth as she leaned in to kiss him, to get the predator to strike and take what he claimed he wanted.

      Gordan’s lips were waiting for hers, not hard and demanding like earlier but soft, gentle, sweet—and the sensation that touch elicited had little to do with that fire in core and everything with the Fae blood coming to life inside of her.

      When he spoke, his tone was reverent, his hand on hers a weight searing her for entirely different reasons. “I want my Mate.”

      Tullay’s mind went silent while the storm in her swirled and tossed, whipping away layers of herself she’d restrained all those years. Her magic curled from her chest, slithering along her skin, coiling around Gordan’s hand to secure it over hers.

      An ancient instinct inside of her knew the meaning of his words when her head needed to catch up to realize he’d actually spoken them—and that they didn’t scare her.

      “Mate,” she whispered.

      Not a question, a confirmation.

      Gordan’s lips came down on hers once more, the touch slow, indulgent, teasing, a lure that went with the song inside her chest, and with every stroke of his tongue, her body was burning. With each breath, it was settling deeper inside of her.

      Her Mate. Gordan was her Mate. How the gods had decided they were a match, she couldn’t even begin to understand. Perhaps because they’d both been broken too many times; or perhaps because he deserved another chance, and a halfling hunter was the only option available when he was ready. It didn’t matter—not when every fiber of her body strained to get closer to him as she devoured his groans and his breaths, pressing herself against him where their hands lay trapped between their hips.

      “You’re mine, Gordan Sterngrove.”

      He shuddered against her, that leash finally broken as his hand slid off hers, ripping down his undergarments.

      The hot length of him as he slid inside of her… Tullay couldn’t tell if she was speaking a prayer or a curse as he filled her with one slow, careful thrust. Her arms wrapped around his neck as his hands slid along her sides, up and down in time with the movements of his hips—and did he know what he was doing.

      “Mine,” he groaned as his thrusts became faster, more powerful. “Mine.”

      That song inside her chest dove into her magic, stroking his chest, his arms, coiling around his waist to hold him against her.

      Gordan chuckled, one of his hands finding her face, cupping her cheek the way he’d done earlier. “My Mate,” he huffed. “My beautiful, powerful Mate.”

      Pride shone in his eyes as he pulled back enough to hold her gaze, and Tullay could have sworn the world around them disappeared as he kept moving inside of her.

      “My strong, fearless Mate,” she whispered, kissing the inside of his palm. “My patient, kind Mate.”

      “Not so patient right now,” Gordan growled as he grabbed her thighs, lifting her as he stood.

      Tullay couldn’t even yelp with surprise; that was how fast he captured her mouth as he pressed her against the nearest wall—and ground into her, each stroke deeper than the last, until his scent of heat and rain and dust and blood penetrated her senses, until pleasure barreled through her like a thunderstorm. Lightings of sensations zinged through her core, making her dig her nails into Gordan’s back. His groan as he found his release almost made her climax again, and had it not been for the footsteps descending the stairs and Gordan’s stilling inside of her, she would have easily lost herself once more in that place that belonged to just the two of them.

      But Gordan eased her off him, hands gentle, careful until her toes were on the ground. The joy in his eyes made it hard to breathe. Such beauty, such depth of emotions that she’d never believed she could glimpse in the broody male she’d shot in the desert.

      Yet, there he was, smiling down at her without restraint, without fear.

      Because this time, his Mate hadn’t been taken from him before he’d been able to acknowledge the bond. This time, his Mate hadn’t chosen anyone else.

      This time, his Mate had chosen him.

      Tullay pushed up to the tips of her toes and pressed a kiss to the side of his neck, savoring the shudder it induced in him. “Better get dressed before Chay walks in to get a look at your glorious ass, Mate.”

      If the spark in Gordan’s eyes was anything to go by, he was going to devour her all over again. But Tullay slid out from between him and the wall he was about to trap her against, and the male’s gaze slid to her bared hips.

      “Let’s make sure he doesn’t get a glimpse of what he would never stop thinking about. Torturing children is not in my nature.”

      Tullay couldn’t help but laugh. “Chay is not a child.”

      “Why are we still talking about Chay?” His disgruntled tone was almost endearing.

      “Jealous?”

      “Now that you’re mine? I couldn’t care less how much the boy salivates at the sight of your ass. It’s incredible to look at.”

      “You do that a lot?”

      “What?”

      “Stare at my ass?”

      Gordan’s predatory focus turned on said ass the moment Tullay turned her back to him, throwing a grin over her shoulder, and bent over to pick up her pants.

      “Let’s go do something useful now that you’re all better,” she said, sliding her pants up slow enough for him to get a good glance at her flesh.

      The expression on his face when she turned back to him was nearly enough to rip them down all over again just so he would unleash himself on her once more. But … Chay’s footsteps were nearing.

      She reached for his pants and shirt, mourning the loss of the view on his bare body, and tossed them at him with a wink.

      Gordan caught them out of the air and slid on his shirt first before he carefully slid into his pants.

      He wasn’t limping nearly as badly when he joined her by the stool and planted a kiss on her lips while bending down to retrieve his weapons belt. And the glimmer in his eyes when he straightened threatened to send her right back into his arms.

      Thank the gods, a knock on the door saved her from herself.
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      Sel and Prayah eyed Gordan over the table like an oddity. He’d had that before, had endured stares and whispers despite his glamor and the slightly hunched posture that made him appear less like a threat.

      But the two humans across from him weren’t easily fooled. This was the third day since his arrival—the third day since he’d found Tullay and she’d disintegrated all his well-built walls with a mere touch.

      A glance to his right reassured her she was still there.

      It had become a quick habit, stealing those glances at her when her scent felt like a memory of a dream. But she was there, solid and warm, her attention on the conversation. His Mate.

      Gordan slid his hand over hers atop the table, the gesture making it difficult not to drift back to where her hand had been the first time he’d done that.

      The seam of his pants threatened to tighten at the mere thought.

      Tullay’s gaze found his with a knowing expression.

      Later. That need would have to wait until the sun went down and she lay down in bed beside him the way she had the past few nights. For now, they needed to make a plan to get Esther and the twins out.

      Thank Vala, Sel and Prayah were practical people, and Sel had already led a rescue mission for his son, so he wasn’t entirely unfamiliar with tactics. But this was less about fighting than about convincing people of a truth that didn’t fit into their view of the world. The view Bick had shaped for them.

      “Lula and Mori know you, Gordan. They’ll go with you if you tell them I sent you.”

      Gordan knew Tullay was right. But the woman might become a problem. Perhaps Tullay should come with him after all. “The twins might, but will the rest of the settlement listen to me?”

      He knew he had a point—all of them knew.

      Sel inclined his head. “Bick might very well kill you if he catches you going from house to house to spread the truth.”

      “Bastard,” Tullay merely muttered. In her mind, she was already at the settlement, going through scenarios of ways to best get the twins to safety before she’d do anything else. Clever female.

      “He is, for sure. But he must have people on his side,” Prayah put into consideration. “The men who were with you on the hunting trip… They certainly believe we’re dangerous. They wouldn’t trust any of us, and with you being exiled from your settlement, people might believe we sent you to harm them or take from them.”

      “We’ll have to be prepared for hostility and disbelief,” Sel said darkly. “There’s a reason Bick has been fueling that fear of the southerners so no one would go exploring. It’s an effective way to shut the settlement off entirely and build his own power.”

      Gordan nodded his agreement. He didn’t even want to go into detail about what a tyrant the leader was—not so different from the Dragon King Gordan had fought in the past wars, only without magic. But bad enough to turn a settlement into mindless followers.

      And Tullay had been one of them—even when she’d been already breaking free when he’d found her, Bick’s claws had been deep in her flesh until not too long ago.

      Her fingers tightened around his as she read the silent anger stiffening his body, and the light pressure alone was enough to snap him out of it—because it didn’t matter who she’d been with, for now, she was his and he was hers. They were Mated, and not even the gods could break that bond.
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        * * *

      

      They left for their mission two days later when Gordan’s magic had fully replenished and he no longer needed to fake a limp. His stitched-up pants hid the evidence of his magical healing, and his shield wrapped around both him and Tullay. His chest always lightened when he felt her within his layer of protection.

      Besides Sel and Chay, Prayah and Bar had joined them, all of them armed with arrows and swords. Of course, violence would be a last resort, but it was better to be prepared. With Bick’s history of kidnapping children, they had to be ready for tricks and surprises.

      His axe was a soothing weight at his thigh, reminding him he had won worse battles. Even when his brother was usually the one smart with words and politics, Gordan was no stranger to the difficult details of political debate.

      All he could hope for was that the settlers were ready to open their minds to what Tullay had to say and—for their own sakes—that none of them would try to hurt her.

      They marched through the desert with few breaks until they reached a cluster of bushes near the settlement that was still out of view for the guards above the gate. There they rested, ate and drank, and waited for tonight to fall before they snuck into the darkness.

      His Fae hearing informed him that the settlement had retreated into their houses. Nothing but the occasional bleat of a goat disturbed the cooling calm.

      “The twins will be asleep soon,” Tullay whispered as they crossed north to the back of the settlement where the guards weren’t paying as much attention—because the threat lay in the south. Gordan nearly laughed at the irony of it.

      They’d catch Esther first and explain to her before they’d pack up the most essential things, wake the twins, and get the three of them out. By the time Tullay and Gordan would return to the settlement the next morning, Chay and Prayah would have taken them to the shelter of rocks they’d spotted on their way north. At least, there they’d be safe from desert lions.

      Gordan studied Tullay’s profile as the falling night tinted her paint-free face with darkness.

      She turned toward him, eyes locking on his through the veil. “We’ll get them out.”

      “We will.” Gordan nodded. Because they had to. He wouldn’t allow for anything to happen to Tullay’s family. A family he’d call his own, whom he’d protect with his life.

      The song of the sleeping desert was their companion as they snuck closer to the settlement, careful to use the minutes the guard was doing his round on the southern part of the wall. They pressed against the heated stone, Tullay’s breathing too loud, but he didn’t do more than place a gentle finger on her lips, a reminder that any unbidden noise would give them away.

      He smothered a grunt of surprise when Tullay’s mouth pressed a kiss to the pad of his finger before she turned and started climbing. With her Fae instincts kicking in more and more each day, she was almost half as quick as him, but he waited until she’d slid over the edge before he followed, just in case the guard returned sooner than expected and he’d need to use his axe.

      With expert fingers, he scaled the wall, following Tullay and catching up with her as she was halfway down the other side. While she continued climbing all the way down, he let go a quarter of the way into his path, dropping and landing on silent feet the way they’d done as kids in the Fae forests.

      The path to Esther’s house was easy: enough houses and sheds to shield them from the guard’s view, and with their near soundless footsteps, they made it to the ramshackle house in no time. The whole settlement was ramshackle compared to Lakhi, to any of the human villages or cities Gordan had been to in his long Fae existence. A goat bleated in the neighbor’s shed, hooves scraping over the ground.

      Tullay pointed at an open window that he identified as her bedroom. He’d had a good view on it from his sleeping place by the shed. During his time at the settlement, he’d never chosen to glimpse inside, but he’d slept better knowing he’d hear any danger sneaking up on the house.

      Now, they were the danger—Tullay had to break into her own home to save two children from a life of ignorance and forced hardship when something better was so close. Freedom, a city to thrive in, lands so much better developed, and other children to play with.

      At the window, Gordan laced his hands together to offer Tullay a boost up to the window sill. But the halfling was already up, pushing herself through the opening. Gordan followed with a leap, grabbing onto the top edge of the window and swinging himself inside.

      “Show-off,” Tullay mouthed with a tight grin.

      The room smelled of her but stale, of the memories of denying himself the truth. That first night he’d been supposed to sleep in her bed, he’d chosen to spend the night outside, the scent too much to bear. Now, it fueled the anger in his chest that had everything to do with what his Mate had been denied all her life—and how strong she’d turned out anyway.

      In the main room, Esther was moving around, paper rustling and a chair scratching over the floor.

      “Are you ready?” His whisper carried across the darkness, too low to be picked up by human ears.

      Tullay’s forehead wrinkled as if she was debating and coming to the conclusion that it didn’t matter if she was ready because, if they wanted to get her family out, there was no other choice.

      Instead of nodding, she grabbed the doorknob and turned.
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      The door didn’t creak, thank the gods. Tullay’s entire body relaxed at the sight of Esther sitting by the table with a book in her lap. She kept herself from storming out and wrapping her arms around the woman but carefully stepped into the room and cleared her throat.

      Esther leaped to her feet, snapping the book shut and lifting it to hurl it at the danger.

      “Please don’t scream. It’s just me,” Tullay reassured her, crossing farther into the room. “I need to talk to you.”

      Esther’s face paled like she’d seen a ghost, but the book remained in her fingers, grasp so tightly Tullay wondered if the book would bend. Then she dropped it on the table and blew out the fat candles giving enough light to read.

      “How did you get in here? Did anyone see you?” She shuffled over in what had to be complete darkness to her, and Tullay met her halfway, catching the woman as she knocked into a chair and stumbled. Did anyone see you?”

      “I don’t think anyone saw us.” Esther’s whispered shriek was too loud in Tullay’s ears as Gordan’s voice joined them.

      “Shh—” Tullay wrapped Esther in a tight hug. “I brought him with me so we can get you and the twins out.”

      Esther pulled away. “Out?” She grabbed for the chair behind her, finding its backrest after what felt like an eternity to Tullay’s impatient mission. “Bick told us you were dead.” Esther’s hushed words were like a stab to her heart. Even Gordan flinched beside her. “I didn’t believe it,” the woman added. “I know you’re the best. I’ve seen you take out a desert lion to protect the girls. You don’t just die on a hunt. Not even when you steal prey from the southerners.”

      “No, she doesn’t.” Gordan wrapped his arm around Tullay’s waist, fingers grazing her side reassuringly.

      Apparently, Esther’s eyes had adjusted enough to have noticed the gesture. “Is he the reason you left?” Of course, Esther had found a way to explain Tullay’s absence otherwise since she couldn’t believe her death.

      “It’s a long story.” Tullay knew now wasn’t the time to speak about the role Gordan Sterngrove played in her life, but to convince her that a better—a safer—place was waiting for them beyond the settlement. “The gist is that Bick’s a liar. I didn’t die out there. Bick cast me out after I tried to find a non-violent solution to an encounter with the southerners who’d been hunting at the pond.”

      Tullay could make out Esther’s widening eyes as she explained what had happened and when she told her about Lakhi and the fields of grain and herds of sheep and cows. The fountain in the square was where Esther finally stopped her.

      “How can I know you’re not lying, Tullay? Perhaps this brute is a southerner and he wrapped you around his little finger until you were ready to pick their side, and now you’re here to take the twins away.”

      If only she knew how Bick was the one taking little kids away…

      When Tullay shared Chay’s story, how it fit into the timeline of the attacks on the settlement, Esther’s argument ran thin—even thinner when she considered how no one ever truly left the settlement to explore. What few additions joined them were people with unknown pasts, probably on the run, so this place had become a little prison.

      “So, you’re saying the southerners are going to welcome us in their city?”

      Gordan’s smirk was prevalent in his voice as he informed the woman, “The southerners came with us to help us get you out.”

      “And by you, we mean first the twins and you, and then all of the settlers.”

      Esther shuddered and something like hope entered her gaze—a surprising look that Tullay had never seen on her face. Even when here, in the darkness, it was a faint semblance of what had run through Tullay at the thought of a real future for them all.

      “We don’t have much time. We need to pack the essentials and get you three over the wall before day breaks.” It would be a challenge, but with Esther’s help, the twins would come.

      “I didn’t tell them you were dead, Tull.” Esther rose to her feet, squeezing Tullay’s shoulder. It would have destroyed them.”

      “Where do they think I went?”

      “I told them I didn’t know but that you’d come back.”

      Tullay could have sworn tears were glistening in the woman’s eyes.

      Gordan’s hand squeezed her side, bringing her closer to him as the first signs of emotion worked their way up inside her chest.

      By the time they were done packing, Esther and Tullay raiding the kitchen shelves for provisions for the twins and stuffing sets of clothes into satchels, the moon was fully up in the sky, spilling a shaft of light into the room. Gordan remained hidden by the window to keep an eye on the yard.

      No one was outside that late at night, everyone tired from another day of hard work for little reward.

      Not much longer and they’d learn how Bick had held them all captive with his lies, how they’d been manipulated out of a better life, out of chances, out of opportunities.

      The twins were fast asleep when Tullay’s senses followed Esther into their bedroom, and her heart warmed at the cranky complaints of the drowsy girls. “Tullay is back,” Esther whispered, and the sleepiness was wiped away like a gust of wind had taken the mist after the last rain.

      “Shhh—” Tullay tried to calm them as they bounded through the door and wrapped their arms around her, trapping her between them.

      “Where have you been?” Mori complained.

      Lula voiced her agreement, “It’s been boring without you.”

      “I was gone only for a couple of days,” Tullay pointed out, but before she’d finished her sentence, Lula asked, “Did you bring back the bear, too?”

      “I’m here,” Gordan huffed from behind her, sending sparks of affection through her alongside a shiver that had everything to do with the brush of his warmth against her back.

      Unlike expected, the twins didn’t startle at his sudden appearance in the moonlit room but let go of Tullay for the benefit of hugging Gordan.

      “All right,” Esther said, managing to keep calm and steady as she informed the twins they were going on a trip.

      “In the middle of the night?” Mori frowned. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

      “That’s why we need to be quiet like little mice.” Tullay held her finger to her lips.

      “Where are we going?” Lula prompted, and Tullay’s chest tightened anxiously with every moment they spent in the settlement.

      “It’s a surprise,” Gordan jumped in before Tullay could come up with a response that wouldn’t scare them, and she could have kissed him then and there for being who he was.

      The twins both leaped up, and Gordan lifted them each with an arm until they slung their arms around his neck. “Ready?”

      The two curly heads bobbed up and down excitedly.

      Esther slung a satchel over her shoulders, Tullay the other, and they snuck out the window the way they’d come in. Tullay helped Esther while Gordan carried the twins, scanning the area with his Fae attention.

      The guard’s footsteps were audible even to Tullay as he crossed right where they needed to climb the wall. So they hid in the shadow of the goat shed, waiting for him to pass.

      Tullay used the time to whisper to the twins, “We’re going to play a game: Who can be quiet the longest?”

      “I can, of course,” Lula squeaked, and Mori flapped her hand over her sister’s mouth.

      “We’re supposed to not speak,” she pointed out, frowning when she realized she’d spoken herself.

      Gordan gestured north, and Esther fell right into step behind him as he started walking the moment the guard was out of earshot. Tullay trailed after them, eyes darting back and forth. They were so close. A few more corners and they’d be at the wall.

      A night breeze ruffled Tullay’s braid, carrying with it the scent of goat dirt and straw.

      She wouldn’t miss this place. Not after she’d opened her eyes to the world.

      By the wall, Gordan set down the twins, getting into a crouch and glancing up at Esther. “Get on my back.”

      The woman eyed him like he had lost his mind, but Tullay gave her an encouraging nod. If Esther tried to climb the wall herself, she’d lose her footing and tumble to her death.

      With a sigh, the woman climbed onto Gordan’s back. The latter secured her arms around his neck and her legs around his hips. A thin jolt of jealousy ran through Tullay even when Esther was no competition for a Mate.

      As if reading her mind, Gordan gave her a heated glance and a wink before he turned to the wall and started climbing.

      “Hold on,” he whispered to Esther, who looked, for all that was worth, like she would have preferred riding a goat.

      Gordan’s footing was impeccable as he made his way up where he lowered Esther onto the wall before he leaped back down, and each, Tullay and he, picked up one of the twins. Lula’s little arms almost strangled Tullay as she started scaling the stone, but she gritted her teeth and pulled up both their weight, ignoring how Gordan was going purposefully slow so he’d be able to intervene should she slip.

      Tullay didn’t slip. Sweat beaded and soaked her shirt, and her arms and fingers were barking with pain, but she managed. Esther eased Lula off her back at the edge of the wall, and Tullay folded over, lying on her back for a moment before she rolled to the other edge, glancing down.

      They needed to move. They’d been put there for too long. The gods bless the friendly set of clouds covering up the moon for a few moments so they’d be harder to spot from the other side of the wall.

      Gordan leaped straight down, Mori on his back, and Tullay cursed under her breath when his fall was slowed by his shield. She only felt it because her own magic responded with coiling patterns in her chest, but there was something too graceful about the way he landed that would have turned Esther suspicious if she hadn’t been so busy being shocked.

      With careful hands, Gordan set Mori down, gesturing for Lula to jump.

      Esther shook her head. “She’ll break her neck,” the woman hissed.

      By the gods, they couldn’t linger. The guard would check their direction in no time and—

      “He’ll catch her,” Tullay said and grabbed the girl by her shoulders, pushing her toward the edge. “The bear will catch you,” she whispered to the girl, who bravely nodded and leaped off the wall.

      Tullay held her breath, praying to the gods that neither Lula nor Esther would scream.

      Gordan’s magic caught the girl long before his arms did, and Lula giggled as Gordan gently set her down on the ground.

      Then Gordan was climbing up again to get Esther, who refused to jump while Tullay half climbed, half slid toward the twins. The guard’s round was almost finished, and they still had to make it out of sight—or at least out of his bow’s reach.

      Only when Gordan set Esther down to pick up the twins once more did Tullay dare breathe. She grabbed Esther’s hand, pulling the woman along as they ran off into the night.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

          
            TULLAY

          

        

      

    

    
      The night was reluctantly yielding to the assault of the sun when Tullay’s heart stopped racing from fear for the twins and Esther and raced from fear of what they were about to face when they entered the settlement through the gate instead.

      Chay and Prayah had taken the girls and the woman to the stone shelter immediately after they’d made their exit from the settlement. It was up to Esther to explain to the girls that they were going to live somewhere else, and to Chay and Prayah to give them a sense of safety. At least, the boy was easygoing, and the twins would like him as much as they liked Gordan—only with Chay, it would be more like an older brother. And with Prayah’s water magic, they’d be safe and have access to water to replenish themselves when needed.

      “Are you all right?” Gordan’s fingers tightened around hers where they rested in the sand between their hips. She hadn’t slept a minute while, beside her, Gordan’s eyes had shut and his breathing evened. She hadn’t dared speak to him for fear she’d wake him, and she didn’t blame him. During his time in Neredyn’s wars, he must have learned to sleep on a battlefield. This was nothing compared to that horror.

      “We’ll catch up with them soon, and then you won’t need to worry anymore.”

      Tullay gave him a small smile. “I know.” She could still barely believe they’d managed to get in and out without being noticed. Then, it spoke for how meager Bick’s protection for the settlement truly was.

      The only time they’d had more guards on the wall was during the southerner attack a few years ago—when Bick had invited an attack by kidnapping Chay. But there was no danger out there other than the clawed beasts that couldn’t climb a wall. The rest was all part of Bick’s manipulation.

      Soon—this would be over soon, and then she’d return to the city and figure out a new life for Esther and the twins, and for any of the settlers who chose to leave Bick and follow into the unknown.

      A few feet away, Sel and Bar were already securing their weapons to their belts, readying to make their way to face Bick. Not a comforting thought at all that she’d involve others in this, that she’d put them in danger, but there was protection in numbers—even in small numbers.

      Tullay rested her head against Gordan’s shoulder for a moment, breathing in his scent, focusing on the thrill it sent through her body, savoring his strength, his steady heartbeat—his smile as she glanced up and found his lips curled into that sweet line she was tempted to kiss off his features.

      “Soon,” he whispered, brushing a kiss to her forehead, and Tullay knew he was no longer talking about their mission.

      The streak of heat flaring inside of her was enough to make her scramble to her feet and face south, away from Gordan so she wouldn’t be tempted to hook her fingers into his shirt and rip it off him. If that pull wouldn’t subside soon, she’d spend the better part of the next years in bed—or on a bathing room stool—with him. And she was fine with that thought—as soon as she’d done her duty and saved the settlers from Bick’s control.

      “The sooner we get there, the less likely anyone will notice they’re gone,” Gordan said, getting to his feet and prowling closer as if that pull was as potent for him as it was for her—worse even.

      She didn’t fight it when he laced his fingers with hers once more but tugged him along as she started walking. “Let’s get this over with. The sooner Bick loses all influence on anyone, the better.”

      Sel and Bar were immediately at their side, going through the plan once more: Knock on the gate, demand to speak with Bick, get the settlers’ attention, and hope that some of them would listen. If they could sow a seed of doubt, that would be enough.

      With every step they took toward the settlement, Tullay’s magic became more restless. At first, it was a mere carpet of darkness in her chest; then it lifted in tendrils of smoke. By the time the wall came into view, her veins were burning with its weight, and when they entered shooting range and Sel and Bar both casually grabbed for their bows, the first lines of deadly magic had slithered onto her skin. She hid her hands in her long sleeves.

      Reddon was on guard duty. Tullay hadn’t bothered to try to figure out who it was the night before, but judging by the man’s yawn as they stepped up to the gate, she was certain he was merely waiting for someone to replace him.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked by way of greeting, leaning slightly down so he could take in the traveling party—the two strangers in dark clothing. “What are you doing with southerners?”

      “Let us in, and we’ll explain.” It was Gordan who’d spoken, and Tullay couldn’t have been more grateful.

      “I’m not letting in any southerners for sure,” Reddon barked and reached up for the bell above the gate. One of the settlers from the early days had installed it there a long time ago.

      He drew his bow, arrow pointing right at Tullay’s heart.

      Gordan’s magic wrapped more tightly around her.

      “We come in peace,” Sel calmly told the guard, who looked like he would rather be behind the wall, tending to the meager crops, than on guard duty.

      “We want to talk,” Tullay added. She wondered when Bick’s threat would come into play, that he’d have her shot if she came even near the settlement.

      For now, it seemed none but the men who’d been hunting with them knew the truth. Ester had been told she was dead. At least, she was someone returned from the dead rather than an exile. That opened possibilities.

      “Did Bick tell you what happened at the southern pond?” If he wasn’t going to easily open the gate, Tullay would have to start right there with her convincing.

      The man’s face turned into a grimace. “He told us you betrayed him and that he had to leave you behind when you were injured.”

      That implied that she was as good as dead. Only the gods’ mercy would save an injured person in the desert.

      Gordan was one of those holding the gods’ mercy—but with everything he’d gone through, he might have been the only one who deserved it.

      “I’m very much alive, and Bick is very much a liar.” Tullay’s voice turned into a snarl as her magic begged to be released at the threat. “Now, open the gates, and let us in.”

      Whether it was human instinct or something else, Reddon was shaking. He was shaking so hard that he needed to grab onto the wooden railing to keep his balance.

      “What’s wrong?” Sel called.

      Reddon merely grabbed his chest, panting breaths almost bringing him to his knees.

      Not his breaths—Tullay realized with horror that her magic was leaking from her hands in invisible threads, sliding up the wall and coiling around the man’s torso.

      “Breathe,” Gordan ordered, his magic wrapping more tightly around her, soothing her in gentle strokes. “Spool it back in. You don’t want to hurt him.”

      His whisper was so low she barely heard it, but her magic listened. Like deadly honey, it dripped down the wall back to her fingertips.

      “Reddon?” a voice sounded behind the gates. “Are you all right?”

      “Reddon,” she shouted herself. “Reddon, breathe.”

      He might not have wanted to let her pass, but he wasn’t a bad man, and she’d accidentally attacked him.

      Before Tullay could think, she was at the wall, fingers digging into the stone and scaling it so fast she wondered if Sel and Bar noticed she wasn’t entirely human.

      Tullay reached the guard a moment before Gher did—Gher, thank the gods. At least, she wouldn’t need to explain how she was alive to him.

      Reddon collapsed between them, and Tullay caught his head just in time to prevent it from hitting the rail.

      “What are you doing here? Bick will kill you,” Gher hissed as he reached under Reddon’s shoulders to help him breathe.

      “You’ll be all right, Reddon,” she told the guard then faced Gher with all the courage she could find between streaks of power. “Bick lied to all of us, Gher.”

      She knew the man might not have been the most likely to believe her since he was close to Bick, but he’d told Gordan the truth, and that was more than most others would have done.

      “He lied about the fact that he exiled you, yes. He thought it was better they believe you’re dead so no one goes looking for you and puts themselves in danger.”

      “You mean and find out that the southerners aren’t trying to take over this settlement because they have an entire city at their disposal?” Gordan cut in, and Tullay nearly sighed as his presence wrapped itself around her.

      Gher’s horrified expression was enough to know he didn’t believe a word.

      “There are no cities in the desert. Bick said—”

      “That’s the thing,” Tullay cut him off. “It’s always only about what Bick says. Have you actually been far enough south to see the southern settlements?”

      Gher hadn’t drawn his weapon yet. If anything, that was a sign he wasn’t going to follow through with Bick’s threat and slit her throat. Not that she’d allow him to come that close; beneath her skin, her magic had gathered to attack like a snake.

      “Bick warned us not to go beyond the southern pond or the southerners would kill us when we enter their hunting territory.”

      “Again, Bick said,” Gordan noted and grabbed the lever that opened the gate.

      “What are you doing?” Now, Gher did unsheathe his blade.

      Gordan was so fast, Tullay barely saw him move as he drew his axe and placed it beneath Gher’s chin, a warning glimmering in his eyes. “I will open the gate and let in my southerner friends. And then, we’ll talk. We’ll assemble the entire settlement and talk about the threat of the southerners. I can’t wait to hear what Bick’s got to say about it.”

      Between them, Reddon finally caught his breath, fingers still shaking on his bow.

      “By everything that’s sacred,” he exclaimed. “What is happening?” His panting breaths drew Gher’s attention, and he gave the tiniest nod to Gordan before he helped Reddon up.

      Tullay stood back as much as the narrow space allowed it and reached for the lever herself while Gordan monitored the scene.

      The shabby wooden panes scraped along the cracked ground as they slowly swung open.

      The commotion had attracted more spectators—including a livid Bick, whose gaze would have been enough to intimidate Tullay a few weeks ago. But no longer. Her powers coiled to attack.

      She sang them to sleep with the promise of justice—preferably without drawing blood.

      “I thought I told you, you were going to die if you ever came near this place again.” His voice cracked the desert air like a whiplash.

      Gordan’s body tensed at her side. Reddon straightened to his feet, eyes darting between Tullay and Bick as if he was trying to solve a puzzle.

      Beneath the gate, Sel and Bar had crossed into the settlement, not afraid to enter even with eight men already assessing them whit their hands on their weapons and bloodlust in their eyes.

      At the back of the group, one of the farmer women stood with her rake braced in the dirt. Again, Tullay was grateful Esther hadn’t doubted her story for long. She wouldn’t have been able to bear for the twins to witness how they all seethed and salivated for vengeance on something the southerners never committed.

      “You come for our water well at last,” Bick said to Sel, the leader incarnate. But the edge to his tone gave away how much he feared Sel, not for an attack but for the truth.

      Some of the settlers started shouting insults at the southerners, who stood calmly, waiting for Tullay to tell her story. “We are merely here to offer an opportunity Tullay wants to extend to all settlers here.”

      “Is that so?” Bick threw her a murderous look. In his hand, he clutched his knife—one of those perfect to throw. She’d seen him do it behind the house, had seen the same knife slice into gazelle carcasses after a hunt.

      “I thought she was dead,” the farmer woman commented, eyes on Tullay.

      On the wall, Gher studied her with a torn expression.

      “What are you doing up on the wall, Tull?” Bick called. “Trying to murder your way into my settlement?”

      Tullay’s magic roiled.

      She leashed it. Not yet. Not if she could prevent it.

      “If she isn’t dead, the southerners must have turned her to their side,” Bick reasoned.

      Oh, was he good at reasoning. He’d held a whole settlement captive with the aid of naivety and selective information.

      “They saved me.” She pinned Bick with a gaze, trusting Gordan to ward off any attack with his shield. “They took me to the city of Lakhi and gave me food and water.”

      Bick’s face turned mildly green.

      “A city?” one of the settlers said—Ali, the goat farmer, who’d just arrived with a few others a moment ago. “I’ve never heard of a city in the south.”

      “Also not in the north or the west or the east,” Bick added, shutting down the discussion, “because there is no city in the desert.”

      But Tullay didn’t give up. “Bick is lying to you. There is a city. Lakhi has hundreds of settlers. I’ve seen it with my own eyes, and Sel is willing to take all of you in who need a place where we don’t need to starve, where our children can thrive…”

      Sel nodded, the grip on his bow not relaxing even when he wasn’t pointing an arrow at anyone, the peaceful leader.

      “Bick has been lying to you. The southerners aren’t after our water. Bick is after power in their city. He even kidnapped a child to put pressure on the southerners.” She kept going, ignoring the murmurs of disbelief, the gaze Reddon and she exchanged as she told the story of Chay’s kidnapping and how Bick had covered it up with a lie about the well.

      “Liar!” Bick cut into her words and she thought he was going to explode. Some of the settlers shrank away from him. “Gher, silence her.”

      Gher didn’t raise his blade, eyes on Gordan’s axe once more.

      “I’ve met the boy,” she simply said. “He’s alive and back with his family despite Bick’s despicable actions. It’s your choice what you do with your life, if you want to continue believing Bick’s lies or if you want to come with me.”

      “Silence her!” Bick ordered again. This time, Reddon drew his knife.

      Tullay’s magic slithered from her hands, ready to kill.

      She held it back.

      “Esther has already left with Mori and Lula,” Tullay continued, looking Reddon directly in the eyes, and as she did, she noticed something she’d never seen: a similarity to the twins’ eyes so convincing that she was almost certain she knew who their father was. Even if he didn’t know. “You can follow and live a better life in a city of possibilities, make your own choices.”

      Bick’s knife sailed through the air so fast Tullay barely saw it coming. Gordan veered toward her, leaping between her and the blade in an attempt to disguise how it would have merely bounced off his shield rather than lodge itself in her chest. His axe caught it from the air, ripping it to the ground.

      But Tullay had already released her magic, sending her invisible power out toward Bick. Without a shield between her and Gordan, it lodged in his body instead, the impact nearly pushing him over the edge of the wall.

      To her surprise, Gher was the one to catch his arm and stabilize him.

      No! Tullay’s mind went blank. She could barely hear the voices below, the cacophony of shouts.

      “Gordan—” She clutched his hand as he swayed on his feet.

      It had been a bad idea. She should have known Bick would rather kill her than let her speak the full truth. She’d gotten out enough before he’d tried, but instead of convincing anyone, she’d hit Gordan with her power to stop hearts.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

          
            GORDAN

          

        

      

    

    
      The impact was worse than being spat at with dragon fire—or having a Maraoul monster drip poisonous saliva all over him. Vala have mercy, Tullay’s magic was like Hel’s spear itself. But had the god of death been merciful, he’d dropped dead like the desert lion instead of the searing pain now ravaging his body.

      He hadn’t seen it coming. Had been so focused on keeping her shielded that he hadn’t checked how well-protected he was himself.

      His legs didn’t seem to want to listen to him when he told them to carry him; his arms went slack at his sides. Tullay’s scream ripped through him as if her magic hadn’t already done enough damage, and the world went dark.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

          
            TULLAY

          

        

      

    

    
      Tullay’s back screamed as she heaved Gordan’s legs down the narrow stairs into the settlement. When Bick had aimed at her, she hadn’t expected anyone would aid her, but Gher and Reddon were each carrying Gordan by one shoulder. They’d sheathed their weapons and not even asked if she needed help but simply done it the way the settlement worked together—always. Bick or no.

      Sel and Bar were there when they reached the bottom of the stairs—as were more settlers from Bick’s settlement. Had Tullay not been so busy dreading what it meant that Gordan’s form was slowly turning limp in her grasp, she might have noticed that all the remaining settlers were there.

      Bick’s screamed curses at her sounded from what felt like miles away, and she didn’t care as long as he didn’t come closer. All she cared about was the male she’d hit with her magic and whom she couldn’t lose.

      No one had questioned that it had been Bick’s knife piercing into him; Tullay didn’t believe anyone else had actually seen Gordan’s shield shove the blade away.

      Sel and Bar reached under Gordan’s knees, relieving Tullay of the weight, Tullay didn’t stop to look back as she crossed out of the settlement.

      “The offer stands,” Sel said over his shoulder. “Just continue south after you cross the southern pond, and you’ll find Lakhi in half a day’s time.

      She didn’t care that they weren’t alone as they continued to walk and walk and walk, straight south toward the rock formation where the twins would still be waiting with Prayah and Chay.

      Only when they were far enough from the wall that an arrow wouldn’t hit them did Tullay stop, and the others stopped with her. They lowered Gordan to the ground where Tullay slumped over his chest, burying her face in his shoulder, and cried. There was no heartbeat, no grumbling laugh, no stream of breath.

      Tullay’s heart splintered.

      She’d known it the moment her magic carved into his body that she had killed him.

      That she’d lose her Mate.

      Beautiful Tullay. Strong Tullay. Survivor. His words flashed in her mind, taunting her in her grief.

      But she wasn’t beautiful or strong. Not a survivor. Slayer was what her name meant. And she’d slain her Mate.

      Her magic revolted in her veins, ready to unleash itself into the world, to destroy and take and take the way Bick had taken from her, the way her own lack of control had taken from her. Make it suffer the way she was suffering—

      “He’s dead,” Sel quietly said.

      Reddon placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Tull.”

      Another hand brushed over her head. The woman with the rake. “I know how much it hurts.”

      And they were there. All of them. The entire settlement had followed. They had walked away when Bick had shown his true face and followed her into the desert.

      Where darkness was bowing in Tullay’s veins, warmth pushed back. It was a trickle at first, not more than the first droplets of rain nearly turning into steam under the assault of the baking heat. Then it spread. Where smoke of death had coiled, rays of loyalty pushed through. They spread like the early morning sun, dissolving the night inside of her little by little.

      Her hand slid over his heart, aching to feel that steady beat only one more time.

      Beat for me, she told it. Not because I deserve to have him but because he deserves it.

      Because he deserved to be happy after all those times he’d given and given and lost and broken his own heart to make others happy. He deserved to be loved.

      Tullay’s fingers splayed as heat burned in her palm, not heat—light. The warm glow of candlelight radiated from her hand. She could hear gasps and murmurs, but she didn’t dare pay attention as a thin string tugged on her touch, pulling her closer to his skin, pulling in the sight, absorbing it. The same way her darkness had ripped into him, her light seemed to soothe the violent path of her magic, to wind deeper and deeper until she felt like she held that beautiful heart right in her palm.

      Beat, she stroked over it with a fingertip. Beat.

      The first thud was so loud in her Fae ears she nearly shrank away from him, dropping that precious heart and risking it stopping again. But her fingers tightened around it, squeezing lightly.

      You can’t die, Gordan. Our story isn’t over.

      Another thud. And another. And another. Until each beat turned stronger and her light dimmed like a dying flame.

      One last tear ran down Tullay’s cheek as Gordan’s eyes fluttered open and he studied her with a weak smile.

      “The female who commands hearts,” he rasped.

      Tullay didn’t care about how the whispers and murmurs had tuned from curious to scared to awed, how now someone was whistling as she crashed her mouth onto his, devouring their past, their present, their future in a ravenous kiss.

      Gordan’s hand found her neck and dove into her hair, his fingers brushing over the shell of her ear—halting there.

      His mouth stilled on hers, and Tullay might have panicked had he not groaned at the flick of her tongue over his lower lip, an invitation to continue.

      But he gently pulled away, turning her head a few inches to the side to examine her ear.

      “Fae,” someone said behind her.

      Tullay reached up to feel the slightly pointed arch that hadn’t graced her ear a day before and laughed before she dove back into a kiss that pinned Gordan to the ground.

      His lips were soft, tentative, as he eased into hers, and they felt so good, so right, so full of everything she’d never dared to dream of.

      Only when Sel addressed her by her name did she whirl around to face the leader of Lakhi. His face wasn’t filled with fear of the Fae in his presence as she might have expected, but he was smiling as was Bar, while the settlers were merely staring, some awestruck, some skeptical, but none of them hateful. Because they knew Tullay—they knew how much she’d fed them for years with her hunting; they’d witnessed her save a life. To them, she wasn’t an enemy, even now that she was Fae.

      “We need to start walking if we want to make it to Lakhi by nightfall,” he said, turning to Gordan with a glance of concern. “Can you stand?”

      Tullay slid off him to help him to his feet, and Gordan wrapped his arm around her waist. Her heart was thundering in her chest from the shock of what she’d done—not only killing him but bringing him back to life.

      Command hearts. Perhaps that was her magic. But she’d have time to figure it out with him at her side.

      For now, all she wanted was to get away from the cursed settlement that had been her home and to build a new one for herself—with her Mate.

      “We can stay behind if you don’t want Fae in your city,” Gordan offered, and Tullay noticed only then that his glamor had disappeared, his own Fae ears now on display, too.

      She was half expecting more murmuring and hissing, more whispers, and maybe even a few hateful words. But Sel only motioned for them to start walking. “You are welcome in my city—all of you.” He glanced around, studying the settlers’ faces. Some heads bobbed in agreement; others simply started in the direction he was pointing.

      And Tullay and Gordan—they marched right along.
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        * * *

      

      They arrived at the city after the night and settled, Gordan carrying Mori in his arms and Tullay Lula on her back. Driving a small herd of goats through the desert had been more of a challenge than Tullay could have expected. But roughly thirty settlers, two Fae, and Prayah with her water magic managed.

      Chay, Bar, and Em made sure the settlers found places to stay, and the goats glutted themselves on a field of grass, their bleating, for once, excited.

      Tullay and Gordan tucked the twins into bed while Esther helped Sel and Prayah with a meal.

      Gordan had been quiet on the hike, but his hand had been steady around hers and his eyes kind and full of that quiet emotion she’d only recently discovered. Joy, and so much more. He leaned on the threshold, rubbing over his chest where her magic had touched his heart.

      “What now?” His question was almost swallowed up by the night, but Tullay’s Fae ears picked it up.

      She trudged toward him, resting her head on his shoulder and winding her arms around his waist. They were safe and free. The settlers were free, and Esther and the twins would be able to lead a life of opportunities and choices. But Tullay—even with the acceptance of her Fae blood in Sel’s city, something was calling out to her. A song of spring blossoms and autumn leaves, of crisp winter air and dry summer days.

      “We can stay here for a while,” Gordan suggested before she could respond.

      Tullay’s heart warmed at how he thought of her first, of what she’d want to do—where she needed to be.

      But with Bick no longer controlling everyone she’d ever cared for, Tullay could allow herself to listen to that song.

      “Until the twins and Esther have built up their new life,” she agreed. “But then, I want to go to Ulfray.” His chest rose beneath her touch as she brushed her fingers over his heart. “I want to learn more about my heritage and my magic. I want to see the Fae lands, I want to learn everything about you, meet your family, sleep in your bed. I want to wake up beside you every day and know you better every night I go to bed. I want to know my Mate inside out.”

      Gordan’s breath turned so shallow she wasn’t sure he was experiencing the side effects of her magic. When she glanced up at him, his onyx eyes were glimmering like that night in the rain—stars holding the depth of her new universe. “For as long as the gods may allow me at your side.”

      Tullay rose to her toes, fingers playing with the lengths of his hair that had fallen from his bun. “For all eternity and longer.”

      His responding kiss was a brand of heat, sweeping her Fae blood into a frenzy at the bliss of his touch, of that unrestrained emotion bubbling to life between their lips.

      Tomorrow—they’d plan their future tomorrow. For tonight, they snuck past the kitchen to the small room Prayah had appointed them and sank onto the bed, Tullay landing on top of Gordan’s hard chest. He framed her face with gentle palms, nose grazing hers before he sealed their lips with a kiss.

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      Tir na nÓg, Castle Breena

      Realm of the Fae

      
        
        Aoife

      

      

      

      Aoife watched herself glitter as she twirled in front of the large, gilded mirror. Apart from the thousands of rhinestones adorning her fabulous gown, her aura was lit up like a star. She had just come back from her magic lessons with Nuala, and her aura seemed to be on overload. Its white and silver light spiraled outward with shards of blue and purple that traced outlines along the spirals, seemingly chasing them, and shone brightly at its full intensity.

      Guessing that her mood was responsible for enhancing her aura, Aoife gave a small, delighted laugh. She was so perfectly happy that she felt almost silly. Tonight, she was secretly meeting Cian, during the thick of the ball, in the hopes that this would finally be the night that she could tell him she was deeply and madly in love with him. Aoife examined herself thoughtfully one last time and turned toward the door.

      A light knocking brought her up short, and she impulsively reached out with her powers to see who it was. A messenger, probably from the Queen by the looks of him, stood patiently waiting at the door. Aoife sighed in exasperation and opened the door just as his hand reached out to knock again.

      “What?” Aoife asked, her voice turning as frigid as her changing mood.

      She had no love for the surly messengers of her mother and knew if anyone could ruin her mood right now it would most definitely be the Queen.

      “The Queen requests your presence in her quarters, Princess.” He bowed, hand over his heart, in a sign of respect.

      Aoife slipped a pristine white glove onto one hand and eyed the messenger with distaste, purposely taking her time.

      “Tell her I’ll see her after the ball,” Aoife said, her tone reflecting teenage indifference despite her many Fae years.

      “Well, see, that’s the thing. She told me if you refuse, I’m to bring you forcefully,” he countered.

      It was then that Aoife noticed this man, although dressed as a messenger, looked more like a guard. A royal guard. Perhaps he was one of the Queen’s own, and if that were the case, he could very well forcefully subdue her and deliver her to the Queen.

      Aoife huffed and rolled her eyes, turning to slam her door as loudly as possible. She would go, but she would also make a scene. For Ancient’s sake, she was one hundred and six. It was about time the Queen quit bossing her around like she was some fancy-free human child of sixteen. Aoife did her duty around court, and she trained hard with Nuala. It wasn’t as if she was a complete slacker. True, Aisling was next in line for the throne, and her twin would make a better ruler than her, but Aoife could manage the job if she ever had to.

      “Let’s go,” Aoife said, cringing as she spoke.

      There was no way she was getting out of this summons.

      The guard nodded once and swept his arm out, indicating that Aoife lead the way. She swayed her hips saucily and sauntered toward her mother’s private rooms. This ought to be good, Aoife thought as she walked and tried to remember if she had done anything rash or out of conduct lately. She shook her head and huffed again. She couldn’t recall anything.

      She had been on her best behavior these last few weeks. Cian had seen to that. He urged her every time they were together to behave for her mother and to consider that the hassles of being ruler were what made her so stern. Albeit somewhat grudgingly, Aoife always conceded to his pleas.

      She huffed again and stopped just in front of her mother’s door. The guard made short work of reaching around her and opening the door, and Aoife swept in with a huge flourish, flaunting airs of royalty. She giggled in her mind; why be a Fae Princess if I can’t enjoy it?

      Aoife stopped directly behind her mother’s chair and took a deep breath, steeling herself for what she knew was to come.

      “Mother?” she questioned with the same icy tone she had used on the guard.

      The Queen turned at the sound of Aoife’s voice and then stood gracefully.

      “Aoife, must you always use that tone with me?” her mother questioned, and Aoife could hear the tiniest hint of hurt in her mother’s voice, which was replaced with steel at her next words.

      “I have it on good authority that you have been seen – shall we use the term, ‘dallying?’ – with one of the lesser royals, Cian. Is this true?”

      Aoife sucked in a breath. Her eyes widened. This could not be happening. Who had seen them? And more to the point, who had told her mother?

      “I see from your lack of response that it is.” The Queen frowned.

      Aoife’s eyes narrowed, and her chest puffed out.

      “Mother, I love him, and I refuse to let you ruin my life like you did Aisling’s.” Aoife’s chin rose, her look steel. Resolute.

      “My dear,” her mother said frostily, and the temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees along with her mood, “you have no say in this matter. You are to leave off with this fanciful fling at once. I understand you are young in your ideals of love, but this will not be tolerated for one more second. He is beneath you.”

      The room got colder still as her mother stared at her, and she became the epitome of a defiant daughter.

      “Beneath me?” Aoife shouted. The room was so cold that she could now see her breath. “He’s a royal; how can you say that?”

      “He doesn’t have Ancient blood, Aoife.” Her mother glared at her, ice crystals forming on the edges of her lips.

      There was no way she was going to back down from this, and Aoife sensed her mother’s steel determination. The ice crystals that formed on the windows swooped downward with jagged points, each flake resembling a frozen-tipped feather. The ice grew rapidly and expanded, until all the individual flakes formed a solid sheet of ice over the abused pieces of glass. As the two Fae women faced off, the rapid expansion of the freeze didn’t stop at the windows. Steel and metal throughout the room soon followed suit in the unforgiving war of wills between mother and daughter. Someone had to give.

      “So, that’s it then? Love means nothing to this race anymore?” Aoife was near tears, but she refused to give her mother that satisfaction.

      “Aoife, you are the daughter of a Queen, descendent of the Ancients, leader of your people. It has always fallen to a select few to sacrifice their wants for the needs of others. You are no different, Child.” The tone her mother used was softer now.

      “I am not a child,” Aoife yelled, perhaps confirming the immaturity of her vulnerable heart and young Fae years, but she didn’t care. “Why can’t you see that? Better to be human than the daughter of the Fae Queen,” she spat hatefully. “If you keep me from him, I will never forgive you. Never.” And with that Aoife turned and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

      Aoife’s sometimes insufferable Fae powers allowed her to see and hear inside the room even though she wasn’t there, and she watched as one of the Queen’s guards reached for the door to come after her. But her mother held up a hand to stop him.

      “No, let her go.” She sighed regretfully, leaving Aoife wondering if this was something she had the heart to deal with.

      Aoife knew the royal council had approached the Queen on the matter of her match. They had great plans for Aoife, just as they had enacted their great plans for Aisling. And Aoife knew she was right; the members had destroyed any hope Aisling ever had for happiness in her life. Tynan, Aisling’s husband, was, quite simply put, a brute. Her mother had never liked him or his scheming father, Lunn. But in an attempt to quiet that royal house, the council had promised Lunn a grand match for his son. The bribe had worked, but at what cost to her sister? Aoife refused to be used as a pawn as her twin was.

      Some hours later, Aoife stood at the entrance to the opulent Royal Ballroom. Her eyes skimmed over the crowd of flamboyantly dressed Fae in front of her as they glided across the dance floor, seemingly floating in their perfection. All around the room, huddles of Fae men dressed in traditional Faean garb talked and joked amongst their peers and flirted outrageously with the dazzling gem-garbed women. None of them interested Aoife. She was only interested in one person. Suddenly, her searching eyes landed on the object of her perusal. Their eyes met, and a silent message was conveyed between them. Aoife watched with hawk eyes as the head of honey-brown, shoulder length hair disappeared through an arched doorway that led to the outside gardens.

      She glanced around somewhat nervously, not wanting anyone to figure out that she was following him, and then decided to gradually make her way around the dance floor to the garden door. What she wanted to do was crush her way right through the crowded dance floor and race after him. But logic won out, and she slowly made her way around the room, stopping only when necessary and speaking only when spoken to. When she was almost to the door, she felt a light breeze push past the opening and caress her face. She turned into it, savoring the scent of the sacred, night-blooming Eolande. The pressure of a hand tightly grasping her arm beset her right before she could step through the door.

      “Aoife, I wanted to say goodbye. I’m leaving in the morning on another of your mother’s missions.” The deep voice of her uncle was kind but firm, and she turned to look at him.

      “Uncle Deaglán.” She greeted him with a kiss. “Leaving? But you just got back!” Aoife gave him a sad pout, sorry that she had missed spending time with him upon his return.

      “Sadly, I am needed elsewhere.” He hung his head as he spoke, and Aoife could tell he was not pleased with the new assignment.

      “Where do you go on these trips, Uncle?” Aoife wiggled her eyebrows as she asked.

      He looked up and fixed her with a penetrating stare. Classic Uncle Deaglán style. “You know I cannot tell you. Why do you always ask?”

      Aoife shrugged. Couldn’t hurt to try, she thought.

      Unthinkingly, Aoife glanced outside, her eyes dreamy, a small smile upon her face as she thought of Cian. Her Uncle’s brows rose in what she could only assume was interest.

      “Are you meeting someone?” he asked her.

      “No.” Her answer came too quickly, and she felt a knot in the pit of her stomach as his brows rose a notch higher at her defensive tone.

      She needed to compensate quickly.

      “I just love the garden this time of night, and the Eolande smells so beautiful.” Aoife shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant.

      “Want to walk with me, Uncle?” she asked, praying to the Ancients that he would turn her down.

      “I can’t. I have loose ends to tie up before I leave. Give my best to your sister Aisling.” With that he bent forward and placed a fatherly kiss on her forehead.

      When he started to walk away, Aoife turned to the waiting darkness of the garden with a sigh of relief and took one step.

      “Oh, Aoife,” Deaglán said, and she turned. “Behave, will you?”

      “I won’t do anything you wouldn’t, Uncle.” Aoife laughed and skipped into the garden.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of, Child,” Deaglán said more to himself than anyone else, but she heard him as she skipped away.

      Once under the cover of darkness, Aoife took off, her pace a run. She had taken too long, and she was afraid Cian hadn’t waited for her. She rounded corner after corner of the brush-lined path, panting from her exertion. At the trees, near the far end of the garden by the wall, she stopped to catch her breath. Her feet hurt, and her hair was a disheveled mess, but she didn’t care. All she cared about was if Cian was still waiting for her. A brief thought of her mother’s warning entered her mind, but she brushed it aside with irritation.

      “Aoife, what’s wrong?” Cian’s husky voice carried to her from somewhere beneath the trees. She could hear the concern in his tone.

      She turned, looking for him. “Nothing. I was afraid you wouldn’t wait. I’m sorry I took so long.”

      With a quick step, he ventured from beneath the tree, and a beam of moonlight fell upon him, illuminating his tanned skin. Aoife sighed in relief as she looked into his honey-brown eyes. They were shadowed now because of the dark, but she remembered every little detail right down to the chocolate swirls that seemed to flow through their rich depths. Aoife had always found it amazing that Cian’s hair and his eyes were the exact same shade. He wore his hair back tonight. It was tied in a tight little knot at the back of his neck. She wished it were down. She loved running her fingers through it when he kissed her.

      He held his hand out to her and pulled her into the cover of the trees.

      “I’d wait for you forever if I had to, Aoife, my love.” He pulled her close, and she caught her breath as he rained a trail of kisses down her neck to her bare shoulder, leaving her quaking with desire.

      She pulled back.

      “What is it?” Cian asked.

      “Today Mother warned me to stay away from you. What are we going to do, Cian?” She was desperately hoping he had an answer.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll find a way to win your mother over. I can be very charming when I want to be,” he assured, and she hoped that he was right.

      He bent his head back down and swooped in for a kiss. Aoife was caught off-guard but pleasantly surprised, and she leaned into him. The kiss was tender and soft at first, but she could feel Cian’s passion growing with intensity, and the kiss grew deeper with it. She followed his lead and put everything her soul had to offer into kissing him back. The warmth from his lips traveled through her at an alarming pace, setting fire to her skin. She clung to him desperately and moaned against him as he raised her leg up and wrapped it around his thigh. His hand cupped her bottom as he pulled her closer to his warmth. The snap of a twig sounded several paces behind them, and breaking the kiss, he threw her leg down and shoved her behind him.

      “Aoife?”

      Her heart raced loudly in her ears.

      “Aoife? I know you’re here. I can feel you.”

      Calming, her heart rate slowed. As she heard the whispered words of her twin, she stepped out from behind Cian.

      “I’m here, Aisling. Over here,” Aoife whispered back.

      Aisling stepped out of the shadows, and Aoife gasped with shock. She rushed over to her sister and grabbed her arms, forcing Aisling to look at her.

      “What has he done to you now, Sister? He hit you?” Aoife ground out in anger as she stared at the telltale markings of a bruise forming on her sister’s left cheekbone.

      “It’s nothing okay? Can you just heal me and forget about it? I don’t want anyone else to know.” Aisling hung her head in shame.

      “You are the daughter of the Queen, destined to lead our people, and yet you let this Fae hit you. I’ll kill him,” Aoife hissed.

      “Aoife, please, you know this is a touchy subject. He has ninety percent of the council wrapped around his finger, and there’s no way Mother could stand up to him now. She has too much on her plate with these rumors spreading about her overzealous fondness for the humans and unrest among the Fae.”

      The pleading in Aisling’s voice calmed Aoife almost instantly, and she conceded with a nod of her head. Just then, Cian stepped into view. Aisling stepped back and took a moment to size up the situation.

      “Oh,” Aisling said.

      “It’s okay. He won’t say anything. I promise,” Aoife told her, and Cian nodded his head in agreement.

      “I should go.”

      Aoife could sense her twin was upset that she had interrupted them and perhaps a little sad that her sister had found love while she was stuck in a loveless, abusive union.

      “Come on, Sister, we will go to my room and fix you up for the ball. It’s not quite over yet, and I’m sure you would do better in the company of others if Tynan is in a mood.”

      Aoife linked her arm through her sister’s, though Aisling made a face to protest, but Aoife would have none of it. Sisters came first. She shot an apologizing glance at Cian, and he nodded his head graciously in understanding. Her heart glowed with the knowledge of how completely he loved her, but she tried to rein in her euphoric feelings, knowing her twin had the power to sense how undeniably happy she was. Right now that feeling would be a slap in her face. Aoife took a deep breath and propelled her reluctant twin forward.

      It didn’t take long to fix Aisling's looks, but her feelings were another matter. Aoife wasn’t certain she could erase all the damage Tynan was doing to her sister, and her heart hurt with the knowledge.

      “See, look, you’re beautiful. Your cheek shows no signs of the bruise at all, and your hair is as perfect as this afternoon.” Aoife smiled at her handiwork but was infuriated Tynan had brought her sister this low.

      Aisling smiled weakly in the looking glass, but it was a rehearsed action, one that never reached her eyes, and the sadness that lingered there bothered Aoife beyond words. She leaned over and squeezed her sister around her shoulders, planting a kiss on the top of her head, careful not to mess up her perfectly arranged tresses.

      “No matter what, Aisling, I’m here for you, and I will support and back any decision you make against our mother. This cannot go on.” She stared deeply into silver and purple swirly eyes that perfectly matched her own, refusing to break the look. “No matter what!”

      “Eva,” her sister used the human equivalent of her name, “you know I can’t go to mother.”

      Aoife heaved in frustration, throwing up her hands. Someone needed to stop Tynan. If it didn’t happen soon, she was afraid she would be the one to intervene.

      “Come on, let’s get you back to the ball before someone notices you missing.” Aoife tugged at her sister’s hand.

      Aisling’s brilliant red hair contrasted perfectly with the soft blue hue of her gown, and the jewels that adored her neck and crown played enticingly with the deep silver sparkles in her eyes. Aoife squeezed her hand for assurance, noting the clammy feel of it, and swung the door open. Both girls jumped back instinctually as they came face to face with Tynan’s twisted features. His large hand slammed against the door, dissuading either of them from closing it on him, and he grinned maliciously.
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      “Hello ladies,” his grin widened as Aisling watched Aoife’s eyes narrow, and she saw her sister’s common sense outweigh the need to hit him in his ugly face.

      Neither of them responded to him, and Aisling felt her sister stiffen beside her.

      “What do you want?” Aoife taunted.

      “I want to know why my mate has been missing from the party, seeing as how she is the host.” He sneered at Aoife.

      “She messed up her hair, and it was so dreadful that I pulled her all the way back to my room to fix it. We can’t have the future queen walking around with messy hair now, can we?” Aoife played the simple fool, a girl obsessed with looks, and Tynan seemed to buy it.

      He grabbed Aisling roughly by the arm, but not rough enough to give suspicion to anyone passing by.

      “Come, Aisling, some of the Council members are awaiting you.” With that he dragged her off.

      As he pulled on her tender arm, she inwardly shook with rage. She had vowed long ago to suffer the indignities of this Fae for the sake of her mother’s crown, but it was getting old. And one day, when she was Queen, he would rue the day he was born.

      He gave her a hard jerk, his nails biting into the soft flesh of her upper arm, and when he slung her into an abandoned room, she nearly tripped over the skirt of her fancy dress. Putting her arms out so as not to fall face first into the floor, she cried out in pain as her wrist connected with her uncle’s desk. So, we’re in Deaglán’s office, she thought despondently. There would be no help from that avenue since she had seen her uncle off early in the night and knew he was no longer in the castle.

      Aisling turned around and shoved at Tynan with all her might. When his solid frame barely budged, she let out a small sob, her hand going instantly to cradle her sore wrist.

      “What is your problem?” she yelled.

      “My problem? My problem is you, and your too-good-for-me attitude. You think you’re more entitled to rule, more entitled to this castle, more entitled to another mate that is more to your liking, and I’m sick of it.” She watched him silently as he rubbed his chin in thought. “You are my mate, and you will give me a child.” Spittle flew from his mouth as he strained, his face bright red from yelling.

      As she shook her head no, something in him snapped. Aisling had never seen him this angry before. He grabbed her hurt wrist, twisting it cruelly, and she turned with it to alleviate the pain. It was a bad move on her part. As the supple position of her bottom now indelicately raised toward him, she could feel his unprovoked and unreciprocated lust. She squirmed against him as one of his long arms reached down to pull up her dress.

      “No, Tynan, not like this. This is something you can never take back. Never.” Her voice was weak, not reflecting all the denial she felt in the pit of her stomach, but what could she do? He had the right; he was legally mated to her, and she was his to do with as he pleased. She trembled with rage. Nothing or no one could help her now. Her heart sank as he rubbed against her, and she wondered what had gotten into him.

      “Tynan, please,” she whispered.

      The sound of unoiled hinges squeaking interrupted any answer he may have given her.

      “Piss off!” he swore at the intruder.

      “I think not,” came the husky reply.

      For the first time, Aisling saw an escape from her current situation. She breathed a sigh of relief as Tynan shoved her away from him. The hard, waxed wood of the cool floor flew at her too fast to plan her trajectory, and she pushed her arms out in front of her to keep her face from hitting it. The pop of her bone as it shattered sickened her, and she almost retched from the blinding pain. She instantly curled into a fetal position and cradled her injured wrist.

      “I believe, Tynan, that she said no thank you,” Cian drawled slowly, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword.

      “I believe this is none of your business, Trainer. Go back to the Academy and find some little saucy half-mort to pacify. This is a family matter and none of your concern.” Aisling didn’t know how he kept his voice so level when moments ago he was screaming at her.

      “Well, you see, that’s just it; if I hear a woman say no and see the man forcing himself anyway, it doesn’t matter to me if he’s mated to her or not. I’m always going to pick her side. So,” he said nice and slow so as not to be misinterpreted, “I’m going to ask you one more time to let her leave.”

      “Or what?” Tynan taunted as he brushed his dark hair back from his face without a care for Cian’s words.

      “Or, I’m going to show you what I do to offenders.” Shrapnel shot from his eyes as he glared at the other Fae, and Aisling backed up in anticipation of the fight to come. She knew Tynan would not back down.

      The sound of metal scraping metal pierced the deafening silence as Tynan drew his sword from his scabbard.

      “You want a fight, Cian? Come and get it!” Tynan spat over his shoulder as he gave the challenge.

      In one swift move, Cian had his sword out and had nearly overtaken Tynan with a step across. Then he lunged, catching Tynan right in the center of his chest with the pommel of his sword, causing Tynan to retreat three steps. Anger had Tynan pivoting 180 degrees as he gripped the hilt so tightly his knuckles whitened.

      “Tired, old man?” Cian taunted as he advanced one, two, three times and sent Tynan swerving dangerously to the side, almost losing his balance.

      With a great clash, Tynan’s blade crashed down on Cian’s, and the clanking began as they battled each other in the tiny den of her uncle's office. Where Tynan used brute force fueled by his anger with every swing, Cian calmly advanced and retreated, pivoting gracefully out of his way. It was clear to see Tynan was tiring quickly while Cian appeared as though he had just begun the battle.

      Aisling watched quietly from the corner of the room. If Cian lost, there would be hell to pay for her, but if he won, Tynan wouldn’t stop until he had destroyed Cian’s life and possibly her sister’s. She couldn’t let that happen. Aoife deserved her chance at happiness. Come what may, she would face the consequences alone.

      “Stop!” She stood in her corner trembling, neither man listening to her. “I said stop!” She yelled again.

      Finally, she caught their attention.

      “I’ll go with you, Tynan; just don’t hurt him,” she pleaded. Nothing was above her now.

      A brow rose on his sordid face as he reacted to her promise. He stood up straight, bringing the sword to a point in front of his face as he ceased fighting. Cian also halted.

      “I can see the outcome of this match, and it does not bode well for you, Cian. I will release you from the battle, but know this, I will spend every minute of my days from now on securing the destruction of your pathetic, human-loving life and the downfall of your family’s lineage. Mark my words, you will pay for your interference here today.” Tynan snapped around so quickly that Aisling was mildly impressed he didn’t fall over, and he slammed out the door without her.

      “Are you alright?” Cian asked as he extended a hand to help her up. At some point during Tynan’s speech, she had sunken back to the cool floor.

      “Oh, Cian, you shouldn’t have done that. He’s going to ruin you. He won’t back down.”

      “And what, I was supposed to let him take you against your will? Aisling, Aoife is right, you are the daughter of the Queen. The Fae Princess and rightful heir to the throne should never cower. Let me go to the council, the Queen even, and I will tell them what I have witnessed.”

      “No.” She held her face in her hands, imagining the horror of the scene being recreated in front of the judgmental council. “I can’t. And you, you need to run. He’s not going to stop until you are destroyed. Please, Cian, for Aoife go now and don’t look back.”

      She couldn’t even look at him as she pleaded with him to save his own life and possibly the life of her sister. She was sure Tynan knew about them and was fully aware the council would not be pleased.

      His head held high, he responded, “I will not run from him.”

      “It’s your own funeral then.” Her voice cracked on the words as she stepped past him into the deserted hallway. She had to warn her sister.
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      Aoife stood, silent, watching the rigid form of her mother moments before she would address the council, wondering why she had been summoned to this meeting. She took a deep breath, trembling inside. Cian stood across the room looking sinfully handsome in his traditional Fae warrior garments, but Aoife dared not look at him for fear of inciting her mother’s anger. Behind closed doors, she had no issues defying her mother, but here in the public eye of the fiercest Fae in the realm and with discontent already an issue, Aoife refused to hand them the power over her mother that they desired.

      She straightened to her full height of five feet, nine inches and glared disapprovingly as her brother-in-law Tynan entered with his fingers locked too tightly onto her sister’s upper arm. Aoife’s eyes narrowed as she glanced around, suspicious of everyone. Only she and Cian seemed to notice the rough treatment of her sister, but all seemed to be focused on what was taking place outside. She found and held Cian’s gaze only for a second before she looked away and caught her mother’s stern look.

      A loud commotion outside in the courtyard that lay just below the council chamber could be heard through the ceiling-to-floor-length windows that graced the west wall of the room. A knot formed in the pit of Aoife’s belly. Never in her young Fae life had she ever heard such a disturbance, and she shuddered at the implications of it.

      Worse yet, as her eyes grazed the large room, which was only a quarter full, it seemed as if the echo of a hairpin falling could be heard. Her eyes fell on Nuala, her mother’s seer and perhaps the oldest Fae among them. Her face showed her worry, and Aoife could only wonder what possible future had played out in the eyes of the great seer. Aoife took a shuddering breath and turned toward her mother as she began her opening speech.

      Aoife – her Fae senses straining to make out the voices below – soon realized she had missed a good bit of her mother’s words when a well-respected member named Cathaír stepped forward and halted her mother’s address, gaining everyone’s attention.

      “This is what has become of your reign.” He swept his arm toward the wall of windows, and Aoife watched as her mother’s face turned pale.

      “Cathaír, you are out of line.” The Queen’s voice was surprisingly level for the challenge of her position that had just been given.

      Aoife found herself standing a little taller as feelings of pride for her mother’s calm demeanor surfaced.

      “I speak the truth. See for yourself. This is an issue which must no longer be ignored, or you will find your kingdom soon at war. The edict must be signed. Banning humans and half-morts will only make our race stronger. Shut down the Academy. Do what they are asking their Queen to do,” Cathaír said, and Aoife watched as the Queen stepped down from the dais and crossed to the windows to peer down at her subjects.

      For weeks Aoife had watched the people and had felt the unrest of this day coming, but she feared that someone, or something, had recently aggravated the issue and incited the riot that was happening below.

      “Do it for the bloodlines, Queen Ríona,” said Cathaír, his voice lower, softer.

      “You can’t shut down the Academy. Who will train the next generation of Guardians?” Aoife and many others turned toward the Fae who had talked out of turn. Aoife was unable to believe Cian had just interrupted the discussion between the council members and the Queen. Warriors were not permitted a voice during the meetings.

      The Queen turned at his question, a stern look upon her face, but Aoife could see the pain of indecision in her mother’s eyes. The look she gave Cian, however, was enough to melt an iceberg, and Aoife cringed with knowing she had been the victim of that look before. Cian lowered his head in respect, and Aoife wondered if he was sorry he spoke out of turn. She knew this was a sore subject for him. He loved the Academy, and he took a lot of pride in training the young Guardians.

      Wisely remaining quiet, Aoife let her gaze journey back to her mother, who now stood staring out the massive window.

      “I suppose you have the edict ready to be signed,” the Queen said but didn’t turn.

      “Yes, Majesty. It is here.” Cathaír's voice sounded smug.

      “Your Majesty, please don’t do this,” Cian exploded, speaking out of turn again and causing Aoife to shoot him an incredulous look.

      “Warrior, learn your place, or I will have you removed from this room.” The Queen’s voice was stern, leaving no room for misunderstanding.

      Making her way back to her throne, the Queen eyed Aoife, sending a chilling vibe through her. The council was forcing her mother’s hand on this issue, and Aoife could tell she was not happy. Watching her mother sign the edict, her hand trembling slightly as she held her finger out to make her mark with magic, Aoife’s chest felt tight and her heart ached. The Council was supposed to be for the good of the people, not something used to control the Queen. Aoife could feel her magic rumbling beneath the surface in anger, and she clenched her teeth, trying to hide it.

      The edict signed and rolled up out of sight did nothing to soothe Aoife, and she took deep breaths to calm herself. A movement to her left caught her attention, and she squinted her eyes, feeling ill vibes radiating from Tynan as he stepped toward the Queen.

      “Your Majesty, might I have a word with you?” Tynan spoke.

      “Not now Tynan. I’m not in the mood.”

      “This is a matter of great importance that I’m sure you will want to know.” He wasn’t backing down, and Aoife clenched her fists at her sides.

      The Queen gave a slight nod without looking at him, and Tynan turned to briefly look at Aoife, an evil smirk upon his face.

      “We believe we know who incited this rebellion.”

      The Queen was interested now, and she looked at him expectantly.

      “Cian was seen earlier with some of the most vocal protesters. He was leaving a secret meeting with them.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Aoife screeched.

      Tynan's brow rose at her outburst. “Is it now? Do be quiet before we label you a traitor as well, Princess. We have witnesses.” Tynan sounded too pleased with himself.

      “Mother, you cannot believe this. Why would he stand up for the Academy and then cause the rebellion? It doesn’t make sense.” Aoife knew she shouldn’t address her mother so informally here, but she didn’t care. This was a lie!

      “Aoife’s words are valid. Why would he suddenly switch sides? It doesn’t seem logical. You say you have proof, then bring it forward.” The Queen’s voice was steady, unassuming.

      Two Fae that Aoife had never seen before appeared. Her eyes narrowed. Not everyone had heard Tynan's accusation, but several of the larger guards had inched closer to Cian. Aoife eyed them with apprehension. The first witness stepped forward, making sure to keep his head down.

      “Did you see the Fae in question leaving a secret meeting in the early hours of the morning?” Cathaír asked.

      “I did, sir.”

      “And can you point out the Fae in question?” he continued.

      “I can.” The Fae nodded.

      “Do it now. Choose wisely because Nuala will know if you lie.” Cathaír explained.

      The Fae pointed at Cian. “I saw him.”

      Aoife’s gaze jerked to Nuala's face and saw the truth of the Fae's words. No, no, no. This was not happening. There was no way Cian would betray her like that.

      “What say you, Trainer? Although, I dare say you no longer hold the title,” asked Cathaír.

      “Yes, Cian, what say you?” the Queen asked softly.

      Aoife couldn’t take her eyes from her lover's face. Whatever he said now would define his future. She held her breath, trembling.

      “I was there.” Gasps were heard throughout the room. “However, I was trying to convince the protesters to back down. I was not planning the riot as Tynan accuses.”

      “Do you have proof?” The Queen asked.

      “Proof? You’ll let him go after what he admitted? Even if he didn’t start the riot, he knew and yet he did nothing. He didn’t tell the guards or the council.” Tynan was furious.

      “No. I do not have proof,” Cian replied.

      Aoife’s eyes found Cian’s through the crowd of angry council members who seemed to be rushing forward. How could he? How could he do this? She broke eye contact with him and looked down at her hands. Her powers crackled and sizzled as purple wisps of magic seeped from her laced fingers. She shook with power, almost unable to control it. She knew what was coming.

      “By order of the Queen and her sacred Council, Cian, Fae Warrior and Guardian Trainer, I hereby strip you of your titles and powers. You are banished from Breena and the Fae realm for five hundred years. You are a traitor to your crown, and this is my just punishment enacted upon you. He will keep his life but nothing else.”

      “Mother, no!” Aoife rushed forward just as the guards started to subdue Cian.

      “No!” she screamed again.

      Aoife could no longer contain her powers. Purple streaks like power bolts shot from her fingers, hitting first one and then the other of the guards who were holding Cian.

      “Aoife, stop at once!” her mother yelled.

      She didn’t care. They wouldn’t do this to him, they couldn’t. Her copper hair floated out around her, and her whole body hummed with unreleased power.

      “If you do this, Mother, I will never return.” There was steel in her voice.

      Her mother hung her head, but no words of reassurance left her mouth, sealing Aoife’s fate.

      Just as Aoife aimed for another shot, someone grabbed her from behind. Then another grabbed her. Then another. They had her arms, and she couldn’t move. She shrieked with rage.

      “Cathaír, do it and be done with it,” the Queen demanded.

      “No. I swear; I’ll never forgive you. Never.” But Aoife’s sobs fell on deaf ears as her mother turned her back on the room and walked away.

      Barely able to watch, her stomach sick, her eyes blurring with tears, Aoife looked on, begging anyone who would take pity.

      “Please? Please, don’t do this.”

      Cathaír raised his arms, fingers pointed at Cian, and a silver dust shimmered from him. The dust compacted, quickly finding like particles, and spiraled around Cian’s body. Cian’s head flew back in agony, and the guards holding him quickly released him. Cian sank to his knees on the ground, almost translucent in the mini, power-induced tornado. Faster it spun, until finally it snapped back toward Cathaír, pulling Cian’s power with it. And he landed on the floor in a heap.

      With a shuddering sob, Aoife slumped forward and felt her captors loosen their hold. It was all she needed. She sifted out of their grasp and to Cian. Before anyone else could touch him, she sifted them both away. They would never hurt them again.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ríona.”

      The Queen stopped and turned at the sound of her given name.

      “Nuala,” she greeted her seer.

      “Aoife is gone. She has taken Cian and sifted away. Some of the guards followed, but I fear I trained her too well. Her magic is masking the trail.” Nuala told her long-time friend.

      The Queen hung her head for a moment and then raised it with a fake smile. “She’ll be back. She can’t live without her sister or her comforts.”

      Nuala hesitated for just a moment, but then thought better of it. Bluntness was what the Queen needed now.

      “Ríona, you remember when I came to you with the vision? She will not be back. This future is the fate she has decided upon for herself and nothing you or I do will change the course her decision has taken her. You will not see her again for many, many years.”

      “I’ll send group after group of warriors until someone finds her and brings her home. I will not let this be her fate. I won’t, Nuala.”

      Nuala looked down at the marbled floor. There was nothing more she could do. The fate of the realm now lay on the shoulders of the twins, and she dared not intercede for fear of changing the future and all the Fae held dear. Sometimes having visions of the future was more of a curse than anything. She shook her head, picked an Eolande from a nearby vine that grew upon the castle’s interior, and sent a blessing up to Danu to guide Aoife in her destiny.
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        * * *

      

      As she followed behind Tynan, out of obligation and nothing more, Aisling felt the stiffness of her body and the hard set of her face. She seethed with anger. It was an anger so hot her blood seemed to boil in her veins, and she could feel her magic bubbling beneath her skin. Frosty chips of ice caked at the corner of her eyes and mouth, and she noticed the cracking of the vines throughout the hallway as they froze in her wake. The single tear she had shed was a frozen droplet of ice on her cheek. She left it there. It fueled her hatred. Yes, she hated the Fae who walked before her. The very man she was forced to call a mate also forced her to endure his heartless rutting. He had all but killed her twin by ripping Aoife from her with his spiteful actions today.

      Aisling’s hands cracked as she folded their frozen parts in on each other, forming solid fists of icy magic. No more, she thought with renewed vigor. Today was the day she stood up for herself, the day this Fae would no longer hold power over her. She was the Fae Princess, daughter of the Queen, and starting today she would act like one.

      “Really, dear, do try to control your pitiful magic. You’re going to kill the eolande, and then what will we do?” Tynan bated her with his words.

      As he reached for the handle of their chamber door, she flicked her wrist at the knob and froze it solid. He turned a hate-filled look on her, and she fired back a challenge with her eyes.

      “Do you really want to fight power for power, dear?” Tynan questioned, his eyes narrowing.

      She flicked her wrist at the chamber door again, and it slammed open with a strong whiff of wind. She pushed past him, head held high, and entered the room. Today is the day, she told herself one more time and squared her shoulders to wait for the attack she knew was sure to follow. The door slamming behind her caused her to turn quickly. He had taken the bait.

      “Is there something you wish to say to me before I teach you a lesson for your little tantrum?” His eyes were black, the magic in his soul dark.

      “You will never touch me again,” Aisling said, feeling for her power and forcing herself not to sigh in relief when she felt it still with her.

      He flew at her, stopping just before he touched her, his face centimeters from hers. She could feel his breath on her face, and her skin crawled with disgust.

      “Never threaten me again,” Tynan whispered.

      She pushed her hands up between them, inches from his shirt front. He posed no match for her power. White tendrils of magic snaked up from the floor and spiraled up his legs and back. The same thin wisps slithered from her fingertips and soaked through his shirt into his skin. He was frozen from his neck down before he realized what she was doing. Aisling had never fought back, and she relished the stunned look on his face when he realized she had finally found her voice in the relationship.

      She stepped back, cool, detached, an ice queen of sorts. Walking slowly away from him, showing off her supple curves, she whipped around with her hand aimed at him, clenching her fist. He screamed out with pain as her magic tightened to a sickening degree and squeezed him mercilessly. Aisling raised her head defiantly, looking him straight in the eyes.

      “Say my name.” The request came out as a hoarse whisper, so she repeated it. Firmer. Stronger.

      “Aisling,” he said, grinding out the sound through clenched teeth.

      “Again.”

      “Aisling.”

      “Now, with my title,” she said. Her voice was deadly now.

      “Aisling, my Princess. Next in line to be Queen of the Fae.” His voice cracked as he spoke.

      “Yes, Tynan. Very good,” she taunted. “I am your Princess. I am the next in line to be Queen. And you, you are nothing without me. Know this, your family line will end with you. I will never give you a child. You will never put your filthy hands on me again. And if you want to live,” she squeezed him a fraction tighter, “you will never lay another finger on me again. Are we clear?”

      “Yes,” he whispered.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you.”

      “Yes,” he hissed, louder this time.

      “Good. Now remember the way you feel at this moment, and remember I can break you any time I choose. I have refrained from taking a stand for myself in the past in order to protect certain people in my life, but today you have proven you are unjust and unfit to be my mate, and you will never treat me with disrespect again.”

      She turned from him, her hand on the doorknob.

      “You will never rule this kingdom. I will see to it. I will fight you every day for the rest of our lives.” Her voice was faint, but she was sure he heard her as she walked out the door without looking back.
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      Northern Coastal Ireland,

      County Antrim, Balleycastle 1155

      

      The two of them landed somewhere on the shore off the Irish coastline. The sound of the violent sea crashing below could be heard over the howl of the wind. The sky was dark with storms, and the cloud cover temporarily blocked the sun from the sky. The frigid temperature blasted into Aoife with each gust of wind, and the rain pelting her felt like hard chunks of ice as it ripped into her delicate skin. Cian slumped in her arms, unconscious and limp. The weight of his body was nearly enough to knock her over, and she sank to her knees, feeling the pull of the human realm as it drained some of her magic.

      Power loss after arriving in a new realm was typical. Unconsciousness after being power drained was normal. But chills of premonition swept up Aoife’s arms and neck, leaving her little hairs standing on end. Something bad was going to happen, and she feared without her full powers she wouldn’t be able to visualize its coming. She shook her head, determination giving her a renewed strength, and tried to push Cian into a more comfortable position.

      When his head shifted dangerously close to the ground, she had no other choice but to lay him down gingerly on the rain-laden sod and cradle his head in her lap. She leaned over him, trying to shield his face within the shadow of her own. She had no cloak. No way of moving his massively muscled frame. Her best bet was to wait out the storm and hope that he awoke soon.

      As she stroked his curly honey-brown hair, she started to hum.

      “Danu, what have I done?” She raised her head to the sky. “Please, find it in your heart to take pity on us. You know his heart. He did not betray his people.”

      Her words were a plea to the Fae Goddess Danu. When no answer came, Aoife hunched over Cian once more. She was beginning to worry. Why wasn’t he waking up? Perhaps the sift had hurt him in some way. A tear streaked down Aoife’s face and mixed with the salty rain that stung her eyes.

      “Do not despair, child.”

      Aoife’s head jerked up at the sound of the melodic voice.

      “Danu?” she questioned.

      A blinding light appeared before Aoife, but she refrained from shielding her eyes.

      “You have the heart of a lion, my child. You are fierce and loyal. Your decision today to follow your love has brought you to a unique fate. I’m curious though. Why did you do it?” Danu’s words were like soft tinkling music.

      “Why did I do what?” Aoife asked.

      “Why did you leave your life of privilege as the Fae Princess for a fate you cannot possibly see or understand?”

      “Because I love him,” Aoife answered breathlessly.

      She could see the faint outline of a feminine body inside the brilliant light, and thought she saw Danu nod in approval.

      “Very well,” Danu said. “I will grant you one wish. Think wisely as this will be the only help you receive from me for many years to come.”

      Aoife nodded. She understood. She could use this wish to save herself and leave the mess she had gotten into. No one would remember, and her life as the Fae Princess could go on. She knew that life would be without Cian.

      “I wish for Cian to live.” Aoife tried to focus on the eyes of the Goddess, hoping she would understand her commitment to the Fae who lay before her on the cold ground. “I wish him to live as long as I do.”

      “If you die, he dies. Is this the wish you truly want to make?” Danu sounded amused.

      “Yes. This is what I want.” Aoife raised her head, trying to hide the nauseated feeling and the indecision she was sure showed in her eyes.

      True, if she died, Cian would die, but this wish also meant he could live until his banishment was over. Then her mother would have no choice but to let him back into Tir na nÓg, and with new members appointed to the Council every hundred years, they were sure to let them finally be together. Yes. This was her wish.

      “I am certain.”

      “Very well.” Amusement was still in the Goddess’ voice.

      As the blinding light approached Aoife, the weight of Cian’s form was slowly lifted from her sore body. The Goddess used an unseen magic to pull him from the ground. When he was erected before Danu, the white light surrounding her faint form gently encompassed him. Danu breathed. A purple spray of mist left her mouth and entered Cian’s eyes, nose, and mouth. In his unconsciousness, he gasped, sucking in more of the magic the Goddess shared. The breath of life. Slowly. Gently. She lowered him to the ground. When her work was done, Danu gradually began to back away from them.

      “Wait. What will I do?” Aoife pleaded.

      “You will make your own destiny, my child.”

      Aoife imagined her smiling. Danu swept an almost transparent arm to the side and disappeared. In her stead stood an elderly woman, hunched and frail looking. Her soulful eyes bore into Aoife, causing the Princess to look down.

      “Do you need help, lass?”

      “Yes. My…” Aoife’s voice trailed off.

      “Your young man, is he alive?” the hag asked.

      “Yes, but I can’t move him.” Aoife trembled. She was cold and tired, and her heart ached.

      The hag turned. “I have a lift, just there.” She pointed.

      A rickety two-wheeled cart sat on the ground a short distance from the old lady, and Aoife was curious why she had not seen it before. Two pieces of tree branches were held together by sheepskin and braided leather. It looked sturdy, so Aoife nodded her approval. It took a good amount of time to maneuver Cian onto the makeshift rig and even longer to drag him the long miles to the old lady’s shelter.

      “It’s small, but you are welcome to stay as long as you need.” She gestured to Cian. “Might I ask what ails him?”

      Aoife shook her head, tears in her eyes. “I don’t know,” she whispered.

      “Hot broth there on the fire. Help yourself. Blankets, rags, whatever you need, you may use.” The old lady turned to go.

      “Aren’t you staying?” Aoife asked, her eyes narrowing.

      “Got sheep up in the mountains. Time for me to call them down. Stay as long as you like lass. Help yourself.”

      “Why are you helping me?” Aoife cocked her head to the side.

      A toothless smile lit the hag’s face.

      “I expect you to be a Goddess, or the like. Not sure about his story.” She gestured to Cian with a wooden walking stick she had procured at the doorway to the small hut. “Anyway, winter is coming. No place for anyone to be staying out on the cliffs with no shelter to be found.”

      Aoife looked down at Cian, perplexed by the old lady. At first, she thought it was Danu in disguise, but now, she wasn’t so sure. The faint movement of one of Cian’s eyelids drew Aoife’s attention back to him. Could he be waking? She looked up, briefly, to thank the woman, but no one was there. Aoife got up and walked to the doorway of the hut and scanned the horizon. There was no sign of the hag.

      A cold breeze blew through the doorway, causing Aoife to shiver and rub her arms with her hands. She would never get used to the unfriendly climate of this realm. She pulled down the leather flap to cover the entrance and tied it to the post that was tacked into the dirt floor of the shelter.

      A small moan sounded from the pile of furs in the corner that made up the bed, and she saw Cian move his hand. Aoife poked at the fire in the stone circle, stoking it to a brighter burn, then moved toward the makeshift bed. Hopefully Cian was waking up. He would know what to do. There were no more signs of movement, though, and Aoife ran her hands down her face, stopping to massage her aching temples. The air in the hut was chilly, and she was sure her wet dress added to the chill.

      Slipping out of the dress, she hung it on a peg close to the door, hoping the small amount of wind that found its way inside the shelter would dry it by morning. She moved toward Cian, naked, and slunk down under the huge pile of furs, curling into his body. When her skin met his, heat flared, and she smiled at the warmth he offered her even in his unconscious state. Aoife wrapped her arms around his hard torso and rested her head in the smooth curve of his shoulder. She let out a contented sigh and closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      The chirp of a bird woke her, and she opened her eyes with a start. She had only meant to sleep for an hour or two, but the bright light filtering through the smoke hole in the roof of the hut signaled she had way overshot her two-hour goal. Aoife groaned and rubbed her eyes. She rolled onto her side to look at Cian.

      “Good morning,” he greeted her.

      “Oh, you’re awake?”

      His soft chuckle greeted her ears and caused a flush to creep up her neck.

      “Awake, yes, but very weak. I don’t seem to be able to move more than my arms and head. What did Cathaír do to me?” he asked.

      “You don’t remember?” She tried to look away.

      “Aoife, we have always been honest with one another. Now, tell me.” His finger rested gently on the bottom of her chin and he pulled her face back toward him.

      “Cathaír stripped your powers,” Aoife blurted.

      He closed his eyes, and Aoife could see the turmoil of his emotions clearly on his face.

      “How long am I banished for?”

      “Five hundred years,” she said with her head down, unable to look him in the eyes.

      “Aoife, you know I didn’t do it right?”

      “Yes. I mean, I think so. But what were you doing there?” A tear slipped down her face, which he reached out to catch, his large finger claiming it before it could hit the ground.

      “I was trying to stop them. They didn’t want to listen.”

      Her shoulders slumped. She hadn’t realized how tense she was waiting for a sound answer until he spoke.

      “Tynan. I just don’t understand why. What did he have against you?”

      “He was attacking your sister, and I jumped in to stop him.”

      As Cian told her the story of what had happened that day, all of the pieces of the puzzle fell together, and she understood the situation with renewed clarity. He closed his eyes, and she imagined he was still weak. Aoife leaned over and kissed him tenderly on the forehead. Opening his honey colored eyes, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. Their lips, centimeters apart, sparked with power.

      “Thank you,” he whispered hoarsely.

      “I’d follow you anywhere, Cian,” she whispered back.

      “But you didn’t follow me, you saved me.”

      “I’ll always save you, my love.” Aoife’s voice trembled.

      “You may have to, Aoife.” And he pulled her closer, closing the gap between their mouths and crushing her lips in a desperate kiss.
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      Aoife pulled the worn hood farther down over her forehead and tighter around her body as she walked down the barely-used path. She had no idea where she was going, but she hoped it led to a village, or someone else’s hut at the very least. After two days, the old lady still had not returned, and the broth was gone. Her stomach grumbled as if in answer to her thoughts. If she didn’t find help, they were going to starve. There was nothing else in the tiny shelter besides a small stack of firewood and piles of furs.

      Her stomach grumbled again, and she stumbled over a rock jutting from the seldom-used path. When she looked up, she thought she saw a tendril of smoke in the sky. Aoife stopped walking and squinted her eyes, looking far into the distance. Thankfully, her Fae senses were starting to adjust to the new realm and her vision was exceptional. There! It was smoke. It was far off in the distance, but it was definitely there. She quickened her pace, excitement making her giddy, and she giggled happily. They weren’t going to starve.

      As she got closer to the neighboring dwelling, Aoife forgot to look where she was going and tripped over a rather large rock, falling to her knees just inside the fenced-in yard. Her hood came down covering her entire face and her white gown. She stood and rubbed her hands together, trying to remove the dust and dirt from the dress.

      “What business do you have here?” a deep male voice greeted her.

      Aoife slowly turned and pulled back her hood, giving him a full view of her brilliant copper hair and unveiled face. She watched with curiosity as he gasped and averted his eyes.

      “I am Aoife. I have come from the hag’s hut just over the hill. I have a sick companion, and we have no food.”

      He nodded. She had not even asked him a question, and she wondered at his response.

      “Anything we have is yours,” he said. His head remained down.

      “I only need a small amount of food, and I’ll repay you as soon as I’m able,” Aoife said.

      “Yes, please, come with me.” He didn’t wait for her to follow but rushed into the shelter.

      “Moira!” he yelled. “We have a visitor.”

      The couple huddled inside, talking in hushed tones, and Aoife was certain she heard the word Goddess tossed around several times in their brief discussion.

      She stood at the doorway and cleared her voice. “Excuse me, may I come in?”

      “Yes, yes, dear.” An older-looking woman rushed over to her and pulled on her arm, gently tugging her inside their humble home.

      “Why do you think I’m a Goddess?” Aoife questioned.

      “You’re glowing, dear.”

      “Glowing?” Aoife scrunched up her nose at the notion.

      She looked down at her own hands, but nothing seemed out of place. Surely, they had seen a redheaded lass before? She shrugged.

      “My companion is sick, and I’m afraid we’ve run out of food. Can you spare something? I will be eternally grateful,” Aoife said.

      “The evening meal was just about done. I’m sure we'll have some to spare.” She patted Aoife on the hand.

      “Sit here,” she said and pointed to a rickety looking, three-legged stool close to the fire.

      Aoife saw the older woman shoot an odd look at her husband and wondered what it was about. While the woman was distracted, she took the opportunity to look around the small hut. This one was much bigger than the one she was staying in, and it appeared to be of better construction. As she gazed around curiously, Aoife heard a small whimper from the corner of the room. Upon closer inspection, there appeared to be a small child curled under the furs. Aoife’s brow furrowed.

      “No, no, no. I can’t use that kind of wood. Go and get me the other.” A smile crossed Aoife’s face, and she watched as the woman bossed the man around.

      “What other, woman?” he asked with a huff.

      “Must I do everything myself?” she asked, and after wiping her hands on the front of her dress, she hurried outside to show him which pieces of wood to carry in for her.

      Aoife laughed softly. They were funny.

      When a small whimper from the corner met her ears again, she was certain the small child was in pain. Aoife hurried over to the bedding and fell to her knees. The little girl who lay tangled in the furs groaned softly and opened big blue eyes, looking up into Aoife’s face.

      “Are you sick?” Aoife asked softly.

      The little girl shook her head.

      “Are you lame?” Aoife tried again.

      The little girl nodded, her blue eyes wide.

      “And mute?” Aoife dipped her head closer to the little girl.

      She nodded again. Aoife sat down on the furs and gently pulled the little girl into her arms. She cradled her and rocked her slowly as she hummed a little tune.

      “Does it hurt much?” Aoife asked.

      A tear escaped the corner of one of the little girl’s eyes, and Aoife didn’t need the nod to know the answer. As she hummed and rocked the girl, small tendrils of her power, silver and white swirls of magic, drifted around them and caressed the little girl’s body. Aoife bent forward and kissed her gently on her head, laying her back onto the furs.

      “What are you doing?” The man sounded angry.

      Aoife looked at him guiltily and watched as the woman smacked him in the gut.

      “I’m sorry. She was in pain. I only wanted to ease it a bit.” Aoife stood and backed away from the small bed.

      “Mum, it doesn’t hurt anymore. Please don’t send her away.”

      The woman let out a choked sob and ran toward the bed. The man stood staring at Aoife.

      “What are you?” he asked.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll go.”

      “Leon, leave her be. Come and see your daughter.” The woman got up and crossed quickly to Aoife.

      “Don’t mind him, we’re just shocked, is all. The wee one hasn’t spoken in months. She was kicked by a cow from behind and its hoof hit her spine. Don’t fash yourself. The food is nearly done.”

      Aoife was grateful for the kind words. She would have to remember in the future that she couldn’t go around using her magic in front of these humans. They weren’t used to it, and it scared them.

      “Here now,” the woman said as she scooped a big helping of food into a wooden bowl.

      As Aoife looked at her, the woman’s eyes grew wide, and the wooden bowl fell to the dirt floor with a thud. Aoife followed her gaze. The little girl was standing at the edge of the furs, ready to walk.

      “I’d like a bowl tonight, Mum.” She took a small, unsteady step forward.

      The mother’s hands covered her mouth as she let loose a shocked cry. “You have performed a miracle.”

      Aoife bent her head, humbled by their response. In Tir na nÓg, her powers were seen as lesser powers. Many Fae women could heal. The Princess was supposed to possess greater magic like Aisling. Her twin could freeze things and manipulate the wind. Aoife did have the gift of foresight, but she hadn’t learned to master the power yet. An elusive power was a nonexistent power in the ever-watchful eyes of the Fae. She knew she shouldn’t have done it, but she was glad she had healed the little girl.

      After they ate, the kind woman packed several food items into a piece of leather and tied it closed with a leather thong.

      “Thank you so much,” the woman said as she hugged Aoife.

      “Thank you,” Aoife said. “I will repay your kindness as soon as I am able.”

      “Don’t even think of it, my dear. You gave us back the health of our daughter and that is priceless. You owe us nothing.”

      Aoife squeezed her one last time, and then took off down the path. She was sure Cian would be worried about her.
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        * * *

      

      A few days had passed since her encounter with the kind neighboring family, and thanks to their generosity Cian was able to gain some strength back. He had even gotten out of the bed. He stood outside, looking at the woodpile, and she wondered if he was debating whether to carry some wood inside for her. She smiled at his back and raised the mull high over her head. It was heavy. The work was much harder than she expected, but she didn’t care. Cian was going to be fine, and she had been given a chance at happiness with him. She swung the mull down in a giant heave and groaned when she missed the piece of wood she was aiming at.

      “There she is, Mum.” Aoife looked up at the familiar voice.

      A slew of people topped the hill, and Aoife stepped back, worried. She looked at Cian and saw the worry on his face as well. Her magic rumbled to life. She couldn’t do much in the way of protecting herself and Cian, but she could scare them with an impressive light show of magic. Hopefully, they wouldn’t test her. Aoife stood a little taller and squared her jaw. The little girl skipped toward her, and Aoife’s heart softened as her little curls bounced with each skip.

      Cian came closer to Aoife and put a comforting arm around her. As the small clan neared, she could see that each one was carrying something. One by one the clan members stepped forward and offered her the gift they were carrying, setting it down in front of her. Aoife was speechless for a moment.

      “You don’t need to do this,” she started but was cut off by the kind woman who had helped her a few days earlier.

      “The people of clan Mac Donnell wish to offer these blessings upon you in hopes that you will stay with us and be our healer. We will understand if you wish to depart, but the gifts are yours regardless.” Her head remained down as she spoke, her eyes lowered in a show of respect.

      Aoife glanced at Cian. He shrugged his shoulders and smiled.

      “I’m glad you’re already making friends, honey,” he teased in a hushed tone.

      “Shh. This is serious. What am I going to do?” she whispered back.

      “Be their healer.”

      She rolled her eyes at him. He was no help in the matter.

      “I will stay on one condition,” she said, raising her voice for all of them to hear. “The condition is that no one speaks of this outside of the clan.”

      One by one the people in front of her nodded and sank to one knee with one arm crossed over their hearts.

      “Good people, please stand,” Aoife said and helped the woman closest to her to stand.

      Murmurs grew into raised voices, and suddenly the group was cheering. Aoife turned back to Cian, her smile so large she could barely contain it, and motioned for him to join in the fun. Someone pulled out an instrument, while two burly men stepped forward to her wood pile. The big men made short work of the wood, and a few of the ladies stoked the fire. There would be feasting and dancing tonight, and it looked like Aoife was the host.
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      Months passed as the seasons grew colder and Aoife and Cian settled comfortably into the everyday rhythm of a simple life. Cian improved daily. The hag never returned, leaving Aoife wondering about how she was fairing in the cold weather on more than one occasion.

      The morning was exceptionally cold, and a thick fog covered the ground, hanging heavily in the air and making it almost impossible to see more than a few feet in front of her. Aoife hurried back inside their little round tech, sloshing the pail of goat’s milk as she set it down roughly in her haste. She looked longingly across the room at the warmth of the furs that Cian held open in invitation.

      Hurrying out of the used cloak, she shivered as she hung it on the ornate post by the door and placed her wet shoes next to the fire pit to dry. The cold dirt of the floor seeped through the thinned-out material of her stockings, her feet feeling the full force of winter as it seeped up from the ground. She quickly climbed under the firs and snuggled close to Cian. The warmth from his bare chest touched her body, radiating into her, and his muscled arms wrapped around her as he shared his body heat with her.

      Aoife sighed deeply, savoring the spicy scent of him and the feel of his strong arms holding her close.

      “I could stay like this forever, my love,” she whispered.

      “And so, you shall,” he laughed and rolled on top of her. “Shall I warm you, my dear?” His hot breath enveloped her neck as he nuzzled her there.

      She couldn’t answer as his lips touched her tender skin, and she let the sensations overtake her. She teased her hands up his broad muscled back and grabbed his hair at the nape of his neck, tugging softly. He continued to lick and kiss her, trailing little nibbles down to her shoulder. She shivered as he ran his hands down her sides, and he shifted them to the hem of her thin dress then slid it up over her body. The cold air of the room floated over her, but she barely noticed as she lay back on the furs, willing Cian to continue.

      He worked his way back down her body, his mouth spreading fire everywhere it touched her skin. She closed her eyes. Feeling him. Needing him. The sensation of heat from his large hands as they splayed on her outer thighs made her groan. When he moved his hands to cup her bottom, he tugged her down into him. His head a breath away from her most intimate parts, she writhed beneath him, pulling at him gently until he followed her silent command. He slowly moved back up her body, and she felt the heat of his mouth on her lips. He kissed her then, deep and demanding, as she clutched him to her body with reckless abandon.

      Hands fisted in the furs, caught in the passion of the moment, Aoife nearly jumped out of her skin as the sound of someone pounding on the door reached her ears. Cian left her, taking his heat with him and cursing all the way to the door.

      “Cian,” she giggled. “Put something on.”

      He stood completely naked, an unamused look upon his face, and Aoife had to hide her smile with her hand. He grabbed her small cloak from the door post and attempted to cover himself with it. Aoife burst into laughter at the sight of his large muscular body stuffed into her tiny cloak, eliciting a scathing glare from him. He yanked the wooden plank door open.

      “There had better be a good reason –”

      When he saw who stood in the doorway, he stepped back, his features softening. Aoife, peering around him, realized it was Bali, the neighbor’s young daughter.

      “Bali, what is it, dear?” Aoife had already wrapped one of the furs around her and was standing. “Is your mother ill?”

      She shook her head no.

      “The Mac Donnell chief wishes you both to come to the main house. He says I’m to wait for you and show you the way,” the little girl responded.

      “Well, nice to have a choice,” Cian grumbled, gaining a scolding look from Aoife and a shocked look from Bali.

      “He says you should dress warmly.”

      Cian threw up his hands and pulled the door open wider.

      “Bali, would you please wait outside for us? We’ll be ready in just a few moments,” Aoife said. “What does he want?” she asked Cian when the girl had gone.

      “Who knows, but it’s best not to anger him. He has allowed us to live on his land all these months without hassle. He wouldn’t request our presence unless we were needed.”

      Aoife nodded and concentrated on dressing. When she was finished, she crossed to Cian and placed a soft kiss on his lips.

      “For later,” she said.

      “I’ll make sure I continue where I left off.” Then he grabbed her hand and pulled her out the door.

      The fog, thick like a cancer, spread across the ground making the pathway barely visible, and Aoife was glad Bali seemed to know the way to the Mac Donnell’s house. The little girl kept a steady pace, and Aoife had to hurry to keep up as an unsettling feeling gnawed at the pit of her stomach. Aoife worried because her premonitions had not returned to her, and she feared that as long as she remained in the human realm they wouldn’t. She missed that power. The rest of her powers seemed fine, leaving her wondering why the gift of sight was the only one she had lost.

      Before long, Bali was leading them through a small stone wall that bordered the land surrounding the Chieftain’s great house. Although she had met a wide variety of the clansmen, Aoife hadn’t been invited to meet with the chieftain yet, so she hadn’t had the privilege of viewing his house. Looking up with curiosity, she eyed the large, two-story square structure with an appreciative glance. As Bali approached the massive wooden, metalwork doors, two guards pulled both open for their party, and Aoife caught herself sighing as they entered the great hall.

      Taking a step up onto the thin planks of wood that graced the straw-littered floor, Aoife was glad her feet would get a short respite from the cold that always seemed to find its way through her delicate shoes. She looked around in awe at the splendor of the great house. Tables and benches lined one side of the great room, and a monstrous hearth with a huge roaring fire made up the far wall of the room. Two comfortable chairs sat before the fire, looking very inviting. Certain there were multiple rooms in the building, Aoife let her curiosity get the best of her as she inspected every aspect of the hall.

      The Chief’s house was far more impressive than the tiny wattle and daub hut they lived in, and she turned to Cian with eyes wide, an impressed look upon her face. She quickly changed the awed look when she realized Cian was upset and wondered if it had anything to do with their living conditions.

      “Ah, Aoife, Princess of Light, I am so glad that you have come.” The booming voice of a very large man greeted her, interrupting her musings.

      “Mac Donnell,” Aoife said as she lowered her head in a show of respect.

      Mac Donnell nodded to her and then nodded a greeting at Cian.

      “Welcome to my home.” His gesture swept wide, and Aoife wondered how someone of his girth could move so quickly.

      “I’m sorry to be so forward, but is there a reason you have summoned us?” Aoife asked, trying to keep her tone light.

      “Aye, there is!” He nodded as he spoke. “Argyll, Chieftain of Somerled, requests our presence in Rathlin as soon as possible.”

      “Rathlin?” Aoife’s eyes narrowed, and she looked at Cian with concern mounting.

      “Aye, the Island. Come now, the boats are waiting.” He turned and walked toward the door without looking to see if they were following.

      With a wary glance toward Cian and his nod of acceptance, Aoife picked up the hem of her pretty Fae dress, glad she had worn it, and followed after the Mac Donnell.

      A somber silence permeated the group that rowed slowly across the Moyle toward the Island. The only sound to greet Aoife’s ears was the dip and trickle from the oars as they were pulled out and then pushed back into the water, propelling the small craft forward. Aoife couldn’t see a stone’s throw in front of the boat, the thick fog seemingly following them to sea. She sat, wringing her hands, in the middle of the craft with her body wedged tightly against Cian, not knowing what to expect. The sudden thump of the craft against a rock as the boat ran ashore, made Aoife jump, and Cian rubbed her leg reassuringly.

      Cian jumped out of the craft first and then lifted her into his arms, carrying her to the shoreline. She wrapped her arms around him and rested her head on his shoulder. She smiled, feeling content even if only for the short journey out of the knee-deep water. Cian held on to her a moment longer than he needed to, and she gave him a quick kiss on the cheek as he pulled her closer.

      “I’m sure the lass will come to no harm,” Mac Donnell said as he passed Cian and gave him a hardy slap on the back with a loud laugh.

      Aoife could feel Cian’s reluctance as he allowed her body to slide down the length of him and gently set her on dry land, making her fully aware they still had some unfinished business.

      “Thank you,” she said with fire in her cheeks.

      He took a moment to look deeply into her eyes. “How well are your powers working?” he asked, his voice low.

      Aoife’s eyes narrowed in thought. “All but my premonitions are fine.”

      “And?” He prompted her to continue.

      “And, I’ve had a sourness in my belly since Bali came to fetch us earlier. I can’t pin it to anything, but it’s there,” she whispered.

      He nodded his head at her words and leaned in close like he was kissing her cheek. “Don’t trust anyone. Keep your vigil up. I have never met Argyll of Somerled, but I’ve heard plenty about him. He’s a fierce warrior.”

      “I promise,” she said as she took his arm, tucking her hand into the safety of his elbow.

      She was glad for the added support as their small group climbed the steep crag to the castle above. Her foot slipped twice, and she was afraid without Cian by her side she would trip and twist her ankle in the silly shoes, or fall down the steep path. The last few steps were the steepest, and she exhaled in relief when she and Cian were standing firmly at the top of the cliff.

      The air was clearer up here. She watched with amazement as the fog clung to the ground and draped the edge of the cliff in a deadly veil. Anyone who didn’t know the cliff was there would quickly find themselves in a deadly situation, and Aoife supposed the lord of the castle used this unique feature of nature to his advantage. Several deep, masculine voices could be heard exchanging greetings as a large group of men, undoubtedly guards, met the Mac Donnell’s smaller group at the cliff’s edge, then hustled them along the path to the keep and through the large doors into the great hall of Argyll of Somerled.

      A flourish of activity greeted them once they stepped inside the keep. The inside of the castle was ripe with sound as dishes clanked and servants rushed to and fro, their skirts rustling noisily in the wake. Dogs barked, and men sharpened weapons. The sounds, almost overwhelming, assaulted Aoife’s sensitive Fae senses, and she only managed to refrain from covering her ears because she didn’t want to offend the Chieftain.

      

      “Welcome to Rathlin. Please come and join me in my baile. I am Argyll of Somerled, Ruler of the Isle,” said a man she assumed was the lord of the castle.

      Argyll’s voice was deep and soothing with just a touch of the pompous air so common to royalty. In contrast to Mac Donnell’s very rotund figure, Argyll’s build was lean, his muscles impressive. But as he towered over Aoife by at least a foot, nothing about this man’s appearance conveyed weakness, and she couldn’t deny that he was indeed a very large man.

      His dark looks were similar to Cian’s, but instead of honey and chocolate brown, Argyll had piercing blue eyes which strongly contrasted his deep black hair. He was very handsome. Aoife was profoundly flattered when Argyll reached for her hand and kissed it softly as he bowed deeply to her.

      “The tales the men have brought me of your beauty do you no justice, milady. You are a rare treasure indeed.” He looked at Cian, brow raised, as he finished his sentence. “And a lucky brute you are to be able to claim such a treasure as your own. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Cian the Warrior. I have heard great tales of your victories.”

      His greeting elicited a surprised look from Cian, but any retort he had ended when Argyll turned back to Aoife.

      “To what do we owe the pleasure of the Fae Princess gracing us with her presence?” Argyll asked.

      “I am so very pleased to meet you, Milord,” Aoife said as she dropped a polite curtsy of her own.

      “Please, my dear, call me Argyll.” He took her hand and led her over to one of the large tables at the head of the room. “I assume you haven’t taken your meal yet?” he asked.

      “We would be honored to sup with you.” She was trying not to offend him, but the look on Cian’s face was enough to torment her. This chieftain was treading on dangerous ground. How he knew she was the Fae Princess was something they must find out. If word got out, she and Cian wouldn’t be safe and would have no choice but to leave.

      “A seat for the lady.” He pulled out a chair and offered her a seat at the head table.

      Once she was seated, he turned to the seat directly to her right. “My friend.” He thumped Cian heartily on the back and gestured to the seat.

      “Thank you,” Cian said, his demeanor changing slightly. Relaxing.

      Argyll stood behind his chair to the left of Aoife and raised both arms. “My good men, please join us for the meal.”

      A thunderous flurry of activity ensued as the warriors, who filled the large room to almost bursting, clamored for seats, and the wooden benches placed strategically around the great hall scraped and banged as the huge men seated themselves. Without prompt, the men each grabbed a wooden cup and began to clank them on the tables. As if on cue, one servant after the next entered the great hall carrying all types of steaming, delectable foods.

      Aoife found herself sitting a little taller in her seat, straining to see the delicious smelling food the servants carried on their heads on large serving trays. There was wild boar roasts, cooked fish, fresh berries, cheese, oatcakes, and soda bread. They served the meal into shallow wooden bowls, which they piled high in front of her. The smells were heavenly, and Aoife breathed deeply of the aromatic scents.

      “This looks amazing,” she said to Argyll.

      “Wait till you taste the boar. Here, have some melomel.” He sloshed a strong-smelling liquid into her wooden cup.

      Smelling it first, the heady scent of wine greeted Aoife, and she decided to give the drink a try. The tangy, rich flavor of berries greeted her parched lips and tongue and she swallowed deeply, the thick drink soothing her dry throat. Melomel, as it turned out, was a very stout brew of mead fermented with wild berries. It was delicious, but Aoife felt slightly intoxicated after the first glass, which prompted her to catch a servant’s attention and ask for a cup of regular mead. She hoped the weaker drink would settle her worsening stomach, but somehow, she knew the drink wasn’t the problem.

      Overwhelmed with the stimulants of sounds and scents, waves of nausea crashed down on Aoife like surf breaking in the ocean. Trying desperately to keep calm, Aoife sucked in a deep breath and blew it out slowly. Argyll sat beside her, chatting contentedly, oblivious to her dilemma as the pain progressively worsened.

      As the next wave hit her, she moved her hand to the table, tapping as she counted under her breath. A sudden warmth enclosed her hand, briefly stilling her agitated tapping, and she looked at Cian. She mouthed a thank you to him as the heat of his touch helped her momentarily forget her pain.

      “Milord Argyll, --”

      “Just Argyll, my dear,” he said with a broad smile.

      “Argyll, why is it you believe I am a Fae Princess, and why exactly have you summoned us?” Aoife asked through gritted teeth, the pain close to unbearable.

      Argyll flinched noticeably at her words, and she rose a brow as she waited for his response, momentarily forgetting her growing uneasiness. His lips, greasy with wild boar, parted slightly, and an unwillingness to speak showed in his features. His eyes narrowed, and his brow furrowed. A deafening crash shook the floor as the massive doors to the great hall were slammed open, revealing a rider and horse that hadn’t stopped in the yard outside, but instead, rode directly into the castle.

      “Milord! The Norsemen! They are here on the North tip of the Isle.”

      Aoife’s eyes searched the crowd of men, hastily rising with sword in hand, and came back full circle to land on Argyll. She stared into the steel grey orbs of the chieftain and felt the raw strength of unfettered rage, cool as a metal blade. Then she understood the reason without the need of words.

      The great chieftain rose, and Aoife grabbed his forearm, causing him to pause and look down at her.

      “I will help your cause, but no one must know who I am. It cannot be known that I am the Fae Princess, or my life will be in danger.”

      He covered her hand with his own. “It is a secret I will take to my grave, Princess. There are those who hold the thought, but they will be paid well for their silence. My thanks are many today.” His head rose, eyes landing on Cian.

      “To battle my warrior friend?” Argyll asked. At Cian’s nod, Argyll the great Chieftain of Somerled raised his sword above his head and gave a mighty battle roar. “May the gods be with us on this day! For freedom, honor, and family we ride to battle!”

      A mighty roar shook the room as the warriors answered him with their own mighty voices and swords pounding on tables.
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      The singular waft of wind that blew through Aoife’s long tresses carried with it the stench of refuse and death. The air smelled red with the blood that painted the valley below. She straddled her stallion, sitting on a ridge high above the cries of men, witness to the vulgarity and primordial, horrific nature of man. Men who fought for greed. Monetary gain. Land. And fame. And those she called friends, who had opened their lives and hearts to embrace her in their land. Those fought for family and freedom.

      A tear, the first of pure sadness ever shed by the Princess, rolled down her cheek, and she watched as it fell in a splash of white upon the brown, winter-whipped ground. White shards of ice inched out in a spiral pattern from the spot of impact, and Aoife’s great stallion stomped nervously, pawing at the now frozen earth. Oh, that she had the power to stop the fight. The power to lend her men, who fought so bravely for what they believed. Although horrified by the sights below, she found she couldn’t look away for long. Cian was down there.

      She spied him quickly in the sea of bloody warriors as he sliced his way through crudely made armor, flesh, and bone. With each downward stroke of his mighty Fae sword, he felled half a dozen men, and with each upward swing he smote a dozen more. The Norsemen had no power here, and she watched with escalating pride as the men from their small, borrowed clan rallied around her mate and worked their way through the massive army of invaders with mixed battle cries of clan Mac Donnall and clan Somerled.

      The sounds of battle were deafening as steel met steel, and blade met bone. Screams of agony charged the air with particles of desperation, and Aoife’s body responded. The healer in her screamed to be let loose. Her fingers twitched with the need to heal and bring relief to those who screamed for help. Her powers were begging to be released. Her stallion, feeling her anxiety, pawed the earth as his breath huffed in steamy puffs from his dilated nostrils and inched forward.

      One of the warriors who was left to guard her reached down to grab her mount’s reins. He quickly pulled back, clearly jarred by the surge of power accidentally released by her crackling fingers when he got too close. She watched apologetically as a tear streaked down his face and knew by the look in his eyes that he could feel her desperate need to heal. He bowed his head to her. In reverence, perhaps. She knew not.

      “Milady, it will soon be over. Look how the tides turn,” he said.

      Her heart aching, Aoife glanced at the field of death below. Grazing over the rising tide of fallen bodies, her eyes searched for a sign of Cian. There, upon the next ridge, she held her breath as Cian chased a dozen of the invaders back into the ocean where they had come from. He fought alone now. The small group of warriors who had surrounded him were finishing off the last of the Norsemen. So few of them had made it unscathed, and Aoife’s heart ached in her chest. If she could just get to them before they succumbed to death’s door, her powers could heal the fallen soldiers. The horse inched forward again, and this time, the warrior guarding her let him go.

      A violent explosion of magic burst from her body as the horse beneath her sprang into action. Waves of white power rolled out over the mass of wounded men and bathed them in its soothing flow. Until she could reach them all individually, she prayed to Danu that her magic would sustain them. Friend and foe alike, she would save as many as she could. She saw Cian heading toward her, and with a sigh of relief, she turned her stallion in his direction, needing to feel his arms around her before she began the great feat ahead.

      She cried out as a small group of invaders reared up from behind the scaggy, low-lying bush and surrounded her lover. The horse’s hooves pounded the ground as earth flew up in his wake, urged forward by his rider, and he flew with speed. Dropping the reins, Aoife raised her arms above her head, her hair flying in a copper river around her. Summoning any unknown power she may have been blessed with, Aoife prayed to the Ancients to release her magic. A thunderous clap of power shook the earth as a bolt of lightning struck her.

      She reined in, inches from Cian, and drew her short sword. Raising it high, she could see her arm glowing with a tremendous white power and knew her whole body glowed ominously.

      “Dare you harm the mate of a Goddess?” she screamed. Her voice was deep with raw power.

      One by one the foe lowered their weapons and inched back, desperate to be away from her, fear blatant upon their faces. She held her pose, defending her love, as one by one they disappeared over the steep crag, until she felt the strong arms of Cian pull her thrumming body against his sweat and blood-soaked form.

      “They are gone, my love. All have gone. Aoife, come back to me.” She could hear him as he whispered in her ear but was unable to respond.

      Sensing her need to heal, he led her to a man nearby. His prone body, trampled by the weight of many men as they had stepped over him where he lay with a knife wound in his side, was barely alive. His breath gurgled in his chest as he clung to life by a minute thread. Aoife knelt. The ache in her chest would be nothing compared to the pain she would absorb from his fragile body as her magic worked its way through every vein and artery. She straddled him, closed her eyes, and pressed down on his chest with both hands.

      Her head fell back in excruciating pain as she pushed her power into his body through her palms. Feeling it feed into him, she vowed not to stop until every inch of him was whole. As her pain subsided, she knew her work with him was done, and she rose.

      “Call the other women down to stitch, cauterize, and sterilize as many wounds as they can. I will heal the men closest to death first and then go through to ease pain.” Her words were a command that none would defy.

      Cian bowed to her, as did several men around them, and they spread out in different directions to fetch help and find the men closest to death’s unforgiving door. Aoife looked out at the sea of bloody bodies and swiped an arm, streaked red with blood, over her brow. She would help every last one of these men, even if it took her last breath to do so. And that, she thought, was the difference between Fae and man. The Fae cherished and protected life, whereas man so easily wasted it. Maybe one day they would learn to embrace the art of love instead of the act of war. She shook her head, sorrow weighing heavily upon her shoulders, and set to work.
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      The last slivers of sunlight streaked through the cloudy orange and crimson sky, and Aoife brushed her sweat-soaked hair back from her face as she stood above the last of the wounded and watched the threatening atmosphere above. There would be a red moon this night, she thought, as she wiped her blood-stained hands on her precious Fae gown. It was the last remnant of her old life, a life that now felt hundreds of years in the past. Aoife looked out over the valley. Where once a shallow grave had held a mass of almost dead warriors, the battlefield was now active with movement of those who would survive.

      Aoife had seen death before today but never to this extent and never with such blatant disregard for life. Saving hundreds of souls, the number too high to count, was rewarding, but it was the fallen she remembered. May Danu rest their souls and may Dagda lead them to their final resting place. She lowered her head in silent mourning. Ninety-eight. That was the number of men she couldn’t save. That was the number of men who left wives behind to grieve and children to grow fatherless in this cruel land.

      Her power was spent, her bravo dwindled, and she heaved a great sigh of relief as she surveyed her work. The sound of Cian’s voice as he approached from behind made her turn, and she swayed, barely able to hold herself upright. As Cian sifted to her, she gasped in surprise. She soon felt the warm strength of his arms around her back and under her legs as he lifted her to him and held her close.

      “How? I watched Cathaír strip your powers. I held you in my arms as you laid close to death and nursed you back. There was nothing left,” she whispered, too weak to speak loudly.

      “Danu has given me back this one piece of my Fae self, for my bravery and selflessness in battle, so long as I promise not to misuse it or dabble in dark magic,” he answered, and she could hear the swell of pride in his voice.

      Aoife smiled faintly; it was all she could muster as she draped her heavy arm around his shoulders and rested her head in the crook of his neck.

      “I think you need to rest, my love.” He kissed the top of her head.

      “No. Please. Take me somewhere to bathe. Away. I need to get away,” she pleaded.

      “I know the perfect place. It’s a lovely stream in the thick of the woods surrounded by ancient trees and large boulders.” He didn’t wait for her response as he sifted her away to the shelter of the hidden oasis.

      She felt the loss of heat from his body as he set her on her feet and moaned in complaint. Somewhere, she had lost her filthy shoes, and her tired feet sank into the soft, cool earth as the stout, moss-covered bank soothed her aches away. The sound of trickling water greeted her, and she tilted her head to the blessed noise, her eyes coming open in response.

      “Perhaps you’d like to bathe the stench of the day’s work away?” Cian suggested kindly. “I’ll start a fire for you. The stream is quite cold.”

      No signs of the recent battle lingered upon him or his clothes, and she knew he had already taken part in a bath. She unlatched the top hook on her ruined gown and stepped out of it, tossing it to the side like men tossed around lives. Aoife looked at the water with distaste, the sour feeling returning to her stomach. Her hands trembled as she held them out before her, and she sank to the ground in a heap of emotion.

      She sat upon the cold bank, knees raised, head buried, as great sobs racked her body. Having empathic powers came with a cost, and when all was said and done, she was the one to bear the pain of the day. Physical, mental, emotional, all forms of it rained down on her depleted body and pinned her to the ground. Waves of sorrow washed over her as her tears caused rivers of blood to streak down her arms.

      Cian found her like that sometime later; she couldn’t guess how long. He tucked her into him and held her close, whispering soothing words into her matted hair. After a few minutes, he picked her frail body up and carefully carried her into the water.

      The icy cold splash of water on her damaged body shocked her back into reality, and she looked at his sad, honey-brown eyes as he gently washed the bloody bits from her hair.

      “Why do men fight for land? There is plenty of it for them to share.”

      He didn’t answer her, perhaps sensing she wasn’t done yet, and she threw her arms around him, loving that he understood her.

      “Kiss me, Cian. Kiss me to make me feel alive in this sea of despair that threatens to drown my very soul.”

      Cian didn’t hesitate, and she closed her tired eyes just as his head swooped down, his lips falling heavily upon hers. Relief that their unique spark of magic still remained rushed through her, and Aoife sighed against his fiery mouth. He added his tongue to their sacred, timeless dance of passion, and she groaned with pleasure.

      Aoife didn’t even realize that he had sifted them out of the calming water until she felt the soft wool of a plaid beneath her back and buttocks and a blazing fire warm against her cheek. Although the fire was welcome, nothing compared to the heat that radiated from the man she loved. Every touch of finger to skin, abdomen to abdomen, and leg to leg brought with it waves of heat that spread like a wildfire blown by the wind. The heat magnified with intensity as the inferno of their connection sparked with life and magic.

      She craved his touch.

      Stretching her neck to one side in invitation, Cian broke their kiss, his lips traversing the smooth skin of her neck and shoulder. Engulfed in his flame, she brought her hands to his back and dug her nails into his beautiful, sun-kissed skin. As he worked his way lower, she gasped in pleasure at the feel of his mouth on her tender breast. First a dart of the tongue around the nipple and then bliss as the heat of his mouth sank down on her, suckling her, teasing her, until she writhed beneath him in unreleased orgasm.

      His hand was like a molten weight as he slid it down her navel to rest upon her hip. Propping on one side, he spread her legs with his knee as he moved his hand closer to her womanhood. In a haze of passion, she pushed him off of her, momentarily mourning the loss of heat on her skin, then pushed him down onto the plaid.

      Hoisting her leg over his body, she settled onto his thick, masculine thighs. When he reached for her, she grabbed his hands and lunged forward, pressing her breast to his mouth and his hands to the ground.

      “I want to be in charge. I couldn’t control today, but I can control this. Every touch, every motion is mine.”

      With his muscled arms pinned above his head, Cian's brow rose. He could very easily dominate her if he chose to. A gentle nod of affirmation was all it took, and Aoife continued her power play. She traced a path of gentle kisses down his neck, following the same route he had taken, and smiled at his hiss of pleasure when she sucked his nipple into her mouth and then let it go, teasing it with her tongue.

      Straddling him, she looked up at his face. She loved every inch of him, from his curly dark locks to his crooked eyebrow that seemed always to pose its own philosophical question, and all the way down to his bigger-than-the-big-toe middle toes on his feet. He lay beneath her, eyes closed, waiting for her touch. She rubbed her womanhood on him and swallowed his moan with her mouth. In a swift motion, she pushed down, pulling him inside of her heat. He brought his hands to her bottom, pulling her tighter onto him, and rocked her from below.

      She gave a small laugh, delighted he had given up on her game and met him thrust for thrust. Sweat beaded on her brow as she threw her head back, aching to claim her release as she rode him harder and faster. The tempo quickened, and a fire grew in the pit of her most intimate place. She dug her nails into his chest as he held her relentlessly to the rhythm. The waves of her orgasm hit her, and she groaned with pleasure, stilling atop him.

      He sat up, grabbing her around the waist and maneuvered her to her back. Still trembling in the aftermath, she screamed as he thrust inside her again and again. Her body shook with pleasure, her mind oblivious to all but the power of him. Just when she thought she couldn’t take any more, she crested again, and he gave one final thrust then lowered himself atop of her.

      The feel of his weight pressing against her body was soothing, and she splayed her hand through his thick hair. A match like this didn’t come around every lifetime, and she was glad she had defied her mother to be with him. He was her one true mate. In this lifetime or the next, there would be no other. She sat up quickly, her intent strong and validated as he followed suit.

      “What is it, my love?” he asked as he brushed a copper tress behind her shoulder and teased the newly bared skin with a kiss.

      She didn’t need words to explain what she intended. Turning to face him, she kneeled upon the ground and held her left hand up to him. She could see wonder and then steel determination light his eyes, as he raised his hand parallel to hers.

      “Cian, no love or world, dream or realm will ever be able to tear us apart. With this vow, I bind myself to you, my love, my life, my heart.”

      He gently placed his hand in hers, lacing their fingers together as a spark flared between their hands and burned matching fated tattoos into their palms. A smile spread across her lips when the ritual worked. Only truly matched pairs could unite this way.

      “Aoife, Princess of Light, Queen of my heart, and keeper of my soul, I vow to keep the flames of our eternal love ignited until the end of time. I would travel any realm to be with you, my love. You are mine.”

      A brilliant flash of green light shot out from their joined hands, signifying the bond was complete, and spilled over like foam upon the ground. It rolled outward and spread a growth of foliage in its wake, a symbol that the Ancients had blessed their union and they could now conceive. Aoife threw her arms around him and knocked him to the ground as her burst of joy caught him unaware. He laughed at her, a deep short chuckle and kissed her on her nose.

      “Mother will be furious,” she squealed with delight.

      And he groaned in mock agony.

      “I suppose you should take us back to the Mac Donnell and Lord Argyll. I’m sure they will be wondering where we got off to,” she said half-heartedly.

      “I suppose. But first…” He pushed her down on her back, his eyes ravishing her naked body. “First, I will show you just how much I love you,” he said with a widening grin.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      She was losing power in the eyes of the Council, and she could feel it. Every day Tynan leached a few more of the members to his side. Why? Because he was a male, that’s why. The oldest members of the Council had never cared for the Queen and had always felt her reign was weak. Now, that male dominant attitude was trickling down to affect her, and she refused to let it happen. She refused to give Tynan the power.

      She slammed open the ornate, double doors to the Council Chamber and swept in, her eyes daring someone to challenge her. How dare they call a meeting and not tell her? This would be the last time, or members who had resided for hundreds of years would soon start to find themselves relieved of their council duties. As she swept down the center aisle, the long train of her dress flowing elegantly behind, her eyes found Tynan’s amidst the sea of faces.

      “Game on,” she mouthed to him and was met with a wicked scowl.

      “Do please continue, gentlemen; I’m afraid my hair took way too long to do today,” she said sarcastically, hoping they would realize she hadn’t touched her hair, and she was on to their secret meeting.

      She smirked when a few of them had the good sense to look down in shame. Those who were still on the line, not ready yet to choose a side, could be persuaded.

      “I do hope you don’t mind that I’ve invited two of my dearest friends along.” Aisling swept her hand toward the door just as she reached her mother’s throne, and they opened as if on cue.

      Árdghal and Cathaír strode in side by side with shoulders squared and heads held high. Aisling knew without a doubt that these two Fae were loyal to a fault. Neither of them had ever failed her mother the Queen. Aisling could feel the vibe shift in the room.

      “Really, gentlemen, do continue.” She waved her hand, motioning them to carry on.

      A Fae she barely recognized stepped forward and cleared his throat. His face was red, and Aisling could almost feel his embarrassment.

      “We were just discussing if there was a group willing to search for the lost Princess again. My men are tired, but we know she must be found. If others could pitch in on the hunt, it would greatly help.”

      Aisling nodded, dismissing him, and he stepped back with his head hung.

      That’s one, she thought, who would be moving back to her side before the end of the meeting. She could already see the fear in his eyes.

      “I think it’s a marvelous idea,” she said. “Who will help search for my sister?”

      One by one men stepped forward.

      “Very well then –” she started but was cut off by the irritating sound of her mate’s voice.

      “I will go too. The more the merrier, right?” he said, ignoring the glare she sent his way.

      He had something up his sleeve; she knew it, but she couldn’t challenge him so openly.

      “We’ll leave within the hour,” Tynan said, gaining several nods from the members, and when he turned to go, the rest of the members followed his lead.

      Just like that, control was taken out of her grasp again. Although she seethed with anger, she knew she mustn’t show it to the council, and she hurriedly left the room.
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        * * *

      

      “How long?” she yelled as she slammed the charred piece of bark down on the side table. Water sloshed out of the bucket nearby. “How long have you been using dark magic, Cian? I want an answer.”

      “Good morning to you too, my dear,” he said with mock sincerity.

      “Cian, I’m serious. How long have you been practicing? This is dangerous.”

      “One,” he held up a finger, “I am not practicing. And two, why are you speaking to me like that?” The look on his face showed how irritated he was at her tone of voice, and she shook her head sadly, realizing she should have asked him calmly.

      “You know I worry about you.” She hung her head.

      She heard him walking toward her, but she refused to look up. He put his large arms around her, and she felt him link his hands behind her back. She cocked her head to one side but still refused to look him in the eye. He had her wrapped around his finger. He could lie to her, and she would never know if he were telling the truth or not. But the evidence, a charred chunk of wood that was burned by black magic, was something she could not deny.

      He put his finger under her chin and tilted her face up to his.

      “Before the battle I may have dabbled, but –”

      “Cian.”

      “But since the battle and the Goddess returning my sifting power, I haven’t touched it. I swear.” Their eyes met: his, warm shades of brown, and hers, startling silver and purple-flecked. “Aoife, I swear.”

      Her shoulders sank as she relaxed slightly. She didn’t suppose he would look her in the eye and lie. He grabbed her hand, shocking her, and linked their left palms together. As he did, both of their tattoos flared to life.

      “Here, see for yourself.”

      She was shocked he had given her this power, this gift, of opening himself to her so completely. With their link, she would be able to see inside his life to every memory and thought he’d ever had. She shouldn’t do it, and yet, she was intrigued by his offer.

      Aoife stood in front of Cian undecided and unsure, until he made the choice for her and laced his fingers with hers. A sharp pain burned the flesh of her palm, and she pressed her eyes closed, hoping she could squeeze out the pain. Shards of ice picked their way up her arm and slammed into her head as her eyes rolled back and visions of Cian’s life flashed before her.

      When she finally opened her eyes, they were wet with emotion.

      “I will never doubt your love, so long as I live,” she whispered.

      “What did you see?” he asked, dismay sounding in his voice.

      “I saw how much you love me. If you say you haven’t practiced, I believe you.”

      He nodded his head, but she could tell by his unsure look that he really didn’t understand what had just happened. Instead of sending her his memories and actions, he had unknowingly projected the enormity of his love for her. Every moment, every touch, every thought, and all their softly whispered words had filled her mind in an emotional outpouring of the unique and pure bond they shared.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      She shook her head, still absorbed in the memories and unable to speak, but raised her head for a kiss. He obliged her, and their lips met briefly.

      “I’ve got quite a bit of wood to chop if you want to stay warm.” He chuckled – as if they couldn’t keep warm without a fire.

      “Go on; I’ve got to get this soda bread pounded if you expect to eat it tonight,” she teased.

      He kissed her lightly on the nose and strode to the door, stopping to put on his coat. “You know the clansmen are building you a shrine, right?”

      “What?” she asked, shocked.

      “They want to honor you for saving so many men after the battle.”

      Aoife shrugged her shoulders, unsure of how to respond.

      “I love you,” he said and gently closed the door.

      Aoife stood at the sideboard kneading the bread, the sound of wood splintering the only evidence Cian was nearby, and she sighed contentedly. She was happy in this life and glad she had chosen Cian to live it with. She only hoped that news of the shrine and her good deeds that day a couple months ago didn’t get out. She couldn’t chance anyone finding them and ruining her happiness.

      Just then a sharp, stabbing pain twisted in her stomach, and she doubled over trying to ease the worst of it. Cian. He was all she could think of, and somehow, she knew he was in trouble. Ignoring the worsening pain, she grabbed her short sword and raced outside, her magic crackling like charged electric particles around her. She knew he had gone to the cliffs in search of a new stone for his chopping tool and worried that she wouldn’t make it in time. What if he had tripped and fallen into the icy sea below? Winter was almost over, but she knew the waters were still frigid, not to mention what the fall would do to his body.

      She rounded the back of the small hut they called home, gathered her skirts, and took off at a sprint through the brown, still wet with melting snow, grass. The sound of clanking steel greeted her long before the site of the battle appeared. She looked up at the cloudy sky and sent Danu a message: “You promised he would live!” As she came upon the scene, dread filled her. The Queen’s guards had found them.

      She watched from the sidelines as Cian battled for his life. He was surrounded by Fae. Two of them lay on the ground not far from him, and to the untrained eye they would appear dead. But Aoife knew the truth. They might be wounded, but they would rise again. Two more Fae engaged Cian and fought him with a vengeance. Her stomach knotted in pain, and she doubled over again as a blade sliced through Cian’s shirt and into the tender flesh of his arm. He clutched at the wound, weakening from blood loss, and she summoned her powers.

      Aoife took aim at the one closest to Cian with blood on his blade, and power shot out at him. He deftly dodged the bolt of magic when he slipped to his side, flipping in a somersault over on the ground. She narrowed her eyes, his craftiness causing her blood to boil, and she took aim again. He lunged toward her, throwing her off guard, and she gasped as his hood fell back.

      “Tynan,” she nearly spat his name.

      “I see not everyone lost their powers,” he replied with a vengeful smirk.

      “This is all your fault. Go away. Tell my mother I don’t want to be found.” Aoife’s voice trembled with rage. She was a giver of life, a protector of what was sacred, and he made her want to destroy.

      “Come now, Princess,” he hissed her name. “What will your sister think? She has gone to great lengths to find you.”

      Aoife drew up short, the magic dying on her fingertips. Aisling was the one looking for her? She missed her twin more than life, yet she wondered why Aisling wouldn’t want her to be happy. Perhaps her sister thought she couldn’t survive the human realm on her own. Psh. Aisling should have more faith in her twin than that.

      A movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention, and she turned just as one of the guards hit Cian on the head with a rock, and her lover stumbled, falling forward. Eyes wide with terror, her heart in her throat, she looked on as he slashed out with his sword in a valiant effort, ripping open his opponent’s leg.

      Aoife was trapped, locked in an impasse with Tynan, unable to reach Cian. She fisted her hand, charging her power and sending it into the short sword she still held. With luck, Tynan wouldn’t see the magic-infused blade headed straight for his wicked heart.

      Cian was kneeling now, out of breath, and too close to the cliff’s edge. She saw the last standing warrior raise his sword for a killing blow against Cian. She didn’t think; she could only act as she plunged the blade into the air toward Tynan and ran forward screaming. She hurled the remainder of her power at the warrior encroaching on her mate, flinging him backward as she raced toward her love. The guard fell back, thrown off balance by her powerful blast, and landed with a thud upon the ground.

      “AOIFE!” Tynan roared in anger, and she glanced back briefly to see the look of rage upon his face as he dislodged the blade from his shoulder.

      She surged forward, willing to use her body as Cian’s shield. She would not let them harm him. She realized too late that she was too close to the downed Fae, and he couldn’t gain his balance as he tried to stand. He was too close to the edge.

      The guard grabbed out, reaching for a hold of something, anything to stop his fall. His hand found the chain around Aoife’s neck just as she reached Cian. Her eyes widened with fear as she realized the guard was going to pull her over the cliff’s edge with him. She met Cian’s eyes with her own, and he reached for her mere seconds too late to stop what was happening.

      Aoife grasped desperately for his hand but felt nothing but air. “I love you,” she yelled as she felt herself falling…falling…falling. The icy waters hit her and momentarily knocked the breath out of her. She struggled, kicking and pulling, as she tried to reach the surface. The dark waters of the Irish coast rocked her body with pounding waves, and the weight of her skirts pulled her slowly downward. She tried to blast her powers out, but her magic fizzled in the freezing surf.

      She cried out, the sound muffled by the water, as a blinding pain seared through the back of her head, and she sank slowly. Paralyzed. She could see the dim light above her start to fade, but she was powerless to move, and then there was nothing but darkness…
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      Aisling couldn’t believe the news. The Queen’s guards were back, and someone told her they found Aoife. She pushed through the thick crowd, trying to find a spot at the large floor-length windows that overlooked the gate they would come through any minute. After several minutes of pushing and shoving, she gave up and raced out of the room, hoping she could still catch a glimpse of her sister when she rode in.

      Aisling made it to the courtyard below in record time. There was a large crowd of people there too. She grabbed someone by the arm and pulled.

      “Hey, watch it! We all want to see the dead Princess,” the man scolded.

      “Dead? What?” Something about her voice must have alerted him, and he turned to look at her.

      “Princess?” He bowed his head and stepped out of her way, but she couldn’t move. Her feet seemed rooted to the ground.

      “Did you say Aoife is dead?” Aisling asked, praying to Danu that she had heard him wrong. He hung his head without responding. “Answer me!”

      “Yes, your Majesty. They say she is dead, and they have returned her body.”

      “No. No, you’re wrong. I would know. I would feel it if she were dead.” She turned away from him.

      She walked in a daze, not really knowing where she was going or why she was walking in the first place. She just knew she had to see the body. They were wrong! They were all wrong, and if she could just see the body, she would set them straight. The tug on her arm interrupted her thoughts, and she looked up into the displeasing eyes of Tynan. Aisling snatched her arm out of his grasp, but he was too fast for her and grabbed her again. This time his hold was relentless.

      “Let go of me, you beast,” Aisling hissed under her breath. “They said you’ve killed my sister. Tell me it isn’t true. Tell me they lie.”

      She looked at him through the lens of hatred. It was his fault her twin was gone in the first place, and now she was dead?

      “Just tell me it’s not true?” She was close to tears.

      “We found them in Balleymena. There was a battle with Cian. She intervened and fell from the cliffs near Rathlin. We’ve brought the body back, but she’s gone,” Tynan told her.

      She looked at the men carrying her sister’s body into the courtyard. “These are not the guards you took. Where are the others?”

      “They are all dead.”

      “Why was there a battle? The guards weren’t supposed to fight him. No one was supposed to fight. Where is Cian?”

      “We left him with several wounds, ones he won’t heal from. The traitor will die.”

      His voice had changed. It was calloused and hard, and Aisling could see right through him. This was exactly what he had been planning. This was the secret the council members hadn’t divulged to her. This is what they had planned, and she wouldn’t be surprised to discover Tynan had actually planned her sister’s death. She spun on her heel; her intention was clear. He tried to grab her again but failed.

      “Aisling, don’t.”

      “I will see her body. I don’t believe you, Tynan. Know this, if I find out you were involved in the cause of her death, I will kill you myself.”

      She made the short trek toward the shrouded body, shoulders held high. She had to be strong for the people. One by one, they let her pass, moving out of her way. Her sister’s unmoving body lay upon a makeshift gurney of sorts. Someone had taken the time to wrap her in a sheer cloth and covered her head. The slight breeze picked up the corners of the cloth and pulled it gently from Aoife’s pale face. The cloth was the only thing that moved.

      Aisling took a deep breath. She stepped closer and knelt down beside her twin.

      “Aisling, come. Don’t torture yourself,” Tynan said, but she didn’t hear any sympathy in his voice.

      Her hands fisted at her sides; her power crackled. “Leave me with her.” Her words were whispered, but she knew he heard her when he stepped back and left.

      Her power wrapped around her arms like veins of lightning and surged up to her neck and face. She could feel the crowd as they backed away from her, unsure of what she was about to do. She closed her eyes, calling upon her twin bond, and lowered her head to the body of her sister. Foreheads touching, Aisling’s power seeped into Aoife’s body and called to her soul. Aisling jumped back. Her powers fizzled out and died on her skin. With her hand on her mouth and tears streaming down her face, she turned and ran.

      Aisling had to find her mother. She had to tell the Queen: Aoife wasn’t dead.
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        * * *

      

      Aisling didn’t even knock as she reached her mother’s room and burst inside.

      “Mother!” she yelled, too out of breath to say anything else.

      Her eyes widened as two burly guards rushed toward her as they tried to protect the Queen. Aisling threw up her hands, ready to use her magic to protect herself from the very large Fae men that were barreling towards her.

      “Wait!” the Queen yelled.

      The guards stilled at her command, and Aisling let out a breath. “Mother, we need to speak.” Aisling said as she gave a slight nod in the direction of her mother’s guards, hoping she understood her silent plea to dismiss them.

      “Leave us,” she demanded.

      As soon as the guards were gone, the door shut behind them, words gushed from Aisling.

      “Her soul’s not in there; it’s not in her body.” She was out of breath from her run to her mother’s chambers, and in her excitement, she hadn’t noticed Nuala.

      Her mother’s seer stepped forward from the corner of the room, causing Aisling to look from one woman to the other. They were up to something, and she wanted to know what. A loud pounding on the door made her jump, and she looked at her mother in confusion.

      The Queen shook her head, as if warning Aisling not to speak, as several warriors walked in carrying Aoife’s body. They laid the empty body down, and Aisling paced back and forth as she waited for them to get out of the room. She watched as her mother knelt beside her twin, chanting, and Nuala soon followed suit.

      When the guards had left, Nuala spoke. “Come, Child, hurry,” she said as she motioned for Aisling to hurry over to them. “We don’t have much time. Give me your hand.”

      Aisling was still confused, but she hurried to do Nuala’s bidding and knelt down beside the wise Fae. Once their hands were locked with her mother’s, the three of them rose and the volume and pace of Nuala’s chanting grew louder and faster. A silver and purple mist rose from the ground within their rough circle. Aisling watched in amazement as the fine threads of magic worked themselves over Aoife’s still body and seemed to soak into every pore of her skin.

      Tendrils of magic wove themselves around her fingers and the slivers of her hair. A sudden stream of moonlight filtered in through the large glass doors that led to the Queen’s private balcony. The doors flew open of their own volition as the Ancient magic worked inside the room. Looking back to her sister, Aisling watched in fascination as the silver and purple magic engulfed her body and cocooned her in a silky shroud that covered her from head to toe.

      A great light flashed out from the lifeless body, breaking their handhold and knocking them all to the floor. Aisling felt a tear as it dripped from her cheek and landed on the now encased body of her twin. As the moonlight streamed down on the body, a fine mist of violet began to rise from her, and Aisling knew the deed was done. Her sister’s body was now entombed in a prison of magic until someone returned her soul.
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      I am me, and yet, I stand outside myself. I watch with dismay as my body sinks slowly into the dark depths of the ocean. I hear a voice above me, and I look up. Cian, my love, is there on the cliff’s edge. He calls to me, but his voice is muffled. Everything is muffled. I stand behind a veil. Powerless. Alone.

      I look down at my arms and see nothing. I do not exist. Or, I exist outside of time. My soul has left my body to wander the In-between. I am not dead, and yet, I do not live. More shouting from above causes me to look up, and I see Tynan run his blade through Cian’s middle. The frightening glint of silver protrudes through his abdomen for a brief moment before it is covered with blood and then pulled from my lover’s body.

      “NO!” I scream, but no one hears me. I am invisible.

      Cian slumps to his side, lying on the cold earth as his blood spills down the side of the cliff, staining it bright red. I watch as Tynan and the other Fae fish my body from the cold ocean, heaving it up the side of the cliff and dumping it unceremoniously on the ground beside my love.

      Cian’s eyes, wet with tears, close. His breath stops.

      Tynan and the other Fae are arguing, and I watch with dismay as Tynan stabs him and shoves him into the sea. He wipes his blade and hoists my body over his shoulder, then Tynan flashes out of sight as he drifts away.

      I float slowly to my love. I want to touch him. I need to comfort him and heal him. I can’t even tell if I’m crying.

      

      “DANU! This was not the deal we made,” Aoife screeched at the sky.

      A blinding light appeared to the left and Danu’s form slowly materialized out of the light.

      “The deal you struck was that he lives as you live.” Danu smiled as she spoke.

      “Am I alive?” Aoife asked, raising her hands without seeing them.

      “Your body lives, yes. Your soul was separated from it.”

      “So, Cian is alive?”

      “Barely. He has been stabbed multiple times by lethal blades. He won’t survive long in this state,” Danu said.

      “Then let me heal him. Why can’t I see myself?” Aoife asked.

      “Your will is your own. Your soul is non-corporeal. If you wish to be seen, will it so. I am not holding you back from healing your lover or from being seen.”

      Aoife digested Danu’s words. She reached for her magic. There. A small tingle started somewhere deep within, and she pulled at it. Tugging it. Drawing at it until finally it snapped up, and she felt a surge of power wash over her. Aoife looked down at her hands again. Almost translucent, yet solid, her hands and arms could be seen. She ran her hands down her sides and then up over her face, feeling the unusual ghostly form that was now her body.

      “How long will this body last?” Aoife asked the Goddess.

      “You will know when it starts to fade.”

      “Always half-truths with you,” Aoife muttered.

      “Careful, dear, you don’t really want to anger a Goddess, do you?” Danu chided, and Aoife looked away.

      “Heal your lover. Take him home and care for him. You’ll need to find a way to get your soul back to your body, and you will need to find someone to perform the Ancient’s ritual to join them back together. The road will be long. The journey will be tough. Cian will be tested, and you will feel like giving up. But there is an end.”

      “Your body will be hidden from you for a very long time, Aoife, and you must find a host to keep your soul alive. The host must be strong enough to carry your soul and her own, and you must do everything in your power to keep your soul separate from hers. For if they join, you will lose your true self. During this time, you will be separated from Cian.”

      “I warn you now, although you can use your powers in this world, you can’t pass through the portals to Tir na nÓg. The magic of the portal will rip your unprotected soul to shreds, and you and your lover will cease to exist. Non-corporeals have never been permitted entrance into the Fae realm. The only way to pass through the portals will be through a host.”

      “How will I know which host to choose?” Aoife asked.

      “You will feel her before she is even born. Fate is at work here. You are meant to protect her as much as she is meant to protect you.” Danu’s light started to fade, her body fading with it.

      A gasp of pain from Cian drew Aoife’s attention, and she turned toward him and kneeled. She didn’t understand why this had happened to them, but she vowed to do everything she must to survive and to keep the Fae she loved alive. As she leaned over him, her dull hair touched his face and his eyes opened. A look of confusion crossed his face.

      “Aoife?” he rasped, his voice dry and pained.

      “It’s me, my love. Rest now while I heal you. Can you sift one more time? I need you to get to the hut.”

      He nodded his head weakly and closing his eyes he sifted them off the cliff.

      

      As Cian rested on the bed unconscious, Aoife tried to touch him. But it was no use. She was filled with the illusory feelings of life as her fingertips slid across but couldn’t connect with his sleeping face. Aoife’s transient body failed her as she saw her hand but couldn’t feel it, reached for his but couldn’t hold it. Her desires to hold his hand manifested in a flash of evanescent brilliance that caused her entire being to shimmer with light.

      She jumped up from her position beside the furs, feeling more alive than she had in days. If she could do it again, perhaps she could solidify herself, so he could at least see her. Aoife tried to remember what Danu had told her and rushed outside. Her power came from the earth. She stood in the middle of the clearing behind the house and focused on her powers. As she began to feel the first tingling sensations of magic, she raised her hands up and tried to draw the power of the earth out around her.

      A green fog moved upon the ground, slicing its way through the wet grass to her. She stood still, afraid to move, as the magic snaked up her legs and wound around her body, bathing her in a luminous shine. Aoife looked down at her hands in front of her and cried out with joy. It worked. Although she was still semi-translucent, she could make out the form of her hands, arms, legs, and feet. She moved back to the house, pride at what she’d accomplished filling her.

      Upon entering, she went quickly to Cian’s bedside and sat before him. Aoife reached for Cian, trying to touch his skin. Her heart sank as her somatic hand passed through his flesh. And she screamed out in frustration. She could see that Cian was burning with fever and yet she was powerless to help, trapped inside a temporal prison.

      A soft rapping on the door drew her attention away from Cian’s shivering, sweat-covered body.

      “Milady? May I come in?” Aoife heard the soft voice of Bali.

      She answered, although she didn’t know why. It was unlikely the girl would hear her.

      “Yes, Bali. Milord is sick.”

      The door pushed open and the young girl walked in. Aoife stood. Shocked. “You can hear me?”

      Bali looked toward her. “What happened to you? Your beautiful light is gone.”

      “Bali, can you see me too?” The little girl nodded at Aoife’s question. “I need you to do some things for me. This is very important. I don’t want Cian to die. Are you willing?”

      Bali hung her head as if in reverence. “I’ll do anything you require, Milady. You saved my life, so I will save his.”

      The days were long, but Bali stayed by Cian’s side, ever the mindful student and eventually the fever disappeared, and color came back into his face. Under the strict tutelage of Aoife, Bali nursed Cian back to health. The day he opened his eyes, and Aoife no longer feared for his life, she gave Bali a gift. Aoife bestowed upon the girl the gift of healing and blessed her direct descendants for generations to come.

      For days after Bali had gone, Aoife waited for him to be whole again. And when that day came, she would ask him to sift far away from the shores of Ireland and never look back. They would go to the future and finish his sentence there.

      

      Aisling ran down the hall blindly; tears stained her face and pooled in her eyes. The weight of the day lay heavily upon her, and with it the grief she felt for her twin’s lost soul. It was all her fault. If she hadn’t been so stubborn and pushy, sending those Fae to find her sister, none of this would have happened. She had pushed Tynan too far. Once again, Aoife and Cian were the ones to pay for her deeds.

      She pushed open the door to Nuala’s private garden. No one was allowed inside the Seer’s garden unless they were invited. Aisling and Aoife had keys because Nuala was the one entrusted to teach the twins how to control their magic. Nuala was one of the elder Fae, the last who remembered the Ancient’s magic. Although using the magic was forbidden, Aisling was sure Nuala would know how to reunite her sister’s body and soul before it was too late.

      As she stepped inside the fascinating walled enclosure, Aisling saw no signs of Nuala. The tears that still fell came faster as Aisling felt despair set in. She bumped her way along the path and stumbled into a bench. Sitting down, she covered her face with her hands as her sobs drowned out the hum of magic in the garden. Her body shook. What if she couldn’t find a way to reunite them? Her sister would be lost forever.

      “Are you alright?” a kind, deeply masculine voice asked.

      Aisling jumped. Who would be in Nuala’s garden? It was off-limits to all Fae. She looked up through her teary eyes and sucked in a breath. He was so tall, much taller than most Fae. And his large, bulky build suggested he was a half-mort. His facial features were strong, and the set of his chin determined as he looked at her with the kindest, bluest eyes she had ever seen. Shallow pools of aqua dancing with sunlight gazed back at her. His dark hair was streaked with silver at his ears, giving him a mature look. She had never seen him before, yet he looked so familiar.

      “Are you alright?” he asked again. “Perhaps I could call someone for you?”

      “No,” she said quickly. She didn’t want anyone to know where she was. “Who are you?”

      “I am Neil, son of Nuala.”

      “Nuala has only one son, and that is Árdghal. Who are you? Don’t lie to me, I’m the Princess.” She narrowed her eyes as she waited for his response.

      “I am Nuala’s half-mort son, Neil, Guardian of the Fae. I do not lie.”

      “Why are you here, half-mort? The Queen signed an edict just months ago proclaiming that no humans would be allowed entry into our realm. Did you sneak in?”

      “Yes. I snuck in,” he replied with a chuckle.

      “I knew it!” She stood up, ready to shoo him from the garden, and he held up his hands in surrender.

      “Our mothers have an arrangement, you might say. I may visit Nuala, so long as no one ever finds out I’m here. The Queen wishes to keep her favorite Seer happy; I suppose.”

      Aisling eyed him warily, then sat back down.

      “Why are you crying?” he asked softly.

      She let out a long breath. “My sister, she’s lost to us.”

      “Do you want to talk about this?” He seemed perceptive given his half-human status, and she looked at him resolutely.

      “No, Neil, I don’t. I want to talk about you. Won’t you sit down.” She held her hand out to him. “I am Aisling.”

      “The pleasure is mine,” he said and reached for her hand.

      As his skin touched hers, a shock rushed through her palm and her arm. She jerked her head up and witnessed the same shocked look in his brilliant eyes. Her heart pounded in her chest. She knew what the shock meant; still, she couldn’t believe it. How could this man, this half-human, be her mate? Her breasts heaved up and down as he lowered his mouth to the skin of her hand, his eyes never leaving her own. She sucked in a breath as fire spread through her, and she shivered at the tiny press of his lips to her skin. A need so strong it scared her bloomed deep within, and a craving like nothing she had ever felt before threatened to devour her.

      “How? I don’t understand,” she gasped.

      “Some things are not meant to be understood.” He smiled but let her hand go and stepped back, his head down. “I will leave you.”

      “No, you can’t.”

      He looked up at her denial. “You are married, Princess. I will go.”

      “Not by choice. And not to a Fae I will ever love. Please, stay,” she begged. She could tell he wanted to stay. “Please, Neil. I lost my sister today.”

      He nodded his head once and sat down beside her. “I suppose it won’t hurt to get to know each other.” He plucked one of his mother’s purple flowers and tucked it behind Aisling’s ear. “They release pheromones that will help ease your sorrow.”

      She touched the flower he’d tucked gently into her hair. It was the kindest gesture any male had ever shown her, and her heart flipped in her chest. She didn’t understand why he had been sent to her, but she thanked Danu for him and knew something beautiful would blossom from their meeting.
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      Th’-dump, th’-dump. The sound of cars whizzing by as tires thumped over the uneven concrete road that paved busy San Juan Avenue grated on Aoife’s nerves, and she longed for simpler days. They had left the rugged hills of Ireland’s coast ages ago, waiting only until Cian was well enough to sift them out of harm’s way. He brought her to the future, to this bustling hub of tourism on the eastern coast of Florida. She supposed if she was corporeal she would wilt in the ninety-four-degree weather, but none of that mattered to her anymore, and she left the balcony to float down to the crowded sidewalk below.

      She sighed longingly. She couldn’t feel things, not heat or skin or water. She had no need to brush her hair or change her clothes. She existed in magic only. She was a fragment that floated in the In-between partially visible because of her powers. Cian was the only being that could see her, but he couldn’t feel her. She groaned in frustration. She might as well be alone. After so long she should be used to it, this feeling of non-existence, but it never seemed to dim. She longed to feel the touch of her lover again.

      This was the anniversary of their two hundredth year of exile. It had been almost as long since her body had been stolen from her. Today was exceptionally hard because it was the day she had decided to tell Cian she was leaving. Aoife half-walked, half-floated down the street, lost in thought, unaware of the bodies that brushed against her, which she couldn’t feel anyway. After a few blocks, she turned and headed home again. Cian should be there by now, and there was no use putting off the inevitable.

      She entered the posh studio apartment and tried not to feel sad.

      Danu had told Aoife long ago that she would know when her time was up. Aoife could feel herself fading, and she feared if she didn’t find a host soon it would be the end of her. She hung her head in shame. She felt death was preferable to what she had now. But if she died, Cian died too, and she couldn’t let that happen.

      She looked across the room, her gaze fixing on Cian. He was the Fae she had given her entire existence to be with. She had only one regret. She wanted to feel him one last time before she had to leave him. What if she never found a host? What if she never saw him again?

      “I’m leaving today. It’s time.” Aoife’s voice was soft.

      His head jerked up at her words, and his eyes found hers. She could see the panic in his face and was sorry she had caused it.

      “No. Don’t talk like that. We’ll figure it out.” He stood up from the table piled high with his mountains of research as he looked for a cure and walked toward her. His hands reached for her, even though he knew they couldn’t feel each other.

      She shook her head in denial, unable to look him in the eye, unwilling to see the hurt residing there.

      “I can’t, Cian. I don’t have any more time.”

      “How long?” he asked.

      “Two, maybe three days at best, but I can’t be sure.”

      He turned his head away, but not before she saw the pained expression he was trying to hide. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her, and she longed to feel his heat. A tear escaped and rolled down her cheek, but she couldn’t even feel that. Without her senses, she was already dead in so many ways.

      “I wish I could feel you one last time,” she whispered.

      “Don’t talk like that, Aoife, please.”

      “Why?” she asked, and he gave her a confused look. “Why can’t I tell you I want to feel you? This is no life, this misery and pain. You bound yourself to a woman you can’t even touch.”

      “Let me do the spell, Aoife,” he pleaded.

      She was tempted, but she couldn’t let him use black magic no matter what the cost. “You’ll end up just like Tynan, or worse, like a Shade. I won’t let you do it.”

      “But I won’t, love, not if you’re there to bring me back to the light.”

      They’d been over this before. He’d found a spell in an ancient text that would make her whole again. The spell was meant to bind souls to bodies. Without specifications of whose body, or how far away the body could be, or what the consequences were, she wasn’t about to let him perform the dangerous soul-leaching black magic. Plus, there were no guarantees she could bring him back to the light armed only with her rusty healing skills. She shook her head, her mind made up.

      “No. I won’t risk it.”

      He blinked, and when he opened his eyes they were standing on an abandoned beach. The sound of waves crashed behind them. The fading light of day sank above the water and cast cool amber and pink shades throughout the sky. His arms were still around her. His face was a breath away from hers, their lips almost touching.

      “Try to feel me, Aoife. Call on your powers. Invoke the Ancients. Pull everything you have inside you to the surface. Just for one night, let me hold you. Let me feel your heat. Let me feel our spark.” His eyes were sad, and his face was full of longing.

      Aoife looked into his rich, brown eyes and silently called out to Danu. “If this is to be our last night together, I beg you, let us feel the bond.” She squeezed her eyes shut and pulled at her magic as a lone tear escaped her eye and rolled cold down her cheek. Her head came up. She could feel him. She could feel his arms. A smile broke out across his face, and she knew he also had been gifted by Danu.

      “You did it,” he said with an excited voice.

      “Danu did it.”

      “I don’t care who did it,” he yelled, and he picked her up and swung her around with her feet dangling in the air.

      She reveled in the feel of his strong arms around her midsection and the spicy scent of his body. She rested her head in the crook of his neck, loving the feel of his scratchy stubble. He put his finger gently under her chin and pulled her face up to his.

      “I have never stopped loving you, Aoife, and I never will.” He held out his left hand, his tattoo flaring to life at their proximity, and waited for her to link her hand to his.

      Slowly, timidly, she raised her hand. She stopped an inch away and gasped at the static that sent tiny pinprick shocks throughout her palm. Closing the distance, she grasped his hand. Fire surged through her fingers, up her arm, and into her body. Tears ran down her cheeks as she was overwhelmed with warmth, something she hadn’t felt for nearly two hundred years.

      “I feel you,” she said.

      “I feel you too, my love.” He closed the distance between their lips as his took hers in a fierce claiming.

      She raised her arms around his neck, and he lifted her up. Wrapping her legs around him, she could feel his need for her as he deepened their kiss. He broke away, eliciting a moan of complaint from her, and he smiled as he walked straight into the ocean.

      “Cian, our clothes!” Aoife laughed.

      “Use your powers to whisk them away,” he answered with a laugh of his own.

      He was only joking, she could tell, but she did what he asked anyway. As he stepped deeper into the water, the warm sea lapped at her sides. Her bare breasts were barely visible above the surf, and she shivered with desire. He bent his head down and sucked a pert nipple into the heat of his mouth, and she drew in a breath.

      She shifted in the water, trying to get closer to his manhood. She had never felt a need this strong in her life. He pulled his mouth away from her breast and looked her in the eyes as he grabbed her hips and plunged himself into her. Her head rolled back as her wet hair fanned out around her in the water. He thrust again, and she closed her eyes as waves of bliss rolled through her body.

      The warm spray of water on her skin and her body no longer submerged alerted her that he had sifted them, and she opened her eyes to find the two of them in her shower. He pressed her back up against the cool tiled wall as he thrust again and again. She bit her lower lip to keep from screaming out as she crested, her body trembling. He reached down between them and rubbed her swollen sex.

      Just when she thought she couldn’t take it anymore, he sifted them out of the shower and onto their fluffy comforter. She opened her mouth to protest, and he swooped in for another heated kiss. He was still inside her and moved slowly in and out, teasing her. With a growl, she pushed him off and climbed on top. Teasing him back, she slid slowly down, filling herself with his heat. He grabbed her hips, but she shook her head no. This time she wanted it slow.

      “No matter what the morning brings, know that I am, and always will be, yours,” Aoife said.

      “That sounds an awful lot like a goodbye,” he said sadly.

      “I –”

      He put his finger over her lips. “Don’t. Just love me now.” He twined his hands in her wet hair.

      “I do, Cian, I love you.”
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      She ran her fingers through the peppered hair of the man she loved and couldn’t believe how lucky she was to have found and bonded with him. He turned to her, a smile on his face, and she could feel the love he had for her.

      “Neil.”

      “Hm,” he made a noise, not quite a word.

      “I’m pregnant,” she whispered.

      He jumped up, throwing the covers from his naked body and spilling the pillows from the bed. “What?”

      She laughed at him. “I said, I’m pregnant.”

      She watched as a look of worry crossed his face and twisted his handsome features into a pained scowl.

      “You can’t stay in Tir na nÓg. Tynan will find out, and he’ll kill you.”

      Although she couldn’t deny the truth of his words, she also knew she couldn’t leave the Fae realm for good. If she did, she would be giving up her immortality and possibly her powers. Neil was so excited as he planned where they would live and all the things they would buy for the baby, she didn’t have the heart to tell him. So, she listened to his plan with a smile.

      “Let’s go now,” he said and grabbed her hand.

      “I can’t. I have one last thing I need to do.”

      “Tynan doesn’t deserve an explanation; he deserves a fist in the face,” he grumbled.

      “I need to speak with my mother. This has nothing to do with Tynan. Please don’t be jealous.” Aisling didn’t want to tell him that she needed to look for Aoife’s body one last time, or that she thought her mother may know where it was.

      She kissed his nose as he pouted. “Why don’t you go say goodbye to your mother? I’m sure Nuala would love to see her son, no matter how briefly.”

      He leaned over her, raining kisses all over her face and neck and shoulders. “Fine, but hurry back to me, and stay away from Tynan.”

      Aisling placed a quick kiss on his nose and sifted away, calling on her powers to dress herself as she went. A moment later, she landed quietly outside the door of her mother’s chambers. She took a deep breath, stood up straighter, and knocked three times. The door opened and several of her mother’s servants left the room, allowing her and her mother some privacy.

      “Aisling, I’ve seen so little of you as of late. What brings you here?” The Queen asked her daughter.

      “I need to ask you something, and I have to tell you something as well.” Aisling replied.

      “I’m listening.”

      “Will you tell me where Aoife’s body is?” Aisling waited for the explosive denial that never came.

      “Aisling, her body is shrouded in a very fragile spell. If you disturb her, she may never be able to find her way back.”

      “Mother, it’s been two hundred years. I think she needs help finding her way back.”

      “I don’t know.” Her mother’s words shocked her.

      “What?” Aisling demanded. “How could you not know?”

      “Tynan placed her in a safe location,” the Queen said.

      “Tynan is the one who tried to kill her. How could you?” Aisling couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

      “What is this other news you have to tell me?” The Queen asked, dropping the subject of her sister.

      Aisling was annoyed, but she had come to tell her the important news and say goodbye.

      “Mother, I’m pregnant.” She watched her mother’s face as the emotions played across it, first shock, then excitement, and finally confusion.

      “But how? You and Tynan never bonded,” she asked.

      “I have bonded with another. We have loved each other for a very long time in secret and have guarded our secret well. Only one other knows,” Aisling admitted.

      “Who is he?”

      “His name is Neil.”

      “Nuala’s son? The half-mort? Aisling, what on earth were you thinking?” Her mother’s voice raised an octave, but she didn’t yell.

      “I love him, and he’s a good man.”

      “I suppose you came to tell me goodbye?” The Queen asked.

      “I can’t stay.”

      “No. I suppose you can’t.” Her mother got up and walked around the couch to stand in front of Aisling. “I love you, dear. Be safe.”

      “Just like that? You’re letting me go?” Aisling was shocked.

      “I held too tightly to Aoife once, and I lost her because of it. I won’t have that happen again. Come back to me, darling.”

      Aisling nodded in understanding. The loss of her sister had been hard on a lot of people, not just her.
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        * * *

      

      “So, you have finally come to see your mother.” Nuala said as she felt the presence of her son behind her in the walled garden.

      She didn’t stop what she was doing and continued snipping several different blossoms from their hardy stems.

      “Mother,” Neil said in greeting as he went up behind her and snuck a kiss on her cheek.

      “And you have come to ask me something as well.” It wasn’t a question. She knew he had unanswered questions.

      “You know of my bond?” His voice didn’t sound alarmed, instead it sounded relieved she already knew. She nodded but waited for him to continue. “Aisling is pregnant.”

      “Why do you doubt that the child is yours, my son? You know that only a Fae bonded to their true mate can conceive. There is no way around this law. No magic can undo or change it.”

      He turned away from her. “You have two children, by two different men.”

      “I have lived many lives, over thousands of years. I was bonded to both of my mates.”

      She brushed her hands off and laid her flowers down on her favorite bench. She stepped closer to him, catching his attention, and pulled the long necklace from her neck. It dangled before them, the long silver chain completed by a small, intricate ball made of very detailed metalwork. Inside the silver charm were bits of Eolande. As the necklace swung from her hand, she could smell the tangy sweet scent of the dried flower within.

      “I want you to give this to Aisling. There will come a time when it will lend her power. Tell your lover she will find the answers she seeks in a small town just North of Dublin. You will make a home for you and your daughter there.”

      Nuala wanted to tell him more. She wanted to tell him all she saw, but it was prohibited. The future was a fickle thing. It blew through the air like the wind and changed direction just as often. To tell one the future was to change the future indirectly. She could see the end of this twisted journey the twins were on, and she knew without a doubt she could not alter this course even the tiniest bit. The fate of the Fae and the destiny of many rested with them.
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        * * *

      

      She slipped out of her mother’s chambers as quietly as she had entered, and she breathed a sigh of relief as the heavy door shut with a soft click. When the cold steel of Tynan’s hand wrapped around her face and covered her mouth, she was powerless to call out for help.

      “So, it is true. You’ve been meeting with a half-mort, and now you are knocked up with his bastard child.” A spray of spittle hit the side of her face as he spoke, the rage evident upon his face.

      She bit his hand, and he let her mouth go.

      “Let me go, Tynan. Don’t you get it? You win. You’ve killed my sister and driven me away. You win the crown. With both of us gone, my mother will have no choice but to give it to you.”

      She was scared. She had no idea how mad he was, or what he would do to her and the unborn child she carried. Without warning, he spun her around to face him. His face was inches from hers, and she fought the urge to retch. She could smell the foul stench of dark magic on his breath and wondered how much longer he had until it consumed his soul.

      “No. I don’t think I will let you go. I think I’ll show your little lover boy what happens to naughty little wives when they get caught cheating.” He sneered at her, and she thought about screaming.

      She knew her best bet was to act timid and meek and wait until he let her go. She didn’t have to wait long for her chance. He stepped back to scratch his chin in thought, and she didn’t waste a second as she sifted directly into the warded walls of Nuala’s secret garden. He wouldn’t know she had sifted in there, and her trail would be covered so he couldn’t find her. Still, she didn’t want to take a chance and stay to test her theory.

      Neil and Nuala stood together not far away. She walked toward them quickly and grabbed her mate’s shirt as soon as she got to him.

      “Visiting time is over; let’s go.”

      “What’s going on, Aisling?”

      “Tynan knows. He overheard me speaking with my mother. We have to go. Every second counts.” She tugged on his shirt again, hoping he would get the message.

      “Goodbye, Mother, I love you,” Neil called.

      “Remember what I told you,” Nuala said.

      “Where to?” Aisling asked him, ignoring their parting words.

      “Dublin.” He pointed like he was about to charge the named city.

      “To Dublin it is,” she repeated.
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        * * *

      

      It was dark when she woke. The only light in the room was a few filtered streams of nightlife glow that peeked through the slats of her bamboo blinds. Something was wrong. She lay still, trying to figure out what it was. She choked back a sob as the realization hit her; she couldn’t feel the soft down of the comforter below her or the warm embrace of Cian's arms.

      Slowly, so she didn’t wake him, she moved out from under his arm and slid from the bed. It was better this way, leaving while he was asleep. This way he could remember her the way they had spent last night. Alive. Whole.

      She brushed uselessly at the tears that streamed down her face, only knowing they were real when one of them splashed on the letter she was leaving for Cian. She watched, a feeling of complete desolation overcoming her, as a tear hit the small white piece of paper and smeared the ink. She reached down hastily with shaking hands and placed the goodbye note on the bed.

      Walking out the door was the hardest thing she’d ever had to do, and as the latch clicked behind her, she could hear the sound of her own heart breaking.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      As she walked the crowded, noisy streets of Dublin’s City Centre, the smell of stale beer assailed her fragile senses, and she tried not to gag at the offensive odor. Danu had quite a sense of humor, taking away all of her senses but scent. What good was being able to smell the heady, intoxicating aroma of buttered popcorn when you couldn’t taste it? Of course, she didn’t have to eat anyway, but she longed to be corporeal again. As she walked, she remembered the last conversation she’d had with Cian and the sadness of it overwhelmed her, causing her to wrap her arms around herself.

      “I can’t do it. I can’t live another day without you!” Aoife whispered breathlessly against his lips.

      “We don’t have a choice. If you don’t find a host, your soul will be lost forever.” Cian said.

      Hot tears stung her face, the first she’d felt in ages, as the pressure from his embrace increased with his words.

      “Fight the darkness, Cian. No matter what happens, and no matter how many years it takes, I promise I’ll come back to you. Just fight for me.”

      “You’re my light in the darkest reaches of my mind, Aoife. I will fight until my last breath. I love you.”

      It was useless to cry, but she was sure the tears were streaming down her face again. Aoife kicked at a puddle on the cobbled street and looked around. Her eyes caught on a pretty, teenage girl in trendy fitted jeans, a simple gray-wool sweater, and cute gray suede ankle booties. The girl looked as though she were anxiously awaiting someone and kept looking at her watch. For some reason, Aoife was fascinated by her, and she watched with a smile as the girl’s gentleman friend ran back to her from the opposite side of the street carrying a cute black and white plaid trench coat. The girl grabbed the coat from her friend and leaned in for a hug.

      Feeling like a voyeur, Aoife averted her gaze, and her eyes grew wide with wonder. There, standing behind the girl, was the perfect likeness of her sister Aisling. Of course, Aoife had to be dreaming. There was no way her sister was here in the human realm. She squinted a little and started to step forward, when the look-a-like noticed her too.

      Aoife’s broken heart began to thump in her chest, excitement making her giddy as she danced in place. It was Aisling, and she was walking toward Aoife.

      “You can see me?” Aoife cried, emotion heavy in her voice.

      Aisling nodded her head.

      “Oh, my sister, it has been too long.” Aisling reached her in record time and grabbed her around the waist.

      As her twin’s arms wrapped around her, a snap of silver light flared out from between them, and they both looked down with widened, curious eyes.

      “How can you see me and feel me? I am in the In-between. I have been for almost two hundred years,” Aoife asked.

      “Perhaps it is our twin bond, or this little nugget.” Aisling looked down and softly jiggled her belly.

      Aoife watched in amazement as a tiny spark snapped out in response.

      “You bonded with Tynan?” Aoife stepped back.

      “No. No, sister. I would never.” Aisling tried to reach for her, but Aoife took another step back.

      That’s when she noticed him. The tall, broadly masculine man with twinkling blue eyes, a gorgeous face, and salt and pepper hair. His smile was kind as he extended his hand to Aoife. She ignored his hand and turned to her sister.

      “You are with a Guardian?”

      “Yes. He’s my mate. Aoife, this is Neil; Neil, meet Aoife,” Aisling introduced them.

      “What did mother say?” Aoife cringed inwardly, remembering her own fight with her mother and the horrible manner in which she had left things. Two hundred years was a long time to think, and she’d long ago come to the conclusion that perhaps she could have handled things differently.

      Aisling stood before her, smiling broadly.

      “Mother gave me her blessing. She said she made a mistake with you, and she wasn’t willing to lose another daughter.”

      “And you’re…” She couldn’t finish.

      “Pregnant? Yes. It’s a girl. I can feel her. She’s very strong. The Ancients have blessed her.” Aisling’s face was shining. “Come, let’s talk there. It smells heavenly.”

      Aisling took her arm, not really giving her a choice. She didn’t have anywhere else to go anyway.

      

      A short while later as she sat in the little diner at a small table across from a sister she thought she’d never see again, and Aoife told her twin everything she’d been through in all the long years since they’d seen each other. They talked for hours, with Aisling confiding in her as well.

      “If I don’t find a host within a day or two, I’ll be lost forever. It has been too long already. My soul is fading. I can feel it diminish daily,” Aoife told her twin.

      “There, she’s cute; hop into her.” She could tell Aisling was only half-joking as she pointed at the sultry waitress. She shook her head, a smile on her face.

      “They have to have powers, Az, and be strong enough to fight my soul. If not, I’ll take over their body, and their soul will be lost. But they can’t be so powerful that they oust my soul before the job is completed. A non-corporeal can’t enter Tir na nÓg. Basically, I need a ride.”

      “You need a half-mort.” Aisling spoke to herself although she spoke aloud, and Aoife could see she was deep in thought.

      “Like a Guardian? I’m pretty sure they’d be too strong.” Aoife pushed the idea out of her mind.

      “No, Eva. Like a baby half-mort.”

      “No. No way. I can’t do that to her.” Aoife looked at her sister’s stomach, sure that the disbelief she felt showed on her face.

      “Why not? She’s super strong, and she’s got your DNA. You’re never going to find a better match.” Aisling looked at Neil as he stood by the counter and then leaned forward to whisper. “Sister. Eva. I don’t have long in this world. The baby has sapped the rest of my immortality. Mother tried to warn me. I had to give it up to leave. I will have to return. And though it breaks every piece of my heart,” her sister grabbed her hand and held on tightly, “I must return to fight for the crown. I fear it is the only way I will ever see my daughter again.”

      Aoife shook her head, not wanting to believe her sister’s words.

      “If you were with her, I know she would be safe. I know someone would always be there to look after her. And Neil. He’s going to take it hard. Please, Sister? Think about it.” Aisling gave her hand a squeeze and let her go just as Neil came back to the table.

      Aoife stood up. “I need a minute,” she said in excuse and left her sister and Neil staring after her as she left the diner.

      Could she do it? Could she chance destroying her own niece, just to save herself? Granted, she was the perfect host. The baby was already powerful; her sister couldn’t even contain her magic. What if something went wrong? She’d never forgive herself. She couldn’t do it. She had no other options. A vision of Cian’s face flashed before her. His eyes were sad, haunted. He held the note she had written in his hand, crumpled, as he stared in a daze into a fire.

      Just like that, the vision was gone, and she looked up to find she was standing in front of the diner. She had come full circle. As she stepped inside, the little bell jangled overhead, and she caught her sister’s eyes. Aoife nodded her head yes in approval, the weight of her decision pulling down her shoulders.

      “What will you call her?” she asked as her voice broke.

      Aisling took Neil’s hand. “We’ll call her Chloe.” Aisling’s eyes watered.

      It would be okay. Everything would work out as it should. Aoife tried to assure herself, but as she sat across from her sister, she couldn’t help but feel this was the last time she would ever see her.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Tir na nÓg, Fae Realm

      Nuala’s garden at Castle Breena.

      

      Aoife could feel the power of the Ancients through her host as it crackled in the thin Fae air. She watched, caught up in Chloe’s fascination, as Nuala raised her arms to the sky. Sleeves and hair billowing in the winds of magic that blew through the breeze, Nuala chanted rhythmically in the ancient Faean language. At first, her host didn’t understand what Nuala was saying, but Aoife gave a small push, and gradually the words began to unravel in Chloe’s mind. As they stood there, host and succubus, a sudden rush of wind blew several loose strands of Chloe’s copper hair back from her face and her eyes widened with understanding. She could feel Aoife.

      

      Chloe listened as Nuala pleaded with the ancients to guide Aoife’s soul back to her own body. Aoife looked upward as Nuala did, chanting in earnest with the wise Fae. Her host was breathless. A loud thunder-like crack sounded overhead. At the same moment, they saw a green mass of energy rise from the ground and watched speechlessly as the green mist swirled around Aoife’s soulless body. After just a moment, part of the energy seemed to settle on the body, and the green mist melded into the pale creamy skin. Chloe’s eyes widened even farther in disbelief when Aoife’s body released a golden swirling mist.

      As the two energies intertwined, green and gold mingled in an intricate sparkling design. The swirls the two mists formed became faster and larger as they whipped erratically around the body. Suddenly, the magic disappeared into the body.

      Aoife waited, not daring to hope as the entwined energies burst forth and curled out from the body like the branches of an old, gnarled oak. In a flash of blinding light, the swirling mass lunged at her host. Aoife was powerless as her host stumbled backward a step and looked at Cian for reassurance. Chloe was glad he had figured out her body was Aoife’s host and brought her here, but she was afraid; Aoife could feel it. The girl wanted to run, and Aoife didn’t blame her. Aoife saw her lover’s eyes as he pleaded with the girl to stay still and let the ancient magic work. His hand clasped the still body’s hand tighter, and he leaned over, stroking the hair soothingly.

      Chloe kept still, eliciting Aoife’s pride in her niece, as the glowing mass of energy encircled her entire body and danced lightly on her skin. Where it touched them, the magical mass of energy felt like hundreds of fingers probing their body. They felt a tightening against their arms as if they were being held against their will. Unable to move and scared, her host stood frozen as her mouth was forced open by the inhuman fingers of magic, and the raw power of the energy entered their body.

      The magic was inside her host, ripping and tearing its way through the half-human body, and she feared it would tear the young girl apart. Aoife could feel the strength of the power as it raced toward her. Metaphorical arms held wide, head thrown back, Aoife awaited the slap of power she knew was to come. With a deafening rip, she felt her soul leached from the body of her host. Aoife looked down at herself, a shimmering, translucent form that floated above the very girl who had hosted her soul for so long. The ache in her heart was real. Aoife watched her non-corporeal form gain color and turn silver. She stood there, in front of her savior, hesitant to leave and unsure of where to go.

      Slowly, hesitantly, she turned toward Cian and saw him close his eyes as if in concentration. Aoife felt a small push at her mind, as Cian tried to communicate through their bond. It was a feat they had never tried before, but both knew it was possible. She could feel him trying to guide her soul back to her body. His warm, honey-brown eyes opened, and he looked down at the shrouded body that was her own.

      Suddenly, Aoife swirled into motion. She could feel herself floating toward the body. With a final fleeting look at her lover’s face, the non-corporeal form that she held melted into the body and everything went black.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Either this was the beginning or the end.

      Aoife didn’t know which as the darkness surrounded her and snuffed out all thought of light. Several moments passed as the suffocating darkness encased her, but the faintest tingle of feeling hit her as the sensation of something being pulled gently from her face gave her hope. She could feel the light of day, and she struggled, pushing herself upward as if swimming through a sea of frigid water. Up and up, she kicked and swam with each stroke bringing her closer to the light. Each stroke brought her closer to her love. The feel of something hot and wet touched her face.

      She could feel her face!

      Her brow twitched, and her eyelid fluttered. She did it again. Both eyes fluttered, and the long-awaited light of day filtered into her soul as the warmth of the sun touched her cold skin. She turned her face to the light, opened her eyes and looked into the rich brown eyes of her mate. She had come home. Bound by destiny to this man, tears of joy rushed down her face as he gathered her into his arms, and she felt the heat of his breath on her skin.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FAE CURSED GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      A aithint – Fae language meaning to recognize or be conscious of someone.

      Anam – Soulmate or other half of one’s soul

      Bealtaine – Currently known as Beltane, a harvest festival to give thanks to the gods. The great feast marked the coming of the Fae to the isle of Ere

      bos cruach – a weapon forged with magic made out of a rare metal that can kill the immortal

      Ceannaire – a king or appointed leader of a group of people

      daoíone sidhe – people of the mounds, used in reference to the losing side of the Fae people that were forced underground, into another realm, by Dagda and Danu

      Dearbháil – means Daughter of Destiny

      Dé Taíltíu – tree city in Tir na nÓg, the Fae Realm, where Léachtlann and his people live. This is a different race of Fae that comes from the union of the Ancients (before they were Fae, when they ruled the earth realm) and the Milesians, two rivals who battled for dominion over the earth realm. When the Milesians won, Danu banished her people underground to the Fae realm Tir na nÓg and they were known as Fae.

      draíocht dhubh – black, or dark, magic

      Emain Ablach – the Isle of Women, known by some Celtic legends as Avalon

      Fáilte – means hospitality or a warm welcome

      Falias, Gorias, Finias, and Murias – in Celtic folklore thought to be followers of Danu, first settlers of Eire

      Fir Bolg – pre-Celtic inhabitants of Eire, commonly known as Ireland who were defeated by the Tuatha De Danann.

      Immortal Treasures –  Four treasures Danu gifted to her Fae children to show she still had affection for them after she banished them to an underground realm. The four treasures work together to keep the realm stable and bring immortality to the Fae. The Sword of light, The Cauldron, The Golden Scroll Contract, and Eolande. The stability of the Fae realm is tied directly to the human realm.

      Lasán – ancient word for fire

      Léachtlann – Leader of the daoíone sidhe. Claims his father was Amerigin the poet who brought the city of trees, Dé Taíltíu, to life with his verse for the woman he loved who was from the enemy’s people.

      mo grá – my love, or my heart

      mo síofra – term of endearment, my dear, dear one

      Mo síorghrá -

      Puria Rebellion – a rebellion that took place in the Fae realm when the queen and the council banned humans from returning to their land. Many fae were mated to the humans and the edict caused great dissension among the fae.

      Ríaíl – ruler, a queen or king

      síofra ionúin – another term of endearment

      suíl – one who is the savior of many people

      Tar, ith liom – an invitation to a traveler to partake of refreshments with their host

      Tir na nÓg – Realm of the Fae. The Goddess Danu banished her people to this realm when they lost a battle against the and failed to protect the human race.

      Tuatha Dé Danann – people of the goddess Danu, believed to be a mythical Irish race who lived thousands of years ago. In Daughter of Destiny, they are the Fae – a magical race that co-inhabits earth, usually undetected by humans. The two realms are connected by magic and can’t exist without each other.
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      Hook:

      His inheritance may lead to his death, unless a magical caretaker can save them both.

      

      Blurb:

      Evan inherits a mysterious manor house that's filled with restless spirits and Cary is the manor’s magical caretaker charged with managing them.

      

      When the two meet, they unwittingly become the target of one of the manor’s most vengeful ghosts.

      

      Despite the dangers, a passionate and deep love blossoms between them. Will that love be enough to protect them as they unravel Cordelia Manor’s secrets, or will the past repeat itself, destroying them and all they’ve built together?

      

      Cordelia Manor is a gay paranormal romance that dares to defy the odds.
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      Article from the Coastal News Telegraph

      June 4, 2022

      Cordelia, Oregon–After contentious debate, the state of Oregon has agreed to return Cordelia Manor and its surrounding estate to its legal heir after evidence surfaced proving local officials had no rightful claim in acquiring it. As a result, the lease on the manor held by the Hallock Hotel chain will be allowed to expire.

      The sprawling estate became embroiled in controversy when Leon Cordelia’s only heir, Andre Cordelia, died under suspicious circumstances just weeks after inheriting his late father’s estate. At the time, it was believed that Andre Cordelia had died intestate with no heirs.

      Shortly after Andre Cordelia’s death, Mayor Peter Astor took possession of the estate on behalf of the town. According to court records, the mayor succeeded in convincing a judge that since Mr. Cordelia lacked a will or rightful heirs, it was in the community’s best interest to preserve it as a historical landmark and potential tourist attraction. Years later, the town of Cordelia transferred ownership of the manor to the state, citing cost and management issues.

      Descendants of Inez Garland, nanny to Andre, alleged that the Cordelia estate was bequeathed to her in a will only recently discovered in the archives of Portland Library, the library, which somehow acquired a collection of Ms. Garland’s personal papers following her arrest for Andre Cordelia’s murder.

      The Garland family argued Ms. Garland’s arrest had been a setup perpetrated by Mayor Astor and other town officials in order to take possession of the Cordelia estate. Although the evidence against her was suspect even at the time, Ms. Garland was convicted of murder and sentenced to life in prison. She died of cancer at Oregon State Penitentiary just two years into her sentence.

      The Garland family maintained for decades that Ms. Garland had been made a scapegoat in for Andre Cordelia’s death. State officials would not comment on Inez Garland’s conviction, but Oregon Attorney General Dalton Lancaster did release a statement regarding returning the Cordelia property to her descendants.

      “Let this be a reminder that justice and doing what is right has no timetable,” Lancaster said. “It is our hope that the Garland family can take some solace in our attempt to right a historic wrong.”

      Ms. Garland’s great-grandson and oldest living descendant, Evan Garland, is now the sole owner of the vast Cordelia estate. In a statement released through his attorney, Mr. Garland said that he is thankful the state has returned the property to his family, and he intends to move into Cordelia Manor in the near future.

      

      Kathy Estes – reporter

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            EVAN GARLAND

          

        

      

    

    
      Clink-clink, clink-clink, clink-clink. The train’s rhythmic sound had become monotonous several hundred miles back. I sighed and leaned back in the uncomfortable seat, trying to relieve as much pressure on my lower back as possible. At least the annoying kid who’d sat behind me on the first leg of the journey had finally got off. I was about to come apart when he kicked my seat one last time before the train stopped, and he and his mother departed.

      I stared out the window, thinking about everything that happened that had led me to being on this train. Before it all started, I hadn’t even heard of Cordelia, Oregon. Hell, it was only months before my grandmother’s death that she actually admitted she’d reached out to a reporter to hopefully resurrect public interest in her mother’s case.

      She and my dad were still alive back when the local TV news broke the story about how the town of Cordelia had screwed my great-grandmother out of legally inheriting the Cordelia family estate.

      My grandmother disclosed to us after her cancer diagnosis that an archivist from Portland Library had contacted her when they found the last will and testament of Andre Cordelia, leaving his entire estate to Inez Garland.

      Grandmother had only been a baby when her mother Inez was convicted of Andre Cordelia’s murder and died in prison shortly after. All Grandma would ever say about her childhood was that growing up in a community that largely shunned her because of her mother made for a hard life.

      When my unwed grandmother became pregnant with my dad, she left Cordelia for Portland and never returned.

      I closed my eyes, continuing to ponder the family ordeal that’d led me here. It seemed so surreal.

      With my grandmother and dad passing within months of each other, I was the only one left in our family to take possession of the estate. Me, of all people. What would I do with a historic late Victorian manor on the Oregon coast? Live there, I guessed.

      This wouldn’t be my first time in Oregon, though I hadn’t set foot in the state since I was too young to remember. After my parents divorced, Dad moved with me and Grandma to the East Coast, and there we stayed. Ever since Grandma and Dad passed, though, I’d felt adrift, like I had nowhere to be without them. Perhaps Cordelia Manor would provide the anchor I needed.

      “Why don’t you just sell it?” Andy, my recent ex, had asked me.

      “It feels like I need to go see the place, get to know what was so important that the town leaders happily destroyed my family just to get their hands on it,” I told him.

      Of course, Andy never had much respect for me. He was ten years older and always told me how stupid I was, if not in those exact words. Of course, he was more than happy I’d suddenly come into an inheritance we could sell. I guessed I was stupid since I probably would have allowed him to control that too, had I not found out just a few days ago he was fucking our landlord.

      “We have an open relationship,” he’d said, knowing damned well we didn’t. I wasn’t sure if it was because I now had property that gave me a spine, or that I’d found out my family had been fucked over for nearly a century. Whatever it was, I didn’t let the asshole off the hook this time. Instead, I flipped him the bird, packed my stuff, and left. Once and for all.

      The train ride from Ware, Virginia, to Portland, Oregon, took almost four days. It’d taken another few hours to get from Portland to Eugene, my final stop. I was terrified of flying and hated riding the bus, so the train was my only real option. I’d thought I could catch up on my reading and not worry about driving, especially since I’d let my license lapse and didn’t have the energy after the blow-up with Andy, to renew it.

      I didn’t have a car anyway, and despite my newfound inheritance, I was still poor as a church mouse. I chuckled as I remembered that old phrase my grandmother used to use. God, I missed her. I missed both her and Dad, painfully so. They’d been my rock, and I still had to remind myself most days that I couldn’t just pick up the phone to chat with either one of them.

      I checked the time and knew we were getting close to Eugene, so I began putting my stuff back in my backpack as I waited for the train to slow down. I’d spoken with the state’s representative, a man who’d been assigned when it became clear they were going to return the estate to my family. He was the attorney handling the handover.

      The attorney, Mr. James, had offered to meet me at the train station; unfortunately, he’d been called into court, but said he’d send someone to pick me up. It was apparently another three or four hours to the coast from Eugene. Riding with someone, anyone, would be better than having to ride a bus.

      The train lurched as it slowed. I’d gotten used to it over the past several days, and knew it signaled we had reached our destination. I strapped on my backpack and pulled the suitcase to me. “Okay, time to move forward,” I said out loud to myself, and as the train stopped, I stepped into the rush as other passengers also stood up and prepared for departure. When I finally got off, I began looking for the person the attorney said would meet me.

      “He’ll have dark brown hair, is tall and stocky,” the attorney had said. So far, no one seemed to match that description. After waiting for the platform to clear and still not seeing the man, I decided to walk inside and take my chances there.

      The Eugene train station was small. Nothing much to look at. When it was clear no one was there to meet me, I sat on a bench and closed my eyes, enjoying the feeling of not moving, although it almost felt like I still was. When I heard someone clear his throat, I opened my eyes and looked into the face of one of the most handsome, if not intimidating, men I’d ever set eyes on.

      I stared at him for a moment too long, taking in his long angular features. Much too sharp, I thought to myself. He was dressed all in black. Maybe he was going through a goth phase? But he was definitely no teenager. Most goth people I knew gave that up long before they reached this man’s age. Stocky? Not at all. Toned and muscular, yes, that was him.

      He nodded at me, and asked, “Are you Evan Garland?”

      His voice held a certain authority, making me hesitant to admit who I was, so instead of answering, I asked, “Who’s asking?”

      He smiled, and just like that, his face bloomed in front of me, which made me gasp in surprise. I’d had a major crush on the actor Ewan McGregor when I was younger, largely because of his magical smile. The man before me wore that same look.

      “Cary Beacroft, at your service,” he said, reaching out his hand. “Mr. James hired me to pick you up.”

      I nodded and shook his hand, then stood. “Yes, he told me you were coming.”

      The guy, Cary, took my rolling suitcase and began pulling it behind him. “Follow me. I parked in a fifteen-minute parking spot because the rest were taken. That’s why I was so late.”

      “No problem,” I said as I tossed my backpack on and rushed to keep up with his long strides. By the time we were outside the station, he was already ten feet ahead, and I was practically running to keep up. Finally, I gave up. Shit, he can just come pick me up, I thought.

      Luckily, he stopped and opened the trunk of some fancy black vehicle. I never paid much attention to makes and models of cars, but even I could tell it was a significantly better vehicle than I’d ever ridden in.

      He looked up, realized I wasn’t behind him, and began looking around until his gaze landed on me. He nodded and waited patiently as I rushed to catch up.

      “You walk a lot faster than me,” I said, forcing myself not to apologize. I’d done way too much fucking apologizing for things that weren’t my fault. Andy’s face came to mind. I thought Cary should’ve been the one apologizing in this situation. However, he didn’t. He simply nodded to acknowledge my statement, opened the fancy car’s back door, and gestured for me to get inside.

      I felt a bit put off by him opening my door, but I climbed in, nonetheless. “When in Rome,” I muttered after he shut the door behind me.

      He ignored me as we drove through the busy streets. I played on my phone, although I didn’t really have much to look at. I’d gotten rid of most of my social media accounts after I’d been hit by thousands of people wanting me to buy them shit like I’d won the lottery or something.

      It wasn’t like I knew that many people. I’d always been a loner, and my friends, the ones I really did connect with, were odd ducks with a million conspiracy theories about social media. So, as I’d done on the train, I opened the Sudoku app, which Andy had referred to as my old man geek app, and played as we drove along the backroads of Oregon toward our destination.

      Several hours later, we turned into a secluded drive.

      I watched as we entered a beautiful clearing with a small lake with swans, of all things, swimming around in it. I noticed several beautiful pergola-like buildings around the lake. There was a nice-sized cottage on the other side of the water, and when I saw it, I was pleased. It wasn’t the humongous house I’d seen when I’d done a Google search of the place, or visited the official Cordelia Manor website run by the town.

      As we drew closer, Cary drove past it. So, not the cottage, I thought. Just as we passed the smaller home, a vast mansion burst into view. This one was very different from the building we’d just passed. Instead of a pretty lake with swans, there seemed to be miles of formal, heavy-on-the-concrete, hardscape gardens.

      The drive circled to the front of the home, along the side gardens, and stopped at what looked like an old English manor. I even looked to see if a line of servants was waiting for me to get out of the car.

      Luckily, there wasn’t. I opened my own door, although Cary looked like he was about to do that for me. But it was time to stand on my own feet, and opening the car door was certainly a first step.

      I waited as he brought my suitcase up to the enormous entrance. “So, do you have keys or something?” I asked.

      The man shook his head. “No, but the door should be open. Mr. James said he wasn’t sure how long he’d be in court, so it sounds like it may be tomorrow before he’s able to come by to discuss the particulars of your arrival.”

      I nodded and approached the door to see if it was indeed open. The moment I touched the handle, my hand began to feel numb. Ignoring the weird sensation, I opened the door and stepped inside just as someone or something hit me square in the face, knocking me back out the door and onto the concrete steps. “Ouch,” I said as I hit my head.

      I remember looking up as a worried Cary leaned over me. Then I saw him stand, do something with his hands, and say something about casting back.

      “What the hell was that?” I managed to ask before the world turned fuzzy.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            CARY BEACROFT

          

        

      

    

    
      Damn, and damn again, I thought as I rushed the cute twink to the emergency room. I probably shouldn’t have moved him, but damn, I knew his likely concussion would need to be seen to quickly, and waiting for an ambulance this time of day wasn’t a good option. Besides, I could get him to the hospital faster. At least he was conscious enough to get back into the car without my having to carry him. Although, he didn’t look like he weighed much.

      I should’ve been prepared. It wasn’t like I didn’t know Cordelia Manor was haunted, or that the main spirit was a hateful son of a bitch, but damn, it’d been a hotel for decades. Who’d have thought the damned spirit was still a vengeful twat when so many people had come and gone.

      I hadn’t anticipated a lot of things. I hadn’t anticipated the new owner would take my breath away, or make my feel so… weird inside. I was on the verge of inviting myself in and pouring us both a drink when the attack occurred.

      I guessed I should have considered the circumstances. Fuck! I thought to myself as I rushed toward the little hospital. I’d called ahead to let them know I was coming, so luckily, a couple of nurses were waiting for me as I pulled the car around the circle drive. “He’s in the back,” I said as I jumped out of the car.

      “Cary, what happened?” Amelia asked.

      I told her as she and some guy I didn’t know lifted him out of the car. Amelia knew me, knew my real job, but this other guy, well, I had to be careful how I explained things in front of him. “I’m not sure. He was going into Cordelia Manor’s front entrance one minute and got thrown back the next.”

      Amelia’s eyes grew wide. “This is—” I nodded before she finished. “And they threw him out of the house?”

      I nodded again. “Shit, that’s fucked-up,” she said as she and the guy placed him on a gurney. As soon as they secured the straps, she said, “Kevin, take him in and get started on vitals. I’ll be in with Mr. Beacroft in just one moment.”

      The guy nodded and did as he was told. “New guy?” I asked after he’d disappeared through the doorway.

      “No, not really, but he usually works nights. So, for real, this was a ghost attack?” Amelia’s eyes shone brightly at the thought. She’d joined our coven a few years ago, and although she had absolutely no natural magic, she was eager and always dependable.

      “Yes, it was the evil entity. I had to banish him before he could do more damage.”

      “Damn, so this is because of the inheritance?”

      “I guess, but I’m not one hundred percent certain. I’ll go back after I’m done here.”

      “Well, for your sake, we need to say he fell, because if I write down ghost attack—”

      I chuckled. “You can write what you want. I’m sure he’ll have his own story anyway. What do I need to do?” I asked before Amelia went off on a tangent. The woman ran the ER here in Cordelia’s hospital, but had always been interested in the occult. Speaking of which, I needed to get back to the manor to find out what was really going on and what needed to happen to keep the twink safe because, for damn sure, had I not been there, this would’ve ended a hell of a lot worse than it did.
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      My head pounded, and I was lucky I hadn’t lost my breakfast. I had no idea what hit me except it must have been something fierce. My handsome driver, Cary, rushed me to the hospital, still not talking, thank God, because my head hurt too much for conversation.

      By the time he’d unloaded me at the ER, I was feeling so nauseous I thought I wouldn’t be able to resist puking after all.

      Luckily, once they got me settled in, my stomach relaxed. The guy who brought me into the room introduced himself, checked my vitals, and assured me the doctor would be by soon. I was surprised because soon wasn’t long, and I wondered what kind of ER got to patients that fast.

      Thanks to my grandmother’s illness, the one that finally took her, I’d had enough run-ins with hospitals to know it was never quick.

      The nurse left, and a nice woman came in to get all my information, including my insurance, which was brand new since I’d never had the money for such frivolities before. I’d used some of Dad’s life insurance to buy a policy. Guessed I was about to break it in.

      Then the doctor arrived, pronounced me concussed, gave me a friendly smile, patted my shoulder, and disappeared. The male nurse returned, told me I was free to go, and that was that. All told, I’d been there maybe thirty minutes.

      I had no idea whether Cary had stuck around when I was wheeled inside. And, in fact, he was nowhere to be seen. So, I took the bull by the horns and ordered an Uber, though it surprised me they had them out in the middle of nowhere. I didn’t know what the fuck had happened at the manor, but I did know I wasn’t planning on sitting around all day staring at the hospital lobby.

      By the time the Uber got to me, which incidentally took longer than the ER visit, it was getting dark. I didn’t want to return to the manor, especially not knowing who’d attacked me, so I checked into an over-the-top, pink hotel the Uber driver suggested. My head still pounded, and with the doctor’s assurance that sleeping was fine, I decided to call the attorney tomorrow to work out all the details. Right now, I just wanted some Ibuprofen and sleep.
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      The spirits in the manor were in a temper by the time I returned. The energy around the place literally popped in my ears as I approached the front door.

      I knew of at least three spirits that occupied the manor since I’d interacted with them on more than a few occasions, but I knew there were more. I had felt them, but never encountered them. Most had died on the estate, and all, except the particularly nasty one, were benign. However, tonight, nothing was benign about any of them.

      Shit, I thought. It was too much for one man, even if my powers had improved with all the work and practice I’d been doing. I quickly picked up my phone and rang Allissa, or Al, as everyone called the leader of our coven.

      “Yeah?” she answered, and I could tell she was annoyed, not that she wasn’t usually annoyed about something.

      “Al, I need help.”

      She sighed. “Cordelia Manor?” she asked, as if she’d been expecting trouble.

      “Yeah.”

      “I told you we should’ve exorcised that place.”

      “I know, but… well, we can discuss that later. The new owner was attacked, and we have to do something before he returns.”

      Al sighed again. “Okay, I’ll get the coven together, but it’s time, Cary, beyond time.”

      “I know, but, Al, tonight it just needs to be calming, push the spirits back long enough for me to figure out what’s going on and how many spirits I have to deal with. I don’t want—”

      “Yeah, yeah, we’ve heard all this before,” Al said in a huff. “Tonight, we can put a Band-Aid on it, but it’s the last time, got it?”

      I shook my head, but whispered, “Sure,” before Al hung up.

      The women of my family had shown me the ways of witchcraft and been strong advocates for not forcing energy to flow one way or another. “You must let the spirit world move on its own terms, otherwise, you threaten the balance between this world and the veil,” were words my grandmother repeated often.

      Recently, Chemeketa, another small town along the coast, where many of our magical community lived, had some unfortunate experiences working with that imbalance as four brothers there had to battle a nasty cantation that was tipping the balance in many different ways. It’d almost broken the community and worse.

      I certainly didn’t want a repeat of that, neither did Al, so I assumed that was why I was getting away with my stalling around the ghosts here in Cordelia Manor.

      I’d grown to trust my grandmother’s teaching. Luckily, spirits didn’t scare me, well, not any longer. As a full-fledged witch, I had some power to influence the spiritual realm. Frankly, it wasn’t that difficult. Spirits weren’t supposed to be here, but they shouldn’t be forced to cross the veil before they were ready. They were weaker than the living. That didn’t mean they couldn’t do damage, though, as seen with the attack on the guy earlier today.

      I’d been hired to deal with the spirits… well, mostly. My bestie, whose family ran Cordelia Manor under its Hallock Hotels umbrella, knew my skills involved such things. His grandfather owned the hotel chain that had leased the manor for decades. So, he’d twisted his grandfather’s arm after he’d had a run-in with one of the spirits.

      There was something unsettling about the spirits at Cordelia Manor I still didn’t quite understand. They struck me as mostly innocent, and I knew their presence had to do with the evil entity. I’d tried to find out what the connection was and had come close a few times, but each time I got close to one of the resident spirits, something happened to pull them back. I could only assume they chose to stay rather than cross the veil.

      I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as I stared at the front entrance. When Al and the rest of the coven showed up, we immediately took our places around the manor, each pouring salt to create a circle. With just thirty-three members, it was a big undertaking to surround such a large property with salt, which was one of the reasons Al was so frustrated.

      I was the last to close my part of the circle, mostly because I had to use salt the others brought, and when I did, a loud crack broke the silence around us, causing me and several of the other witches to gasp.

      “That doesn’t usually happen,” Al said worriedly.

      I nodded, and whispered, “Gunfire?”

      Al knew with the circle closed, we shouldn’t be talking but focusing on the task at hand, so she turned toward the house and thrust her hands out. Each of us did the same, and even though I knew the witches behind the manor couldn’t see us, they could feel the need to follow Al’s direction.

      Unsettled spirits around this night, hear our voices, and stop your fight.

      Calm yourselves and be at peace so you may have the rest you seek!

      The moment Al finished chanting, power thrust back against the circle, fighting us, fighting the command to calm, and I could feel the shock of my fellow coven members. We’d never encountered something so angry or visceral as this, and we’d repeatedly done this very spell over the past few years, since I’d been hired to manage the property grounds and the spirits that haunted them.

      We repeated the chant, over and over, until the energy slowly settled and ultimately fizzled out. We’d once again succeeded in putting the spirits to rest, at least for now.

      I glanced at Al, bent over like she’d run a marathon. As our leader, she’d been the one to take the brunt of the energy. I wanted to comfort her, but we’d yet to break the circle, and I knew Al well enough to know she’d want to test things to make sure this wasn’t a ruse by the spirits, to make us prematurely let our guard down.

      Al stood, took a deep breath, and began chanting again, this time in a quieter voice, no longer requiring us to chant with her. As usual, when Al did this sort of spellcasting, the rest of us hummed, allowing our energy to mix with hers.

      After several minutes, a long time for a spell like that, Al stopped chanting, nodded at me, and used her foot to scrape an opening in the salt circle we’d created, thereby ending the spell.

      I rushed over and placed my hand on her shoulder. “You okay?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I’ll be okay after some rest. Damn, I know the nightmares are going to be horrible tonight, though.”

      “Yeah, probably for all of us, sorry.”

      Al shook her head. “Couldn’t be helped, but, Cary, this can’t be allowed to continue, especially with your new boss being attacked. The spirits are getting bolder.” She stopped, knowing I already knew we were facing something stronger than we’d encountered before. There was no reason for her to state the obvious. “By the next full moon, that’s a full month away, you need to have the place cleansed, or we’ll exorcise it once and for all.”

      I wanted to argue and opened my mouth to do just that, but Al raised her hand to stop me. “I’ve let this go on too long, Cary. It’s time.”

      I nodded because she was right. The living had a right to be safe from the dead. And letting spirits like these get stronger invited all sorts of nasty others to come to play. We sure as hell didn’t want to start dealing with demons or other spiritual nuisances. When they got involved, things got significantly more dangerous.

      “Okay, I’ll do what I can, but, Al, with the new owner here, I can’t imagine I’ll be able to clear things.”

      She smiled at me sadly. “I know, Cary, and you’ve tried. We all respect you for doing that. But—”

      I nodded, not making her continue. “I’ll do what I can.”

      She patted my back, as did most of my coven family as they left. I sat on the front stoop, head in my hands. I’d been managing the manor as best I could, and was simply lucky to have such an understanding coven. When my friend had asked me to work here, it’d been as much about keeping the spirits settled as it had been about managing the ground crews. It frustrated me that things had gotten so out of hand.

      Fuck, I thought, quickly jumping up when I suddenly remembered I’d left the new owner alone at the hospital, and now it was getting dark. I was surprised he hadn’t called. Okay, he didn’t have my number, but he could’ve asked the attorney for it.

      I quickly called Amelia, who hadn’t been able to join us since she’d been at work, and asked about him.

      “Yeah, I tried calling you. Mr. Garland was discharged. I saw him leave in an Uber. I was kind of surprised you didn’t pick him up.”

      “Damn, I meant to come back. I was concentrating on calming the residents of the manor. I wonder where he went?”

      “I’m not sure, Cary,” she said, sounding concerned. “But he left hours ago. If he intended on going back to the manor, I’m guessing he’d have been there a while ago.”

      “This day just keeps getting better. Okay, thanks, Amelia. I think I can scry for him just to make sure he’s safe. Then I’m going to go to bed. Gods help me, I’m worn out.”

      Amelia only hummed in understanding, and after we hung up, I went to the Lexus and crawled into the back seat where the owner sat as I drove him to the manor and then the hospital. I closed my eyes and began to chant in the nonsensical way my grandmother had taught me years ago. “For scrying, it’s less important what you say, just that you say something to enable your mind to relax and the images to come,” she’d told me.

      As I chanted, the image of Batterman’s Motel came to mind. I smiled. The place was recently bought by two young women from Seattle and turned into The Pink Palace. They served champagne instead of coffee, hosted major girlfriend parties, and had fluffed the whole place up. At least our twink would be in good hands there, so there was no need to worry.

      I leaned back in the seat, feeling relieved. Then my mind whipped to the attack. The entity faced me, scowling, as pure hatred flowed from him. “Why do you hate this man so much?” I asked, without thinking.

      The entity’s image opened his mouth to say something, and then paled and vanished. I guessed that was proof the spell had worked. We’d negated the energy he and the other spirits had. Not that it would last long. But the moon was waning, and with it, the energies took longer to gather their strength. That was in my best interest, at least. Not that it’d help since I couldn’t imagine I’d be able to clear all the spirits before the next full moon, not when they were as visceral as they were tonight.

      Oh well, at least the poor twink wouldn’t get attacked again anytime soon. Although I was sure he’d get an eyeful before it was all said and done. The spirits might not have the energy to attack him, but that didn’t mean they’d stay hidden.
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      Images of people dancing in nineteen twenties clothes infiltrated my dreams all night. I knew they were from the twenties because my grandmother had harbored a not-so-secret crush on actor Leonardo DiCaprio and forced Dad and me to watch The Great Gatsby way too many times.

      The dreams were mostly surreal. But my attention kept being drawn back to one man over and over. In fact, his was the only face I could make out. He had sharp angular features and wore his dark brown hair slicked back.

      He was attractive, in a harsh way—not my type. Had he been wearing modern clothes, he’d probably look less severe.

      I could feel a pull. Like he was a magnet, and I was drawn to him. When I woke the next morning, my head was still pounding, and the memory of the dream wasn’t helping things much.

      I found the painkillers the hospital had sent home with me and downed one as prescribed. After the pounding stopped, I called the attorney.

      Mr. James was apologetic, saying he was sorry he hadn’t been there to pick me up. When he asked about what I thought of the manor, I lied and told him I slipped and fell on the steps, and that was why I’d ended up at the hospital, then the hotel. I knew something had hit me, though, something my battered brain was now remembering as a misty presence.

      I laughed at how our brains could make shit up. I guessed I liked the haunted house shows a bit too much and this was the meaning for the new interpretation. In reality, I was probably hit by something hanging in the doorway that had come loose when I tried to enter. The place was my home now, so there was no need to get others involved in what could end up being a future insurance claim.

      I’d need to go see what had hit me and, possibly, get it fixed while I tried to figure out what to do with the massive estate I’d inherited. Despite the concussion, I’d already decided the manor wasn’t for me. Not really. I was a simple man who loved simple things. There was no real room in my life for that kind of property.

      Still, I wanted to walk through it, get a feel for it and hopefully, understand what’d happened all those years ago. The mystery was alluring, as well as frustrating. The place represented all the bad that’d happened to my family over the past century, but now it also represented my future.

      When Mr. James pulled up at the hotel, he greeted me with a smile. He was middle-aged, I assumed about fifty. Unlike the man who’d picked me up yesterday, Mr. James never stopped talking from the moment I met him, not even when he pulled into the manor’s driveway.

      My head was pounding again when we reached the estate, and I was counting the seconds until I was once again left alone without the attorney’s chatter.

      As we passed the cute cottage next to the lake and swans, I asked who owned it.

      “Why, you do, of course, but Mr. Beacroft occupies it. The man you met yesterday. Mr. Beacroft is the caretaker of the estate. He still works for Hallock Hotels, even though their lease on the manor has run out. They’ve got an agreement with the state that he continue overseeing the place until the new owner arrives, and here you are.”

      “Oh,” I said, refocusing on the question I’d wanted to ask him, but had forgotten with all his chatter and the accompanying headache. “What was the lease agreement between Hallock and the state? I might be interested in renewing it.”

      Mr. James laughed. “Unlikely, the hotel chain had a fifty-year contract with the state. If you want my opinion, that’s why they so readily agreed to give the estate back to you. Hallock had taken on the hotel’s renovations in exchange for a yearly lease of one dollar.”

      “Oh, well, no then. I already know I’m not interested in running a place like this. Not on my own.”

      “I anticipated that, son,” he said, and smiled. This time there was no small amount of greed showing through. “I can present you with your options. My office is already preparing those for you, but why don’t you spend some time on the property, get to know it, and we’ll discuss them next week.”

      “Next week?” I asked, perplexed as to why he would put me off.

      “Yes, unfortunately, I have a case that’s gone sideways, and I’m going to have to drop you here, then rush back to Salem. I doubt I’ll be back in the area until the middle of next week at the soonest.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Well, okay, that should be fine.”

      I reached up and rubbed my temples. The headache was beginning to get fierce. I pulled my meds out again and read that I had to wait four hours between doses, which meant I had another two hours. Dammit, I thought to myself.

      Mr. James led me up the stairs and went in ahead of me. Nothing obvious swung through the doorway. I inconspicuously touched the door handle as I walked by, but there was no numbing feeling. There was no obvious explanation for why I’d been hit last night or what had hit me.

      As I walked into the grand entryway, I gasped in surprise. It was truly magnificent. A central staircase led up from the middle of the room, flanked by two intensely beautiful and elaborate chandeliers. To the right, there was what must’ve been the hotel’s reception desk, and behind that was a room I assumed used to be a dining room.

      To my left, another room shone brightly in the sun. It was filled with antique-looking furniture and must’ve been used as a sitting room for guests.

      There was a retro feel to the place. Now that I knew Hallock had leased it since the nineteen seventies, I was sure the period renovation of the old place had occurred around that time, although I saw no gold, brown, or olive-green pieces like most furniture from that period.

      “Well, son, I hate to leave you again so soon, but make yourself at home. You have Mr. Beacroft’s number if you need him.”

      “No, he didn’t give it to me,” I said, distracted as I took in the grandeur of the place.

      “No? How strange. Well,” he said, and shuffled through his suit jacket, coming up with a card and a pen. “This is his number.” He wrote it on the back of his card and handed it to me. “You give him a call and let him tell you all you need to know about the place. It’s not like he isn’t the expert anyway. He’s the last of the hotel staff still on the premises and knows the ins and outs of this place like the back of his hand. As I mentioned, keeping him on as caretaker during this transition was part of the agreement between Hallock and the state.”

      Mr. James was just chatting idly, but it was valuable information. Looking closer, I could see a lot of deferred maintenance. The drapery was more than a little tattered. The rugs that must’ve been opulent when they’d first been put down were faded and worn.

      Even the reception desk was scuffed, and I had a sudden urge to paint it to hide its shabbiness. “Well, I’m off then, don’t hesitate to contact my office if you have any questions,” Mr. James said, blessedly disappearing.

      I put my luggage to the side of the front door, closed it, and locked it. I didn’t know who’d hit me last night, but now  that I was inside the building, I had to assume it was someone, not something. The place was way too big to have all the locks changed, at least on my limited budget, but at least locking the front door made me feel better.

      I started my tour in the giant sitting room to my left. The room was spectacular, and I had to assume at one time it must’ve been a formal ballroom since matching chandeliers to the ones in the entryway decorated the art deco ceiling.

      Deferred maintenance continued in this room as well. The seating, which at one time must’ve been impressive, was worn, and some had visible holes in the upholstery. Ignoring all that, I walked through the back doors onto an enormous patio that stunned me more than anything I’d seen so far inside. The manor sat atop a hill overlooking the winding river we’d driven along as we approached the estate. In the distance, I could even see the Pacific with its wild waves crashing upon the shore. The view was something out of a fairy tale.

      I would’ve spent more time staring at the view, except the wind made it bitterly cold that high up, and I’d only just begun my tour. I went back inside, but this time, I didn’t worry about locking up. I would never get all the doors locked. If someone wanted to come in, there wasn’t much I could do anyway.

      The dining room was beautiful and as dated as the rest. The kitchens, however, were newer. Clearly, Hallock had invested more money into that area than the rest. Maybe they were going to forgo the hotel and just keep the restaurant?

      Not a bad idea, I thought. Running a hotel was like speaking French for me. I hadn’t a clue how to do it. But I’d spent most of my adult life serving and waiting tables. That I could do, provided I could find someone to take over the cooking for me.

      There was a lot of great storage in the kitchen, which gave me even more hope for the idea.

      Once I’d explored the first floor, which seemed to go on forever with its multiple meeting rooms, an empty indoor pool, and even a small bar area, I wandered to the upper levels. Unlike the first floor, the rooms up there were all locked tight, forcing me to go back downstairs and rummage through drawers until I finally found a ring of keys in the bottom drawer of the reception desk.

      I flipped through them until I found a key that fit the first door I came to. “Oh dear,” I said as I stepped into the room. “No wonder they didn’t fight to keep the place.” Unlike the first floor, the décor was clearly designed in the seventies. Brown shag carpet and orange, stained walls lined with velvet paintings. The ensuite bathroom was just as ugly.

      I tried several more rooms, and honestly, a few had been redone in what must’ve been the eighties, but they were as outdated as the first.

      I felt discouraged as I came out of the rooms and found the elevator. Before going up, I noticed a door labeled maintenance. I probably shouldn’t even be worried about that since I was going to have to sell or rent the place. I doubted my tiny budget would be enough to fix the mess I’d seen thus far.

      Still, I might as well see what I was up against. I had to fiddle with the keys for quite some time before I finally came to the one that opened the maintenance door.

      Unlike the other rooms, when this door opened I was assaulted with a musty, closed-up smell. I stepped inside and immediately shivered from the cold. “Is there no heating in here?” I asked the empty room.

      The space had been turned into a utility room with access to the elevator machinery and a few buckets scattered about. I thought it strange they hadn’t utilized the space better, considering it was larger than the bedrooms I’d seen.

      I closed the room, then walked over to the elevator and pressed the button. It took a moment to open and sounded a little rickety, if I was being honest, but this was an old building and nothing indicated the elevator wasn’t safe to ride. Might as well see it all, I thought as I stepped inside and pressed three. The elevator slowly shut and ground its way up to the third floor.

      I stepped off and saw three doors facing me. I opened the first one and found the same ugly décor. I didn’t even go in. Same thing when I opened the second door, and I almost decided to forgo the third one—no need to look at any more hideousness. Something compelled me, though. “I guess I need to see it through,” I said to the empty corridor. Surprisingly, as I opened the door, I found myself in a more recently updated room. Apartment might actually be a better way to describe it.

      It was far from modern, predating even the past decade, but at least there was no ugly seventies or eighties décor. Instead, the room was bright from the light coming through the multitude of windows lining the walls.

      There was a living room, a full kitchen, and even a king-size bed in a bedroom off to the side. “You must be the presidential suite,” I said to the room. “You will also be my home, at least for the foreseeable future.”

      Since my head was still pounding, I wasted no time fetching my luggage from the lobby and rode the very slow elevator back up to the third floor to get settled.

      I popped my next pain pill, moaning that I only had one left. I locked the door, hoping that since I had the keys from the reception desk, I’d be relatively safe for the time being. I lay down on the luckily clean and neatly made bed and immediately fell asleep.

      I could hear voices coming from under the door, and I felt myself get up to go look. The room was different from when I’d fallen asleep. I was clearly still in the same area, I could see out the window the same view that’d been there before, but the room was tiny, and the bed appeared to be a twin.

      I cracked the door open and saw a young boy in the hallway, talking to a woman who appeared to be in her late twenties, although she wore very old-fashioned clothing.

      She smiled at the boy as I heard them talking about him being afraid.

      “Master Andre, your father made it clear you aren’t to be in the servants’ quarters,” she chastised, but there was affection in her voice.

      The young boy, who appeared to be only five or six years old, nodded sadly. “Okay, come on,” she said and, taking his hand, led him down a flight of stairs that didn’t exist in the current building. In fact, the staircase occupied the same space as the elevator I’d taken to reach this floor.

      I slipped out of my room and followed them to a room at the foot of the stairs that was clearly the boy’s nursery. “Okay, I’ll play one game of Old Maid, but then you must go to sleep,” the nanny said.

      The boy smiled and rushed to a small cabinet under one of the windows. That was when I realized this was the maintenance room I’d seen before taking the elevator up to the third floor.

      The nanny and the boy laughed as he beat her at the old card game. Neither of them noticed the shadowy figure emerge from a room down the hall and stop in front of the door, staring at them as they played.

      From my vantage point in the hallway, I could feel anger emanating from him, but for the life of me, I couldn’t understand why he felt it so strongly. The nanny was clearly doing her job, entertaining the kid until she could get him back to bed, and he seemed more at ease than when upstairs.

      “I told you bedtime was strictly at 7 p.m. You are to have the child in bed and to be in your room and not come out for any reason!” the man bellowed, causing both the boy and the woman to jump.

      She stood and nodded at the man. “Master Andre had a nightmare, sir. I was simply consoling him until he could—”

      “Silence, woman. I didn’t give you leave to respond. Leave us, and I will handle this like it should’ve been!” he demanded.

      The woman looked at the child, who was hunched over the cards. “Sir, if you allow it, I’ll put Master Andre to bed.”

      “I said leave!” the man screamed, causing the woman to shriek and move toward the door.

      As soon as she was in the hallway, the door slammed shut behind her, and I could hear the man shouting and what sounded like him hitting the boy.

      The woman reached out to grasp the doorknob and go back inside when another woman appeared and put a hand over hers. When the nanny, her face still panicked, turned, the other woman shook her head. “You will only make it worse for him,” she said and, taking the nanny’s hand, pulled her up the stairs.

      I followed the women back to what I assumed was the servants’ quarters, since that was what she’d said to the boy, as they lingered at the top of the stairs. “You can’t interfere. Just try to make sure the boy isn’t ever in a situation where his father will be angry.”

      “Will he be okay?” the nanny asked.

      The woman nodded. “I’ve been a maid here for just under a year. He’s, well, he has a heavy hand with the boy, but he’s gone a lot.” The woman hesitated, then sighed. “You should know he struck the last nanny, and she left and sued him. He paid for her silence, but you should be careful with that one,” she said, and looked down the stairs where I could now hear the wails of the little boy.

      The women didn’t move when the seething man flung the door open and emerged from the room, not even when he looked up the stairs and saw them. His eyes narrowed to slits, but he simply turned and went back to what I assumed was his bedroom.

      I woke and sat up in bed. What had I just seen? I ran my fingers through my hair and felt the still tender area where I’d hit my head in the fall the night before. Could concussions lead to wildly vivid dreams? That must be it, I thought, trying to explain away my unsettled feeling.

      I dug through my pockets and found the business card the attorney had written the caretaker’s number on, and gave him a call.

      When his voicemail answered, I decided to leave a message. “Hello, Mr. Beacroft. This is Evan Garland, from yesterday. Thank you for taking me to the hospital. By the way. I’m fine now. Anyway, I wondered if we could set up a time to meet and discuss the estate. I have a lot of questions.”
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      The calming of the spirits the night before had worn me out more than I’d anticipated. As a result, I slept much later than usual and didn’t hear the phone until it was too late to answer.

      I stumbled out of bed and went to the bathroom, where I splashed water on my face in an attempt to wake up more, before returning to deal with my phone.

      When I checked my missed calls and saw the name Evan Garland on my caller ID, I groaned. “Well, so much for having some downtime before the drama starts,” I said to myself.

      I quickly listened to his voicemail and sighed when he said he had lots of questions. I was sure he did. Not the least of which was what had attacked him when he entered the manor. I decided to caffeinate myself before dealing with the man.

      My coffee machine was on automatic, but since I usually got up around six, and it was closer to noon, I knew my coffee would be concentrated and cold since my maker automatically turned off around ten thirty.

      Oh well, at least there would be caffeine. I sipped the not-so-great liquid, found my center, and using my third eye, focused on the world around me.

      As usual, no astral spirits were around, not in my home. The one lone ghost who’d been here when I moved in had eagerly moved on and crossed the veil when I confirmed he was dead and not just dreaming. One of the easiest crossovers I’d ever been involved with.

      However, in the corner of my consciousness, I could see an orange color seeping in. At first I thought it might be the evil entity, although I’d never detected the old man’s spirit near my cottage before. If it was, we’d have major trouble since I’d put up some pretty powerful wards.

      I scanned my memory for what orange in an aura meant. Cheeky, bold, trendy, creative, warm… sexual.

      My grandmother’s voice echoed in my memory as she sat at the old card table she used when giving readings. The thought made me smile. Orange auras were good things and indicated good people… usually.

      The cute twink… Evan… fuck… how was I seeing his aura? I mean, he was the new owner and had set foot on the estate, but it was unusual for a person’s aura to be present unless they were actually on the premises. Was Evan here? I immediately scanned his aura for darkness, any tinges that might give me some insight into its owner. Just then, I caught a whiff, not of anything from him, but rather of the old man from the manor. “Shit,” I said, and immediately opened my eyes. “I need to get to the house?”

      I grabbed my phone and returned the phone call. “Hello?” he answered, thank goodness.

      “Hi, um, Mr. Garland? This is Cary Beacroft, returning your call,” I said nervously.

      “Hi, yes, thanks, Cary. I wondered if you could come by the manor and answer some questions for me.”

      “You’re… you’re there now? At the manor?” I asked to confirm my suspicion.

      “Yes, you seem surprised. Is everything okay?”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. How did I keep screwing up with this guy? “Yeah, it’s good,” I squeaked. “Give me a few moments, and I’ll head your way.”

      “Oh, okay. I mean, there’s no hurry. I’m just wandering around.”

      “Don’t go in the basement!” I shouted into the phone. Silence met me on the other end. I probably sounded crazed, but for good reason. “I mean, please don’t go down there until I’m with you. It can be, um, dangerous in an old place you’re not familiar with.”

      “Okay, I won’t. I don’t even know how to get to the basement.”

      “Good, I’ll just put—” I stopped, not wanting him to know I’d just gotten up. “I’ll head over in a few minutes.”

      I could tell he was reticent. Hell, I would’ve felt the same if someone was wigging out on me. I didn’t think the guy had exchanged more than a handful of words with me yesterday, now I was hemming and hawing like an idiot.

      I threw my clothes on, brushed my teeth, and rushed up to the manor, hoping to at least come across as keeping my cool. Even though inside, I was terrified of what might still happen. We’d settled the spirits and calmed them enough that I was moderately confident the nasty entity couldn’t pose much more of a problem to the guy, but I wasn’t one hundred percent sure.

      I walked through the front door, and when I didn’t see Evan, I closed my eyes, letting my senses guide me. I could feel his energy vibrating from above. I took the stairs three at a time, forgoing the elevator that took more than a decade to get from top to bottom, and stopped when I reached the second floor.

      I caught a whisp of Evan’s energy coming from the maintenance room. “Crap,” I whispered. He’d gone into the one room in the entire manor even the old management company knew to stay out of. The evil entity held command over the basement, but something not even I had been able to chase down controlled the maintenance room. I wasn’t sure if it was a benign spirit or something else that occupied it, but I’d have preferred he not stir it up.

      Oh well, not much I could do about that now. I could sense Evan’s energy stronger now. It was coming from above me. The third floor had originally been servants’ quarters and, unfortunately, the elevator was built where the servants’ stairs had been. That meant unless I wanted to climb the fire escape outside, I had no choice but to use the ancient elevator.

      I pushed the button and waited until it finally opened, and there stood the very man I was searching for. “Oh, you found me,” he said, and smiled. “I was just coming down to see if you were here yet.”

      “Um, yeah, but… yeah.”

      He chuckled and stepped off the elevator. “Why don’t we walk down from here? I have a feeling this thing would take a month of Sundays to get there.”

      I smiled as the statement was true enough. We could walk up and down the stairs twice before the old thing reached the first floor.

      “You wanted to ask me some questions?” I asked, feeling like an idiot. Where was my cool? I mean, I tended to play that role around strangers. Keep things quiet and mysterious, and they didn’t ask much of you. You could just get on with your life being a witch, keeping spirits at bay, and they wouldn’t suspect a thing.

      “I do. Did the company actually rent these rooms to the public?” he asked.

      I glanced along the hallway at the row of closed doors and nodded. “Not like they used to, but the hotel also served as an event venue, so they used the rooms when hosting a wedding or gathering.” I smiled then and, mostly tongue-in-cheek, asked, “So, you don’t like the rooms?”

      “Ugh,” he said, sounding exasperated. “They might’ve been in fashion decades ago, but they are beyond ugly now. I mean, shag carpet, seriously?”

      I held back a snicker as we walked down the grand staircase to the first floor, and entered the great room. “So, this was used as a sitting room, right? I don’t see any televisions or anything like that.”

      I shook my head. “No, this was the formal ballroom. Occasionally, they’d rent it out as a wedding venue, but for the most part, it was left like this between events.”

      He nodded, and I followed him into the dining room. “And this is the dining room and kitchen. I can tell it was being used fairly recently. I’m assuming the restaurant was open?”

      “Yeah, until the lease ran out after the state announced you would take ownership.”

      “Why didn’t they clear everything out, though? The kitchen is fully stocked with pots, pans, and equipment.”

      I shrugged. “All I know is they told me they’d cover my contract, which ends this month, and that you’d have to take over my fees if you wanted to keep me on.”

      He laughed. “Sorry, I’m not rich. Despite how it may appear now that I own this estate, I can barely afford myself, much less your salary.” He turned toward me and cringed. “Sorry,” he said again, but this time he sounded genuine. “I didn’t mean to say it like that. I really can’t afford your salary, or anything for that matter. I’ll have to sell or rent the place if I’m going to stay afloat.”

      I knew this was coming and, to be honest, it made handling our ghost problem that much more pressing since I would no longer be here full-time to manage them. I had so much work to do.

      Ignoring my internal conflict, I mustered up a reassuring smile for Evan. “It’s worth a lot. You should have no trouble finding a buyer.” I looked around the dining room. “Obviously, Hallock did let the cosmetics go, but they were a good company and kept the old place up… at least the bones of it.”

      Evan nodded and followed my gaze. “Why didn’t they try to keep it running as a hotel?” he asked. “There must have been some money in it. I mean, I’d think tourists would flock to this place, especially the history buffs.”

      “Yes, tourist season here is intense, all summer it’s busy, but that traffic slows down considerably the rest of the year. Besides, Hallock is a family business. The old man who owns it has mostly sold out of the business and just keeps a few hotels his kids will inherit.”

      “How well do you know him?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “His grandson and I are best friends. We went to school together in Tillamook. The state would’ve taken the estate back from them anyway. Before they decided to give it to you, I’d heard they were considering turning the manor into a museum, and the land would be converted to a park.”

      “It could be a museum,” Evan said, looking up at the grand ceilings and intricate chandeliers. “You can almost feel the history of this place. It’s as if it wants to tell you all its secrets.”
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      As we walked back through the building, I asked Cary one question after another. Mostly he couldn’t answer since he wasn’t really involved in Hallock’s day-to-day running of the hotel, but he did say he’d ask his friend, the owner’s grandson, to come up for a visit. “He should be able to help you with a lot of those questions,” he assured me.

      When we went through the kitchen and came to a door, I reached to open it, and Cary immediately stopped me. “That’s the basement,” he said with a noticeable change in his tone. He sounded nervous all of a sudden. Interesting.

      “Oh, the basement,” I said, eyebrows raised. “Let’s check it out.”

      “Why don’t we wait until you’ve had more time on the property,” Cary said, and I couldn’t help but become suspicious.

      “Mr. Beacroft,” I said, switching to his formal name in hopes of sounding more authoritative, “…why don’t you want me to go into the basement? In fact, why don’t you explain to me what happened yesterday when I tried to enter the manor? Are you hiding something in the basement? Weed? Are you growing weed?” Then I stopped short. “Fuck, you’ve got a meth lab down there, don’t you? Damn it, man, you can’t be making meth in my basement!”

      My imagination was getting the better of me. I knew meth was an issue along the Oregon coast since I’d read about it when researching the area. Well, it was an issue in lots of places, really. “I won’t turn you in. Just… you need to get that cleaned out now,” I said, and turned to go, feeling disappointed. “I won’t go down there, not right now, because I don’t want to have to testify in court that you had a lab in my basement, but for all our sakes, get that crap cleared up before—”

      He stopped me, laughing. “Mr. Garland, you’ve got a good imagination.” I didn’t miss his switch to formalities like I’d done. I couldn’t explain why, but I didn’t like it. “I don’t have a meth lab in the basement, and I don’t grow weed. I buy weed because it’s legal here in Oregon, but I don’t grow it. I’m a witch, a man who worships the natural world. People like me do not put household chemicals in our bodies, much less make it to sell to other people to put in theirs. It’s against everything we stand for.”

      My mouth fell open. “You’re a witch? Like Wicca?” I asked.

      Cary smiled and shook his head. “No, although I have a few Wiccans in my coven, I operate more under the Goddess directly. I don’t pursue Wicca as a religious doctrine.”

      “Then,” I asked, looking at the door that led to the basement, “…why are you so reticent for me to go down there?”

      The man’s expression turned from jovial to deadly serious in an instant, then he looked me in the eye. “Because what’s down there is too dangerous for you to be exposed to, hell, you were attacked yesterday, and I couldn’t keep you safe. If you go to where it… well, where he died, I can’t predict what’ll happen.”

      I felt my eyebrows shoot up again. “Where he died? Like a ghost? You’re saying I was attacked by a ghost?”

      He nodded. “It sounds odd, I know, but that’s what happened. And it took me and my entire coven several hours last night to calm him and the other spirits that exist here. I’d prefer it if you didn’t go down there, at least not yet, until I can ensure you’re safe to do so.”

      I stared at him for a few moments, then burst out laughing. “Dude, you’re crazy,” I said, and returned to the dining room with Cary following behind. “I don’t know what you’ve got down there, and right now I don’t want to know, but you better get rid of it before I start having buyers coming here.” I was just about to head back up to the room I’d already begun to think of as my apartment. “Can you get the place locked up? I don’t want to be here alone with the doors open.”

      He sighed. “I can lock them, but they won’t stay that way. You might think I’m lying about the spirits, but trust me, they’re here, and they don’t allow the manor to remain locked.”

      I scoffed. “Really? Let’s test that out, shall we?”

      I strode over to the front door, locked it, and waited. “See, nothing is—” I didn’t even get the words out before the lock unlatched. “Magnets?” I questioned, and looked at him with squinted eyes. “Stop messing me around. I’m not sure what’s going on here, but I don’t like being attacked. My head still hurts. I want the damned doors locked, and whatever is going on in that basement best not come back on me.”

      I could feel my dander getting up and mumbled under my breath as I walked to the elevator and punched the button, waiting for the doors to open. “I bet you have bodies down there. Fucking ghosts indeed.”

      When I stepped inside the elevator and pressed the close button, I noticed Cary watching me from the lobby. He hadn’t moved, but his eyes were trained on me with an intensity I’d never experienced before. I felt too frustrated to think much of it, though, and continued mumbling to myself until the door finally shut, and the slow ride up to the third floor began.

      The caretaker might be sexy in a mysterious and brooding sort of way, but there was something not right here, and I’d be damned if I would let him pull me into it.
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      Okay, I’d be lying if I said seeing the twink getting worked up into a state didn’t turn me on. I guessed I would have to be dead myself to miss that.

      The ghost revelation went over like a lead balloon, not that I didn’t anticipate it. Skepticism and denial always came before understanding and acceptance. At least he didn’t kick me out or accuse me of attacking him. After contemplating my options, which weren’t many, I turned toward the basement and slowly made my way down the stairs. I had no fear of spirits, but damn, even I was creeped out by the basement in this place.

      The natural rock walls were exposed, and since the manor was basically built into a volcanic mountain, I imagined the builders figured they couldn’t get much more secure than to tie the structure into the actual rock it sat on.

      Unfortunately, the crystal-rich rock forming the basement caused the nasty entity to hold some power I didn’t think it normally would’ve had in this realm. I immediately caught a whiff of his cologne as I reluctantly descended the stairs. That was his signature.

      I’d tried determining what the scent actually was when I first arrived and thought I’d be able to relate to this man somehow. I never figured it out, and even learned it was usually frowned upon for a man to wear cologne in the late Victorian period.

      I also learned, very quickly, he was not to be trifled with, and trying to negotiate or communicate with him wasn’t very likely either. From my research, I thought the man had some kind of personality disorder. From all accounts, he didn’t appear to have any friends. Not even his son wanted much to do with him.

      Poltergeist was the term I’d give this entity if I had to label him. I didn’t, however, give him a name because that gave him power, and this one already had more than enough. I proceeded toward the back of the basement, where he was strongest. Usually, I wouldn’t have dared come here, except I knew he was still weak from the spells cast the night before.

      “You have got to leave,” I said, entering the area behind the huge boiler that heated the entire manor. I heard his laughter, but wasn’t sure if it was in my head. “You can’t stay here any longer. Not after attacking a living being. I’m giving you fair warning because I don’t like to force the spirit world.”

      Just then, he materialized in front of me. His body not quite corporeal, as I assumed he’d be able to make it if he still had his full power.

      He opened his mouth to say something, then looked over my shoulder. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck prickle and my stomach fall as I realized Evan must’ve come back downstairs and followed me into the basement.

      I threw up a quick shield, but not fast enough to stop the attack. The ghost shattered the shield as he collided with it, throwing Evan back against the boiler.

      I rushed forward, grabbing him under the arm, pulling him up, and rushing him toward the stairs. “Go, now!” I demanded, and turned around just as the entity was reforming.

      “Leave here!” it bellowed, and this time I knew I was hearing him, and not just in my head.

      I didn’t try to confront him again, not when he was so angry. Instead, I cast a bubble around myself and forced it toward him hoping that’d give me enough time to escape.

      I made it to the top of the stairs when I felt sharp nails swipe the back of my shoulder. “Shit,” I said, and slammed the door behind me. I secured the boundaries I’d set when I first arrived, effectively sealing the nasty thing in the basement for now. Not that they would last long. He was still too damned powerful.

      Maybe Al was right. Maybe it was time to exorcise him. Unfortunately, that would do the same for all the spirits here, and they didn’t deserve to be punished just because of him. Besides, they were likely here to keep him contained. More than once, I’d gone with my mom or grandmother to deal with evil spirits only to watch them pull upon the surrounding spirits to help in forcing the nasty one to behave. It didn’t work to punish your allies, even if they were ghosts.

      I reached back and felt the tender skin where I’d been attacked. “I sucked air through my teeth as I gingerly touched the scratches. I’d have to get a juniper poultice made up. Damn, this was getting serious.

      I ignored the pain and went in search of Evan. I found the front door wide open and him holding himself under one of the giant western live oaks that lined the front driveway.

      Of course, I wanted to scream and yell at him for not doing what I’d asked. But he was the owner of the place and an innocent bystander, and he hadn’t believed me about the spirits that occupied the manor. “Are you okay?” I asked instead.

      He shook his head. “Wh… what was that?”

      “A very nasty deceased man,” I responded. “He threw you pretty hard. Are you sure you aren’t hurt?”

      He shook his head. “Um, no, I’m not physically hurt, not this time, but… that thing is dangerous!”

      “Yeah, he is. You believe me now?” I asked.

      He nodded slowly. “Why…? Why is he attacking me?”

      I shrugged and then moaned. “Ouch!” I said as my tattered shirt brushed against my shoulder.

      “What? It got you too?” he asked, and before I knew what was happening, he’d turned me around to have a look.

      “Damn, man, he… he scratched you.”

      “Yeah, really bad. I should get back home and put a poultice on it.”

      He looked around, and when he saw the golf cart I used to travel between my cottage and the manor, he moved toward it. “Come on, I can drive you there and walk back. Not that I’ll want to go back inside any time soon. Your house is the cute cottage down by the lake, right?”

      I nodded because I could feel the venom beginning to infiltrate my shoulder and knew I wouldn’t make it to the cottage on my own.

      “Come on,” he said, drawing me toward the cart. “You’re going pale. Should I call an ambulance?”

      I shook my head, the pain getting worse. “No, they can’t fix this. I have what I need at home.”

      I had to give him directions. I hated the thought of hitting all the roots and snags along my usual shortcut, but if I didn’t get a poultice on this soon, there would be some real damage to manage.

      After what felt like an eternity, we made it to my cottage. Evan had to help me up the front stairs, and I asked him to take me to my solarium.

      “Can you help me? I need to do this, but I’m getting too weak,” I admitted. Damn, the spirit had fully intended to cause permanent damage when he attacked me. It was the first time he’d done that.

      “Sure,” Evan said, following my directions as I asked him to pull things from the cabinets.

      “Okay, now, my mortar and pestle. It’s there on top of the shelf next to the mugwort.”

      Evan smirked. “I’m not sure what mugwort is, but it sounds very witchy. Is it this thing here?” he asked, finding the large mortar and pestle right away.

      “Yeah, but be careful, it’s really heavy.”

      He lifted it off the shelf and brought it to me. I began putting all the ingredients together, but the juniper berries were too hard to grind with my shoulder burning like it was. “I’m sorry, Evan. Can you mash these berries for me?” I asked.

      He’d been watching me and immediately picked up the pestle and began doing what I had attempted, grinding the dried berries into a powder.

      “Okay, that’s fine,” I said, when he’d ground everything into a nice mixture. Pointing at the shelf next to the sink, I added, “I have some beeswax there. Can you bring that and the little candle next to it here?”

      I used the candle to melt the beeswax into the bowl I kept on the table for making poultices, then with Evan’s help, I added the contents of the mortar and began the spell.

      

      “Evan, can you bring me the white fabric from the drawer next to the sink?” I asked. He went through several drawers before finding the material. It was actually just some muslin I kept for when I wanted to make small medicine bags to give as gifts, but I had enough to wrap around my chest and shoulder.

      I tested it, and sure enough, it would work as I’d hoped. When I’d tried it on, I could see where the blood had soaked into the muslin, so I knew where to apply the poultice. Evan helped apply it, ever so gently, and secure the makeshift bandage it in place.

      “What do you need now?” he asked as I slumped in my chair.

      “I need to rest. Sorry, Evan, I’m going to have to sleep this off.”

      “Okay, where’s your bedroom?”

      “Through there,” I said, pointing, and let him help me. Unfortunately, I only made it to the living room before my legs gave out. “The couch is fine,” I said, and with Evan’s help, I managed to stumble over to it and collapse.

      Luckily the poultice was already working. I cast a small protection spell around me just because I knew spirits and magical creatures that were usually benign might be unable to resist a vulnerable magic wielder. More than a few witches had learned the hard way and been attacked when they were most vulnerable. Feeling confident I’d done all I could, I fell asleep.

      I’d seen the man in my dreams before, but never so clearly. He danced around the room to the music, laughing when people told him a joke or said something silly.

      He was the star of the show, at least this one. A woman… she wasn’t his mother, but for some reason I could feel they were close… someone like a mother, smiled and winked at him. Then a young Asian man came up behind her, whispered in her ear, and she laughed.

      When she gestured toward the man I’d seen before, the two men locked eyes, and I saw all I needed to understand the love these two men felt for one another.

      The commotion from the dining area caught everyone’s attention, and they all turned as he came in—the old man whose evil spirit had attacked me earlier.

      He stood there, red-faced and angry. He was yelling, but I couldn’t hear what he said. In an instant, the entire room had cleared as people ran from the manor. Everyone but the two men and the woman.

      It was then that I saw the resemblance between the younger man I’d first seen and the angry man. Father and son.

      They were arguing, but I couldn’t hear. Suddenly, the older man pulled out a pistol and aimed it at his son, then at the other man.

      The two men rushed from the room, the old man laughing as he watched them flee.

      I slowly began to wake, but my head was full of cobwebs. I could feel the malice from my dream like it was inside me. I related to the man’s poor son, but right now, it felt more like I was the father. Hate coursed through me. Anger… “I lost her for what? A queer?”

      I realized I was hearing the man’s thoughts. Lost who? Then realization dawned… the young man’s mother. The old man hated his son because his wife had died in childbirth. My heart ached for them both, then broke for the son. Being born into a life where one parent dies giving you life, and the other hates you for having survived. My momentary sympathy for the old man vanished just as quickly. What a fucking asshole.

      My mind remained foggy when I felt myself turn and saw an image of Evan. Anger… well, more than anger, a mix of emotions surged through me. Attraction, longing, resentment, all wrapped together. I wanted to kill her… Her? No, Evan was a man… I was losing track of who I was seeing. One minute it was Evan, the next a woman. The woman at the party. The woman his son had loved like a mother.

      Fuck, I thought, what is happening to me?
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      I didn’t want to go back and face the entity, and certainly not on my own. Fuck, he scared me more than anything I’d ever faced before. There was something about him, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on, but I felt it down to my core. He was angry, and somehow it was because of me. He was angry with me.

      I had no idea why, just that he’d seen me as something to hate or, more accurately, to destroy.

      Cary was snoring on his couch, and I justified sticking around in case he needed more help. I hadn’t intended to stay in his cottage this long, let alone watch him sleep. I thought about returning to The Pink Palace, where I’d stayed after being released from the hospital, although I was quickly going through my limited funds. I had no intention of sleeping in the manor again, and I’d even contemplated leaving my belongings behind because I didn’t even want to venture inside now.

      As my mind wandered, my gaze landed back on Cary, who didn’t appear to be having a restful sleep. He genuinely might still need my help, though. His shoulder was scratched like you’d expect to see in a werewolf movie. There hadn’t been quite as much blood, but before we got the poultice on him, the welts were growing in size way too fast for my comfort.

      This felt so surreal. I… was I losing my mind? I shook my head. No, no… this was real. I’d seen the ghost. I’d seen the welts down the back of Cary’s shoulder. Hell, I’d felt them when applying the poultice. And I sure as hell hadn’t thrown myself against the boiler. My body ached from it.

      Only then did I realize, Cary had saved me. He’d literally put himself between me and evil incarnate. As a result, he’d been wounded. How could I not stay and help the man?

      It felt a little awkward being in Cary’s home when he was asleep, though, so I decided to check out the little lake with the swans. It was warmer here than on the top of the hill, almost like the area was protected somehow.

      Maybe with all the old-growth forest surrounding it, it was.

      I sat on a small bench overlooking the lake and enjoyed the soft touch of the sun that continued to warm me, assuring me that even after the horrible encounter, the world was still a good place. There were still good places around, including this little spot.

      The swans must’ve been used to being fed, because the moment they realized I was sitting on the bench, they swam toward me. I would have to remember to bring food for them if I ever came back this way.

      During the winters back home, we’d sometimes drive out to the Potomac River on Sundays when we were all a little stir-crazy from being locked inside for too long. The Tundra Swans would often fly in and swim around the marshes not far from our home.

      Watching these swans, although much more elegant with their curved necks than the Tundras were, made me homesick. Had I made a mistake with all this? I’d left it all behind, ended the lease on my dad and grandma’s old trailer house.

      I’d even left my long-term relationship with… well, no use remembering the asshole. I knew, at the very least, I did right by dumping him. I should’ve done that long ago.

      I didn’t know if I’d done right by moving here. I grew up halfway between Richmond, Virginia, and Washington, DC. Where was I now? On the Oregon coast, where I didn’t know a soul and there were so few people, they didn’t even have a Costco nearby. How did broke people go out to eat if they couldn’t go to Costco for a buck-fifty hotdog?

      I chuckled at my silly reasoning, which helped lighten my mood a bit. I wasn’t a millionaire, and my people weren’t made to live in fancy-ass manor houses, even if they weren’t haunted by evil ghosts that wanted to kill them.

      We considered ourselves lucky to find a nice home in the middle of nowhere and not have to live in an old decrepit shack, which might’ve been our fate if we’d stayed in Oregon. Last I’d heard from my mother, which was ages ago, that was exactly where she’d ended up—some derelict trailer just outside Portland.

      The swans swam away now that they’d figured out I had nothing to feed them. The grass had begun to green up, so I assumed they had plenty to eat anyway, although I wondered if maybe Cary fed them.

      Remembering him, I rose and turned back toward the cottage. Damn, it was so sweet. Someone had recently painted it. The cheerful yellow walls accented by dark wood suggested what I thought was called Tudor style. I had once dated an architect, and the man spent an entire date pointing out houses and naming the styles.

      I only remembered Tudor because I was obsessed with all things Anne Boleyn. Well, not just her, King Henry VIII and all his wives, but Anne especially. Why? I had no idea. Some gay men tended to obsess over Greek gods, or Diva singers. I went more for British royalty.

      While I couldn’t wait to get rid of the possessed manor and all the drama associated with it, I wondered about this quaint cottage. I’d have some money in my pocket when the estate sold. If it sold, considering it was haunted by an evil entity that wanted to kill me and maimed others. Not that we’d advertise that in the listing.

      I shook my head to rid myself of the thought. This was Cary Beacroft’s home, at least for the rest of the month until his contract ended. He’d warned me not to go into the basement, I’d ignored him, and he’d been injured saving me. I shouldn’t be thinking about forcing him out, especially since I was sure he painted it and, by the looks of things, had kept the place up instead of letting it become as dated as the manor.

      To my surprise, Cary stood up when I entered the room. “Mr. Beacroft, are you okay?” I asked.

      I’d barely entered the cottage when he turned toward me, and I could immediately tell something was off. His smile was wrong, like it didn’t belong to him. “You… you filthy worm, you think you can come to my home, to my property.” Cary was yelling at me now. “You think you can come here and displace me? I’ll kill you like I should’ve killed him and his pervert—”

      I stood frozen on the spot, watching as Cary seemed to be at war with himself. “I’ll not have it!” he roared when he looked over at me again. Then, almost as if he were arguing with someone else, he yelled, “I won’t let that bitch’s whelp have what’s mine!”

      Cary shook his head and fell back onto the couch. “Cary, a-are you okay?” I asked, not daring to move toward him.

      When his eyes met mine, I could tell it was Cary this time and not… whatever that was.

      “Did he possess me?” he asked, then looked at his hands. “Did that son of a bitch really possess me?”

      I didn’t know how to respond. I was petrified that if I moved, the thing would possess him again and come after me. I was at least a foot shorter than Cary and definitely not as strong. I wanted to be able to bolt out the door if I needed to.

      “Shit, I need to get the coven up here now. Evan, can you help me?”

      When he looked at me again, he quickly stood and crossed the space between us. I backed up, reaching for the door handle.

      “Wait, Evan, it’s me, Cary. The scratches gave him… never mind, it’s me now, he won’t be able to possess me again. Fuck,” he mumbled under his breath. “I should’ve predicted this. How many times did my grandmother pound into my head that being touched by the dead was their way of entering your body.” He signed then, a mixture of frustration and concern evident on his face.

      “I-I can’t stay here,” I said as I opened the door and stepped out onto the porch. “I-I’m not safe here. You… he… I-I just can’t.” I bolted, rushing toward the lake even though I had no idea where I was going. Shit, all my belongings were still at the manor, but I’d be damned if I ever stepped foot in any part of that place again. Fuck the state, and fuck its returning things to my family. It would do me no good if this place cost me my life like it had my great-grandmother.

      My mind spun as I approached the driveway on the other side of the lake. Crazy, my mind screamed at me. This was insane… but it felt so real… but how… how could it be? In the end, it didn’t matter. Whether Cary was a witch, whether that thing in the basement wanted me dead, whether leaving would’ve disappointed generations of my dead relatives, I needed to get the hell away from here.
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      I watched as Evan scurried off my porch and ran down the lane. I reached over my shoulder and was pleased the burning sensation had at least stopped enough that I could drive. Not bothering to put on a shirt, I grabbed my wallet and keys and rushed into the garage, where I kept the Lexus belonging to the estate.

      It only took a moment to catch up to him as he was still speed-walking down the lane. I slowed alongside him and rolled down the window. “Hey, can we talk?” I asked, but he ignored me and kept walking.

      “Evan. Mr. Garland, I promise you aren’t in danger from me. It was just a fluke.”

      “Ghosts don’t just possess people or attack people. Ghosts don’t even exist! At least, I didn’t think so until yesterday. Now I’ve been attacked three times in two days. Nope, I need to get out of here, get back home where I belong. This place… it’s cursed. It was a curse for my ancestor, and it’s a curse for me.”

      “Or it’s not a curse, but the entity wants you to think it is,” I countered.

      He stopped. “What’re you saying? That he’s driving me off, because what? He wants the place for himself?”

      “I don’t know, all I do know is he’s never attacked me or anyone else until now, and there’s a reason for that. Why don’t you come back with me to the cottage? You’ll be safe there.”

      “Until he possesses you again.”

      “No, that was residual from the attack. I warded myself before I fell asleep, so the cottage is safe, and he is back where he belongs in the basement. He’ll be too weak to do anything for at least another turn of the moon.”

      “‘Turn of the moon,’” Evan repeated as he continued walking. “This is crazy, like I somehow got caught up in a Stephen King movie. You know they all die in Stephen King movies? I am not one of those idiots who sticks around waiting for the evil clown to eat me. I’ve got some freaking sense and I’m making my escape before the shit hits the fucking fan.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at his dramatics, though not totally unwarranted, and he turned on me. “You think this is fucking funny? Look at you. You’re still wrapped up because a monster attacked you, then took over your body to threaten me, and you think this is funny?”

      I stopped the car, put it in Park, and got out. “Listen, no. No, it’s not funny, but you are… well, you’re sort of cute when you’re having a rant.”

      Evan’s mouth opened, then closed, then opened again before he closed it and shook his head. “I-I just can’t deal with all this right now. I’m going to the hotel I stayed at last night. Then I’m going to get on a freaking train and go back to Virginia, where I belong. This whole mess can burn to the ground for all I care.”

      “I don’t blame you,” I said, leaning back against the car.

      “What?” he asked, as if he’d expected me to argue.

      “I don’t blame you for leaving. It’s a lot to handle, but if it makes you feel better, my coven and I already have plans to exorcise the manor. Well, that’s not entirely true. I’ve resisted exorcising it, but given how the entity has escalated in the past two days, I think I have to accept the inevitable. The manor is no longer safe for the living.”

      “Wait, you can do an exorcism? Why haven’t you already?”

      I crossed my arms, defensively I knew, but I couldn’t help it. I’d been fighting with Al about this for too long. “It’s never a good idea to try to force something in the spirit world. In fact, an exorcism would only delay the haunting. Spirits must decide to pass over the veil themselves, or they need to have someone help them cross. I’ve assisted other spirits in doing so. An exorcism is more like putting them in solitary confinement. They’re still there, just weakened.”

      “Then why would you do that? Can’t you just make them leave? Go haunt some abandoned hospital or something?”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. Evan really was adorable in his naïvety. “The living have very little control over the dead. But then, the dead have little control over the living. Most of the time, at least.”

      “Then why did that thing have enough power to hurt you and try to hurt me? It possessed you, for God’s sake!” he yelled.

      “No idea, at least not yet, but I was given orders to clear the place, or my coven would exorcise it. I’ll have to call them now and expedite the process, especially since this entity is becoming more angry and powerful by the day.”

      “Well, I’m not going to disagree, but until you do, I’m out of here,” he said, walking toward the main road again.

      “Where exactly are you going?” I asked.

      “Somewhere besides here,” he said, and I couldn’t help but smile. I liked this guy’s spunk. Besides, he was right, we would be better off if he weren’t here in the line of fire. At least until the coven could meet and manage everything.

      Something about his arrival had caused the evil entity to become stronger and more visceral. Remembering the emotions that’d coursed through me while the bastard possessed me, I figured I might be getting some insight on that as well. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and texted Al.

      Hey, there’s a lot going on at the manor. Do you have room for my new boss at your place?

      My phone rang immediately, and I climbed into the car to follow Evan before he disappeared out of sight.

      “What’s going on?” Christie, Al’s wife, asked.

      “The entity has gotten stronger. It attacked the manor’s new owner for the second time in two days and even possessed me.” I hedged against sharing too much information. Christie was technically a member of our coven, but being Al’s wife, she tried to stay out of the politics of it. “He is not safe here and is currently walking back toward town. It might be best if he was somewhere else for a while. Could he stay at your place?”

      “Hold on,” Christie said, and I heard her talking to Al in the background.

      “Yeah, Al said we have the promenade suite open. He can stay there.”

      “You’ll have to bill me,” I quickly added, recalling how concerned Evan seemed about money. “I don’t think he has the funds to pay for your promenade suite.”

      “No worries, he can be our guest, but you know, if the spirits are stirring, it could be a major problem. I’ll have Al call you.”

      “No need. I’m going to pick Evan up and bring him over there now. Al and I can chat then.”

      “Oh, that’s perfect. Al, honey, Cary’s coming over and bringing his new boi with him.”

      I would’ve corrected her, but she hung up before I got the chance.

      A few moments later, I got a text from Al saying not to bring anything that’d been inside the manor. Not until she could cleanse it. I quickly texted her back.

      We’re all that’s been inside. His luggage is still in one of the rooms.

      When she texted a thumbs-up emoji, I drove down the lane and found Evan sitting on a bench at the school bus stop. I pulled up to where he sat and rolled down the car window again.

      “So, my friends own a bed-and-breakfast in town and they said you can stay with them,” I said.

      He shook his head. “No, I can’t afford a bed-and-breakfast. The most I can do is—”

      “Don’t worry about that. If you feel the need, you can repay them once you sell everything.”

      He pondered that and finally shrugged and stood up. “Guess beggars can’t be choosers,” he said. “You sure you aren’t going to go all nasty ghost possessed on me again?”

      I nodded. “He can’t do that again, I promise.”

      Evan got into the passenger side of the car. “You’ll like their place,” I said, trying to sound cheerful since I knew he was still struggling with everything.

      “I’ll like anything better than being attacked by vicious ghosts.”

      “I’m sure,” I said, and smiled, even if it was a bit forced.

      Now, to figure out how to manage all this without creating a rift between worlds so big, my karma would never be clean again.
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      Unlike the first time I rode with Cary, he talked on and on about the friends I was going to stay with. I knew it was as much for him as it was for me.

      He’d driven us back to his cottage to get a shirt, and to be honest, I hadn’t minded seeing the defined chest and very neat six-pack he sported underneath his clothes. Unfortunately, this was not the time to lust after some man—especially a man who may have tried to kill me had he remained possessed earlier. I had the door to the car open and was ready to bolt again when he got back. He knew instantly what I was doing and sighed. “Mr. Garland, it’s still me. I told you… well, never mind, I can’t blame you for being concerned.”

      Confident he was still himself, I closed the door and put my seat belt back on. However, I kept my hand on the belt latch and close to the door handle the entire way to town. I didn’t blame Cary for what had happened with the ghost, not entirely anyway, but I didn’t trust him either. No one in their right mind would.

      When we pulled up to a sweet midcentury modern home, I sighed in relief. We’d made it without incident, and it felt a little less likely this house would be haunted. Although, I didn’t know that for sure. Hell, I didn’t know anything anymore.

      As I followed Cary up the front steps, I sighed again. I’d been a living skeptic of all things paranormal until now. Horror flicks never bothered me. Ghost stories didn’t scare me. Hell, I thought The Blair Witch Project was more of a comedy than scary. Now, I was rethinking everything. I was a terrified mouse in a world full of lions!

      Cary gave a quick knock, and the most beautiful woman opened the door. She wore a white billowy dress that whipped around her, although I felt no wind. The white glowed against her luscious mahogany-colored skin. When she looked at me, her brown eyes seemed to turn green just before she smiled and introduced herself. “Hello, I’m Christie Jal, and you would be?” she asked, and suddenly I couldn’t remember my own name.

      I stared at the woman for a long moment before my mind collected itself. “Evan Garland,” I said, and took the hand she offered.

      I turned just in time to see Cary shake his head. “Christie, he’s been through a lot. Please, don’t mess with him right now.”

      The tall goddess turned toward Cary and, for a moment, she looked like a lioness on the hunt. Then her face morphed into a glorious smile, and even my gay heart danced in my chest at her beauty.

      “I see you’re in a mood, fine. Evan, come inside and meet my wife. Al, sweetheart,” she called out, “Come meet our guest.” I turned to see a short woman, who looked to be in her late thirties, enter the room. “Evan, this is my wife, Al.”

      Wife? How could anyone be married to the Goddess Jal? I almost said something when Al looked at me, then over at her wife and sighed.

      “It’s never-ending, truly never-ending,” she said. “I swear my entire coven, my wife included, is determined to give me gray hair.”

      Al waved her hand between Christie and me, and said, “Enthralled no more!”

      My head cleared immediately, and this time when I looked at Christie, I still saw a beautiful woman, but the intensity from before was gone.

      “Ugh, you’re no fun, Al.”

      I shook my head. “Wait, did you have me under a spell?” I asked, and Christie laughed.

      “Well, of course I did, darling. What kind of witch would I be if I didn’t use my gifts to enthrall my guests?”

      I looked over at Cary, then back at the two women, and simply walked out of the front door and back down the road. I’d had enough of all this. Evil spirits and now witches that could control my mind and make me question my sexuality? No, thank you.

      When I heard Cary running to catch up, I ignored him. “I’m going to The Pink Palace. Please bring my things if and when you can fetch them from the manor.”

      “Wait, please. Christie was just joking around, it wasn’t personal.”

      “Yeah, having your mind controlled by a complete stranger is loads of fun. I’ll be at The Pink Palace if you need me.”
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      I returned to the bed-and-breakfast to see a chagrined Christie and a fuming Al standing on the front porch. “Thanks, Christie,” I said sarcastically, then got into the Lexus.

      I passed Evan on my way to The Pink Palace, knowing he wouldn’t accept a ride from me at this point. If that was where he felt most comfortable in this town, I’d make sure he didn’t have to pay.

      “Dammit, Christie,” I said, knowing damned well she could still hear me even though I’d driven away.

      “Sorry,” I heard in my head, and knew she really was. Christie came from a long line of powerful Yoruba priestesses. Her father was Dinka, though, giving her intense height and elegant features.

      Along with inheriting natural beauty, her mother’s gifts gave her considerable power, over men especially. If it didn’t piss her off, I wouldn’t hesitate to call her an incubus. Although she wasn’t a demon, she did deserve it for playing games with Evan after all he’d been through since arriving.

      I couldn’t be too upset at her, though. Christie didn’t know about everything that had happened. Not even Al knew the full scope of events from this morning, since I hadn’t had time to fill her in yet. The leader of a coven should never be in the dark about paranormal activities happening in their territory. I might be the hired hand to oversee Cordelia Manor, but Al was ultimately in charge of managing the area’s magical and paranormal activities.

      Evan eyed me when he walked into the hotel lobby. He turned to one of the young owners of The Pink Palace, and asked, “Are you a witch too?”

      She looked at him funny, then over at me, before laughing. “I’ve been accused of that before, but not usually until you get to know me. Mr. Beacroft has already paid, and you’ll be in room thirteen. “I know it’s auspicious, but unfortunately, it’s the only room left. You’re on the second floor.”

      Evan nodded. “As long as it’s not haunted and there are no damned witches around here, it’ll be fine,” he said, taking the keys before eyeing me again, then walked out and up the staircase to the balcony.

      I hurried out of the lobby and hollered, “I’ll come by with your things as soon–” I heard his door slam before I could get the words out.

      I sighed, shook my head, and climbed back into the Lexus. I needed to talk to Al and figure out what came next. Then I needed to figure out what to do with Evan Garland. At least he would be safe here at The Pink Palace, that was a start.

      Christie would need to apologize for intruding on his mind without permission, but Al would hash that out with her. Right now, we needed to formulate a plan for Cordelia Manor.
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      I fell face-first onto the plush pink bedspread and let myself have a nice long cry. Nothing had gone right since I’d arrived. I should’ve refused to let Cary Beacroft pay for the room, but to be honest, I only had enough money to stay here two or three days at best. I wanted to go home, but I didn’t even have enough to buy a one-way train ticket.

      Witches, ghosts, what sort of spooky bullshit had I fallen into? I reached up and rubbed my head where the knot still throbbed a bit from the fucking ghost having clobbered me yesterday.

      I didn’t want to be here any longer. The manor, this town, the whole fucking state could all go to hell… or maybe I was already there. I didn’t want the curse of owning that damned manor. I knew I was feeling sorry for myself, but when would something in my life finally go right?

      Before long, I fell asleep, which I probably needed more than anything else.

      I was standing on the balcony of the manor again. I immediately felt afraid, searching for the entity who’d attacked me. But, instead of seeing him, I saw the little boy from my dream earlier.

      He was grown, or mostly. If I had to guess, he was probably around seventeen. The woman, who I recognized as his nanny, was also there, sitting on one of the uncomfortable-looking fancy chairs along the balcony.

      She was visibly pregnant and, from the look of things, not having a good time of it. The teenager went over to her, asking if she was okay.

      The woman smiled and patted his hand. “I’m fine, Andre. Now run along and do your studies. I’ll be by later to check your work.”

      As soon as the boy disappeared through the doorway, another woman emerged. “Inez, sweetheart, the doctor told you to stay off your feet.”

      “Tell that to the sulking teenager in there,” she said, chuckling.

      The woman sat beside her and, a few moments later, asked, “Have you heard from him?”

      Inez shook her head. “No, not since… well, since this,” she said, gesturing toward her large stomach.

      “The bastard should be put in prison.”

      Inez laughed mirthlessly. “And who would believe an unwed pregnant woman over someone as influential as Mr. Leon Cordelia?”

      The woman sighed and shook her head. “Inez, you’ve got to think about what you’re going to do with that baby. You can’t possibly raise him or her on your own, and we both know that one…” she said, pointing back toward the manor with her thumb, “…will never take responsibility.”

      “I’m not giving up my baby, Elisa. What happened is not the baby’s fault. That… that man is the one at fault, no one else.”

      The woman named Elisa, who’d also been in my earlier dream, put her hand over Inez’s and nodded. “I’ll help as much as I can. Maybe you can come live in the cottage with Jim and me.”

      Inez looked at Elisa and laughed. “Yes, because every newly married man wants nothing more than another woman and newborn baby to live with him.”

      Elisa smiled. “Jim wouldn’t care. He likes you, and what happened to you makes him sick.”

      Inez nodded. “I’m a woman without family. He knew he could do what he wanted and get away with it. At least he disappeared. That at least gives me some time to figure this out before I’m homeless.”

      “What about young Andre?” Elise asked.

      Inez shook her head. “I shudder to think, but I’m not his mother and he’s too old for a nanny, even though I’m barely even that now considering the state I’m in.”

      The two women sat silently, staring out toward the distant sea. I could feel Inez’s pain, her concern. Elisa, too, seemed distraught.

      I assumed the baby belonged to the irate man I’d seen in my previous dream, the one who’d beaten his little boy.

      That’s when it hit me harder than that ghost smacking me in the face. I woke and sat up in bed. The entity who’d attacked me. He was the father who’d beaten his son, and shit… he was also the father of Inez’s child. The child who would become my grandmother.

      A sickening feeling overcame me with that realization, and I barely made it to the bathroom before throwing up.
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      I glared at Christie the moment I entered the bed-and-breakfast, and she had the good grace to look chagrined. For the most part, people didn’t mind Christie’s shenanigans, especially when they knew us personally. Most people outside the magical community didn’t even know what was happening. She didn’t know all that’d happened to Evan since the whole thing started, but she couldn’t have picked a worse time to use her power on him.

      Regardless, we had bigger fish to fry than Christie throwing her charms around. Al was in her crafting room, a huge sunny addition to their bed-and-breakfast, where she spent most of her time perfecting her spells.

      Compared to Al’s crafting room, my solarium was tiny. Not that I needed a big space for what I did. In fact, I thought it’d make me uncomfortable.

      “So, what’s going on? I can feel something dark hanging around you.”

      “I was attacked by—”

      Al turned around, interrupting me. “Even after we spellcast it, it was still strong enough to attack you?”

      I nodded. “I went into the basement to speak with it, but Evan secretly followed me and that’s when all hell broke loose. I think because he’s descended from the nanny who inherited the place, well should’ve inherited the place, Evan both infuriates the entity and gives it strength.”

      “Do you think he’s somehow related? Descended?” Al asked. I shrugged, and my shoulder twinged slightly where the scratches were.

      “Not according to the press. I’ve followed the whole thing, and according to them, the estate should’ve legally passed to the nanny. She’s Evan’s ancestor.”

      “Poltergeists tend to be more powerful when their descendants are around. I’m going out on a limb here and stating the nanny must’ve been doing the nasty with her boss.”

      I stared at her a moment in contemplation as my stomach dropped. “Or something more sinister, more like.”

      Al’s face darkened, but she nodded. “That would explain the anger and the attacks. You said you were attacked. Let me see.”

      “I already took care of the scratch—”

      “I didn’t ask, Cary,” she said, interrupting me. “As your coven leader, I need to know how bad this is. Show me.”

      I nodded and pulled my shirt off. She lifted the muslin poultice and sighed. “It left actual cuts inside you. That means—”

      “It means he could get inside, and he did. He possessed me while I slept and scared the shit out of Evan. Fortunately, I’d cast a protection spell around myself before I went to sleep, but he was still able to use my body without… without my consent.”

      “I was afraid something like this would happen. There’s never anything good that comes from having an angry spirit running around unchecked,” Al said, shaking her head and rubbing her temples. “We need to exorcise the thing, but this is more than our coven can handle. I’m going to call in a favor from the Chemeketa witches.”

      It’d only been a couple of years since we’d all been asked to go down to Chemeketa to help with a nasty curse that was plaguing some brothers from the area. Hell, it was so powerful, it almost caused a volcanic eruption.

      Chemeketa was an old, established witch community with powerful practitioners in all four elements. I’d grown up visiting the town, especially on holidays when they hosted big events, although my family weren’t directly involved with the witches living there.

      I looked over toward Al who was deep in thought and wondered what to do about Evan while we called Chemeketa for help.

      “Do you think Evan will be okay, or should we encourage him to stay away? I did tell him I’d fetch his luggage from the manor as soon as possible.”

      “A quick grab and go with the luggage should be fine as long as we perform a cleansing spell on it before you take it to Evan. He should stay away for now, though. If he gives power to the entity, there’s no telling what could happen.”

      “I can run over to the manor before it gets too late, then I’ll be back.”

      Al gave an affirmative nod, but her mind was clearly on bigger things than clothing at the moment. “I’ve been wondering, you said Evan doesn’t have much money. Didn’t he inherit the place?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, but the state signed it over to him. They didn’t actually fund anything. My impression is he’s in a bit of a land rich, cash poor situation.”

      “Oh, well, that makes sense. The old place was about to fall apart last time I stayed in the hotel, and that was twenty years ago. Christie, honey, can you come in here?” Al called over my shoulder.

      Christie came in, and Al sighed before going to her. “Listen, Evan, the man who was just here. He’s important to the exorcism of Cordelia Manor. We need him, and he needs to be kept safe.”

      Christie’s face fell. “So, I need to apologize and clean all this up?”

      Al smiled at her wife. The two were opposites in many ways, but their love couldn’t be denied. “Yes, but not tonight, dearest. He needs time to calm down, and I’m afraid seeing you now will not help him do that.”

      Christie sighed, then kissed Al. “Okay, my dearest, I’ll go charm him tomorrow.”

      Al and I said no simultaneously, causing Christie to laugh out loud. “Oh, you two, I can charm without using my powers. You’re both such sticks in the mud,” she said, twisting on her heels and heading out of the room.

      When she was gone, I looked at our coven leader and smirked. “She’s a lovely handful, that one!”

      Al groaned. “You’ve no idea,” she replied, but I did. Everyone in our coven did. Hell, everyone on the southern Oregon coast who’d met her did.

      In many ways, I envied what Al and Christie had. Not only having someone to share your life with, but someone who fully accepted and embraced all aspects of you, witch and all. I’d never had such a partner and, quite frankly, didn’t think I ever would. Despite our powers and abilities to cast spells, finding one’s true love match was a magic even the most powerful witch couldn’t wield. Such was in the hands of the Fates.
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      I tossed and turned most of the night. Whereas the night before, the fluffy mattress and over-the-top pink faux feather comforter were endearing and kitschy, tonight, they just felt like a burden. Just something else causing me problems.

      I finally got up around five in the morning and decided to go for a run down by the beach. It was still so freaking cold, and from my research, that wouldn’t change much with the Pacific cooling the breezes that came off it.

      Thankfully, Cary had dropped off my luggage late yesterday, and the front desk had called, telling me it was there. So, I had my clothes to bundle up in.

      It was still dark out as I jogged toward the beach, although the first indications of light were peeking over the horizon. Birds were beginning their morning pursuit of food. The tide was still out, which meant I could run close to the water without getting wet, but far enough away not to get struck by a sneaker wave. I’d read about those, too, and didn’t fancy a roll in the surf this early in the morning.

      I jogged until I came to an outcropping that, during high tide, would’ve been submerged. It was quiet, the waves lapping against the monolith rock behind the one I sat on. The wind was blocked by the massive structure, so even though it was far from warm, it wasn’t biting cold either.

      I closed my eyes and let the sea fill my senses. The Pacific smelled different from the Atlantic. I knew that sounded ridiculous, but it was true. The Pacific smelled… wilder.

      I knew I wasn’t dreaming, not this time, but in my mind’s eye, I could see as well as I had in the dreams, two young men playing in the surf.

      The wave rolled up, catching both men in its spray, causing them to laugh wildly as they rushed toward the shore. A woman, the one I now knew was my great-grandmother, Inez, laughed as the two ran toward her.

      “Look at you both. You’re going to catch your death of cold,” Inez said, but there wasn’t any heat in her comment. There was a baby stroller next to her, and I could see a little one wrapped tightly in white swaddling clothes.

      “Grandma,” I whispered, and I had to fight the tears that threatened to fall.

      Inez looked straight at me, and for the first time since I began having these dreams, or visions, whatever they were, she made eye contact.

      The young men and the baby that was my grandma disappeared. “You can’t let them cast him away. You have to fight him, bind him if he won’t leave. He’s done so much to hurt our family.” She looked to her right, and the stroller was there again, and the baby lay in it. “You can overcome this. You can make it right. Don’t let the witch man and his coven stop what has to happen. What you’ve got to make happen.” She picked the baby up and held her, then looked up at me. “Go back to the manor. I’m there, and so is your great-uncle. We can help protect you, but you must be the one to end all of this. Only you can do so.”

      A wave hit the monolith, spraying me and making me jump off the rock I’d been sitting on.

      I’d been there with her, my great-grandmother, Inez. My great-uncle had to be Andre. She was saying he and my grandma were half-siblings. Something I’d already figured out from last night’s dream.

      Something else came out of all this. She loved him. Andre, the boy she’d been charged with caring for and who she helped raise into a young man. In every dream and vision, she’d been there for him. She looked at him the same way she looked at my grandmother, her daughter. With motherly love and affection.

      She wanted me to return to the manor? To face… him? “Damn,” I said out loud. I couldn’t even imagine it.

      “We’re there. We will help protect you.”

      Were they really there? I hadn’t felt them, not like I had Leon Cordelia. Only then did it dawn on me that the old son of a bitch was my ancestor too. If my previous dream was any indication, he’d sexually assaulted Inez, and my grandma was the result. I sighed heavily. The evil bastard deserved a one-way ticket to hell and had no right to haunt anything. Not after what I’d seen of how he’d inflicted pain and torment on everyone during his entire miserable life, and continued doing so in the afterlife.

      I didn’t have a clue how I was going to keep myself safe or how I was supposed to defeat him, but damn, I owed it to my grandmother, the sweet baby Inez had held, to make things right.

      I jogged back up the beach to the hotel. Luckily, the owners were up when I got back and had made fresh coffee. I poured myself a cup, thanked them profusely for being so efficient, and dashed to my room.

      If I was going to face that son of a bitch again, I needed to know everything I could about him. I opened my laptop, connected to the hotel’s Wi-Fi, and typed Leon Cordelia into my search engine. He might be coming for me because I was his descendant, but I had an advantage he didn’t have. I had the internet and his entire recorded history at my fingertips.
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      I shouldn’t be surprised that Fate dealt her hand once again. Al called early in the morning to tell me that Chemeketa Mayor Lance Franklyn and his husband Drew Andreassen were in town as part of an early spring event at the local theater, what with Drew being a popular singer in the local coastal communities.

      The two men agreed to meet us at Al and Christie’s place to discuss what we were up against.

      After explaining the situation, Drew briefly considered it before responding. “As you know, we dealt with something similar not long ago. It was a curse that left an embodied cantation that was linked to Lance and his brothers,” Drew said, looking over at his husband. “Eventually, it was love that broke the curse, but if what you’re dealing with here is similar, you’ll have to figure out what’s needed to send the poltergeist on his way.”

      Our hosts both nodded. Al was playing with her lip like she did when pondering something deep and troublesome. “Can’t we just exorcise the place and be done with it?”

      Drew shook his head. “No, sadly, that only delays the problem. In fact, it can even make it worse. In that way, Hollywood seems to get it right. Exorcism is a Band-Aid over a tense situation, and when it gets as bad as this, it’s a very small bandage over a very large problem.”

      Al looked at me, and I could tell what she was thinking. She wasn’t entirely wrong either. We should’ve crossed these entities over or subdued them long ago. Of course, my inner debate was if Evan was a descendant, and this was all coming out now, maybe he was meant to face it head-on. Otherwise, he’d probably just be handing the problem down to someone in a later generation.

      “So, what’s first?” Al asked.

      “I may understand why this entity is so upset. First, I think it’s because of losing his wife, and second, I think he’s jealous of the love Inez, the nanny, had for his son. I think he sees his son as the reason he lost both women he cared for. Although, I also think he hated both women too. There’s a lot of strange and conflicting emotions involved.”

      Drew nodded. “The emotions within an entity that refuses to cross over are often complex. We knew the cantation that went after Lance and his brothers was trying to prevent them finding love. Even though that entity was a cantation caused by the curse their father cast against them, I’m going to guess this entity is similar. There’s something it’s trying to control.”

      “But how do we find out?” Christie chimed in. “It’s not like we can talk to it. Cary tried, and it attacked him, even possessed him.”

      Drew glanced at Lance again and smiled softly before taking his hand. “There’s no real answer here, no silver bullet. The entity will make his intentions known eventually, just try not to let it interfere with your lives in the meantime. The only thing you can really do right now is live your life and let the chips fall where they may.”

      I shook my head. “But how can we do that when the entity is attacking us? When he’s attacking Evan?”

      Drew was clearly thinking when his husband Lance chimed in. “We had a spirit advocate, my grandmother, Gwen. She helped us navigate the issues and helped keep us safe as well. If you can identify someone, maybe another entity trapped in the manor, they may be able to help you keep Evan safe.”

      Al nodded. “That sounds like good advice. Meanwhile, whether or not Evan decides to return to the manor, we can place more calming spells on the place and block the basement better, hopefully making the entire property safer.”

      Drew and Lance both nodded at that. “Well, we need to head out,” Drew said. “My performance is part of a dinner happening tonight. You should all come. I hear there are still some seats available.”

      That might be a perfect way to start again with Evan, I thought. “Yeah, I think that would be nice. I’ll contact Evan and see if he wants to go. Things haven’t gone very smoothly since he arrived here. Some normal might be a nice change.”

      “Al, Christie?” Drew asked, and both women shook their heads.

      “We have guests checking in late this evening. I don’t think we’ll be able to get away in time.”

      “I’ll leave two tickets at the front desk,” Drew said as he and Lance stood. “I’d like to meet Evan afterward if he’s open to it. Maybe I could get a reading on him, that’ll help in the interim.”

      “I’ll ask him,” I said, because that was all I could do. The truth was, I highly doubted Evan ever wanted to see me again, much less be willing to go to a dinner and concert. But in that, too, all I could do was ask him.
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      Around mid-morning, I was feeling tired and lay down to rest. The research of my evil ancestor proved what I already thought. Few people had good things to say about him.

      For the most part, he was a jerk. He was well-documented, though, and I even found his eulogy online in the local newspaper’s archives. The mayor at the time had written it.

      The tragic end of Leon Cordelia doesn’t negate the influence he brought to the southern Oregon coast. His efforts brought jobs and prosperity to the region even after the short-lived gold rush ended.

      That was it. He’d been good at business, basically. It took more digging to discover he’d been found dead in the basement of the manor. There weren’t many details other than my ancestor, Inez, had been accused of killing him and not long after, she’d been convicted of killing his son Andre.

      Of course, now I knew that wasn’t true. Inez had been living at her friend’s Elisa’s home, and her friend even testified to that fact. That left the question of who had actually killed Leon Cordelia. Being the total asshole he was and still seemed to be probably made for a long suspect list.

      I lay back on the bed, letting my mind drift away from the horrible man. Luckily, I didn’t have to check out early since I had a standing reservation thanks to the sexy Cary Beacroft. Having gotten some distance, I was able to think about him without all the estate drama involved.

      My somewhat harsh first impression notwithstanding, Cary was in every way my type. Tall, fit, brooding, and handsome in a rugged way. The witch thing confused me, though. I didn’t know what I thought of when I envisioned a witch, but it wasn’t him.

      My mouth watered as I thought of his six-pack and strong arms. I mean, the truth was, Cary was out of my league. I was just a short, skinny, and not all that handsome guy. Lord knew, my ex Andy had told me often enough how plain I looked.

      Ugh, why had I stayed with him so long? I’d come to realize, our relationship was all in the timing. I’d lost my dad in a horrible car accident just when I’d started dating Andy. I’d already moved in with him when, a few months later, Grandma succumbed to cancer.

      Clearly, I’d rushed into things with Andy. But even with him being a complete asshole, he was still better than being alone. Or at least that’s what I’d told myself. Now, I wasn’t so sure. If only Andy had been a little kinder, a little more understanding, a little more like Cary seemed to be, maybe we would’ve worked out in the long run.

      The knock on the door made me jump. “Who is it?” I yelled from the bed. The irrational fear coursing through me told me I was far from overcoming the trauma of the past couple of days.

      “It’s me, Cary. I wondered if we could talk.”

      The memory of seeing his defined muscles when he’d had only the muslin wrap on infiltrated my brain before I could respond. It didn’t help that I’d just been thinking about them… I mean him.

      “Um, I need a moment. Can you go down to the lobby and grab us both a cup of coffee?” I yelled through the door.

      “Yeah, I’ll be right back.”

      I rushed to the bathroom, splashed water on my face, then quickly brushed my teeth, not wanting him to smell my nasty coffee-infused morning breath. Not that we’d necessarily get that close, but still. Damn, my hair was a fucked-up mess too. No time to fix that, I thought, rummaging through my bag until I found my Cavaliers’ ball cap.

      My dad had been a huge fan of the Virginia Cavaliers, which meant I was also a fan. You couldn’t love my dad without catching his excitement about all things baseball, especially NCAA. He’d adopted his new home state’s main college team with wild abandon and whenever their games were broadcast, we’d watch together.

      I opened the door just as Cary came up the stairs holding two coffees. “Hey, thanks for doing that,” I said, taking my cup from him.

      I stepped aside to let him in, and he barked out a laugh at the over-the-top décor. “Wow, I heard about this place, but had no idea it looked like a pink flamingo threw up in here.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle as I followed his gaze around the room. “I’m lucky I’m here this early in the year. The place is almost full as it is, and one of the owners told me this morning they’re booked up from the end of this month throughout the entire summer.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard it’s popular,” he said as he picked up a furry pink pillow and dropped it on the floor before sitting down on it. “Um, so I wondered if we could talk. I think we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot, and I want to apologize.”

      I studied the man before sitting down on the edge of the bed. “If you’re worried about your job, I can stipulate whoever buys the place will have to keep you on.”

      Cary’s eyes grew large before the smile lines danced around them. “I’m not worried about my job. Although, it’ll be hard to give up the cottage. But, no, I mean you and me. With all that happened.”

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry for bolting like I did from the bed-and-breakfast, but that really freaked me out,” I said, and sighed. “I don’t know much about spirits or witchcraft, but having my mind controlled was more over-the-top than this hotel room.”

      Cary’s smile wavered. “Christie shouldn’t have done that. We aren’t supposed to, and I think she believed we were friends. I don’t hide my abilities, at least not from most people I get to know, so she just assumed you were aware.”

      “Even so, I bet most people don’t know witches actually have powers like that.”

      “If it helps,” Cary said, the smile brightening on his face, “…most of us don’t.”

      I stared at him a moment too long as I wondered if maybe my attraction to him was because of his abilities. Then I glanced down and saw his huge biceps and almost laughed. Nope, I didn’t need him using his power on me to cause me to drool.

      “So,” I quickly said to distract myself from thinking about that, “…what do you have in mind? About us, I mean.”

      I didn’t mean that the way it probably sounded, and Cary blushed a bit and then smiled shyly. “There’s a dinner and show over at the local theater tonight. I’ve been given tickets and wondered if you’d like to join me.”

      “What kind of show?” I asked, surprised he was asking me. Like, was this a date or something? Wasn’t I his boss? No, scratch that. I’d have to be able to pay him before I could be his boss.

      “It’s a concert, actually. Drew Andreassen is performing. He’s sort of a local celebrity.”

      The man’s name sounded familiar. “Wait, didn’t he open for Opia when she was touring?”

      Cary shrugged. “No idea, but his style is similar to Opia’s, so maybe. He’s really quite good.”

      I’d been a fan of the folksy Irish singer since I’d heard of her in high school. I’d only grown to love her music more over the years.

      “Yeah, I mean, that sounds fun. But…” I said, and it was my turn to blush, “…is this like a date or something?”

      Cary’s smile lines returned, and he shrugged noncommittally. “I’m not opposed to that, if you aren’t. Or this can just be a friendly attempt to start again. If you want it to be more, that’s entirely up to you, Evan.”

      His jovial attitude was a good sign. He wasn’t putting the moves on me or pressuring me into anything. I knew I could be easy to manipulate, and a handsome man wouldn’t have to work too hard at it—especially one as charming as Cary Beacroft.

      “Well, let’s just see what happens,” I said, and looked down at my hands, suddenly feeling shy. “But, I need to figure out what to do about a place to stay. I don’t have the funds to pay for a hotel, and I have no idea when or if I’ll sell the manor, so I need to be able to stay there for now. But I’d rather not put my life in jeopardy either.”

      “We’re working on that,” he said, and I met his gaze.

      “We as in the incubus woman?”

      Cary laughed. “No, her wife is our coven leader, but Christie isn’t usually involved in our day-to-day affairs. I don’t want to make this awkward again, but we spoke to Drew, the guy singing tonight. He’s a sort of specialist on the paranormal, and he thinks to truly deal with whatever’s going on there, you’ll need to face it head-on. We should be able to help, though.”

      I sighed heavily and nodded. “Yeah, I got a similar message this morning,” I said, and when Cary tilted his head questioningly, I shook mine. “I’ve been having dreams since I got here, dreams of my great-grandmother and a kid. I think he was the son of the original owner, and she was the boy’s nanny.  He’s also the one she was convicted of murdering, but I really don’t believe that’s what happened.”

      “You say you’ve seen them in dreams?” Cary asked, sitting up straighter and clearly interested. “Have they communicated with you directly in any of them?”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen them a few times now, but this morning was more of a vision than a dream. I was awake, at least it felt like I was, and my great-grandmother talked to me. Told me I needed to face the evil man, just like you said.”

      “Interesting,” Cary said, and it looked as if the news had sent his mind racing. “Anything else?”

      I nodded, unsure of how much to share since I had no discernable proof other than in my own mind. But with Cary listening so intently and looking at me with such concern, I felt I could trust him. “Yeah, the entity that attacked me. I think he’s my ancestor as well, the biological father of my grandmother. But I don’t think the conception of my grandmother was consensual.”

      “We came to the same conclusion. I’m sorry that happened to your great-grandmother, and I’m almost sure that’s why this entity is after you. But with that knowledge, we should be able to fight him now.”

      “I’ve been doing research too. He wasn’t a good man, and I don’t think anyone liked him very much. Not even his own son, maybe especially not him.”

      Cary nodded, a sad but determined look crossing his face. “We all came to that same conclusion as well. Anyway, there’s no need to worry about that right now. You’ve been through enough. I’d be honored to treat you to breakfast, then maybe we can drive up to Tillamook so you can meet my buddy Deke. His grandfather owns the hotel chain that leased the manor. I think Deke might be able to give you some insights and even help you figure out what to do with the estate while you’re preparing to sell it.”

      I looked at him, shocked. “Wow, that would be helpful. Really helpful. I need to figure something out, and that sooner the better.”

      “Tillamook is just north of here, and it’s a pretty drive. Also, they have great cheese and ice cream. It’ll be fun.”

      I shrugged, and secretly wondered if the trip would also count as a date too. “Sure, that’d be great. But I need a shower first.”

      “I’ll give you some time. I’ll go grab another cup of coffee from the lobby and wait in the car. Do you mind eating breakfast over at Al and Christie’s? I know Christie wants to apologize for yesterday.”

      I couldn’t stifle my groan. “Ugh, well, I guess if I’m going to stay in a small town, I have to make nice with the locals.”

      Cary chuckled. “Especially those locals.”

      “Yeah, that’s fine. Just give me a few minutes to get ready.”

      Cary ventured back downstairs while I climbed into the shower. I can’t say I wasn’t engulfed in reservations about remaining in town, let alone confronting an evil spirit even with his help. Ghosts, witches, the life-altering events of inheriting an estate. Was I truly prepared to handle all of it?

      My worries were tempered by a small thrill tucked under my ribcage. Was I an idiot for thinking I had a chance with Cary? For thinking about him in that way? Probably. But what’d be the harm in spending the day with a strong, confident man who actually listened to me and seemed to enjoy my company? Especially, since I’d feel a hell of a lot safer taking a scenic drive to go eat ice cream with him well clear of here than I would being in my house of horrors.
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      I texted Christie, told her I was bringing Evan for breakfast, and immediately received a thumbs-up emoji. They actually had a breakfast menu, mainly because Christie poured a lot of time and energy into making their business as unique and accommodating as possible. Before she and Al married, Christie had run a large restaurant chain in Sacramento, and it showed in the food they offered.

      It’d been interesting watching her over the years adapt to living in a small town and running their small bed-and-breakfast. At first, I thought it’d been really good for her, but lately, I could feel her growing restless. A restaurant closed a couple of years back in town, and Christie had wanted to take it over, but she and Al were still working to establish the bed-and-breakfast at that point, so she backed out. Now, I thought she regretted it.

      I saw Evan come out of his room and spot me sitting in the car. When he climbed into the front seat, I smiled. “So, this should be fun. Christie has a gift with food, and I think today she’s doing some strange mushroom dish. All local mushrooms, of course, and Al said they’d bought some local salmon too.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be yummy,” Evan said, but I could sense his distraction. I decided to shut up and just let Christie work through her own mess. My rambling certainly wasn’t going to fix anything.

      Christie was shy when we arrived, which was strange. I looked over at Al, who cocked an eyebrow when Christie said something about how nice it was of Evan to visit again.

      “Thank you for having me,” Evan said, only mildly succeeding in an attempt to sound gracious. We all sat around the dining table amid an awkward silence, just staring at one another.

      Wow, this is painful, I thought, then Al surprised me. “Cary, I need you to come to my office.”

      I nodded and stood to go, knowing she just wanted to give the two a little privacy to work things out.

      “So, what do you think about the advice we got this morning?” Al asked as soon as we sat down in her crafting room.

      I shrugged. “Well, it seems we’re on the right path. Evan told me he’s been having dreams and visions of his ancestor, Inez, since he arrived. She even told him what Drew advised us earlier, that he has to face the entity.”

      “Interesting,” Al said, and turned to look out at the ocean through the great windows that flanked this side of the house. “So, that’s something, I guess. Before you take him back there, though, I want to secure that basement. In fact, I think we should do that soon. Can you meet us over there this afternoon?” she asked, and I shook my head.

      “No, we’re going to drive up to Tillamook to meet my high school buddy, Deke. I know Evan’s worrying about what to do with the estate, and the way he came into possession of it hasn’t given him much insight. I figure if he’s less stressed about it, maybe that will help us keep his anxiety energy under control a bit. No sense feeding the negativity that already exists at the manor.”

      “Oh, that’s smart,” Al said. “Do you think he’ll want to reopen the hotel and restaurant?”

      I turned to her and could feel her wheels turning. “Honestly, I don’t know. We just met, but all indications are that he’s broke. He’s going to need funds, and the empty manor will cost more to maintain the longer it sits there.” Considering all that’d happened recently with Christie, I felt the puzzle pieces fall into place. “Al, do you think Christie might—?”

      “Shh, don’t put energy out in the world that isn’t ready to be harvested,” Al chastised, then winked at me. “Wasn’t it Drew who said this morning that we need to continue living our lives and not let these things interfere?” I nodded, and Al smiled. “Let’s let things work out the way they’re supposed to. Meanwhile, I’ll call the coven together and manage the energies in the old manor. We can build a boundary, as you suggested, around the basement entrance that should help keep him contained for the time being.”

      “Shouldn’t I be there?” I asked, feeling disappointed I wouldn’t be included.

      “No, he attacked you, which means there’s unresolved issues. It’s best if a fresh group of people, neutral to the situation, handle this. You take Evan up to Tillamook, and we’ll handle the rest for now.”

      I nodded. She was right, of course. If I got anywhere near the basement right now, the only thing I’d accomplish would be to piss the entity off even more.

      Best to keep things as neutral as possible.
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      I could’ve crawled out of my skin when Cary left me alone with Christie. I had no interest in being subjected to her mind tricks again, let alone be made to feel infatuated with a woman. It just felt wrong.

      Christie left the dining room, returning a moment later with a small dish and placing it on the table. Then to my horror, she sat directly across the table from me. “I should never have done what I did, not without your knowledge or consent. I, well, I thought you were friends with Cary, and even then, it was wrong of me. I’m sorry.”

      I didn’t move or respond, just sat there. If she had that kind of power, what else could she do? Maybe she was manipulating me right now in some way. She looked up at me then and sighed when she saw my skeptical expression. “I really screwed this up, didn’t I?” she asked.

      “It wasn’t the best first impression, no. I also don’t understand all this. How did you do it? I mean, I’m totally gay, yet I was ready to worship the ground you walked on.”

      She chuckled. “Honestly?” she asked, looking around to make sure we were alone, then she whispered, “All I had to do was tap into your natural attraction to Cary. Your brain did the rest for me.”

      “Oh, ooh,” I said. “You have the power to do that? Like, tap into other people’s emotions?”

      She shrugged but only slightly. “I always could enhance emotions in people. Not a lot. I mean, I can’t make people do things or feel things they don’t already feel or want to do, but I can make them bigger. Intensify them. And, obviously, redirect them at will.”

      “And you used my…” I began, looking back toward where Cary and Al had gone, “…my attraction to someone else, even though I hadn’t explored it myself? I should probably be running for the hills.”

      “Nah, I’m harmless, really. I was just pulling a prank on Cary. I honestly thought you were the sort of friend he usually brings around. Had I known you were, well, unacquainted with us, I wouldn’t have done it.”

      I watched the woman’s face and knew in my heart she was being genuine. “Well, no harm, no foul, other than making me question my sanity and sexuality, but now I’m back to lusting after guys, so we’re fine. Now, what’s this?” I asked, pointing at the small dish on the table.

      Christie chuckled. “Nothing witchy, I promise. I’m a professional chef, trained in France, and this is an apology dessert.”

      “Trained in France? Wow, that’s impressive,” I said, and ate a spoonful of the chocolate pudding she’d brought me.

      Flavor immediately burst on my tongue, and I couldn’t help but moan in pleasure. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the delight of diverse flavors that just kept coming. When I opened my eyes, Christie was grinning.

      “Wait, did you do it again? If so, you can keep doing it, because damn, that’s good.”

      “Nope, that’s all culinary training at play, not my natural gifts, although there’s something magic about a well-cooked dish. I’m guessing you like it?”

      “Oh, heavens above, I love it so much.” I placed another spoonful on my tongue, enjoying the pleasure that assaulted my taste buds. “What are all these flavors?” I asked after enjoying the explosion.

      “What do you taste?” she asked.

      “Hmm, cardamom is an immediate flavor, then what is that? Is it Earl Grey tea?”

      “Bergamot, great taste buds,” she said. “And the more subtle flavors?”

      “Chocolate, of course, but there’s something floral too. It’s almost unnoticeable. Is that rose?”

      She touched her nose. “Very good palate. It’s got a tiny splash of rosewater. Now, let’s see if you can recognize anything else. There’s a very subtle flavor that should be lingering on the back of your tongue.”

      I closed my eyes in concentration, trying to figure out what exactly I was tasting. “Licorice? No, and it’s not fennel either, although it’s similar.” I opened my eyes and was just about to give up when it struck me.

      Saturday nights, my dad and grandma loved to go to the old dairy barn on the banks of the river in our little town. I always got a dipped cone, but Grandma and Dad would get a root beer float, or black cow, as they’d call it.

      “Root beer?” I asked. “You put root beer in this?”

      Christie laughed with pleasure. “Oh, you are so good at this. I’m impressed. The root they make root beer out of is called sassafras. Al uses it in her spellcasting, but I like the flavor, especially as an accent. Very well done!” she said, and clapped her hands.

      “Well, you two seem to be getting along better,” Christie’s wife said as she and Cary came back into the dining room.

      “We are, especially when Christie can entice me with these flavors. Seconds please?”

      Christie chuckled. “Not yet, I’m afraid it’ll spoil the breakfast I’ve prepared for you, but I promise if you don’t like what I’ve cooked, you can have all the dessert you want.”

      I waggled my eyebrows at her, and said, “You might as well bring out the entire dish then, because nothing could possibly be as good as that.”

      Al and Cary chuckled next to me, but Christie just bowed. “Challenge accepted.”

      Over the next half hour, Christie assaulted our palates with one amazing dish after another. The food was truly magnificent. I was so full by the time we finished, I didn’t even have room for seconds of her fantastic dessert. “Oh, I’m so sad. I want more dessert, but I don’t want to make myself sick,” I whined.

      Christie chuckled at the high praise. “I have a feeling we’re going to see more of you, and I promise to make that for you again.”

      I smiled and patted my very full tummy. “Thank you, Christie. And for the record, you can wile me with your wicked ways anytime, as long as it’s in the form of food.” I wasn’t sure why I felt so at ease with these self-proclaimed witches, including one who possessed the power to influence my mind. But I liked them and felt comfortable now, despite my rude introduction to the two women.

      Christie winked at me. “As you wish.”

      Following breakfast, Cary and I drove companionably up the coastal road. Full tummies, happy thoughts, and amazing views lulled me into a sense of peace the rest of the morning. Once again, I had hope despite what I was up against with the manor. Who knew, maybe the worst had already passed.
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      I wasn’t sure why, but I had to force myself not to reach over and take Evan’s hand as we drove the winding road toward Tillamook. Deke said he was busy with Hallock business, but could take time off around two in the afternoon. He’d anticipated me bringing Evan to meet him at some point, and said he’d put some things together about the estate to give him.

      Deke worked in an old farmhouse converted into an office complex. At one time, his family had farmed the area and had dairy cattle like so many of the other immigrant families that settled here. Of course, most of the farm was now touristy.

      We entered the first floor that’d been converted into a storefront, making our way past all kinds of goodies to buy. All were priced three times higher than anywhere else I’d seen, yet people were lined up at the register.

      We walked through the employee-only entrance and up the stairs to where Deke’s office was. I’d done this enough times that none of the store’s staff even looked our way.

      Sure enough, Deke was sitting at his desk working on his computer. When I knocked, he looked up and smiled. “I wondered if you were going to get here on time,” he said, winking at me. When we were in high school, I was perpetually late. Of course, I was a different person now, but for him, that would never change.

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever. This is Evan Garland, the new owner of Cordelia Manor. Evan, this is one of my oldest friends, Deke Hallock.”

      Deke smiled warmly at Evan. “I’m very pleased to meet you, have a seat.”

      Deke was always so friendly and accommodating. In a lot of ways, he was my opposite. Whereas I tended to be abrupt and come across as standoffish when I first met someone, Deke was all personality. But few people got to know him deeply or personally. As far as I knew, his family and I were the only ones he let in.

      “So, you’re the one who took the old place off our hands. I have to tell you, you did us a favor,” Deke said, and I knew it took Evan aback.

      I cocked an eyebrow at my friend, and when Deke waited too long to get a reaction from Evan, I intervened. “They were afraid they’d get stuck doing another major renovation to the place.”

      Evan looked confused. “Why? Is it not worth the investment?”

      Deke laughed. “It is, it’s a great property, and it’s made our family very wealthy over the years, but no, my grandfather’s health is failing, and the running of the business has fallen on my shoulders. I love Cordelia Manor, but we need to keep our holdings closer to Tillamook and expand from here.”

      He looked at me then and it was my turn to look confused. That Hallock planned to expand came as news to me. Deke must’ve realized he hadn’t told me before, because he added, “We got preliminary approval from the city to build a new hotel and apartment combination. With the ongoing popularity of the Tillamook Cheese Factory as a tourist attraction, it couldn’t be a better time.”

      That made me smile. I’d been a tough couple of years for the Hallock family in dealing with their patriarch’s declining health, so any bright spots were welcome. “I have no doubt you’ll make it amazing. But you should still use your grandma’s homemade ice cream recipe to give Tillamook a run for their money.”

      “Oh no, no interest in that. We just want them to continue to be successful and let their success build ours.”

      Deke looked over at Evan and nodded. “The same goes for Cordelia Manor. We wish you success, and because our family has been a part of that building since it was built, your success will help build ours as well.”

      “Your family has been involved since it was built? Are you related to the Cordelia family?” Evan asked.

      Deke laughed out loud. “Oh no, we were among the hired help. I don’t know the entire story, although I should as often as Grandpa told it, but what I remember is that his parents weren’t able to make a living on the farm at the time, so my great-grandpa was the groundskeeper, and my great-grandma was a maid.”

      Evan’s eyes lit up. “What was her name?” he asked.

      Deke sighed. “I really should’ve paid more attention to my grandpa’s stories. I’m sorry, Evan, I don’t remember off the top of my head, but I know Grandpa will want to meet you. I guess he grew up with your grandma. He told me when he was young, she lived with them, and she was his babysitter.”

      “Oh, wow,” Evan said. “This is all making more sense now.”

      Deke looked perplexed, and Evan smiled. “I’ve been piecing my family’s history together, and after my great-grandmother… well, after she wasn’t around any longer, I wondered where my grandmother went. I only know she left the coast for Portland while still a young woman, but she never really spoke about her childhood.”

      “Hold on,” Deke said, picking up his phone and making a call. A moment later he was talking to someone, and when he frowned, I knew he wasn’t getting good news. “Well…” he said over the phone, “…ask when is a good time for Grandpa to meet the new owner of the manor.” He waited a moment and laughed. “No, Grandma, I’m not trying to give him work. I just thought since he shares a history with the Garlands, he’d like to meet him.” His smile grew as whoever he was talking to was clearly giving him the business. “Okay, I’ll let them know. Kiss the old coot for me.”

      Deke hung up, still smiling. “Evan, my grandpa does want to meet you, but he had a rough chemo treatment yesterday so he’s not feeling up for visitors. Grandma did say, though, Cary should bring you by sometime for dinner. He usually does better a few days after chemo.”

      I looked over at Evan, who nodded. “I’d like that. Meanwhile, can you tell me about the hotel business at the manor? What did you have going on before you closed?”

      “Oh, we were doing a great restaurant business. In fact, it was the only thing we were still running. Wait,” he said, swiveling in his seat, opening an old file cabinet, and pulling out a massive folder. “You can take this with you if you wish. The licenses with the state and health department are still active. You’d have to sign some agreement with us to operate under our umbrella for the time being, I think, but that’s something for an attorney to work out. In any case, if you’d like to reopen the place, we’d support you any way we can. Truthfully, I think reopening the restaurant would go a long way in cheering up the old man. It crushed him to close down even though we’d agreed to do so before the state gave the place back to you.”

      Evan looked at the pile of paperwork in front of him, then back up at Deke and swallowed hard. “So, we could open the restaurant back up now? Just like that?”

      Deke shrugged. “Yep, can’t see why not. You’ll have to have the health department do another inspection first and like I said, we’ll need our attorneys to chat about the legalities, but I can give you the names of the folks working there before we closed. Most were older, but I think they’d relish the idea of working there again.”

      Evan just nodded, and for maybe the first time since I’d met him, looked hopeful. “I-I can’t thank you enough. I didn’t know what I was going to do about all that.”

      “Well, we don’t want to run a hotel there again, and the restaurant is a heck of a lot of work, but if we can help make the transition easier, please let us know. My grandpa always had a special fondness for that place, and I think it rubbed off on all of us a bit.”

      Deke stood up and extended his hand. Evan took it and shook, still looking like a deer in the headlights. I thought he might’ve been a little overwhelmed. He picked up the huge folder, and with a promise from Deke to be in touch again soon, we left the office.

      The restaurant, before it closed down, was a beloved landmark in the town. People traveled from all over the state to eat there, if not the country, even if the décor was a bit ragged and tired. The food and the service were excellent. I’d always been proud to work for Cordelia Manor, and I liked the idea of Evan opening it up again. Minus one especially nasty spirit, of course.
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      I was in a daze after what I’d learned from Deke. The manor was still able to be run as a restaurant, and hotel, for that matter. It just needed to be reopened. Well, and exorcised, but I knew Cary, Al and their coven were actively working out those details.

      I’d thought when I saw the dining room, before being hit by the malevolent spirit, that I could see myself running that part of a business. It wasn’t like I hadn’t done similar work in the past.

      The hotel, not so much, but the restaurant was very much in my wheelhouse.

      After having ice cream at the Tillamook Cheese Factory, still too full from breakfast to do anything else, I closed my eyes as we drove back down the coast and let myself contemplate keeping the estate, at least for now. If I could get the restaurant back up and running and a few rooms occupied, the value would go up significantly, provided it was a viable business.

      Besides, it would give me something to do besides feeling sorry for myself and more alone now than ever before. None of my ancestors–Dad, Grandma, or my great-grandmother, for that matter–had ever met someone who lasted long.

      I didn’t like to think of being unlucky in love as any sort of family legacy, but I’d long ago come to that conclusion I would face the same lonely fate as them. At least Dad, Grandma and I had always had each other, until I didn’t any longer. That realization still hit me hard enough to make me cry sometimes.

      “You’re very quiet,” Cary said softly next to me, drawing my attention from my miserable thoughts.

      “Sorry, just thinking about my family and all that needs to be done with the manor.”

      “Deke dropped a lot of information on you, didn’t he?”

      I glanced over at him and smiled. “It’s good information. I-I already thought the restaurant looked good. Very good, actually. The kitchen was spotless and modernized.”

      “They redid it after a fire about five years ago.”

      “Fire?” I asked, alarmed.

      “Yeah, it was contained, thank goodness, but the state required them to install fire prevention measures after that. That’s part of the reason they stopped renting rooms. They had to put sprinkler systems in each room used by guests. They only got one level done before they decided to stop.”

      “That explains why some rooms look better than others.”

      “Maybe, but none of them are modern.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “They are horrible, like nineteen seventies and eighties time capsules. Why did they decorate the first floor to the period of the manor, but turn the upper floors into hideous rooms?”

      Cary laughed. “No idea. I doubt even Deke can answer that. You can ask his grandfather, but don’t call them ugly or hideous. He was very attached to Cordelia Manor.”

      “Not that attached if he made the rooms that gaudy,” I said under my breath, causing Cary to laugh again.

      “Are you still okay with going to the dinner and concert tonight? I understand if you’re tired, it’s been another intense day.”

      “No, I want to go, and it’s been a good day. Much better than yesterday and the day before. I mean, it’s been heavy in some ways, but at least no ghost has attacked me… yet. Are there ghosts at this theater?”

      Cary cringed. “I mean, yeah, but they’re benign. Even Al says they’re harmless.”

      “Ugh, what is it with this town and its undead? I swear they should start filming horror flicks here or something, they wouldn’t even need special effects.”

      “Maybe another revenue stream for the manor?”

      I snorted. “Maybe, and who knew, Mr. Beacroft, you actually have a sense of humor.”

      “No, more likely just gas,” he said, winking at me as he glanced my way. “We did eat a lot of cheese back in Tillamook, after all.”

      “Well, I’ll roll a window down if that’s the case.”

      Cary laughed loudly, and I felt maybe we’d just turned some kind of corner. Not that we had any sort of relationship at this point, even as friends, but the possibility no longer seemed as far-fetched as it had mere hours ago.
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      I’d never heard Drew perform before, and had only run into him a few times over the years, but his band was amazing. They were true professionals, and it was easy to see why they were in such demand on the coastal circuit. We hung back when the crowd began to disperse, since I’d told Evan that Drew wanted to meet him afterward.

      We stood and followed the last of the crowd into the lobby, where Drew had mentioned he and the band would be meeting fans. Drew smiled when he saw us and immediately reached out to shake Evan’s hand.

      Drew and his husband, Lance, were handsome men, at least a decade older than me, but you’d have to be blind not to see their daddy sex appeal.

      That’d never done anything for me personally, but I could tell Evan was taken with them. I had to force down a surge of jealousy that seemed to come at me from nowhere. “The concert was amazing. I remember hearing your songs when you sang with Opia,” Evan gushed to the band.

      “Wow,” a woman behind Drew commented. “That’s like ancient history. You can’t be old enough to remember that.”

      Evan turned to her, smiling. “I was a huge Opia fan when I was in high school. Therefore, I was a big fan of yours too. Anyone who opened for Opia must be remarkable, right?”

      The rest of the band laughed. “She’s pretty awesome. Thanks,” Drew said.

      Evan was about to follow the rest of the attendees out of the building when Drew asked him if he’d be willing to join them all for dessert. “The catering company here always saves us cheesecake for after the show. Wanna join us?”

      Evan looked surprised, but nodded. “Um, sure. Is that okay with you?” he asked me.

      I smiled. “Always have room for cheesecake.”

      Evan laughed. “You already had a slice at dinner.”

      “Hey, don’t judge. I recall you having dessert there, too, but I would never mention that because I’m a gentleman.”

      He bumped me playfully with his elbow, and I just chuckled. Truth was, I liked cheesecake and sweets in general. That was why I ran and worked out all the time, otherwise, I’d be the size of a truck.

      Drew and his band led us back through the theater and into a small room full of stuff. “This must’ve been the green room at one time,” I said mostly to myself as I scanned the room curiously.

      “Now, it’s mostly storage, but yeah, the place was built as an opera house. It was well known during its time,” Drew said, passing Evan and me slices of cheesecake as we sat.

      “So, Cary tells me you might have a spirit infestation. Can you tell me about it?” Drew asked, and Evan’s hand froze halfway to his mouth. He put his forkful of cheesecake back on his plate and nodded.

      “Yeah, I was attacked twice. It even attacked Cary.”

      Drew looked at me, and asked, “Are you still in pain?”

      Luckily, the rest of the band were talking about other things and mostly ignored us. Lance came in, picked up one of the last slices of cheesecake, and sat down by his husband. “No,” I said. “We got a poultice on it, and this morning all that’s left are some scabbed-over scratches.”

      Drew sighed. “You both need to be careful. Evan, you aren’t alone. I can feel a presence around you, not strong. Feminine, almost motherly.”

      “My grandmother?” Evan asked, and Drew closed his eyes in concentration.

      “No, she’s older than that. She doesn’t appear older, but she’s from an earlier time. I’d guess she’s a more distant ancestor than your grandmother.”

      “My great-grandmother,” he said.

      Drew nodded. “That feels right. She’s bound to the manor too. And she’s protective of you, and the others… definitely an ally. If I’m reading this right, several entities are trapped in the manor. None of them are dangerous except the one who attacked you. The others are just waiting. Like, waiting for justice… that’s what I’m feeling.”

      Lance put his arm around Drew’s shoulders, and when I looked closely, I noticed Drew was sweating. “That’s enough, honey. You’re tired already, don’t exert yourself any further,” Lance said. Drew gave him a pointed look, and I could almost hear the don’t tell me when enough is enough conversation coming, but he must’ve decided to change the subject instead.

      Drew turned back and smiled at us. “I’m an air energy, as is Lance. I can feel and detect spirits. In fact, Lance’s grandmother and I were close before and after her death.” He paused and looked at Lance, who nodded. “She helped us quell the curse, and you should lean heavily on your ancestor’s support too. It helps to have a benevolent spirit who can help guide you through the tough parts. They have more access to that side of the veil.”

      Evan smiled even though the crease between his eyes remained, showing he was definitely not very comfortable with this conversation. I decided to step in to take some of the heat off him.

      “So, Al and the coven went over to the manor and purified it this afternoon, did some boundary work, and set some charms and spells around the place. Do you think it’s safe for Evan to return?” I asked.

      Drew nodded. “Yes, with the protection you have from your ancestor and the others,” he said, looking at Evan again, “…as well as the work the coven has done, I imagine that spirit is fairly well-contained for now. But I wouldn’t go back into that basement. Not until it’s clear how you can counteract the negativity.”

      “Don’t worry,” Evan said. “I have no interest in ever going back in that basement again. Once was enough for a lifetime.”

      Drew chuckled. “I’m sure. And if you need us, we will gladly come help.” Lance kissed Drew on top of his head, causing him to smile up at his husband. “Well, with that, I think we all need to hit the road. Lance, you’re the designated driver,” he said before standing up.

      We shook everyone’s hand again, helped them discard all the trash from the cheesecake, and followed them out.

      Once we’d said our goodbyes, I drove Evan back to The Pink Palace. “You have my number, so text me when you get up tomorrow and I’ll come and get you.”

      Evan nodded. “I-I’m not quite ready to move back to the manor, but I would like to explore it a bit more, so yeah, thanks.”

      “No problem, and you know you’re welcome to use my place as a sort of headquarters while you work things out. It’s safe there and not one spirit in sight.”

      “Just a little possession.”

      I cringed. “Sorry, yeah, but he won’t be able to do that again, I promise. Besides, none of us are going back into the basement anytime soon, so that should keep him well-secured. You should be fine either way.”

      Evan smiled at me. “I hope so because I’m thinking about turning the manor back into a hotel, or at least reopening the restaurant. If I can get the funds together, that is.”

      I winked at him. “I have no doubt you can.”

      We arrived at The Pink Palace, and before he got out, he said, “Thanks, Cary, for this good day. I needed it.”

      I reached over and put my hand on his. “It was a good day for me too.”

      Evan hesitated, then almost as if he said fuck it in his own mind, he leaned over and kissed me. Chaste, but still a kiss. “Night,” he whispered, then jumped out of the car.

      I watched him sprint up the stairs to his hotel room, and just before he disappeared inside, he glanced back toward me and smiled. Yeah, it really was a good day.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

          
            EVAN

          

        

      

    

    
      I cautiously followed Al and Cary into the manor, still feeling trepidation, but thankful to have two people with me. The fact they were both witches made me a little more confident the nasty fucker wouldn’t come at me again.

      We walked through the entire place, from floor to floor and room to room, and all seemed calm. The only thing that felt off, even to me, was the basement door. “Don’t go down there,” Al cautioned. “Don’t even approach the door.”

      “Trust me, not a worry!” I replied.

      We walked back out of the kitchen and sat at one of the tables in the dining room. ““So, what’re your plans for this place?” Al asked, gesturing around the room.

      I shrugged and sighed. “Well, I’d like to reopen the restaurant, but it won’t be cheap to get it back up and running. I went over the costs last night, but I don’t have the funds to do it on my own. Maybe if I got a loan—” I stopped and blushed. “Sorry, I could go on and on about all this. You probably don’t want my sob story, though.”

      Al smiled and winked. “What if I knew someone who’d make the perfect partner?”

      I sat up a little straighter. “I would be interested, but it has to be someone who knows the restaurant business. I’ve worked in a few and know margins are slim, even among the most successful places. But yeah, I would like to talk to them.”

      I almost bit my tongue to stop talking. I’d thought about that myself, but not all partnerships were worth it. I couldn’t imagine how screwed I’d be if I agreed to work with someone only to have it go sour, like with my fucking ex.

      But I also knew I wasn’t likely to get a loan on my own, and I didn’t have experience running my own business. I knew how to run a restaurant, but… jeez, I was rambling in my own head now.

      I looked to Al, who was still smiling at me. “Who do you have in mind?” I asked.

      “Let me talk to her first. If she agrees, I’ll get the two of you together.”

      “Yeah, thanks,” I said, then began taking stock of our surroundings. “There’s a lot to do. The furniture is okay, but worn.” I got up and started wandering around the room. “These curtains are atrocious. They should just be removed. I don’t think it’d cost too much to put commercial blinds on the windows—”

      I was lost in thought now, muttering to myself about the things I could do at minimal cost. The carpets were old, but not too ugly. Just having someone professionally clean them would be a good start, at least until I could build enough revenue to replace them with hardwood.

      I stopped, remembering I still had company. “I-I’m sorry. It’s just there’s a lot to think about. This could be an amazing restaurant if I had the right chef. I can do the hosting—” I laughed at myself and shook my head. “Sorry, I did it again.”

      I sat down at the table as the two smiled knowingly at me. “So, I’m going to be honest. I don’t like the idea of staying here alone. I-I know you said the other spirits are calm, but I don’t trust he won’t get out and come after me.”

      “And that’s why you’re going to stay with Cary,” Al said matter-of-factly, and we both looked at her in shock.

      “With me?” Cary asked, then looked at me. “I mean, yeah, if you want to, but—”

      “It’s either that or with me and Christie at the bed-and-breakfast, but if things work out like I think they will, it’s probably best if you stay with Cary. Listen,” she said quickly, her tone turning serious as she looked to Cary. “I agree with Evan. It’s not safe for him to be here alone, not until we know the basement entity is contained and won’t pose any more problems. We still don’t know how much Evan’s presence here will impact him. So, for now, he needs to have someone with powers with him at all times while at the manor.”

      Cary nodded. “Listen, Evan, you own the cottage I live in. It’s bigger than I need. I haven’t done any work on the other bedrooms, but if you help, I think we can fix one up, so you’ll be comfortable.”

      I sighed. “Cary, I can’t ask you to give up your home. There has to be someplace cheap I can rent in town. I’m going to a local bank tomorrow and talk to them about a loan, something to help me get by while I’m bringing the manor back up. Surely, a small loan on such a big property is possible.”

      “You should take him up on his offer, Evan,” Al said. “Your ancestor said you needed to be here, and we all agree. Not necessarily inside this place,” she said, waving her hands around her, “…but on the estate. The caretaker’s cottage is an excellent alternative.”

      I looked at Cary, who seemed to accept the decision. “Seriously, I don’t want to put you out.”

      “You won’t.” Cary laughed. “I can share. Al’s got a valid point, and I don’t mind a housemate, unless you’re messy, then we’ll have issues.”

      I chuckled. “More like I’m OCD, but I try not to be a jerk about it.”

      Al laughed and stood up. “Then you’re the perfect fit for this one. He’s mostly a slob, so having someone keep him on his toes will be good for him.”

      “Hey, I’m not a slob. I might’ve been once upon a time, but I’ve changed.”

      “Yet to be seen,” Al said as she walked toward the front door with us following behind. “Let me know if you need help fixing Evan’s room. I’m good with a paintbrush.”

      Cary laughed, and when the door shut behind her, he looked over at me. “Come on. I’ll give you a full tour of the cottage. You can be up on the third floor. Someone converted the bedroom into a suite, but like I said, I haven’t done anything with it since I moved in. Mostly it just needs fresh paint, though.”

      I nodded and followed him out the door, and got into the waiting golf cart. “Hey, question,” I began as Cary started the golf cart, and we headed toward the cottage. “Why can’t we lock the doors?”

      Cary shrugged. “None of us are sure, just one of the spirits here refuses to let us. I’m guessing all that will become clear over time, just like everything else we’re facing.”
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      I shouldn’t have been surprised that Al put me on the spot regarding sharing the cottage with Evan. I was a loner and always had been. She must’ve assumed I wouldn’t want him there with me. With anyone else, she would’ve been right. But Evan was different.

      I’d spent more time with him in the past few days than I had with anyone else, other than maybe Deke, in a very long time. Sure, I was attracted to him, but more than that, I liked Evan as a person. He was smart, funny, and quick on his feet, and my world, crazy as it must seem to outsiders, didn’t seem to weird him out completely. Well, not since he’d come to accept everything as real.

      Had he been like most nongifted people, he’d have needed someone like Christie to calm him, or he’d have run off and published his account on some gossipy internet site. I could just see the clickbait title now: Ghost attacked me when entering ancestral home. Witches come to the rescue…

      Not that it mattered much. People didn’t really take those claims seriously, but still, it was best not to draw too much attention to ourselves.

      Evan followed me up the stairs to the top floor. When we reached what would be his room, I was surprised to see a smile on his face. “You like it?” I asked.

      “Yeah. I mean, it’s dusty, and I can tell it’s been neglected for a long time, but it’s a great space. Are you sure you don’t mind my staying here?”

      I shook my head. “No, and if you’re for real, I have some paint in the basement from when I did the last renovations. It’s not that old, and it’s pretty neutral. I can help you paint the walls today, then we can move the bed up from the guest room. I bought a new mattress for it when I moved in, but didn’t do much more than that. So, besides Deke, no one’s slept on it and not even him more than a handful of times.”

      “Yeah, that’s awesome. Cary, thanks. I really appreciate this.”

      “No problem,” I said and winked at him. “I’ll grab a bucket and a couple of sponges. We can have this painted fairly quickly, and I don’t think we’ll need Al’s help.”

      Evan nodded eagerly, and I dashed down the stairs to get the supplies.

      I knew my cream paint would be beautiful against the wood. I’d thought about turning this into my crafting room on more than one occasion, but then again, I liked my solarium. The windows, the big wooden table I’d inherited from my grandmother, and all the quaint little cabinets where I kept my herbs and spice jars were exactly to my liking.

      I filled a bucket with warm soapy water and grabbed the sponge I kept with it in my cleaning closet. Not that I used it that often, but when several of my spells had gone awry, my mom and Al had ganged up on me and told me a messy house caused messy spells, so I’d worked hard to improve my living space since then.

      Evan had found an old broom and was sweeping down the cobwebs and dirty walls when I returned. Of course, dust was flying everywhere. I rushed to the windows and pushed them open. The wind immediately swept in and created a breeze.

      “Damn, this is an amazing space!” Evan said as he watched the dust flow out of the room through the open windows. “I wonder if I can find some cheap see-through sheers because I want to see the breeze flow through them up here. Like—” His smile wavered. “Damn, I almost said like ghosts. Scratch that, I don’t want any more ghosts in my life.”

      I winked at him and left him to it, that cute smile full of optimism and excitement. I needed to get out of the room quickly, or I’d do something stupid like kiss him. And my kiss would not be the chaste kind he’d given me last night. I had a feeling that if I ever started kissing him, I wouldn’t stop until—

      The thought of what I wanted to do to him had me stifling a moan. It’d been a long time since I’d wanted a man as much as I wanted Evan. I didn’t have an issue with the occasional hookup, but when I truly liked someone, my desire for them could be intense.

      That’d only happened to me a couple of times. Once in high school, when Deke was the object of my desire. Of course, a few kisses behind his grandpa’s barn had cooled that off. Thankfully, we both quickly realized we were better off as friends.

      The second time had been Pedro, a Bolivian God in his own right. He was a self-appointed priest to the Goddess, although I didn’t learn until much later that he’d lied about that. In reality, he was a conservative Catholic boy who was still in the closet. Needless to say, after him, I’d put some serious boundaries around my dating life.

      Correction, three times. I’d felt an intense desire three times in my life. Deke, Pedro, and now Evan. Only now, I didn’t know quite what do to with my attraction for my quasi boss turned housemate. Had we actually gone on a date last night? I’d offered to consider it one if he’d wanted, but he hadn’t brought up the subject again, and neither had I.

      I found the paint, and my drill and paint mixer, pleased that the five-gallon bucket was still almost full, and the paint mixed back up beautifully. It seemed like it was meant to be since I was almost sure there would be more than enough to give the attic room at least two coats with some left over.

      I washed off my paint mixer, grabbed the paint supplies, and headed back up. I walked into the room just in time to hear Evan singing something about coming home, some old folksy tune not unlike what Drew and his band sang last night. I guess this guy really was a big fan of that kind of music.

      I didn’t go in right away. Instead, I stood outside and listened as his beautiful tenor voice carried around the room. He wasn’t just a good-looking man, he had the voice of a freaking angel too.

      I felt my knees go a little weak as he hit a particularly high note and held it. Damn, I was in trouble, and by trouble, I meant I knew for a fact I was powerless against falling head over heels for Evan Garland.
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      I was so pleased we could get the room painted before lunch. I was always good at painting walls. Heck, my grandmother had changed the color of our trailer house, inside and out, about as quickly as it took the paint to dry.

      I volunteered to put down painter’s tape while Cary fixed lunch. My thoughts strayed from the task at hand to other things, specifically Cary. We worked together companionably. He’d caught me singing when he came in earlier and hummed along as we worked. My family were musical people. Not especially talented, but we could carry a tune.

      I’d tried joining the choir and even acted in a couple of musicals in high school, but it hadn’t come to much, and my ex even told me I sounded like a beached whale. I tried not to think about that. I loved to sing, and I knew I wasn’t that bad.

      I enjoyed working alongside Cary. I remembered the days when I’d help my dad paint wherever we ended up. We never had enough money for nice digs. In fact, more often than not, our family of three settled into an old trailer. Sadness swept over me as I thought of them. I hadn’t had that same feeling of family and connectedness since they’d passed.

      Cary somehow made me feel that way again. I shook my head. It did no good getting attached to someone like Cary Beacroft. Handsome, smart, skilled, and a spellcasting witch, for goodness’ sake. He probably had ulterior motives for being nice to me, but right now, for whatever reason, I needed nice.

      We could deal with the consequences later. I hoped when the other shoe dropped, which it always did with me and a man I liked, I could at least pretend I wasn’t seriously disappointed.

      I finished putting down the painter’s tape and went downstairs to the kitchen, where Cary stood shirtless with his back to me. Dang, I thought I was wrong. I would get my heart crushed by that man… and right now, it totally seemed worth it.
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      Evan scrubbed the bedroom floor three times before deeming it clean enough… for now. I disassembled the guest room bed, and he helped me carry the pieces up. After moving the frame at least seven times—more like a freaking dozen, but who’s counting?—he finally settled on putting it where we’d placed it the first time. If I’d known him longer, I was sure I’d have given him shit about that.

      We brought the mattress up next, and I helped him make the bed. I had several old blankets I’d inherited when my grandmother passed. Mom was living in Florida with her new boyfriend in a fancy motorhome, so she didn’t have room for any of Grandma’s old stuff.

      To me, all that stuff was as much home to me as any building I’d ever lived in. The blankets weren’t what you’d call pretty, but they were clean and warm. I was confident the blankets would keep Evan warm enough to be comfortable up here, even on the coldest and foggiest Oregon coast mornings.

      Next, we went through the other bedrooms looking at furniture until he decided on a ratty-looking chest of drawers, but the drawers glided in and out easily. He asked if I minded if he painted it, and I just laughed. “It came with the cottage, and I would’ve tossed it, so do with it what you want. It’s yours, after all.”

      That seemed to satisfy him, so we searched for other useful pieces for his bedroom. “This sweet old rocking chair came with the place too,” I told him when we entered the guest room at the back of the second floor. “It creaks and all, but it’s comfortable. I was going to put it on the front porch now the weather’s warming up, but if you’d like it in your room, we can take it up there.”

      Evan sat in it and smiled. “I remember one of the few houses we lived in had a similar rocker. I spent hours in that old chair reading or watching TV. Yeah, this is perfect. Maybe I can use that old trunk too, for a footrest.”

      “Sure,” I said and looked at the trunk. I hadn’t done anything with this room. As I’d said before, it wasn’t a priority, so I hadn’t looked through the trunk. When I opened it, I immediately knew I’d stumbled onto something important.

      Evan came over, peered into the chest, and gasped when he saw the name written on a piece of paper on top of the belongings inside. Inez Garland.

      “No, Cary, is it possible? Do you think these are Inez’s things?”

      I shrugged. I didn’t know what to think. I’d seen enough unexplainable coincidences to know things tended to happen for a reason when we needed them to. I stepped back and let him rummage through the trunk. I lifted the old rocking chair up and took it to his room, giving him space.

      When I came back, Evan was kneeling by the trunk, crying. He looked up at me as I approached and handed me an old black-and-white photograph. He pointed at the bottom of the old cardboard frame the photo was mounted in, and it read: Inez and daughter Lydia Garland.

      It had to have been taken shortly after Lydia was born, but you could clearly see the baby’s and her mother’s features. I looked down at Evan and knew they were definitely related. “You look like her,” I said, kneeling beside him, and he nodded.

      “I’ve got her eyes and nose. So did my grandmother and dad. I’d never seen a picture of Grandma this young,” he said, pointing at the baby in the photo. “I-I can’t believe we stumbled onto this.”

      I put my hand on his shoulder. “I can. It was meant for you to find, especially now. Come on, I’ll help you take it upstairs.”

      Evan nodded, and after wiping his eyes, we hauled the trunk up to his newly painted space.

      “Evan, I know the bathroom up here works, but it’s still a mess. Feel free to use the one on the second floor. I’ve painted it and replaced the old toilet, so I know it’s decent.”

      He nodded, but I could tell he wanted to spend more time with the contents of the trunk, so I made my excuses and headed out to do chores on the estate I’d neglected the past few days. There really wasn’t that much work for me to do this time of year, though. The grass hadn’t started growing again, so I didn’t have to mow. There were no customers or guests to mess things up or leave trash lying around, but there were always things requiring maintenance in a house of this age.

      I didn’t do extensive repairs, but I’d been hired not just to keep the spirits at bay, but also to manage the small things.

      So, while giving Evan space, I took the golf cart up to the manor and chipped away at the never-ending list of to-dos that never seemed to get any shorter.
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      I couldn’t seem to stop crying over the contents of the trunk. There was a little white dress in pristine condition, wrapped in tissue paper, that was clearly the one my grandmother had been dressed in when the picture was taken. The words Baptism dress were written on the tissue paper, most likely in my great-grandmother’s handwriting.

      There were pictures of Inez, with whom I assumed must’ve been her parents and siblings. There was no writing on those, so I wasn’t certain. I didn’t even know she’d had siblings.

      There were also pictures of the boy I’d seen in my vision. Little Andre, one had written on the back. Inez had been in that picture as well.

      There were old books that’d clearly been read repeatedly—Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, two books by Jane Austen, and Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Peter Rabbit. I assumed she’d read those to little Andre, unless he’d been too old when she’d become his nanny.

      No, I remembered the first dream, he was only five or six years old then. So, he would’ve been the perfect age for the books. Maybe she’d read them to my grandma too.

      There were other things in the trunk, little mementos for which I’d likely never know their true significance. A very worn cameo brooch, a monogrammed handkerchief. Why hadn’t my grandmother taken them when she’d left? I had so many questions. Questions with no one left to answer them, no one alive at least.

      I put everything back in the trunk just as I’d found it and closed the lid. I’d have to figure out how best to preserve everything. Not counting the estate, which I didn’t, the little trunk of keepsakes represented all I had left of my family.

      I’d already moved in with Andy when my grandmother passed away only months after Dad had died so unexpectedly. By the time I got to their rented trailer house, the owner had already moved all their stuff out and either taken or tossed it, even though I hadn’t ended their lease yet. I literally had nothing of theirs, other than the old Cavs ball cap Dad had given me. It remained my most cherished possession.

      Only now, I had more things to cherish. These precious things from so long ago. It felt like I’d struck the gold that’d made this area famous once upon a time.

      As I sat on the reassembled bed, I looked around and was amazed at what a little paint and elbow grease could do. The renovated suite on the third floor of the manor was nice, but it didn’t compare to my new space in the cottage. This room felt like home—a place where I could be myself. The bed was old but sturdy. Luckily, the mattress was newer. I’d have freaked out sleeping on an ancient one. I’d seen too many YouTube videos of bedbugs to be okay with that.

      When the paint dried, I’d push the bed up against the window and add those sheers I’d talked to Cary about. The room would be sparse until I had time to decorate, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be beautiful… it would be.

      My family had taught me how to do that on a tiny budget. You didn’t need much money to make things feel like home. With my shabby dresser and creaky rocking chair that might have once belonged to Inez or Andre–my family–I already felt comfortable and cozy in my third-floor sanctuary.
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      I was finishing up replacing the light bulb in one of the rooms off the manor’s kitchen when my phone rang. “Hey, Al,” I answered, reading her name on my caller ID.

      “Hi, yourself. Is Evan with you?” she asked.

      “No, I’m at the manor, he’s still over at my place, putting his room together.”

      “Oh, cool. I know this might be bad timing, but why don’t you bring Evan to our house in an hour or so? Christie is cooking up one of her world-famous dinners, supposedly for our guests. Really, I think she wants to impress him.”

      “Okay,” I said, eyebrow cocked. “And she wants to do that because?”

      “Because, you numbskull, she wants to be his partner in reopening the Cordelia Manor restaurant. I had no idea how much she wants her own restaurant. I mean, she… well, anyway,” Al said, and I knew she was talking mostly to herself.

      “Okay, yeah. I’ll ask him. But let Christie know he might not be up for it tonight. We’ve been working on his room all day, and you know how exhausting that can be.”

      I heard her chuckle. Al had renovated the midcentury house herself before she’d convinced Christie to marry her. I had only just met Al when all that was happening, but I’d seen the house while it was being redone. If anyone understood the ins and outs of home repair, it was her.

      “Christie has her heart set on it, so try to convince him. Just between us, I really think this is meant to be. Christie is an amazing restaurateur, as you know, and if Evan is going to make it here, he’s got to generate money. If it makes Christie happy, I’ll even volunteer to come over and help get things moving again.”

      Smiling, I said, “I’ve just finished up here, so give me about fifteen minutes, okay? I’ll text you either way.”

      “Sure, no problem, but try to convince him.”

      “Aye aye, captain,” I replied, but didn’t get a response. I tended to say that when Al got bossy, which was often. That being said, she was the coven leader, and being bossy was part of her job description.

      I tidied up the closet and put my tools away. Since keeping myself organized, both at home and at work, my spells had been more predictable and successful. It didn’t matter whether people used this space any longer or not. What mattered was keeping a clean mind, and a clean environment was an excellent tool for that. “Thanks, Mom,” I said to the ether. I could almost guarantee she heard me, even if she was on the other side of the country.

      I was just about to leave when I caught sight of movement coming from the main staircase. Damn, please don’t be the evil entity, I thought and began casting a protection spell around me as I went in pursuit.

      When I reached the reception desk, I saw nothing, but could feel a presence. This was a feminine spirit and a benign one at that. I closed my eyes and focused with my third eye, as my grandmother had taught me when I was young. “Seek out the entity, and if you’re lucky, they’ll let you see and speak with them,” she’d whispered in my ear.

      I immediately found the woman.

      “Inez?” I asked, using my mind to speak to her.

      She smiled and nodded. “He needs to be here. Even if he stays with you, he needs to be here as well. This can’t end until he has made it right and restored what always should have been.”

      I shook my head, not understanding, but as with most spirits, they had their say and then moved on. Inez disappeared even from my third-eye imaginings.

      I rushed out of the manor and jumped into the golf cart, headed for my cottage. Things were happening now, and not just with Inez and the ghosts. It was almost as if the world had tilted on its axis, righting itself again.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

          
            EVAN

          

        

      

    

    
      I knew before we left for the bed-and-breakfast what this was about. Al had been vague this morning, but after tasting Christie’s dessert and her mentioning her experience as a chef, I’d been able to put the puzzle pieces together.

      I was a yes. Of course, I was. After Christie’s little incubus trick, though, I’d be damned if I was going to make it too easy on her. I took a shower, only not in the third-floor bathroom because Cary’s comment about it being a mess was an understatement. It would take much more time to fix up than the bedroom. At least I could use the toilet and continue showering downstairs in the meantime.

      Cary seemed quiet and contemplative on our drive to town. I wanted to ask him what was on his mind, but figured if he wanted to talk about it, he would. He’d been at the manor while I’d sorted through Inez’s trunk, and I hoped he hadn’t run into any spirits up there. If he had, he either didn’t want to scare me by discussing it, or driving to dinner with friends wasn’t ideal timing for such topics.

      With him not being up for conversation on the drive, I replayed in my mind how I wanted dinner tonight to go. I planned my vengeance by thinking of all the ways I’d act like I was being cautious. “You know I might want to do it myself,” I’d practiced saying in the shower.

      I was confident I could do the playing hard to get routine, and then in a day or two, I’d tell Christie I had considered all my options and offer her the opportunity to work with me.

      The moment we walked into the house, though, my senses were accosted with pure bliss. Their guests were seated in the formal dining room, and I could tell from their faces, the food was excellent. Al escorted us into their private quarters, and Christie came in and shook my hand, waving at Cary before dashing back into the kitchen.

      “Thanks for coming, Evan. I know you’re tired from the day’s work, but Christie was excited about you possibly reopening the Cordelia Manor restaurant.”

      “And you weren’t supposed to be spilling the beans about that,” Christie said as she came out sporting two bowls of soup. I could’ve wept at the heavenly smell that reached my nose. I was about to dig in when Christie disappeared into the kitchen but reemerged moments later with salads. Okay, soup and salad, I liked where this was going.

      She dashed back into the kitchen and, this time, came out with what looked and smelled like freshly baked bread.

      “Wow, you did all this today?” I asked.

      She nodded and smiled before turning to go back into the kitchen. She made several more trips while Al poured us each a glass of wine. When Christie came back with nothing in hand, I looked at the spread in front of us and then back up at her. “How many people are coming?” I asked.

      She chuckled. “I wanted you to get a feel for my abilities as a chef. These are my basic go-to foods. Onion soup with Swiss cheese. Rye bread with freshly milled rye. Leg of lamb, which we have a local provider for, and coq au vin.” She named each dish, then sat across from us to watch us eat.

      “Okay,” I said and stared at the meal before me. “I don’t know where to start.”

      “Start here,” she said, pointing toward the salad. “I make my own dressing. It’s delicious and inexpensive to make. I can also make it in advance, and the flavor will become more intense the longer it ages.”

      She took us through bites of each of the dishes. Each one a magnificent representation of French cuisine. I was once again overwhelmed at how gifted Christie was in her culinary skills.

      “So?” she asked when I sat back, too full for even one more bite, although I really wanted to keep eating.

      “So, I was going to play hard to get, and you deserve that too,” I said, trying to give her the stink eye before I gave up and just smiled. “You’re amazing. I don’t understand why or even how I could say no. If you want to partner with me on reopening the restaurant, I can’t imagine anyone more qualified or talented!”

      Christie beamed and put out her hand for a shake. “Then it’s a deal.”

      I reached out, took her hand, and a very light shock radiated through it. I knew instinctively I’d made a binding agreement, even though neither of us had signed anything. Christie was now a business partner. Damned if I wasn’t over the moon excited about that.
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      The weeks sped by after the dinner at Al and Christie’s. It seemed so strange how quickly life changed once Evan showed up. The manor spirits seemed settled. As far as I could tell, the benign ones were getting stronger, now that we’d caged the old man. None of them were causing any trouble or showing themselves, at least not in the parts of the manor we were using again.

      Evan’s great-grandmother Inez had not shown herself to me again either. I still sensed her presence, and got the sense she was pleased Evan was spending more time in the manor, but I hadn’t spoken with him about the encounter. Truth be told, I didn’t know how to discuss the spirits with him without freaking him out. The evil one remained locked in the basement, the basically friendly ones weren’t a bother, and there was no sense in rocking that boat for now, not when everything appeared to be going so well.

      Interestingly enough, Evan and Al seemed to be the most at odds. Al possessed an incredible talent for renovating old buildings. But, despite Evan’s small build and quiet personality, when he set his mind to something, no one, not even the powerful coven leader herself, could sway him otherwise.

      I was surprised to see admiration in Al’s expression as well as frustration. Christie and I mostly stayed out of their way, only doing what they told us to when they needed our help. Christie, of course, took over the kitchen. Prepping, testing supplies, and ensuring it was all up to standards before all the health department inspections began.

      For my part, I helped sort through the massive file of past inspections, licenses and agreements relating to the hotel and restaurant that Deke had given Evan. A lot of the legalese was well above my paygrade, so as Deke had suggested, I contacted Mr. James to help us. He, in-turn, contacted the Hallock family’s attorney, and between the two of them, we forged an agreement. Assuming the restaurant passed another round of health inspections, we’d be able to operate under the Hallock umbrella for the immediate future.

      I knew without question we would sail through the health department inspections. Christie was as dictatorial over the kitchen being pristine as Evan seemed to be over the dining room being impeccable.

      He found the original fabrics for the chairs somewhere in storage, and I almost had a heart attack when he pointed toward the back of the kitchen where the door to the basement was. He noticed me cringe and physically paled. “I didn’t think… should I not go back there?”

      I shook my head. “I-I think it’s fine as long as you leave the basement door alone. But how about you make sure one of us is with you anyway, just to be on the safe side.”

      He nodded. “I got so caught up in the renovations. I’ll be more careful!” he said, quickly scurrying back to the dining room.

      “Damn,” I said, and Al came up behind me. She’d obviously heard the conversation.

      “Yeah, damn,” she repeated.

      “I hate this,” I whispered because we were still close to the basement door. “He shouldn’t have to be afraid on his own property.”

      Al took me by the elbow and dragged me away from the basement door. “It’s for the best, and I have a feeling that door will open when the time comes, no matter what we want or hope for. For now, though, we’re doing what we’re supposed to do. The other spirits seem to be gathering strength too… that’s encouraging. You can feel it too, right?” she asked.

      I nodded because I did feel it. This was exactly right. I didn’t know why or how I knew, but I did. The nasty entity was safely locked behind the basement door. We hadn’t needed to get anything from down there. Thanks to the kitchen renovation after the fire, the plumbing had been updated and was working perfectly.

      I dreaded the day we might need to get into the basement. I had a feeling there would be a reckoning coming, and maybe it would happen when we reopened that door. Or maybe something else would trigger it. Whatever the instigator, we needed to be prepared, I just still wasn’t sure how. More accurately, I wasn’t sure how to prepare Evan for that eventuality.

      The man seemed to overcome his fears, though, and several days later, all the old-fashioned chairs had been repainted and reupholstered. Al had removed the ugly carpets only to find a layer of quarter-inch plywood. Evan was all for painting and polishing it when Al pulled the plywood up and found beautiful hardwood floors underneath.

      We came to find out that Deke’s grandfather had put the plywood on top of the floors to preserve them before installing the carpet. I think if he’d been around, Evan would’ve kissed the man. Unfortunately, he still wasn’t well enough for us to make good on our visit to him, or for him to venture here to see our progress in person.

      Al gave the floors a light sand and three heavy coats of satin polyurethane. “More than enough,” she’d said, “…to keep them safe from all the wear and tear associated with feeding customers night after night.”

      New paint, days of polishing crystal chandeliers, more days wiping down the ceiling plaster, and the place looked positively regal. In just over a month, the work had transformed the ragged-looking dining space into something spectacular.

      “What about this area?” Christie asked about the sitting area after we finished the dining room.

      “That’s the next project I need to discuss with you both,” Evan said, leaning back in his chair with eyes closed. “But not tonight. I’m positively wasted.”

      Al cocked her eyebrow at him, but his eyes remained shut, and he didn’t notice.

      “So, the health department comes tomorrow morning for their inspection. After that, we can announce our reopening,” Christie said.

      “When do you want us here?” I asked, and Christie smiled.

      “Not us, just Evan and me.” She looked over at Al and smiled. “Last time we had an official inspection, my wife almost turned the poor woman into a toad.”

      “Ugh, that woman was horrible,” Al said. “She didn’t deserve to be a toad. A wart on the back of a toad—”

      “See what I mean?” Christie interrupted, gesturing toward Al and causing me to chuckle.

      “Probably wise. We’ll stay away,” I said, and looked over at Evan, who still had his eyes shut. “I’m going to get this one home before he falls asleep and I have to carry him out.”

      One of Evan’s eyes popped open then, and he smiled before pretending to snore.

      Al and Christie chuckled. “We’re headed home too. Night, boys,” Al said, taking her wife’s hand and leading her out of the manor.

      “Come on, Evan, your golf cart chariot awaits.”

      “No carrying me out?” he asked, teasing, then pretended to snore again. I got up and quickly pulled him into my arms, making him squeal. “Wait, I was kidding.”

      I bounced him in my arms a few times before swinging out the front door and using my foot to shut it. When I placed him in the passenger side of the golf cart, I bent down and kissed him. It was the first time we’d kissed since the night we’d attended the concert. Only this time, it wasn’t chaste.

      “Mmm,” he murmured into the kiss. When I pulled back, he asked, “What did I do to deserve that?”

      “You just being you,” I said, climbing into the other side of the cart to drive us home.

      Evan laid his head on my arm as we bounced along the forest trail to the cottage. It felt so good to have him cuddled into me like that, so I put my arm around him and drew him into my side.

      When we got home, he said no to supper and headed upstairs. Al and I had surprised Evan with a newly painted and upgraded bathroom just a few days before, so I assumed he was headed there. Most of the work on the manor’s dining room was done, and he and Christie had been planning the menu, setting up separate duties, and even hiring staff, leaving Al and me with little to do. I felt getting his bathroom up and running was the best use of our time.

      Well, mostly my time. Al was still running their business back in town. The three-quarter bath hadn’t been much work, really. Of course, looking at the space, I had a feeling Evan would make even the plain bathroom his own in no time.

      The thrill in my heart the evening he came home and saw the redone bathroom was enough to light me up for decades. I’d learned I loved few things more than making that man happy. It wasn’t difficult to do either.

      Evan was the kind of man who appreciated when you made an effort to do something, anything, for him. That just touched on my natural love language to show I cared through my actions. The more time I spent with the man, and we’d spent a hell of a lot of time together the past few weeks, the more I knew Evan Garland was about as compatible with me as any man could be.

      That thought inspired and terrified me. Mostly inspired, but I couldn’t deny the fear element of loving a man who might not return my affection. Our kiss tonight, though, gave me hope.
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      “Want something to eat?” Cary asked as I dashed out of the cart to avoid the uncomfortably amazing feeling of being carried in his strong arms again. I’d swear I’d almost swooned like some Hollywood starlet in an old black-and-white movie.

      “Nah, the lunch Christie brought over was enough. I’m still full. I’m going to head up and shower,” I said as a way to extract myself before I said or did something stupid.

      Cary laughed. Of course, that man was nothing but muscle, so I wasn’t surprised he could still put food away. We knew today would be the last day of the renovations, so Christie had inundated us with mostly desserts she was trying out for the menu. God, I loved working with her and Al, even though Al was as stubborn as an old mule, as my grandmother used to say.

      I felt so at home with them, and even in my new home with Cary. It was hard not to make more of that than was there. I was seriously crushing on the man. Not just for his intensely handsome looks but also because he was sweet and kind.

      Like tonight, he let me cuddle with him on the way back to the cottage. What man did that without the expectation of sex? Not that I should be thinking about sex with Cary. The first few weeks I’d been here, that was all I could think about. He was the source and star of my most intimate fantasies, but I realized if I were to maintain any kind of distance, I had to stop.

      Damn, I really, really didn’t want to stop, but it was for the best. Things were looking up, finally. We were about to open the restaurant. I had a cozy place to live. I’d made some great friends in Christie, Al, and yes, Cary too. I didn’t want to do anything stupid to risk jeopardizing any of my good fortune.

      I walked into my open-plan attic bedroom and sighed with pure pleasure. I loved this space so much.

      I’d found so many things at the local thrift store that matched my style and the vibe I wanted for the room. I ran my hand over the old hand-stitched grays in the quilt Cary told me his grandmother had made, and felt all the love she’d sewn into it. He’d said it was just an old blanket, but I knew it for what it was… love for family.

      One of my thrift store runs had produced an antique white blanket, which I slipped on top of the quilt to lighten it up and loved the contrast between the dark and the light. It was a perfect room in every way.

      I had to laugh at myself. This wasn’t my home, although technically it was since I owned it, but I was only staying here because I was still too terrified to be alone in the manor. That, and even if Cary and I never did anything besides being touchy-feely friends, I liked being with him. I wanted him as a friend and I wanted him as a lover, but why couldn’t I want both?

      I stripped and went into my equally impressive newly remodeled bathroom. I slipped into the shower and sighed with pleasure as the hot water poured over my tired muscles. We’d moved furniture around a hundred times today, and yes, I’d wanted it moved that many times to get it all just right, but still.

      Just then, the water stopped. “What the heck?” I asked, thankful I’d rinsed off most of the soap and shampoo.

      I dried off as fast as I could before grabbing my skimpy-ass housecoat I’d had since I was fourteen. It no longer fit, obviously, but I still loved it and didn’t want to spend money to replace it.

      “Cary,” I yelled down the stairs. “You better come look. The water stopped in the shower.”

      “Hold on. I’m headed up,” he said, and rushed up the stairs.

      His eyes swept over me in my skimpy housecoat, and I’d swear his gaze turned heated before he looked away and asked what the problem was.

      His reaction caused me to lose my breath for a moment. I knew what it looked like when a man wanted me. Even my stupid ex, critical as he was, never said I wasn’t a good fuck.

      “Um, the water stopped in the shower.”

      He nodded without looking at me, then popped into my bathroom to check on it.

      When the shower didn’t come on for him, he opened a panel I wasn’t even aware was there, picked up some bizarre-looking key, and twisted it. Just like that, the water came back on. “We didn’t turn the valve all the way on, so it must’ve jarred closed. Here, let me show you how it works.”

      My wet skin must’ve been steaming with all the heat coming off me. “Okay, thanks, Cary,” I said, and was about to push him out of my room because damn, it was that or attack him with my mouth.

      Instead of leaving, he stood with his two feet planted firmly in front of me. “Evan, do you… do you want me?” he asked, uncertainty clouding his handsome face.

      I looked up into his eyes, surprised by his directness. “Huh?”

      “Do you want me? I mean, like, sexually? Because I want you. A lot.”

      I didn’t hesitate. Instead, I launched myself into his arms, putting my mouth on his. Fuck, if he didn’t ever need to ask that question again. I explored his mouth with my tongue, and moaned as his big rough hands slipped under my robe and caressed the skin underneath.

      “Yes, please,” I whispered, need pouring from me.

      Cary reached down and, like I weighed nothing, swept me into his arms and into the bedroom. He laid me gently on the bed and, after taking his shirt off, pressed his lips to my neck. “Oh fuck,” I said as his tongue began to explore, then his mouth took my earlobe.

      My ears always made me crazy. Usually I was too sensitive, but damn, right now, everything this man was doing to me felt good.

      His mouth ravished every inch of exposed skin he could get his lips on, and I writhed with pleasure. He was so big, so strong, and I was at his disposal, but I eventually had to get my mouth on him again. When he pulled back, I leaned up and licked his throat.

      The purr of pleasure from him made me weak. “Lie down, lie down on the bed for me,” I told him.

      He looked me in the eye, and I knew he didn’t want to give up the power he had at the moment, the freedom to take me, but he nodded and did as I asked.

      I quickly pulled my robe off and flung it across the room while he whipped his shirt off and did the same. I dove for his pecs, kissing and nibbling, taking his nipples into my mouth until he gasped and moaned with pleasure.

      I was thrusting against him the entire time, my cock pushing its own agenda. Every part of me wanted Cary, wanted this moment with him.

      He leaned up this time, pushing me gently aside before standing up and unbuckling his pants, letting them drop.

      My eyes darted to his underwear-clad cock. I could tell he was big. Had I not already been in a state of ecstasy, I might’ve felt nervous about his size. But, when I knelt before him on the bed, pulling his underwear down, all I could think of was getting my mouth around that cock.

      He tasted like the sea as his salty head slipped between my lips. I tongued his slit, tasting his precum, and almost coming myself at the amazing sensation.

      I bore down now, taking as much of him into my mouth as I could, feeling the head of his cock press against my throat. I knew how to give a man pleasure. I knew because I knew what I liked. So, I rocked back and forth, sucking him in and out until he was quaking. I pushed his cock back into my mouth until it hit my throat again, and swallowed.

      Cary swayed as he moaned. I popped off him and he climbed onto the bed before I took his cock back into my mouth.

      He only let me stay there a moment before pulling me off. He tugged me up the bed, so we were eye level before kissing and licking his way down my body. He took his time, torturously nipping at one thigh, then the other, before he finally took me into his mouth. “Fuck!” I yelled. “Fuck, you feel so good. Your mouth—”

      I couldn’t complete the sentence. It’d been too long since I’d had sex, and never had I been this turned on before.

      I looked down, watching this incredible, beautiful man taking my cock into his mouth. I leaned back, forcing myself to calm down, not wanting to come prematurely, but not sure I could prevent it. I was simply lost in the pleasure.

      Cary leaned back. “Can I fuck you?” he asked, and I leaned up quickly.

      “I want you more than… yeah, please, Cary.’

      His lips were red from having sucked me, and his smile, full of desire, bloomed again. A smile that’d sent my heart into overdrive since the first day I’d seen him.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said, rushing out of the room.

      I moaned sadly, already missing his presence. I scooted back on the bed, and moments later, Cary burst into the room, carrying the supplies we needed.

      He placed them on the nightstand, crawled onto the bed, and straddled me. He looked down at me, his eyes smoldering, his smile so beautiful.

      He leaned down and kissed me again, and I latched my arms around him, pressing his weight against me. “God, I want you,” I said between kisses.

      He automatically began grinding into me, rubbing his large cock against mine. I leaned back into the pillow and moaned with pure pleasure. “You… you feel so good.”

      He moved, wetting his fingers before taking my cock back into his mouth. I felt his fingers between my cheeks and rose to meet him.

      Cary found my hole and slowly began to probe. I immediately began thrusting against him, desperate to feel his fingers penetrate me, to slip past my resistance.

      He sucked me, letting me fuck his mouth as pleasure flowed through me. His first finger slipped in and stopped, letting me get used to his presence there.

      The familiar burn poured over me before I relaxed, letting him in. I wanted to let Cary in.

      He probed me as pleasure erupted through my body, pausing only to coat his fingers with more lube before returning. The lube loosened what resistance I had left, and he had me stretched with three fingers in what seemed like mere moments.

      “I want you so bad,” I admitted. My body’s quick reaction to his fingers inside me was every indication of that. It usually took a long time for me to prepare myself to be fucked. But I needed this man. I needed everything he had to give me.

      Cary slipped between my legs and put the condom on. “You ready?” he whispered.

      I nodded. “I want you, Cary.” I wanted to yell the words. Couldn’t he see how much I wanted him?

      He lubed his now-sheathed cock and placed it at my hole. He was so much bigger than his fingers had been, I didn’t know how I would react, but the moment the head breached me, I knew I could take him just fine. The burning pleasure sent nothing but waves of satisfaction through my system.

      Sweat coated me as he slipped in and out, teasing my hole, tempting me with all he had to offer.

      When he pushed into me the next time, I pushed down, taking him inside, done with the teasing. I wanted Cary Beacroft. I wanted him to fuck me and fuck me now.

      Cary arched back in pleasure as his cock slid all the way in. He leaned over me then, as his cock was fully engulfed inside my body. His eyes, wanting, hungry, locked onto mine. Something more was there too… affection?

      I didn’t have time to consider it all before he pulled out and pushed inside me again. “Oh… yeah,” I moaned, spurring him on.

      He fucked me slowly, gliding in and out of my body until I wanted to scream. I wrapped my legs around his waist, shoving him deep inside me, and demanded, “Fuck me now. Fuck me hard, Cary. I need… need you.”

      He nodded and thrust deep inside. Despite the slow movements before, his onslaught of rapid thrusts caused me to gasp and almost scream the moans flowing out of me. “Yes, fuck me, fuck me harder. Yes,” I begged.

      Cary complied, fucking me into the mattress. If I wasn’t so close, so far gone, I’d have wanted to try different positions, but as it was, I was putty. Cary’s pounding into me had turned me into a puddle of pure need.

      I felt it as he began to climax, and my body immediately reacted. I arched back as his hands gripped my legs tighter.

      He thrust again, and I came so hard it reached the headboard behind me. Cary roared as he climaxed almost at the same time I did, slowly thrusting into me, emptying into the condom before falling face-first onto me.

      We both panted as the euphoria and afterglow took us. I closed my eyes and savored the moment. I’d never been sexed-up so completely and utterly in all my life. As my heart slowly calmed, I savored the comforting feeling of Cary’s entire body pressing down on top of me like a weighted blanket. For the first time maybe ever, I felt safe, secure, and as if I was exactly where I belonged.
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      I just couldn’t anymore. I’d spent too much time trying to avoid my attraction to Evan. Pretending like I didn’t want him, need him, that I’d be content simply being friends. When he stood there in that tiny excuse for a robe, his hair still dripping and smelling like the most delicious dessert, I had to know.

      Did he want me like I wanted him? He had given signs and had even kissed me, but that wasn’t enough to know for sure. So, I had to ask. Finally, when he kissed me, thrusting himself onto me, I had my answer.

      After that, screw everything else. I wanted him, he wanted me, and fuck if we weren’t going to explore that to the fullest extent possible.

      Evan had given me all of himself, he held nothing back, and my heart, whether I approved or not, reacted with pure affection.

      I lay on my back as the afterglow swept over me. Evan cuddled against me, and I didn’t think I’d been this happy in my entire life.

      “So, are you okay?” Evan asked, and I smiled.

      “Oh, so very good. You?” I asked. Unable to move yet, I glanced over at him.

      He closed his eyes, a small smile playing on his lips.

      We stayed like that for several minutes before he squirmed. “Gotta go clean up,” he said, causing me to laugh. I’d been fucked enough times to know what he meant, especially if it’d been a while.

      When he returned, he had a wet towel that he handed me, then sat on the side of the bed. “I-I know I’m not much to look at, Cary, and if you regret this or wish we hadn’t done it, I won’t be upset. I’d prefer to, you know… know before I start having feelings and all.”

      I leaned up, pulling him to me. “Where’s this coming from?” I asked.

      Evan shook his head. “I’m overthinking. I do that. Just ignore me. I enjoyed it.”

      I guided his chin up, so he was looking me in the eye. “I think you are one of the most handsome men I’ve ever met, Evan, and I really liked having sex with you.” Evan humphed like he didn’t believe me. “Hey, are you questioning my taste?”

      He smiled then, but it was tempered. “No, but you don’t have to give me false platitudes. I know I’m a plain Jane.”

      “You fishing for compliments?” I asked, pulling him back into bed and onto his back before crawling back on top.

      He laughed. “Oh god, you feel so good on me.” He leaned up and kissed me, then wiggled out from under me. “Listen, I’m just being honest with you and myself. I’m not on your level, I know that. You’re like a ten, and I’m like four or a five at most.” He moved toward the bathroom, with me on his heels. “I’m just saying, if this is just sex, let me know upfront because I tend to get close, fast, and I’ve already got a sore heart. I don’t want another anytime soon.”

      “Okay, I’ll play. Tell me what’s so plain about you.”

      He turned back toward me instead of turning on the water for the shower. “Um, okay. I’ve got a dent right here,” he said, pointing at his right cheek above his mouth.

      “Your dimple?” I asked, and he nodded.

      “Yeah, my dimple. It makes me look old.”

      I cocked an eyebrow, sure he was giving me grief. “Okay, what else?”

      Evan turned toward the mirror and sighed. “My eyes are too big and too close together. And my eyelashes just make them look bigger.”

      “You know those are assets, right? Who told you all this?” I asked, beginning to see where this was likely going.

      “Oh, well, mostly my ex, Andy. He seemed to love pointing out my flaws.”

      I gently grasped Evan by the shoulders and turned him toward me, cupped his beautiful, dimpled face in my hands, and kissed him. He pulled back, smiling, but it was forced.

      “Okay, Evan Garland, I need you to listen to everything I’m about to say. I don’t know this ex of yours, but if what you’re telling me is true, it’s pretty classic narcissistic behavior. Point out someone’s best qualities and convince them they’re flaws. You said he told you your dimple made you look old. Dimples are basically beauty marks, on men especially. And your eyes are your best feature, like model’s eyes even, and people spend lots of money putting on fake eyelashes to make them look long and dark like yours.”

      Evan stared at me, looking confused. “So, you don’t think I’m plain-looking?”

      I would’ve laughed at the absurdity of his question had I not known the reason he asked. His asshole of an ex had clearly warped Evan’s perception of himself, and that pissed me off. This sweet man didn’t deserve to be treated that way, no one did.

      “Evan, you are so far from plain-looking. I honestly thought for a moment you were either fishing for compliments, or playing down your looks, so you didn’t make me feel bad about mine.”

      His eyes registered surprise. “Oh, no, I wouldn’t. Cary, you’re so strong and handsome. I-I feel like a paper bag next to you. I should be more like other guys and not get all emotional just because we had sex.”

      “You should be you, and stop letting other people’s nasty talk define who you are. I like you, Evan, because you are sweet, smart, and quick-witted, and you’re also hot as fuck! I’ve wanted you since I picked you up at the train station. I didn’t pursue you harder because you were overwhelmed with all that’s going on here, but don’t for a second think I didn’t want to.”

      A tear slipped out of Evan’s eye, and he quickly wiped it away. “I’ve wanted you so much, too, but I just thought I was too plain. I still do, but thanks for making me feel different about it, okay?”

      I nodded and secretly thought about how I’d love to punch that ex of his. Stupid fucking narcissistic asshole. After my dad and mom broke up, she’d dated one, and he’d made her feel less about her gifts, her looks, and he tore down everything about her. When she finally got rid of him, it took years for her to regain her self-esteem, and she was a powerful witch. I could only imagine what this man had done to Evan.

      “You’re quiet,” Evan said, taking a step closer to me.

      “Just pondering the nasty spells I could cast on your ex. I’ve never been so tempted to channel my powers for ill-use in my life, but enough about him. Come here. Let’s shower together. I have ways of using that cute face of yours that don’t require talking.”

      Evan laughed as I pulled him into a kiss and drew him into the shower. I ended up giving him a blow job because I wanted him to feel… special, wanted, handsome. I wanted him to see himself for everything he was, and at that moment, giving him pleasure was the only way I knew how to do that.
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      We cuddled once we got back to bed after our shared shower. I snuggled into Cary’s arms and fell right to sleep. That had to be more a testament to how I felt safe with him than being tired.

      I could never fall asleep when cuddling Andy. It was like I was waiting for him to say or do something else that’d make me feel bad up to the moment he started snoring. I hated to compare the two men, but I couldn’t help it. Andy had a hard and abrasive personality, the opposite of kind and understanding Cary.  My caretaker’s caring nature was on full display during our talk last night. I still couldn’t quite wrap my head around all the nice things he’d said about me, but they meant something coming from him.

      I left Cary sleeping in my bed as I threw on some clothes the next morning, brushed my teeth, and walked to the manor. Christie was already unloading her car when I got there. “Did you sleep well?” she asked, then looked at me. Her eyes lit up, and she smiled from ear to ear.

      “You got laid! Cary? Did he finally make a move?” she asked, causing me to stop in my tracks.

      “How can you possibly know that?”

      Christie laughed, reached into the trunk, and handed me a box full of stuff before grabbing another for herself, then shutting it. “Baby, even if I didn’t have the powers of discernment, I could see you’ve been used up and loved on. You’re positively glowing.”

      “Ugh, are witches always this perceptive?” I asked, feeling myself blush as we carried the boxes inside.

      “Oh, worse, much worse. Wait until Al and Cary get their coven together. It’ll turn into a major party where everyone is reading your aura or predicting the future. Anything could happen, really.”

      “Wait, aren’t you part of the coven?”

      We placed the boxes on one of the tables and Christie turned toward me. “Yeah, sort of. I am a member, but I don’t really go into the group thing as much as Al. If it weren’t for her, I’d be a solo practitioner. I like the hedge witch label. Although, that doesn’t really describe me either. I’m a loner, and don’t want a pet, or familiar. I prefer plants and food… lots of food.”

      “Like a kitchen witch?” I asked, causing her to laugh.

      “Sure, kitchen witch. I like that. Now, back to business. We need to sweep up the sawdust from Al and Cary’s project yesterday. Technically, it’s not in the kitchen, but I’m not interested in getting dinged because of an overzealous inspector.”

      I followed her into the kitchen and stopped short. The basement door stood wide open. “Christie…?” I asked, unable to get all the words out, and she followed my gaze.

      She took one look at the door and froze. “Evan, get out of here!” she yelled, chanting and waving her arms in circles.

      When a man came up the stairs, she stood poised to attack. “Aah, Ms. Jal, I’m just about done here,” the man said, and neither of us moved.

      He looked up from his paperwork and smiled. “I-I’m sorry, I found the front door unlocked when I arrived and assumed you were here and wanted me to get started. Were you not expecting us today? For the inspection?” he asked.

      “Oh, yes, please excuse me. We must’ve left the door unlocked when we left last night. Evan, why don’t you escort the health inspector into the dining room while I tidy up here,” she said, her eyes darting back to the open door.

      I nodded, quickly turned around, and led the man out of the kitchen and into the dining area. I looked around suspiciously, trying not to be too obvious. Damn, I hoped the son of a bitch didn’t attack, and certainly not while the inspector was here.

      “Well, things look great. I’ve listed a few things you need to do if you plan to use the basement for storage, but most are nitpicky. For the most part, you and Ms. Jal have done a fantastic job preparing the restaurant for reopening.”

      I smiled as Christie came out of the back room. The health inspector handed her his report and a certificate stating we could reopen.

      “I’ll be back once you get the place opened up. I’m so excited about this. My wife and I have been coming here for years. It’s our anniversary go-to, and I was hard-pressed to figure out where to go this year with the manor restaurant closed.”

      He smiled as Christie and I walked him to the entryway. He lingered way too long, talking about how great it was that we were opening the place up and how excited he was to try Christie’s new menu.

      When he finally left, Christie and I stood with our backs to the door, searching for any sign of the nasty entity.

      “I checked the basement. He’s not down there.”

      “Which means he’s somewhere up here,” I said.

      “And it’s a full moon tonight. Not good,” Christie said.

      Just then, something out of the corner of my eye moved. I gasped and turned toward the sitting room. Christie chanted about things becoming clear, and Inez, my great-grandmother, came into view.

      She smiled at us, and in my mind I heard, “I told you we’d keep you safe. What you’ve been doing here, connecting with friends, creating a home… it’s helped us grow stronger. We were able to contain him for now, but the time’s coming when you’ll have to finish what’s been started. You are growing stronger too.” She winked at me, then disappeared.

      “She… she told you she could contain him? You should’ve told us,” Christie scolded. “You heard her too?” I shook my head. “She sort of told me. I saw her in a vision, and she said that they, whoever they are, could keep me safe.”

      “Well, thank the Goddess for that because this could’ve been really bad. I’ve already texted Al and Cary. I expect they’ll arrive shortly.”

      I nodded, and wondered if Cary still lay asleep in my bed. No doubt learning the nasty spirit had gotten loose would make for a rude awakening. “I think I’ll go outside until they get here. No offense, but I’d like the cards stacked more in our favor before spending time here with the evil one out and about.”

      “Yeah, I’ll go with you. I’m not like Al or Cary. My gifts are more along the lines of seduction and pleasure. Not keeping hateful spirits away.”

      “Okay, well, in that case, let’s go into town to celebrate and give this place some distance,” I said, pointing to the certificate that would allow us to open.

      “Great idea! Let me give Al and Cary a quick call so they know we’re heading out.”

      We were both excited about the inspection going as well as it had, but seeing that basement door open seemed to scare the crap out of Christie as much as it had me. I have no idea how successful she would’ve been facing the evil entity alone. Luckily, Inez had handled it for us, but we couldn’t rely on luck to keep us safe.

      Al and Cary went to the manor, while Christie and I went to her house and had mimosas and donuts we picked up on the way. “Well, despite the alarm, we did it,” she said as we sat at her dining table.

      “Why did the inspector go into the kitchen and the basement without us?” I asked. “I mean, I’ve been inspected while working and running restaurants before, but never without the owner or at least a few employees being on-site.”

      Christie shrugged. “I’m not sure. I’ve not met that man before, but honestly, the past few years Cordelia Manor restaurant was open, they only had very basic staff. I knew the chef, and she was already on the verge of retiring, frustrated at how little help she had. Maybe that inspector is just used to handling things like this, or they gave him permission to do so before due to short-staffing.”

      I shrugged. “Regardless, I’m glad we passed.” I lifted my glass and sighed. “I’m even more glad we didn’t have to face the evil spirit in the basement.”

      “Hear, hear!” Christie said and clinked her champagne glass with mine. Live your life. According to Cary, that was the advice Drew had given when discussing how to handle the evil one. We’d done that, and apparently it had made the other spirits strong enough to take on the old man.

      “Now,” Christie said, drawing my attention back, “let’s solidify this menu. I want to plan it so I can go shopping in Eugene before we start. Once we’re open and I know what supplies we need on a weekly basis, we can have it delivered, but until then, I’d prefer to get things from the box stores to keep costs down.”

      “Do you think we’ll get a good turnout?” I asked. “The place has been closed for a while now.”

      “I think we won’t be able to keep up for the first week or so. It’s after that I’m concerned about. But, don’t worry, our town is always packed during tourist season and that’ll work to our advantage.”

      “Speaking of, how will you handle both the bed-and-breakfast and the restaurant? I meant to ask you before, but things got busy.”

      Christie smiled sadly. “Well, for now, it’ll be on Al, but to be honest, we’re both getting tired of guests in our home. I think this will be our last season, especially if the restaurant is as successful as we hope.”

      I put my glass down and looked over at my new business partner. “So, if you’re serious, do you think Al would be interested in helping me get Cordelia Manor running as a hotel again?”

      Christie’s mouth fell open, then she shut it and nodded. “Well, I should let Al discuss that with you, but between you and me, she’s brought that very subject up on more than one occasion. If you’d be willing to give her the same partnership agreement for the hotel as you did for me with the restaurant, I can’t see why not.”

      The deal I’d struck with Christie was fair. I could already see a similar agreement working perfectly with Al, especially with her renovation skills. Half of the rooms on the second floor still needed the required fire prevention sprinklers, and upgrading the décor on a tight budget would be challenging. But the third-floor suite could be rented now.

      The list of to-dos overwhelmed me again, so I stopped my overactive mind and just enjoyed our current success. Right now, things were exactly how they should be. I lived in a beautiful cottage, had slept with my very handsome… well, whatever Cary was to me at this point, had a great business partner, and was about to open a restaurant I freaking owned.

      At least for the moment, the evil entity was being controlled by my ancestor’s spirit. So, unless something terrible happened, things were finally looking up. I needed to keep my pessimistic brain from obsessing about when something bad might happen.
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      To our surprise, there was no evidence that the nasty entity was anywhere in the manor. I had no idea where the other spirits had hidden him, but try as we might, we found nothing. While the evil old man being gone even temporarily should’ve been welcome news, it left me feeling uneasy. The fact that the health inspector had opened the door to the basement on the full moon, of all days, only added to my suspicion.

      Al and I suspected the evil entity had influenced the inspector, who I highly doubt was aware of anything strange being underfoot. Had it not been for the other spirits, it would’ve ended badly for him and likely for Evan and Christine as well… very, very badly.

      With no evidence of harm, we called and told Christie and Evan the coast was clear to return. “So,” Al said after hanging up with her wife, “…wanna tell me about this new development?”

      I chuckled. The seriousness of our morning’s search was the only thing that’d kept the conversation at bay.

      “There’s not much to tell, just that Evan is a great guy, as I’m sure you already know. Why?”

      Al shook her head. “You know it’s more than that, but if you’re trying to pretend what you’ve got going with him is just a no-strings hookup, far be it from me to interfere.”

      I sighed and plopped down on the comfortable but ratty furniture in the sitting room. “I’m not pretending. I know it’s loaded, with him owning the estate and now going into business with you and Christie.”

      “With Christie,” she corrected, and I laughed.

      “Now who’s pretending?”

      Al gave me a look, but smiled, then ignored that line of questioning altogether.

      “Have you talked about it? Because you know he’ll be your boss when your contract with Hallock is up. That’s assuming you want to stay on working here, which I imagine is the case.”

      “We will talk, but that’s not my biggest concern, at least not yet. Evan is struggling with some deep shit. Bad self-esteem stuff that I’m not going to go into, but I think needs priority right now. Had I known, I would’ve taken things slower. A man can’t love someone else when he doesn’t love himself. Advice my grandma used to give.”

      Al chuckled. “That sounds like your grandma. She wasn’t wrong, but sometimes the easiest way to learn to love yourself is by seeing it reflected in someone else’s eyes.”

      I looked over at my friend and mentor. I didn’t know all her history, but I knew she’d survived a hateful upbringing. Her parents had been strict Evangelicals when her powers began manifesting themselves. Needless to say, they thought she was a demon and kicked her out.

      She’d stayed with her mom’s family until she was old enough to move out and came straight to the magical communities on the Oregon coast. Al was one of the most self-balanced people I knew, but she had told me it’d taken years for her to get there.

      “Thanks, Al, that helps to hear. I like him. I like him a lot, and all my senses say he could be… well, I know it’s a cliché, but he could be the one.”

      “Then don’t resist it. Christie had to use every skill at her disposal to keep me from running away. I wasn’t easy to love, but she never gave up. If you feel the same for him, I recommend digging in and preparing for the storms to come, because if he’s struggling as you say, there will definitely be storms.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I anticipated that.” Al wasn’t a hugger. She was usually an iron rod, but she stood up and pulled me into an embrace, shocking me.

      “I’m glad things are working out this way. Both Christie and I like the guy. A lot, in fact. If he survives the storms we mentioned before, this will make a good home for the both of you, despite the powers moving against him.”

      Al looked over her shoulder toward the kitchen and basement, and I knew she meant more than emotional storms. There was a nasty entity that wanted to do Evan harm; it might be subdued for now, but these things never stayed quiet. He’d have to face the demons of his ancestral past eventually. The metaphor for standing by him through the storms worked well. I was in this for him. I just hoped he would let me be that for him.
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      Opening night was exhilarating and utterly exhausting. The fact we had to get up the next day and do it all over again just added to the pressure.

      We were closed on Mondays and Tuesdays, so thankfully, after running nonstop the first week, we both finally got the rest we needed.

      Thanks to Christie, our staff was phenomenal and knew how to handle the customers.

      The food was excellent, and came out on time from the moment the doors opened. Christie was truly a professional. All the spirits remained calm, no paranormal activity to chase our customers off, and I was back in my long-held hosting job. A job I’d done most of my adult life and one I loved.

      I knew a lot of people would complain about restaurant work, but I’d always liked it—the smells of the kitchen, the chaos of the front desk. Customers complaining, bragging, happy, and angry. Busy restaurants came with a certain buzzy energy I’d never found anywhere else, and it energized me.

      I was so proud of what we’d created, but I was equally happy when I had a couple of days off to rest and not think about it.

      I was staring out the cottage window toward the swans swimming elegantly across the lake when I heard the knock on my bedroom door. “Come in,” I called out without turning.

      Cary came in and walked over to me, drawing me into his arms. “Mmm, I’ve missed this,” I admitted, and got a nice squeeze in response.

      “What’s your plan today?” he asked.

      “Rest, a walk around the lake, feed bread I stole from the kitchen to the swans, and then rest some more.”

      Cary chuckled. “Want company?”

      “My god, yeah, and I can come up with some other things we can do, too, if you’re interested.”

      Cary laughed and spun me around to face him. “That sounds amazing,” he said, leaning down to kiss me.

      Cary’s amazing mouth worked its way over my body, his gentle caresses calming tired nerves as much as his tongue gave me pleasure.

      He glided his cock inside me, and I rode him slowly this time, allowing the pressure to build inside us in our timeless dance.

      I watched him as he lay beneath me, our eyes making love as much as our bodies. Before we came, Cary lifted his long arms and cupped my face in his hands. “You’re amazing, Evan,” he said.

      He didn’t speak any words of commitment or words that promised affection, but the statement he made was enough. Cary was slowly convincing me he really wanted me. All of me.
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      It was precisely what both of us needed. Two days with no interruptions, no pipes to fix, no customers to placate. Just Evan and me.

      I showed him my favorite path through the woods along his property line, down to the public lands and the beach. I packed us a lunch, tossed it in the backpack I used when hiking, and we spent most of the day wandering along the river and beach.

      At one point, I showed him a spot that sat away from the beach against one of the huge monoliths that hadn’t made it into the sea. Only the highest tides reached that far up the beach.

      As a result, a mound of dirt had built up behind the great rock with soft grass, forming a natural wind break. We curled up on an old blanket too battered to be used for the bed any longer and ate our lunch.

      “This is like being in a Hallmark movie,” Evan said after finishing the leftover chocolate tart I’d stolen from the kitchen one night after closing.

      “Sorta is. You happy?” I asked. He smiled, pushed me onto my back and straddled me.

      “I don’t think happy adequately describes how I feel.”

      I smiled up at him. “That makes two of us,” I replied, letting my heart fall just a bit more for this man as he leaned down and kissed me before sliding in beside me. We must’ve fallen asleep because I began dreaming… or at least, I was in a different time.

      Two young men played in the surf just down the beach from where I lay with Evan. They came together, falling into each other’s arms, then quickly looked around and rushed toward the rock.

      It’d been different then. The land wasn’t high or flat enough that you could lie on it like me and Evan. Instead, there was a hidden alcove behind the rock where the two men embraced, kissing.

      When one of the men’s hands slipped down the pants of the other, I blushed, feeling like a voyeur. I looked away and up the cliff, only to find someone else watching. It was the old man, and his face conveyed pure anger.

      He turned away and stomped back up the path toward the manor.

      I looked back to where the two men were about to make love, but they had vanished. Now, only one man sat alone at the base of the rock. “My father sent him away. Forced him to leave or he’d have him arrested. Said what the two of us had done was a crime.

      “Doors locked. Always more doors to lock. I can’t stand a locked door any longer. It seems everything I ever wanted was on the other side of a locked door.”

      Understanding filled me. Now I knew who kept unlocking all the manor’s doors. I sighed sadly, knowing I was speaking with Andre Cordelia. “Did you ever see him again?” I asked him.

      Andre shook his head. “No, things went from bad to worse after that. My father wasn’t a good man. Never had been really, but him seeing us like that made him furious.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “I’m sorry as well. We’ve done what we can to contain him, force him to leave you and yours alone. But he’s determined to destroy all semblance of happiness. He destroyed it with me, with Inez, and now he wants to destroy it with your Evan.”

      “How can we stop him?” I asked.

      Andre shook his head. “We grow stronger, we let ourselves love, we stop locking doors…”

      I wanted to ask him more, but he was gone before I had the chance, and with his disappearance, a feeling of trepidation filled the air. The evil entity–Andre’s father–had plans, and they involved Evan. I needed to figure out some way, somehow, to protect him, if I could.
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      I met Mr. Hallock for the first time on a Wednesday when he and his family showed up at the restaurant for lunch. “Please, can you join us?” he asked.

      I really should’ve been focused on preparing for our busy lunch shift, but I knew the older man was ill and had still come all this way, so I decided to make it happen. Besides, I really did want to speak with him about the manor.

      I seated them on the far side of the restaurant, so we could speak candidly without other guests listening in, then got the young woman Christie had hired to help me manage the dining room to finish getting the tables ready before the rush hit us.

      Mr. Hallock bragged about how beautiful it all looked. “I’m so glad you kept the décor. We hired a woman who’d been a designer back in the nineteen thirties to design the first floor. It was hard to convince her to come out of retirement and put this together for us,” he said.

      “I love it. We just cleaned up and reupholstered the furniture. It’s great.”

      He smiled. “I know you’re busy, but I wanted to come tell you about your grandmother and great-grandmother before it’s too late for me to do so.”

      “Thanks, I’d like that,” I said, and the old man nodded happily before launching into his story.

      “Your grandmother came to live with my mother and father after her mother’s incarceration. Neither of my folks thought she was guilty. Leon Cordelia had several enemies, and they even said it was more likely he’d pissed off the wrong person. It was an open secret that his son Andre took his own life, although I think at the time, the powers that be would’ve done whatever was necessary to convict Inez. Telling lies and faking a death certificate was a means to an end for that dirty bunch of crooks.”

      He shook his head sadly, before continuing, “Regardless, it was your great-grandmother, Inez, who found the old fart. Now, it’s so obvious what happened. The old man’s death led to Andre’s suicide. Andre left the estate to your great-grandmother. But Leon’s cohorts… they maneuvered things, rigged the courts, and got Inez convicted so they could steal this place. It wasn’t until Andre’s will was found in the Portland Library that we understood all that.”

      He took a drink of water, his hands shaking ever so slightly. “Your grandmother, she was my babysitter back in the day,” he chuckled. “She was always such a riot. I loved her.”

      He sighed, his mind clearly awash in memories, then he looked up at me. “Did you know my mother and your great-grandmother were best friends? We lived in the cottage where Deke tells me you’re living now. I grew up there for a while. After Inez was taken away, we moved to the farm. But the cottage, that was always my home. It’s a great house,” he said, winking at me before continuing.

      I listened intently as he shared memories of the cottage, the lake, and the swans. “Oh, I loved growing up here. I know things have been bad for your family, first your great-grandmother, then your poor grandmother,” he said.

      “My grandmother? What happened?” I asked, and he paused, looking sad.

      “She didn’t tell you? I probably shouldn’t either, but, well, things like that shouldn’t be kept secret,” he said, leaning in close and speaking softer. “Your grandmother was a product of rape. My mom talked about it. Then I’ll be damned if the same didn’t happen to your grandma. Years later, after I got the contract to turn the manor into a hotel and restaurant, I tried hard to get your grandmother to move back here, to live in the cottage by the lake. We’d all been happy there once.” He shook his head sadly. “She refused. It wasn’t until the end that she decided to take a stand. To fight for her mama’s good name.”

      He took another drink and then squared me with a look. “Your family has more rights to the estate than anyone. I’m glad I got to be a steward for a while, but this should’ve always been yours. If only I were younger or in better health,” he said, looking over at Deke before sighing, a small smile forming on his face. “Things move on, though. Deke is taking over and doing great things with the company. You and that Beacroft boy will do good things here too. Deke thinks so, and my grandson has a second sense about him when it comes to these things.”

      My eyebrows rose at the mention of Cary and me, but I just smiled at him. “Um, sir. Can I ask? We found a trunk of my great-grandmother’s things in the cottage. Were there other things that belonged to her?”

      Mr. Hallock shook his head. “No, son, I’m afraid not. The only reason those things were there was because your grandmother never came back for them. The entire second and third floors of the manor had to be gutted and rebuilt to make it into a hotel with bathrooms and modern facilities. I’m afraid nothing’s left of those days.”

      I nodded, figuring that would be the case. “Thank you, sir,” I said, and was about to leave since the lunch rush had begun.

      “Son, remember what I said. This is your place, your birthright, and despite all the pain, there’s been as much, if not more, beauty. Think about that before tossing it away.”

      I nodded and shook his hand. “Thank you. I really appreciate you saying that.”

      I rushed to help with the crowd, but occasionally I looked over to find Mr. Hallock looking in my direction. There was sadness in his expression, and I guessed it was for not having known me, or not having much time left to get to know me.

      He’d cared about my grandmother, that I could tell, and I had to wonder since he grew up with her, if maybe he hadn’t thought of her as a sibling.

      I knew from the attorney that he’d testified before the estate committee on my grandmother’s behalf. Now, I understood more about why.

      By the time the crowd settled, the Hallock family had gone. It made me sad because I knew I likely wouldn’t see the old man again. I wished my grandmother had been willing to confide in us about her life here and the family she’d had, even if they hadn’t been her biological kin.

      Considering the details, I couldn’t blame her. As I helped the bussing kids finish the tables, I wondered what my life would’ve been like if I’d grown up here, playing in the woods between the estate, the river, and the Pacific. It was hard to imagine it being more different from the childhood I’d had.

      All things considered, though, I grew up happy. Poor, sometimes wondering where the next meal would come from or where we would live, but happy and loved unconditionally by my dad and my grandmother.

      We might’ve been the products of some bad, if not tragic, unions, but that didn’t negate the beauty of the family we’d created in spite of it.

      Mr. Hallock continued to fill my thoughts as the days wore on. Finally, I decided I wanted to visit him again. Unfortunately, the following weekend, Deke called Cary to ask if he’d act as a pallbearer at his grandfather’s funeral. Despite the progress he’d been making with the chemotherapy treatments, he’d suffered a stroke the night before and had passed away in his sleep.

      Even though I barely knew the man, his death brought up all the heavy feelings of loss I was still suffering from when my grandmother and dad had died. Cary found me that night curled in a ball in the middle of my bed, crying my eyes out.

      I probably should’ve been embarrassed, but having his arms wrapped around me felt better than anything else. I needed to feel like, at least for a while, someone cared enough to hold me while I mourned the loss of the only people who’d ever loved me.
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      I held Evan for hours while he cried. At first, I didn’t understand why he was so upset about Mr. Hallock’s death. Then when I talked to Deke, he explained that his family had all escorted his grandpa to the restaurant that day. “Grandpa laid it all out on the table. It was hard to listen to, and I wasn’t even part of it,” he’d told me.

      “Well, Evan’s struggling with it. When’s the funeral? It goes without saying I’ll be a pallbearer, but do you need anything else?” I asked.

      Of course, they didn’t. Deke’s family were some of the most organized people I’d ever met. Despite the less than stellar décor of the manor and restaurant, it’d been highly regarded until the day they closed.

      I knew how much Deke’s family appreciated that Christie and Evan had continued that legacy. In many ways, according to what Deke had told me his grandfather had told Evan, they were all family anyway. Albeit estranged.

      They had the funeral on a Friday, and to my surprise, Evan said he wanted to come with me. He sat stoically as they read the old man’s eulogy, then followed us to the cemetery, where he stood next to me as they laid Mr. Hallock to rest.

      When everyone gathered afterward to eat and visit, I was talking to Deke’s mom when Evan approached Deke. “After what your grandfather told me, I’m going to say he was as close to an uncle as I ever had. I know we didn’t know each other, but his… you all coming to visit and telling me about my grandmother’s past helped heal some open wounds for me. If you ever need anything from me, I’m more than happy to return the favor.”

      With that, Evan shook Deke’s hand, and to my surprise, Deke pulled him into a hug. “I guess that makes you our cousin then, huh?” Deke asked him.

      Tears once again fell from Evan’s eyes. “I-I guess it does,” he said, then quickly made his way outside.

      I looked over at Deke and smiled. My best friend was a good man. Even on this tough day when he faced his own losses, he’d still helped a man who’d lost so much feel like he belonged. That was about as good as anyone could get, as far as I was concerned.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

          

          
            EVAN

          

        

      

    

    
      I was hit harder by the loss of Mr. Hallock than made sense. I knew it was confusing to my newly found friends and business partners… and my lover. They didn’t understand that his death embodied all I’d lost and would never have again.

      Regardless, I forced myself to get up and move past the depression in the days that followed. Luckily, I could take a few days off thanks to Christie’s skill in hiring competent people.

      That became even more apparent when the water main broke in Al and Christie’s home, flooding their first floor and several guest bedrooms. Christie’s new staff kept things running at the restaurant while she helped her wife deal with the aftermath.

      “We’re going to have to cancel all the bed-and-breakfast guests this month,” Christie confided in me when she arrived early to help get her cooking staff up to speed on the day’s menu.

      “Why don’t you have them use the rooms here?” I asked. “There are more than enough that’ve been upgraded to meet state requirements. I mean, they’re still hideous, but if you bring your furniture and décor over, I think Cary and I can get a couple of the less ugly rooms painted. There’s the much better-looking suite on the top floor too.”

      “Really?” Christie asked, and when Al showed up to go through the rooms, she agreed they could use what they had to make them look decent.

      “Okay, what do we have to do to use them without getting in trouble?” I asked Cary, who then contacted Deke. Thankfully, he said the license was still active, so we’d just need an inspection, otherwise we should be good to go.

      “We’ll get an inspection asap,” I relayed to a relieved-looking Al and Christie. “It’s stupid the place is sitting empty when you can use it.”

      Luckily, Al and Cary’s friends, who I thought were also coven members, came to the rescue, helping to paint the walls, and replace the awful furniture with more modern and attractive stuff from their homes and thrift stores. The result was nothing short of amazing. Even the old, outdated bathrooms cleaned up nicely.

      With the dilemma over and the guests settled, Al could focus on getting the repairs done to their home, and Christie could get back to work in the restaurant.

      I was surprised how easy it was to get the guests settled into their rooms. Al had hired a young man from town who did all the cleaning at their bed-and-breakfast, and he didn’t hesitate to switch to the hotel. The guy was intense about cleanliness, which, of course, you needed when guests were coming and going. I liked him immediately. I had to admit, in some ways, his being gay and a little OCD was like looking in a mirror.

      I sometimes wondered if that was how Cary saw me. My tall drink of water was always so complimentary, so loving, so attentive, so encouraging. Was it any wonder I’d become attached to the man after such a short time?

      I knew our relationship was not likely to last long, since they never did with me, but even that was something I was beginning to question. Cary was helping me undo the damaging messages about my looks and general worthlessness that my ex had left me with. He truly was a great man, and I needed to just enjoy basking in his affection for as little or as long as it lasted.

      I caught glimpses of my great-grandmother Inez all the time in the manor now, and unlike the entity who’d attacked me, her presence made me feel at ease. Almost like she was letting me see her, so I knew she still had things under control.

      I still never went to the manor alone, and even though the basement was open and could be used, I sure as hell never went down there. In fact, I tried to avoid that part of the kitchen.

      Regardless of all that, I loved how my life was moving forward. One evening after spending way too many hours on my feet, I was cuddling in bed with Cary, which I teased him about. “Why do you always want to be in my bed?” I asked.

      “Because this room is so much better than mine.”

      I laughed, but didn’t say anything since his room was actually quite boring, whereas this one was magical. And not because I was sleeping with a bonifide witch, although Cary was one of the reasons it felt magical.

      “I think I’m going to ask Al to become my partner in the hotel,” I said after nuzzling my face into Cary’s sturdy chest. “I think I want all three of you to become part owners in the business… like, officially.”

      Cary maneuvered under me until I made eye contact. “I thought you were going to sell.”

      I shrugged and cuddled back in. “I could, I guess, but I could also let things stay like this.”

      I held my breath to hear what he’d say to that. Finally, after a long pause, Cary hummed. “I’d be honored to be your business partner, Evan. But you know, all of this, the estate, that’s not why I like you,” he said, and lifted my face to his. “I might be falling in love with you.”

      I couldn’t prevent the gasp of happiness that slipped out of me or the tears of joy. “I already know I’m falling in love with you, so that’s good news.”

      Cary chuckled, then maneuvered me underneath him. He kissed me, long and deep, and began grinding his crotch into mine.

      Cary made love to me, slowly but no less intense or passionate. With each nip, each kiss, and each caress, my heart fell completely over the edge. I was in love with Cary. No matter what happened now, I belonged completely to him.

      The next day, I sat down with Al, Christie, and Cary and explained how I’d like to begin exploring ways for us to officially become a business partnership.

      Christie’s smile brightened as she hugged Al. “We were hoping you’d want that,” Christie said.

      Al just shook her head. “I think you’re smart, Evan, and the truth is, you challenge me. I have to admit, you’re right most of the time, even when I vehemently disagree, but I think we’ll make a dynamic team.” She looked over at her wife and smiled. “Besides, we love having our house to ourselves. The whole bed-and-breakfast idea was great, but damn, I miss having my own space.”

      “Then, it’s settled? We’re going to pursue something? Get an attorney to help us and all that?”

      Both women nodded. “I-I’m not sure where I fit in,” Cary said. “I know I’m the muscle around here, but I don’t know how to run a restaurant or a hotel. I’m not sure I have a place in all this.”

      All three of us looked over at him, shocked. “Cary,” Al said, breaking the tension. “Do you not realize none of this would have happened if it hadn’t been for you? Not only do you do a lot of the work keeping the place up and running, but you keep the staff on their toes, and help organize the grounds crew and the volunteers who helped us with the rooms. You’re the glue.”

      Cary shook his head, and I knew he was about to disagree, so I put my hand over his. “Cary, Al’s right. This wouldn’t work without you. I have no budget. I know you’ve been working without pay since your Hallock contract ended, even though you haven’t brought it up to me. Yet, you’re still here, helping us make it happen. You’re as important as anyone else on this team.”

      “You’re just saying—”

      “No, I’m not,” I said, standing up so he would see how serious I was about this. “I-I’ve been an emotional mess, and didn’t even realize how bad things were when I got here, how little I thought of myself, but you stood up for me, forced me to look at my inner demons. There’s nothing different about that and this. You’re selling yourself short, discounting what you’ve been to this reopening and us as a family.” My own words took me aback for a moment. I hadn’t meant to say family. “I-I mean, partnership.”

      But I’d said it, family… now my emotions were taking over. “You mean a lot to me and to this,” I added, waving at the four of us. “You belong, and that’s that.” I quickly excused myself, rushing outside and down the path toward the cottage. “Damn,” I said out loud. “I’m still an emotional mess.”

      I ducked down a path I hadn’t been down before and found myself quickly descending the hill to a little creek. It was beautiful and the perfect place for a good long cry.

      I plopped down on a relatively dry mossy boulder and let the tears flow. Fucking emotions. I’d swear, it was like I was a hormonal teenager all over again. This whole family, friends, partners thing, ugh… it was so much to deal with, and I was still struggling with losing my dad and grandmother.

      A gentle breeze flowed over me, and considering I was in a sheltered area deep inside the forest, I was shocked enough by it that I looked up.

      I recognized him immediately. Andre Cordelia, the little boy I’d seen in my dreams, but this wasn’t the boy. This was a man.

      I froze, terrified he’d attack me like his father had. He didn’t look at me. Instead, he stared out through the forest and across the creek. After several tense moments, he sighed. “This was our secret place after… after my father found out about us. This was where we came. I knew he wouldn’t catch us here.”

      The breeze flowed around me again, chilling me to the bone. “I couldn’t go on. Not after. Even after the old man died, he… the man I loved more than I loved anything, he wouldn’t come back. Said he would be arrested if he dared.”

      Andre looked at me, his eyes full of unshed tears. “I couldn’t go on, you see. I know it hurt her. I know it made her vulnerable to the wolves, but I just couldn’t.”

      A vision flowed through me of Andre’s body lying next to the creek. I gasped and looked over at him. “You… you died here?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I know what I did hurt your family. Your grandmother was like a baby sister to me. I loved her and used to watch her as she grew up in the cottage with Maid Elisa and Groundskeeper Jim. And Nanny Inez, what I did hurt her most of all. I never knew how to fix it. Now you’re here, and he’s—”

      I nodded, knowing who he was talking about. “Am I safe here? Long-term?”

      Andre looked at me and sighed, the uncertainty evident on his face. “We will keep my father away as long as we can, but his hatred of us, of you because you come from her, is strong.”

      “My loving Cary? Is that—”

      Andre nodded. “My father hated my lover, partly because we were together and partly because he loved me. My happiness enraged my father. You see, he hated me because my mother died giving birth to me. Yes, your relationship with your lover puts you at risk.”

      “Should I leave? Should Cary and I both go?”

      I could hear the panic in my voice, but Andre didn’t respond to my questions. “If you have a chance at love with someone who isn’t going to leave you, that’s worth fighting for, isn’t it? I lost it and gave up. That decision put everyone I cared about at risk. Don’t make the same mistakes I made.”

      Andre’s spirit disappeared, and I was alone again. I knew Andre wouldn’t hurt me, but being in such an auspicious place was enough to send me on my way. That being said, I knew I was going to ask Cary to help me put something here, something to commemorate the man who’d died here and how it had once been a special place for him and his love.
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      “Did he really mean that?” I asked the two women who sat across from me.

      Both smiled sadly and nodded. “You know he’s going through a lot, most of which I don’t think he’s shared with us,” Al said, while Christie nodded in confirmation.

      “You heard him say family,” Christie said. “I don’t think that was a slip of the tongue, and he’s not wrong. What we’re beginning to create here feels very much like a family.”

      Al reached over and, in an uncommon show of affection, placed her hand over mine. “Cary, we need to bring Evan into our coven, let him meet everyone, get to know us all. I know he isn’t gifted, at least not in the way we are, but he is becoming part of us. I can see even in how you look at him, you’re already falling in love with him.

      “It’s time to bring him in?” I asked, bewildered.

      “And,” Christie added as she stood up, “it’s also time for you to stop being daft. You know your place here in this group. If Evan wants you as part of the business partnership, then stop resisting. You belong, and play as much of a pivotal role in this venture as the rest of us.”

      All I could do was nod. I could feel Christie’s gift flowing through me, but in a comforting way, making me see how much I belonged. “Thank you, I think I’m going to go find him. I’ll have him back here before he’s needed at work, but I think he and I need some alone time,” I said, winking at the two.

      I arrived to find an empty cottage, which made me panic. Had Evan gotten hurt? Had the nasty entity attacked him?

      I was just about to scry for him when I felt his presence just outside the cottage. I went to meet him and saw he’d been crying. “Evan,” I asked as I walked down from the porch to meet him, instantly pulling him into my arms. “Are you okay?”

      He nodded. “Mostly. I just met another of our resident spirits,” he said nervously. “Andre, he was, well, I found the spot where he died.”

      “Did he hurt you? Are you—”

      Evan pulled back and placed his hand on my chest to stop me from freaking out. “I’m fine. He’s one of the good ones. He’s helping my great-grandmother keep the nasty one contained. For now,” he said. “Cary, I-I…” He paused to gather his thoughts, then continued, “You’re important, and not just because we are, you know… this,” he said, motioning between us. “You’re important to any business we might try to create. I know I’m an emotional ninny, but that’s not because of you, that’s because I’m still processing the loss of my family, and then the whole inheritance thing was thrust into my lap. Give me time, and I promise the emotional rollercoaster will calm down, but also, trust me, whether or not you and I work out long-term, you’re a part of this. I can’t imagine doing anything with the estate without you being part of it.”

      I nodded. “I’m getting that. It’s just I don’t want you to feel obligated to include me, okay?”

      Evan smiled. “Okay. Now, come on, let’s get back. I want to tell Christie and Al what I learned.”

      “Wait, you can do that in a minute. Right now, I need you and me time, okay?”

      Evan looked at me with confusion, then what I meant must have registered. His smile lit up my insides as I pulled him through the front door to show him how much I cared about him, how much I appreciated having him in my life.
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      One week after I’d asked them all to join me, we sat in the local attorney’s office, making it official. No matter what, these three people and I were gluing ourselves together.

      I had no heirs, no one to leave anything to, so I asked the attorney privately to ensure that if anything happened to me, which was a real possibility with my evil ancestor waiting to pounce, my three business partners would inherit the estate. That was the only way that felt fair.

      After finishing the cleanup at the bed-and-breakfast, Al, with Cary’s help, began renovating the hotel rooms, starting with those with sprinklers already installed. “Once we are locked in, I’ll invest in getting the rest of the rooms done so we can use them as well,” Al had told me.

      I had trained someone to take over as evening host so that I could manage the restaurant as well as the reception desk. The state approved the work done to the rooms, said we could call them to inspect the others when ready, and we were good to go.

      It surprised me how easily it came together. I loved running the place. I loved speaking with the guests. Much of what I enjoyed about being a restaurant host applied to working the hotel’s reception desk as well. It was about greeting guests and ensuring they had what they needed for a comfortable stay.

      Finally, the world was moving forward. If someone had told me, the broken, lonely, and grieving man who’d come to Oregon months ago, that I’d find happiness here, that I would find connection again, I’d have thought they were lying. I didn’t even think it was possible to be this happy again.

      The restaurant remained closed on Mondays and Tuesdays, which made for a much quieter estate overall, although the hotel remained open. I was alarmed when I got a frantic call from Roy, the kid Al allowed me to promote to head of housekeeping and who managed the reception desk for me those two days each week. “We have a guest who says he signed up on the website, but I have no evidence of his registration.”

      “It’s okay, Roy, I’ll be over to get it sorted. Are there any rooms left?” I asked.

      “Yes, the suite, but it’s reserved for the coming weekend.” Rory asked for the man’s name again and I heard a voice in the background that sounded familiar. I held my breath, sure it couldn’t be him. “Mr. Owens said he booked his reservation for the entire week.”

      Mr. Owens… Andy. My piss-poor ex-boyfriend.

      “Go ahead and book him in the suite until the weekend, make sure he understands the upgrade costs, and let him know I’ll be over in a bit,” I said, and hung up. I immediately went downstairs to find Cary. If Andy really was here, I’d prefer to have Cary with me if I had to face him.

      Unfortunately, the cottage was empty. Cary liked to go to the river to fish for salmon, and I knew he planned to do that today, but I’d slept late, enjoying my day off, and hadn’t heard him leave.

      Fucking Andy Owens. I knew the asshole too well. He’d played the I registered online con when I’d been with him on multiple occasions. He’d get no courtesy discounts from me, though. He’d pay full cost for the suite, and even that was being more generous than he’d ever been to me.

      My dander only got up more and more as I showered and shaved. I hated that I cared. Hated that Andy still had any influence over me, but damn, I wanted to look good. Wanted him to see what he’d thrown out like yesterday’s garbage.

      By the time I reached the manor, I’d worked up a full steam. I walked in and immediately felt it. It was almost as if someone had dimmed the lights. A darkness hung over the place, and everything felt wrong. I looked around, making sure I wouldn’t be attacked, and saw Roy, who appeared to be completely beside himself. I headed his way.

      “You okay?” I asked quietly, and he shook his head.

      “No, I think I messed up. I-I think I might’ve somehow screwed up our system. I’m so sorry.”

      I put my hand up and sighed. “Is the guest Andy Owens? About six foot, scars on his face, dark hair slightly gray on the sides?” Roy’s eyes grew big, and he nodded. “Fuck,” I said under my breath. “And is he the one who said you screwed up?” Roy nodded. “You didn’t. That’s just how he gets hotels to give him free shit. I’ll handle it.”

      I sent Roy for a break and called up to the suite. When the smug bastard answered, I asked, “Why are you here, Andy?”

      “Well, is that how you treat your guests?” he said, and I could hear the smirk in his tone.

      “You aren’t a guest, and I don’t appreciate you harassing my employees. You and I both know you didn’t have a reservation. But your money’s as good as anyone’s. You can stay, but only until the weekend, and you’ll pay full price.”

      “Now wait a moment,” he said, but I just hung up. I’d spent way too much time dealing with that man and his entitled bullshit. He came here to create chaos, and he’d already succeeded. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of making a scene by kicking him out, nor would I let him walk over me or my staff. If I was lucky, the idea of his having to pay full price for the room would be enough to get him to leave on his own.

      Damn, why the hell had he come here anyway?
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      I felt it like an electric storm. I was sitting in Deke’s little motorboat, which he left down at the dock for when he and I could get away for some salmon fishing. I’d told Christie if I was lucky, she could make her excellent salmon with rosemary and mustard glaze. It was one of my favorite meals.

      Unfortunately, I’d only just settled in when all my instincts told me to get to the manor and get there quickly. I started the engine and headed toward the shore.

      The moment I’d tied up the boat and secured it, I looked up and saw another spirit. I recognized him instantly, the Asian man from my dreams—Andre’s lover. The guy who’d left him, not that I blamed him. Those times were not good for gay men. Being afraid for himself and for Andre made sense, but I also couldn’t imagine abandoning someone you cared about, especially knowing how much I cared for Evan.

      To leave him would be like stabbing my own heart. The spirit watched me but didn’t speak. Not until I reached the car.

      “He will be tested. He’ll be at risk. He will tell you to leave like he told me to, that the only way to save him is for you to let him go. Don’t believe him. It’s a trap.”

      I turned to face him, but he was gone. I didn’t know their whole story, but I was getting a clearer picture in my mind. I drove to the manor as fast as I could along the backroads that led there from the river.

      It made sense that the old man would’ve told Andre’s lover he needed to leave to save him. His life and freedom had been at risk as well. Of course, it had.

      I drove up to the manor and could feel the nasty entity’s presence. It was laced with anger and… malice. That was something new. Something I hadn’t sensed there before. The entity was hateful and mean. He was violent too, but this was different. Something deep and foreboding.

      I rushed through the front door, past a group of people taking selfies, and into the foyer just in time to see a man put his hands on Evan and shake him. “I’m not paying that, do you understand?”

      I immediately grabbed the man and pulled him away from Evan. I was about to put the asshat on his butt when Evan stopped me. “You should go,” Evan told the stranger. “You came here to stir up trouble. You’ve succeeded. Now you should go.”

      The man stared at Evan and then looked to me. “I’ll go, but you’ll be hearing from my attorney.”

      “You know where I’m at,” Evan said.

      “Do you need me to escort him out?” I asked, and Evan shook his head. “No, but, Andy, if you don’t get your things and leave now, I will be forced to call the sheriff. Do you understand?”

      The group who’d been taking selfies walked in and luckily hadn’t noticed anything off, but Andy glanced at them and back over to Evan before looking at me. “I’ll go,” he said, and turned to walk up the stairs.

      I was about to ask questions when Evan shook his head. So, I began pacing around the foyer. We’d done all the work in here before opening, so there wasn’t really anything for me to do maintenance-wise , but I pretended to be busy until the arrogant jackass came back down, luggage in hand.

      He slammed the room key on the reception desk so loud, the guests in the foyer jumped and looked at him. He sneered at me again, then scowled at Evan before making his exit.

      I didn’t need Evan to tell me who the man was. I could feel it now that I’d calmed down. He and Evan had been intimate once. It only made sense, the man was Evan’s ex.

      The moment the asshole walked out the door, slamming it behind him, the lights began to flicker and charged energy flowed around us.

      I chanted quietly, eyes closed, and turned slightly to make it look like I was whispering to Evan. In fact, I was chanting to force the nasty one back. That should’ve worked, but instead of him withdrawing, I felt someone’s hands around my neck.

      Clear a path, feel this charm,

      End this spirit’s power to harm.

      The spirit fell back, but somehow, some way, he had regained his strength. I instinctively knew, it had something to do with Evan… with his ex, that is.

      The entity came back, slightly weaker with my spell, but still strong enough to strangle me. Then I caught sight of Inez and Andre’s spirits.

      They came at the entity in a rush, and I felt more than saw the struggle as it happened around me. Lights flickered, again, and occasionally, I’d catch sight of the three of them as they fought.

      After what felt like an eternity passed, the evil one retreated, but there was no doubt he was back with a vengeance. Fear and a deep sense of foreboding surrounded me. Fuck if the reckoning we’d been expecting hadn’t just begun.
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      I sighed in relief after Andy walked out the front door.

      Lights flickered and the next thing I knew, Cary was being attacked. I tried to intervene, but I felt Inez holding me back. How I knew it was her, I wasn’t sure.

      Then, I saw them fighting the old man. Cary was knocked aside before things sort of went blank. Like the magical energies around me were somehow short-circuiting my brain.

      Cary rushed over to me, and the energy began to clear. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah, you?” I asked, and he nodded. “Shit, Cary. I need to find Roy and—”

      Roy walked into the reception area, and his eyes widened. “I-I’m sorry, Evan. I-I should’ve helped, but… but he… that man.”

      I rushed over to him and put my hand on his shoulder. I didn’t think he saw or felt the ghostly energy, and if he did, I’d let Cary and Al deal with that, but I had a feeling this was more about my ex and his shitty ways. “Roy, I know how intimidating that man can be. And you did the right thing getting me here. If you see him come in again, call the sheriff, okay?”

      He nodded. “Now, why don’t you go have a cup of coffee and a Danish? I’ll cover the reception desk for a while to make sure he doesn’t come back, okay?”

      Roy nodded again, then headed for the kitchen. I pulled Cary over to the window bench between the wall and the stairs. “It’s back… fuck,” I said under my breath. “I think it has to do with Andy being here.”

      Cary nodded. “Yeah, we need to get Al and possibly the rest of the coven over here as soon as possible.”

      I looked him in the eye, but we were interrupted when the group that’d been rushing around taking selfies when I arrived needed to check out. “Thank you for your stay,” I told them. “Come back soon.”

      The women kept talking about how amazing the renovations were. “We really love them. I mean, we stayed at The Pink Palace, too, and it’s so much fun, but this is more elegant, right, girls?”

      I could feel Cary behind me, but it was groups like these that would ensure the hotel had a future. Normally, I would’ve gushed over their words. Today, I just wanted the place empty so we could figure out what the hell was going on.

      Finally, the women left, and I turned back to find Cary talking on his phone. When he hung up, he sighed. “Al’s gathering the coven. I’m going to help them, and you should go home.”

      I shook my head. “No, not this time. Andy is an ass, granted, but never that much of one, and never in public. Something was influencing him. I could feel it, and I don’t have your gifts.”

      “Do we have guests tonight?” Cary asked, and I shook my head.

      “Not unless someone signed up since yesterday. That was the last group to check out. We’re empty tonight.”

      “Then,” Cary said and looked around, “I’m going to ask some of the coven members to spend the night in the hotel. I felt the entity, the evil,” he said, and put his hands on each of my arms. “I felt him, then I felt Inez and Andre force him back, but we have to help them. It could be dangerous for you, Evan.”

      “It has to be me. This is my fight, Cary. So, I’ll be here tonight with you and the coven. My place is here.”

      Roy returned then, and I told him we would have guests tonight. Friends, so I needed him to get the rooms clean as quickly as possible.

      “I wish I could lock the damned doors,” I said, frustrated, as Roy rushed up the stairs to get started. The kid was a little high strung, but he seemed a little more weirded out than I thought was normal. I’d have to figure all that out later, when the crisis was over.

      When Al arrived, Cary asked her to keep watch. “I want to spend some time with Evan and place wards around him. If he’s going to be here when the evil entity reemerges, he’ll need all the protection we can give him.”

      I gave Al the name of my ex and told her to watch for him, too, and that Roy was freaking out about him. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but I get the impression my ex scared him. Something’s going on there.”

      Al nodded. “I know a bit about that. I’ll talk to him while you’re gone,” she assured me.

      That was all I needed to hear. Roy had worked for Christie and Al for quite a while—since they opened their bed-and-breakfast. I had been the one to convince him to take the reception desk job, but maybe I’d moved too fast.

      I shook my head, determined to deal with that fallout later. For now, I needed to get warded, or whatever Cary had called it. I could tell tonight was going to be important. I felt dread but also hope. I hoped we could somehow overcome the evil that still permeated this otherwise amazing place. I also hoped we wouldn’t have to die trying.

      Despite all that, facing Andy again after all this time did nothing if not show me how much of a victim I’d been in the past. Having a man like Cary around made me think about things differently, all for the better.

      I was tired of being a victim. Tired of letting circumstances dictate my life. I wanted freedom, and even though it scared the shit out of me, it looked like my path to freedom involved literally facing monsters.
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      After getting Evan back home, I pulled him into the solarium and began applying the wards to keep him safe. He didn’t blow me off or tease me about my chanting. He stood there, watching, those big, bold eyes taking everything in.

      When I finished, I sat him in the chair across from me. “Evan, are you sure you won’t stay home tonight? Let us—”

      He shook his head. “No, Cary, I can’t keep hiding. Andy, he… that’s what he and his kind want. He wants to scare us into hiding. I’m not surprised Andy showed up because he and Leon Cordelia were so similar. I think I—” He looked at me for a few moments, then sighed. “I know this sounds weird, but I think the evil entity might’ve called Andy. Even if he came on his own, the entity recognized a kindred spirit in him, and I think he began influencing him against me.”

      I sat back in the chair and nodded. “He attacked me. The entity. He was angry that we’d stopped whatever he’d started, kept him at bay. Had I not shown up, I think he would’ve hurt you. That’s what I felt. Oh, and I met Andre’s lover. He warned me something was happening. That’s why I came back early.”

      “Really? I-I thought he’d left. Why would his spirit be lingering?”

      I shrugged. “Way too many questions without answers. I don’t even know his name, so I’m not sure how to research him, but he said someone had told him he had to leave to save Andre. Anyway, that’s not the point right now. We have to figure out how to quell the evil. Then, we can chase down the information on Andre’s lover.”

      Evan nodded, came over, and pulled me up before sinking into my arms. “I love you, Cary. I’m also so thankful you’re here and keep protecting me. Part of me hates needing to be protected, but thank you for being so willing.”

      I smiled and kissed the top of his head. Then I tilted his head up until I could see his handsome face. “I love you, too, more than I thought was possible.”

      He nodded, then came back in for the hug. “We don’t have to be back to the manor for a while. Why don’t we go up and take a nap,” I said, and waggled my eyebrows at him, making him laugh.

      “You’re insatiable… thank God,” he said, and let me pull him up to his bedroom… our bedroom. I didn’t think of it as just his any longer since I never seemed to sleep in mine these days. The room was all Evan, and I wouldn’t want it any other way because he belonged here. He belonged with me.
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      The coven members gathered in the sitting room. I’d admit I was shocked by who they were. Just ordinary-looking people. It wasn’t like Cary when I first met him, dressed all in black with an air of mystery that I couldn’t quite put my finger on at the time. These were just regular folks. If I passed them on the street, which I probably had at some point, I’d never know they were practicing witches. And very powerful ones at that.

      Al came over and sat next to me and Cary. “Roy’s not doing too well,” she said, shaking her head. “I knew the boy had the gift, but I didn’t realize he had the sight as well. He’s been working for Christie and me for years, and despite knowing who we are, he’s never even mentioned his gifts.”

      “So, he saw the nasty one?” I asked, and Al nodded.

      “He saw the whole thing,” Al looked up at me, “Roy said the old man, the one we call the nasty entity, possessed your ex, Mr. Owens. That’s what scared Roy so much.”

      I sighed and nodded. “Cary and I had already come to that conclusion. Is Roy going to quit? The entity isn’t the only spirit here.”

      Al shrugged. “I think after today he might, but to be honest, we have bigger fish to fry right now than Roy’s fears. The entity is too strong if he’s possessing people at will now.”

      “Maybe not at will,” Cary replied. “I’m sorry, Evan, but I need to speak plainly. Leon Cordelia was a cruel man. Evan’s ex has a similar nature. My working theory is that when Evan’s ex showed up, probably with malintent on his mind, it allowed the entity to escape his confines. Now he’s gone, and I think the other spirits have him back under control, but—”

      “But,” Al continued. “If he could escape with one narcissist here, why not when another comes through the door?”

      I sighed and rubbed my temples because my head was beginning to hurt. “We have to do something about him. What, though? I don’t know.”

      “That’s why we’re here,” Al said, gesturing toward the coven of witches around us.

      I nodded. “Well, what’s first?” I asked.

      Christie walked into the room smiling and said, “Okay, let’s eat.”

      Al winked at me and stood, before saying, “First we eat, then we do a little partying with friends, then we let the universe lead the way.”

      “Okay, so no séance? Nothing scary?”

      “Not yet,” Al said and left Cary and me to go join the festivities in the dining room.

      “Is this going to work?” I asked Cary, who pulled me into a hug and kissed the top of my head.

      “If nothing else, it’ll clear the air. Celebrating, family and friends, gathering as a group, a collective. That’s powerful and can sometimes do more to undo negativity than anything else. So, come on, let’s eat Christie’s amazing food. You can get to know our friends, and we’ll put so much positive energy into this place, the entity will run screaming.”

      I chuckled, liking the image, and followed my sweet boyfriend into the celebration. If this was what it meant to be in a coven, count me in. I didn’t have any magical abilities, but damn, I could be a support system, and I knew how to have a good time with friends, even new ones.
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      I hadn’t exaggerated with Evan. Sometimes just infusing good energy into a place filled with negativity helped fix things. I wasn’t naïve by any means. I knew it was unlikely it would fix everything, but I did thought Al was right in bringing us all together.

      We all knew not to have more than one glass of wine, since we needed our wits about us, but that was enough to make things flow, and laughter filled the air. There were thirty-three members of our coven. All of them were here, as were Drew and Lance, Lance’s brother Crea, and Crea’s husband Ely. It was so cool to see the Chemeketa folks had come to support us. Not that we hadn’t done so when they’d called, but still.

      Most of the group had agreed to spend the night in the hotel, which was just as encouraging, considering what we were up against.

      Amelia, the nurse who’d treated Evan after the first attack, came over and hugged him. “I’m so glad you’re doing better, and damn that… well, we’re not supposed to talk about that, but know we’re all impressed you’ve prospered in spite of it all,” she said.

      Al didn’t want us talking about the entity, at least not yet. Instead, she wanted us to fill the place with positivity first, then we’d begin figuring out where to go from there.

      Evan smiled and chatted with Amelia about what we’d been doing to fix up the manor. Our coven tried to meet once a month, at least in a social way, and Amelia had asked me about Evan each time. Unfortunately, the estate had kept us all busy, whether chasing spirits or getting the manor’s business back up and running, so Evan hadn’t spent much time in town getting to know everyone.

      I shook my head, thinking I’d failed there. I was a natural introvert, and I liked my solitude. Al wasn’t much better, and Christie was ambitious and focused on the restaurant. Between the three of us, we’d done a poor job integrating Evan into the community.

      Al had been right when she’d recommended we bring Evan into the coven. Now, as people approached him to introduce themselves, his face lit up with excitement as he spoke to our friends and community. Clearly, we should’ve brought him into the fold much sooner.

      Evan didn’t possess any spectacular powers other than his beautiful heart. Not to minimize that, he was a beautiful man inside and out. That kind of gift accented us all and brought its own radiant positivity. Even in the face of ugly people and past pain like murder and suicide, the human spirit could bring light to those places.

      We drank, then our musical members began to sing and play music, as was common with us, most of them out of tune. To my delight, Evan joined in, and his angelic voice echoed around the dining room. Happiness and joy filled the air.

      It wasn’t until after nine that things began to wind down because a lot of our members had to work tomorrow. Al pulled us all together, encircling the manor like we had the night the problems worsened, and we chanted.

      Evan, Christie, and a few other spouses who weren’t active members of our coven sat on the short wall that lined the formal gardens. The chant was about to conclude when lightning streaked across the sky.

      We all felt the electrical pulse flow into us, almost like the lightning had struck, although I knew it hadn’t.

      When Al fell to the ground next to me, I had to yell for the coven to remain in place. “Don’t break the circle, not yet,” I called.

      Christie had already crossed the ground and was kneeling next to Al. I reached out, magically pulling Christie’s energy into the circle in place of Al’s. “Is she okay?” I asked once the circle was restored.

      Christie nodded. “She’s knocked out, but I can’t sense any injuries. Finish the spell,” she demanded.

      We resumed chanting, and once again, electricity sparked through us. This time, the energy began to concentrate within me. Damn, damn, damn, I thought. What do I do?

      I saw him then, the evil entity, standing in the doorway of the manor. He wasn’t in spirit form, although his face was fading in and out. Andy, Evan’s asshole ex, was the vehicle he used. The entity, in the form of a possessed Andy, slowly lifted a gun aimed right at my heart. Just then, Evan broke the circle.

      “Evan, no!” I yelled, but he ignored me. He walked through the circle toward the man.

      “You’ve wanted to destroy me since this started. You’ve come for me and never even knew me. I’m your fucking descendant, your flesh and blood, just like your son Andre, and you destroyed him. Now you want to destroy me? Why?!” Evan yelled.

      I wanted to go to him, but breaking the circle could bring about damaging consequences, including making the entity stronger and Evan weaker. It was bad enough that Al had been struck even as we were in the circle. It was worse that Evan had broken through it, and that his ex had been inside it while we worked. Fuck, this was bad.

      “Evan,” I tried to call to him again, tears running down my cheeks. I was about to lose him and there was nothing I could do! If I chanted, even to try to end the circle, I would end up like Al or worse. Then what help would I be to Evan? I was trapped holding the circle together until the energy subsided enough for me to close it.

      “You aren’t my descendant. You are scum, just like the woman that spawned you. My son was a queer, a little girly man, ruining our family name.” The entity spewed his hatred, but Evan stood his ground. “My son killed himself, ended it, just like he should, and I will end you too. I will make sure this abomination… you… never survives.”

      Andy lifted the gun and fired. I dropped the circle, determined to get to Evan, but I was frozen in place. Evan had been struck but only grazed. He grabbed his arm where he’d begun to bleed, and I was close enough that I could see his eyes gloss over. He ran a finger through the blood and then held it out, letting it drip to the ground in front of him.

      “With my blood, I cleanse this place,” he whispered. Then he did it again, running his hand through the blood and showing it to the entity. “With my blood, I cleanse this place!”

      Just then, Inez appeared next to him. She reached over and took his blood-stained hand in hers. “With the blood of our people…” she began, then looked to Evan, who nodded and chanted with her. “With our blood, we cleanse this place.”

      Andy, possessed by the evil entity, lifted the gun again and pointed it at Evan.

      “With our blood we—”

      The chanting stopped as gunfire filled the air. I wailed as I saw Evan fall. Then to my surprise, he came up behind me. “It’s not me,” he whispered into my year. “I-I… it’s not me.”

      I cried out, unsure if it was Evan’s ghost I was hearing, but remained frozen in place, unable to move. Then the spirit that was Evan rose, and in his place stood Andre. The evil entity wavered, leaving Andy’s body. Andy immediately fell to the ground, passed out.

      “You no longer have any power here, Father,” Andre said. “You’ve used all your energy to destroy us, but you’ve failed. With our blood…” he said, looking at Inez, “…we have cleansed this place.”

      The old man looked on stubbornly. “You are trash, a disgrace to the Cordelia name. You killed your mother, then this bitch…” He then turned toward Inez. “I’d have married you. But you loved my queer, useless son more than me.”

      Inez stepped forward. “You have no concept of love. Your wife gave hers for him, to give him life, and you resented the very thing she’d sacrificed to create. Then you raped me… and only because I refused to be with a man who would so coldly turn against his own son.” She looked over at Andre and smiled fondly. “A man who is so beautiful, so amazing inside and out, and who I loved like a son.”

      Her face contorted when she returned her gaze upon the old man. “Your hatred has been your foundation. Even now, you are nothing without it. In spite of you, despite all of the ugliness you thrust upon us, we created a family in life,” she said, looking to Evan, “and in death.”

      Light began to surround Evan, just as it did Andre and Inez. Evan’s eyes glazed over, and he chanted with the others, “With our blood,” they said in unison, “…the blood of family made and created, we cleanse this place!”

      The light that’d encircled them rushed forward and into the old man’s ghost. He shouted as a boom of thunder shook the ground underneath us.

      The energy that kept me in place loosened, and I was able to close the circle. Then I turned and pulled Evan into my arms. Next to us, Al was beginning to wake up. “What happened?” I asked her, still holding Evan in my arms.

      She sat up with Christie’s help and looked over to where the spirits of Andre and Inez were still facing us. “They used me… us,” Al said. “They tapped into our collective strength to pose as Evan. I could see it, but only in my spiritual form.”

      Al wavered a bit, and Christie pulled her into her arms. “Don’t speak. Get your strength back. I’ve got you, baby,” she said. “I’ve got you.”

      I pushed my face into Evan’s neck and let the tears flow.

      While we held one another, I felt as much as saw Andre and Inez closing their own form of magical circle; the old man was gone. Goddess willing, he wouldn’t be a threat to Evan any longer.

      Inez and Andre soon approached us. Al, still weak but slowly gathering her strength, stood to meet them. “I’m sorry we had to borrow your energy, but we saw what Leon was planning. We had to stop it. Please, forgive us.”

      Al nodded. “You did the right thing and saved Evan. I-I can feel he’s gone, is that true?”

      Inez nodded sadly. “We’ve pushed him across the veil, at least for now.”

      “For now? Not forever?” Evan asked.

      Inez shook her head. “No one can force a spirit to cross, only force them through the veil. A place that will hold him at least until he is strong enough to push back through. But,” she said, looking at Evan, “I doubt that’s your destiny to deal with.”

      “Will you go now too?” Evan asked.

      She shook her head. “No,” she said and looked at Andre. “Our punishment for forcing a fellow spirit through the veil is that it is now closed to us. We’re trapped here, at least for now.”

      Evan looked a mixture of tortured and hopeful, and I could only imagine what he was feeling. “Evan, we are your family, both Andre and me,” Inez said, and Andre nodded. “I… I feel there is more to be done here, and that will happen with time, but it was because we are family that we were able to stand up to help you.”

      “But…” Andre added, and looked at Al and me, “…it’s the love and family you created here that’s made us strong enough to defeat my father. He was my blood, but never my family. Inez is and has been that since the day I met her as a boy, and the bond between us as strong as mother and son.”

      “Protect your found family, Evan,” Inez said, and he nodded, wiping his tears.

      They slowly began to fade in front of us as they looked over at Al. “Thank you for your energy, for what we have done, what we couldn’t have done otherwise. Thank you all,” she said, looking at the coven members gathering around us.

      Both spirits disappeared then, and we were alone. “What do you want us to do about him?” Bo, one of our older members, asked, pointing toward Andy sprawled on the ground.

      “We’re going to take him to the department for questioning,” said Loren, a sheriff’s deputy, and who I’d forgotten had joined us tonight.

      “You sure you want to open that can of worms?” I asked, and she nodded.

      “He was here. The entity might’ve been controlling him, but I’m going to guess that gun belonged to him,” she said, pointing at the firearm that lay safely out of reach.

      Evan looked up at me, still overcome with emotions, but I saw his resolve intensify as he looked over at Christie. “He might’ve been possessed, but, Christie, didn’t you tell me people can’t be forced to do something? They have to want to?”

      She nodded and looked to Loren. “He’s guilty. Evan’s right. He had to be willing to kill Evan. Otherwise, the entity wouldn’t have been able to get him to pull the trigger.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Loren said, and with the help of Bo and a couple of other coven members, she rolled Andy’s unconscious body over, cuffed him, and loaded him into the back of her patrol vehicle.

      She bagged the gun and left to put the jackass behind bars.

      The rest of the coven helped Christie put the place back to rights, as we’d agreed to beforehand. Some had to leave, and everyone knew not to discuss what happened outside of those present tonight.

      Lance, the mayor of Chemeketa, approached us and leant a supportive shoulder. “We’ll go down to the sheriff’s office and give our testimony,” he said. “I’m sure the word of a local mayor will go a long way in superseding anything the jackass has to say.”

      I nodded, suddenly very happy that the Chemeketa folks had shown up. I hadn’t even considered the political influence of having them here. The last thing we needed was Andy letting the cat out of the bag about what he’d seen here at the manor, not that anyone outside the magical community would believe him.

      Regardless, for now, I needed to get Evan home. We’d deal with the rest later.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

          

          
            EVAN

          

        

      

    

    
      I felt utterly exhausted and emotionally drained. One minute, I’d been watching the coven form a chanting circle, the next, some power overcame me, and I felt myself fall behind the garden wall. No one seemed to notice. Then it was like I was in some dream. I could see the circle and Al and Cary chanting side by side, their hands lifted toward the manor.

      Then I saw him. Andy… or Leon, the entity. It was hard to tell who was who as their faces morphed from one to the other. Then Inez was beside me. “Stay down, it’s time.”

      It wasn’t like I could move anyway, but I understood what she meant. Don’t get in the way.

      Electricity buzzed, a bolt of lightning streaked through the air, and power flowed out of Al and into Inez. Then when Cary began to chant, I saw Andre, who was also pulling energy from the coven.

      I saw it then. Andy and the entity’s energy was red and angry, popping around them. The coven’s energy was blue, peaceful, serene. And their blue was much stronger than the red. That’s when I understood what was happening. Inez and Andre were using the coven’s positive energy to fight my ex and the evil one.

      It was all blurred after that. Andre somehow looked like me. He taunted my ex and fooled him and the entity into thinking he was me. Andy shot at him twice as Inez and he chanted that they were cleansing the manor with their blood.

      Then the evil entity split away from Andy, and I could move again, like my body and spirit had realigned.

      I rushed toward Cary to let him know I was safe, then I felt energy pouring from me, Al, Christie, and Cary. It flowed through us and into Inez and Andre, then like a bolt of lightning, it struck the old man. Then he vanished, almost like he’d been pushed through a sieve or something.

      When Cary closed the circle, I was in his arms in an instant.

      Inez and Andre explained what they could before the power they’d gained from the coven dissipated. Then they, too, were gone.

      Cary and I left shortly after that. I knew we should’ve stayed to help clean up, but I was too wiped out and Cary didn’t look much better. So much had happened. So much of my energy was used for the spell, and his too.

      That night, I slept hard, but I had dreams. Dreams that helped me understand.

      Three men slipped into the manor and down the stairs where Leon, the old man, waited for them. “You’re to kill him,” he said. “Make it look like an accident.”

      The three men chuckled, then one of them, a fat, balding man, nodded. “First, we’re going to take care of you.”

      A scar-faced man pulled a knife and attacked Leon, slitting his throat. I watched, disgusted, as the three men laughed.

      “That’s him taken care of, son of a bitch wanting his own kid killed for what?”

      “Nothing that kid has ever done is as bad as what the nasty old shit has done himself.”

      The scar-face man kicked the now-dead Leon Cordelia where he lay on the floor, lifeless. “What’s the plan with the kid? We gonna do him in too?”

      The balding man, who must’ve been their ringleader, shook his head. “No, not yet. Let’s see what happens. The sheriff will be wanting to pin this on someone and might pin it on the boy. Best give that time to work out.”

      The third man, an Asian man who hadn’t moved since the murder moments ago, shook his head. “This still don’t feel right. We—”

      “What, Wu? Let him steal what’s left of your land, all of our land? Ruin your business? Besides, he threatened to kill your own kid.”

      The man, Wu, shook his head, regret evident on his face. “Come on, this is done. Let’s get out of here.”

      I saw images then of the old man, Leon, torturing and killing men he’d employed. Each man, including the three former employees who murdered Leon, had all been his victim in one way or another. Maybe that wasn’t an excuse for their actions, and not forcing Leon to face justice, but I did at least understand their motives.

      It still didn’t explain why the old man had embraced his hatred to the point of being all-consuming. I guessed it didn’t really matter now, it was likely beyond explanation. At least he wouldn’t be able to hurt anyone else in his life or beyond. I hoped.

      I woke up sore, and knew I wouldn’t have the mental or physical energy for work that day. I called Christie, who said she already had people coming in to cover for us both. Thank goodness. I cuddled back into the warm, secure embrace of the only person I wanted and needed to see today.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

          

          
            CARY

          

        

      

    

    
      Christie, Al, Evan, and I sat around the sitting room after closing one evening. It’d been a week since the crap hit the fan, and we all knew we needed to discuss it.

      “So, Andy isn’t going to be a problem any longer. As far as he’s concerned, he got drunk and was shooting into the air. Loren said the judge slapped him with a big fine and sent him back to Virginia,” Evan said, sounding relieved.

      “Any concern he’ll come back?” I asked.

      “No, I think he heard about the restaurant and hotel reopening and was just coming to try to get some of the money he figured I must be rolling in by now. Once he stepped foot inside the manor, he fell victim to the entity’s agenda. I think the experience has scared him enough to stay away for good.”

      I nodded, hoping that was true. Evan then explained his dream of the three men killing Leon Cordelia in his basement. None of us knew who they were, but the dream had shown Evan the abuse Leon had exacted on them. Even physically scarring one of his murderers.

      “So,” I asked, and looked toward Al. “Is this truly over? I know the spirits haven’t crossed, but is Evan safe here now?”

      Al nodded. “I think so, and we need to try to help all the spirits cross over, but that may be more problematic now if what Inez said is true. Regardless, the dangerous one is out of commission for the foreseeable future.”

      Evan stood up, went to a fancy cabinet and opened it, and pulled out a bottle of champagne. “Then, this calls for a toast,” he said as he brought the bottle and four glasses with him.

      He popped the cork, poured the champagne into the glasses, handed one to each of us, and lifted his saying, “Here’s to my family, my friends, and my business partners.”

      “Hear, hear,” we all said, and drank.

      We chatted about all that needed to be done on the manor, from finishing the guest rooms to re-upholstering the chairs we currently sat upon. After Al and Christie left, and Evan and I went home, he pulled me up to our bedroom.

      I chuckled. “Really? After all you’ve been through, you’re not too tired?”

      Evan just grinned, pushed me into a sitting position on the bed, and then disappeared around the corner. I could hear him open his chest of drawers and take something out. I assumed it was condoms and lube, although those were stored in the side tables.

      When he came back over, he knelt in front of me. “What’re you doing?” I asked, wondering if I was about to get a blow job, but Evan produced a small box in his hand and opened it.

      A beautiful white gold band sparkled up at me, and I pulled it out, seeing a dragon wrapped around it. I could tell the band had been made by a magic practitioner, the dragon meaning protection. “What’s this?” I asked.

      “This is me asking you to marry me,” he said. “Cary Beacroft, I love you. You are my family. I’ve never felt so loved and wanted as I do when I’m with you. You make me feel safe, protected.” He rubbed his finger over the dragon. “I love our life here, our friends, and Al and Christie are the best business partners in the world. But you, you’re the glue that keeps this world together.”

      He looked down and sighed. “It’s hard for me to believe I have much to offer you, but you’ve helped me believe that’s not true.” He stood the, his smile wavering for only an instant. “So, here I am believing in myself enough to think I can make you as happy as you make me, for the rest of our lives. Do you want me?”

      I recognized he was posing the same question he’d asked me the first time we’d been together. And my answer was the same now as it had been then.

      I jumped up and swept Evan into my arms before tossing his cute ass onto the bed. He laughed as I straddled him, slipped the band onto my finger, and leaned down until I was inches from his face. “I want you like parched earth wants the rain. I want you like growing fields want the sun. I want you with everything I have in me.”

      I closed the inches between us and kissed him before laying my full body weight onto his and grinding our cocks together. “Yes, I will marry you, Evan Garland, and I will work to make you the happiest man ever to have walked this earth.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The spirit slipped up the stairs and into the small apartment. Roy lay curled in a ball. It approached him and sat down on the edge of the bed.

      Roy glanced up, directly into the eyes of the spirit. He’d long ago stopped fearing the ghostly man he’d seen since childhood. “They defeated the entity, but he isn’t the only one to be feared.”

      Roy sighed and nuzzled his head into his pillow. Shen had told him many things over the years. Mostly he’d talked about losing the man he loved more than any other, Andre Cordelia. Shen didn’t know how he himself had died, didn’t know why he was back in the world of the living, but he could see Andre. At least, he could lately. He just couldn’t reach him.

      Shen looked over at Roy, who hadn’t responded, so, as he usually did when departing, Shen waved his hands over his head and disappeared in a puff of smoke.

      As Roy had anticipated, the time had come for him to face his demons. He wasn’t sure how he knew, but somehow, someway, his fate had been tied to Cordelia Manor. When his employer had, out of the blue, asked him to begin working there, he’d known he couldn’t avoid Fate any longer.

      Now, Shen had confirmed it. The evil entity that’d possessed the manor for as long as Shen could remember had been pushed aside, banished across the veil. It was time for the other spirits still trapped there to find their peace as well.

      

      
        
        If you enjoyed Cordelia Manor, read more about the coastal witches in Adam J. Ridley’s Witch Brother’s Saga, starting with Emerald Earth.

      

      

      

      After his father cursed him, Crea has faced decades of dead end relationships. Just as he’s almost given up hope he finds a handsome stranger broken on the side of a desolate road. Once he drops the stranger off at the hospital, he figures all is done. Nothing could be further from the truth. The stranger becomes so much more as he pursues Crea, threatening the curse. Crea learns quickly falling in love is easy, but surviving a nasty cantation that’s determined to destroy you, isn’t as much.

      

      Eli isn’t a social person. His love for isolation in his beloved forest fully defines him. After breaking his leg in a mishap, Eli’s life is turned upside down as his life is filled with things he didn’t even dream of having before.

      

      Unfortunately, those dreams turn to nightmares as he and Crea, the man he’s become bonded to, battle a curse that should’ve never been cast.

      

      Crea and Eli’s bonding must be strong enough to overcome the curse, or they could both be lost, forever.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

          

          
            EXCERPT FROM EMERALD EARTH

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, you’re the one who lives in Oregon,” I responded, after Lance made some exasperated comment about me keeping him on the phone.

      “Crea, I’m Attorney General…”

      “And I’m running… you know what, it doesn’t matter. I’m here. Are you sure you’ll be able to get away? I’m taking a lot of time off to do this…” I said.

      “It’s not me you’ve got to worry about. You know how Kyle is.”

      I shook my head thinking about our baby brother. “Have you even spoken to him?” I asked, and Lance just laughed.

      “Okay, that’s a no. Well, text him or something, he listens to you more than me. I also think Crater Lake is a cool spot to meet, especially since it’s where Grandma and Grandpa met. At least, according to Grandma’s stories.”

      Lance was quiet, and I wasn’t sure whether he was thinking about our grandmother, or just ignoring me like he usually did when I called.

      “Okay, I’m about to hit a national forest, and there’s never coverage in those. I’ll Facetime you when I get to the park, and you can thumbs up or down our choices of staying around there.”

      “Thanks, brother… and yeah, I’ll text Kyle… not that it’ll do any good.”

      I smiled as I hung up. I didn’t spend much time with my brothers, not like I should, but there was always this wall between us… a wall our dad had built. Despite that, I was determined to maintain some sort of connection, or at least try to.

      I put my phone down, turned up my favorite CD since the national forests were notorious for poor radio reception, and cruised toward Crater Lake National Park. Hopefully, given Lance and Kyle both lived in Oregon, they’d be willing to join me there for a weekend of getting reunited.

      It’d been two freaking years since I’d seen them, after all. Not to mention that our grandmother had passed away during that time. At the very least, they could spare their brother a weekend.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIFTY

          

          
            ELI

          

        

      

    

    
      The cantilever bucked, and I dropped it, causing the log to roll off the sawmill, knock me down, and roll right over my left leg. As I lay on the ground, pain searing through me, I chastised myself for not oiling the damned thing first thing that morning.

      “Fuck,” I said out loud, knowing nobody was gonna hear me anyway. I was out in the woods by myself, miles from anyone or anything.

      As I lay trying to convince myself to get up, I saw the daytime moon and could feel her chuckling. “Okay, Goddess, I know you’ve been pushing me to get out and be social, but damn, did you have to do it this way?”

      “Yes!” I could swear I heard her say, but then again, I could’ve been hallucinating. The pain was that intense.

      No matter how bad I hurt now, though, I knew from experience it was going to hurt a lot more when I started moving.

      I leaned up on my elbows, and immediately broke out into a cold sweat. “Fuck, I’m FUCKED!” I yelled, and lay back down.

      My ATV was just over the ridge. I had to make it there or I’d be screwed for sure. My ranger buddy told me there’d been bear and cougar sightings just this week, in the very same spot I was working. On the ground, injured, I was a sitting duck!

      I looked back at the moon and bit my tongue, resisting the sudden urge to call the Goddess some choice names I’d later regret.

      I grabbed a piece of bark off the ground that I’d shaved off a log just moments before my big faux pas. I scooted up to the back of the sawmill, managing to reach around and turn the damned thing off. Then I bit down on the bark and pushed myself up onto my good foot.

      Pain overwhelmed me.

      I closed my eyes and waited for the world to right itself again. I couldn’t afford to fall. I doubted I’d get back up. When I opened my eyes, I searched for anything that could help me keep my balance and prevent my crushed leg from flapping around as I ventured from the sawmill to the ATV. Everything was too short or too long. Finally, I found a stick that was a little too short to be much help, but I’d have to make it work at a crutch. I just needed to get to the vehicle.

      I thought then that I should probably have figured out how to secure my leg, but damn, I was up and couldn’t afford to stop the momentum. I needed to do this now.

      I tried hopping, and fuck. My injured leg bumped against my other one and I saw stars, then stumbled. I landed on my good knee, but the pain in my left was so intense, I vomited all over the fucking stick I was using as a crutch.

      Okay, Eli. Get it together, you’ve got this. I reached over, grabbed the stick, vomit and all, and stuck it behind my good leg. I took my shirt off and began tearing it into strips. Not too hard, the shirt was ancient and ripped easily. What sucked was that I loved that fucking shirt. I’d bought it at a Nirvana concert in ninety-four, one of their last.

      Fuck it, I thought as I continued tearing, then managed to laugh at myself. My mom had lectured me the last time I’d gone to see her that I cussed too much. “Seems undignified and not how I taught you to be,” she’d said. Maybe she had a valid point, but fuck if I cared right now.

      I managed to tie the strips around my leg and the stick and got the fucking thing—sorry, Mom—to rest at the base of my ass and stick out low enough below my foot to allow me to use it as a fake leg.

      “Goddess, make this work!” I demanded, no longer trying to show any respect. I fully blamed her for the mess I was in.

      Thank all the heavens, it worked. The pain was intense, but not puking or seeing stars intense. I was able to gently stumble along using my support and the leg brace to get me over to the fucking ATV.

      For good measure, when I sat down, I screamed fuck one more time.

      I drew in a long, deep breath, and pulled my crushed leg up into the ATV. Thank the gods the vehicle was big enough that I could keep it straight and still rest it on the makeshift support.

      I started the engine and slowly pushed down on the gas. It revved to life, and I jerked, not a lot, but enough to send stars shooting across my vision again.

      I put the ATV back into park, closed my eyes, and waited a moment. Find your center, Eli. I allowed my mind to imagine the energy from the earth flowing into me through my legs and up my torso, then energy from the sky flowing into my head and down my body. Blue and green were the colors I saw in my mind’s eye.

      I waited while I let the energies fill me back up, and when I opened my eyes, I felt like I was going to be okay. I could do this.

      I put the ATV back in gear and pushed down on the gas again. It still hurt like hell, but this time when it popped, I didn’t see stars. Any improvement was welcome.

      I drove as gently as I could, cussing loudly each time I hit a bump, no matter how slight, as the pain was immense.

      I had no idea how, but I managed to get to the ranger’s station, and prayed to all that was good and holy, someone would be in. The odds were not good, though, since the Feds had pulled more funding from the forestry service… again.

      When I found it empty, I had to resist the urge to cry. Fuck me! I had managed the two-mile drive down the mountain, and as was my luck, still hadn’t found any help. “You knew it was a long shot,” I said out loud, then I lowered my head to the steering wheel and rested, hoping against hope, someone would come along.

      I was getting tired, really fast. I knew a service station lay a mile down the road. Maybe that was a better choice. They were likely closed too, but if I could get there, I might get enough cell coverage to use my phone.

      I gathered what little energy I had left, and wiped away the tear that escaped my eye. The pain only continued to ramp up as my excruciating nightmare continued.

      I pulled onto the road, and got a third of a mile when my ATV began to sputter.

      “No, hell no! What are you doing?” I yelled at the machine. “Why?” I looked up to where the moon should be. “Why are you doing this to me?”

      I was met with silence as the ATV slowly drifted to a stop. I was so messed up I burst into tears, and didn’t even care.

      I had my head down when I heard a vehicle approach, speed past me, and judging by the sound of squeaking brakes, slowed down . Maybe they were coming back, but it hurt too much to look up. I was done. I figured either some passerby would help me or I’d die alone out here in the woods. It was still too cold for much tourist traffic, but I was on a main road now at least.

      I heard the vehicle slow to a stop next to me and a window roll down. “Hey, you okay?” a guy asked.

      I glanced up into a pair of soulful green eyes, but my mind was gone. The pain was too much, and I was going into shock.

      “No, you’re not, are you?” I could hear the alarm in his voice as he opened his car door and rushed over to me. “Hey, buddy, what’s your name?” I could only manage a pained grunt in answer. “Okay, can you help me at all?” he asked, but I couldn’t do much. When he put his arm under me, I tensed, and when my foot knocked against the ATV, I screamed and passed out.
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        I’m alone.

        No, he’s with me.

        He?

        Who is he?

        Who am I?

      

      

      

      Trapped on an island with no memory and my mate, all we can do is trust the doctors tweaking our DNA.

      

      It gets harder to resist. In the days and the nights, we’re forced together. The same, but so different. Afraid, aroused, addicted.

      

      Is this real? Can we trust it?

      

      The doctors want a child. Our child. As they increase the urges, cause pain, torture us, what can we do but trust each other?

      

      Giving in is the only way out.

      

      WARNING: Contains explicit language and imagery. Suitable only for 18 and over.
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      Five weeks ago

      

      “Come to me.”

      Brock held out his hand, but Anna resisted reaching for it. Standing there, still beside the plane that brought them to the tropical island, the idea of jumping straight back in was tempting.

      “Why are we here?” Anna asked, staying put.

      The man on the edge of the airstrip concerned her. After disembarking, he’d brought her up short. She hadn’t seen him for months. Why was he there? Why would Brock bring her to him of all people? His presence alone was enough to keep her beside the aircraft. She didn’t trust him. If he was there, the plan was sinister.

      “You trust me, baby. Come on, come to me.”

      “You told me there was a way out,” she said. “You said you had everything worked out… that we could be together.”

      “And we can,” Brock said, returning to her. Dumping the small duffel, which contained the remainder of their worldly possessions, on the dirt, he took both of her hands. “We’ve been running for almost a year, Anna. I can’t keep you safe like that anymore.”

      “Yes,” she said, nodding. “Yes, you can. We don’t need him, or this place, whatever it is. I don’t trust him.”

      “We don’t need to trust him. There are others here. This place offers us a fresh start, no more running.”

      “They’re going to lock us up. He’ll turn us over to them—”

      “No, he needs us. He made a deal with a powerful man and hasn’t been able to deliver the goods to satisfaction. That’s why he needs us.”

      “We’re the goods?” she asked him. “We’re what they need?”

      “Yes. It’s gonna be tough and if there was anything else, any other way… You’ll be mine, Anna, for good.”

      “I’m scared,” she whispered.

      His crooked smile slid up in sync with the fingertip he touched to her chin. “I’ll be with you, my savior.” His proximity offered her solace and though she could no longer see the man loitering on the edge of the runway, his presence was no less unsettling. “What’s the most important reason to stay alive?”

      Throughout the last year, they’d had so many close calls. Brock always reminded her why it was so important for them to battle through the challenges.

      “So we can get married and live our happily ever after.”

      “That’s right. If we can get through this with our lives, nothing will stop us from being together.”

      “I got on that plane without knowing where we were going because I trust you.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the whole truth, but there isn’t time to answer questions. I don’t have all the answers myself. Us being here saves his ass, and I believe it will save ours too.”

      “Brock…”

      “Yeah, baby,” he said, watching his fingertip slide under her chin, down the front of her throat to the hollow above her collarbone.

      “I love you.”

      His eyes flashed up to hers and his smile brightened. “What’s not to love?”

      She’d heard that joke before, but it always made her laugh. With the guns, the shootings, and the near-death experiences, he’d put her through the mill. Yet they’d stayed by each other’s side, unable to consummate their true feelings. Now he was telling her it was possible. That there was a chance for them to unite without stress and terror.

      Bringing her shoulders up, she dropped them on a sigh. “I’ve followed you this far, haven’t I? I suppose I’m committed to going all the way.”

      The saucy slant to his lips earned him a nudge. “I’ve been waiting two years for that.”

      “You know better than to flirt with me, Mr. Sharpe.”

      “Can’t help it, doc. You know I have impulse issues.”

      “Control outranks your impulse. Pay attention to chain of command, sailor.”

      “You’re still right there on top,” he said, glancing at the plane behind her. “If you want to get back on that plane and head for home, just say the word.”

      Except where was home but with each other?

      “You don’t know how to fly a plane.”

      “I’d figure it out,” he said, shrugging. “How hard could it be? I’ve seen those flyboys do it hundreds of times.”

      “It doesn’t matter anyway,” she said. “Wherever you are, that’s home.”

      “You know I’ll buy you a mansion one day,” he said, gathering her into his arms. “Somewhere with land, bricks and mortar, somewhere permanent.”

      “Right now, I’d be happy if you’d buy me a meal in a restaurant, without threat of snipers and explosives hanging over us.”

      “Damn, baby, you’re high maintenance,” he said, winning himself another nudge.

      “Okay, you brought us here. Let’s do it.”

      “Whatever it takes to be together.”

      “Whatever it takes.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Pain. Chaos. The world rocked on its axis. Thunder clashed in the fog of dense clouds fighting for room in the constricted space of her skull. Aching muscles. Sticky skin.

      After prying her eyelids apart, speckling light immediately closed them again. Distant breathing, that wasn’t her own, rushed to her ears. It was louder than the torrent of her blood and the thud of her heart and the other pulse… Two heartbeats, she could hear two heartbeats.

      Scents: laundry detergent overpowered by sweat, two distinct fragrances, two genders, and sex… The smell of female excretions and male ejaculate. Yes, she could smell sex. The two conflicting heartbeats still pumped in her head. They separated from the clouds, dispersing in the rain of confusion invading every crevice of her being and soul.

      Lying there indefinitely was not an option. Despite screaming muscles and hesitant joints, she forced herself onto her back. Whatever exertion she’d endured had been tremendous.

      “Who are you?”

      Until a male voice split her skull, she hadn’t computed two heartbeats meant two people. The only consequence of trying to shove up onto her hands was her scream. Wobbling, she persisted until she sat up, clutching at her lolling head.

      “I asked you a goddamn question. Answer it!”

      Sucking her cheeks between her teeth, she tried to garner some moisture in her parched mouth while at the same time attempting to open her eyes. Again, the lights flashed, but she blinked and blinked to clear them. Without her vision, she was vulnerable. Where was she? Where had the voice come from? Eventually, she focused against the jarring brightness.

      She was on the ground, no, she was on a sheet-covered mattress on a smooth concrete floor. In a room around thirty-foot long. Scrutiny of the rest would wait. Her vision snagged on the male form standing a few feet from the mattress. He had to rise to at least six and a half feet and be over two hundred pounds of sheer, ripped muscle.

      Glowering rage in his ice-blue eyes pinned her in place. Her initial fear of the man with the mussed brown hair intensified. He was naked. Her clenched hand loosened above her own breast. So was she. Both of them were bare.

      “Stay away from me!”

      She scrambled back against the wall, desperately seeking a weapon or way out. No hope existed. Other than the mattress and the man, the hollow room held nothing. In one corner was a shower stall without a screen, a toilet and a sink: all in full view of the rest of the space. Why? Why would anyone…? A camera mounted on the high ceiling twenty-five feet above provided an answer.

      They were being watched.

      “Who are you?” In two strides, he arrived at the end of the bed she cowered on. “Answer me!”

      “You… you…” The scents flared her nostrils as they hit her again full force. Drawing up her knees spiked the potent pain between her legs. “Did you rape me?”

      His flaming blue eyes grew. “What the fuck kind of shit are you trying to pull?”

      “Please don’t hurt me again,” she said. A sharp ache in her chest accompanied every short, panting inhale. “I’ll do whatever you want. Is it money? I can get you money.”

      Could she? Did she have access to money? Nothing. Her mind was blank of any hint of history. She didn’t know who she was; she didn’t even know her own name.

      “Listen, Silk, if we got busy last night, it was with your full permission and participation.”

      “I would never—”

      “So I suppose I did this to myself?”

      Twisting his head, he revealed a row of what could only be love bites across his neck. Evidence of what happened the previous night disappeared over his shoulder, descending toward his back. The injuries weren’t defensive, weren’t bites or scratches. On her own wrists and shoulders, long, angry welts scored her skin. Her breasts were sore, reddened, tender. After touching her chin, her fingers trailed to her neck. That itchy sting could only be stubble burn and he had two days’ worth of growth, at least.

      “I don’t remember,” she whispered, searching her mind for answers.

      “You and me both,” he said and dropped to sit on the mattress, giving her a clear view of his back, of love bites and long red scratches, some of which were bloodied.

      They went all the way to his ass, like someone had clamped hold and done their utmost to keep him in place or perhaps drive him deeper.

      “How do I know you’re telling the truth?” she asked.

      “How do I know you are? Fighting with each other while we’re locked up leaves us isolated. What will it achieve?” Nothing, it wouldn’t achieve anything. They couldn’t scream themselves raw and physically he’d overpower her if they got into an altercation. “Maybe we can figure this out together.”

      Despite her aches and pains, she didn’t fear the stranger or suspect him of anything sinister or malicious. Her sense of him was actually quite pure. He carried anger but directed none of it at her.

      “What is this place?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.” He scanned around. “I woke up just like you did, about six and a half minutes ago.”

      There were no clocks or windows. How accurate was his internal timer?

      “Have you tried the door?”

      The steel door in the wall directly opposite the mattress didn’t have a handle. The surface was completely flat, save for one small groove.

      “Yeah, no joy, the walls are steel reinforced too. I’d say they’re completely soundproof.”

      “Why?”

      “Can you hear anything?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder.

      “I can hear you breathing,” she admitted. “I can hear your heartbeat… it’s disturbing.”

      His eyes narrowed as he shifted closer, rounding the corner to sit at the side. “You can hear my heartbeat?” She nodded. “From over there? It can’t be over seventy right now.”

      Again, she nodded. “I can hear the blood in my veins and the acid in my stomach.” Driving her hands into her hair, she clutched at her skull. “It’s so much.”

      “Anything else unusual?”

      “It’s bright, too bright, and…”

      “And what?”

      “I can smell you, and us, and… somebody had sex in this room, a man and a woman. They went all the way.”

      “How can you be sure? The only evidence is that we’re naked and scarred, that’s circumstantial. Maybe it’s what they want us to think.”

      Whoever “they” were. Nothing made sense.

      “I can smell it,” she said. His expression betrayed skepticism. “Look at the marks on your body, look at mine!” Shoving up onto her knees, she held her palms open at her sides and lifted her chin, displaying to him the signs of bonding marring her skin. “I can feel you!” With that declaration, she pressed a hand to her pubis, immediately regretting both her words and her actions. “Someone. I can feel someone.”

      “You’re tender?”

      “I’m sore,” she admitted.

      On his knees, he climbed onto the mattress. Without even looking, the blood she could hear rushing to his cock told her its response was concrete. Taking a handful of her breast, he thrust her back against the wall. In her high kneeling position, her knees parted when he came in between them. She snatched his erection in one bold fist, giving it a sharp tug, attempting to bring it to her center.

      One keen nasal inhale, and a shake of his head, brought him out of the compelling trance. When his hand fell from her body, she blinked through a daze, unable to process what exactly had just happened.

      “What the fuck are we doing?” he murmured, backing away until he was on his feet scrubbing a hand over his mouth. “What the fuck was that?”

      She couldn’t answer or look him in the eye. Nothing made sense. Her trembling got stronger. That was animal instinct alone. There had been no reason or rationale. Something gave them liberty to touch each other without fear. Intuitively, his arousal and her existence became about fulfilling him to satisfaction.

      “Do you remember your name?” She shook her head. The blur of tears became too much and they fell from her eyes. “What’s the last thing that you remember before waking up here?”

      Stopping the tears was impossible despite them achieving nothing. She had to calm down to concentrate and come up with something. Several minutes went by and there was nothing… nothing but static, white noise, like she’d lost reception. Elevating her chin, she met his eye.

      His anger and desire were gone. “Yeah,” he said. “There’s nothing there for me either.”

      “Are we prisoners?”

      “We’re locked in a room with no way out, that’s the definition.”

      And so dulled the last embers of hope.

      “Do you think they want a ransom? This doesn’t look like a jail cell. If we’d committed a crime, surely, we wouldn’t be incarcerated together like this.”

      “Could be we’re some billionaire, jet-setting couple? We’re not married.”

      A surge of hope returned. Maybe he’d made a breakthrough.

      “How do you know that?” she asked.

      He held up his left hand. “No tan line.”

      The color his skin held came from the sun and he was right. There was no trace of a break in the complexion on his ring finger.

      “Then we have to assume that whoever did this meant us harm,” she said, once again scrutinizing the place for anything they could use to defend themselves.

      “Don’t bother looking for a weapon,” he said. “The mattress is foam, no springs. The sheet is some kind of cheap viscose, easily torn, not strong enough to choke anyone.”

      “What about the plumbing?”

      He shook his head. “All of it is vacuum sealed in some kind of silicon layer that makes it difficult to take apart.”

      “Difficult, but not impossible,” she asked.

      He shook his head again. “I removed part of the faucet. It’s designed to disintegrate and ended up as dull dust when I tried to break it into a sharp edge.”

      God, he knew how to stoke her despair. She could be a secret ninja but had no way to know. If she had any combat skills, maybe they’d come back to her on instinct.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “If anyone comes through that door, I’ll find a way to take them out.”

      Could he read her mind? In theory, that was a brilliant plan. In practice…?

      “And then what?”

      “We run.”

      “We have no idea what we’re running into,” she said. “There could be a hundred armed guards out there or a field full of landmines.”

      “That would be a lot of effort and expense just to keep hold of us. Do you really think you’re someone important?”

      Slumping her weight against the wall, she hugged her knees tighter. “Actually, the opposite is more likely. If they don’t want a ransom, I’d assume they don’t want anyone to know they have us.”

      “Makes sense. If you want to keep secret captives, it’s better to abduct people without connections, people who won’t be missed.”

      “So we’re probably completely unimportant.”

      “We might mean something to each other,” he said.

      The calm side of him soothed her. Listening to him talk gave her an anchor that drowned out all other invading sounds.

      “Could be… I hope I’m not your sister, I’ve touched your…”

      The angled way he sat on the mattress meant she couldn’t see his groin area. Thank goodness for that small mercy.

      “Yeah,” he said with a crooked smile that took the edge off his harsh exterior. “Why don’t you take a shower? There’s a bar of soap on the floor.”

      Rising from the bed, he went to switch on the shower and retrieve the soap. Showering in front of him would be odd, despite the fact he’d already seen her naked.

      “I’ll keep my back turned,” he said as if he’d heard her thoughts. He put the soap on the sink, within reaching distance of the shower. “You probably already feel violated enough.”

      More violated by the situation than the man.

      Leaving the shower, he kept his back to her, providing a clear path.

      “There’s a camera.” She used the wall to guide herself to her feet, then to keep her steady en route to the shower. “Do you think there are people watching?”

      “Bet on it,” he said, walking backwards to the bed.

      He stopped at the corner and reached down to whip up the sheet.

      “What are you doing?” she asked when he tore the fabric.

      “Get washed, Silk.”

      “That’s the second time you’ve called me that,” she said, trying to block out the thrum of the shower spray when she stepped under it. “Why do you call me that?”

      “We don’t have names.”

      “But why Silk?”

      “I woke up with you on top of me,” he said. “I thought I was sleeping in silk.”

      The soap stopped on its way to her skin. The comparison was moving.

      “If we’re going on first impressions, I guess I should call you Rage.”

      His brief laugh floated to her, easing the tension of overwhelming sound.

      “I’m sorry if I scared you.”

      “I think we’re both a little scared.”

      Lathering the soap in her hands, she did her best to wash her hair. The heavy weight that hung over her breasts would require a lot of soap.

      In the time it took her to wash, he finished with his tearing and waited patiently. Scrubbing her body three times, eradicating all traces of her forgotten night, her forgotten life, would take more than soap. Where had she come from? What would happen next? Were there more surprises?

      Squeezing the water out of her hair, she left the spray. “I’m done.”

      Backing toward her, he held out a strip of the torn sheet. “Dry off as best you can with this.” She took it and did as he told her, then he held out another length. “Fold it in half, wrap it around yourself. It’s not much, but it’s better than nothing.”

      Glad she wouldn’t have to remain naked, she did as told. “Thank you.”

      He took the strip she’d dried off with and left it on the sink as he washed himself in the shower.

      “Maybe if we can loosen some of the pipes—”

      “I’ve checked,” he responded. “They’re soldered into place. None of them are wide enough to be useful.”

      The shower died. After drying himself, he tucked the doubled strip around his hips. Two long, narrow strips remained on the bed.

      “What are those for?”

      Bending, he snatched them up. “Tie this one around your hair. If we have to act fast, I don’t want it in the way.”

      The strip was long enough to be tied as an Alice band and around her hair into a tail.

      “And the other?” she asked when she was done.

      “Just in case.”

      In case they needed a weapon or perhaps a restraint despite his claim it was weak? She was about to ask what they should do next when a clunk at the door startled her.

      “Rage,” she said as though it was his given name.

      He put a finger to his lips and moved in front of her, blocking her body from the entrance. This was it, as she’d wondered, what would happen next?
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      It was a wonder Rage would be so protective of a woman he didn’t know. A woman who had accused him of rape. Her sense of violation lingered, but lessened in the knowledge he was clueless as well. In a way, she almost felt responsible for violating him too.

      She peeked around Rage’s arm as three men entered. The two flanking the central man aimed guns at Rage. She stepped in closer to his back, placing her hands on either side of his spine.

      “You have nothing to fear. There’s no need to worry,” the central man said. “I don’t want either of you to feel threatened or scared. We will explain everything.”

      “We’re listening,” Rage growled.

      On hearing his heart rate increase, she pressed closer. Her palms and fingers sizzled against his naked flesh like they were burning up.

      “Eve, you must stop touching him,” the stranger said with wry amusement.

      “She can do whatever the fuck she likes,” Rage said. “Eve is her name?”

      “No, that is merely what we call her. You are our Adam, our test subjects, the first of your kind.”

      “Test subjects?” Rage spat. “What the fuck are you testing on us?”

      His heart rate soared so fast that the rush of his bloodstream was like a gushing waterfall drowning her ears.

      “If she removes her hands from your skin, your equilibrium will return.”

      She dropped her hands and stepped back. Without the proximity of his body heat, vulnerability took over. Why did she feel so weak? So exposed?

      “There,” the man said. “Your tension will ease, and your hormones will calm. We haven’t got your chemistries in sync yet. When we do, she will become a great source of strength for you, a talisman.”

      “Who are you? What is this place and what have you done to us?”

      “I’ll show you what we do here and where your training will take place.”

      “Training?”

      It was a lot to take in. Too much. Staying behind Rage, letting him take the lead, was the right thing to do. Yes, she had her own questions, but that was her place, under him.

      “My name is Arthur Sherman. Doctor Arthur Sherman. I’m one of three Research Directors here at the Source Laboratory. We’re on an island in the Pacific, a private, uninhabited island. Uninhabited by anyone except Source people. We have state-of-the-art security, triggers, and booby traps all over the island.”

      “That supposed to intimidate us into behaving?”

      “Not at all. Each of these aspects will be crucial in your training. The intention was to highlight how much time and money has gone into this operation. It will take time to perfect our processes. Our hope is you will be the first couple of many. This is a great privilege.”

      “Forgive us if we’re not overwhelmed with gratitude,” Rage said. “What if we want to leave? To get off this island and go back to our lives?”

      “Well now,” Sherman said with further amusement. “Neither of you have lives to go back to; no lives that you remember. Would you even know which country you wanted to be returned to?”

      Sweat pricked her skin. Sherman was right. But just because they didn’t know where to go, didn’t mean staying was an attractive option. A need for comfort drove her close to Rage again. She laid her cheek against his spine to get closer to the soothing rhythm of his heart. As she stood there with her eyes closed, the pound of their hearts merged into a simultaneous rhythm.

      “Get us off this island, now,” Rage said.

      As his pulse spiked so did hers, remaining in time with his.

      “Eve, you must remove yourself from his person. He is not yet prepared to handle the overload, and neither are you.”

      Her desire not to be separated from Rage kept her in place.

      Rage’s head snapped to the left, and he hissed through gritted teeth. That was a defensive action. What had—one of Sherman’s men had moved toward her. Rage’s reaction to the threat froze the thug in place.

      “It is your greatest instinct to protect your mate,” Sherman said calmly. “The impulse drives you above all else. But it is unnecessary for you to fear for her safety here. She is safe and precious to all of us. Your instinct is already strong, it’s predatory. Monitoring how that impulse increases after you impregnate her will be fascinating. It will be fascinating indeed.”

      The director sounded excited, but the idea of children, especially there in that place, was nauseating. Her identity was secret. Strangers surrounded them, yet the expectation was procreation?

      “No one’s impregnating anyone,” Rage said, granting her a flicker of relief.

      Brushing her fingertips over the markings on his back, she took her hands from his waist to his shoulders, to his neck. Down they went until they disappeared into the torn sheet he wore like a towel. She kept doing just that, repeating the motion. Drifting forward, she kissed his spine, then the width of him.

      “Fascinating. She is preparing you for battle,” Sherman said. “She doesn’t know it, but that is what she is doing. You offer her protection and relief. You felt threatened, which released a chemical only she can sense. By caressing you how she is now, she is increasing your dopamine, your adrenaline, your testosterone. Can you feel the pressure building in your muscles? We can see the sexual reaction your body is having to her attention. You have been programmed to mate with this female. It’s the compulsion you resisted earlier. There is no need to resist. Everything is as it should be. All is going according to plan. In essence, you have been addicted to each other, you are dependent on the other. Your feelings and instincts are entirely natural and appropriate.”

      “Why did you do this to us?” Rage snapped.

      She stopped kissing him to press the length of herself against him. The voices became irrelevant in deference to the ache between her thighs. The throb in her breasts drove her to rub against him, determined to coat herself in his scent. Having washed that scent from her body, it became crucial for her to have it back. The idea of being without it brought tears to her eyes.

      “Rage,” she sighed onto him and wriggled out of her sheet.

      She needed him and it didn’t matter that there were others in the room, or that they could be in danger. Wrapping her arms around him, she reached for his cock, somehow knowing it was ready for her.

      He caught her wrists and spun to face her. Her vision was so blurred, she could hardly make out his features, but she didn’t need to see him to feel him.

      “You’ve gotta resist it, Silk. They did this to us, baby. It’s not real.”

      “Mm hmm,” she moaned, pressing kisses to his chest, curling her hands around his neck to pull herself onto her tiptoes. “Kiss me.”

      “The monitors are active,” Sherman said. “We can vacate if you wish to satisfy her.”

      “Yes,” she exhaled.

      “No,” came Rage’s stern reply.

      Though he prized her hands away from his neck, she kissed his chest, his diaphragm, his stomach, undiscouraged.

      Rage’s exasperation wasn’t enough to deter her. “What the fuck…”

      “Her programming drives her to crave your seed, in whichever manner you choose to deliver it.”

      “No one is delivering anything,” Rage stated and ducked down to seize her wrists when she dropped to her knees and again tried to liberate his member.

      Much to her disappointment, he snatched the remaining sheet strip and tied her wrists behind her back. With her restrained, he carried her to the bed and dumped her down before marching back to Sherman.

      “How do we help her?”

      “It will wear off in a minute or two,” Sherman said. “You show remarkable restraint, which is concerning. Hmm. We may have to up your dosages.”

      “No one’s upping anything, and no one is dosing anyone.”

      “Maybe it’s a delay in absorption,” Sherman muttered.

      “I’m not taking any more of your drugs, and neither is she.”

      She was still blinking from blind arousal back to reality when Rage seated himself at her side and wrapped her in her sheet. Her need to nuzzle closer remained, but she was in control enough to resist it.

      “I want to know exactly what you’ve done to us and why,” Rage demanded, departing from her side again. “And I want to know how to reverse it.”

      “We will explain everything you need to know.”

      “Then you’re going to set us free.”

      “You are not prisoners. Well, not exactly. Over time, we will allow you more freedom. It’s important to see how you behave and react in different situations, both together and alone. Eventually, it will be time for conception. We are strictly monitoring and controlling Eve’s cycles.”

      “You really expect us to have a child together?”

      “Why yes, it’s the reason you are here.”

      “To what end? To create more test subjects?”

      “Your biology and genetic makeup will be manipulated until we are sure you can create a pre-modified child.”

      “And you expect us to hand over our kid to your experiment?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t think so,” Rage said on a sinister snicker. “You’re going to undo whatever you did and take us back to where you found us.”

      “What we have done cannot be undone. It is impossible. Even if we returned you to your previous lives, your inextricable link would endure.”

      “We’ll get over it.”

      “I think not.” Sherman laughed. She sat up, gathering herself against the wall. “You cannot simply return to being independent people.”

      “Why not?” Rage asked.

      “For one thing, we believe you will murder any man who shows interest in, or indeed fornicates, with your mate. This will, of course, be part of the testing process, and we shall monitor your limits and reactions.”

      They expected her to sleep with other men just to discover how Rage would react to it? Sickness returned.

      “That drive may also compel you to harm or murder your mate, but we will have medics standing by.”

      “Medics? I’m not going to raise my hands to a woman, no matter who she screws around with.”

      “Good, it’s fascinating to hear your preconceived notions, and it will be fascinating to see how they match up to what transpires. We may conduct this experiment at several points throughout the initial process to see what variables affect the outcome.”

      “This is sick and twisted,” Rage said. “What gives you the right to force us, against our will—”

      “Oh, this is not against your will at all. We chose both of you for your willingness to take part.”

      “Come again?”

      “As I said, all will be explained, but we must get out of this room and on with the process.”

      “Great,” Rage said. “Lead the way.”

      “First…” Sherman nodded at one of the two gunmen, and he left the room. “I should make you aware of one crucial piece of information.”

      “Which is what?”

      “The guns are effectively for show, to prevent you from reacting too quickly,” Sherman said. “Both of you have had a chip implanted. It allows us to control and monitor your movements.”

      “A chip?”

      “It’s subcutaneous and allows us to release a pulse designed to incapacitate you.”

      “You’ve got us on a leash.”

      “I am sorry that you see it that way, but yes, it is a precaution,” Sherman said. “It will render you unconscious when activated, however…”

      A vague rush of emotion directed at excruciating pain was unpleasant. “It hurts,” she whispered.

      “A side-effect of Eve’s treatment has left her hypersensitive to pain. It’s extremely unfortunate and was entirely unforeseen. Fortunately, we modified the process, so our male subject is almost entirely impervious to pain of any kind.”

      “You sick fuck,” Rage said, storming toward Sherman.

      He stopped when Sherman produced a pad and held a finger toward a button.

      “Your treatments make you formidable; it’s the point of them. You have enhanced strength and acuity. Your reflexes are acute, and you have a…”

      “A what?”

      “Everything will be explained,” Sherman said. The gunman returned to lay clothes on the floor. “Get dressed and we will give you a tour.”

      “Give her the modified treatment first,” Rage said. “So she won’t feel pain.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Sherman said on his way to the door. “What we do here is irreversible. Get dressed. We will wait on the other side of that door.”
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      The trio of men departed, leaving the door open an inch.

      Rage immediately came to untie her wrists.

      “This is unbelievable,” she whispered.

      “We’re gonna work this out,” Rage said, keeping his voice low. “We’ll play along for now, get a lay of the land and gather intel. If we’re where he says we are, it could be tough to escape.”

      “Can we really have signed up for this?” she asked. “Why would we do that? Did we know each other?”

      “I don’t know, baby,” he said, smoothing a hand down her cheek. “But we’re gonna find out.”

      “Don’t do that,” she said, even while nuzzling into his caress.

      “Do what?” he asked, drawing a line from the end of her chin down her throat to the pulse point above the center of her clavicle.

      “Touch me,” she exhaled and leaned forward.

      His hands left her to be held up in surrender. “I don’t know why I did that. I apologize.”

      It wasn’t his fault, and, in contrast to her words, she wanted him to touch her. How could they trust anything was real? Did he feel guilty? That wasn’t her intention. Nothing made sense. How could she want something that caused both joy and pain?

      A weight of water gathered on her lashes. “Why did they do this to us?”

      “We’re gonna find out, baby, okay?” She nodded. “I know we have no memory and we’re effectively strangers, but if what that Sherman guy said is true, you already know I’ll give my life for yours. No one’s going to hurt you, Silk, not while I’m around.”

      “I didn’t even speak. It felt so natural to defer to you. What he said has to be true. It would explain… I’m sorry for my abominable behavior.”

      “Abominable? A stacked little beauty like you hungry for me?” His crooked smile slid up. “I can think of worse things to be subjected to.”

      “If they increase your dose, neither of us will be rational the next time… Do you think that’s what happened last night?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Will we wake up as strangers every day?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “If we do, I want you to know,” she said, edging in to press her hands to his chest. “It’s not your fault. I was in that trance earlier and all I could think of was joining with you. I was wild for it. Nothing else existed, so I need you to know, if they’re going to dope you up and set you loose… I know that you’re not responsible for your actions.”

      “That’s not the way I work,” he said, covering her palm with his own. “I won’t force you into anything. It doesn’t matter what they drug me with, I am responsible for my own actions.”

      He moved as though to leave her, but she caught his arm. The fizz of contact shot adrenaline to her core so powerful, she recoiled back to the wall. Getting over the shock took a few seconds, then she found him again.

      “It’s possible I’ll force you,” she said. He reached for her hand, but she pulled it away. “I can’t think straight when you touch me.”

      “We’re gonna handle all of this together. If nothing else, Sherman has just confirmed that we’re part of a unit, you and I.”

      “Okay.” She crawled toward the clothes. “I’ll try not to be a lush.”

      “And I’ll try to stop touching you.”

      “At least until you’re willing to go all the way.” She paused and glanced back at him over her shoulder. “Sorry.”

      “One step at a time, Silk.”

      His erection stood proudly, but she said nothing about it. When they were ready, Rage opened the door to Sherman and his gunmen, sans the guns.

      Led down a long corridor, they turned a corner and traversed another. Little circular windows in the doors were just low enough to show technicians in labs working with chemicals and test tubes.

      Their destination was a room with a table and eight chairs. A second room, visible through a long half-glazed wall, held a surgical bed, metal tables, and a tall electronic unit beeping and flashing. The wall opposite was a symmetry point showing another lab and table room beyond.

      The room wasn’t empty either. Two other men sat at the table. The gunmen filed out and the two men rose.

      “Doctor Lyon,” said the one closest and held out a hand to shake.

      Six feet tall and probably in his fifties, he wore small, rectangular, rimless glasses. Rage shook the proffered hand, but eased her away from it, for whatever reason. Suited her, she didn’t want to touch the stranger either.

      Sherman took a seat with Lyon. The third man just stood there, scrutinizing them both.

      “That’s Doctor DiNardo,” Sherman said. “Ignore his stoic demeanor.”

      Rage did just that and directed her to sit before seating himself beside her. “Why did you wipe our memories?”

      “It was necessary,” Lyon said. “Think of yourselves as clean slates. Any experiment, which requires close monitoring of cause and effect, has to commence from a pure state. To begin at zero, if you will, without influence from your former lives. Any reaction or emotion must be a result of our actions here. We cannot allow you to be affected by previous experience or trauma.”

      “How can you monitor our development if we wake up with amnesia every day?”

      “Oh no, that won’t be the case,” Sherman said. “You have both been here for just over a month. Eve’s treatment began before yours, Adam. We required more time to work with her natural cycles. For a large portion of that phase, you were both unconscious, in chemically induced comas. We worked on your re-sequencing; the genetic modifications have effectively completed the foundation of your treatment.”

      “We’re done?”

      “No, definitely not,” Doctor DiNardo said. “Now is when the real work begins. There will still be chemical enhancements to be added as we perfect the cocktail. But now you have to learn to control your new abilities. Your bodies have been through massive trauma with all the changes that they have experienced. Now is the time that we will see how your bodies settle and adjust. It’s very exciting.”

      “So your colleague Sherman keeps saying,” Rage said. “You’ve altered our biochemistry, pumped us full of god knows what and now you’re going to stand back and time how long it takes for the shit to hit the fan?”

      “We’ve already had fascinating results,” Lyon said. “Watching you two interact is incredible. Before last night you had never been alone in a room and conscious. It’s fascinating.”

      “I’m getting damn sick of hearing that word.” Measured though Rage’s words were, her heart rate jacked, which meant his did too. Wow, she could literally smell his anger. Laying a hand on his forearm, she intended to soothe. It worked until she and Rage noticed the doctors’ interest in the simple action.

      “Isn’t that what you want?” Rage asked. “You want us to touch each other, right? So you can scribble little notes on your pads.”

      Each of the men’s watches beeped. Before they could reset them, a technician entered with the gunmen.

      “Eve, you’ll have to go with Monck.”

      “Why?” Rage demanded before she could.

      “We told you already that no harm will come to Eve on this island,” Sherman said. “You can get angry and defend her against a non-existent danger, thus riling her into a frenzy, as you did earlier. Or you can accept that this is part of her treatment and she will be safe.”

      “Over the course of the coming months and years, we will regularly separate you,” Lyon explained. “Sometimes for a few seconds or minutes, other times may last months. But you will always be reunited.”

      “Sure, ‘cause you need more test subjects,” Rage said.

      “Yes, that is true. Procreation will be a large part of your responsibility here,” DiNardo said. “But that comes further down the line. Eve requires biweekly injections to restrict her fertility. At this tentative stage, we must balance your body chemistry before conception. It is not yet the time for you to impregnate her.”

      “I’ve got a great way to ensure that doesn’t happen,” Rage said. “We’re not having sex.”

      “I’m afraid that’s impossible for us to consider or accommodate,” DiNardo said. “Monitoring the fluctuation in your biochemistry during mating is a prime way for us to enhance your bond.”

      “We don’t want our bond enhanced,” Rage said. “We want off this godforsaken island, if that is where we are. No more experiments.”

      “That is also impossible,” DiNardo said. “All our scientists and employees live here. There is only one departure from the island every three months, and that is when the supply plane departs to pick up and return with what we need.”

      “What if there’s an emergency?”

      “We are equipped to deal with medical emergencies.”

      “Fine. We’ll wait for the next transport. No more experiments.”

      “Did you tell him about the chip?” DiNardo asked. Sherman nodded. “Nothing has been done without your permission. You were both fully briefed and advised that withdrawing permission was not possible. What you are experiencing now may be uncomfortable, but you will thank us in the long run.”

      “For what?” Rage asked. “You’re turning her into nothing but a glorified incubator and me a pedigree stud. Thanks, but no thanks.”

      “You will be much more than that,” DiNardo said, taking on a serious air. “At present, your abilities are in their infancy, but you will see in time that you are being transformed into a formidable warrior.”

      “A super soldier,” he said. The distance in his voice drew her attention. “What about Silk?”

      “Eve’s primary mission is to support and accommodate you, and yes, she will also bear your children. Together, with your new honed attributes, your children will emerge stronger and smarter. You will have boys, only boys—”

      “Men to fight your wars.”

      “In time, we will bring in more couples, more women. Suitable females are easily found, suitable soldiers, less easily.”

      “I should take from this that I’m former military. How former? Will I have a unit coming to look for me?”

      “No one is looking for either of you,” Lyon said. “You both signed binding contracts. You no longer exist and have very few rights.”

      “Few, but not none,” Rage said.

      “You have some remaining rights,” DiNardo said. “Such as the right to medical treatment, but…”

      “But what?”

      “Eve has none.”

      “None?”

      “She has no rights at all,” Lyon said. “All of her rights were transferred to your authority. We have full control over her treatment regimen, but when it comes to life-threatening injuries or childbirth decisions, they will all be yours.”

      “Why?”

      DiNardo clasped his hands and leaned over them. “You have to start thinking of her as a tool,” he said to Rage as though she wasn’t even there. “The way we have altered her chemical makeup is to complement yours. As you come more into line with each other you’ll realize that you’re stronger in close proximity. You’ll be more focused, and your senses heightened. We hope that over time other triggers will take the place of her physical form, a lock of her hair or her scent, perhaps. These questions will be answered over time. Eve is an object in your arsenal there to provide motivation or release; specifically designed and altered to understand your needs and desires on instinct. She will obey your commands given at any time.”

      “A sex slave?”

      “Yes, sexually, of course, but it goes beyond that. There isn’t anything you can tell her to do that she’ll refuse. You could put a gun in her hand and tell her to shoot her own mother and she would. Can’t you see how exciting this is? She’d step into the line of fire to protect you. She would starve while watching you feast.”

      “Why would I want any of those things?”

      “The possibilities are endless.”

      A beep went on the technician’s watch, and they all looked at her. “You must go for your treatment,” Lyon said. “Please.”
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      Looking at Rage, she waited for his nod before getting up to go with the technician. He took her down another corridor. So far, she hadn’t seen any windows to the outside, but the corridors seemed to be arranged in a grid.

      After a left and a right, they went into a small gray room marked F2. The gunmen waited in the hallway, leaving her and Monck to go in alone. A bed tilted to forty-five degrees dominated the space. Around the walls were tables of vials and equipment, another lab. Everything was science, but was it all for them?

      “Stand.”

      Monck pointed at two footholds at the end of the bed. Complying, she stepped onto the metal, cold beneath her bare feet. The tech crouched to attach straps around her ankles.

      In contrast to Rage’s appropriate dark jeans and charcoal tee-shirt, she’d been provided a simple scoop neck cotton dress, in the same iceberg blue as Rage’s eyes.

      “Have I really been here a month?” she asked.

      Monck strapped her wrists down; the restriction made her queasy. Oddly, her thoughts went to Rage. It made no sense, but she wished he was there with her.

      “Five weeks, four days,” the technician said, retrieving a clipboard from the counter.

      “What have you done to me?”

      “Personally, I’m a monitor. I’m not part of the primary modification team. It’s my job to make sure you don’t get knocked up before we’re ready. We’ll take daily urine and blood samples and keep a check on your vitals.”

      “And Rage…?” Monck looked up from his clipboard, confused. “I mean, Adam.”

      “The male and female subjects use different personnel,” he said. “Not much chance of Adam getting pregnant.”

      “No, I don’t suppose there is,” she said as he went through the motions of checking her heart rate, temperature, and blood pressure.

      “I know this must be tough,” he said. “We were briefed that this is the most difficult time. The procedures are finished, and the memory reset procedure started forty-eight hours ago. The process ended when you were both rendered unconscious last night. We knew when you woke up today, you’d have no memory of us or what came before.”

      How had her relationships with others there developed? Until that moment, Rage and the predicament had been their focus.

      “Have we spoken before?”

      He nodded and prepared for the blood draw. “We see each other every day.”

      “What do I call you?” she asked.

      “Just Monck.”

      “Monck?”

      “I’m not as pure as it makes me sound,” he said with a smile that warmed hers.

      The relaxed tech couldn’t be much over twenty-five and didn’t come across as shifty. Though her judgment of character was one in a long line of things she couldn’t rely on.

      “No vow of chastity?”

      “Out here, there are limited options.”

      For straight guys anyway. “Haven’t you been told not to talk to me?”

      “We were told to consider you colleagues. It’s a privilege that you’ve given us the chance to conduct this research. Source has nothing to hide from you. We’re not enemies; we’re part of the same team.”

      He drew blood, gave her an injection, and took lots of notes.

      “I’m supposed to have his baby,” she said. “But we’re strangers.”

      “By the time that rolls around, you won’t be.”

      “How long?”

      He shrugged and wheeled over a trolley of tools that flared her eyes. When he sat on a stool and pressed a button, the bed moved, bringing her legs up and contorting her into position for an intimate exam.

      “A couple of months, at least I’d guess. The alterations need time to take root and establish themselves.”

      “What are you doing?” she asked, clenching her fists.

      “I’ll get that urine sample from the source,” he said, pulling on latex gloves. “I’ll need to do a full pelvic exam and ultrasound.”

      “Why?”

      “We monitor the status of your reproductive tract. Check your follicle count and the lining of your uterus.”

      “I thought I wasn’t expected to have a baby yet.”

      “You’re not, but we monitor these things, like I said. I’m a monitor. Given all your treatments, we have to ensure nothing is having a detrimental impact on your system.”

      “You’re doing a rape exam,” she said.

      He rolled his stool between her thighs and pushed her skirt up over her hips. “We follow a similar procedure and will check for tearing and bruising. You have to be in tiptop form. And, of course, we need to confirm you’re properly lubricating to receive Adam. There were concerns about how you would accommodate his mass, but you’ve been doing okay so far.”

      “So far,” she said, feeling more violated by this so-called medical procedure than she had when Rage had hold of her breast earlier. “How many times have I accommodated him exactly?”

      Did she even want to know?

      “I’m not on the union monitoring team,” he said, dipping closer to her center. Squeezing her eyes closed, she tried to block out his hands, or more accurately, his fingers. “I know there were concerns after your fifth time last night when Adam was gearing up again. There is some bruising here. I’ll give you an injection and a topical treatment that should clear you up for tonight.”

      “Five?”

      “You went more than that,” Monck said with a grin. “I think eight was the final tally, but that was your first time alone. Adam was amped. He’d just gone eighteen rounds in the ring with fifteen different opponents. Some were concerned that his libido might be too much for you to handle too suddenly. But from how I understand it, the excess that he worked off last night led to a deficiency today. He didn’t initiate mating when he awoke; it should be a given when he wakes up with you. Then he resisted a mutual urge even after sexual contact.”

      He meant in the bed, when Rage had touched her breast and she’d grabbed hold of him.

      Why did no one else get it? “We’re strangers.”

      “Maybe that’s it, but he resisted your arousal and that’s a no-no. He should want to pleasure you. It’s a compulsion.”

      Another word she’d heard already that day. “Maybe he’s just a good guy. I wasn’t in my right mind.”

      “The trouble is, he shouldn’t have been. Though he would have struggled with conflicting urges at that time. One to be with you, and the other to be aware of the danger possibly posed by Sherman. That conflict will lessen when he learns there’s no danger to you here on the island.”

      “I don’t like losing my senses like that.”

      “Yeah, sounds like you,” he said. “You always wanted to be in control and know everything that was going on.”

      “I did?”

      “It’s going to get easier,” he said, sitting up to look at her. “They’ll equalize your chemistries, and the extremes will reduce. Though, I suppose, it’s possible they’ll increase Adam’s cocktail to give him a boost. In a week or two, the injections will stop, and the changes will become permanent… Your fertility regime will be ongoing, we’ll adapt it as necessary. You’ll get into the habit of these exams, just as you did before, and you’ll start training to hone your abilities.”

      “Abilities?”

      “Well, yeah, your relationship with Adam is only part of the deal. Source has adjusted both of you to enhance certain skills.”

      Starting to get it, she could see the future envisioned for them. “So our child is born with those combined skills.”

      “Yeah.”

      “They’re turning Adam into a super soldier.”

      “Heightened awareness and reflexes, strength, speed, tactical ability, yeah, but…”

      “But what?”

      “It’s his ability to project that’s got us all excited.”

      “Project what?”

      “Feelings, emotions, sensations… pain. He can stand on the other side of the room and zero in on a guy to make him feel like his guts are boiling. It’s incredible. He can make a grown man cry for his mama without knowing why. Make you think you’ve broken every bone in your body. Scream in agony and cower in fear. It was sort of an accident, I think. But then that’s kind of to be expected. We’re working with new technologies and potions like you wouldn’t believe… It’s going to be cool to see you guys grow and develop as you learn to control your talents.”

      “What about me? What did they do to me?”

      “You have enhanced senses, sight, hearing, smell. Haven’t you noticed?”

      “I did this morning,” she said. “The light has been hurting my eyes all day.”

      “I can talk to Bump. Could be he’ll have something to combat light sensitivity.”

      “Who is Bump?”

      “Our resident problem solver,” Monck said. “He coordinates the needs of both teams. We report to him, and he talks to the docs to get us what we need, or rather, what you need.”

      “Will I meet him?”

      “Eventually.”

      “Did I get anything else? Any other enhanced abilities?”

      “You’re sensitive to taste and touch and emotion. You’re a kind of resident lie detector.”

      “If that’s true, how do I not know what you’re feeling?”

      “You and Adam have been given suppressants. We can’t have him making everyone cry and scream, can we?”

      “He’s the cause, but I feel the effect. Why not just give all the abilities to one person?”

      “Sensory overload for one thing, but also, the male and female chemistries are so different that you’re both more easily adapted to different skills. Men are more physical, and women are more emotional. So he gets the physical enhancements and you the feeling ones.”

      God, this had to be a nightmare. Her head fell back with a thump, and she closed her eyes. Monck carried on with his work and she gave up on the questions. Why ask when the answers made her sick? Where was Rage? He better be okay wherever they had him. They’d woken up strangers. So why did it feel like he was her only friend?

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hours could have passed. Poked and prodded, she was tested over and over again. Eventually, Monck let her loose and guided her back through the corridors until she caught sight of a familiar steel door at the head of the hall.

      As much as she didn’t relish the idea of being locked up again, she was hungry to see Rage. Please say he was in there. Please say he was waiting for her. And, somehow, instinct betrayed that he would be.

      Monck opened the door and walked away without widening it or shoving her in. She watched him depart around the corner, scribbling away on his clipboard. Alone. If they were going to make a break for it, that was the time.

      Whipping around, intending to seek Rage, the door opened and there he was, taller, broader, and angrier than she remembered.

      “Who touched you?” he demanded.

      “What?”

      “Who was he? His scent is all over you. It’s sickening.”

      “It… it is?”

      “Who was he? What did he do to you? Get in here.”

      She had little choice except to follow when he retreated into the bedroom. DiNardo and Lyon were present in their space. Damnit. There went the hope of escape.

      “You both must be hungry,” Lyon said.

      DiNardo held up a hand to silence his colleague. “You can smell the technician who worked on her?” the intrigued doctor asked Rage.

      In a weird, united impulse, she moved forward and to the side as Rage came backwards, concealing her behind his back.

      “Yeah. What do you care?”

      “It’s making you nauseous?”

      “The scent of another man on my woman? The fucker, whoever he was, touched her, he looked at her, and that’s off-limits, you hear me?”

      DiNardo slapped his hands together. The abrupt noise slammed into her ears, prompting her hands up to cover them. Closing her eyes, she pressed her face to Rage’s back.

      “Did you hear that?” DiNardo exclaimed.

      “He claimed her as his woman,” Lyon said. “His synapses are realigning.”

      “This is incredible. The rate of completion is greater than we projected. We will have to reconvene.”

      “We have a briefing now,” Lyon said.

      “Come,” DiNardo said. “We’ll show you where to eat.”

      At the far end of the hall, double doors opened to a cafeteria area about the size of their bedroom. On one wall, a fridge of beverages stood beside a coffee machine, next to a salad and sandwich bar. No hot food or cooking facilities. None she could see anyway.

      People at the scattered tables stopped eating to gawp like they were celebrities or something.

      “Eat whatever you like, but don’t leave this space. Someone will be along to return you to your room in a while.”

      DiNardo and Lyon left. The gunmen from earlier occupied one of the tables. That was no coincidence.

      “Come on,” Rage said and led the way to the food.

      They gathered bottled water, coffee, and built sandwiches. Rage picked a table in the corner on the farthest wall and adjusted the chairs so he could see into the room. As directed, she sat on his left side.

      “Did they hurt you?” Was his first question as she picked at the greens on her plate.

      She shook her head. “Not as such. They monitor everything and put me through a physical.”

      “Including a pelvic?” he spat. Shame joined her as she nodded. His finger hooked her chin to draw her downcast eyes to his. “Please don’t cower from me. I’m sorry, none of this is your fault.”

      “He said… he said they’re going to do it every day. That they have to monitor me after…” Bringing it up again could lead to her embarrassing herself in front of a whole load of people. “He said we had sex eight times last night before they knocked us out. I guess they used the chips. Maybe that’s how I knew it hurt me?” Everything was guesswork. “I don’t know.”

      “Eight?”

      Was that surprise? Pride? Discomfort?

      “They think the overload in your libido last night shorted it out today, which is why you refused me twice…” She sighed. “I really don’t know how I feel about getting a daily pelvic.”

      Rage lifted his sandwich but only glared at it and didn’t bite. “Did I hurt you?”

      “Bruising, they said, but they treated me. He said I’ll be good to go tonight.” His gaze flashed to her, and she almost cowered again. “I don’t know why I said that. Sorry.”

      He tossed the sandwich down and shoved the plate away. “I’m not going to have sex with you.”

      “I know that,” she said and mustered a smile. “Don’t let the idea of making love with me put you off your food.”

      “It’s not that—” he stopped talking when their eyes met. “Good God,” he growled.

      “What is it?” Panic hit her when he grabbed the table, gripping the edges until his knuckles went white. “Rage, baby, please talk to me. What’s the matter?”

      “When you smiled…” Squeezing his eyes shut, he huffed out a breath. A strangled groan of tortured ecstasy seeped through his grinding teeth. “Don’t do it again.”

      “Okay,” she said, wishing she could do something about his torment. Her hands curled around his wrist, but he snatched it away. Lowering her hands to her lap, her food ceased to look appetizing. “We’re the only allies each other has, yet we seem to tear each other apart. They say I strengthen you. Why is it I feel like a weapon they’re using against you?”

      “We’re going to get through this,” he said. “It’ll just take some getting used to.”

      “Monck says it will get easier, that they were all briefed about how we could struggle through this time.”

      “The doctors put me through physical challenges. Not really challenges. I didn’t break a sweat, but the adrenaline was addictive. Like a serious high.”

      “Be careful. Long-term adrenaline exposure can be detrimental to your health.”

      How did she know that?

      “They’re doctors, I guess they’re monitoring that.”

      Good point. “I guess they are.”

      “I want to know more about who we were before.”

      “All Monck said was that I liked to be in control and always wanted to know what was going on. According to him, I’ve been here for five weeks.”

      “It seems you two are friends.”

      “I got that impression. He knew about our abilities, but said we had separate teams.”

      She told him everything she and Monck had spoken about. He encouraged her to eat as she did. When she finished recounting events, her plate was empty while his remained untouched.

      “You have to eat,” she said, pushing his plate to him. “Who knows when our next meal will be?”

      “They tell me I can regulate my metabolism. I don’t need to eat or sleep for days.”

      “I don’t think they meant it as a challenge. Please, it will make me feel better.”

      “I can’t,” he said with a crooked smile. “But thank you for giving a shit. Your concern feels genuine. And there’s not a lot of that going around.”

      Not with so many lingering secrets. “Why can’t you eat?”

      “You’re looking at me like a lost pup.” His smile widened. “You’re beautiful.”

      She smiled. “I am?”

      He covered his eyes with his hand. “Don’t smile again; it gets me hard.”

      Which explained his earlier venom. “It does? All these new things I’m learning about you, Rage.”

      “Your voice does it too, and your proximity.”

      “It’s the way you’re programmed,” she said. They’d been addicted to each other. That’s how Sherman put it. What that meant was still sinking in. “Maybe we’ll talk to Bump about some topical relief.”

      His hand lifted just enough to peek beneath it. “Something you have to rub on?” Bubbling with mischief, she grinned and nodded, sliding both hands onto his brick solid thigh under the table. “I like the sound of that.”

      “Or we could just forego the medication altogether and come up with our own plan for your relief.”

      “Such as?” he asked, propped an elbow on the table to support his head as he leaned toward her.

      “I’ve heard that reciting multiplication tables helps,” she said. “Or playing canasta with an elderly relative.”

      The boom of his laugh didn’t hurt her ears. It sang a sonnet. The apples of her cheeks ached against her grin. She’d done that. With nothing more than her words, she’d relaxed the tense, edgy man capable of waging war.

      “Of course, if that fails, you could picture our trio of doctors naked.”

      “Larry, Moe, and Curly,” he said. “What if I feel like picturing you?”

      He leaned closer still and she responded in kind.

      “Then I’d hope your relief would have a happy ending.”

      “Me too.”

      “But your relief would be short-lived if stories of last night are true. Do you think that’s a reflection of my ability to satisfy you?” she teased without insecurity.

      “I think that’s a reflection of my desire to have you.”

      “It’s weird to have no memory of having sex, yet these people around us watched it. Do you think there’s a tape?”

      She bobbed her shoulders in time with her smile.

      “Rage in Silk?” he asked.

      “Or ‘Would you Adam and Eve it?’”

      Again, when he laughed, the sweet tinkle of endorphins swept through her system.

      “You’re funny, baby,” he said, resting a hand on her face.

      She dropped the weight of her head into it, not that he seemed to notice. “I haven’t seen another woman around.”

      “That’s because there aren’t any,” he said. “Twenty-five men are resident on the island at all times, not including me, and you are the only female.”

      Squirming, her casual ease evaporated. “Oh.”

      When she withdrew from his grasp, he asked, “What?”

      “How many of them…?” Fixating on her empty plate, discomfort prickled her shoulders. “I mean, do you think that I’m…?” Giving up on being vague, she looked him square in the eye. “Will you have to share me with all of them?”

      Tension lifted his shoulders a split second before he slammed the side of his fist on the table, rattling everything on it.

      “I share you with no one, you understand? I can’t eat my goddamn food because my guts are roiling with the scent of that bastard on you.” That was still bothering him? “You’re gonna shower the minute we get to our room, hear me? The only man whose scent you should carry is mine.”

      She nodded.

      Maybe it was her saucer eyes that softened him or because she stopped breathing. Either way, he sighed and drew a line from her chin to her throat with his index finger.

      “You won’t be intimate with any other man,” he said. “I won’t allow it.”

      “You can’t be with me all the time. They can do anything they want with us. They press a button, knock us out, and who knows who will be on top of me when I wake up?”

      “You know I’d never let anything like that happen to you if I can help it.”

      She nodded. “What they said about what you might do—”

      “I would never willingly hurt you.”

      “I know,” she said, snatching up his hand and pressing it to her face, wishing he’d take the weight of her head again. “Whatever they’ve done to us, it has created a bond, natural or otherwise. I’m not afraid of you. I don’t feel violated even if we had sex eight times last night. And when we were apart today, I worried about you. I wanted to see you again, be near you.”

      “I felt it too.”

      “The only thing that feels unnatural is them recording our every movement. Will they ever leave us alone?”

      “Maybe when they remove these suppressants and we’ve settled into the biological changes they’ve made…”

      “How does it work?”

      “A combination of genetic manipulation and biological altering. The enzymes they introduced into our systems bind with our DNA and alter synaptic pathways. They’ve engineered our brain chemistry and physiology.”

      “We’re human lab rats,” she said and sighed, turning her face into his caress. “I suppose it’s not like I can say I don’t know anything about you.”

      “Yeah, ‘cause I don’t know anything about me either,” he said.

      Humor was little relief.

      “How do we get to know each other? If we don’t know anything, how can we make this more real?”

      Did they even want to do that? Real? Their relationship? Their connection? Was anything real when the scientists could wipe their memories again at any time and without notice?

      “We know everything there is to know about each other.” As much as they knew about themselves. “We’ve been dumped in a modern-day Garden of Eden and told to procreate.”

      “They had no history either,” she said against his palm. When he withdrew it, the pain in his countenance said it all. “Hard again?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you religious?”

      Neither of them could answer that.

      “Why?” he asked. “Do I need to pray for forgiveness or confess my sins? Too bad, I don’t remember them.”

      Without the past, they could only focus on the future.

      “We need a plan,” she said. “I can’t believe that we would sign over our lives like this without good reason.”

      “Agreed.”

      “We need to find out why we did and what these apparent contracts bind us to.”

      “One step ahead of you. I’ve already asked to see them.”

      “And?”

      “‘Soon’ DiNardo said and as of this moment I have no reason to doubt him.” Though the ambiguous answer jarred. “I’ll let you know if that changes.”

      “Okay,” she said. “And what to do next? Stay or go?”

      “Do we have a choice? We stay until we see the contracts and then we decide.” Options were limited. That much was true. “We’re going to have to take this one day at a time.”
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      Not long later, their security guard escorted them back to their room, their cell. Toiletries were now available, shampoo, toothbrushes, and toothpaste. The mattress had pillows and blankets, with towels on it too. In another corner, piles of clothes, which she would have appreciated more if they’d been put in a dresser of some kind.

      “Shower,” was the first thing Rage said.

      As soon as she stripped to shower, he scarfed down the sandwich she’d insisted they bring from the cafeteria. Obviously, he’d been hungrier than he thought.

      The camera still drank in every private detail, so she made quick work of showering and wrapping her hair in a towel. Something so basic shouldn’t feel like an indulgence, but she couldn’t deny feeling better.

      “I need you,” she said, heading for the bed.

      Immediately, he was on his feet, his gaze eating her naked figure up.

      She stopped. What was she doing? There was no urgency or desire in her matter-of-fact words. Rage appeared ready for some kind of combat action, as though he’d reacted on instinct, on impulse.

      Tugging the towel from her hair, she wrapped it around her body. Talk about shutting the barn door after the horse had bolted. He’d done so well at keeping his back to her while she showered. In a heartbeat, she’d undone that distance by calling him to her.

      “What do you need?” he asked, clearing his throat, digging his hands into his pockets.

      What did she need? Her own impulse had prompted her. Now she was embarrassed to say why she’d called on him. “I… I…”

      “Anything you want, baby.”

      Fortifying herself, she marched over to take one of his hands from his pocket to her face. Pressing his palm to her cheek sent his fingers into her hair. She rubbed herself back and forth against him.

      “Your marking,” she murmured. “I need your scent on me.”

      “I have a feeling if any woman had said that to me in the past, I’d have run a mile, or gone looking for medical help for her.”

      “And now?” she asked, letting her eyes open.

      “It makes me proud to hear you say that, yet humbled, like… I don’t know, like, grateful to you, I guess.”

      Inching closer, she held his hand in place without allowing her body to actually touch his. “I hate that they’re watching us,” she whispered.

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you want me?” she murmured, despite knowing the answer.

      She could taste the sweat on his palm, hear his blood, feel his pulse. All of it was for her, and her system sank into his rhythm.

      “Yeah,” he croaked.

      “But you’re not going to do anything about it, are you?” He shook his head and took the fingertip of his other hand to her chin and drew his excruciating line down to her clavicle. “Are we insane to fight it?”

      “Maybe.”

      His discomfort was tangible, highlighted by him gritting his teeth. “What’s stopping us?”

      “I don’t know if it’s real,” he admitted. “How can I make love to you when I’m not sure you’re in a sane frame of mind?”

      “Are you in a sane state of mind?”

      “No, but to hell with me. I’m crazy for you, but I can’t…” He set his jaw and tipped up his chin. “The Stooges told us you’d do anything I said.” She nodded. “We’re not making love tonight. I want you to get into bed and go to sleep. You’ll need your strength.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll sit up and keep watch.”

      “For what?” she asked.

      So far, threats had been abstract. Physically, only their chips had the power to stop them dead. It wasn’t like they could see or hear anything beyond these walls. If other threats existed, they were ignorant of them.

      “Fireflies,” he said, and his smile sloped up. “Get some sleep, baby.”

      Inhaling, she released her hold on him and did as told. Shirking the towel and climbing under the blanket, something landed on her face before she could lie down: Rage’s tee-shirt.

      Great, now he stood there shirtless. “Knowing you’re naked might be more than I can handle.”

      More than he could resist. Yet she didn’t want him to resist. Damnit. She didn’t push for more, just donned the tee-shirt and smiled as the essence of him seeped into her.

      He came to her side and tucked the blanket around her as she lay down.

      “In case we wake up as strangers in the morning,” she said as he stroked her hair. “I want to say something while I remember.”

      “What is it, Silk?”

      “I’m glad it’s you. If I was going to be bound to one man for life, I’m glad I got such an honest and honorable one.”

      She yawned.

      “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “Neither do you,” she said and let her eyes close. “But I know.”
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      In the new day, their memories remained intact. As they did the next day, and the next. A week after waking up with each other clueless, their routine settled.

      Every morning she awoke to Rage seated on the end of the bed, watching her. They’d shower, dress, and have breakfast together.

      Then they went back to their room and waited to be collected.

      “More running for you,” she said as they wandered along the hall after their first meal of the day.

      Rage opened the door to their cell wide, checking inside, like always.

      She went past without hesitation. What did she have to worry about? If anyone tried to hurt her, they’d answer to Rage. Having a man like him, not just capable and strong, but caring and astute, provided security much greater than any steel could offer.

      “I don’t like what they do to you.”

      The feeling was mutual. “I know,” she said, going to sit on the bed.

      Yes, they had a bed. A simple box spring, three feet from the floor and eight feet long. The headboard was a basic metal grid. Each day, something new appeared in their room. Books, a deck of cards and today they had…

      “Hmm, subtle,” she said to the line of sex toys in the middle of the bed.

      Paddles, butt plugs, lubricant. No dildos, of course. They didn’t need those when the point was getting him inside her. But there were three different vibrators.

      They hadn’t had sex. Not consciously anyway. Whatever happened the night before they woke was still a mystery. And Rage choosing not to share the bed with her each night limited opportunities for contact. Limited them but didn’t erase them completely. It seemed that any chance she got, she tried to climb up him. The poor guy had his work cut out with her.

      Why was she so crazy about this stuff? Rage was holding it together, drawing the lines and putting up resistance any time she got too close. God, she was a sex fiend. Had she been a sex fiend before him?

      “The last thing I’d ever want to do is hurt you,” he said, scowling at the long paddle.

      Rising to her knees, she grabbed it to her chest. “Maybe it’s for me.”

      “You want to hurt me, baby?”

      Actually, no, she couldn’t think of anything worse than him in pain. Not that he could feel it. “We could use it on them.” Until the doctors activated their chips to take them down. Sinking back to sit on her feet, the paddle dropped to the bed at her side. “We’ll never get out of here, will we?”

      Their imprisonment sucked, yes, but her frustration came from more than just being held against their will. Every day followed the same routine. They were subject to others’ orders and desires whenever they exerted power. Their lives were no better than that of mice in a lab. Hamsters on a wheel going round and round on the spot, getting nowhere.

      Rage sat on the opposite side of the bed, reaching over to lay his hand in front of her. “We agreed rushing into anything would be more cost than benefit.”

      Yes, they had. “It would be madness. They have the chips and we have…” nothing but each other, “these suppressants in our systems.”

      “They’re weaning us.”

      “Because they want to keep doing their tests,” she said. “They want to keep experimenting on us.”

      “You’re tired.”

      True, but rich, considering he was the one who stayed up all night.

      “I wonder how it would be,” she said, her gaze lost on his hand. “How we would be without this.”

      He swung his feet up on the bed to lie down, head in the pillow. “I know, Silk.” Opening an arm her way, he gestured her over. “Lie down with me.”

      Another danger. Except this one she wouldn’t refuse.

      Scooching to him, she did as told, resting her head on his chest, nestling in close. Of their own volition, her eyes closed. Being near to him, against him, did a perfect job of easing her ails. One kind of ail anyway. They were together, and that deserved gratitude in itself.

      “I couldn’t imagine doing this alone,” she said, her hand sliding up his body and back down. “Being here without you.” Being anywhere without him. Yet the feeling couldn’t be mutual. “I weaken you.”

      “No,” he said, his embrace tightening. “Don’t listen to the negative shit the techs tell you. Don’t listen to that crap. You’re a source of strength, remember Sherman said that on the first day. Believe that.”

      “But if I wasn’t here, you wouldn’t have to worry about me slowing you down. They wouldn’t have anything to use against you.”

      “Except my life.”

      Her hand kept going, up and down, to his throat, to his hip, to his… “I should do more for you.”

      The second her hand closed over the ridge in his cargo pants, he rolled, putting her on her back, looming over her. Yes. Exactly what she wanted.

      “Rage—”

      His lips touched her cheekbone. “You don’t know what it takes outta me to refuse you.”

      “You don’t have to refuse.” Her arms coiled around his neck. “Please don’t refuse.”

      “The things I want to do to you…”

      And she wanted them all. “You can. Do anything you want.”

      “Anything,” he mumbled, though it wasn’t exactly for her ears. “The dream of satisfying you…”

      The notion lingered. “All I want is you.”

      Even freedom came a distant second. 

      “I am yours. Always, Silk.”

      Because the thought of being separated… she heard the sheet move before it shrouded them. Her eyes opened and there they were in a cotton cocoon of his making. 

      He brushed his lips across her jaw and descended to kiss her neck. A new kind of torture came from those lips, from his hand trailing up her thighs, which parted on his silent command. Her memory pre-this may be non-existent, but she couldn’t imagine ever being so lost for a man.

      Though her eyes were closed, light shone from within him. Not only could she see it, she felt its warmth. Belonging to him wasn’t like being owned. Their essence, the core of their humanity, their personalities, their need, one begot the other.

      “Rage…”

      The need in her gained mass, and her legs parted further, trying to wrap their way around him to tempt him closer.

      “Fuck,” he hissed, catching her nipple in his teeth through the fabric of her dress.

      “Yes…”

      There was more, they could be more, if he’d only let himself… Gathering the material in his fists as his mouth slid lower, hope grabbed her. He’d never done this. Never let himself get so close, and her breath caught when he kissed the seam of her leg. Then his mouth was there, almost against her but not quite.

      “If I taste you, I’ll never walk away.”

      “Taste me,” she begged, her hips rising.

      But he anticipated the move and rose away in sync with her desperate need. “We can’t.”

      Rising from the bed, he destroyed the last of her hope. “Why are you so against it?”

      “I don’t need an audience.”

      Wasn’t that why he’d pulled the sheet over them? “Will it ever happen?”

      “You’re not in your right mind.”

      “And you are?” Too much. “I don’t know how to say no to you.”

      When she sat up, ready to get up, he raised a hand her way. “Stay on the bed.”

      Unfortunately for her, the most honed of her skills was obeying his orders.

      “Come back to me.”

      “They’ll come for us soon. You know it.”

      “I don’t care,” she said, sliding lower. “Please, baby…”

      “I’ll hurt you.”

      “You couldn’t hurt me if you tried. I want it. All of you. Your need. Anything you want to give.”

      “Because you’re programmed that way,” he said. “We need to know more before I can trust this.”

      They still hadn’t seen their original contracts. Not that she expected to read anything specific about their carnal history, if they had one.

      Pressing her hands to her chest, she dragged in a hard breath. “I can’t breathe. I want you so bad. How can it be so easy for you to—”

      “You think this is fucking easy?” he snapped. “You think I don’t want to open up that sweet body and take every inch of you? You think I don’t want to slam my cock into you and soak your fucking cervix? All I can think about is knocking you up. It eats at my fucking brain like torture. Hell, I’d take any other torture because letting you down slays me. Sometimes it feels like I’m dying with… This is not easy. But more than wanting your body, I want to protect you. That’s what drives me, why I put on the brakes. You need to be safe from every threat, and that includes me.”

      The door swung open, breaking the moment, and stealing Rage’s focus from her. Not that he forgot her. Faster than she could think, he’d put himself between her and the security guys who came in. 

      “Test time,” she said, draping her legs off the side of the bed. “Can I get up now, honey?”

      “You can, but if he touches you, I’ll kill him.”

      And out there, they might get away with it. 

      Going to him, her fingertips glided down his arm. It was her thoughts. If she was gentle, soothed in her own demeanor, he’d dial down. 

      “Count the seconds until we’re together again,” she murmured. “If I need you, you’ll know.”

      They’d never developed any kind of call or signal. It had never been needed. Yet if it came to it, whether or not he was in the room, if she needed him, he’d move heaven and earth to get to her. 
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        * * *

      

      Their routine involved lots of time with techs. Monck had become her almost constant companion.

      “She’s distracted today,” the assessing tech said to Monck at the other side of the room.

      Why did they bother lowering their voices when they’d given her super hearing?

      Something not lost on Monck. “You know she can hear you.”

      She smiled and shifted her head on the thin pillow to look their way. “You did this to me, so you can’t blame me for eavesdropping.”

      Holding up her chart, Monck came over with the second guy on his tail. “Your scores are low today.”

      “Compared to who?”

      They shrouded her in light until she couldn’t bear it. Blasted whispers to her ears until they failed to register. Played with her senses until each of them was in overload.

      “Is there a problem? Are you in pain?”

      “No more than usual.”

      While her regular tech took that with concern, the other raised his clipboard. “Perhaps her thresholds are decreasing.”

      “For pain or what you designed me to do.” Sitting up, she swung her legs off the bed, clutching the edge by her knees. “It’s boring.”

      “Shouldn’t affect your results,” the second tech said, scrutinizing his data.

      Monck held eye contact. “Give us a minute.”

      The second tech didn’t expect that; his surprise snapped in her head. But he exhaled and strolled on out.

      “People will talk.”

      “If you have something on your mind that’s harming your abilities…”

      “I think if whatever is on my mind was going to do that, it would’ve happened in session one, don’t you?”

      “Maybe it did. Your scores have improved every day…”

      “Until this one,” she finished for him. “It’s not like I have the easiest home life.” 

      “No one reported you and Adam having issues.”

      “We have nothing but issues.”

      “You want to talk about that?”

      To anyone there? Not particularly.

      “It’s hard to trust others when I can’t trust myself,” she said. “These things you did to us, none of it is real. He’s struggling with that. We both are.”

      “You want to do the environment tests?”

      Her head rose. “Outside?”

      “Artificial environment.”

      She sagged. “Rage gets to go outside.”

      “Because he’s expected to run miles and traverse difficult terrain. We could fabricate that for him, but we don’t have a lot of space on the island. Best to just use what we have.”

      “And I can’t go out because…?”

      “Right now, we’re not sure how you’d handle being out there. It could cause sensory overload.”

      “Which in turn would lead to…?”

      “Who knows? We were relying on the fact that as we progress, you’ll get a better grip on controlling your abilities. We can make some allowances. There are plans to get you glasses and earplugs. They won’t block everything out though, which is why it’s important you do well in your daily tests. You’re already excelling at picking one noise out from among many. That means you’re blocking the others, filtering ambience to get at what’s important.”

      “The only thing that’s important right now is supporting Rage.”

      “You’re designed to feel that way.”

      Talk about picking one thing out over another. Narrowing her eyes, her chin tipped toward his profile. “To prioritize Rage or feel the way I do about him?”

      “How do you feel about him?”

      “He’s my everything,” she said, unable to stop the words. Swallowing their potency, her heart rate climbed. “It’s getting harder.”

      “Yeah, there’s a lot of talk about it.”

      “About what?”

      “That’s you’re not, uh…”

      “Having sex?” she asked, sliding off the med bed to wander across the lab. “Not through lack of trying on my part.”

      “He shouldn’t be resisting.”

      She glanced back. “You know what it’s like to hear that? According to you, he shouldn’t be. According to all morality laws everywhere else, he should.”

      “Because he thinks he doesn’t have your consent?”

      “Because I don’t have his,” she said. “I’m the sleaze, the letch, the one who won’t hear no.”

      “If he knows you feel this way, your mood will impact his. He’s resisting because he thinks you don’t want it.”

      “I’ve never said that, never given him any sign that—”

      “Can you feel him?”

      She blinked, experiencing her own dose of surprise. “Excuse me?”

      “Now,” he said, amusement becoming a smirk. “When you’re not together.”

      “I’m…” breathing in the moment, she closed her eyes, thinking of him, “aware of him. I know he’s close by.”

      “We all know that. It’s an island.”

      “Yeah, but this is… it’s more visceral. I can’t describe it.”

      “If you feel him, he feels you. Even if he doesn’t know it. You’re both bombarded by information that you don’t always know you’re processing. That’s why we need this training, why we do tests and take measurements. We want to help you. Both of you. But it only works if both of you commit.”

      “You think we haven’t?”

      “You still think all of this was to hurt you.”

      “We signed on, didn’t we? Rage asked for the contracts to see—”

      “Who you were,” he said. “I don’t think they want you knowing who you were before. Not yet anyway. They’ll want to control that information.”

      “Why?”

      “Outside influences, you know?”

      “Yet we can do this. Talk. You told me things about myself.”

      “From here, yeah. From before, I don’t know who you were.”

      “Rage?” she asked. Monck shook his head. “Why would I sign my rights over to him?”

      “Because you trusted him,” Monck said. “Has to be.”

      And if she trusted him, did that mean she’d loved him? Before waking up strangers and being pounded by tests, were they together? But if they were together and happy, why would they come to the island? Why would they need to be there at all? Why did they choose this course?

      Questions mounted and answers were scarce. How could they go forward without knowing what was behind them?
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      Days passed. Days of her stuck in the lab and Rage being put through his physical paces. Although resisting would be a better way to signal her protest, learning her skills, honing them, could work out in the long run. Could be those capabilities would help them get free. Concentrating each sense individually was difficult, but she was getting better at blocking out ambient factors to focus on the important.

      Each day, Rage caught some sleep while she was at her medical appointments after lunch. Once they’d had dinner, the interviews and evaluations took place. Individually, they were bombarded with questions, their responses were recorded on both video and audio. Notes were taken too, of course. 

      By the end of their second week, life was becoming normal, which was crazy in itself. Routine immunized them against the peculiarity of their lives. Many aspects of their disconcerting existence caused concern. Yet, certain times in the day had become enjoyable. Yes, she and Rage still fought their attraction every minute, but they were getting increasingly better at recognizing each other’s moods and tempering their own reactions to suit. Okay, so less her than her male counterpart, but it was still progress.

      Technicians boosted their meds to increase sexual urges. The doctors made no secret of their frustration that Rage refused to sleep with her. His strength was the only barrier. Hormonally and physically. On more than a few occasions, he’d needed to physically restrain her while talking her down. In her defense, it didn’t take as long as it used to take. Touching was getting easier. The intensity of the feeling that came with it hadn’t lessened. Somehow, they’d learned to expect and tolerate it.

      That night, with the psychological testing portion of the evening over, getting back to Rage was one of the most enjoyable moments of the day. Should they play cards? Read? Lie spooned together so she could rub up against him until he gave in? Shit, sixteen days since they’d awoken guests of Source without memories, she had to change the record.

      Wait.

      More than ten feet from their bedroom door, she stopped. Something wasn’t right.

      Up ahead, Lyon, her interviewer, slipped into her and Rage’s residence. Usually at that time of night, they’d return to their room and be left alone.

      Whatever was up, it raised a sense of unease.

      But what was she going to do? Run and hide?

      Whatever it was, she had to know, like it or not. Swallowing her trepidation, she continued to enter behind Lyon. DiNardo and Sherman already occupied the room with the two gunmen almost always on security detail.

      But it was the sight on the bed that hit her hard. So hard that she stumbled back against the door behind her. Rage was on the bed, sans clothes, flanked by two equally naked women.

      “What’s going on?” she mumbled, her eyes locked onto Rage’s.

      “Nothing,” he exclaimed. “Baby, they must’ve knocked me out. I swear to you. I woke up here like this.”

      A likely story. Spreading her hands on her gut, her organs clenched until a sobbing shriek burst out of her.

      “Gather what you need, Eve,” Sherman said, coming to her side with an empty duffel bag. “You won’t be sleeping here tonight.”

      “Like hell!” Rage barked, unable to get off the bed.

      He’d been shackled to the headboard by one wrist.

      “Please, it’s necessary,” DiNardo said. “There’s been a miscalculation that will have to be corrected. In the meantime, you’re being separated indefinitely.”

      “And the women?” she whispered to DiNardo, incapable of looking at the man on the bed being stroked by two, possibly drugged, mute women.

      “Also necessary,” DiNardo said. “His hormone levels are colossal. Frankly, we’re worried he’ll stroke out… You cannot provide him what he needs, Eve.”

      “You’re experiencing physical pain,” Sherman said, closing in beside his colleagues. “Aren’t you?”

      Despite the screaming in her skull and the spreading weakness, she nodded.

      “Silk, baby!”

      Thank God, she couldn’t see him past the three doctors crowding in front of her.

      “I need my clothes,” she whispered, “and my toothbrush. My book is on the floor by the bed.”

      Chains rattled and Rage roared, attracting DiNardo’s attention. “We reinforced the chain and headboard with titanium. With you on suppressants, there’s no way for you, even you, to break them… yet. We address this situation within the limits of the contract. This is acceptable,” the doctor said. Contracts they still hadn’t seen. All they could do was take his word for it. “You need relief. The pain you have been experiencing has reached an unacceptable level, and it’s negatively affecting your training. This will relieve that pain. I assure you we will care for Eve and have her sexual needs satisfied.”

      Another growl from Rage joined the panic that clawed at her. Another man would touch her, all because Rage would not.

      “Silk, baby, don’t you walk out of here!”

      She moved around the room with her head bowed, collecting clothes and sundries for the bag. On finishing, she went to the door. The doctors closed ranks around her. Without Rage’s word, she wouldn’t be able to leave. Unless their suppressants—

      Invisible pain hit her, like a two by four to the gut. Smack. A searing agony like someone had driven a molten poker through her womb. The shock stippled agonizing light in her vision, dropping her to her knees.

      Rage. Only he had the ability to touch her that way. And she could feel him in her, punishing her.

      In a flash, the sensation switched; the agony became ecstasy. Her insides melted into sweet butter that swirled, marbled with honey and chocolate. The delight clung to her, encircled her, coated her until she panted for breath. Her nipples hardened so fast that she yelped at the spearing pleasure darting from there to the sweet spot between her thighs.

      “What’s wrong with her?” DiNardo asked.

      “He’s projecting,” Lyon said with an audible grin.

      “Pleasure?”

      “Apparently.”

      When she fell forward onto her hands, blood rushed to her center, swelling her tissues, readying her for his unseen intrusion. As though his tongue was right there in her, sensations explored her folds and teased her clit until she yelped out his name.

      “Come to me, Silk,” he whispered so softly that the words may have only existed in her head. She crawled past the doctors to the bed and kneeled to look at her mate, fixing her eyes to his, eliminating everything else. “That’s right.” He maintained that cool murmur that heightened her need to please. “Keep coming.”

      Hands on the mattress, she boosted up to get onto the bed, climbing the length of him from his feet to his face until she was on all fours above him.

      “It’s time?” she asked, brushing her nose against his, her mouth lingering above his.

      “Protect your mate,” he said.

      Adrenaline surged. She spun around to sit on his abdomen, reaching back to grab his shoulders.

      “I want everyone out of here, now,” she demanded, staring down each of the women. “Now!”

      DiNardo’s smile joined his shooing of the women.

      Sherman held the door for everyone to depart. “The key is on the sink,” the doctor said.

      With a final glance, he closed and locked the door, sealing her and Rage inside.

      Flipping around to poise herself over him again, she explored his features. “They touched you,” she whispered, disoriented by the conflicting scents.

      “Block it out, just like you’ve been practicing, baby.”

      “I thought there were no other women on the island.”

      “I guess they lied to us or brought the women in especially for this purpose.”

      “Did you make love with them?” she asked, tortured by flashing mental images.

      “You know I didn’t. My body will only respond to yours; that’s why they needed you in the room. I overheard them talking before I came around. I was aware of what was happening but couldn’t move.”

      “They’re going to separate us,” she said, rubbing her face on the side of his neck. “Why didn’t you tell me you were in pain?”

      “You know how much I’ve craved you, night after night.” With his free hand, he cradled the back of her head. “I’ve never kissed you.”

      Her eyes rose to his. “I always thought… it might be too much. Struggling against the need after a simple inadvertent touch is tough enough. How will I survive if you reject me after our first kiss?”

      “Reject you.” He frowned. “I would never reject you.”

      “You haven’t wanted me enough, not like I’ve wanted you,” she said, stroking his shoulders and down his chest.

      “Our bond is supposed to unite us sexually,” he said. “But there was an unexpected side-effect that they didn’t factor in.”

      Caressing his face, she lowered to kiss his forehead. “You’ve been hurt?” she asked, having a physical reaction to the idea. “Baby.”

      “Not pain,” he said. “In amping me up to desire and protect you, they forgot to account for where it would lead.” Confusion paused her in anticipation of his continuation. “Respect.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I respect you to the point of worship, Silk. What you want is what I want. They bonded us in love. We’re destined to mate. You’ll be the mother of my children, the woman in my fantasies. I can’t let myself take from you until it is your express, rational wish.”

      “You still think I’m unsure about my desire? Whoever we are now, what they’ve turned us into, it’s who we’ll always be. They said it was irreversible, so this is it. I want you. I need you. If you ask me to wait another minute, I’ll fall to my knees and beg.”

      “Get the key.”

      Those words sang to her heart and awoke her body. Her patience was stretched to breaking point. Another second would be too much.

      Leaving him conjured an ache that forced her to return in record time. In the same pulse that loosened the lock, he snatched her waist and threw her to the bed, pinning her under him.

      “I’ve dreamed of how your kiss would taste,” she admitted.

      “Dream no more, baby.”

      His mouth descended to hers with a bittersweet devotion that brought tears to her lashes. Wrapping her legs around his waist, she plastered her hands to his face and tilted their heads to deepen the connection. Only when the humidity increased did she open her eyes to find the source. He’d pulled the blanket over them.

      “Tonight’s for us,” he said, placing kisses all over her face. “Not for them. They get no reward for their behavior. The number one rule in this house is to respect my goddess.”

      “Then rule number two must be mutual satisfaction.”

      “I’ll follow your rules.”

      “And I yours.”

      His mouth joined the wake of the line his finger traced from her chin, down her throat, to her clavicle. A route it had taken before, yes, but this time he carried on down to her cleavage.

      “I have to get naked,” she said, squirming up to his exposure, uncomfortable with the restriction of her clothing.

      “Yes, you do,” he said. Elevating slightly, he tucked the blanket under his knees and braced himself over her. Casting off her top, he freed her unbound breasts, all the while acting as the tent concealing her nudity from others. “For my eyes only.”

      She nodded.

      Under the cover, he stripped her bare and scrutinized every inch of her as though he’d never seen her body before.

      “Rage.” Clasping his face, she guided his mouth back to hers. “Don’t keep me in suspense.”

      “I’ve thought about nothing but this since I woke up with you in my arms. What if I wake up tomorrow to discover this was all a dream?”

      “Then we’ll have to do it all over again, won’t we?”

      Smiling in their glory, she brought their mouths together again.

      In her imaginings of their first time together, that they remembered, she’d expected it to be frantic and furious. It wasn’t. Rage covered her body in kisses, spending time savoring and sampling her breasts. Even without memory of previous experience with him, or other men, it was obvious being with him would exceed anything from the past.

      Locking her ankles at his back, she squeezed her clit against the bulge of his erection nestled in her folds, like it had always been intended to exist there with her. He lapped one nipple and sucked it free from his lips, then swirled the other with his tongue, causing a rush of blood to pulse through him against her. Feeling him was more than physical, her mind joined with his; the heat of his hormones powered hers, and it was too much. Too much and just enough.

      She yelped. “Please,” she whimpered. “Please.”

      “I want to taste you.”

      He tried to descend further, but she clamped her legs tighter, forcing her knees into his ribs.

      “Later,” she growled. “I need you inside me, where you belong.”

      “I guess we don’t have to worry about protection,” he said. The doctors didn’t want her pregnant yet. They’d been so thoroughly tested that there was no way a contagious disease had slipped through the net. “You need to tell me if I hurt you.”

      “Ditto,” she said on a smile, looping her arms around him. “They designed us for each other, remember?”

      Snaking his hand down her body, he squeezed her away from him enough to let his fingertip dip into her entrance, stirring just inside her. A burst of endorphins ripped his name from her mouth on a climax that came and went, only to bubble up again.

      “Oh, God,” she whined, another groan bleeding from her crescendo. “This is already too intense.”

      But she wanted it. More of it. All of it. Whatever he had, she wanted, and she’d give back whatever she could. Though that might not be much given orgasm had exhausted her already.

      “You bet your ass,” he said, plunging a finger into her.

      She hissed at the scorching depth of his reach. “Wait,” she panted. “Maybe I can’t handle this.”

      He laughed at her smile and spoiled her with a long, slow kiss. “We’ve got nothing but time, baby.”

      “I’ve had three orgasms and we haven’t gotten to the main show.”

      “Complaining?” he asked.

      She shook her head, unable to contain her grin. He stroked her abdomen, down to her center, lengthening his strokes as he progressed until he was toying with her clit.

      “How did you do that…? The projecting… you almost made me come just by being in my head. I could feel you; I can’t explain it. You were just… in me.”

      “I’ll keep practicing,” he teased. “I’ll get it right next time.”

      “You can do that from across the room.”

      “They’ve been teaching me about projecting pain as they lift the suppressors. Figured if I could do one, I could do the other. I’m sorry I started off base, baby. I never wanted to hurt you, but I had to do something. Watching you walk away, I can’t handle that.”

      “It’s nice to have a genetically engineered boyfriend incapable of cheating,” she said, kissing his laugh.

      “Boyfriend?”

      She shrugged. “Does that offend you?”

      “No,” he said, pondering. “But it doesn’t seem enough.”

      “You want to get married?”

      His laugh disappeared into her neck as he tasted her again, sending bolts of adoration into her. “That doesn’t seem enough either.”

      “Soul mates?”

      “Can you put that on paper?”

      “A piece of paper wouldn’t change a single thing between us.”

      Rage wasn’t sappy. He didn’t even seem gooey eyed with love. He spoke as though their connection was a given, like it was the way it had always been. A plain, simple fact of life. No words of love and devotion, no romantic declarations, yet he was right, boyfriend, husband. It was all relevant. They were addicted to each other. By design or not, whatever had been done to them bonded them. Fighting it would be as futile as resisting gravity.

      Sliding his fingers from her clit to her center, he poked them into her, pushing all the way in, bringing her hips up in an automatic response.

      “If they gave you the choice,” he asked, still moving his digits in and out of her against her undulating hips. “Would you reverse it?”

      “Reverse what?” she panted, pushing up against him, forcing her head back into the mattress.

      She gritted her teeth against the hormones building behind a dam that he was somehow erecting within her.

      “This connection between us, if they could take it away now, would you let them?”

      The intensity ceased to be about pleasure and became all about sincerity. Lowering her hips, she opened her eyes, and his fingers stopped, holding their place inside her.

      “I never want to be without you, Rage. Never. I don’t want a single thing to change between us. I want this forever; I want you forever.”

      Just the notion of being separated chilled her core. Spindles of dread and vulnerability coiled from her heart in sick spikes of icy torture.

      His serious expression softened as his fingers came out of her. “Thank God,” he exhaled.

      In one deft move, he drove all of himself into her. The dam exploded in a shower of sheer hedonism and hot, sweet, terrifying orgasm consumed her again.

      While she rode the rapids of the enduring climax and its aftershocks, he slammed in and out of her with pure ferocity. The gentle devotion of a few moments ago was a fading memory.

      She screeched when he forced himself deep and braced in place, grinding his groin against her clit.

      The delight of torture opened her eyes to his. Shrouded in darkness beneath the blanket creating wet humidity, tinged with the scent of sex, she released the barriers she’d been taught to erect and caught herself on another yelp of orgasm. Pleasure claimed her. The clamp of her muscles around him tightened.

      He bit out a curse, snatching hold of her hips. “You gotta hold still for me, baby,” he grumbled.

      Except she couldn’t. A whimper in her throat compelled her to wriggle some more. The flashes of aftershocks sent pulses from her to him; he swore again, squeezing his eyes closed.

      “Good?” she panted, grinning.

      His eyes sparked rage to hers. “What the fuck have we been waiting for?”

      The burst of her laughter wrought another curse from him. She squeezed around him. As her muscles contracted, she crunched up to nudge his face upward and kiss those appetizing lips of his again.

      “No more talking and joking from now on?” she asked, tracing her mouth on his. “Just sex?”

      “No more eating or sleeping.”

      “Just sex?”

      “Just sex.”

      Slamming his mouth to hers, his tongue delved into her as he drove in and out of her, picking up the pace without breaking a sweat.

      “Come with me, baby,” he hissed.

      She arched up. “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes. Yes!”

      Her volume increased with every syllable uttered. Until, with a vibrating roar, he surged forward, squashing the head of his cock to her cervix, soaking her in his release. Shuddering on weakened muscles, she looped her arms around him when he collapsed and flipped to hold her body on his.

      Though his heart hammered against her cheek, he wasn’t sweating and wasn’t breathing hard either, not like her. Against her leg, his member was already filling again.

      She frowned, lifting herself to look at him. “You’re ready for more?”

      Being intimate with a super soldier came with its sacrifices. Judging by current circumstances, sleep was going to be one of them.

      With his large palm, he swept her hair up over her head and arranged the blanket over their naked bodies.

      “I’m always ready for you.”

      “My Rage,” she sighed, pushing up to kiss him again. “I’ll try to keep up.”

      “I’ll let you sleep eventually,” he said, rolling her under him again.

      “You will?” she asked, doubting the veracity of that.

      “Yeah. How else will I wake up with you in my arms if we never sleep?”

      “No fireflies tonight?”

      “This place is about training,” he said, but the curl of his lips betrayed his teasing. “I’ll have to learn how to protect you and make love to you at the same time, won’t I?”

      “Yes.” She nodded. “Because now I’ve had a taste, I don’t want you anywhere except in my bed.”

      “You couldn’t keep me away.”

      Nudging up, she rubbed against the engorged steel between them. “We better get back to our training then,” she said and sighed when his mouth descended to hers again.
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      She woke up in his arms. More than that, he’d curled around to protect her form with his larger one. Spooning into her, his arm had coiled around to nestle between her breasts, his thick forearm protecting her down-turned heart.

      Most of the night had been occupied by them making love. That didn’t stop them from doing it again when they woke. They showered together too, but when she tried to initiate intimacy, he vetoed it for some reason. Pondering over his reasoning, it became clear in his insistence of concealing her naked form from the camera with his own. From the shower, he’d stayed between her and the probing device until she was fully clothed.

      For two weeks, he’d been training in camo gear. That morning was no different. As he sat on the end of the bed, strapping into his boots, she fantasized just as she did every other day. When he was ready and sitting up, she crossed to him and hiked up her skirt to straddle his lap, running her hands into his hair.

      “I’d stay here with you all day if I could,” he said, welcoming her kiss.

      She ground herself down against him, using the solid mass of his arousal to tease her own center.

      “Maybe they’ll give us a day off if we ask,” she whispered, tugging his bottom lip between her teeth. His hands delved under her skirt to grab her ass hard. “Rage.”

      As she increased her wriggling, his groan reverberated through her. That sound suggested he was considering damning their training to hell.

      Just then, the door opened.

      DiNardo entered with Lyon. “You’ve had a busy night.”

      Her squirming started again, but for a different reason. These men knew exactly what she and Rage had been doing all night.

      Rage’s arms clasped her tighter against him, signaling her unease had traveled to her mate.

      “Say one more word about it and you won’t find us so cooperative.”

      Turning her face into his shoulder, she fought to quell the blush from her cheeks. Rage stroked from her crown, down her back to her ass, and squeezed her closer still.

      “I understand your need to protect her modesty,” DiNardo said, though she didn’t believe him. If he understood, he wouldn’t have said anything about it at all. “However, you should know that the camera has a night-vision mode, and a heat-seeking one.”

      Meaning the docs and techs and Source people had seen everything that went on underneath that blanket.

      “Sick fuck,” Rage snapped. “Is that how you get your kicks?”

      The burst of anger took him to his feet, with her still in his arms.

      “Baby,” she whispered and smoothed her hands from his shoulders to his chest and up to his neck.

      “It’s fascinating, isn’t it?” DiNardo said.

      She didn’t have to look at the doctor to know he was addressing his colleague.

      “We have a schedule to keep,” Lyon said. It was some comfort that the second doctor didn’t seem as interested in deconstructing her and Rage’s intimacy. “Adam’s with me today.”

      Unfortunately, they still referred to them by these code names. Though, technically, none of their names were real. Silk and Rage were pet names, but they fitted better, in her opinion. In the future, if they ever found out their real names, how would they adjust?

      Fighting against her natural urge, she slid down her mate’s body, but Rage kept an arm clamped around her.

      Tipping up her chin with a fingertip, he pressed his mouth to hers. “If he upsets you—”

      “I know,” she said, patting his chest and pushing up to kiss him again. “I’ll see you later?”

      “Count on it.”

      Giving her butt a squeeze, he planted a glare on DiNardo as he passed and disappeared out of the room with Lyon.

      Left alone with DiNardo, she waited for instructions. He tossed a ball of material onto the bed.

      “You and I are going up top.”

      Up top. Retrieving the material to figure out it was a white bandeau bikini, she put the pieces together. If they were on a tropical island, the apparel meant only one thing.

      “We’re going outside?”

      He nodded. The warmth of his smile put her at ease. Just the idea of breathing fresh air got her speeding into the garment. DiNardo was actually decent enough to angle his body away as she changed, but she did her best to dress under her clothes. Rage would warn her to be aware of the camera too.

      In record time, she was ready, and then he was leading her out.

      Without windows, she hadn’t seen the outside, and had no memory of it. She hadn’t been up or down any stairs in her time there or even seen any stairs. Though there was plenty of the place she hadn’t seen.

      DiNardo led her past the cafeteria and to the left. They walked to the end of the corridor and took a right. She’d never been that far from her bedroom.

      On the next turn, a solid black door with a security panel faced them. The doctor pressed his fingerprint to the pad and entered a code that she tried to see. Of the eight-digit combination, she only caught the first two digits. The blackened stairwell contained spiral stairs, lit only by electric blue lights.

      Up. Up. Up. Still, no windows. They had to be in a basement, some kind of underground bunker.

      Holding the rail on either side, each step was one closer to the outside. When DiNardo glanced back, excitement awoke her grin. Eventually, they reached the top and another security door. As soon as it opened, a burst of light from the other end of a corridor startled her still. Her training. Closing her eyes, she blocked it out to hurry along the corridor with such eagerness, she almost pushed DiNardo aside to get there faster.

      At the end, a ladder was their only option. It led to a circular hatch with a small clear panel, the source of the light.

      DiNardo went up and turned the circular release of the hatch to push it open, flooding her with more scorching light.

      “Oh,” he said when she averted her eyes, covering them against the burn on her corneas. “Here.”

      A padded pouch landed on the floor at her feet. She opened it up. Sunglasses. Gratitude warmed her as she put them on and climbed the ladder. The perfumed scent of sea and sand mixed with tropical plants. Though it overwhelmed her, it also urged her up to get closer to the taste of freedom. DiNardo took her hand and helped her onto the spongy ground.

      After existing on nothing but concrete, the sensation of softness under her feet bounced her a little. Appreciating the foliage beneath her, palm trees and glorious vines wound a path through the trees to white sand and crashing waves. They really were on a desert island.

      Behind was dense jungle, and towering beyond was an ominous, jagged mountain. Whipping back to the view of the clearing, it was the smell of the sand that tempted her. She wanted to experience the warmth of the delicate grains between her bare toes.

      “Come on,” DiNardo said and started toward the beach.

      She took one step, then stopped. The vivid air swirling around her tingled her skin, enlivening her. But she was exposed, out in the open, alone, away from familiarity.

      Shaking her head, she backed toward the still open hatch. “I can’t.”

      “What’s the matter?” DiNardo asked, peering at her.

      Much as it pained her to admit weakness in front of DiNardo, she had no choice. “I need Rage.”

      “Do you think he can keep you safer than I can?” DiNardo asked, returning to her as she nodded. “He doesn’t know the land like I do.”

      “Still, I would feel better if he were here.”

      “He has his training. He’s in the gym with Dr. Lyon.”

      “I know,” she said and sighed. They’d never been together during their training. No reason that day should be any different. The daunting shadows held secrets. She didn’t know what to expect and didn’t like the clench of fear around her.

      “I’ll keep you safe, Eve. You are precious to me. More precious than you know.”

      He held his hand toward her.

      Gnawing on her lower lip, she glanced back to the hatch. If she retreated, she’d kick herself later for not exploring the opportunity.

      That left her with one option. She put her hand in his.

      “Good,” he said, curling his fingers around hers. “It’s important that you know you can trust me. We’re here to help you. Now we’re going to the sand. We can keep the hatch in sight, and you can return anytime you want.”

      With one tentative step forth, his smile encouraged her on. In his late forties, maybe early fifties, the doctor had a youth about him. DiNardo had always struck her as quite smug and detached. Until then anyway. In that moment, he encouraged her forward like a parent praising their child’s first steps.

      “You’re doing well,” he said. “Just a little more.”

      The sand was maybe twenty feet from the hatch. As soon as it squeezed between her toes, she relaxed and matched his grin.

      “It feels so soft and… warm.”

      “Do you like the sand?” he asked, and she nodded. “Would you like to go into the water?”

      The sea? Other than the powerful scent of salt and seaweed that she was fighting to block out, the water hadn’t figured much in her thoughts.

      When the doctor took her further down the sand, she glanced back at the hatch again. It seemed so far away, but it was there. If she had to sprint, she could get there. Odd that a place she’d dreamed of freeing herself from was now a tether she welcomed. It wasn’t so much the place as it was the man. If that hatch closed, if they locked her out, she’d be separated from Rage. Might he think she’d abandoned him?

      “It’s refreshing.”

      She whipped around. DiNardo was still trying to take her into the water. A few more steps. Just a few more. The texture of the sand changed. It became sticky and spongy, much more compacted, and cooler too. Absorbing the difference, she gasped when the water lapped her toes and darted back, freeing her hand from DiNardo’s.

      He sighed but remained in the surf. “You never were one for the water,” he said. “Never much of a swimmer.”

      Why was that so familiar? His tone so knowing? He stared out at the horizon.

      “I… I wasn’t?” she asked. He shook his head. “What was I?”

      Honestly? She didn’t expect an answer.

      “A dancer,” he said, turning to meet her eye. Her jaw fell. “Not professionally, though there was a time when you considered it.”

      “A dancer?”

      “Ballet and ballroom when you were a child. You went through a phase of jazz and street dancing as a teenager. Most recently, you taught Latin dance in your spare time, three classes a week. You have astounding natural ability.”

      Information overload. She hadn’t expected him to answer at all and there he was, freely sharing facts. A few minutes ago, her past was a mystery. Now she had history.

      Why would the most dedicated of their three doctors break protocol?

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “It’s not going to affect the outcome of the experiment,” he said. “I’m not your enemy, Eve. I want you to trust me.”

      “Why are we out here?” she asked, catching sight of a long strip of land on the peninsula.

      “It’s the water,” he said, stripping out of his shirt and slacks to show he was wearing his own bathing suit. He kept himself in shape, but his physique was nothing to Rage’s. The doctor waded a few feet into the surf until the water came to his knees. “We had to know if your reluctance lingered. I’m disappointed to find it has. Your memory reset should have wiped this hesitancy from your system.”

      “What does it matter if I don’t want to go into the water?” she asked, backing off when a wave tickled her toes.

      “We can’t have you passing your reluctance onto a child.”

      “According to what you’ve said, you’ll take the child from us and rear him yourself.”

      DiNardo shook his head. “We are not monsters. You would still have access to your own offspring.”

      “And you’re worried I’ll make him fear the water…? Maybe his father can teach him to swim, or does he share my dislike of the ocean?”

      “No.” DiNardo laughed. “Adam is adept in the water. He is a complete contrast to you in that respect.”

      “From his days in the Navy? Was he a SEAL?”

      “Why would you ask that?”

      “We know he’s military,” she said. “His accent tells us he’s American.”

      “Maybe he was a Ranger or a Marine?”

      “Somehow he seems too… wild for that,” she said. “He’s a risk taker. He wouldn’t be here if he wasn’t, right?”

      DiNardo’s chin came up a fraction. “You’re very perceptive.”

      “So if he’s a frogman, what do you need me for?” she asked, holding her hands toward the water. “He can tell our son everything he needs to know.”

      “A couple of weeks ago, the idea of bearing his child mortified you.”

      “It doesn’t seem we have a choice.”

      “Or maybe your experience with him last night changed your perspective.”

      Judgment. That was the first word that came to mind about his curt words. Hadn’t they been told repeatedly to give in? It didn’t seem right that the doctor should react with anger or offense that they’d surrendered to each other.

      “You wanted us to sleep together,” she said. “You got what you wanted. Why antagonize me about it?”

      “You enjoyed yourself. You liked it.”

      And she wasn’t supposed to like it? “You rigged us to pleasure each other. Why are you surprised that he satisfied me? Should I be embarrassed?”

      “You should be ashamed!” he snapped.

      Having never seen such a vehement reaction from him, she recoiled. “Why?”

      “No, never mind,” he said and shook his head. Widening a faux smile, he held out his hands. “Walk out here to me.”

      She wasn’t about to forget his words or reaction. He’d told her one thing. Why not more?

      “Why should I be ashamed?”

      “Just take one step and let the water wash over your feet. You have nothing to fear.”

      “No,” she said, concerned by his outburst. “I don’t want to.”

      “You know nothing negative will happen.”

      “DiNardo!”

      Whipping around at the sound of Sherman’s voice, the second doctor emerged from the hatch wearing a frown. Rage came out behind him. Oh, thank God! Before her lover’s feet were even on solid ground, hers bolted toward him, running flat out.
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      Lyon came out too.

      Her laid-back lover, Rage, was only wearing shorts. His sculpted perfection fitted the scene, but, right then, looks were irrelevant. From him, she needed contact and comfort.

      It didn’t matter that they’d only been separated for a short while; he sensed her need and caught her body against his when she launched herself into his arms.

      “Hey,” he said, more concerned than confused.

      Pleasantries be damned. She plastered her mouth to his, forcing her tongue between his lips, seeking the security of her mate.

      The moment their kiss broke, honesty poured out of her. “I feel so vulnerable out here without you.”

      “I’m here now,” he said, setting her on her feet while drawing a fingertip down her throat. “Don’t let them pressure you into anything. No one gets to hurt or scare you.”

      There was that beat again, the hum of their connection syncing their systems. Her fear, or the possibility of it, had transferred to him. Her need spoke to his desire to keep her safe, to protect her. Just as she’d sought him for safety, it was his greatest need to keep her safe.

      “We need to get Eve into the water,” Lyon stated.

      Wrapping her arms around Rage’s torso, she caught her own forearms at his back, locking him in her embrace. DiNardo remained in the water, watching them. That scrutiny got her curling even closer. Whatever was going on with the doctor it still prickled her wariness. What would happen if she said that to Rage? Opening her mouth, giving her concern a voice, could lead to trouble.

      Staying silent wasn’t going to alleviate anyone’s anxiety.

      “I have a phobia,” she said, choosing to focus on her mate instead of the disapproving doctor. “And you used to be a SEAL.”

      Lyon whipped around fast. After a quick glance, the doctor’s focus met Sherman’s.

      Rage didn’t miss that exchange either. “DiNardo told you that?” Rage asked her.

      “He was trying to get me into the water when I didn’t want to go.”

      “Being outside is a big change,” Lyon said. “You’ve been cooped up inside for so long. Why don’t you go down to the sand together? Perhaps having Adam around will make you more comfortable venturing into the ocean.”

      Going back to DiNardo didn’t appeal, but when Rage started toward the water, she didn’t have a choice. In the safety of her partner’s hold, fear didn’t exist. Thankfully, he took her to a spot further down the beach from DiNardo, who waded out to join his colleagues on the sand.

      “He upset you,” Rage murmured, leading her into the water until it reached her ankles.

      Her feet stopped. “No.”

      Shaking her head at the swirling eddies forming around her ankles, her feet sank into the sand.

      With a fingertip under her chin, he lifted her eyes to his. “I’m here, Silk. Don’t be afraid when I’m around.” His crooked smile relaxed her. He turned and crouched. “Jump aboard.”

      “You’re going to carry me out there?” she asked.

      “Think of me as your human life raft.”

      “Oh, that’s comforting,” she said but leaped up onto his back.

      He hooked his arms under her knees and waded out slowly.

      The water went from her feet to her calves, then over her knees. The higher it got, the more she tensed.

      “Wait,” she said on a gasp.

      He stopped.

      The bounce of the water lapped up to her ass, tightening and tightening her hold until her arms were strung so far around him, she grasped her own shoulders.

      “Don’t choke the raft.”

      She loosened to stop climbing up him. “Baby, I’m sorry,” she said, pressing kisses to the side of his head.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Vulnerable,” she said. “But safe.”

      “Good. Can we go a little further?”

      When he inched forward, she clenched again. “Do you know mouth to mouth?”

      “I thought I proved that last night.”

      Pushing his head to the side with hers, she tugged his earlobe between her teeth. “Not that kind.”

      “I’d give you my last breath,” he said.

      In an expert move, he yanked her leg and grabbed her ass, turning her in his embrace until they faced each other. “Do you want it now?”

      Fixated on this smoldering, she nodded, and he pressed his lips to hers. “Another.”

      He kissed her again, opening to her, brushing his tongue against hers, growing her rapture. The taste of him spurred her to take more, slanting her mouth closer to consume as much of him as she could there in the beautiful, baking sun.

      Only when the cool water met her straining nipples did she gasp away from their kiss. Further out, the depth covered her chest. Again, she tensed. Her arms and legs locked in place around him.

      “Don’t let go,” she wheezed, intimidated by the echoing of water slurping against their bodies. “Rage.”

      The circle of his arms shifted to her waist. “Baby, I’m not gonna let you go anywhere.”

      Swallowing bitter adrenaline from her throat, she tried to block out the environment to focus instead on him. “I… I…”

      “Hi,” he said, smiling when her eyes anchored on his.

      “H…Hi…” she stuttered.

      Anything could happen. The water was dangerous. It didn’t feel good. Rage felt good. Yes, he always felt good. His strength, his security. She shouldn’t be afraid. He’d told her that; relaxing wasn’t so straightforward.

      “We’re going to stay here and get used to the water, okay?” She nodded. “Kissing is optional.”

      “If I kiss you, will you go deeper?”

      The comfort of his smile became way saucier. “If you want to slip that suit off…”

      “We have an audience,” she said, appreciating his distracting humor.

      “When do we not?”

      His amusement lessened in the light of her fading smile. Wasn’t their audience exactly the problem? Not only because it was sordid and voyeuristic in their room, but because there, even in the waves, they weren’t alone.

      “He’s angry at me.”

      “Who?”

      “DiNardo,” she said. “Before you came out here, he… he got angry about what happened between us last night.”

      “Angry? They’ve been trying to force us into the sack since we first woke up.”

      She nodded. “I know. I don’t understand it either. He told me I never liked the water. He said I used to be a dancer.”

      “Professionally? You’ve got the body for it.”

      There wasn’t time to appreciate the compliment. “Recreationally, though I apparently taught classes.”

      “Do you remember any of that?” She shook her head. “Why would he be so open with you?”

      “I don’t know. I asked, and he said knowing wouldn’t affect the outcome of the experiment. Then he told me I couldn’t pass my dislike of the water onto our child.”

      Hence their current position.

      “I thought they were going to take the baby away,” Rage said.

      “Me too, but apparently we’ll still have some access.” Whatever some meant. “He got annoyed that the idea of bearing your child didn’t upset me. I said what you did, that I thought they wanted us to be together.”

      He glanced past her, presumably to the doctors on the beach, and then smiled and kissed her again. Good point. They needed some cover for their conversation. Anything too intense might draw unwanted attention. Talking in private was difficult given their circumstances. It was important to share crucial information whenever they could.

      “What did he say to that?” Rage asked.

      “I asked if I should be embarrassed about us making love. He snapped I should be ashamed.”

      “Why would you be ashamed?”

      Shrugging, she lowered her head to his shoulder, enjoying the beat of the sun on her back. “I don’t know, but he was definitely angry.”

      “You don’t regret it, do you?”

      “What do you think?” she asked, licking the side of his neck.

      Straightening, she frowned at the texture and taste of the salt water from his skin on her tongue.

      “This is a head fuck,” he grumbled. “Excuse my language.”

      Running her hands through his hair, she kissed him again. “You can take me back to the beach if you want to go for a real swim.”

      “I’m not leaving you with them, and I enjoy being with you.”

      “A human float?”

      “We’re going to teach you.”

      Anticipating him before all his words were out, she shook her head. “No, not a chance. I’m not letting you go. This is fine for me, right here.”

      “Where does your phobia come from?”

      “He didn’t say. It’s obviously not one you share if you used to be a SEAL.” Grinning, she ran the tip of her tongue along the seam of his lips. “That’s hot.”

      “Don’t rely on it,” he said. “I’m not sure I’d remember any of my training.”

      Maybe, like she’d pondered before, the skills would emerge on instinct. Not that they could rely on that chance.

      “You do remember how to swim, though, right?”

      “My feet are flat on the bottom,” he said. “I don’t need to swim.”

      And he’d been talking about teaching? “What if there’s a wave, or a shark, or—”

      “See those buoys?” he said, releasing one of his arms to twist and point at a row of small buoys.

      The second he’d loosened his hold, she clenched. “What about them?” she gasped, fighting to ignore her panic.

      In support, his hand came back to beneath her thigh. “It’s a shark net. The beach is protected.”

      Back in his focus, she relaxed. “Either that or they’re mines,” she said.

      He laughed. “Want to swim out and check?”

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      Hooking her wet hair over his hand, he swept it back over her shoulder. “Let your legs relax.” She shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere. But if you let your legs go straight, you’ll see that you can reach the bottom. See…”

      He must’ve planted his feet because he stood to full height, showing the water actually only came to the bottom of her rib cage. Oh, he hadn’t taken them farther.

      “We didn’t go out,” she murmured.

      “Not far.”

      Rather than put more space between them and the shore, he’d simply bent his knees to lower them.

      “You went down.”

      “Let me get my scuba gear and I’ll do it right here.”

      Nudging his shoulder, she exhaled a laugh. “Stop making jokes about sex. We’re in serious danger.”

      “No, we’re not. You’re with me. You’re safe. You trust me, right?”

      “I do.”

      “I’m going to expect those sexy pins wrapped around me all night,” he said, leaning down to kiss her neck. “If you want a break, you better straighten them now.”

      “You won’t let go of me?”

      “No,” he assured and kept pressing pampering kisses to the column of her throat when she tipped her head back. “You have an incredible body.”

      “You’ve been biologically altered to believe that,” she said and sighed, closing her eyes against the sun.

      “Your eyes still hurt?”

      Every muscle slackened. “Yes.”

      “The glasses are sexy too. I have no biological imperative about them.”

      “I’ll bring them to bed later.”

      Her tiptoe touched the seabed. She gasped, pressing her body to his.

      “You’re safe, you’ve done it.”

      The joy of pride in his voice stole an ecstatic shriek from her lungs and she dragged him down for another kiss.

      Planting her feet flat, the solid ground was a surprise. She’d almost expected it to give from beneath them. The scratchy sensation of loose sand wiggled her toes.

      His hold weakened, though hers remained as strong. “I’m in the water!”

      “You’re a natural, baby.”

      “Don’t let me go.”

      His hands slid down her body and stroked back up until, reaching around himself, he locked their fingers together, palm to palm. With another kiss, he unlocked her embrace and brought their joined hands down, keeping them linked in the water down at their sides.

      As they kissed, her weight rested on his. Rocking forward, then back, he encouraged her onto her own feet. With one last push, she stood on her own, their fingers still intertwined.

      “Who said you didn’t like the water?” he murmured against her, guiding her hands to his shoulders and resting his on her waist. “Now you have to teach me to dance.”

      Her overwhelming feeling of accomplishment made no sense. Yet it persisted even as he waltzed her through the waves.

      She laughed, tossing her head back to relish the warmth of the sun bathing them in this crystal mire. Happiness was the man, not the situation. He picked up the pace enough to lift her and spin her in the water, the artificial current ripped over her skin.

      Her laughter rose. “You’re good at this.”

      “Inside!”

      The volume of the holler from the shore was unnecessary. DiNardo and Sherman retreated to the hatch while Lyon waited for them at the water’s edge.

      “We’re just getting started!” Rage returned the call.

      “We have a schedule!” Lyon said with a shake of his head.

      “Damn their schedule,” Rage grumbled. “Are they gonna swim out here and get us?”

      She kissed his chest. “If they did, you’d have to let go of me and I’d drown for sure. Are you going to fight with me on your back?”

      “If I have to.”

      And she honestly believed that he would. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s not cause waves.”

      Her pun lessened his irritation until he glanced down to smile. “You’re funny.”

      “As you’ve told me,” she said, climbing onto his back again.

      “You’re not going to walk in?”

      “Not while I have my chariot,” she said, kissing every part of him she could reach as he carried her back to shore and their schedule.
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      Over the following two months, things relaxed, though she hadn’t been let outside again. A large part of Rage’s training took place in the sun. He ran on all terrains, rappelled the mountain and swam every day. They taught him survival skills and even forced him to spend three days and nights outside alone, fending for himself.

      Their room door was no longer locked, allowing them to come and go. Like colleagues, just as Monck said. They’d been introduced to the recreation lounge perpendicular to the cafeteria. Besides those two locations, they had the choice of the gym or limited library. Source staff had access to those areas too, so they had gotten to know some employees on a social level, sort of, such as it was. At the end of the day, they were still lab rats. No matter how nice the scientists and other employees were, they didn’t share personal information or reveal their pasts.

      The television in the rec lounge wasn’t hooked into current programming. Each night movies played, keeping the screen busy. Despite the freedom, they elected to spend most of their downtime alone.

      They had replaced the camera four times since Rage’s projectiles kept damaging it. They’d been warned against damaging it again. The alternative? Twenty-four-hour attendants who would watch them sleep, and whatever else they did when alone.

      On more than a few occasions, the camera turned away from the bed when Rage initiated intimacy. In those times, her lover would get a look in his eye as though he knew something about that brief relief of privacy. As her empathetic abilities increased, so did her knowledge. Somehow, her mate was in cahoots with a tech on the other end of that camera. They’d still have audio even if they weren’t watching. Sound should suffice in proving their intimacy as far as she was concerned.

      The injections had ceased, and she’d only been subjected to one pelvic over the previous week. Monck was nice enough to let her shower in private after her exams; that prevented Rage from being put off his food.

      Dinnertime was approaching. She lay on the bed reading, waiting for Rage to return as he always did. Their place was homier, less of a cell. Art adorned the walls. They had a clock and a couple of rugs on the floors. Furniture rounded out the space. A dresser, nightstands, an armchair, much more like a bedroom than a cell.

      Like well-trained pets, as long as they behaved, they were rewarded. That was a lesson learned after Rage broke the camera for the second time and their bed got removed. The third time, all the furniture disappeared. On the fourth offense, the room got stripped bare for two days. When the vandalism stopped, everything gradually returned.

      On hearing the clunk of the handle on the heavy door, she set her book aside and sat up.

      Rage came in, carrying a pack. “Why is the door close—” He stopped when he registered the steam billowing from the shower. His smile sloped up. “Just what your man likes to see.” Shutting the door, he shirked the pack. “You’re in the mood for an appetizer?”

      Slipping off the bed, she watched him stretch and strip out of the layers of gear they forced him to carry.

      “How far today?”

      “About thirty miles,” he said, peeling off his tee-shirt.

      “They’re going to run you into the ground,” she said, nudging the pack with her toe. “What’s even in it?”

      “Today?” he asked. “Just weights.”

      Try as she did to shift the pack, it didn’t move. Even attempting to lift the thing would be impossible. She yelped when it slid along the wall and collapsed to the floor.

      “My God, when are you ever going to carry that amount of weight?”

      He bent to right the pack against the wall. “We prepare for everything.” He kissed the top of her head, then kicked off his boots and shirked his pants to hurry into the shower. “Let me shower real quick.”

      “If you’re too tired…” she teased, leaving her words hanging in the already fizzing air.

      “Never too tired for you, baby,” he called from beneath the shower spray.

      She gathered up his dirty clothes and put them in the provided hamper.

      The water battering down on him leaned into their latest game of leaving the shower running at full temperature almost all the time. That steamed the lens and distorted the infrared image while not actually causing any damage. No vandalism, no punishment, right?

      “Where’s my hot, willing woman?”

      A smile crept to her lips. Always hot, when he was around, and always willing, for her mate. Her fingertips had just touched the straps of her dress, intending to rid her of the fabric, when the door opened.

      Their trio of doctors appeared. Something about their demeanor smacked her with dread. On autopilot, she retrieved a towel and crossed to Rage, just as he switched off the water. As he wrapped the towel around his waist, he shifted forward, putting her behind him. Clearly, he didn’t enjoy this intrusion either.

      “What’s going on?” Rage asked.

      They reported to their respective labs each day without incident. These days, the only time anyone came into their room was to reprimand them. What had they done wrong this time?

      “You’re being deployed,” Lyon said.

      Bam! Just like that. No build-up, no contrition or concern, just like that, he stated fact without feeling.

      “What?”

      That from Rage. Thank goodness she wasn’t the only one blindsided.

      “This is extremely unexpected,” Sherman said, just as plain as his counterpart.

      The ultimate purpose of the training had never been discussed. Their memories and skills were still in their infancy, yet the doctors spoke of a mission like it was an everyday occurrence.

      “We have a very narrow window. The chopper will be here for you in less than an hour.”

      Chopper? Once leaving the island had been her primary goal. So why now did it feel like a grave penance?

      “Where is it we’re going exactly?” Rage asked. “What is it you expect us to do?”

      Questions, questions, questions. Rage took the lead, as was their dynamic. Her mind was going at a thousand miles a minute.

      They had done no training together. Her role was one of support, not combat, but the idea of entering a hostile environment, or even a war zone, terrified her. Less so than the idea of letting Rage down or not giving him what he needed at a crucial moment.

      “Just you, not both of you, just you.”

      Just…

      Another blow. Harder than the first. And a new kind of punishment: separation. Unlikely they’d be able to negotiate their way out of it. Staying on the island alone was a daunting prospect. Her worst fear, one she’d never contemplated, was coming to pass. All in the same second, fear, worry, hatred, love stirred up within her.

      Tension rippled through Rage. Not only did he mirror her sentiments, but her response aggravated his. Laying her hands on his back, she kissed the width of him just like the day they’d woken up together for the first time.

      Unlike the first time, her mate wasn’t so patient.

      “Stop it,” he snarled at her over his shoulder. “I am not going into battle without you.”

      She stopped kissing and just lay against him instead. Their opportunities for physical contact were about to be whipped away.

      “I’m afraid that’s impossible. None of us have a say in this necessity.”

      “It has created problems for us too,” Lyon said. “We have to adjust our plans.”

      Something flew through the air.

      Rage caught it. A sample cup. “What’s this for?”

      “We have already begun the required process. Eve will ovulate soon. As you will not be here, we shall have to use artificial insemination.”

      “You want me to get her pregnant when I’m not even on the island?”

      “It’s non-negotiable.”

      “Maybe to you, but I’m not feeling cooperative. We’ll get pregnant when we’re ready and we’ll do it the old-fashioned way,” Rage said, audibly offended by the doctors’ suggestion.

      “We can coerce, or mechanically impel the sample. Those routes will take time we do not have. Delays could be detrimental at the other end of your journey.”

      That was it. Source wanted her pregnant, and she’d go through the entire process alone.

      Rage’s hand scraped over his stubble. “We need time to talk about this.”

      “There is nothing to talk about,” DiNardo said. “Eve will accept your seed; refusing it is beyond her ability. She will collect the sample. Minimal participation on your part is required.”

      “I don’t want her getting pregnant while I’m not here. I don’t want her alone through that. What if something goes wrong?”

      “Nothing will go wrong,” DiNardo said. “And she is not alone. This child will belong to us all.”

      “We’ll leave you alone for a few minutes,” Lyon said. “Everything you require will be at the hatch. When you’re finished, bring the sample, and meet us there.”

      The three men departed and closed the door. For what felt like the longest time, neither she nor Rage said anything.

      “Three days without you was torture. How will I survive weeks or months?” he asked, tossing the capped medical beaker to the bed.

      “I should be safe here,” she said as he faced her. “But how will I know you’re safe? Who will look after you?”

      “I can take care of myself,” he said, gathering her into his arms. “I hate that we’re powerless. I can’t refuse to leave.”

      “They’d knock you out and take you anyway.”

      Stroking up and down her back, he breathed her in until his fingers progressed through her hair. “Demanding to take you could put you in danger.”

      “You will come back… won’t you?”

      “Baby, no matter what it takes, you hear me?”

      Tears pricked her eyes, dampening his chest. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t see them, his next hissing inhale spoke to his own pain.

      “If you forget about me—”

      “Won’t happen,” he said, drawing away to look down at her. “Please don’t cry, Silk.”

      “If you get hurt and I’m not there—”

      “I won’t get hurt because I’ll know you’re here waiting for me. I’d never let you down or pass up a chance to get it on with that body again, would I?”

      She shook her head, loosening the tears from her eyes, which bled another hiss from him. He stumbled back, his palm flat on his chest.

      Panic cleared her upset. “What’s wrong?”

      “Pain.”

      “Where? In your chest? Why? How? You’re supposed to be impervious.” For a moment, he searched the room for a cause. “You can’t go if you’re sick.” She smiled and swiped the wetness from her cheeks. “Stay and I can look after you.” He frowned. “What?”

      Coming close, he smudged the damp patches lingering beneath her eyes. “Your tears. Your sadness… the only thing that’s caused me pain in two and a half months.”

      “Rage,” she whispered. “I love you.”

      “It doesn’t seem like enough to say the words, does it?” he asked, cradling her face in both hands. “I’ve loved you since before you opened your eyes, Silk.”

      Tilting her face up, he brought his mouth down to hers. Their bond brought them together. It grew to an aching force, driving them back onto the bed.

      Beneath her lover, she yanked his towel away and took hold of him in both hands. Rubbing up and down, she squeezed him, pushing the head of his cock against her, desperate to sate his need. But it wasn’t about them. Their future was what mattered.

      When he grabbed her hips to angle her for perfect alignment, she let go to fumble on the mattress for the discarded cup.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, breaking their kiss.

      “We don’t have much time,” she said, unscrewing the lid. “If we get the sample—”

      “No!” Flying off the bed, he slammed his hands onto his hips, wearing a glare. “No way I’m getting you pregnant like that.”

      “This could be our only chance. What if they never let you come back? You could spend your life going from one mission to the next. It’s not like you need R&R.”

      “I’ll come back to you,” he insisted.

      She sat up, only to find her eye-line matched directly with the jutting erection she was desperate to pamper. Ducking forward, she kissed his head and encircled him with her tongue.

      “I love the taste of you,” she murmured, taking him into her mouth and sucking in as much of him as she could.

      “Stop it,” he grumbled, making no move to retreat.

      Pumping her fist around him, her eyes drifted up to his. “They won’t let you leave without providing for me. None of this is ideal, baby. But let me have a part of you with me until you come home.”

      “They can’t force—”

      “They can,” she said, sucking on him and working her fist until he cursed a blue streak and dropped his hands into her hair.

      “Fuck, baby.”

      Slurping him loose, she toyed with his testicles and ran the juice seeping from him around her lips. “Don’t deprive me of the fun part.”

      He ran his hands into her hair, slanting her head back to trail the tip of his cock from her chin to her cleavage.

      “Deprive,” he muttered, rolling the word on his tongue.

      “Provide for me.”

      He thrust into her mouth, no further than she’d taken him, and with her hand under his, he hammered in and out. Fumbling for the cup, she caught his seed a second before it could hit her tongue. Ensuring its safety, she screwed the lid back on. Not a particularly sexy end to the experience.

      His dropping to his knees and parting her legs indicated it wasn’t over yet.

      “I won’t leave you unsatisfied,” he said in answer to her unasked question, slipping a hand under her skirt to massage her through her panties.

      Leaning back, she arched up, and he slid aside her underwear. “Rage,” she said with no intention of resisting. “Think of me out there. Keep me with you.”

      “Baby, there ain’t no one else.”

      Dipping forth, he lifted her skirt and kissed each thigh, then lifted them apart and buried his mouth in her center.

      A kiss, a lick, a gentle taste that became a devouring need. The tender way he cradled her thighs became more demanding. With a tightening grip, he pulled her off the edge of the bed and held her there as his tongue plunged into her.

      “Rage,” she exhaled, bracing higher, digging her elbows into the mattress to give herself purchase. “Oh, baby.”

      Riding his tongue, she gasped whispers of love, of wonder, of desperate gratitude.

      Being chemically bonded gave them such an innate way of pleasure. She didn’t have to ask or explain. He knew how to warm her wet flesh. To tease it to the brink and divert, taking her to that precipice a dozen times before granting her wish and pushing her over.

      Not that once was enough. He lingered, his breath still there against her pussy without the two making contact.

      “Rage,” she whispered, reaching for his hair.

      A quick ball of need tightened in her gut. At its unexpected weight, she inhaled, grabbing for the covers to find some stability.

      He sent heat through her, shimmering from that pressurized cannonball aching to be released.

      “I want to be everywhere,” he said, brushing his lips back and forth against her clit. “In every part of you.” She opened her mouth to respond but couldn’t. Nothing came out except an impatient whimper. “I won’t survive without it.”

      God, she hoped that wasn’t true. Being apart could weaken him. They weren’t sure of anything at this early stage of—another spear of pleasure hit her hard. Circulating with her blood, the sphere of compressed orgasm exploded in a rush of endorphins. She screamed, bucking up to his mouth, taking his kiss, his love, his need, all of it into her in a rapid stream of gratification that washed over her again and again.

      Climbing down took time. Too much time, it seemed, because her lover stripped her off to carry her into the shower. The steam was harsh, though after their mouths and then their bodies met against the wall, her world became nothing but her man.

      “You’ll be late,” she said, stroking his wet hair away from his forehead.

      “I don’t want to go.”

      Maybe it would sound petulant to other ears, but she understood his hesitation. Losing him grabbed her just as deep.

      “We don’t want them to come in here. Don’t let them ruin this.”

      Though the circumstances did that all on their own.

      “If you need me—”

      “You’ll come,” she said, showing him a smile she didn’t feel inside. “I know you’ll come.”

      Setting her on her feet, he caught her hand to kiss her palm and hold it there on his lips. “I love you.”

      Her smile widened to something beyond genuine. “We’re more than love.”

      “I exist for you.”

      And their apparently soon to be baby. “And I cannot exist without you. Come back to me, baby.”

      Cradling her face, he tipped it up to join their mouths again. Nothing was enough. No words or actions could describe or emulate her depth of devotion to this man, her mate. Artificial or natural, it didn’t matter. Forever meant nothing in the face of their connection.

      As she eased away from his kiss, he shut off the shower and they dried off to get dressed.

      In full fatigues, he looked formidable. Having tugged on her dress, she had plenty of time to admire him.

      “Here,” she said, thanking his lightning reflexes for catching her panties when she threw them to him without warning. “Something to remember me by.”

      Wearing a smile, he stowed them in a pocket, then came to take her hand. “I could never forget you, baby. I’m coming back for you. Don’t doubt it. One way or another, they’ll let me come home eventually. Wherever you are, that’s home.”

      The next time they met, there was a high chance they’d be parents. Reminding him of that could cause upset, so she kept it to herself.

      She picked up the lidded pot from beside their bed. “We better move.”

      Holding her hand, Rage led her through the bunker to the bottom of the spiral stairs where the three doctors waited.

      “Sample,” DiNardo said.

      Cradling it near to her breast, she handed it to Lyon, leaving herself oddly bereft.

      “Time to go,” Sherman said.

      Sounds of activity drifted down from above.

      Without caring about their audience, Rage backed her against the wall and kissed the last whisper of breath from her lungs. When he released her, she gasped in a desperate breath.

      “I’ll come for you,” he said, trailing his finger down her throat. All she could do was mindlessly nod. His focus snapped around to glare at the doctors. “If she has so much as a scratch—”

      “We’ll take care of her, count on it,” Sherman said.

      Rage kissed her again. Oh, why did he have to leave her? Why did they have to be apart? That petulance visited her, and she didn’t even care if it was juvenile. His hands and arms loosening was torture. When would they touch again? Would he ever hold her and kiss her? If something went wrong, she wouldn’t be there.

      To prevent herself from calling out, she held her breath as he ascended. Already she missed him. Already she wanted him back. Every minute without him would mean agony, while anticipating his return would be joyful torment. They would see each other again. As to the when? Sooner rather than later, she hoped.
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      Four months later

      

      Calling the place an airport was extraordinarily generous. He’d been told they’d land at an airport for the debrief, be fed and get a night’s rest, then be allowed to go home. To him, that meant only one thing: his girl.

      After departing the island, he’d been taken to a private base in Malaysia and introduced to four ex-military men who would become his unit. During the two months of intense training that followed, he learned two things. One: he was unique. None of the men had his abilities. And two: their unit was about as unofficial and off the grid as they came.

      In those two months, they’d darted all over the globe. Training in different climates, on different terrains, the goal was bonding, learning each other’s strengths, weaknesses, and limitations. The guys seemed decent; he sensed no obvious malice. Silk’s ability to read people would’ve been useful; she’d have gotten deeper.

      Bonding wasn’t so easy for him. He didn’t have a past to share and thought only of getting back to his girl. More than once, he’d wished she were at his side. Hell, every minute he wanted her there.

      In fact, he’d given up counting how many times he thought of her because it was every day, every minute, almost constant. With her on the island alone, and possibly pregnant, guilt ate at him. She could be carrying his child, and he wasn’t there to support her. For all he knew, she’d given up on him weeks ago.

      After training, he and his unit dedicated their time to dismantling a coca regime in Columbia. The days were long and uncomfortable. After considerable surveillance, they got to work with sabotage, taking out key players, and sending disarray through the ranks.

      Torching the fields had been a last, dangerous step. One day it could come back to bite them on the ass, but they’d done their job. If it was even a genuine job. Somehow, it reeked more like a live drill than a test of his skills. That said, the players were authentic enough. One way or another, the price of coke just went up.

      The airport came after their extraction. “Airport,” hmm, a single-story structure in a dirty field in Mexico, miles from anything as he’d observed the landscape from the air.

      He and his unit sat around a TV, drinking beer in the makeshift bunkhouse, wasting time. Why were they wasting time? God, she was close. Thinking about her revitalized him. He didn’t want to be there with the men, he wanted to be on his way back to her. Wasn’t there some kind of itinerary?

      Steven “Stern” Garrett, the CO of his unit, sat jeering with the others with no sense of urgency. Before they turned in, he’d get an answer from Stern. Sooner rather than later.

      The head door opened. Weren’t the guys all there? Would—DiNardo and Lyon, who he hadn’t seen since departing the island, walked in.

      This could be it, his time to bail out. On his feet, marching toward them, he ignored his cohorts’ hushed mumbles to follow the doctors out.

      DiNardo and Lyon led him into a side room. A room with nothing except a square table, four chairs, and a long blacked-out window.

      This wasn’t out. It wasn’t home. “What’s going on?” he demanded. “Did you bring my girl here?”

      No, she wasn’t there. He didn’t need them to answer.

      The doctors sat at the table. “No, there’s been a change of plan.”

      “No!” he said, punching the table. “She said you would do this. I am not going anywhere else until I’ve been back to the island. I promised Silk I would be back. It’s been too long already. I’ve played your games. Done your work without complaint. Take me to her now.”

      “You don’t understand,” Lyon said, glancing at the other doctor. “Silk isn’t on the island anymore.”

      Yes, Silk, at least they weren’t fighting him on that anymore. She wasn’t just a generic test subject.

      Reassurance was fleeting. These guys were too serious and solemn for him to find any comfort.

      “Okay,” he said. “So where are we flying out to?”

      “You’re going back to the island,” Lyon said.

      No fucking way. “You just said—”

      “She experienced complications,” DiNardo said, and in an uncharacteristic move, he hesitated. “I’m sorry, she didn’t make it.”

      What the fuck did that mean? Rage was an apt moniker at that moment. A blast of heat inside him burned, churning him up, firing his adrenaline.

      DiNardo left the table and Lyon’s expression of sorrow meant nothing to him.

      “Explain that to me,” he said to no one, then spun a chair to straddle it and focus on Lyon. “I left her in your care. You telling me you let something happen to her?”

      “We impregnated her a month after you left,” Lyon stated. “There had been a delay with ovulation and should’ve taken more notice that something wasn’t right. As we’re trained to do, we adapted and continued. She carried the fetus for almost two months, but it was problem after problem and unfortunately…”

      “She lost the baby?”

      “That’s right,” Lyon said. “She never recovered and developed an infection that destroyed her ability to carry another child. That wasn’t the end, she kept getting sicker and sicker.”

      Flying from his seat, he turned his back on the men. Processing the idea of his sweet, bright woman going through pain alone… no, he couldn’t process. It wasn’t right. Being susceptible to pain, the days must have been long and torturous for her.

      “Why didn’t you come get me?” Rage growled.

      “You had a job to do,” DiNardo said, as plain as can be. “And you still do.”

      Whipping around, ready to tear strips from the heartless bastard, his fists balled. The asshole couldn’t care less about Silk. Before he could put a fist through the fucker, DiNardo flipped a switch on the wall, lighting up the black window to reveal a room beyond. Three beds. Three sleeping women. Sleeping or unconscious?

      For a score of seconds, no one said anything, so he asked, “Who are they?”

      The scrape of Lyon’s chair legs heralded the doc encroaching on his periphery.

      DiNardo came in close. “One of them…” he said, “is your new Eve.”

      For all these new skills and abilities he’d spent months honing, none of them equipped him to deal with a gut punch like that.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “We’ve spent considerable time and resources on you,” DiNardo said. “We’re proud. You’re quite an achievement, a coup, a triumph for us all. You’re faster and stronger than we ever could have predicted.”

      Anger grated his teeth. Concentrating that fury on the good doctor seemed like a good idea. Like the bastard was telepathic, the doctor slipped an electronic pad from his pocket to show he had control.

      “Your chip is still active,” DiNardo said. “In case grief does anything detrimental to your rational mind.”

      Translated: don’t get any ideas. The leash infuriated him. Being unconscious would get him nowhere.

      “We understand this is a shock,” Lyon said. “The truth is, these unforeseen complications have greatly delayed the project. We will need time to train your new mate. Balancing your chemical makeups will be extremely difficult. Our benefactor is not best pleased, so we must proceed without further delay.”

      “What do you expect me to do?”

      “Pick one,” DiNardo said and looked through the window at the women. “We whittled it down to three. You can go in there. On each bed, you’ll find a biography. We can arrange private conversation and intimate time with each of them if you need it.”

      “You want me to be intimate with unconscious women? Wake them up and talk about what? The weather? You expect me to turn on a dime?”

      “It’s a simple question: which of these women most appeals to you? You had absolutely no hesitation in picking your first Eve. I fail to see how this is any different,” DiNardo said. “At least none of these women are married.”

      “Silk is married?”

      “Never concerned you before,” DiNardo said. “Pick.”

      “You’re telling me I picked Silk?” he asked. Both doctors nodded. “Why did I pick her?”

      “We don’t have time to talk about Eve One,” DiNardo said. “She’s irrelevant to the project now.”

      “Not to me. I want to see her.”

      “You can’t,” DiNardo said. “She’s gone.”

      “If she was dead, I would know it. She’s not dead.”

      DiNardo grumbled something inaudible and then looked at Lyon.

      “No, you’re right,” Lyon said. “She’s not dead yet. But she’s no longer a viable candidate for the experiment. She can’t bear your children.”

      “I don’t care about that.”

      “No offense, Mr. Sharpe, but no one cares what you want,” DiNardo said, drawing Rage’s attention. “That’s right, Brock Sharpe, it’s your real name.” Crossing to the table, he bent to pick up a briefcase, which he opened to produce a document. “The original contract you wanted to see.”

      He stormed over and snatched the stack of papers. “I’m not a lawyer,” he said, reading the jargon filled pages.

      Yeah, he didn’t get most of it, but he understood what signing your life over to someone looked like.

      “No, you’re not.” DiNardo sighed, making no secret of his impatience. “You were disillusioned by corruption in your unit, which cost the life of one of your comrades, so you prematurely left the service. You got a medical discharge on grounds of PTSD, entirely fabricated by your CO to discredit you as you were about to blow the whistle. Though you struggled with flashbacks. The Navy appointed a civilian psychologist to work with you. They almost killed her, several times, for her repeated refusal to say you were not in your right mind. In fact, she supported you when no one else did.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “As far as the world is concerned, she disappeared and was never heard from again,” DiNardo said.

      “They got to her?”

      “Doubtful. There’s still a bounty on her head. That wouldn’t remain outstanding if your former colleagues believed her to be dead.”

      “That’s enough,” Lyon said.

      “No, I deserve to know this,” he said, stepping in front of Lyon to block him out. “Unless you’re only telling me this because you’re about to wipe my memory again.”

      DiNardo shook his head. “Your part of the experiment was a success. You’re officially complete, as it were. All you need now is a viable companion. We can’t afford to lose your training; we don’t have the time. Ideally, we’d love to monitor an Adam and Eve relationship from conception but—”

      “You don’t have the time,” Rage finished for him. “I can’t just move onto another woman. I’m bonded to Silk.”

      The doctors shared a look.

      “No, you’re not,” Lyon said.

      “What? You told us—”

      “We increased your testosterone and your oxytocin, but we didn’t chemically bond you to her. Your manufactured combat abilities were how you sensed when she’d been around other men. The desire you felt for her was nothing more than good old-fashioned sexual attraction. Your increased stamina, strength, and libido were all products of your combat enhancements.”

      “But she—”

      “Oh, we screwed around with her hormones. Binding her to you was far more important than the opposite. Her reproductive system had to be prepared for your children alone.”

      “In retrospect, we perhaps tampered a little too much with her natural processes,” Lyon said.

      “We gathered valuable data,” DiNardo said. “Her sacrifice will not be forgotten. We took her to an extreme and we will not attempt to control the next subject’s chemistry so minutely.”

      “I want to see her,” Rage said.

      “We must move on to—”

      “I don’t give a fuck about them. Pick who you want for your next round. I won’t be a part of it. I want to see Silk.”

      “You have no choice,” DiNardo said. “You are contractually bound to go through as many Eves as we give you. We thought the clause was a formality, but it turned out to be helpful.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      DiNardo tapped the side of the electronic pad. “You’ll be retired along with your original Eve.”

      “He could authorize—”

      “No!” DiNardo cut Lyon off.

      “Authorize what?” he asked, lit by hope. “What could I authorize?”

      “Since we discovered she was no longer viable for the experiment, she was terminated from the project and removed from the island.”

      “So?”

      DiNardo’s sigh was pushing him close to that edge again. The fucker spoke to him like he was an imbecile.

      “Our first meeting in the lab after you both woke together. You were told about your rights and about hers.”

      “She has no rights.”

      “Exactly. She’s a citizen of nowhere. She doesn’t exist.”

      Clarity smacked him hard. “You’re not treating her,” he said, snatching DiNardo off the floor to slam him against the wall. “You sick, fucking sonofabitch! She’s dying because you won’t give her—”

      “Actually, you won’t give her,” DiNardo said with a grating sneer. “She knows exactly who is withholding her access to medicine.”

      “You let her think that I’m the one who caused this?”

      “It was your child ripped from her belly.”

      DiNardo had no chance to reach the pad, he smacked him hard. The satisfying crunch of bones came before the smug doctor slid down the wall, unconscious. Spinning on the spot, he expected Lyon to be coming at him, except he wasn’t. The second doctor was nonplussed about his prone colleague.

      “She should never have made it this long. She is being cared for by a former Source employee at a private facility. I don’t know where; it would endanger her. Bump will know. The Source project is top secret. If she survives, it’s possible that they’ll consider she’s seen too much.” Lyon scribbled down a phone number and a set of coordinates, then thrust the paper at him. “I can hold them off for a week, seven days. We’ll need that long to prep your new female. When we expelled Silk, her chip was deactivated. We really thought that she’d die within a week, but it’s been almost two. You must rendezvous at the coordinates I’ve noted there. Midnight, seven days, your chip is still active. If you’re not there, they will track you down. If they have to do that, you can say goodbye to your freedom for good. After this, there’s a chance they’ll consider a complete memory reset for you as well.”

      “Can’t you deactivate the chip?”

      Lyon shook his head. “Not my department. There are keys for the vehicles on the pin board out front. My best advice? Drive north.”

      Rage nodded, stuffed the paper in his pocket, and headed for the door. “Thanks.”

      “Rage,” Lyon said, stalling him halfway out of the room. The doctor paused when he turned back. “She really believed you would come.”

      “Because I promised her I would.”

      Leaving the room, he retrieved his duffel and got on the road without raising anyone’s interest. DiNardo would go nuts; Lyon could deal with that fuck. The last thing he needed was a helicopter descending on him before he could get to Silk.

      All this time, she’d needed him, and he’d been oblivious. Before didn’t matter, he was on his way and would get to her in time. He would. As soon as he got to a phone, he’d contact Bump and get her location. Just a little longer, Silk. She had to hang on for him just a little longer.
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      He’d expected to find her at a state-of-the-art facility in the States. She wasn’t.

      While the Mexican hospital was clean, ish, it wasn’t necessarily a safe place. Bump’s explicit instructions were to enter without declaration and to head for the basement and a door marked “Sin Salida.”

      The vast labyrinth of corridors beneath the complex stretched further than the building above ground suggested. But he wasn’t giving up. In the furthest, darkest corner, he found a brown door with the words he sought.

      Pushing inside, he didn’t wait another second. The clean, modern room could rival any top hospital’s standards. Small? Yes. A curtain drawn around one corner gave hope. He expected to pull it back and find a bed. Instead, a male leaped around and stormed toward him.

      “What are you doing here? How did you find us?”

      “Monck,” he said, searching his recollection. “Silk calls you Monck, doesn’t she?”

      The tech still frowned, but blinked, softening a little. “She hasn’t spoken for a while, but yeah. How did you find us?”

      “Bump.”

      “That bastard.” Anger returned to Monck’s expression. “You need to get out of here, they’ll be tracking you, they—”

      “They don’t care about her. Source doesn’t think she’ll make it through the week.”

      “They’re right,” Monck said, his bravado failing. “I don’t think she’ll make it through the night. But it’s you they’ll want back. If they find us here, they’ll kill Anna just to make that happen.”

      “What?” he exhaled the question. Her real name. “Anna?”

      “It’s her name,” he said. “You don’t know her, not really, you don’t know her at all and when she needed you—”

      “I didn’t know.” Monck faltered. “I only found out about this a few hours ago.”

      “They told us you weren’t interested in leaving your mission.”

      “Listen,” he said with a burst of anger. “You better get the fuck out of my way. No one stands between me and my woman. So you take your stinking—”

      “Rage.”

      The whisper of her voice behind the curtain spurred him to shove Monck aside and march over to whisk the fabric out of his way.

      She’d never been much of an intimidating physical presence, but there before him, she was a wisp of a woman. Skin and bone, gaunt and exhausted. Her body didn’t move. She blinked once as she took him in, the only sign of life. Then, oh so excruciatingly slowly, her lips curled. The breadth of that smile brought his hand to his heart.

      “I had faith in you,” she whispered through parched lips.

      “She was the only one who believed you’d come,” Monck said, passing to go to the far side of the bed. “The rest of us gave up on you weeks ago.”

      Her caretaker took a cup from the bedside and angled the straw between her lips to give her a sip.

      “I made you a promise.”

      Licking her lips, her gaze fell. “I waited for you,” she said. “I had to say sorry. Are you angry with me?”

      “Angry? No, baby,” he said, rushing to her side, falling to his knees to raise her hand to his mouth. “Why would I be angry?”

      “Our baby, I lost him, and then—”

      “Shh,” he soothed.

      Monck stroked her head with a damp compress. “They blamed her for her infertility. They pumped her full of everything. I’m as much to blame as them; I was compliant. They fried her system and I—”

      “You’re not to blame,” she said, laying her free hand over Monck’s.

      “What is wrong?” he asked both of them. “I’m here now. How do we make her better?”

      Monck shook his head. “I wish I knew. The infection kept recurring. Every time I thought we’d beat it back, it returned with a vengeance. When she lost the baby, she hemorrhaged pretty bad, and her blood volume is just not returning to full capacity or pressure. All I can think is that it’s something to do with the modifications. Whatever they did to her is somehow battling with her immune system or preventing the immune system from doing its job… The problems started after you left, before we even did the implantation. From the day they deployed you, she started getting weaker and weaker.”

      “If it’s drugs she needs, I’ll get them,” he said. “Equipment, whatever you need, I’ll bust it out if I have to.”

      Source had given him the power. The only one he wanted to use it for was her.

      “I’ve given her antibiotics. Her fever broke last night, though it’s not the first time that’s happened. She’s started burning up again, her blood pressure is tanking, it’s like…”

      “Like what?”

      “Like she’s given up.”

      That wasn’t going to happen. When he next kissed her hand, she slid it from his and held it out like she was seeking something.

      “What do you need, baby?”

      “I see you, I hear you, smell you,” she murmured like in a distant dream. “Let me taste you.”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” he said, surging up to unite their mouths. “More?”

      “Feel,” she croaked, and he guided her hand to his face. She shook her head. “Your heart.”

      “Take off your shirt,” Monck said. “She’s sensitive to the fluids you excrete through your skin. Your chemical makeup is unique, it’s possible she’ll identify and take solace in it.”

      “You think this will help her?” he asked, eager to try anything to ease her suffering.

      Stripping his top half, he sat on the edge of the bed and laid her hand on his heartbeat.

      “I don’t know,” Monck answered. “This is new science. We’re still trying to figure out what it can and can’t do… Chances are you being here means she won’t die in as much pain.” And that was it? It couldn’t be. “I have one suggestion… you might not like it.”

      “What?” he said, overjoyed by her hand sliding up and down his chest of its own accord.

      More life. He wanted her to have it all, even if it meant giving up his.

      “When they encountered the problems with the chips, they added a strand of immuno-enhancers to your cocktail. It’s largely believed that it’s what makes you so resistant to pain.”

      “Okay.”

      “I want to give her your blood.”

      “Okay,” he said.

      It had taken time to sink in. This was him with her again, his Silk. They were together and fuck if that didn’t fill him with awe. It might not be the reunion he’d envisioned, but just being there, in that space with her. Fuck, he didn’t even have the words.

      “Just okay? You don’t know what I’m suggesting. We don’t have the facilities here to be entirely thorough and proper in our process. I’m suggesting a direct blood transfer. You could be susceptible to her infection, to shock and cardiac arrest. I can’t guarantee I’d be able to deal with any of that. You could die.”

      What the hell did Monck think would happen to him if Silk didn’t make it? Death would be welcome. Hell, he’d seek it out.

      “If that’s what it takes.”

      Monck exhaled a sound of disbelief. “And I thought it was her they addicted to you.”

      Once again, his love was in doubt. He glared at the tech. Why did people assume his dedication was insincere?

      “A direct blood transfer? How do we start?”

      “With a few vials. I can’t have you donate blood in the traditional way because I don’t have the apparatus. I don’t guess you have to worry about it being painful. If nothing else, the increased number of red blood cells will oxygenate her organs but… I really have hopes for the immuno-enhancement. They’re part of your genetic makeup now, imprinted into the DNA of your white blood cells.”

      “Then let’s do it,” he said, settling her hand in his lap and holding out an arm. Monck didn’t immediately move, except to squirm in his chair. “What?”

      “I know your blood types match. That’s a necessity. But I have to know if you’ve been in contact with any infectious diseases.”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “No tropical diseases, no parasites, no fever. They tested us all two weeks ago during a supply run.”

      “What about sex?”

      “What about it?” he growled.

      “I need to know if you’ve had unprotected sex with—”

      “Yes,” he said. Monck’s shock quickly became anger. “Three months, three weeks, six days, and four hours ago, with the woman I love, who is lying right here.”

      “I know that you have the ability to kill me, but I had to ask,” Monck said. “Her system wouldn’t be able to take anymore—”

      Lunging over her sleeping form, he grabbed Monck’s tee-shirt to pull him close, careful not to crush her.

      “This is my girl. I’m the only one who touches her, and she’s the only one who touches me, understood?”

      “Understood,” Monck said with a flicker of fear.

      “Good. Now get on with it. We don’t have time to waste with stupid questions.”

      Monck scrambled up to gather the necessary tools. He carefully elevated Silk to set himself at the head of the bed and lay her on him, keeping her close to his heartbeat. They were together, and he didn’t think about how it wouldn’t last, couldn’t. Yet his mind kept returning to what he would have to do in seven days, and what would be expected of him thereafter.
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      List of required supplies in hand, he’d gone on a covert mission to the aboveground hospital to gather everything Monck needed to make her better.

      For four days, the tech took his blood and gave it to Silk. Give him his due, Monck constantly monitored her levels and ensured there was no fluid overload. Whatever all the medical mumbo-jumbo meant, her improvement was marked immediately.

      Optimism was premature.

      After the initial boost, she plateaued, remaining weak.

      “What time is it?” Monck asked.

      In the dark basement, it would be difficult to know the time of day, if it wasn’t for his eternally accurate internal clock.

      “Twenty-two oh eight,” he answered. “Just after ten p.m.”

      They maintained vigil on their respective sides of the bed. Him nearest the door to take down any threats that might intrude, Monck on the other side, dealing with her medical needs.

      “When’s the rendezvous?”

      In a rare detour of his focus, he looked over Silk’s sleeping form at the tech doing nothing to hide his judgment.

      “What rendezvous?”

      “Source wouldn’t let you be AWOL this long unless you cut a deal. Only deal they’re interested in is the one that ends with you as their puppet.”

      “You think so?”

      “I do. They’re expecting you back, and I’m guessing it’s within the week.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I was part of the original team,” Monck said. “They’ll need a week with the female subject before the male is required.”

      “Except this time, they don’t have to modify me.”

      “Not for combat,” Monck said. “But they’re going to have to do something to you to bond you to the new Eve. I bet you’ll go kicking and screaming. They might do another memory wipe.”

      “That would reset my training.”

      “Which might have been a consideration before this, but if they think you’re still connected to Eve One—”

      “Don’t call her that,” he said, raising her hand to his mouth again. “We should call her Anna now.”

      It seemed only right that she should have her humanity returned, her individuality. Not that she could do much with it under the circumstances.

      “Ironic, isn’t it?” Monck murmured. “You find out the most about her right before we lose her.”

      “We’re not gonna lose her,” he snapped. There had to be something they were missing, something they could do to help her strength come back faster. “How much do you know about her history?”

      “Only what she told me before the memory reset, which wasn’t much. You were both told not to discuss your lives with the Source staff. The more we knew, the more we might accidentally reveal after the memory reset. I knew her first name, her occupation—”

      “What did she do?”

      “She was a psychologist, specializing in trauma. A civilian contracted with the Navy.”

      Holy fuck. “A psychologist?” Monck nodded. Another jab to the solar plexus. “My psychologist?”

      Monck frowned. “Not on the Source Project.”

      “Before that,” he said, leaning on the bed, “was she my psychologist?”

      “I don’t know anything about your history. The male and female subjects had separate teams, partly for this reason, so that we wouldn’t know too much.”

      “I picked her,” he said, his attention floating to her sleeping form. “They told me I picked her.” Shit, his guilt clenched around his limbs, around his guts. “Why would I do this to her?”

      A few seconds of silence passed.

      “If it’s any consolation, she was never uncertain,” Monck said. “She was nervous about the science but never doubted her choice to be there with you.”

      “She didn’t?”

      Monck shook his head. “No. I think she knew exactly what she was getting into. Everything was voluntary, we were all guaranteed that. Most of us are scientists. We’re good people not interested in being involved with anything sinister or evil. The point was never to torture either of you.”

      “Which is why you’re here, helping her?”

      “I spoke up about her being without medical support on the flight from the island, so they put me on the transport to monitor her vitals. When I realized their intention was to dump her off the plane and abandon her, I… She wouldn’t have survived a day. I refused to leave her there and go back with them. Honestly? I thought they were taking her to another facility, with better doctors, but they were just going to leave her there, open to the animals and the elements. I couldn’t walk away. I couldn’t leave her there on a remote airstrip alone.”

      Whatever his motives, the tech’s decision to speak up saved her life. This science geek had done more to protect and care for her than her own mate. What the hell did that say about him?

      “Thank you. If you hadn’t been with her—”

      “She’s not out of the woods yet,” he said. “I had contacts and called in some favors. If I’m honest, I thought I was bringing her here to die in peace.”

      “What will you do after this?”

      Monck shrugged. “I don’t know. They might take me back on at Source.”

      “You’d go back?”

      “If I don’t, they’ll consider me a liability,” Monck admitted. “I’ve seen their process. I know what they’re doing. It’s top-secret work and there are competitors in this field, don’t doubt it. If I chose to share what I know with any government or private investor—”

      “They want you on a leash.”

      At least he wasn’t the only one.

      “I don’t know. It’s possible they’d rather shoot me than re-hire me. But I’ve gained a lot of information here, useful information that—”

      “She’s still your fucking lab rat?”

      Monck recoiled at the bite of anger. “With what I know now, I can prevent this from happening to anyone else. I don’t want Anna’s sacrifice to be for nothing.”

      “She’s not gone,” he growled and kept her hand while stroking her throat with his free fingertips. “She’s getting better.”

      “Yeah,” Monck said. “But her future has been irrevocably changed by what Source did to her. Her abilities remain; she’ll never be normal. There’s every chance that without completing her training, being surrounded by society will drive her insane.”

      “What?”

      “Think about it. Since her modifications, she’s never been away from the island where she’s closely monitored and supported at all times. Her heightened senses make her aware of everything all the time. Fine on a nice, quiet, deserted island. How will she handle a busy public street? Or a bar or restaurant? No one ever took her into the field, never taught how to control her abilities in chaotic environments. She wasn’t ready for the field like you were. Your skills are covert. You could go through the rest of your life without ever using any of them again because you control them. Her abilities control her. Imagine sitting in a park and hearing every conversation going on within twenty meters. Imagine feeling the emotions of every person who passes within ten feet. It will drive her insane and there will be no relief, no one with her who understands. If she starts ranting about Source, people will just think she’s crazy.”

      He hadn’t considered that. Staring down into her, he kept stroking. How would her future play out? She’d be alone. Scared. Weak. And in fear for her life, because if Source discovered she was alive, they’d want to eliminate any chance she’d share her knowledge or abilities.

      “Even if she managed to keep it together and form a life, I’m not sure if she’s capable of being with another man. Her chemical bond to you was real, even if yours wasn’t. And kids? Forget it. Her reproductive system is shot. How does she explain that to prospective future partners?”

      “If he loves her, he won’t care.”

      “No, but how does she explain she can’t go to traditional fertility doctors? If they got a glimpse of her system, at her hormonal balance and chemical makeup, they wouldn’t be able to make head nor tail of it. She’s been genetically altered, do you get that? To pass on the abilities she’s been cursed with to her offspring. Not that there will be any.”

      “They almost cut out her reproductive system altogether but chose instead to pump her with more drugs, more new enzymes and solutions. All it did was make things worse. By the time they gave up, she was too weak to fight off the infections they’d caused. She went into cardiac arrest, and I thought she was gone. I thought that was it. Cross-reactions between the drugs fried her ovaries and then it was done. Over. They terminated her the next day and on a flight the day after that.”

      “I’ll look after her,” he said, determined to stay at her side.

      Screw their rendezvous.

      “How will you do that? They can track you through your chip, anywhere in the world. Unless you plan to relocate to Neptune, they’ll be able to find you. You’re nothing but a liability to her now.”

      “My blood is keeping her alive.”

      “Full of whatever they put into it,” Monck said. “What happens if she needs more? I can’t harvest all of it before you blow out of here.”

      “I’m not going to abandon her. She’s my female. I’ll find a way to—”

      “How? They control you.”

      “Do you think I like that?” he snarled, surging from his chair, driving his hands through his hair. “What do you want me to do?”

      Blowing out a breath, Monck’s head fell into his hands. “You’re both victims in this. But they’ll wipe your memory, and you’ll forget this ever happened. She’s stuck with this… just like the rest of us.”

      Shaking his head, his hands balled into fists at his sides. “No. I won’t let them erase this. Erase her from me.”

      “How will you prevent it?”

      That he didn’t know. But he had to come up with something. Silk needed him. And he was responsible for her being a part of this. He’d chosen her.

      The Source Project thought of him as a triumph. As long as they thought that, he had some sway. Leverage he could lever for her. If he had to spend the rest of his life unconscious, so be it. He’d refuse to cooperate until they did something for him, something for her.

      He needed information. “How do they do the memory reset?”

      “It starts with a drug that represses declarative memory. It primarily affects the hippocampus. They try to leave as much procedural memory in place as is possible, which is why you don’t have to go through full military boot camp again. How you implicitly know how to dismantle weapons and fight hand to hand. Those are things learned through repetition and practice. It’s fascinating actually.”

      That fucking word. Usually, it meant further condescension.

      “So they can wipe declarative memory alone?”

      “It’s why you don’t remember missions; your experiences have been wiped. You’re a rookie with basic training. Declarative memory is facts and events, episodic and semantic memory. You don’t remember who you are or your relationships to people. You don’t remember your past. But because declarative and procedural memory are kept in separate sections of the brain, they can suppress your temporal cortex and wipe the declarative memory. Such specific targeting leaves the cerebellum and your procedural memory intact. So you can tie your shoes, read, and write.”

      “But can’t remember how I learned those things. I can’t remember how I was taught them or who taught me?”

      “Right.”

      “Why didn’t they chemically bond me to Anna but manipulated her?”

      “I don’t know; it’s not my department. Maybe they wanted this, to know they could match you with several mates, or…”

      “Or?”

      “You said you chose her, that’s what they told you… Maybe you were already in love with her.”

      Could it…? His therapist. True or not, he couldn’t look at her without love consuming him. It was hard to imagine he hadn’t always felt that way about her.

      Though that left Source with a glaring problem. “I won’t be in love with the new Eve, will I?”

      That really messed things up for the Source bigwigs. Which could create all sorts of problems, especially if they tried to chemically bond him to the new Eve. Maybe it would work, and he would fall for her. If Source wiped his memory, he wouldn’t remember Anna at all.

      Shit, he’d let her down again because he wouldn’t know she existed. And through her final days or weeks, she’d believe that he’d abandoned her.

      It had to be true. He must’ve been in love with Anna. Except DiNardo revealed she was married. Why would he have chosen a married woman? If he’d been the one married to her, bonding wouldn’t be necessary. All he could figure was he’d been in love with her, but she hadn’t reciprocated.

      Monck said she was a civilian psychologist contracted to the Navy, almost exactly the description DiNardo used about the woman helping him. The woman who believed in him when no one else did… the woman with a bounty on her head. Anna wouldn’t remember anything about that; she’d be an easy target.

      “How much time do you have?” Monck asked.

      What was the use of denying it? “To reach the coordinates, I have to leave in less than forty-eight hours.”

      “Hold her for a while,” Monck said, leaving his seat. “Her blood pressure picks up when you do that. I’ll go scrounge us something to eat.”

      The medic moved around the bed to depart.

      Rage tugged off his tee-shirt. “Hey,” he said, stopping Monck. “I owe you for this.”

      “We’re not out of the woods yet,” Monck said. “If you want to pay it forward, do whatever you can for her. You have more chance of helping her than anyone else.”

      Monck left as he slipped into bed with his woman.

      Gathering her body to his, resting her cheek above his heartbeat, he stroked her hair. “I’m gonna provide for you, baby,” he said. “Don’t ask me how yet, but I will find out what happened to us. I will look after you.”

      Even drawing on all of his tactical training, he couldn’t decipher how to protect her if they wiped his memory. Long-game strategy was a blank, so he could only take it step by step.

      An alliance with Monck was a good start. The guy obviously cared. If they both ended up back on the island, maybe Monck could remind him of the past somehow. But stranded on the island, without a chance of escape, how could he ever hope to track Anna, lost in the world?

      She was a woman he would never remember, and yet a woman his soul would never forget.
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      Time wasn’t on their side. With every minute that passed, he worried he’d never look into her eyes again. It had been fourteen hours since she’d opened them.

      Her supposed improvement was apparently just the calm before the storm. The unknown was his enemy and his aggravator. If he lost her, after believing hope was on his side, he wouldn’t be accountable for his actions.

      Monck was asleep with his head on the end of the bed. In the small room, there wasn’t enough floor space for the men to so much as lay out there. In the times he held his mate, he stole some shut-eye. Even given the circumstances, he wasn’t going to let Monck get into bed with her. So the tech sat on his seat and lay forward on the end of the bed, snoring soundly.

      Contingencies: he needed to plan. Silk’s fever had been gone for days. His blood had eradicated the infection, but her blood pressure stayed low. It only picked up when he was lying with her, giving her direct skin to skin contact. Lying like that day and night would be fine. He’d do it forever, if he didn’t have to leave her in fewer than thirty hours.

      Rocking in his seat, he tried to come up with something. A plan to be with her, to stay with her. He leaned back, glaring up at the ceiling, then covering his face with both hands. If he could locate his chip, he could have it removed. Monck didn’t know where they implanted it. If he could get an x-ray… how could he do that? Monck was no radiologist. Unless the chip was in the top layer of skin, they had no access to a surgeon who could remove it.

      Just piercing his skin with the needle required force, serious force. Even then it felt like his permission lowered some defense to let it happen. How would that work if he needed an oper—

      “Take a breath.”

      At the sound of her croaking voice, he shot forward and grabbed her hand. “Baby?”

      “What’s amping you?”

      “What?”

      “Your mind is racing,” she said, sliding her hands under the covers to push up. He stuffed pillows behind her, helping her to sit. “You’re angry but sad and—”

      “You sense all that?”

      Pinning a smile on him, she reached for his hand. “Yes, but I can tell just by looking at you.”

      “You look better. You have color for the first time. How do you feel?”

      “Dizzy,” she said. “But I can see straight and I feel stronger.”

      “Thank God. Let’s get Monck to check all your vitals.”

      “Wait,” she said, keeping hold of him to prevent him from waking the tech. “You came back.”

      “I told you I would, didn’t I?”

      “Everything is fuzzy.” She frowned. “After you left…”

      “Don’t think about that,” he said, sitting close to her on the bed. “We’re through it now. We’re gonna get you better.”

      “You stayed with me.”

      Her appreciative awe was misplaced. He wouldn’t be able to stay with her forever. Soon he would have to walk away. Leaving was the first step in ensuring her safety.

      “I had to know you were gonna be okay. Monck’s been looking after you.”

      “They were going to abandon me.” Her frown deepened. “They sent me away… They said I was… no longer viable.”

      “I know,” he said, smoothing his palm to her cheek. “Don’t think about that.”

      He brought a cup of water to her lips and helped her drink. There was no denying she was doing better. Her eyes were bright, her countenance more aware, and as he put the cup to the side, her astute concern zeroed in on him.

      “When are you leaving?” she whispered, easing his hand away from her face.

      “Soon.”

      What would be the point of lying? She’d see through untruths, especially given her sense of his frustration, his torture.

      “You’re doing what you have to do, Rage.”

      “How can you be so goddamn gracious about it?” he snarled. Angered by her calm resignation. “I want to be here. I want to be with you.”

      “I know you do,” she said.

      Monck sat up, absorbed what was happening, then sprang to his feet. “You’re sitting up. How do you feel?”

      “I’m okay,” she said. “Hungry, sore—”

      “You’re hungry?” Monck grinned. He laughed at the medic’s enthusiasm, though couldn’t deny his own optimism too. “Get her food and I’ll check her out.”

      “Okay,” he said, standing to depart.

      Silk kept his hand. “Let me taste you,” she said. Fuck, yeah, he dipped down to kiss her. She caught his face and held their lips in their gentle press for more than a few seconds. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll double time it.”

      “You better,” she said. “I’ll be waiting for you.”

      A guarantee he wouldn’t stay away for long.

      The hours they had left together were precious. Soon, when he walked away, he’d have to say goodbye knowing she’d venture into the world alone, into battle alone. If Source found out she was alive, she wouldn’t be safe.

      What about his ex-colleagues? If they discovered his psychologist was alive, they’d be a danger to her as well. Unless, maybe, they could be convinced she had no memory. He doubted they’d wait around long enough to check that out.

      Monck would have to stay with her, to find a safe place to make sure that she was back at full strength. Knowing his real name gave him options. Did he have assets? Money that he could funnel to her? It might not be much, but she wouldn’t necessarily be able to support herself on the lam.

      She’d be on the run forever. Him being at her side would endanger her. Walking away was the best thing for her. Nothing would make him risk her safety, even his own love.
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      Two weeks later

      

      He’d said he was going to make a phone call, but she’d known he wouldn’t be back.

      Her once-upon-a-time lover couldn’t hide the truth from her keen senses. As he’d kissed her, she’d felt his silent farewell. It was easier than saying the words. Than asking the questions without answers.

      Since his departure, his donated blood had propped her up, kept her going through her recovery. That part of him, any part of him, he was willing to give to keep her alive. The notion, his burning sense of responsibility toward her, guaranteed he’d never do anything to jeopardize her well-being.

      And that meant leaving her.

      Source wanted their star subject back. Unlike her, he was still viable. Although her former mate couldn’t lie to her, he could omit. Sometimes she sensed his need to talk to her, to tell her about what he’d been through since they parted on the island. But he hadn’t. Maybe he’d been worried about her strength, which had been coming back since she’d awoken to his racing mind two weeks ago, only hours before he left her.

      She and Monck stayed at the Mexican hospital for another week after Rage’s departure. Beyond that, her recuperation continued at a hotel not much further away. Her carer couldn’t hide his edgy mood and, with a little prompting, had confessed his fears for their safety.

      Monck’s value to Source was undeniable, but his kind heart didn’t want to leave her vulnerable.

      So they needed a plan.

      The one they’d come up with was risky. Monck wasn’t convinced it would work. Despite her façade of optimism, she had her doubts too. But in truth, she was boxed in and had few options. If they didn’t pull this off, her future wasn’t bright and wouldn’t be enduring.

      Sitting in a corner café, watching the door, Monck’s agitation agitated her. “You can leave if you want to,” she said, settling a hand over his.

      Her weak system couldn’t handle more than a bottle of water, yet the strength of Monck’s anxiety was making her nauseous.

      “I’m not going to leave you to handle this alone. God knows what he’ll do to you. Some of Rage’s ability could be useful around now.”

      “Well, he’s not here. Just remember, if there’s sinister intent, I’ll know. If our colleague lies to us, he won’t be able to hide it.”

      “You’re so calm. How can you be so calm? He could walk in here and put a bullet in you.”

      “He’s not going to do that in public.”

      Being calm in the café was easier than being outside in the melee of voices and activity. Blocking out the assault on her senses had been difficult given her weakened state. Other than theirs, the only conversation took place between two patrons in the corner. It helped that they spoke in Spanish, which she didn’t understand. The café vendor in the kitchen was making tortillas and singing in key, thank goodness. The pleasant cooking scents were calming, not distracting.

      “What if he doesn’t come?”

      “Then I’ll have my answer and will have to find some way to support myself. Rage tried to find out if he had any assets but came up short.”

      Not a surprise. They’d signed their lives over to Source. It stood to reason that meant financially in addition to physically.

      “I have some savings,” Monck said.

      She squeezed his fingers. “You’ve already done enough for me. I owe you my life.”

      The door opened, drawing her and Monck’s attention.

      DiNardo.

      They both stood, revealing their position. The doctor crossed to them wearing a dubious smile. Dubious to her, he played it off as genuine.

      “I have to say, your gumption’s impressive,” DiNardo said and leaned in to kiss her cheek before sliding a chair in under her.

      “Your request was approved, Monck,” DiNardo said, sitting as Monck did. “You have valuable skills that Source can use. But your direct subject contact will be supervised. We may revoke it completely, given your tendency to get overly attached.” The doctor’s eyes traveled over her. “You look good, Anna. I assume Monck filled you in on what he knows.”

      “My name and occupation. It isn’t much to go on.”

      “You always were tight-lipped, even with your friends,” DiNardo said. “And Brock? Adam, Rage, whatever you call him, what did he tell you?”

      Intrigued by the confusing question, she shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “We know he came to you and monitored his movements, or lack of them. I’m glad you made it through. You’re tired and underweight but are alive. You surprised us all.”

      “Source left me for dead,” she said, struggling to keep a lid on her own emotion.

      Letting it out would do little good.

      “It is unfortunate how the situation transpired. Your proposal was both intriguing and surprising… Until you put it to us, some had been concerned about a woman with your capabilities and knowledge being out in the world.”

      “Which is why you wanted me dead. But I’m not dead, and I could be valuable.”

      “Yes, indeed.” DiNardo linked his fingers and leaned toward her. “Do you understand that being a Source employee on the island will mean big changes for you?”

      “After everything I’ve been through, I think I can handle anything.”

      “If this is about revenge, or you have ideas of sabotage—”

      “What good would that do me? You don’t want me wandering in the world and I don’t want to be dead. This suits us all. I had a traumatic experience, yes, but I signed my life over to Source. I must have believed in what you were doing.”

      “Convincing them to spare your life wasn’t easy,” DiNardo said. “If you think this is a chance to be close to Adam—”

      “He’ll be deployed eventually, if he’s even there now. I’m guessing we wouldn’t get a lot of alone time; you watch him constantly. A torrid affair is out of the question and even if we escaped the island, you could monitor his chip.”

      “The order, before your proposal, was to end your life,” DiNardo said. “But if you are willing to work for Source, permanently, then we will grant your request… on a probationary basis.” Failure would mean death. “You have a unique insight into what we do. With a restored memory, you will be able to use your education to coach our subjects.”

      Her memory, she hadn’t considered they would restore it. Hadn’t they said it wasn’t possible or was that just their physical modifications?

      “You can restore my memory?”

      “Yes. It’s a gradual process; it doesn’t happen overnight. At least that’s our understanding of the science. It hasn’t been fully tested.”

      Wouldn’t be the first time she’d pioneered something for Source.

      “Rage won’t like you testing on her,” Monck said, injecting himself into the conversation.

      “Rage won’t know anything about it,” she said, keeping her eyes on DiNardo. “I’ll do it.”

      “You might be surprised by what you learn.”

      “No doubt.”

      “It may alter your perceptions.”

      “I’m sure that it will. All new information that we digest does.”

      His curiosity was potent above an underlying contempt that mingled with his mistrust. DiNardo didn’t like her but had a fondness for her she couldn’t quite place. Just being here, granting their request, she could tell he’d fought her corner, though for his own reasons. Reasons she didn’t know.

      The doctor had ensured that her life would be spared and her proposal accepted, though part of him expected her to disappoint him. The contradictions perplexed her. Was he deliberately setting her up for a fall?

      “Eve Two is going through her memory reset at this time. We expedited her modification process after learning so much in your five-week course. We also only had one subject to contend with this time. Three weeks was sufficient time. She will be waking up with Rage right about now.”

      He was trying to measure her reaction. Of course he was.

      She remained as neutral as possible. Not easy, but necessary. “Did you reset his memory?”

      “No,” DiNardo said, straightening a napkin. Frustration, with a tinge of anger. He’d argued the opposite of that decision. “He convinced my colleagues he would play along, and not reveal to Eve Two the circumstances that played out previously.”

      “You don’t believe him.”

      “I was outvoted.” Ha! Just as she thought. “He’s been warned. If he does not comply, he will be subject to reset. The motion was adjourned; it has not been dismissed entirely. He gets one chance.”

      And DiNardo hoped he failed. That truth poured from him, or maybe her abilities were giving her a boost on his inner workings.

      “What happens next?” she asked, steering the conversation away from Rage so as not to appear too eager for information.

      “We will return to the island in three days. You will have to go through the employee screening and induction, then we’ll commence with the memory realignment.”

      “The employee screening,” Monck said and shot her a look before focusing on the table. “You have to take her blood?”

      “Yes, why? Is that a problem?”

      Monck’s skittish concern had piqued DiNardo and she wanted to kick him. If they hadn’t planned to take her blood before, they sure did now.

      “No, why would that be a problem?” she asked.

      “I just think you’ve been poked and prodded by Source enough.”

      “She will have to be poked and prodded a little more,” DiNardo said. “The process of memory realignment may require testing too. Interpreting the results will be fascinating.”

      As she’d thought, she still had value to Source. “What is the memory realignment procedure?”

      “It will be explained to you in due course,” DiNardo said and rose from the table. “I have another engagement. Be ready at these coordinates, noon in three days.” He put a card on the table. “If either of you aren’t there, or you bring anything except essentials, consider our agreement terminated.”

      With that, he turned on his heels and left them alone.

      “What does it matter if they have my blood?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Monck said, squirming, fixated on the exit. “I think you and I should do some testing of our own.”

      “You’re worried because I had Rage’s blood in my system? But we finished his blood last week.”

      “Some blood factors can be identified up to a year after transfusion. If disease is all they test for, we should be fine. But if they try to do a complete DNA mapping—”

      “Why would they do that? They already know who I am, and what they did to me… Even if they didn’t, so what? DiNardo knows Rage came to me. We didn’t do anything wrong. Nobody lied.”

      “Okay,” Monck said, clearly not entirely convinced. “Just be aware they might ask questions.”

      “I was unconscious. I can’t answer their questions.”

      “They’ll ask Rage and I.”

      “I wouldn’t expect them to bring up my name in front of Rage and his new Eve.” Another woman in her place beneath him, under his protection. Emotion welled higher. They’d be waking up together. Had Rage made love to the new Eve last night? Had he gone eight rounds? Would Eve Two feel what she’d felt? Would Rage try to calm her? Would he be honest or was it his role to perpetuate some Source lie? To toe the Source line?

      Seeing Rage with another woman was going to be agony, but they were doing what they had to do to survive. Being near to her mate was instinct; it was in her blood, in her bones. He’d remain her priority above all else. She could be useful to him when her memory was restored.

      In the meantime, she’d gain the trust of those at Source who held the key to all their freedoms. Whatever it took, she’d do. Nothing was off the table.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Flying in, the island didn’t look familiar. As soon as the aircraft door opened, and the warm sea air assaulted her, it was like coming home. Expecting dread, she didn’t expect the sense of belonging. In the months she’d spent there alone, without her mate, the air seemed oppressive. All the physical and emotional pain that she’d endured faded to nothing with the knowledge he was there.

      No one told her that flat out. No one had to say it for her to know it. Cutting through the noise created by the dozens of voices of other island residents, his sung out to her the loudest.

      In a jeep, getting to the hatch took no time at all, and that was where DiNardo left the party. Going inside, climbing down the ladder, brought it all home to her. She was back. There. The place she’d been at her happiest, and at her lowest.

      Instead of going to her previous cell or the medical bays, they went a different way to a small single room. An individual cell. Staff accommodation. A twin bed, dresser, and nightstand. A tiny wet room containing a toilet. Her new home. No more special treatment, not that she wanted it.

      After dropping her duffel of essentials, purchased by Monck’s generosity, she went down the spiral stairs into an administrative room. She and the other “new” recruits filled out forms. Wasn’t so easy for a woman with no past, but she completed the paperwork to the best of her ability. At the back, a confidentiality agreement. So many stories she couldn’t tell.

      She chose to see being given security codes as a sign of trust. That goodwill faced its first setback in the next room where she submitted to a full physical. Monck was there, thank goodness. Though he had to go through the process like a newbie, which he wasn’t. The two other males from the flight went through the motions too. Being the only female they’d seen on the island thus far, their glances and frowns were curious.

      The other staff didn’t acknowledge her identity, or her previous identity, but they all knew it. How long would it be before someone plucked up the courage to quiz her now that she was technically a colleague? Everyone must’ve been briefed to expect her return, right? This was no surprise.

      Did that memo reach Rage? Did he know she was back?

      They were fitted for uniforms, ordered to change, and told it was time to eat. Induction would take place at oh-seven hundred hours. Military time.

      On their walk to the cafeteria, reminders of Rage swamped her.

      After he’d been deployed, she spent many hours alone. Some of the staff had tried to include her, but she’d been so unsettled that she wasn’t much fun to be around. Eventually, they’d given up on her. All except Monck. Then she’d gotten pregnant and the sickness got worse.

      Maybe as a result of his own natural intuition, Monck must’ve sensed her discomfort. He put an arm around her and slowed up to stay with her at the back of the pack.

      “How are you holding up?”

      “It’s strange being back,” she said. “In some ways, it’s like I never left.”

      “This is the right thing,” he said. “It’s not going to be easy to work with Rage given the circumstances, but you’re alive. That’s the most important thing.”

      “I just hope he understands that,” she said as their guide paused to gesture at the cafeteria doors.

      “These two will show you where the rec room is,” the guide said to the new staff, indicating her and Monck. “But don’t stay up too late. You’re expected to be here for breakfast at oh-six hundred, then you’ll be shown to the briefing room.”

      Their guide disappeared and the two new staff members went into the cafeteria.

      She hesitated.

      “What is it?” Monck asked, full of concern.

      “He’s in there,” she whispered.

      Monck didn’t need her to identify who she meant. “Is he alone?”

      “He’s pissed off but…”

      “What?”

      “He knows I’m here now but didn’t know I was coming.”

      Delaying wouldn’t change anything. This was going to happen one way or another. What was she going to do? Never eat?

      Monck opened the door, and she crossed the threshold, alert and ready. At least that’s what she’d believed. Nothing could prepare her for seeing him again. At their corner table, the lone Rage stood, shock obvious in his aura. For a moment anyway. As that cleared, his delight was a thrill for a flicker until he segued to concern. He wanted to move, to come to her, to question. No. Her hands rose in a motion telling him to stay.

      The last time he’d seen her was in a hospital bed, clinging to life. If no one had told him about their meeting and arrangement with DiNardo, until that moment, for all Rage knew, she hadn’t made it or was being chased down.

      “Would it be wrong to sit with him?” she asked Monck, her eyes locked on Rage’s.

      “Might be more wrong not to,” Monck said. “You can’t avoid each other forever.”

      She sensed her friend’s discomfort. Others in the room whispered about her miracle recovery and Monck’s unexpected return. They had questions of their own and were eager to see her and Rage interact. Blocking it out, her focus stayed on her love.

      “Let’s play it cool,” she said. “We’ll get food and then explain to him why we’re here.”

      Grabbing a bottle of water and throwing together a salad, she tried not to fidget as Monck took his time building a towering sandwich. Casual. They couldn’t appear too keen to join Rage. He was on his feet again and slid her chair under her as she sat. He leaned in close with designs on kissing her. If only. Fighting every instinct, she ducked back to avoid his mouth. Please God, don’t let anyone else have seen the maneuver.

      “Where’s Eve Two?” she asked, rearranging salad leaves with her fork.

      “In the room,” Rage said. “Why are you here? Is it safe?”

      “We’re working here,” Monck said, sitting opposite Rage.

      Rage wouldn’t appreciate his view being restricted, but she appreciated the concealment.

      “I noticed the uniforms,” Rage said, all worry. He reached for her hand, but she withdrew it. What was wrong with him? “I’m not sleeping with her. I haven’t had sex with her.”

      “That’s not my business,” she whispered, forcing herself to peek up at him.

      “Did they do something to you?” Rage frowned. “Did they do something to her?”

      “No, but she’s not allowed to be concerned,” Monck said.

      “Monck…” she warned.

      “It’s true,” her friend said. “We’re here because it keeps us alive. We work with Source or we’re dead. All of us have to play our parts convincingly or we’ll all be in trouble. Anna and I joined you to tell you what was going on. But if we’re disciplined for sitting with you, we won’t be able to acknowledge you again. Technically, you’re our subject now. But they didn’t wipe your memory, so we’re in a weird place.”

      “Be careful what you wish for,” he said, pushing his untouched food away. “They’re threatening it.”

      “Why?”

      Rage sighed. “We’re not bonding like we’re supposed to.”

      “You and Eve Two?” Monck asked. “It is unusual that you’re alone. You and Anna always ate together. You were never apart unless we forced you to be. They think that your memory of your first Eve, Anna, is preventing you from moving on?”

      “Maybe,” Rage said. “I’ve tried to comfort Eve Two, but… she’s difficult.”

      “How so?” Monck asked.

      Struck by what he’d said, Anna stopped rearranging her food to look square at Rage. “You called her Eve Two.”

      “What would you rather I called her?” he asked, leaning over his folded arms on the table.

      “You would never have dreamed of calling me Eve, it offended you.”

      “I’m in love with you.”

      The raw sincerity of his words smacked her between the eyes and, after a second, a smile blossomed on her face.

      “You’re not allowed to say that,” Monck hissed. “Not to Anna, and you’ll have to sleep with Eve Two eventually. Do you remember what happened when you and Anna delayed?”

      “She cries all the time,” Rage said, shuddering. “Or she’s shouting and moaning and whining about something.”

      “Have you tried to seduce her?” Monck asked. Her fork dropped. Her friend’s contrition didn’t do anything to alleviate her nausea. “Sorry. He has to at least appear like he’s trying.”

      Monck was right, even if she didn’t like it.

      “I could talk to her, if they’d let me,” she said.

      “About what?” Rage asked. “My favorite positions?”

      His seething aggravation couldn’t prevent her smile or her mirroring his pose and leaning in. “Your favorite position is any one that gets you laid.”

      Their two months of intimacy felt like a lifetime ago, yet it came rushing back to her memory in all of its vivid glory. With her senses honed on him, she didn’t have to question his arousal, it was a given.

      “If you’re the one offering, just tell me the time and the place,” he said, inching closer.

      “Always focusing on the details,” she said.

      “Oh, I remember exactly which details to focus on with you, baby.”

      “Be prepared for random testing.”

      “Pop quiz me any time.”

      Monck cleared his throat rather abruptly. “You’re flirting and smiling at each other,” he whispered, grim in his apprehension. “Stop it.”

      Damn, he was right.

      Sitting back, away from Rage, she gave herself a shake. “We can’t do that again,” she murmured.

      “Are we supposed to pretend like each other doesn’t exist?”

      “Don’t be angry. We had to come back here; we didn’t have a choice. And I’d rather be near you and know you’re safe than live the rest of my life in wonder,” she admitted. “You focus on the experiment. This new Eve could work out. If she does… she’ll mother your children and you’ll have to build a life with her. What happened between you and me isn’t her fault.”

      “It isn’t our fault either,” Rage sneered. “Are you still in love with me?”

      Through his glare, her pain touched him.

      Monck prevented her from answering. “If anyone at Source thinks the two of you are in any way conspiring to be together, they’ll kill Anna, I don’t doubt it. Whatever you feel, keep a lid on it. You have to move on from each other. Working here keeps us alive for now, but the downside is Anna being on their doorstep if they choose to murder her. Out here, there’s nowhere for her to run and hide.”

      “Quiet,” Rage said and stood up to fix on the woman crossing the room toward them.

      At least five ten, with flowing golden locks in contrast to her raven hair, they couldn’t be more different. In looks, she was inferior, but as Eve Two got closer, a torrent of sympathy for the obviously scared young woman burst within her.

      “Adam,” Eve Two said quietly, inspecting the other two at the table.

      Anna got up and pointed to the opposite chair. “Should I switch with—”

      “No,” Rage said and slid Eve Two’s chair in under her before sitting himself.

      She followed suit. That he would still rather keep her at the side of optimum protection was very telling and wouldn’t be missed by the room.

      “I haven’t seen another woman here,” Eve Two said, picking at the food on Rage’s plate.

      Another female offered Eve Two solace. Her take on that position was unique, having lived it herself.

      “Hopefully you’ll be seeing more of me,” she said, sensing the glimmer of relief from Eve Two. “I’m Anna and this is Monck.”

      “Monck?”

      “My last name,” he said, finishing his food. “You haven’t eaten anything all day.”

      “I’m not hungry,” she said, fascinated by the feeble woman opposite. Had she been so meek at that stage of the process? “It’s been three days since you woke up together, right?”

      A spark of interest from Eve Two, but Rage exuded instant alarm. “How did you know that?” he snapped.

      “DiNardo told us.” Eve Two kept picking and nibbling but never really settling. “You’re scared and confused, wondering if what you’re being told is true and if you can trust those around you.”

      “It’s all so… much,” Eve Two murmured.

      She nodded. Sympathy welled when tears formed in Eve Two’s eyes.

      “Did Adam tell you about the fireflies?” Everyone at the table straightened, some in interest and some—Rage—in shock.

      “No,” Eve Two said, glancing at him.

      “What are you doing?” Rage asked.

      Ignoring him, she leaned over the table to take Eve Two’s hand. “Every night he sits up and waits for them. He keeps watch to make sure they don’t sneak in and disturb you… Your light sensitivity makes you susceptible to their glow. If they wake you, you’ll never get back to sleep.”

      Eve Two relaxed enough to smile.

      She didn’t have to look to know Rage’s glower was aimed at her.

      “How do you know that?” Eve Two asked.

      She faltered and released Eve’s hand to settle her hands in her lap under the table. “Uh, there’s a… There’s a camera in your room.”

      Now she couldn’t look at anyone.

      “I sort of feel better knowing there’s a woman watching over us.”

      Instead of a bunch of sleazy guys, yes. If only it were true.

      Wait. Her senses prickled. Whipping around, it was no surprise to see the Stooges approach.

      “You’re all getting acquainted,” DiNardo said with a note of suspicion.

      “Anna was telling me about the fireflies,” Eve Two said.

      The doctors frowned.

      “Anna, can I have a moment of your time?” DiNardo said.

      Though it was a question, she didn’t have a choice. Glancing at Monck and Rage, their obvious concern couldn’t save her. There was no reason not to join DiNardo.

      The doctor led her to a quiet corner of the room.

      “It’s a silly story Rage told me once to set me at ease,” Anna said. “It’s in no way proprietary or confidential.”

      “Yes, he used to sit up at night to keep lookout, I remember,” he said without patience. “There is audio in the room as well.”

      Oh, yeah. For a minute, she’d forgotten her and Rage’s relationship was completely public.

      “If it’s no big deal, why commandeer me?”

      “Because I have something to share.”

      Digging a hand into his lab coat pocket, he crowded her closer into the perpendicular walls, blocking her from the rest of the room.

      He produced a pair of syringes containing brilliant blue liquid.

      “What is that?” she asked, drawing her eyes up to his.

      “Two treatments, twenty-four hours apart. Within a week, you’ll remember everything.”

      Just like that.

      “Really?” she gasped, grasping his upper arms.

      His smile was unfamiliar. She’d never seen him relaxed.

      “In your role, you’ll assist with the psychological evaluations. We’ll also need you to commit to aiding Eve Two’s training.”

      “Her training?”

      “Yes, you’ve been through the same thing. After your memory has returned, we can help you further hone your skills.”

      The situation was not Eve Two’s fault, but that didn’t ease the pain of knowing the woman could lie down with Rage each night.

      “Okay. Thank you,” she said, wrapping her fingers around the syringes. “Monck will help me with this. Should I expect any side effects?”

      “We don’t know, it’s still experimental. There may be disorientation and fatigue. In an extreme event, you may lose consciousness.” Please no. She didn’t need to be any more vulnerable. His affection for her returned, and he grazed the back of his fingers down her cheek. Jealous horror exploded behind him. The revulsion could only have come from Rage. “The memories will be fragmented and won’t come with captions and explanations.”

      “I understand.”

      “I want you to have dinner with me in my suite for the next few nights.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re going to have questions, and no one knows you like I do, Anna. I’ll be able to answer them.”

      Someone to help her put the pieces together may be useful.

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      “It’s a date,” he said, louder than was necessary. “Now say goodnight. You should get some rest. I can help you administer the injection in your room if you would like an escort.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” she said. Did he remember her ability to read emotion? Right then, he reeked of desire, not for her, but to make Rage jealous. Squeezing around him, she walked to the table. “Monck, will you walk me to your room? I need your help.”

      “Sure,” he said without hesitation.

      “Help with what?” Rage asked.

      “It’s not important,” she said, not daring to look at him and instead smiling at Eve Two. “It was very nice to meet you.”

      “Will I…? Will I see you again soon?” Eve Two asked, seeking comfort.

      “Yes, I’m sure that you will. Goodnight.”

      Goodnight and not a chance in hell she wanted to look at the man who dominated her dreams while he was in bed with someone else. It wasn’t his fault, no, but jealousy could be a poisonous beast.
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      A taupe evening gown, towering sling-back sandals, and a crystal clasped clutch somehow appeared in her room overnight. Makeup and jewelry too. Unsettling.

      Further violation came later in the day when, as soon as she’d swiped on the last of the lip gloss, there was a knock at the door. Someone had known the exact moment at which she was ready. That couldn’t be coincidence.

      DiNardo.

      In a suit with a silk tie that matched her gown. No need to query the identity of the perpetrator of the intrusions into her room.

      “You look beautiful,” he said, offering her an arm.

      “Thank you.”

      Normal date fare, maybe. Though it was surreal to climb the ladder and climb out of the hatch in heels. Negotiating the uneven terrain in mules was no simple task either. Where were they going? Not the beach, the opposite way, around a close crop of encircling trees concealing five private luxury huts. Obviously, the doctors didn’t dwell with the minions. But there were only three docs. Who was supposed to live in the other two?

      They went up a couple of stairs to the deck. On the private patio, with a view out to sea, they sat at the already set table.

      He poured wine and produced a smorgasbord of dishes from inside, explaining each in turn.

      “You’ve gone to a lot of trouble,” she said, savoring the sweet punch of the wine. “I wasn’t expecting this.”

      “These are your favorites, Anna. This is a special night,” he said, topping off her wine, then sitting perpendicular to her at the table.

      “I would love to see my original paperwork,” she said.

      The previous day, as an employee, she’d filled out several questionnaires about her likes and dislikes and experiences. Being an Eve probably required more paperwork. With access to it, maybe she could learn something about herself.

      “Brock has seen his original contract, so I don’t see that being a problem.”

      “He has?”

      That suggested he knew about the circumstances of their participation. Why didn’t he share that with her?

      “Did Monck aid you with administering the serum last night?”

      “Yes,” she said, pleased with the subject change. “He gave it to me before bed and stayed with me a while in case of any adverse effects.”

      “Were there any?”

      “I’ve been tired,” she said. “They were kind enough to let me rest this afternoon after our induction. I was told to take tomorrow morning off too.”

      “Everyone understands the process you’re going through. It will take time to get you back up to speed. Did you enjoy the induction?”

      “There was more paperwork, a policies and procedures presentation,” she said, watching DiNardo fill her plate with samples of the dishes. “It was odd getting a tour of facilities I’ve used. They showed us the location of the subjects’ room, but we didn’t go in.”

      “I’m glad to hear you detach yourself from the subjects. It’s important to see them in that way and not as people.”

      “I have a feeling I still have a lot to learn about what goes on here.”

      His arched brow revealed interest. “Have you had any progress with your memory?”

      Not until she’d woken that afternoon. Her first thought was of one man.

      She smiled. “I remember Brock.”

      “You do?” he said, his tone neutral.

      She tried not to read into the surprise concealed behind his amiable exterior.

      “It’s just an image, a jumble really. We’re in a Dairy Queen, I think, laughing about something and arguing about flavors… I think anyway, it’s not clear. But it proves we knew each other before this experiment.”

      “You did.”

      “It feels like… we knew each other for a while, a long time.”

      “You first met about two years ago.”

      DiNardo had called this dinner to discuss her past. That’s what he’d implied when extending the invitation. Having him so open about the answer she’d agonized over was refreshing and welcome. Maybe he wasn’t so bad as a person, as a boss. She’d never taken the time to get to know him. She’d never had the opportunity.

      “I know my mother died of breast cancer when I was quite young.”

      “Four,” he said, circling a finger around the rim of his glass. “Your father raised you. He was an admiral in the Navy. You moved around a lot and never got along particularly well with any of your numerous stepmothers.”

      “Numerous?”

      “Five at last count, I believe.”

      “Brock was in the Navy,” she said, and he nodded confirmation. “Does he know my father?”

      “They’ve never met directly. Your father disowned you after your association with Sharpe—Brock’s last name.”

      “He did? Why?”

      “Your association with Brock Sharpe had a detrimental effect on a lot of your personal and professional relationships.”

      “How so?”

      “All you had to do was sign one piece of paper declaring him unfit. You wouldn’t do it. There wasn’t another person who agreed with your assessment of his mental state.”

      “Why was my opinion so important?”

      “The psyche of the SEAL was something of a specialty for you. With your history and experience, you had great credibility. Given your family line in the forces, you were well-respected. I suppose that was the reason they approached you to assess Sharpe in the first instance. All parties agreed to proceed with Sharpe’s accusations based upon your opinion of their veracity, or rather the sanity of the accuser: Sharpe.”

      “If I said he was crazy, he’d be ignored,” she said. “How much say did Brock get on this agreement?”

      “None. It was largely believed the case was open and shut.”

      “That I would toe the company line.”

      “You and Sharpe had never met, and your professionalism was revered. It was believed you’d be impartial.”

      “So I agreed to do the assessment?”

      DiNardo nodded. “And began a cause of consultations designed to establish his mental competency. You’d done a similar course with many men. It was a tried and tested method. Those men had been through a lot and in horrific circumstances. No one blamed Brock for being unstable after what he endured in the field.”

      “But I didn’t think that he was insane,” she said with a whisper of a memory dancing on the periphery of her mind.

      “No, and you gave up everything defending him. You sacrificed your family, your friends, your professional reputation and practice. You gave up on everything, your home, your marriage.” Her eyes leaped to his. “You nearly gave up your life.”

      “Why?”

      “That, my dear, is a question I can’t answer. Maybe you’ll be able to tell me when your memory is fully restored.”

      Examining the food on her plate, she didn’t feel a glimmer of hunger.

      “We were having an affair,” she whispered and looked to DiNardo for confirmation.

      Instead, he smiled and shook his head. “No, you weren’t intimate with Sharpe.”

      “How do you know that?” she asked, struggling to understand why she would’ve given up so much unless emotion and desire clouded her judgement.

      “Sharpe told me,” DiNardo said, pausing to gulp down some wine. “I asked him and he told me you never shared his bed.”

      “Why would you ask him a question like that?”

      “Because my wife hadn’t joined me in bed for over three years. I had to know if she was sleeping with another man.”

      “Your wife,” she exhaled.

      A flurry of images fluttered across her mind’s eye in a flicker-book of consecutive snapshots. Meeting Louis DiNardo at the age of twenty-one. The eminent scientist, two decades her senior.

      He left her alone with the slurry of memories, their first date, their first kiss, the love, the wedding… the marriage.

      “We were married.”

      “For many years.”

      “You didn’t love me,” she said, withdrawing from the table. Her lip curled and disgust impaled her. “You fucking bastard.”

      “And I thought one advantage of a memory reset was avoiding these domestic rows.”

      “You used me.” Grabbing her napkin from her lap, she tossed it on the table. “How the hell did I end up here? A rat in your maze? I hated your work. I always hated your work.”

      “Yes, yes, the poor little animals in the lab. I was a leader in pharmaceutical research and development.”

      Shoving away from the table, she turned her back on the hate, the anger, the betrayal. “All you cared about was your damned reputation.”

      “All you cared about was the money.”

      “That’s not fair!” Whipping around, she saw him rise to his feet. “I didn’t give a damn about the money, and you knew it. You wanted the government contracts! My father got you in with the bigwigs and I was too stupid to see what you were doing until it was too late. There’s a lot of toys to play with in government labs, aren’t there? A lot of gray areas.”

      “I didn’t see you running away when your father was patting me on the back for making breakthroughs that made the job of our boys easier.” She shuddered at the reminder of her father saying those very words at a dinner held in DiNardo’s honor. “I didn’t see you trying to leave me.”

      “I did.” She lunged forward. “I tried to leave you.”

      “Yes,” he said with a dissatisfied snarl. “You did. Too many times.”

      “Your affairs, they started right after we got married.”

      “Actually, they started before… well, they never really started, they always were.”

      “The students and the young, peppy lab technicians. They were so impressed by the suave, respected scientist. You took advantage of us all.”

      Walls in her mind came crashing down. The tsunami of emotion made her want to call out. Fifteen years between them and she’d been starry-eyed. He’d kept the charming, dedicated partner act until the honeymoon when his mask faltered at the hotel bar.

      “Yes, we were unhappy, and we’d lived separate lives for years. This place gave us all a way out. Even if your boyfriend and I had to conspire to get you out here.”

      “Brock,” she exhaled, her attention swinging around in the hatch’s direction.

      “Though I don’t suppose he’s really your boyfriend at all anymore.”

      “Oh, God.”

      “That’s right. He belongs to her now.”

      As sickening as the idea of Brock being intimate with another woman was, that actually wasn’t her first concern.

      “I have to talk to him.”

      “No, you don’t,” DiNardo said, approaching her. “In fact, I’ll arrange to have your patient contact supervised from now on and not just by your little friend Monck.”

      “I can’t believe you’re enjoying this,” she said, recalling the horrifying final few years she’d spent with this man. “You don’t have to worry, Louis, I never told him. I never told Brock what you did to me, about the water… He’d have murdered you and that wouldn’t have helped his credibility. I hid the truth to protect him, not you.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he spat and tried to turn away.

      She snatched hold of him. “It makes sense now why you never let me go back to the beach with him after that first day. You must have been livid to see me out there with him, in his arms, trusting him—”

      Twisting away, he brought his hand up to swipe it across her cheek and the old familiar sting brought her a sinister, resigned glee.

      “You were nothing more than a cheap slut! Watching you in his bed was disgusting!”

      “That’s what a woman in love looks like, Louis,” she called as he paced away. “And how she acts with a man who knows how to pleasure her.”

      “A slut!”

      “You say potato.”

      But she couldn’t remember how she’d ended up there. The broad strokes of the past gave her more emotions than details. Brock, when he came into her thoughts, she felt a much deeper trust, a familiarity, a comfort.

      “You knew. You knew how he felt about me, and you offered me up as the sacrificial lamb.”

      “There was only one woman he would dedicate himself to for life. Even then, he was dedicated to you.”

      “So you amped him up with chemicals that sent him near insane?”

      DiNardo’s gracious smile patronized her. “We didn’t do a damn thing to his hormone balance where you were concerned.”

      “What?”

      “Why introduce unnecessary variables?” he asked. “He was in love with you, attracted to you, devoted to you… all the things we needed him to be.”

      “You…”

      “His stamina and strength were enhanced through other modifications, but he fucked you as the man he always was. Every reaction he had to you was natural or as a result of his combat enhancements.”

      “But you said he was going to stroke, that he needed release, that first night with the two women in our bed.”

      “We’d been boosting his testosterone, which increases sex drive. He did need release. Technically, any woman would’ve done, but we needed you two to become intimate. Time was of the essence.”

      “We’d already been together, that night before we woke up with no memories.”

      DiNardo was shaking his head. “Staged. You were both put into that room unconscious.”

      “How did you…?”

      “A few cuts and bruises are nothing, and there are drugs to simulate all kinds of muscle and joint pain.”

      “You mean we didn’t…?” Her legs almost went from under her and DiNardo continued to shake his head. “Why didn’t you just tell us this in the beginning?”

      “You didn’t know each other when you awoke; we needed you to have no memory. How could we have explained your connection to each other without revealing you had a previous relationship? We couldn’t muddy the waters like that. No. We had to tell you the story as we did. It’s incredible what the power of suggestion can be accountable for, isn’t it?”

      “I’m not wowed by the science, Louis.”

      “Or lack of it.”

      “He was my patient,” she said, running a hand into her hair. “The ethical restrictions have been blown out of the water.”

      “He chose you, my dear,” he said. “He signed on, signed his life over to this cause, to be with you.”

      “What about me? Did you chemically bond me with him?”

      “We had to manipulate your hormones,” he said. “It was required in order to control your fertility. So, yes, in a way, we did. Your sex drive was increased and your primitive urges stimulated. Your role is that of his companion; you had to be tailored for his needs.”

      “But the scenting—”

      “He would sense your discomfort at being violated or made to feel scared or vulnerable in the vicinity of another man because of his increased acuity. Your reaction to that was because of your superior olfactory capability. It was fascinating to see the primitive behavior. We hadn’t accounted for that as such.”

      “As such?”

      “We also didn’t account for the true chemical bond that connected you to the object of your love. I suppose manipulating your hormonal makeup had further unforeseen consequences.”

      “He signed up to this experiment to be with me, so we could be together.”

      “I suppose it would be ironic if it weren’t so tragic, because now you have no chance of being together at all,” DiNardo said without an ounce of regret or shame. “Karma, I suppose, is a bitch.”

      His delight infuriated her. Now she understood why he fought to spare her life and bring her back to have her memory restored. With the latter, she could fully understand the chain of events and what she’d lost.

      Outrage was familiar. The man she’d married was a piece of work, and not one she was proud of.

      “You abandoned me. When they put a bounty on my head and people were shooting at me, trying to kill me, you turned your back on me.”

      “More than that, actually, I directed them to you and your boyfriend more than once. It was you continually slipping through their nets that brought Sharpe’s skills to my attention. Without him, you’d be dead ten times over.”

      Which was probably the revenge he wanted. His affairs may have been humiliating, but even without the sex, she and Brock had so much more. Their connection was real all the way through to their bones and beyond.

      “He protected me. Brock looked after me when I was alone and had nowhere to go.”

      “Which only happened because you refused to doubt his mental stability. He put you in that position, just as he put you in this one.”

      Valid point that led to an obvious question. “How did we end up here? All of us?”

      “A private investor funds Source; none of this is official. It’s not military or governmental.”

      “I’d figured that one out.”

      If it was governmental, there would be oversight. On such a distant island, it would be hard to keep a constant eye on goings on. Plus, the military liked to be on top of things like this. They loved their official fences and “restricted area” signs warning people off. They liked guns and checkpoints and authorization cards. None of that existed on the island.

      “Source approached me,” DiNardo said. “They knew of my work in pharmaceuticals and with the military. I’ve been working for Source for over eighteen months.”

      “I didn’t know. I’d never heard of them until after I woke up with Brock.”

      “No, your adventure with your boyfriend offered a needed distraction. I had no idea it would end up offering the definitive solution I needed, or that my wife would be the very first Eve.”

      “We hadn’t lived together for months,” she said. “I didn’t come here for you.”

      “No, you came here for him.”

      The curtain over the open patio door fluttered. Sherman appeared with Lyon, both men wore concern. Her first thought was for Brock.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked. “What happened?”

      “We wanted to see how you were doing,” Lyon said. “How are you doing, Anna?”

      That wasn’t it. There was more they weren’t saying. Worry thrummed through them. Her skills were becoming useful. The more she tapped into them, the more she learned. Lyon held a contempt for DiNardo that the latter was ignorant of, or too arrogant to believe anyone wouldn’t think the world of him.

      “How I was doing? Am I supposed to believe any of you give a damn?”

      How could she think that when they’d all been complicit in dumping her to die?

      “Memory restoration could be a bumpy process.”

      So they only cared about the science. Yeah, that seemed more likely. “And I’m the first to go through it. Lucky me. Will you ever stop studying me?”

      “We want to support you,” Sherman said. “We’re a team here at Source. You are one of us now.”

      When she wasn’t before? No matter how much emotional energy she spent trying to show the doctors that she was more than a lab rat, they’d never see it. The only people there who saw her as more were Brock and Monck. And the second’s position was precarious, just like hers. Putting any more on him would be unfair.

      The doctors had their own reasons for signing on with Source. Hers was Brock and she’d lost him. Now tangled in the web, complying was the only way to survive. There was no comfort there, no companionship or solace.

      “I’m tired,” she said, eager to get away from her glaring ex. “I think I’ll retire for the night.”

      “I’ll return you to your room,” DiNardo said.

      “No,” she said in spite of his affront. “I know the way, and I’m part of the team now.” Her lips thinned in a stretched smile. “You have no reason not to trust me.”

      Daring him to challenge her while they had an audience, she collected her clutch and descended the stairs, admiring the sea view as she rounded the trees. Tempting though it was to take in the clean, fragrant air with a walk on the beach, she didn’t dare. Being out alone at night, isolated, protection wasn’t guaranteed. No longer being a valued Eve made her vulnerable. She’d walk if she had Brock with her, pre- or post-modifications.

      Brock Sharpe. Goddamnit.

      Questions swirled in her mind as she entered the bunker and returned to her room. She needed clarity. The edges were still too hazy, which may be why full memory retrieval took two treatments.

      On locking her door, she retrieved the second syringe from her dresser to stare at the transparent blue liquid. Last night’s dose revealed so much, but it had also made her aware of something. She’d come to the island without knowing the full story. DiNardo had admitted that he and Brock conspired to get her there and conceded that she hadn’t heard of Source until after her memory reset.

      Brock was somewhere in the complex and his memory was a gaping black hole. The serum in her hand could tear down some barriers. Maybe he would know facts that she never would. Maybe he’d be able to paint a full picture. What was the point of remembering her childhood when the real question was why Brock trusted DiNardo? What bill of goods had he bought?

      Even considering sharing her dose with him was risky. As far as she knew, he wasn’t on other meds. His injections stopped before his deployment, just like hers. That limited the chance of negative cross reactions.

      She could take the dose she held and within a week would know everything she’d known before the memory reset. What would happen if she didn’t take it? Would her memory remain fuzzy, or would it take longer for details to become clear? Maybe she’d slip back into amnesia.

      Once upon a time, many times, actually, she’d risked everything for Brock Sharpe, and he’d known no boundaries in keeping her safe. He’d loved her then, and she had loved him. They had been a team, reliant on each other, sharing everything. And just as she’d share food and water with him if it meant their survival, she would share that too. Because now, just as they’d been then, they were better in synergy than isolation.
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      Deciding to share was easy compared to actually doing it. Everyone would have to believe she’d taken two doses of the serum. No one could know she’d shared it with Brock. She wouldn’t compromise Monck any more than she already had. That meant she had to administer the drug in private.

      Hence the difficulty.

      She didn’t know the full floor plan of the bunker or who may be covertly listening in or watching if she tried to approach him in public areas. Plus, the whole sticking him with a needle thing wasn’t exactly discreet.

      Outside was her only option.

      His old routine included a cardio workout outside at that time of day. Praying he’d stick to it, she wrapped the syringe in a towel, donned her bikini, and set off for a secluded corner of the beach. After taking a walk and using her skills to locate the guarded checkpoints, she positioned herself near shade and lay down to sunbathe. All the while listening for the hum of anything that could be electronic, like a camera.

      Paranoia played a part in her edgy mental state. The trauma of nearly losing her life didn’t help either, not that she dwelled on that. Brock was a part of the team, there by choice. Shouldn’t that mean the guards shouldn’t have to watch him every minute of the day?

      Her abilities also made it nearly impossible for her to be followed without her knowing it. Thank you, Source.

      In addition to the chance of them being alone, choosing a secluded corner offered a bonus. She’d sense the emotions of anyone who might approach.

      She settled in for the long haul, but less than an hour had passed when she felt him.

      Even before she smelled him or heard the running approach, she could tell he was on his way. Deliberately, she didn’t move, not yet. She remained on her back, on the sand, wearing sunglasses. His approach sped up and departed the water’s edge, switching his trajectory to come nearer her position at the tree line.

      Any uncertainty about whether he was aware of her vanished with the simmer of pressure in her belly. It dallied down to her core, going deep. Only he could be the source. Not only did he know she was there, but he was sending her pleasure, projecting it onto her mouth, her neck, her body. As far as the official experiment was concerned, using his abilities on her would be a no-no. Who cared? In that moment, his gift was special, intimate, just for her.

      She had something no one else did, not even Brock yet. They belonged together; they had history, and the pleasure he gave to her now was long overdue.

      When he was about to round the corner and come into view, she crunched up to her elbows. It would have to be done fast. There was a lot to say and not necessarily a lot of time to say it. He’d be due at his next checkpoint. Techs would monitor his speed and endurance. If there was a significant delay in his arrival, someone would notice. The last thing she wanted was someone boosting Brock up with more chemicals.

      Her guy was heading for her; he’d set her in his sights. No way he’d ever pass without acknowledgement. Gathering her rolled-up towel, she backed into the shade until her back hit the high rock she’d selected to give them cover.

      Ten seconds passed and then he was in the shade. Nearer, nearer.

      When he got within ten feet, she spoke. “Do they still take blood from you?”

      The babble of endorphins he’d been tinkering with in her gathered pace.

      “Why?”

      With her hand in the roll of the towel, she popped off the needle cap. “It’s important, Brock. Do they still test your blood?”

      He laid a forearm above her head and leaned in. “No.”

      “Good.”

      Dropping the towel, she plunged the needle into his glute in a stabbing motion and thrust in the plunger.

      “What was that?”

      He didn’t try to stop her. He didn’t suspect or fear her. In fact, he didn’t flinch, except for the lowering of his confused brows. He didn’t feel pain, so it wouldn’t have hurt.

      “I don’t have time to explain,” she said, letting the needle fall onto the towel. “They gave me a course of medication, two injections meant to restore my memory. I took one after I left you in the cafeteria and you just got the second.”

      “You gave me the second dose?”

      She nodded.

      With splayed fingers, she took hold of his face. “They can’t know I didn’t take both and they can’t know that you’re remembering.”

      “I don’t—”

      “It takes time. I’m still piecing it together.”

      “If your memory doesn’t come fully back, they’ll know—”

      “I’ll do my best to vamp,” she said, overwhelmed by his burning desire to protect her. That need seeped from his every pore. “I’ve been waiting more than two years to do this.”

      Guiding him down, she pushed onto her tiptoes to initiate the kiss she’d dreamed of since their early days together. Being married, and his doctor, put a big ixnay on the sexual attraction that had been apparent between them since he’d first walked into her office.

      Brock took her off the damp sand and levered her up against the rock at her back. The ridge in his fatigues rivaled its density.

      “They’re amping up your testosterone again,” she said when he kissed her neck. Nudging her aside to give himself access to her throat, he hauled her higher and used his teeth to tug down her bikini top and wrap his lips around her nipple. “If we had more time…”

      With each panted breath, she struggled to regulate her breathing. Ecstasy soaked her hormones until she dug her nails into his skull.

      He kissed his way to her other breast. “I can be quick,” he said, suckling her, then shifting her to sit on one of his arms and hook her suit out of the way with a writhing finger that dipped into her center. “If you’ll let me?”

      Their eyes met.

      It was wrong. Against the rules. Risky. They shouldn’t distract each other. Was it in her power to refuse him? To stare into him and deny what both of them wanted? They shouldn’t…

      Nodding was all that she could do. Fierce possession pounded from him as he tugged down his pants. Without finesse in his entry, or in his seduction, he barreled into her, hammering in hard, fast, and reckless, over and over. They didn’t need skills or games for this primal act. In her desperation of need, she noticed nothing but the thick length of him taking up residence in her once more.

      Being quick didn’t mean compromising on quality. With his mind, he toyed with her clit as he massaged her ass and tasted her lips. Fondling her breasts, pinching her nipples, he stimulated her into a climax that he stifled with a firm hand over her mouth. After her second orgasm, he propelled in deep, angling her to take all of him. All of him.

      The heat of his seed permeated inside her and that was it, bliss achieved.

      He wasn’t out of breath, hadn’t even removed the pack from his back. While still embedded within her, a refreshing calm settled over him that erased the chaos.

      Taking hold of his head, she kissed him once. “I fell in love with you at a Dairy Queen.”

      “What?” he asked, relaxed enough to laugh.

      He settled her on her feet to put them both back together.

      “Well, I think I’d loved you for a while before that. We were arguing about which topping went best with the ice cream we were going to share. You conceded to my request and told me to have whatever I wanted. And when we got to ordering, it hit me. What I wanted was for you to have the best of everything in the world, and all your wishes to be granted. I ordered your topping and when I looked at your face I knew, I just knew, that you were in love with me and that I was in love with you.”

      “I don’t remember the Dairy Queen.”

      “You will,” she said, confident he would. “But it doesn’t matter. I’m telling you so that you know I loved you before.”

      “I know you did.”

      “We went through a lot, you and me. I don’t remember everything, and we don’t have a lot of time to share stories. But I need you back, as much of you as I can have.”

      “Your memories prompted this. You want to get out of here.”

      He understood her like her thoughts were in his head.

      “I want you. I mean, I thought I wanted you before, but… God, Brock, we deprived ourselves of each other for so long. We were living together, on the run for months, and we never…”

      “Because you were married?” He must have read her surprise. “DiNardo mentioned something.”

      “Did he tell you that I was married to him?” Surprise hit Brock. “He treated me horribly and despises me. I didn’t tell you about everything that went on between him and I, but I wanted to warn you. In case you have any upsetting memories about suspicions or witnessing anything. Source can’t know when you start to remember. Go on as normal, no matter how angry or frustrated you are about what you remember. All of that aside, we have two pressing problems.”

      “Which one is that I want to knock DiNardo’s teeth down his throat?”

      “No, that’s problem number three.” He came closer, pressing her against the rock with his body. “First is, I have no plan beyond this. I had something you didn’t have, something that could help you. And I share everything with you.”

      “I’ll think about it. What’s number two?”

      “Eve Two. If she knows you’re lying to anyone, or suspects your emotions are revealing a plot—”

      “Her skills aren’t as advanced as yours.”

      “But they will be. In a few weeks—”

      “I don’t plan to be around here that long.”

      Knowing that he was scheming made her feel better. Regardless of what else they’d signed on for, being together was priority number one.

      “It sort of seems that it’s always you and I against the rest of the world,” she said, kissing his damp tee-shirt.

      With his fingertip, he elevated her chin. “At your side, I have the strength of an army.”

      Pressing a kiss to her mouth, his fingertip drew its usual line south.

      “You’ll be late to the checkpoint if you don’t double time it, Brock.”

      “I’ll think of something… You’ve never called me Brock before, but it sounds so natural on your lips.”

      “Because that’s where your name belongs. Hop to it, sailor.”

      “Yes, doc,” he said.

      After a last kiss, he turned and disappeared around the corner onto his path on the tropical sand. Cautiously, she was optimistic about what lay ahead.
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      Monck caught up with her in the lunchroom just as she was finishing. She didn’t really want to hang around and risk running into the doctors or Brock. It wasn’t a good idea for them to be together too much. They had secrets; Eve Two would pick up on emotions arching between them. After what they’d done together on the beach that morning, the pair of them would light up around each other as though they were radioactive.

      Monck was talking. Listening wasn’t easy when so many of the voices in the room were talking about her. Hearing her name over and over was disconcerting and disorientating. Concentrating, it was the concern in Monck’s voice that narrowed her attention.

      “…an emergency meeting this afternoon to brainstorm a plan of action. We hadn’t anticipated this. They hadn’t anticipated it. They? We? I don’t even know anymore.”

      “Eve Two?” Anna said. “You’re talking about Eve Two.”

      “She’s not connecting. Her mental state is deteriorating. I don’t know how this will play out. She’s fragile.”

      Could be that Source would break another Eve. Adams were perfect, Eves disposable.

      “It’s not a pleasant experience to go through alone.”

      “You and Brock connected immediately, from almost the first minute. We didn’t even have to try. Eve Two cries all the time; she just won’t settle.”

      “Nothing here is familiar to her. Brock and I have history, even if we didn’t know it at the time…”

      Her friend straightened. “It’s coming back to you? You remember?” She nodded, and he practically leaped over the table to snatch her hands. “Tell me everything.”

      Everything was exactly what she wouldn’t be telling anyone.

      “How did you get involved with Source?”

      His exuberance quickly dissipated. “I was working in a private genetics lab, isolating and manipulating DNA, searching for identifiable disease markers.”

      “Source came to you? They headhunted you?”

      “I guess you could say that.”

      Oh, but it wasn’t true. Her ally just lied to her. She didn’t even need her abilities to know it either. His rigid body language and averted vision heralded that truth.

      Monck was lying to her. Why? The man had been her friend; he’d saved her life. Why choose then to be dishonest? What was he hiding?

      Although part of her wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt, they were beyond the point of discretion and patience. She’d thought that they had trust and could rely on each other. Yet something held her back from questioning or accusing him of dishonesty.

      More information was needed before she waded into a fight, another fight.

      “Brock has no interest in being intimate with Eve Two.”

      “He has no interest in talking to her, much less getting to know her,” he said. “He’s polite, civil, even friendly, but… there’s no chemistry—excuse the pun.”

      “And she’s fragile and emotional. Does she crave Brock’s attention?”

      “Honestly? It’s awkward between them. She couldn’t care less about him. By this point with you and Brock, we were concerned about initiating sexual intimacy. We knew you were holding back, but it was there. Watching this pair is excruciating from what I’ve been told.”

      “This emergency meeting, are you a part of it?”

      “There’s talk of…” He shifted. “Initiating a chemical bonding.”

      “They didn’t bond Brock and I.”

      “We didn’t have the science right and DiNardo was pretty adamant that it wasn’t necessary.”

      “They messed with my hormones because they were manipulating my cycle…”

      Why was she rambling about something he knew? His deceit provoked retreat. Even though she didn’t want to judge Monck harshly, she wanted to protect herself and the man she loved. Brock. As always, it was Brock she needed. She wanted to lie in his arms and talk, like they used to, for hours at a time. They used to talk a lot; her emerging memories of that were vivid and exciting. They’d learned to talk through their desire and their love. Their communication was solid, in most areas. Some things were off-limits, physical intimacies, for example. Not that they hadn’t pushed the boundaries of that as far as they could.

      “Anna,” Monck said. Yes, uh, she hadn’t said anything for a while. “What’s wrong?”

      “I miss Brock,” she admitted.

      “You can’t think like that. If they know that—”

      “I know.”

      Like she had to be told thoughts or actions related to the love of her life were forbidden. Didn’t stop her. Needing Brock, thinking of him, loving him. They were intrinsic to her identity. Ironic, considering the circumstances. Lines were blurred, nothing was clear. Nothing except their separation.

      “If they decide to do the chemical bonding, there’s a chance they’ll reset his memory.” Still holding her hands, he pulled himself closer while lowering his volume. “The chemical bonding is a risky process. You and Brock were supposed to go through it. They decided in the end it was too risky; there were too many variables, unknowns.”

      “What alternatives are being discussed?”

      “For now…”

      “What?”

      “The idea was to create units, pairs, with abilities blended into children to create stronger individuals.”

      “I know.”

      “We’ve had nothing but issues trying to bond couples. Before you and Brock got involved, there were years of testing to get the process just right. Where your abilities are concerned, we got the nail on the head.”

      We. Apparently, her friend had decided Source was “we,” for him anyway. Did that link back to his lie?

      “You can’t manufacture love.”

      “It worked with you and Brock.”

      “We were already in love,” she said. His eyebrows rose in question. “Yes, we were.”

      “But the baby…”

      “We were in love but couldn’t procreate. There’s nothing wrong with Eve Two or her reproductive system, but there’s no love, physical or otherwise. How do you know Eve Two’s pregnancy won’t happen the way mine did?”

      “We don’t. But getting pregnant at this stage seems unlikely. Our benefactor is losing patience. He wants results.”

      “He wants a kid with superhero abilities.”

      “He wants to know the process works, then he’ll let us fiddle and fine tune. My colleagues this morning were talking about…”

      “About what?”

      “Artificial insemination might be the most viable option at this stage.”

      “You can’t impregnate her against her will. Brock resisted giving me a sample. He won’t give up one for a woman he doesn’t love.”

      “He resisted, but you got one. You talked him into it.”

      Talking had less to do with her success than action. “Do you think I’m going to talk him into giving a sample for her?”

      “Talk,” he said. “Or coerce.”

      When he wiggled his eyebrows, she laughed.

      “I’m not getting on my knees.”

      “I don’t think that the position matters,” he teased. “Results are all that matter around here. Maybe you’re more useful to Source than they foresaw. Worse comes to worst…”

      “I can milk their stud for them? No. They can forget it. If I get my hands on his milk again, it’s all for me.”

      She mimicked Monck’s eyebrow wiggle, bleeding a laugh from him. Maybe his lie was protection. Could be that he was in trouble. She shouldn’t condemn him for one blip, not after all he’d done for her and for Brock.

      As she got to her feet, the door opened and in walked the man himself.

      Too self-conscious to look at him, she bussed her tray with her chin tipped down. Her lips tingled and a whisper of pressure brushed her cheek, ending at the end of her chin. At a delectable pace, the sting crept down the front of her throat to loiter at her clavicle. After a beat, it continued down to her cleavage. It was him. Reassuring her, possessing her, showing his concern.

      Heat gathered in her eyes until it became moisture, hanging like lead on her lashes. She wanted to go to the man she loved and couldn’t. She needed to talk, his advice, wanted to ask about Eve Two and offer him words of support and comfort, but she couldn’t.

      The invisible press under her chin grew in strength. Unable to resist, she turned to him there in the corner, at their table with Monck, riddled with worry. For her. What could she do to ease his curious concern? Nothing. With a gentle smile and thoughts of her love, she walked out.
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      She didn’t get far. Around the first corner, DiNardo and Eve Two intercepted her.

      “Just who we were looking for,” DiNardo said. “It’s time for you to get to work. Come with us.”

      Joining them wasn’t optional. Unfortunately. Her husband was the last person she wanted to be around. Though he was arrogant enough not to know it. Or to know it and not give a damn.

      He led both women to a room next to the gym and unlocked the door to gesture Eve Two inside.

      “Welcome to your new office,” DiNardo said, handing her a key. “This is where you’ll work.”

      Stepping aside, he gave her a view of the room; a generous space with a thick carpet and lush leather couches. A broad desk and expensive office chair stood in front of a heavy shelving unit with books and useless trinkets on display. Apart from the lack of windows, it could be the office of a privately funded psychologist anywhere across the world.

      “Eve has struggled with settling in here. We thought it might be helpful for you to talk with her.”

      Developing a new relationship with a client was crucial. First impressions were everything. She didn’t much appreciate DiNardo dropping her in at the deep end or putting himself between them.

      Ordinarily, she’d review a patient file, know the history, and research whatever was necessary, before sitting down with a person. Now she had no choice but to follow orders.

      “Okay,” she said, and crossed to the desk where she found a pad and pen inside a leather binder next to a voice recorder. “Take a seat, Eve.”

      Eve Two sat on the couch, clasping her hands in her lap. It was odd calling this woman by the name she’d not so long ago used.

      Taking her tools around the desk, she sat in the center of the loveseat, facing the couch.

      “Thank you,” she said to DiNardo, expecting him to leave. Instead, he came inside and closed the door. “What are you doing? My sessions are private.”

      “Eve doesn’t mind. It’s important for us to monitor the process. You won’t even know I’m here. Carry on.”

      “I have to ask Eve’s permission,” Anna said. “This is highly unorthodox.”

      Unfortunately, Eve smiled.

      “I don’t mind.”

      Maybe the patient didn’t, but the doctor did. DiNardo knew it. No, he didn’t say it. He didn’t need to. Whether it was their history or her heightened senses, his perverse satisfaction at exerting this power over her was clear. Maybe he stayed because he didn’t trust what she’d say to the woman. Though that fact was irrelevant, a bonus, just an added extra, the toy that came with the meal.

      What he really wanted to do was remind her she answered to him. That he could do anything he damn well pleased. Invading her space was just his way, anything to violate boundaries and get his way. Louis DiNardo, this was the man she remembered being married to. Selfish. Arrogant. Cruel.

      The best way to deal with him was not to rise to the bait.

      Fixing a smile on her face, her attention landed on Eve. “Do you mind being called Eve? Is there another moniker you would prefer?”

      “Oh, I… I hadn’t thought about it. Absent my own name, Eve is fine.”

      “Okay, why don’t you tell me how you’ve been doing?”

      She couldn’t ask for a detailed medical or personal history. The memory reset had taken the past away from this Eve, in exactly the way it had taken hers. All they could deal with was the here and now.

      “I feel out of place, like everyone else here understands and has a purpose.”

      “We do,” Anna said. “Everyone here has a purpose. Including you. Yours is the most important.”

      The woman squirmed. “People tell me that, how valuable I am, but… I can’t relax. I can’t… I just can’t let go.”

      Of a mysterious past she didn’t remember? That was another familiar sentiment. It may not make sense to others, but from firsthand experience, she could confirm it was possible to miss what you never had. Or, in their case, miss what they didn’t remember having.

      “Why is that? What do you feel you’re holding onto?”

      “I don’t know. This isn’t… it’s not a fun place. There’s no natural light, no enjoyment…”

      “Have you been outside?”

      Eve Two shook her head. “I’m told there’s no need for me to go out there. Adam gets to go out every day.”

      “He trains,” Anna said. “Keeping in shape is an important aspect of his responsibility here, his responsibility to the project.”

      Was she touting and defending Source? No. Any hint of affectionate inference was a coincidence. Wasn’t like she could tell the truth or talk plainly while her ex hung in the background clutching her leash.

      “They say we’re destined to be together, Adam and me,” Eve Two said, twisting her hands together. “He’s a very attractive man. Any woman who said otherwise would be lying.”

      In her head, she could almost hear DiNardo’s laugh at her expense. The bastard was behind her, between the desk and shelves. Observing. Did Eve Two pick up his mood too? As far as she could tell, there were no signs of recognition. That didn’t suggest much, not at that stage. Eve Two would still be in the early phases of her training. And the innocent woman didn’t know the doctor like she did.

      Still, something lingered behind the new Eve’s exterior. Something she wasn’t getting at yet.

      “I sense a but,” Anna said.

      Eve Two grinned. “He’s certainly got one of those.” Eve’s quick ease was a good sign. “Except he doesn’t engage with me. He’s distracted and detached.”

      No awards for guessing why. Not from that side of the room anyway. Brock’s distance was nothing to do with Eve Two and everything to do with his previous one. Something else she couldn’t mention.

      “And it hurts you? That he’s detached?”

      “Sometimes it’s awkward between us. Most of the time, we just go about our own lives. I sort of wish they’d put us in separate rooms, but…”

      “That won’t happen.”

      “No, because they want us to bond. How do I do that? They tell me I signed up for this, but…”

      Other flickers flashed in her memory, of the meeting she and Brock had with the three doctors before they signed their contracts. They’d told the truth. She had signed her rights to Brock and onto the Source project voluntarily. To be with the man she loved. That was her only consideration. If Eve Two had signed on voluntarily, her motive certainly hadn’t been the same.

      The office door opened. An intrusion during a session wouldn’t usually be tolerated. Her objections faded when a grumbling Brock entered. He quickly stopped grumbling when he noticed her.

      “The gym is the next door along,” she said, thrilled by the happy impulse that shot from him at her proximity.

      Her personal feelings were irrelevant when she was with a patient. The patient was the priority.

      Sherman came up behind Brock, urging him into the room, then closing the door behind him.

      “We thought some group therapy might be in order.”

      Prioritizing the patient was an integral part of her job. She’d become a pro at compartmentalizing her professional and personal lives. When she was in her office, in her chair, she wasn’t a person, she was a doctor.

      Brock was the first, and only, client to crack that shell.

      Rising from her chair, she watched Sherman usher Brock to the couch beside Eve Two. All her training went out of the window at the horror of what they were suggesting. Group therapy? No. Two people. A man and a woman. Meant to bond and be together. Oh, God.

      “You want me to… to… to offer couples counseling?” she stuttered. “That’s not my area of expertise.”

      “You’re the best equipped of all of us.”

      “But couples counseling… for them,” she said, settling on Brock. “Doctors aren’t supposed to treat their—”

      “What?” DiNardo said, approaching from behind. “Are you unable to do the job required of you?”

      As the room hung in silence, her eyes locked on Brock’s. Sherman disappeared to the rear where DiNardo loitered. More doctors. More witnesses. How would she get through this and maintain her composure?

      Out of options, she could only concede. “I guess you better take a seat,” she said to him.

      “No,” Brock said.

      What was he doing? The expectation was he’d comply too. Compliance was required. They couldn’t put up a fight. Not in this room. With these people. How much of his memory had come back? Hers hadn’t been quick, but they weren’t the same. Maybe his tweaked system metabolized the serum faster.

      “No?” she asked him.

      “I have the right to refuse treatment,” he said. “I don’t want you to treat me.”

      “Now—”

      She silenced Sherman by raising her hand. An automatic power she hadn’t expected to possess.

      “Why not, Adam?” Eve Two asked. “Anna is nice. She’s kind. I think we can trust her.”

      “She knows why,” Brock said.

      “You were awkward the first time you walked into my office too,” she said, touched by the memory. “Later, you told me you’d made up your mind about me before you walked in.”

      “You… you knew us before?” Eve Two asked.

      The woman’s frame of reference was the experiment. It was no surprise that Eve Two included herself with Brock. With an audience and no answers, she didn’t intend to fill in all the blanks.

      “I changed your mind about me then,” she said to Brock. “Maybe I can do it again.”

      “Why would you?” he asked. “Do you think you’re going to convince me to fall in love with this poor woman? My refusal has nothing to do with any doubt about your capabilities.”

      “You’ll never be able to connect with another until you can let go of the past. Letting go of the past is the only option any of us have.”

      The spectators waited for him to respond. Weighing and eliminating options took him time. Declaring his love wasn’t viable. That truth had the potential to get them both killed. Snatching her and making a break for it wasn’t possible either. They had no hardware, or means, to get themselves off the island.

      “What do you want me to do now?” he asked.

      “Wait,” she said.

      “Give it time,” Eve Two said. “Is that what you’re saying? That we should give it time?”

      She hesitated. “Yes.”

      That wasn’t what she was saying at all, and her guy knew it. Please say he remembered enough of their past to make her words significant.

      “Would you excuse us, Eve?” DiNardo suddenly asked.

      DiNardo and Sherman came into her periphery. Sherman went to wait at the door for Eve, who clambered to her feet.

      “Why yes, of course,” she said and followed Sherman out.

      She was the only one still seated when DiNardo closed the door. On alert, she rose, though her height didn’t come close to matching that of the males.

      “Do we have a problem?” DiNardo asked.

      “No problem,” she said.

      Her lack of an emotional reaction to his question was not what he wanted.

      “Perhaps it’s time that we told him,” DiNardo said, traversing to her side.

      “Told who, what?”

      “Your memories may have been restored, but his have not. We should make Mr. Sharpe aware of our relationship.”

      “Ex relationship,” she said. “We used to be married.”

      “We’re very much still married,” DiNardo said, taking her hand into the crook of his elbow. “Perhaps if Mr. Sharpe understands that, he’ll find it easier to move on with Eve.”

      “Oh, yes, maybe he will,” she said, brimming with sarcasm. “Or maybe he’ll wonder what kind of sick bastard signs his wife up for a depraved science experiment that involves her procreating with another man.”

      “I’d say the kind of sick bastard who doesn’t love his wife at all,” Brock said. “Not the way she deserves to be loved.”
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      DiNardo wasn’t going to take the criticism without a fight. “You chose my wife, as I told you in Mexico. I needed a man of your skill and background. You had to disappear, so your former colleagues would stop chasing you. This experiment gave you that chance. The trade-off for giving up your life to Source was that you got to choose your companion.

      “You could have had any woman in the world and we’d have got her for you. Instead, you chose my estranged wife, whose life and career you ruined in the name of revenge against your comrades.”

      “It was nothing to do with revenge,” she said, wrenching her hand away from DiNardo to leave his side. “Those men were guilty.”

      “Those men were dishonorably discharged,” DiNardo said.

      “After taking deals on lesser charges to hush up the truth,” she said. “They came after me and you did nothing!”

      DiNardo lunged a stride in her direction. “They came after you because you meant something to him! You don’t think that every man on that base knew what went on between the two of you? The double sessions, the after-hours and off post meetings?”

      “We were never—”

      “Oh, I know you weren’t having sex, but you wanted to, didn’t you?” He came closer. “Didn’t you!”

      Brock’s form materialized in front of hers, blocking DiNardo. “You lower your voice and step away from the lady.”

      “And now he becomes your defender,” DiNardo sneered. “Again. Some things never change.”

      Memory or not. Her ex thought Brock didn’t remember. Whether or not he did, he’d always protect her.

      “I was always faithful to you,” she said, closing her eyes because she couldn’t see him anyway. “And you have no right to be outraged when you yourself admitted to me last night that you never had any love for me. You were having affairs of your own throughout our relationship.”

      “It’s about power,” Brock said. “He didn’t want you, but he didn’t want anyone else to have you. Your misery made him feel superior.”

      “A man should always be superior to his wife,” DiNardo said. “She forgot her place too often.”

      “She knows it now,” Brock said. “And it’s nowhere near you… There won’t be any more private meals between the two of you. At least not until you apologize and get an explicit invitation… though, if I were you, I wouldn’t hold my breath.”

      The office door opened again. She leaned to the side to peek around Brock.

      Lyon entered. “What’s going on?” the doctor asked.

      “Our male subject is issuing orders,” DiNardo said, ready to see Brock taken down a peg. “I was about to explain the hierarchy to him.”

      “I understand the professional hierarchy,” Brock said. “You don’t understand the personal one.”

      DiNardo laughed. “You can’t have both of them.”

      “Both of whom?” Lyon asked.

      “Both Eves,” DiNardo said. “He knows what is required of him with Eve Two, yet he’s standing here in front of Eve One proclaiming his dominance over her too. I’m saying that he can’t have both of them.”

      “Oh,” Lyon said. The anger radiating from Brock as DiNardo continued to laugh brought her hands to his back on either side of his spine. “Why not?”

      DiNardo’s laughter sputtered to a halt, as did Brock’s internal anger.

      “What?” DiNardo barked.

      “I don’t see any reason not to pitch it to our benefactor. It may make Eve Two relax if we remove some of the pressure from her. She came here to be a mother; that was her burning desire. We have the stud clause for a reason. We always knew it was likely our Adams would father multiple children with multiple women.”

      Multiple… from the jolt of shock that went through Brock, he hadn’t known that either.

      “She can’t have children,” DiNardo asserted.

      Lyon remained calm. “We take orders from our benefactor who decides based on our recommendations. A happy Adam is a cooperative one. As long as he agrees to continue his duties, then I can see no logical reason he shouldn’t have a person dedicated to administering to his emotional needs.”

      From a day of clandestine sex to couples’ therapy. She’d never considered that reigniting their relationship publicly would be accepted. Resting her face between her hands, she gave herself permission to believe they might get the chance to be together again.

      “Would it be something that either of you would consider?” Lyon asked. “Subject to the go ahead of course.”

      DiNardo interjected. “I cannot support this. It’s completely against our objective—”

      “Our objective is to raise soldiers,” Lyon said. “We’re still charting the best course in which to do that. Science can be trial and error. So far, we’ve had nothing but trials and errors. The only thing we’ve got right is matching these two. Maybe that’s the key to strengthening the subjects. Our Adam does better in all his tests and trials when Anna is in proximity as opposed to Eve Two. Right now, Brock walks on water as far as our benefactor is concerned. His men had taken swings on that previous mission, yet with Adam involved, it got done in record time and without a hiccup. Only we are preventing him from being given the luxuries our benefactor wants given to him because we convinced him we knew the science.”

      “We do!” DiNardo said. “We know the science! Treating this man like a god will get us nothing.”

      “Treating him as a lowly subject gets him nothing. If there’s no reward and he grows bored and disinclined, we’ll have problems.”

      “We control him!”

      “With the chip, yes,” Lyon said. “But you saw how well that went down for you in Mexico. What if the next time he has a weapon?”

      “If he revolts, we kill him.”

      “If he revolts because we mistreated him and our benefactor finds that out, who do you think will be next?”

      Brock didn’t hesitate to step into his strengthened role. “Anna is not to be left alone with this man again,” he said, revitalized by Lyon’s support.

      His position was stronger than any of them had known. Taking orders was a way of life for him. Had been anyway. Lyon just reminded him they were no longer in regimented ranks. At Source, on that island, a man had to be more primitive, instinctual, and he had to take what was his—including his rights.

      “Okay,” Lyon said.

      “You go get whatever authorizations you need, but I want Anna treated right. If she feels unsafe, she gets security. It’s that or I’ll do it myself, which means I stop playing your games. She gets a hut on the beach and this man is never to enter it.”

      DiNardo spoke up. “You have no right to speak for her.”

      “He has every right,” Lyon said. “He still holds her rights. We had to have him sign her employment contract just to keep it legal.”

      “I speak to what I believe she’ll want,” Brock said. “But she has every right to tell me to go to hell. She is the only person on this island with the power to overrule my orders.”

      “You don’t give orders,” DiNardo snapped.

      “Not yet,” Brock snarled, then turned to Lyon. “You get your authorization. Right now, I want five minutes alone with her—”

      “But—”

      “That’s not too much to ask,” Lyon said, cutting off DiNardo.

      Oh, it cost her seething husband so much pride to walk out that door with Lyon. In truth, he had no choice except to leave. Fighting would only reinforce his impotence.

      As soon as the door closed, Brock spun around to pull her into his arms.

      “I don’t trust them not to have bugged the room,” she whispered before he said anything they might not want others to hear.

      “Okay, baby,” he said. “Was I wrong?”

      “You’re never wrong,” she said, stroking his face. “I’ve learned that about you.”

      “Since falling in love with you, I hit them a lot more.” His overwhelming urge to kiss her triumphed, though he reluctantly kept it brief. They could be interrupted at any moment. “Do you remember the day we left together and what I asked you?” he murmured quietly, so quietly that without her heightened hearing, she may not have caught the words. “What I said you excelled at?”

      Way back when their journey on the run started. Seemed like a lifetime ago. In his own way, without being explicit, he was telling her he had a plan. How much of his memory had returned? She’d administered the injection only a few hours ago and already his mind had come up with a strategy. Impressive. That was a speedy tactical response. Showed how important this was to him, to them, and their future.

      “Yes,” she said. As he’d told her then, in her bedroom when he said it was time to pack, they had to bide their time. Their Source scenario was no different. “I have faith in your leadership.”

      Wrenching her high onto the tips of her toes, he smudged his lips on hers, kissing her one way and then the other.

      “I love you.”

      The exhale of the words was almost psychic. Her acute senses had their uses, and he was obviously becoming accustomed to them and using them to his advantage. Their advantage.

      “What’s not to love?” she murmured.

      He groaned and tried to kiss her again, but she resisted. “Doc—”

      “I know. Not here,” she said, because his lustful mood was growing in urgency. Wrapping her arms around him, she pulled him close. “One day we’re going to make love in private, right? No one watching, no time limit, maybe with room service or those little cheesy bacon things you make that I love… You better remember how to make those… and the gooey chocolate things I had to suck off your fingers…” Another rumble in the back of his throat spoke to his approval. “I can think of somewhere else I’d like to suck them from.”

      Sinking his mouth into her hair, the movement of his lips brushed against her. “She says not here, then starts with the flirting. What if I get turned on so much that I’m not responsible for my actions? Huh? What you gonna do then, doc?”

      Splaying his hands on her back, he let them skim downward until he crouched and squeezed her ass, elevating her.

      “Sorry, sailor, you already told me it didn’t matter what they drugged you with. You’re always responsible for your actions.”

      “I was probably high when I said that.”

      She laughed. “If you hang around here much longer, there’s a chance I won’t be responsible for my own actions. I’ve never made you promises about that.”

      “I wonder if there’s any liquor in here.”

      She nudged him with her body weight as he surveyed the room, presumably for a liquor cabinet.

      “You should get back to your room.”

      “Policy is that a Source employee should escort me.”

      That wasn’t the case for him, not anymore, and certainly not while they were inside the secure compound. But if he let her escort him, he could keep an eye on her. She wasn’t ignorant of his motive or his priority: her.

      “I wouldn’t want to go against policy now, would I?”

      “You’ve not always been the best at conforming.”

      “I don’t see walking with you as conforming… Not so long ago, you were a leper no one wanted to be seen with. Wasn’t I the only one willing to hang with you then? Almost got me killed a few times, but I stuck around. I was your groupie even before you were a god.”

      “You can worship me any day,” he said on a laugh, combing his fingers through her hair. “Come on.”

      “Wait,” she said as he turned to go. “Kiss me goodbye here.”

      Tracing his finger down her throat, his lips curled into a smile. “You’ll never hear me saying goodbye to you, baby.”

      One love story was over and another just beginning. Eve One or Eve Two, it didn’t matter. Their Adam was the prize, and she’d do anything to keep them together. To be with him. Anything. Life without him just wasn’t worth living. If this was her chance to get him back, to have a life with him, unconventional though it was, she’d grab on with both hands and never let go.
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      Aliyah Devon had never felt quite right. There had always been a voice in her dreams whispering for her to "wake up." For the past twenty-six years, she had felt like a dream walker in her own life until suddenly he appeared, and the world seemed to crash into blinding color and scorching heat.

      

      Isaiah Donovan had been searching for his destined mate since she perished in war thousands of years ago. She was the leader of their people and the most powerful being of them all. Now, she is fated to be a hunter trapped in human form until their bond can release her.

      

      The human world is perishing, and Isaiah must find her and convince her that not only do Angels and Demons exist, and she is quite literally the queen of the damned, but that they are fated mates. She must bond with him and shed her human form before humanity is snuffed out by the very beings humans are taught to worship.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            ENHIL

          

        

      

    

    
      The sky cracks with thunder and jagged light flashes across the sky, striking the earth and creating angry slashes across the surface.

      "Our brother Enki is angry. This is what happens when his temper is stoked." My sister Ishtar's voice parts the clouds above me, and I raise my face to the sky to absorb the rain that has just begun to fall. The thunder and chaos call to the gods and my sister appears next to me, her long hair blowing in the breeze. Ishtar is the most beautiful of my siblings. Her dark hair parts down the middle and her large eyes captivate. She is the one the humans gravitate towards.

      I nod to my sister and watch the bolts of lightning flash across the sky. "He has much reason to be upset," I tell my sibling as we watch, emotionless, as his anger rains down on the earth below.

      Ishtar turns to face me. "Was this the way it was in the beginning?" she asks softly, her voice all but swallowed in the raging storm.

      I smile thoughtfully as I remember it all. "In the beginning it was dark and frightening. The earth was barren and black with purple clouds and gray skies. There were thunderstorms day and night. The vast beaches were cold and violent, with waves crashing and destruction everywhere," I tell her as we watch our brother's tantrum unfold.

      I would know how it was on those days; I was one of the first beings to walk the earth. My name is Enhil. I am a celestial being, a god if you will. My siblings and I inherited this bleak and dark world at the beginning of our time.

      Ishtar smiles. "Tell me the story of the Angels and Demons. Their battle of Good versus Evil," she demands.

      I smile at my younger sibling. "The humans call them Angels and Demons, but their true names are Anhelios and Deveons. The humans’ mythology of The Battle of Good and Evil is what we called The Battle of the Winged Beasts. I will tell you the story from the beginning," I say, smiling. We are older than this planet and yet she is still so young in many ways. “We all are,” I think somberly as I begin the tale.

      "The Earth was given to the three of us to do as we choose. You wouldn't remember, because you hadn't yet joined us on Earth, when Father announced we would rule these lands. We were to be the true gods of this realm. As celestial beings, we were sent to Earth to create a pantheon of twelve Anhelios, or what humans would later refer to as Angels. Six male and six female Anhelios would rule over the earth in our place. They were tasked with creating and nurturing a race of beings destined to be enslaved."

      My sister nods to me. "Yes, Enhil. I do remember. I joined you and Enki just days after you created the first beings."

      "Yes. Our early beings were ruled by the Anhelios, if I remember correctly. The Anhelios did not mate with one another in those days," I reply, remembering the original creations.

      "We had created the Anhelios in our likeness; god-like and powerful, all knowing in many ways. They were painfully beautiful to the humans we created later. They saw glowing skin covering strong muscular bodies, rich, vibrant hair, jewel eyes, and claw-like nails. They had cruel mouths twisted into condescending smirks," Ishtar remembers.

      I smile, "Yes, they moved about the earth naked in those days with only their wings to cover them if they chose. To one another, they varied in beauty so pure it could be mistaken as ugliness. I loved the Anhelios in those days. They were so raw and beautiful. They worshiped us as we should be worshiped and believed that they had been created by a trio of Gods so powerful they could only be what they called true beings."

      Ishtar frowns. "Yes, but then they rebelled. We had been painfully wrong; our beautiful creation and their slaves turned on us."

      I turn my face back to the heavens and catch drops of rain on my face, unbothered by the raging storm as I remember the early days. "Good and evil were not concepts we thought about in those days. Our original creations, the Anhelios, were beings who thrived on purity. They did not believe in base instincts or acts, and only engaged in the mating ritual to produce a new race of beings. Simple beings who could not reproduce as they lacked the knowledge or desire to do so. They were what we came to call humans. They were created as a slave race to build this new world and were of little consequence to us or our Anhelios then."

      Ishtar shakes her head and sighs, "But all of that changed eventually?"

      "Yes. Over millennia, their thoughts about humans changed. Humans had become fascinating to many of them."

      "But why? All this trouble for nothing but a race of beings created simply to work?" Ishtar says, disgusted.

      "They had their own beauty; while they were innocent and childlike, they were evolving. They could feel and experience emotion on a level we and our Anhelios were incapable of. They loved and desired. They felt passion and resentment. They could be cruel and jealous like us and our Anhelios, yet they would learn from their mistakes and become better versions of themselves," I remind my sister.

      She nods. "Ah yes. And then over time the twelve Anhelios began to split into two separate views and perspectives. There became a great divide in their race, with half of them desiring to be more human, to free them from their servitude and walk among them. To experience life with them and to evolve with them."

      "The other half of their race wanted to destroy the human child-like wonder. They tried to keep them as enslaved people and not allow them to experience their own lives and feelings. The Anhelios who wanted to destroy humans thought their feelings and base instincts were disgusting and unworthy of the shared blood in their veins," Enki says as he joins us, his storm still raging around us, tearing at the seams of this dimension while he appears outwardly calm.

      I nod, acknowledging his words and presence as I continue the story. "The six Anhelios who wanted to save the humans were Aliyah, the great Angelic warrior, who would later become the queen of her people; her lover Isaiah; his brother Rafa; Keyra, Aliyah's friend; Nyx, Keyra’s sister; and Azreal, her lover. They became a chosen family that would fight against others to protect humans. In the early days, we had given them a patch of land to create life and a garden. The humans lived within this garden and worked the land, expanding it across the barren earth and making a habitat worth returning for."

      Enki laughs, "And then those stupid Anhelios decided to reward them for their hard work by giving them the gift of knowledge and the ability to reproduce. What a terrible decision and the first in a long line of decisions which spit in the face of all we had given them."

      I turn back to Ishtar. "The six Anhelios who despised the humans were Michael, Gabriel, Luthran, Eliana, Margot, and Angelica. They chose to descend upon the humans and mate with them, forcing a new race of beings to come into existence, stronger and more powerful with gifts that were unknown to us at the time. They are known as archangels or half breeds."

      Enki smiles cruelly. "So, this act of genocide came after the time of human enlightenment and angered the Anhelios who respected humans. They were enraged by their objectification and wanted revenge. It forced a great divide in our little experiment."

      Ishtar claps her hands together. "And so they fought?" she asks, excited to get to the action of the story.

      I smile at my younger sister. "The great divide forced a battle known as 'The War of the Winged Beasts.' They fought one another and struck each other down. There was bloodshed and loss, and when it was over most of the humans and archangels were dead. They had paid the price for the Anhelios’ selfishness and anger."

      Ishtar smiles "Ah yes. I remember; we returned in a fit of rage to strike them all down. Those who had helped the humans were considered Fallen and renamed the Deveons. They were forced into Deveon, a hell dimension where they were to live in solitude until they could escape and assimilate with the humans."

      Enki nods "The Anhelios who had tried to destroy the humans were stripped of their powers and forced to live among them. The ultimate insult, if I do say so myself."

      I smile at my siblings. "And the Archangels who survived the battle were forced to take human form, to reincarnate over and over again without the knowledge or memories of what they once were. These half breeds were known as Hunters."

      Ishtar claps her hands again in delight. "That's right. And when the hunters were reborn, they could sense the Anhelios, Archangels, and Deveons. They would retain some powers and while in human form they could hunt and bond with Anhelios or Deveons, but they would not remember their previous lives."

      "Exactly, Ishtar. The hunters were essentially the balance for humanity. If properly trained, the hunters would eventually kill all the archangels and bring about salvation for the Fallen. Or an end to the Deveons and a new reign of servitude under the dominance of the Anhelios." Enki laughs and shrugs. "Either way, an exacting punishment for entitled lower Beings," he says.

      I nod and continue, "When the Deveons had angered us and we sentenced their kind to Deveon, we did not allow the three who offended us the most to stay with their family. Aliyah and her warriors, Nyx and Keyra, were forced into human form as hunters.

      Enki laughs harshly. "Anhelios and Deveons could bond with hunters. To complete the bonds; meaning to love them, mate with them, experience pain, lust, and eventually trust. There are six bonds, and with each completed bond the hunter regains more power, and the Anhelios or Deveon group they are bonding with regains more power. Once the bonding is complete, the hunters would become who they once were, with all their memories and powers intact."

      I interrupt my brother. "The bonding was not to be taken lightly though; once completed they would become fated mates for all eternity. Isaiah has tried many times to complete the bonds with Aliyah and has failed every time. In her ignorance and humanity, she does not want to be owned. It is a perfect revenge."

      Ishtar laughs with Enki and I. "It is a good origin story. Human mythology calls this Angels and Demons. The battle of Good versus Evil," she says.

      I smile, "But history is written by the victors, and in this case the Anhelios became the Angels, and the Deveons became the Demons. Those who sought to destroy humanity became the ones who are worshiped by it."

      Enki laughs again. "I adore a good origin story, especially one as dark and tragic as this."

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            ISAIAH

          

        

      

    

    
      "Please refrain from fucking random humans in my pool," I tell my brother Rafa as I pass by him and an unknown female partner as they fornicate under the waterfall of my outdoor pool. Rafa smiles at me as he continues to fuck the woman beneath him. She's hot. Tall, blond, wide blue eyes, and a smile that says she wouldn't mind dropping to her knees for me while my brother rails her from behind. Tempting. I'll admit.

      It’s been a long damn time since I’ve had a woman, something like twenty five years, three months, and eleven days. Watching the woman's back arch off the rock wall behind her, I envision lifting her wet body out of the water and spreading her out before me like a feast. Long lean legs, taunt tummy with just enough curve to her hips and thighs to be of interest to me.

      I'm not a prude. I am in fact a demon and we, by definition, enjoy sin, debauchery, and all things carnal. It is against my nature to be celibate for god's sake. This is simply an ironic fucking game the gods are enjoying at my expense. I thoroughly enjoy getting my cock sucked and I certainly like to eat pussy. Unfortunately for me those, days are behind me for the foreseeable future.

      I stand at the edge of the infinity pool, my two-thousand-dollar dress shoes getting wet from the splash of the waterfall as I stare out at the dark desert night. The sky above me bright with the stars in the constellations. I used to love this place, the bleak desperation of the desert, the brightness of the stars in the heavens. I loved this house with its exposed beams and expensive skylights. I loved the black marble stone floor and the vibrant gardens of my outdoor atrium. The stillness of the night, the lushness of the gardens, even the blackness of the pool reminds me of another garden, a millennia ago where the six of us, Azreal, Rafa, Aliyah, Nyx, Keyra, and I had finally freed the human slaves. Giving them a choice over their own lives, even if the ability to do so had damned us all.

      I rub my hand over my face and groan as I watch Rafa and the human continue to fuck for a moment longer. I can't touch either of them or the pain and revulsion will bring me to my knees. I've never been weak but touching anyone intimately while Aliyah is alive feels like knives shredding me from the inside out. This is my curse while my fated mate walks the earth.

      I sigh as I release the desire to run my hands over the human’s strong body, to lick her smooth skin, and share in her pleasure. She isn't the one I desire anyway. Not really. It has always been Aliyah. In whatever form she takes; the dark winged beast who defeated the Anhelios and cursed us to a hell dimension, the powerful and beautiful warrior who fought her way back into existence again and again; or the human woman out there somewhere with the ability to hunt our kind without even knowing it. Whatever form she takes, she is the one I desire above all else. Annoyed, I slam my way over to the sleek marble bar at the edge of the outdoor courtyard.

      "She finally awake?" Azreal, my oldest friend asks with a smirk as I pour two fingers of scotch over a large cube and drop down into the chair across from him. Azreal is a giant among men. Standing at 6’ 5” and weighing an easy 250 pounds of solid muscle, he is formidable. The women also seem to appreciate his dark hair and eyes along with the smooth honey complexion. I, on the other hand, am shorter at just over 6 feet with 180 pounds of muscle and golden curls that drop down to my chin. My eyes are light green and while I move like a predator, humans often miss the danger hidden behind the Angelic features. We are well matched in a fight, and I have always been grateful to have him at my side.

      “No. I can sense her though. She's close," I reply with a pained expression as I tip back my head and swallow a large portion of the scotch.

      Azreal nods and takes a swallow of his beer. "I'm sure it is unpleasant to feel her and not be able to lay eyes on her," he says.

      I grunt in response. "Yes. It is fucking unpleasant.," I respond to the simplified version of the hellish existence I am currently enduring as I wait for my mate to come to full maturity. She is almost twenty six in human years, for us the blink of an eye. And yet. It is torment to wait for her human powers to come into existence.

      "Do you think she will fight the bond this time?" Azreal asks as he leans his head back against the headrest of his chair and closes his eyes.

      I do the same and sigh. "Most likely. It is Aliyah we are talking about after all," I say tightly.

      Azreal smiles. "God's I miss that woman. Hell of a leader. Hell of a warrior. Hard to believe a woman who loved you the way Aliyah did has passed on bonding with you over and over again," he says.

      I nod. "Yes. The most formidable beast of us all and mine. She may have missed our calling repeatedly over the years, but it has more to do with her stubborn nature than a lack of love," I growl.

      Azreal cracks an eye open and a ghost of a smile plays over his lips. "That she was. The bond was true, but she hasn't completed it in over two centuries. Perhaps she desires another mate," he says. His eyes are closed and his head is still resting against the chair behind him. He is the epitome of relaxed and yet when I throw the first punch he rolls quickly to the right and jumps into a fighting stance.

      I growl at my friend and circle him in warning. "Son of a God's whore," I spit at him. "There are no fucking do overs for me, you dick. She is my true mate." I growl in warning.

      Azreal nods. "True, and yet she is free to choose whomever she desires in this lifetime," he says with a grin. My fist connects with his smiling face this time and he laughs as I roar in frustration.

      "Enough!" Rafa erupts from behind us as we struggle to pound fists into each other. Rafa wears a towel slung low on his hips and shakes water from his hair. I look around but his female companion has disappeared. Demons are not much for cuddling. "Stop this childish shit. Isaiah. Azreal is only playing to your ridiculous possessive nature. No one is attempting to bond with Aliyah. She is your mate and our leader. When she finally awakens there will be literal hell to pay for anyone who tries to keep you from her. That damn woman is more possessive than the three of us combined." Rafa laughs as he pushes his way between us, unfazed by the hands being thrown at one another.

      "I was fucking with you. And yet your inability to release stress has you ready to fight at the drop of a pin. No joke man, you are a mess. You better track your woman down quick," he says with a laugh.

      I groan and allow Rafa to push me back until I drop back into my chair. "No shit man. The bond won't allow me to touch another woman. It's been years. Don't get me wrong, I love Aliyah. I'm grateful she is walking the earth again but fucking hell, she had better not reject the Deveon bond again. I don't think I can last another human lifespan waiting for her to accept me." I drag my hands through my thick curls and sigh. "Fucking god’s wrath. I am a literal demon, and I am stuck pining over my damn woman."

      Rafa let's out a humorless laugh. "Fuck man. I'm sure it sucks but at least you have a mate. Nyx and Azreal might not be true mates. Keyra never bonded with me before the damnation. I can't feel her essence at all. And without Aliyah in her true form, we may never find our mates.”

      I nod. It's true. I am lucky that Aliyah and I are bonded. Of the six fallen Anhelios, we are the only two who can sense one another. I can sense her rebirth and know when she is walking the earth again. She doesn't remember me of course, but she loves me. We are one on a soul level. I have a chance to convince her that I am her mate.

      We are fucking fated for god's sake. She should be able to feel me as well. To dream of me and desire me. She won't remember what we are to one another and while she is free to engage in whatever pleasures she desires until we are fully bonded, I haven't been able to touch another woman, human or otherwise, since she came to maturity. I crave her. It is literally painful to resist her and yet this is how the bond works.

      "It is your own fucking fault, Isaiah," Azreal says with a smirk. "You and Aliyah had to fucking fall in love and bond centuries ago, and now you must endure."

      I close my eyes and swallow another mouthful of scotch. "I am well aware," I sigh.

      I've been searching for my fated mate for centuries, cursed to remember and seek her essence through untold lifetimes. Aliyah, perhaps the most powerful of our kind, was bonded to me. We are one. And yet she is reborn into human form and doesn't know of my existence. Fucking bullshit torture of vengeful gods.

      I throw my glass at the wall of stone before me in frustration. It shatters to bits. Rafa cocks a brow in my direction but continues to the bar at the edge of the open space.

      "Problem?" he asks without turning to look at me.

      I groan. "Fucking frustrated is all," I reply.

      "This is complete bullshit. I can feel my powers increasing, can you two not feel it?" I ask, the frustration bitter, like copper on my tongue.

      "I feel it, brother," Azrael answers me as Rafa pours himself a drink, calmly stepping over my broken glass. "The Anhelios must be getting stronger as well. I understand your need to get your woman back, but brother, you cannot fuck this up. When you find her, we have to make her see how important her role is in all of this."

      Rafa nods in my direction. "We need a plan. Azreal is right. A new battle is close. I feel it. We need to find the others as well."

      I groan again, sinking my fingers into my thick hair and tugging in frustration. "Great. No pressure at all. Just find my woman in human form, convince her that Angels and Demons are not only real, but she is the literal Queen of the Damned and my fated mate." I swallow hard and suppress the hysteria that is attempting to pour out of me. A millennium of chasing a lover who refuses to accept me does not bear well for my, or any of our, mental stability. "After that, all I have to do is complete the bonds, forcing her memories and powers into her human form until my demon queen emerges from her human shell in time to save humanity," I say with a note of annoyance. "Am I forgetting anything?" I say sarcastically to the others.

      "Just that you still have to convince her to trust you, and we're not actually sure what will happen to the human Aliyah when our Demon queen emerges," Rafa adds helpfully.

      Azreal nods. "Right. Perhaps she will merge with her true self, or she may just cease to be once the Queen reclaims her essence."

      Rafa nods. "Oh, and make her understand that the Angels are the villains of this story and we are actually the damn heroes."

      Great. No problem at all. Just another fucking Tuesday.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            ALIYAH

          

        

      

    

    
      Three months later

      

      I have been having the same fucking dreams as long as I can remember. They always start the same; a barren desert, slaves surrounding me, and a sense of pain and regret. Sometimes I walk among the people, comforting them and helping them; other times I watch from above, suspended as if in flight or perched somewhere high above. They are indescribably beautiful to me and I long to be one of them. Not as a slave, but to free them and be one with them. Human, beautifully imperfect. The dreams are bittersweet. I always wake feeling a profound sense of loss. I would chalk them up to a story or scenes from a movie I must have watched at some point, except for the undeniably sexy male voice towards the end of the dreams. It is always the same, rough and bitter as if the owner swallowed gravel. When I was younger it seemed familiar, and I somehow associated it with being loved and cherished. Somehow as I've grown older though, it's become rough against my skin, almost like a caress and tugs at my core. I can feel the desire wound tightly around me. He always makes the same demand, "Wake up!" Lately when I hear it, I seem to come to consciousness immediately as if I will find the owner of that voice standing over me, desperate to ease the longing I can't seem to shake.

      Obviously, he is never there. I'm not crazy. I don't believe in past lives or fated lovers. I know I'm not the long-lost lover of a powerful man. I am painfully aware that there are no higher beings, or gods, or demons. We are all just mere mortals inking out an existence. I just feel angry and resentful when I wake, as if I was being promised something powerful and life changing only to have it ripped away from me at the last moment.

      Ugh. I try to shake off the feeling of loss as I roll out of bed and shower off the longing. I dress quickly in tight red leggings with gold dusting at the ankles and a matching sports bra. I slip on a black tank and knot it under my breasts. I wipe the condensation from the bathroom mirror and quickly tie my long dark hair into a high ponytail and inspect my face - smooth bronze skin, big almond shaped eyes, and plump lips.

      Same as always. I know others see me as desirable and I am grateful to be considered attractive. I'm not brushing off my looks. I just feel like something important is missing. There is a definite sense of loss that only gets stronger as time passes. Something is missing. I know it, and that feeling is starting to drive me crazy.

      I shake my head at my ridiculous thoughts and quickly gather my things. I have my early morning run and then an hour session at the gym before showering and heading to my bartending shift tonight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The run is absolutely breathtaking. I love the pounding of my feet against the earth as I fall into a steady rhythm. I slip my ear pods in and listen to my favorite artist complain about love and loss while I watch the color slip into the sky. The pale grey and blue come first, slipping across the deep black of the night. Soft yellows and golds rise above the horizon, coloring the entire sky as the oranges, reds, and purples slip across, and finally pink and rose gold as the sun makes its appearance. There is literally nothing in the world like a desert sunrise. The rest of the world makes do with greys and yellows. The mountains and buildings block out the most fantastic colors, but the desert is different. It's vast and flat for miles in every direction. It's harsh and deadly and unbearably beautiful.

      I've lived in the desert my entire life and I can think of nothing more stunning than the desert at sunrise. Sunset is gorgeous too, but it's hot. I much prefer to run in the early morning chill before the snakes and lizards are out sunning themselves. When it's just me and the cool breeze waiting for daybreak.

      This is the only time of day when the world seems to pulsate around me. When everything is beautiful and vibrant. Life has always seemed flat and a bit shadowed the rest of the time, but not at sunrise. Not when the darkness fades and the sun burns the edges of reality.

      My breathing comes in harsh waves, and my mouth is dry when I come to a stop in front of Deveons, the gym where I have been training. I can feel the sweat cooling on my skin as I open the door to the frigid air conditioning. Elaine, the receptionist, smiles at me from the front desk and waves me through as she flirts with a couple of gorgeous men in suits leaning causally against the desk.

      Both men are drop-dead gorgeous. One of the men is well over six foot tall with honey skin and dark hair, and the other is probably just over 6 foot with blond hair and piercing green eyes. His dark blond ringlets are still damp from his shower. They must be on their way out after an early morning workout. I wouldn't know if they were regulars or not since I'm never here quite this early, my dreams having dragged me from sleep earlier than usual this morning.

      Elaine appears to know them as she smiles and wraps her long blond hair around her finger. "I had fun last weekend. You guys could have joined us in the pool if you wanted," she says casually as the guys smile back.

      "Next time doll," the tall one remarks as I slip past them. I have my back to the three of them when I hear the blond man's voice.

      "I'd love to take you up on that darling, but unfortunately I'm taken." I stop dead in my tracks at his comment and turn my head just in time to catch his eye. My blood instantly heats at the rough gravelly voice, the words stroking over my skin softly as a freight train of arousal hits me square in the chest. His voice. It's the same as the one I've heard in my dreams for as long as I can remember.

      I've touched myself to the memory of it thousands of times, and now standing in my fighting gym, the same gym I've trained in forever, I'm hearing it come out of the mouth of this man.

      The same man who is now moving towards me as if he knows me. Time slows as he moves in my direction. The man is truly beautiful. His skin is olive or deeply tanned. He has a square jaw and incredible bone structure.

      His eyes are a piercing green with thick black lashes, and his lips are full. There is several days of scruff along his jaw, and his hair falls in honey-blond ringlets to about chin level. His body is clothed in a beautiful expensive suit that appears to be tailored specifically for him.

      I can feel heat moving over my skin at his inspection, as if everywhere he looks is suddenly scorching hot. Sweat drips down my lower back, and my breasts feel heavy with arousal. His eyes lock on mine, and I envision his hands on my body, stroking along my arms, my breasts, and my thighs.

      I see him kissing me, his lips forcing mine apart as his tongue slips between my teeth. My legs tremble, and I lick my lips as I become aware of him crowding my space, his eyes dilated with lust. I place my hand against his chest to stop him from coming any closer. I don't trust myself around him. He smiles, and it's very familiar in a strange way. It is also very dangerous.

      "Finally." He breathes against my skin, and I can feel my body responding to him instantly. My core flutters and clenches at nothing. I am acutely aware of just how empty I am and how much I want this stranger who just said he was taken to make that emptiness disappear.

      "Whoa," I say softly as he pushes closer, his hand wrapping around the back of my neck. As much as I want whatever he has in mind to happen, I force myself to snap out of the lust-fueled haze I find myself in. "Seriously. Stop," I say, as I step back and feel the stranger's hands fall away from my body.

      "Hey, sorry." The taller man is suddenly standing next to his friend, gently tugging him away from me. "Isaiah here is just a little impulsive. Somehow he thinks that just because we own this gym, he has some kind of right to the people who utilize it. Sorry ma'am. We'll be on our way." He tugs his friend away as I take a deep breath.

      "Yeah, ok," I say distractedly as I turn away, confusion pulsing through me. Isaiah. “That feels right,” I think as I move towards the back of the gym and begin wrapping my hands for a boxing session.

      What the actual hell was that? I've never been so drawn to another person like that. I was so strongly attracted to him that I almost didn't stop him from kissing me in the middle of the gym. I'm lost in thought as a shadow falls over me. I look up to find Isaiah standing over me.

      "Hi. Sorry. I didn't mean to come on so strong. I'm Isaiah," he says as he stands in front of me, his large body shifting back and forth as he wraps one hand around the back of his neck.

      I nod. "Your friend mentioned," I say still looking at him, taking him in.

      He smiles. "And you are?" he says with a panty melting smile.

      I smile back. "Aliyah," I say simply.

      He nods. "Ok Aliyah. Can I take you to dinner?" he asks.

      I laugh. "Not likely. I'm fairly certain I heard you tell Elaine that you were taken," I say, feeling the loss like a stone in my chest. Strange. Why the fuck am I so damn invested in this guy?

      "Would you believe me if I told you I'm waiting for someone, and I think you may be her?" he asks. If anyone one else said that to me, I'm sure it would feel like a line. Somehow, this didn't feel like a line though.

      I laugh, startled by his comment, and perhaps even more so by the idea that it feels like the truth. Somewhere deep in my subconscious, I feel a slight tug of awareness, maybe even some type of acknowledgment that his words feel right to me.

      I stare at him intently. "Jesus. You're serious?" I say softly. Honestly, who says shit like that?

      He nods, "Yeah, babe. I'm serious. Please, let me take you out." I look at him and feel the strangest pull, like a tingling sensation pulling me closer to him. I have to fight the urge to move closer. I have the strongest desire to touch him, to press against him. I want to feel him against my skin. To feel him everywhere. I jerk softly, trying to shake off the sensation.

      "Ok. I'm probably going to regret this but I'm in," I say, giving him a hard look. "You had better not have a woman."

      He laughs. "Not a chance, love. I'm fairly certain no one could compare." I shake my head at him but can't help but smile. I like him. There is something dangerous about him, but I want whatever it is. I’ve never really been much for playing with fire, but I want whatever this man has to offer. I have absolutely no idea just how badly I'm about to get burned.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          
            ISAIAH

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing in Deveons Gym, the business my brothers and I own in town, I continue to watch this woman who just agreed to go on a date with me. I know it is my Aliyah. I can feel the truth of it in the current of electricity that runs between us.

      And now after finding her again, I want to press her against the wall and touch that tight little body everywhere. I want to wrap my hand around her throat while forcing my tongue between her lips and swallow her screams. I want to watch her squirming with pleasure while she rides my damn face.

      Something tells me polite society would frown on me stripping her bare and sliding into her right here in the back of the gym. I almost laugh at that thought. I am a fucking Demon. I honestly don't give a shit what polite society would approve of. She does though. Aliyah.

      Thank the fucking heavens I finally found her. Or rather she found me. I fight the urge to put my hands on her; but when she stands and presses her body against mine, opening that sweet mouth just inches from mine, I can't hold back any longer. I slide my hand around her throat and slip my tongue into her hot little mouth.

      Surprised, she whimpers softly and that's all the consent I need to force more of my tongue into her mouth while sliding my hands to her hips holding her body away from mine, so I don't grind into her sweet pussy like an animal. She gasps and slips her arms around my neck, and I shudder holding myself back.

      I won’t be able to hold out tonight. I have to have her, taste her, fuck her. I know from the feel of her beneath me that it’s her. I know because if it wasn’t her, I would be literally repulsed as soon as my hands, mouth, cock touched her. My demon queen is trapped in this human form.

      I smile. It's a nice form. I want to be inside her more than I want my next breath, but I refrain from sliding her pants off of her sweet little ass and taking her here. We have work to do. I have to convince her to trust me. To bond with me and to come back to me. I release her. My cock hard in my pants.

      She steps back. "Good God," she says.

      I laugh. "Yes. Tonight," I say simply.

      She nods. "I'm off work at 10pm. Meet me at Stella's. The bar on Main Street."

      I nod. Then I force myself to move away from her. " I look forward to seeing you tonight, Aliyah," I say as I walk away from her.

      "Well, that went surprisingly well," Azrael says as I slide into the passenger seat of the black Cadillac Escalade.

      "Yes," I say, thinking of her mouth and her soft whimpers.

      Azrael laughs. "Ok, man. So, clearly she wants to fuck you. Do not fuck her," he says seriously.

      I look at him as if he has lost his fucking mind. "I'm sorry, what?" I ask, appalled. Azrael guides the car into rush hour traffic and rolls his eyes at me.

      "Isaiah, I am aware that you have spent centuries without her and that you, a demon, hasn’t been able to partake in the sins of the flesh in decades. But you absolutely cannot fuck Aliyah tonight."

      I groan and drop my head back against the seat cushion. "Why. The. Fuck. Not?" I ask with a bored tone. Azrael has lost his fucking mind.

      "She's human Isaiah. I know you haven't been paying attention to the humans lately, but they like to be courted. We need her to trust you, to fall in love with you, and to complete the bond."

      I turn my head to look at my friend without lifting my head from the cushion. "Seriously? You think I'm incapable of claiming my own mate?" I ask him, annoyed by his assumption.

      Azrael lifts a brow, his face remains stoic. "Yes," he says simply.

      I bark out an unamused laugh. "Fuck you. I'm not going to screw this up asshole. I got it."

      He shakes his head. "No. You don't have it. This is serious Isaiah. We need Aliyah as much as you do. Without her we have no chance of saving the humans. We have no chance of finding our own mates. Stop thinking with your dick and listen to what I'm saying."

      I groan loudly. "Ok. What are you suggesting?" I ask.

      Azreal smiles. "Pick her up and take her to dinner. Listen to her, relate to her. Help her understand our cause. Take her home, kiss her goodnight. Do not fuck her," he tells me.

      I stare at him. "Ok," I say simply. "Ok," he replies. I'm pretty sure that's not going to happen. I have every intention of fucking and claiming my mate as soon as she's willing to spread those pretty thighs. I keep that thought to myself though.
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        * * *

      

      Aliyah looks gorgeous. I step into Stella's at 9:30 wearing dark wash jeans and a Henley. She is still behind the bar in a tight pair of jeans and a low-cut corset style red tank. Her breasts are spilling out of the top. My cock hardens at the sight of her ass in those jeans. She looks up as I walk in and her eyes smolder. I smirk. Mine. Aliyah will always be mine. Whatever form she comes in, that woman was made for me. I lick my lips and she smiles. I think about peeling her clothing off and licking her warm skin. Something tells me she can sense where my mind has wandered because everything about her body language is screaming, yes, please. I move to the bar.

      "Hello," she says.

      I smile. "Hi, beautiful," I say, running my fingers up her arm and over her exposed chest. Her eyes darken.

      "I'll be done in half an hour. Would you like a beer?" she asks.

      I smirk at her. "Sure. Anything is great," I say as I settle into the seat and nod at her. She drops the cold beer on the counter in front of me and goes back to work. I go back to envisioning her seated naked on the bar in front of me with her pussy bared for me. To feast on.

      I don't know what I was expecting when she told me to meet her at Stella's. I suppose I assumed she worked here as a server or even nearby and this was a convenient spot to meet up. Somehow I am not surprised to find her working the bar. My Aliyah was always a take-charge type of woman who would always find herself in a position of authority, no matter where she ended up employed.

      Time goes quickly, and she touches my arm to let me know she is ready to leave. I pay for the beer and lean over to kiss her cheek. She laughs and grabs my face, tracing the seam of my lips with her tongue. I groan and follow her out of the bar. I click the key fob of the black Escalade and she follows me to the driver's side.

      "Do you want to drive babe?" I ask, confused.

      She smiles, "In a sense." Confused, I step up into the seat and she pulls the lever to move my seat back and then she climbs onto my lap. "Hi," she says, swinging her leg over my lap and straddling my cock. I groan and place my hands on her ass, encouraging her to settle down closer. She lowers her pussy against my cock and we both groan at the friction.

      "I know everyone says this, but I really never fuck on a first date," she says with a laugh as I unsnap her corset and palm her warm tits, nuzzling her plump breasts and swiping my tongue over her pretty brown nipples. She watches me as I tongue her pebbled nipples, sucking and pulling them with my teeth and lips.

      "You're not going to respond?" She rasps as I continue my onslaught. I'm not gentle. I bite and twist them as she throws her head back, arching her back and grinding her pussy against my hard cock.

      "Honestly, I don't give a shit what you did before me, babe. And I sure as hell ain't judging what you choose to do with me now." I want to fuck her. I seriously consider pulling those jeans off her and palming her ass until she opens up enough to thrust my huge cock into her dripping wet cunt.

      I don't. Instead, I watch her as she grinds against my cock. I watch her eyes widen as my member lengthens and pulses beneath her tight little ass. I watch her skin turn a reddish hue as I play with her erect nipples. I love how her top squeezes her waist and those big tits pop over.

      Reaching up, I wrap my hand around her hair and hold her mouth where I want it as I let one of her nipples pop out of my mouth, and I lick into her warm mouth. She moans and whimpers as she pushes harder against my jean-clad cock. I laugh harshly and adjust myself in my pants.

      Gods, I want this woman, but Azrael’s words play on a loop in my head, and I force myself to relax and kiss her slower, to draw her closer, and then let her spin back away from me. Flirting with the idea of giving into the lust between us, but never fully doing it.

      Aliyah groans in frustration, and I smile against her lips. She has no idea the things I want to do to her. Of the pain and pleasure I long to give to her. I am not a gentleman. When we fuck it won't be sweet and soft, it will be rough and hard, and I will make damn sure she loves every damn second of it. But that isn't now. Now I grind harder against her, feeling how wet and needy she is I lick her mouth the way I'm going to lick that sweet pussy, and I feel her body convulse beneath me.

      She bucks against me, trying to get more friction and I have no doubt I could have her naked and moaning for my cock in just a few minutes. Instead, I pull away slightly, and she groans her disapproval. Aliyah tries to straighten up. I push her back down until her back is against the passenger seat.

      "I got you, babe. Don't fuckin move." I tell her just before I watch her pop the button on her pants, strip them down her thighs, and proceed to spread her legs to show me her wet pussy.

      I groan low and proceed to lick and bite her sweet thighs and clit with my forked tongue until she is screaming my damned name.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          
            ALIYAH

          

        

      

    

    
      We never made it to dinner. Our date lasted an hour tops before I let him eat my pussy in the front seat of his fancy SUV. I expected to feel shame or remorse, but mostly I just feel exhausted and overwhelmed by the intensity of my absolute need for him.

      After I come from rubbing myself against his face, Isaiah moves me off his lap and carefully licks my thoroughly abused pussy. This is how I find myself sprawled on the seat next to him, spent, exhausted, and absolutely obsessed with the golden god of a man who is at this exact moment lazily licking my nipples as I slowly come down from the most recent orgasm he has drawn out of me.

      "What the actual fuck just happened?" I ask the man next to me as he laughs and slides his hand down my belly.

      Isaiah smiles against my skin and bites the side of my breast. I should be shocked at the nonchalant abuse, but really, I am enjoying him too much to complain.

      "That was me not even fucking you yet, my queen. Would you like me to rectify that unfortunate fact?" he asks as his fingers slide down to the inside of my thighs and strokes inward. I laugh and push his greedy hands away, lifting my hips and fastening my jeans.

      "Not a chance, Isaiah. You are a master with your mouth. Tongue. Hands. Jesus Christ, you are truly gifted, but honestly I'm not sure what came over me."

      I sit up and untangle myself from his body, discovering my breasts are exposed. I set about covering myself and relacing my top. Somehow this incredibly sexy man not only convinced me to have oral sex with him in his car outside of my work, but I initiated the sex.

      Witchcraft is the only reasonable explanation for my sudden loss of control and morals. Shaking my head at my idiocy, I am about to pop the handle on his expensive car and call it a night when I am caught off guard by an onslaught of images too intense to ignore.

      One moment I am chastising myself for my loose morals and the next I am being slammed into a wall with imagery of winged beings, perhaps angels, caught in a battle so intense there is bloodshed and dismemberment.

      The sky is black as ink with sudden flashes of golden thunder, blood everywhere and falling Angels, wings ripped from their bodies and crumpled limbs. The imagery is painful and so real that I feel my stomach heave with revulsion. I am shaking and covered in sweat as the images recede and I am left wide eyed, staring at Isaiah.

      "Fuck. I think I have some explaining to do darling," he says softly with that rough voice that I am suddenly absolutely convinced I have been hearing in my subconscious for a lifetime. There is a clicking sensation in my chest, and it feels oddly like a lock is sliding into place.

      I swallow hard and blink at him. "Who the fuck are you?" I ask just before losing consciousness.
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        * * *

      

      I'm vaguely aware that I'm dreaming. I think it's called lucid dreaming; when you know that you are dreaming and can somehow force your subconscious to alter the direction of the dream. It's hot in the dream, the middle of a summer day in the hot desert. It's bleak and the desert looks vastly older than what I am familiar with. I see myself as if from above.

      I am walking among the carnage of the battle. There are bodies of the dead strewn across the vast desert. So much loss and death. For what?

      The tears stream down my face as I search for my people in the carnage of the dead. I am covered in blood. The wings hanging broken from my shoulder blades are so saturated in blood that they look black.

      I hang my head in despair. I know on a deep spiritual level that this is my fault. I initiated this war. I arrogantly led my friends, family, and lover into a battle that was unwinnable. There was never going to be an outcome where the six of us walked away from this as victors.

      We changed destiny by altering our perception. I fell in love with the human slaves, became obsessed with saving them and creating a new world where we, the Fallen, could walk among them as equals. Where we could love them and learn from them, where they could be free to choose their own destinies. It was a beautiful dream, but all it really accomplished was to infuriate the Anhelios, a race of winged beings - or what humans called angels.

      The Anhelios despised the humans for what they saw as weakness and became determined to annihilate the human race and inherit the Earth. We the Fallen, or Deveons, as we would become known, initiated a war to stop the humans’ extinction. It was all for nothing. I knew this down to my marrow.

      Have you ever had a dream where you were talking to a spiritual being? God, a higher power, even an Angel, and you felt as if you knew the secrets of the universe? It is like everything suddenly clicks into place and you are all knowing?

      Yeah, that is exactly how I felt in this dream. I knew we had failed. I knew it had all been for nothing. Somehow in our righteousness we had angered the Gods and we would pay for our insolence. I know this is a dream, and even knowing that I am overwhelmed with the strength of conviction I feel for things I cannot possibly have known or experienced. None of this is real… right?
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        * * *

      

      When I awake, I'm in a beautiful house with high wooden exposed beams, black marble floors, floor to ceiling windows overlooking the desert, and the most beautiful view of the stars through the skylights above me. I am lying on a black leather couch in what appears to be a huge living room.

      The couch is enormous, a semi round sectional that is in the center of the room. A room which is empty for the most part except for an exceptional wall of orchids and green leafy plants that are lush and thriving. Looking around the room, I slowly take in the open floor plan around me. The living area opens into a huge kitchen with industrial appliances and black marble countertops.

      There is a full-sized bar with a gleaming wooden top and matching bar stools with black leather tufted seats. My eyes widen slightly as I take in a gorgeous man I have never seen before as he stands motionless next to the bar with a glass of amber liquid in his hand.

      He stands just a bit over six foot and is around the same size and build as Isaiah. His hair is inky black and his eyes are a deep mahogany brown. His lips tip up into a slight smile. It feels predatory, and a slight shiver moves through me as the hairs on the back of my neck stand up in warning.

      I wet my lips and take inventory of my body. I appear to be fully dressed and not restrained. Promising. I don't see a door so I imagine it must be behind me, and when I turn my head to look, I find a landing and several steps leading to exquisite double wooden doors about twenty feet from me. I feel movement to my left and when I move my head back the man is standing beside the couch.

      I gasp. "How the hell did you do that?" I ask before I can think better of the idea. He smiles and flashes sharp white teeth.

      "I am a man of many talents," he replies, his voice ringing out in the large room although I'm sure he is speaking normally. He looks me over and I see a flash of what looks like recognition, which is impossible since I am sure we've never met.

      "Rafa. Enough." The dream voice I've heard throughout my life and that I now know belongs to Isaiah barks out from the entryway.

      "I'm just being friendly," Rafa declares as he winks at me before stepping away. My eyes are drawn to the doorway, where I find Isaiah and his tall friend standing.

      "Don't," Isaiah tells Rafa, his eyes on me. "Aliyah. You're awake," he says conversationally.

      I stare at him in confusion. "Seriously?" I ask. Isaiah looks almost surprised. "You fucking abduct me and leave me here, in God knows where after assaulting me and causing some kind of episode!"

      I explode at him, all my feelings raw and at the edge of my mental capacity. Isaiah moves as fast as the new man, Rafa, as he travels from the door to my side in the blink of an eye.

      His hands cup my face gently as he stares into my eyes. "I did not assault you, my Queen." He states calmly as he releases my face.

      "You did. You pinned me, no. You removed my… you…you," I sputter as the memories of me straddling him in the SUV, me pinning him to the seat, me unfastening my jeans, and finally me screaming out an orgasm. I distinctly remember begging him for play like a movie in my mind’s eye.

      The tall man coughs and Rafa grins at me. "Well that was interesting," he says, as if he too watched our intimate encounter play out. My eyes widen and I stare from one to the other and finally to Isaiah as he looks smug and a dimple pops out on his cheek.

      My face colors. "Did they watch us?" I ask, appalled.

      Isaiah shakes his head. "Of course not, babe. I'm not a monster," he says, as if the thought is not as repulsive as I find it.

      Rafa rolls his eyes. "Well, technically…." he says with a laugh, letting his thought hang in the air.

      I shake my head and stand up from the couch. "What the fuck is going on here, Isaiah? I'm going to need someone to give me some damn answers before I lose my fucking shit."

      I stand before the three huge men crowding every inch of my five-foot six frame. I feel larger than this, bigger than this body, I think angrily as I stare at the men before me. "Now!" I demand, shocking myself with the power behind my insistence.

      The tall man sighs and breaths out my name. "Aliyah," he says in wonder.

      I nod, "Yes. And you are?"

      He smiles and shakes his head. "Azreal. I am Azreal, my Queen," he says. I frown at him and look to Isaiah.

      He nods and moves to the bar to pour a drink. "Ok. We are not exactly who we appear to be, and neither are you my love," he says as he brings the glass back and presses it into my hand.

      "You're going to need that," he remarks and then drops to the couch next to me. "I did not assault you, Aliyah, although I should have known better than to have gotten quite so intimate with you so quickly. We have a bond and the desire to complete that bond is stronger than I anticipated."

      Isaiah looks up at me and I am shocked by the remorse on his face. "I should not have touched you in that way until we were better acquainted in this lifetime. I should have known my place and been more patient." He moves his hands to my hips and draws me closer to him.

      I stare down at him. "Why did you just say this lifetime, Isaiah?” I ask the man holding me so reverently. He swallows and I step back, crossing my arms over my breasts. Azreal is seated at the bar a good twenty feet from us and Rafa has moved to sit on the stone steps leading to the landing.

      I focus my attention back on Isaiah. While the men essentially flank us, I feel safe with them. I am not generally a trusting person, so the idea that I feel confident that they would not harm me is unusual and yet I find myself doing and feeling so many things that are not normal for me tonight.

      "What did you see after we were intimate Aliyah?" he asks me.

      I shudder, remembering the horrific battle scene that assaulted me after we climaxed. "It was a battle, maybe even a war. There was bloodshed and so much death," I say, my voice trailing off at the horror of it.

      "The Battle of the Damned," Azreal says with a nod.

      "Did you put those images in my head? Are you some kind of psychic?" I ask them.

      Isaiah shakes his head. "No. We cannot share thoughts or images with you until we have completed at least a portion of the Bonds. You, however, can project images to us apparently."

      "I can what?" I ask, shocked.

      Rafa grins at me. "It appears that if the memories or images are powerful enough or your feelings about them strong enough, you can project them to us in great detail."

      I let out a breath, feeling my face and chest heat again. "So, I showed you what happened between Isaiah and I telepathically?" I ask, even though I am fairly sure I know the answer to that from their varied reactions.

      "Yep." Rafa says with a smirk. "And thank you, that was hot as fuck."

      I groan. "Is there a way for me to not do that?" I ask because, really, what else do you say when you telepathically violate three very hot men with your experience?

      "Yes. You are just coming into your powers, Aliyah. We can help you hone them so that you can communicate with us by choice," Isaiah assures me casually.

      "I'm sorry, did you just say powers? Like more than one? What the hell is this?" I ask, looking around the room as if to find hidden cameras or some kind of prank.

      Isaiah pushes the glass of amber liquid towards me again and this time I drink. I mean, why the hell not?

      "You have the blood of an ancient race of beings running through your veins and while you are technically human, you are more powerful than a standard person. You can communicate with us telepathically and you can sense others like us. You can also fight these beings. You are fast and strong and with a bit of training, you will have more control over these powers than you ever thought possible." Isaiah watches me carefully for a reaction.

      "Exactly what kind of ancient beings are we talking about?" I ask as I hand the drained glass back to Isaiah. I am humoring them all at the moment. While they speak, I am searching for an escape route. I am quickly becoming convinced that they are all crazy. Trustworthy or not, they are still certifiable.

      "Would you believe me if I told you celestial beings?" he asks softly with a wince.

      I nod. "Like aliens?" Oh shit, they are fucking nuts; next, they are going to tell me the earth is flat. I think, annoyed with myself for falling for a pretty face. My mother always said it was the pretty ones you needed to be afraid of.

      "Sure. More like Angels and Demons though," Rafa interjects with a smile.

      "Are you telling me you're actual Angels?" I ask, dumbfounded, and to be honest, a little scared.

      "We refer to the origin race as Anhelios. A celestial race of beings sent to Earth to create and enslave humankind."

      "And I'm supposed to fight these Anhelios? Like the battle in my vision?" I ask them, appalled.

      "No. You are human. Anhelios are strong and getting stronger. You would not be able to fight them on an epic level. You are intended to hunt their offspring, the archangels, one at a time," Azreal says from his place at the bar.

      "And again, what the actual fuck?" I reply, my eyes widening.

      Isaiah smiles at me softly. "You are a Hunter, Aliyah. Created to help our kind keep the Anhelios from destroying humanity and taking over the Earth. We are here to help you. To train you and guide you."

      I stare at him. "And what about us, Isaiah? Did you just pursue me to bring me here and enlighten me to my calling? Would I even have these powers if you hadn't used whatever magic you have to seduce me?" I ask, angrier than I knew possible, and not even sure why I was mad at his betrayal when we were, for all intents and purposes, strangers.

      And make no mistake. This is a betrayal. This man used his influence on me to induce a sexual encounter and then drew me into a situation that will forever change who I am. I am now a Hunter because of his bonds. I am gaining powers I never asked for to fight terrifying beings I'm not even sure I want to know exist, much less seek out and attempt to destroy.

      Isaiah moves closer to me, trapping me against the couch. He trails his fingertips lightly over my arm, my exposed chest, and my neck. I whimper as his fingers slide along my lips, helpless to stop whatever is happening between us.

      "I did not use magic on you woman. You are mine. And I am yours for eternity. We are fated mates, Aliyah. And it is our destiny to complete the Bonds," Isaiah says as his hand tightens around my throat and my back arches up off the couch so that my body can touch him.

      He licks the seam of my lips. I open for him and he plunges his tongue into my mouth. I moan and as if from a distance, I hear Rafa laugh. The sound forces me out of the haze of lust and I sit up, pushing Isaiah back. I'm so confused. I shouldn't be climbing all over this man like a cat in heat. Especially in light of him essentially abducting me and spinning crazy stories about me being some chosen one. I shake my head and Azreal snorts out a laugh.

      "And yet, you are the chosen one. You are our salvation. How do we make you understand this, Aliyah?" Azreal says from his place at the bar. I turn to watch him.

      "I'm projecting again?" I ask him, certain that I did not speak those thoughts out loud.

      "Yes. I am not psychic or a witch. You are our leader. You are the only human that we know of who can hunt the Anhelios and their archangels. A war is coming. We can all feel it. You must accept your role. You must train." His words are intense. I stare at him in wonder.

      "Aliyah, Azreal is not wrong. You are vital to the survival of humanity. While he can be a bit overwhelming, he speaks the truth," Isaiah interjects.

      I turn to him, my body humming at his nearness, a buzz sounding in my ears drowning out the others' presence. I have to stop myself from rubbing against him. A voice inside me whispers, Yes. Him. Always him. I stop myself from reaching for him. There are people here. This really isn't like me at all, and yet I honestly couldn't care less about the others. I want Isaiah.

      "Good God, why am I so drawn to you? This is ridiculous," I say in frustration.

      Isaiah pushes closer, his body heat so hot I feel it through my clothing. His scent surrounds me. I fight to stay grounded in the conversation. "True Mates," Isaiah says softly, his mouth on my neck. I groan at the warmth of him, sinking into my body, lulling me in. His hardness against my core, I grind up, needing the friction. I feel foreign arms around me pulling me from Isaiah's grasp.

      The longing recedes and I find myself in Rafa's arms, clear headed again. I push away from the man and stand at least ten feet from the couch. As strange as it is to be intimate with someone while there are other men in the room, I am grateful to Rafa and Azreal for helping me understand and keeping me from falling into this strange bond with Isaiah.

      The men are imposing, and yet they both seem to want to protect me at all costs, even against their brother. My arms cross and my posture becomes defensive. Isaiah takes one look at me and lunges at Rafa.

      When I turn to look at him, Isaiah does not look human. His eyes are suddenly black with a ring of red where the green was. Horns push through his forehead, twisted and black like bone. His beautiful face, while still Angelic, looks menacing and his lips twist into a sneer. "Mine," he growls at his friend as huge black wings burst from his back and he encloses them around me, pulling me closer.

      

      Isaiah

      

      I turned. I can feel it. The change only happens when we are threatened by another of our kind or during a claiming. Fuck. This is not good. I am well aware of what my demon form looks like, and while Aliyah, the Queen of the Damned, enjoyed my darker side, this version of her will most likely be terrified.

      I look over at my friends who I have just threatened to find them both shaking their heads at me, wide eyed. Rafa is in demon form as well. Expected since I did threaten him. He smiles at me with sharp teeth, his eyes black with the demon red ring and horns exposed. He is folding his huge wings back into his shoulder blades when he winks at me.

      "Sorry brother. I didn't mean to piss you off. I just wanted her to have a break from the bond." I nod and groan inwardly, feeling a bit like the psychotic bastard I am as I answer him truthfully.

      "Of course. I'm not exactly stable at the beginning of the bonding. True nature and all,"

      I breathe deeply and focus on the woman in my arms.

      I am worried that she has passed out again and I feel a strong sense of remorse when I suddenly feel her stroking the inside of my wing. I open my wings to release her, grateful that she hasn't been so overwhelmed she lost consciousness, yet sure that I will find her terrified. I don't. Instead, I find her caught in a vision. She stares forward at nothing. I gently guide her to the couch.

      Once she is settled, I close my eyes and reach out for her with my mind. I can feel her at the edge of my consciousness. I push my thoughts toward her and stumble into her vision. Aliyah is trapped in the past. She stands on the barren Earth, bodies sprawled out around her, wings broken and destroyed. Nyx and Keyra stand beside her. The sky is dark with clouds, although I know that our sentencing was during the day.

      The Battle of the Damned lasted many days and nights. We licked our wounds in the early morning of the final day and then faced our makers in the early afternoon. I watch the memory of our sentencing with her.

      Azreal carries the body of Anthony, one of the Fallen, and I stand behind him, Rafa leaning heavily against me, his wings broken and arm clearly dislocated. Aliyah stands ahead of us, head held high as she awaits the gods’ arrival. We were hopeful of leniency. I now know we were doomed.

      The gods appear in the sky above her. Lightning cracks and the clouds part, allowing the sun’s glow to illuminate the earth and then we stand before the council. “You dare to defy us!” Enhil screams, her anger raw and apparent.

      Aliyah bows her head to the power of her master. “It was not our wish to defy you, my Goddess. The others have become so disgusted and appalled by the humans that they sought to destroy them. We cannot allow it.”

      Enhil laughs, a shrill and angry sound. “You, cannot allow it? You do not make the decisions child. We are the Gods, you are but an Anhelio. It is not your job to think. It is your job to create and enslave,” her voice rings out, demanding and sure.

      “I cannot continue on this path. The humans are evolving. It is beautiful to behold. I cannot abide them being wiped from existence. The process of violation that the Anhelios have chosen to inflict upon them,” Aliyah says, her voice strong.

      “And again, you insolent child, this is not your choice to make. I decide who and what lives and dies. I decide all your fates!” Enhil screams.

      “We decide, sister,” Ishtar says, her voice deceptively calm. Ishtar stands next to her sister. She is dressed in her leather and copper battle gear. "Enhil is correct. The humans are of little consequence, but since you are so enthralled with them, you shall live in their shell of existence over and over for eternity.”

      Ishtar turns her gaze to me, “And your mate shall inherit Deveon, the fire hell realm. Perhaps he can convert enough human souls with all their debauchery to join him for eternity there.”

      I stare at Ishtar, my god, in horror. “No, this cannot be. The others attacked the humans. We were simply saving them.”

      Ishtar laughs. “You, my child, were attempting to murder my creations. Anhelios do my bidding. Not whatever you choose. I damn you to the hell dimension and strip you of your titles. You, the Fallen, will be known as Deveons. You failed to protect your humans, and so they will live among the Anhelios to suffer their fate.”

      Aliyah steps closer. “This cannot be. My mate and I are bonded. We were promised eternity together. You cannot do this.”

      Enhil smiles, a cruel and twisted grimace. “Yes, you are bonded, and so I cannot take your immortality. If he can find a way out of his hellish prison and convince you to remember and complete the bonds, then you shall regain your powers. If not…,” Enhil shrugs, “Well, you'll have eternity to try.”

      Aliyah shakes her head “And my warriors?” she asks. “The women will suffer the same fate as you, they will become human until they can be claimed and bonded by another Deveon… or perhaps an Anhelio. The men will join your lover in prison. You, Aliyah, will eventually remember your place is beneath us. We are gods. You are but a lowly Queen of the Damned,” Ishtar says, laughing cruelly.

      “The Anhelios will be forced to live with the humans as punishment for their insolence. They can regain their full power when they mate with, and extinguish, the human race or find, kill, or bond with your women. Happy hunting children. You wanted a war and now you have one.” Their laughter rings out as they disappear into the heavens above and a golden portal opens before us.

      Aliyah, my queen, turns to me as the portal grows bigger. I move to her and enclose my wings around her. “I will find you my love. I will convince you of our pledge and I will bring you home,” I vow to her.

      Aliyah nods and reaches up to touch my face. “They will never make me forget you, Isaiah. You are Mine and I am Yours. We will find one another. I will choose you in every lifetime. We must not fail humanity. We must not fail each other,” she whispers.

      I release her and kneel before her. Azreal and Rafa kneel as well. “Our Queen,” we say as she steps into the portal. Nyx and Keyra follow. We watch our chosen family disappear. None of us have a choice. The Gods have delivered our sentencing.
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        * * *

      

      The vision fades and Aliyah stares up at me in wonder. I reach forward and stroke her face. "Are you ok? That was a lot to take in," I tell her.

      Aliyah smiles at me. "Yes," she says softly. "Was that real?" she asks, and I nod.

      "The sentencing?" I ask and she nods.

      "The bodies, the gods’ anger, our losses…" her voice carries off.

      "Yes. It was all very real. It happened thousands of human years ago, and we have been apart since then but yes, it was very real."

      Aliyah is quiet and we sit in silence for a long moment.

      "Good God," she whispers as she shakes off the vision and takes in my true form. I watch her as she looks upon my face, the horns, and my wings. There is no disgust. Just awe.

      "Not always," Rafa quips, drawing her attention away from my transformation and onto his.

      Aliyah shrinks back into my wings. "Fuck," she breaths out in awe. I stroke her gently with my wings and she smiles. "They're so soft," she says, and I'm afraid she may be in shock.

      Rafa laughs. "I think your woman finds us pretty, brother," he says, winking at Aliyah.

      She laughs. "Holy shit, you really are beautiful," she says in a whisper. I growl in response, my possessive nature not pleased that she is complimenting my brother.

      Rafa throws his head back and laughs. "I do not think she is referring to me, brother," he chokes out, highly amused by my torture.

      Aliyah stokes my wings softly, drawing my eyes back to her. "Explain the bond to me, Isaiah," she demands, her fingers running over the dark feathers of my wings.

      "You are mine and I am yours," I tell her.

      She nods. "Yes. So, you said. What does that mean? In the dream, I said that to you right?"

      "They are not dreams, but a vision. They are memories from your life before. And yes. You often said it when we were together. It was a promise of sorts."

      "What is the bond? Some kind of promise from the gods that we can be together?"

      Azreal whistles "Very astute, my Queen." He looks at her, impressed. "The bond is similar to a formal binding. Once you complete the steps of the bond, you are acknowledged by the higher beings as true mates. You can never be separated. If you are separated, then there must be a way to find one another. And if you both accept the other, you will complete the bonds of acceptance, respect, desire, trust, love, and sacrifice."

      "And these bonds will allow my powers to return?" Aliyah asks, skeptical.

      "Yes. Your powers, memories, gifts. They will all be yours again. You will be you again," I tell her, gently stroking her neck.

      "And you are the only being I can bond with?" she asks me, thoughtfully.

      I swallow a growl and barely refrain from baring my teeth. "You are Mine," I reply.

      Aliyah steps back from me, stumbling out of my arms at my barely controlled aggression.

      She glances at Azreal.

      "You are human, Aliyah. You can mate with whomever you choose for however long you choose. You can family bond with the Anhelios or with us. You can even form a new bond with any being with Anhelio blood. There are consequences if you reject your bond, but it can be done."

      "So true mates is a choice?" she asks.

      I throw my head back and laugh. "What?" she asks, offended by my laughter.

      Good. I am offended by her questions. I am aware that she does not understand our ways and has been reincarnated in human form for centuries, but I am exhausted by all of this. I do not want to stand here and explain us to her as if she isn't the other half of my soul. It is beyond frustrating.

      "It's a choice. You aren't forced to love me, my Queen. But this fire between us isn't found with another. The way you respond to me emotionally and physically was never a choice. I cannot continue without you, and when you shed this human form you will remember the love we shared. Our passion, our desire. We share one soul. Try to fuck Azreal or Rafa. You will find it… lacking," I tell her.

      I am angry. Frustrated with the idea that she does not want me or us. A part of me is aware that I am overreacting. And yet, I have spent hundreds of years listening to my brothers’ theories that perhaps she no longer wants me, and that shit has worn on my soul. And now this.

      My Aliyah would not question us. She was impulsive and passionate and possessive to a fault, but she was always mine. This woman resists our bond, denies me the other half of my soul, and dares to offer herself to my brothers, even in theory. I leave them in the living room and slam out of the house.

      My anger is tangible. I close the French doors leading out to the patio with a slam that threatens to shatter the glass. I breathe deeply and focus on retracting my horns and wings.

      Once that is done and my heart rate has returned to normal, I shed my clothing and dive into the pool naked. The cool water soothes my anger and the exercise fatigues my muscles. I do not understand this woman. I want her. My body screams with longing to have her near and I know that she responds the same way to me.

      Our passion is unquenchable and yet she questions everything. I want to scream. This is ridiculous. I stand from the pool and stride nude to the stairs, water streaming down my arms and chest. I walk proudly through the doors and return to the living room to find my brothers and mate talking strategy.

      I am uninterested in anything other than our bond. I move quickly, and before Aliyah has registered that I am there I drag her from the couch and pin her to the wall, my hand at her throat as I slam my mouth down over hers. I pry her lips apart with my tongue and nip at her lips with my teeth until she opens for me. When she does with a gasp, I plunge my tongue into her hot mouth and stroke over her lips and tongue.

      I deepen the kiss and tighten my hand on her throat until she is panting and writhing beneath me, completely unaware that there are others around us, her thighs opening to accept my hardening cock. I squeeze her breast through her top and pinch her nipple cruelly.

      "I will have you, woman. I will be thoroughly entrenched in your mouth, your cunt, and your soul before the new moon. Bet on it," I tell her as I move my hands to lift her ass towards me and drag her hips higher, grinding against her heat one last time before releasing her.

      I smile at her puffy and abused mouth, thinking of all the ways I can use that mouth once she is bonded to me again. I will have her. She will submit to the bond. I decide now that she will share my bed until the bond is complete.

      My Queen will thank me for freeing her once she has regained her memories. I arrogantly assume that I can survive this human's contempt until I can free my mate from her subconscious and be whole once again. I have no idea how wrong I am.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          
            ALIYAH

          

        

      

    

    
      I watch as Isaiah slams out of the room, the glass quaking in the frame as he slams the door. He is so intense. We are together. I've never felt like this before. My body burns when Isaiah is near. My thighs are slick and my breathing erratic. Following the conversation and fighting the urge to slip onto his lap and allow him to consume me is overwhelming. I want to give in. The constant state of arousal is difficult to endure, but I am terrified of the concept of "fated mates."

      Bonded to a man a millennia ago when I inhabited a different body. Seriously? And yet even in the short amount of time I have spent with this man, I have had an incredible amount of memories and visions that seem to correspond with what they are telling me. I believe Azreal, Rafa, and Isaiah are some kind of Fallen Angels. They are powerful. I can feel the energy pulsing off them.

      They don't even look human now that I know their secret. And the wings and horns? For fucks’ sake, if they aren't some kind of other being, then I've lost my fucking mind. But I cannot allow myself to be consumed by Isaiah and his need for me. I don't want to lose myself to this man and the mission they are on.

      And he will consume me, I know it on a primitive level. I will become what he wants and needs, something bigger than me, bigger than this world. I fear that I will no longer exist. I fear that I will be swallowed whole by the woman they seek to free.

      "I think she's finally gone into some type of shock," Azreal is saying as I shake off my thoughts and try to focus on the men around me.

      "Maybe she's fantasizing about the three of us together?" Rafa says hopefully.

      I laugh. "I'm fairly certain I wouldn't have the faintest idea of what to do with the two of you," I reply.

      Rafa laughs. "I'm more than willing to teach you," he says with a wink.

      Azreal stands and stretches his body. "Do you desire us Aliyah?" he asks, his intense eyes tracking me on the couch as he moves about the room. I watch him. He is beautiful and deadly. The combination should be hotter to me. I turn to Rafa, who winks at me and mimes removing his shirt. I laugh again. Grateful for their openness and ease.

      "Honestly, no. I wish I did. You both seem more mentally stable than your friend. No offense,” I say, more honest than I intend.

      Azreal laughs. "None taken. There was a theory," he says, and his eyes slide to Rafa "That perhaps your essence, your soul, if you will, has chosen to release the bond to Isaiah. You have rejected him through many lifetimes. You are free to bond with whoever you choose, but you must regain your powers and help us Aliyah," he says, his eyes pleading.

      My body jerks painfully at the implication that I wouldn't want Isaiah on a base level, and I laugh harshly. "No, I don't think I have rejected him. He is mine. I feel it in my bones. This though, is so fucking overwhelming. I feel as if a month has passed in an evening. It's just a lot."

      Azreal nods "I get that. Truly. What you must understand is that we have been waiting for thousands of years to get you back. You may be Isaiah’s lover and fated mate, but you are our leader. We followed you into hell and we would all happily do it again. We escaped a literal hell dimension to find you and then spent several hundred more years watching you reject Isaiah as you slip through our fingers. I'm glad your bond to Isaiah is still strong. It will grow as you complete the bonds. Your power will grow as well. Rafa and I will help."

      I smile at the men who were apparently once my chosen family, my friends, and my followers. We are at ease and laughing when Isaiah enters the room, naked and wet. He strides to the couch and pulls me from my place. He carries me as if I weigh nothing, pushing me against the wall and placing his hand over my throat. A move I never thought would have my heart beating frantically and my pussy clenching instantly.

      He smiles at me and there is something feral in his face. His eyes hold mine for a moment and droplets drip from his wet hair onto my shoulders and chest. His mouth covers mine and he isn't gentle as he forces my lips apart and his tongue into my mouth.

      It feels like an invasion. He's forcing his will onto me and his cock between my thighs. My body responds instantly, slick and begging, my hips pushing down to grind against him and my legs wrapping around his hips. He grabs the backs of my thighs. forcing my hips to canter up and rub against more of his hardness. I moan into his mouth and he swallows it down. His hands pull at my ass, opening me up to him. I have no doubt that he would already be inside of me, filling that void, if I weren't wearing these god forsaken jeans. He laughs at my desperation.

      "I will have you again woman. I will be thoroughly entrenched in your mouth, your cunt, and your soul before the new moon. Bet on it," he says harshly as if daring me to deny him. I swallow hard as he releases me and I slide down the wall to my feet.

      I lift my head and stare him in the eye. I had perhaps understood his frustration before as I felt the overwhelming pull towards him as well. But now I am pissed.

      "You might not have to force me to fuck you Isaiah, clearly the bond will do that for you, but you can never have my soul," I say it with as much anger and contempt as I feel for him in the moment. And there in an ungodly amount of contempt for this man whose intensity I cannot ignore, and whose arrogance is insulting.

      He laughs. "Ok, Aliyah. Play your games. I will not force you to mate with me until you beg for it. But you will share my bed until the bonds are complete,” he looks me over with an arrogance I have never experienced before. His mouth tightens and he nods, as if to himself. Almost as if a decision has been made.

      "I am already in your soul, sweet human, and when I'm done with you there will be no room for anyone else." He says the words casually, as if they are simply true and have no malice. I feel them like a punch to the gut. Isaiah turns and strides out of the room.

      His body is magnificent, almost as if he has been carved from stone, the muscle perfectly formed. I watch his back and look for the place on his shoulders where the wings had sprung forth. The skin is perfectly smooth. I touch my lips where his mouth had so cruelly tasted them and silently cringe at my desire for him.

      "That's what I'm afraid of," I say to myself as he slips from the room.

      "I'm sorry, Aliyah," Rafa says softly from the couch.

      I nod, the tears filling my eyes. "I'd like to go home," I say softly, some part of me knowing they will never allow it.

      Azreal shakes his head. "No. It's not possible. Not only are you needed here, but the bonding has begun and you, your true self - The Queen of the Damned, has been awakened. The Anhelios will feel it. I can feel your power running through my veins. It is only a matter of time before they attempt to track you and kill you." The tears spill down my cheeks and I nod.

      "So, I'm a prisoner here?" I ask.

      Rafa turns to me with sad eyes. “Trust me, it's better you are our prisoner than theirs,” he says, and I can hear the truth behind his words.

      I turn to Azreal. "How long will you keep me here?" I ask.

      He sighs. “Until the bonds are complete or the rejection is. You must bond with Isaiah and accept your fate, or you must finalize the rejection and let him go. Either way, you are going to train until one or the other is complete. We can't allow you to become prey for the Anhelios."

      I nod. "Ok. And Isaiah's threat to force me to sleep in his bed?" I hold my breath, hoping that they will save me from that particular pleasure/pain.

      Azreal looks me in the eye. "Nothing will happen to you under our roof that you do not allow, my queen. I know it must not seem true, but you are safe here.”

      I swallow my frustration and the ball of fear tightening in my chest releases just enough to allow a full breath. I reluctantly nod at Azreal.

      “I will show you to his room," he says firmly.

      I rise from the couch. "Ok then," I say tightly, angry that I am alone here, frustrated that I will most likely lose myself to these beings, and sad that I appear to have no say over my future.
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        * * *

      

      Azreal leads me through a complicated series of halls and stairs until I find myself outside a heavy wooden door with ornate handles. I turn to thank Azreal but he has already disappeared around the corner, leaving me to my fate.

      I knock on the door in front of me and it swings open into a large bedroom. The walls are painted a matte gray, the floors are the same black marble, and a high four poster bed sits in the center of the room beneath a skylight. The bed has black silk sheets and a huge, fluffy charcoal gray duvet covering a soft down comforter. The pillows are huge and soft, covered in alternating charcoal gray and black pillowcases.

      "You are welcome to shower. In fact, please do. I can still smell your cum,'' he says, and I turn to find Isaiah standing in the space behind me, his hair wet from the shower. My body heats and I tell myself it is from his insulting remark and not his nearness. His body is taught and muscular, a thick white towel wrapped low around his waist displaying the thick abdominal muscles leading to the v of muscles, pointing my eye lower.

      I watch his muscles contract with his breath and I'm suddenly desperate to lick the droplets of water that cling to his skin, tracing the muscles as they slip lower beneath the towel. I raise my eyes a moment or so too long after my appraisal of his body. Isaiah lifts a brow, "You are projecting again human," he says coldly, and I shudder at the invitation in his voice.

      I turn and make my way to the ensuite bathroom. The bathroom is beautiful, bronze water fixtures and black marble throughout. The room is as large as my apartment, with a huge soaking tub and a glass enclosed shower with a rainfall showerhead installed above. A skylight shows the night sky above the tub. Thick white towels sit on the counter. I lock the door behind me and hear a laugh, presumably at the notion that a lock could keep him out.

      I shake my head as I strip out of my jeans, heels, and corset top. I'm not wearing panties or a bra, and I am suddenly very sorry I don't have anything to wear besides the questionable date clothes I was wearing when I arrived. I fold them and place them on the counter and then step into the shower, turning the knob to release a stream of hot water. I stand under the spray and try not to think about how desperate I am for Isaiah.

      The man keeping me captive and trying to bond with me so that I will release his long-lost lover back to him, effectively killing my own sense of self. Ugh. Fuck this. I scrub my skin until it's pink and then wash and condition my long hair. When I am thoroughly clean, I turn off the water and step into the steamy bathroom.

      I pluck a towel from the stack and dry myself and my hair, then I wrap another towel around my body, noticing that my clothes have been removed. I am not exactly surprised that he entered the room while I was vulnerable and exposed to steal my clothes and catch an eyeful. I run a comb through my hair and when I have done everything I can think of to stall, I open the bathroom door and step into the bedroom. Isaiah is lounging on the bed wearing just a pair of gray sweats slung low and teasing.

      I watch him and say nothing as he slips from the bed and circles me. I watch his cock hardening in his thin sweats and my mouth waters. He touches my damp hair and then reaches forward, fisting a handful of it as he moves into my space. I feel his warmth emanate from his skin as steam rises from mine.

      He moves one thick thigh between my legs and nudges my towel, tucked between my breasts, with his other hand until it falls around my feet and I stand naked in front of him. I want to cover my body but I do not want to show weakness in front of him, so I lift my head and watch him as he looks over my body.

      "You will stay naked inside these doors. If I can't touch what's mine, I will look upon it," he addresses me harshly.  His words make my nipples harden and he smiles. "I won't touch you until you beg me for my cock, human. And you will beg," he tells me, his breath trailing over my exposed skin.

      He licks down my neck and then releases my hair, stepping away from me and toward the bed. Isaiah gently flips the covers back on the left side of the bed and shows me a leather strap and cuff that appears to be strapped beneath the bed frame.

      I pull in a gasp and he turns back to me with a grin. "I added these tonight when I decided you will sleep here," he tells me, his voice is thick with need.

      "Restraints?" I ask, my thighs slick as I imagine him tightening them around my wrists and ankles. I cross my arms over my exposed breasts and try desperately not to broadcast how much I want to be tied to this bed with him. Isaiah laughs and trails one finger up my arm and over my chest. He pushes my arms down and trails his finger over each nipple and then lower, teasing.

      "I thought you weren't going to touch me," I spit the words out and Isaiah removes his hand from my body.

      "You're right, little human. How rude of me," he says, laughing. "Lay down and allow me to cuff you," he says, his voice like a whip across my skin.

      "You cannot be trusted and I must get rest if you don't want to play," he tells me with a cruel wink.

      I sit on the bed and then lay down as he watches. He smiles and I feel my core tighten with need as his arm lifts mine and fastens the cuff tightly around my wrist. My breasts swell with need and Isaiah laughs. "My little human has the same desires as my dark queen," he says, laughing. Then he moves away from me and slips into bed on the other side.

      "How is any of this going to make me bond with you?" I ask him.

      He laughs. "It's intended to keep you here, love. You will grow to love me and if not, you will beg for my cock. Either way we bond." I groan at his arrogance and then close my eyes, determined to resist him until a rejection is complete. I don't sleep for a long time. I am wet and needy and the cock I am desperate for is only a few feet away.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          
            ISAIAH

          

        

      

    

    
      I've never been as angry or vengeful as I am with the human. She resists me, our bond, and the love and companionship Aliyah and I had shared. She thinks I want to strip her of her identity. To force her to be someone she doesn't know. To kill her humanity. How oddly ironic that Aliyah fought and died for the humans’ right to their humanity and this woman thinks that to bring back her memories, to bring back my mate. Is to kill her own humanity. Of course she does.

      I'm beginning to think that my choice to have her sleep in my bed was a terrible decision. I was feeling jealous and possessive when I demanded she stay close. Petty and lustful when I forced her to sleep naked in my bed.

      It has been two days and I think the lust and pain might kill me. I'm immortal so I know that's not possible, but for fucks’ sake I think if the option to continue to be in her presence or to be drawn and quartered was on the table, I might choose the painful dismemberment to get a break from this constant need for her.

      The first night was terrible. She lay cuffed to my bed, wet and desperate for me, just an arm’s length away and I couldn't have her. I could smell her sweet scent and knew her cunt dripped for me. Yet she had clearly said she did not wish to bond with me. She asked to bond with my brothers and told me I could never have her. Make no mistake, had she even so much as whimpered her consent in her sleep I would have pushed inside her as fast and hard as possible. She did not. I lay awake and listened for it.

      I uncuffed her before I left the room the first morning. I had dreamed she would beg me to fuck her that first night. She didn't. She was stronger than me. She was human and yet she resisted the need. I should not have been surprised. Aliyah was stubborn, and somehow I had been unable to convince her to renew her vows to me over the hundreds of years we had met and courted in the past. Aliyah was always looking for something I didn’t quite embody. There were several hundred times in the past centuries that I questioned what it had been in the beginning that she had loved in me. Whatever it was, I no longer appeared to possess those qualities. I no longer had what it took to win her heart.
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        * * *

      

      I watch her from across the table as she drinks her morning coffee and eats breakfast. She's dressed in sexy little red booty shorts, a black and gold sports bra, and sneakers. I dropped by her apartment early this morning and grabbed her clothes, shoes, and toiletries. I had stalked Aliyah many times over our separation and while I am not exactly proud of how easy it has become to break into my old lover’s residence and essentially steal from her, I am quite adept.

      I try, unsuccessfully, to ignore how good she looks. I'm watching her curves and all the skin she has on display as she laughs with my brothers. I pretend to ignore her as she smiles and flirts.

      "Did you sleep ok, darling?" Rafa asks her as she attempts to cover a yawn.

      Aliyah smiles at Rafa. "Sure. Nothing like being abducted and chained to a bed with your supposed soul mate to really let a girl get a great night’s sleep," she quips.

      Rafa raises a brow at her and smiles.

      "Fated mate," I growl, annoyed that she threw in the "supposed" before our mates title. Aliyah isn't the only one who didn't sleep well last night.

      Aliyah snorts. "Right. Sorry, fated mates. So, how many fated mates are forced into the arrangement? Seems to me, if you're fated you might actually want the other person."

      I growl at her. "Do not tempt me to show you what being forced to do something actually looks like human."

      Aliyah swallows hard and looks away from me.

      Rafa gives me an angry look. Really, Isaiah? Threatening her is not a good look. Do you honestly think chaining her to the bed is necessary? he asks me telepathically as he slips more fruit onto her plate.

      I smile tightly. Perhaps not, but it's more fun than staying awake waiting for her to run from us. I shoot back, half listening to her as she laughs and debates with Azreal about cardio versus muscle training.

      Gods Isaiah, you are such a fucking cock. No wonder the woman needs to be chained to your bed to stay put. Azreal throws out, not missing a beat in his conversation with Aliyah. Now I'm really in a piss poor mood and I slap my hands on the table and stand. Fuck all of you. I tell them as I stride out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      I pretend to ignore her and yet somehow find myself watching her as she trains with Rafa during the day. He has her on a HIIT training program, alternating between high intensity cardio running in place, burpees, jacks and intervals of squats, planks, and lifts. They move onto fighting drills in the late afternoon. She's good. She's in great shape and her reflexes are on point. She's great with her hand-to-hand combat style. Watching her, I see a good deal of my Aliyah's fighting style.

      "It would probably help with the bonding if you didn't think of them as separate people," Azreal says, coming up behind me, clearly having been listening to my thoughts as I watch them from the upper level of the in-house gym. When we bought the house, I had the basement converted into a fighting gym complete with a cardio and weight room as well as combat mats and a boxing ring. The upper level is essentially a loft that overlooks the space below. There is an office in the center of the loft area and low walls around the exterior so you can watch from above.

      I turn to look at him. "Fuck. I don't know man. They are separate people," I tell him, running my hand over my face as I watch her. "This woman can't fucking stand me. She doesn't remember shit about our history and she's just so damn young," I say, turning to look at my friend.

      "She is young man. You know this. Every single damn time you begin the bonds you do this. She is stubborn and resists and you try to force the issue which only makes things worse. Good gods brother. I’ll never understand how this is always a surprise to you. This version of our queen is only a couple of decades old. Our Aliyah has lifetimes of experience. Love. Combat. Empathy. She's the fucking Queen of the Damned. But this is our Queen, Isaiah. I can feel it," he tells me.

      I nod. "I know. That's the rub man. It's her. I can sense her. My fucking woman and she wants literally nothing to do with me. Once, again. It isn’t that I’m surprised she doesn’t want me. I just convince myself every time that things will be different. That I will sweep her off her feet and she will love me the way she once did," I tell him, my heart in my throat.

      He smiles. "Ahhhh, don't be so hard on yourself man. I'd say she definitely wants your cock. Can't stand the rest of you though," he laughs.

      "Yes. Well, it's going to be really fucking difficult to convince her to bond with me and shed this human shell if she can't stand me," I tell him, annoyed.

      Azreal’s expression turns somber. "And who's damn fault is that, Isaiah?" he gives me a hard look. "What the fuck are you doing, man? In what version of the plan did we ever say fuck with her and then treat her like a whore? You were intimate with her and then you left her to fend for herself. Ignoring her. Chaining her to your bed. For fucks sake man, are you trying to ensure that she ends up hunting us and bonding with a fucking Anhelio?"

      "This girl is nothing to me. She's just the shell that holds Aliyah. She's just a warm hole I can fuck until her life ends and I'm free to do whoever I want again," I shrug coldly. “Until the gods decide to let her be reborn again to torture me!” I growl out. It’s much too late when I hear the gasp behind me and know with certainty that Aliyah has finished her workout and is standing behind me.  Fuck. I turn slowly, my hands balled into fists at my sides.

      "I may be a warm hole to you Isaiah, but you can most definitely not fuck me. Not now and not until I die, you pompous fucking prick," she spits out at me.

      I shudder. Aliyah always did have a righteous amount of venom when angered and I think it's fair to say she's pissed. I look around her for Rafa. He has been guarding her closely since she came to the compound and it is unlike him to be too far away.

      "This is a private conversation. Where's your babysitter?" I ask her, never having been one to back down.

      She laughs. "Fuck you," she says simply and turns on her heel to walk away.

      I turn back to my friend, Azreal, only to have him pummel me in the face, head, and chest. With the attack I change. I can feel my wings burst from my shoulder blades and my horns push through the skin of my human form. I take it. I fucked up. I know that my callous words hurt her and that I may never be able to win her back, but in that moment I swear to myself that I will try. I will do whatever she needs me to do or say to forgive me. I have time. It never occurs to me that I don't. That within hours she will be gone and we will be facing the loss of her once again.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          
            ALIYAH

          

        

      

    

    
      It hurts to hear what Isaiah actually thinks of me. How humiliating to know that I am nothing but a fuck to him. And Azreal too. They said such cruel things. I know that they believe I am the reincarnated version of their precious Queen, but it seems as if they should have more respect for her and by extension me, than to discuss me like that. Anger burns in my chest and I feel nauseous. I am painfully attached to Isaiah. Ugh, I groan. Disgusted with myself for feeling anything but anger and hate for a man who would say the things he did about me. I turn and walk away from them with my head held high. Tears prick at the back of my eyes but I refuse to let them fall until I am safely in Isaiah's room. I lock the door and then head for his shower. I intend to wash the day off me and then promptly pack my shit and slip out the window as soon as it gets dark.

      Closing the bathroom door behind me and locking it, I move to the shower stall and turn on the water. I showered this morning but after the intense training schedule Rafa has me on, I am covered in sweat. Water soothes me and I desperately need to release some of the anger I feel coursing through my veins at my confrontation with Isaiah. I quickly undress and step under the water. The tears fall freely now. I sob and hold myself as the water washes it all down the drain. The tears come in waves and seem to go on forever.

      When it is over, I am emotionally drained. I wash my hair and body, wanting nothing of him clinging to me. Turning off the shower, I quickly dry myself and wrap my hair in a high bun. I dress in lounge pants and a black tank top with a thin cashmere hoodie. I rummage through Isaiah's closet and find a backpack and the remainder of my things. Nervous that I have wasted too much time, I lace up my sneakers and peek out the window. The sun has long since set and I know that I am running out of time. Isaiah's room is two stories up and I assume that is the primary reason they are leaving me alone for the time being.

      While I believed them when they told me I was now a target for the Anhelios, I need to get away from this toxic fucking bond more than I fear for my safety. I open the window and scale the roof. It appears that they were not being misleading about my new powers. I know that I completed the first bond, lust, when I was intimate with Isaiah. I felt the bond click into place just before I lost consciousness.

      I also felt the power they spoke of in my ability to project my thoughts to them and now I feel almost catlike as I cling to the tiles and lower myself down to the balcony on the first floor. Scaling the balcony, I drop down to a crouch on the pool deck. I can hear murmurs of a conversation, but I don't stay to listen. I stick to the shadows until I am clear of the deck and can drop down to the ground level. Finally, I can run. I set out at a brisk pace but keep it level. I don't want to burn myself out and I honestly have no fucking clue where I am. I could be hundreds of miles from home or right outside town.

      I keep pace for over an hour until I am clear of the open desert and start to see lights from passing cars and a town up ahead. I try to keep my thoughts clear and any panic tucked down deep. I'm not exactly sure how the bond works but I am well aware that I am capable of broadcasting my thoughts and feelings to the guys and the last thing I want to do is unknowingly announce my location. I am almost home free. I can taste the freedom on my tongue when I hear the flap of large wings and several bodies land around me. Of course, I assume that the beings surrounding me are my previous captors. Unfortunately for me, I am greatly mistaken.

      "Well, well, what do we have here?" a male voice says as he moves closer to me, his wings extended from his back. His face is a snarl of predatory anger as he prowls closer to me. I dodge his body and run smack into a large body behind me. The being I collide with laughs and reaches out to grab me with cold hands. I shudder and he laughs harder.

      "It's not accustomed to divinity, Michael," the large beast holding me hisses out and I can feel the nausea in my chest begin to rise. The one called Michael laughs and sniffs at me. I try to move away from him but the beast holding me increases his grip.

      Michael reaches out and cruelly grabs at my breasts. "It smells of us. Anhelio blood runs in its veins," he says, speaking of me as if I am not there or of no consequence to them.

      "Can we fuck it?" The one holding me asks Michael and I shudder with repulsion. I'm a fighter, a hunter even, and yet I am trapped between these winged beasts, vulnerable and suddenly very afraid. They are strong. Much stronger than humans. I am terrified that they will manage to get me to another location, and if that happens my chances of survival do not look good. The one holding me is very cold, his body temperature much lower than mine.

      The one called Michael moves closer to look at me. "What are you? Human? A hunter? One of the demons’ little whores?" he asks me. I don't answer him and he smiles viciously, his claw like fingers tightening on my breast. I can feel them puncture the skin and a burning sensation as his nails sink into my skin. "No matter. Whatever it is, we'll decide how to best use it," he says, and without another word he releases me and extends his wings to take flight.

      The one holding me follows suit and we are suddenly very high. I can't decide if I'm terrified that he will drop me from this height or more afraid that he won't and I will have to endure whatever they have planned for me.

      We arrive at a large compound in the desert, much like the one the Deveons occupied and yet colder. This feels less like a home. There are three women, a man, and what appears to be twenty or so human servants. The men who took me are clearly Anhelios. Even without the terrifying flight across the desert I would know they weren't human. They are beautiful like the Deveons, yet oddly repulsive. Michael is cruel and cold. He is frighteningly calm and robotic, as if emotions were a foreign concept to him. His friend who had held me is called Gabriel and is intentionally creepy. It almost felt as if he was toying with me with his degrading comments and leering eyes. The third man they called Luthran, and he was calm like Michael and yet the most dismissive of them all. There is no camaraderie between them. The Deveons had seemed like family, like brothers, whereas these Anhelios almost appear to simply tolerate one another. When we arrive at the compound we are met by Luthran, a tall dark-skinned man with beautiful brown eyes and coarsely braided hair. He looks me over as if I am barely of interest. Obviously unimpressed, he turns back to the others and leads us down a series of halls that open into an indoor swimming area. There are lush plants encircling the pool and white marble floors. We enter to find three women sitting at an outdoor table. The tallest of the women has alabaster skin and long red hair. Her eyes are an icy gray, and she is dressed in a green silk jumper. It is tied in the front with a long matching green sash. She is in exceptionally high black heels and perfectly manicured red nails. Her makeup is perfect and her skin flawless. Her face is cold, perfect, and vicious. It does not appear as if she is even attempting to hide her disgust.

      "Michael, darling no. Not another half breed," the red-haired woman says with obvious disgust as she watches us walk across the courtyard.

      "Eliana, please stop with the dramatics. It is not just a half breed human, but possibly a hunter," Michael says cheerfully as he collapses into a lounge chair next to the women. Gabriel drags me closer and forces me to my knees before the second woman. She is shorter and blond, her hair plaited in braids on either side of her head. Her features are sharp and exquisite. Her eyes are a dark blue, and appear almost black from where I kneel before her. She wears all white - a long, lightweight tunic and wide legged trousers. Her top is belted with a black leather corset-style belt and her shoes are black heels with red bottoms. She wears expensive gold jewelry and looks like a rich trophy wife.

      Gabriel pushes me down hard in front of her. "I think it's one of the Deveons whores. I want to fuck it," he states crassly as the woman inspects me with a bored expression.

      "No. Please Gabriel, that is beneath even you. I can't smell them on it. Not likely. The demon whores don't wash. They like to wear their master’s scent," the blond woman says as she examines her nails.

      Michael laughs. "Margot please. You speak filth. How would you know what the heathens are up to?"

      Margot throws her head back and laughs. "True. It has been centuries since we've spied on them. Their practices then were repulsive. I can only imagine what they engage in now."

      I want to roll my eyes at their elitist snobbery. These were the Angels humans worshiped. Truly sad.

      "Well, whatever it is, take it away. I was enjoying my evening before you brought the garbage in." The last woman remarks without so much as looking at me. I turn my head to see an exceptionally beautiful woman with bronze skin, black hair, and dark eyes. She is dressed in a black sheath dress that falls to her calves and fits her perfectly. There is a solid gold cuff on her arm and gold heels on her feet. Her lips and nails are painted a deep ruby red. Part of me feels as if I should be offended by their abrupt disregard of me, and yet another part is grateful that they aren't looking too closely. If any of these beings realize who I truly am, I have a pretty strong feeling I wouldn't stay long in this world.

      Gabriel smiles at me and licks his lips. "Angelica," he says, addressing the last woman.  "I'll take her to the dungeons," he announces gleefully and I am hit with the terrifying realization that I am completely at the mercy of these beings. I think of the men who had originally taken me and how I had been so angry with them. Oddly, I hope that they can hear the thoughts and fears that I have now. I pray to whatever gods they worship that they can hear my thoughts and are coming for me. Gabriel drags me to my feet by my hair and leads me through the corridors to the basement below. Where Isaiah and his men had built a gym, these beings made a dungeon to hold their prisoners. The walls are thick and the rooms small. We pass several small rooms before coming to a stop. Gabriel unlocks the door and shoves me inside.

      There are two women chained to the wall inside, and as soon as I lay eyes on them I felt an intense kinship to them. Perhaps they are hunters like me. Perhaps they just have the Anhelio blood running through their veins but whatever the case, I feel strongly that they are mine. It is dark and cold in the dungeon, the women are dirty and have clearly been here too long. I wince. It hurts to think of what they may have suffered here at the hands of our captors.

      "You're new." The woman chained furthest from me says as I stand up and adjust my clothes.

      "Yes," I reply simply as my eyes begin to adjust to the dark and I can take in her. She's beautiful, with thick wavy blond hair and what looks like aqua eyes. She's about my height and curvy. Her clothes are torn and dirty. It hurts my heart to look at her.

      "Gabriel didn't chain you," the woman closest to me says and I nod.

      "Apparently he doesn't find me a threat,” I say, and she snorts.

      "Or he just intends to come back and deal with you later."

      I swallow hard and look away, afraid of what ‘dealing with me’ entails.

      The first woman smiles softly at me. "Damnit Nikki,” she says with a groan. “Don't worry, they don't hurt us like that. Gabriel likes to threaten but I think it's just psychological warfare. I’m Kate," she tells me.

      I feel my shoulders relax slightly for the first time since they took me. "Fuck. Thank God. I wish I could say it’s nice to meet you Kate," I reply, gesturing around me. “But I think we all know this situation is shit and things are not looking good for any of us.” Both women nod and we fall silent. My eyes feel heavy and oddly I feel my lids begin to close. Had you told me when the Anhelios first grabbed me that I would be able to sleep just a few hours later, I would have thought you were crazy. Now I allow my body to go limp, knowing I'll need my strength soon enough. The peacefulness of sleep doesn't last long and my eyes open to the sounds of screams in the early morning light.
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      "You have got to be fucking kidding me!" I yell as my fist connects with the wall of my bathroom. It has been less than two hours since Aliyah walked in on me saying terrible things about her. I wanted to give her space. To give her time to think and to let go of her anger. Instead, I gave her time to pack her shit and disappear. I slam out of the room to find Azreal and Rafa walking into the main room. "She's fucking gone," I tell them.

      Azreal shakes his head. "Nah man, she can't be. No way could she have prevented herself from projecting intentions that strong."

      I stare him down "Yes, well she fucking did. Because her ass is gone." I'm in full-blown panic when Rafa steps forward.

      "Alright man, relax. We'll check the cameras. Azreal's right. No way she could have been planning something that fucking stupid without us picking up on it." He puts his hand on my shoulder but I shake it off.

      "Right. Well, I'm pretty sure she did just that," I say angrily as the three of us head down the corridor to the surveillance room. Twenty minutes later we are staring at the footage of her exiting my bedroom window, dropping to the tile roof below, and then swinging down to the next level. We watch in awe as she drops twenty feet to the pool deck below Azreal's balcony and then turns to run into the desert. I stop the video and look at my friends. "Ok. That was over an hour ago. She could be anywhere by now,” I say, the panic creeping into my voice.

      "If she had a car. She doesn't. Our cars are still here. So, she went on foot…" Azreal says calmly.

      "You sure about that Motherfucker?" I ask, and Rafa smiles tightly as he pans the surveillance cameras to the garage to find all our vehicles accounted for.

      "So, she's on foot. She can't be further than Payton Springs," Azreal says confidently.

      "Right, but as soon as she hits town, she'll find herself a ride and then she'll be in the damn wind again," I groan as I slam my hands down on the desk in front of me.

      "Ok. We can't let that happen. Let's go grab our girl," Rafa says.

      "My fucking girl," I growl at him. I'm about to put hands on him when a vision cuts through our bullshit.

      It's Aliyah. She is terrified and surrounded by Anhelios. Gabriel is holding her arms behind her back and Michael has his claws pressing into her breast. I can smell the copper scent of her blood and feel her fear as clearly as if it is my own. The vision fades as they take flight with her. "I'm going to remove both their motherfucking heads from their shoulders," I growl out as I slam out of the surveillance room and head down to the storage room to grab silver swords, knives, and a shit ton of guns. Azreal heads to the garage to grab the Escalade SUV.

      Rafa meets us in the garage with a duffle bag of cash. "In case shit goes sideways and we gotta run," he tells us when Azreal and I both give him questioning looks.
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        * * *

      

      We are familiar with the house that the Anhelios use as a meeting place. It is about a two-hour drive from Payton Springs. We make it there in a little over an hour. The house is lit up and active with people moving about and classical music playing. "It doesn't appear that they are expecting us," Rafa says, surprised.

      "So perhaps they don't actually know who they have then," Azreal says, a bit confused.

      "So, what? They just grabbed a random woman?" I ask sharply as we sit outside their compound.

      "Best guess they think she's a Hunter," Azreal responds, and I nod. That tracks. We sit in silence for a bit, just watching and feeling helpless when suddenly Aliyah is projecting another vision.

      This time she is falling into a dark cell-like room with two other women. Her knees are scratched, and her arms bruised. She is scared. It's a bone deep fear and I have the sudden completely unfounded fear that they have violated her. She is projecting a level of vulnerability that screams sexual assault. I am going to have to slowly peel their skin from their bodies.

      "That's it, we're going in." I announce, unable to take this any longer. Azreal and Rafa nod quickly and we exit the vehicle to move around to the ground floor of the structure. The three of us slip in through an open window on the ground floor and then proceed to move towards the middle of the compound, hoping to find a doorway leading down. I remember seeing the direction of her thoughts in the last vision and finally find it. There is a grouping of corridors that lead to different areas of the house and a doorway leading down. Azreal stays at the doorway to keep guard and take out anyone coming down, while Rafa and I navigate the large dungeon-like space. It doesn't take long to find her. Gabriel is standing watch outside a small cell.

      "Didn't expect you two to come after a worthless human," he says lightly as he draws his guns.

      I smile cruelly. "For your sake Gabriel. I hope you didn't touch what belongs to me," I tell him, the threat clear.

      Gabriel laughs "Ahhh, Isaiah. You shouldn't leave your toys lying around if you don't expect others to play with them," he responds and I roar as I lunge at him. I plunge my knife through his shoulder before he has a chance to shoot me, and grab his throat.

      "Drop the guns," Rafa tells him as I pat him down, looking for the key to the cell. I find it around his throat on a chain. I snap it off his neck and pass him to Rafa as I open the doors.

      Aliyah is standing against the furthest wall from the door. She is dirty and looks exhausted, but otherwise fine.

      "Did they touch you, my Queen?" I ask as I reach for her.

      "Not in the way you mean,” she says as she accepts my arms around her. I pull her to me and she collapses. "Isaiah, we have to take them with us," she tells me as I carry her from the room. Rafa stabs Gabriel through the heart with my knife, dropping him to the floor and takes the keys from my hand to release the women.

      "Aliyah, we can't take every broken human home with us," I try to tell her before Rafa interrupts me.

      "Whatever she needs, Isaiah. We offer penance."

      I nod in response, but she shakes her head.

      "No. It's not that. They're mine," she says simply before we hear a slow clap behind us and turn to find Michael standing in front of us in the corridor with Azreal. Azreal has a sword to Michael’s throat, but it doesn't appear to deter him from his emotionless response to the situation.

      "So it's true. The Queen of the Damned has been awakened,” he says sarcastically. Holding Aliyah with one hand, I reach for my sword with the other.

      Michael laughs. "As much as you would like to kill me, Demon, it simply cannot be done."

      "That may be true, Angel, and yet I can slow you down," I tell him as I swing my sword and drop his head to the ground beside him. The wall drips with blood as I hold Aliyah closer. Rafa passes one of the women to Azreal and carries the other as we move toward the stairs in unison.

      "Are they dead?" Nikki asks softly.

      "Unfortunately, no. Anhelios are immortal. It will slow them down though, and the healing process is a bitch," Rafa tells her with a wink.

      "He called you a demon," The other woman says, her voice tight with fear.

      I turn and smile at her, flashing sharp teeth and red eyes. Kate stifles a scream and Aliyah stiffens in my arms.

      "Don't worry babe, we’re only devils in the very best sense of the word," Rafa tells her with a wink.

      I laugh, navigating our way out of the lower dungeon.

      "You're worried about us darling, when those monsters had you and your friend chained to a wall?" Azreal asks as we slip out the window we came through, carrying the women as we go. "Might be time to rethink your concepts on Good and Evil," he tells them as we run through the dark. We're almost free of the Anhelio compound, but we'll never be truly free of them. We get the girls to safety tonight, but without the proper training they won't make it out of this alive. Darkness is coming. True Evil. And we must be ready for it.
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      We arrive back at the Deveons’ compound shortly after dawn. I stand at the slider to the pool deck and watch the colors brighten the sky. It's so fucking beautiful, especially after a brush with death. I keep my distance from Isaiah. I don't trust myself when I'm this exhausted and emotionally vulnerable. I am grateful that they came for me. Grateful of the Hunters’ bond which allowed them to track me. I stand watching the pinks and golds brighten the sky and listen to Nikki and Kate as they grill the guys with questions about their demonness. Nikki sits on the couch with Rafa and Kate sits in a chair across from them. Azreal is in the kitchen brewing tea for them, and Isaiah stands on the landing. We are all essentially blocking their escape routes. The thought comes to me from nowhere and I look up to catch Rafa's eye. He projected that to me. So, it does work both ways. I feIt that strange clicking sensation and another bolt sliding into place in my chest when Isaiah and the others saved me from the Anhelios. I had assumed that the bonds clicked into place through intimacy, so I was surprised to feel the new bond when Isaiah hadn’t so much as held me when he carried me from my captors’ home. I suppose killing two men to keep me safe and dragging me from a torture dungeon counts as an act of intimacy. I can feel a sense of pride coming from Isaiah and I know he is testing the bond as well. I push gratitude outward, hoping they will understand.

      "So, you are not evil then?" Nikki is asking.

      "I mean sure, of course we are. But it all depends on your view of Good and Evil," Rafa says.

      Kate raises a brow. "Do you hurt women and children?" she asks.

      Rafa scoffs. "I only hurt women who ask me very nicely and I always try to avoid children at all costs," he says with a shudder.

      Kate laughs. "Be serious. I'm truly trying to understand," she says.

      Nikki scoffs. "They are fucking demons. They corrupt souls to build armies of warriors for coming battles. What do you need to understand?" she asks sharply.

      "True. We do. And yet humans enjoy a little corruption and sin. It is not our desire to wipe out your species or to corrupt you to enable you to take yourselves out and do the work for us. That is the Anhelios way," Azreal replies as he hands each of them a cup of tea. "It's complicated. Anhelios are ‘good’ in a purity concept. They believe Anhelio blood is better than human, and so they wish to dispose of you. It's working too. Through the teaching of purity and elitism, humans believe they are better than one another. Deveons are more base and sexual. We enjoy sex, sin, playing, various emotions, and pain," he explains as he settles down next to Nikki. "The concepts of Good and Evil have been forced on humans for millennia, they aren't exactly true concepts though. Humans and celestial beings are complicated. What one being enjoys may not work for another, but if those enjoying it are fine, then who are we to judge?" he asks.

      Kate nods "Ok, but slavery, murder, rape? How do you explain these actions if there is no evil?" she asks.

      Rafa laughs harshly. "Oh, little hunter. I never said there wasn't evil. True evil in this world absolutely exists. I simply said it isn't what you first perceive it to be. We enjoy all the emotions of human nature; love, desire, sex, diligence, pain, heartbreak. All of this is needed to evolve and become a better or higher version of one’s self. If you deny your base instincts because they are wrong, then you can't possibly grow and evolve. All things have aspects of good and evil. It’s a matter of degree, is it not?" he asks.

      Nikki nods. "Ok. Assume all that is true. What is your core goal here?" she asks, looking at Azreal.

      "Honestly, we are looking for our mates. Before the Angels and Demons were divided and we were sent to hell, there were six of us. The three of us and Aliyah, as well as two more women, Nyx and Keyra. We believed in Aliyah, and she believed that the humans should not be used but rather seen as equal. She wanted to live among them and enjoy life. This caused a problem with the Anhelios as they wanted to enslave the humans and use them to work the earth. The great divide caused the war between Good and Evil, angering the Gods. Now we're looking for Nyx and Keyra and to train the half-human hunters to help us fight the annihilation of the human race. We hope to find our mates and complete the bonds, making us stronger for the war to come."

      "Holy shit, man. That's a lot," Nikki says with a laugh and Azreal smiles tightly.

      "Yes, I suppose it is. Regardless, we want to train you. We hope that you might be our lost mates. We won't know until Aliyah and Isaiah complete the bond and her powers return. Until then, all of you must train. The Anhelios won’t be stopped and now that they know Aliyah has awakened, they will be coming for her after they heal," Azreal replies.

      Nikki nods. "So, you want us to stay here and train. Do we have a choice?" she asks.

      "Of course. The decision is yours. You are welcome here. We will train and protect you. If you choose to go, we won't stop you. I can't promise we can help you if the Anhelios find you. We can't sense you without the bonds," Rafa tells them.

      Both women nod. "Cool. Ok well, where do we sleep?" Kate asks and Rafa laughs.

      "I'll show you your rooms," he tells them, effectively ending the night.

      I groan inwardly, knowing I will have to follow Isaiah to his room and potentially feel his wrath over the whole running away debacle. That, and suffer his nearness. I'm certain that the heat I feel for him hasn't decreased. Nope. If anything, I want him more. Something about him being there when I needed him the most absolutely does it for me. Isaiah waits at the top of the stairs for me, and I can sense his thoughts.

      Am I going to need to catch you again beautiful and drag you home? He thinks.

      I smile inwardly but attempt to keep my face blank. No. I'll behave. I respond, pushing the thought towards him.

      His smile turns wicked. Good girl. I feel his thought and a healthy dose of power radiates off him. My core tightens and my nipples pebble through my tank. Damn. That was hot. Isaiah smirks, popping a dimple as he turns to lead me to his room. The anticipation is absolutely killing me by the time we arrive. Isaiah waits for me to enter before closing and locking the door behind me. I stop a few feet from the bed and wait for his reaction.

      He crowds my space. "I'm sorry for the things I said," he says near my ear.

      I nod. "Best that I know what you really think of me early on," I reply with my chin lifted, head held high.

      "Aaliyah, no." He gently turns me to face him. "I was wrong. I was angry and frustrated. None of this is easy for me either," he sighs, sinking his hands into my hips. "No excuses. What I said was unforgivable… and yet I sincerely hope you can forgive me."

      I snort. "Please. You just want your Queen back. I'm just the human wrapper for what you actually want and need."

      He sighs again. "I'm sorry. Truly. I will make this up to you. But, make no mistake. You are her. My lover. My Queen. My world."

      I laugh. “Really? Are you sure I'm not just a convenient fuck until you can get her back?"

      Isaiah nods. " I said I was sorry woman. And I am. I respect whatever choice you make about the bond, but we must move on." He brushes my tangled hair off my shoulder and gently kisses my forehead.

      I sigh. Frustrated. Angry. Annoyed. Grateful. "Thank you for saving me," I say simply. I think of Michael’s head detached from his body, of Gabriel's blood staining the floor of the dungeon, and I shudder. Isaiah pulls me closer in a tentative hug and I lay my head on his shoulder. He feels good… strong, supportive. We stay like that for some time while I process the fear, violence, and acceptance of it all.

      "You going to shower?" he asks, voice gravelly.

      "Yes." I reply.

      He nods. "Get to it then. Don't want to be up much longer. Dead on my feet," he says with a sigh and I nod, heading to the ensuite bathroom.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I return after showering, dressed in sleep shorts and a tank, Isaiah laughs. "Not a chance, baby. Gonna need you to strip. My rules still stand. If we're not fucking, I need you naked." His face is stony, no room for argument. I sigh and remove my clothing. I sit at the edge of the bed and Isaiah places the cuff on my wrist.  His eyes darken as he takes in the wound on my breast from Michael’s claws. There are puncture wounds, and it is starting to bruise. "I should have peeled his skin from his body before I took his head," he announces.

      I smile tightly. "There's always next time," I reply darkly, and Isaiah returns my smile.

      "I am so sorry this happened to you, Aliyah. I failed you," he tells me.

      I snort. "Isaiah, I ran from you when you warned me of the danger. This isn't your fault," I tell him truthfully.

      "We must train you. Your powers are already getting stronger, but it would be better if you trained. And if we bond."

      I nod. "I understand. I just need time to process all of this." Isaiah watches me for a moment and then nods sharply before getting up and returning to his side of the bed.

      "Goodnight, Aliyah," he says, his voice hard.

      I swallow. "Goodnight," I respond, knowing full well that my time to make a decision is running out.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

          
            ISAIAH

          

        

      

    

    
      She is fucking gorgeous. I watch my little human as she spars with Rafa in the ring. She's amazing. So fast. Her reflexes have increased with the new bonds. I watch her twirl out of the way, land several jabs to the face and gut, and then do a kick sweep that almost has Raf stumble. Pretty impressive for a newbie. I have her next for weapons training. We're working with guns first. They don't do much against an Anhelio, but for humans and half breeds they are effective. Swords and knives are best for our kind.

      Nothing can kill us permanently, but the beheading or knife to the heart will stop one of us and force us to wait out the healing process, which effectively takes us out of any major battle for a length of time. As demons, we have speed and object dimensional placement in our repertoire, which is essentially the ability to move through other dimensions to move from one location to the next instantaneously. As a result, we appear out of thin air and move faster than the eye can follow because we are moving in and out of other dimensions. So, while Aliyah won't be able to move through dimensions until she sheds her human form, she will need to anticipate other Anhelios and Demons doing it and essentially appearing out of nowhere.

      A fun trick we have mastered over time. It's not something we usually do in front of humans as we tend to want to keep them in the dark about what we truly are.

      “She’s clearly completed several bonds now,” Azreal says, joining me at the edge of the loft.

      “Yes,” I reply simply.

      “So, which have you completed?” he asks.

      “Desire. The night we went on our first date,” I tell him, keeping my eyes on my queen.

      “Of course. The night you didn’t fuck her,” he says sarcastically.

      “I did not fuck her. I simply owned that pussy,” I smirk.

      He snorts. “Jesus, man. So, you completed the desire bond and she was able to project.”

      “Yes. When we saved her from the Anhelios compound we completed the trust bond and she was able to speak to us telepathically.”

      “She has gotten stronger and faster as well. Was that the last bond? Azreal asks, looking at me.

      “Yes. There are still four more bonds to complete,” I tell him.

      "Have you told her she won't remain human after the final bonding?" Azreal asks as we watch her movements.

      "Why the Hell would I tell her that?" I ask, not bothering to turn to look at my friend.

      He snorts out a laugh. "Wow, ok. Perhaps because trust and acceptance are two of your bonds. And because women tend to respect a man who is upfront with them."

      I nod. "True. And yet it is often better to ask for forgiveness than for permission," I respond.

      Azreal claps me on the shoulder. "Ok, man. It's your funeral," he says as he moves away. Maybe it is. Still, I'll cross that bridge when we get to it. For now, things are more complicated than I'd like them to be.

      Azreal and I head downstairs to meet up with Aliyah and Rafa.
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        * * *

      

      “Keep your hips forward and your arms up,” I tell Aliyah sternly as she holds a semi-automatic weapon in her hands, preparing to shoot. I’m holding my woman by the hips. We are standing at the edge of our five-acre compound.

      There is a shooting range set up deep in the desert. No one ever wanders out this far, so it’s safe and secluded. We have the range set up with an open table with an assortment of guns and bullets. Aliyah has been shooting for the better part of two hours and she is getting very good at it.

      “Like this?” she asks as she stretches her arms forward and straightens her hips. I smile and move a bit closer to her, feeling the firm roundness of her ass as I brush against her. I gently lift her arms and settle my hands on her hips as she squints through the view finder of the gun.

      “Yep. Perfect babe,” I tell her as she prepares to squeeze the trigger.

      “Keep your arms firm. The kickback on this one is a bitch,” I tell her just before patting her on the ass and whispering, “Pull the trigger, babe” close to her ear.

      I can tell she’s distracted by my nearness, and I know I should move away so she can think clearly, and yet I can’t seem to bring myself to stop touching her. The gun fire goes off at a rapid pace and I can hear the steel hitting its target and I feel a sense of pride at her accomplishment.

      Aliyah sets the gun down on the table next to us and pushes back a bit so I can feel the warmth of her body through my jeans.

      I groan and pull her hips closer so I can grind my sudden hardness against her ass. She leans back against my shoulder, and I trace over her breasts and circle her nipples through her thin shirt. She moans softly as I mouth her neck and ear. I can feel her nipples tightening as I continue to stroke them. She tightens her legs and I force my knee between her thighs so she can rub against me. She does so without hesitation.

      Growling, I slip her top button of her jeans open and unzip her pants. “I want to bend you over the weapons table and push into this wet cunt,” I tell her as I stroke my fingers over her wetness.

      She moans again and a full body shiver makes its way through her system. I push a thick digit into her tightness and groan as her body pulls me in. “Jesus, woman. I’m going to need to spend some time stretching this pussy or I'll never get my fat cock inside you,” I tell her as I lick at her neck and ear.

      I push a second finger inside of her tightness and move my other hand to her jaw, forcing her head to one side so I can suck at her mouth and lick her lips.

      Aliyah moans into my mouth and works against my fingers buried in her wet pussy. “I need more time, Isaiah,” she pants against my mouth while her hips work my fingers.

      “More time to fuck my hand before I slam inside you?” I ask her.

      She smiles against my lips. “More time to think before I give into this insane lust bond that has me spreading my legs for you every time you’re close.”

      “But only for me,” I growl possessively.

      She nods. “Yes, only you. But that is part of the problem. I’m not even sure I like you and you are trying to bond with me for eternity.”

      I growl and force another finger into her cunt as I suck at her neck. She moans in surprise but doesn’t complain. “Baby, once you get this cock you’re not going to care about my personality. You’re just going to beg for it every chance you get,” I tell her as I pull my fingers from her body and lick them clean.

      She groans and pushes back against me, grinding hard on my lap. “That’s kind of the problem, Isaiah. I don’t like you, but I’m already half in love with your cock. I’d like to love and respect my partner.” She pants.

      “Ok, my queen,” I tell her as I zip her pants and close the button, leaving her wet and needy and then I turn her around, pick her up and carry her to the table, setting her on the weapons table. I groan at the image of her surrounded by guns, knives, and bullets, knowing that she’s wet and half desperate for me.

      I sink my hands into her hair and force her head back until I have full access to her mouth, then I force my mouth to hers, licking, sucking, and biting her lips until she groans and opens for me. When she does, I slide my forked tongue into her mouth so she can taste herself on my lips. I abuse her mouth with my lips, teeth, and tongue until she’s half out of her mind. Then I release her, knowing full well that I have driven myself just as insane with no hope of a release today. It is absolutely worth it to see her needy and desperate for me, even if she is still refusing to give us both the relief we need.

      When I pull away, she moans softly and touches the pads of her fingers to her puffy lips. I smile cruelly. “All you need to do for relief is beg, my love. I’ll give you everything you need when you’re ready to beg for it,” I tell her annoyed, that she is able to resist the pull of our bond when I cannot.

      I smile at her. “I’m going to pop back to the house. I hope the walk is worth holding onto your ideals,” I tell her and then leave her in the desert, wet, needy, and full of her desire to love and respect her partner while she just lusts for me.
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        * * *

      

      Part of me knew that my instability was not an asset in winning the trust, respect, and love of my woman. I just couldn’t seem to help myself. Aliyah was angry when she arrived at the house an hour later, having trekked through the desert with just a water bottle for company. I was swimming laps when I heard her arrive and quickly ducked behind the waterfall when she pushed through the back slider and padded out onto the pool deck. I smiled when I heard her mumbling about “asshole fated mates” and “fucking demon dimension hopping.” My girl was adorable when she was pissed.

      Aliyah dove into the pool and started to swim laps to cool off. I left her alone for a bit and let her work out her anger and frustration. I thought she had sufficiently calmed down thirty minutes later when she stopped swimming to lounge under the waterfall. Swooping in, I grabbed her around the waist and hauled her to my chest. I was wrong. She was not calm and she was not ok with being manhandled.

      “What the fuck, Isaiah?” she whisper-yells as I hold her around the waist and stroke her throat.

      “Just trying to get your attention babe,” I say softly in her ear as I mouth her neck and run my fingertips over her throat.

      “Yeah, nope. Definitely not interested,” she replies as she slips out of my arms.

      My queen has been training as she is able to slip out of my grasp, twist around my much larger body and swoop my leg out from under me, dropping me on my ass in the pool. I am sure it is hilarious for the others to watch me spewing water and trying to regain my footing. I quickly right myself and shake the water out of my hair.

      “You’ll come around, baby!” I call after her as I watch her toned figure step out of the water and wring out her long dark hair. She’s wearing a one-piece black swimming suit with a slit down the front to her navel. Aliyah tosses her hair and smiles over her shoulder at me, still standing in the water where she has dropped me.

      “For you Isaiah? I honestly think you're delusional about that,” she calls out to a chorus of laughter from the girls and my two closest friends. The rest of the week goes by similarly. We train. I attempt to seduce her, and she resists my charms. She is friendly and sweet to Rafa and Azreal and helpful and supportive of Nikki and Kate.

      She is also incredibly sexy while we train. I have her for weapons training again later in the week. We are working with swords and knives. We are sparring on the mats in the open gym, defensive swordsmanship. It is really impressive how quickly she picks up each new challenge. I had knocked her sword from her hand and dropped her to the mats when she rolls and springs up into a defensive crouch, withdrawing a knife from her leg holsters. I circle her and drop her again, allowing me to pin her with my body and wrench the knives from her hands.

      We have been sparing for over an hour and she ends up beneath me, sweaty and panting. I use her knife to free her bra from her shirt, slipping the blade beneath the fabric and pulling up gently. Aliyah gasps as her shirt falls away, leaving her in only a bra and leggings. Her heart beats faster beneath me and I place the blade flat against her chest as she takes deep calming breaths. I watch her eyes dilate with lust as I gently toy with the knife along her soft supple skin. A tiny stream of blood springs up between her breasts and her nipples pebble with desire.

      “You like that?” I ask her softly. I'm not exactly surprised; she was a demon after all. She watches me as I play with the knife blade along her skin.

      “I really do,” she says, almost as if the admission surprises her.

      I hold her eyes as I slip the blade over her torso and along her belly until I gently slide it under the waistband of her leggings. Aliyah shakes slightly and holds her breath until I place the blade on the mat next to us. Smiling, she wraps her thighs around my torso and gains the advantage by rolling her body on top of mine. She sits up and rubs against my hard length, her full breasts bouncing slightly with the movement. I’m not wearing a shirt and she smiles wickedly as she picks up the blade and gently runs it along my chest, doing the same to me as I had done to her. It is erotic and my cock hardens in my pants as I watch her play with the knife above me. I feel oddly vulnerable. Something I’m not sure I have ever felt with a woman before. It is humbling.

      “You gonna let me fuck you?” I ask her, my voice like gravel. Aliyah shakes her head and smiles softly at me. “But you want me to fuck you?” I ask her.

      She nods. “So fucking much, Isaiah. It wouldn’t be fair to either of us though,” she says, swallowing hard.

      I reach up and stroke her face softly, running my thumb along her mouth. “OK, baby. But trust me when I tell you, once you decide to let me between those pretty little thighs of yours, I will make you beg for it and you will fucking love doing it.”

      She gasps again as I slide my hand to her throat and tighten my palm against her soft skin. “Does this make your sweet pussy wet?” I ask her as she slides down along my shaft over and over, the friction almost painful.

      “Yes,” she whimpers as I let her use me. I tighten my hand on her throat just as she is about to come and pull her mouth to mine. I kiss her softly and lick into her mouth with my forked tongue as she moans out her climax.

      “You will beg me for my cock soon Aliyah,” I tell her smugly.

      She smiles. “Not likely, Demon,” she says as she stands and moves off me.

      I laugh. “Keep telling yourself that, my Queen.”
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        * * *

      

      I was having fun. I would have thought I’d be dying to get inside of her. And I was, don’t get it twisted, I just enjoyed her frustrating ideals and stubbornness. It was interesting to see a more innocent and fun-loving side to my dark queen. When we were lovers, she had been stubborn and intense. Opinionated and demanding. She had been a fierce warrior and a true force to be reckoned with. But lighthearted and fun? Teasing and flirty? No, The Queen of the Damned had never had a chance to be human. I liked seeing her like this. Something told me this version of my woman was loving every second of this somewhat normal life. Too bad it was about to get ripped away from both of us far too soon.

      

      Aliyah

      In the following days I think a lot about the fact that Isaiah and his brothers are actual fucking demons after that night at the Anhelios compound. Perhaps it should have been obvious to me from the conversations about fallen angels and the beginning of human life. I suppose on some level it was. I saw Isaiah’s wings, his black horns, and red eyes and yet some part of my brain could accept celestial being and not hell demon. Fuck. I'm the fated mate of a hell demon. I think as I watch them training with the women from the dungeons.

      Nikki and Kate adjusted to life at the Deveons’ compound quickly. After we return to the Deveons’, the days pass quickly. I am a prisoner here. The guys refuse to let me return to work or the gym until the first bond is complete. I work out and train in their very expensive and well-equipped gym. I swim laps in the outdoor pool. I spend hours with Azreal, learning their myths and history. I don't hate it here.

      They aren't lying to me; I can feel my powers increasing. Azreal is teaching me to project my thoughts when I choose to and how to access theirs so that we can communicate telepathically. The days are hard and intense and by the time I fall into bed at night I barely notice Isaiah moving about his room naked and unbearably hard. He has bound one of my wrists in a leather shackle from the first night I spent here.

      Forcing me to stay in his bed, he doesn't touch me. He hasn't kissed me since the night I arrived. He seems content to force me to lie next to him as he sleeps, my body desperate and on fire for him. It is the middle of the night on my second week here. I am rubbing my thighs together to get some type of relief when he rolls his head to look at me.

      "All you have to do is ask, my little human. I will gladly fuck the pain away," he tells me as he stares at me with his red eyes.

      I'm fairly sure I surprise us both when I whisper, “Ok.” His eyes widen and his dimple pops.

      “Fuck, finally,” he breathes out as he reaches for me. Isaiah releases the cuff and I roll on top of him, my body draped over his, and my heavy breasts press against his hard chest. I’m naked and already wet for him as he grabs my waist and lifts me so I straddle his lower abs, the muscles smooth and taut beneath my pussy. I rub against him and reach behind me for his hard cock he grips my jaw with his fingers forcing me to look at him.

      “I'm probably going to regret asking this but… Why now?” he asks, his eyes searching mine.

      I stare at him confused. “Seriously?” I ask.

      “Answer me human,” Isaiah growls. I look at him and give a tight smile.

      “I don’t love you, Isaiah. I don’t even really like you, to be honest. I desperately don't want to lose myself by releasing your dark queen or whatever you call her, but I am weak and this is painful. It hurts so fucking much to be close to you and deny the bond. I can’t think or sleep. I can't do anything when we are close to each other except feel this intense longing that burns. So please, help me fuck the pain away,” I tell him.

      Isaiah nods. “It’s the same for me. I can't think of anything besides sinking into your tight cunt, Aliyah. I do love you though, human. I want you. You and the Queen are the same woman, you share the same soul. Let go Aliyah,” he tells me, his eyes soft.

      I swallow and nod tightly. “Ok, now please. I am begging you to fuck me.” I watch his eyes darken as he smiles at me.

      “No,” he says, voice harsh and gravelly.

      “No?” I ask, confused.

      “I want you on your knees for me Aliyah, choking on my cock. Can you do that baby?” he asks.

      I nod, suddenly desperate to taste him. I move backwards and he grips my hair, forcing me to move onto all fours as he slowly stands from the bed. He pulls my hair at the base of my head and palms my scalp as he nudges me forward. The skylight above the bed allows moonlight to stream down over us and I can see him standing in front of me, muscles straining as he waits for me to finish looking him over and give him my eyes. When I do, he smiles.

      “Good girl,” he says, and my pussy contracts at the praise. “Closer, human,” he says and I move to the edge of the bed. “Take out my cock,” he demands.

      I swallow hard, my mouth suddenly dry with desire. I reach forward and lower his sweats just enough so they sit below his ass. His cock springs out and my mouth waters with need. It's fucking huge, and the veins are thick and pulsing in the moonlight. My nipples tighten and my breasts feel heavy. I reach forward and weigh his heavy balls in the palm of my hand. They feel hot and tight, and I think about licking and sucking the skin as I stroke them.

      Isaiah throws his head back and groans, "Lower your pretty mouth and lick my cockhead human. Let's see if it fits better down your throat than in that tight wet cunt."

      I groan in response and open my lips. My tongue sweeps out to lick the leaking purple head. He tastes good, and I groan out my approval. I swirl my wet tongue around his cock, licking up the length of him and then sucking the fat head into my mouth and moaning. Isaiah responds by gripping my hair harder and stroking my throat.

      "Open wider baby," he demands harshly and I try to widen my throat to take more of him as he pushes his length into my waiting mouth and down my throat. I swallow around his thick cock, my eyes watering as I bob my head, tasting all of him.

      I groan, greedy for more as Isaiah begins to find rhythm as he strokes in and out of my mouth. "Fuck yeah, baby," he groans as his hands grip my ass and pulls me farther onto his cock. His long fingers stroke over my wet folds teasing around my clit. "You're so fucking wet for me Aliyah, your pretty pink cunt is dripping," he says and I feel my pussy clenching around nothing at his words.

      Isaiah laughs and buries three fingers into my pussy as I scream out, the sound muffled as I continue sucking and moaning around his big cock. My His fingers milk my pussy and he pumps his climax into my mouth. I swallow him down, loving the taste of him. I’m moaning and begging when he grips my hair with his other hand and forces my head back until his length slides out of my mouth. I'm shaking with need as Isaiah presses his hand to my chest, forcing me onto my back. I lay back and he kisses me gently. Licking and sucking at my mouth.

      "Shhh baby it's ok I'm going to take care of you,” he soothes me as he continues to fuck his fingers into me while licking at my abused mouth. Soothed, I relax into his movements and then he's licking down my neck and chest to my nipples, suckling and pulling with his mouth and teeth and I'm sure that I've never been so enthralled with anyone in my entire life. I'm whimpering and begging on the cusp of my climax when Isaiah removes his fingers and drops to his knees, sucking and biting my clit with his teeth and forked tongue, and just when I can't take anymore he slides his fingers back in and sends me spiraling off the cliff.

      "So fucking good," I pant out when I've returned to this realm. He laughs and nuzzles me closer on the bed. He's holding me and stroking along my torso, hips and thighs, his movements lulling me to sleep.

      "So fucking worth the wait. Best head ever, baby," he groans in my ear.

      I smile, and just as I'm convinced everything will be alright, I am sucked into another vision.
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        * * *

      

      The sky above me is dark. It's late, probably after midnight and I'm walking alone. I feel movement behind me, and I see huge white wings circling me. I crouch into a defensive position as the man lands next to me. "Fucking hell Michael, what do you want?" I demand, my voice angry.

      "Aliyah. How are you?" the man, asks ignoring my question. We walk in silence for a beat before he speaks again.

      "I came to tell you to stop this silliness with the humans. They aren't worth the attention of a Queen," he says, his words intended to stroke my ego. I look at the man next to me and remember there was a time when we had been friends. Now we were the furthest thing from it.

      "I beg to differ, Michael. The humans are our creations, and we are responsible for them. The same way the gods are responsible for us."

      Michael snorts. "Really, Aliyah. You are so simplistic these days. Naive even," he states with disgust. I throw my head back and laugh.

      "How very original and evolved of you Michael, to insult me when I disagree with you." I throw a tolerant smirk in his direction "Stop abusing the humans. They are not your playthings. You and the others are overstepping and I will strike you down if you continue to abuse them," I say, tiring of this game.

      "You will strike us down? Aliyah, a war of the Anhelios over ants? They are nothing."

      "Clearly I disagree. We will not allow it Michael. The gods may be amused with your genocide of the humans, but I am not. I will protect them with my last breath, as will my warriors."

      "Now, now, Aliyah. Please, we aren't going to wipe out the humans, it's just a little experiment. Please calm down."

      "Do not press me on this Michael. If you continue to hurt, violate, and essentially annihilate the humans, we will consider it an act of war against us and we will retaliate." Michael lifts an eyebrow.

      "We didn't consider it an act of war when you gave the humans knowledge and the ability to procreate. Don't get all holier than thou with me Aliyah."

      “Didn't you though, Michael? I seem to recall you recruiting warriors to your cause right around that time, if I'm not mistaken."

      Michael laughs "Touché my dear. We, the Anhelios are intended to inherit the earth. That is a promise from our gods. You are not the only Anhelio and I will assume my words have fallen on deaf ears if you continue to support a lesser species over your own. If it's a war you are after, then you shall have one." With that, Michael flashes his sharp teeth at me and unfurls his wings.

      I grip the handle of my sword with one hand and the knife strapped to my thigh with the other, eyes flashing with anger at the insult of another Anhelio. Michael is gone before I draw the weapons and I am alone in the desert with my weapons drawn when Isaiah lands beside me just moments later. He folds his black and gold wings around me and holds me as I slide the weapons back into their holsters.

      "I felt your anger and intention. I came as quickly as I could," he says I lean on him. I can feel him shouldering my weight. I allow him to carry the burden for just a moment while I smell his clean scent and the heat of him against me. He feels like home to me.
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        * * *

      

      The vision fades and I am once again myself, lying in Isaiah's bed. I feel a click like a lock sliding into place and I can hear Isaiah's thoughts in my head. You were always the strongest of us. Always ready to do what needed to be done for what you believed in. I would follow you to the ends of this earth and the next.

      I can hear his words in my head as clearly as if he spoke them to me.

      She loved you too. More than I can imagine. You were her home, her rock. She could do what she needed to do because you were there to support her and encourage her. Losing you was like losing a limb.

      Isaiah looks at me in surprise. "When?" he asks, surprised that I have so much control over our telepathic communication now.

      I shrug. "I think just now actually," I respond. "There was a click and then I could hear you in my mind. Like the dreams."

      "What dreams?" he asks.

      I smile. "I've always heard your voice in my dreams. Usually just whispering ‘wake up.’ It was comforting when I was a child, like an imaginary guardian angel protecting me. When I got older it was more sexual. More demanding and I would wake up hoping to find you there waiting for me, willing to help me with the longing…" my voice trails off.

      Isaiah smiles. "Baby, I will always help you with any longing you might have." He winks at me and I blush. I'm suddenly acutely aware that this man can absolutely help with that. "I think we just completed the third bond, acceptance, Aliyah. Perhaps you do actually like me after all."

      I laugh. What a fucking understatement. Obsessed, enthralled, unable to keep my legs closed around him yes. Like him? not a chance.

      "Not likely," I say instead.

      He laughs and drops a kiss on my lips before gently rearranging our bodies so that I am sprawled over him. My hip over his leg, my hand on his chest, and head on his shoulder. It feels oddly familiar, and I am hit with memories of having lain with him like this thousands of times before. Content. Loved. So sure of my place in this world and my love for this man. Little did I know it was destined to be ripped away from me too quickly.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

          
            ISAIAH

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake up in the morning with Aliyah snuggled against my side, and the memories of the night before slam into me. So good. She was perfect. So damn sexy, as she gave in to the desperation, begging me just the way I needed. So damn pretty looking up at me through wet lashes. Her eyes were so trusting. And we had established another bond. Acceptance flowed from her and into me. She wanted this. Us. She had accepted me as her true mate.

      It was more than that though. I had told her I loved her, and I did. I loved her fire and her passion. I loved all the things about her that were so different and yet similar to the woman I had loved for an eternity. It was interesting to see the humanness that she had loved and envied so much now a part of her essence. I could now see why she had fallen in love with their humanness all those years ago.

      Smiling to myself, I look down at the woman in my arms who is now bare to me. Not just her body but her soul. I slide my hands over her side, along her smooth skin and over her hip. Slowly slipping between her thighs to stroke up and down the skin. She smiles in her sleep and moans my name. I want to taste it on her tongue. I want to claim her in all the ways a man could claim a woman. Instead, I tickle her side gently. "Wake up beautiful, I have a surprise," I tell her as she snuggles further against me.

      "A surprise?" she asks, opening one eye sleepily.

      "Yep. As much as I love holding your tight little body, we have shit to do," I say, patting her on the exposed side of her ass.

      Aliyah stretches like a cat, arching her back and pressing her breasts to my side as she does. I smile and roll her on top of me, bending her knees so she straddles my hips.

      "Never mind little human, I've decided I’d rather stay in bed and touch all of this. All day," I tell her, nibbling on her neck and stroking up her legs.

      "As good as that sounds Isaiah, I want my surprise now," she tells me with a smirk.

      I laugh. "Can't you wait until after I sink into this tight pussy and have my way with you?" I ask her, only half joking as I slide my hands over the bare skin of her back. Aliyah smiles and places both hands on my chest to push off me. I let her go. Settling on the side of the bed, she swings her legs over and hops off the bed. I smile as I watch her.

      "Isaiah, it's still dark outside, where is this supposed surprise?" she asks, cocking a skeptical brow at me. I laugh and follow her off the bed.

      "We have to get dressed and go for a bit of a hike, but I promise it will be worth the wait," I tell her smiling as she pouts and picks out her clothes for the day.

      I laugh as I choose my own clothes and then pick her up and carry her ass into the bathroom. We shower quickly and get dressed. I wish I had more time to explore her body as we quickly soap each other and rinse off, but I really want to take her to see her surprise and the timing is important. While she finishes getting ready, I pop down to the kitchen and pack water bottles and trail mix and brew coffee. Within the hour we are out the door.

      Aliyah and I sip our coffee as I drive to the edge of the desert. There is a dirt road hidden behind an old rock outcropping that we almost miss in the early dawn light. I take the road and we proceed slowly until we get to a huge rock formation. I park and we grab our packs and head out.

      The hike is difficult in the dark for most people, but Aliyah has developed amazing coordination and balance and we quickly scale the rocks and find the cave landing just in time for sunrise. We are sitting at the mouth of the cave and sipping water when the first light hits the sky, the vibrant reds and golds are breathtaking from up here. I watch her as she takes in the colors as they fade to purples, pinks, and yellows and then finally the sun appears on the horizon. Aliyah turns to me in awe.

      "I've seen a lot of sunrises, but this is by far the most impressive. Thank you, Isaiah." I smile at her and take her hand. I toy with her fingers and think about the many times we had come here together in the past. Aliyah gasps as the vision engulfs her.
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        * * *

      

      We stand together at the mouth of the cave. It is sunrise and we have just awoken. It is many years before the Battle of the Damned, and we are young Anhelios and desperately in love. I stand behind her, my arms around her waist, nuzzling her neck and she snuggles into me. Aliyah stretches her wings as I step back and watch. They almost look red in the early morning light. "I want to fly into the colors," she laughs as she settles her wings again and I step back to enclose mine around her.

      I laugh "It's just a prism, collecting the colors and reflecting them back," I tell her, and she laughs harder.

      "I know my love, but it's more fun to imagine the sky as all those colors for just a few minutes every day." I smile at her and pull her closer.

      "I love you," I tell her as I hold her close. She sighs contentedly in my arms.

      "And I you. I would choose you a thousand times if we lived a thousand lives," she tells me, and I smile bigger.

      "Pretty promises from an immortal," I tell her as I kiss her neck. She turns in my arms and smiles up at me.

      "Yes. But I do mean it. I almost wish we could be reborn so I would have the chance to fall in love with you all over again."

      "And I you, my love. I would always choose you. I would follow you to the ends of this earth and the next," I tell her honestly as I bow my head to kiss her lips.
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        * * *

      

      The vision fades and Aliyah squeezes my fingers. " You really loved each other. I've never loved anyone like that," she says softly.

      I growl and pull her closer. "We were really in love," I tell her, annoyed that she thinks of herself as a different person than who she is.

      "Ok. We were. I don't remember any of that though Isaiah. All I have is now," she says.

      I nod. "I know this. I can help you remember though. I had hoped coming here would help jog your memory. Help you understand that what we have isn't just the bond, although we created that with our love and desire for one another. We completed the bonds so that we would always be able to find each other. I love you Aliyah," I tell her.

      She smiles sadly. "I believe that you loved her and that you think I'm her, your Queen. But I don't know Isaiah. It's a lot of pressure."  I stand and pull her to her feet. I wrap my arms around her and enclose her within my wings as I did that morning thousands of years ago. We watch the last of the color fade from the sky and then as the golden ball of sunlight appears over the horizon, I turn her in my arms and kiss her.

      I'm not kissing her with lust or desire. I kiss her with all the love and devotion I've ever felt for her. I kiss her gently and passionately and I watch as the feelings begin to flood into her. It's a lot. My love. Our love. Our mission to save humanity. My fear that she won't keep her promise to love me again. She never has before, in all the years I searched for her. In all the lifetimes I found her. She never bonded to me again. Perhaps that was our forever. Maybe we really did only get those thousand or so years together before we were ripped apart.

      I break the kiss and gently run the pads of my fingers over her lips. "Can you feel it?" I ask her. She smiles back with tears in her eyes.

      "Yes. I feel it. It's all real, isn't it?" she asks, her voice breathy. I can feel the bond when it clicks into place. There's a tightness in my chest and I nod.

      "Yes. It's real. I'm terrified you won't choose me this time. For me and for us, but also for humanity. The Anhelios really are getting stronger and we have to find the others before they take extremes against the humans," I tell her, smoothing my hands over her skin.

      "You don't think Nikki and Kate are your missing Deveons?" she asks.

      I smile. "Our missing Deveons. I really don't know. None of us can sense them. You felt a connection though, so it’s possible."

      "You think they're Hunters though?"

      "Yes. They are strong and learning quickly. Definitely more than human. We are running out of time though. The Anhelios we put down will be healing. I'd like to get you all trained and us bonded before they reach their full potential," I tell her truthfully.

      Aliyah nods. "What happens to me when we're fully bonded?" she asks.

      I mask any emotion on my face. I still haven’t told her that she will become a full Deveon when the bond is completed. Perhaps Azreal is right, and I need to tell her. But we only just got this far. She trusts me, finally. I don't want to ruin everything by telling her now. I swallow hard and release her from my hold.

      "What do you mean?" I ask instead.

      "I mean, I'm still me, right? I just have more control of my powers and I'll have the real Aliyah's memories?" she asks.

      "The real Aliyah?" I ask.

      "You know what I mean," she says.

      I nod. "Yes, I know what you mean. You are the same though. She is just an older version of you. You've changed though. You're more human, more in love with life," I tell her with a wink.

      "So, if she's me and I'm her, then won't she know or remember or whatever that you just called her old?" she asks with a smirk.

      "Ha, you are hilarious, little human. Age isn't an insult to an immortal," I tell her, laughing. "Come on, darling. Let's get you back to the house for training," I tell her as I wrap her in my arms and teleport us both to the compound.
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        * * *

      

      She has training with Rafa when we return and then history with Azreal. I'm becoming obsessed with her as I watch her throughout the day. Her form is perfect in training and her fighting technique is on point. I cannot believe how quickly she has progressed in the past few weeks. She is an exceptional fighter and is even besting Rafa a good portion of the time. I smile as I watch from the loft above.

      "You do realize it's not healthy to obsess over something the way you are right?" Azreal asks as he appears at my side.

      "I am well aware. I simply do not like to be separated from her while we bond," I tell him. It is only a half lie. The bonds do make it difficult to be apart from her and I know that once we are fully bonded it will become easier. I am just omitting the knowledge that I am a crazy possessive asshole who needs to watch her to ease my anxiety.

      "Sure, keep telling yourself that, my friend," Azreal responds as he side eyes me, apparently not convinced of my lack of obsession with our queen.

      "You are getting closer?" he asks as he watches her speed and reflexes.

      I nod. "Yes, we have completed the fourth bond," I tell him, proud that she is accepting me.

      Azreal nods, seeming impressed.

      "I am truly happy for you both, my friend. It will be a relief to have our Queen return and to have your grumpy ass satisfied once again. I can feel our power getting stronger. I can only hope we reach our full potential before the Anhelios heal."

      "I agree. She is doing exceptionally well. How is she doing with the history of our people?" I ask him.

      Azreal nods. "She is very accepting. She is learning quickly. I have to admit, I am surprised with how easily she accepts our truth over the one she has learned her entire life."

      "I imagine meeting the Anhelios and spending time in a dungeon didn't hurt," I bite out, still pissed that she had to experience the fear and anxiety of being kidnapped.

      I watch as Aliyah and Rafa complete their drills and stretch out on the mats. "I think I love her, Azreal," I say, surprising myself and him with the admission. He throws his head back and laughs.

      "I should hope so, man. She's your damn soulmate."

      I watch her below us with Rafa. "Right. I know. I've always loved our Queen. But I was actually referring to her human counterpart. She's softer, more accepting, loving. She is everything Aliyah loved about the humans. She has finally become a human version and I'm going to steal that from her when she transforms…" I tell him, exposing the thoughts and fears which have been growing inside of me over the last few bonds.

      Azreal watches me, somber. "You need to stop thinking of them as two separate women, Isaiah. Aliyah is our Queen. They are the same. You do not know what will happen when she takes her Deveon form. Perhaps she will retain the humanity when she transforms. Perhaps it is a part of her essence after all these centuries of being reborn in human form," he tells me optimistically.

      "Perhaps. I sincerely hope so, my friend," I say, saddened for the first time that once the bonds are complete my human lover will be gone.

      Azreal looks at me with concern. "Isaiah, you must complete the bonds. There is no going back after you both completed the third bond."

      I smile at my friend. "There is no going back for me. Aliyah can still choose her own destiny."

      "Have you lost your fucking mind, Isaiah? If she rejects you now you will be lost to the pain. You will be unable to function over time and we will have to drag you back to Deveon until she can be reborn once again. You know this," he tells me, shaking his head. "You have to finish the bonds. We have to save humanity. Time is running out."

      "I know," I tell him. I'm just not sure how I can lose her now.
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        * * *

      

      I spent the rest of the day training as well, trying to take away the anxiety as I worry about our futures. I know Azreal is right. I promised Aliyah I would always choose her, and I would. I promised to protect the human and I am doing my damn best to save their humanity. I fulfilled my promise and in the end I will sacrifice the human I now love for the Deveon queen we desperately needed to save us all. I just want to spend as much time with my human lover as possible before the transformation. Once I made up my mind, I decided to find her as soon as possible.
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        * * *

      

      Tracking Aliyah down is not a difficult feat. I've honed my stalking skills over the past few weeks and am well aware that she is in the library working on her Anhelio history with Azreal. I smile to myself as I watch them reading through their books, heads bent down and fingers tapping softly as they both read, engrossed in the stories they are studying.

      Gods, she is so beautiful. It almost hurts to look at her. I know I’m biased and am falling in love with this version of her as well, but she takes my breath away. I step back and wait in the stacks while they read. It's almost time for them to be packing up when Azreal sends Aliyah to the back of the library to find a well-hidden copy of the gods’ language.

      I slip further into the spaces between the shelves and silently follow her. She moves with authority and purpose, not with the self-consciousness she possessed a few weeks ago; but with the strength and knowledge that she is a queen. I smirk as I watch her leaf through the bindings of the books looking for the title Azreal sent her for. Slipping behind her, I box her in between my body and the bookcases she is so intently exploring.

      "Isaiah," she breathes out. Her voice is raspy, and I think I detect a trace of desire coloring my name.

      "You're so fucking beautiful, my Queen," I whisper close to her ear as I slip my hands along her hips and pull her backwards against my hard body. "I can't wait to be inside your tight pussy," I tell her darkly as I slide my hands up along her taut waist and press my erection against her firm ass. I move against her and slide my mouth along her neck, letting my tongue trace along her throat as I mouth her skin.

      "Are you going to let me push my big cock into your wet hole while you scream out my name?" I ask her, lifting my hands to palm her full breasts as I pin her hips to the bookcase in front of me.

      "Which hole are you referring to?" she taunts me as she moves her ass back into me and slides an arm up to capture my head. I can almost hear the smile in her voice. I pinch her nipples between my thumbs and forefingers and twist until she moans.

      "I want all of them,” I growl in her ear as I nip at her earlobe. “I’ve already had that mouth. I loved fucking your throat baby. I cannot wait to slide deep into your tight pussy.” I push harder against her ass and then slide my hand up and around her throat, dragging her mouth to mine.

      For a moment we share the same air. Our mouths are just an inch apart. We move together at once. She lifts her hips and I release her throat to slide one hand down the front of her pants. Our mouths crash together in a tangle of lips, tongues, and teeth as I slip my fingers through her wet folds.

      I groan. "Fuck. This pussy is drenched." I work her clit as I drag my other hand through her silky hair until I can palm the back of her skull and pull her hair roughly. Aliyah let's out a strangled sob and works her hips against me.

      "Don't you dare stop Isaiah. I want you to fuck me right now," she demands as I groan again. I move both hands down the length of her body and grab her hands. I place them both on the bookshelf in front of her and push her leggings off her hips. Then I work her clit faster as I slip two fingers into her cunt. Aliyah moans her approval, and I work her body over with my hands while I lick and suck at her mouth. I swallow her cries as she climaxes. Her body shaking as I hold her in place. When she is done, her body stops shaking, and she is no longer silently crying out my name. I pull my fingers from her body and turn her gently in my arms. Reaching down I pull up her leg and wrap it around my hip so that her throbbing pussy is pressed tightly against my hard cock. I trace her lips with my fingers and kiss her gently this time.

      Aliyah moans. "Damn as good as that was Isaiah, I really want your cock," she says tersely.

      I nod. "I know. You're still going to have to beg for it, Aliyah. I want you on your knees begging me to fuck you baby," I tell her.

      She smiles. "Let go of me and I’ll drop down right the fuck now," she tells me.

      I laugh. "As good as that sounds, I'd really like to take you to dinner first."

      "Like a real date?" she asks me, laughing.

      "Yes, babe. Exactly like that. Dinner. Talking. Maybe some stargazing and then I'll fuck that pussy so good you'll be feeling me here for days," I tell her, rubbing her core with my fingers through her pants. She swallows hard.

      "Ok," she tells me.

      I nod. “Tomorrow night,” I tell her, kissing her like my life depends on it. I just don't realize at the time how much it actually does.
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      Isaiah is hot. Like smoking hot. Like I've never wanted anyone so much in my life hot. I don't really want to wait another day until we can get dinner together, but I do appreciate that he wants to actually date me and get to know me before getting horizontal with me. I wish I cared about that. At the moment, I really don't though.

      "Aliyah, hey are you even listening to me?" Kate asks me, and I snap my eyes up to hers with a guilty expression.

      "No," I tell her with a sheepish grin.

      "Well, at least you're honest," Kate replies with a smile.

      Nikki laughs. "I'll bet money she was daydreaming about sex with her man again," Nikki says with a laugh.

      "Yep. I'd take that bet," Kate replies, laughing.

      "Ok ladies, not freaking cool," I tell them. "First of all, Isaiah is not my man. He is a Demon who is training us to be Hunters and nothing more. And second, I'd have to have sex with him first before I can daydream about it," I say with my hands on my hips.

      Kate laughs and shakes her head. We have been in the boxing ring for over an hour, and she has held her own pretty well. While neither of the Hunters has gained any powers when Isaiah and I have completed bonds, they are both exceptional. Clearly, they have skills that are not of the regular human variety.

      Kate smiles at me knowingly as she shakes out her arms and stretches. "Ok. Time for a break. I've been asking you for a water break for the last twenty minutes, and you've been in la la land."

      "I'd say Isaiah land," Nikki quips.

      "Oh shit, sorry,” I tell them.

      "So you guys really haven't gotten dirty yet? Kate asks, surprised.

      Nikki laughs. "I'll bet they've at least taken advantage of the whole hate you/want you dynamic that they have going on. Am I right?" she asks as she chugs water from her water bottle. She's sweaty and tired. Looks like she hasn't taken a break from hitting the bag in the entire time Kate and I sparred.

      I laugh. "You are not wrong," I tell her, smiling.

      "I know sexual tension when I see it, and you guys definitely have the really good kind," Nikki says with a smirk.

      I nod. "Oh, it's good all right. I'm not always sure I like him…."

      "But you always want to ride him?" Nikki finishes for me.

      I laugh. "Yes, that." I smile. "What about you guys? I'm not blind, I've definitely seen the way you ladies have been eyeing the guys," I say, turning the tables as we climb back into the ring, circling each other. Kate blushes, and I throw my head back and laugh. "Oh, you really like him; which one is it?"

      Kate smiles, and she's gorgeous. Strawberry blonde hair and big aqua blue eyes. She's curvy and when she throws her weight behind a punch you really feel it. She lunges forward now, and I take a hit to the stomach I wasn't expecting. She looks almost innocent, but something tells me she knows what she wants and she always gets it. "Rafa and I have been talking a bit lately. I like him. He's funny," she tells me as I recover from the blow.

      Nikki snorts. "And fucking hot. That man is seriously bad. I honestly think he would be terrifying if he wasn't so damn sexy," she says with a wink.

      I circle Kate, looking for a chance to return the favor and smile without looking at Nikki as she watches us from outside the mats.

      Kate laughs. "There is definitely a damaged soul wrapped up in all that hotness. Kinda makes you want to kiss away all that pain and darkness," Kate says, blushing a pretty rose hue. "Besides, I've seen the way Azreal looks at you, girl. I know you want to climb that big boy like a tree and teach him how to feel something good again."

      I laugh at the imagery and swipe out a leg to take Kate down. She groans as she hits the mats and springs back up.

      Nikki winks at Kate, tossing her dark red hair and flashing her chocolate eyes. "I'm definitely thinking about teaching him how to feel something again." The girls laugh.

      "So, is it true that Isaiah hasn't touched a woman since you were born? That's kinda creepy, no?" Nikki asks me as we stretch out on the mats.

      "I mean for them that's like a hot minute, right? But yeah, it is kind of strange. I like it though. I feel super possessive and needy around him, and I would hate to think of him having been with someone else recently." I smile at Nikki. "Kinda toxic and fucked up, but the bond is pretty twisted." I shake my head.

      "Do you like being bonded to Isaiah?" Kate asks me seriously as she shakes off the last takedown and stretches her arms.

      "I don't know. I think I do now. I didn't at first. I hated feeling so out of control and desperate for him, but the bond works both ways, and he's just as damaged and desperate for me so I guess it works for us." I shake my head again. "It doesn't hurt that he's painfully sexy."

      "So, are you guys going to complete the bonds soon?" Nikki asks, bouncing on her toes as she and Kate exchange places, and we square off.

      "I mean, we didn't really plan it out, but we have been clicking through them pretty fast since the Anhelios’ compound…" I let my voice trail off. Nikki circles me and meets my eyes.

      "It's ok, Aliyah. You saved us, remember? It's ok to have been enjoying getting horizontal with your man since we've been here." She winks at me as she sweeps out a leg to take me down.

      I tuck into a roll as I hit the mats and spring back up quickly.

      Kate laughs. "Seriously. We're really happy to be here and grateful that you and the guys got us out of that damn dungeon. Honestly, we're not holding any resentment against your happiness," Kate says as she drops into a runner's stretch.

      I open my mouth to tell them that I'm not "happy" and Isaiah is pretty much just using me to get his demon lover back, but I'm not sure I actually believe any of that anymore. I mean, I kinda am happy. Isaiah is a thoughtful lover, and I would be lying if I said I didn't want everything that has been happening between us and then some.

      "Isaiah is taking me on a dinner date tonight," I tell the girls instead as I circle Nikki, intent on getting in a couple of hits after that surprise sweep.

      Kate smiles warmly at me. "Is that part of the bonding process or is he just that into you?" she asks me, laughing.

      "I think it is probably a little of both. The bonds seem to work on attachments, emotional connection, and closeness that seem to be more easily accessed through sexual acts. Also, we're just incredibly hot for each other," I tell them as I catch Nikki with a quick jab and spin back away.

      "Right? I swear everyone in the room can feel how badly the two of you want each other. It is a little annoying, and I'm not gonna lie, I'm pretty jealous of the way he looks at you," Kate says as she finishes stretching her hamstrings.

      "So, you really haven't given in yet huh?" Nikki asks with surprise in her voice as she tries and fails to land a jab to my side.

      I blink at her. "I mean we tried in the beginning but…" I blush and look away, bouncing on my toes as I wait for her to bring her next jab combo.

      "Oh gods, he's huge, isn't he? Makes sense. The man definitely has big dick energy," Nikki says with a laugh, striking out with a quick combo I barely move out of the way of.

      "Jesus. Now I'm even more jealous," Kate says, smiling as she watches us.

      Nikki sweeps out my leg and smiles. "Don't worry girl, I'm sure you can handle him."

      I laugh as I roll onto my back on the mats. "It's not just that. We kinda hated each other there for a while. And I don't know. We really just decided to go for it in the past few days, and then he decided he wanted to get to know me better before we finish the bonds,” I tell them, shrugging.

      "Wow. That's actually really sweet," Kate says, dropping onto the mats next to me and offering me a water bottle.

      I side-eye her. "It's not that sweet. Don't get it twisted. He's determined to take me to dinner, but then he is going to make me beg for it later," I tell them with a satisfied smirk as I accept the water.

      Nikki groans, "Good gods, that's fucking hot."

      I laugh. "It really is."

      Nikki claps her hands together and drops down next to us. "Ok. So, tell us about the bonds. Is it painful? Are you scared of being tied to one man for eternity? Do you think it’s worth it for the exchange of power?” she asks, her eyes serious as she gets her breathing back under control and begins stretching.

      I nod. I get it. I'd be curious about all of that too if I thought I might be fated to one of the other guys in the house without the pull of the bonds already in place. "Not painful exactly, but when the bonds click into place the energy is super intense and is usually followed by an overwhelming onslaught of memories and emotions. I actually passed out the first time from the sheer intensity of the images," I tell them, remembering my first hook-up with Isaiah.

      "It's worth it for the strength and power that comes with each bond. There is a lot of self-discovery and reflection as well. I'm not sure I would have chosen this, but none of us really has a choice now. The Anhelios are evil, and a battle is coming to save humanity. I can feel it, and I know you both can too, or we wouldn't all still be here." Both Nikki and Kate nod solemnly as we all stretch out our muscles following the sparring workout.

      Nikki cracks a smile. "What about the one man for all of eternity thing?"

      I smile back. "Have you seen my man?" I ask her.

      Nikki groans. "Right? I can't say that I would hate being stuck with Azreal for the rest of this lifetime," she says, and I smile at her. "Damn, you do have it bad. You're not bonded though? You can stay away from him when he's close?" I ask her, sipping my water.

      Nikki nods. "No bonds. I could absolutely turn him down if I wanted to. I just don't think I would want to if he showed interest…"

      "Oh, he's interested. I just get the feeling he's waiting until Isaiah and I complete the bonds. Hopefully, I’ll remember if you and Kate are our missing Deveons. If not, I should be able to sense them. I get the impression neither Azreal nor Rafa wants to start something that they can't finish; if what I feel for you both are the Hunter bonds and not Deveon attachments."

      "Right. It could get messy if we started something and then had to let them go when their fated mates showed up," Kate says with a trace of sadness as she falls back onto the mats and stares up at the ceiling.

      I nod. "Right."

      Nikki sighs, falling backward next to Kate on the mats. She’s silent for a moment and then says simply, "So any idea what you're going to wear to your big dinner date tonight?"

      I smile at her. "Nope. Isaiah said it was a surprise. I'm pretty sure he'll leave something for me in our room. If not, I can always wear a little black dress."

      Nikki looks thoughtful. "You don't strike me as the kind of woman who lets someone else choose her outfits, no matter how hot he is."

      "That's true. Still, the guys grabbed my clothes when I came here. I don't have anything appropriate for a night out," I tell her as I pull Kate to her feet.

      Nikki smiles and springs up from the mats to join us. "Oh, but I do. Follow me."
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, I showered and headed down to Nikki’s room to see what she had for formal wear. Her room is gorgeous. Super girly with high ceilings and a chandelier reflecting light. Where Isaiah's room is dark, Nikki's room is bright. Champagne walls and dove gray tufted headboard and duvet. The floors are the same black marble with gold tones, but the overall feel is lighter and less intense. I love it. It suits her; very badass and yet feminine.

      "I know right? These rooms are absolutely beautiful. I've never lived anywhere so bougie. Hell, I've never even been anywhere this damn fancy," Kate says, laughing as she bounces onto the bed to watch as Nikki leads me to her closet.

      "Azreal let us pick out and order whatever we wanted when they brought us here since you know we were kept in the dungeons at the Anhelios and literally had nothing but the clothes we were wearing when you found us," Nikki tells me as she opens her wardrobe. "I may have gone a little crazy," she says with a smirk.

      "You think? Good gods you think you spent all their money?" I ask as I take in the rows of shoes, bags, and designer dresses lined up in front of me, along with the rows of leisurewear and workout shoes.

      Nikki laughs. "Right. I didn't hear any complaints though, and I'm pretty sure you won't either when Isaiah sees you in this dress tonight," Nikki says as she flips through the racks until she finds a red satin floor-length dress with slits up both thighs. She holds the dress out to me, and I can feel the smile on my face as I envision walking up to Isaiah in it.

      "Oh, shit. You might not even make it to dinner if you wear that dress, girl," Kate says from her place on the bed.

      I laugh. "Here's hoping," I joke as I take the dress and black sky-high heels with red soles when Nikki hands them to me.

      Two hours later I find myself dressed, prepped, and ready for my date with Isaiah. Kate is a magician with a curling iron, and my long dark hair flows down my back and over my shoulders. Nikki did my makeup, and it looks phenomenal.

      The dark smokey eye and red lips make me look like a model, and the dress clings to me in all the right places. The shoes make my legs look incredible. I'm excited and slightly nervous, but the makeover helps ease my anxiety, almost as if someone else is inside of me. I smile confidently into the full-length mirror in Nikki's bathroom, and the girls whistle.

      "You got this babe," Nikki tells me.

      Kate squeezes my hand. I blow the girls a kiss and head out of the room and down the steps to meet Isaiah. I can feel the butterflies in my chest take flight when I catch sight of him standing at the bottom of the staircase. He looks handsome and devilish as he stands with his hands in the pockets of his expensive black dress pants. He wears a black silk dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to show off the sleeve of black and gray tattoos on his forearms. His long curls brush the collar of his shirt, and his eyes flash with warning as he takes me in.

      "You look delicious, babe," he tells me as I step off the last step and close the space between us. "And I have every intention of licking every last morsel," he says in my ear as he pulls me close by the hips and lowers his mouth to mine. Isaiah licks into my mouth as I open my lips for him, accepting his tongue into my mouth as he strokes over my lips. He breaks the kiss first and holds me for a moment longer. I can feel my skin heating at his nearness and desire pooling in my lower belly.

      "I'm suddenly starving," I tell him, panting slightly as I run my fingertips over the bulge in his pants. I lick my lips as he covers my fingers with his own and traces the outline of his cock with our hands. I can feel the warmth between my legs as he strokes himself and then takes my hand and kisses the pads of my fingers.

      "Me too, babe. Wish I could take you upstairs and show you how hungry I am," he says, his hands finding my hips again as his thumbs hitch into the slits of my dress just below my panties. "I love this dress, Aliyah," he murmurs as he strokes his thumbs over my bare skin. "I love the illusion that if you move just right…" he says letting his voice trail off. A shiver runs up my spine as he backs me against the closest wall and hooks his hand under my knee, opening me up to him as I slide my leg around his waist and he slips his hips against my core, rubbing gently against me. I moan as he forces my head back and licks along my throat.

      Isaiah laughs, his voice harsh and gravelly with need. "Would you let me fuck you right here, Aliyah? Where everyone could see us if they chose to walk through? Would you let me slip your panties off and slide my hard thick cock inside you?" he asks me as he licks and sucks my neck. I shiver and rub against him. "Would you be a good girl and let me stretch that pussy to fit around my hardness and then scream out my name as I slammed into your wet tight heat again and again?" he asks me as he slips a hand around my throat and strokes my neck.

      "Yes." I moan as I grind my hips against his. Isaiah slides his hand into the slit of my dress and around to grab my bare ass, his fingers gripping hard enough to bruise, the pull enough to give me the friction I am beginning to need desperately.

      "Would you beg me to fuck you, Aliyah?" he asks as he slides a finger along the seam of my panties. "Are you wet and desperate for my cock yet, pretty girl?" he asks me harshly. I groan and search for his lips with mine. He gives me nothing as he pins me to the wall by my throat. "I asked you a question, Aliyah," he says darkly, and I swallow hard, my pussy wet and throbbing for him.

      I open my eyes and meet his, licking my lips. "Yes. I'm wet for you Isaiah. Yes, I am desperate for your cock, and yes, I would absolutely beg you to fuck me. Right here where everyone can see us. Right fucking now," I tell him truthfully.

      He smiles at me. "Good to know, babe," he says as he releases my throat and straightens my dress. "But unfortunately, we have reservations, and we're going to be late," he tells me with a smirk as he moves away.

      I laugh. "Fucking asshole," I respond. I think I am beginning to love how he teases me. I want him. I also want this. The games, the teasing, the build-up to what I am certain will be the best sex of my life. I rub my thighs together for just a moment and then follow him out the door.

      

      Isaiah

      

      Aliyah looks beautiful. When she walked down the steps, I wanted to pick her up and carry her right back up them, dragging her to our room and burying my cock into her for the rest of eternity. I did give into temptation for just a bit as I toyed with her desire. Still, I got control of myself and remembered we were actually going on a date this time. I wanted forever with this woman, and I was painfully aware that we had already completed four bonds; there were only two more bonds before I lost this version of her forever. Perhaps I really was an asshole for not telling her the truth, but I needed her. Humanity needed her. I wasn't going to let her slip away this time.

      We arrive at the restaurant when expected. It is a beautiful steakhouse several towns over. I choose it for the privacy and the quality of food. The steaks are excellent, as is the wine selection. We are seated at a booth to the left of the bar and order a couple of glasses of scotch before looking over the menu.

      “I like this place,” Aliyah tells me as she looks over the menu. I smile as I take in the gleam of the mahogany wood and dark leather of the booths complimented by the chandelier lighting and glowing candles on each table. It is the type of restaurant without listed prices. Expensive and therefore exclusive. I nod at Aliyah and sip my scotch.

      “It's nice,” I tell her simply as I watch the halter of her dress slip to the side a bit. The neckline of her dress is suggestive, a deep v that dips to her navel, threatening to expose her breasts at any moment. I swallow a sip of my scotch and meet her eyes. “I like it too,” I tell her.

      She laughs. “I feel like we're not talking about the restaurant anymore,” she tells me as she closes her menu.

      I smile. “Sure we are,” I say as I slip a hand out to trace a line over the bare skin of her exposed breast. “I was also referring to this dress. I’m thinking about ripping it off you later. Perhaps tearing it straight off your body as I eat that delicious cunt,” I tell her as I close my menu with my other hand and pinch her nipple as it hardens under the silk of her dress.

      My hand slips away as the waitress approaches to take our order. I can feel my cock hardening in my pants at the rosy tint her skin takes at the realization of almost being caught being inappropriate in public. I almost laugh but catch myself and quickly order from the server.

      I decide on a ribeye with jalapeno pepper relish, grilled asparagus with herb butter, and marble potatoes. Aliyah has a Tri-tip salad with avocado Dijon dressing. We order a bottle of Chianti. The server smiles, takes down our order, and disappears.

      I smile at Aliyah. “She can't see us now,” I tell Aliyah as I slip my hand over her lips and jaw, tracing along her throat. “Tell me about your childhood,” I demand and listen intently as she speaks about fond memories, hardships, and loss. She tells me about her grandparents and her parents' deaths in early adulthood. About friends and lovers who never really seemed to fit into her life right.

      Dinner comes as she is telling me about finding Deveons Gym. How she began training at the gym we own and how training in defensive techniques and martial arts suddenly seemed to fill an emptiness inside. She talks about feeling alone and isolated until she met me as the dishes are being cleared away, and I smile in acknowledgment. She laughs warmly as she realizes we have finished the bottle of wine and have been talking for hours.

      “Wow, Isaiah. This is the most heard I think I have ever felt,” she tells me as we are finishing dessert. I smile.

      “I like hearing about your life. I feel like I have missed so much,” I tell her honestly.

      She smiles at me and reaches across the table to graze my fingers with her own. “I want to hear about your life,” she says softly.

      I smile sadly. “I fell in love with you. We fought for the freedom and the right for the humans to fulfill their own destiny. You died. I waited for your return.” I trace her fingers with mine. “That's about it, my queen,” I tell her.

      Aliyah smiles at me sadly. “You make it sound like I am your entire reason for living,” she says, a smile in her voice.

      I nod. “You are,” I tell her.

      “Will I remember all of our life together when we complete the bonds?” she asks me.

      I nod. “Yes. You will remember it all. Even your death and the deaths of your warriors. I imagine some of it will be incredibly painful,” I tell her, for once being as honest as I can. Aliyah nods tightly, and the server returns with the bill.

      “Let's go, love. I have another surprise for you,” I tell her as we rise from our seats. I slip my arm around her waist and she leans into me. I am a bit unprepared for how right it feels.
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        * * *

      

      We arrive at our next destination just as the moon reaches the right height in the sky for stargazing. It's pitch black out here in the desert, with nothing and no one for miles. I pull off the highway and drive for a few miles on an old road before I find the perfect spot. I leave the car running and the music playing.

      Aliyah and I get out of the black SUV and step out onto the packed dirt off the road. I spin her, and we sway to the music. Her red dress spins around her legs, and I dip her back slightly. I love the feel of her skin under my hands. She smells good. It's difficult holding her and not making love to her. We dance a bit longer, and then I guide her to the car, turning it off and pulling out a blanket I had packed in the back of the SUV. I get it out now and spread it in the sand, not caring about ruining our nice clothes.

      Aliyah laughs and removes her heels before settling down on the blanket. I watch her. Fuck. She's so innocent. I'll miss her. I lay down on the blanket next to her and point out Orion's Belt and Perseus, two of my favorite constellations in the night sky. She snuggles close to me with her head on my chest. "It's so beautiful," she tells me.

      I smile. "Yes. I love it here," I tell her as I stroke my hands over her hips and the curve of her ass, gently caressing her body over the silk of her dress. "We used to love watching the stars in the beginning. They were so bright here. Huge, as if you could reach out and touch them in those days," I tell her, remembering the way we were when we were so young and in love.

      "Tell me about the original bonds, Isaiah," she says as I stroke over her stomach and under her breasts, tracing the deep slit of her dress as I slip one hand under the fabric and touch the points of her nipples as they pebble up under my fingers. Her eyes slip half closed as I pinch and twist her bare nipple. She moans softly and arches her back.

      "The original bonds were like a marriage of sorts. They bound us to one another and allowed us to find each other during the dark times. When we were first awakened, we were here for the sole purpose of creating and enslaving humans. We were allowed to enjoy the earth and one another as we saw fit as we watched over our creations. Aliyah and I were drawn to one another from the very beginning.”

      “You and I formed a tight bond and drew the others into our found family as well. As the years went on, we began to form the bonds. It started with trust and respect above all else. Later came acceptance, lust, love, and sacrifice," I tell her openly as I move from one breast to the other, teasing her nipples to points and pinching them.

      "Did you know you were forming the bonds at the time?" Aliyah asks me, arching her back as she slides one leg over my hips, moving so that she straddles me on the blanket beneath the stars.

      "We did. There were rumors among our kind that we could make such a connection, and we were so deeply in love it seemed like a logical step. There was nothing I didn't want to share with you, and nowhere I wouldn't follow," I tell her, knowing the words only scratch the surface of the love I had for her then as well as now. Aliyah swallows hard.

      "There wasn't any doubt that I would always want you. Time is different for immortals. While mortals think of time as fast-moving and constantly feel like time is running out, immortals know that all things come around again. Love is never-ending. Time is a concept. It's difficult to explain. I guess it's just easier to say that you were it for me. You still are," I tell her honestly.

      She looks so beautiful in the moonlight, her dark hair shining and her eyes bright, I almost expect to see her wings burst forward as they would if she were in her Deveon form. I pull her hips hard against my cock. I can feel her heat through my pants. I push up to gain friction and release the ties of her dress holding the top on. The red satin slides down around her waist and her breasts push forward, bouncing slightly in the moonlight as she slides over my lap.

      "I want to feel you inside of me, Isaiah," she pants out as I work her hips over the hardness of my length.

      "Lift your hips, babe," I tell her as I reach down and tear her panties from her body. She moans and reaches between us to unzip my pants. My cock aches for her as she strokes me, sliding the tip against her wet folds as I pinch and twist her nipples. I arch my body so I can reach her nipples with my mouth and bite and suck until she's withering above me.

      "Please, Isaiah. Please fuck me. I need to feel you right now."

      "Are you sure you can take this cock, baby?"  I ask, stroking my length in my hand, my grip tight as I watch my girl. Aliyah looks down at me, eyes wide as she bites her lip.

      "Fuck yes, I can take it," she breathes out as she rises on her knees and positions her body over mine. Her face is determined as she lowers her hips down, my cockhead brushing against that sweet pussy. I slide in as I grip the back of her neck, and she cries out as she continues to work her way down onto my cock. I grit my teeth as I force my hips to stay still while she adjusts to the size of me. I’ve never wanted anything more than I want her right now, and it feels like I might die waiting for her to stretch around me. Demons are not known for their patience, and I have been waiting for this woman for centuries.

      "Aliyah, look at me. I need to see your eyes," I tell her, breathing in deeply. She opens her eyes, and my green eyes lock onto her deep mahogany ones. I feel as if our souls are crashing together. The memories and feelings flow through me and into her like the viewfinder of a camera, clicking through all of it. The longing, the love, the good times, the bad, the sex, the trust, the adoration, the disappointment, the loss, the fealty. I see all of it in the blink of an eye. The clicking of the bond slides into place and my heart suddenly feels full. Love, this is love.

      I move inside her slowly, testing her body's acceptance of mine. She moans and then works against me, sliding up and down my cock as if each time she's willing to kill me. She smiles knowingly, and I am aware that she can hear my thoughts just as easily as I can hear hers. I watch her as her tits bounce and her back arches as I thrust up into that tight heat. My thighs burn from resisting the need to push into her cunt as she rides my thick cock. I want to let her go at her own pace, to want this as much as I do.

      She whimpers with need as I take her mouth and her breasts settle against my chest. My hands grip that sweet ass. I use my forearms and strength to work her hips along my shaft.  Slowly at first and then faster as I finally let go and fuck my thick throbbing cock into that tight wet cunt. She was made for me. I've never felt more at home with another soul than I do her. I've never wanted to be inside of someone the way I do with her. It is borderline disturbing how much I love this oneness with her.

      I hold her waist as I flip her under me, watching her smile as I push back into her. Her back arches up and her thick thighs wrap around my hips as I pump into her body.

      "Rub your clit for me gorgeous," I tell her and smirk as she slips her hand between our bodies to do as I say.

      I lick her neck and nibble on her ear as I fuck her. She feels so damn good. I can tell she is close to climax from the noises she makes and the tightness in her thighs as she pushes back against me. My cock throbs with need, but I refuse to let my climax go until she comes. Over and over.

      I feel rabid with desire as I pull my cock from her sweet pussy and she groans her disapproval at me just before I pin her hands above her head and move my mouth along her throat and over her breasts. My tongue slides out to lick around her tight nipples and the underside of her breasts. She throws her head back as I run my forked tongue along her stomach and lick the crease of her thigh, slipping closer to where we both want it to be.

      I tease along her folds, tasting her desire and then when she's whimpering and begging with need, I strike. I lick her wet pussy and allow my tongue to slip inside her just before I pull away and lick the other crease of her thigh teasing closer to her needy cunt. She groans and bucks beneath me, demanding and hot as fuck. I laugh and swipe my tongue over her pussy again. She bucks, and I laugh again as I dive in feasting on her sweetness as she screams out her orgasm.

      I slip my tongue into her hole and fuck her with my mouth as she rides out the climax. l still have her arms pinned above her head, and I watch her body twist beneath me. She's begging again. I'm not sure if she wants me to keep going or to stop the onslaught of torture and at the moment, I don’t care. I replace my tongue with two fingers and pump them into her dripping pussy as I rub another climax from her sweet clit with my thumb. I cover her mouth with mine, muffling her screams as I stroke my cockhead along her soft folds. She spreads her thighs wider in invitation, and I sink into her, finally able to fit the entirety of my huge cock into that tight little hole.

      I pull out, and she shudders with need. Loving her reaction, I push back in only to do it again. I push her body to the limit as I fuck into her and just before she comes, I slide my hand around her throat and squeeze.

      Her eyes widen in surprise, and then she convulses with her climax as her sweet pussy milks my climax from me. She's so tight and hot and throbbing around my dick. I can't hold back anymore, and I roar out my own climax as I pump my cum into her.

      I hold her after, knowing that it is toxic as fuck, the way I feel like keeping her like this forever. Never letting her go, just fucking into her hot wet pussy until she's too sore to take any more and then doing it all over again.

      She gasps at the thought, and I smile. "You’re mine now Aliyah. You'll never get away," I tell her, my voice harsh from screaming out my own orgasm.

      She smiles against my chest. "Maybe I never want to get away from you Isaiah. Maybe I want to be yours and for you to be mine for eternity." I squeeze her tighter against me, hopeful and completely in love. I'm desperate to keep her, but I am certain that it is only a matter of time before she is ripped away from me. I just have no idea how soon it will actually be.

      

      Aliyah

      

      I'm so enchanted with Isaiah. Dinner was perfect. Dancing in the desert was perfect. The stargazing? Perfect! Honestly, the entire date was just everything I could have hoped for if I knew what to even hope for. Isaiah was so thoughtful and interested in me and giving. Gods he was giving. The sex was amazing. I have never felt as worshiped and adored as I did when he was inside of me. I want to do it again. As soon as humanly possible. And I know for a fact that Isaiah does as well. I snuggle deeper into his arms and stare up at the stars above. The whole experience is breathtaking.

      "I'm so glad you are satisfied, my queen," Isaiah responds to my inner thoughts.

      "It's going to take time to get used to you reading my mind like that," I tell him, smiling as I turn to take in his profile. His jaw is tight, and his lips are turned down. I frown. "Are you not happy with our night?" I ask him, concerned that I have somehow done something wrong. Isaiah laughs.

      "No, my queen. I am simply fighting the urge to lift you above me, spread those gorgeous thighs, and slam my cock home where it belongs," he tells me as he turns his head to lock eyes with me. I smile back, a purr caught on my lips as he covers my mouth with his own. The kiss is gentle. Not what I was expecting following the filthy words dropping from his lips. When he breaks the kiss, I smile up at him,

      "What's stopping you?" I ask.

      Isaiah groans and rolls me on top of him as he grips my ass with his strong hands. " We need to get home; it's almost daybreak, and I'd like to get you home before everyone is awake and knows what I've been doing to you."

      I laugh. "I'm sure they all have a pretty good idea. I'd like to get home and use those restraints you've had me in for weeks, though."

      Isaiah's eyes turn red with his desire, and he licks his lips. He lifts up from the blanket, holding me by the hips around his waist and quickly throws the blanket into the trunk of the car.

      Moments later, we are standing in the bedroom of the Deveon compound. I laugh out loud. "Seriously, Isaiah? Teleporting me home for sex? What about the car?"

      He laughs with me. "It's fine. I'll have Azreal pick it up later," he tosses me on the bed and moves to strip the dress from my body. The satin is caught around my waist and hips. I'm laughing until I see how serious he is. His face is intense as he reaches across my body for the wrist restraints and snaps them into place.

      My body arches off the bed with desire as he snaps the second cuff closed. He allows one hand to become a claw as he slices the fabric of the dress away. My breasts are suddenly heavy with desire as I watch him using that sharp claw to trace gently over the weight of my breast and encircle my tightly peaked nipple. He lowers his face to my chest as he sucks my nipple into his mouth and gently scrapes his claw over my other nipple. He traces his forked tongue up the center of my chest and then encircles one, and then the other nipple with his tongue, causing me to plant my feet on the mattress and lift my lower body closer to him.

      Isaiah laughs harshly as he presses his hand firmly to my abdomen, forcing my hips down and my legs flat. I hold my breath as he tsks his serpent tongue and my core contracts as my thighs dampen with lust. Isaiah moves to the bottom of the bed and reaches for the leg restraint.

      My legs fall open, allowing him to see my wetness and desire. I am too far gone to feel any shame over how desperate I am to be chained to this bed for him. I only feel this deep longing to be at his mercy. He growls deep in his chest as he latches my left leg to the bed and slips his fingers up my thigh to trace over my folds; pinching my clit, I buck off the bed. Isaiah smiles as he grips my right thigh and pulls the restraint closer. Butterflies erupt in my chest and stomach, causing a delicious desire as I hear the final restraint click into place. He stands at the bottom of the bed and I look down at my naked body, my breasts heaving and pussy clenching at emptiness as he grips his thick length through his pants and taunts me.

      "Is this what you've wanted so desperately, my little human?" His hand strokes over his length as he grips his cock harder. "To be fucked hard and deep on this bed by a filthy demon?" he asks me as his face twists and his horns emerge.

      I push my elbows into the bed and raise up slightly. "Yes," I breathe out.

      Isaiah laughs darkly. "Then tell me how you want to be fucked, human," he demands as he pushes two thick fingers into my pussy and places his huge thumb over my clit, working the nub back and forth with one hand as he still grips his cock with the other.

      I sigh. It feels so good and my body grips his fingers, throbbing around the intrusion. I want him to keep fingering me but I bite back the plea and instead demand, "Take out your cock Isaiah."

      He groans out my name as if it is a curse and pulls his fingers from my body. "Greedy little cunt. Is this what you want?" he asks as he unzips his pants and pulls out his thick member.

      I nod. "Yes. Now remove your clothes. I want to see everything," I tell him boldly. He continues to stroke and pull at his cock as he forces his shoes off and pushes his pants over his hips. He steps out of his pants, allowing his cock to slap against his taunt abdominals as he unbuttons the top few buttons and then pulls both his dress shirt and undershirt off from behind his head. I swallow hard as he moves closer to the bed.

      "What now my Queen?" he asks.

      I smile. "Straddle my body and feed me your cock," I tell him.

      He looks surprised for just a moment before placing his knees on the bed and moving up my body. He strokes my thighs and rubs his fingers over my clit, teasing around my aching pussy before latching his hot mouth to my nipple and sucking hard while pinching, twisting, and pulling the other nipple.

      I groan and buck off the mattress. "I want to taste you, Isaiah. I want to swallow your thick cock and choke on your size," I tell, him desperate to have him in my mouth again.

      He lifts his head from my breast and smiles wickedly. "And I want to fuck your pretty little ass, my queen. Will you let me slide into you and take what's mine?"

      I nod. "Oh, I'm sure you do. But right now, I want to suck your dick. Give it to me," I answer him.

      Isaiah smiles and continues up my body until he is above my chest, his thick cock in his hand and inches from my lips. He gently taps my lip with the head of his cock and I lick my lips and part them, allowing my tongue to slip out to greet the bulbous head of his cock. I lick at his cockhead, flattening my tongue and working it over the surface.

      I watch his face as he takes the gentle bathing of my tongue. I lick slower and then faster around the base until he can't take it anymore and begins screwing the fat head into my mouth. His head is thrown back as he forces more of his cock into my mouth. I suck it down, greedy for more. As he slowly pushes in and out of my mouth, I let him gently fuck my face for a few minutes. I've never been so into giving head before.

      With anyone else, it's honestly been a bit of a chore. But with Isaiah, I can't seem to get enough. He begins stroking his fingers over my pussy and pinching my clit with the hand he isn't feeding me his cock with.

      "Fuck," he hisses out. “Your pussy is drenched. You love it. Don't you, little human? You love sucking my huge cock."

      I moan in agreement and open my throat wider as he slips more of his thick pulsing length into my mouth. He is getting rougher, pushing harder against my body with his hands, forcing two and then three fingers into my pussy, stretching me in preparation as he continues to push in and out of my mouth. I cry out my first orgasm around his throbbing cock as he pumps his fingers into my pussy. Isaiah quickly follows, coming down my throat as I swallow it all.

      He stokes my hair from my face and wipes my wet eyes. "You're so damn beautiful baby. Thank you," he tells me as he pulls his cock from my mouth.

      I nod. "Get on your knees and eat my pussy, Isaiah," I tell him, my voice hoarse with desire.

      He laughs. "Awfully demanding for a woman chained to my damn bed," he tells me as he obediently slips from the bed and lowers to his knees. "Best damn order I've ever gotten," he grumbles as he places a thumb on either side of my folds, holding me open as he laps at my wetness, licking sucking and biting until my thighs are trembling and I'm holding off my orgasm.

      Isaiah laughs harshly and corkscrews his tongue into my hole, forcing a scream as I succumb to my second orgasm.

      He holds my thighs as he continues to lavish his tongue over my throbbing pussy until the shaking subsides and I'm able to form coherent thoughts. As soon as I'm done climaxing, Isaiah slips three fingers into my pussy and works me open as I come a third time. He laughs and strokes his cock. "Can I fuck you with my cock now Aliyah? I need your tight cunt," he tells me as he rubs the head of his cock against my folds, coating it in my wetness.

      "Yes, please," I tell him, and he stutters in his movements.

      "Again,” he demands harshly as he quickens his strokes against my body. I grip the chains holding my hands and lift my hips higher.

      "Isaiah, please fuck me. I need your cock pounding into me," I tell him honestly as I squirm beneath him, my wetness dripping down my leg. He growls loudly and then slams his cock forcefully into my pussy. It feels so good. I'm so desperate for him that there is no resistance to him this time, and I goad him on with the tilt of my hips. He drags his cock out of my body and slams back in over and over.

      He smiles down at me. "Finally, my queen," he groans as he continues pushing in and out of my body as he plucks at my nipples with his fingers. I look up at my demon lover, his eyes glowing red with desire and his black horns protruding from his forehead as he fucks into me. He is gorgeous, the most beautiful being I have ever set eyes on. Watching him, I shatter apart almost instantly my pussy milking his climax with the sheer force of my own.

      "So good baby," he tells me as he releases my arms from the chains and rubs my arms and shoulders until the pin needle feeling diminishes. He gently kisses my back and shoulders, and then he moves down to release my legs. "How are you feeling?" he asks me.

      I smile. "Freshly fucked," I tell him as I rub my thighs together.

      Isaiah laughs and moves to the bathroom to dispose of the condom. I hear water running as he washes his hands and then he returns with a wet washcloth.

      "Is that a good thing?" he asks, as he pulls my legs apart to run the warm washcloth over my abused pussy.

      I sigh. "A very good thing. You fuck like a damn god," I tell him.

      He throws his head back to laugh loudly. "Thank you, babe. That's a hell of a compliment," he tells me.

      Isaiah finishes cleaning me and then pulls the covers back so I can snuggle down under them before heading back to the bathroom to put the washcloth in the hamper.

      Isaiah returns to slide under the blankets with me. I turn on my side, and he presses against my back in the big spoon position, one arm around my waist to hold me close. He kisses my temple and sighs contentedly.

      I smile. "That was the fifth bond sliding into place earlier in the desert, wasn't it?" I ask him with a yawn.

      Isaiah nods, "Yes." He squeezes my waist. "Almost bonded babe," he says, and for a minute I think I hear the sadness in his voice; that can't be right though because he wants this. I can feel how much he wants to be bonded to me and it's almost frightening in its intensity. I nod as I close my eyes. "Can't wait to find out what my new powers are in training tomorrow," I tell him as I feel myself drifting off to sleep. "I love you, Aliyah," I hear him whisper softly just before I lose consciousness.
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        * * *

      

      I am dreaming again, I know it. I can sense Isaiah in the bed next to me, asleep. I know that my physical body is sprawled over his, my hand over his heart and leg tossed over his. And yet I am walking on clouds in the dream. I move with a grace I don't have in this life. I suppose that is how I know I am Isaiah’s dark queen in the dream. I am leaping and spinning, dropping from one cloud formation to the next.

      Happy. I am happy. I smile to myself and think about Isaiah, Azreal, and Rafa. I am happy to have found them and to become a part of their family. I am happy to have the girls too. My friendship with Nikki and Kate is still fragile, but I was sure we are destined to be Hunters together. It is a relief not to have so much pressure on me. We can share this strange new destiny to save the world. We can train and fight and live together, maybe even find love and acceptance. I don't know what would become of Isaiah and I, but I am sure we are on the right path.

      I hear harsh laughter behind me and turn to find Michael standing too close. I jump slightly and moved backward, alarmed.

      He laughs again, shriller this time. “You silly fucking human. It is so difficult to believe that you are the great Queen Aliyah. You were once my rival. Did you know that? I actually feared you. Now look at you. A weak little human, falling in love with a demon,” Michael tsks at me and shakes a finger.

      “Is this a vision?” I ask aloud, and Michael laughs again.

      

      “No, I’m healing since your demon boyfriend decapitated my head,” he replies.

      “So, this isn't real?” I ask him. He smiles.

      “Stupid human. No, I am dream walking with you. We are not actually dancing on clouds,” he holds his hand out to me and I take it.

      “So, you can't hurt me then?” I ask surprised.

      Michael spins me in the dance and then takes the lead. “I actually came to warn you. I can feel your powers growing stronger which indicates that you are bonding with your lover. How many bonds have you completed now? Three, four?” he asks.

      I nod. “Yes. Five,” I say thinking of my powers increasing and my new abilities. It was a bit overwhelming, but having the others made it more bearable.

      Michael smiles at me knowingly. “So, you are a whore, just like your birthright. Fitting that you would gain power from fucking each other. Damn, heathens,” he says dismissively.

      I stop dancing and look at him shocked. “Why are you here Michael? You really are a fucking asshole,” I tell him.

      He barks out a laugh. “She is becoming more and more prevalent in your personality, The Dark Queen. It makes sense of course that she would slowly overpower you. Did you know that you will cease to be human when you complete the bonds?” he asks me, feigning innocence.

      “What?” I ask, knowing that he has intentionally led me to this conversation from the beginning. I know I stepped right into his trap, and I honestly don't care in the moment. I simply need to know what he means.

      “When you and the Demon complete the bonds, you will shed your human form and become her, The Queen of the Damned.”

      “Wait. I won't be human anymore?” I ask, confused.

      Michael throws his head back and laughs. “Of course not. Did you think your new friends actually wanted a human in their ranks? NO. They simply need you until you complete the bonds and step out of this human shell. Then Aliyah will take over, and they will have the power that they think they need to defeat us.”

      “So, what happens to me?” I ask him, shocked.

      “You cease to exist. You were never really much of anything, but you do deserve to be told that your friends are using you. I’m just here to help,” Michael says.

      “So, I bond with Isaiah, and Aliyah sheds my body and comes back as immortal,” I ask.

      “Ding, Ding, Ding. Give the girl a prize. She's finally getting it,” he replies condescendingly.

      I nod, finally accepting his words as truth. I don't want to give anything more to an enemy, and I am under no illusions that the Anhelios are anything other than my enemies. I smile at Michael. "Thank you for the warning. How's the healing going? I imagine being beheaded is quite painful."

      Michael smiles back. "Yes, it hurts like a bitch. Not to worry though, when you complete the bonds, I will be sure to return the favor," his smile is terrifying, cruel, and promising with a faceful of sharp teeth.

      I nod. "Yes. I imagine you will certainly try," I reply, hiding the shiver I feel in response to his threat.

      Michael extends his beautiful white wings and arches his back. "Thank you for the dance, Aliyah. I do hope you and Isaiah work out all the lies and half-truths. Or not. It certainly works out for us if you choose to stay in this form," he sweeps out a hand dismissively toward my body and then he takes flight.

      I watch him as he moves away from me; it's actually quite beautiful. The flap of his giant wings and the arch of his body. I think of Isaiah as able to use his powerful wings for flight, and it's an image I would love to see. I frown sadly at the thought. It was so naive of me to think he was actually interested in me. Of course, he was simply waiting for the bonds to bring his Dark Queen back.

      I wonder what it is to cease to be. Will my soul just be floating among the nothingness, weightless without a body? Will I be conscious and able to watch as Isaiah and his true mate become reacquainted? The thought sickens me. I'm a bit shocked to feel the sting of jealousy rise inside me. I hadn't realized my feelings for him were so strong. It must be the damned bonds. I struggle to open my eyes. Emotionally wrung out from my encounter with Michael and done with this dream, I am suddenly intent on confronting my demon lover.

      

      Isaiah

      

      We had such a fantastic night. The date. The bonding. The sex. Everything was perfect. Well almost perfect. I had wanted to tell her about the last bond. How we weren't sure what would happen exactly, but we knew she wouldn't be human anymore once it was completed. We didn't even really know if she would even exist anymore. I didn't tell her. I planned on telling her in the desert while stargazing, but we had ended up making love and then she had to wanted to utilize the chains, and I didn't want to let her down…. Ok fine, so I could be a selfish prick sometimes, but my heart was in the right place.

      Usually. I need to tell her today. There is only one more bond to complete, and it is impossible to know when that will happen. So, I decide to tell her today. As soon as she wakes up. I hold her tightly as she sleeps, and when she opens her eyes I smile down at her softly. "Good morning mate."

      Her eyes flash with a fire I haven't seen before, and an electric shock runs along my skin. The pain is acute, and I drop my hands from her body immediately. Aliyah pops out of bed and moves around the room, keeping the bed between us as I sit up. Shocked and confused, I stare at her. "What the fuck, Aliyah?" I ask.

      She laughs harshly as she stabs her legs into a pair of leggings and whips a tank top over her head. "I think that's my line asshole," Aliyah tosses at me as she pulls a duffle bag from the closet and begins throwing clothes into it.

      "What is happening, babe?" I ask her, confused as she throws all her clothing into the bag and sits down on the bed to lace up her sneakers.

      "I had a little visit from Michael this morning. He had some interesting things to tell me," she says harshly as she looks at me with more anger than I would have thought possible.

      "You can dream walk?" I breathe out. More of a statement than a real question.

      "It certainly looks that way," she spits out at me, and I wince I know what's coming before she even says the words. She says them anyway. "Apparently, I'm getting super close to the final bond. The Anhelios are getting stronger and can feel my power as well." She swallows hard. "Were there some things you and your friends conveniently left out when you convinced me that I'm the chosen one of the Deveons and your fated mate?"

      I sink my hands into my hair and stare at her. "I can explain, Aliyah. Please let me explain," I beg her as she stomps into the bathroom and throws her toiletries into the bag.

      "Oh, there's no need to explain now Isaiah. I finally understand. You knew I would fucking die when your Queen comes back and you didn't tell me." Tears stream down her face as she stares at me. "You told me you loved me. You bonded with me. I let you fuck me and make love to me, and you knew I was going to die the entire time!" she screams at me.

      I swallow hard. "I, we, don't know that you will die," I tell her lamely.

      Aliyah stares at me. "So there's an off chance that when the bond is complete I won't just cease to exist?" she asks me. "It's possible that what? I'll be trapped inside a demon who overpowers my essence, but maybe I can feel things and think independently from time to time?" she asks me incredulously.

      "Fuck, baby. I'm so sorry please listen to me."

      Aliyah stares at me in shock. "No. Fuck no. You lied to me, Isaiah. You used me. And you were willing to let me die to get your precious Queen back. Nope. Fuck that and Fuck you," she says as she turns to leave the room.

      I reach for her, and she turns back to me releasing a surge of energy that drops me on my ass. "I'm not the same woman who came here, Isaiah. I'm stronger now. I have no intention of hurting you or your Deveons as long as you stay the fuck away from me, but I denounce you and your fucking bond." Magic quivers in the room around us. It's powerful god's magic, and as soon as Aliyah says the words the pain inside of me becomes unbearable.

      "I am so sorry," I tell her as I collapse to the ground. She leaves the room, either unaware or uncaring as to why I'm in excruciating pain.

      It feels like hours, maybe even days as she moves down the stairs and talks to the guys before the door closes and she's gone. I know that Azreal or maybe even Rafa drove her back to her apartment and her life after she rejected me. I lose all sense of time. I have no will to do anything as I lay on the floor of our room allowing the pain to course through me, even welcoming it. I know the pain and loss will eventually drive me to lose my mind. I honestly don’t care about any of that now. When Aliyah rejected the bond, she rejected me. I deserve the pain.

      "You look like shit," a voice says from the doorway. I don't bother to look up, I know who it is.

      "She's just pissed. She might get over it, but you'll never know if you don't get your sorry ass up off of the floor."

      I shake my head. "She won't get over it. The magic of the bond was broken. She meant the words she said, Azreal," I tell him.

      "Then you wait for another chance. If she doesn't want you in this life then maybe in the next," he tells me.

      "No. She's right. She deserves to live. We should leave her in peace."

      "You're not thinking right man. We need Aliyah. She's our leader. She's the best of us. Even without your bond, man, we need her to survive whatever is coming. This is a literal apocalypse, Isaiah. We will not survive without the six of us."

      "It is her decision, Azreal.  We cannot decide for her what form her soul should take. I'm tired. Let her be."

      "I am not letting her be. She has a target on her back man, and she is training to hunt the Anhelios and their offspring. She will never be free to simply live her life again. Honestly, man, I can't imagine she will be long in this world if you don't finish the bond and get her true powers back. What the fuck has gotten into you?" he asks me.

      I stare at him. I know the things he is saying are true and yet they feel so far away now. Aliyah rejected me. Aliyah doesn't want to help me save the humans. Aliyah isn't going to complete the bond. These are the facts that matter now. And honestly, I don't blame her.

      "None of it matters anymore Azreal. Keep her safe. That's all that matters," I tell him.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

          
            ALIYAH

          

        

      

    

    
      Leaving the Deveon compound seemed like the best choice as I stormed out of Isaiah's bedroom with my duffle bag slung over my shoulder. I descended the stairs, knowing in my heart that I was no longer Isaiah's girl, and I didn't want to be surrounded by the people who had led me to believe I was their destiny.

      I step down onto the landing to find Azreal and Rafa waiting for me. "That sounded brutal, baby girl," Rafa says with a wink.

      "You want some too, Rafa? I'm feeling very generous at the moment," I tell him as I raise my palm to show him the energy surge flashing off my skin.

      "Whoa, darling. I'm not sure what I've done to deserve your wrath, but whatever it was I am genuinely sorry," he tells me as he retreats a step with his hands in the air, giving me space to pass.

      "You're not sure huh? So it never occurred to you to let me in on the knowledge that when Isaiah and I complete the bond I cease to exist? Did that little tidbit just slip your mind?" I ask him. Angry that they led me to believe differently. I thought they were using me when I first came here. I was worried that there would be a chance I would lose myself to their queen and now I find that has been the case all along. I have never been so devastated to find out I was right about something before.

      Rafa shakes his head. "No baby girl, it didn't slip my mind. I'm glad Isaiah told you. You deserve to know that we don't know what will happen since we've obviously never brought Aliyah back. I don't think you'll cease to exist though. Is that what Isaiah told you?" Rafa asks, clearly confused.

      "Isaiah didn't tell me shit actually. I had a little dream walk visit from Michael last night, and he at least had the decency to let me know the extent to which the Deveons are using me." I reply, my anger beginning to subside with my exhaustion. "Look, I just want to go home. We're done here. I have no interest in bonding with Isaiah. I'm not going to bring your Dark Queen back," I tell them.

      Azreal nods. "Ok, Aliyah. I will take you home. I'm sorry that things ended badly between you and Isaiah, but we were never using you. We have kept up the payments on your apartment and bills. You were always a guest. We hoped you would consider this and us home, but you were never a prisoner here," he says as he reaches into his pocket for the keys to the Escalade and opens the door to escort me out.

      "Not so fast big guy. We're coming too." I hear a tough feminine voice call out and look up to see Nikki and Kate coming down the steps with their bags. "We go where you go, boss lady," Nikki says with a wink.

      I smile sadly. "You don't have to do this, guys. Trust me when I say the Deveon compound is way nicer than my place."

      "It's not about that. You saved us, Aliyah. You decided we were yours, whatever that means, and we go where you go now," Nikki tells me.

      "Also, we might like this fancy shit, but we like you more," Kate says, gesturing around her.

      I laugh. "Ok. But don't say I didn't warn you," I tell them, only half kidding as we all head out the door and over to the black Escalade parked in the turnabout out front. I can only imagine Azreal picked it up sometime this morning from the desert where Isaiah and I made love last night.

      I shake the thoughts away and open the passenger door. There will be plenty of time for self-pity once I get my ass home. Right now, I need to hold it together until I can get as far away as possible from the demon who stole my heart.
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        * * *

      

      Time passes quickly after Isaiah and I end things. Azreal takes the girls and me back to my apartment, but insists on training with us daily at Deveons Gym. While I am pissed at all of them for their dishonesty and betrayal, the hunters' mission is part of me now. It is a part of Kate, Nikki, and I, and we are even more determined to help save humanity from the Anhelios. And possibly the Deveons. None of us are sure who we can trust other than one another. The guys are talented fighters, and while I am not sure they can be trusted, there is no doubt that we all have a lot to learn from them.

      "Keep your arms up Aliyah, shoulders back. Squat lower damn it," Azreal barks out at me as we circle each other for the tenth time this morning.

      "I got this. Worry about yourself," I mumble heatedly as I strike out at him and drop him on his ass. Not an easy feat with someone as large as Azreal.

      "Good. Your speed and dexterity continue to improve. Now show me your power surge," he says as he stands up and motions for me to continue circling him. I guess we're far from done. It's been like this for weeks. Ever since Isaiah and I broke up, Azreal has insisted on training me and working on strengthening my powers before the gym opens for the day. Every damn day. I sincerely miss my more laid back sessions with Rafa.

      "Nice. While I'm sure you didn't intend to tell me you prefer Rafa over me, your telepathic abilities are evolving nicely.”

      "Who said I didn't intend to tell you that you're the less desirable trainer?" I ask him, a glint of humor in my eye as I continue to circle him.

      Azreal smirks back. "I hate to disappoint you my queen, but I would have to say that Nikki certainly doesn't find me undesirable."

      I laugh. "Good luck with that, my friend. I'm certain she may find you attractive, but I know for a fact she isn't interested in starting something while you're still searching for your fated mates," I tell him.

      "No chance of that when you refuse to complete the bond. We can't sense our mates much less find them without you at your full power," Azreal tosses back at me.

      His smile drops, and I almost feel bad for him. Then I remember he was going to let me die so that they could have their true queen back and I stop feeling bad and hit him with an energy surge that brings him to his knees.

      "Impressive. The surges are stronger, and your control is impeccable. However, I am not Isaiah, and I would appreciate you not taking out your anger with him on me," he says, panting hard from the pain as he regains his feet.

      "Oh, that wasn't me taking out my anger at him. That was 100 percent about you. I trusted you, and you lied to me."

      "I didn't lie," he responds.

      "Right. You just neglected to tell me the truth and led me to believe what was beneficial for you and your needs," I respond, annoyed that we continue to disagree on his involvement in lying to me.

      Azreal sighs. "I am truly sorry Aliyah. I know you don't understand, but you need to stop thinking of yourself and the Queen as separate people…"

      "And you need to drop it, Az. I'm not going to finish the bond. I meant it when I rejected Isaiah and any claim he has on me. Just let it go," I spit the words at him as I turn and march off the mats we are sparring on. I head over to the bags to take out the rest of my pent-up aggression until the girls arrive. I spend an hour alternating between beating on the bags and emotionally torturing myself before I hear the girls enter the gym and head back. I know they are here without looking up. My hearing is incredible. Another bonus of the bonds I completed with Isaiah before I rejected him.

      "How are you holding up babe?" Kate asks me as she brings in my morning coffee. I've been at Deveons Gym since 5 am, several hours before the girls usually wake up and head over for Hunter's training.

      I take my iced double Americano from her and wipe the sweat from my face. I've continued training with Rafa and Azreal since leaving the Deveon compound and it's been brutal, to say the least. I groan in response to Kate's concern. "It's been over two weeks since the morning I confronted Isaiah," I tell her, and she nods. I swallow hard. " I thought that it would hurt less once the anger wore off and I got back to my life." I smile tightly at the woman who has become like a sister to me. "I didn't count on the fact that I had fallen in love with the asshole."

      Kate smiles back. "You really didn't know you were both in love?" she asks.

      I shake my head and swallow some sugary iced coffee goodness. "He told me he loved me when we were seeing each other, but I’m going to chalk that up to more lies and half-truths,” I tell my friend. Kate pats me on the arm, and I continue, “I knew I was infatuated with the man. I mean for god's sake, look at him. He's gorgeous, has an incredible body, and is sexy as hell." He was also generous and giving and the bringer of more orgasms than I had ever thought possible. Ugh. I bite my lip to keep that information to myself. "And a liar, selfish and willing to let me die to have his one true love back. Gods, what is wrong with me? He was willing to let me die. That was seriously fucked up. Clearly, the man does not return my love."

      Kate smiles softly and squeezes my arm "Sweety, maybe he…."

      I cut her off with a sharp look. "Do not finish that sentence, girl. I don't need false hope. I need to move on. He would have let me die to get his Queen back. There isn't anything more to say."

      "I mean, it does sound bad when you put it like that…," Kate replies just as Nikki moves into the room and hooks her arm through mine.

      "Better off without him, Doll. Make no mistake, once a liar always a liar," she says.

      I nod. "Right? That's what I've been saying," I reply.

      "Isaiah isn't a liar. He may have omitted some important info…," Azreal begins. I cut him off with a stern look.

      "Seriously Az. I'm not going over this again. Isaiah is dead to me. You and Rafa are only here because the girls and I need to keep training if we are going to answer our calling. Don't try to defend him or gaslight me. We're not friends. I'm not even sure I can trust your Deveon ass," I tell him bluntly.

      Nikki laughs. "That and you're footing the bill so we can keep training and not worry about keeping a roof over our heads." She bumps into Azreal as we pass.

      He tries to grab her hand, but she avoids his attempt. "Not a chance, Demon boy. I need to be flirting with you like I need a hole in the head," she tells him as we pass.

      "I may be your fated mate, Nikki. Perhaps you should consider your words," he says.

      Nikki shrugs. "No thanks. I'll pass on the fated mates bonding bullshit. Our girl doesn't vouch for it, right Aliyah?"

      "Fuck, no. I give it zero fucking stars. That shit was terrible," I respond.

      Nikki smirks. "See, assholes? We'll stick to the training techniques. You can keep your dicks to yourselves."
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        * * *

      

      “Have you seen this shit, Aliyah?” Nikki asks me as I make my way into the kitchen and drop several bags of groceries on the counter.

      “What is it?” I ask, taking the missing persons flyer from her hand and looking at the face of yet another missing woman in the Devils Bend area. “Damn it. Do you think this has something to do with the genocide that the archangels are doing? Attempting to cleanse the earth of humanity?” I ask, the frustration and anger clear in my tone.

      “Honestly? I don’t have a damn clue,” Nikki sighs.

      Kate enters the apartment and tosses her bag on the counter as she sits at the breakfast nook and removes her shoes. “What are you guys discussing?” she asks, taking in the tense atmosphere of the room.

      Nikki hands her the missing woman flyer, and Kate gasps. “Jesus, another one? I feel like that must be the twentieth missing persons' flyer in the past month,” she says.

      I nod thoughtfully. “You’re not wrong,” I tell Kate.

      “Aliyah was just speculating that perhaps this is the archangels working on the genocide of humanity,” Nikki says.

      Kate shudders. “Fuck. That’s crazy. We have to stop this. Even if it's just evil fucking humans, we have to do something.”

      “What if we start hunting?” I ask my friends. Nikki and Kate exchange looks.

      “Can we do that? Shouldn’t we ask the guys or something?” Kate asks.

      I shake my head. “I don't think we need permission to answer our own damn calling. We’re hunters, right? I think it's time we start hunting.”

      Nikki smiles. “Amen sister. Let’s hunt some archangel ass. I was getting seriously bored waiting around for something interesting to happen.”

      I laugh. “Tell me about it. Ok, let's do this,” I tell them.

      We are so confident in our skills and our mission that it never occurs to us that we may be outnumbered and outmaneuvered. It is a strong possibility that the very archangels we are hunting may actually be hunting us.
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      "How is she, Azreal?" I ask my closest friend and the man I am trusting to keep my woman safe.

      "Honestly? She seems ok. She's angry. Getting more and more bitter as the days pass. I thought she would forgive you once the anger passed, but she seems to be feeding off her anger towards you, towards us. It's making her a better fighter though, man. She's a force. Kicks my ass at least twice a week these days." He smiles fondly, and I am hit with a sharp pang of jealousy at the knowledge that he gets to spend time with her, to know her, and enjoy her company daily while I watch her from a distance and never get to touch her or feel her warmth.

      "She's keeping her bonds?" I ask, and Azreal nods.

      "Yes. So far they are only increasing. She seems more prone to violence and anger though. Perhaps a result of you lying to her and bonding with her while telling her half-truths.”

      "Yes, Azreal. I understand where you stand on the subject. Trust me when I tell you if I could do it again, I would make better choices."

      "You can. Next lifetime," he replies.

      I sigh. "What if there aren't any more next lifetimes? Maybe this is it, man. We've had a hell of a ride, but it feels different now. Things are beginning to feel more final somehow."

      Azreal nods. "I feel it too man. The Anhelios are still healing, but they are getting stronger. We don't have much time left before they come for her."

      "I know. Did you know she's hunting them?" I ask him, and I’m surprised to see he doesn't know.

      "What?" Azreal asks, enraged.

      "Yes. Aliyah and the girls are hunting the archangels. They go out almost every night looking for one or more of them to kill," I tell him.

      "That's insane. How can they justify that?" he asks, confused about the change in our queen.

      "The archangels are looking for human women to torture and breed. Aliyah and the girls find them in clubs and take them out when they try to hurt a woman. It's actually genius. The Anhelios are decreasing in numbers, and we are getting stronger," I say.

      Azreal shakes his head. "Gods, she really does have a target on her back. Fuck. No wonder she is getting so much stronger so damn fast. I can feel the increase in power, but I didn't know she was hunting."

      I nod at my brother. "I cannot feel the power, but I sense it. Her rejection was true. I am getting weaker every day."

      "What the fuck Isaiah, how do you know all this?" he asks.

      "I've been watching her. I need to know she's safe,” I reply.

      "You mean stalking her?" Azreal asks me.

      I shake my head. "You say tomato, I say… whatever. She's safe."

      Azreal stares at me, momentarily at a loss for words, "This rejection is killing you. Honestly man, you look like shit. You've got to tell her the rejection is hurting you and combined with the increase in Deveon power, you won't make it to the damn apocalypse."

      "No. I won't beg her to save me. At the moment I'm more worried about her saving herself," I tell my brother.
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        * * *

      

      Maybe Azreal is right, and I am a stalker. I honestly never considered it before; that's how far gone I am for Aliyah. I don't question right or wrong. I don't ask myself if I should do something that might save her. I just do it. Fuck the consequences, even if those consequences are her leaving me to embrace her darkness and shun our bond.

      This is exactly how I find myself at the shooting range on the outskirts of town, watching my girl hit the damn target every fucking time. It's impressive. It wasn't even a month ago I was teaching her to aim and shoot now she's killing it, literally.

      I slide up behind her as she takes aim and press my body against hers. She doesn't even flinch. She doesn't sink back into me either. She remains rigid and focused. I slip my hands down to her hips and hold her body straight as she pulls the trigger. Once the gun is discharged, she places it on the table, and I turn her in my arms.

      "I miss you, my queen," I tell her as I watch her eyes remain focused and cold, with no trace of the heat she once felt for me.

      "Is that why you follow me, Isaiah? Stalking me in dark alleys and behind closed doors?" Her voice is cold, there is no emotion as she addresses me.

      "Yes," I tell her simply as I set her on the table in front of us and wrap her legs around my hips. She doesn't respond, just watches me with dead eyes. "Baby, please let me in. I can't do this without you. I am drowning here," I tell her as I trace her lips with the pads of my fingers.

      "That sounds like a you problem, Isaiah. I meant it when I told you we were through. I won't keep doing this with you. I have every intention of breaking the bond and going on with my life as a half-breed hunting other half-breeds and killing the literal monsters under the bed. Thank you for sharing your gifts with me. I'm a badass hunter because of the bonds, but I will not complete the bonding. I refuse to lose my life for your queen. No thanks."

      "Aliyah, please be reasonable. Embracing the darkness and your true natue is your destiny. I'm not going to let you die." I don't get a chance to finish my sentence because Aliyah finally lays her hands on my face, and it isn't an act of love. The surge of electricity coursing through me is terrifying even to an immortal, and I collapse, convulsing from her power.

      "Do not presume to tell me how to perceive things, Isaiah. I reject you. I reject the bonding. I refuse to remove the formal rejection of our oneness. I truly don't believe I can be any clearer. I will find a way to stop you from forcing this bonding on me in any consecutive lifetimes. We are done. Let me go," Aliyah tells me as she drops down from the table, pockets her guns, and steps over my body. She doesn't look back as she leaves the shooting range. We really are doomed, and I have no one to blame but myself.
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      Three Months Later

      

      I stare at my reflection in the glass window. I don't really recognize myself anymore. I'm harder, stronger, less willing to trust, and entirely too damaged for my own good. I have scars and bruises covering my body, and it has been a long damn time since I have hugged anyone. Self-care is a foreign concept in my new world.

      "You're gorgeous, bitch. Now stop staring at yourself and help me kill this fucking Anhelio half-breed," Nikki growls at me as she struggles to gain the upper hand with the archangel she is currently losing to.

      I look down and smile at my friend. "Don't I know it, babe. Still, a girls gotta check in once in a while.” I reach into my leg garter and toss her a knife to help finish off her opponent.

      The Anhelio half-breed she is fighting rolls on top of her and smiles at me. "I'd fuck you, Hunter. Even if you are the whore who is ruining our cleansing program," he says.

      I growl at him and bare my teeth, which are sharp and looking less and less human these days. "Careful Anhelio bitch. Your ‘cleansing program,’ as you call it, is code for rape and genocide. I'll tear your fucking throat out before I would let you lay a hand on me." I remove two knives from my leg harnesses and throw them end over end until they both plunge into his body. He is dead before he hits the ground. Nikki flips out from under him and buries her own knife into his throat.

      "Just in case you missed," she says with a smirk as she kicks his lifeless body.

      I nod. "That's fair," I tell her as I take in the scene around us. There are four dead archangels and two disoriented girls who appear to be human. Kate is helping them stand and get their bearings.

      "This is seriously fucked up. I'm sick of these assholes taking advantage of the fucking humans. This shit needs to stop, " I say, anger and frustration pouring off me in waves.

      "That's what we are doing, babe. Stopping the Anhelio genocide and strengthening the Deveons for the upcoming apocalypse. Don't sweat it. We're killing it and destroying their upper hand in the upcoming battle."

      I nod to my closest friend. "Yes. I can feel the Anhelios getting stronger though. We have to increase our patrols and look into any rumors about more missing women. Talk to Azreal and Rafa. Let me know if they have any new information."

      Nikki nods to me as we help Kate escort the girls from the abandoned warehouse we were just fighting in for our lives.

      "And Isaiah? Have you heard anything new from him?" Kate asks as we help the girls into the black SUV.

      I shake my head and glare at my friend. "We don't talk about Isaiah," I say firmly.

      "No. But maybe we should," Kate mumbles.

      I ignore her and turn back to Nikki. "Get the intel. I want to double our hunt in the next few weeks. Michael and Gabriel are still healing, but our luck can't last much longer. Let's get as much of a head start as we can before those bastards come for me."

      "For us," Nikki and Kate say in unison.

      I nod. "For us," I repeat.
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        * * *

      

      It's been a week since the warehouse, and things have been unreasonably quiet. I stand alone at a bar on the east side of town. Not my usual scene but I am waiting for my girls and the information we've been expecting. The bar is nice, with black leather booths and red lighting. Mahogany bar and fancy-cut glassware. I order a blood orange Paloma and glance at the mirror above the bar to sneak a peek at what is happening behind me.

      I watch as a pretty blond approaches me. She is curvy and familiar, with blue eyes and a heart-shaped face. I try to place her, but I can't at the moment. The woman sits beside me and orders a vodka soda. I wait. She smiles. "Aliyah. It's been a long time."

      I watch her as she sips her drink, and I try to remember where I know her from. "What can I do for you?" I reply. Her face hardens, and I imagine she had expected me to remember her. She is offended. "It's not personal. It's been a hell of a summer," I tell her.

      She nods tightly, "Right. I'm Elaine. I used to be the head receptionist at Deveons Gym. I quit in the spring."

      I smile. I've worked out at Deveons Gym for most of my adult life. Even before meeting the demons that ruined my life, so it stands to reason I would have been around her quite a bit. "Ok. What can I do for you, Elaine?" I repeat.

      She shakes her head and looks down at her drink just as Nikki slides into the seat next to me and Kate sits on her other side. "I've been working across town at Angels Wings Hair Salon, and I've noticed a lot of frat boy types coming around with some of the clients. The thing is, the clients seem to be missing their appointments or canceling at an alarming rate. I don't have the slightest idea what it means, but I heard you were looking into missing women and maybe this has something to do with how many women and girls seem to be disappearing from Devils Bend."

      I watch Elaine as she fidgets with her straw and wonder if she is lying about something or just nervous about the number of missing women in our area. I smile encouragingly and nod. "Ok. Interesting. We'll definitely look into it," I tell her, and she looks relieved as she finishes her drink and sets money on the bar.

      "I heard one of the guys say that he was looking forward to Friday night at Club Repent. I don't know if any of this helps, but I hope you find them," Elaine says as she stands to leave.

      "Ok, ladies. Good thing we're dressed up because we've got a half-breed party to crash," I tell them as we stand to leave. I'm packing tonight, and I know the girls are as well.
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        * * *

      

      Club Repent is two towns over and one of the lamest bars I have ever stepped foot in. It's in an old Evangelist Church off Hwy 80 that had been remodeled into a club five or ten years ago. Walking in, it's obvious they had a theme for the bar in mind. The bar  is white marble and the lighting is blue. All the booths are cream leather, and the dancefloor has a floating white floor. Like walking on clouds. It would be impressive, but it's just so damn cliche.

      The club attracts a clean-cut Fraternity/Sorority type and is full of sparkly people. We stick out just a bit in our skin-tight leather pants and deep v-cut tanks. The weapons are hidden, but it's a bit obvious when you are wearing a leather jacket inside in 90-degree weather.

      The lights go down and the music stops as we move toward the center of Club Repent. About half of the occupants move out towards the exits, and the other half draw weapons.

      "Fucking Great. It's a damn ambush," Nikki says to my left, and I nod my agreement.

      A voice rings out from a balcony above us, and I look up to see Margot, the blond Anhelio with the exquisite features and dark blue eyes, standing in the center dressed in a white pantsuit with her hair pulled back in a clip. "Ladies, how nice of you to join us. You have been causing quite a problem with our little creation project. I do hope you understand that we simply cannot continue to allow that to happen," she says in her clipped accent as she gestures to a row of clubgoers to circle us.

      I laugh harshly. "Is everyone here a member of your little club Margot? I would hate to kill all of your human followers just for being fucking stupid," I tell her as I clock the hundred or so clubgoers around us.

      She smiles. "Now, where would the fun be in that? Humans are weak and deserve to perish. They disgust me. These are true half breeds," she declares proudly. She is batshit crazy. Maybe they all are.

      "Great. I won't lose any sleep over killing them then," I tell her honestly as I smile back at her.

      A laugh rings out from the balcony to her right, and my eyes snap in that direction. Angelica, the bronze-skinned beauty with dark hair and eyes, stands tall and gorgeous, her face twisted in a cruel smirk. "Silly little human. You had the chance to become the true Queen of Darkness. A night terror for our kind. Aliyah could have demolished everyone here in a human heartbeat, but you decided to leave her trapped for eternity in your tiny, unnecessary soul, and for what, love? Jealousy over a Deveon man? You sicken me, child. Aliyah was a true warrior. You are nothing." Angelica snaps her fingers and shots ring out around us. I sincerely hope to rip her long dark hair out of its perfect twist and leave a spray of her own blood all over her clothes by the time this is over. I wouldn't mind watching Margot's head leave her shoulders as well.

      "Stay low and together ladies. If these are just archangels, we still have a chance to make it out of here alive and kill Elaine.\," I tell them.

      Kate laughs. "It's good to have goals," she replies as a shot rings out and chaos ensues.

      I watch as Nikki runs straight into the middle of it, all guns firing and bodies dropping as she goes. Kate takes my back, and we crouch low, taking out the half-breeds firing at Nikki from above. I silently open the telepathic lines of communication to Azreal, Rafa, and Isaiah, letting my panic rush through. Hey, a little help would be great. In the middle of an ambush by the Anhelios at Club Repent.

      That's all I have time for before a bullet almost takes me out and I hit the ground. Kate and I roll in separate directions. I reach down to feel my arm and come away with blood covering my hand. It's just a graze, but painful nonetheless. I pop up from the ground pissed and seeing red. My aim is perfect, and I take out twenty or so Archangels just moments later.

      I hear screams and look up to see Azreal and Rafa have arrived in Deveon form. They circle above, picking off victims and causing hysteria as the last of the archangels try to escape or are killed. When the last of the gunshots ring out, the club is eerily quiet. Margot and Angelica have disappeared, and it's just the three of us and the guys.

      "You called," Rafa quips.

      I smile. "I did. Thank you for the assistance. It wasn't looking great for us for a moment there," I tell them as I rip off a part of my shirt to wrap my wounded arm.

      Nikki limps across the nightclub, blood leaking from a knife wound on her leg and cuts across her chest and arms. Kate appears at my right side and squeezes my good arm.

      "You know if you completed the bonding, you wouldn't need the help. We would just be back-up to you destroying whatever evil stands in your way," Azreal says thoughtfully.

      I turn to stare at him. "You can't be fucking serious," I tell him, my anger pulsing off me. "Angelica just said the same damn thing to me before she attempted to end me. Everyone wants Isaiah and I to complete the fucking bonds so damn badly, but I don't see Isaiah actually bothering to help keep me alive,” I spit the words out, along with my frustration.

      "Actually, I haven't seen Isaiah in months so you can stop the guilt trips and quest for your precious queen. It's fucking over. Isaiah finally moved on and now so can I. He didn't come. He doesn't give a shit if I live or die. Just let it go, Az."

      The words spill out of me, and I'm surprised at the anger and resentment I feel at him for having abandoned me. I told him to stop. I decided it was over and yet I can feel the tears building up in my chest as I let the realization that he is truly done with me wash over me. Gods, I have to get out of here. I need a good cry and some sleep. That's it. I turn away from the guys and as I head for the club doors with Nikki and Kate, I hear Rafa call out behind me.

      "Aliyah, wait. We need to tell you something," Rafa says.

      I turn to him, eyebrows raised as I wait for him to continue. I have no idea that the words he is about to say are going to change everything for me, for us, maybe even for humanity.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

          
            ALIYAH

          

        

      

    

    
      "Well, what was so damn important you got me back to the compound for it?" I ask angrily as I look around at the living room of the Deveon compound. It looks exactly the same as I remember it. As if no time had passed, as if my heart didn't break and my life hadn't fallen apart in the time I'd been away. I search the room for Rafa and Azreal, and clash glances with Nikki. She looks concerned. She isn't any happier to be here than I am. I smile at her reassuringly and turn to meet Rafa's dark eyes. He smiles sadly at me and gestures to the couch. I sit. None of us care that I'm dirty and bloody as I sit on their beautiful leather couch and accept a glass of scotch from Azreal.

      "Tell me what the fuck is going on Raf," I demand as the silence stretches between us. Azreal and Rafa exchange glances and then Rafa smiles at me.

      "Isaiah didn't come to help you tonight because he isn't here," Rafa says carefully.

      I nod. "Ok. Where the fuck is he then?" I reply.

      "He's stuck in Deveon," Azreal tells me simply.

      I shake my head, "I don't understand. I thought Deveon was a hell dimension. A prison that the gods sentenced you to after the War of the Winged Beasts," I say softly, confused by what they are saying.

      "It is." Azreal turns sad eyes on me. "When you rejected the bonding, you were free to move on with your human life. It wasn't the same for Isaiah."

      "What does that mean exactly, Azreal?" I ask, worried that I am not going to like the answer.

      "You completed five bonds, Aliyah. There are only six bonds to complete the bonding and release your true self. After the third bond, Isaiah cannot go back. He's committed to the bonding for the entirety of this lifetime. He will be in excruciating pain as a result of the rejection and will slowly lose his mind."

      I swallow hard. "The rejection is making Isaiah crazy?" I ask.

      Rafa nods. "Batshit crazy. He is in so much pain he cannot make rational choices any longer. That combined with the loss of his powers as you increase the Deveons’ power along with the Anhelios’, Isaiah is losing his. Your rejection is very real for him. We're losing him. There may never be another chance for bonding. Aliyah will be lost to us, and this may very well be your last reincarnation," Rafa informs me.

      I stare at them in confusion, "Isaiah is dying?" I ask incredulously.

      "In a sense, yes. Isaiah is truly immortal, so he will simply suffer for eternity in Deveon while we battle the AnhelIos to save humanity."

      "Are you playing me, Rafa? Is this some kind of sick joke to get me to complete the bonding with Isaiah?" I ask them.

      "I wish that were possible, Aliyah. It's just not an option any longer," Azreal says sadly.

      "Wait. I can't complete the bonding with Isaiah any longer? It's over?" I ask them.

      "Yes, it’s over. Isaiah isn't in human or even Anhelio form now. He has been driven back to his full Deveon form. He is a demon burning in hell for eternity."

      "Can you bring him back?" I ask. "Once I die and the bonds release him. Can you bring him back?"

      "We don't know. Isaiah doesn't want to come back, Aliyah. He doesn't want to continue to track you and plead with you to accept him. He has accepted your rejection. He doesn't wish to fight for the bond any longer. Isaiah feels that you have been clear in no longer wishing for him as your mate. He has released you. In doing so he cannot leave Deveon. So, he is stuck."

      "Wait. He is in demon form and in hell for eternity because I rejected him? Seriously? Can I go to Deveon and bring him back?"

      Azreal and Rafa exchange glances. Rafa swallows hard. "No," Rafa answers. Azreal looks away.

      "Why are you lying to me, Rafa? Is there a way to go to Deveon and bring Isaiah back?"  I ask them.

      "We can go, but he won't come back. We've tried, and he refuses. It's for the best Aliyah. Isaiah isn't himself anymore. He cannot be trusted in this realm."

      "So, Deveons can go but humans cannot?" I ask, trying to read in between the lines in what they are not telling me.

      "Oh, you can go to Deveon, Aliyah. But humans cannot return. You would have to do the one thing you refuse to do. You would have to shed your human form in order to save him and bring him back," Azreal says, his voice hard with the belief that I will not make the sacrifice for his brother.

      I nod. "Ok. Show me how to get there," I tell them.

      "No." Kate cries out.

      "No fucking way," Nikki says angrily. "Are you fucking insane Aliyah? You will die, and the Queen of the Damned will take your body. Not to mention you'll be bonding with a literal demon in hell. You will have to make love to a monster to get Isaiah back. No. Absolutely not," Nikki announces.

      "I would be the monster if I refused to do this Nik. Isaiah is my soul mate. He exists for me. I have to do this for him." I know this is true down to the last fiber of my being. Everything is clear now. This is my destiny.

      I open my mind to Azreal and Rafa, and I know how to get to Isaiah. I concentrate all my power on a single ball of light in front of me. The ball grows larger and larger until it becomes the size of a doorway in front of me. Golden light spills out of the crack between dimensions, and without looking back, I step into the light.

      

      Aliyah

      

      I step through the golden portal of light and feel the crack between dimensions close behind me. It is loud here. Louder than I imagined hell to be. Maybe it is different for different people, but my version is loud. I can hear the lava rushing beneath the rocks I stand on and the fire cracking around me. It is really bright here too. I look around me, and I can feel my heart rate increase with anxiety. Fire is terrifying. Something on a primal level tells you to run. But I'm not running.

      I need to find Isaiah. I need to bring him home. It's like a mantra in my head as I make my way across the molten landfill and toward a dark forest. It's so damn hot here. I am relieved when I reach the shadows of the forest, but then the screaming starts, and I find no relief. I follow the screams to a cave deep in this shadow forest where I find an eight-foot demon chained to the cave wall, screaming in excruciating pain. I move closer to the mouth of the cave, and the demon turns to look at me.

      He is huge, his skin broken from burnt flesh and his teeth grotesque as they snap at me. There is nothing even remotely familiar about him, and I am just about to move past the cave door in search of my lover when the demon's eyes fade from glowing fiery stones to light green orbs.

      I stare at him in shock. "Isaiah?" I ask as I move closer to the entrance of the cave. He lounges at me, teeth snapping, and I stop in my tracks.

      "Don't come any closer, little human. There is nothing for you here," he tells me, his voice is gravelly and harsh from screaming. I move inside the cave.

      "You're here Isaiah. I came for you," I tell him as I move closer to the wall he is chained to. I look for a way to release his chained arms, and he smiles at me. It is horrifying and cruel.

      "I wouldn't do that human," he says sharply. "I am unstable at best. Not even I know what I am capable of doing to you if I were free to do so."

      I smile back. "Maybe I need you to do all of the things you are capable of doing to me, Isaiah. I renounce the rejection. I need to free you, Isaiah, so we can complete the bonds," I tell him, undeterred by his demonic appearance. I move closer again and stroke my hands over his skin, soothing him as I move my body closer to his. He turns his head from mine, and I kiss the charred skin of his neck. I feel the shiver as it runs along his skin.

      "You would choose me, even like this my queen? You would mate with me in my demon form, as a monster?" he asks as he allows me to stroke his naked flesh and soothe his skin. His wings, more bat-like in this form but still soft, stroke over my skin in return. I kiss his face and trace his lips with my fingers.

      "I would take you however you appear, Isaiah. I am not frightened by you. And to be honest, you've always been a bit of a monster to me."

      He laughs and his skin begins to soften, the charring fading and his muscles becoming firmer more human beneath my hands. I continue to stroke along his skin and kiss his jaw, his lips, and his neck as his demon form fades and he takes on more of the Anhelio form he wore when we were lovers. He has shrunk down to his six-foot form as we have been soothing one another and his hands slip free of the restraint to caress my back and over my ass. I look up at his face and find longing and love mixed in with the desire I was used to seeing there. "You've changed your mind, Aliyah? You want to complete the bonds?" he asks me.

      I smile softly at him. "I am so sorry Isaiah. I was stupid to worry about my human existence when you were literally experiencing hell as I stubbornly refused to complete the bond. Why didn't you tell me any of this would happen? I feel incredibly selfish," I tell him, suddenly ashamed of my choices.

      Isaiah shrugs and lifts me so that my core is pressed against his waist and my legs are wrapped around him. "You were always free to choose your destiny, babe. I may have been a selfish prick who tried to influence your decisions with half-truths and sex, but I was always going to respect your choice. When you chose to leave I didn't want to force my needs onto you any longer. If this is my destiny, then I accept it."

      I stare at my demon lover and then cover his mouth with my own. I lick against the seam of his thick lips until he opens for me and then I stroke my tongue over his. Breaking the kiss, I pull his jaw lower and look into his eyes. "There isn't any going back now, babe. I'm in this for eternity," I tell him. It's true there wasn't another choice after I stepped through the portal.

      Isaiah growls. "The idea of getting to fuck you for eternity really does it for me, babe," he tells me roughly, and then he is lowering me to my feet and stripping my clothes from my body as I lick along his chest and pinch his hard nipples. Isaiah groans as he pulls my leather pants down my legs. I step out of them, and he raises an eyebrow. "No panties baby?"

      I laugh. "Shut the hell up and fuck me already," I tell him.

      Isaiah lifts my shirt over my head and strokes my hips and waist and then over my nipples. He lowers his mouth to catch my nipple between his teeth and I gasp slightly. Isaiah grips my hair pulling, my head back and then sinking to his knees before me.

      "I wish we had more time, little human. I wish I could lick this cunt until you scream. Then I'd think about feeding you my cock as I work that tight little pussy with my fingers. After that, I'll consider sinking my cock into your cunt and pumping you full of my cum. I wish we had all the time in the world, babe."

      I smile at my demon lover. “I know, Isaiah, me too. But we don’t. We need to complete the bonding before it's too late and we both lose everything.”

      Isaiah does lick my pussy until I scream. He sits back on his heels, aligning his face even with my core, and then he strokes his fingers over my clit until my legs shake and my pussy is so wet I can't stand it. Then he licks my clit, sucking and pulling with his teeth as his horns gently scrap the soft skin on my stomach and thighs. I can't get enough. I lose track of time and space as I scream out my orgasm over and over. When I can't stand up any longer, Isaiah lowers to the ground and then places me on top of him as he works his thick cock into my pussy. He's still huge, and it's been months since we've made love, but he finally works himself inside of me and then pushes in all the way to the hilt. "Take what's yours, baby," he tells me as I begin to slide up and down his length, my head thrown back and eyes closed as I fuck myself onto his hard throbbing cock. I move faster, working my hips in little circles as I reach down to rub my clit. Isaiah cups my tits with his hands as I bounce slightly with the friction.

      "Eyes on me Aliyah. I want to see you come apart," he tells me as he rubs his calloused thumbs over my nipples and then pinches them ruthlessly as he thrusts his hips up, forcing more of his thick cock into me.

      I cry out and he moves his hands to my hips, helping to work my pussy over his cock as I continue rubbing my clit. His mouth covers my nipple, and he sucks and pulls as I scream out another orgasm. I come crashing back down as I feel Isaiah pumping deep into my body, and then the last bond slides into place.

      This is love and sacrifice. I can feel it in every molecule of my being. Memories come rushing back, and I would be lying if I said it wasn't as painful as it was powerful. I scream in agony as the images and memories of my past lives pour into me. They come at me fast and hard, and my brain can barely register all the information as it filters in. I feel like I'm being torn from my body and forced into another. It is overwhelming in its intensity, and I continue to scream as the thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and knowledge flow into me at neck-breaking speed. There are thousands of emotions flooding me, and my brain clicks through them like images in a viewfinder, each one more painful and raw than the one before.

      Every part of my being burns as I am engulfed in flames, and I find myself on my knees on the floor of the cave, naked and torn apart, my voice hoarse from screaming, the fire and currents of electricity surging along my skin as I absorb it all. I rise to my feet and test the electricity forming on my skin. I channel the energy and find that I can form a ball of golden light from the power I have created. It crackles in my hand, and I throw my head back and laugh as I feel my horns push through the skin on my forehead. I touch the twisted bone and smile.

      My wings burst forth from my shoulder blades, the pain excruciating as much as it is invigorating. I test their strength and wingspan. Looking down I find them a golden white, so pure it picks up the red of the fire surrounding me. I reach out for Isaiah, who was thrown across the cave from the impact of my conversion. Isaiah stands and crosses the cave to embrace me, and he smiles as I stroke him lovingly with the soft down of my feathers. “Hello Lover,” I say as he sinks his fingers into my hips and pulls me closer to him by my waist.

      “Aliyah,” he breaths out

      “Are you ok, my love? The rejection was terrible. I can feel your pain, all of it.” Tears fill my eyes as the pain and loss, the years and years of rejection and loneliness pour into me. I struggle to breathe as Isaiah wipes the tears from my eyes.

      Isaiah smiles and kisses my lips gently; he touches my dark hair and lovingly strokes my horns and wings. “I’m fine now, babe. How are you? Are you, well, you again?” he asks.

      I laugh softly. “I am me and yet so much more. I am a humble human and a fierce hunter as well as the Queen of the Damned. I have the knowledge and power to destroy all my enemies. The strength that flows into me is humbling,” I tell him as he kisses me.

      “Gods you are so beautiful like this my demon lover, my queen,” he says.

      “I love you, Isaiah. I love you above all else. You are my everything, and I would go through all this again just to be able to have you. To call you my man and my mate,” I tell him as I lovingly stroke his face and his horns as he kisses me again.

      “I love you, Aliyah. So goddamn much. I am so lost without you by my side. You are my purpose, my mate, and my queen. I will always choose you.”

      I preen under his adoration. I feel beautiful and powerful and finally myself. Whole and full of humanity as well as power. I throw my head back and laugh as my wings burst forth and caress my lover. I am a queen, a demon, a woman, and a warrior. I have been reborn in the hellfire as the Queen of the Damned.

      

      Isaiah

      

      I had been in a constant state of pain for longer than I could remember when Aliyah came for me. My little human conjured up a hell portal and stepped into another dimension to be with me. Holy shit. I was on cloud fucking nine. Watching her come was amazing. She was so beautiful and vibrant and alive. Watching the Queen of the Damned be reborn was bittersweet. Of course I wanted my Queen, my equal, and my partner to return to me. I wanted to have her for the rest of eternity.

      I also need her to take down the Anhelios and prevent the destruction of humanity. Still, I mourned my little human. That is until Aliyah wrapped her wings around me while showing me her Deveon horns and then looked into my eyes. She was still there. We had been wrong. Aliyah the human and our Queen are one. They share the same soul. My Deveon queen did not overtake her humanity. Not at all. Aliyah retained all the aspects of her personality and the knowledge of who she truly was.

      Aliyah smiles down at me. "Perhaps we should return to the human realm, my love. We have enemies to conquer and humanity to save and all that shit," she tells me as she teases her wetness along my cock. I laugh and snap playfully at her with my sharp teeth.

      "Or you can let me fuck you again my love, once more before we must return to work," I tell her hopefully.

      Aliyah smiles and slides her wet pussy down my cock, accepting my hard member into her tight heat as she rocks against me. "Yes, please. Isaiah. Fuck me hard. Now. Make me feel you every time I move," she begs me.

      I slam into her, stroking over her throbbing, clenching pussy as she screams in gratitude. I clutch her hips and work her up and down my shaft, working that sweet clit with my fingers as she whimpers and begs above me. She fucking loves it. And I love her as I suck at her mouth and pinch her nipples as she begs for more of my cock.

      When we are both completely sated, I slip out of her and help her to her feet. "Let's go home my love," I tell her.

      Aliyah steps back into her leather pants and tank top, and then we conjure a portal and step back into the human realm to find Azreal and Rafa waiting for us. Rafa hands me a pair of sweats, and I smile as I step into them. It feels good to be home.

      "My Queen," they say to Aliyah as we step through the portal.

      "My family," Aliyah responds as she hugs them both.

      "Thank the gods. It's been a difficult ride," Azreal says as he smiles at Aliyah.

      "Yes. I am stubborn as a human," she replies.

      Rafa throws back his head to laugh.

      "Sure. Let's go with that," he says.

      Aliyah glowers at him. "I was keeping things interesting, Raf," she says with a laugh. "Now where are Nyx and Keyra?" she asks as she takes in the Deveon compound.

      "You mean Nikki and Kate?" Azreal asks her with a grin. "We weren't sure if they were our lost Deveons until your return," he tells her.

      "Yes, they are ours. Where are they?" she asks again, worry coloring her voice.

      "They disappeared several weeks ago," Rafa says with a shrug. “They were here one minute and then gone the next."

      "Several weeks ago? How long have we been gone?" I ask Azreal.

      "Three weeks and five days. Time moves differently in different dimensions, as you well know."

      "They just left? Why would they do that?" Aliyah asks, concerned.

      "Perhaps because you and Isaiah were taking your sweet time completing the bond. I'm sure they will return any time now," Rafa tells her. Aliyah nods, but I can tell she is still concerned. I wrap my arm around her shoulders and she settles against my chest. I stroke my fingers along her arm as she considers her next move. Azreal and Rafa smile. It's good to have her back.
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        * * *

      

      It’s been several weeks since our return from Deveon and still no word from Nyx and Keyra. I’m standing in the loft watching as Aliyah and Rafa spar when I feel movement to my right. Without looking, I know that Azreal has stepped into the space beside me.

      Some things have changed, but my obsession with her is as strong as ever. "She is amazing. Her powers are almost to full capacity, and as a result, ours have increased as well," Azreal says as he watches her with me.

      "Yes. I am almost as I once was. Thank the gods she decided to fight for us," I reply, humbled by my queen’s dedication even when she was in human form.

      "Right. Hard to believe she could look upon your demon face and still desire you. That bond is some powerful magic," Azreal quips, and I smile.

      "Ha. Hilarious. She wasn't under the influence of the bond, asshole. She had rejected me. Her choices were her own, and she still wanted me," I tell him, preening a bit at the truth of that statement.

      Azreal slaps me on the back. "Your bond is true, my brother. I am happy for you and Aliyah." His smile falls slightly.

      I nod. "Thank you, Azreal. We will find your fated mate. With Aliyah at full strength, she should be able to sense them, and yet…."

      "Yes, strange. It could be magic of some sort hiding them." He shakes his head and smiles at me. "Aliyah will find them. I know she will," he says firmly.

      I nod in agreement. Time passes both slower and faster now that Aliyah has returned. With her transformation, we have all become more powerful. Stronger, faster, everything is almost as it once was, with the exception of the girls. We were always stronger when the six of us were together, and now it is just the four of us. We'll find Nyx and Keyra, we have to.

      Aliyah and Rafa make their way up the stairs towards us. She smiles softly at me and slips into my arms, her mouth finding mine and her arms locking around the back of my neck.  "Isaiah," she breaths my name against my neck and I shiver. This woman always seems to bring me to my knees. She smiles and slides her hand around the back of my neck, teasing her nails along my skin.

      "We'll have to confront the Anhelios soon. If they have anything to do with my girls’ disappearance, heads are going to roll…. again," she says with a smirk, and I smile. Gods I love this woman.

      
        
        The End

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Continue the Anhelios and Deveons Saga in book two, Challenging: The Deveon Warrior.
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        They say it's a tale as old as time...

        but you've never read it like this.

      

      

      

      Stealing a witch in the middle of the night may have been a bad idea, but Gabriel is desperate to save his people, and he's running out of time. There are just two problems…

      

      Brinley doesn't know how to access her magic and she would never help the DeLoup after all they've taken from her. At least, that's what she thinks.

      

      The truth is so much worse, and if Gabriel can't get her to remember her past—their past—then the last remains of his broken heart may finally shatter beyond repair.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            BRINLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Brinley twirled around with her arms spread wide and her head tilted up to the sky. Smoke from the nearby fire danced through the air, mirroring the jubilation taking place under the twinkling stars. The drumbeat quickened, and she moved to match the pace. Locking her eyes on her favorite constellation high above, she kept the dizziness away.

      A calloused hand grabbed hers, and Brinley stopped just long enough to meet André’s warm gaze before he twirled her around once more. She laughed with her best friend, taking in this moment. Around them, people danced and ate and hummed along to the wordless melody floating along the cool night breeze. She was so grateful her grandmother had given in to her request. After days of traveling and being detoured through the countryside on their way to Créll, she’d seen the solstice celebration taking place and begged to stop for the night. Her grandmother wanted to continue on to the next village, but Brinley had been persistent enough.

      Turning, she spotted the woman sitting on one of the logs around the firepit.

      “Happy Solstice, Grandmère!” Brinley said as she approached, bending to embrace her. “Thank you for letting us celebrate here.”

      It was far more fun than the night she’d anticipated—sitting in an inn, playing cards with André and some of the other guards until she went to sleep, maybe sneaking one of their flasks away from them.

      “Happy birthday, my dear.” Her grandmother smiled, but there was something in her gaze and posture that told Brinley she wasn’t as glad to be here. “You can have just a little bit longer, then we need to get some rest. We’re leaving at dawn.”

      Brinley nodded but kept quiet. She reminded herself that after today, everything would be better. For years, she’d stayed away, hiding in a similar small village to the west, where people avoided her or treated her like a pariah. But finally, she was heading home. In just a few days, they would be in the capital. She would be back at the castle.

      Facing the party again, she grinned. This town felt different than the one she’d left. These villagers had welcomed them with open arms and invited them to join in their celebration. Brinley spotted André sipping on a pint of ale as he talked with one of the guards. She didn’t want to interrupt, but she also wanted to have fun with her friend. Before she could make a decision, he glanced her way. He beckoned her with a waving hand, gave his drink over to the other man, and then guided her toward a table laden with food.

      As she ate a small pastry, André asked, “Are you enjoying your birthday?”

      She swallowed the sweet. “Very much.”

      “Good. You deserve it.” He grabbed a macaron from a tray. “Especially with all the hard work you’ll be put through soon.”

      “Yes, my tutor is quite harsh. I can only imagine how difficult he’s going to be now that I’m to learn magic.” She gave him a pointed look.

      He only shrugged a shoulder. “Who knows, maybe he’ll take it easy on you the first week as you get reacquainted with court life.”

      She chuckled. “Doubtful.”

      He winked, making her laugh a little harder. When Brinley moved to West Trillor, her grandmother had sent her own apprentice to accompany her. He was nearly a decade older and served as both her personal guard and tutor, but he’d also become her closest friend. Her only friend if she were honest.

      “Dance with me?” She held out a hand. “Or would you prefer to ask that guard you were flirting with before?”

      André shook his head and rolled his eyes, even as he took her proffered hand. “I wasn’t flirting.”

      “Mhmm.”

      “Do you honestly think I’d abandon you tonight of all nights?” There was a hint of hurt in his voice as he led her back to the dancing crowd around the fire. Unlike the balls she’d attended before leaving the castle all those years ago, there weren’t any steps to follow here. Men and women danced freely, moving to the music how they wished. There was something so freeing about it.

      Brinley moved closer, wrapping her arms around André in a hug. “No. I know you wouldn’t.”

      He held her for just a few more seconds before whispering, “Your grandmother can see us. If I don’t let go soon, she’s not going to let me tutor and guard you any longer.”

      Chuckling, Brinley pulled away with a grin and then froze. The hair at the nape of her neck stood on end, and she turned around, looking into the dark forest. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and listened.

      Beyond the drums and the singing, beyond the crackling fire and laughing children, something stirred in the shadows.

      “Brinley, what is it?” Concern laced André’s hushed words.

      A twig snapped in the distance, and her eyes shot open. “Something’s coming.”

      At her side, one hand on her back, he stiffened. He faced the trees for a long moment before grabbing Brinley by the arm and dragging her away from the edge of the clearing.

      “DeLoup!” he yelled over the celebration. Wolves. “Run!”

      Chaos ensued. Parents swept up their children, racing toward the nearest homes. Shutters were sealed, and doors were locked.

      These villages were well used to wolf attacks and knew what to do. Many homes in this region had cellars with steel doors for this very purpose. The cruel shifters held no mercy, not caring if they destroyed innocent families.

      “Take the princess inside!” her grandmother shouted as she neared Brinley and André. She didn’t look at them, instead staring into the shadowed forest beyond the fire pit, her hands flexing at her sides as she prepared to fight off the monsters.

      Brinley’s eyes landed on her grandmother—her only living relative. “No! I’m not leaving you.”

      The woman nodded to André, who didn’t hesitate to pull Brinley up and over his shoulder. She yelled and beat at his back, but she was no match for the large man. Her grandmother followed at a slower pace. Guards formed a barrier around the older woman, but Brinley knew they were no match for the beasts prowling the night if outnumbered.

      As if on cue, the screaming started.

      André burst through the entrance of a nearby home, but Brinley couldn’t focus on anything other than the wolves ripping through the village. Her bare feet hit the cold wooden slats of the floor as André lowered her.

      “To the shelter. Now.” He led her by the elbow to the stairwell.

      A loud crash sounded outside, followed by shattering glass and more wailing. Brinley’s eyes burned. The DeLoup were slaughtering her people. Possibly her grandmother.

      “Why was there no warning?” she whispered as they made their way down into the cellar.

      André turned on a gas lantern. “I don’t know.”

      She barely heard the words, lost in thought. For nearly a century, Les Sorcières and the DeLoup had been at war. But the attacks had slowed during her grandmother’s reign, to the point where the witches, wizards, and wolf shifters coexisted in a fragile peace throughout the queendom. Even so, Brinley’s people had learned to be cautious. There were still pockets of unrest, wolves who couldn’t—or wouldn’t—let go of the past and continued to kill witches and humans alike. Not only did many homes have these shelters, but the villages kept diligent watch around set perimeters. When the DeLoup inevitably arrived, bells went off, alarming the people with enough time for them to get behind the steel-reinforced doors.

      Except this time, there was no alarm. Nothing had warned them.

      Standing with one hand on the door, ready to slam it shut should the beasts make it inside the home, André shook his head. He’d lost his family to the wolves too—an orphan like her. It was what initially bonded them back when he was merely her grandmother’s student, despite their age difference.

      Brinley inched closer. She knew he was waiting for the queen or any other stragglers before shutting the door. He would wait as long as possible.

      A crash echoed above them, and Brinley jumped. André closed the door most of the way, watching the top of the stairs. They waited one beat, then another. When no one appeared, André looked around the room. He grabbed a sword from one of the hanging sheaths on the wall. She followed suit, taking one of the shorter daggers and stepping up beside him. He’d trained her with blades as much as knowledge over the years.

      Meeting her gaze, he whispered, “Stay here. Watch the stairs and be ready to close this the second you see one of them.”

      Brinley shook her head, tears brimming her eyes. “Please don’t go.”

      He pulled her close to kiss the top of her head. “I have to see if it’s one of our people. They could be hurt.”

      “You could be hurt if you go.” She would say anything to get him to stay, this man who’d become her family. “Please don’t leave me.”

      A thud sounded on the floor above them.

      “No matter what you hear, stay in this room,” André said. “Promise me.”

      She swallowed past the tightness threatening to cut off her breathing, knowing he couldn’t just sit by if someone was suffering. “I promise.”

      With that, he crept out of the room and up the stairs. Brinley took his spot, placing one hand on the steel as he disappeared from sight.

      After a long, quiet moment, she heard shuffling. The distinct sound of a growl made her heart race. They were inside.

      She gripped the dagger tighter, willing it not to slip from her sweaty palm. The sounds of fighting broke out, but it ended too soon. Tears rolled down Brinley’s cheeks as the house fell silent once more.

      Then, footsteps neared the stairs. Human footsteps.

      Hope bloomed through her. Maybe André had won after all. He was powerful and could easily take out one wolf if that was all there was—even two or three, probably.

      When a tall figure came into view, her blood turned to ice. The dagger dropped as she grabbed for the door with both hands. She wrenched it shut, but she wasn’t fast enough.

      The man shoved against it before she could slide the bolt in place, flinging her onto the floor. She grabbed the dagger and scrambled away until she met the wall behind her.

      With a snarl, the man moved toward her at a leisurely pace. She stood, holding the blade out with a shaky hand.

      “Well, aren’t you a pretty thing?”

      Fear clawed its way through her entire being. “I command you to leave at once.”

      “And a feisty one at that,” he said, closing in on her. “I think I’ll have some fun with you before you join the rest of your people’s ashes.”

      Brinley clenched her jaw, trying not to let him know just how much his words affected her. When he reached for her, she sliced across his arm.

      He glanced down at the dripping blood and then back up at her. Irritation filled his eyes. Quicker than humanly possible, he gripped her wrist and twisted.

      She screamed, letting go of the weapon.

      The man pinned her against the wall. He leaned in as his other hand went to her cheek. Pain throbbed through her wrist. She had no doubt it was broken.

      “What’s this?” a deep voice said from the doorway.

      The man who held her looked over his shoulder. “Found another one hiding, sir.”

      The formal tone surprised her. He’d been so slimy mere seconds ago. When the other man neared, she realized why. He practically oozed power that only came from being an alpha. In the lantern’s dim glow, his piercing blue eyes met hers. Brinley sucked in a breath, and he flinched slightly. It was so minimal, she thought maybe she’d imagined it.

      “Not this one,” he said.

      “Sir?”

      The man grabbed her captor’s shoulder and pulled him away from her. She slumped against the wall, cradling her injured arm to her chest. Wondering if she could get it quickly enough, she glanced down at the fallen dagger.

      “It won’t do you any good,” the new man said, drawing her attention back up to find him staring at her.

      “Sir, I didn’t think you would mind,” the creepy one said. “We’re going to kill her anyway, right?”

      The second man stepped between them, his eyes never leaving hers. Pure power radiated from him. He stopped just in front of her, towering over her. Her stomach lurched. With his sharp jaw covered in stubble and a thin shirt straining over his broad chest, he would have taken her breath away even if she didn’t know the truth.

      That a vicious beast lingered within him just beneath the skin.

      “Not this one,” the DeLoup alpha said. “She’s coming with us.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            GABRIEL

          

        

      

    

    
      Kicking a pebble, Gabriel slowly made his way down the cobblestone street. He sighed, remembering how beautiful and well-kept this village was when his father was in charge. Now, it was a crumbling mess.

      He knew that wasn’t his fault, but the guilt weighed heavily on his shoulders all the same.

      Just like last night’s massacre wasn’t his fault.

      “You look exhausted,” Daciana said, falling into step with him as they headed toward the town square.

      “Thanks,” he muttered with a huff. His gamma never failed to state the obvious, especially when criticizing him. It was usually one of his favorite things about his long-time friend. Today, not so much.

      Lowering her voice, she asked, “Was it that bad?”

      Gabriel nodded. “A bloodbath.”

      “I can’t believe you went on your own. That was incredibly stupid, even for you.”

      “Again, thanks.”

      “She’s right,” Joel said, joining them from across the street.

      At that, Gabriel finally stopped and turned toward them both. “I know. I’m sorry. All right? I just needed… to run.”

      It was a flimsy excuse. One they could both see through easily, judging by their matching looks of disbelief. Neither questioned him further though.

      Clearing his throat, he said, “Daci, will you go relieve Pax for a while? I need to speak with him. Tell him to meet me in the gardens.”

      She narrowed her eyes but agreed before taking off. As soon as she was gone, Joel opened his mouth, but Gabriel lifted a hand.

      “Don’t.”

      “Then, tell me the truth,” Joel said. “Talk to me, Gabe.”

      Sighing, Gabriel grabbed his friend by the arm and dragged him into the nearest alleyway. This early, Zareia was still quiet, but there were already plenty of people starting their day. He watched as a young couple walked by, hand in hand, kissing and laughing quietly. The corner of his mouth quirked up as he wondered why they might be sneaking around together, where they were heading or leaving.

      “Gabriel,” Joel said in a softer tone, his hand tilting Gabriel’s chin toward him.

      Speaking of sneaking around.

      Gabriel leaned forward, capturing his friend’s mouth in a quick kiss. When he tried to pull away, Joel fisted his shirt to hold him close. A low rumble of approval escaped Gabriel’s throat, and he pushed Joel against the brick wall. He slid a hand down his hard abdomen, making his way lower and lower.

      Gasping, Joel grabbed his wrist and broke the kiss. “No,” he said, his breathing ragged. “Not until you tell me what’s going on. Stop distracting me.”

      “You know, you’re awfully bossy toward your alpha.” Gabriel brushed his lips against the side of his neck.

      “You like it.”

      Gabriel chuckled. He did like it but only with Joel. His friend was the only one allowed to tell him what to do, and only in private. And not all the time.

      Well, Joel and Rose. He really didn’t want to think about his younger sister while kissing Joel in a darkened alley though.

      He scraped his teeth along Joel’s skin, pushing their hips together.

      “Shit,” Joel hissed, bucking his own hips forward. As if his body knew exactly what he needed, even if he wanted to refuse right now. Groaning, he used his strength to push Gabriel back.

      Gabriel didn’t fight it. Joel had never denied him before, so Gabriel knew he was serious. He took another step back, giving them both some space to cool down. As it was, he was already straining against his pants. If Joel wasn’t going to get him off, he needed to stop now.

      “Why did you go out on your own?” Joel braced himself against the wall again.

      Gabriel crossed his arms while breathing in deeply. “Because we’re running out of time, and I had to.”

      Joel’s gaze softened. “Does that mean…”

      “I found her,” he said with a nod.

      His friend didn’t say anything for a long moment, but the shock on his face mirrored Gabriel’s own feelings. Joel shook his head. “How?”

      “I don’t know. Luck? I happened to be heading in that direction and heard the screams.”

      Joel let out a sigh, not calling him out for the blatant lie. “Were there any survivors besides her?”

      “I don’t know,” he whispered.

      Nodding, Joel said, “All right, let’s go find Pax. Where were you heading?”

      Gabriel appreciated that he understood they needed to focus on something else at the moment. This was a huge deal, and he needed to figure out how to handle it.

      “The gardens,” he said as they made it back to the street and into the bright sunshine. “Someone mentioned trouble with the crops, so I wanted to check in with Jeanne.”

      By the time they made it through the town square and to the garden on the northwestern side of Zareia, more people had ventured out. The sun warmed the air, dissipating the last of the morning chill. Paxton arrived almost simultaneously and called out to them.

      Gabriel and Joel paused, turning to wait. The beta joined them with a subdued smile. Even Gabriel’s usually cheerful best friend couldn’t seem to be as optimistic today. It was as if a cloud of gloom had settled over them all. Of course, there weren’t any real clouds above. That was what their biggest problem was with the crops; it hadn’t rained in months.

      “Daci said you wanted to speak to me?” Pax asked as they pushed through the gate into the largest of their community gardens. “I was supposed to be with Rose until this afternoon.”

      “She’s fine with Daci for a bit. I need you to do something for me.” Gabriel walked along a row of root vegetables, noting that it all looked fine, so far as he could tell. Pausing, he faced Pax and Joel. “I want you to take a group out to see if there were any survivors in the village.”

      Paxton stiffened. “You want us to see if… a bunch of witches survived an attack? Why would we do that? Not that I support the rogues, but I couldn't care less if they killed them all.”

      Gabriel tilted his head. “It was a small village. I’m sure it was full of families, children. You don’t wish them all dead.”

      He knew his best friend better than that. The man had one of the biggest hearts of anyone he knew. “Fine… I don’t.”

      “Besides, we need to know if anyone will be looking for her.” Gabriel had already filled him in on what happened after returning this morning. Only his inner circle and those guarding the village gates knew of the witch he’d brought back with him. He had no doubt everyone would know soon though.

      “And if they are looking for her?” Joel asked.

      Gabriel kicked at the dirt beneath his boots. “Then, we’ll deal with it if it becomes an issue later. I don’t think anyone recognized me, but if the witches survived, I’d wager they’ll still search here first.”

      “All right, I’ll head out now. Where is this village?” Pax said.

      After Gabriel explained where he’d found the place, Joel agreed to go with Pax. They planned to grab a few others on the way out as well.

      “Tell…” Paxton hesitated. He cleared his throat, and Gabriel rolled his eyes.

      “I’ll tell Rose you’ll be back tomorrow.” Gabriel shook his head, the corner of his mouth curling up. His friend took his duties of watching over her way too seriously. And for that, Gabriel was eternally grateful. Though they were seven years apart in age, Rose adored Paxton. He was her best friend, another older brother figure to be there whenever she needed anything.

      Which was more and more often, as of late.

      His friends took off, and he continued through the garden, winding his way to the northernmost end. He easily found Jeanne looking over a dried-up area of soil. It didn’t look just dried up though. Kneeling beside the older woman, Gabriel reached for the blackened potatoes. “How much did we lose?”

      “Not a lot.” She wiped her hands on her pants and stood before pointing along the row. “Just this spot, not enough to worry about supplies, but…”

      He knew what was coming. Rising, he said, “But if we lose more, it would be.”

      She nodded. “And it isn’t just because of the lack of rain. I’ve been bringing water from the well to help. I don’t know what exactly caused it, so I don’t know how to prevent it. If it spreads, it could be bad.”

      “Agreed,” he said with a sigh. “Just keep me updated. Let me know if it progresses.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Taking another look around, he raked a hand through his hair. This didn’t seem too bad now, but he knew it was only going to get worse over the next couple months. He bid her farewell and headed toward his next stop. The apothecary was nearby, using many of the herbs that grew here too. As he pushed through the door, the familiar bell chimed overhead.

      “Good morning,” Rolfe said as he turned to grab a small jar off a shelf. He held it out for Gabriel, already knowing what he was here for. “How is she today?”

      “She was asleep when I left, but she seemed all right.” Taking the tonic, he thanked the man.

      “I added a little extra willow bark to help more with pain.”

      Gabriel swallowed past the lump forming in his throat. “We appreciate it.”

      The bell chimed again, and he clenched his jaw. He didn’t mind the healer seeing him upset—after all, he knew better than most what Gabriel was facing—but he wouldn’t let the others in his pack see him in a vulnerable state. Blinking away any lingering emotions, Gabriel turned to find Torin entering.

      “Ah, just the man I wanted to find,” Torin said with a grin.

      “Is everything all right?” Dread immediately filled Gabriel. Torin was one of their sentries, usually guarding their small prison. This morning, the witch had been fighting Gabriel tooth and nail, so he’d taken her there to calm down. He thought it would be in everyone’s best interest to put her somewhere safe until he could face her. At least, that was his excuse. The truth was, he’d needed some space to think through everything and come up with a new plan. So, he’d left the girl in a cell under the watch of Daci’s twin brother, Darren. He’d put Torin on patrol instead, trusting the twins more.

      Had Torin seen something outside the village walls? Were the sorcières already here, ready to fight for the girl Gabriel had taken?

      When Torin’s smile shifted into one of malice, Gabriel’s stomach twisted with one of unease. “Oh, it’s fine. I switched positions with Dare, and I’ll tell ya, that witch is a stubborn one, but I’ll get her to talk. That’s why I came here first, to get some—”

      “Wait, what?” Gabriel stood taller, his heart thudding in his chest. “What do you mean get her to talk?”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            BRINLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Wrapping her arms around her knees, Brinley shivered against the cold stone wall. Each shaky breath sent spikes of pain shooting through her ribs. Her tears had long since dried, but she knew that wicked DeLoup would return soon. And the goddess only knew what kind of torment he would inflict next.

      A door slammed in the distance, and she flinched. She braced herself for his cruelty.

      Footsteps marched closer, but it wasn’t her torturer. Instead, it was the alpha who’d brought her here. The one who caused all of this, who attacked her people and took her captive.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” he growled under his breath, jamming a key into the lock and twisting. He yanked the door open and stormed into her cell. When she curled up more, he paused. Slowly, he moved toward her, hands splayed before him, holding only the iron key. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      His tone was soft, but she didn’t believe him. He knelt, reaching for her ankle, and she pulled it in closer to her body, ignoring the agony.

      “Do you want the chains off or not?”

      She was sure this was a trap, but she pushed her foot out toward him again. He slid the key into the manacle and removed it from around her ankle, then the other, completely freeing her.

      “Where are you hurt?” he asked, his low voice rumbling through the small space.

      Everywhere, she didn’t say. The other one had taken his time, punching her, slicing her. Her dress was a muddled mess of dirt and blood stains. But she wasn’t about to admit to this wolf how broken and weak she felt.

      Though, she supposed cowering in the corner, curled up in a ball, wasn’t exactly an image of strength.

      “What’s your name?” he tried again, but she still didn’t respond, which seemed to frustrate him more.

      Good.

      Raking his fingers through his inky black hair, he sighed. “I’m trying to help here.”

      At that, she couldn’t help but scoff.

      He raised a brow, bringing attention to his bright blue gaze boring into hers. His eyes were almost mesmerizing, distracting.

      “I never told him to torture you. He wasn’t even supposed to be here. He’s being dealt with, I promise.” Standing, he held out a hand in offering. “Can you walk?”

      She honestly wasn’t sure. She was exhausted, and her entire body ached. There was a good chance that if she tried to stand, she would end up falling right back down to the hard floor.

      “All right, witchling, would you rather stay here? Or do you want to come with me to get cleaned up and rest?” His tone had hardened, reminding her of his power as the alpha. When she didn’t immediately answer, he growled again. “Fine. Stay here.”

      He turned to leave, and her heart pounded in her chest. She didn’t want to go anywhere with him, but she definitely didn’t want to remain in this prison cell to freeze or starve to death. Or worse. So, she whispered, “Brinley.”

      The alpha stopped in the barred doorway. Pivoting around, he looked surprised. “What?”

      “My name is Brinley.” She tried to get to her feet, but just as she’d suspected, her legs wobbled beneath her, and she had to lean against the wall to stay upright. Pain exploded through her shoulder at the impact.

      “Fucking Torin,” the man muttered, moving toward her once more. Only then did she realize how much taller he was than her. She had been so caught up in the mayhem and fear last night that she hadn’t noticed.

      Before she could protest, he scooped her into his arms. She winced as he cradled her against his chest.

      “Sorry,” he said, to her disbelief. “I’ll give you something for the pain as soon as we get there. Is it your ribs or shoulder?”

      “Both.” She didn’t argue when he carried her out of the cell and into the hall. She didn’t have the energy to, even if his touch revolted her. This man had led an attack on that village full of innocent people and kidnapped her; the last thing she wanted was to be close enough to smell the scent of pine and something minty coming from him.

      But getting this close, letting him think she was weak, may work to her advantage later. If she could get her hands on a weapon, she just might be able to get her vengeance.

      “What’s your name?” she asked, playing into that angle.

      A muscle in his jaw twitched. “Gabriel.”

      She tried to think of the different pack leaders she’d been taught about through the years, but she didn’t recall one named Gabriel. Which meant she had no idea which pack this was or where they were located.

      Gabriel carried her out of the building, and she turned her face into his chest on instinct, the sun too bright after spending so many hours in that dim cell. She also didn’t want to see more of the DeLoup who’d taken everything from her.

      It surprised her how short the walk was. Within no time, he was ascending a couple steps, and she peeked around to find them entering a large home.

      Shutting the door behind him, the alpha paused and looked around, almost like he wasn’t sure where to take her. They were in a wide entryway. A doorway on the right opened to an empty dining room. The opposite door was shut, as were the couple others she saw down the hall beyond the large staircase. Everything was well-kept and elegant, without feeling stuffy or cold. The home was clearly lived in, but someone took great care of it.

      She wondered briefly who lived here. Because it was far too beautiful to belong to one of these monsters.

      After a moment, Gabriel headed up the staircase to the second floor. His breathing remained even, like carrying her all this distance and then up a bunch of stairs wasn’t difficult at all. It was infuriating.

      Then again, he had carried her through the woods for hours. They hadn’t reached this village—wherever it was—until nearly sunrise. The full moon had been setting when they arrived, sinking behind the tall walls that encircled the town.

      She focused on the present, wanting to know her way around to escape at her first chance. The second-floor hall wasn’t nearly as wide, and half a dozen doors remained closed. The hardwood floor was a rich brown, making the cream-colored walls seem brighter, along with the help of gas lanterns spaced out evenly the entire way.

      The man pushed into the first door on the left that was about halfway down the hall. She looked around the study in confusion. A wide desk sat before tall, paned windows. The entire right wall was made up of towering bookshelves, and the sitting area in front of the desk seemed almost… cozy, with its dark red settee, high-backed armchairs, and coffee table. All of which sat atop a rug with an intricate swirling pattern of browns, reds, and off-white—the same colors as the rest of the room.

      Lowering Brinley to the settee, he went into an adjoining room that appeared to be a bedroom. She heard the sound of drawers opening and slamming shut, along with his muttering and running water. When he returned, he had a wet cloth in one hand and a bundle of clothes in the other.

      “I’ll find you a dress, but for now, you can change into these.” He put the pants and tunic on the cushion next to her and handed her the cloth. “To clean up. There’s a bathroom through there, which you’re free to use. We have running water when the electricity decides to work. I’m going to go get a healer to come look at your ribs and such, then you can use the tub.”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “No?”

      “I don’t want one of your healers coming in to poke and prod at me.” There was no way she would trust any of his people near her. She didn’t care if he called them a healer; they were all cruel. “Please, just let me go.”

      He crossed his arms. “You can’t even stand on your own.”

      Gritting her teeth, she straightened… then immediately regretted the movement as searing pain radiated through her abdomen. She sucked in a breath and winced. The man gave her a pointed look.

      “Just… sit there.” He went toward the door. “I’ll be right back.”

      Brinley stared after him in confusion as he left her alone. Completely alone. Without chains or even locking the door.

      Was he that confident she wasn’t able to escape? She counted to five in her head before pushing to her feet. It took every single bit of energy she possessed, but she managed to get up. Now, if she could just make it more than a couple steps.

      The first one was shaky. She almost fell to her knees. Gritting her teeth, she ignored her throbbing ribs and hip and walked toward the door. With each breath, each movement, it felt as if blades were piercing her.

      Again.

      That vile wolf who’d tortured her had just started with the sharp tools before taking a break. He’d pricked her fingers with the end of a dagger then moved on to slice along the top of one forearm. The bleeding had stopped since it hadn’t been too deep, but it still stung.

      She wasn’t sure where the first man watching her had disappeared to. Never would she admit to missing a wolf, but at least he hadn’t touched her. He’d sat quietly in the hall—reading, of all things.

      Brinley all but collapsed against the cool wood of the door and let out a sob. She hadn’t thought there were any tears left, but she’d been wrong, apparently. Crying, she shook her head. The alpha was right; there was no way she was making it out of this house, let alone the village. She didn’t even know where she was, so it wasn’t as if she would know how to get home.

      Turning, she sank to the floor. She hugged her knees to her chest, resting her head on them.

      She could still hear the screams of her people, the thump of André hitting the floor above the cellar. When the alpha carried her away, she hadn’t seen her friend’s body, but she knew there could have only been one outcome to that fight. Otherwise, he would’ve returned for her. He would’ve fought for her.

      Which meant her one and only friend was dead. She assumed her grandmother was as well. Her last remaining family was gone.

      And it was all her fault. If she hadn’t begged to stop for the celebration, they would still be alive and Brinley wouldn’t be imprisoned by her enemy. She didn’t know if the wolves had already planned to attack that village or if they’d caught wind of the royal guests among them. If the latter, then all of the villagers’ deaths were on her conscience too.

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, Brinley knew what it meant if her grandmother had perished, but she couldn’t think about that right now. Not with the grief and guilt already consuming her.

      Brinley was left completely and utterly alone in this world.

      The door opened—or rather, tried to but bumped into her back instead. She slid over, knowing she wouldn’t be able to stop someone from entering anyway. When Gabriel pushed it again and came inside, she didn’t look up. She already knew it was him, could feel it was his presence beside her. She did, however, manage to stifle her crying. That, she counted as a small victory. She didn’t need to appear even weaker than she had before.

      With a deep sigh, the alpha squatted and lifted her into his arms once more.
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      Gabriel hated witches with every fiber of his being. They were responsible for so many of the deaths among his people, including his parents and Paxton’s parents.

      For Zareia struggling so much and the villagers being trapped here.

      For his sister’s current condition.

      For ripping away so much of his life.

      But seeing Brinley in pain because of Torin made his blood boil. It was the same feeling he’d had when he found that rogue DeLoup holding her against the wall in that cellar.

      He expected more of his kind. Fighting back against the witches was one thing; torturing an unarmed young woman without real cause was another. Especially when they needed a witch to save his pack. Though, not all of the rogues knew that. And most who were aware didn’t care. They only used the knowledge to fuel their anger more.

      The ones in the village last night hadn’t been a pack he knew. For a short moment when he approached the carnage and saw the royal carriage, he’d assumed the Shadow Pack finally attacked, but this wasn’t their work. Gabriel hadn’t recognized anyone.

      Until he followed that tug low in his gut and found his way down to that cellar. Until he saw Brinley.

      The relief coursing through him upon seeing her had been short lived. Because she had no idea who he was. Her memories had been tampered with, as promised, and the pure hatred in her dark blue eyes hurt worse than a blade sinking into his skin. But he needed her. They all did.

      He hadn’t told Torin who Brinley was because the man wasn’t supposed to be left with her. Gabriel had let him live to serve as a reminder that he was alpha. No one made these choices without his or Paxton’s orders. Before going to get Brinley out, he had clawed Torin up bad enough that it would take a few days to heal. Darren… Gabriel hadn’t been able to harm his friend as badly, but the young man would get an earful from him. And Daci, most likely. Everyone knew of Torin’s true role as jailer and how malicious he could be.

      And because he didn’t know who she was, he’d taken it upon himself to get that information out of her.

      This was also why he’d banned the Shadow Pack and all the other rogue packs from Zareia. They believed in taking offensive, aggressive action to bring down the High Sorceress and her queendom ruled by witches and wizards. Whereas many of the other packs simply wanted peace to live their lives.

      Brighid gasped behind him, reminding him she’d followed him inside. He ignored the older woman’s obvious outrage as he carried Brinley straight into the bathing chamber. Though he and his sister were far too old for a governess anymore, he hadn’t been able to let her go. Now, she acted as housekeeper and healer when she wasn’t helping out at the orphanage. She’d been with the Ferway family since their mother passed away. That was nearly eighteen years ago, but she still treated them as if they were children she needed to look after. They knew each other well at this point.

      Which was how he knew that she wasn’t gasping at the impropriety of him carrying the woman into his private chambers. Unlike the witch communities, the DeLoup were not as prudish. They were much more open and expressive with their bodies and sexualities, and Brighid had seen a number of people exiting his rooms in the mornings. No, what she was in shock of, he was sure, was the fact that he was tending to a witch at all. Even this one.

      After their past, he didn’t blame her.

      Inside the bathing chamber, he lowered Brinley’s feet to the floor but didn’t release her. She grimaced, her legs shaking, so he kept an arm around her to hold her upright.

      “What are you going to do to me?” she whispered.

      “Exactly what I told you when I asked you to sit still,” he said with an aggravated sigh. He turned on the overhead light. With the electricity failing more and more often throughout the village, he tended to avoid it all but the running water. However, he didn’t want to take the time to light a lantern right now.

      He glanced down at Brinley. She was still as stubborn as ever, yet somehow more breathtaking even while filthy. When she tried to pull away from him, he released her, but then she stumbled.

      He hooked an arm around her waist. “Would you just stop? I’m trying to help you.”

      “Help me?” She let out a humorless laugh. “You want to help me after attacking my people?”

      “I didn’t attack anyone, bijou,” he snarled. The nickname had slipped too easily. Not wanting to deal with this anymore, he turned to Brighid. “Could you please help her get cleaned up and tend to her wounds?”

      Brighid hesitated. She glanced from him to Brinley, her jaw visibly clenching. Lifting her hands, she used the gestures they’d made up when he was a child. I’m not touching her.

      Gritting his teeth, he used his free hand to say, Please?

      The woman who was like a mother to him narrowed her eyes. He knew it wasn’t fair to ask her. It might have even been cruel… but he didn’t know what else to do.

      “What is going on?” Brinley asked, breaking the silent conversation.

      He wasn’t about to explain that her people had killed Brighid’s entire family before ripping out her tongue. That she didn’t want anything to do with the witch because of those horrid memories. It wasn’t his story to tell.

      Brighid pulled the essence of willow out of her pocket and set it on the sink. She’d taken a small portion of what he’d bought for his sister and put it in a separate vial for Brinley.

      Do not leave this room. I will not be alone with her, she said with her hands.

      “Fine,” he said aloud.

      “What did she say?” Brinley asked.

      “That she cannot help you on her own. I’ll need to stay.”

      Brighid rolled her eyes at his lie. He didn’t know why he did it. Brinley didn’t deserve to be shielded. At least not this version of Brinley. If they took her memories and filled her with hate, he didn’t know what else they did, what they made her believe. Before he could blurt out the harsh truth, Brinley tugged away from him.

      “I don’t need help from you monsters,” she hissed, her voice laced with venom.

      Shaking his head, he said through a clenched jaw, “You know what? Fine. Fall on your face for all I care.” He indicated for Brighid to leave, and she didn’t argue. “I know you can heal yourself, but that vial will help with the pain in the meantime. Use whatever soap you want. I’ll put a dress on the bed.”

      He knew she preferred them and wouldn’t want his clothes.

      He headed toward the door leading back to his bedroom.

      “Wait,” she whispered.

      Pausing, he took a deep breath in through his nose, held it for a couple seconds, and released it out of his mouth. Brighid didn’t stop. Schooling his features, he looked from the bed to Brinley’s crumpled form leaning against the porcelain clawfoot tub.

      “Please, just…”

      He slowly walked toward her. “Use your words, witchling. Tell me what you want.”

      With a sigh, she said, “You’re right; I can’t do this by myself. Please help me.”

      Her cheeks flushed, and he ignored the way the sight made his pulse race. He couldn’t believe she admitted it, nor that she asked him to help her. That small request sent a spark of hope through him.

      Moving into the bathing chamber, he started the water for the tub. With careful movements, he got her out of her ruined dress. It took all of his strength to keep his eyes on the back of her head as he guided her into the tub, but he’d already seen everything. He was overly aware of her naked body. Her perfect naked body that had been marred and bruised by one of his men.

      Fuck. He wanted to destroy Torin.

      Gabriel wanted to tear him limb from limb slow enough that he would heal after each one and live through the agony.

      He swallowed and focused on Brinley. Though, that wasn’t much better. His pounding heart started sending his blood south. Biting the inside of his cheek, he snapped his gaze up to the turquoise wall, to the window high above letting in light. Anything but the way her soft skin felt beneath his fingers.

      Honestly, he was amazed that she was not only letting him help her but that she hadn’t panicked about being bare before him.

      Though, he supposed the princess was probably used to attendants and maids bathing her. Even if she hadn’t lived in the castle for years.

      He would do no such thing. The moment she lowered into the warm water, he turned around and reached for the door. “I’ll be back in a few. If you want to rest once you’re done, I’ll help you out and you can go ahead and sleep here in the bedroom.”

      “I’m not sleeping in your bed.”

      He almost laughed. “Fine. Do what you want, witchling. Just don’t leave these rooms before I get back.”

      He made the mistake of facing her again.

      With her arms crossed, her breasts were mostly hidden, but not entirely. Her dark brown hair, which had been braided when he found her last night, had mostly fallen down around her shoulders now. She had dirt and dried blood on her face and neck, and a long cut appeared on one arm. That had not been there before. Fucking Torin.

      Yet, despite it all, there was a glow about her. Her deep blue eyes seemed to look into his soul, and yet, the lack of familiarity tore him up. Made all the clearer when she said, “I told you, my name is Brinley, not witchling.”

      He knew that. Her name was Brinley Evnar, Crown Princess of Reinous. But he just couldn’t say it.

      He couldn’t say anything more right now.

      Needing to get out of there, he simply shrugged like he didn’t care. He stomped through his room and to the study beyond, slamming the door behind him. When he reached the hall, shutting that door as well, he hesitated. Should he lock it? Would that matter if she could use her magic to unlock it anyway?

      But then, he remembered the way she’d sat curled up in that cell. She hadn’t fought back against Torin, hadn’t tried to escape once alone.

      She hadn’t healed herself.

      Did she have her magic at all? His heart twisted at the thought. He needed her to have power. They all did.

      Gabriel headed toward the spiral iron staircase at the end of the hall, as if his feet knew where he needed to go before making the conscious decision to do so. His boots clanked up the steps to the third-floor landing. The short hall ended in a set of double doors with opaque, colored glass in the top half of the light wood.

      Taking a deep breath, he entered the solarium. Daciana sat in her chair just inside, feet propped up on a small table and twirling a dagger with one hand. She sheathed it at her thigh with a nod as Gabriel came in. “Sir.”

      It had been six years since Gabriel’s father died and he’d become the alpha of the Crimson Pack, yet he still wasn’t used to his friends addressing him formally.

      “Anything?” He looked around the spacious, round room. Its domed glass ceiling and walls of windows let in a plethora of light, giving life to the wide variety of plants occupying most of the area.

      “No,” Daci said. “She’s been quiet today. Hasn’t left the room.”

      Gabriel sighed and nodded. "Thanks.” Crossing his arms, he said, “Dare left his post to Torin.”

      “What?” Her feet dropped to the floor, and she stood.

      “Find out why for me? I know they’re friends, but he should’ve known better.”

      Daciana let out a low growl. “Yes, he should have.” She hesitated before asking, “Did Torin…”

      Gabriel nodded again. “He’s lucky he’s alive after touching her. I don’t care if he didn’t know. He—”

      “Shouldn’t have done anything without orders,” she said, cutting him off. “I’ll take care of my brother.”

      Gabriel didn’t doubt it. She was by far the toughest in their group of friends and didn’t tolerate this kind of shit, especially from her own twin.

      He thanked her once more before heading toward the center of the spacious indoor garden. An array of tall wild grasses, bushes, and a few trees blocked the view from the door, giving a semblance of privacy to his sister. Rounding the bend in the path, he found her asleep on the red settee.

      Almost two years ago, for her sixteenth birthday, he’d restructured the solarium into her bedroom. Rose had always loved it up here. Now, as she grew weaker each day, he was glad he’d been able to do it for her. It was too difficult for her to walk around outside as often as she wanted, so he loved that he’d had the foresight to bring the outside to her.

      The center of the room had been cleared out to create a sitting area. It was also where her painting supplies and easel had been set up. On the far side, against the portion of the wall where he and Paxton had added curtains, was her wrought iron canopy bed, vanity, and wardrobe. He’d used the side of the solarium that sat against the inner hallway to build her own bathing chamber as well.

      Sitting on the edge of the sofa near Rose’s head, he brushed some of her blond hair from her brow. She looked so at peace, wrapped up in her favorite blue and pink blanket. His thumb ran in small circles along her temple, and her eyelids fluttered.

      “Pax?” she said, her voice groggy.

      Gabriel chuckled. “No, it’s me. Pax will be back tomorrow.”

      “What? Why?” Her eyes opened fully, then. Smiling, she asked, “What are you doing here? I thought you had business to take care of.”

      “I did.” He pulled the vial with the remaining pain elixir from his pocket. “How are you feeling? Need this?”

      She shook her head and shifted to sit up next to him. “I’m all right for now. It’s not too bad.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Rosalyn, you don’t need to wait until it’s—”

      “I know, Gabe.” She took the vial and set it on the low table in front of them. “I’ve heard the speech a dozen times. I promise not to wait until I’m in agony.”

      It made him sick to think of her being miserable. For years, her strength had been waning. Gabriel could still remember the day they realized it wasn’t just some illness making her exhausted, that she wasn’t getting better. It was slow and gradual, but remembering how vivacious she was as a child compared to now made his chest ache.

      He kissed the top of his sister’s head. His only living family. Rose wrapped her arms around him, leaning into his side.

      The healers did what they could for her pain, but there was no stopping the progression of whatever this was—she was getting worse with each passing week. There was no curing her. Not without magic.

      It was a witch who’d cursed one of the most important people in his life. And it was a witch who was going to help him reverse it.

      He’d prayed to La Déesse to send him aid, to guide him to the answer. She’d led him to a stubborn sorceress who didn’t seem to have control over her power yet. But he would make this work. He made a silent vow to try harder with Brinley. If it meant saving his sister’s life, he would do anything.

      Even if it meant breaking his own heart in the process.
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      A pounding on the door woke Brinley from a fitful sleep. Or was the thumping actually in her head? She rubbed at her aching temples and noticed the sun making its way through the gauzy red curtains of the paned window. All night, flashes of that village being destroyed flooded her mind. The vivid nightmares made it impossible to sleep for long.

      The day before, she’d managed to clean herself up and slip into the chemise Gabriel brought when he returned to help her out of the bath. The tonic had eased a lot of her pain, but not enough to put on the pantalettes too. Regardless, she refused any more help after that, and he’d left her standing in the middle of the bathing chambers, telling her he put a dress on the bed before marching out.

      She’d intended to leave and make her escape, but she couldn’t put on the dress, let alone make it to the door. Instead, she had collapsed on the bed, all but dragging herself onto the tall, thick mattress. By the time she’d made it to the pillows, she realized she hadn’t shut the thick black curtains behind the sheer ones to block out the light.

      She also realized that she no longer cared whose bed this was. It was the most comfortable place she’d ever rested in her life. Though, she might have just thought so because of where she’d spent the previous night and morning. Compared to being carried over a shoulder like a sack of flour and then the cold hard floor of that prison cell, this was practically a cloud in the heavens. Regardless, she couldn’t help but think that if the beast returned to kill her, at least she would die cozy, surrounded by fluffy pillows and the softest blanket in the world.

      Knocking echoed through the bedroom again, and she realized it really was someone at the door, not just the pain in her head. Slowly, she tried to sit up. It was a little easier to move today, but not much. Each breath hurt her ribs tremendously. Looking around, she found a glass of water and another small vial on the nightstand. She wanted to deny both, but her mouth felt as dry as the plains outside Créll on the warmest soleil month, and if that vial contained the same tonic she’d reluctantly taken the night before, she knew it would help with the agony.

      With a sigh, Brinley uncorked the latter and drank the bitter concoction before grabbing the glass of water. She wasn’t sure who left it, and right now, she didn’t particularly care.

      The door opened, followed by a groan. “All right, Princess, time to get up.”

      Brinley’s eyes snapped to the female storming in, then to the male staying back. The guy who’d left her in the prison cell to be tortured by his friend. He leaned casually against the door frame. She’d never seen the woman, but she could immediately see their striking resemblance to one another. Between their matching gray eyes and warm brown skin, the curly black hair, there was no way they weren’t siblings.

      “Daci,” the man hissed.

      The woman—Daci, apparently—looked over her shoulder. “You do not get to speak. You made this bad situation worse. The only reason you’re with me now is so I can keep a fucking eye on you.” Turning back to Brinley, she added, “Now, you, get dressed.”

      “Excuse me?” Brinley asked, refusing to obey. Even if she could just jump up and do it, even if she wasn’t in pain, she wouldn’t.

      Daci put her hands on her hips and looked down at Brinley. She appeared around the same age, but she held an air of authority about her. “I said, get up and get dressed. If you’re going to live here, you’re doing your part. Your injuries weren’t that bad; you should have healed by now.”

      Brinley’s brow furrowed in confusion. What in the hell was she talking about?

      “You clearly speak the common tongue, so don’t act like you don’t understand.”

      “I understand the words, but not what you’re talking about.” Brinley crossed her arms, cautious of her aching wrist, shoulder, and ribs. “You say if you’re going to live here as if I chose to be a prisoner here, as if I want to be here.”

      “But that’s not—” the man started as he pushed off the door frame to step farther into the room, but Daci held a hand up to stop him.

      She stepped closer. “My alpha saved your life by bringing you here, witch. So, you’re going to get your ass up, show some damn respect—or at least gratitude—and pitch in like the rest of us.”

      Brinley could not believe this woman. “I don’t know what that beast told you, but I wouldn’t call slaughtering my people and tossing me in a cell saving my life.”

      “He put you there for your own safety until we could figure out what to do with you,” Daci said, her voice rising. “And as soon as he found out Torin was hurting you, he brutally punished the man and brought you here, letting you take his bed.”

      “All right, enough,” another man said, appearing in the door just as the first one moved farther into the room, grabbing the woman by the arm. But not before Brinley flinched back against the headboard, jostling her ribs. She winced, and Daci looked down at Brinley’s body as if she just realized she was still injured.

      “Let me go, Darren.” Daci shrugged out of his hold.

      He released her but angled his body between her and Brinley. Ironic since, like Daci said, he was the cause of all this pain to begin with. Maybe not directly, but he’d left her with the man who had tortured her. When Brinley tried to move again, the newcomer approached, his hands up in front of him.

      “I’m not going to hurt you. My name is Joel.” He pointed to the arm she cradled against her chest. “May I?”

      “Don’t touch me.” Brinley shook her head, fighting back the burning in her eyes. She hated feeling so weak and vulnerable.

      “All right,” he said in a soft tone, stilling his movements. He glanced at the empty vial and then at her again. “Why… Why haven’t you healed?”

      “Because it’s been less than a day since your friend tortured me?” She said it like a question, utterly confused by these people.

      Daci scoffed, shaking her head. “He is not our friend, and he never should have touched you.”

      “Can we please start over?” Darren said, something akin to regret flashing in his gray eyes. “My name is Darren; this is my twin sister, Daciana. She is the gamma of this pack. We’ve been instructed to come make sure you are on your feet and doing better, but that’s clearly not the case.”

      She stared at him, unable to comprehend how he thought they could just come in and pretend everything was fine. Did he truly think they would ever be friends?

      “We know most witches have the ability to heal, so my question is, why haven’t you done so yet?” Joel asked.

      Brinley opened her mouth but hesitated. She didn’t want to share anything with the DeLoup. She was already in a vulnerable position; she wasn’t about to let them know she hadn’t accessed her magic yet.

      When she didn’t answer, Joel nodded at the other two. Darren turned to his sister and whispered something. She rolled her eyes and left the room in a huff, dragging him with her.

      “I’m sorry about her,” Joel said. “This situation has… brought up some unpleasant memories for many people, and she hasn’t handled it well.”

      “I’m so sorry my imprisonment has been an inconvenience for you all.” Brinley narrowed her eyes.

      To her surprise, he chuckled and moved to sit near the end of the bed. “Your name is Brinley, right? That’s what Gabriel told us.”

      She nodded.

      “All right, well, Brinley, I’m going to let you in on a little secret.” He lifted one foot onto his opposite knee. “I’ve spent a good portion of my life studying your kind. So, I know that witches typically don’t start studying and training with their magic until they reach twenty-one years of age.”

      He tilted his head, inspecting her. She held the blanket up over her more.

      “How old are you?”

      Clenching her jaw, Brinley sighed. “I turned twenty-one on the solstice.”

      Joel’s brow creased for a brief second before realization seemed to strike. His eyes widened. “The day before yesterday?” he whispered, and she nodded again. “The day you…”

      “The day the village I was in was attacked and I was kidnapped.”

      “Shit,” he hissed, putting a hand to his head, rubbing his temple.

      Brinley didn’t respond. How could she? No, she didn’t know how to use her magic. She was supposed to start her training this week once she returned to the castle. Instead, she was here, imprisoned by the DeLoup. The back of her throat burned, and she looked away from the man who sat by her feet.

      For eleven long years, she’d lived away from her home, hidden from those who’d sought her out in the past. And it had all been for nothing.

      “Brinley?”

      She sniffled and wiped the traitorous fallen tears from her cheek. “What?”

      “You don’t know how to heal yourself?”

      Shaking her head, she whispered, “No.”

      “I… I thought most witches at least learned the basics growing up,” he said.

      That was true, but she didn’t exactly have the same education as others. She looked at the wolf shifter, wondering how he could pretend to be concerned so well. If she didn’t know better, she would believe he was genuine. Glancing around the room, testing out her shoulder and wrist, she internally groaned. What could be the harm in telling him the truth? It wasn’t as if he could use it against her more than anything else.

      At this point, it wasn’t like she had anything else to lose anyway. Even if some of her guards and those villagers had managed to survive, she knew these wolves would never let her go freely. If they did, it would undoubtedly be a trap. And she refused to lead them right back to her people.

      “I was taught the basic concepts, but not the actual techniques. While many break the age restriction law, with some parents teaching their children and adolescents and beginning to practice in secret, I was not afforded that opportunity,” she started. “I didn’t have that kind of privacy, nor did I have anyone to show me and work with me.” Not entirely a lie, but she wasn’t about to tell this man about André.

      “Your parents didn’t teach you?”

      She took a deep breath. “No. My father was killed by your kind when I was three years old. My mother followed suit just shy of my tenth birthday, but even before that… his death had changed her. She didn’t really spend time with me at all. It was just my grandmother and I after that, and she wouldn’t break those laws.”

      “Stickler for the rules?” he asked.

      The comment almost made her laugh. “You could say that. Especially with the ones she made.”

      Joel’s entire body tensed. He stared at her for a long moment, clearly piecing it together in his mind. “Your grandmother… is the High Sorceress?”

      “And Queen of Reinous.”

      He shoved his fingers through the light brown hair atop his head. “You’re the damn heiress of Les Sorcières.”

      Brinley nodded, leaning back against the headboard, feeling a little satisfied while watching him panic. And with good reason. Her grandmother was the most powerful witch in the queendom, feared by the wolf shifters because she’d been the one to finally put a stop to their vicious ways. Or at least, the one to finally offer protection for the humans and those with magic, keeping the DeLoup packs in check for the most part. There were still attacks, but nothing like the ongoing war of the past.

      She wasn’t sure if her grandmother made it out a couple nights ago, but she wasn’t about to tell Joel that either. “That’s right. And judging by your reaction, you know exactly what she is capable of. You know that only La Déesse herself could stop my grandmother from destroying you when she finds out you kidnapped and tortured her granddaughter and heiress.”
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      “No one?” Gabriel’s stomach dropped.

      Paxton shook his head. “The village was burned to ashes. We didn’t find any survivors. That’s not to say some didn’t escape, but we saw no trace of them if they did.”

      Lifting his glass, Gabriel gulped down the last of his brandy then glanced over to the drink cart in the corner of the dining room. It was barely midday; he shouldn’t be drinking this much so early. But fuck did he need it.

      He stood and rounded the long table. The cart sat near the tall window that let in an abundance of sunshine to brighten the cerulean room. With its white accents and pale hickory wood used for the ornately carved table and chairs, not to mention the wide hearth at the center of the long wall, it was one of the coziest rooms in the house. Apart from the solarium and his study, which was currently occupied, this was his favorite spot in his home. It held many pleasant memories from his childhood. He could still picture his father sitting at the head of the table with a cigar, laughing as he pulled Gabriel’s very pregnant mother onto his lap to kiss her cheek and hold her close. Their love seemed so infinite at the time, like nothing could ever tear them apart.

      Many of his people had lost someone in this never-ending fight with the witches. He knew too many who’d become orphans because of it. But his mother was not killed by the cruel sorcières. No, it was natural death brought on by complicated labor.

      Gabriel could still hear her screams from that night nearly eighteen years ago. He could distinctly remember when she’d called him into the room, as if she knew she needed to say goodbye.

      “Take care of each other,” his mother said through the tears, reaching for him. The doctor was telling her it was time, that the boy had to leave because she needed to push. His father stood beside the man and met Gabriel’s eyes. His gaze was filled with such sorrow.

      Gabriel knew in that moment that it was his choice. He could leave and wait for news elsewhere in the house, or he could stay and potentially see his mother pass.

      He chose to stay, climbing up onto the bed to lie beside her, holding her and whispering that everything would be all right. She kissed his head and thanked him before making him promise to look after his baby sister because their father might be too sad to do so for a while. Especially when it had only been two months since he lost his beta as well.

      And then, the screaming started.

      “Gabe,” Pax whispered, appearing beside him. He put a hand on Gabriel’s arm.

      “Do you remember the night Rose was born?” He poured more brandy and drank it in an instant.

      Paxton audibly sighed and grabbed some liquor for himself. “Of course.”

      Gabriel had been eight, Paxton seven. Pax had already lost his own parents by then, and Gabriel’s took him in. They had been best friends for a few years, but that night bonded them in a different way. Losing parents did that.

      “I can still see the blood soaking into the bed,” Gabriel said. That was what did it in the end. His mother had bled too much, and they hadn’t been able to stop it. That room had been cleaned out. No one used it now.

      The only witch who might have been willing to help had already been locked away after being taken from them.

      “But that horrific tragedy also gave us Rosalyn.” Pax shifted to lean against the wall.

      Gabriel nodded in agreement. One of the worst nights of his life also gave him his favorite person in the world. He tilted his head back, staring at the ceiling as if he could see through it to the young witch in his room. The one who would now think she had lost everything too. It didn’t matter that he hated her people with every part of his soul; he wouldn’t wish this pain on anyone.

      “I have to go tell her.” He turned toward his friend. “Unless… you’d like to deliver the news for me.”

      Paxton let out an amused huff of air through his nose. “No, thanks. That’s all you.”

      “I could order you to.”

      Raising a brow, Pax waited. He knew Gabriel would never abuse his power like that. When Gabriel groaned and set his glass down to head to the door, Pax said, “I’m going to go check on Rose.”

      “Can you try to get her outside?” Gabriel asked as they made their way through the swinging door to the foyer and then up the stairs. “She was feeling decent this morning, and I mentioned maybe going to the courtyard.”

      “Of course.” Paxton patted him on the shoulder when they reached the second floor and paused before his door. “She needs fresh air.”

      Gabriel only nodded as his friend continued toward the iron staircase. Taking a deep breath, he pushed into his study. He was surprised to find the door to the bedroom already open, though it seemed the witchling hadn’t come out of there. He wasn’t shocked to find Joel talking to her still. However, he did wonder where the twins had gone.

      “You know that only La Déesse herself could stop my grandmother from destroying you when she finds out you kidnapped and tortured her granddaughter and heiress,” Brinley said.

      The world around him came to a halt. It felt as if all of the air and warmth had been sucked out of the room. He stared at her, jaw dropped. He couldn’t help it.

      She knew that much? So, all of her memories weren’t taken, then? What else did she know? What did she remember?

      Brinley noticed his arrival and narrowed her blue eyes on him. Gone was the whimpering girl from last night when he’d brought her more pain tonic and she’d been sleeping fitfully, crying unconsciously. He had also delivered some stew, which she didn’t eat. He’d found the same full bowl this morning when he snuck in to get a change of clothes.

      In her place was the stubborn beauty he’d first found fighting back in that cellar two nights ago. A stark reminder of the girl she’d once been.

      Gabriel snapped his mouth shut, crossing his arms to hide his shaking hands. Joel looked surprised too, but he knew everything. Yet, he said as if he didn’t, “She’s the fucking heir, Gabe.”

      He decided to play along, trusting his friend’s instincts. “You’re the princess?”

      “And she hasn’t learned to use her magic yet.” Joel widened his eyes a fraction at him.

      Brinley glared at Joel, as if he’d betrayed her trust. Gabriel couldn’t believe she’d opened up and was talking to Joel. A flare of jealousy made him grit his teeth.

      Her attention returned to Gabriel. “No, I haven’t. I didn’t get a chance to start my training, what with being attacked during my birthday celebration.”

      Clenching his fists, Gabriel reined in the overwhelming rage about to boil over. “You don’t have any magic?”

      “Do you think I would still be here if I did?” she challenged.

      He ignored the stab of pain her words brought. So, she knew who she was, but she didn’t know him? She truly didn’t remember?

      Brinley sat up a little straighter, wincing at the movement, her brow furrowing. “I’m sorry, were you planning on using it for something? Did you spare and kidnap the wrong witch?” There was a slight hint of sardonic amusement in her voice. “Maybe you should consider that before destroying an entire village. Or is that too difficult for your little puppy brain to comprehend?”

      Before he could even process his actions, he snarled and crossed the room. His fists hit the mattress on either side of her, his arms caging her in as he leaned down to say in her face, “I didn’t kill your people. That was not my pack. And I didn’t kidnap you; I saved your fucking life.”

      “Gabriel,” Joel said in a cautious tone. He’d stood as Gabriel charged, and now he stepped closer. The man wouldn’t dare intervene, but his calm voice of reason caught Gabriel’s attention.

      Gabriel realized how little distance was between him and Brinley. Their breath mingled, but he didn’t dare glance down at her lips.

      Brinley didn’t look away either.

      Since becoming the Crimson Pack alpha, people had averted their gazes from his most of the time. Even his closest friends struggled to keep direct eye contact with him. Brinley seemed to have no such trouble. In fact, she raised her chin in defiance, as if waiting for his temper to get more out of hand. Little did she know, he could never actually hurt her.

      “You honestly expect me to believe you saved me?” she asked. “I’ve seen the destruction of the DeLoup my whole life. It’s because of you that I was even in that village instead of the castle. Your people killed my parents and then came for me when I was ten, forcing my grandmother to send me into hiding.”

      Gabriel shook his head and straightened, trying not to let either of them see his grief. “Oh, bijou, there is so much you don’t know.”

      “Like what?” she asked, and he caught a faint whiff of the pine soap she must have used from his bathing chamber.

      He took a deliberate step back from her, needing the space. “Like the fact that I didn’t take the wrong witch at all. We’ve been searching for you for years.”

      Her brow creased, but before she could ask questions, he continued.

      There was so much he couldn’t say, but this… he could share this much. The curse that made his words choke off too often didn’t stop him from telling her, “Because you are the sole heiress, Brinley Evnar. The only daughter of Malal and Keir.”

      “Yes, what does—”

      “And you’re right; we did come for you when you were ten.” He moved closer and leaned forward once more, unable to stay away from her. “But not to kill you or kidnap you. We were seeking revenge on behalf of Keir and trying to rescue his daughter from the clutches of evil.”

      Brinley slowly shook her head. “I don’t understand. What are you talking about? Why would you want revenge on behalf of a sorcerer?”

      She didn’t know.

      His chest ached as memories flooded him. He stared into her big blue eyes, grateful he could still speak. When the witch cast her spell on his pack, she’d been too emotional to be thorough. She hadn’t specified that he couldn’t tell anyone about Keir, only that he couldn’t talk about the curse plaguing those in Zareia or anything to do with breaking it.

      “Because Keir wasn’t a sorcerer. He was DeLoup.” Gabriel bent down, bracing his hands on the bed as she shook her head again, this time in protest. “He was my father’s beta, his best friend, and my godfather.”
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      The crescent moon peeking through the gauzy curtains let in enough light around the bedroom to faintly see the silhouettes of the various furniture. Brinley groaned, carefully rolling onto her side to put it behind her. It didn’t help. Nothing did.

      For days, she’d barely been able to sleep or eat. She couldn’t stop thinking about the lies the alpha had spewed at her.

      Her father was not DeLoup. She refused to even consider the possibility. It was the most absurd thing she’d ever heard. Not only did that go against everything she’d been taught, but witches and wolves did not fraternize like that. Even if two somehow got close, a union between them wasn’t permitted. And her mother never would have broken such rules.

      Brinley sighed and pulled the pillow over her head.

      If Gabriel and his people truly believed her father was this beta, that would mean she was half… No. She couldn’t spiral about that again. Because it didn’t matter. None of it was true.

      Giving up on sleep, she threw the blankets off and managed to get out of bed. The day he’d revealed all of that, she had screamed at him until he left. Joel had gone too, but he’d returned shortly with bandages for her torso. He confirmed nothing was broken in her shoulder or wrist, and then he’d helped her bind her ribs, which he’d also claimed were not broken. She hadn’t wanted his assistance, but she also knew she wouldn’t have been able to do it herself. He’d also helped her into the undergarments and dress.

      She had blushed furiously at him seeing more of her skin than appropriate, but she wasn’t about to ask anyone else. Definitely not the infuriating alpha.

      Since Joel had helped her wrap her ribs, she’d been working to get in and out of bed on her own. She’d also started some light stretches. Of course, she didn’t let anyone know she was doing this. They could keep assuming she was too injured to move about or leave. Her body still ached, but the majority of the pain had faded. So much so that she wondered if she had somehow managed to heal herself without knowing.

      It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she could now move on her own.

      She could escape.

      If she made it out of this village, she could make it to Créll. Granted, she had no idea where she was currently, but she would find it somehow. She swallowed past the lump forming in her throat as she carefully slipped her dress on over her undergarments. Despite the front she was putting up for the wolves, she was terrified for so many reasons. She wouldn’t let her fear consume her though. Instead, she focused on her plan.

      If her grandmother or André had survived, they would have likely gone to the castle to regroup before searching for Brinley.

      Unless they thought Brinley had been killed too.

      The entire thing made her sick. It also hardened her resolve to get out. She needed answers. She needed to find out if anyone else had made it through that nightmare.

      Which meant that she needed to escape this house.

      Taking a deep breath, Brinley headed toward the door. She paused with her hand on the doorknob. André had taught her as much as he could about magic without actually letting her practice it. He had explained the concepts of how to perform certain spells, so she understood that her magic was like a well that she could access with her mind and then direct with her hands. For the simpler, basic tasks, such as moving objects, words weren’t needed. Even for healing, he had told her it primarily involved visualizing and feeling with one’s power. Whereas for spells that weren’t as natural, such as curses or transfiguration, incantations were needed to enhance the magic.

      The problem was, she didn’t know how to even access her well. André had said that, when it was time, she would instinctively feel it. It would run through her veins, humming beneath her skin. But she didn’t feel anything.

      She closed her eyes and prepared to unlock the door with magic. Or at least try.

      Except, when she turned the knob, there wasn’t any resistance. The door opened. Her lips parted as her brow furrowed in confusion. She peered through the crack, searching for the alpha she assumed normally occupied these rooms.

      She still didn’t understand why he’d let her stay in them, or where he slept instead. Not that she cared. But she worried nonstop that he would appear in the middle of the night to kill her. It didn’t make sense that she was allowed to sleep soundly in his bed. Just as his insistence that he’d saved her didn’t add up.

      Pushing the thoughts aside, she slipped into the dark study beyond. Moonlight streamed through the otherwise empty room. She crept over to the tall window behind the desk to try to get an idea of the village, maybe figure out where she was.

      There weren’t any telling signs. The houses on this street were of similar designs—tall homes with intricate latticework and trellises covered in vines. Their curved eaves, towers, and dark siding colors were all common in the northern regions. She supposed she could safely assume she needed to go south to reach the castle, then.

      She turned her attention farther out, squinting to see through the dim streetlamps to find the outer limits. If she could find the Brira River, she could easily follow it to the capital. Even if the idea of traveling through the dark woods alone frightened her.

      It wasn’t any worse than staying here though, living among the monsters who’d taken everything from her.

      Her breath caught in her throat as she caught sight of the tall stone wall, at least two stories high, that circled the village. She had forgotten about that. She tried to search for a gate, but it was useless from here.

      Lifting her chin, she refused to let that discourage her. The village didn’t appear too large. It was a little after midnight, so by the time the sun lifted into the sky she could potentially have followed the wall around until she found an opening. She could be long gone before anyone even noticed her absence.

      Brinley turned around and took in the room. She went to the desk to look for anything that might be used as a weapon, but the drawers were locked. All she spotted was a letter opener atop the smooth wood.

      That would have to work. At least it was sharp.

      On quiet toes, she went to the next door and pressed her luck. Again, she found it unlocked. She didn’t question it, instead glancing up and down the hall to make sure it was clear.

      She spotted the iron spiral staircase at the end, opposite the way out. It would be foolish to go in that direction instead of running down to the ground floor, she knew that. But if there was a window up there, it could be high enough to get a better view of the village. If she was able to spot the gate, it would only help her get away quicker.

      Deciding that was her best option, she crept toward the stairs that led up to the third floor. The cold iron drew her attention to the fact that she was barefoot. She stopped and silently cursed. That would make things more difficult. This dress had come from someone though, so perhaps she could find a pair of shoes that fit too. Not that she wanted to explore this house any more than was necessary.

      A hand clasped around her wrist, making her jump and let out a short scream. She whirled around. Her heart hammered in her chest, and she cowered back from the beast towering over her. He was barely more than a shadowed figure in the darkened hallway, but she knew it was Gabriel before hearing his voice.

      “What are you doing?” he all but growled in her face.

      Brinley tried to retreat, but he had a firm grip on her arm. She brought up the letter opener with her other hand. In a flash, he grabbed it from her and tossed it aside. It clattered to the floor. She shook her head, terror washing through her.

      “I-I…”

      He pivoted and started dragging her back toward the study. She dug her heels in, trying to tear her arm away. But her bare feet slid along the smooth wooden floor. She grimaced as she tried to keep from falling.

      “Let me go!”

      To her surprise, he did. He didn’t go far though. Instead, he turned them around, angling himself between her and the stairs. From this direction, the dim lanterns along the hall showed his features, but she didn’t need to see his face to feel the anger radiating off of him.

      Brinley held her sore arm against her chest. “Th-the door was unlocked. You s-said I wasn’t a prisoner.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can just go snooping around my home wherever you want,” he said in a low voice. “The third floor is off limits.”

      She looked up to the landing above them. “Why?”

      “Because I said so.” He crossed his arms.

      Fighting not to roll her eyes, she mirrored his stance. The slight lingering pain in her ribs twinged, but she ignored it. At least, she tried to. She must have winced though because Gabriel softened a fraction.

      “You should be resting,” he said. “What were you even…” He trailed off, his eyes moving to the floor in the general direction of where the letter opener had gone. The tension returned in full as he swept it up.

      When he turned and began charging toward her, she spun and ran. She knew she didn’t stand a chance of escaping. He’d easily catch her. So, instead of heading to the stairs, she went into the study. She tried to throw the door shut behind her, but he was too close. If she could just get into the bathing chamber and lock—

      Gabriel’s arm caught her around the waist, and she let out a cry. He momentarily lifted her off her feet before pushing her back against the nearest wall and closing the distance between them. She couldn’t help the whimper that left her lips. It was agony to draw in a breath.

      He held the pointed object up in front of her face. “What were you planning to do with this? Why were you going upstairs?”

      She shook her head, not bothering to hold back the tears anymore. “I wasn’t… I was just going to look for a window.”

      “Then, why did you have this?”

      The sliver of metal touched her cheek, and she sucked in a breath, waiting for him to pierce her skin.

      “Because I didn’t want to walk around completely unarmed!” She managed to grasp on to that frustration, pushing the grief and fear aside enough to yell at him.

      “I don’t believe you.” He leaned in close enough that she could smell the same pine soap she’d found and used herself but also something else. Something uniquely him.

      Her stomach twisted at his nearness. At the way his other hand gripped her waist, his fingers digging in. She knew that, in an instant, he could extend his claws and gouge her side.

      Gabriel snarled at her. “Was this all a trap?”

      Brinley stared at him in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

      “Did she send you here to finish the job?”

      At that, Brinley narrowed her eyes. “You kidnapped me, remember? How in the stars would that be a trap?”

      “I’m sure she could figure out a way to lure me in to find you.”

      “Who? What are you talking about?” Her head reeled, and she fought the pain from twisting the wrong way that threatened to consume her. She’d thought she was past this, healed enough not to need the essence of willow she’d stashed in her pocket just in case. Knowing she didn’t have much of a choice, she said, “I was trying to escape. When I left the study, I saw the stairs leading up and thought a higher view would help me spot a gate in the wall around the village. All I wanted was to get out and find my way home. I just want to find my grandmother.”

      Her voice broke on the last word.

      The sharp letter opener lowered. Gabriel stepped back with a sigh. “There is no one for you to return to, bijou.”

      “What?” she barely whispered.

      “They’re all gone,” he said, meeting her eyes. “The rogues burned the village to the ground. There’s no sign of any survivors.”
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      “You’re lying.” Brinley shook her head.

      Gabriel could see her trying to fight through her remaining pain, but he had little sympathy for the witch right now. She’d been heading straight toward Rose with a fucking weapon. He didn’t care if she claimed to be searching for a window. He didn’t care if Rose could easily take the woman out with a single swipe of her claws—actually that made him angrier for reasons he didn’t want to think about right now. Regardless, Brinley had been heading toward his sister, and he would never allow that to happen. Not when her memories had been tampered with. Not when he didn’t know what they had replaced them with. He didn’t trust Brinley.

      Never again would a witch go near Rose unless it was strictly to save her.

      “I’m not.” He set the letter opener on one of the bookshelves lining the adjacent wall. “They’re dead. All of them.”

      “No,” she whispered before screaming the word. “No!”

      He clenched his jaw, unable to look at her as she sobbed. His chest ached at the sound. Only when the door opened again did he face her. But she wasn’t leaving. It was Paxton running in. He wore only a loose pair of pants, and his hair was ruffled. At least someone had been able to sleep tonight. Gabriel had tossed and turned for an hour before giving up and going for a walk in the cool night air. He’d just returned when he saw Brinley heading upstairs.

      Pax glanced from him to the witch now curled up on the floor—similar to a few days ago when Gabriel found her after bringing her here from the prison cell. Except, that day, she’d been quietly crying. Now… she was wailing in pure agony. And as much as Gabriel wanted to deny it, he could feel her heartache. He knew what it was like to lose everything, but at least he still had his home, his friends, Rose. Brinley thought she had nothing left. Guilt tore at his insides, knowing that wasn’t true. She hadn’t accepted that the Crimson Pack were her people too, that her father had been DeLoup.

      “You told her?” Paxton asked.

      Gabriel nodded. He hadn’t been able to tell her the day he found out. He’d been too distracted by their conversation about Keir, as well as her lack of magic. And then, he delayed the inevitable both because he just didn’t want to tell her and because she hadn’t been willing to talk or listen to him, so he’d avoided her instead.

      He crossed his arms, fighting the urge to go pick her up off the ground. It was instinctual, this need to comfort her, to tell her the truth of everything. To tell her she wasn’t alone in this world. In the past, he wouldn’t have hesitated, but now…

      To his shock, Pax moved closer to her and knelt. She flinched away from him, curling in on herself. Joel had told him her ribs weren’t broken, likely just bruised, but Gabriel knew that position must have been hurting her.

      “Brinley?” Slowly, Pax reached out as if to put a hand on her shoulder.

      A low growl emitted from Gabriel before he realized what he was doing. He stomped over to them and leaned down, scooping her into his arms for what felt like the dozenth time that week.

      “Put me down!” she screeched.

      Ignoring her, he carried her into the bedroom. His best friend followed them. Gabriel placed her on the bed and searched for the vial of willow essence. It wasn’t on the nightstand though. Then, he remembered she’d planned on escaping.

      “What are you doing?” Brinley screamed as he dug into her pocket. She squirmed, trying to get away from him.

      His fingers closed around the tonic, and he pulled it out. Removing the stopper, he said, “Drink this before you pass out.”

      She pushed his hand away with another shout. If she didn’t stop, she’d wake the whole house. Or the whole village. “I don’t want anything from you!”

      He could practically feel the agony she was attempting to hide. Stubborn fucking witch. He set the vial on the nightstand. “Fine, suffer more for no reason. I don’t give a shit,” he lied.

      “Get out!” She shoved at his arm, pushing, hitting. All the while crying.

      Pax stepped forward, but Gabriel shook his head. Despite being a witch, Brinley wasn’t dangerous. She didn’t have access to her magic, nor did she have enough strength to physically fight him. He let her get out her anger and grief for a moment before grabbing her wrists. “Enough.”

      She stilled at his tone, meeting his gaze. Her blue eyes were glossy and red, filled with such profound sadness that he had to swallow past the tightness in his throat.

      “You killed them all,” she whispered.

      “I didn’t kill any of them. I told you—”

      “I don’t care what you said; you killed them,” she interrupted. “Even if it’s true that you didn’t lead the attack, you were there. You had enough power as an alpha to stop the man from killing me. You could have stopped them from s-slaughtering...”

      He sighed. “That was one DeLoup. I can’t just waltz into a pack that isn’t mine and take command. Besides, it was too late to help the others.”

      “You should have tried.” Her voice rose again.

      “Why, so we both could have joined their corpses?” He’d thought about that night over and over, trying to figure out if there had been a way to save some of them. There had to have been children there, and they didn’t deserve such a gruesome ending. But even if he had tried, none of them would have trusted him enough to follow him out of there. The guilt had eaten away at him. He didn’t need her throwing it in his face even more.

      “Why did you even bother saving me?”

      Another question he couldn’t answer. Not yet at least.

      “Just to see me suffer with the knowledge that I couldn’t protect my people?” She ripped her arms out of his hold.

      Gabriel opened his mouth but didn’t know how to respond. The words wouldn’t come out. It didn’t matter though. She wasn’t finished insulting him.

      “You’re all monsters,” she said. “All of you. And if you think for one second that I’m just going to stay here—”

      “Where would you go?” Paxton asked with a note of sincerity. His heart was always bigger than most.

      She kept her eyes on Gabriel and crossed her arms. “I would go to Château des Reines.”

      He clenched his jaw. Brinley licked her lips, and he followed the movement. One brow quirked up, letting him know she saw him, but he didn’t care. Not when the next words out of that pretty mouth shattered so many things in his soul.

      “If everyone from that village is truly dead, it’s time for me to go home,” she said, holding his gaze in a challenge. “If no one survived, that means I’m now the Queen of Reinous.”
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      One week. It had been a whole week since he told Brinley about the destruction of that small village. A week since she’d screamed at him, calling him a monster, and then reminded him that she was now the queen.

      A week since Paxton saw for himself that she had no memory of them. And that she truly didn’t know how to use her magic.

      “You’re distracted tonight,” Paxton said from his spot on Rose’s settee as he watched her painting at the easel. He barely even glanced at Gabriel, but it was clear who the statement was directed toward.

      “Just a lot on my mind.” Gabriel toyed with the fringe on one of the small pillows his sister had littered throughout the room. He sat in an armchair, needing an escape from the rest of the world. Or rather, needing somewhere to go since he obviously couldn’t use his study right now.

      Brinley was still in there, still sleeping in his bed. She hadn’t tried to escape again, instead refusing to even leave those rooms. He’d left her a couple more of Rose’s old dresses, and he, Paxton, or Joel brought her food each day. Brighid refused to interact with her, and Gabriel wouldn’t make her.

      Paxton nodded in understanding. Rose peeked out from behind her canvas. “About?”

      They had decided to keep what they knew from his sister. At least for the time being. It wasn’t easy though. He shared almost everything with her. So, he told the truth… just without all the specific details. “The witch.”

      “The one you’re still hiding from me?” she said with a chuckle.

      “I’m not hiding her,” he grumbled. “She won’t leave my room. If anything, I’m hiding you from her. I don’t want you anywhere near her.”

      Rose rolled her eyes and set her paintbrush and palette on a table. He could see her exhaustion from here, the effort each step took her. When her legs visibly shook, both he and Pax jumped to their feet. Pax was closer though and immediately had an arm around her waist, lending his support as she walked to the settee. He sat beside her, and she leaned into his side.

      Gabriel let out a breath. “Did you take anything for the pain today?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      Pax grabbed the soft blanket off the back of the settee to drape over her as she began to shiver. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, rubbing a hand up and down her arm to help warm her. The tonics helped the pain, but some made her tired. She was also constantly cold these days, despite it being mid-soleil season and spending most of her time in a room with the sun shining directly on her.

      Still standing, Gabriel watched her curling up against his best friend. She’d been infatuated with him since she was a child, and Pax had always looked out for her, loving her as if she were his sister too. Despite their seven-year difference in age, they were close friends, thick as thieves.

      Seeing her health declining had taken its toll on both Gabriel and Paxton. When Gabriel found her on the floor last harvest season, unable to get up, shaking from being so cold and scared, he’d insisted someone stay with her at all times from then on. She hated it at first, only agreeing if they sat by the door out of sight.

      Paxton was the exception to that demand. He’d always just strolled in and plopped down on the settee or the end of her bed, making himself comfortable. Because he knew it made her happy.

      Clearing his throat, Gabriel said, “I should go check on some things. Are you two good here?”

      “Yeah,” Pax said with a nod that mirrored Rose’s.

      Gabriel turned and headed toward the exit. He didn’t stop until he was down the stairs and in his study. Leaning back against the closed door, he shut his eyes and covered his face with both hands. Seeing his sister like that was torture. It was overwhelming, making it difficult to breathe. They were running out of time to help her, and it was killing him inside.

      “What are you doing?”

      He’d forgotten his space was occupied. With a sigh, he opened his eyes to look at Brinley. She stood in the doorway to the bedroom, her arms crossed. It appeared as if she felt better, but her anger hadn’t faded.

      “I…” He didn’t know what to say. What was he supposed to tell her? I came in here so no one sees that I’m about to break down because it’s all too much. He was the alpha; he couldn’t be seen as weak or vulnerable. Especially in front of her.

      She raised a dark eyebrow at him. She’d gotten her color back, and it seemed her sass. He hated how painfully beautiful she was. It was a cruel trick likely sent directly from La Déesse to torment him. She had wrapped up something poisonous in a pretty bow to lure him in.

      He pushed off the door. “You need to learn how to use your magic.”

      Brinley scoffed. “And how do you propose I do that?”

      “I don’t know.” He went toward the bookshelf. “Surely, you have some knowledge on the matter. Your grandmother was the High Sorceress.”

      When she didn’t respond, he turned to face her. If she had access to her magic, he never would have put his back to her, but he didn’t fear this woman. Not in this state. She moved to sit on the arm of the sofa, her long skirt swooshing around her ankles. It was faded blue, the hem a little tattered on one side. It fit though, albeit a little too tightly. The combination of it and the wrap around her ribs pushed her breasts up, and he found himself repeatedly distracted by the perfect round globes peeking over the low neckline. He subtly shifted as his pants started to feel a little tight.

      He needed a distraction. Now.

      “Why don’t we start with what you do know,” he said while stepping around his desk.

      She pivoted on the armrest to face him. “I’m not doing this with you. Why in the hell would I tell you? And why would you want me to have my magic? Surely, you know if I had any, I’d use it against you and escape.”

      “For the hundredth time, you’re not a prisoner, bijou.”

      “Stop calling me that,” she said, enunciating each word.

      Gabriel couldn’t fight the smirk if he wanted to. “Not a chance.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

          
            BRINLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Nothing about this place made sense.

      The sun hovered high in the sky as Brinley watched the village sprawled out below her. From the cobblestone streets to the bright green trees scattered here and there, it looked like a quaint place. If she didn’t know better, she wouldn’t have any clue that this was the home of one of the largest DeLoup packs in the queendom. It seemed so… ordinary.

      She wondered if any were human. It was impossible to tell the difference from up here, and that was what confused her the most.

      Many humans had chosen to align themselves with the sorcières during the war, but she wasn’t naïve enough to think all of them had. The witches offered protection in return for their loyalty and oftentimes servitude. But the DeLoup had their own means of protection. Even though, right now, there weren’t any signs of the sharp claws and teeth that had killed so many of her people—her parents, that poor village, possibly her grandmother and best friend. The wolves were supposed to be the cruelest, most vicious beings throughout the lands. The ones to fear.

      Yet, Brinley saw nothing of the sort from this window.

      “You know this door isn’t locked, right?”

      She clenched her jaw and turned to glare at Paxton. The beta had apparently been put on witch duty, as he’d made daily appearances. He said it was to check on her and make sure she was healing all right, but Brinley saw the lie for what it was. None of them trusted her.

      The feeling was mutual.

      He had brought her more essence of willow—though, she no longer needed it—as well as food and water. She hadn’t wanted to eat or drink anything they gave her, but after a couple days without food, she realized she would have to. Until that point, she’d been drinking water straight from the sink. Now, she gratefully took the mug of tea he held out.

      Paxton also carried a few books under his other arm, which he set on the desk near her. She’d taken to sitting in the cushioned window seat behind it. It was warm and had a beautiful view, not that she would admit that out loud. If this study were anywhere else, she knew she would actually love it. With its cozy furniture and dark wood accents, it reminded her of something from a dream.

      Sipping the tea, she leaned her head back against the wall. “What are those?”

      “These are some books about magic and witches that we’ve collected over the years.” He tapped the one on top with a finger. “I thought it would be a good place to start searching for answers.”

      He’d also taken it upon himself to try to help her reach her magic.

      Again, this place didn’t make sense. They still hadn’t told her why they wanted her to access her power, but it was clearly important to them. It was safe to assume they needed her to do something for them that required magic, of course. She just didn’t know what that was, and she was actually glad for once that her grandmother had insisted she wait.

      Brinley leaned over to set her mug on the corner of the desk. “And what answers are we searching for, exactly?”

      “How to use your magic,” he said, as if it were that simple.

      “And are you finally going to tell me why you want me to know that?”

      When he glanced back at the door, she shook her head.

      Swinging her legs around to face him more, she said in a mocking tone, “What? Are you afraid of getting in trouble with the big, scary alpha for telling me?”

      His gaze fell on her once more, and to her surprise, he rolled his eyes. “No. There are just some things best left unsaid for now.”

      “Well, then, for now, you can leave me alone.”

      “Why are you being so difficult?” He wasn’t quite as large and intimidating as Gabriel, but as he stepped closer, she flinched out of instinct. He might have seemed calmer, gentler, but he was still a wolf. “We’ve taken you in, helped you heal—”

      “After destroying my people and torturing me in a cell,” she cut in, but he kept going.

      “We’ve given you food, clothing, and medicine. Now, we’re trying to help you—”

      She stood, getting in his face. “No, you’re trying to help you.”

      He bared his teeth, but she didn’t back down.

      “I don’t know why you need my magic so badly, but I sure as shit am not helping you with anything,” she said. “So, you should just stop trying.”

      “I can’t,” he all but growled.

      She opened her mouth to ask why, but another deep voice cut in.

      “Enough.” Gabriel appeared, angling his body between them. He grabbed Brinley by the arm, as if stopping her from attacking the other man. The idea almost made her laugh. Gabriel looked at his beta. “That’s enough, Pax. Go cool off. Switch shifts with Joel if you need to.”

      Paxton huffed out a breath but nodded. He turned on his heel, stomping out of the room and slamming the door behind him.

      Brinley tugged her arm out of Gabriel’s grasp, but he quickly reached to grip her wrist instead. He fully faced her, making her tilt her head back to meet his fury-filled gaze. “Get in my face all you want, but do not go after him. You hear me?”

      She rolled her eyes and tried to turn away, but his free hand went to her chin.

      “He doesn’t deserve it.” Gabriel squeezed just enough to keep her in place. “Do not provoke him or any of the others.”

      “Just you?”

      He leaned down. “I can take your particular brand of wrath. You’re nothing but a spoiled witchling brat.”

      They stood so close she could feel his breath tickle her lips. The sunlight brightened his blue gaze that now bore into her. Her traitorous body tried to lean in. His eyes flickered down to her mouth, and she knew he’d felt the small shift in her stance.

      Clenching her hands into fists, she said, “Tell me why you need my magic.”

      “No.” He released her and grabbed one of the books without even looking at its title. Pushing it against her chest, he said, “Just read the fucking book.”

      She lifted her hands to catch it before it fell. Two could play that game. “No.”

      Besides, watching his jaw tick was so satisfying. His chest heaved with breath, like it was taking a great amount of effort not to attack her right now. She knew she was provoking him, but she didn’t have much to lose at this point, and they seemed desperate for her help.

      She licked her lips, and his eyes again went to her lips, tracking the movement.

      All right, perhaps he wasn’t only fighting the urge to kill her. She was all too familiar with that inner battle. The DeLoup were monsters. She knew this alpha had kidnapped her, despite what he said about saving her. She didn’t believe him for a second. And yet, she fought to deny, even to herself, that she was drawn to him. With a piece of his dark hair falling into his mesmerizing eyes, his powerful build, and his sleeves rolled up, revealing tattoos twining up his forearms… he truly was a masterpiece. It was frustrating. And distracting.

      He took one hesitant step forward, and she sucked in a breath, wondering if he would act on whatever was pulling them toward one another. She’d read in books about passion stemming from hate, but she hadn’t thought it real. Was that what this was? They hated each other so much that the line was getting blurred?

      As if coming to his senses, Gabriel stopped. “Then, do it for yourself,” he said, glancing at the book she held. “If you’re going to just sit up here, then you might as well make use of the free time. Who knows, maybe it will help you get the revenge you seek and claim your throne.”

      Before she could even consider a response, he was leaving.

      She absolutely hated that he was right. They clearly wanted her to learn for a reason, but she didn’t have to do it for them. She could do it for herself.

      The problem was, she had read countless books already. She knew the concepts, had studied them for years with André. Understanding how it worked was different than actually being able to do it. She knew what it took, but she didn’t know how to access it. Every book and lesson had said that she should be able to feel the magic within.

      But she didn’t feel anything.

      Returning to her seat in the window, Brinley sighed and opened the book in her lap. Perhaps one of these would explain that. How to find her magic when she was starting to doubt it was even there to begin with. The thought nearly stole her breath.

      If she didn’t have magic, then what?

      How could she ever become the queen and High Sorceress if she didn’t have the same power as her grandmother?

      She looked out the paned glass to the town again, her eyes burning. For nearly two weeks, she’d sat in these rooms trying to accept the fact that her family was all gone now.

      Gabriel claimed her father was DeLoup. And not just any DeLoup. He was supposedly from here, was this pack’s beta. Theoretically, that meant these were her people too.

      But deep in her heart, she knew that wasn’t true.

      It couldn’t be. She was utterly alone in the world.

      No matter what that infuriating alpha said.
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            GABRIEL

          

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel ran a hand through his hair as he stomped down the stairs to the main floor. He’d tried going to Brinley again to help her, but she’d spat pure vitriol at him. She was reading the books Pax had brought her a few days ago at least, so he would take the small victory where he could. Still, he wished she would stop being so damn stubborn.

      Slamming open the swinging door on the ground floor, he entered the dining room and went straight to the drink cart. Paxton sat at the long wooden table, a glass of brandy between both hands. He didn’t look up as Gabriel passed him.

      Gabriel poured some of the amber liquor into a glass for himself. He downed it in one gulp then refilled it before facing his beta.

      “Still won’t listen?” Pax asked, keeping his eyes on his hands.

      “She’s so fucking…” Frustrating. Intoxicating. “I swear, I’m about four seconds from throttling her to death.”

      His friend huffed out a breath, shaking his head. “No, you’re not.”

      Gabriel sighed and moved to sit across from him. “I’ve at least considered it. Definitely imagined it.”

      Though, he left out the part about imagining doing other things while his hands were around her throat. His subconscious had decided to start playing dirty tricks with his mind—really dirty tricks—making him dream about her each night. About fucking her all over that damn room she wouldn’t leave. Tasting every single part of her body. Her screaming his name as he thrusted into her with everything he had.

      “Gabe?”

      He snapped his attention to his beta.

      A curious look passed through Pax’s gaze. “Is something else going on?”

      “No.” Gabriel took another large drink of his brandy.

      “Real convincing.”

      Gabriel clenched his jaw. He would not admit to fantasizing about Brinley. “We need her to figure this out. We’re running out of time.”

      That comment sobered the beta. Pax straightened in his chair and nodded. If anyone cared about breaking this curse and saving Rose as much as Gabriel did, it was Paxton.

      “What did you need to tell me earlier?” Gabriel had seen him in passing upstairs—Pax on his way to see Rose, Gabriel on his way to fight with Brinley. Again.

      Paxton cleared his throat with a short nod. “A small pack was spotted just south of here. The sentries on patrol claimed they’ve been getting close enough to see from the walls only to turn around and leave, like they’re surveying the town, searching for a way in or something, even though they could see the main gates from that direction.”

      “Do you think they’re rogues or just a visiting pack seeking refuge?” It was an honest question. He might have been the alpha, but most days he felt as if he had no idea what he was doing. He didn’t want to assume the worst of these newcomers and end up turning away innocent people who needed somewhere to go, but he also didn’t want to welcome potential rogues into their home. These decisions were never easy; he relied on his friend’s opinion probably more than he should. Though, in the end, whatever the outcome, it was his burden to bear.

      “We don’t know.” Pax’s tone was soft. He understood the dilemma.

      Gabriel pushed out a slow breath as he considered his options. “All right. Don’t make any moves just yet. Keep those on patrol alert and have them watch the pack. Tell them to look for any signs of who they might be or what they want. And ask what our people already know. Do they look like a family, a group of adults? Gather as many details as possible and bring them back to me.”

      Pax nodded and pushed to his feet. “What are you going to do about Brinley?”

      He scoffed and stood. “No idea.”

      “Be careful, Gabe. I know she gets under your skin, but if you push her too far—”

      “I know.” He stood, needing to get out of this house. “She’s maddening though.”

      Paxton smirked.

      “Stop.”

      He held his hands up in front of him. “Didn’t say anything.”

      Gabriel shoved his fingers through his hair.

      “Just… don’t act on it,” Pax said, heading toward the door. “The last thing we need is for you to fuck this up by thinking more with your dick than your brain. If you need to get out some of that frustration, go find Joel or Daci.”

      He chuckled. “Daci?”

      “Joel to sleep with. Daci to fight with.” Pax shrugged. “She’ll keep you on your toes, get a few hits in to distract you.”

      That was true. Daciana was his third in command for a reason. Apart from being one of his closest friends since childhood, the woman was the best fighter he knew. Not only was she fierce in wolf form, but she could best anyone with a sword or dagger, her archery skills were top notch, and she was quick on her feet. He was infinitely glad she was on their side, that she always had his back.

      “I’m not in the mood to face her right now.” He followed Pax to the foyer. “Is Dare with Rose?”

      “No, Brighid is.”

      Gabriel nodded. They had let Darren back into his usual roles, after the man apologized profusely. Gabriel believed his sincerity and knew he wouldn’t make a mistake like that anytime soon, and not just because Gabriel threatened him with pain worse than what he’d inflicted on Torin. He trusted Dare to do his job, meaning he could leave for a bit. Maybe he should go find Joel, get out some of this tension. Though, he knew that wouldn’t actually help matters.

      “What’s that look about?” Pax hesitated to open the front door.

      “I…” How did he tell his best friend that he didn’t want to go find the man he’d been sleeping with for years because of the witchling upstairs? It was beyond foolish. And complicated. He didn’t want to try explaining it, not even to Pax. Not when there wasn’t any way to fix this horrid situation. Sure, part of him wanted nothing more than to go up there and scream the truth at her, but another part of him recoiled from the idea. Because of who she was and who they turned her into.

      Because his heart felt like it was shattering all over again every time he saw her and there wasn’t any sort of recognition in her eyes, only hatred.

      Pax stepped closer. “What?”

      “I need her to…” His throat closed up, choking off his words. He couldn’t even speak it out loud to his beta. Literally could not voice it.

      But Paxton knew. He understood without needing to be told because he knew what the curse demanded.

      “How is that going to happen in less than three months when we can’t trust each other?” Gabriel finally asked his biggest fear. If it all came down to her not hating them—him—there was no chance of freeing his people and saving his sister. Maybe it would have been possible before, but not now. Yet, he had to believe she would realize the truth soon. It was why he kept pushing, why he kept going to see her even though their visits almost always ended with them shouting at one another and her kicking him out of his own goddessforsaken rooms.

      Déesse above, he missed his bed. He’d been sleeping in a spare room down the hall since she had decided to stay in his. Of course, he knew he could have forced her into the spare instead, but she seemed comfortable in his room, and if it helped their chances even a fraction, he would sleep on the street for all he cared.

      “I don’t know,” Pax said, ever the honest one. “Just… don’t give up. Try to see all this from her perspective.”

      “I’m trying, but she’s being so difficult.”

      Paxton let out a soft laugh. “Some things never change. At least you’d never be bored. Besides, it doesn’t have to be mutual.”

      “What do you mean? You want me to play nice until she—and then, as soon as we’re—” He sighed. Not being able to talk about the conditions of the curse made him want to rip his hair out sometimes. “You want me to just convince her to climb in my bed until we get what we want and then throw her out?”

      His best friend’s smile faded as he shook his head. “Gabe.”

      “What? I’m genuinely asking because that sounds like our best plan so far.” He tried to hide the fact that the idea nauseated him.

      It didn’t work though. Pax seemed to see right through the façade, as always. “You don’t want to do that. Despite everything, you don’t want to hurt her.”

      “How could I?” Gabriel moved to lean back against the wall. “You know who she is. I can’t… Keir was like an uncle to me, another father figure.”

      “I know.” Pax stepped beside him, mirroring his stance. A beat passed before he whispered, “She doesn’t remember anything?”

      Gabriel clenched his jaw. The back of his throat burned as memories bombarded him—the same images he’d been seeing for weeks now, even before finding her in that cellar. “I spent so long looking for her, and she… all she has left of us is hatred of the DeLoup. So much hatred. She doesn’t remember her father or coming here. And I don’t know what happened to her after she left the last time. It’s killing me, Pax.”

      “Talk to her,” he said.

      “How? She doesn’t believe a word I say.”

      Paxton sighed. “I don’t know. Find a way to show her; make her remember the…” He trailed off, his eyes flickering around as if thinking through something. With a gasp, he straightened and turned toward Gabriel. “What if this block on her magic, whatever is keeping it at bay, is also holding back her memories?”

      The world seemed to tilt around them. Gabriel pushed off the wall. For the first time since finding her a couple weeks ago, hope fluttered through his chest, loosening the tension the slightest bit. He glanced toward the stairs.

      “Unlock her magic; unlock the past.” Pax put a hand on his shoulder.

      Gabriel nodded in agreement. “Tomorrow. I’ll try again in the morning after she’s had some time to calm down. She… wasn’t happy with me when I left her earlier.”

      Chuckling, Paxton made a comment about that being a good idea. “I’m going to go relay orders about the pack outside the walls. I’ll see you later.” As he pulled the door open, he paused. “You still leaving?”

      “No, I’m going to go sit with Rose instead.”

      Pax bid him farewell with a genuine smile now, one that matched Gabriel’s. He looked toward the stairs again, feeling so much lighter than before. If they could get Brinley to remember her father and her place in this pack…

      This could actually work.

      He raced up the stairs. Now that they had at least somewhat of a solid theory and plan in place, he would tell Rose everything. It was dangerous to feel so hopeful, but there was absolutely no stopping it anymore.
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      The view from the study’s window seat was beautiful, peaceful. But Brinley was starting to feel like a caged animal. For more than two weeks, she’d either stayed in here or the bedroom. The only time she had left was the night she made the mistake of trying to go upstairs instead of just fleeing like she’d planned. She hadn’t even ventured down to the kitchen or around the rest of the house.

      Fixing her wavy hair to the best of her abilities and smoothing down the faded blue dress she had been given, she walked to the door and hesitated. Gabriel kept insisting she wasn’t a prisoner, but she hadn’t tested that claim again since that night. Twisting the doorknob, she peered out into the hallway. The empty hallway.

      There wasn’t anyone there to make sure she didn’t escape. Perhaps they were stationed near the exits of the home. She wandered down the hall toward the stairs that would lead to the ground floor. It looked so different during the day. She’d seen it when Gabriel first brought her here, but she had been curled up in his arms and in so much pain that she hadn’t really remembered its beauty, its airiness. The dark wood furnishings, the gas lanterns and natural light spilling from high windows behind her, with the open balcony above the ground floor made it so cozy.

      She stopped before reaching the stairs and leaned against the wall. She wanted to hate it so much. This was the home of her enemy. These people had killed her family and friends. Well, friend. It wasn’t as if she had more than one. Just André. The rest of her village tended to avoid her. At least, its older inhabitants. Those closer to her age and younger were more obvious with their disdain.

      They hadn’t known who she was precisely, just that she was important enough to protect. The other adolescents didn’t care about that. Throughout the years, she’d learned to steer clear of the crueler ones. Apart from André, only one boy had paid her more attention. But even that ended up being a horrible trick.

      A shiver ran through her as she remembered the way he’d walked away from her before she could even pull her skirt down and the top of her dress back up to cover herself properly. The way she’d heard him laughing with his friends shortly after, bragging about what they did behind the old barn.

      She’d been hurt, but more than anything, she’d been so angry. All she wanted to do was storm over and tell them that he wasn’t even good at it. Not only had he come within a minute, but he’d finished without bothering to make sure she reached her own climax. She ended up doing the job later that night with her own fingers.

      But of course, before she could humiliate him and his small dick, the one person who seemed to care about her appeared. André had heard everything but still intercepted her, guiding her home instead. He’d made sure she was all right and brought her a moontime herb.

      No one that idiotic should be allowed to procreate, he’d said with a wink, making her laugh through the tears. He’d then held her close and reassured her that everything would be all right and that she would find someone who loved her deeply one day.

      With a sigh, she headed toward the stairs again, hoping to find the kitchen and maybe something to nibble on. She missed her best friend so much. His absence was what truly tore her apart inside. For over a decade, he’d been her guard, her tutor, her confidant. Never did she imagine a life without him nearby. To yell at her for slacking in her lessons as much as to wipe her tears on the extra difficult days.

      At the sound of Pax and Gabriel speaking down below in the foyer, she paused. Gabe said something she missed, but his beta’s next words made her stomach churn.

      “Some things never change. At least you’d never be bored. Besides, it doesn’t have to be mutual.”

      “What do you mean? You want me to play nice until she—and then, as soon as we’re—” Gabriel sighed, hesitating, as if to think through his words. It gave her enough time to creep forward and peer over the banister. “You want me to just convince her to climb in my bed until we get what we want and then throw her out?”

      Brinley’s jaw dropped. Surely, he didn’t mean…

      “Gabe.” To his credit, Paxton sounded exasperated.

      “What? I’m genuinely asking because that sounds like our best plan so far.”

      She backed away, not wanting to hear any more. Did he really think there was a chance she’d sleep with him? How conceited did he have to be to think sex with him was so good that it would just make her forget she hated him? That she would turn around and thank him by doing whatever he wanted.

      Fucking asshole.

      At the study door, she stilled. A new, terrifying thought occurred to her.

      What if he forced her? He was practically twice her size, and she didn’t have her magic. Swallowing, she glanced around. Despite the small voice inside telling her he wouldn’t do that—he’d supposedly saved her life and then punished the man who’d tortured her in that cell—she couldn’t stay here and find out.

      The second-floor corridor was quiet. She assumed the doors lining the hall led to other bedrooms, but it was the spiral, iron staircase that drew her attention once more. She glanced toward the other end of the hall, listening for any sign that someone was coming this way. After a brief second, she decided to take her chances.

      Trailing her hand along the ornate railing, she climbed to the next floor. A shorter hallway greeted her with pale double doors at the end inlaid with colorful glass. The sun shining from the other side created rainbows across the walls, a kaleidoscope of magnificent colors.

      She neared the doors and turned the handle, smiling when she found it unlocked. Slowly, she pushed inside and stilled, her jaw dropping at the sight.

      The round room was made almost entirely of windows with a domed ceiling. And plants were everywhere. All sorts of greenery surrounded the space, from short, colorful flowers to trees taller than her. It took her breath away.

      She stepped farther inside, taking it all in. Never had she seen anything like it. It was larger than the study and bedroom combined, and despite being crowded with flora, it was so open. For the first time in weeks, she felt almost free. Tears brimmed her eyes as she turned in a circle, her face toward the domed ceiling. Outside, the sun had started its descent, but the room still glowed as brightly as if it were midday. She took the path through the plants, looking around at all the wonders.

      “Hello?” The soft voice startled her.

      Brinley’s gaze lowered, and she realized this was more than just a garden. A young woman sat on a settee in the middle of the room with what appeared to be a journal on her lap. An easel stood a short distance away, and paintings lay all around in piles. Then, Brinley saw the canopy bed near the wall.

      The healer, Brighid, stood from the settee, quickly extending her claws.

      “Are you all right?” The other woman set aside her journal and motioned for Brighid to stop. She looked a few years younger than Brinley, but she pushed to her feet slowly, as if it was a struggle. “Are you lost?”

      “I… No, sorry.” Guilt suddenly rushed through Brinley for barging in. “I was just… looking around the house. I wasn’t aware this room existed, and it surprised me. It’s incredible up here. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Not entirely a lie. She’d known something precious was up here, otherwise why would Gabriel have told her to stay away? This wasn’t what she expected though. Was he protecting the girl or this garden?

      The woman’s bright blue eyes widened as she moved closer. “Brinley?”

      The shock of her recognition hit Brinley square in the chest, but before she could respond, another voice cut in. A deep voice that sent a shiver down her spine.

      “Rose, why is this door open…” Gabriel’s question trailed off when Brinley turned toward him. His concern morphed into anger right before her eyes. “What are you doing in here? I told you never to visit the third floor.”

      “I-I—”

      “Get out!”  Claws extended from his shaking hands that were fisted at his sides. “Now!”

      Brinley didn’t need to be told twice. She rushed past him to the door. Noticing a coat rack beside it, she grabbed a hanging cloak and continued running out. He wanted her gone? Fine. She was leaving.

      She ran down the spiral staircase and then the rest of the stairs, not stopping when she hit the wooden ground floor. She raced to the front door and ripped it open. Lifting a hand, she shielded her eyes and kept running. The sun outside was even brighter than in the solarium.

      Glancing around, she searched for anything familiar to guide her to the front gates of the town. She wrapped the deep crimson cloak around her shoulders and took off, pulling the hood up.

      The village wasn’t large, by any means, but it still seemed lively at this time of evening. Brinley passed all sorts of shops and homes. Nothing like the extravagance of Créll, and yet, it felt quaint and cozy. If she hadn’t known better, she might have even thought it was welcoming.

      She wouldn’t be fooled though. She knew that beneath the façade they were the monsters who’d taken everything from her.

      Keeping her head lowered, she continued through the streets, searching for a way out. She just needed to reach the tall stone wall encircling the town, then she could follow it around until she found the gates.

      Thankfully, it didn’t take long. She crossed a short bridge over a stream and spotted the wall. Not wanting to draw attention, she didn’t run. When she finally neared it, she let out a breath of relief. She hadn’t only found the wall; she saw the gates as well. And they were wide open.

      She walked toward them, only pausing when she saw two large men standing guard at the entrance. They glanced her way but didn’t speak until she was almost out.

      “You can put your cloak and belongings here until you return,” one said. “Don’t forget, gates close at sundown. Some possible rogues have been spotted nearby, so we are being extra vigilant and strict about the curfew.”

      Brinley looked at him in confusion. She understood they would think she was a wolf—there was no reason for them to think otherwise—but why did they assume she would shift? They were free to travel the queendom in their human forms. Maybe she was just wanting to visit another village.

      “Miss?” the other man said, a brow raised. “Are you all right?”

      “Y-yes. Fine. Thank you for letting me know.”

      When she went to continue on her way, the second man said, “Miss, your cloak.”

      “I…” She started toward the open path that seemed to lead to the surrounding forest. “I’d like to just keep it. I won’t be shifting.”

      They both stared at her as if she spoke nonsense. As she began to pass through the gate, they both opened their mouths but then stopped.

      “You… you’re not…” The first man shook his head. His eyes widened at the same time as the other’s. “Rogue!”

      His shout startled her, but it wasn’t nearly as shocking as his next action. Because instead of chasing after her or stopping her, he began yelling to shut the gates.

      Brinley whirled around, thinking maybe someone was behind her, but she was still alone as the tall, iron gates creaked shut. They thought she was a rogue? Why?

      She didn’t argue though. Instead, she raced toward the trees. Glancing at the sky, she took note of the sun descending and headed south. She didn’t know exactly where she was, but she knew she was north of Créll. Most of the larger DeLoup packs were.

      Based on how long it took Gabriel to carry her here from that small village, she would guess she was about a three- or four-day walk from Château des Reines. Longer without a map. Without guidance, she had no way of knowing exactly how long she would be out here in the wilderness. Alone. Unarmed.

      She was slightly regretting her rash decision to take off without any provisions or even a weapon to protect herself. But she hadn’t known when she might get another chance. So, she would just have to make do. Her power was dormant, but she wasn’t completely defenseless. If facing danger, she hoped instinct would kick in and her magic would come to her.

      It wasn’t long before the sky started to darken. Normally, she loved dusk—that perfect in between time, where everything was a beautiful shade of blue. When it wasn’t daylight, but not quite nighttime yet either. Out here in the woods, however, she wasn’t loving it. It only served to remind her that she would be sleeping out here in the dark. She needed to find somewhere safe to shelter soon, before she lost the remaining light.

      When the first howl rang out, she stilled, holding her breath. She waited, listening for more. Another wolf answered. And this time, it sounded closer. Slowly, Brinley crept to a wide tree trunk, putting her back to it. Surely Gabriel wouldn’t chase after her, right? They had shut the gates, so it couldn’t be his people, which meant… the rogues the guards mentioned were truly out here.

      Rustling sounded nearby, and she lifted her hands in front of her. She prayed to the moon goddess to guide her, to unlock her magic if only to protect herself. That was when she saw it and remembered what she wore. The red cloak. It would serve as a fucking beacon out here in the moonlight. She cursed herself and started untying it. Perhaps if she hid it in a bush or—

      A twig snapped. Something was close. Too close. Another scuffling noise came from the other direction. Almost like they were closing in around her, cornering her. She glanced up. Climbing into the tree might be her only chance.

      None of the branches of this tree were within reach, but maybe another one—

      Brinley lowered her gaze to the forest before her only to lock eyes with something waiting in the shadows. A rumbling growl permeated the silence.

      Before she could decide what to do, the wolf lunged, and she let out a blood-curdling scream.
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      “What the hell, Gabe? Brinley is the witch you brought back?” Rosalyn asked the second Brinley took off. “Why did you shout at her?”

      Gabriel glared at his sister. “I told her not to come up here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she’s a witch, Rose.” He threw his hands out to his sides. “You know, like the one who did this to you?” He pointed at her body.

      Rosalyn didn’t flinch at his harsh tone. She lifted her chin in a silent challenge and dismissed Brighid. After she left, Rose and Gabriel continued to stare at each other, neither willing to back down first.

      “I don’t know what they did to her,” he said in a softer tone, “but she doesn’t remember anything, so I don’t trust her.”

      She sighed, her shoulders drooping. “That’s why she seemed lost. You should’ve seen her face when she walked in and saw the solarium. She didn’t even notice me at first.”

      “I don’t want to see her face. I don’t want anything to do with her.” He glanced away.

      “Liar.” Rose crossed her arms and went to sit on her settee. She looked exhausted, and he knew standing too long was near impossible anymore.

      “No, I’m not.” He sat next to her, feeling her flushed cheek with the back of his hand. “How are you feeling?”

      She shrugged, pulling her favorite pink and blue blanket over her lap. Her face was warm, but she was almost always cold. It was the main reason he moved her up to the solarium. The sunlight helped with more than just her melancholia. When he lifted his arm, she shifted to lean against his side.

      “Paint anything new this week?” He glanced around to the stacks of canvases.

      “You’re not changing the subject,” she said. “Why didn’t you tell me about Brinley?”

      He took a deep breath. “Because she doesn’t remember anything. I didn’t want to get your hopes up.”

      With a relenting nod, she whispered, “I started painting the lake house.”

      She pointed to the half-finished illustration of the home they’d frequented with their father when they were children.

      The one she could no longer visit.

      Instead of dwelling, he pressed a kiss to her temple. “I can’t believe you remember it well enough to paint. You were, what, ten the last time Father took us?”

      “Eleven,” she whispered. “It… was just before he died. Just before my twelfth birthday.”

      Gabriel closed his eyes and tightened his hold on his sister. The girl who’d lost too much too early in life. Who would lose everything if he didn’t break this curse by her next birthday.

      “Two and a half months,” she said, as if reading his mind. “You can’t push Brinley away. If you’re going to do this, you need her. We all do. I… I can’t believe that was her.” She looked on the verge of tears. “Gabe…”

      “I know.”

      “I didn’t even recognize her at first, and she definitely didn’t recognize me.” Rose shook her head. “How?”

      So, he launched into the story. He told her about the tug he’d felt, the guidance from the moon goddess, and how he’d stumbled upon the attack. How it had led him right to the girl they’d been seeking for years, but she didn’t remember him, any of them.

      “You’re right,” he said. “I can’t push her away, but she hates us. She thinks she’s a prisoner and that I slaughtered that village. When I tried to tell her about Keir, she started throwing a fit, and we’ve been fighting ever since.” Gabriel played with the edge of the blanket. “She’s stubborn and frustrating. Nothing like I remember.”

      “Liar,” Rose repeated, chuckling quietly. “Do you remember the fight you got in the last time you saw her?”

      He ignored her. Of course he remembered. It was one of the worst days of his life for multiple reasons.

      “You really love her, don’t you?”

      “What? How did you jump from us not being able to stand in the same room for more than a couple minutes without yelling at each other to me loving her?” When she opened her mouth, he lifted a hand and continued, “No, I don’t. Absolutely not. She’s—”

      “Pretty.”

      “Yes—no! I mean, well, technically speaking, yes, she is attractive, but that doesn’t mean I want to—”

      “Goddess above.” Rose pulled away from him, pivoting to face him more. “You’re a goner.”

      “And you’re the worst,” he mumbled. She knew him too well, could see right through his defenses.

      At that, she laughed harder, and it was such a welcome sound that he didn’t care if it was directed at him. He grabbed one of the throw pillows from the floor and playfully smacked her with it.

      Footsteps rushing up the iron stairs had them both stilling. Gabriel jumped to his feet, claws extending as he stood in front of his sister.

      Paxton appeared on the pathway, rounding the tall plants and panting like he’d run all the way here from the other side of the village. Gabriel rushed to him, retracting his claws, and he didn’t even need to turn to know Rose was following him.

      “What’s going on?” Gabriel asked.

      Rose didn’t stop until she had an arm around the beta’s waist, as if she was going to support him when they all knew she couldn’t hold his weight if he was truly struggling.

      “The two guards at the gate said a rogue was here.” Paxton dropped his own arm around Rosalyn, likely attempting to offer the same assistance. Though, in his case, he really did often help her around the house. He’d carried her from the kitchen to this room two floors above countless times without any trouble, not to mention he helped her down to her favorite courtyard whenever she felt up to it and Gabriel was busy. “They caused all sorts of panic.”

      “A rogue got in?” Rose asked.

      Pax shook his head. “No, they said she was leaving.” He held Gabriel’s gaze as he said, “They knew it wasn’t one of ours because she didn’t shift after crossing through. But no one reported seeing someone new come in…”

      “Fuck!” Gabriel ran a hand through his hair, his heart hammering in his chest with fear. “Rose, lock the door behind us. Do not let anyone in if you don’t know them. I’ll send Joel or Daciana to make sure you and Brighid are safe.”

      She looked up at the man next to her. “You’re not staying?”

      “Not this time.”

      “I need his help to go after her.” Gabriel pushed past them toward the door.

      “Wait, you’re going after her? How’s that going to help?” Rose let go of Paxton. Her face paled. “You’re going to kill the rogue before she reaches the others.”

      “I’m not killing anyone.” Gabriel reached the hallway, waved Paxton to come out of the room, and then he grabbed the doorknob. “It wasn’t a rogue. It was Brinley.”

      Rose put a hand on the door to keep him from shutting it. “How are you going to get her back here?”

      He hesitated. “I don’t know. I’ll figure it out, but first, I need to find her. There really are rogues out in the forest; it’s not safe.”

      Nodding, Rose said, “Go. I’ll be fine.”

      Without another word, he took off with Paxton. The door clicked shut behind them, and he thanked the moon and stars that she didn’t argue with him.

      “I thought you said you wouldn’t confront her again today,” Pax said as they raced through the hall of the second floor and down the next set of stairs.

      “I didn’t.” Gabriel all but ripped the front door open and stormed into the fading light of the day. “But she found her way up to Rose’s room, and I lost my temper.”

      “Dammit, Gabe.”

      “I know.” He ran down the street in the direction of the gates. Pax had been right; it was chaos out here. Gabriel didn’t slow, but he searched for his other friends. Spotting Daciana near one of the wells with a handful of others, clearly trying to calm them down, he raced to her.

      “Sir.” She inclined her head, as did the rest of the group.

      “It wasn’t a rogue.” The words were more for those surrounding her. “I’m taking care of it, but please let people know that it was not a rogue infiltrating the village. No one is in danger. Except the girl who left, so I’m going after her. Daciana, please go to the house.”

      She nodded in understanding. He was grateful he didn’t need to explain more. There might not be any danger of rogues at the moment, but with people panicking, things could escalate. Quickly. It wouldn’t be the first time if they decided to charge the alpha’s home, demanding answers and safety.

      A few of the villagers started asking questions, but he didn’t have time. His ears pricked at the sound of a wolf howling somewhere outside of Zareia. He met Paxton’s eyes, and his friend nodded, confirming his suspicions.

      They took off once more, ignoring everyone else. When they neared the closed gates, he yelled, “Open them. Now.”

      One of the guards went to the wheel and began opening the gate.

      He tore his shirt off over his head, kicked off his shoes, and pulled his pants down, leaving on just his underpants. Shifting with clothes on was fine but uncomfortable. The fabric disappeared, changing along with them, and then reappearing when they shifted back into their human forms, but he could still feel it as a wolf. Like an invisible constriction. Most stripped down to their underthings if possible.

      The only reason he took the time to do so now was because Paxton was yelling at the guards to move quicker while also undressing.

      Gabriel let out a growl to get their attention, but then a different sound created a hush. A woman’s scream that made his heart stop. His chest tightened, as if he could feel her fear from this far.

      “Hurry,” he said in a low tone. “She wasn’t a rogue.” He moved toward the forming gap. “We’ll be back with her. Keep this open for us, but do not let anyone else in who’s not part of the pack. Understood?”

      The men nodded.

      Gabriel didn’t hesitate any longer. The moment the gate was pulled far enough, he slipped through. He shifted immediately and started running toward the trees, knowing his best friend would follow.

      Another scream echoed in the night, and something deep inside Gabriel cried for Brinley. Darkness had started to descend, but he didn’t need the light to find her. He could sense her, feel her. For weeks, he’d fought that tug in his gut, but now, he let it lead him.

      Because he knew without a single doubt that it would take him right to her. Just like the night he’d dragged her away from that burning village.
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      Thorns sliced at Brinley’s legs as she ran through the forest. She’d barely managed to stop the first wolf from snapping at her face by throwing her cloak over it and racing away, but now a whole pack was chasing her through the dark.

      Her foot caught on a fallen limb, and she fell to the dirt floor with a scream.

      A growl sounded to her right, so she rolled in the opposite direction. She grabbed a thin branch from the ground beside her to swing at the approaching beast. Its sharp canines seemed too white, too contrasting with its dark gray coat. Two others circled her, closing in. Somewhere, she knew a couple more lingered. She’d seen at least five before.

      One of them leapt at her, and she used the branch to fight it off. But another ran at her from the opposite side. She lifted her hand out of instinct and was rewarded with a small rush of magic flowing through her veins. It stopped the wolf in its tracks. Flicking her wrist, she tried to divert the power to throw him off.

      The wolf flew back a few feet, thudding against the ground. She almost smiled at the small victory, but in her distraction, another reached her. It clamped down on her skirt, as if it intended to drag her away. She batted it away with her branch, but it didn’t stop. More descended, chomping their gruesome teeth at her.

      A low growl sounded from the shadows, causing all the wolves to still. The one tearing at the hem of Brinley’s skirt released her, and she scrambled backward until she hit a wide trunk. She held a hand over her mouth to muffle her breathing as she waited. What could possibly be out here that was more frightening than the DeLoup? What would make them pause their attack?

      There were legends of dragon shifters, but they’d all been eradicated from the queendom a century ago, according to the stories.

      Before she could consider other possibilities, a hulking animal emerged from the dark. The other wolves barked at it. They shifted around, appearing as if they were preparing to fight. It was five against one, but the other creature had a more menacing air to it, not to mention it stood nearly twice as large.

      The first rogue DeLoup jumped, setting things in motion. All five went toward the newcomer, who didn’t hesitate to return the attack. Its claws raked through one’s hide, and then it whirled and tossed another aside using its teeth, as if the wolf was nothing more than a plaything.

      A bush next to Brinley rustled, and she tore her eyes from the fight to find a second large, monstrous wolf standing next to her. Except, it wasn’t some unknown creature. Green eyes met hers, and her mouth fell open. She knew those eyes, had seen them so many times the past couple weeks. She snapped her gaze back to the commotion.

      To the large DeLoup fighting off the others. The alpha with fur so black he looked like a shadow come alive.

      Gabriel.

      Which meant next to her… “Paxton?”

      The wolf looked over at her again, and she could have sworn he dipped his head.

      A howl of pain echoed in the small clearing, and she returned her attention to the commotion as the sound seemed to rip through her very soul. One of the smaller wolves got in a good swipe. Gabriel was on the ground, and another moved in to bite his neck, but Pax was there to stop it. He snapped one of their necks with his teeth as Gabriel pushed to his feet to help with the remaining four.

      As one lunged at him from behind, Brinley lifted a hand. “No!”

      It froze midair, its paws swinging to get free. Gabriel glanced from her to the wolf, and then his jaw clamped around its neck. She released it, and he killed the wolf, tossing it aside.

      The remaining three whimpered and raced off, seeming to understand they were no match for these DeLoups.

      Gabriel turned toward her and slowly approached. She moved backward, cowering against the base of the tree. They’d come after her. And now, she was going to die for her foolish mistake of thinking she could escape.

      But he stopped in front of her. In the dim starlight, she could see something wet glistening near his neck and realized it was blood. He looked her up and down, moving so close that his hot breath brushed across her skin, and it hit her. She wasn’t sure how, but she knew at that moment, he was searching for signs of injury. He hadn’t come to kill her.

      He’d come to save her.

      “I’m all right,” she whispered, unsure if he understood her. Though, Paxton had known the sound of his name, so she suspected Gabriel knew what she was saying. That theory was confirmed when he dipped his head.

      Then, he collapsed. He fell to the hard ground with a thump, and she gasped. Paxton let out a short bark and nudged his unconscious friend. When he looked toward her, she shook her head.

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      He moved closer to her, and this time, she didn’t flinch away. Paxton bumped his head against her arm and then her hand. Her people had healing power, that was no secret, but she wasn’t trained.

      She couldn’t even believe she was considering helping the man who took her captive. She should take this opportunity to run… but those other wolves were still out there. Who knew what else?

      And Gabriel had saved her.

      Groaning, she nodded. “Fine, I’ll try, but I need him to shift back to his human form. You too.”

      Paxton moved his head back and forth.

      “No?” she asked, not understanding. “I don’t know how to heal a wolf.”

      She didn’t tell him that she didn’t know how to heal a human either. At least with a human though, she knew basic anatomy. It would be easier to try to heal a person. Paxton shook his head again, and she sighed. Realizing she still held the small branch, she tossed it to the ground and moved closer to Gabriel, kneeling over him.

      With shaking hands, she felt his side. He was still breathing.

      Paxton nudged her arm to get her attention. He lifted a paw and gently patted her and then his friend before looking out at the forest. He repeated the motion once, twice.

      Her brow furrowed as she tried to figure out what he was attempting to communicate. “Why won’t you just shift to talk to me?”

      His paw thumped against the ground a couple times, clearly frustrated she didn’t understand.

      Gabriel was bleeding too much; they needed to hurry. An idea came to her. She held up her arm toward Pax. “If you know what I’m saying, touch my hand.”

      He nudged it with his head.

      “All right… all right, let’s try this. If the answer is yes, do that again,” she said. “Can you shift?”

      No movement. She thought about his motion before, the way he glanced in the direction of the village.

      “Can you shift once we’re back in the village?”

      He tapped her hand.

      “So, we need to get him back there?”

      Pax nudged her hand repeatedly, as if to say, yes, hurry.

      “How? I can’t carry a DeLoup.”

      He put a paw on her hand then deliberately looked toward one of the still figures on the ground. The wolf she’d stopped from attacking Gabriel. She’d stopped it midair. Her eyes widened in understanding. “I don’t know how I did that,” she whispered.

      With a small whimper, Paxton moved closer, putting his head against her shoulder. On instinct, she reached up to pet him as though he were a pet and not some monster from her nightmares. She looked at Gabriel lying in the dirt, bleeding. He had to have known how dangerous the forest was, yet they’d come for her. Why else would they be out here?

      “All right.” She pushed to her feet. “Let’s try.”

      Once standing, she held both hands in front of her. She tried to remember how she’d brought forth that magic earlier, but nothing happened. Gabriel made a soft sound of pain that nearly gutted her. This big, scary DeLoup was nothing more than a wounded animal right now, and that called to the part of her that couldn’t tolerate seeing anyone suffer. Paxton went to his friend and pushed against him with his head. Taking a deep breath, she tried again.

      Something stirred within her. Magic hummed beneath her skin, just as she’d read about all these years, and she grabbed on to that feeling. Gabriel shifted slightly. His eyes didn’t open though, and with the way Paxton barked at her, she knew it had been her power working. Putting every ounce of concentration she had into it, she pictured him lifting from the ground. She tuned out the rest of the forest, trusting Pax to protect them if needed.

      When Gabriel’s body hovered in the air, she nearly let out a cry, but he began to lower, so she doubled down. Sweat dotted her forehead as she focused, and she clenched her jaw.

      “You’ll have to lead the way,” she managed to say to Pax without looking away.

      To her surprise, he bit at the back of Gabriel’s neck and began dragging. She didn’t have to move him, just keep him afloat. Paxton would do the rest.

      Slowly, they made it through the forest. It felt like a lifetime passed before she saw the village walls beyond the treeline. Fatigue struck, weighing down each step. Her magic wavered, but she fought to keep going, pushing everything she had at him. They were so close.

      Shouts rang out, and the gate opened. In her peripheral, she noticed several figures waiting just inside, and she wondered for a second why they weren’t coming to help. Then, she remembered Paxton telling her he couldn’t shift out here. Could none of them?

      Joel stripped to his underpants and ran toward them, shifting just as he passed through the gateway. She didn’t have the time or energy to watch in awe at how effortless it seemed. The wolf raced toward them. He took up an almost protective stance at Brinley’s back. She knew it was for their alpha, but it still surprised her.

      Finally, they reached the gates.

      From one instant to the next, Paxton changed from a wolf to his human form. He turned around and grabbed Gabriel with his hands, pulling him farther inside. Once they were all past the gate, it started to close, but Brinley’s eyes stayed on Gabriel as she lowered his unconscious body and fell beside him.

      He didn’t shift though.

      She met Paxton’s gaze. “Why isn’t he human again?”

      “I—”

      A soft whimpering cut him off, and she looked back down to Gabriel. She put a shaky hand atop his head as his eyes fluttered open. “I need you to shift.”

      He blinked up at her, his chest heaving.

      “Gabriel,” she whispered, running her fingers through his fur and leaning to put her brow to his, “please change back for me. I can’t help you like this.”

      Another whimper escaped him, but then he started shifting. He wore nothing but underpants that ended above his knees, and the sight of so much of his bare skin, his toned muscles, caused her cheeks to flush.

      Until she saw the three large slashes bleeding across his shoulder and chest. She straightened, ignoring the burning in the back of her throat as much as the exhaustion. His blue eyes closed once more.

      “Here.” Joel handed her what seemed to be a shirt. She held it against the wounds without hesitation.

      “Joel, get some of these people out of here,” Paxton said. “Get us some space.”

      The man nodded and began herding the others away.

      She peeled back the now-bloody shirt to see how bad it was. “I thought DeLoup healed on your own?”

      “We do,” Pax said. “But something like this, cuts this deep take a lot longer. We need Brighid.”

      Brinley shook her head. “He’s losing too much blood. We don’t have time.”

      Tossing the shirt aside, she put her hands over his chest. Paxton grabbed her wrist, and she looked up to find fear in his green eyes.

      “I won’t hurt him,” she whispered.

      He stared at her, seemingly wondering whether to believe her. “Do you know how to do this?”

      She swallowed. “No, but I have to try.” She blew a strand of hair from her face and glanced back down. “Besides, I didn’t know how to lift someone from the ground until tonight either.”

      Paxton sighed but released her.

      Closing her eyes, she focused her remaining energy on Gabriel. She called her magic forward once more, asking it to heal. Opening her eyes, she stared at the slashes and silently begged La Déesse to help her.

      The bleeding slowed, and she poured more and more of her magic into him, willing the skin to knit back together. His breathing evened, the open wounds closing.

      But the longer she tried to heal him, the worse she felt. Her head began to pound with such sharp pain, as if someone was cleaving it in two. Grinding her teeth together, she tried to keep her focus through the tears blurring her vision. Something warm dripped from her nose.

      When Gabriel’s bleeding stopped almost entirely, leaving nothing but shallow cuts, the last of her energy faded. The world around her went dark, and she began to fall into an abyss.

      The last thing she heard before going under was Gabriel’s deep, soft voice saying her name.
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      Gabriel’s eyes fluttered as the pain continued to recede. He looked around, realizing he really was somehow back in Zareia. More than that, he was on the ground with Paxton on one side of him and Brinley on the other. There were more people in the distance, but his attention was on the woman currently using all of her strength to heal him.

      Tears streamed down her cheeks, and he wondered for a moment why she was upset. Then, he saw her hands shaking, her jaw clenching. This was hurting her. She wasn’t trained, so she wasn’t accustomed to using such magic.

      Her nose started bleeding, and he knew he needed to stop her. But he couldn’t do it fast enough. He felt the moment she had nothing left to give. Her magic ceased flowing into him, and she closed her eyes.

      “Brinley,” he said, about to thank her, but she toppled to the side. He reached out, grabbing her before her head could hit the cobblestones, groaning as his arm pulled at the almost-healed injury.

      “You’re all right? She did it,” Pax said as Gabriel sat up, shifting to lay her down gently.

      “She did.” He searched the crowd and saw Joel at the head of it. The man nodded with a small smile, then he went and gathered the pile of clothes from near the gate.

      Joel handed both of them their items and knelt. “I, um… had her use your shirt to try to stop the bleeding before she started healing you.”

      Gabriel let out a soft chuckle as he pulled on his pants. Lowering his voice, he whispered, “Any excuse to keep me shirtless.”

      Though even as the teasing words left his lips, an old, familiar pang of guilt rang through him, and he glanced down at the witch who saved him—the wolf she hated. He returned his gaze to Joel. With a wink, his friend straightened and held out a hand to pull him up. Gabriel took the help and patted him on the shoulder, reassuring him that he was all right now. He was sore and covered in blood, but the slashes across his chest were shallow. They would heal by tomorrow on their own.

      Looking down at the witch, he sighed. His blood was all over her too. At least, he hoped it was mostly his blood.

      The sight of her surrounded by rogue wolves earlier flashed through his mind. Her dress was tattered and torn, the cloak she’d taken long gone. She had put up a fight, that much was clear, but she hadn’t stood a chance against five shifted DeLoup. When he found them—found her—he’d snapped. There wasn’t any controlling his temper after that. Not until he was certain she was safe.

      Paxton knelt, as if to pick her up, and a low growl escaped Gabriel before he could stop it. Squatting, he began gathering her into his arms instead.

      “Gabe, let me get her.” Amusement tinged Paxton’s voice. “You nearly died; you should take it easy.”

      He had almost died. If that rogue’s claws had gone just a little deeper, Gabriel’s heart would have been shredded. But this girl—his supposed enemy—had saved him. That gave him hope unlike anything he’d experienced in the last six years.

      “No, I’ve got her.” He trusted Pax to carry her, but right now, he needed to hold her close. It wasn’t enough to just assume she was unharmed; he needed to feel her alive and breathing.

      Pax shook his head but didn’t argue. Joel’s smile only grew, knowing exactly what Gabriel was thinking. There was a chance she might actually break the curse. Joel patted him on the shoulder and walked beside him on the way toward the house while Paxton reassured the rest of the people everything was fine.

      Those in the Crimson Pack knew who Brinley was, even if they didn’t know what she looked like or that she was who he now carried home. They knew her name and history because of her father. Only Joel knew exactly who she was to Gabriel. That was why Gabriel didn’t doubt the man was genuinely happy for him. Even with their past, Joel was rooting for this to work, knowing that if she was the one… she would be the one. The only way to break the curse was for a sorcière to love and accept the DeLoup, but Gabriel knew it was more than that. She would need to love him.

      “You’re all right with this?” he asked quietly when they reached the next street. “If this works, if I get her to remember, you know that means no more us, right?”

      “I know,” Joel said. “We had our fun, but I’ve always known it wouldn’t last. You deserve to be with someone you actually love, Gabe. You deserve that happiness, especially after everything you’ve gone through. Both of you.”

      Gabriel couldn’t help the scoff that escaped. He looked down to make sure she was still out of it where she was curled up against his chest. “Somehow, I don’t think life with Brinley Evnar would be rainbows and butterflies. I don’t think it’d be happiness. Maybe before, but not now.”

      Joel shook his head. “You would be miserable with someone sweet and quiet. She challenges you, and I think that’s exactly what you need.”

      “But what if it’s not? What if we can’t get past the centuries of hate between our people? What if she never remembers?”

      They reached the front steps of his home. Joel led the way, knocking on the locked door. When Daciana opened it, her eyes widened.

      “She’s not hurt, just passed out. The blood is mine.”

      “That’s supposed to make me feel better?” she hissed as he pushed past her into the house.

      Walking up the stairs, knowing his friends would follow, he said, “She was attacked by rogues. I stopped them, but one got in a solid swipe. I was unconscious and bleeding…”

      He trailed off. The last thing he remembered was being in the forest, trying to make sure she hadn’t been injured before everything went dark. How had he made it to the village? At the top of the landing, he glanced down at her again. Had she somehow brought him back before healing him? No wonder her magic was drained.

      Daci opened the door to his study and then the bedroom. Gabriel gently laid Brinley on the bed. Her eyes blinked open.

      “You’re alive,” she whispered.

      Nodding, he brushed a lock of hair from her face before he realized what he was doing. He pulled his hand away. “How did you get me to the village?”

      But her eyes were already fluttering shut again.

      “She was doing this strange floating trick.” Joel moved next to the end of the bed. “With her magic, she had you lifted above the ground, and then Pax dragged you along.”

      Gabriel put a hand to the back of his neck. That explained the ache there at least. He stared at the young witch who hated him. She could have taken off again, but she stayed to help him. More than that, she helped him return and healed him.

      “I need to talk to Pax,” he said.

      “I’m sure he’ll be here soon.” Joel leaned against the end of the bedframe with his arms crossed, a clear indication he wasn’t going anywhere yet.

      Clearing her throat, Daci said, “I’m going to go tell Rosalyn and Brighid you’re back.”

      “Thank you.” Before she could leave, Gabriel added, “Don’t tell Rose about all this.” He indicated the blood. “But please ask Brighid to come check on Brinley when she has a moment.”

      She nodded and walked out. When it was just him, Joel, and Brinley alone, Gabriel sighed. He headed to the adjoining bathing chamber and started filling the tub with water, adding a bit of the liquid soap Brighid and Rose had created. The two were always looking for new ways to use the plant life from the solarium.

      Without a word, Joel grabbed a cloth, got it wet, and handed it over. “To answer your earlier question,” he whispered, leaning against the sink, “if she doesn’t remember, then you start over. Get to know her now. And if it still doesn’t work, if the two of you don’t love one another, you know I’ll be here, so will Paxton, Daci, and Darren. You’re not alone in this.”

      The absence of Rose’s name in that group stood out. Gabriel rubbed a hand over his aching chest, cautious not to touch the cuts.

      “But you two have always been drawn together, Gabe,” Joel went on, not letting him dwell on all of the doom facing him. “Get her to remember that or show her the truth. Stop pushing her away because you’re scared.”

      Gabriel wiped more of his blood off, wincing when the washcloth grazed the edge of a cut. “I don’t know what lies they filled her mind with. I might never be able to break through that wall of hate, and I can’t…”

      He lowered his gaze, unable to voice the pain of seeing her despise them. The thought of her never remembering her past, their friendship, tore at his heart. On top of that was fear and more heartache at the possibility that his sister’s life might depend on those lost memories.

      “What do I do?” he whispered?

      “Keep fighting.” Joel took the dirtied cloth and rinsed it off in the sink before returning it to Gabriel. “Show her we’re not the villains she thinks we are and that you didn’t kidnap her. Let her see the village, her people, and maybe she’ll remember something.”

      Gabriel shook his head in wonder. Joel was one of the best men he knew. Tossing his rag into the sink, he said, “And you’re really fine with all this?”

      Joel smiled. “Yes, I was never under any sort of impression that you loved me or that one day you might. I knew what this was when we started.”

      That seemed like another lifetime ago. It was before Gabe’s father died and he was named the next alpha. They’d been stupid adolescents, sneaking alcohol out of a celebration to drink in the shadows of the backyard—Gabriel, Joel, Paxton, and Daciana. Inseparable even back then. At some point in the middle of the night, Paxton left to walk Daciana home. Though, if asked about it, she would say it was the other way around, that she wanted to make sure Pax got home safe and sound. Darren had already snuck away earlier in the evening with one of the other females in the pack.

      Gabriel and Joel had stayed out there longer, watching the stars and talking about the future. They’d been curious and drunk, and they discovered how much fun they could have with one another in the shadows.

      That was before the curse, before so much was taken from him.

      Before he realized exactly who Brinley was. The two stopped for a while after that, but when the frustration and loneliness grew too overwhelming, he started turning to Joel once more.

      “Thinking about that night?” Joel crossed his arms with a smirk.

      “It was such a good night.” He couldn’t help but chuckle as he turned to shut off the water in the tub.

      Joel nodded then pushed off the sink. “I’ll head out so you can get cleaned up. If you need me, you know where to find me.”

      Gabriel didn’t correct him about the bath not being for him. He followed Joel into the bedroom just as a knock sounded on the door. While Joel went to open it, Gabriel headed to Brinley. Her breathing was steady, but he could sense she was no longer asleep.

      “How much of that did you hear?” He put a hand on her arm.

      Her eyes opened. “Enough.”

      A throat cleared behind him, and Gabriel turned to find the healer. “Brighid, could you please bring her something to help with a headache? Maybe something to eat too?”

      The older woman hesitated a moment, looking between them, but she nodded and scurried off. She was the bravest of them all under normal circumstances, but he knew how terrified she was of Brinley. With good reason.

      Brinley tried to sit and winced.

      He started to help but stopped himself. Today had been a lot of back and forth, emotions were high, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything had changed between them. Pointing toward the bathroom, he said, “I ran a bath for you.”

      She raised a brow. When he glanced down at her bloody body, she looked too and sighed. Swinging her legs over the edge of the bed, she began to stand and stumbled. Gabriel caught her around the waist. Ignoring her protests, he scooped her up and brought her to the other room. Why was he always carrying her around?

      He lowered her to her feet, holding on until she was steady. She had one hand on the wall, her eyes closed in clear pain.

      “I’m going to help you.” He slowly reached for the back of her dress, waiting to see if she’d fight him.

      Instead, she let out another sigh before whispering, “Thank you.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

          
            BRINLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Cool air brushed Brinley’s back as Gabriel worked the laces free. Before she was completely naked, Brighid returned with a vial and a covered tray. The food, she set on the nightstand. She brought the vial to them and handed it to Gabriel then glanced at Brinley, as if wondering if she should stay. Brinley could practically see the debate in her gray eyes.

      “We’re all right,” Gabriel said. “You don’t need to stay. I’ll help her.”

      The woman narrowed her gaze as she looked back and forth between the two of them. Brinley honestly didn’t know if it was because she didn’t trust her or because of the impropriety of the situation. Though, she couldn’t imagine it was the latter. From what she’d learned over the years, the DeLoup were much more open when it came to these matters. She’d heard that while the wolves believed that the moon goddess granted them one true mate, it wasn’t uncommon for them to have experiences with multiple partners before finding them—if they ever did. According to the stories, some even enjoyed the company of multiple partners at one time. The DeLoup were very expressive in their desires, apparently. There had even been rumors that some packs had celebrations under the stars that turned into giant sex parties.

      Her cheeks heated at the thought.

      Or perhaps Brighid just didn’t trust Brinley with her alpha. Maybe she was worried about him.

      Brinley smiled before catching herself. As if she could be of true danger to him, especially in this state. She still didn’t know how to access her magic. Using it to save his life had been a miracle. That buzzing she’d felt before was completely gone.

      The healer huffed and left them alone, closing the doors on her way out.

      “Shall I continue?” Gabriel asked, and she nodded, hoping he didn’t see the way her cheeks surely reddened at his nearness. At the way his fingers skimmed her bare back as he lowered her dress and chemise, sending shivers down her spine.

      When she was naked, he helped her step into the full tub, careful to keep his hands on her arm and waist. She also noticed him looking straight ahead at the wall. Biting her bottom lip, she lowered into the water. It immediately warmed her to the core. Bubbles covered the surface, giving her some semblance of privacy.

      Gabriel knelt beside her with the vial and a fresh cloth. He uncorked the pain tonic, and she downed it without hesitation. She grimaced at the bitter taste, despite having ingested it more than a few times last week.

      “That’s horrid,” she said, choking.

      “Sorry.” He didn’t seem like it. Not with the smirk appearing on his lips. Dipping the cloth into the water, he brought it up to her cheek.

      She winced at the touch, the sting from a wound she didn’t remember gaining.

      “Hold on.” He draped the cloth over the edge of the porcelain tub and stood. Once he left the room, she closed her eyes. Her head still pounded. She couldn’t remember ever having felt this exhausted.

      Leaning back, she relaxed in the warm water. This village might have been her prison, but this tub was her haven. Her home in West Trillor didn’t have anything like this, neither did the small village before that. Château des Reines did though. She remembered its opulent rooms, with electric lights and running water, the servants who brought them anything their hearts desired. But it had been over a decade since she last lived there. It had been six years since she’d even visited her grandmother’s home—what was supposed to have been her future home.

      “Brinley?” Gabriel’s soft voice startled her back into the present, and she realized she was crying.

      She turned her face away from him, but he took his spot beside the tub once more and reached for her chin. He opened his mouth then shut it, as if debating on what to say. She could see it warring in his dark gaze—whether he should ask what was wrong or just ignore it. Making the decision for him, she asked, “What did you bring?”

      Gabriel hesitated before nodding. He held up a small tin and opened it, showing her a pale yellow salve within. “You used too much magic earlier to heal yourself right now. That cut on your cheek isn’t deep enough for stitches, but this will keep infection away until then.”

      He scooped out a small amount with his finger and applied it to the scrape. Or rather, he tried to. She pulled away as it burned. “Ow!”

      “Hold still.”

      “No.” She lifted a hand from the water, grabbing his wrist. As if she had the strength to stop him.

      “Brinley,” he growled. His low timbre sent another shiver through her, and heat pooled deep in her stomach. “You saved my fucking life; let me protect you from a damned fever.”

      Before she could protest, he’d set the tin on the floor and grabbed her chin with his now-free hand. Gritting her teeth, she refused to react to the stinging of the salve. Gabriel’s fingers were uncharacteristically gentle as he coated the slice.

      “You saved my life too,” she whispered.

      “Then, I guess we’re even.” He finished putting the medicine on her cheek then wiped his finger on his dirty pants. That was when she realized he was still shirtless and wearing blood-stained pants. He closed the tin and set it up on the sink. “I’ll leave this in here for you just in case.”

      Her eyes were caught on the intricate tattoos covering his arms. His strong, muscular arms, which she had felt carry her multiple times now. She traced the patterns up to his shoulder then let her gaze wander down his chest.

      He cleared his throat, and she snapped her eyes up to his. Her cheeks heated from being caught.

      “Thanks,” she said, trying to sound nonchalant. The salve was tingling along her cheek, and she knew she could use more. She had cuts and scrapes on her arms and ankles, but those would need to wait until she was out of the bath.

      She was definitely not about to tell him she had no idea how to heal herself from any of this.

      Gabriel shifted to sit with his back against the wall near her feet.

      “What are you doing? You don’t need to stay; I’m fine now.”

      “I need to know how much you heard.”

      “Now? Can’t we talk about this when I’m dressed? Maybe tomorrow, after we’ve slept off the exhaustion of nearly dying.”

      He crossed his arms, silently refusing to move.

      She sighed. “Fine. I heard you and Joel talking, but I missed most of it. He mentioned something about a night in the past.”

      She left out the part about him mentioning that he knew Gabriel would never love him. It had been a personal confession she shouldn’t have heard.

      “Joel’s a good friend,” Gabriel said in a hushed tone, more to himself than her.

      “Seems like more than a friend.” The words were out before she could stop them.

      He met her gaze and nodded once. “It’s… complicated. We’re not in love, but we have fun. Or rather, we did. We’re done with that.”

      “Why?” It was like she couldn’t help herself from asking. As his piercing blue eyes continued to bore into her, she shifted uncomfortably. Maybe she didn’t want that answer. Especially if it was related to what she’d heard earlier about his plan to bed her. “You’re done but still friends?”

      “Yes.” Gabriel sighed, almost seeming relieved that she moved on too. “He’s always there when I need anything.”

      “And you?” she asked.

      “What?”

      Scrubbing at her arms beneath the water, she shrugged. “That sounds pretty one sided. He’s there for you, but are you there for him?”

      His eyes widened. “I… Yes, I’m there for him.”

      She nodded, unsure why she wanted to know.

      A hint of amusement laced his next words, and the corner of his mouth curled up. “Neither of us were committed to each other, or anyone. We’ve both been with other people over the years. The DeLoup aren’t as prudish as you witches have made the rest of the queendom.”

      “Seriously? You think we’re all tight-laced prudes?” It was somewhat true, but she just couldn’t stop herself from questioning him. She leaned forward, resting her chin on her hands atop the high edge of the tub.

      “You’re not?” He leaned closer too with a smirk, resting an elbow next to hers.

      She shook her head, unable to form any words. Something was shifting between them, and she didn’t like it. Thinking about what she’d overheard before all this, she said, “It’s not going to happen.”

      “What?” His brow furrowed.

      “Whatever you think is happening here.” She sat up a little straighter, needing some distance, and crossed an arm over her breasts. Not that she could go far in this tub. Her anger returned. “Why do you think I left?”

      “You went to the one place I forbid and then ran away because I told you to get out?”

      Brinley narrowed her eyes. “Well, I wouldn’t have even gone exploring the house if I hadn’t heard you—”

      She snapped her mouth shut.

      “What?” he repeated.

      “You talking to Paxton about how you’ll just… bed me to convince me to work with you. Did you seriously think that would make me forget that you and your people have been killing witches for the last century?”

      Gabriel’s face lost some of its color.

      “Even if I wasn’t disgusted by you monsters, you’re right. We witches aren’t as… open as you. I haven’t slept with everyone who crosses my path.” She tilted her head to the side. “Tell me, how many women have you kidnapped just to screw around with? When you’re done with me, are you going to lock me up in an attic too?”

      He jerked away as if she’d slapped him. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Because you won’t tell me!” She splashed the water at him, not caring if it was childish.

      “Because I can’t,” he shouted. “I physically cannot talk about certain things, Brinley. Your people made sure of that.”

      It was her turn to be shocked. They sat in silence for a long couple of minutes. Somewhere in the distance, she heard a clock ticking, as well as a door shutting. Neither moved.

      She thought about everything that had happened today… tonight in the forest. “Give me your hand.”

      “Why?” He held one out, despite the quiet question and doubt in his tone.

      Guiding it to the edge of the tub, she laid hers beside it. “You can’t openly speak about it, and by your comment on my people, I assume magic is involved. But what most don’t know is there is usually a way around a speech-binding spell—a loophole. So, we’re going to try something else.” Returning her gaze to his, she said, “I’m going to talk and ask questions. If I’m on the right track or the answer is yes, tap my hand. Understand?”

      Instead of replying, the side of his hand bumped hers.

      “Good,” she said. Except, she had no idea where to start. After a moment, it came to her. “Is the girl upstairs a witch prisoner too?”

      He let out a breath, and his hand didn’t move. She was about to ask more, but he interrupted. “She’s not fully part of… what I can’t talk about, but I won’t talk about her with you. I don’t trust you enough. That’s why I asked you not to go up there.”

      “That’s putting it nicely,” Brinley mumbled. To him though, she said, “So, it’s someone you care about.”

      He visibly clenched his jaw.

      “If she’s not a prisoner or a witch, does that make her a friend? Someone else you keep around to—”

      “Déesse above,” he cut her off. “She’s my sister, all right? She’s not a prisoner; she loves the solarium, so I let her turn it into her room after our father died.”

      Brinley stared at him with her jaw dropped. His sister? He had a sister? Brinley had been here for two weeks now. Why hadn’t she seen her or heard of the girl before?

      She saw the frustration in his dark gaze. When he started pulling his arm away, seemingly done with this conversation, she grabbed his hand. “All right. I won’t ask about her.”

      With a sigh, he nodded and settled back in. He snatched a hand towel from the counter on his other side and wiped the dripping water from his chest.

      Which was not distracting at all.

      Refocusing on the wall above him, she continued her questions. “After you stopped the other wolves in the forest and passed out, Paxton wouldn’t shift into his human form until we returned. Can you not shift outside the village walls?”

      Gabriel bumped his hand into hers. So, she was on the right track again.

      “But the night you took me from my home, you were in human form,” she said.

      “That’s not a yes-or-no question.” He tossed the towel back up to the sink.

      Brinley thought through it, trying to figure out what to ask. “You can’t shift outside of the walls, but you did that night. Was there something special about…” She trailed off, already knowing he would nudge her hand. “Because of my birthday?”

      He didn’t move.

      “Because of the solstice?” she asked.

      Still, he didn’t touch her.

      She pursed her lips. Shaking her head, she moved on. “Is it a… curse?”

      Gabriel’s hand covered hers, and she looked at the contact. It was such a simple move, but it made her heart flutter. Despite hating this man and his people, his mere presence did something to her she couldn’t explain. She brushed it off as physical attraction. Their mutual dislike of each other created a ridiculous amount of tension. That had to be it.

      “Are all DeLoup cursed or just your village?”

      He tilted his head with a look of annoyance, and she rolled her eyes.

      “Are all DeLoup cursed?” she asked again, making it a yes-or-no question.

      Gabriel released her hand.

      “Just your pack?”

      His hand returned to hers, enveloping it in warmth.

      She rested her head on her other arm, no longer caring to cover herself. Her headache had mostly faded, but the fatigue was hitting hard now that her muscles had relaxed from the warm water. Though, it was getting colder by the second.

      His thumb brushed over her knuckles. The soothing notion nearly lulled her to sleep. Letting go of her, he pushed to his feet.

      “Where are you going?” She watched him walk across the room, but he didn’t leave.

      “Let’s get you out of there before you freeze to death or fall asleep and drown.” He brought over a large towel. When he held it open, she hesitated. Rolling his eyes, he turned his head. “I’ve already seen everything.”

      Brinley stood, purposefully splashing him again. He growled, but he didn’t look at her. She stepped out of the tub, taking the towel to wrap around her body. While he went to drain the tub, she looked down at her clothes on the ground with a sigh.

      “My clothes are ruined,” she said, snatching the garments up. The dress wasn’t just stained with blood; it had tears and small holes from when she’d run through the forest. As did the pantalettes. The chemise seemed in better condition at least.

      Gabriel grabbed all of it from her. “I’ll have the chemise washed for you, but I don’t think there’s any saving the dress.”

      She nodded and went into the bedroom to search through the small bundle of clothes she’d been given a couple weeks ago. All that remained, however, was a thick gray dress and a dark brown one. There weren’t any more undergarments. “That’s my only one, and I don’t have any other…”

      She pointed to the pantalettes.

      “I will bring you more to wear.” Clearing his throat, he crossed the room to the wardrobe. He pulled out one of his tunics and a pair of soft-looking pants and held them out toward her. “For tonight, you can sleep in these. It’ll be better than a full heavy dress, I’m guessing.”

      It would be, but still, she hesitated.

      “Just take it,” he said. “I’ll have the rest waiting for you in the morning.”

      When she didn’t move, he grumbled something under his breath about her stubbornness. He set the other clothes over the footboard of the bed and stood in front of her. She stared up at him in confusion. And then, he pulled the shirt over her head.

      “Put your arms through.” His hushed tone made her toes curl, even as she wanted to slap him for being so controlling.

      She obeyed though, letting the towel fall as the shirt lowered over her body. The hem reached mid-thigh, and she fought the urge to hide her exposed legs. Especially with the way he looked down at them.

      “Sit on the bed,” he said, heading back to the bathroom.

      This time, she didn’t argue or question him. She knew he’d seen the small cuts along her ankles. Sure enough, he returned with the salve in hand. He knelt before her and opened the tin. As he put it on her injured legs, she chewed on the inside of her cheek. Not because of the stinging sensation.

      No, it was because of the way this beast of a man gently held her foot and cared for her, despite hating her. The way he looked up at her once done and his gaze darkened with the same reluctant desire she knew was in hers. She loathed him, and yet, she couldn’t deny the way her pulse raced when he neared, nor the way heat pooled low in her stomach when he growled at her. Those weren’t the right reactions, she knew that. She blamed it on his perfectly dark and rugged appearance. Maybe a little bit on how protective he was, how tender he could be in these strange, rare moments when they weren’t arguing.

      “Where else?” he asked.

      Brinley held out her hand to show him where a thorn had snagged at her forearm, and he tended to it with the same care. When she confirmed that was the last spot, he closed the tin and stood, wiping his hand on her ruined dress.

      But he didn’t leave right away.

      “Thank you,” he whispered. “For bringing me back and for healing me.”

      “Thank you for saving me,” she said in an equally quiet tone. She meant it, but that didn’t mean she forgave him for everything else. He had helped destroy her people, and he’d taken her prisoner. At least, that was what she kept telling herself. She refused to consider the alternative when it went against everything she was ever taught. “This doesn’t change anything.”

      Instead of looking angry, the corner of his mouth curved down as if saddened. But why was he sad? And why did it make her feel worse, not better? A soft knock sounded on the door, and he glanced toward it before facing her once more. Inclining his head, he scooped up her soiled clothes. “Goodnight, Brinley.”

      He was already almost out the door when she whispered, “Goodnight, Gabriel.”
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      Another section of the crops was dead. One of the wells in the eastern part of town had dried up. As if his people weren’t struggling enough already.

      Zareia had no choice but to become completely self-sustaining within the walls after the curse was set. They had managed for six years, but now their systems were failing. The village had once hummed with new electricity that gave them lights and running water. Now, most of the houses were going without those luxuries, and the people were using the old wells again.

      The wells that were drying out.

      Because they were running out of time.

      Gabriel sighed, crossing his arms as he stood leaning against the well. He took in the street around him, the people who looked to him for answers he didn’t have. When the witch cursed them, she hadn’t said this would happen, but it wasn’t difficult to put together. She wanted to make them suffer, and she wanted to drive them out of their homes so they would have no choice but to live in their beast forms in the wild. Already, most of the humans had left. They had gone after the first direct attack on the village eighteen years ago. A few lingered to be with friends and family, but not many. The ones who remained did what they could, gathering goods in other villages and such, yet it wasn’t enough.

      Beside him, Daciana and Pax spoke in hushed tones. The goal right now was to keep everyone calm. As soon as people started panicking, things became infinitely more difficult.

      “For now, use the southern well,” he said to those waiting. “But only for what you absolutely need.”

      He looked to the clear sky above. Not a single cloud in sight. If it would just rain, so many of these issues would be solved. At least temporarily.

      “That’s not going to last,” Pax whispered, moving closer.

      Gabriel lowered his voice. “I know, but there’s no other option. If you have ideas, I’m all ears.”

      Pax opened his mouth, but it was Daciana who hissed, “There is another option; you’re just not willing to make it happen.”

      They’d had this argument for days now. Days during which he’d been avoiding Brinley. “I can’t force her to use magic. She doesn’t know how to access it.”

      He’d learned that the day after the fight with the wolves. When checking on Brinley and bringing her food, she had informed him she didn’t know how she’d managed to bring him back and heal him. She still couldn’t reach her magic. Though, most of her scrapes and cuts had vanished. All that remained were a couple faint scratch lines on her cheek and arm. Both of which were now faded scars.

      “Then, make her figure it out,” Daci said.

      If only it were that simple. Brinley was reading the books at least. Pax and Joel had let him know that, as they continued taking turns bringing her food each day. Gabriel didn’t know what else to do at this point. “Again, if you have any ideas—”

      She groaned. “You’re the fucking alpha. Act like it.”

      He bristled at that. Straightening his spine, he towered over her. She didn’t flinch, of course, but she did break eye contact to look away when he infused some of his power into his glare.

      “All right,” Pax said. “Let’s just take a deep breath and calm down.”

      “Calm down?” Gabriel growled at his beta. “My pack is barely surviving. My sister is—” His words choked off, but not because of the curse. He just couldn’t bring himself to say it. “My gamma is downright questioning me in public. I have a stubborn, infuriating witch occupying my rooms, who doesn’t know how to use her damn magic.”

      “And apparently, you haven’t had sex in way too long,” Daci mumbled under her breath before raising her voice more intentionally. “Where’s Joel? He’s usually good for taking the brunt of this tension.”

      Gabriel’s chest rumbled, and he stepped toward her, ready to put her in her place. He didn’t want to fight his friend, but he would. Not only for speaking to him in such a manner but for talking about Joel like that. He didn’t deserve it.

      But Paxton stepped between them.

      “I think I’m staying pretty fucking calm all things considered.” Gabriel looked over Paxton’s shoulder at her.

      Pax turned around and gently pushed their friend away before she could undoubtedly argue. She shook her head as she stormed off, then Pax faced him again. “Go talk to Brinley,” he said. “You’re both right; we’re out of options and need her help.”

      “What am I supposed to say?”

      “I don’t fucking care,” Pax said, making Gabriel’s eyes widen. The man so rarely lost his temper. Though, it seemed to be happening more and more the closer they got to their deadline to break the curse. “I don’t care whether you go in and beg or make her do it by force at this point. Just get her to try to help us. Please.”

      His voice cracked on the last word, effectively breaking Gabriel’s heart. With a nod, Gabriel agreed and walked away. Pax was right. He needed to try again. He had to figure this out.

      By the time he made it home, with Paxton following, he had a relative plan on how to approach the witch. He would start by telling her everything he could. They had made some headway before. She knew about the curse to an extent, and she knew he couldn’t talk about it specifically, but she still hadn’t accepted that these were also her people. She didn’t believe him about her father, so he’d begin there. Surely there was a way to get her to remember the past.

      To remember him.

      He’d given her a few days to rest, but now it was time to follow Joel’s advice. Perhaps bringing her around the village would help somehow.

      He opened the door to his study as Paxton walked past him toward the stairs. Gabriel suppressed a sigh. His sister’s infatuation with the man was only going to get worse if Pax continued spending all of his spare time with her. But neither of them could deny her anything anymore, and he understood Pax was struggling with this. It was like he needed to stay with her for himself, not just because it was what she wanted.

      A jangling sound caught Gabriel’s attention, and he faced forward. The top of Brinley’s head was just visible behind the desk. She clearly hadn’t heard him enter.

      Gabriel quietly closed the door and moved closer, rounding the side of the desk. She was crouched near the drawers and picking at one of the locks with that damn letter opener. He thought he got rid of it, but then he remembered he’d been distracted and left it on the shelf.

      “Can I help you?” He leaned a hip against the hard corner.

      Brinley startled and let out a short shriek of surprise as she fell backward onto her butt. She looked from him to the letter opener sticking straight out of the keyhole. “I-I… I was just…”

      He raised a brow, genuinely curious. “What are you looking for?”

      “I… don’t know.” She visibly swallowed.

      In truth, he didn’t have much hiding in the drawers. Nothing really secret. He kept them locked primarily out of habit because he kept some bags of coins in them, ledgers regarding trade with the outside world from before the curse, and various other documents of his father’s. Because his home was open to his pack at all times, he liked to keep them secure. Just in case.

      He pulled the keyring from his belt and leaned forward. Brinley snatched the letter opener and stood, gripping it at her side like she feared he would take her only means of defense. Staring at her, Gabriel tried to stay calm. He clenched his jaw and straightened. “I was just going to open the drawer for you.”

      “Why?”

      With a sigh, he tossed the keys onto the desk. “Because I don’t care if you look in there. I’m not hiding anything.”

      She scoffed, and it made his jaw twitch.

      “Don’t test me, bijou,” he warned. “I didn’t come up here to argue.”

      “Then, why are you here?”

      He took a step toward her, and she retreated, the small, sharp object raising a fraction. The rumble in his chest was involuntary. “Did you forget this is my room? My home?”

      “Of course not.”

      Ignoring her, he instead tried to focus on his actual reason for returning. “I came to try to talk to you about your magic.”

      “I told you, I don’t know—”

      “How to reach it,” he finished for her. “I’m aware. But we need to figure out a way to change that.”

      “No, you need a way to change that,” she said with a scowl.

      Even mad, she was distractingly beautiful. Actually, she might have been more attractive like this. It only made him angrier. “You’ve been sitting in this window watching the villagers go about their business below. If you won’t do it for me, do it for them. For the children whose hearts haven’t been darkened yet by war.”

      Her gaze softened. But then, as if remembering herself, she shielded those emotions once more, putting on a mask of indifference. He’d seen it though. Beneath the act, she cared at least a little bit. Enough to give him hope.

      “These are your people—”

      “No, they’re not.” She bared her teeth in a look that screamed DeLoup.

      He took another step, and she rounded the desk to put it between them. “Yes, they are. Your father was my godfather.”

      Brinley shook her head. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Keir was a good man. He was a great leader.” Gabriel moved to the side of the desk. “He loved you so much and wouldn’t want—”

      “Stop!” she shouted. “Just stop it. That’s enough; I don’t want to hear your lies.”

      “They’re not lies.” He slammed a hand onto his desk. His blood rushed through his veins, pounding in his ears. This witch was under his skin. “Your father was a DeLoup. I don’t know what they did to make you forget, but I need you to at least hear me out.”

      She gaped at him in clear disbelief. “No one made me forget anything. You’ve got the wrong girl.”

      His chest tightened, and he tried to tell himself it was just because of his anger, but he knew that wasn’t true. It hurt that she didn’t remember. “I don’t have the wrong girl,” he said in a quieter tone. “It’s been six years since I last saw you, but—”

      “We’ve never seen each other before you kidnapped me,” she screamed, this time charging at him with her silver weapon raised, aiming for his throat.

      But she was no match for him. For a full-grown alpha who stood at least a whole head taller than her and nearly twice as wide. She was tiny compared to him, and she didn’t have her magic.

      Gabriel grabbed her wrist before she could even touch him and twisted it behind her back.
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      Brinley gasped as Gabriel all but slammed her into the bookcase. An unlit candle toppled over and some of the trinkets shook. He stood at her back, holding one arm behind her while his other hand encircled her throat. She’d dropped the letter opener immediately as pain ricocheted through her wrist. Leaning in, he said near her ear, “Try that again, and I’ll rip your heart out, bijou.”

      “No, you won’t,” she said through a clenched jaw. “You need me, remember?”

      His fingers tightened around her neck. Not cutting off her air, but with enough pressure to remind her of his strength. It no longer scared her though. She’d seen behind the façade and knew how desperate he was. Despite his threats, she knew he wouldn’t kill her. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t inflict harm.

      Except, when he growled low under his breath, it didn’t send any sort of fear through her. It reverberated through her, sending a shiver of pleasure down her spine, and her body reacted before she realized what she was doing. Arching her back, she pressed into him.

      The tension in the air shifted in an instant. He stepped closer, releasing her arm to wrap his hand around her abdomen and hold her against him. “You’re playing with fire, little girl.”

      Her eyes fluttered shut, her heart racing. She had no doubt he could hear it pounding away inside her chest. The hand on her stomach inched upward, as if responding to her thoughts.

      She pushed back into him more, feeling his own response. It wasn’t only her being affected by whatever pull this was. Whatever this heat was between them. She had done everything in her power to ignore it, but the line between hate and lust was so blurred that she couldn’t tell where one emotion ended and the other began. Despite being injured and unconscious, the way he looked in nothing but his undergarments while lying in the street a few days ago was still burned into her memory. The way it felt to be held against that firm chest, even as she flitted in and out of sleep.

      The way he’d looked at her in his shirt that night after helping her out of the bath… where he’d sat beside her, holding her hand.

      His chest rumbled against her back as he bent to nip at her ear.

      “I can smell your desire,” he said, slowly grinding his hips into hers.

      She wanted to say something snarky in return about being able to feel his, but she couldn’t get the words out. Swallowing, she barely managed to whisper, “I hate you.”

      “Not so sure I believe you anymore.”

      “I do.” She wasn’t sure if she said it for him or herself.

      His breath brushed over her ear. “But you still want this.”

      It wasn’t a question, but her body shuddered, screaming, yes. Even as her mind and heart shouted, no. She knew this was a horrible idea, knew it betrayed everything she was ever taught. But she was so tired of fighting it.

      “Brinley.”

      A breath escaped her lips. He never used her name. It was always bijou. “Yes.”

      “Yes, what?” he demanded.

      “I want this.”

      This time, his growl was in approval. But she could have sworn there was some relief in there too. Her eyes snapped open. When had she started being able to tell the difference, the meanings of his nonverbal communication?

      Before she could think too much on it, Gabriel asked, “How attached to this dress are you?”

      She almost laughed. “Like you care?”

      He released her throat, sliding both hands to the nape of her neck. In a moment of strange gentleness, he gathered her long curls and pushed them over one shoulder. The move surprised her, the way his fingers caressed her skin in the process.

      But then, she heard the rip. She felt the air kiss the top of her back, and she suppressed a shiver. Closing her eyes again, she braced her hands on the shelves in front of her and inhaled slowly.

      Gabriel tore the back of her dress, and the chemise right along with it. Likely using his damned claws. More and more of her skin was exposed as he made his way down the soft gray fabric. Her nerves felt as if they were struck by lightning. This was really happening. She was going to let him… A DeLoup was going to—

      Reaching the base of her spine, he paused. A finger came around and ran along her midsection. “How are your ribs?”

      “Better,” she said, looking over her shoulder. “But I don’t know how they healed. It wasn’t something I consciously did. It doesn’t mean I know how—”

      “I know, bijou. I just… didn’t want to hurt them more.”

      The words messed with her mind. They sounded sincere. Like he actually cared. She knew that wasn’t possible though. “I’m fine.”

      He let out another deep rumble but nodded. Slowly, his hands lowered to her hips beneath the fabric of the dress to toy with the top of her pantalettes. “It’s not too late to change your mind.”

      She should. She knew she should say no, run from this monster, and pretend this never happened. But she couldn’t. As wrong as she knew it was… she still wanted it, wanted him. Her body ached for him. It was like fire scorching through her, calling for him, begging him to touch her and put out the flames.

      At her silence, he gave the dress one more long tear and untied the pantalettes. They fell to the floor, baring her backside to him.

      She tried to steady her breathing, to prepare for the uncomfortable intrusion on her body she’d only experienced once before. But it didn’t come.

      Gabriel ran his hands along her sides, her curves, gentle with her ribs, despite her reassurances. He stepped closer again as one hand slid fully inside the dress that hung from her shoulders and around to cup one breast. She let out a soft gasp when he gave it a squeeze.

      “I’ve wanted to do that for weeks,” he said in a tone that almost sounded amused, his lips brushing her ear. “And this.”

      His hand drifted down her stomach and stopped over her sex. He just kept it there, holding her almost possessively. His other hand sat on her waist.

      “Is this what you want?” he asked against the side of her neck. She tilted her head in answer, giving him better access, and his teeth scraped along her skin just as his hand began moving lower.

      Brinley sucked in a breath as his fingers explored, rubbing and circling. “Gabriel.”

      He growled again, as if hearing his name coming from her brought back the beast within. A finger slid along her slickness before easing inside her. “You’re already drenched for me.”

      All she could do was nod as he worked his way deeper. He moved in and out with expertise. It felt so much better than anything she’d ever tried on her own. There was no doubt he knew exactly what he was doing from years of experience with who knew how many other people, but she didn’t care. He added a second finger, and she moaned before snapping her lips shut.

      His free hand grabbed her by the chin and pulled her head back to him, all the while picking up the pace and bringing her higher and higher. “Don’t do that,” he hissed. “I want to hear you.”

      She didn’t fight back the next moan as his fingers curled in just the right direction, making her see stars. It was so perfect, unlike anything she’d ever felt. The heel of his palm pressed against that bundle of nerves as he continued pumping into her over and over again.

      He didn’t stop until she came undone completely, soaring into the heavens, and floated back to their world. His movements slowed, guiding her down. Her chest heaved. He stopped, his fingers lingering inside her for a moment as he just held her.

      When Gabriel released her, she couldn’t help the small whimper. She turned to find him grinning at her. She wanted to knock the cocky smile off his face, but her knees were still weak beneath her. Then, not taking his eyes from hers, he lifted his hand and licked his glistening fingers one by one.

      She was still holding her dress up in the front, but in that moment, she considered letting it fall to the floor. How was it possible she wanted more? Stepping forward, she reached for his belt with one hand, no longer caring about his arrogance or the lies he’d spewed. All she wanted was him.

      Gabriel grabbed her wrist. She was about to protest when he spun her around and pushed against her back, this time bending her over the end of the desk. It was a gentle move while still dominating the situation.

      She heard the sound of his belt being removed then shifting fabric. Risking his wrath, she twisted enough to see him stripping off his shirt and pulling his pants down. Her eyes widened at the size of him. Definitely not like the boy in the village.

      He began stroking the long, hard length, and she raised her eyes to find she’d been caught watching. With a smirk, he said, “Last chance.”

      Brinley licked her lips. “You’ve already told me that.”

      His other hand went to her shoulder and made her face forward. At the first brush of his cock against her, she bit her bottom lip.

      “Just wanted to make sure,” he said, running back and forth through her slick folds. After a few more times, he started to press into her. But he stilled when she gasped.

      Brinley shook her head. “Don’t stop, just… go slow for a minute.”

      To her surprise, he obeyed. Slowly, he pushed inside of her, stretching her, filling her in the most delicious way. She braced herself on the desk more as he hit home and paused so she could adjust.

      After a moment, she glanced over her shoulder and nodded for him to go ahead. Instead, he stared at her almost in awe. She was about to ask him what was wrong when he seemed to shake it off.

      “This changes nothing,” he said, using her words from the other night.

      It was her turn to smirk. “Agreed.”

      “This is a one-time thing.”

      “Yes.” She wiggled her hips, needing him to move.

      He gripped her sides to stop her. “There will be no kissing or sharing a bed after.”

      “I know, Gabriel,” she said with as much venom as she could muster to mirror his tone. “I don’t want any of that.”

      She once again wondered if the statement was more for him or her. Another beat passed before he inclined his head and slowly pulled out of her.

      “Then, hold on tight,” he said in that low timbre she felt all the way to her toes.

      Brinley gripped the edges of the desk. He slid a hand inside her dress to hold on to her hip just before he thrust back into her. She let out a moan, not bothering to hide the sound. Gabriel seemed to approve because he began moving faster. There was some discomfort at first, but it soon turned into pleasure.

      She gasped as fingers tangled into her hair and pulled her head back, his other hand still on her waist. Arching her back, she met his tempo. His lips brushed her neck as he continued pumping in and out of her. He bit down, eliciting a short cry, and then he licked at the tender spot.

      “Is this what you wanted?” His hand slid up to her ribs then down her front, finding her center. He circled her clit, putting just the right amount of pressure on it.

      Everything was too much. Her senses were overwhelmed in the best way.

      “I want to hear you, Brinley.”

      She groaned in delight, loving the sound of her name on his tongue. “Yes.”

      Repeating the word over and over, she let herself fully enjoy this moment. The way he made her feel more alive than she ever had. There was no war, no death, no curse. There was nothing beyond him and her.

      “Gabriel!” Her eyes closed as she raised higher and higher, the pressure building, pushing her to the edge.

      He let go of her hair only to wrap that arm around her shoulders, hugging her to him. “Come for me, bijou,” he growled in her ear as he hit that spot deep inside over and over, the one that made everything shatter into a million pieces.

      She shattered into a million pieces.

      A scream left her lips, and his own roar followed shortly after as he released inside her. He leaned into her, covering her body with his as he slowed.

      When only their ragged breathing filled the room and he stopped moving, she opened her eyes. He was still holding her, still inside her, and she couldn’t bring herself to push him away just yet, despite their earlier agreement. They stayed like that for one moment, then another.

      “Fuck.” He finally pulled out, letting her go.

      Brinley braced her arms on the desk, trying to steady her heart. At some point, her dress had fallen forward, and she pulled it up to cover her breasts. Not that it mattered when the back was shredded and he’d already helped her get in the bath more than once. Absently, she reached to fix her hair as she heard him put his pants on again.

      When she turned to face him, he was buckling his belt. She didn’t know what to do. What did one say after having incredible sex with their mortal enemy?

      She didn’t get the chance to figure it out. Without looking at her, Gabriel swiped his shirt off the floor and stormed toward the door to leave.

      He paused before opening it though. “I’ll have Brighid bring you a moontime herb.”

      Her mouth opened, but he was already out the door and shutting it behind him.
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      Gabriel closed the door behind him but didn’t leave. He leaned back against it, closing his eyes as he tried to figure out what in the hell he just did. Lifting a hand, he pinched the bridge of his nose.

      What the fuck did he just do? How could he have been so stupid?

      He’d fought the attraction to the stubborn witch for weeks, and then the first time she pushed her ass against him, he lost control? At the first sign that she felt that same pull, he ripped open her dress and fucked her on his desk?

      His mind reeled. How could she have so much power over him? It was like he was possessed.

      Or obsessed. He couldn’t stop thinking about her before this. Now, he would never stop hearing the way she’d shouted his name, the way she felt around him as he drove into her over and over. The way she tasted on his fingertips.

      He was getting hard again just thinking about it.

      “Fuck,” he hissed, dropping his arm, remembering where those fingers had been. He stormed down the hall and into the spare room he’d been using.

      In the bathing chamber, he washed his hands and rinsed off his face, letting the cool water refresh him. He heard someone enter the bedroom, and he loathed the way that, for the briefest second, he hoped it was Brinley. Whether because she wanted more or she just wanted to yell at him, he didn’t care.

      But it wasn’t the witch. It was his best friend, who glared at him. Paxton stopped in the open doorway of the bathroom and leaned against the frame.

      “I came to talk to you about the rogues after a report came in, but you were… busy.” Paxton’s eyes stayed on his own hands.

      Sighing, Gabriel fully faced him, crossing his arms.

      “Just tell me… Did you ruin our chances?”

      Were it anyone else, Gabriel wouldn’t allow such questions. But Pax wasn’t just his second; he was his closest friend. The only person he trusted more in this world was Rose.

      Which was also why he answered honestly. “I don’t know.”

      “Shit, Gabe! Seriously? You were just supposed to talk to her. You couldn’t keep it in your pants just this once? She is our last chance of saving—”

      “I know.” A low growl rumbled through his chest.

      “Then, how could you risk it?”

      “She started it.” He knew it was a childish response, but it was the truth. Besides, he wasn’t about to admit that he had so little control when it came to her.

      Pax rubbed a hand down his face. He let out a soft chuckle, shaking his head. “Well, she sounded like she enjoyed it, so who knows? Maybe this will work in our favor.”

      Gabriel narrowed his eyes at him. “And how long did you stay to listen?”

      With a smirk, Pax shrugged. “Not long, but it’s not as if you two were quiet. I could still hear you from upstairs. Or rather, I could hear her screaming in between thumps.”

      Shit. “Did Rose hear us?”

      Unlike much of the rest of the queendom, their community wasn’t shy about sex. It wasn’t some taboo activity only done in secret between a husband and wife. The Crimson Pack was open about it, as were most packs. The DeLoup craved touch and intimacy. The luckiest of them mated for life, but they weren’t opposed to having fun before the bond was found and sealed. Not everyone found their mate early in life; many never found them at all.

      Brinley was not the first person he’d fucked in his rooms. Rose had caught him sneaking women and the occasional man out more than once, so he knew she wasn’t clueless. That did not, however, mean that he wanted his baby sister hearing him. He didn’t think she could from the solarium.

      Rolling his eyes, Pax said, “Daci delivered a message, and then I left her in the solarium with Rose to find you. I didn’t understand the look she gave me until I was in this hall and heard you. Then, you really started going at it, so I returned upstairs. In the garden, it was muffled, but still clear what was going on.”

      “Damnit.” Gabriel sighed. They had been a lot louder than he was with his usual partners. He would need to keep that in mind for—No. There wouldn’t be a next time.

      “Relax. It’s not the first time. She’s heard you and Joel before,” Pax said with a shrug. “Not to mention that time during fête de la lune when you and that one woman didn’t exactly leave the party before—”

      “All right, I get it.” He groaned. That was a memory he’d rather never talk about again.

      Paxton went on as if he hadn’t spoken. “Besides, she’ll be eighteen in a couple months. She’s not a child. I’m sure she’s—”

      “Don’t you dare finish that sentence.” Gabriel pointed a finger in his face.

      “I was just going to say that she’s probably talked about these things with her friends. You were her age when you and Joel started sleeping together, and he wasn’t your first. It took you all of, what, one day to tell me about it?” he asked with a smirk. “And I definitely saw her little friend Harris sneaking off at the last party with someone, so he probably told her all about whatever he got up to that night.”

      Gabriel did not want to think about Rose talking about this with Harris or any of her other friends. It didn’t matter if she was practically an adult; she would always be his little sister. The one he’d raised since she was twelve. Even before then, he’d been the one taking care of her while their father was busy. Sure, they had Brighid, but he’d been there every day, making sure she was safe and loved and not afraid of the horrible things happening throughout their lands.

      Clearing his throat, he redirected the conversation. “Just don’t say anything to Brinley about it. It’s bad enough we… She doesn’t need to know that anyone heard us.”

      A curious look passed through Pax’s gaze. “So, you do still care about her feelings.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Real convincing.”

      Gabriel clenched his jaw. He would not admit to caring for Brinley. “We need her not to hate us, remember? I’m just saying, don’t embarrass her and make the situation worse. We’re running out of time.”

      “I’m aware,” Pax whispered, lowering his gaze to the floor. But not before Gabriel saw the pain.

      “We’ll figure it out, Pax. She’ll be all right.” He stepped closer and put a hand on his shoulder. Rose’s deterioration was weighing on him more with each passing day.

      Paxton nodded but didn’t respond.

      With a sigh, Gabriel asked, “What news did Daci bring?”

      “Another small pack has been spotted beyond the walls,” he said before heading into the bedroom proper.

      Gabriel followed and took a seat on the edge of the mattress. He missed his own bed.

      Pax sat in one of the armchairs near the window. “The sentries can’t tell if any are from the same group that attacked Brinley. They’re sticking to the shadows more, and we can’t get a good look at them.”

      “They haven’t tried to approach the gates or anything?”

      “No. It… it feels like they’re waiting for something.”

      Running a hand over his hair, Gabriel looked toward the wall that separated this room from his study. He tried to think through everything he knew, to consider the various possibilities and put the pieces together.

      “I can see the wheels turning,” Pax said. “What are you thinking?”

      “I don’t know.” It was the truth. There was something staring him in the face, but he couldn’t figure out what it was. “I just can’t help but feel like it’s all connected. Like they’re waiting for her to escape again, but why? Why do they want… the heiress…”

      He turned his attention back to his beta, whose eyes widened. Pax cursed before saying, “They want her.”

      “Either to ransom her or…” Gabriel pushed to his feet. His long strides had him reaching the door a second later.

      “Where are you going?” Pax followed him to the hall.

      Gabriel paused long enough to tell him, “To talk to the sentries and increase security, and to see if they think it’s the Shadow Pack.”

      The look Pax gave him made his stomach twist. Because it wasn’t one of shock or even fear. It was understanding.

      Shaking it off, Gabriel said, “She hasn’t left that room since trying to run the first time, so I don’t think it will be an issue, but make sure she doesn’t leave this house without a guard.”

      He didn’t wait for a response, knowing his second would take care of it. There wasn’t any time to waste. If one of the rogue packs was truly after Brinley, he’d do everything in his power to protect her. The rogues would likely try to use her as ransom, but if her grandmother was killed in the attack on their village, would the royal council step in to ensure Brinley’s safety?

      Somehow, he didn’t think so. Based on what he knew, they would pass on the crown to someone else without batting an eye. The witches were cold and cruel, and even for one of their own, he didn’t think they would give in to the wolves’ demands.

      With Brinley’s past… If they knew who her father was, they might be even less inclined.

      And if it wasn’t just a random rogue pack, if the Shadow Pack had come for her, he didn’t know what they planned. They had their own personal vendetta against the royals.

      He shook his head and stormed out of his house. It didn’t matter; either way he knew Brinley’s death would serve the rogues’ higher needs.

      For thirty years, they had been after one thing: an end to the fragile peace between the two races. They were behind most of the attacks throughout the queendom.

      If they were here for Brinley, it was because they wanted to kill her and reignite the war.
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      The door to the study opened, and Brinley looked up to see Gabriel stop in his tracks at the sight of her sitting in the window seat. She had her knees pulled up to her chest and had been watching the sparse clouds float by, the people walking along the streets below. She’d opened the pane of glass enough to feel a slight breeze. Now, she stared at the alpha as he continued toward his desk.

      It had only been two days since he had her bent over it. The thought made her cheeks heat.

      “You do know that door isn’t locked, right?” He used a key to open a drawer and shuffled through pages of parchment, searching for something. “I told you that you’re not a prisoner.”

      “And where, exactly, would I go?”

      Taking out a ledger, he shrugged. “Take a walk through the village and get some actual fresh air.”

      Brinley scoffed, and he turned to face her. “Right. Because wandering the streets among beasts who want to eat me is such a great idea.”

      She could practically hear his eyes roll as he went to open another drawer. This time, he pulled out a small coin bag. “No one is going to eat you, bijou.” A beat passed before he added, “Not enough meat on your bones. Plus, witch’s blood is sour.”

      She scowled at his back. When he looked over his shoulder, as if to see her reaction, she saw the amusement in his gaze. He was teasing her… That was new. She didn’t know how to handle that, so instead, she narrowed her eyes and said, “Stop calling me that.”

      “Never.”

      “At least tell me what it means.”

      “Not a chance.” He shut the drawer and faced her. “I have people to visit today. Want to come with me?”

      The offer confused her even more. She didn’t want to appreciate it, and she definitely didn’t want him to know that was her reaction. But was it even a genuine question? She tried to divert the attention to someone else. “Going to see Joel?”

      The goal had been to get under his skin like he did to her, but he didn’t take the bait. She’d seen the two together a few times since that night she overheard them talking about their past. It was clear they cared about each other, but it didn’t seem like love.

      Not that she had any experience with love or really knew what it looked like. Besides, she’d told herself more than once that it wasn’t her business.

      He raised a brow. “Does that possibility bother you?”

      “Why would it bother me? I don’t care who you sleep with.” She looked out the window again, trying to show just how much she didn’t care. What happened a couple days ago was a one-time thing, a mistake she wouldn’t make again. An incredible, world-shattering mistake she couldn’t stop thinking about. Especially in the quiet hours of the night while lying alone in the dark… in his big bed that still smelled like him.

      “I might see him, but I meant I had work to do in the village,” he said. When she didn’t respond, he sighed. His footsteps receded. “Get some fresh air. Someone will accompany you if you do; you’ll be safe. I’ll see you later.”

      The door clicked shut, and Brinley finally looked back to the rest of the room. She took a deep breath as she hugged her knees and rested her head on them. Her vision turned blurry with tears, and she squeezed her eyes closed, her chest aching with grief. She missed home so much it made her sick, but not nearly as much as the thought of her slaughtered people did. Every night, she heard their screams. The silence that followed their deaths. And just because some of the wolves here had treated her kindly didn’t mean she could just forget that. It was a front that wouldn’t fool her.

      “Brinley?” a soft, feminine voice said as a hand touched her shoulder.

      Her head snapped up to find the girl from upstairs—Gabriel’s sister. Brinley used the ends of her sleeves to dry her cheeks and forced the mask of indifference back in place. “What?”

      The young woman didn’t so much as flinch at the harsh tone. “Are you all right?”

      A sardonic laugh left Brinley’s throat. “My people were attacked, my only family and friend were killed, and I’m being held captive by my enemies. What do you think?”

      “I’m sorry,” she said without hesitation. “I… can imagine the pain you’re in right now.”

      “No, you really can’t.” Brinley lowered her feet and stood to get away from the girl.

      “Both of my parents were killed by the time I was twelve,” she said, making Brinley pause near the door to the bedroom. “Everything has been taken from me. An entire future I… It might be a different cause of pain, but I do understand.”

      Brinley turned toward the DeLoup and was reminded of how young she looked—at least a few years younger than herself—yet somehow wise, mature. Like she had, indeed, lived through too much in her short life.

      “What do you mean about an entire future?”

      The girl gave her a sad smile. “It’s not something I talk about.”

      Brinley nodded, moving closer. “Because it’s too painful?” She hesitated, thinking about the night Gabriel opened up. “Or because you can’t?”

      Her smile became genuine. “You remember?”

      “I…” What did she say to that? Gabriel had also remarked on her forgetting something, but she had no idea what they were talking about. There weren’t any holes in her memory. She remembered everything from her life—or at least, most of it. Of course, she couldn’t recall every single second, but who could? Instead of answering that, she said, “I know there’s a curse preventing Gabriel from speaking about things, so it wasn’t a difficult jump to assume you can’t either.”

      A brief flash of something akin to sadness filled the girl’s blue gaze before she cleared it and smiled. “Clever.” She held out a hand. “I’m Rosalyn, or Rose.”

      Deep down, Brinley knew Rose couldn’t have had anything to do with the attack on her home, but she still hesitated before reluctantly shaking her hand. She pulled back quickly, unable to help herself.

      “That’s all right.” Rose lowered her arm and glanced around the room as she moved to lean against the window seat. “I actually just came down to speak with my brother.”

      “He left a few minutes ago. He said he had business in town to attend to and people to see.”

      “Oh. What about Pax? Have you seen him?”

      Brinley shook her head. “Not since yesterday.”

      Rose nodded and pursed her lips, as if considering something. That was when Brinley noticed her face paling. Her hands shook, and she looked exhausted. Clearing her throat, Rose said, “Will you just tell them I was here the next time you see them?”

      “Sure.” Brinley’s brow furrowed in confusion at the odd shift in behavior. The girl mumbled her thanks and made to leave, but she stumbled, catching herself on the desk. Brinley rushed to her side. “Are you all right?”

      “Mhmm.”

      But Brinley could see how much she struggled to stay upright. Ignoring the tiny voice inside telling her not to help a DeLoup, she reached for Rose’s arm. “Why don’t you sit for a few? I can get you some water or something.”

      “No,” Rose whispered. “I just need to return to the solarium.”

      There was no way this girl was making it out of this room on her own, let alone up a flight of stairs.

      “Could you maybe find Brighid to help me get back?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Brinley lifted the girl’s arm around her neck. “I can help.”

      Rose nodded, and the two began moving. It was a slow trek. Halfway up the spiral staircase, Brinley wished she could figure out how to use her magic to make it easier. She hadn’t been able to so much as lift a quill with her powers. She didn’t know how she’d managed to bring Gabriel home or heal him last week.

      Eventually, they made it to the solarium. It was even more beautiful than Brinley remembered it. She all but carried Rose to the settee and lowered her onto it. Seeing her shiver, Brinley grabbed the blanket from the other end and draped it over her lap. She put a hand to the girl’s forehead, but she didn’t feel feverish.

      “I’ll go find the healer,” Brinley said.

      Rose grabbed her hand. “No, don’t. She can’t do anything for me.”

      “But you’re sick. Surely there’s something…” Her words trailed off at the sadness in Rose’s big blue eyes. This wasn’t just exhaustion or illness. It was more. An entire future she wouldn’t get. Was that what she’d been about to say earlier? “Can I get you anything?”

      “No, but will you stay? I feel like we could both benefit from some company.”

      Brinley debated it for a moment. “Your brother will kill me.”

      To her surprise, Rose rolled her eyes. “No, he won’t. But it can be our little secret. What he doesn’t know won’t kill him.”

      As much as Brinley didn’t want to admit it, she liked this girl. When Rose curled her legs up, making room on the settee, Brinley smiled and took a seat. She looked around the room, relaxing against the backrest. It was so bright and colorful. Inhaling deeply, she tilted her face up and closed her eyes, letting the scents from all the different flowers and plants fill her as the sun soaked into her from the countless windows.

      “This is so much better than fresh air.” Then, realizing what she’d said, she glanced at Rose.

      Her sad smile told Brinley she knew it wasn’t true.

      “When was the last time you left this house?”

      “A couple weeks. I used to go around the village with Gabe or Pax, but my favorite place was the courtyard a couple streets over. Paxton helped me down to it recently,” Rose said.

      “Courtyard?”

      Rose nodded. “It’s at the center of a bunch of buildings, most of which are now abandoned. My father used to tell me that when he was younger, it had been a well-kept area for people to gather, like a park. When things between the DeLoup and sorcières escalated, it was as if they forgot about it. By the time I started visiting it as a child, it was nothing but ruins… but it’s still beautiful.”

      Brinley shifted on the settee to face her more. She had a way of speaking, of making everything sound dreamlike.

      “The columns around the space look centuries old, and one of them is partially crumbled to the ground from a battle before I was born. The grass has grown so tall in areas that it has consumed the stone benches.” Rose sighed. “But at one end, there’s a weeping cherry tree.”

      “What’s that?” Brinley wasn’t an expert on plants, but she’d never even heard of that kind.

      Rose’s smile widened. “Do you know what a weeping willow is?” When Brinley nodded, she said, “It’s like that but with pale pink leaves.”

      “Pink?” She couldn’t imagine such a thing. Yet, even as she thought that, she saw it in her mind. She could almost picture the exact place Rose described.

      “Pink.”

      Both women laughed softly before drifting into a peaceful quiet.

      “It’s beautiful, still thriving.” Rose turned her eyes to the room around her. “Despite being forgotten, it still lives. Day after day, it stands there, just waiting for someone to take notice. Growing up, I spent so much time beneath its long branches. I’d bring my paints out there or my sketchpad, and it was as if I was in my own little world. I always promised to fix it up one day, but now…”

      Brinley’s heart ached at the words. Reaching out, she put a hand over Rose’s. “You will.”

      Rose turned her hand over and entwined their fingers. And for the first time in her twenty-one years, Brinley wondered if just maybe it was possible that one DeLoup wasn’t a monster. Because surely this sweet girl who loved art and plants, who missed a tree as if it were a family member, wasn’t one of the vicious creatures from Brinley’s nightmares.

      But if Rose was truly as kind as she seemed, what if there were others? What if she wasn’t just the rare exception?

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

          
            GABRIEL

          

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel wanted to fall into bed and sleep for at least three days. Every bone in his body ached from exhaustion. All week, he’d been attending to issues in the village. One of the large gardens was doing worse, which would cause a food shortage if they didn’t figure out what was killing the crops soon. Another one of the wells had dried up too. Then, there’d been a spat between two families that he had to step in and handle before it escalated. The list was endless.

      He was nearly to his door before he remembered Brinley was in his rooms and he was staying in a spare one down the hall. Sighing, he raked his fingers through his hair.

      Turning, he headed toward the iron stairs instead, wanting to check in on Rose. He opened the door to the solarium, slipped inside, and froze. The exception to the sitting-by-the-door rule was Pax. Yet, here he was, leaning back in the chair with his feet propped up on the small table. He quickly lowered them when Gabriel entered.

      “What are you doing over here?”

      Pax stood, his eyes flicking in the direction of the sitting area. “Um…”

      That was when Gabriel heard the second voice, one that didn’t belong to his sister. Before he could charge over there, Paxton grabbed him.

      “Don’t,” Pax hissed. “Just wait. Listen.”

      “I had one rule.” Gabriel matched his quiet tone. Despite his blood boiling with the need to shout and literally drag the witch out of this room, he trusted his beta.

      “But listen,” he repeated. It was the almost-desperate pleading that made Gabriel nod and stay silent.

      Peals of laughter danced around the room. Gabriel pushed past his best friend to creep closer. Peeking around a tall bush, he saw the two girls. Rose was lying on the settee, and Brinley sat on the floor with her back to it. One of his sister’s pads of paper was on her lap, and she had a stick of charcoal in hand.

      “How are you so bad at this?” Rose asked with another laugh.

      Brinley didn’t look offended in the slightest. In fact, she seemed happier than he’d ever seen her. She chuckled and shook her head. “I told you I can’t draw.”

      Gabriel couldn’t stop staring. His sister continued to grin, giving instructions in a clear attempt to help the witch’s nonexistent artistic skills. But Brinley… her smile appeared genuine too. There was a relaxed aura about her in here. He clenched his jaw and walked back to the door.

      “She’s been coming in here most of the week,” Pax whispered, leading him out to the hall so they could speak more. “After you leave for the day, she visits almost immediately, like she just waits for the moment you’re not around… like she’s eager to be here.”

      “And you just let her in that first day?”

      Pax shook his head. “Joel was on duty the first time, but he was late. Apparently, Rose had gone downstairs looking for us and found Brinley instead. She was too tired to return on her own, so Brinley helped her.”

      “Shit,” Gabriel said under his breath. “He was late because of me. It was still early, and I assumed Rose would still be asleep, so I left her before he got here and went to find him.”

      “I thought you two were done? Last week, you and Brinley—”

      “I know,” he interrupted. “It shouldn’t have happened.”

      Paxton crossed his arms and leaned against the wall with a smirk. “Which one?”

      “Asshole.” Gabriel shoved his shoulder as he took up the spot next to him. “Joel knows about Brinley. We’re fine and still friends. He agreed to step aside so I could give this a real chance, but after everything that happened… and then, that morning, she was taunting me and I just… I needed to let off some steam. So, I went to find him—”

      “What do you mean she taunted you?” Pax interrupted.

      Sighing, Gabriel told him about the night she healed him and how she’d overheard him and Joel talking. He summed up how she figured out about the curse as well, though she didn’t know most of the details still. “So, a few mornings later, the day Joel was late, I’d gone into the study to grab a few things, and I told her I had people to visit, suggesting she get out of the house for fresh air. I was trying to get her to go with me, but then she asked if I was going to see Joel. I hadn’t planned on it other than to ask him to sit with Rose early, but after I left, I was so frustrated that I—”

      “Stop, stop, stop.” Pax lifted a hand. “You’re rambling, and there is so much to unpack here. First of all, if you need to leave early or just need a break, come get me. I was right downstairs.”

      “You’d been here late and—”

      “I don’t care,” he cut in. “Just tell me and I will go sit with Rose, regardless of the time of day. I’ll fucking sit in there with her all the time if needed.”

      Gabriel took a deep breath, staring at his friend. This was breaking him. Gabriel could see it in his eyes, in the way he sagged against the wall in utter defeat. “All right. I’ll find you next time.”

      “Thank you,” he whispered then cleared his throat. “Now, I’ll get back to you and Joel, but Brinley knows about the curse?”

      Gabriel nodded. “She put some things together, like how we can’t shift into our human forms outside the village. And she knows there’s a reason why I could the night I found her, but she doesn’t know what the reason is.”

      “How did she figure out all that?”

      “Yes-or-no questions,” Gabriel said. “I was able to make it clear there were things I couldn’t talk about, so she asked questions and had me tap her hand if the answer was yes.”

      “Like in the forest,” he said. “But that was more than a week ago, Gabe. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      That was a good question. One he didn’t know how to respond to. He should’ve told Paxton and Daciana the next day. Every time he tried, however, he couldn’t. Not just physically. It wasn’t like the curse that choked off his words if he got too close to revealing those details. This was more like his soul didn’t want to share what happened that night with anyone else. It had felt so intimate, sitting beside her while she was in the tub, touching her hand over and over, then helping her out of the water and into a fresh shirt. His shirt.

      Seeing her in it had nearly been his undoing. It had taken every single bit of will power he possessed to walk away that night. The way it stuck to her wet frame, leaving her legs on display… he’d wanted to throw her onto the bed and rip it back off. He had wanted to feel those legs wrapped around him.

      “Gabe?”

      He cleared his throat, ridding his mind of that tempting image. The one that had haunted him all week. “I don’t know.”

      “You can’t keep secrets like that from me,” Pax said. “If it’s related to the curse, I need to know.”

      Gabriel looked at his friend and nodded again. He understood exactly what Pax meant, what he wasn’t saying. If it was related to the curse, if it would affect Rose, he had to know. For the same reason he would sit with her day and night, why he would stop whatever he was doing to make sure she was taken care of. She was one of the most important people in his life; he was a part of their family.

      “Is there anything else?”

      “No.” He’d already kept everyone up to date on the things he’d dealt with in the village. Daciana had taken on a fair bit of the labor herself, as had his other friends. Everyone had stepped up to do their part in keeping this place self-sustaining and peaceful while trapped, and now they worked together to stop it from crumbling to pieces around them.

      “Good,” Pax said. “Now, tell me about Joel. I thought you two stopped that a while ago.”

      Gabriel let out a soft laugh. “About once a year, we say we’re going to, but then neither of us settles down with anyone else, so we just don’t see the point.”

      “But you don’t love him?” When Gabriel shook his head without hesitation, Pax asked, “And you’re sure he’s not in love with you? Eight years is a long time to be sleeping with someone just for fun.”

      Crossing his arms, Gabriel sighed. “I know.” After a moment, he told the truth of that morning. “I went to his house that morning after she suggested it and said she didn’t care who I was with, even after we… So, I went over there, but I… I couldn’t do it. We didn’t even start undressing before I stopped it. Nothing happened.”

      Paxton seemed to consider his next words before delivering them slowly. “Do you think if there wasn’t a curse, if that wasn’t always sitting on the back of your mind and you didn’t need to…”

      “Would it have changed things for us?”

      Pax nodded.

      Before, Gabriel would have at least considered it. He wanted to say that he held back because he didn’t want to let someone in just to push them away in order to break the curse. But he knew that wasn’t true.

      Gabriel Ferway wasn’t afraid of most things, and yet, the reason he kept everyone at arm’s length terrified him. He didn’t want to voice it, knew he shouldn’t, but his best friend was standing next to him, waiting for him to speak, willing to listen. There was no one he trusted more, save for his sister. So, he lowered his voice and said, “I don’t know. Joel has always been a great friend, and I care about him, but something has always pulled me toward Brinley. Six years ago, I realized why just before everything was taken from me. I stopped looking at anyone else that way and spent so much time searching for her.”

      “I remember.” Paxton’s tone was soft. “But then, you went back to Joel?”

      Nodding, Gabriel whispered, “Out of desperation to feel anything other than guilt and grief. It was one of the few things left in my life I had any control over.”

      “Gabe…”

      “He knew.” Gabriel cleared his throat, pushing down the painful memories. “Joel knew what it was and was fine with it. He knew I would’ve done anything to find her, and not just because of the curse. I couldn’t give up, and he didn’t let me. He understood just as well as I did that something would pull Brinley and me together again, just as it had so many times before.”

      Paxton’s eyes widened. “What are you saying?”

      “I was always meant to find my mate and bring her home.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

          
            BRINLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Long boughs of pink leaves brushed the grass below them, sparkling in the bright sunshine.

      “I can’t believe you painted this.” Brinley leaned in to get a closer look. Around the beautiful weeping cherry tree, she could just make out the ruins of what had to have been a breathtaking courtyard. But the focus was the tree.

      Rose chuckled from where she sat on the settee.

      “Seriously, this is incredible.” Brinley couldn’t get over the details. She turned toward the girl who was slowly creeping into her heart. Rose smiled at her and shrugged, pulling her blanket over her lap. It was impossible to hate her. Brinley had tried so hard to hold on to her anger and disgust, but Rose was just… too kind to be mad at.

      She tried to make excuses to herself, claiming it was all right because Rose was too young to have been involved in the deaths of Brinley’s family. Except, it wasn’t just the girl. It was Paxton too, the beta who joined them more often than not. Who kept her visits a secret from his alpha and brought them treats in the afternoons. It was Joel, who’d taken care of her that first week, wrapping her injuries and making sure she ate. It was the families in the street she watched from her window seat in Gabriel’s study, the children laughing as they raced by.

      Someone was always here with Rose. Paxton often sat with them, but the others—Joel, Daciana, and Darren—also rotated through, all sitting in the chair by the door to give them privacy. Based on Gabriel’s reaction to finding her in here that first time, they seemed to serve as guards. But none stopped her from coming in the past week; none told Gabriel.

      Today, Darren was posted near the entrance with a book in hand when she arrived. Even he no longer seemed like the vicious monster she’d initially believed him to be. Daciana was feisty and fierce, but her twin was more reserved. Each time he saw Brinley, he had apologized for their first interaction, claiming he never should have left her in that cell. And apparently, Gabriel had really done a number on Torin—the man who tortured her.

      As the days wore on, Brinley found herself accepting Darren’s apology. Somehow, he’d convinced her he was sincere. She had since asked him to stop saying he was sorry, to which he’d agreed. He had started greeting her with smiles instead and insisted she called him Dare.

      She and Rose couldn’t see him from the sitting area though; the tall bushes and wild grass blocked him from view. It was like a small labyrinth of flora in here, full of life and brightness.

      “You’ll get better with practice,” Rose said, reeling her back to the present.

      A snort escaped Brinley, and she returned to her seat beside the DeLoup. “Did you see my last attempt? It looked like a toddler smeared her hands through the paint.”

      Rose began laughing. “It did not.”

      “You’re right. That’s not giving enough credit to toddlers. They could probably do a better job.”

      They chuckled together, and Brinley couldn’t deny how light she felt in Rose’s company. Despite her best efforts, she enjoyed spending her days up here. Growing up, Brinley didn’t have many friends. She had vague memories of playing with children before her mother died, but that was about it. For the past several years, she’d only had André.

      Not that Rose was her friend. But it felt like she could be.

      “I actually have another one I want to show you.” Rose said the words almost like she wasn’t certain. She seemed to hesitate for a moment, staring at Brinley, before she nodded to herself and pushed to her feet. Tossing the blanket onto the settee, she went to the canvases leaning against a nearby trunk. She squatted and began searching through the half-dozen paintings.

      When she paused on one, Brinley’s curiosity got the better of her. She stood and started in that direction. “What is it?”

      Rose didn’t answer.

      Before Brinley could reach her, the girl collapsed. The canvases clattered to the floor.

      “Rose!” Brinley rushed to her side and screamed for help as she gently rolled her to her back.

      “Rose?” The deep voice sent a shiver down Brinley’s spine.

      She snapped her gaze to Gabriel, wondering where Darren had gone. Fear coursed through her as he quickly closed the distance between them and dropped to the ground next to his sister. “I-I don’t know what happened. I swear this w-wasn’t me. I didn’t do anything.”

      “I know.”

      She stared at him in surprise that he would agree so easily. There was no way he wouldn’t blame her for this.

      Gabriel scooped Rose into his arms and carried her to the bed. He swept her blond hair from her face then kept a hand on her cheek. “Rosalyn? Wake up.”

      His whispered command nearly broke Brinley’s heart. It felt like a vise was squeezing her lungs, her chest. She couldn’t breathe. Stepping forward, she knelt and put her hands out over Rose’s heart. Gabriel grabbed her wrist, and she met his gaze.

      “Let me try,” she whispered.

      He visibly swallowed then released her with a nod.

      She closed her eyes and focused on Rose. She tried to remember how it felt to heal Gabriel a couple weeks ago, tried to recall the way she’d knitted him together.

      Gabriel’s wounds were evident though. They were slices with a clear solution to help him heal. She didn’t know what was wrong with Rose.

      It didn’t seem to matter. There weren’t any signs of her power. Not a morsel of magic came to the surface. She didn’t feel it at all.

      Letting out an exasperated sigh, she opened her eyes and looked at the alpha as she shook her head. “I… I don’t know how. Even if I could draw up the magic, I don’t know what ails her.”

      Such horrid grief filled Gabriel’s gaze. He glanced back at his sister, running a thumb along her cheek. “You should go.”

      Brinley almost missed the words because they were so quiet. She stood on weak legs. “I’m sorry.”

      She turned away to hide her misty eyes, but he didn’t look at her. His sole attention was on his unconscious sister. Lifting a hand to cover her mouth, Brinley rushed through the solarium toward the door. She ran down the iron stairs then the grand staircase at the end of the hall.

      Air. She needed air.

      It was almost a surprise to find the front door unlocked. She yanked it open and moved into the sunlight, dropping to her knees on the porch.

      “Brinley?” Paxton jogged up the path to where she’d fallen on the small landing. His hands went to her shoulders as he knelt on the steps. “What happened? What’s wrong?”

      She felt as if she was going to be sick. Raising her chin, she noticed two others standing outside the door. More guards? So much for not being a prisoner.

      “He’s going to kill me,” she whispered.

      “Who?”

      “Gabriel.”

      Paxton helped her to her feet, holding her up when she almost fell again. “Why do you think that?”

      She didn’t want to tell him. One of the only people here who’d treated her kindly from the moment they met. Though, deep down, she knew that wasn’t true. Only Torin had hurt her, and Brighid avoided her, but the woman wasn’t mean. She’d still brought her tonics and clothes. The tears spilled over, rolling down Brinley’s cheeks.

      “Come with me.” Pax guided her back into the house. They didn’t go upstairs but to an empty drawing room on the first floor. As soon as they were alone, he faced her and pulled her into his arms.

      She was so stunned that she didn’t even fight it. Instead, she took the much-needed comfort, melting into the embrace and resting her head on his chest. She hadn’t realized how much she needed this. After the attack, after finding out they hadn’t found any survivors, she’d felt so isolated. There wasn’t anyone to just hold her and tell her everything would be all right—even if it was a lie. She didn’t want to examine it too closely, but she was sure that was the reason she’d wanted to have sex with Gabriel. It was the only form of intimacy she had available to her. At least, that was what she tried to tell herself.

      “Talk to me.” Paxton rubbed soothing circles along her back. “Tell me what happened.”

      Brinley sniffled. “Rose—”

      He stiffened and pushed her away to see her face. “What happened with Rose?”

      Before she could answer, he was moving toward the stairs. She followed him, explaining, “She collapsed while we were talking. Gabriel is with her now. He… he knows I was with her. He’ll think I did something, but I promise—”

      Paxton stopped at the top of the landing, and she bumped into him. Turning, he tilted his head, sympathy filling his green eyes. “I know it wasn’t you, and Gabe does too.”

      “But… he told me not to go in there,” she whispered, remembering the vicious way he’d fought the other wolves. Without her magic, it would take no effort for him to destroy her. “He doesn’t trust me. He’ll think I did it.”

      With a sigh, Pax pulled her up the last step and into another hug. “Go to the study. I’ll send him in to explain, and I promise he’s not going to hurt you. Just don’t run, all right? Wait for him in there.”

      She nodded and let him lead her to the room she’d lived in the past few weeks. Before he left, she blurted, “I wasn’t running.”

      She needed him to know that.

      Paxton raised his brows as he stood in the open doorway, a combination of shock and relief playing out in his green eyes.

      “I just… needed fresh air.” When he nodded in understanding and started to leave, she said, “Pax?”

      He turned once more, with a small smile, making her realize she’d never used his nickname before. “Yes?”

      “Is she going to be all right?”

      With a visible inhale, he whispered, “I don’t know.”

      Then, he was gone, shutting the door behind him.

      Brinley returned to her window seat and brushed at the tears that wouldn’t cease. Her heart ached—a stark contrast to the brief happiness she’d experienced earlier. She stared at her hands in anger. If she just knew how to access her magic, maybe she could have helped.

      That was when she realized she wanted to help. Déesse save her, she needed to help.

      There were things she could never forgive. She would never forget her hatred of the DeLoup, but after spending so much time with Rose, she couldn’t feel that way about her.

      About her friend.

      Because there wasn’t any denying it. Rose was her friend, and Brinley would do anything she could to help her. Even if it went against everything she believed.
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          18 YEARS EARLIER…

        

      

    

    
      All Gabriel could see every way he looked was blood. So much blood. His stomach twisted and turned, but he told himself to keep walking. Wailing pierced through the thick soleil air. There weren’t any more sounds of fighting though. The battle had ended.

      And he was terrified of what he would find in the square.

      Too many bodies littered the streets—that of both DeLoup and sorcières. It made him sick. Bile worked its way up his throat, but he continued to move. He needed to find his father.

      Reaching the main square, he spotted two groups of people divided by hatred. His father stood with Keir, Malal, and Brinley, among some of his friends’ parents. They’d survived. He ran toward his father, not hearing what the old woman opposite them was saying.

      As soon as Gabriel reached them, his father’s eyes widened. He held out an arm and pushed Gabriel behind him as he hissed, “I told you to stay inside with your mother.”

      Gabriel knew that as the eldest son of their alpha, he needed to be brave and strong, even at eight years old. But he held on to his father’s arm, fighting back tears. “I had to… m-make sure you…”

      His father’s features softened, and he ran a hand over Gabriel’s head. “Stay behind me.”

      Beside them, three-year-old Brinley cried in her mother’s arms. Gabriel scooted closer and lifted a hand toward her. Her head rested on her mother’s shoulder, but she finally saw him and reached out her own little fingers to hold his. As her tears slowed, he gave her a smile. He wanted to make her laugh like he did a few weeks ago in the meadow by the lake house, but he knew they needed to stay quiet.

      Her mother and father were arguing with the other woman.

      “I don’t care if he’s her father,” the old witch said. “She’s an abomination, and you two are coming with me.”

      “Don’t you dare talk about her like that.” Malal brushed a hand through Brinley’s curly brown hair.

      Were they talking about the little girl? Gabriel stepped closer to them as a surge of protectiveness rushed through him, releasing his father. He didn’t want the witches to take her. They were cruel killers.

      Keir must have felt the same because he moved in front of them, extending his claws. “You will not touch my wife or my daughter.”

      That seemed to anger the lady. The sky grew darker as the wind picked up. A handful of witches stood behind her, no doubt ready to continue fighting. At least twenty DeLoup were around Gabriel. But with their magic, strong sorcières could take on multiple wolves at a time without much trouble at all.

      Gabriel tightened his hand on Brinley’s, running his thumb across her soft skin as she hiccupped.

      “Your wife?” the mean witch screeched. “She’s my daughter, whom you stole! She was barely more than a child when you ruined her.”

      “I was eighteen when I got pregnant, not a child.” Malal used her free arm to push aside her husband. “And I married Keir because we fell in love. Do not act as if this wasn’t my choice.”

      The witch sneered at them. “He has tricked you. Filled your head with lies.”

      Gabriel looked from her to his silent father, wondering why he wasn’t stepping in to stop this. He was the alpha; he was in charge here.

      “I love Malal.” Keir retracted his claws to hold her hand. “Why can’t you accept that? We are married and happy. Our daughter—”

      “Is a hybrid monster,” the witch finished. “And if you think I’m going to let you use her to unite our people, you are sorely mistaken. That will never happen, not so long as I’m the queen.”

      Gabriel’s jaw dropped. That was why his father wasn’t taking control. He might be in charge within Zareia, but if this was truly Queen Mildred, she held all the power. She wasn’t just the queen. She was the High Sorceress.

      “Then, maybe it’s time that was no longer true,” Keir said in a low voice that sent a shiver down Gabriel’s spine. The man was his godfather, one of the kindest people he knew, but the beta was strong and fierce when he needed to be. And Gabriel knew he would do whatever it took to protect his family.

      Which was why Gabriel was in such shock when he suddenly dropped to his knees. Keir pawed at his own throat, and Malal screamed, frightening the little girl in her arms. Before he could fully register what was happening, Gabriel was reaching for Brinley. Malal didn’t fight him, instead giving him the girl and then raising her hands to fight whatever invisible force was strangling Keir.

      Gabriel held the back of Brinley’s head as she cried, making sure she couldn’t see her mother and grandmother fighting. Her father dying. His own eyes stung with tears, and he wished there was something he could do to help.

      His father’s claws extended, but he hit a clear shield as he tried to step forward. He cursed and hit a fist against the solid air. “Stop this!”

      Keir’s red face started turning purple. Some of the other witches had moved, hands raised to stop any of the DeLoup from stepping in. Malal was held in place, forced to watch her husband’s life fade. When he collapsed to the ground, gasping, Malal let out a wail that broke Gabriel’s heart. He closed his eyes and turned his face into Brinley’s hair as he hugged her close. Her little arms were tight around his neck, her tears soaking his shirt.

      “Shh,” he whispered, pressing a kiss to her head. “It’s all right. I’ve got you.”

      The words were for him as much as the toddler. Malal’s cries changed into something more gut wrenching, and he knew without looking that Keir was dead.

      “Give me the girl,” Queen Mildred said over her daughter’s sobs.

      At that, Gabriel’s eyes snapped open. He tightened his hold on Brinley and tried to turn, but he couldn’t move. It was as if his feet were nailed to the ground. His heart pounded as he tried to come up with a way to stop this from happening.

      “No.” He shook his head, not even caring that he was crying in front of his whole pack. “Please. Just leave her.”

      The queen sighed, as if exhausted by this argument. “I will not repeat myself, boy.”

      “Please,” he begged, but it didn’t make a difference. One of the witches neared him and took Brinley from his arms. He tried to reach for her. “No!”

      He fought the hold the queen’s magic had on him, managing to take one infinitesimal step. His father shouted his name in warning. Gabriel kept pushing, even as the witch carried the screaming little girl to her grandmother. Gabriel looked down at Malal, who was still crying over her husband, and he didn’t understand why she wasn’t fighting for her daughter.

      He inched closer, and the queen narrowed her eyes on him before turning her attention to his father. Someone pulled Malal to her feet, dragging her away as the High Sorceress spoke. “Your people stole my only child.”

      “No—”

      She waved a hand, cutting him off. “Now, you will know that pain.”

      “Don’t touch him,” Gabriel’s father growled. “He had no part of this.”

      Gabriel glanced back and forth between them. Fear tightened his lungs, and he swallowed past the lump in his throat.

      “Oh, don’t worry, I won’t lay a hand on your boy.” The witch’s lips curved in a malicious grin. Her voice changed into something deep and luring. “But on the eve of adulthood, your eldest child, the person you love most, shall be lost from this world.”

      

      Gabriel combed his fingers through his sister’s pale hair over and over, watching her sleep. For so long, he’d lived his life in fear, knowing his time was coming to an end, that he wouldn’t make it past his eighteenth birthday. Then, Rose started getting tired. Her body grew weaker with each passing year, but it wasn’t until she turned ten that they really noticed a difference. They thought maybe it was some sort of illness plaguing her.

      Until he turned eighteen and nothing happened to him.

      Until his father told him the truth.

      Until Gabriel learned that Donovan, their great alpha, was not, in fact, his birth father. The man who’d sired Gabriel had been killed before he was born, and Donovan had been his mother’s friend since childhood, had always loved her. He’d taken her in after she had Gabriel, and they fell in love. They married before Gabriel reached his first birthday.

      He never knew any different.

      When he reached his eighteenth birthday and they all realized he wasn’t the cursed one, his father explained that he had assumed it would be him because blood or not, Gabriel was his son. He hadn’t thought the witch would curse his daughter who hadn’t yet been born.

      “She still hasn’t woken up?” Paxton’s voice cut into his thoughts of the past.

      Gabriel shook his head, not looking away from Rose. It took him a moment, but he realized that Paxton was calm. He hadn’t rushed in, asking what happened. Which meant someone had told him before he came upstairs. “Did she run away?”

      Paxton moved closer, sitting on the other side of the bed. “No. She’s in your study. She… ran outside in panic, but not to leave.” A moment passed before he added, “Gabe, she’s scared.”

      He finally lifted his eyes to his friend. “For Rose?”

      “For Rose… of you. She thinks you’re going to kill her because you won’t believe she didn’t do this.”

      Something in his heart cracked a little. He took in his sister then glanced in the direction of the door.

      “Go,” Pax said. “Now is the time. She’s sympathetic and concerned. If you’re ever going to convince her to help—”

      “She tried.”

      “What?”

      Gabriel explained how she’d reached for Rose without hesitation and attempted to heal her. “She wanted to; I could see it. They’ve truly become friends.”

      The last statement nearly took his breath away. Brinley had been taken from them shortly after her third birthday; Rose hadn’t even been born yet. They hadn’t met until a few years later when Malal and Brinley returned, but the girls had become fast friends then too. He’d been so angry at his sister for taking Brinley’s attention when he wanted it all to himself. Even as children he’d been drawn to her. He remembered how badly he wanted to hide her away and protect her, to keep her from ever being taken again.

      But her mother had taken her again. They’d only visited for a couple days, and he didn’t understand at the time why they hadn’t just stayed. She did this for years, coming for a day or two a couple times a year. It wasn’t until later that he learned that it was out of fear that she always returned to Château des Reines. She wanted Brinley to know her father’s people, but she was scared of what the queen would do if she found out.

      “Sit with Rose?” He pushed to his feet, needing to find Brinley.

      “Of course.”

      Gabriel leaned down to press a kiss to her brow before walking away. He made it down to his study, but it was empty. “Brinley?”

      As he reached for the bedroom door, something banged against it followed by a click. The knob wouldn’t turn. She’d locked him out.

      “Let me in, bijou.”

      “No,” she said in a quiet voice through the wood.

      He smacked a hand on it and heard her gasp. “Please don’t make me break down my own damn door.”

      A beat of silence passed.

      “I know you didn’t do anything to Rose,” he said, trying a different angle. “This isn’t the first time it’s happened to her. I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to…” make sure you’re all right, “explain.”

      When the lock clicked once more, and she pulled the door open, he let out a relieved breath. It took everything he had not to wrap her in his arms. She had her hair braided back today, giving him a clear view of her beautiful face. The brown dress she wore was in a little bit better shape than the others he’d brought her, but it was still obviously old and secondhand.

      “Is she all right?” Brinley pushed past him back into the study and went to sit on the window bench.

      “I… don’t know.” That was the truth. Because it depended on if the curse was broken. He knew what was behind her body shutting down, but he didn’t know what was actually wrong. Nothing the healers tried helped. And without being able to go to other villages and communicate with outsiders whenever they wanted, it was impossible to seek out a way to break the curse or cure her. The best they could do was alleviate some of the pain and keep her comfortable.

      Gabriel moved closer and sat beside Brinley.

      “This has happened before?”

      “Yes.” He angled toward her but looked out the window. “The first time was about six months ago, but she’d been growing weaker before that.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her nod to herself. Then, she asked the one thing he needed her to. “She’s part of the curse? That’s why you want my help so much.”

      He met her gaze and slowly reached out to take her hand, tapping his thumb on the back of her palm.
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      When Gabriel tapped her hand, Brinley’s throat tightened. Rose was part of the curse. “But how? How is it connected? Something is happening to her, and the rest of you can’t be in your human forms outside of the village…”

      He released her.

      Their signal for no.

      “I’m wrong about something?”

      “Kind of,” he said. It seemed that he could answer questions so long as it wasn’t directly related to the curse.

      Directly related.

      “Are the two not connected?”

      He covered her hand again, sending her heart into a rush of flutters. She didn’t want to think about that though.

      “Two separate curses?”

      Tap.

      “And you need me to break them?” Her head reeled when he laced their fingers together. “But I don’t have my magic. I don’t know anything about breaking curses. Even if I did…”

      His shoulders seemed to sag inward. “I know you hate us—”

      “No, it’s not that,” she cut in. Déesse above, how did she explain this? It would shatter every bit of hope they had. And despite not trusting them, she found herself not wanting to cause them more pain. “Curses are very… personal. It’s all about intent. Whoever set each curse had to have a strong reason, and the true depths of it, of its meaning and how to break it, only they can know that. Because only they know how they felt upon casting.”

      With each word, Gabriel’s face paled a little more. It made her sick. She might hate him, but she didn’t want to be cruel to anyone. Even him.

      “If you could tell me who it was, then there might be a chance, but—” She stopped when his head snapped up to hers again.

      He lifted his free hand to her cheek and leaned in to press his forehead to hers. “You know,” he whispered. “Brinley, please… remember.”

      The sincerity and devastation in his voice gutted her. She closed her eyes, breathing him in. “Tell me who.”

      “I can’t.”

      She remembered her first week here when she was still injured. When she’d been in pure denial about her father being one of them. If he wanted her to remember something, they needed to start at the beginning. Even if she didn’t believe him, at least she might get some answers about this pack’s history and why the curse was cast. “Fine, then, tell me about my father.”

      Gabriel backed off to see her face, as if to gauge whether she was serious. When she didn’t move or speak, waiting for him, he visibly swallowed. She was more than aware of his hand still clasping hers but didn’t draw attention to it.

      Not as he said, “Your father’s name was Keir. He was my father’s best friend and beta. He was my godfather… and I was holding you as he was killed in front of us.”
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        * * *

      

      “I want to train,” Brinley said, barging into the dining room.

      It was far earlier than she usually got up. She’d started getting her own breakfast last week, but she usually waited to make sure Gabriel wasn’t eating before going down. And she always brought enough food upstairs for both her and Rose to share. But today, she wanted to catch Gabriel. After all that happened yesterday, a new determination filled her.

      He sat at the head of the table, a steaming mug halfway to his lips, staring at her. Paxton sat on one side of him, Daciana on the other. Both wore looks of surprise.

      It was the latter who asked, “What do you mean?”

      Brinley ventured forward. “I was supposed to begin training with my magic after my twenty-first birthday. That clearly didn’t happen, so I want to try here. I know you all don’t trust me—the feeling is mutual—but if you want me to try to break this curse, I’m going to need to know how to control my power.”

      Three sets of eyes bore into her. She refused to back down though.

      “Good morning, Brinley. Why don’t you join us?” Paxton patted the open chair next to him.

      She took the seat with a sigh but kept her eyes on the alpha as he set his drink down. Paxton passed her a basket with croissants, an amused smirk in place. Grabbing one of the warm, flaky rolls, she nibbled on the corner and waited.

      “Gabriel?” she said when he still didn’t speak.

      “Last night, you said—”

      “I know, but it’s worth a shot, right?”

      The corner of his mouth curled up, and she looked away, ignoring the way it heated her to the core.

      “Why now?” Daciana asked.

      Brinley wasn’t sure if she was supposed to keep what happened a secret, so she glanced at Gabriel. He stared back at her as he told his friend, “Rose had another episode yesterday while Brinley was visiting.”

      After he’d finished telling Brinley what he could about Keir yesterday, Gabriel had told her he’d already found out that she’d been sneaking up to sit with his sister. He had apparently assigned his friends shifts in the solarium not as guards but to be there for Rose should something like that happen, and he’d been taking their place on occasion to keep an eye on the two of them throughout the week. That was why he’d been there so quickly. They had then gone to sit upstairs with Rose the rest of the night, waiting for her to wake up.

      Brinley bit the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling. The four of them—Brinley, Gabriel, Paxton, and Rose when she woke—had eaten dinner, talked about Rose’s paintings, and relaxed together for hours. It had been pleasant, which only confused Brinley more.

      Focusing on the current issue, she explained to Daciana, “I haven’t been able to use my magic since the night in the forest. I’ve tried on my own, but I can’t reach it. I think I need to feel some sort of danger to spark it, so I thought maybe if one of you would help me…”

      “You haven’t been able to use it at all since healing Gabe?” she asked, and Brinley shook her head.

      Gabriel nodded and took a sip of what looked like tea. “Fine, I’ll work with you. We’ll start after breakfast.”

      Her heart raced at the idea of being alone with him again, especially after actually getting along last night. But she wasn’t about to refuse. “Thank you.”

      He appeared more shocked by those two words than her request. Brinley took another bite of her croissant to avoid his gaze. Paxton passed her a pitcher of orange juice, and she poured some into a glass while trying to think of an excuse to go upstairs with more food. She wanted to at least tell Rose why she wouldn’t be visiting today.

      A foot beneath the table bumped hers, and she glanced around. Daciana had turned to whisper something to Gabriel, but Paxton was looking at Brinley. He smiled before grabbing a spare plate and piling a couple rolls on it, along with a stem of grapes. As he poured another glass of juice, he said, “I’m going to take this up to Rose.”

      “Thanks, Pax.” Gabriel gave a nod and went back to his hushed conversation.

      Paxton winked at Brinley then walked out of the room. She took a sip of her own juice to hide her smile, knowing he would relay the message to her new friend.
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      Brinley paused at the front door, held open by Gabriel. The bright sunshine beyond called to her, but she was hesitant.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, wringing her fingers together. “Why can’t we just practice here?”

      “Because I need to check on a few things first, and then I’ll take you somewhere we can train.”

      “And you think walking around a village full of people who hate me is a good idea?” She tried to sound defiant, crossing her arms, but it was a genuine concern.

      Gabriel’s brow furrowed. “They don’t hate you, bijou.”

      She narrowed her eyes at the nickname as much as the lie. “Of course they do. I’m a witch.”

      “Who saved my life.” He motioned toward the few steps that would take them to the short path leading to the street. Two guards stood at attention on either side of the small front porch. “No one will touch you. I promise.”

      Sighing, she relented and walked outside. He closed the door and followed. At the street, she let him guide her in the right direction. The sun beamed down on her head, warming her. It felt amazing. He’d been correct before; she needed fresh air. She took in a deep breath of it now, letting it fill her lungs.

      Gabriel turned at the next corner, heading onto a busier cobblestone street. Several people stopped what they were doing to stare, but he acted as if it was a perfectly normal thing for her to accompany him. Brinley kept quiet, and she stayed close to his side, knowing he would protect her if it meant saving his people, his sister.

      The DeLoup continued to watch her as they made their way through the village. Gabriel greeted people, introducing her like an old friend. It was strange, to say the least. But what was stranger was the lack of chaos and destruction she’d been taught existed in these places. Her guards, her grandmother, and even André had created these terrifying images of lawless lands occupied by monsters.

      There was nothing of the sort as far as she could see. She’d noticed that from the windows of the study, but she thought perhaps it was because only a small portion of one street was visible from there. If she didn’t know better, she didn’t think she would even suspect they were shifters. She saw a young couple kiss in the shadows of a nearby building—a sweet, chaste kiss, nothing obscene. A handful of children ran by laughing and playing, ignoring the shouts of their parents who turned to hide their amusement.

      When Gabriel opened the rickety, short gate of a picket fence, she focused on where they were going. She almost smacked face first into tall stalks of corn because she hadn’t been paying attention. He laughed, and she turned to scowl at him.

      “This way.” He nodded to one side of what appeared to be a large garden. They rounded the taller plants to find rows and rows of fruits and vegetables. A woman was crouched beside one of the plants and looked up when they approached.

      She stood, dipping her head. “Gabriel, sir.”

      They treated him almost like royalty here, bowing before him.

      “Any changes?” He walked a bit farther and bent to inspect a tomato plant.

      Even from here though, Brinley could see they weren’t the right color. They looked dark, ashy.

      “No,” the woman said, watching Brinley closely. “They’re still drying out and dying overnight. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Gabriel nodded to himself, looking at more before he returned to Brinley’s side. “Sorry, this is Brinley. Brinley, this is Jeanne. She’s in charge of our community’s crops and gardens.”

      The woman didn’t say anything, which didn’t surprise Brinley. She’d told him they hated her, but he didn’t believe it. For Luna’s sake, even Brighid still avoided her, and she’d lived in the same house for weeks now. Gabriel nudged her in the side with an elbow.

      Brinley glared at him, but he gave her a pointed look then glanced at Jeanne. Realizing what he wanted, she forced a smile. “It’s nice to meet you, ma’am.”

      Jeanne visibly relaxed. “And you.” She shook her head slowly, as if in amazement. “She looks just like them. Malal’s beautiful eyes and smile, but something distinctly Keir in her features.”

      Gabriel stiffened but put a hand on Brinley’s back. Like he knew her legs were about to give out. Like he knew just how shocking the sentiment was to her. It was one thing for Gabriel to claim he’d known her parents, but for this stranger to admit the same, it tore at her heart. Had he been telling the truth?

      “I know,” he said in a soft tone before clearing his throat. “We need to get going, but please keep me updated. Let me know right away if there’s any major change.”

      “Sir, do you think this is because…”

      “I don’t know, but we’ll figure it out. I promise.”

      Jeanne nodded toward him and, to Brinley’s surprise, smiled at her.

      “Have a good day,” Brinley managed to get out as Gabriel took her hand to lead her away.

      He started to release her as soon as they were outside the fence, but she gripped his hand tighter, needing his steady presence a moment longer. When he faced her, his bright blue gaze was full of understanding, and he gave a small nod. “They all know.”

      Brinley struggled to keep her breathing level. Was her father really from here? She had a thousand questions but couldn’t form the words to voice them. Because if that was true, what else was? How much of her life was a lie?

      Gabriel stepped closer and lifted a hand to her cheek. “The second I saw you in that cellar, I knew it was you.”

      “But… why don’t I remember? You said we knew each other, but I don’t remember you,” she said. “Any of you.”

      “I know that too.” His thumb brushed across her skin in a motion far too intimate.

      She pulled away from him, releasing his other hand. Space. She needed space to think, to breathe. This was all too much. “Why?”

      When he reached for her hand again, she jerked it back. He let out a frustrated sigh. “I can’t tell you.”

      “Of course not.” She stomped away from him.

      Grabbing her by the elbow, he slowed her pace. “I’m trying. All right? That’s partially why I agreed to help you with your magic. Maybe once you reach it, you’ll be able to rid yourself of whatever is blocking your memories.”

      She glanced over to find a sincere look in his eyes. She hated that it made sense. “Fine. Let’s go.”

      They continued down the street, then another. Gabriel checked in on people, asking about their family’s well-being, their businesses, even about their hobbies. She wondered briefly if he was extending their trek to where he wanted to train on purpose, just to bring her around the village and introduce her to others, or if he was always this involved in his people’s lives. Was this what he did every day when he left? Over and over, she was met with the same sort of awe.

      When he turned back toward the direction of the house, she almost groaned. Was he lying about training elsewhere to get her out for a little while? But as they reached the familiar street, he led her down a side alley.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      Over his shoulder, he said, “You’ll see.”

      The pathway was quiet, empty. Above them, windows were broken or boarded up. It was a complete contrast to his opulent home just on the other side of the block. At the other end, he turned again, but this time went straight to a large building she’d never seen before. One that stretched all the way to the village walls.

      Gabriel opened the door and stepped inside, motioning for her to follow. As soon as she did, the hair on the back of her neck stood on end and her feet felt like lead, not allowing her to move. A hallway crossed the short entryway, going in both directions, but straight ahead, a wide archway showed a large room with men and women sparring, practicing hand-to-hand drills and the goddess knew what else.

      A room full of DeLoup soldiers training to kill her people.

      She started to retreat, but a firm hand landed on her shoulder.

      “You’re safe,” Gabriel said, as if reading her thoughts. He’d leaned in close, his breath tickling her ear. When she still didn’t move, he ran his hand down to rest on her lower back. “I promise, no one will touch you, bijou.”

      Brinley couldn’t decide if she wanted to lean into him more or run. At least locked away in that house, she could lie to herself and think she was safe. There were no such comforts here.

      “If we’re going to try to access your magic, I’d prefer it not be in my house where things might end up destroyed, but I also think it would be good to give you some physical training as well,” he said low enough that only she could hear as he guided her into the room. “Teach you how to protect yourself and use a dagger.”

      That made her stop again. “Why would you do that?”

      She didn’t tell him she already had some such training.

      Gabriel faced her. “Because the next time you try to run away, I might not be there to save you from rogues.”

      “I’m not going to run away.” She couldn’t. Not until she helped Rose.

      Something flickered in his dark gaze, but he simply nodded and continued toward the far end of the room.

      “Daciana,” he said, and Brinley realized the woman was sparring with Joel in the corner. “Did you bring what I asked?”

      The woman handed Joel her practice blade, which didn’t look dulled at all, and went to grab a bag from beside the wall.

      “Morning,” Joel said with a smile.

      Gabriel returned it, clapping the man on the shoulder. “Good morning.”

      “Brinley, nice to see you up and around. How are the ribs?”

      “All better.” It didn’t make sense that she’d healed so quickly, unless it was her magic slipping through without her realizing it.

      “Good.”

      She still wasn’t completely certain whether Joel’s kindness was genuine or a show. She also couldn’t imagine Gabriel with someone so sweet if it was real. Not with how rough he’d been with her. She looked back and forth between them, trying to figure out their dynamic. The alpha seemed like a different man with Joel. It unnerved her.

      “Here you go.” Daciana held the bag out, and Gabriel thanked her.

      “We’ll see you two in a bit.” With his free hand once more on Brinley’s back, he led her to a door she hadn’t noticed before. It opened to another hallway. “The building is a square,” he explained as they walked. “This hall lines the room we just left on all sides, and then off of it are more private areas for different exercises and training techniques.”

      Opening yet another door, they stepped into a simple, unoccupied room. A window sat high in one wall, letting in natural light that reflected off of the shiny wooden floor. The pale white walls were plain, save for the sconces, but with the dark beams above them, it was nice, peaceful. A few small rugs sat in a pile in the corner, and she wondered what those were for.

      “Why were you looking between me and Joel like that?” He closed the door, and she faced him with a shrug.

      “You’re nice to him.”

      He raised a brow. “I’m nice to a lot of people.”

      “Just not me?” Before he could reply, she said, “I was just having a hard time picturing…”

      The corner of his mouth twitched up.

      “Stop.” She rolled her eyes. “I just meant, he’s so sweet, and you were so rough. So, I was curious how that even worked.”

      With a chuckle, he stepped closer. “Are you asking if I’m as dominant with him as I was with you?”

      It took everything she had not to look away.

      “Or are you asking who likes to be in which position?” His low voice stirred that warmth low in her belly. He glanced down, like he knew exactly what he was doing to her. “Or are you asking how two men—”

      “Stop,” she repeated, taking a small step backward before she did something she regretted. “No, I’m not asking the specifics. I understand how it works in general. You two just seem so different.”

      Chuckling, he inched back a little too. “Not really. He is kind and caring, but he’s not shy about what he wants or desires. And we’ve been friends our whole lives.”

      “But you don’t love him?” Brinley internally cursed herself for letting the question slip. She didn’t care, couldn’t care.

      “No,” he whispered, his gaze softening a fraction. “We aren’t in love.” He cleared his throat and offered the bag from Daciana. “Here, more clothes for you. Some pants and a tunic, which will make it easier to train.”

      She was grateful for the change in subject and took it. “But what good will that do me? It’s not as if I’ll be in them if I’m attacked outside this room.”

      “Must you always be difficult?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I’m not being difficult; I’m being realistic.”

      “Many women here wear pants in their daily lives.” Leaning against the wall, he crossed one ankle over the other. “It’s up to you. I don’t care either way. I just wanted to give you the option.”

      She had seen women wearing them in the village, and Daciana wore trousers all the time, but she’d also seen many women wearing dresses with corsets. Either way, she stood out in her simple, empire-waist dresses. She opened the bag and pulled out the black pants. They were soft and thinner than she expected.

      “You really don’t have to.” Gabriel’s gentle tone made her glance up, and in that moment, she realized he’d truly only been trying to help.

      “I’ve never worn them before,” she whispered. “Not like this, at least.”

      The tunic she removed from the bag was dark red, almost crimson. When she held it up, she squeezed her lips shut to keep from smiling. It was long enough to reach her knees. It would cover more of her shape than the shorter shirts she’d seen most of the other women wearing. She met Gabriel’s gaze, who appeared calm and nonplussed, but she could see past that. She saw the way he waited for her reaction.

      “Daciana picked this out?” Brinley asked, already knowing the truth.

      He shrugged. “I made some suggestions.”

      Because he knew her. Somehow, this infuriating DeLoup understood her well enough to know what she would want. And she was really starting to think it wasn’t just because of the last few weeks together.

      Swallowing past the odd lump forming in her throat, she turned around and pulled her hair over one shoulder for him to help her out of her dress.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

          
            GABRIEL

          

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel knew damned well that Brinley could get out of her dress on her own. She’d managed just fine without anyone’s help after the first week. That didn’t stop him from walking toward her though.

      It was as if he had no control; his body was making the decisions, ignoring his head.

      He pulled the ties at the base of her neck. It loosened the top of her gown, letting it slide down her shoulders. Then, he released the second tie at her waist.

      Brinley turned her head toward him, and it took everything in him not to kiss her. He forced himself to step away and face the wall. When a quiet sigh sounded behind him, he closed his eyes and tried to think of anything else. It didn’t matter. He heard the fabric of the dress fall to the ground, followed by more fabric shuffling, and he started getting hard just knowing she was undressing behind him.

      “What are the rugs for?” she asked, almost like she knew he needed a distraction. Or maybe she needed one too.

      “Meditation.”

      “And soldiers train here to… prepare?”

      That was when he understood. “We’re not planning an attack if that’s what you mean.”

      “Because that’s such an unbelievable assumption? What, was that village a few weeks ago just a random night of fun destruction and murder?”

      Gabriel whirled around and stomped toward her. She’d put the long tunic on, but the pants still hung from her hand. He didn’t care.

      “That wasn’t us,” he all but growled in her face.

      “Right.” She started to lean down to pull the pants on, but he grabbed her by the arm.

      “The wolves who attacked you were more rogues—small packs who refuse to live in a larger community and want more than anything to end the witches. We all wish this war would end, but they believe the only way to do that is by destroying the entire hierarchy system of the queendom and killing every witch.”

      Her brow furrowed, but he saw the conflict in her blue eyes. Whether it was because she didn’t believe him or because she had more questions, he didn’t know.

      “My people just want peace, Brinley. We didn’t attack that village.”

      “Then, why were you there?” She yanked her arm from his grasp. “I don’t believe you.”

      Gabriel wanted to yell, to growl, to punch something. He wished he could just tell her everything, but each time he tried, his throat closed up, choking off his words. Besides, what good would it do? He needed to gain her trust in other ways first.

      So, instead of arguing more, he stepped back and asked, “Where do you want to start with the magic training?”

      Brinley slipped her feet into the pants and then pulled them up over her shorter pantalettes beneath the tunic. He’d specifically asked Daci to find a couple loose, longer shirts, knowing the witch wouldn’t want something too exposing. Even so, she was still beautiful. Nothing she wore could diminish that.

      As Brinley finished, he reached for the bag on the floor to grab the belt and sheath he’d also requested.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “But I need to figure out how to access it before actually learning to use it.”

      “That makes sense.” He approached again and looped the belt around her waist on the outside of her shirt. When she looked at him in confusion, he explained, “Keeping it cinched in will give you a little more freedom. You won’t have all this excess fabric getting in your way as you move, it will help prevent enemies from gripping it, and…” He slid the dagger sheath onto it before finishing the buckle. “It gives you easy access to a weapon.”

      She nodded, brushing a finger against the worn black leather. Gabriel bent down to pull a dagger from his boot, and she raised a brow.

      “How many more of those do you have hidden?” She took it when he offered it over.

      “Want to search me and find out?” He couldn’t help but let the tease escape. The faint blush spreading up her cheeks was absolutely worth it. Extending his claws, he said, “I don’t need blades, bijou.”

      “Good to know.” She slid the dagger into her new sheath but paused to look back up at him. “So, you brought this just for me?”

      “I told you, after this, we’re training to fight too.”

      She smiled, and it nearly took his breath away. When he continued staring in silence, her grin fell and she asked, “What?”

      Gabriel lifted a palm to her cheek once more, letting his thumb run across her lower lip. “You never smile for me.”

      Her lips parted. He didn’t think he’d ever wanted to kiss her more than he did in this moment, but she pulled away and turned toward the pile of rugs. Grabbing two, she returned and put both on the ground. She lowered onto one, and he followed her cue, neither addressing his comment.

      Giving up for now, he refocused. “All right, so you said you need to access your magic, but what does that mean exactly?”

      “I can’t feel it,” she said. “That night in the forest, it was like it hummed in my veins. I felt it coursing through me, so I was able to bring it forward and use it.”

      Gabriel nodded, thinking through what he knew of witches and their magic. “And you haven’t felt it since that night? Is it… is it possible you drained yourself, used too much?”

      “No, I haven’t felt it since then, but I don’t think that’s how it works. From what I’ve learned, it’s more like a well that replenishes over time. So, I can drain myself and use too much, but not to the point where it’s just gone forever.”

      “And this hasn’t happened to you before?”

      She shook her head.

      “Did it feel different that night than before? Did something change?”

      Brinley’s gaze lowered to her lap, where she played with the hem of her tunic. “I couldn’t feel it before.”

      Gabriel could have sworn his heart stopped for a beat. “What do you mean? You used magic before then, right?”

      Once again, she shook her head.

      “Brinley,” he reached forward to tilt her chin up, “are you seriously telling me that before the night you saved my life you had never used any magic? How did you know what to do?”

      “I didn’t,” she whispered, slowly raising her eyes to his.

      His mind reeled, but he tried to keep the shock off his face. “Did you use it before I showed up? To protect yourself?”

      She shrugged, and he lowered his hand. “When one of the wolves lunged at me, I lifted my hand on instinct, which sent him flying back. But it wasn’t far, and when I tried again, it didn’t work, not until…”

      “Until you stopped the one trying to jump me from behind?”

      Brinley sighed. “Yes. I stopped that wolf, I levitated you enough to bring you home, and I healed you. Those are the only times I’ve ever used magic though.”

      His jaw dropped as he stared at her. His pulse raced at the possibilities running through his mind. She’d been triggered by fear… for him. More than that, she had no idea how to do any of it. She was going off of pure instinct, trusting her gut to save him.

      Which meant that subconsciously, she knew the truth. Something deep down, beyond the hatred instilled upon her, told her she had to protect him.

      But instead of pointing this out and potentially ruining all of this progress by scaring her, he said, “All right, so it was triggered in an intense situation full of danger. It came to you because you were scared and needed a defense.”

      “Yes.”

      Making a quick decision, he lunged. She screamed, but he quickly had a hand around her throat as she landed on her back with him hovering over her. Her chest heaved against him, her eyes wide with shock.

      But nothing happened.

      Until her scent hit him again. He let his claws extend, poking into the sensitive skin of her neck without drawing blood. And still, her arousal only intensified.

      Fuck. She didn’t fear him.

      She wanted him as much as he craved her. Even if she didn’t understand why.

      When she arched up into him, bucking her hips in a weak, fake attempt to push him away, he realized that because of her pants, her legs cradled him without the excess material of her skirts. His own pants tightened. He lowered his body, putting more of his weight on her, letting her feel how she affected him.

      “Bijou,” he growled, his chest rumbling as she hooked one leg up around him.

      “I told you,” she fiddled with something, “stop calling me that.”

      Before he could register what was happening, she brought up her hand in a flash, holding the dagger he’d given her to his own neck. Instead of grabbing her wrist with his free hand, he gripped her side, but she didn’t flinch or back down. He stared at her, this infuriating witch who happened to be one of the bravest women he’d ever met. Not even Daci would make such a move against him. Nor would she be able to keep this eye contact.

      He retracted his claws but kept his fingers around her throat.

      “I’m not scared of you either, sweetheart,” he whispered. Grinding his hips down into her, he let her feel his hardness.

      Her breath stuttered, brushing over his cheek. Gabriel brought up his other hand and wrapped it around her wrist. He released her throat to grab her other hand too, pushing both above her head.

      She didn’t fight it. When he started to slowly rock against her more, she lifted her other leg around him. A moan slipped through her plump red lips, and he desperately wanted to taste them.

      “I thought you said it was a one-time thing.” The dagger clattered to the hard floor as she dropped it.

      Holding both of her hands with one of his, he trailed the other down her cheek, her neck, her collarbone. Finally giving in, he pressed his lips to hers. She didn’t hesitate to kiss him back. When his tongue darted out, she opened, inviting him inside. He rocked against her harder, eliciting a gasp from her.

      “Gabriel,” she said with a sigh as he pulled away to look at her.

      He shouldn’t have done that. Kissing her like that… it was far too intimate, especially when she didn’t remember who he was to her. He needed more, but he couldn’t do that again, no matter how sweet she’d tasted.

      “More.” She tried to pull him down to her, and he shifted his trajectory to suck on the side of her neck as he continued moving against her, feeling her heat through the thin layers of fabric separating them. He released her arms. There were other ways he could taste her. Moving lower, he squeezed her breast and kept heading south. Her breath hitched. He undid the belt around her waist and lifted the hem of her shirt to kiss her stomach, her hip bone.

      She swept her fingers through his hair before gripping on and pushing him lower. With a grin, he obeyed. He toyed with the top of her pants and glanced up. The way she bit at her bottom lip nearly destroyed him. For a moment, he wondered how experienced she was with all of this. Had anyone else worshiped her body the way he wanted to? The thought caused another snarl to leave his lips.

      Brinley nodded, misunderstanding his reaction and urging him to continue. Clenching his jaw, he fought off the wave of anger. “Lift up.”

      She raised her hips, and he tugged her trousers and pantalettes down in one swift movement. He ripped both off of her, tossing them aside.

      “Now, spread your legs for me.”

      To her credit, her hesitation only seemed to be in question of her tunic. After another beat, she pulled it off over her head, leaving her only in a thin chemise that left nothing to the imagination. She bunched up the material around her stomach, fully exposing her lower half before doing as he said. She was so beautiful it hurt. He strained against his pants.

      With a hand on each of her thighs, holding her open, he smiled. “Good girl.”

      She braced herself on her elbows to watch him. He leaned in to kiss one knee, then the other. He repeated this all the way up until he reached her center. A slight slickness greeted him as he ran a finger along her slit, and his grin grew. As did his dick. The fact that she wanted this too… He replaced his fingers with his tongue, and she lowered her head to the floor with a soft moan.

      She tasted better than he ever could’ve imagined. He rubbed circles against her clit with his fingers as he worked her up with his tongue. Sucking on her, he used one hand to grip himself through his pants. He prodded her with his tongue before switching back to one finger, then two. Her moans grew louder as she drew closer and closer to the edge, though she was clearly trying to muffle them. One of her hands found its way to his hair, and she held him right where she wanted him. By the time she tumbled over, gasping and clenching around him, he was more than ready to go.

      Gabriel eased her down to this plane of existence then sat back on his feet. She breathed heavily, staring up at the ceiling as he caressed her thigh. After a moment, she lifted her head, gave a pointed look at his crotch, and whispered, “Your turn?”

      He stared at her, his heart pounding. There had been a reason he said last time would be the only time. When he realized her memories had been replaced, he tried not to feel this way. This connection was dangerous and had already broken his heart too many times. But he couldn’t deny her, especially not after having sex with her. It had strengthened their bond. Though, it wasn’t clear if she just didn’t know what it was or if she was in denial. Perhaps whatever spell had made her forget warped that feeling for her too. The thought made him sick. The mate bond was sacred among their people. If someone messed with it…

      Brinley sat up and reached for his belt. They shifted around so his legs were stretched out in front of him and she was kneeling between them. He didn’t stop her from pulling out his hard cock. Nor when she wrapped her hand around it and pumped up and down.

      When she looked at him with a question in her innocent eyes, he thought he might combust. He tucked some of her fallen hair behind one ear. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I know.” The words were so soft, so sweet. It was a complete contrast to the way she normally spoke to him. “Just… tell me how? I’ve never…”

      He brushed his thumb across her jaw and gave an encouraging nod. Brinley licked her lips before lowering them to where he’d envisioned for weeks. For years if he were honest.

      “Shit,” he hissed as she took him fully into her mouth.

      She pulled back immediately. “What? Was that not—”

      “That was perfect,” he said quickly. “Sorry.”

      At that, her concern changed into a mischievous grin. She got back to work, effectively stealing all other thoughts from his mind. He buried his hands in her hair, ruining her braid, as she bobbed up and down.

      “Yes, do that again,” he said when she swirled her tongue around the tip. She did it once, twice, and he groaned. Licking up the side of his length, she sucked him back into her mouth. A couple minutes passed before he stopped her.

      Her brow furrowed.

      He needed more, needed to be inside her. “Turn around.”

      Understanding seemed to dawn on Brinley. She nodded and pivoted on her hands and knees, putting her bare ass in front of him. He gave it a squeeze, and she spread her legs as he guided her hips up. Shaking his head with a grin, he settled behind her and nudged at her tight entrance.

      “This is the only time I will ever ask you to keep quiet, bijou. Only because we’re in a building full of my soldiers.” And I don’t want to share any part of this with them. He slowly pushed inside, reveling in her warmth.

      She looked at him over her shoulder. Lust darkened her gaze. She might not know what was between them, but she obviously felt something. No matter how hard she tried to deny it. “You say that like we’ll be doing this again. I thought it was going to be a one-time thing.”

      Gabriel shrugged as he slid in farther, eliciting another gasp from her. “We’ve already broken two of the rules.”

      “Fine, but this changes nothing.” She pushed her hips back into his, and he hit home.

      Buried deep inside the girl he could no longer stay away from, he lied to her for the first time. “Agreed. Nothing has changed.”
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            BRINLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Pink leaves floated on the wind around her. She tilted her head back and raised her hands to the skies above. She twirled in a circle, smiling. It was so beautiful here. She didn’t understand why it was such a secret.

      The scene changed in the blink of an eye. She looked out across the meadow to the wolves standing in the shadows. There was no fear though, just a longing to join them.

      A short bark caught her attention, and she whirled to face the approaching wolf cub. He was much smaller than the others, with a shiny black coat. She lowered to her knees as he neared and wrapped him in a hug the moment he sat in front of her. Closing her eyes, she held on to her friend. She’d missed him so much.

      He shifted to return the hug, and she leaned into the embrace. She opened her eyes, not wanting to lose a second of this time with him. They were back under the pink tree. His piercing blue gaze bore into hers as he raised a hand to her cheek. It had been years since she last saw him, but she never forgot.

      “Brinley?”

      She opened her mouth, but the words wouldn’t come out.

      “Brinley!”

      The scene changed again before she could grasp on to him. Screams ripped through the night. Chaos and bloodshed surrounded her. The people she’d stopped to celebrate with were being slaughtered, torn to shreds right before her. And it was her fault. She’d led the monsters here.

      She backed away and fell over a still body on the ground.

      André’s lifeless gaze greeted her. She scrambled away before covering her mouth with a hand only to find it covered in blood. Tears blurred her vision, and she fought not to be sick. She tore her eyes from her friend and saw a wolf creeping toward her.

      Fire had spread. The village burned, and still the DeLoup walked toward her, teeth bared.

      “Brinley.”

      She couldn’t look away, couldn’t follow that comforting voice away from the tall gray beast. The moment she did, she knew he would lunge. As if reading her thoughts, he growled and jumped at her.

      “Bijou, wake up,” the deep voice commanded, dragging her from the nightmare.

      Brinley bolted upright. She gasped for air, searching around the darkened room to find the threat.

      “It’s me.” Gabriel put a hand on her shoulder to still her frantic movements. “It’s just me. You’re safe. Take a deep breath.”

      She turned toward the man standing beside the bed.

      “Breathe,” he repeated.

      She inhaled deeply.

      “Good girl. Again.” His thumb brushed over her shoulder as his other hand swept her sweaty hair from her face and neck. “It’s all right now. You’re safe.”

      Swallowing, she stared up at him. He was supposed to be her enemy. She hated him and his kind. But that didn’t stop her from leaning over to wrap her arms around his middle or from burying her face against his chest.

      Only a heartbeat passed before he hugged her close. She could’ve sworn he kissed the top of her head as he whispered, “I’ve got you.”

      Something about that broke her resolve. A sob escaped her lips before she could stop it. Gabriel tightened his hold on her. He guided her over in the bed to sit with her, his back to the headboard. He pulled her against his chest once more and just… held her as she cried. Every once in a while, he whispered something calming, but they otherwise stayed quiet. He rubbed her back as she mourned, as the guilt ate away at her.

      He didn’t leave her.

      Like everyone else.

      “I’ve got you,” he repeated in a hushed tone.

      Eventually, her tears subsided, and still, neither of them moved.

      She needed to say something. Tell him what happened, or at least thank him for being there. Instead, what she said was, “I thought you said no cuddling.”

      To her surprise, his chest vibrated with quiet laughter. “I’ll make the exception to the rule this once.”

      Brinley rolled her eyes and shifted so she was sitting a bit higher. She rested her head on his shoulder, curling into his side and placing a hand over his heart. It felt so natural that she wanted to pull away. Except, that was also why she couldn’t. His arm tightened around her back, and she wondered if he felt it too.

      “Besides, we’ve already broken the one-time-only and no-kissing rules,” he said. “What’s one more?”

      “Two.”

      “Hmm?”

      She tilted her chin up to see him. “Technically, you said we wouldn’t share a bed either.”

      Gabriel shook his head. “No, I said no sharing a bed for or after sex. We didn’t have sex today.”

      “Shame.” The word slipped out before she could even register it, and her eyes widened. She tucked her head back down as her cheeks heated, and he chuckled.

      All week, he’d taken her to that place to train… which had led to them fooling around in at least four of the different rooms now. She blamed it on the pressure of needing to figure out her magic. A few really good orgasms helped her relax and open up her mind. Or rather, that was what she told herself. Regardless, today, she’d sat with Rose instead while he took care of other business throughout the village. She hadn’t seen him since breakfast.

      Not that she cared. She absolutely did not miss him.

      Clearing her throat, she asked, “What were you doing in here?”

      Thankfully, he let it go. “I wanted a book from my study and heard you in here crying. You also let out a little scream, so I came in to find out what was wrong.”

      Her heart raced in her chest. “You came in to check on me?”

      “Only because I worried someone had made it in here and was…” He trailed off, but she didn’t need to hear more. No matter how he ended that statement, it would be horrific. When she tensed, he said, “Not that anyone is going to make it inside. There are sentries standing guard at all the entrances, but in the middle of the night, that’s where my mind went.”

      Brinley’s brow furrowed. She pulled away to see him. “The guards outside are to make sure no one gets in?”

      “Of course. What do you—” He sighed. “How many times must I tell you that you are not a prisoner, Brinley?”

      Déesse save her, she loved when he used her actual name like that. “Once more, apparently.”

      She bit her lower lip and glanced down, focusing on the tattoos twining along his arm that she could see from the low lantern he must have lit upon entering. There were so many questions she still had. So much she didn’t understand. He’d told her all about her father, or at least what he could. He’d told her about the rogues. And as much as she tried, it was getting harder and harder to pretend like she didn’t even want to try to believe it all.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Of course,” he said without any sign of hesitation.

      Brinley took another deep breath. She sat upright more and pulled one of the pillows onto her lap to focus on it instead of his toned arms that felt too good around her. “Why were you in that village if you really weren’t part of the attack.”

      “That’s… complicated.”

      She raised her gaze to his in the flickering light. “More complicated than you trying to break two curses with a witch who can’t figure out her own magic?”

      “Yes.” He reached for her hand and held it in his lap. “But go on; ask your questions.”

      Understanding, she leaned into his side again. “You were there because of the curse?”

      His thumb tapped hers. “I had prayed to the moon goddess, asking her to help me find—”

      He choked, and she knew what he was trying to say.

      “A way to break the curse?”

      Tap. “I felt this… tug toward the village,” he said, weaving his fingers through hers atop the pillow. His other hand had remained on her back, slowly caressing in soothing circles. “Then, I heard the screams.”

      A shiver ran down her spine at the reminder of her nightmare. “That’s what I was dreaming about. I keep seeing that night over and over.”

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered, sounding sincere. This time, when he kissed her temple, there wasn’t any doubt about it. “When I got close to the village, I felt that tug stronger and knew I needed to do something. So, I followed it, and it…”

      “Led you to me,” she finished.

      “Yes.” He nodded. “I hadn’t seen you in six years, but I recognized you immediately. You’re still you.”

      Six years… That was exactly how long she lived in her last village. She’d been moved there after her previous home was attacked. When she told Gabriel as much, he sighed.

      “That’s not what happened.”

      Somehow, she knew he was going to say that before the words were even out. That was when she remembered more of her dream. The pleasant parts before it turned into a nightmare. She’d been standing beneath the tree in Rose’s painting with… She looked up at Gabriel, holding his gaze. His blue gaze. Something tugged low in her gut, and as much as she wanted to blame it on instinctual attraction and lust, she didn’t think that was it. Especially when he’d described what led him to her in the same way.

      “You really knew my father,” she said, following that trail of thought. When he nodded again, she went on. “We met before my birthday? We knew each other?”

      “Yes.”

      “The meadow…”

      He stiffened, and she had her answer.

      Tears sprang to her eyes once more. “When I was a child, there was a meadow my mother brought me to by—”

      “Lake Vréncia.”

      Her breath ceased in her lungs.

      “The lake house there, with its wraparound porch and flower gardens, belonged to my mother.” Clear pain laced his soft words.

      She was so young when she and her mother made trips there. Most had taken place when she was only a toddler and small child, and those memories were nonexistent for the most part. But the dream reminded her. “You were there.”

      “I always begged my father or yours to bring me along.”

      It felt as if her heart was being crushed inside her chest. How was this possible? “I had a dream about a small black wolf in the meadow with me.”

      “Tonight?”

      “Yes, before it switched to…” You holding me under the pink tree. “The nightmare.”

      Gabriel idly ran a hand up and down her arm. “We used to play a lot. I was usually in charge of keeping you occupied while the adults talked. Your father wanted you to live here with us all the time, not just when your mother could sneak out of the castle with you. He loved you so much.”

      The back of her throat burned. “Gabriel, why… why didn’t my mother want to stay?”

      He paused in his soothing strokes. After a moment, he continued and said, “She did. After years of sneaking around, she finally agreed it wasn’t enough. She’d been worried about her mother’s reaction because she didn’t approve of their relationship. The two of you moved in a couple months before your third birthday.”

      “My father died just after that birthday,” she whispered, her stomach twisting. Dread filled her as she suspected where this story was going.

      “Yes, he did.” His sorrow mirrored her own, and she remembered he’d said her father had been his godfather. Her father was a big part of Gabriel’s life, like an uncle. “It was one of the worst days in my life.” The way he said it made her think that list was longer than it should have been for someone his age. “It was like losing a parent, which I can say because I’ve lost all of mine.”

      “All?”

      The clock chimed in the corner, signaling it was midnight. Gabriel shifted, lowering in the bed and guiding her to move along with him. She returned the pillow to behind her head, but that didn’t matter. Not when he pulled her close. She curled up against him, lying flush against his side.

      “My birth father died before I was born,” he explained. “The alpha, Donovan, was my stepfather, though I didn’t know it most of my life. He raised me, loved me as his own.” He cleared his throat. “My mother died giving birth to Rosalyn, and my father was killed six years ago.”

      “Everything comes back to six years ago.” She tried to think through everything she’d been told, all she knew prior to coming here over a month ago. But she was exhausted.

      Over a month. Yet, no one had come to search for her. She was now the queen—something she kept forgetting about—but none of the royal guards had shown up. Because they assumed she was dead too? Or because they didn’t know where to look?

      Gabriel reached for the blanket with his free hand and tugged it up over them. “Yes, it does.”

      “Was that when the curse was set?”

      He tapped her hand.

      “Which one?”

      “Brinley.” He sounded just as tired.

      She rolled over more, resting her chin on top of her hands. “Fine. Was Rose’s curse set six years ago?” Nothing. “The one on the village?” Tap. “Was hers set before?” Tap. “Long before?” Tap.

      Her stomach churned again, threatening to return her dinner. “About eighteen years ago?”

      This time, he didn’t just tap her hand. He laced their fingers together.

      Her throat tightened, but she managed to whisper, “Am I connected to the curses?”

      He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her palm.

      Turning her head, Brinley lay against his chest. “Gabriel?”

      “Hmm?”

      She closed her eyes just as more tears began to well in them. “I promise, I’ll figure this out.”

      “I know, bijou.” Releasing her hand, he wrapped both arms around her. “I know you will.”
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      Gasping for breath, Brinley lowered her head to the arm rest.

      Behind her, Gabriel ran a hand along her bare back. “Are you all right?”

      She smiled, glad he couldn’t see her face as she tried to catch her breath. With a nod, she whispered, “Yes.”

      As he pulled away and walked to the other room, she turned to lie on her side on the settee. She brushed her hair out of her face. They were getting really good at that. It amazed her how whole she felt in these moments connected with the alpha. Though, she refused to admit it. He returned with a wet cloth, and she couldn’t hide the grin anymore as he cleaned her up with such gentleness.

      “What?” he asked.

      Brinley sat up. “You’re just so…”

      He set the rag aside before slipping on his pants and handing her the dress and chemise they’d managed to keep intact this time. Standing, she stepped into the chemise, and he pulled it up. Helping her into the dress next, he repeated, “What?”

      Her cheeks heated as she attempted to come up with the right words. “Your demeanor changes so abruptly once we’re done.”

      At that, he chuckled, but she could sense some sort of tension underneath the amusement. Like he was trying to hide something. She tried to turn around, needing to see his expression. He stopped her under the guise of tying the back of her dress. “Which part do you not like? The hard fucking or me taking care of you after?”

      Brinley sighed. He finished with the ties and put his hands on her shoulders, stepping close enough for her back to brush his chest. The truth was, she enjoyed both. That was what scared her. “I didn’t say I didn’t like it.”

      He pressed a kiss to her hair, and her eyes fluttered shut. They hadn’t actually kissed again since that first day of training, but these small gestures were growing more frequent. It was getting impossible to pretend she didn’t revel in his touch and that her hatred of him and his kind hadn’t faded with each passing day here.

      Taking a deep breath, she opened her eyes and stepped away from him. It had been six weeks since he brought her here. Six weeks of getting to know the caring man who was supposed to be a monster.

      “Brinley?”

      “Are we training today, or do you have other things to do?” She pulled on her pantalettes under her dress before beginning to braid her hair. When he didn’t respond, she finally turned around to face him. For a long moment, they simply stared at each other.

      “Actually, I was hoping you’d come somewhere with me today.”

      Which was how she ended up in the stables thirty minutes later, with Gabriel leading a saddled horse her way. She held out a hand, letting it smell her before petting its head.

      “Her name is Stella.” He passed over the reins then motioned for them to head out to the street.

      They weren’t far from the village gates, and when Brinley realized that was where they were going, her heart raced. It pounded in her chest at the idea of leaving the safety of the village walls.

      That thought nearly made her trip over her own feet. She wasn’t supposed to feel safe here.

      “Calm.” The back of Gabriel’s hand brushed hers. “You’ll scare her off.”

      Brinley glanced at him, raising a brow. “My nervousness will frighten her, but the village full of wolves doesn’t?”

      “She’s used to us.” He shrugged.

      “Where are we going?” she asked as they stopped near the open gates and he greeted the two sentries on duty. Heat crept through her as he began stripping down to his underpants, even though she’d seen him fully naked multiple times now. She blushed even more when Darren approached and did the same. These DeLoup really weren’t shy about their bodies at all.

      “Do you trust me?” Gabriel stepped closer and held out a hand.

      Brinley scoffed. “No.”

      The corner of his mouth curled up. “Will you come with us anyway?”

      She looked out at the wide clearing between the towering walls and the forest in the distance. Since the night she tried to run and was attacked by the rogue wolves, she hadn’t stepped foot outside the village. “Is it safe?”

      “No.” He mirrored her tone, and she snapped her eyes toward him. His smile grew, sending butterflies careening through her stomach. “I promise I won’t let anything hurt you, bijou.”

      Chewing on her lower lip, she nodded. He took Stella’s reins again and offered his other hand to help her climb up into the saddle before handing them back. She hadn’t ridden a horse in years, but she feigned confidence. The skirt of the dress she wore today was loose enough that she didn’t need to sit sidesaddle, but it did rise, exposing the lower half of her legs. She tried to adjust it but gave up quickly. As if reading her thoughts, Gabriel squeezed her bare knee and then walked to the gate. He only hesitated a moment before stepping through and shifting into a large black wolf. Darren followed, transforming as he moved. His coat was nearly as dark but more of a russet color.

      She urged Stella forward, and the three of them were off. They started at a slower pace, crossing the field of grass, but soon they were moving quicker. The horse trailed along with the two hulking wolves as if used to these journeys. With the sun shining high in the sky, the forest didn’t seem near as sinister as the last time Brinley was here. She did note, however, that they steered clear of the area the rogues had been, instead heading southwest.

      They raced through the countryside, and Brinley tilted her head back. She felt freer than she had in far too long. Since before she even came to Zareia, she realized. Darren led the way while Gabriel followed behind her. And she knew it was likely to make sure she didn’t try to leave them, but she had no doubt it was also so he could watch her, watch for danger.

      The thing was, even though she now had a means to escape and make it home, she didn’t want to. She clenched her jaw at the thought. But it was true. She didn’t want to run away anymore; she needed to find a way to help Rose and learn more about her father.

      Besides, she was curious where Gabriel was taking her, and regardless of what she told him, she found that she did trust him. At least in this. She knew he would protect her, if only because he needed her. Deep down, she knew that wasn’t the sole reason though.

      She wasn’t sure how long she’d been riding, maybe an hour or two, when they finally slowed. They made their way through the treeline and to another clearing. A meadow full of tall grasses and flowers greeted her, and a two-story brick home came into view. Her breath caught in her lungs.

      Dismounting, she looped Stella’s reins around a tree branch near a stream that led to the crystal blue lake shimmering behind the home. Once the horse was secured, Brinley moved into the open field, one hand on her stomach. Darren and Gabriel waited in the trees while she walked farther out.

      It was just as she remembered. Just like in her dreams. She swallowed past the lump in her throat, taking in the serene scene. Lifting a hand to her mouth, she let out a sob and dropped to her knees.

      “It’s real,” she whispered as footsteps padded closer. A nose bumped her arm, and she sniffled and turned toward Gabriel now sitting beside her. She wished he could shift, could talk to her while here in this place that meant so much to both of them. Her heart ached at the memory of her mother.

      Pushing up onto her knees, she ran her fingers through the fur atop his head. He leaned into the touch. She sighed and pressed her brow to his, no longer fearing this DeLoup who was supposed to be her enemy. With him, she knew she was safe, could feel it deep in her soul.

      Before she could think better of it, she wrapped her arms around him and buried her face into the side of his neck. A low rumble reverberated through him, and she could almost hear his comforting words as he assured her that everything would be fine.

      “I’m going to break this curse,” she said, holding him tighter. “And one day, we’ll come back here when you can tell me all about it.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

          
            GABRIEL

          

        

      

    

    
      “This isn’t working.” Brinley crossed her arms.

      Off of one side of the training center, there was an enclosed outdoor area, which they’d decided to use today. Gabriel also brought Paxton along to see if it would make a difference. Gabriel had tried lunging at Brinley, frightening her, for weeks, but nothing triggered her magic. As frustrating as it was, a small part of him also rejoiced in the knowledge that it was because she didn’t fear him. She could deny it all she wanted, but she trusted him not to hurt her.

      Which meant they needed a different approach. He had Pax try the same things—jumping at her, shifting and growling at her, even swiping his claws near her face. But it seemed the beta didn’t scare her anymore either. Gabriel supposed he could’ve recruited someone else, someone she didn’t know, but she’d befriended all in his inner circle. Even Daci had warmed up to her, offering to work with her on her blade work—after he found out she already had training.

      “I have another idea.” He motioned for Pax to join him near one of the large oak trees. They had cleared the space out, so it was just the three of them in this courtyard. He lowered his voice so Brinley couldn’t hear. “Attack me.”

      “What?” Pax put his fists on his hips. “Why?”

      “Just an experiment.”

      “She won’t believe it; she knows we’re best friends.”

      Gabriel had considered that. “So, make it look real. Draw blood.”

      “Gabe—”

      “Act as if you’re going for her again then turn and come for me,” Gabriel said in a commanding tone. “Swipe at my chest or neck, deep enough to make me bleed, but not to do serious damage.”

      Paxton stared at him as if he’d lost his mind. Perhaps he had, but he couldn’t rid himself of this hunch.

      “You trust me to be that precise?” Paxton hissed.

      Gabriel tilted his head to the side. “Of course I do. I trust you more than just about anyone in this world. Besides, I want to see if her instincts kick in to protect me again. If that’s what is unlocking her magic, then I can approach this differently.”

      His friend sighed, grumbling under his breath, “Fine.”

      To Brinley, Gabriel said, “All right, let’s try one more time.”

      She looked as annoyed as Paxton, and it almost made him laugh. No wonder the two seemed to get along so well. Except, while it was just amusing with Pax, it made her more adorable. He shook his head to rid himself of the thought. They’d been on better terms, but that didn’t change anything. They weren’t any closer to breaking either curse.

      Paxton crouched into a fighting stance between them. His claws extended, and a beat passed before he lunged forward. Brinley raised her hands, but nothing happened.

      Until Paxton’s trajectory changed. He pivoted in one swift motion and aimed for Gabriel’s chest. There was a moment when Gabriel doubted this plan. He thought his beta was right and she wouldn’t believe it. But as soon as Paxton’s claws started ripping through skin and Gabriel let out a growl of pain…

      Brinley screamed. “No!”

      Paxton’s hand hadn’t made it halfway across Gabriel’s broad chest before he was jerked backward. He fell to the grass with a hard thud. His claws retracted, and his hand went to his throat, like he couldn’t breathe. Brinley still held an arm extended in front of her.

      Her eyes widened, and she yanked her hand in to hold it against her chest. He gasped in a lungful of air, choking.

      “I’m sorry.” She rushed to him. “I’m so sorry. Are you all right? I don’t know how that happened.”

      But Gabriel did. Pax glanced back and forth between them, undoubtedly seeing the truth too. Gabriel helped him to his feet, still not speaking.

      “I’m fine.” Pax went to Brinley, comforting her as if she was the one tossed backward like a plaything. He comforted her the way Gabriel should, but right now, he was trying his best just to remain calm. Pax rubbed a hand along her back as he hugged her, but his eyes were on Gabriel. “I think that’s enough practice for the day. I’m on Rose duty soon anyway. I promised to let her dress me up for tonight.”

      Gabriel nodded, dismissing him. As Pax walked away, Brinley said, “But I finally did it. I just found the magic; we should keep going.”

      “We will tomorrow, but we don’t need him anymore.” Gabriel stepped closer to her, unable to keep his distance. “I know what triggers it, Brinley.”

      The way she looked up at him, he suspected she did too. She was smart; she had to have seen it now, especially with everything else she knew. But she shook her head and whispered, “It could be a coincidence.”

      He reached for her hand and held it between them. “We both know it’s not.”

      “What’s tonight?” she asked.

      “I’ll allow the change of topic this time, but we’re discussing it tomorrow. Deal?”

      She visibly swallowed. “Fine.”

      He led her in the direction of the house and realized he still had ahold of her hand. And that she wasn’t pulling away from him. His heart squeezed at the thought, at the happiness and hope rushing through his veins. They walked along the cobblestone street with the sun shining down on them. Today, the atmosphere was lighter. The villagers they passed all wore smiles as they prepared for this evening’s festivities.

      “There’s a special event.” He wanted to keep it a surprise, but he knew she wouldn’t let it go without some sort of explanation. They’d come to an unspoken truce since going to the lake house a couple weeks ago. Something had shifted between them. She was less hostile and seemed to genuinely want to break the curse. They still bickered and irritated each other, but that usually just resulted in more sex. The bond between them, despite her lack of memories, was undeniable at this point. He found himself spending more and more time with her outside of training and fucking. They sat with Rose a lot, especially in the evenings, and Brinley had started accompanying him on his rounds through the village. It scared him how much he’d enjoyed just being with her. He was absolutely terrified she would be ripped away from him again.

      So much that he still hadn’t kissed her again or shared a bed with her, save for when he held her through the nightmares, which had plagued her often in the last month. But they never did more on those nights, and he always left before she woke again. Except, this morning, he had returned only to take her hard in the bathing chamber because he couldn’t stay away. He could still picture her sitting on the counter as he held her knees almost to her shoulders, practically folding her in half as he thrust into her.

      “Gabriel?” Brinley squeezed his hand, bringing him back to the present.

      “Sorry.” He cleared his throat. “It’s, um, a celebration of sorts.”

      “For what?”

      He waved at Darren across the street. “Life in general. There’s more to it, but it’s something you have to see and experience to understand.”

      She raised a brow at him. “You’re really not going to tell me?”

      “I’m really not going to tell you.” He grinned in earnest, and she smiled back at him.

      It nearly stopped him in his tracks, and his own smile slipped. His chest ached bad enough that he lifted his free hand to it. There was a reason he’d drawn that line the first time in his study. Because he knew it would be so easy to fall in love with this woman who frustrated him more than anyone he’d ever met. This woman who captivated him more than anyone he’d ever met.

      And that couldn’t happen.

      Not when she was made to hate his kind.

      Not when he refused to let anyone in like that.

      He couldn’t lose another person he cared about. She could not claim part of his heart.

      Because it had already almost shattered beyond repair. When Keir died. When his parents died. When he realized Rose was the cursed one, not him. When his people were cursed.

      When Brinley was literally taken from his arms over and over again.

      He couldn’t handle it. There was nothing left to give.

      And if she rejected the bond, it might actually kill him. He didn’t know if he could survive that kind of pain on top of it all.

      The mate bond was a sacred gift from the moon goddess. A rare gift not everyone received. Therefore, few ever turned it away. But that didn’t mean it never happened, and with the way the witches poisoned Brinley’s mind, it was a risk to even bring it up.

      Not that he could. Part of the spell forbade him from telling her.

      If she remembered though, or if she put the pieces together, there was a chance she could reject it and break the thread tying them together. It was possible she wouldn’t have a choice. He didn’t know what they convinced her of these past six years.

      Seeming to sense his mood shift, Brinley tightened her hold on him and changed their trajectory. She led him to a dark alley a few blocks from home. Once in the shadows, she released him. Only to push him up against the brick wall with a mischievous grin.

      His hands immediately landed on her hips. She brought her lips to his in a fiery kiss. He didn’t even care that they were breaking that rule right now. The way she claimed him made him forget all of that. He slid a hand up into her hair as he deepened the kiss.

      She broke it off too soon, and he let out a low growl.

      Smiling, she rubbed a hand over his dick through his pants. “If it’s a day of celebration, you can’t be in a bad mood.”

      Gabriel chewed the inside of his cheek. He didn’t stop her when she undid the buttons and slipped her hand beneath the fabric. Closing his eyes, he tilted his head back against the wall with a sigh. They were hidden in the shadows but still outside. Anyone could walk over here and see them.

      And he did not care.

      Her lips brushed his throat once, and he opened his eyes to find her lowering to her knees. She tugged at his pants during her descent, just enough to free him. He was already half-hard. It took almost no time to get the rest of the way there when she sucked him into her mouth.

      She gagged slightly, making his own grin return.

      He ignored the small voice in his head telling him this was a bad idea. And the other voice telling him it was far too late, that he already cared way too much about her.

      Instead, he focused on the way her lips felt sliding over his skin, the softness of her hair in between his fingers, and the increasing pleasure building inside of him, like a coil ready to spring.

      Gabriel focused on the way she used her small hands on the portion that wouldn’t fit in her mouth.

      He did not focus on that tether holding them together. On the pull that had led him straight to her that night two months ago, not the village.

      On the way he’d always been drawn to her.

      As a child and young adolescent, it was in a protective manner. He needed to keep her safe, but he’d also wanted to make her happy. When he and his father brought her back here six years ago, it had been more intense than ever.

      And that paled in comparison to what it was now. How it continued to grow stronger with each passing day around one another, and even more so when they were together intimately like this. It might have been fast and hard most of the time, but it didn’t lessen the effects.

      It didn’t lessen how much he wanted this to be real. How much he wanted her to remember and to accept it all.

      To love him as much as he loved her.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

          
            BRINLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Brinley placed a hand on her stomach as she stared at her reflection in the tall mirror. The golden dress swept the floor but had long slits on either side, all the way up to her hips, and the deep V neckline showed more of her breasts than had ever been on display. Rose had lined her eyes with kohl and painted her lips dark red. Her long brown curls lay around her shoulders, reaching the middle of her back.

      “See,” Rose said, coming up behind her. “You look amazing.”

      “So do you.” Brinley turned to see her friend in an equally beautiful red gown. Brinley had been training so much lately, trying to access her magic and practicing defensive fighting with Daci, that she hadn’t been sitting with Rose as much. Every day, Brinley returned to the house sore and exhausted. Both from training and the extra activities with Gabriel that had occurred more and more often. It was like they couldn’t keep their hands off each other. It didn’t matter where they were, if they were left alone, they were going at it like fucking rabbits.

      “I couldn’t decide between a pink fabric and a blue one, but the seamstress insisted this was the right color for me.” She twirled back and forth, letting the skirt swish around her ankles.

      Brinley smiled and reached to adjust part of the neckline that had curled under at Rose’s collarbone. “Well, she was right. It’s perfect.”

      “Indeed,” a deep voice said.

      Rose’s eyes widened, and a little dimple appeared as she smiled. She quickly schooled her features and turned toward Paxton, who had entered with Gabriel. Despite her trying to act neutral, she practically ran to Pax. He laughed and lifted her in a hug. Brinley watched them, ignoring the other eyes burning into her. Their love for one another was nearly palpable. She’d never seen two people so sweet together.

      “You wore it?” Rose asked when he set her down. She brushed a finger over the pink rose in the front pocket of his shirt.

      “I told you I would.” He wore a simple button-down with dark trousers.

      It was similar to Gabriel’s attire. Except, Gabriel had his black sleeves rolled up to his elbows, revealing his tattooed forearms that made her mouth water. He moved to Brinley’s side and whispered, “Brinley.”

      She clenched her jaw, not wanting to show that it sent her heart racing, though she assumed he could hear or sense it regardless. “Gabriel.”

      “You look…”

      At that, she finally glanced at him. The hunger in his eyes nearly took her breath away. She got lost in that dark gaze, wondering why she was supposed to hate this beautiful man. Because right now, she couldn’t remember.

      Almost as if he couldn’t help it, he reached a hand up to her cheek but then stopped. He dropped his arm and cleared his throat.

      “Wow, Brinley,” Paxton said in a teasing tone. “I think you broke him.”

      Gabriel shot him a scowl, but she smiled at her friend. Paxton had an arm around Rose’s back, and not for the first time, Brinley wondered what exactly was going on between the two. If she had to guess, the need to support her wasn’t the only reason he was holding on to her. His finger was slowly drawing circles on Rose’s side. Did Gabriel see it?

      Brinley looked up at him, but she couldn’t tell. She couldn’t imagine he would be happy about his beta being with his younger sister. She didn’t know how old Paxton was, but he had to be close to his mid-twenties, and Rose wasn’t yet eighteen.

      “Really though, you both look beautiful,” Paxton said.

      “You do.” Gabriel reached forward to touch one of her curls and whispered, “I love your hair down like this.”

      “Thank you.” Brinley tucked a strand behind her ear.

      “All right, let’s go!” Rose’s excitement was contagious.

      “As you wish, my lady.” Paxton gave a short, dramatic bow before leading her toward the door. He grabbed a shawl from the coat rack and draped it over one of his shoulders. Because he undoubtedly knew she would need it later.

      Brinley and Gabriel followed at a slower pace. He shut the door to the solarium behind them and then offered her his arm. She slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow as they descended the spiral staircase, her heels clacking on the iron. The other two were already down the hall of the second floor, about to reach the other stairs.

      “They’re cute,” Brinley whispered, leaning into Gabriel, trying to gauge his thoughts.

      He sighed. “They love each other.”

      She could hear the resignation in his voice, and she needed to know the reasoning. Pulling him to a stop near the door to the study, she asked, “What?”

      “One way or another, one of them is going to end up hurt, and I don’t know what to do to help them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Gabriel turned to her. They were alone in the hallway now, but he kept his voice low. “Rose has been in love with him for as long as I can remember. It was cute when she was young, and I assumed she’d grow out of it, but…”

      “But she hasn’t,” Brinley finished. That much was clear to anyone.

      Nodding, he went on. “And Pax loves her like she’s his own sister, but that’s all.”

      Brinley wholeheartedly disagreed but kept her mouth shut about it. If he didn’t notice that his best friend definitely did not see Rose that way, she wasn’t going to be the one to tell him. Not when they were actually getting along.

      She would talk to Rose about it privately tomorrow. A lot of things needed to be discussed tomorrow, apparently.

      “So…” He lifted Brinley’s hand—their designated signal that he was talking about the curse. “If things are resolved, Rose is going to have to come to terms with the fact that Paxton is too old for her and that he doesn’t feel the same. And if the…” He tapped a finger against her palm. “If it’s not resolved, I don’t know what’s going to happen to Rose, but it will destroy Paxton.”

      It would destroy her and Gabriel too, and so many others, she was sure. Before she could overthink things, Brinley stepped closer and wrapped her arms around Gabriel. His own crossed behind her back as he held her tightly.

      “We’ll figure this out,” she whispered. “I’ll break the curse, I promise.” She’d repeated this to him multiple times in the last month. Each time she saw him losing hope or grieving over what could possibly happen, she felt the need to reassure him.

      Gabriel pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Thank you for caring.”

      She rested against his chest another moment. His hand trailed up her back, and then he brushed her long locks off of her shoulder. As his fingers curled around the side of her neck, she tilted her head back to meet his gaze. His thumb caressed her jaw. “You really do look absolutely incredible tonight. Don’t get me wrong, you’re always breathtaking, but tonight…”

      His gaze roamed along her body, lingering on her exposed cleavage.

      “We should probably go,” she said with a soft chuckle, forcing the words out. If they didn’t leave now, she wouldn’t be able to stop herself from ripping off his clothes. She wanted him so much her body begged her to stay, to drag him into the bedroom.

      As she stepped aside, Gabriel smirked. He gently grabbed her arm while they walked down the stairs and leaned in to say against her ear, “I can smell your desire, bijou.”

      Her cheeks heated. Pulling away, she quickened her pace. But with his long strides, Gabriel easily caught up.

      The sun had just started setting behind the village walls when they made it outside. People walked down the street, an excited air about them, similar to how Rose had been before disappearing. All were dressed nicely. But it wasn’t the ball gowns she had seen in court as a child. The dresses were similar to what she currently wore—thin and flowing. Some were modest, but others were even more revealing than hers, with fabric cut out at the waist or with deeper plunging necklines that reached their stomachs. Many had missing backs entirely, and there was a lot of sheer fabric among the people.

      “Are you finally going to tell me where we’re going?” Brinley asked as she and Gabriel headed in the same direction as the rest.

      “You’ll see.” He grinned at her.

      When he offered his arm again, she slipped her hand around it without hesitation. She trusted the people in this village more than she ever thought possible, but it still made her nervous to be in such large crowds. And a large crowd there was, all piled together in front of…

      Brinley’s eyes snapped to Gabriel, but he kept his gaze on the gates ahead of them. People parted for the two of them. He led her right to the front, where Rose, Paxton, Daciana, Joel, Darren, and other familiar faces waited.

      Gabriel nodded to someone, and the gates creaked as they opened wide. The murmurs of excitement grew around them. Brinley didn’t understand. Were they all going out? Why dress up if they were only going to shift into their wolf forms?

      “Just wait,” he said, as if reading her mind.

      The last rays of the sun disappeared behind the trees. Light faded, slowly replaced by darkness.

      “Dusk,” she breathed.

      Gabriel moved to hold her hand instead, lacing their fingers together. “Your favorite.”

      “How—”

      “And a full moon, like the day I found you,” he cut her off.

      Her brow furrowed, and he squeezed her hand. She looked out at the fields of grass and the surrounding forest. He turned with her, pointing to the slightly glowing area over the wall to the east, where the moon gradually lifted into the sky. Gabriel brought their clasped hands up to his lips and pressed a kiss to her knuckles before moving toward the invisible dividing line between Zareia and the rest of the world. He paused near it and glanced at his friends, his sister, his people, and finally Brinley.

      She could hardly breathe.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      She didn’t know what she needed to be ready for, but she nodded, trusting him.

      Without another word, he stepped over the line, bringing her with him. She tried to release his hand to give him room to shift, but he tightened his hold on her and took a few more steps.

      Her lips parted in surprise, her eyes widening. “You’re not…”

      “Not tonight.”

      Around them, his people shouted and hollered. They raced out of the gates, rushing past Gabriel and Brinley as if they were but a boulder in a stream. His free hand went to her waist, and he stepped closer with the most beautiful smile she thought she’d ever seen. He still held one of her hands, but she placed the other on his cheek, making him meet her gaze.

      “On the night of the full moon, you can leave without shifting?”

      Gabriel used a finger to tap the hand he held.

      “So, the night you found me…”

      He leaned in to kiss her forehead. “I tried telling you, but I couldn’t figure out how.”

      How to get past the part of the curse that physically wouldn’t let him. She closed her eyes. Eventually, they were alone, save for those guarding the gates.

      “Once a month, you, what, all come running out here to stretch your legs? Visit other villages?”

      At that, Gabriel pulled back enough to look at her with a smirk. “You think we’d waste such clothes on that nonsense?”

      There was that.

      “No,” he said. “Well, some do. But we are going to fête de la lune.” He turned and began leading her toward the forest. She could see various fires started, and people dancing around them, but the biggest was ahead of them. As they headed toward it, he explained, “Some families like to celebrate on their own, especially those with children. The main party here, where most of us go, can get a little… wild.”

      “Says the wolf,” she muttered but smiled.

      His grin morphed into something wicked that would have frightened her weeks ago. Now, it sent a thrill through her. When they reached the festivities, he surprised her by lifting her hand above her head and twirling her. She laughed and stumbled, but he caught her easily. A few people had produced drums and fiddles, even a flute. Many danced around the tall flames while others had found places to sit and chat, and a few were cooking over smaller fires.

      Brinley spotted Paxton and Rose sitting on a log. Rose had her shawl around her shoulders and leaned into Paxton’s side. Brinley joined them as Gabriel went to grab drinks from the barrels that had been rolled out.

      “I don’t understand.” Brinley took a seat on the ground near Rose’s leg, her back against the log. “The one night you’re free to venture anywhere in this form, and you all just celebrate right outside the walls?”

      Gabriel handed Brinley a cup of something that smelled strong. He stepped over her, managing to sit on the log beside his sister, with Brinley between his legs. She took a sip of what turned out to be brandy and choked.

      “Can’t handle it?” Rose teased.

      Groaning at the realization she could no longer see her friend, Brinley moved to her knees. She put an arm on Gabriel’s thigh and rested her chin atop her hand. She held the cup out for Rose, who grabbed it. Before she could take much more than a sip, Paxton snatched it away.

      “Nice try.” He gulped down some of it with a wince and set it in the grass.

      Rose pouted, but he just shook his head.

      “To answer your question,” Gabriel’s fingers combed through Brinley’s hair, playing with the curls, “when it first happened, we went farther. Many tried to leave, to outrun the…”

      “Curse,” she supplied.

      Gabriel tapped her elbow. “Some visited other places, taking care of business, but at sunrise, we always…”

      “Shift back to your wolf form.”

      Tap. “So, eventually, we stopped trying. Instead, most of us chose to celebrate the night.”

      “Wait.” She lifted her head. “Every month?” When they all nodded, she asked, “What about last month? I didn’t see or hear about any of this going on.”

      Gabriel’s fingers stilled. “That was the day Rose collapsed.”

      The night they sat in the solarium with her. Paxton kissed the side of Rose’s head, rubbing a hand up and down her arm. The pain in his eyes made Brinley’s heart ache. How did Gabriel not see it?

      Brinley returned to the topic of the celebration, wanting to give them a night of happiness. “So, you all come out here? Why not go farther if it’s your one night of freedom?”

      “Some do,” Pax said. “But with the increase in rogue activity throughout the queendom, it’s safer to stay close.”

      Brinley straightened, her fear returning. She looked up at Gabriel. “The rogues. Like those who attacked me the night I tried to leave? And the ones you say attacked the village I was traveling through?”

      The terror of her birthday was as fresh in her mind as if it happened yesterday. She started to get to her feet, frantically searching around, waiting for the screams to start again. But then, Gabriel was there with a hand on each of her shoulders to stop her.

      “Look at me, Brinley,” he commanded.

      She met his eyes through her tear-blurred vision.

      “You’re safe,” he said in a soothing tone. “You’re safe, bijou.”

      “We set up a perimeter to keep an eye out for any rogues,” Paxton added.

      “No one is going to attack this celebration; it’s not like your birthday.” Gabriel moved his hand to the back of her neck. “Breathe.”

      Brinley took a deep breath and realized her hands shook.

      “I promise we’re safe,” he said in a quiet voice that would’ve been lost in the festive noises around them if she hadn’t been watching him so closely.

      Nodding, she reached up to brush away fallen tears, careful not to ruin her makeup. Gabriel swiped a thumb beneath her eye with a sad smile and then wiped the smeared kohl onto his pants.

      “Did I mess up all of Rose’s hard work?” she asked, aiming to lighten the mood.

      Gabriel shook his head. “Still as beautiful as ever.”

      Her stomach fluttered again.

      “All right, I’ve rested long enough.” Rose got to her feet. “I want to dance!”

      She all but skipped to Brinley’s side and held out a hand. Brinley didn’t hesitate to slide hers into it. Rose pulled her away from Gabriel with a grin. She twirled in a circle, bringing Brinley right along with her to join the other revelers around the fire.

      It took a few minutes to relax and stop worrying, but it was almost as if a physical weight lifted off of her chest. She held both of Rose’s hands, and they spun together. Laughter bubbled up from her chest. Smiling, she jumped around, clapped, and followed the dance moves of the others.

      Her heart still ached for all she’d lost, for the lives taken two months ago. But for the first time since that horrid night, she felt like she could breathe. For a brief moment, she forgot to think these weren’t her people. She forgot about the curse.

      At least, she did until Rose grew too tired to continue. Even then, the girl insisted she was fine to sit and watch, that Brinley should keep having fun. Rose sat beside Paxton, who immediately wrapped an arm around her. Brinley was about to join them, but Daciana grabbed her hand and brought her back into the dancing. She didn’t argue. She did, however, make Daci wait long enough for her to remove her heels. When she tossed them to the ground beside Rose, her friend laughed.

      Then, Brinley was back in the commotion, dancing around with the twins. She’d seen Gabriel a few times chatting to different people, but now she couldn’t find him. Turning her head this way and that, she searched for the brooding alpha, wondering if he ever danced. If he would dance with her.

      She finally spotted him, and his eyes were already focused on her. He stood on the outer edge of the party near the trees. The trees she saw a few couples sneak off into throughout the night. As if by some silent signal, more couples broke away and disappeared into the shadows while many of the dancers took a break to chat and eat.

      Gabriel still stared at her. Just like she watched him through the sparks of the fire reaching toward the stars that blanketed the sky above them. She licked her lips, debating on what to do. Her body screamed at her to go to him, but she knew she shouldn’t. Especially when he turned and walked into the dark forest.

      She knew exactly what would happen if she went after him. And things were shifting too much between them. After what happened earlier with her magic—

      “If you don’t follow him, I will,” a deep voice said next to her.

      “Maybe you should.” She glanced over at Joel, knowing he was just teasing. To her knowledge, Gabriel hadn’t been with the man in over a month. Not since she and Gabriel started whatever it was that they were doing.

      He tilted his head and shook it slowly. “It’s not me he wants.”

      The words made her chest tighten. “And you’re really fine with this?”

      “He cares about you so much. I’ve always known that. Even when you make him want to yank his hair out, you make him happier, lighter. It’s like you’ve taken a little of that burden from his shoulders. Regardless of whether you can help us, I know he will forever be grateful he found you,” Joel said with a smile. “Go.”

      Ignoring the burning in the back of her throat, she looked over at Rose, who was fully occupied by Paxton, Daciana, Darren, and a couple others Brinley knew were the girl’s friends. Rose laughed and nodded at something one of them said. Paxton kissed her temple, and Brinley could practically see Rose melt into his side, her grin transforming into something sweet as she turned her face up to his. Brinley had the distinct feeling she was intruding on a private moment, despite all the others around them. But Pax didn’t kiss her, like Brinley thought he might. He simply grinned and continued talking, his hand lifting to brush a piece of her blond hair back.

      Brinley steeled her spine as if preparing for battle, took another deep breath, and walked around the fire toward the trees. She headed into the shadows that had haunted her dreams for weeks, but this time, she wasn’t afraid.

      This time, she wanted the big bad wolf to find her.
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      A twig snapped under Brinley’s feet, and she winced at the slight pain. She forgot she’d taken off her shoes. Walking through a forest barefoot in the middle of the night to have sex with an alpha DeLoup… There was something she never thought she would do in a million years.

      She slowed her steps, carefully placing her feet as she made her way through the dark. Pausing, she listened for any signs of Gabriel. She heard the people still around the fire, as well as some muffled grunts from somewhere nearby.

      She didn’t hear him, but she felt him, his presence, just before his hand slid around her abdomen. His breath stirred her hair as he stood at her back. Closing her eyes, she didn’t move. She knew it was him without needing to look. It terrified her that every single one of her senses was so attuned to him that she could tell he was there before he even touched her.

      “Shouldn’t you know better by now than to go traipsing into a dark forest alone?” Gabriel’s deep voice sent scorching heat straight to her core. “There are all kinds of monsters out here.”

      “I’m not afraid of monsters,” she whispered.

      “No?” One of his hands trailed up her side then back down. His fingers went lower, reaching the top of the slit in her gown. They slipped under the fabric to caress her upper thigh.

      “So, this is what you meant by wild festivities?” Her voice sounded too loud to her own ears. “There’s a second celebration for families with children because this one just turns into a giant sex party?”

      Gabriel let out a low chuckle. “Basically.”

      She turned in his arms and realized her eyes had adjusted, and with the bright full moon now above them, she could just make out his features. The forest canopy wasn’t thick enough here to block out all the light.

      “I didn’t think you were coming.” With his hands on her waist, he slowly walked her backward.

      “For a minute, neither did I.” She winced as her foot landed on a particularly pointy stick, and Gabriel glanced down.

      Wrapping his arms around her more, he lifted her in a hug and continued walking as if she weighed nothing. “What made you change your mind?”

      “Um… Joel.”

      He stopped and lowered her, only to push her against a tree. “Joel?”

      Brinley swallowed. “He may have said something along the lines of, ‘if you don’t follow him, I will’.”

      She didn’t know why she confessed the truth. It wasn’t like Gabriel needed the ego boost, and she knew he could see the teasing threat for what it was. Joel had purposely made her jealous. She supposed that confirmed his feelings on the situation.

      And her own since it worked…

      “I like this territorial look on you.” Gabriel’s thumb stroked along her thigh as he guided her leg up to curl around his hip.

      She scoffed, even while pulling him closer. “I told him he should.”

      Gabriel stilled. “What?”

      At the genuine hint of pain behind the confusion, she felt a stab of guilt and regretted sharing that part of the conversation. Sliding her hands up his chest, she began tugging at the buttons of his shirt. “I told him he should follow you. I… thought it might be best. For one, I wasn’t actually sure which of us you wanted, but also because I… am terrified of what I want.”

      Even after all these weeks together, she couldn’t keep the doubts from creeping in.

      By the end of her admission, her words had grown so soft that she didn’t know if he’d heard her. At least, not until he asked, “And what is it you want?”

      She had unbuttoned the top of his shirt, keeping her eyes trained on his exposed chest. Now, she met his gaze. “You.”

      “Then, let me be perfectly clear.” His hand slid to her inner thigh. She was suddenly grateful for the two long slits in her dress. They created sort of front and back panels to the skirt, which could easily be moved aside. Gabriel shifted the fabric as his fingers drifted higher, closer to where she yearned for him to touch. “I wanted you to follow me, Brinley Evnar. Not Joel. Not one of the other females vying for my attention. You.”

      Her breaths quickened as his thumb brushed her skin. She leaned back against the tree, letting it support her as she finished unbuttoning his shirt. He took his hand away just long enough to toss the shirt to the dirt. In a near frenzy, Brinley reached for the top of his pants. She needed him. Now. She didn’t care if someone heard or saw them out here, so close to the celebration. They weren’t the only ones in the shadows of the forest for this purpose; she could hear their pants and soft moans floating on the night breeze. It only ramped up her desire.

      Gabriel grabbed both of her wrists before she could free him and eased her arms over her head with one hand, gently pinning them to the rough bark. His other ran up and down her side along her curves. She still had one leg hooked around his hip, and he used that position to grind against her.

      “Gabriel,” she whispered, pleading. There was too much fabric between them. “Please.”

      “Not yet, bijou.” He cupped her breast and squeezed before sliding his hand up to her neck. His eyes dropped to her lips. “I’m tired of toeing the no-kissing rule.”

      She smiled, thinking about their heated exchange in the alley. Before that, it had been weeks since their one and only kiss. She knew he’d been avoiding doing it again, and she had told herself that was fine because it kept distance between them. But that was a lie. It wasn’t fine. She didn’t want to push him away anymore.

      This afternoon, she had reacted on instinct and felt guilty for taking that when he didn’t want it. To hear that he did want it filled her stomach with butterflies. “Me too.”

      Gabriel didn’t waste any more time.

      Except, it wasn’t at all what she expected. He’d almost always taken her roughly from behind—save for when he had her up on the counter or splayed out on the table. All right, they weren’t really sneaking about. They’d been caught during that last instance by Darren, who’d just rolled his eyes and chuckled before walking right back out of the room. Brinley was only slightly humiliated for the briefest second. But Gabriel had quickly made her forget why she should care.

      Even the times he used his mouth and fingers instead, there had been this intense energy to him, to the way he pulled her pleasure to heights she hadn’t known possible.

      But this… This was nothing like that. His lips brushed across hers in a gentle, sweet manner. And yet, even though it was slow and almost soft, it still made her feel as if she was burning from the inside out. She parted her lips to deepen the kiss, and his tongue darted in, accepting the invitation.

      Brinley had only been kissed by one boy back in her village. The same boy who’d taken advantage of a lonely girl who longed to feel loved. His kisses had been fine, but nothing too exciting, and the sex had only left her wanting more.

      Since that night four years ago, she hadn’t let anyone else touch her. Not until Gabriel sparked that need deep within.

      The kiss grew more heated, desperate. He moved against her again, letting her feel how much he wanted her. Releasing her wrists, his hand went to her waist to push the front of her dress aside. When he realized she wasn’t wearing undergarments, he broke the kiss to meet her gaze with a growl. “Bijou.”

      With a smirk, she said, “I didn’t have any pantalettes short enough for this dress.”

      He leaned in to kiss her again, nipping at her lower lip. She gasped as his finger pressed against her clit before sliding back through her slickness.

      This time, when she reached for his pants, he didn’t stop her. His erection sprung free, and she wrapped her hand around him, pumping up and down. He was already so hard. As he kissed his way along her jaw and to her neck, a finger pressed into her while his thumb worked magic against that bundle of nerves.

      “Gabriel,” she said with a soft moan. “I want you. Now.”

      Withdrawing his hand, he pushed the fabric of her dress farther out of the way, gripped behind her thighs, and hoisted her up. Her legs wrapped around his waist as his mouth collided with hers once more.

      Brinley wiggled her body, needing the friction, wanting him to fill her. Using her arms around his neck, she raised herself enough to feel the tip of his cock. He reached beneath her to guide it in as she lowered onto it.

      “Oh, fuck,” she hissed, putting her forehead to his shoulder when she’d fully impaled herself on his thick length.

      His breathy chuckle vibrated through her. When she started moving again, he pressed her against the tree to use it as leverage. He slowly pulled out to the tip then thrust back into her. As he began to pick up speed, she turned her head to kiss the side of his neck.

      “Brinley,” he moaned into her ear as he paused, leaving her to sit with him deep inside her. She lifted her head to see him, and he slid one hand into her hair, holding her with the other. His lips devoured hers, and she started doing the work.

      She broke the kiss to look down at the ground. Needing more, wanting to feel his weight on her, she considered how bad it would be to lie in the dirt. She didn’t know what sort of plants there were, and the last thing she wanted was poison ivy near her—

      A short scream escaped her lips as Gabriel lifted her and dropped her onto him again. She clamped her mouth shut. Moving one arm at a time, he managed to get both beneath her legs so he was fully supporting her weight. This new angle, the depth he reached… she closed her eyes, biting her lip.

      “Don’t,” he said between thrusts. “Look at me, bijou. Let me hear those beautiful sounds.”

      She opened her eyes. “Someone will—” She moaned as he pounded into her. “Hear us.”

      “Good. Let them know you are mine.”

      “Gabriel—”

      “Brinley,” he cut her off then kissed her again. The sound of skin slapping skin was undeniable. Anyone close would hear that much and know exactly what was going on. At least those at the fire wouldn’t be able to, not with all the chatter, the crackling flames, and music playing here and there. Though, if she started screaming the way she wanted to, the way Gabriel wanted her to, they would.

      When he started moving faster, she groaned and stopped fighting it. She panted and moaned, begging, “More, more, more.”

      After a few minutes of climbing higher and higher, he paused.

      “What are you doing?” she all but growled. She’d been so close.

      He managed to lower her feet back to the grass without dropping her. Cupping both sides of her face, he kissed her hard, their tongues dancing together. But then he pulled away to say, “Lie down.”

      Like he knew exactly what she longed for. Grateful she hadn’t taken her dress off, she didn’t hesitate to lie on the ground. Though, she silently prayed to Luna and Déesse that there was nothing down here that would make her regret this rendezvous. Judging by the hungry look in Gabriel’s eyes as he lowered over her, she didn’t think that would be possible. It would be worth it.

      “It’s incredibly unfair that I’m the only one naked,” he said, peppering her exposed collarbone and the top of her breasts with kisses. His pants had fallen to his ankles by the time they made it to the ground.

      “Yes, but if you rip off my dress, I’m stealing your clothes to walk home.” She meant it to be teasing, but she heard the words the moment they left her mouth.

      She’d called it home.

      Gabriel’s thumb brushed her lip as a small smile curved the corner of his mouth. He didn’t call her out on it though. Instead, he began kissing her again and moved the front of her dress out of the way. She cradled him with her legs, welcoming the feel of him as he pushed into her once more. He rocked in and out at a slower pace and continued kissing her.

      One hand gripped her hip while the other stayed on her cheek. This was far more intimate than anything she had anticipated when following him out here tonight. She had assumed it would be another quick fuck before joining their friends and pretending to barely tolerate each other.

      Because that was what it felt like now—pretending. She wanted to hate this man, to loathe the wolf she’d been taught to fear her whole life, but it was impossible. Each lingering stare, each time he made her see stars as they came together, she knew she could never hate him.

      She hadn’t lied earlier. It scared her how much she enjoyed this. How much she didn’t despise Gabriel… How it was beginning to feel like the opposite.

      “Brinley, I—”

      “Harder,” she said, interrupting him. She wasn’t ready to hear whatever he was about to confess. When he didn’t change his tempo, she sighed. “Tomorrow, remember? We’ll talk tomorrow. Right now, I just want you to fuck me.”

      He looked like he wanted to argue, but instead, he nodded. “Fine, but you’re not getting out of this conversation another day.”

      “Fine,” she echoed.

      Nodding again, he kissed her one final time. “Then, turn over.”
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      They still hadn’t spoken about the bond, and it was driving Gabriel mad. But each time he tried to talk to Brinley about it, she changed the subject or distracted him with her damn body. It was a totally unfair advantage. Not that he was complaining.

      Except, he was. Because they needed to have a serious conversation.

      So, he’d decided to wait for the right time. They were running low on that, but he could give her a little longer before facing everything. It had been nearly a week though, and he couldn’t take it anymore. Today, she sat with Rose while he went to check on things around the village as usual, but when he returned to find his sister crying, whispering to Brinley about a future she didn’t think she’d get, he knew it was time. He’d left Pax with his sister and asked Brinley to take a walk with him.

      He led her down the road after claiming he needed to show her something. To her credit, her hesitation was minimal, and he knew it was due to the looming conversation she couldn’t avoid rather than because she didn’t trust him. He knew that was no longer a concern. She had shown her trust in him and his friends; that fear in her eyes had vanished even without her memories of the past.

      It was Rose’s idea to take Brinley to the lake house a few weeks ago, but it hadn’t brought back the memories they needed her to have. That had made him realize, however, that there was one other place that might do it. Especially since discovering the trigger to her magic, which she hadn’t been able to reach again. But he was about to test his theory of how to truly unlock it.

      They strolled through the quiet village hand in hand, and for a brief moment, he could almost pretend everything was fine. He could imagine this was just another day, walking around with the girl he loved.

      Gabriel shut down that line of thinking right away.

      One thing at a time. He was still scared of the claim she had on the remains of his heart, but it was too late to deny that she indeed owned them.

      Turning down an alley, he paused long enough to pull a ring of keys from his belt then went to one of the old doors.  He opened it, revealing a pitch-dark room. But his eyes were on Brinley, who looked somewhere between terrified and shocked.

      “If you think I’m walking in there first—”

      “So difficult,” he muttered, entwining their fingers once more. His calloused palm pressed against her smooth one as he led her inside.

      Something scurried past their feet, and she let out an involuntary squeak. Stepping closer, she wrapped her other hand around his arm.

      Gabriel laughed. “Never thought I’d see the day when a witch was so scared of a mouse that she’d cuddle up to a wolf.”

      “Shut up.” She smacked his arm, only making him laugh harder. “Why is it so dark in here?”

      “The building has been abandoned for decades.”

      “Then, where are we…” Brinley trailed off as he opened another door.

      His eyes adjusted, and he shifted to watch her reaction. She stepped into the open corridor that surrounded the large courtyard with wide eyes. Covering her mouth with a hand, she moved farther in.

      “This was once a meeting area and commons for gathering, a peaceful place to relax,” Gabriel began explaining, even though he was aware she already knew about it. For days, he had gone to sit in the solarium when she first started visiting Rose. He told himself and Paxton that it was to keep an eye on the witch, that he didn’t trust her with his sister. But they both saw the lie for what it was—he’d been spying. “During one of the battles between our people, the village took a lot of damage. The homes were fixed, but with everyone grieving and trying to move on, this place was left behind.”

      He caught sight of the tears welling in her eyes as she walked under one of the stone arches and onto a worn-down path in the otherwise tall grass. She passed a small stream that trickled in through an aqueduct beneath one of the buildings and headed straight toward the large tree at the end of the space.

      Which was one reason why he’d thought this would make the perfect place to talk and hopefully spark her memories. Not only did this place feel magical, but he’d heard Brinley asking to hear about the pink tree over and over. He hoped that it was because subconsciously, she knew of the significance it held for her and him together.

      But then, he saw her crying. She sobbed, collapsing to her knees before the willow.

      He’d hoped she might have some sort of recollection, remember the connection, but he hadn’t expected her to break down within seconds. He could practically feel the pain radiating off her in waves.

      It broke his fucking heart.

      He went to her side and lowered to the grass, whispering, “Brinley.”

      When he put an arm around her, she turned into him. He hauled her closer as she pressed her face against his neck, pulling her into his lap and running a hand down her long brown hair.

      “What is it, bijou?” Gabriel asked after a couple minutes, when her tears had slowed and her breathing evened out. He needed her to speak, to tell him.

      Sniffling, she pulled away enough to look over at the tree. “I… I’ve been here before.”

      “You remember?”

      She nodded, shifting in his lap to lean back against his chest. “When I was younger, I… I think I came here with my mother.”

      He tightened his arms around her, waiting.

      “But I thought it was a dream,” she whispered.

      His own throat tightened. He wanted so badly to tell her everything. Closing his eyes, he pressed his lips to her head. He’d wanted so much to hate this infuriating, naïve girl, to see that she’d grown into exactly the type of witch the High Sorceress undoubtedly wanted her to be. But it was impossible. It was one thing for her to save his life, but then, seeing her with Rose… He’d watched as they became friends, and he knew that was why Brinley wanted to train. She wanted to help his sister. And that meant everything to him.

      But he also saw the girl she used to be before she was taken six years ago. He saw the cracks in her cold armor, the way she opened up to him. The way she fell for him, even after the witches had manipulated her mind.

      Because their love was stronger than any spell. It was why he’d been able to push through her grandmother’s magic as a child, trying to reach Brinley after she was taken from him. It was why he had been drawn to her time and time again.

      Nothing could keep them apart. The moon goddess had made them perfectly for one another, had planned out their destiny long before they were born.

      He would always find her.

      And she would always love and trust him. No matter how hard they tried to make her hate the DeLoup.

      “Gabriel, was it a dream?”

      He shook his head against hers, and she let out a stuttering breath. When she lifted a hand next to her shoulder, he cradled it in his own, knowing what she wanted.

      “I was here before?”

      With his thumb, he tapped the center of her palm. Though, he could have answered aloud. It was easier this way—to communicate without words when his throat was too tight with emotion.

      She pivoted to face him. “Were we here six years ago too?”

      Gabriel couldn’t take it anymore. He cupped her cheek and leaned in to cover her mouth with his. Without breaking the kiss, she shifted to her knees in his lap. Her arms crossed behind his neck as she parted her lips. Holding her against him, he knew this was right.

      It would hurt like hell if she was taken from him again, but he knew that living without her at all… that wasn’t any better. “Brinley—”

      “No,” she whispered, tugging at his shirt.

      With every bit of willpower he possessed, he pushed it down and held her arms still. “We have to talk about it.”

      “No, we don’t.” She shook her head.

      “Goddess above, why are you so damn stubborn about this?”

      “The moment you say it, it becomes real.”

      He lifted a hand to her cheek. “Sweetheart, it’s already real.”

      “Please, Gabriel.” Her voice cracked right along with his heart.

      With a long sigh, he said, “Fine, let’s start with what you remember.”

      She nodded and settled back in his lap, draping her legs to one side of his so she could lay her head on his shoulder.

      “You said you remember coming here with your mother, and being here with me, but that last time was after she passed.” He tightened his arms around her. “What do you recall about those times individually? What happened in between?”

      She sniffled again. “Gabe…”

      He tensed. She never used his nickname. She hadn’t since they were children.

      Bringing her palm to his cheek, she tilted his face down to hers. Her blue eyes latched onto his. She leaned up to press a soft kiss to his lips before whispering, “I think I remember it all, and I…”

      “What, bijou?”

      Brinley visibly swallowed. “I can feel my magic.”
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      A strange humming sensation flooded Brinley’s body. It felt as if the blood in her veins had been shocked into being, as if it now had a life separate from her own.

      Except, it wasn’t separate.

      It was a part of her. An integral part she hadn’t realized she was missing.

      She held Gabriel’s gaze. There were two pieces she’d been missing, apparently. But she needed to focus on one at a time, and right now, the magic flowing through her was too overwhelming.

      “You can feel it?” he asked.

      Nodding, she moved to sit on the ground beside him instead of in his lap. The distance helped somewhat, but her body still felt too warm. She was an inferno, blazing from the inside. Closing her eyes, she held her head in her hands.

      “Brinley?” Concern filled his tone.

      And she knew now that it was genuine without a shred of doubt. Because he cared about her. He always had.

      “It’s too much,” she barely managed to say.

      He grabbed her wrists and pulled them down. “Look at me. Open your eyes and focus on me.”

      She blinked them open to find him on his knees in front of her. Before she could second guess it, she leaned forward to wrap her arms around the back of his neck again. She needed to ground herself, to feel something other than the power threatening to pull her under. Gabriel hugged her to him, and she buried her face against the curve of his neck, inhaling his familiar scent.

      “I’ve got you,” he whispered, triggering so many memories. His arms completely encircled her, making her feel more secure than she had in a really long time. She hadn’t even realized how much she was longing for this—someone to hold her, comfort her. Since her mother’s death, there hadn’t been anyone other than André. Her grandmother wasn’t exactly affectionate.

      “They made me forget.” Tears fell again, soaking into his shirt.

      “I know, sweetheart.”

      “The magic is too much. It… it hurts.” The pressure beneath her skin continued to build. “I think I need to use it, let it out.”

      Gabriel nodded but waited for her to pull away first. When she did, she stood and looked around the space. She didn’t know where to begin. Holding her hand up, she focused on the pink tree. André had taught her all about the different uses, without letting her practice. The basics—moving items, manipulating the elements around them—could be accomplished through thought alone. Elder witches and wizards with more experience didn’t even need to direct the magic with their hands. More was possible with spells, plants, and other ingredients, but she didn’t care about that right now. She just needed to release this increasing pressure.

      Imagining the wind flowing from her fingertips, she tried to move the hanging branches. Nothing happened. She remembered lifting Gabriel from the ground weeks ago and tried to hone in on the feeling.

      He pushed to his feet, moving behind her and putting a hand on each of her shoulders. “You can do it.”

      Brinley took a deep breath. As she exhaled, she pictured that air moving toward the tree.

      Some of the pink leaves fluttered. Gabriel’s hands tightened their grip a little. She focused again. If she could do this and learn more, maybe she could… Well, she didn’t know how to break the curse, but she could at least try to heal Rose.

      Gritting her teeth, she tried to direct more power toward the tree. Her head began to throb, but she didn’t stop. She couldn’t. It felt as if her very essence was pouring from her, and she mentally threw it toward the branches.

      They swayed more this time. A lot more. They twisted and turned, flying up into the air. Leaves broke off, fluttering around them.

      Her arm dropped, and she let out a breath, her body drooping. Gabriel’s hands moved down to her sides as he guided her to lean back on him. “You did it.”

      “I…” She licked her lips. For so long, she’d yearned for the day she could use her magic. But she never dreamed it would happen like this. She was supposed to be with her best friend. She was supposed to be back at the castle, taking her place beside her grandmother. Not surrounded by DeLoup who were changing everything she thought she knew about her life.

      “Gabriel, why couldn’t I remember you?” She was grateful he couldn’t see her face right now. Too many emotions were swirling through her mind. “Why did they make me forget?”

      He reached around her to hold her hand. She chewed on her lip. Somehow, she was related to this curse. Her lack of memories had to be connected too. If she could just figure out how the pieces fit together…

      With a sigh, she turned to face him. “There are still gaps in my memories. I remember you though. I… I remember standing here with you six years ago.”

      He visibly swallowed. “What else?”

      For weeks now, she’d started to suspect there was something more between them, but she’d been so terrified to say it out loud. They had made her hate him and his people, so the thought of being connected in any way had made her want to deny it. When she used her magic against Paxton the other day to protect Gabriel, it confirmed those suspicions, but she had avoided talking about it out of fear. Whatever they did to make her forget her history with the Crimson Pack had convinced her that this was wrong, a nightmare she couldn’t let happen. Even while every part of her soul screamed at her to trust him.

      The corner of her mouth curved upward. She did trust him. And she remembered their conversation that happened six years ago in this courtyard about their future. Together.

      Brinley was no longer afraid of this truth. Their truth. “We were talking about—”

      “Gabe!” a voice shouted.

      Gabriel whipped around, one arm extending in front of Brinley, as if to block her. Or protect her. His claws retracted as he realized it was only Paxton. “What’s wrong?”

      Paxton looked back and forth between them. “The rogues are here. They’ve made it past the gate, at least a dozen.”

      The sentence wasn’t even completely out of his mouth before Gabriel was moving. “Go. I’ll be right behind you.”

      His beta nodded and took off back toward the darkened doorway they hadn’t even noticed him emerge from.

      Gabriel’s eyes widened. “No, wait, Pax!”

      “What?” Pax paused.

      “Make sure someone stays with Rose, have them bar the doors and prepare just in case.”

      “Already taken care of.” Paxton left without another word.

      Gabriel walked toward the doorway, and Brinley followed. He stopped and turned to her. “Stay here. Or go straight home to sit with Rose.”

      “No, I’m going with you.” Her heart raced. The thought of facing rogues again terrified her, but the thought of being separated from Gabriel was worse.

      “I need you to stay inside somewhere, Brinley. You’ll just be a distraction.”

      She shook her head. “Why would I be a distraction? I can help fight.”

      “You know why,” he whispered, lifting a hand to her cheek.

      Leaning into the touch, she said, “Then, you know why I have to go. We don’t have time to argue about it.”

      He visibly clenched his jaw. A beat passed before he let out a breath, reached down her leg, and pulled out the dagger that he’d given her when they started training. She’d gone back to wearing dresses, so he’d found an ankle sheath for her. He pressed the handle into her palm. “Fine.”

      She took it, and they raced out of the courtyard. They saw no one else in the alley beyond, but the sounds of fighting reached them before they even made it to the street.

      Holding an arm out to stop her, Gabriel paused again. He met Brinley’s gaze. “Stay close.”

      She nodded, but he clearly wasn’t satisfied with that, so she said, “I promise.”

      “I just want to lock you in a fucking room to keep you safe,” he whispered, obviously struggling to fight that instinct.

      Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, she lifted a hand and twisted it in the air, using her newly found magic to sweep some hair from his brow. He growled in response, but the mayhem caught his attention as someone ran by, and he rushed to help a woman battling with two rogues.

      Brinley followed, tightening her grip on the dagger. Though, she’d save the blade as a last resort. She would rather keep her distance from the DeLoup rebels altogether.

      As she neared the chaos, she managed to use her magic to send one of the attackers flying into the wall of the closest home. He crumpled to the ground. Now that she knew how to access that magic, knew how to wield it, she could use it freely. Not well, but enough to stop some of their attackers. She turned her attention to another rogue she’d spotted running toward them from the other direction. Gabriel’s claws were already embedded in their stomach. He yanked them out and looked toward her, as if making sure she was all right.

      When a scream ripped through the air, they both took off toward the melee in the square. Brinley’s breath caught in her throat. Already, several of their people lay dead or injured in the streets. She lifted a hand to cover her mouth at the horror.

      “Do not leave my side, Brinley.” Gabriel swept up a sword from one of the fallen before leading the way, his other hand still sporting long claws.

      She kept her promise, staying close to him as they fought through the rogues. Many had weapons while some used their claws and teeth, partially shifted. They were the monsters from her nightmares, the ones she’d heard stories of her entire life. As she used her power to block one man, she drove her short blade into the side of a woman. These were the DeLoup she had always feared.

      And now, she understood. Those in the Crimson Pack truly weren’t like this. They didn’t attack innocents; they were just trying to live their lives. Gabriel had told the truth. Even if she hadn’t started getting back her memories, she would have known this as surely as she knew her own name.

      Silver gleamed as a sword swung near her head, but another parried the blow before striking the man down. Brinley glanced over, her heart hammering. Paxton dipped his head.

      Joel and Daciana were close by too, as well as a handful of others, fighting off the rogues. There were also many trying to save the people who’d already fallen.

      The bloodshed, the shouting in agony, and the wailing of those seeing their loved ones killed was a strong reminder of that little village that had been attacked while she’d gone to hide.

      Well, she wasn’t hiding anymore. She fought beside her new friends, her father’s pack. Her people.

      She fought against the wolves who wanted to destroy her queendom.

      The battle didn’t last long, however. The DeLoup who’d infiltrated were vastly outnumbered, making Brinley wonder what their plan had actually been. Why would they attack knowing they wouldn’t survive?

      She turned, realizing she hadn’t seen Gabriel in a few minutes. He was on the other side of the square, dueling with one of the final rogues. He took the man down and then appeared to frantically look around. His eyes landed on her and she saw his shoulders drop in relief. She gave him a small smile and started toward him, with Paxton beside her.

      Before she could reach Gabriel, she heard Daci yell out just as a blade appeared at his throat, and she stilled.

      “Drop the sword,” the man behind Gabriel said. “All of you. Drop your weapons.”

      Gabriel threw his borrowed sword aside and nodded to his beta, wincing as the man’s dagger nicked his skin. At the sight of the blood falling down Gabriel’s neck, Brinley’s heart squeezed.

      “You too, girl. Blade down.”

      She tossed it to the ground. Daci appeared on her other side, also without a weapon in hand. She growled, flexing her claws. “Let him go.”

      The man just snarled.

      “What do you want?” Paxton asked, remaining calm, yet tense. “Why are you here?”

      “We were hired to bring the witch to our… benefactor.”

      A deep growl emitted from Gabriel. His claws extended, but the man dug his blade in.

      “You move, you die.”

      “No.” Brinley stepped forward without even realizing she’d started moving when more blood dripped down Gabriel’s throat to his chest. Someone said her name, but she could no longer hear the world around her. All she could focus on was the blood, on the man threatening Gabriel. Lifting her hand, she imagined the sword being ripped away.

      It shot out and clanked to the ground several feet away, and Gabriel ducked out of the path of her fury. She squeezed the man’s throat without so much as touching him, sucking the life from him. His eyes widened. She stepped closer and forced him to his knees.

      Someone reached for her, but she pushed them back. She created an impenetrable force around her and this slimy man who’d tried to take what was hers.

      With her other hand, she flicked her fingers, and the sound of bones snapping ricocheted around the square. The man screamed, begging for mercy.

      “Brinley, stop! We need him for questioning. Stop.”

      Something warm trickled from her nose.

      She heard her friends’ shouts, but she couldn’t cease. It was as if her very soul demanded this rogue paid for his threats, that he forfeited his life by touching—

      “Bijou,” a familiar voice broke through her wall. Somehow, he was at her side, pushing past the invisible shield she had built. “You can stop now.”

      Tears fell from her eyes.

      “I’m all right. You saved me; you can stop now.” A rough hand gripped her chin and turned her face. Her gaze collided with brilliant blue eyes. His thumb brushed beneath her nose, coming back with blood. “You’re using too much, Brinley. I need you to stop. Please, sweetheart. For me.”

      All at once, the world came rushing in around her. She sucked in a breath and released the rogue, who collapsed onto the cobblestones. Pax and Daciana were there in an instant, their blades drawn on him.

      But Brinley couldn’t look away from Gabriel. “You’re all right?”

      “Yes, bijou. It’s over.”

      Nodding, she whispered, “Good.”

      Strong arms caught her before she hit the ground, and her vision went black.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

          

          
            GABRIEL

          

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel grabbed Brinley just as her eyes rolled back and she began to fall. He easily scooped her up into his arms, cradling her to his chest. She had used too much magic. For him. To save him.

      Watching her lose control like that terrified him. Not because he feared her power, but because he couldn’t stand the idea of her losing herself like that.

      Around the square, his people mourned the fallen and cared for the injured. Paxton tied the remaining rogue up, but it didn’t seem necessary. The man’s legs had both been broken by the woman Gabriel now carried.

      “Get him in a cell, along with any other survivors,” Gabriel said. “Find out who sent them and why they wanted Brinley. And find out how they even got into town.”

      “Gabe.” Paxton stood, looking at the unconscious witch. “How did—”

      “Not here.” Gabriel knew his friends would have questions, and he would answer them, but not in this square. If the rogues got in, there was a chance they had a spy on the inside. He didn’t know who to trust outside of his inner circle.

      Pax nodded and then helped Daciana and Joel haul their new prisoner up.

      “I’m bringing her back to the house and will send Brighid out to help the injured,” Gabriel said. “We’ll talk later.”

      He didn’t wait for a response; he just turned around and headed toward his home. A few times, he stopped to give condolences and promised to get answers for his people. At this point, they were used to death, but it never got easier.

      Within a few minutes, Darren was letting them into the house, and they were walking to his rooms.

      “Wait out here for me,” he told Dare as he entered his bedroom. Laying Brinley on the bed, he brushed the hair back from her brow and leaned down to kiss her forehead before going to find Brighid.

      Darren stood in the study when he exited, and Gabriel motioned for him to come with him.

      “There’s a lot of destruction down there,” he said as they headed to the solarium. “Could you—”

      “Of course.” Darren nodded. He knew what needed to happen next—building pyres, burning the bodies.

      Gabriel pulled out a key to unlock the doors. “Wait for Brighid?”

      The man agreed, and Gabriel pushed into his sister’s room. Silver flew at his face, and he barely managed to duck in time. The dagger hit the door frame hard.

      “Fuck!” he shouted, straightening to glare at the two women.

      Rosalyn’s hand was still raised, her eyes wide. “Are you insane? I could’ve killed you! Why wouldn’t you knock or something to tell us it was you?”

      He shook his head, not wanting to deal with her sass at the moment. Instead, he told the healer what was going on, and she took off right away. Once she left, Rosalyn approached.

      “Your neck,” she whispered.

      “I’m fine. It’s already healing.” He had started training her to protect herself at a young age. Most in their pack learned early that it was better to be prepared. They never knew what to expect between the witches wanting them dead and the rogues causing mayhem. When Rose started getting too weak to actively fight hand to hand or with a sword, he had Paxton teach her how to throw a blade. It seemed that paid off. Only his quick reflexes saved him from being seriously injured.

      “Gabe, what… what happened?”

      He sighed, which only served to make her more nervous, it seemed. “Pax is fine,” he said, knowing what she needed.

      She crossed her arms and looked down. He both loved and hated how close his sister and best friend were. He loved it because he knew that Pax would protect her and care for her just as much as he did. But he worried about Rose’s feelings and dreaded the day Paxton found someone who held his interest for more than a couple months. Pax had been with a few women over the years but never as anything serious that lasted.

      “And Brinley?” Rose lifted her chin once more.

      “She saved me.” Before he could think better of it, he said, “Come downstairs with me, and I’ll explain.”

      His sister nodded, and he waited, offering an arm for her to hold on to as they walked down to his study. The trek was slow. Each step seemed to take more and more of her strength, and it tore at his heart. By the time they reached his rooms, she was leaning into him, and he had to help her to the settee.

      She gasped when she saw Brinley on the bed in the connected room.

      “She’s all right.” He headed toward the bathing chamber. He wet two cloths and returned to the witch. One was draped across her burning forehead while he used the other to clean the blood from beneath her nose. “She just… used too much magic. It knocked her unconscious, but she should wake soon and be fine. Though, her head will hurt.”

      “You say this as if you’ve seen it before. I thought she couldn’t reach her magic?”

      He brushed his thumb over Brinley’s cheek, watching her peaceful features. “It happened when she healed me all those weeks ago.”

      It hadn’t been quite like this, but he didn’t want to worry Rose. Besides, he knew Brinley was fine. He would have felt it if she wasn’t. That invisible rope tying them together was still there; he could feel her life force, her soul tethered to his. Before those thoughts could distract him though, he returned to the study and leaned against the edge of his desk so he could see both women. He summed up what happened during the fight for his sister, leaving out just a couple details, and told her about Brinley reaching her magic in the courtyard.

      “She really found her magic?”

      “You were right,” he said with a nod. “It triggered her memories.”

      Rose gave him a sad smile. “Technically, I said the lake house would do the trick because it held meaning to her.”

      Gabriel looked down at his feet. “So does the courtyard.”

      “I thought she only went there a couple times.”

      “She did.” He couldn’t meet his sister’s eyes. “But the last time was six years ago…”

      “Gabe—”

      The door opened, and Pax walked in, looking exhausted, cutting off Rose’s questions. Gabriel silently thanked La Déesse. He didn’t want to talk to anyone else about that day or what it meant, at least not before he and Brinley had that conversation.

      Paxton looked from Gabriel to Rose and then immediately went to drop onto the seat beside her. As he draped an arm around her shoulders, she rested her head against him and asked, “You’re all right?”

      “Of course,” he said with a smirk before he seemed to realize just how worried she really was. He kissed her temple. “I’m fine, sweetheart.”

      Gabriel’s brow furrowed. He thought about Brinley’s comment a few days ago of them being cute together. Had she meant more than their friendship? Clenching his fist, he glared at his best friend.

      Joel and Darren joined them, and he knew he needed to focus on the current situation. Gabriel reminded himself to have a chat with his beta later. Surely, Paxton wouldn’t cross that line. He was way too old for Rose; she wouldn’t even turn eighteen for a few weeks yet. For now though, they had more important matters to discuss. Glancing at the clock, he realized it had been nearly an hour since the fight. “What did you find out?”

      “Not much,” Dare said, taking one of the armchairs. “He claimed a witch hired them to bring her in, but he didn’t know who or why.”

      Gabriel gritted his teeth. At least that meant it wasn’t the Shadow Pack. He paced toward the door and back, slowly walking the distance of the room over and over as he considered. “Do you think he’s lying?”

      “No,” Paxton said. “We were fairly thorough in our interrogation, especially since he was already injured. I don’t think he’d hold back, but Daci is still there asking questions.”

      Rose shivered at the subtle admission of torture.

      Leaning against Darren’s chair, Joel said, “He wouldn’t tell us how they got through the gate, so it’s hard to say what he’s hiding. Daci mentioned bringing in Torin to help.”

      Gabriel nodded in approval. He loathed the man for laying a hand on Brinley, but Gabriel knew that he’d be perfect for this job.

      “Gabe… what happened out there with Brinley?” Joel asked in a gentle tone.

      He continued his pacing. Now that the adrenaline had worn off, his body was tense, his mind whirling.

      “She was out of control,” Dare said. “How did you get through her shield?”

      It was a fair question. He was nervous to say it out loud though, especially with her in the next room. But at this point, if she really did remember, the only ones here who didn’t know were Darren and Rose. Both deserved the truth. Even if it meant his sister being mad at him for hiding it all this time.

      “You told her you were all right,” Darren said in a hesitant voice. “What did you mean when you told her that she’d saved you so she could stop? Why did that work?”

      Gabriel stilled, coming to a halt near the door to the hall. With his back to all of them, he took a deep breath. He didn’t know how to say it, to share what he had realized when he found her six years ago and brought her back here. What he’d felt since they were children, long before he understood what it meant.

      But it didn’t matter.

      Behind him, her beautiful voice said the words he needed.

      “Because he’s my mate.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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      Brinley woke to the sound of voices in the next room. It took her a moment to register where she was through the pounding in her head. The last thing she remembered was collapsing in the street… after nearly killing that rogue with her magic. She’d been so consumed with rage that she hadn’t been able to stop.

      Until she heard Gabriel. Until she knew he was safe.

      He must have carried her back here. Again.

      She slowly sat up, and a wet cloth tumbled from her brow. Grabbing it, she held it to her temple for a moment longer as she listened.

      Gabriel and his friends were in the study, talking about what happened. She set the cloth aside and crept to the doorway, not wanting to interrupt but needing to know. Then, she heard the shift in conversation. They were asking about her, about how he’d been able to stop her when no one else could.

      “What did you mean when you told her that she’d saved you so she could stop? Why did that work?” Darren asked.

      She walked out, but none of them noticed. All eyes were on the alpha standing near the other door with his back to them.

      Taking a deep breath, she uttered the words she’d been scared to voice for days. “Because he’s my mate.”

      Four gazes snapped to where she stood by the desk. But she stared at Gabriel, watching as he slowly turned around to face her. She feared for a brief moment that he would deny it, but then he moved, and she wondered how she could have ever doubted him. He quickly closed the distance between them and took her face in his hands as he kissed her. His tongue brushed the seam of her lips, and she opened for him, wanting more. She slid her hands up his hard chest. Too soon, he broke the kiss but didn’t release her, meeting her gaze as their breaths mingled.

      “You really remember?” Gabriel whispered, almost as if in surprise. “You feel it?”

      “Yes.” She had tried fighting it before she got her memories back, denying that tug. But even before she remembered, she knew who he was to her. And when they were in that courtyard and she realized her dreams about him were true, it was as if the lock on her heart busted wide open. She’d remembered standing by that glorious pink tree, fighting with Gabriel before they talked about being mates.

      It was why she’d needed to destroy that rogue. She could no longer pretend not to care, and she never wanted to again. Not with him.

      “Wait,” Darren said. “How? She’s a witch; that’s not possible.”

      It was Paxton who answered, “She’s half-witch.”

      “Half-DeLoup,” Gabriel said with a smile just for her.

      She returned it, but it didn’t stay. Everything she thought she knew of her family had been a lie. As if reading her thoughts, Gabriel swept his fingers through her hair and pressed his lips to her brow. He then turned to face his friends, wrapping an arm around her waist and bringing her to stand in front of him, her back to his chest. Gratefully, she leaned against him, needing his strength after using too much magic earlier.

      And because she wasn’t ready to leave his arms yet. She wanted—needed—his touch.

      Darren tilted his head, skepticism clear on his face. “I thought you were just fucking her?”

      Shouts rang out against the man, and Paxton jokingly covered Rosalyn’s ears. She elbowed him in the ribs. Brinley chuckled at the scene, and her eyes burned with tears. How could she have ever doubted these people were her friends? How had the sorcières convinced her so thoroughly that they were all monsters?

      “What?” Darren shrugged, batting off Joel’s hand as he smacked the back of his head. “It’s not like anyone in this room was unaware. They’re not good at hiding it.”

      Gabriel’s chest rumbled behind Brinley, and it took her a second to realize he was laughing too. She didn’t know when she’d last heard him laugh like this…

      “It started off that way,” he said.

      “I think that’s my cue to leave.” Rosalyn pushed to her feet.

      Or rather, she tried to. She stumbled, and Paxton quickly steadied her. Gabriel stepped out from behind Brinley, but she grabbed him after seeing the way Pax looked at the younger woman. His worry and fear were almost palpable.

      “How long have you known?” Darren asked, also standing and drawing Gabriel’s attention away from his sister.

      Gabriel glanced at Brinley, the corner of his mouth curling up in a smirk. “I’ve known for a while.”

      “Six years,” Paxton said. Both looked at him, and he raised a brow. “Am I wrong?”

      Brinley shook her head.

      Paxton shifted on his feet, putting an arm around Rose’s back to hold her up more as she turned toward them with wide eyes. “Six years ago.”

      It wasn’t a question, but he nodded. Another piece of the puzzle clicked into place. Brinley wasn’t sure she was breathing as the others continued talking.

      “We talked about it six years ago, before… everything happened,” he said.

      “The curse on the pack,” Brinley whispered. He took her hand and laced their fingers together, squeezing gently.

      “Does this mean you both accept the bond?” Rose asked. “Did you accept it back then?”

      No one said anything for a long moment. Gabriel looked at Brinley, but she still wasn’t sure what to make of all this. It was a lot to think through, especially while her head continued to throb. She’d just started getting her memories back, and most were still fuzzy.

      “I, uh, think we should give them some privacy to talk about it,” Joel said.

      Once again, Brinley was grateful for her new friends. She turned her attention to him with a smile and mouthed, “Thanks.”

      He and Darren left first. Rosalyn hesitated though, watching her brother in clear concern. When Pax leaned in to whisper something, she bit her bottom lip and nodded with a smile.

      Gabriel tensed. “What?”

      Rose snickered, shaking her head. “Nothing. We’re going to the courtyard.”

      “So, be as loud as you want,” Pax added.

      Brinley couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped, even as her cheeks flushed again. The two left before he could respond, the door closing behind them with a soft click.

      But Brinley and Gabriel still didn’t speak. He silently fumed beside her. She turned and grinned at him, putting a hand on his arm. That seemed to bring him back to the present. Sighing, he rounded the desk to one of the shelves and searched its contents. He grabbed a small vial, uncorked it, and gave it a sniff. Nodding to himself, he offered it to her. “For your headache.”

      “How did you…” She trailed off when she noticed his intense stare.

      “I feel it,” he whispered. “I can feel your pain. Not the intensity of it, but it’s like—”

      “You can feel that I am in pain.” She lifted her free hand to the side of his neck. “Just like I felt when that man had the knife to your throat. I didn’t feel the sharp prick against your skin, but I could sense that you were hurt. That’s why…”

      Gabriel covered her hand with his. “That’s why you lost control and almost killed him.”

      She nodded. Pulling away, she downed the contents of the vial. It was as disgusting as she remembered. Thankfully, the moontime herb Brighid had been supplying her the past couple months wasn’t as bad. She suspected the woman sweetened it, which made her wonder if maybe she was coming around to trusting Brinley after all. Before she could get lost down that trail of thoughts, she set the empty glass on the desk. The desk where she and Gabriel first connected. She’d felt the bond then, the tugging of her soul that needed him, but she hadn’t wanted to consider what it could mean.

      She wrapped her arms around herself and walked toward the tall paned windows overlooking this town that had dealt with too much.

      Because of her.

      “Brinley, I… I know that you hate the DeLoup, but… please don’t reject this. Not yet.”

      The words nearly broke her. Tears brimmed her eyes, and she realized it wasn’t just his physical pain she could sense, it was his emotions too. She placed a palm over her aching heart. “I don’t hate you.”

      A beat passed before he asked, “What?”

      She didn’t blame him for needing her to repeat it. Slowly, she turned to face him. Something in her features, or perhaps it was her tears, made him move to her. He folded her into his arms, and it amazed her how comforting it was for him to hold her. She didn’t know how she could ever pretend it wasn’t.

      “I tried,” she whispered, her words muffled against his shirt. “I tried so hard, but even before I remembered, I couldn’t keep hating you… I’m not sure I ever really did. It was because of what they did to my mind.”

      His fingers tangled into her hair as he cradled the back of her head. “You have no idea how incredible it feels to hear that.”

      As he held her, she let herself cry again. She cried for her people and her parents who’d been ripped apart by this endless war. For the life she might have had. For the love she’d tried to fight away.

      Pushing back, she looked up at Gabriel. “I believe you. I know you didn’t slaughter my people and that you weren’t part of that attack. I know you didn’t kidnap me or want to keep me prisoner. And I realized all this before the courtyard.”

      “Brinley.” He said her name on an exhale, sighing in clear relief.

      “You saved me.” She remembered the DeLoup who’d wanted to make her his plaything—the one she hadn’t seen since coming to this village. “That night, the man you stopped… You found me because of the bond, didn’t you? That was the tug you felt.”

      Gabriel nodded. “I was looking for you. I’ve been looking for you the past six years, bijou.”

      More memories began flooding in. She closed her eyes as they bombarded her one after another. Like a dam had broken, letting the river rush through.

      Starting with what happened six years ago that led to all of this.
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      A hand covering her mouth woke Brinley with a start. She tried to scramble away, to scream for help, but then she saw it was just André. He held one finger to his lips, and she nodded in understanding. When he released her, she looked around for the threat.

      “Get dressed quickly,” her best friend said. “Something you can travel in.”

      Her brow furrowed, but she didn’t question the order. She climbed out of bed and ran to the wardrobe. He turned toward the door as she changed into a simple, dark green dress.

      “What’s going on?” She began slipping into her boots.

      André faced her, his features barely visible in the dim light from lamp he’d lit on her nightstand. He moved closer and knelt to help her lace up the shoes. “You’re getting out of here.”

      “What are you talking about?” She’d only arrived at the castle the day prior. It had been a couple years since her last visit, and she was looking forward to spending some time in court. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be as heartbreaking this time. The memory of that horrid day of executions still gave her nightmares.

      Before André could answer, the door to her bedroom creaked open. He shot up to stand in front of her, one hand splayed at his side, but she peered around him. A tall, shadowy figure entered, followed by another. Her heart pounded. But André seemed to relax. “I told you I’d bring her down to you.”

      A deep voice said, “We’d rather not take any chances.”

      She knew that voice. “Donovan?”

      As he neared, the lamp light revealed his face. As well as the boy at his side. Her pulse raced for new reasons, and she stepped out from behind André on weak knees. She gulped down breath, but it wasn’t enough. It had been nearly five years since she last saw the boy on the outskirts of the cemetery during her mother’s funeral. She’d tried to slip away to talk to him, to find out if he knew who killed her mother, but he was gone by the time she did. He’d left a note with André saying he would be back for her.

      Her grandmother had her packed up and moved to a small village on the eastern coast within a week. Brinley had lived in three more since then. One had been attacked by DeLoup, but the other times had been because of her grandmother’s fear of them finding and killing Brinley just as they had her parents.

      She’d returned to the castle only a couple times since.

      And she’d never seen him again.

      He was supposed to be dead, yet he stood just across the room from her.

      Brinley didn’t know how he and his father were here. It didn’t matter though. Not as the boy’s bright blue gaze connected with hers. Not as she ran toward him.

      Not as he swept her up into a hug, her feet leaving the floor as she buried her face against him and realized he was no longer a boy at all.

      “Gabriel.”

      “I’ve got you,” he whispered into her hair.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t, Gabriel,” Brinley said for what felt like the tenth time. “I’m sorry.”

      “But there has to be something you can do.” The misery in his tone broke her heart.

      She stepped closer to him. “You know I’ve tried everything, but I don’t know how to use my magic yet. I’m not allowed to start training for another six years.”

      “But it’ll be too late by then.” He ran a hand through his dark hair, drawing her attention to the way the muscles in his arms flexed and to the new tattoos twining their way along his tan skin. She swallowed and turned to look at the towering pink willow tree instead. Three days ago, she’d arrived in Zareia, where she quickly found out that Rose was sick and getting weaker. It was difficult for her to be up and running around like she did as a child.

      Brinley closed her eyes and pressed a hand to her stomach. She thought it would be Gabriel—they all did. But here he was, nearly twenty years old and perfectly healthy. “I thought you…” she whispered, trailing off. “On your eighteenth birthday, I was inconsolable.”

      Saying it aloud terrified her, but he needed to know.

      She felt him move to her back, his breath stirring her hair. But he didn’t touch her.

      “André tried to make up excuses for me to stay in my room. My grandmother had sent for me a week prior, so I was at the castle,” Brinley went on, reliving that horrifying day. “She dragged me out, parading me to the gallows, where she held trial after trial. She killed eighteen DeLoup that day, as if to remind me how much power she had.”

      “Oh, Brinley.” Gabriel placed a single hand on her shoulder, but it was enough to send a shiver down her spine.

      “I wasn’t allowed to cry, to show any emotion for them. When I did, she found them guilty immediately without listening to their case.” She knew now that her grandmother would have killed them anyway, but at the time, she thought it was her fault. In a way, it was. “She knew what that day was, what it meant.

      “I went to bed that night not knowing what had happened to you. But then, the next day, I… felt you. I felt your pain.” Turning, she faced him and put a palm over his heart. “Not physical pain but sorrow. You were so incredibly sad, and I felt it, Gabriel. In that moment, I knew you were alive and well, but something horrible had happened.”

      He wrapped his arms around her with a nod. “That was when I realized it was Rose, not me.”

      She understood that now. But that wasn’t her point in sharing the story. “You know that if I could, I would break the curse. I love her like a sister, and I would take your pain away in a second if I knew how. Please believe that.”

      Sniffling, he said, “I do.”

      They stood like that for a long moment, alone in the courtyard ruins. She’d wanted to come here because it reminded her of her mother. It was where Brinley’s parents were married in a small ceremony, hidden from the rest of the world.

      Breaking the silence, she whispered the words she’d held back since reuniting with Gabriel. “I love you.”

      He stilled for a moment before he pushed her away enough to see her face. He visibly swallowed and seemed to consider his next statement. “I feel you as well, Brinley—your pain, your fear, your… love and joy.”

      “You do?”

      He nodded, his lips curving into a shy smile. “Like a tether to my soul.”

      She sucked in a breath. That was exactly how she would have described it. “We’re tied together.”

      “Yes, my beautiful bijou.” Leaning forward, he pressed a kiss to her brow.

      There was no fighting the grin that overtook her mouth. At least, not until his next words.

      “But you’re fifteen.”

      “So?”

      With a soft chuckle, he stepped back. “We have all the time in the world now. There’s no rush.”

      She pouted, which elicited a louder laugh.

      When he held out a hand, she took it, her palm fitting perfectly in his. He gave it a squeeze and led her to the exit. “Come on. Let’s go play cards with Rose and Pax.”

      “Scared to be alone with me?” she teased.

      He looked over and winked before they reached the dark, abandoned building. “Terrified.”

      With that, she stepped closer to her mate, following him home.

      

      PRESENT DAY

      You came for me again,” Brinley whispered, trying to wrap her mind around this revelation.

      Gabriel let out a huff through his nose. “Of course I did.”

      Then, she remembered more. “Gabriel, did… did my grandmother curse your village?”

      He took her hand in his. Yes.

      “Because you brought me here?” Her throat burned.

      He brought her hand up to kiss it before leading her to the settee. “The day she took you and made you forget, it felt as if she ripped a part of my soul from my body. And then, she hid you somewhere beyond where I could travel during… I had no idea where she’d taken you, but I scoured the queendom for years in both forms.”

      Her chest tightened. He’d spent so much time searching. “During the night of the full moon?”

      Gabriel tapped her hand.

      “But fête de la lune,” she said, lifting one knee up to pivot on the sofa toward him more. “Didn’t you need to attend that?”

      He shook his head. “Not every time. I only attended when I was feeling particularly low and hopeless.”

      “Gabriel…”

      Lifting his free hand to her cheek, he leaned in closer. “Finding you was more important than a fucking party.”

      She closed the distance between them to press her lips to his. Only because she still had so many questions did she stop kissing him. Her body screamed for more, but she needed answers first.

      “How did you find that village I happened to be in? How did you get there so…” She shook her head. “You left before the full moon?” It took all night to make it to Zareia; they hadn’t reached it until almost dawn. Meaning he had to have left much earlier to make it there when the moon was up.

      With a nod, he said, “Two days before, so I could search areas out farther. I knew your birthday would fall on the same night and thought maybe I would feel you once you started using your magic again. Happening across the right place was either a massive coincidence or fate. I strongly believe it was fate that brought me to you, that let me find and save you from both the rogues and your grandmother.”

      Brinley didn’t know what to say. Her grandmother was strict and harsh, but she wasn’t normally cruel. Though, even as she thought it, she knew that wasn’t true. That day of seeing all those DeLoup going to the noose would haunt her forever.

      But Queen Mildred had experienced so much hurt in her life. The DeLoup had killed everyone she’d ever loved—her parents, her husband, her two sons. She blamed them for the death of Brinley’s mother too. After losing almost everything, her heart had grown cold and hard. She shielded it with iron, not letting anyone in too close.

      Except Brinley. There was never any doubt that her grandmother loved her. Sure, she wasn’t a doting old lady who baked pies and told bedtime stories, but she cared in her own ways. She did everything in her power to protect Brinley. It was all to protect her.

      And now, she was gone.

      “When you brought me here, I was sure you were going to torture and kill me because of her, because I was the heiress,” she said, shifting to lean into Gabriel’s side. It still didn’t feel real that she should now be the queen. She kept forgetting that monumental truth. “You should hate me.”

      “I could never hate you.” He squeezed her hand.

      “But I’m a witch.”

      “You’re my mate.”

      The declaration made her heart flutter. He said it with such surety, such confidence.

      “Even if I didn’t want to admit it, I couldn’t resist the pull to protect you.”

      She almost laughed at that. “You threatened to rip my heart out.”

      “Yeah… and then immediately fucked you on that desk.” He tugged on her hand, drawing her closer.

      Smiling, she obeyed. She moved onto her knees and straddled his lap, grateful for the loose, flowing skirt of today’s navy dress. As she lowered, his arms came down around her, holding her to him. She twisted hers behind his neck.

      “You knew this whole time who I was.” It wasn’t a question or an accusation, simply a statement, her realizing the truth. When he nodded, she sighed and leaned fully against him, hugging him and resting her chin on his shoulder. “I’m sorry. For everything. I…”

      “It’s not your fault.” He tightened his embrace. “I mean it, Brinley. I never blamed you for anything. You’ve just been a pawn in this war, and it makes me sick.”

      She heard the honesty in his tone, and yet, she couldn’t believe it. How could he not see that it was her fault? If she hadn’t come here six years ago, his people wouldn’t have been cursed and trapped in their wolf forms beyond these walls. And if that hadn’t happened, maybe they could have found a way to save Rose.

      Whose curse was also somehow related to her.

      “Gabriel, did she kill my father?” she whispered. Everyone had told her he died when she was a toddler, that he was killed by wolves while trying to protect her and her mother. Weeks ago, Gabriel denied that and said that he had been trying to protect them, but it had been the witches who’d ended his life. But he wasn’t specific.

      Gabriel’s thumb brushed her side in a soothing motion.

      She closed her eyes. Not wanting to hear it, she scrambled out of his lap and turned away. “Never mind. Please don’t say it.”

      “You know it’s true.” He got up and stood behind her. “They have been killing us for centuries, bijou.”

      A sob made its way up her throat. She covered her face with both hands as a shudder ran through her. Gabriel wrapped her in a hug from behind, covering her body with his, as if to shield her from this pain. Because she knew what he would say next. She knew who killed her own father, and she couldn’t bear the thought.

      So, instead, she asked, “Was it… because of me?”

      His silence was all the answer she needed. She dropped to her knees, shaking her head and crying. Gabriel lowered beside her, not leaving her.

      “My father once told me that you were the hope of our people.” He smoothed her hair back from her brow. “It’s one of the reasons he tried so hard to get you out of the castle, though he also loved you as the daughter of his best friend. He said your parents’ union and your birth was the chance to stop this war and prove that both races could co-exist. But the royal council didn’t like that; they didn’t want to give up power.”

      She sat back on her feet. As he brushed away the dampness on her cheeks, she whispered, “You mean the High Sorceress didn’t want to give up power.”

      Sympathy filled his gaze. He hesitated only a moment before nodding.

      “I…” Her pain, her grief, began taking a new shape. A rattling sound came from the shelf as the room shook with her growing anger.

      “Brinley, you need to calm down,” Gabriel said. “Breathe.”

      She bared her teeth at him and stood, clenching and releasing her fists over and over. A book tumbled from the bookshelf. Something glass shattered, and in the distance, she heard another person shout.

      Gabriel appeared in front of her again. He took her face in both hands and pressed his lips to hers. She tried to pull away, needing destruction, but he was stronger when she wasn’t using her magic on him. He wrapped one arm around her waist, anchoring her to him.

      Slowly, the room settled. The rattling stopped. But he didn’t let her go. His tongue pushed past her lips as he deepened the kiss, distracting her, bringing her back to the present. This time, when she pushed away, he broke the kiss to hold her gaze.

      They stood like that for a long moment before she whispered, “Thank you.”

      “Anytime.”

      The door opened, and Paxton appeared. “Are you two all right? What was—”

      “We’re fine,” Gabriel said. “Just talking about some painful histories. It’s under control now.”

      “Are you sure? The entire house was shaking.”

      “We’re sure.” Gabriel looked over her at his friend.

      Paxton chuckled. “Well, I’m glad I didn’t barge in on you two going at it. I came back for Rose’s blanket—Joel is sitting with her—and as I was opening the door, I had the briefest fear that the tremble was caused by an intense org—”

      “Paxton,” Gabriel growled. “Get. Out.”

      Brinley turned to smile at the beta. “Thank you for checking on us.”

      “Of course.” He dipped his head with a smirk.

      “Now, please close the door so your fear can come true.”

      He laughed harder and made to leave when she called out to him.

      “Oh, and Paxton?” When he paused and glanced back at her, she said, “Unless you plan on joining, don’t return for a while.”

      Ignoring Gabriel’s warning growl, Paxton winked. “Tempting, Princess.”

      With that, he left them alone. Brinley walked to the door and flipped the lock. When she faced Gabriel again, he stood in the middle of the room with his arms crossed.

      “You shouldn’t encourage him like that,” he said as she slowly moved toward him. “What if he tried to take you up on that offer?” He grabbed her by the hips and tugged her close.

      She knew he wouldn’t. Even if he was fighting it, the man was clearly in love with Rose.

      Before she could come up with a response, Gabriel added, “I don’t share.”

      Brinley’s lips curled into a small smile. “What if it was Joel and we wanted to share you for a night?”

      Gabriel growled, but she could see the desire darken his gaze.

      Chuckling, she reached down to take his hand. “Come on, let’s go break our final rule.”
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      Gabriel followed Brinley into the bedroom, shutting the door behind him. But as much as he wanted to throw her in bed and lick every inch of her perfect body, he knew it wasn’t right. Not yet.

      She pulled her hair over one shoulder, putting her back toward him, showing him that the dress she wore today didn’t have simple ties or laces. “Undo the buttons for me?”

      “Who helped you this morning?” He didn’t bother hiding the jealousy in his tone as he slowly went to her and laid a hand on her hip.

      “Relax; it was Daci. Now hurry up; I want to feel you.”

      He loved the honesty, but, “We should talk first.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I don’t want to talk anymore.”

      “Brinley,” he whispered, leaning down to kiss the exposed curve of her neck. “You just found out a lot about—”

      “I know.” Whirling around, she scowled at him. “I know what I found out, but I can’t… I don’t want to think about it anymore. Not right now.”

      Before he could figure out how to argue with the most stubborn woman he’d ever met, she knelt in front of him, reaching for the top button of his pants. He groaned and grabbed her wrists.

      “Brinley—”

      “Gabriel.”

      With a sigh, he hauled her to her feet. He slid a hand around to the back of her neck, forcing her to really hear him. “That’s not all you found out today.”

      Her brow scrunched, and it took everything he had not to kiss the wrinkled spot.

      “We’re mates.”

      Understanding filled her blue eyes, and she whispered, “I didn’t learn that today.”

      “Fine, but you remembered everything today and acknowledged it, and then we didn’t really discuss it,” he said. When she didn’t respond, he leaned down close, his lips a breath away from hers. “How long have you known? I mean, did you know before your memories returned?”

      “I’ve suspected for a few weeks, but… it was that day we left the town walls and you shifted. Seeing you in your wolf form when we weren’t fighting for our lives…” She inhaled deeply. “It was like something physically pulled me toward you, and I couldn’t ignore it anymore.”

      He remembered her kneeling before him, putting her forehead to his in the meadow. She hadn’t been afraid of him, and it had been simultaneously one of the most heartbreaking and best moments of his life.

      “At that point, I knew that regardless of our pasts, our warring races… You truly wouldn’t hurt me. It was as if I could feel your protectiveness of me.”

      “The bond is strongest in that form,” he said in a soft tone. “Even with just one of us changed, it’s stronger.”

      She leaned away enough to meet his eyes. “That day you saved me when I tried to run away… I felt you. Before you appeared, I knew you were coming. I never understood how, but it’s because of this.”

      As she placed a hand over his heart, he nodded. But then, she took a deliberate step back, shattering that very heart. He gaped at her. “Brinley?”

      “I…”

      One word. That was all she said, but it had him wanting to fall at her feet and beg. So, he did. “No, please don’t do this.”

      She quickly shook her head and leaned down to take his face into her hands. “I’m not rejecting you. I just… You were right; this is a lot to take in and think about, and it’s a little overwhelming right now. I hadn’t even really thought about being h-half… I’m…”

      Realization struck him. She wasn’t pushing him away. Everything was just finally sinking in. Gabriel pressed his lips to hers as he stood once more. He understood now why she wanted the distraction. Being with him would help her make sense of it all and soothe part of her soul. Making love after acknowledging the bond was her way of taking back control.

      His fingers trailed along her jaw. “Just promise me you won’t reject this right away out of fear. Talk to me when it’s too much.”

      Brinley stared at him a moment before nodding. “I promise.”

      He couldn’t help but smile. “Good. Now, let’s break that final rule.”

      Turning her around, he ripped the back of her dress open, not bothering with the buttons. The small pieces scattered to the floor, followed quickly by the blue fabric pooling at her feet.

      “Seriously?”

      He could practically hear her eyes rolling.

      “I loved that one, Gabe.”

      “I’ll have another one made for you,” he said, reaching for the corset Daciana had helped her into this morning.

      “Do not destroy this. Undo the laces.”

      He obeyed with a grumble, stepping closer to kiss the side of her neck. “So bossy.”

      “Mhmm.”

      “Why the corset today?”

      She had also picked a thinner dress with a scooped neckline that hugged her torso before flaring out around her legs. It wasn’t anything extravagant, nothing like the garments worn during their full moon celebrations. But there was a distinctly DeLoup quality to it.

      Glancing over her shoulder with a smirk, she said, “I was running out of ways to distract you to avoid all this.”

      With a laugh, he kissed her cheek. “Ridiculous.”

      It took longer than he wished, but soon she was out of the corset and the rest of her undergarments. He moved around to face her and shook his head with another smile. “You are absolutely beautiful.”

      Her cheeks flushed pink, which spread down to her chest. He ran a hand along her side, tracing her hip bone up to those perfect breasts. Guiding her backward toward the bed, he lifted her to the edge of the mattress.

      “Gabriel,” she whispered as he leaned down to circle one peaked nipple with his tongue, sucking it into his mouth. Her gasp made his cock twitch. He wanted her so bad, but he knew how important this time was. This wasn’t just about fucking around for a release or giving in to that primal need they’d both felt the past couple months. He had no intention of bending her over and taking her hard enough for the world to hear her scream his name.

      No, this time, he would go slow. He would let her feel just how much he wanted her. How much he needed her. His mate.

      Squeezing her other breast, he made sure it got equal attention before gently pushing her to lie back. He kissed his way lower, down her stomach, across her hip as he knelt. Brinley spread her legs as she pushed her fingers into his hair, guiding him to where she needed him.

      Gabriel chuckled and nipped at her thigh before kissing the same spot. He switched to her other leg, making it down to her knee before she let out a sigh of frustration.

      “So impatient,” he said, slowly rising again.

      “I want to feel you.”

      “In time, bijou.” He kissed the inside of her thigh, higher, higher. She squirmed, and he gave in. He pulled her ass to the very edge of the mattress, lifting one of her legs over his shoulder. When he brushed a finger along her slit, feeling her slickness, a different sigh escaped her. One of happiness, of relief.

      Gabriel replaced his finger with his tongue and pressed a little harder against her. He licked all the way up to where he knew she wanted him most. The second he sucked on her clit, she gasped again. Her fingers gripped his hair tighter, urging him to continue.

      He slowly pushed one finger inside her as he continued working her up with his tongue. Her breathing grew ragged, and she moaned beneath him. When her hips lifted, he reached his other hand up to hold her in place. Adding a second finger to her core, he pumped faster. He pushed his tongue against her harder, swirling it around, knowing exactly how to send her over the edge.

      With a muffled shout, she came hard, and he lapped up her juices, savoring her. He slowed his movements, letting her ride out the waves of pleasure. When she finished, he removed his fingers and lifted up to see her. She lay sprawled before him, as if utterly spent.

      But he wasn’t done yet.

      She smiled as he stripped out of his own clothes and helped her onto the bed more. He covered her body with his, bracing his arms on either side of her.

      “Brinley,” he whispered, holding her gaze. There was so much he wanted to say, so much he needed her to know. He couldn’t give her the three words his heart longed to shout though, so instead, he gave her three others. “You are mine.”

      A breath escaped her, and a moment of hesitation passed before she nodded.

      For now, that was enough. He knew she was scared of letting this be real—likely for the same reasons he’d tried to push her away. She had been ripped from his arms over and over again.

      “I will never let anyone take you again. So long as you want to be here, even if you don’t want me, you will be safe within these walls.” He captured her mouth in a deep kiss, lowering his body to hers. Brinley wrapped her legs around his waist, drawing him closer, and then reached between them to guide him in. As he sank into her warmth, he lifted his head and opened his eyes to meet her beautiful gaze. He paused once fully inside her. Just lying here, feeling her around him… it felt more like home than anything he’d ever experienced.

      “Thank you,” she whispered with a hand on the side of his face. She nodded once more before kissing him.

      With deliberately slow movements, Gabriel began rocking back and forth. He meant it when he told himself this wasn’t going to just be another quick, heated fuck. He was going to relish every second of this, of her. Of making love to the woman who completely owned his heart and soul.

      She was his, yes. But he was also hers in any way she would have him.

      Breaking the kiss to trail his lips down to her neck, he said, “Don’t think I didn’t catch you muffling your moans earlier. What have I told you about that?”

      “You—” She sucked in a breath as he thrust into her hard. “Want to hear me.”

      “Mhmm.” Gabriel pulled almost all the way out before slamming back into her, and she let out a louder moan, nearing a scream. He smiled down at her as he found a steady rhythm. Each time he reached her core, their bond strengthened. It was as if an invisible rope tied their souls to one another, and what had once been frayed was now braided thoroughly together.

      Brinley’s nails scraped along his shoulders as he drove into her over and over. Her moans grew to shouts, until she screamed his name and came again.

      He pressed his lips to her temple, continuing to chase his own crest. “Good girl, bijou.”
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      Brinley traced a finger along Gabriel’s bare chest in random patterns. The final rule was officially broken. They were lying in bed together… cuddling after sex, a bath together, and more sex. She was exhausted, but she relished this moment.

      “Gabriel?” She tilted her head up to see his closed eyes, though she knew he wasn’t asleep. His own hand was running up and down her arm.

      “Hmm?”

      “What does ‘bijou’ mean?”

      His hand stilled. She was about to take back the question when the corner of his mouth curled into a smile. As he returned to his soothing motion, he said, “Jewel.”

      She blinked, her brow furrowing. “You… This whole time, you’ve been calling me jewel? As in a gem?”

      “Yes.”

      It was such a simple response. She pushed herself into a sitting position, pulling the sheet with her, and he opened his eyes. “You started when you still hated me.”

      Gabriel sighed and sat up next to her. “I never hated you. But yes, I couldn’t help but let it slip when I brought you back. I used the endearment six years ago too.” He reached up to tuck a strand of her fallen hair behind her ear. “Because you’ve always been this… precious gem to me—granted, an insufferable one most of the time.”

      She elbowed him in the ribs but felt herself smiling at him. His hand trailed from her jaw to her collarbone, resting over her heart. She leaned in to brush a kiss to his lips.

      Gabriel’s hand lowered to her waist beneath the blanket, tugging her closer, even though she was already curled against his side. With a soft chuckle, she raised up on her knees and moved to straddle his lap. She lowered and rested her head on his shoulder as he hugged her tightly. Skin to skin, this felt right. She couldn’t deny it.

      There wasn’t anything between them, and yet, it seemed they were both content just sitting here together. Neither made a move for more. It was the most intimate position she’d ever found herself in.

      “Are you happy here?” he whispered, running his fingers along her bare back.

      Brinley hesitated, though she didn’t need to really consider it. The answer came to her right away. But the fact that it so easily did frightened her.

      “Bijou?”

      “Yes.” She nodded against him. “I’m happy here.”

      His entire body seemed to relax beneath her. He pressed a kiss against her hair. “Good.”

      “Gabriel, I need to help break this curse,” she said. “At least to try to heal Rose. She’s getting weaker, isn’t she?” Then, three things hit her all at once. She sat upright, her chest heaving. “Her eighteenth birthday. That’s how long we have, isn’t it?”

      As he pushed himself up beneath her, he took her hand and tapped a finger against it.

      “That’s why we need to hurry. It’s in…” Her stomach twisted, dread filling her. “Less than a month.”

      Gabriel kissed her bare shoulder.

      But she wasn’t done. She took a deep breath. “Curses are linked to those who cast them.”

      “I know, but—”

      “No, Gabriel, listen.” She climbed out of bed and swiped his shirt off the floor to cover her naked body. There wasn’t any time for shyness or modesty—not that there was a single part of her he wasn’t intimately familiar with already. She began pacing as he got up and pulled on a pair of pants. “Curses are connected to the person who set it. If it’s still in effect… my grandmother has to still be alive somewhere.”

      When she turned to march back across the length of the bedroom, she came face to face with Gabriel—or rather, face to chest. She tilted her head back to see him, and he looked as shocked as she felt.

      “If she’s still alive, she can break the curse.” Brinley placed her hands on his chest.

      He shook his head. “There weren’t any signs of survivors… You’re sure?”

      “I might not have known how to reach my magic, but I’ve studied its uses and properties for years. My tutor, André…” She trailed off, her heart racing with hope for the first time in more than two months. If her grandmother made it out of the attack, there was a chance her best friend did too. She hadn’t seen his body when Gabriel carried her out of the cellar. “He was my grandmother’s apprentice before she sent him to live with me in different villages. He continued my lessons in magic as much as history and such, and he told me more than once that if someone died, any magic they left in the world would fade with them and return to the stars. It was something he made me remember.” The last word was barely more than a whisper as she realized, “He knew. He made sure I understood that because he knew.”

      “So, if we kill her, we—” Gabriel choked, unable to say more, and still, she bristled from the meaning.

      She took a step back, remembering he was her enemy. No. Grabbing the sides of her head, she shook it. It had been so ingrained into her that the wolves were monsters, but she knew that wasn’t true. He was her mate. He’d found her, protected her, fought for her.

      “Brinley,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. I just… after all she’s done—”

      “I know.” She understood. That didn’t make it any easier though. When he pulled her into his arms again, she didn’t stop him. She wanted his warmth, his comfort. “But she’s my grandmother, the only family I have left.”

      Gabriel ran a hand down the back of her head. “We’re your family too.”

      She knew that, but it wasn’t the same. Not wanting to argue, she said, “She lost everything in this endless battle. It made her the woman she is today, but beneath that I know she loves me. If I could just find her and explain that you’re not the villains she assumes you are based on her past, I might be able to convince her to break the curse and help Rose. She’s so strong, Gabriel. If anyone can save your sister, it’s her.”

      Soft lips brushed her temple. Brinley knew he wouldn’t want to do this. He wouldn’t want to take this chance. But for her and Rose, he might.

      “All right,” he whispered. “I will send a group of scouts to search the area again, and I’ll send someone to Créll to see if she’s returned there.”

      Standing on her toes, she kissed him once, twice. “Thank you.”

      He tightened his hold on her and deepened the kiss. His tongue slid along hers, sending lightning down her spine. One of his hands curved around her backside. It crept beneath the hem of the shirt she’d taken of his, reminding her she wore nothing underneath. He gave her butt a squeeze before guiding her leg up around his hip.

      “Is it always like this?” she asked as he kissed a trail of fire along the side of her neck and his fingers moved closer to her center. “Is it just because of the bond? Is that why I wanted you before I remembered who you were?”

      His deep chuckle rumbled through her. He lowered her leg but didn’t release her altogether. “I’m sure the bond has something to do with why you were drawn to me even when you hated me, but it’s not the sole reason. It doesn’t take away your will power or make you… care about someone. Usually, it does make you protective over one another though, hence your magic emerging when my life was in danger.”

      “And you didn’t feel this constant need with anyone else?” Her cheeks heated, but she needed to know.

      “Did you?”

      She swallowed and stepped away from him to search for one of the pairs of pants he’d brought her weeks ago. She still preferred dresses, but the pants were growing on her. “I’ve only ever been with one other boy before you, and it wasn’t exactly a good experience. It definitely wasn’t like this. I didn’t even—It doesn’t matter. That was a few years ago.”

      “There hasn’t been anyone else?”

      “No.” After pulling the pants on, she faced him again. “My only friend the past six years was André, my tutor, who’s nearly a decade older than me.”

      He seemed to consider her words before asking, “And you two never…”

      The hint of jealousy in his tone and gaze made her smile. “He prefers men.”

      “Ah.” Gabriel’s shoulders visibly relaxed.

      “No one else ever caught my eye. With the one boy, that was more out of curiosity and loneliness. I didn’t actually like him.” Though, it still hurt to find out he’d used her just to tell his friends he’d convinced her to spread her legs for him. Clearing her throat, she focused on the present. On her mate. “I think, deep down, subconsciously, I knew I was waiting for someone else.”

      The words were so quiet, but he heard them. Gabriel dipped his head once. Then, he was in front of her, his mouth crashing into hers. She gasped into the kiss, amazed that this yearning never seemed to wane.

      But she pushed him back. “Your turn.”

      He visibly swallowed. “I fooled around with a girl a couple times when I was sixteen-seventeen, and then Joel and I started sleeping together before my eighteenth birthday. It began out of curiosity, but we both had fun and continued. It… was heated for a bit. But it was also when we thought I wasn’t going to make it past my birthday.”

      With a sigh, he went to sit on the edge of the bed. Brinley’s heart ached for him, for all the tragedy he’d lived through. She joined him but stayed quiet, waiting for him to continue when he was ready.

      “After my birthday, when I realized it was actually Rose, I was struggling for a while,” he said. “It turned out that my father wasn’t actually my birth father. He’d known, but he and my mother decided not to tell me. He said it didn’t make a difference to him; he loved me and I was his son… but that wasn’t enough for the…”

      Brinley slipped her hand into his. “The curse specifically went toward his eldest biological child instead.”

      It wasn’t a question, but his thumb tapped her skin. “Anyway, Joel and I started again, but it wasn’t like before. We’re friends, and the sex was—” He cleared his throat. “My point is, it wasn’t like this.” He squeezed her hand. “I found you a couple years later and realized the truth, but then you were taken away again, my father was killed in front of me, and my pack was—”

      “Cursed,” she whispered.

      He tapped her again before releasing her to wrap his arm around her shoulders. “I wanted to search for you right away, but my pack needed me. Rose needed me. It tore me apart. After a month, I couldn’t handle it anymore and started looking. I had to go in my wolf form, and I knew she said she would make you forget, but I figured if I just found you, all would work out. I could keep an eye on you and wait for the full moon to get you.”

      But he never found her. His agony rippled through her, and she hugged him tighter.

      “Others caught on to what I was doing and tried to help, but it was as if you vanished,” he whispered, brushing his lips against the top of her head. “Eventually, they stopped and tried to get back to their daily lives. Fête de la lune started, and everyone tried to move on and accept their fate. I started spiraling. I began drinking heavily, and eventually I started sleeping with random people out of loneliness. Usually during the celebrations.”

      Brinley remembered how he told her he attended them when feeling hopeless. Each new bit of information he shared broke her heart more and more. Standing, she moved to sit sideways on his lap. Wrapped in each other’s arms, they sat there for a long moment before he continued.

      “So, no, it was never like this. Not even close,” he said. “Even when Joel and I started sleeping together again the next year, it wasn’t like this. I told him you were my mate, so he knew that I was just looking for a distraction, something to break through the numbness that had started consuming me. We were together a lot over the years. He was always there, and I honestly think he did that just to keep me from being with a bunch of random people. He always told me we’d find you one day and that I’d regret it if I had this long list of people I’d fucked.”

      She made a mental note to thank the man the next time she saw him.

      “He never let me give up,” Gabriel whispered.

      Taking a deep breath, she asked, “And you’re really fine with not being with him anymore?”

      She hated that little voice of doubt and fear in the back of her mind that needed to ask.

      “I haven’t been with him since before your birthday, sweetheart.”

      Her brow furrowed, and she leaned back to see his face. “What about that day we were in the study and I asked if you were going to find him?”

      “You mean the day you tried to convince me you didn’t care who I slept with?” His smirk creeped into place once more, and she was grateful for the lighter mood. When she nodded, he kissed her forehead before brushing his thumb over the wrinkled skin. “I couldn’t do it. I did go to him, but I couldn’t go through with it. Not when I finally had you here. Even if you couldn’t remember me, I…”

      “Gabriel,” she said as he trailed off, tears welling in her eyes. Her heart felt so full. This had scared her so much, but she couldn’t deny how right it felt. They belonged together. Brinley and Gabriel. “So, there hasn’t been anyone else since I arrived?”

      “No.” His smile grew.

      “What’s that look for?”

      He lifted a palm to her cheek. “You don’t want me with anyone else.”

      It felt as if her face was on fire. Attempting to play off the jealousy she’d let slip, she teased, “At least, not unless you include me.”

      “You want me all to yourself,” he said, as if she hadn’t spoken. She rolled her eyes, but he wasn’t done. “You’re not rejecting me.”

      “I told you I wasn’t.”

      His thumb stroked her jaw as he leaned in to kiss her again. “I promise, as long as you want me, I’m all yours. Only yours.”
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      For more than two weeks, scouts had been searching around the small village where Gabriel found Brinley, as well as in Créll. So far, he hadn’t received word of them finding the High Sorceress. If she was still alive, as Brinley suspected, she hadn’t returned to the castle.

      Gabriel let out a grunt as Daciana landed a blow to his side. Needing to get out some of his frustration, he’d asked her to spar with him, which led to hand-to-hand fighting. Brinley had gone to sit with Rose, and he hadn’t wanted to drag her away to help him let off steam. Not when Rose’s time and strength were dwindling. She was sleeping more than ever and could no longer walk downstairs on her own. It broke his heart seeing her suffer like this. He wanted to fix it, make everything better.

      He dodged Daci’s next punch, pivoted, and elbowed her in the gut.

      “Fuck, Gabe,” she hissed, doubling over.

      Not stopping, he charged, tackling her to the ground. He’d fallen for that one before. She let out an oomph as they tumbled, and he pinned her down. Her sneaky grin told him he was right not to take it easy on her.

      The next thing he knew, her knee came up between his legs. Hard.

      With a groan, he rolled off her. “Seriously?”

      She let out a soft chuckle. “You know better than to let your guard down the second you put someone on their back.”

      He glared at her, still holding his groin. “You’re the worst.”

      “No, I’m the best. That’s why we’re doing this.” She sat up. Around them, a dozen other sentries went through similar practice drills. A few had swords and daggers, but most fought with their claws extended. With their ability to heal, getting nicked here and there was painful, but not a big issue.

      With a deep breath, Gabriel sat up, raising his knees and resting an arm over them. His head pounded from the stress and lack of sleep. He and Brinley were no longer holding any pretenses about being together and had been sharing his bed each night. But that meant he didn’t have any reason to keep his hands to himself, and Brinley seemed to crave him just as much. They’d taken turns waking each other up in the most delicious ways most mornings.

      As his blood rushed south, he groaned again at the throbbing pain. “Remind me why I sent Darren out in the search party instead of you. He’s nicer.”

      Daciana snorted. “You’d be bored without me.”

      That was true, but he wasn’t going to admit as much. “Brinley is going to be pissed if you do real damage.”

      “I’m sure she’ll survive without your dick for a day or two. Stop being dramatic.”

      He glared at her. Daci had been mad that he’d kept the secret of Brinley being his mate from her, but in the end, he knew she was happy for them.

      “Or are you not capable of using your fingers and mouth? Need a lesson on how to satisfy your mate?” she teased. “If she needs attention you can’t give her, I’m sure one of us could—”

      “Don’t you dare finish that sentence,” he growled at her.

      She smirked with a shrug. “I’m just saying.”

      He shook his head and rolled his eyes as he shoved against her shoulder. She laughed for a moment before trailing off. They sat in silence, watching the others. He was grateful for his friend. For all of them. He didn’t know how he would have made it this far without them. “Can you tell if Darren’s getting close? Will he be back soon?”

      “You know it doesn’t work like that.” At an early age, the twins discovered they could sense each other and almost read each other’s minds. Not specifics but general feelings, especially when hurt or in danger—somewhat similar to a mate bond. It was like honed-in intuition but more powerful. They had tested it out a lot as children, seeing what all they could do with it. Gabriel often wondered if there was sorcière blood somewhere in their family’s past.

      “I know.” He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. They lapsed back into silence.

      After a few minutes of quietly watching the others train once more, Daci spoke without looking in his direction. “Do you think they’ll find her in time?”

      He should reassure her, tell her everything would work out. As the alpha, he needed to be strong for his pack. But she had always seen right through him. “I hope so.”

      “Gabe,” a voice called, and he turned to find Torin near one of the doorways. The man still made Gabriel’s blood boil, but he stood and went toward him. With his particular brand of violence and torture, he’d been put in charge of questioning their rogue prisoner. Gabriel approached, with Daciana on his heels. Torin dipped his head—he’d been much more obedient and respectful since Gabriel nearly killed him for laying a hand on Brinley. “Sir, he’s talking.”

      Gabriel nearly tripped in surprise. “What have you found out?”

      “You’re going to want to go to him yourself, I think.” Torin lowered his voice. “He’s claiming he was sent by the High Sorceress.”

      The world seemed to still around them. Gabriel let out a low growl and stomped past him, marching back out into the sunshine toward their small prison. His pulse rushed in his ears. Distantly, he heard Torin and Daci speaking behind him as they followed, but he couldn’t distinguish their words. All of his focus went into storming to the cell where the DeLoup was chained to a chair.

      “Open the door,” Gabriel shouted.

      Torin ran around him, pulling out his keys as he moved. He unlocked the barred door and swung it open, allowing access to the wolf beyond. “Tell him what you told me.”

      The rogue gave them a bloody grin. “You kidnapped the wrong witch. She’s coming for you.”

      “Who?” Gabriel moved closer, his hands clenching into fists at his sides.

      “The queen.”

      “She paid you to bring her granddaughter back?” It didn’t make sense. The rogues hated the witches; that was their entire purpose. Why would they agree to this?

      The man shook his head, his smile turning somehow more malicious. “Oh no. That’s not what she hired us for.”
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel scrubbed the blood from his hands. By the time he’d given up on questioning the rogue, he hadn’t known what was true and what were lies. In his rage, he’d ripped the man’s heart from his chest with only a shred of remorse. It wasn’t the first life he’d taken, far from it. But it never got easier.

      He swallowed, trying to keep his breathing steady. The water running from his fingers was still tinged red.

      When the door opened behind him, he didn’t turn. He knew it was her without needing to look. He could sense her very being, and the bond between them pulled taut. Her concern for him trickled along it.

      She stayed quiet as she came to his side and put a hand on his back. Rubbing it in slow circles, she pressed a kiss to his bare shoulder. A shuddering breath escaped him, and his head hung low.

      Brinley turned him around, pulling him into a tight hug. He wrapped his own arms around her, breathing her in. She didn’t seem to notice his wet hands—or she didn’t care. She just held him.

      “What do you need?” she asked, breaking the silence a few moments later.

      He thought about it. The truth was, he needed many things. His sister’s curse to be broken. His people freed. His village not to be suffering. But as he buried his face against the curve of her neck, all he said was, “This. Just this for right now.”

      She tightened her arms around him, and he loved that despite everything, despite her past uncertainty and fear, she wanted to comfort him. He tilted his head to kiss behind her ear.

      “Whose blood is it?”

      “The rogue prisoner,” he whispered. He didn’t want to talk about it, to tell her what happened. But he wouldn’t keep things a secret from her ever again, not if he had the chance to speak and explain. “I was summoned because he’d started talking, and I… took over the questioning.”

      Brinley tensed beneath his touch, and he knew she was remembering her own torture in those cells. She leaned back to meet his gaze. “What did he say?”

      Gabriel swallowed, trying to find the right way to tell her. But there really was no right way. He released her long enough to turn and dry his hands before brushing his fingers through her hair, which she’d been leaving down since he commented on it. Cupping the side of her face, he said, “I don’t know how much is true—if any of it is. Please keep that in mind.”

      He hadn’t even figured out how the rogues had made it through the gates. That failure to his mate and pack weighed on him.

      “All right…”

      A knock startled them apart. Gabriel went to the door and yanked it open, only to come face to face with Paxton and Darren. The latter looked out of breath, as if he’d run straight here after returning.

      “What?” He reached a hand behind him blindly, and Brinley immediately slipped hers into it, standing next to him. “What did you find?”

      “It’s true.” Pax looked about ready to jump out of his skin. “They found her.”

      Gabriel’s eyes widened. If that was true, what about the rest of the things the rogue spewed?

      “What?” Brinley breathed, squeezing his fingers. Tears brimmed her eyes as she stepped forward.

      “There’s a small village down by Brira River, where we found guards on patrol. We staked it out for a few days and finally caught sight of her,” Darren said, nodding. “The queen is still alive.”
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      Brinley wasn’t sure she was breathing.

      Her grandmother was alive. There were presumably others who had survived, and they had all escaped to this village the scouts stumbled across—Nimiré. Gabriel had led her out to the study to sit on the settee, as if knowing she was about to collapse. She listened to Darren’s explanation but could barely register the words beyond understanding her grandmother wasn’t dead.

      “How far?” She didn’t know who she cut off, but the room went quiet. Tearing her eyes from the ornate rug at her feet, she looked at Darren. “How far away is it?”

      “In my wolf form, running most of the time, it took almost three days,” Darren said. “So, maybe a week on foot for you.”

      Before she could say more, Gabriel’s growl rumbled through the room. “No.”

      Her eyes snapped to him. He sat beside her, Darren in the armchair. Pax had left already to return to Rose. Apparently, Darren had found him before they both came for Gabriel, and the other scouts had gone home to rest.

      “What do you mean no?” Her brow furrowed. “I have to go to her. I can convince her to break this curse and—”

      “No!” Gabriel’s deep voice sounded like that of the monsters she’d been taught to fear all her life. But she didn’t fear him. He pushed to his feet and began pacing. “It’s too dangerous. You can’t go to her.”

      “She’s my grandmother,” Brinley said. “She won’t hurt me. I can get her to understand—”

      “She hired assassins, Brinley!”

      Only the sound of a distant clock whispered through the room. Without a word, Darren stood and quietly exited as they stared at one another. Gabriel’s chest heaved, his claws fully extended. She’d seen him angry, but this was something else entirely. “What are you talking about?”

      “That rogue was hired by your grandmother.” He looked as if he was nearly shaking from restraint.

      His words registered, but they didn’t make sense. Brinley got up, her mind reeling. “I don’t understand.”

      “They were sent here not to bring you home but to kill you.”

      Shaking her head, she whispered, “Stop.”

      Gabriel stepped closer. “She killed your father, and now she wants to kill you. If it looks like the DeLoup did it, this queendom would go to war with itself, and she knows that. It would give her reason to outright attack us all.”

      “She’s my grandmother.”

      “Who deeply hates DeLoup, you told me that. And whether or not you want to accept it, you’re one of us.” He retracted his claws and grabbed her hand. “She’s never been all right with that.”

      Brinley stared up at him, wanting to deny it. There had always been a distance between her and her grandmother, but she’d blamed it on the fact that she was a busy reigning monarch. She’d never questioned her grandmother’s love.

      “She ripped you out of my arms when you were three years old,” Gabriel said, bringing his other hand to her face, “and then again when you were fifteen. I will not let her do it again. I will not let her use you as a pawn any longer, as a sacrifice to justify her actions.”

      Her chest ached. She saw the truth in his eyes, the pain that matched her own. Standing on her toes, she pulled him down to kiss him. It was soft, and far too short, but she needed him to really hear her next words. “You have to let me try, Gabriel.” When he opened his mouth, she added, “For Rose.”

      He staggered backward, blinking at her in disbelief. As he hit his desk, she could practically see his heart shattering. He slid to the floor in clear agony. But her words had been deliberate. She knew what he needed to hear, what he needed to be reminded of.

      “You’re going to make me choose between saving my mate and saving my sister?”

      And just like that, her own heart broke into a million pieces. She went to him, collapsing into his lap. His arms encircled her. The back of her throat burned with tears.

      “Please don’t make me choose,” he whispered against the side of her head.

      “I won’t,” she promised. “Because there is no choice, Gabriel.” Not only would the mate bond not allow him to choose anyone over her—the other half of his soul—but she would never ask him to. The only way to defy the bond was to reject it entirely, and she wasn’t going to lose him again. He’d given so much for her and their people. Now, it was her turn “You said I wasn’t a prisoner.”

      He sniffled. Gabriel Ferway, alpha of the Crimson Pack, one of the strongest men she’d ever met, cried into her shoulder. She ran a hand through his hair over and over. Neither of them spoke nor moved. She wasn’t sure how long they sat like that. Long enough for the sun to set and shadows to consume the room.

      Eventually, they got up and went downstairs to gather dinner on trays that they then brought upstairs to Rose and Paxton. The solemn night bore on, as if the other two knew what had transpired. As if they knew what tomorrow would bring.

      Before leaving the solarium, Brinley hugged Rose for a long minute. The friend she hadn’t remembered. The one who deserved so much more in this life.

      Paxton pulled her into his arms next and whispered, “Thank you.”

      Brinley nodded, unable to speak. She knew how much this meant to him.

      When she stepped away and took Gabriel’s hand, Paxton held his gaze. He dipped his head, and Brinley knew it was because he understood how difficult this was for their alpha. Gabriel would have to sit by as his mate faced the most powerful witch in the queendom. He would have to watch as she purposely faced danger, faced the one who’d cursed them and twisted her memories.

      But Brinley had no qualms about going. She was terrified, yes, but for her friends, her new family, she would do whatever it took.

      Without another word, Gabriel led her downstairs and to bed. They quietly undressed and lay down together. As they moved as one, joined like perfect soulmates, she knew she would do everything in her power to help him and his people.

      She would tell her grandmother the truth—that her heart belonged to this alpha, her mate—and she would get her to break both curses.
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        * * *

      

      With each step closer to the gates, Brinley’s chest tightened more. Her heart was beating out of control, and she honestly thought she might be sick. Near the opening, Daciana and Joel stood with Stella saddled and ready to go for her. Gabriel stripped down to his underwear, still not looking at her as she clasped the red cloak he’d given her that morning around her shoulders. A reminder of the first time they’d saved each other two and a half months ago.

      He stared out at the forest. His shoulders lifted as he took a deep breath. But as he made to step past the barrier, Brinley grabbed at his arm. “Wait!”

      He didn’t fight her, instead turning to face her. She pulled him farther from the invisible line.

      “What, bijou?”

      She stared into his bright blue eyes. Sliding her hand up his chest and around to the back of his neck, she tugged him down as she stood on her toes to press her lips to his. Gabriel made a sound of approval, his own hands going to her back. He hauled her up against him as she wrapped her arms behind his head and parted her lips. His tongue brushed hers, and she let out a soft moan.

      Slowly, he lowered her feet to the ground and broke the kiss. He put his forehead against hers, his ragged breath mingling with hers as he continued holding her. Before she could stop herself, she whispered, “I love you.”

      Gabriel straightened, jerking away from her with wide eyes. At his sudden retrieval, her brow furrowed. Had she been wrong? She truly thought he felt the same.

      “I… I’m sorry.” She crossed her arms over her stomach. “I just, I thought—never mind.” She started to turn back toward the gates. At least they wouldn’t be able to talk on this trip.

      He hooked an arm around her waist, stopping her. “Do you mean it?”

      The words were so quiet. Facing him again, she nodded.

      “Brinley, I…”

      Tears welled in her eyes, and she hated it. She never wanted to be the woman who cried over a man, but it felt as if her heart was cracking in half. “You’re going to reject the bond? After everything?”

      “What? No.” Anger filled his voice. He let go of her and ran a hand through his hair with a frustrated groan. “But I can’t…”

      When his words trailed off again, he looked as if he wanted to kill something. Or someone. She didn’t understand.

      “It doesn’t make sense, it should’ve—Fuck!”

      “Gabriel, what’s happening? You’re scaring me.” She hadn’t been frightened around him in so long.

      As if finally hearing her, his features softened. “Oh, no,” he said, closing the distance between them and pulling her into a hug. “No, bijou. I’m sorry.”

      He gasped and leaned away, only to grab her hand. He held it up between them.

      “Ask me,” he said.

      And suddenly, she knew. “The curse?”

      His thumb tapped her palm. Yes.

      But she still wasn’t following. She shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me.”

      Gabriel placed his other hand on her cheek and held her gaze. “Did you mean it?”

      “That I love you?”

      “Yes.”

      She licked her lips and nodded.

      “All right, what happened after you told me?” he asked slowly, clearly trying to get her to put something together.

      “You got mad.”

      “Before that, Brinley. Right after you said it.”

      She thought about the pain threatening to cave in her chest. “N-nothing.” Her voice cracked. “You didn’t say it back.”

      With a sigh, he nodded. “Exactly.”

      He tapped her hand a couple times, and her eyes widened in realization.

      “That’s part of the curse?”

      Tap.

      “You can’t say it?”

      Tap.

      Her mind reeled. Why would that be part of the curse? “Can you say it to others?”

      Tap.

      “So, it’s just me?”

      Tap.

      Brinley stared up at him, her heart swelling with hope as she whispered, “Do you love me?”

      This time, he didn’t tap her palm. He lifted it to his lips and kissed it. She let out a shaky breath, somewhere between a half-laugh and half-sob. His hand slid to the back of her neck as he kissed her again. Thoroughly.

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, she knew they were likely causing a scene. It wasn’t everyday their alpha was almost naked, kissing a witch in the streets. But she couldn’t bring herself to care.

      After a too-short moment, she broke away, needing more questions answered. “You couldn’t say you love me because of the curse, and then you got mad. You said, ‘it doesn’t make sense, it should have…’ Should have what?”

      “Fixed. It.” He said the words one at a time, as if testing them out.

      “Fixed it?” she repeated before it dawned on her. “It should have broken the curse?”

      Gabriel tapped her hand again.

      “That’s why you kept asking if I meant it.” She shook her head, the fresh tears now falling for a whole new reason. “But I do, Gabriel. I love you.”

      He kissed her once in response. “I’ve waited so long for this moment, but it didn’t work. I don’t know what to do now.”

      Neither did she. His pain only made her own sadness stronger.

      A thought dawned on her, twisting her stomach. “You can’t say it aloud, just like you can’t talk about the curse.”

      His tongue darted out to wet his lips as he nodded.

      “Because she didn’t want me to figure it out,” she said. “She did everything in her power to keep us apart, but she also made it impossible for you to tell me these things… because she knew it would make me love you and your people.”

      “I’m sorry, bijou.” He laced their fingers together while using his other hand to brush the dampness from her cheeks.

      “But… you can talk about my father.”

      “Six years ago, when you were taken and everything happened, she was emotional,” Gabriel said in a soft tone. “You were rendered unconscious before… and I think she was just too volatile to think it all the way through. If I had to guess, she was so focused on the present that she forgot to include him in the restrictions. Or maybe she thought you’d never believe us.”

      “She made me hate you so much.” Brinley still didn’t understand how she’d been able to loathe them all to that extreme. One thing was for certain though: her grandmother never would have just forgotten to include something in a curse. Brinley didn’t tell him that, however. She couldn’t. Not right now. She needed to hold on to that little bit of hope she had that she could convince her grandmother to help.

      And if she wouldn’t help, maybe Brinley could figure out how to break it herself a different way.

      “All right, we continue as planned,” she said as he swiped away the last remaining tears from her face. “I’ll find my grandmother and tell her everything. She’ll be able to help; I know she will. If I can’t break the curse, she can.”

      “Brinley,” he whispered with a sigh.

      “She’ll help us.” Brinley raised her chin with confidence she didn’t truly feel. “We’ll break the curse, free your people, and heal Rose.”

      “And then?”

      She smiled, leaning in close. “And then, I’ll come home.”

      Gabriel’s jaw visibly clenched, and she realized he was trying to hold back his own emotions. “Home?”

      “Zareia is my home now; you are my home, Gabriel. You’re my mate, and once this curse is broken, I don’t plan on ever leaving you again.”

      She’d barely spoken the last word before he lifted her into the air, spinning in a circle as he hugged her tight and pressed kisses against her neck, her jaw, and finally, her mouth.

      “All right, all right,” a voice called out. Daciana. “Either go back to the house or get going.”

      “Let them have their moment,” Joel said.

      Gabriel laughed and set Brinley down. As they approached the wall once more, he held her against his side. “I wish I could say it. For the record.”

      “Soon.” Brinley grinned. Taking a deep breath, she let go of him and mounted the horse. Gabriel walked out of the gates, shifting as he went. And then, they were off to search for the one person in the queendom who might be able to help them.

      So long as Brinley could convince her to do so.
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      For nearly three days, Brinley, Gabriel, and Joel traveled south, following the directions Darren had shared before leaving. Three quiet days of riding hard. It was strange not being able to speak to Gabriel or Joel as they ran alongside her. As her mate curled around her at night to keep her warm and safe.

      Though, it was probably for the best that they couldn’t communicate. No talking meant no more arguing over the plan. Before they left home, she and Gabriel had fought worse than they did a couple months ago when she didn’t know him as anything other than her enemy. They had shouted at one another, getting in each other’s faces… which had led to incredible sex, but that was beside the point.

      Brinley knew she needed to approach her grandmother alone. If Gabriel tried to go with her, she feared what the witches would do upon seeing him. She didn’t think they would even hear her out before attacking him. And she wouldn’t risk that. She also knew that Rose’s time was running out and he needed to return to his sister before it was too late. Just in case this didn’t work.

      Gabriel adamantly disagreed. He refused to leave her alone. Even Joel had tried to insist he stay behind with her.

      In the end, she barely managed to convince them that she would be safe among the witches and they would not. She still didn’t believe that her grandmother had sent those rogues to kill her, but even if she did, Brinley knew the woman wouldn’t attack her heiress among a village full of their people. Brinley also reminded Gabriel and Joel of her power, her ability to protect herself.

      Go home, and I will meet you there in a few days to end this once and for all, she’d promised him.

      She knew it was best that they couldn’t fight about it now, but she still missed his voice. She would argue with him every day if it meant being in his life.

      On the third day of their journey, the village of Nimiré came into view. It was a quaint little area butted up to the river, deep in the woods. Gabriel stopped in front of her, and she dismounted, seeing the guards in the distance. Joel kept close enough to jump in should they need him, but he gave them space to say goodbye.

      They stayed far enough from the village that no one would notice her red cloak without looking for it. But she didn’t want to take a chance; they needed to hurry. Brinley knelt before Gabriel and put her brow to the top of his furry head. “Déesse above, I wish you could yell at me right now.”

      His wet nose nudged her cheek, and she chuckled.

      “I love you, Gabriel,” she said in a soft tone. She wrapped her arms around him. It still felt odd to trust a wolf so much, to hug him even in this form. But she did, and now she needed him to trust her too. “I’ll convince her to help and see you in a few days.”

      He whimpered, breaking her heart.

      “I’ll be safe,” she lied. “I have magic now, remember?” For the last couple weeks, since it was unlocked in the courtyard, she’d been practicing as much as possible. “But I really believe she cares about me. I don’t believe the rogue. He was just trying to stir more trouble.”

      Gabriel nuzzled her neck.

      “I’ll see you in a few days.” She kissed the top of his head and stood again. “Go home to Rose; her time is running short.”

      He bowed his head but whimpered again. Taking Stella by the reins, Brinley led her toward the village. Once the guards saw her, she didn’t know what would happen. She and Gabriel had reluctantly negotiated that he would let her approach alone but wait to see that she was greeted warmly before leaving.

      Walking away from Gabriel felt like pure torture though. Brinley didn’t want to leave him, but she hadn’t expected such physical pain from his absence. It was enough to make her reconsider running back and begging him to stay. But she didn’t.

      Brinley wandered closer to the small village with one hand out at her side, preparing for anything. She knew her people were here, saw them in the streets and around the stone homes, even from the trees. She did not, however, know how they would react to her reappearance after being gone the last couple months.

      Three guards gathered, blocking her path. A tall figure stepped forward as she neared, and she stopped in her tracks. Her breath stuck in her throat, tears filling her eyes in an instant.

      “Brinley?” he said in that familiar tone she’d missed, more than she even realized.

      A sob escaped her lips, and she ran toward the one true friend she’d had before leaving, the one she thought had been killed. She flung herself into André’s open arms. As soon as she collided with his chest, he wrapped her in a tight embrace.

      “How?” he asked against her hair. “How are you here, sweetheart? I—we all thought you’d been killed.”

      “I thought that about all of you.” She cried into his shirt. She didn’t know his role in all this yet, but she wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt. The memory of him helping her out of the castle was the main reason. She had to believe he was on her side. It was too painful to consider the alternative.

      His hand swept up and down her back. “What happened?”

      Sniffing, she leaned away and shook her head. “Not yet. Where’s my grandmother?”

      André smiled and kissed her brow before tucking her against his side. She took the comfort as they walked past the guards who watched her with wide eyes before inclining their heads. One of them—a human man—took her horse, saying he’d put her in the stables. André led Brinley into the village proper and down what appeared to be the main street, ignoring the stares and whispers. No one else greeted her with happiness, but she hadn’t expected them to. She’d been an outcast all her life; why would anyone suddenly act as if they cared just because she returned from the dead?

      Except, now, she had a theory as to why. She had always thought that in the villages it was because they felt strange having her among them, a guarded witch whose identity was always kept a secret, but she didn’t think that was it at all. Remembering the different comments made, the way they always glared at her, she was certain they knew the truth of her parentage, had hidden it from her all these years.

      André led her to one of the better-looking cottages, one with flowers along the path to the front door. He pushed inside without knocking. “Your Majesty?”

      “In the drawing room,” her grandmother’s voice called out, nearly sending Brinley to her knees.

      Dropping his arm from around her shoulders, André took Brinley’s hand and walked toward an open doorway. He paused long enough to say, “We have a visitor.”

      For a moment, his choice of words struck her—visitor. But he had always seen her better than anyone else, and she had long suspected that his powers included clairvoyance. If he knew she wasn’t here to stay, he kept the thoughts to himself. He smiled at her as he stepped aside and let her into the room.

      The woman’s jaw dropped as Brinley slowly moved closer.

      “Grandmère,” Brinley whispered.
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      Her grandmother pushed to her feet and closed the distance between them, folding Brinley into her arms. Cooing over her, holding her tightly, she said, “Oh, my sweet girl.”

      As a child, Brinley had loved staying with her grandmother in the palace in Créll. But over time, the woman grew distant. Then, when Brinley’s mother was killed, her grandmother sent her away ‘to protect her’. For more than a decade, she’d been the only parental figure Brinley knew. Yet, she wasn’t truly there for her. More than that, she’d kept Brinley away from the DeLoup, repeatedly taking her from them when they attempted to bring her home. She had killed Brinley’s father and kept her away from his people. Her people.

      She’d taken Brinley away from her mate and made her forget him.

      With great effort, Brinley didn’t let the angry emotions show across her face. If there was a chance of this happening, she needed to act somewhat clueless for now.

      “Where were you?” her grandmother asked, pushing her away to look her up and down. Her nose scrunched as she took in Brinley’s pants and belted tunic. Shaking her head, her tone shifted, sounding almost angry. “Where did you get these clothes, Brinley?”

      “From a new friend.” She supposed now was as good a time as any to jump in. “I have much to tell you.”

      “I’ll give you two some space.” André turned to go.

      Brinley reached out to grab his arm. “No, please stay.”

      His eyes widened a fraction in surprise but only for a moment before he nodded. She understood; she was shocked by her reaction too. Even if she didn’t believe her grandmother had worked with the rogues to have her killed, she didn’t trust the woman. And she wanted her friend beside her.

      Her grandmother returned to her chair while Brinley and André took the adjacent dark blue sofa. Brinley didn’t know where to start. She had so many questions, but she feared the answers to most. To save Gabriel’s people though, she needed to do this.

      “What happened the night of my birthday?” she asked first. “Who attacked the village?”

      “The DeLoup.” Her grandmother’s brow furrowed. “You know that.”

      “Yes, but how did you survive?”

      At that, the queen smiled a little. “I’m not the High Sorceress for nothing. I do hold quite a bit of power.”

      Brinley nodded. That made sense, and she’d assumed her grandmother had been the one to save the others, but she needed to ease into the conversation.

      “Brinley, where were you?” André asked beside her.

      She remembered the fear that had consumed her when he left her in the cellar alone. When she heard his shouts and then the shifter appeared before she could shut the door. “I managed to escape, and I made it to another village. I thought you were all dead. They sent a few scouts the next morning but didn’t find any survivors.”

      Not entirely a lie.

      “We had to move quickly,” her grandmother explained. “We didn’t know if more would come back to finish us off. I had drained most of my magic in protecting those I could, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to do it two nights in a row. We searched and searched for you, but we didn’t find any sign you’d escaped. I… I thought they took you and…”

      Shaking her head, Brinley reached over to hold her hand. “I’m fine. I was safe.”

      She knew that now. There were no more doubts in her mind that Gabriel had saved her that night and that he never intended to keep her as a prisoner. He was always going to protect her. And now, it was her turn to save him.

      “Do you know which pack it was?” she asked.

      Her grandmother scoffed. “Does it matter?”

      “It might. I learned some things while in the other village,” Brinley said, choosing her words carefully. “Apparently, there are rogues unassociated with the bigger packs who are staging these attacks. My new friends have caught a few and questioned them. They haven’t been able to gather much information, but it’s clear the rogues are wanting to spark a war between Les Sorcières and the DeLoup.”

      “We’re already at war with the wolves.”

      Brinley nodded. “Yes, but they want an active war. They want a reason to fight and kill us. They’re tired of this time of fragile peace.”

      Her grandmother pursed her lips. Slipping her hand out from under Brinley’s, she braced her tilted head on it. “I have heard whispers of these rogues, but I don’t believe it was them. It was too big of a coincidence that it happened the one night I was there. It was too organized.”

      “What do you mean?” She clasped her hands in her lap to keep from fidgeting or wringing them together.

      “There is a large pack from the north who… doesn’t like me, to put it kindly. I think this was their work. We had to take a different route than I wanted to because of other villages being attacked, and I think they did that to lead us right into their trap.”

      Brinley fought not to show any reaction on her face. “What pack?”

      “The Crimson Pack. They’re one of the largest communities of DeLoup, occupying an entire village. And they want me dead specifically.” Her grandmother sighed.

      “Why?” She could barely breathe.

      “Brinley, there is a lot you don’t know, a lot of pain I have tried to shelter you from. Please don’t ask me these questions.”

      She straightened, trying to appear more confident than she felt. “But I am your heiress. When I take the throne, I will need to know these types of things, right? I need to know our past.”

      Her grandmother hesitated, staring at her as if attempting to figure out what information Brinley was truly after.

      “She’s right,” André said. “She should know.”

      Brinley glanced at her friend with a grateful smile, but the look on his face made her pause. So much sorrow filled his gaze. When he put a hand on her shoulder, he inclined his head once. She wasn’t sure if that meant he knew what she was hiding or what her grandmother was hiding.

      “Fine,” her grandmother whispered with a sigh before jumping in. “Do you remember the stories of your grandfather at all?” When Brinley didn’t answer right away, the woman shook her head. “Don’t worry; I didn’t suspect so. He died before you were born, and it’s always been so difficult to talk about him. He was… killed by the Crimson Pack.”

      Unsure what to say, Brinley stayed quiet and waited for more.

      “I will admit, I made some rash decisions back then. He was the love of my life though, so the grief and anger just consumed me.” Clearing her throat, she lowered her hand to her lap and lifted her head. “In my need for revenge, I led an attack on their village, Zareia, when you were just a little thing. I killed one of their leaders before it ended, but the back and forth was far from over. They were responsible for your parents’ deaths after that, and then they attempted to come after you.”

      “That’s why you sent me to live in those small villages,” Brinley said with a nod, acting the part and reciting what she was supposed to know.

      “I hated sending you away, but I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you too. So, I thought it was the best option—to hide you until you came of age and I could train you to use your magic properly. I knew, in time, you could become powerful enough to protect yourself from these monsters.”

      André squeezed Brinley’s shoulder. She already knew all that though. This was it. She had to tell the truth now.

      “I think we can stop this cycle,” she started quietly. “We can end this war. I can end this war with your help.”

      “The only way it’s ever going to stop is with all of them dead.”

      This time, Brinley couldn’t help but grimace. “But what if they were willing to talk and negotiate some sort of peace?”

      Her grandmother stared at her like she’d lost her mind. “Even if we attempted it, we can’t trust them. They’re all vicious beasts, Brinley.”

      Taking a deep breath, she said, “No, they’re not.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “They’re not the monsters you think they are.” She stood, needing to move around. “Most of them don’t want this war any more than we do. They just want to live their lives.”

      “How could you possibly know that?” her grandmother asked, though her tone implied her suspicions.

      Brinley stopped pacing, but she still couldn’t bring herself to say it. At least, not until André said, “Tell us, sweetheart.”

      Nodding, she started rambling. “The last few months, I was in Zareia with the Crimson Pack. Their alpha, Gabriel, is who found me the night of the attack and helped me escape. He protected me, brought me to safety… I’ve been living among his people all this time, and I can assure you none of them are these vicious beasts you speak of. But they are suffering; the families in that village are struggling because of a—”

      “Brinley, stop,” André said, cutting her off.

      She glanced at him in confusion, but his eyes were on her grandmother. Her very quiet grandmother, whose face had contorted into what Brinley could only describe as pure rage. Despite her age, the queen shot to her feet. Trinkets on the bookshelves and the teacups on a small side table rattled with the rest of the room.

      Ah, so that’s where that little trick comes from.

      “You were there,” her grandmother whispered. “You were with those vile creatures?”

      “They’re not vile—”

      “They destroyed this family! They ruined your mother.” She examined Brinley up and down again, this time with disgust. “He ruined you too, didn’t he? That boy pretending to play alpha.”

      The back of Brinley’s throat burned, but she refused to back down. “Gabriel is a great alpha. He cares about his people tremendously, cares about—”

      She slammed her lips shut before she could reveal too much. She’d been ready to say that he cared about her.

      Her grandmother sneered. “You are just like her.” Jaw visibly clenched, she turned to André. “Can you tell if she’s with child?”

      Brinley’s eyebrows shot up, her eyes widening. “What? No, I’m not.”

      But it wasn’t until André confirmed it with his magic that her grandmother faced Brinley again.

      “Good. Perhaps you’re smarter than your mother after all.”

      Brinley felt as if the breath had been knocked from her lungs. “So, it’s true? My father was DeLoup.”

      Her grandmother lifted a hand, and Brinley was moved against her will. She landed in the armchair. Before she could ask what was going on, ropes appeared and tied her to the seat. André stood. “What are you doing?”

      She ignored him. “Yes, your father was DeLoup, and when I found out my daughter was pregnant and planning to marry him, I forbade it. I all but locked her away, promising not to touch you. It would’ve been easy enough to hide your heritage; I managed to do so most of your life.” Her grandmother walked toward the doorway. She stopped and leaned against the frame. “You were born, and she agreed to stay away from your father, admitting it had been nothing but a foolish mistake. My mistake was believing her. I caught word that she’d started sneaking out to see him, bringing you with her.”

      The meadow. Brinley bit the inside of her cheek to keep from screaming and crying.

      “I confronted her, locked her up again, but she escaped,” her grandmother went on. “When you were three, she tried to run away with you for good, and she actually made it to Zareia. They offered her refuge without question because of their beta, whom she married in secret, but also because of you.”

      Brinley’s head reeled, her chest aching. It was one thing to hear about it from Gabriel, but for her grandmother to openly admit it all…

      “Of course, that left me no choice but to go in and get her,” she went on. “I killed him, hoping that would be the end of it—your mother would grieve but move on, and then we could all pretend it never happened. But she wouldn’t let it go. Her grief was so strong. And even without the filthy monster’s protection, she threatened to leave with you again. She mourned in her rooms for years before escaping with you again. I went in that time with a smaller group to retrieve her, giving her one last chance to put it all behind her, but she refused. I dragged her home, and it was a never-ending nightmare. So, she left me no choice.”

      Brinley’s mouth opened, but she had no words. Her grandmother couldn’t have been implying that she… “You killed her.”

      “I did what was necessary to protect you and our family line.”
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      Brinley’s vision blurred so much from the tears that she couldn’t see her grandmother, but she heard as the woman threatened André.

      “If you touch her or set her free, I will personally destroy you, boy.”

      “She doesn’t deserve this.”

      “That’s not your call to make. Now, leave us. And so help me, if you tell anyone about what you’ve heard today, I will rip out your tongue.”

      Brinley blinked, trying to clear her eyes enough to glare at her grandmother as her only friend around here left. Though, she wondered if that was even true. He’d apprenticed with her grandmother for years. How much could she even trust him? But that was an issue for another time. If she ever got out of these binds. “You killed both of them. You killed my parents.”

      Her grandmother sighed. “This is getting exhausting. Yes, I killed them. Your mother betrayed me and our people by consorting with that monster.”

      “He wasn’t the monster,” Brinley said. “You were. Are.”

      “She sullied our line—”

      “She fell in love! She was happy and trying to create an alliance.” Shaking her head, she went on, “But you couldn’t stand the idea of not controlling everything. Luna forbid you lose a tiny bit of power in order to save your people so much grief and suffering.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her grandmother straightened and took a step closer.

      “I know you killed Gabriel’s father too.” She hadn’t remembered before, but now she didn’t doubt it. She knew in her bones it was this evil woman before her who’d caused all of this. “You truly cast the curse, didn’t you? You’re the reason they can’t be in their human forms outside the village walls save for one night a month, but why? Surely it wasn’t just to keep me out of their grasp.” An idea had come to her a few days earlier after hearing Gabriel explain what the rogue had said that they wanted. She hadn’t told him because she didn’t think it mattered at the time, but now she wanted answers. “You did it so they’d be in their beast forms if they left, giving you an excuse to slaughter them, right? Because that way, you could make them appear like true villains, taking away their humanity.”

      Her grandmother’s chest heaved, her face turning red. Brinley could practically feel the anger emanating off her. Crossing the room, the queen gripped Brinley’s chin and sneered. “Yes.”

      Brinley felt like she was going to be sick. “And Rose? Why curse her?”

      At that, her grandmother actually smiled. It was wicked, changing her features into someone Brinley almost didn’t recognize. “Ah, the alpha’s only child. I will admit, I did not know it would affect the girl at the time. I intended to curse the boy who cared too much for you even at that young age. His people tried finding a way to save him for years, but they weren’t even sure what would happen. I realized the truth six years ago when I saw Gabriel alive and trying to protect you from me.

      It was even more satisfying knowing the curse had gone to the alpha’s only daughter. Before slitting his throat, I ensured he knew exactly what agony awaited her; he died knowing there was nothing he could do to save the person he loved most in this world. And then, I cursed his people, making it more difficult for them to find answers.”

      “What’s going to happen to her?” Brinley could barely speak. She’d truly hoped that, in coming here, she would be able to convince her grandmother to help her break the curses. But she knew there was no chance of that happening. So, instead, she kept her talking. The more she could learn about what was going on, the closer she got to finding a way to end the curse.

      “Well, since you’re here, I’m assuming you didn’t break the curse on the village.” Her grandmother released her chin and stepped back. “At the stroke of midnight on the girl’s birthday, she’ll fall into an eternal slumber, and their curse will become permanent, without even a single night to wander freely. No one will ever be able to leave the village to find a way to wake her. They won’t be able to talk to anyone outside those walls.”

      Something kept tickling at the back of her mind. “Why did you really send me away?”

      Her grandmother rubbed at her temple. “They claimed you as one of their own, and they believe you are the key to breaking the curses.”

      “They just hoped that I’d fall in love with one of them in time?” Or did her grandmother know about her connection with Gabriel?

      “Is that what you think will break the curse?” Her grandmother let out a bark of laughter. “Foolish girl.” She seemed to consider something before continuing. “I might as well tell you. It’s not like I’ll let you go before the clock runs out. There are just a handful of days left, right? To break the curse, a witch must love and fully accept the DeLoup. Of course, they’d assume that would mean falling in love, what with their ridiculous belief in mates. As if the stars could align two souls perfectly together like that to form a near unbreakable bond.”

      She scoffed, rolling her eyes. But Brinley shook her head with a slow smile forming.

      “Why are you grinning?”

      “Because you’re wrong.” And if the woman was wrong about one thing, it meant she could be wrong about more. “The mating bond is real.”

      “Don’t be absurd. I’m sure they filled your head with all sorts of nonsense, but I can assure you—”

      “He’s my mate,” Brinley said in a firm tone, cutting her off. “Gabriel, the alpha? He’s my mate.” She leaned forward as far as the ropes allowed. “And I can assure you, it’s very real. I’m tied to him.”

      Her grandmother’s lips curled up in a snarl. “If it’s real, they say the bonds aren’t solid until the couple is intimate and accepted on both sides. It’s not felt that strongly until then. I’m sure what you experienced was some sort of savior’s worship; it’s not a mating bond.”

      “Well, as you said, I’m just like my mother. What did you ask again? If he ruined me?” Brinley shrugged. She’d never spoken to her grandmother like this—to anyone like this. But this woman before her was no longer her family. She’d killed her family, had taken everything from her. “I let him ruin me over and over. And I accepted him as my mate. Our bond is very strong at this point.” Before Mildred—she refused to call her ‘grandmother’ anymore—could speak, she added, “And I promise you that if I don’t return to him, whether the curse is broken or not, he will come for me. He’ll destroy you.”

      Mildred looked disgusted. “Not if I destroy him first.”

      When she turned and headed toward the doorway, Brinley’s smug attitude shattered. Her heart raced as she thought through what just happened. “No! Wait! I’m sorry! Just leave them. If he comes, I will tell him to forget about me, just please don’t—”

      “Don’t what?” Mildred faced her. “Don’t kill the man who kidnapped the heiress of this queendom and poisoned her mind? Because I promise that’s the story our people will believe; they’ll fight for you. For us. Looks like I got my reason to fight them after all. I was worried when those rogues I sent in didn’t return.”

      Brinley felt the color drain from her face. But she couldn’t think about that confession right now. Protecting her mate was all that mattered. “You’ve done enough! Leave them alone. Please,” she begged.

      “You know, I might have if you’d just kept your mouth shut. Thank you for telling me the truth though.”

      Brinley shook her head, yanking and twisting in an attempt to get out of the ropes. She tried to direct her magic toward freeing herself, but she wasn’t strong enough to fight the power of the High Sorceress.

      “But don’t feel bad; you falling in love with that mutt never would have broken the curses anyway. It was so much deeper than that.” As she turned to leave, she called over her shoulder, “I’ll tell Gabriel you said hello, let him know I’m there on your behalf.”

      Brinley screamed after her, begging her to stop. She continued trying to free herself. Crying, she shouted at the top of her lungs until she was hoarse and the world darkened beyond the windows. If anyone heard her, they didn’t come.

      And she knew no one would.

      She’d left behind the people who truly cared for her on a foolish quest. Hanging her head, she whispered, “I’m so sorry, Gabriel.”
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      Gabriel paced across the solarium. He felt as if a knife had plunged into his heart. “I should go back.”

      “She’ll be fine,” Rose said from her spot on the settee. She currently had her legs draped over Paxton’s lap, and the beta was watching her sketch something on a canvas. “You agreed this is our best chance at breaking the curse.”

      He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I know, but she’s the High Sorceress. She’s the one who cast the curse to begin with. Do you really think she’ll remove it just because Brinley asks?”

      “Brinley is her granddaughter,” Pax said. “You know better than anyone that it’s impossible not to love that girl and do what she wants… We all do.”

      Gabriel did know that. Moving back toward his sister and best friend, he sat on an ottoman.

      “And she loves you, Gabe,” Rose said in a gentle tone. Apparently, Daci had shared what happened at the gate after he left. He hadn’t planned on telling them about Brinley saying she loved him because he hadn’t wanted to add that fear of it not breaking the curse. But they already knew. Rose met his gaze. “She’ll figure something out and return home.”

      His sister looked so tired today. Paxton had one arm wrapped around her back and was absently playing with a lock of her hair.

      “I just… I have such a bad feeling.” Gabriel couldn’t stop thinking about what the rogue had said. He told himself repeatedly that Brinley could take care of herself and that she didn’t believe the assassin’s story, but it didn’t make this any easier. She should be returning soon if successful; he’d left her there three days ago. Running home in a shorter time than it took to get to Nimiré in the first place, he’d returned last night only to realize he couldn’t eat or sleep with so much uncertainty hanging over them. “And it physically hurts being apart from her.”

      “I get it,” Paxton said.

      Gabriel shook his head. “No, you don’t. It’s different than just being away from someone you love. Being apart from my mate… it feels like half of my soul has been ripped apart and I’m bleeding inside. Unless you find a mate, you will never truly understand this agony from not just the distance but knowing she’s in danger and there’s nothing I can do.”

      His friend’s hand stilled. They both stilled, actually. A second passed before the sound of Rose’s charcoal scratching on the canvas started again, but the tension remained. Gabriel’s brow furrowed. Neither of them were looking his way, and he thought about Brinley’s comment about them being cute together and the way he noticed their closeness a couple weeks ago. He’d been so consumed by the curse and his mate that he had forgotten he wanted to talk to Pax about it. Was something really going on here? How long had he not noticed what was right in front of him?

      As Gabriel opened his mouth, trying to figure out how to ask, Paxton’s eyes finally shot up. The shake of his head was so subtle that Gabriel would’ve missed it if he hadn’t been watching so closely. But the pleading in his beta’s gaze was unmistakable. Gabriel glanced back and forth between his best friend and sister. She was all but sitting on top of Pax, with her legs over his as she leaned against him. The two had always been comfortable around each other, and she’d always found excuses to be close, but he’d chalked it up to her crush. When had it become more? Gabriel thought back, realizing it wasn’t just her. Anytime Pax came into a room, if Rose was there, he went straight to her. Every single time. Not just after something bad or stressful happened, like with the rogue attacks.

      And for weeks, he’d been taking more and more shifts with her, to the point where he only left her side when Gabriel had him working elsewhere. Even upon returning last night, he found Pax holding her as she slept. But he’d been in so much pain himself that he hadn’t thought too much of it.

      Did Paxton understand what Gabriel was struggling with?

      Closing his mouth, Gabriel clenched his jaw. They needed to have a conversation. The man was like a brother to him, and there was no one he trusted more, but that didn’t mean Gabriel would just turn a blind eye and pretend he was fine with them being together. One day, maybe, but how long had this been going on? She wasn’t even turning eighteen until tomorrow; Pax was seven years older than her. But Gabriel didn’t want to have that conversation today, and certainly not in front of Rose. No, he would wait until later.

      One crisis at a time.

      Right now, his main concern was just her making it past her birthday.

      The door to the solarium opened, and Daciana and Joel entered with smiles. Daciana nodded as she made her way to them. He didn’t think he’d ever seen her so enthusiastic.

      Standing, Gabriel said, “It’s time.”

      Pax grinned. Rose glanced between them. “Time for what?”

      Paxton took her canvas and held it up for Gabriel to grab, as well as the charcoal. As he began to push to his feet, she slid her legs off him, but he tugged her along with him. “Nope, you’re coming too.”

      She laughed, letting out a soft snort. “Where?”

      “You know we’re not telling you.” Pax snatched her shawl from the back of the settee and wrapped it around her shoulders before kissing her forehead.

      Gabriel couldn’t help but scowl at the man. He never would’ve thought anything of it before, but now he saw the adoration as they held each other’s gazes a moment too long.

      He cleared his throat, and they pulled apart. Rose tucked a piece of hair behind her ear, appearing almost nervous. It made him even more certain he wasn’t imagining things.

      “All right, but if it’s outside… I can’t make it that far,” she said. “I’m exhausted and achy.”

      Paxton’s smile didn’t falter, but it turned into something sad and full of pain. “I know, sweetheart. We’ve got you.”

      The plan had been for Gabriel to carry her. However, as Pax looked his way, Gabriel knew he couldn’t do it. If what he was beginning to suspect was true, he couldn’t take this time away from them. They didn’t know what midnight would bring for Rosalyn, so today was all about making her happy. And he knew that meant letting her go with Pax.

      Holding out a hand toward the door, he said, “Lead the way.”

      Paxton looked shocked for a second, but he didn’t argue. He simply scooped Rose into his arms, cradling her against his chest, and followed the other two out. Gabriel sighed and set her art supplies down before going after them. Yeah, that was not going to be a fun conversation to have.

      They all made their way downstairs, Rose peppering Pax with questions the entire time. He chuckled and continued to shake his head.

      “Just give me a hint,” she said as they stepped out into the remaining sunshine of the day—the last day of the Soleil months. The warmth was already starting to fade from the air. Gabriel had wanted to do this earlier, but Rose had napped most of the afternoon.

      “Patience, woman. Déesse save us.” Paxton’s tone was teasing but full of love all the same.

      When they turned into the nearest alley, Rose sucked in a breath. “Pax.”

      He pressed another kiss to her temple as they walked to the door that was already unlocked and open, waiting for them. A couple lanterns had been set up to light the way through the dark, abandoned building, guiding the path to Rose’s favorite spot in the whole world.

      As they stepped into the courtyard, back into the sun, Gabriel moved to stand beside his best friend so he could see Rose’s face. At the sight of her tears, his own eyes burned. He struggled to take in a steady breath. Brinley loved this place too; it meant so much to all of them. She should have been here for this.

      “You did this for me?” Rose looked at Gabriel.

      “We all helped, but it was Paxton’s idea,” he said. They’d cleaned up some of the space but kept most of the crumbled pillars and overgrown plant life because he knew she loved it. Mostly what they’d done was clear off some of the benches. Brighid sat on one, waiting for them. They’d also laid out a blanket beneath the pink tree for Rose.

      Daciana went to rest on the bench with Brighid as Paxton took Rose to her spot. Joel stood beside Gabriel and bumped his shoulder. “She looks so happy.”

      Gabriel nodded. “She does. I should’ve done better the last couple years and helped her get down here more.”

      “You did the best you could,” Joel said. “You weren’t even twenty yet when your father died, and all at once you were the alpha of this pack and the guardian of a twelve year old. Not to mention, your mate had been taken from you again. All things considered, I think you handled it pretty well.”

      Chuckling, Gabriel shook his head. “Obviously, you’re forgetting about the following summer.”

      Joel’s smile fell. That summer, Gabriel hadn’t handled anything at all. He’d explained to Brinley that, to numb the pain of everything, he’d started drinking heavily and sleeping around. But he didn’t tell her how, when that stopped working as a distraction… he left. He ran away, not caring that he couldn’t be in his human form outside the walls. Pax had kept things in line while he was gone.

      Joel had stayed with Gabriel throughout that time. In their wolf forms, they ran all over Reinous. The first week, his friend kept his distance. He followed Gabriel to keep an eye on him, but he didn’t stop him. It was just silence and running. Until Gabriel couldn’t take it anymore. Then, he’d turned and pounced on his friend, wrestling to get some of the anger out before mounting him from behind.

      For three months, they did nothing but run, hunt, and sleep together under the stars. And on the nights of the full moon, they’d shift into their human forms and fuck some more. Until the third full moon, when he’d finally talked. When he’d finally broken down and admitted to how hurt and scared he was, how he’d thought just maybe he would be able to at least find Brinley while running through the queendom. Joel had listened, letting him vent as much as he needed.

      Then, they made their way home.

      “You deserved so much better,” Gabriel whispered.

      “Don’t do that.” Joel turned toward him, gently putting a hand on his arm. “I was there because I wanted to be. You never forced me to do anything I didn’t want to do, and if you recall, that’s the summer you finally started letting me take charge.”

      The corner of Gabriel’s mouth twitched. He was an alpha through and through, even in the bedroom. But he’d given this man control because he trusted him enough to let him inside, literally and figuratively. He could be vulnerable with Joel in a way he couldn’t be with anyone else.

      Except, Brinley. With her, it was even easier. Despite their constant bickering, it was so effortless to love her. It was as if he didn’t have a choice. And he didn’t believe it was just their bond causing those feelings. It didn’t make two people fall in love. It caused a fierce need to protect—and sexual desire once older, which explained his and Brinley’s behavior when first reunited this time. The love though? That was all them.

      She challenged him. She was his match in every way, made perfectly for him.

      Just as he was for her.

      He never could have imagined feeling this way about anyone. It was so strong, so pure. He had seen grand love between his mother and father; he’d seen it with her parents too. But that had always been an unreachable dream, a fairy tale. There had been too much tragedy in his life to think he would ever be lucky enough to find his other half.

      But he had.

      When he lost her the last time, they had only just realized they were mates; there hadn’t been time to explore that bond or get to know each other better. Before that, he hadn’t seen her since she was a child. Throughout their lives, they were drawn together over and over. And they had finally become one, accepting they were mates.

      It couldn’t have been for nothing.

      She hadn’t remembered him at all, and yet, she’d grown to trust and love him. That was what brought back those memories. That was what fully brought her back to him. Why didn’t it break the curse? Why did she insist on leaving to face the true monster on her own?

      Gabriel clenched his jaw and stared at the ground, trying not to fall apart. How was it possible to miss someone this much? He’d lost his parents, he’d lost several friends against the sorcières and rogues, but none of that compared to this physical agony. And this was only a fraction of what he would have experienced if she’d decided to reject the bond. Some didn’t survive that severance because it was so overwhelming and consuming. The thought alone nearly made him sick.

      “She’ll return,” Joel said, as if reading his mind. He squeezed Gabriel’s arm before heading over to sit with Daciana and Brighid. Gabriel took a deep breath and glanced over to his sister and Paxton. She was lying on her back with her head in his lap, staring up into the branches full of pink leaves. Her smile was infectious. As Gabriel headed in their direction, he noticed Paxton’s fingers gently combing through her long blond hair. His other hand rested on her stomach, which she’d covered with her own hand. The scene was so peaceful that Gabriel almost didn’t want to interrupt.

      Then, he remembered this was his baby sister, and he really didn’t like seeing this level of comfort between them. Their hushed conversation stopped as he neared. Paxton tried to pull his hand away, but Gabriel saw Rose grip it tighter. Gabriel rolled his eyes and lowered to sit across from them. He laughed internally at how nervous his beta looked. Good.

      “I was just telling Rose that we’ll have a big celebration tomorrow, but we thought it might be nice to do something smaller with just us today.” Pax left the just in case unspoken. They all knew what this was; no one needed to say it.

      “Brighid made you a cake,” Gabriel said. “Do you want a piece?” He hadn’t known if she would want any because she’d barely been eating, according to Pax. But he had to try.

      Smiling, she nodded and attempted to sit upright. At the sight of her struggling, Gabriel’s throat burned. Her appetite wasn’t the only thing waning this week. Her strength was all but gone. Paxton helped, lifting her and guiding her to pivot so that she sat between his legs with her back to his chest. Pax himself was sitting against the base of the tree. He looked at Gabriel in apology, as if knowing this might not be the most appropriate position. In any other circumstances, Gabriel would have laughed at the absurdity. She’d just had her head in his lap; this wasn’t worse. But he could only smile and stand.

      “I’ll grab you both a piece. It’s waiting in the shade.”

      “With the rats?” Rose raised one eyebrow.

      He welcomed the sarcasm. “Yes. We thought we’d offer it to them first.”

      She grinned with a soft chuckle, and it was such a beautiful sound. Pax closed his eyes for a moment, his jaw visibly clenching as he held her closer. The truth of how much this was hurting his friend hit Gabriel in the chest hard. When Paxton opened them again, they were red and glossy, and Gabriel understood the true purpose of them sitting like this. Pax didn’t want her to see him breaking down.

      Gabriel turned and went to where Brighid’s cake sat in the shadows of the pillars, on a covered tray to keep small creatures out. He put a big piece on a plate and grabbed a fork before covering it all once more. On his way back, he paused beside their friends chatting on the bench.

      “Thank you, Brighid. She’s excited about the cake.” He put a hand on the healer’s shoulder.

      The older woman smiled and used her hands to say, You’re welcome.

      “And thank you both for helping clean this place up,” he said to Joel and Daciana.

      Daci nodded. “Of course. How’s she doing?”

      “If she’s afraid, she’s doing an incredible job hiding it. I think Paxton is having a harder time than she is.”

      “Understandable.”

      Gabriel sighed. “Did everyone know besides me?”

      He didn’t wait for a response, but he heard his friends’ soft laughter behind him as he returned to two of his favorite people in this world. Only one person was missing. To distract himself from that pain, he offered the plate to Rose before sitting again.

      She took a bite of the cake as Pax said, “What, none for me?”

      “I figured you two could share.” Gabriel shrugged then leaned back on his hands.

      Pax narrowed his eyes in clear suspicion, but it didn’t last long. Rose shifted in his arms and offered him a bite, holding the forkful up to his lips. He took it with a smile, and Gabriel wanted to throw up. He’d tried to make a sweet gesture, but it backfired. Now, the two were grinning at each other, feeding each other. Paxton’s arms were wrapped around her waist, not even attempting to hide the way he held her anymore.

      Gabriel groaned and lay down on the edge of the blanket. Staring at the pink tree and darkening sky above was better than watching them. “You two are the worst,” he muttered.

      His sister snorted and nudged him with her foot. “Thank you. This is nice.”

      When he turned his head toward her, her smile dropped. Understanding filled her gaze.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I know that’s not enough and it won’t help, but I am. She should be here with us.” When Rose held out a hand, he reached over to hold it.

      “She would have loved sitting out here with all of us.” He sighed. Seeing Rose happy under her tree would have meant the world to Brinley.

      “We’ll do it again someday,” Pax promised. “When she’s back, we’ll spend more time here together. We can have another celebration or something.”

      Rose took another small bite. “Weren’t her parents married here?”

      “Yes,” Gabriel said with a nod.

      His sister’s lip curved up slightly. “Maybe that should be a new tradition… You’re going to make her your Luna, right?”

      His pulse raced as he considered that. Though, there was nothing really to consider. “I hope so.”

      “Gabriel!” a voice shouted, and he snapped upright to search for the source. Darren rushed into the courtyard. “Sorcières on the horizon. They’ll be here by nightfall.”

      Gabriel started to smile.

      But the man shook his head. “The High Sorceress is leading them, but there’s no sign of Brinley, sir.”

      “What are you talking about? I took her to them. She has to be with them.” His heart pounded harder in his chest. He’d known something was wrong. He should have trusted his gut.

      “Our scouts didn’t see her,” Darren said. “Brinley isn’t coming.”
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      The sun had long since set when footsteps approached the drawing room. A few of the gas lamps had been left simmering, so Brinley wasn’t in complete darkness, but it was still difficult to make out the dark figure in the doorway at first. Before she could register his familiarity, his hand lifted and the lights brightened.

      Brinley blinked, letting her eyes adjust. “She left you to watch over me?”

      “Once I convinced her I agreed with her, yes,” André said with a smirk as he leaned against the doorframe, crossing his arms over his chest.

      Of course he was on Mildred’s side. If Brinley had any tears left, she might have cried again.

      But then, he flicked his wrist, and the ropes around her fell to the floor. Her lips parted, and she slowly stood, trying to figure out if this was a trap. “What are you doing? Why would you let me go?”

      And how had he done that? Was he strong enough? Or was it because Mildred’s magic faded with distance?

      André straightened and dropped his smile. “We might not be blood, but you’re my family, Brinley. You’re my sister.”

      She let out a shuddering breath before running toward him for the second time in as many days. And just like before, he wrapped her in a tight hug.

      “I love you,” he whispered. “I’m so, so sorry about all of this. I promise, I had no idea about your mother. I believed your grandmother was keeping you from the wolves to protect you; she said she took your memories because she didn’t want you to keep suffering from what they did to you and your mother. That’s why I stopped questioning her. I was the one who helped them take you that last time, and I knew you and Gabriel had grown close, but she was so convincing, Brinley. I thought he hurt you.”

      Nodding against him, she said, “I believe you.”

      “I thought it was my fault.” Pain filled his voice. “Whatever they’d done to you, it was because of me, and I couldn’t…”

      “Nothing happened to me,” she said, squeezing him tighter. “You did nothing wrong.” She didn’t doubt him one bit. They had been too close over the years, and she couldn’t believe it was all a lie. “I love you.”

      “And you love this DeLoup alpha?” There wasn’t a shred of judgment in his tone, only curiosity.

      “So much it hurts.” Brinley leaned back to see his face. “He’s my mate.”

      André smiled. “Well, then, we better get going if we want to catch them.”

      “We?”

      “Of course,” he said, guiding her from the room. “You don’t think I’d make you face her alone, do you? Besides, I’ve worked for her since I was a boy. If anyone knows what she’s capable of, it’s the two of us, but I’m the only one with training.”

      It was her turn to grin. As they headed toward a door in the rear of the house, she raised a hand and doused all the lights. “That’s not entirely true.”

      He laughed and opened the door. “You’ve been busy these last few months.”

      “Gabriel helped me,” she said in a hushed tone.

      André wrapped an arm around her shoulders and led her away from this prison. As if understanding, he said, “We’ll reach him in time. We’ll stop her.”

      She looked up at the night sky. All her life, she’d loved watching the stars and moon, but now the sight filled her with dread. In just a couple days, the moon would be full. If they left now, by the time they reached Zareia, it would be the last possible day to break the curse. If they found horses, of course. She wondered if the witches had taken them all, if they had taken Stella.

      “Even if we make it, I don’t know how to break the curse without her.”

      “Then, it’s a good thing I might.”

      Brinley snapped her gaze toward him. “How?”

      “I’ll tell you on the way,” he said. “First, we need to steal some horses.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Every single part of Brinley’s body ached, but she refused to slow down or take a break until absolutely necessary. In other words, she wouldn’t stop until the horses needed to. By some miracle, Stella had been left in the stables. Brinley and André had shared her until they reached the next village, where he bought a second horse. They then rode north.

      They’d stopped for a short time the first night to rest, much to her dismay. Being so far from Gabriel was torturous. Not only because she missed him but because she felt so out of control of the situation. She needed to get back so that she could try to stop the queen. After Brinley’s desperate pleas to keep going, they’d ridden through the second night and into the morning. As they cleared another field of wild grass and flowers, André said, “Brinley, we need to stop.”

      They reached the shade of the forest and slowed—the same forest that extended all the way to Zareia. Even still, it was already afternoon. Their time was running out.

      “We can’t,” she said, shaking her head.

      “If we don’t, our horses won’t make it the entire way. They need water and rest. We do too, otherwise we’ll be useless once we get there.”

      There was a tightening in her gut, but she knew he was right. “Fine, but not for too long.”

      The closer they got to Gabriel, the more she could feel that tug guiding her home.

      As she and André headed toward a spring, winding through the trees, this feeling of such sorrow and longing reminded her of something. She stopped and dismounted, her stomach churning.

      “André, when we first moved to West Trillor six years ago, I was…” She led Stella to the water, trying to figure out how to word this. Grabbing her own waterskin, she took a long gulp.

      “Brin?”

      She turned toward her best friend, the man who’d been by her side through everything. No one knew her better than he did. Not even Gabriel. Though, she hoped they would get the chance to change that.

      André moved to sit on a large boulder. His dark brown gaze held hers as he waited.

      With a sigh, she went to sit next to him. “I was so unbelievably sad and couldn’t figure out why. People kept telling me it was grief for my parents and that I missed home, but it wasn’t the castle I missed, was it? You told me it was melancholia, at one point, but it… it was Gabriel, right?”

      He nodded. “She took your memories but didn’t break the mate bond. Only those connected to one another can choose to break it. I assume it was your soul crying out for him, even if you didn’t know him anymore.”

      A moment passed with nothing but the sound of trickling water and the horses. In between the time her grandmother—Mildred—had left with more than a few dozen sorcières and human guards and when André came to release Brinley, he’d prepared for their journey, packing enough water and food to get them through the next few days if needed. He went and pulled out some dried beef for them to share.

      Setting her water down, she stretched out her back as she nibbled on it. She couldn’t really bring herself to eat. She just wanted to get back to her mate. Instead of focusing on the urgency dwelling within, she asked, “So, how exactly are we going to break this curse?”

      They’d barely talked as they raced north. André lowered beside her once more. “Her wording, to my recollection, was that a sorcière must fully love and accept DeLoup.”

      “But I do,” she whispered. “I love Gabriel. I love the friends I’ve made there.”

      “It’s more than that though, I think.” Finished eating, he picked up a twig from the ground and twisted it around in his hands, as if needing something to occupy them. “If that was all it took, why would she hide you away specifically? You’re the one who can break the curse.”

      Brinley already knew that much. “Yes, but how?”

      “Because you’re one of them,” he said in a soft tone. “They’re your people, Brinley.”

      “I know, but that still doesn’t help me.” She snatched up a pebble and tossed it into the stream. “I’ve accepted that too. That’s why I was…”

      “Going to return for good?”

      She sighed. “You and that damned clairvoyance.”

      André leaned over to bump her shoulder with his. “I didn’t need my power to know that. I see how much you miss them—miss him—and how much it hurt you to hear your grandmother speak so harshly against them.”

      “They’re not monsters,” she whispered, holding her cloak around her more.

      “I believe you.”

      “André, I… I have to make it in time to stop her. If she kills them—”

      He put a hand over hers. “She won’t. We’re not far now, right? We should make it by nightfall.”

      “Which will give me approximately no time to confront her and figure out how to break the curse by midnight. It’s not just about them being able to leave their village in whichever form they want,” she explained. “Most of them could live with that part of the curse, but it’s killing Rose. She’s been getting sicker, weaker with each passing day, and we don’t know what’s going to happen if the curse becomes permanent.”

      “She’s not dying. She will enter an eternal slumber, remember?” André ran a hand over the top of his short, dark hair.

      “Eternal slumber,” she repeated under her breath. Rose wouldn’t die, but she’d fall asleep forever. It would destroy Gabriel all the same, not to mention Paxton. “So, how do I break the curse? You said you might know how, but I’ve already admitted to loving and accepting them. Why isn’t that enough?”

      “Throughout the years, I’ve heard stories of the DeLoup beta who was killed for falling in love with a witch,” he started. “I didn’t know he was your father, but it all adds up. Your mother was… grief-ridden by the time I knew her. I can only imagine how full of love and life she was before he died because I see her in you.”

      Brinley’s chest ached, and she pressed a hand to her broken heart. Her memories of her mother were so muddled and vague, but she’d started dreaming of those days they’d visited her father. The times she’d played near this same stream with Gabriel when they were children.

      “But here’s the thing, Brinley.” André turned to face her more. “It’s not just her in you. Your father is there too. You are part DeLoup, and until you come to terms with that and accept it, I don’t think this curse is going to break.”
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      Gabriel followed as Paxton carried Rosalyn toward the house. His heart hammered with each step they ran.

      “Joel, spread the word that anyone who can’t fight needs to take shelter,” he said, pausing near the path to his front door. Joel nodded and took off without another question. Gabriel turned to Daciana. “Prepare anyone who can fight. We’re not starting this, but I want to be ready just in case.” He sighed and rubbed at his temple. “If Brinley isn’t with them, I assume they’re not here to break the curse. Get archers on the wall too.”

      He couldn’t stop to think about where she was or what had happened to her. She was still alive; he could feel their bond faintly thrumming beneath his skin. It was stronger today, as if she was close, making him wonder if the witches had brought her but kept her out of sight somehow. Regardless, he didn’t know if she was safe.

      Daci left, taking Dare with her. Only Brighid was left beside him. With her hands, she asked, What do you need me to do?

      He glanced at the house then down the street. “Help make sure all the children are secured. Keep them calm.”

      She looked toward the house too, and he already knew what she would ask.

      “Don’t worry about her. She’ll be in good hands.”

      Brighid hesitated a moment, lifting a weathered palm to his cheek. He nodded in understanding. She had been like a mother to him the past eighteen years—most of his life. Since his own mother’s passing, she’d been there. Before she could leave, he pulled her into a quick hug.

      “Stay safe,” he whispered.

      She pulled away and poked at his chest.

      With a small smile, he said, “I’ll try.”

      Seemingly satisfied, she turned to go but paused. Facing him again, she motioned, I hope Brinley is all right too. You both deserve so much better in this life.

      Before he could even find the words to tell her how much that meant to him, she was rushing down the road. Swallowing past the lump in his throat, Gabriel raced up the steps into his home, not stopping until he’d reached the solarium on the third floor. Rose was settled on her bed, wrapped in a blanket, with Paxton sitting on the edge of the mattress beside her. He stood as soon as Gabriel entered.

      “Where do you need me to go?” He glanced behind Gabriel. “Where’s Brighid?”

      “I sent her to help with the children.”

      Paxton’s eyes rounded, and he looked back at Rose. “But—”

      “I want you to stay here.”

      His gaze snapped to Gabriel. “You… but I’m your beta. I need to be by your side, to help you with whatever this is.”

      Gabriel moved closer and put a hand on his shoulder. “You need to be with her. That’s an order.”

      He couldn’t keep them apart during this. Not if his suspicions were true. He might not like this, but he wasn’t cruel.

      Paxton stared at him for a long moment. Then, to Gabriel’s surprise, Pax lunged at him, yanking him into a hug. “Thank you,” he whispered.

      Patting him on the back, Gabriel said, “But don’t think you’re getting out of this unscathed. Once this is over, we need to have a chat.”

      When they broke apart, Pax nodded.

      “You’re my best friend, and I trust you to protect her,” Gabriel said in a low tone. “But that doesn’t mean I’m just going to let whatever this is go. It’s not all right that you two have been sneaking around for the goddess knows how long.”

      Paxton shook his head. “It’s not like that. I swear, we never—”

      Gabriel held up a hand to cut him off. “Not today. We’ll talk later. Just promise me you’ll protect her.”

      “With my life,” he said.

      Nodding, Gabriel squeezed his shoulder while pushing past him. Tears lined Rose’s eyes, and he knew she was frightened, even if she denied it. The witches showing up here without Brinley wasn’t a good sign, but more than that, there were only a handful of hours left before Rose’s eighteenth birthday—when she would be lost from this world.

      Gabriel sat on the edge of the bed next to her, wrapping his arm around her. The way she returned the embrace, burrowing into his side, reminded him of the nights he’d held her through the bad dreams. Since she was twelve years old, he’d been more than just her older brother. Even before then, he’d taken care of her. He felt more like a parent. And he really did not want to leave her here. Not today.

      Smoothing a hand down the back of her head, he said, “I love you, Rosie.”

      She let out a soft chuckle. “Love you, Gabe.”

      “Watch out for Pax for me?”

      Rosalyn nodded and tightened her arms around him. “Please be careful. Don’t… let your temper get the best of you.”

      “I’d never,” he said in mock offense.

      She leaned back. “I’m serious, Gabriel. Don’t make her mad like…”

      Like their father did.

      With a sigh, Gabriel pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I promise.”

      He held on to her for another moment, not wanting to let go. Until she whispered, “And please don’t kill Paxton tomorrow. Regardless of whether the curse is broken or not, remember that he’s your best friend… and I love him.”

      Gabriel groaned.

      “I mean it.”

      Breaking away, he said, “I know you do.”

      Because he did know. He saw it now. This wasn’t just a little girl admiring her older brother’s best friend. She was in love with the man who’d always been there for her, who sat with her through all of this, her constant companion. Paxton was her best friend too, and more, it seemed. Gabriel sighed and pushed to his feet.

      “Gabe?”

      “Hmm?”

      Rose gripped his hand. “I’m sure she’s all right. She’s strong.”

      He nodded and looked at the floor. Brinley was incredibly strong, but she’d had little training. He didn’t know if it was enough to fight off the High Sorceress.

      He wasn’t sure anyone had that kind of power.

      “I’ll be back before midnight,” he swore, bending down to hug his sister one more time. “I promise, I’ll make it back before then, Rosalyn.”

      He kissed the side of her head, ignoring the burning in the back of his throat as he turned and walked toward the door. Before rounding the area of plants that blocked the view of the door from her bed, he paused and looked over his shoulder. Paxton had taken his spot next to her again, and she was crying into his chest. The sight absolutely shattered his heart. He watched as Pax held her, running a hand up and down her arm and whispering against the top of her head.

      No, it wasn’t just Rose’s infatuation lingering between them. Paxton loved her too. It was as clear as day. Gabriel wondered how he hadn’t seen it before. Had he truly been that blind? Or had they done that good of a job hiding it?

      Regardless, to get those answers, they all needed to make it through this night. And to do that, Gabriel needed to face the High Sorceress and figure out a way to break the curse once and for all.

      As he raced from his sister’s room and down the stairs, he made a mental list of what needed to happen next.

      He needed to convince the High Sorceress to lift the curse. If she refused, he would need to kill her. As Brinley said, a curse dissipated once the caster was dead, so that was their best chance. Rose’s best chance.

      Then, he would make sure Rose was safe and that she made it past midnight without any repercussions. He would fight with Paxton for defiling his little sister and yell at them both for lying to him… before giving his blessing. Because in the end, their happiness was what mattered most. Though, he would make sure that Pax knew that if he hurt Rose, Gabriel would destroy him. He didn’t care if the man was his beta and best friend.

      And finally, he would rip apart this kingdom to find his mate and bring her home. Because now that he knew what it was like having her in his life, he couldn’t fathom going on without her. He needed Brinley beside him. Forever.

      Once outside, he heard the chaos. People rushed around—some seeking shelter as others prepared for a battle he hoped wouldn’t come to fruition. He searched up and down the street, wondering where to start. For six years, he’d led this village, but through relatively safe times. There’d been small skirmishes with rogues, and occasionally fights with a sorcière or two, but nothing close to what his father had seen as the alpha. Gabriel had never faced an actual battle against the witches.

      The closest he’d come was when the High Sorceress attacked again to find Brinley six years ago. But he’d been hiding with her away from the action through most of it. They had been trying to reach the gates, planning to seek shelter at the lake house, when they were caught. Gabriel’s father had demanded his people stop fighting the witches in hopes that Gabriel and Brinley would be spared.

      They had been, but he had not. Gabriel’s father was killed. Brinley was taken with the promise that she would never remember any of them. And then, the queen cursed his pack.

      It was time to end this. Taking a deep breath, Gabriel ran toward the training center. He strapped a sword to his waist as he made his way up the back staircase to the top of the outer wall. It didn’t take long to find Daciana directing archers into position.

      “How are we doing?” he asked, reaching her and seeing the approaching witches and wizards on the hillside.

      “We outnumber them, but not enough to fight their magic.” She handed him a monocular. “And Brinley isn’t with them as far as I can tell, just like Dare said.”

      Gabriel took the device and extended it. Glancing through it, he easily found the High Sorceress at the front of the large group. Her deep purple cape flowed around her as she sat atop her white steed, looking as regal as ever. Gabriel wasn’t sure he could possibly hate another person more than her.

      A few dozen others surrounded her, most on horseback, all heading straight toward the gate. They would be here within minutes. But how many were human instead of Les Sorcières? He knew much of the royal army and many of her guards were humans.

      “The gate is locked down,” Daciana said in a hushed tone. “But that’s not going to matter, is it?”

      “No, it’s not.” He thought through his options. “Stay up here. Do not give the command to fire until it’s clear there will be a fight. We’re not going to be the ones to start this. I want to attempt to speak to the High Sorceress first.”

      “Do you think she’ll listen?”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “I have to try. I… I can feel Brinley, Daci. She’s been getting closer too, so if they’re hiding her…”

      Putting a hand on his arm, his friend said, “We’ll keep an eye out for her. If I see an opening, I’ll send Dare to search for her. We’ll get her back.”

      “Thank you.” He wanted to hug her, but he was fairly certain she would punch him for trying. Besides, he didn’t want to do it in front of dozens of soldiers. They both needed to appear strong and unafraid.

      Daci gave a small nod, as if knowing what he was thinking.

      He turned to take off back to the training center and out toward the gates. An eerie quiet greeted him. The calm before the storm. He ran through the now-empty streets. His people were either hiding or preparing.

      “Gabe,” a voice called, and he paused long enough for Joel to catch up. “The children, elderly, and anyone else who can’t fight are secured. Most went to the tunnels to prepare to flee should it come to that.”

      “Thank you,” Gabriel said as they made their way south.

      They turned onto the road that led to the gates, and he almost sighed in relief at the sight of so many DeLoup waiting to protect their home. He pushed to the front of the crowd, grateful Joel stayed beside him. When he reached the exit, the quiet murmurs of his people ceased.

      “We will not fight unless necessary,” he said, loud enough for them all to hear. “This is our last chance to break the curse, so I will be attempting to communicate with the High Sorceress first.” He swallowed, wondering how much of his plan to share. Knowing their time was dwindling and that the horses’ hooves in tandem with the thick wall would keep his words from reaching their enemies, he decided honesty was the best route. “We will defend this village from those who repeatedly try to destroy us. And if she does not release us from this curse, we will attack. Killing her may be our best chance at that point.”

      His men and women cheered in solidarity.

      “We have lived in this prison long enough, and I will not see my sister die because of a selfish, power-hungry witch. I will not lose my mate—your future Luna—again.”

      Someone yelled, “For Rosalyn!”

      “For Brinley!”

      Round after round of shouts rang out as they lifted fists toward the sky.
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      The full harvest moon soared into the sky, illuminating the dark grounds beyond the village walls. Gabriel stepped up to the opening gate. The witches had remained outside, as if waiting for the DeLoup to be able to approach without shifting. As if also wanting to speak before the battle fully broke out.

      Gabriel took a deep breath and walked away from his people. Only Darren went with him. Joel stayed behind with the others, preparing to fight if it came down to it.

      Nearing the woman who had quite literally taken everything from him made his pulse quicken. He wasn’t sure what he was going to say or do. If he were honest, despite his promise to Brinley, he just wanted to attack the queen and end this once and for all.

      He and Darren stopped a short distance from the line of witches. Queen Mildred had dismounted and stood at the center, right in front. Her graying brown hair sat twisted atop her head; her deep purple cloak draped down to the grass. She was every bit the regal sorceress he remembered, even after traveling a few days. It didn’t appear to have affected her at all.

      “My, you’ve grown, boy,” she said across the clearing. “I remember when you were just a tyke.”

      If Gabriel didn’t know better, he might have considered her greeting to be genuine. But he did know better. She wasn’t this caring ruler or grandmother. Steeling his spine, Gabriel raised his chin. “Where is she?”

      “Who?” The curl of her lips made him sick.

      “Brinley. I escorted her to where you were in that little village,” he seethed. “Why isn’t she with you?”

      The queen took a casual step forward. “Oh, she’s safe. After escaping and making her way back to me, we had a beautiful reunion. She told me everything. I’m here on her behalf.”

      His brow furrowed. Beside him, Darren shifted on his feet. Though a tiny bit of hope sparked in Gabriel’s chest, he didn’t believe the witch for a second. “Why didn’t she return with you?”

      Something in her gaze changed, the mask of false sincerity starting to slip. “She couldn’t bear the thought of coming back here and facing her captors. So, I left her in good hands to come enact her revenge myself.”

      Gabriel clenched his jaw. His claws extended, appearing at his sides. She glanced down at them but didn’t show a bit of concern. Instead, she smirked. She’d wanted him to react. She needed him to be the first to make a move so that her actions were justified. Darren stepped forward with a low growl, and Gabriel shot out an arm to stop him.

      “You and I both know I didn’t keep her captive.” He pushed his friend back behind him. “And if I had to guess, it’s you who’s keeping her prisoner somewhere, just as you have her whole life.”

      “How dare you accuse your queen of such things?” she spat. “She is my granddaughter and heiress.”

      “And she’s my mate,” he all but shouted. “My future Luna.”

      She glared at him, pursing her lips. “Your people have sullied my line enough. I was kind enough to let you live last time with a warning, and this is how you repay me? By filling her head with this nonsense?”

      “It’s not nonsense—”

      “You will never see her again, Alpha,” she said, cutting him off. “I’ll do a better job next time of erasing you from her memories, but you? You’ll live the rest of your days trapped in this village, knowing you will never be able to reach her again, knowing you will never save your precious sister. How is little Rose, by the way? Her time is just about up.”

      Gabriel’s chest heaved. It took every bit of will power he possessed to say quietly to Darren, “Get back to the village.”

      He hesitated before walking away. Gabriel moved toward the gate.

      “Do you really think those walls will protect you?” the witch asked with a sardonic laugh. “It will be a pleasure destroying your people again before cursing you to a miserable existence.”

      Gabriel was done. He turned and managed steady steps toward the gates. Once inside, two sentries pulled it shut and bolted it behind him. But he knew it wouldn’t keep the High Sorceress out forever.

      “Get into your positions,” he whispered as his men and women waited for orders in silence. His eyes were trained on the village beyond them. There were hundreds of innocent lives here.

      When he didn’t say more, Darren shouted, “Positions, now!”

      The crowd dispersed.

      “Where do you want me?” he asked.

      Clearing his throat, Gabriel nodded to himself. He had to focus. “Right, I need you down here. Try to keep them out as long as possible. If they get into the streets, your priority is to keep them away from the tunnels.”

      “Yes, sir.” Darren took off, ordering a few men to go to the tunnels now just in case.

      Daci was still up on the battlements, and Gabriel headed in that direction. The archers were their best chance at staving off some of the sorcières before they made it inside. An arm hooked around his when he reached the stairwell, and he whirled around to come face to face with Joel. He quickly wrapped his friend in a hug, holding him tightly.

      “Stay safe,” Gabriel whispered against his cheek.

      “You too.”

      Gabriel didn’t bother telling him that the queen wasn’t going to kill him. She was going to kill everyone else and make him watch if she had the chance. He just needed to ensure that didn’t happen. But he wasn’t foolish enough to think there wouldn’t be deaths, so he held on to Joel for an extra moment.

      “Thank you for always staying by my side,” he said, leaning away.

      Joel gave him a sad, understanding smile. “It’s been fun.”

      With a short huff of laughter, Gabriel kissed him once on the cheek. Regardless of what happened tonight, he knew it would be the last time he ever did so. Either they wouldn’t make it through, or they would and he would make Brinley his forevermore.

      Visibly swallowing, Joel nodded toward the opening at the top of the stairs where people rushed around getting ready for battle. “Do you want me up there or on the streets?”

      “I want you safe away from all of it.” He wanted that for each of his friends—his whole pack. Sighing, he said, “The streets. Make sure no one goes near my house.”

      “Of course.”

      They stared at each other for one more second, and then Joel was turning around and walking back downstairs. Gabriel swallowed, thinking about all of his close friends facing the witches. Clearing the emotions from his face, he continued up to the battlements. The commotion was almost overwhelming, but the archers were in place and the rest of the soldiers were waiting as backup.

      He found Daci still on the south wall overlooking the clearing, where the witches stood.

      “What are they waiting for?” she asked when he reached her side.

      “I don’t know.” He took up the extra bow propped against the parapet, which he assumed Daci set there for him. Grabbing an arrow from one of the canisters, he continued watching them. “My guess is they want us to start this fight so it looks like we instigated it.”

      “Even though they came to our village?”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “She’s a manipulative bitch. I’m sure she has a plan on how to spin it to make us appear like the villains—make it look like we kidnapped Brinley. She’s had years of practice.”

      Thunder rumbled overhead, and clouds drifted by, causing the moonlight to come and go. When the first tinkling sound reached his ears, Gabriel stilled. That sound… he hadn’t heard it in Zareia in far too long. It was why the town was struggling so much. Whispers of disbelief traveled along the wall. But sure enough, a raindrop landed on his cheek. He turned his head toward the heavens just as they opened up.

      There was no fighting the smile curving his lips. It would make fighting trickier for both sides, but something about the long-awaited rain gave him a surge of hope and optimism.

      And then, just like that, it was ripped away.

      A loud bang echoed through the air. He looked down in horror. At some point during his preparation and distraction, the witches had pulled a fallen tree over from the forest to the gates, and now, three of them had their hands raised to magically use it as a battering ram against the iron barrier.

      More witches approached. One looked up at them, and his heart stopped for a beat. Gabriel could’ve sworn she winked before twitching her head to the side.

      One of his men tumbled over the wall, shouting as fell to the ground with a thud. Gabriel winced at the abrupt silence of the soldier. They didn’t have time to mourn though. “Fire!”

      Arrows sailed through the air toward the line of sorcières. A couple made it, but most were thrown off course with mere thought from the target. Another sentry was pulled from her position down the wall.

      “Keep shooting!” he yelled as the ram hit the gate again. It shook the stone beneath his feet. “The more arrows there are, the harder it is for them to shield!”

      He nocked and fired one after another. Until one final blow to the gate bent it in. The witches and wizards didn’t hesitate to use that weakness to their advantage. Shouts went up from below.

      “They’re inside.” Daci sent an arrow into the neck of an unsuspecting witch.

      “Fuck,” he hissed, tossing his bow aside. “Stay here. Keep fighting from up here. I’m going to help them in the streets.”

      Not waiting for a response, he threw himself down the nearest stairs and raced toward the havoc and bloodshed.
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      The first time Brinley remembered visiting Zareia was when she was seven years old. She’d been there many times the first three years of her life, but those were nothing but foggy memories by then. When she was seven, however, her mother had brought her to the lake house for the first time since her father’s death. Her mother turned it into a game—sneaking out of the castle in the middle of the night. At the lake house, they met Alpha Donovan and his two children, Gabriel and Rosalyn, as well as their best friend, Paxton.

      Gabriel and Paxton were a handful of years older than her, while Rose was a few years younger. Brinley remembered feeling shy upon seeing them, but then Gabriel smiled, and it lit up his blue gaze. He ran to her, pulling her into a hug like they were the best of friends. In an instant, she’d felt at home, clinging to him. That was when her mother explained that, as a young child, Brinley had been brought to visit this family a lot, and Gabriel had, in fact, been her friend. Despite being older, he’d cared for her, always offering to play with her and look out for her.

      She’d admitted that she didn’t remember him, and hurt had flashed through his eyes before he shrugged and said it didn’t matter because they were back together.

      Her mother and Donovan then brought them all to Zareia, and it had been one of the most magnificent places she’d ever seen. After being kept in the castle for so many years, this quaint village felt like a fairy tale. With its cobblestone streets, cute cottages and tall homes with latticework and curved arches, and a stone wall surrounding it all, there was a sense of comfort and safety she had never experienced before. The sun had been shining high that day, and she recalled the sound of laughter coming from the main square.

      Zareia was nothing like that now. The sun had set, sparse moonlight casting an eerie glow upon the world between the heavy clouds that had finally let loose upon the village. They had needed this rain so badly. Now, it almost felt cruel to tease them with it. She had no doubt that its absence had been part of the curse, helping to make the pack suffer even more.

      People were screaming, shouting. Moaning in agony as they lay dying in the muddy grass outside the walls.

      Brinley’s stomach twisted. She dismounted and let Stella free to leave this nightmare. André followed suit before moving to her side. They looked at the broken gates in horror. The fighting beyond it made her want to run back into the forest and hide until it was all over, but the people standing on the battlements trying to protect their town from above… they made her want to join them.

      “You’re sure about this?” André flexed his fingers before him.

      “You don’t need to come with me.” She meant it sincerely. In fact, she wished he wouldn’t. Losing him a second time might actually obliterate her.

      He took her hand in his and squeezed. “I’m not letting you face this alone.”

      She nodded. “I love you.”

      “Love you too,” he said, releasing her. “Let’s go save your mate.”

      With a smile, she pulled the dagger Gabriel had given her from its sheath and rushed forward. They made it to the gate without any trouble, dodging a few bodies of the fallen without looking at them too closely. Once inside, she skidded to a stop.

      It was absolute madness. Some of the DeLoup had shifted or partially shifted while others fought with blades. The sorcières mostly used magic, but even some of them had weapons drawn like the humans. More bodies scattered the ground in here. Blood tinged the cobblestones. She looked around, frantically searching for anyone she knew.

      A wolf she didn’t recognize turned in their direction. It crept forward, its teeth bared as it growled. But then, it stopped and cocked its head to the side, as if trying to decide whether or not to attack her. And for the first time, she understood why. She had the scent of both witch and wolf.

      “I’m on your side,” she said, slowly approaching as she internally cursed herself for not getting to know the rest of the pack better. If they made it through tonight, she vowed to try harder for her people.

      When a figure caught her eye from behind the wolf, Brinley raised her hand out of instinct. For a brief second, the witch hesitated, just as the DeLoup had upon seeing her. That gave Brinley enough of an advantage. She flicked her wrist, and the witch’s eyes widened in realization as she flew backward and smacked into the nearest building. The wolf turned to watch the commotion then looked at Brinley. It dipped its head once before running back into the fray.

      Brinley followed, needing to find Gabriel. She ducked as a sorcerer raised his hand and directed a burst of wind in her direction. André shielded her, fighting the man off fairly easily. When the next one charged, Brinley was close enough to drive her short blade into his side. He fell, clutching the wound. When he lifted a hand toward her, a crack resounded as his head snapped to the side. She whipped around to find André glaring at the man.

      “You can’t hesitate, Brin. They’ll kill you if given the chance.” He nodded behind her. “Move.”

      She knew he was right, but the thought of killing her own people made her sick.

      Together, they raced farther into the village. Brinley saw Darren fighting in the distance, half-transformed, but she still couldn’t find Gabriel. She fought with everything she had, which admittedly wasn’t much. She didn’t have full control of her magic; she’d only been training for a couple weeks. No one had prepared her for this sort of battle. Physically or mentally.

      There was so much blood and death around them. The rain continued to pour, making the road slick. Thankfully, the streetlamps had been lit and were covered to keep alight in such weather. That light was often their only guidance through the dark. The wolves had numbers on their side, but they could only do so much against the powerful sorcières. A glint of silver had Brinley ducking, and she spun out of the blade’s path. Straight into a hard body that steadied her with strong hands.

      “How are you here?” Joel pushed her aside to strike the witch with his claws. André blocked another from appearing on Joel’s other side and killed them quickly. Joel looked from her to her best friend. “He’s on our side?”

      She nodded and swept wet hair from her cheek. “Introductions later. Where’s Gabriel?”

      She could feel him, feel their bond, but she couldn’t pinpoint his location. How had he used this to find her before?

      Joel glanced over her shoulder. “He was up on the parapet when everything started, but I think I saw him come back down when they broke through the wall. Brinley, what happened?”

      As they fought off a couple more people, moving toward the town square, where the majority of the fighting seemed to be, she quickly summed up that her grandmother had been behind all of it and that she’d tied Brinley up before leaving to come here. “André stayed behind to keep an eye on me, but he set me free and helped me get here.”

      Her feet slipped on the wet cobblestone, and Joel quickly grabbed her around the waist before she could hit the ground. But in that moment, in the jostle of her attention and body, she saw him. Up the street, at the top of the hill, Gabriel was fighting off three men with swords. And the queen was approaching at a casual pace. As if the village wasn’t in mayhem behind and around her.

      Brinley watched in horror as Mildred slowly pulled off one glove at a time and dropped them to the ground.

      Gabriel took down one of the human guards, then he turned his attention to the High Sorceress, claws drawn on one hand while the other gripped his sword. He was going to fight her himself.

      “No,” Brinley breathed, already moving toward them.
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      Crimson blood dripped from Gabriel’s claws as he pulled them from the chest of yet another person. Piercing the heart, he’d found, was the quickest way to kill humans and witches alike. If he could get close enough to a witch, of course.

      Which was his next challenge. Queen Mildred approached, bare hands splayed. Her cloak swayed around her feet as she walked. Combined with the rain and the flickering gas lamps, it gave her an ethereal glow. The moon fully disappeared behind the full clouds, and he was grateful the fight had moved into the village for the light and so that they could switch forms as needed. Without the moonlight, they wouldn’t be able to beyond wall. At the same time, however, he dreaded the destruction to his home, his people.

      One of the queen’s guards ran at him, sword raised, and Gabriel parried it with his own. His arm vibrated from the impact. With his other hand, he swiped across the man’s throat. As he gurgled and fell to the ground, the third man tried to attack. Gabriel twisted out of the way before driving his blade through the soldier’s back. Long before he was born, his people had learned to forge lightweight swords that could be used easier with one hand. That way they could fight with their claws as well.

      Breathing heavily, Gabriel faced the queen again. Was she toying with him? She could have easily taken him down with her mage while he was fighting her men. Instead, she looked almost amused.

      “I have to say, I’m impressed.” She clasped her hands in front of her in a single clap. “I think you might even be a better fighter than your father. Though, I suppose he wasn’t actually your father after all, was he?”

      “He was in all the ways that mattered.” Gabriel used the back of his hand to wipe rain and blood from his brow. He fought a wince when he hit a small cut there.

      Queen Mildred went on as if he hadn’t spoken. “How does it feel knowing he loved your sister more? You know that was part of the curse, right? I said it would affect the one he loved most in the world, and that wasn’t you.”

      Gabriel swallowed, refusing to give her the reaction she clearly sought. “Everyone loves her more than anyone. That’s nothing I don’t know. It’s impossible not to adore her.”

      “Ah, but do you love her more than anyone? More than my granddaughter?”

      He clenched his jaw. He thought about the night he’d sat on the floor of his study, holding Brinley and begging her not to make him choose. Gabriel cleared his throat. “See, that’s the biggest difference between you and your heir.” They began circling one another. “Brinley would never make me choose. She loves so fully, so deeply, that she wouldn’t be so cruel as to make someone choose.”

      The queen raised a hand, blocking someone from joining their area. He didn’t dare look to see if it was one of hers or his. Gabriel twirled his sword, needing to keep his muscles in motion and ready to fight. Even if he knew it wouldn’t come to it. She would never let him close enough to use it on her.

      “You think Brinley loves you?” The queen let out a malicious laugh.

      Gabriel raised his chin, feeling that bond stronger than he had in days. As if just thinking of her strengthened it. “I know she does.”

      “Then, why isn’t the curse on your pack broken?” She didn’t let him answer. “The girl was tricked, deceived into thinking she cared for you. It was nothing but hero worship because you saved her from the rogues’ attack. As soon as she was free of you, she came to her senses.”

      “Ah yes, the rogues. We got your little present, by the way,” he said, not addressing the other accusations. “Did Brinley tell you how she nearly sucked the life out of one to save me? She nearly killed him just for touching me. Because I’m her mate.”

      “Lies!” She raised her hand and shot a burst of air at his head, but he ducked out of the way. It hit the corner of the nearest building, sending stone crumbling to the ground. While bent over, he gripped the handle of the dagger in his boot. As he straightened, he sent it flying toward her chest.

      The blade stopped midair, flipped over, and speared toward him instead.

      “Shit.” He dove to the ground. Without waiting, he jumped up and ran down the nearest alley, a vague plan forming in his head.

      Another blast hit the wall on his left, and a piece of jagged rock sliced across his cheek. He didn’t dare stop. Leading her away from the rest of the battle was for the best. Leading her to the top of the village wall was the only chance he could think of. If he could get her up there—

      A ball of flames soared over his head. He glanced back for a fraction of a second to see her preparing to throw more fire at him. Growling, he shifted enough to give him extra strength and agility. He jumped and gripped the edge of the roof beside him. After hauling himself up, he took off again, jumping from rooftop to rooftop as he made his way toward the wall.

      The High Sorceress followed not far behind, and he wondered if her power also gave her the ability to move faster than her age should allow. He couldn’t ponder it too much. The wall appeared before him, a set of stairs nearby. He leapt from the house he ran across then sprinted up the staircase.

      This portion of the wall was otherwise empty. The surviving archers still rained arrows into the fray from the south wall, and he was glad to be far away from them. He didn’t want to bring the witch’s wrath down on them.

      Waiting for the queen to reach him, he retracted his claws and looked around, searching for anything that might help him end her once and for all. There had to be something. He ran a hand over his head and gripped his hair as he turned on the spot. This eastern wall held nothing though. There weren’t any weapons stored here. There wasn’t anything to help him defeat her.

      The queen’s shoes tapped on the stone stairs as she climbed higher and higher. Before even reaching the top, she said, “Why must you always try to run? You had to know you couldn’t escape me.”

      “I wasn’t trying to escape you.” He lifted his chin, pretending like he had a plan, a reason for coming up here beyond just getting her away from his people.

      She stepped onto the landing but didn’t immediately attack. Shaking her head, she tsked at him as if he were a naughty child disobeying. With a hand on her hip, she looked barely out of breath, but he could see the tiniest hint of weariness. “Well, go on. Tell me your big plan.”

      Was she stalling to catch her breath? Or just enjoying dragging this out?

      Counting on it being the latter, he said, “Make it a fair fight and then see who has more power.”

      “Truly? Do you think I’m foolish enough to fall for that?” she scoffed. “I’m not an idiot, boy. I know which fights to pick, which I can win. How do you think I’ve kept my throne all these years?”

      He didn’t respond.

      “By staying one step ahead of everyone who crosses me.” She pulled his dagger up and pointed it at him. He hadn’t even realized she’d kept it. “You are, by far, physically stronger than I am. Without magic, you would win with certainty.”

      Gabriel didn’t know what to do or say. He didn’t see a way out of this.

      “I really didn’t want to kill you,” she said in a falsely kind tone.

      “No, you just wanted me to suffer the rest of my life after killing everyone I’ve ever loved.”

      She shook her head. “Not everyone. Your sister would live, but she’ll be trapped in the in between. Though, now, I’m thinking it might just be simpler to end you all.”

      Anger coursed through him.

      “And I wasn’t planning on killing Brinley. After all, she is my only heir.” She sneered. “Torturing her in front of you might be fun though. Then, I could change her memories, make her think it was you who caused her so much pain. That your father took her parents away, and then you kidnapped her to finish his goal in ending the royal line. She’ll hate you. Again.”

      His fist clenched around his sword, and he charged with a growl.

      The witch blocked him with an invisible force and sent him tumbling backward. His sword went flying off the edge of the battlement.

      She tossed his dagger that she’d kept to his feet. “Here, try this one again.”

      He grabbed it and stood, not caring that she was messing with him. There had to be a way. There had to be something—

      A tug in his gut nearly sent him to his knees. The blade slipped from his grasp as he whipped his attention to the village. Brinley was here, he could feel her. Her love for him. Her concern. Which meant she could see him.

      A flash of red drew his eye to the main street. To his mate standing with two others. A man he knew was the friend she’d been greeted by at Nimiré and Joel.

      She was here. She came back.

      He’d known her grandmother was lying, but some part of him still feared the woman had warped her mind again already, that Brinley hated him once more. But he could feel her love even from this distance.

      Suddenly, he realized they were running toward him, shouting. Joel shifted into his wolf form to increase his speed. But it wasn’t enough.

      The sharp, cold blade pierced Gabriel’s side just as he remembered who he’d turned his back to.

      And then, he was falling, wondering how he would defeat the most powerful witch of their time when he couldn’t stay on his feet. Or keep his eyes open.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

          

          
            BRINLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      They weren’t going to make it in time.

      Not only was Gabriel going to be killed, but it was nearing midnight, and Brinley still didn’t know how to break the curse.

      Gabriel’s attention turned toward them, as if he sensed them. Or rather, as if he sensed her.

      And it was like all of time slowed to a stop.

      Mildred appeared behind him, a blade in hand.

      Joel shifted into his wolf form to run faster, and Brinley wished more than anything she could too. She needed to stop her vicious grandmother from killing her mate.

      “Brinley, you have to shift,” André said between breaths from beside her, reading her mind.

      She looked at him but kept running. “What are you talking about? I can’t.”

      “You are part DeLoup.” He grunted as he shielded them from another witch’s attack. “You just… need to accept it.”

      Accept it. She faced forward, her mind racing as her feet pounded across the cobblestone. When a witch fully loves and accepts a wolf. Loving Gabriel, loving these people who’d brought her in, protected her, hadn’t been enough.

      “I have to accept it,” she repeated, peeking at her friend as they made it another block closer. Up ahead, her grandmother stood over a fallen Gabriel saying something. Joel was nearly to the stairs.

      André nodded. “Save him, Brinley. Save all of them and end this.”

      Memories flashed through her mind of running through the meadow with Gabriel as a toddler. Of him showing her how to shift. Of him hugging her years later when she returned the first time.

      Realizing he hadn’t died because of the curse. Him rescuing her and them figuring out they were mates.

      Gabriel appearing in that cellar when she didn’t know who he was but felt something deep within stir at his presence.

      The first time she felt him inside her, pulling her apart and bringing her back together. The first time he kissed her the next week and never gave up.

      He was her mate, chosen by the moon goddess specifically for her.

      Because she was DeLoup.

      Something cracked deep inside her, and she screamed.

      Except, it wasn’t her voice coming from her throat.

      It was a howl.

      Her knees bent in the wrong direction as she fell forward in agony. She landed on her hands—no, paws. Furry white paws. Her entire body felt like it was on fire as it shattered and took on a new shape, but she refused to stop now.

      The first few steps in this form were jarring. She stumbled until she gathered her bearings, and then she was off, running faster than she ever had before. Somewhere in the distance, she heard a clock chime midnight. Had she done it? Was the curse broken?

      She didn’t know. All she knew was she had to get to Gabriel.

      Joel bounded up the stairs ahead of her, launching himself at the queen. Her reflexes were quick though, and she turned to block him in time. She tossed him aside as if he was nothing, throwing him off the wall and back to the street below.

      Brinley let out a whine, her heart breaking as he landed with a thud. André was still following though, and she looked over her shoulder to yip at him. He nodded in silent understanding. He would take care of her friend if he was still alive.

      She passed his body and noted the shallow rise and fall of his chest. But she didn’t slow. Navigating the steps on four legs was tricky, but she managed to reach the top. The queen’s eyes widened just a fraction. It was enough to tell Brinley she was surprised.

      Growling, Brinley stalked forward. The woman she’d once called grandmother held out a hand in front of her, and she stood between Brinley and Gabriel’s still form. A dark stain had started spreading beneath him on the stone. It made Brinley’s hackles rise.

      “This shouldn’t be possible,” Mildred said. “You… you are not one of these monsters.”

      At that, Brinley growled and stepped closer.

      “Don’t.” She raised her hand, and Gabriel’s body lifted into the air.

      Brinley froze.

      Mildred moved him over the edge of the parapet, hovering him just outside the wall. He didn’t shift. He was still alive, and he didn’t shift into his wolf form.

      “No,” her grandmother said, shaking her head. She glanced up at where the moon was hidden behind the clouds. “No!”

      The curse was broken.

      Brinley’s mate remained in the open air. They were at least two stories up, but the ground on the other side of this part of the wall was an incline. If he fell, it would be more than a two-story drop. She needed to shift into her human form to access her magic, but now that she was in this form, she didn’t know how to transform back. A whimper came from her throat, and the queen’s demeanor changed.

      “You want your precious mate?” She pushed him out farther and lifted him higher.

      If he fell from this height, would he survive? Would his DeLoup healing save him? Brinley didn’t know.

      “I should have killed you both as children,” Mildred said. “The way he held you that day I suffocated your father… He made sure you couldn’t see, and then he refused to hand you over. Even after seeing what I could do. He was a brave little brat, I’ll give him that. But I saw how protective he was, how he pushed through my magic to try to reach you, and I knew… I should’ve done this then.”

      Her fist began to open, to release him, and Brinley jumped. She lunged at the woman, aiming her teeth at her throat. They hit the parapets hard, and the trajectory knocked Mildred off balance. She slipped through the opening between stone blocks and fell to the darkness below.

      Along with Gabriel.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIFTY

          

          
            BRINLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Brinley barely registered running back down the stairs, past her friend who yelled after her.

      She barely recalled the way her padded feet raced through the streets to the gates and out into the clearing beyond.

      The rain had slowed to a light drizzle, the moon peeking out between the clouds. As if it knew she needed its guiding light. On the eastern side of the village, she went to where she thought they would have fallen but didn’t spot them. Sniffing the air, following the tug in her gut that told her Gabriel was still alive but hurting, she searched for her mate. It was clearer now, that line connecting them. She instinctively understood how to follow it.

      He lay at the bottom of the hill, one arm bent at an unnatural angle. She let out a whine as she moved to his side. She nudged his other shoulder with her nose, needing him to be all right. Closing her eyes, she tried to shift again.

      Please, she begged the goddess, I need to help him. Still, nothing happened. She tilted her head back, howling.

      When she glanced down once more, Gabriel’s eyes were fluttering open. Brinley lay down next to him and pressed her nose to his cheek with a whimper.

      “Br-Brinley?” he whispered, gasping for breath.

      She licked the side of his jaw.

      “How?” He coughed and then winced at the evident pain. In the moonlight, she noticed the blood soaking into the ground, not only from where he’d been stabbed but other wounds she couldn’t see. He tried to move but groaned and stopped.

      Footsteps rushed toward them, and Brinley jumped to her feet, standing between him and the oncoming danger.

      “It’s just us,” André said, with Joel and Daciana beside him. He was half carrying the former.

      “She shifted.” Daci’s voice was full of surprise, but the slight smile fell as soon as she noticed Gabriel on the ground. “Shit.”

      Brinley barked in agreement. She went to André and pushed at him. He understood and went to her mate. He and Joel helped Gabriel onto his back, putting his broken arm across his chest. Gabriel hissed, making Brinley growl at her friends.

      “We’re trying to help him,” André said in a calm tone, as if talking to a frightened, dangerous animal.

      Brinley realized that was exactly what he was doing.

      It was Daciana who added, “You healed him before. Shift and do it again.”

      Brinley rocked her head back and forth. She lowered it in shame. For her mate, she should be able to do this, but she didn’t know how. And it wasn’t like she could ask for guidance. She had no idea how to—

      “Sh-she… can’t,” Gabriel whispered, drawing all of their attention. “Tell her how. She doesn’t k-know how to shift b-back.”

      With a bark, Brinley lay beside his head again and licked his cheek.

      I know, bijou. His deep voice filled her mind.

      Gabriel? She looked from each of their friends and back to him, but it was clear no one else could hear him.

      Mate. Bond, he said. His eyes closed again as his breath rattled in his lungs.

      “Brinley, think about what it feels like to be in your human form.” Daci knelt beside them. “Focus on what it feels like to walk, run, to use your hands for things.”

      She tried, she really did, but it wasn’t working. André continued healing Gabriel. It should have been her though. She closed her eyes to block out the image, but she still couldn’t grasp any memories of simple mundane tasks that made her feel human.

      When she whined in distress, Joel turned toward her. He ran a hand along the white fur atop her head and back, whispering, “Think of how it feels for him to hold you, kiss you. Remember the times he made you feel more alive than ever.”

      She wondered for a second how he knew those moments made her feel like that. But staring into his brown eyes, she realized it was because he knew exactly what that was like too. Despite Joel and Gabriel claiming their time together never meant anything more than friendship, the two men cared for each other deeply.

      “Picture it,” Joel said. “The way his rough hands feel on you. The way it feels when your bare skin is against his.”

      André cleared his throat, but neither paid him any mind. Brinley tried to pull up the memories.

      The desk, Gabriel’s voice whispered in her head. And then, she was back there, seeing it through his eyes. She saw herself writhing under him, moaning with pleasure. He gripped her hair and marveled at how soft the strands were as he picked up tempo. He hadn’t meant for things to go this far, but his instincts had taken over, and when she encouraged him to keep going, he couldn’t deny his mate. They were a perfect fit together in every sense.

      The scene switched to the first night they shared his bed. After admitting they both knew about the bond. After making love multiple times and talking well into the early hours of the morning, Brinley was asleep against his chest. He had his arms around her and couldn’t believe he had this chance. That she had returned to him. Accepted him. The flicker of hope in him as he traced a pattern on her bare shoulder brought tears to her eyes in the present.

      Her human eyes, she realized as the transformation continued. It wasn’t as painful this time, but it was slower. Like being dragged through sludge.

      She focused on the memory Gabriel was sharing. He brushed his fingers through her hair and kissed the top of her head. “I’m sorry it took me so long to find you, but I promise, I will never let her take you from me again. Even if you don’t break this, I’m grateful Déesse guided me to you that night, that she reunited us,” he whispered so low she barely heard it. He pressed his lips to her temple and tightened his arms around her.

      I love you, Brinley. Forever.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

          

          
            GABRIEL

          

        

      

    

    
      Pain. All Gabriel felt was pain—his and hers.

      Brinley. He wanted to soothe her fear. Her friend worked to heal him, but Gabriel focused on his mate. She was stuck in her beautiful white wolf form, and she was desperately trying to shift to help him.

      He would forever be grateful for Joel knowing exactly how to get her to connect to her human side again. Gabriel used every bit of strength he had to send her his memories, and she slowly began to transform. He showed her their first time together, followed by the night he held her a few weeks ago and promised her more.

      I love you, Brinley. Forever. He hadn’t been able to return the words when she said them before leaving, and it had nearly killed him. He’d been so angry that it didn’t break the curse, yes, but he was also frustrated by the fact that he couldn’t tell her that he loved her back.

      She sniffed, blinking her blue human eyes at him. Sitting up, she glanced down at her body with a small smile before leaning over to press those lips against his. “I love you too.”

      Then, she was beside the wizard, her hands pressed to his arm. The man had already woven Gabriel’s abdomen wound back together and was healing his broken ribs, and he looked on the brink of collapsing.

      “Stop,” she told her friend. “I’ve got it now.” Brinley met Gabriel’s gaze and put a palm against his cheek. “I’ve got you.”

      That’s my line, he sent her down that mental bridge that was now open.

      Without another word, while he was distracted, she straightened his arm, and agony shot through him.

      “Fuck!” He growled.

      “Sorry,” she said with a wince. “It’s almost over, I promise.”

      It took a couple minutes, but his bones mended.

      “Where else?” she asked, reminding him of the various times he’d tended to her.

      He reached up to put his palm to her cheek, and she leaned into it with a sigh. It still hurt tremendously, but he would survive. Ignoring everyone’s protests, he pushed himself into a sitting position. “I’m fine.”

      Brinley opened her mouth, no doubt to argue, but he slipped his hand to the back of her neck and pulled her into a kiss.

      Behind him, Joel chuckled and patted him on the shoulder before standing.

      “Yeah, he’s fine,” Daci said, and he could practically hear her eyes rolling as she got up too.

      He broke the kiss but refused to release her yet. With the moonlight shining once more, he held her gaze. “I love you, bijou.”

      Smiling, she pressed her lips to his again. But they couldn’t stay here all night. He needed to stop this fight, kill the queen, and save his sister. He and Brinley had forever to continue this.

      Gabriel slowly shifted to his knees, standing with Brinley and Daci’s help. He then offered a hand to her friend, who took it and pushed to his feet, and she helped Joel. Both men looked a little worse for wear.

      “Thank you for healing me,” Gabriel said. “And I assume for looking after her?” He pulled Brinley against his side and noticed her trembling on her feet. She’d used too much magic and shifted for the first time. She was drained. They all were. He looked up at the tall village wall and shook his head. That had been a hard fall, but he’d already been mostly unconscious when it… happened. He lowered his gaze to his mate. “Where’s the queen?”

      Her lips parted, and she whipped around, her wet hair sending rain droplets flying about. “I’d been so focused on you that I didn’t look to see if she survived.”

      “She fell too?” Joel asked as they searched.

      “Yes…” Brinley’s brow furrowed. “Where is she?”

      Her body was nowhere in sight. Daci headed down to the ravine to see if she’d rolled farther or crawled away while the others made their way up to the wall.

      “She’s gone,” André said.

      “Dead?” Joel asked as he turned toward the gate.

      They followed him. As Daci caught up with them and confirmed she wasn’t down by the stream, André said, “I doubt it. She has an extreme amount of power. I’d guess she saved herself but used too much magic, so she ran.”

      “Seems like they all did,” Daci said when they reached the gate and saw the destruction beyond. The fighting was over, any surviving sorcières vanished in the night. Wounded and dead lay scattered across the bloody streets. They walked farther into the village, and Gabriel’s stomach churned. How many of his people had perished yet again because of that vile woman?

      “Daci!” Darren limped toward them. His sister, showing a rare glimpse of the emotions she usually hid so well, ran into his arms. The two hugged for a moment before joining the others. Dare looked at Brinley. “You broke the curse.”

      She nodded with a smile, leaning into Gabriel’s sore side. He didn’t care so long as she was here and safe. But then, she stiffened at the same moment he realized it. Rose.

      “What time is it?” he asked, already whirling around to race home.

      “Just after midnight,” Brinley said, keeping up with him. “I heard the chimes just after you were stabbed—right after I shifted.”

      They quickened their pace. His entire body screamed at him to stop and lie down, but he couldn’t. Not until he knew if his sister was all right. And he knew Brinley was struggling just as much.

      The queen was still out there; he believed Brinley’s friend was correct in his guess at what happened. If she truly survived, this was far from over. They could not continue sitting by as she reigned in terror. He was done playing the idle alpha trapped behind these walls. The last thing he ever wanted to do was align himself with the rogues, especially when there were clearly some who did the witches’ dirty work, but perhaps they were right in wanting this war to come to fruition. At least then, it could end one way or another. No more of this teetering on the edge of a blade.

      There was one rogue out there he thought he could trust, and now that the curse was broken, he could get to him. Gabriel looked at his mate, knowing it would hurt her. She’d lost so much already—they both had—but she’d also been lied to nonstop her entire life. He didn’t want to tell her that there was even more she didn’t know. And yet, she had the right to know.

      She believed the only family she had left in this world was her evil grandmother. He’d told her once that wasn’t true, but he hadn’t just meant because the DeLoup here were her family.

      But one thing at a time. Right now, he just needed to get to Rose and see for himself that the curse was lifted and she’d made it past midnight. Then, he’d tell his mate about the alpha of the Shadow Pack.

      As they raced up the steps to his front door, his friends following, he reached for Brinley’s hand.

      Together, he said through their bond, making sure to shield the rest of his thoughts.

      Together. She opened the door with her magic before he could even attempt to search for a key, and they raced inside.

      He knew this fight against the High Sorceress was only beginning. There were more storms on the horizon, but they would face it all together. Side by side. Just as La Déesse meant them to be.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

          PAXTON

        

      

    

    
      The sounds of the battle outside reached them all the way in the solarium. Pax paced, sword out, waiting… avoiding the only other person in here.

      “Paxton, just come here,” she whispered behind him.

      He stopped pacing, but he didn’t go to her. He couldn’t. The moment he did, he wouldn’t be able to fight this anymore. He wouldn’t be able to hide his pain.

      “Please.”

      His eyes closed as he heaved in a breath. Then, he made the mistake of turning toward her, looking at her. Rosalyn Ferway. His best friend’s younger sister. The alpha’s younger sister. The young woman Pax was here to protect, the one most were fighting for down below.

      As a child, she was incredibly pretty with her long blond hair and bright blue eyes. Now, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Even sick and waning, she was breathtaking. But more than that, she was sweet and intelligent. She had a mind for strategy. And she was stubborn, fierce, sarcastic. His.

      Every part of his soul cried out to go to her, to hold her in this dwindling time.

      “Pax.” Her blue gaze held his, glistened with tears. The eyes he’d never been able to look into without melting, without giving her anything she ever wanted.

      A loud boom ricocheted through the solarium, rattling the windows and making them both jump. She clung her blankets to her chest as she glanced around.

      And that broke his resolve. Her obvious fear and concern were worse than anything.

      In four long strides, he was next to her bed. She stared up at him with wide eyes as they both hesitated.

      Rosalyn moved first, lifting the blanket in invitation.

      “Fuck,” he said with a sigh. Setting his sword against the edge of the iron bed frame within easy reach, he climbed up next to her. He wrapped his arms around her while she curled against his side.

      “It’s not like you’ve never shared my bed.” Amusement tinged her words. Because she was trying to make him feel better, even though it was her demise they were facing. With her head on his shoulder, her hand on his chest, she whispered, “Tell me what would’ve happened.”

      Paxton didn’t need more of an explanation. He understood what she wanted—a distraction, a dream. Tightening his hold on her, he pressed his lips to the top of her head. “Well, first, your brother would’ve wanted to kill me.”

      She let out a breathy chuckle.

      “I would have let him get in a good punch or two before stopping him.”

      “Let him?” she asked.

      “Mhmm.” He lifted her hand and entwined their fingers. “I mean, I deserve it.”

      “Why?” All the laughter left her tone.

      Bringing her palm to his lips, he smiled. “For making you mine in every,” he kissed her soft skin, “single,” another kiss, “way.”

      A shudder ran through her, making him grin. He could smell her desire, feel it in his soul. And he knew now how to satisfy that flame inside her. He knew how she tasted, how she sounded in those moments of pure bliss. Smiling, he kissed her shoulder.

      But that happiness didn’t last as he remembered this future was hypothetical. They would never get those moments. It was nearing midnight, and her time was almost up.

      “Then, what?”

      “Then, I’d explain that I…” Pax swallowed past the lump forming in his throat. “That I love you, that you are the most important person in my life. And eventually, he’d ease into the idea, at least enough to let me live.”

      Wetness soaked into the collar of his shirt, and her tears brought forth his own. He closed his eyes, breathing her in, marveling in the way her body fit perfectly against his. Even after giving in to her begging a few days ago, after memorizing every inch of her beautiful body, it still amazed him.

      For two years, he’d refused to act on their mutual need. She was his best friend’s baby sister and she was too young for him. Eventually, they made a deal. She’d wanted to know what it felt like before… something happened to her on her birthday. So, he’d promised that they would be together the day before.

      But when her strength waned even more, when Gabriel was gone, Rosalyn convinced him to break their deal and show her early. It’s a few days. In the grand scheme of it all, what difference does it make?

      He hadn’t been able to deny her, or himself, any longer. For one day, they’d loved each other fully. It had been a difficult week between saying goodbye to Brinley and watching Rose fade before his very eyes. It had been his and Rose’s way of comforting one another through their fear and sorrow. And even while wracked with guilt, he couldn’t bring himself to regret it.

      Clearing his throat, he focused on the present.

      “And then, we would’ve had the most beautiful wedding in the courtyard near your tree, surrounded by our family and friends.” His words were barely more than a whisper now. He only just managed to get them out at all. “We would’ve had a bunch of kids, our own little pack running around.”

      This time, her quiet laugh was a half-sob. “I love you, Paxton.”

      He didn’t try to hold back the tears falling down his cheeks. “I love you too, Rosalyn. No matter what happens, no matter where the stars and moon bring us. I will always find you. I will always love you.”

      She pushed up, and he opened his eyes to see her. He knew it took all her strength to move, but she did it. She put her hand against his cheek, brushing the wetness away with her thumb before moving down to his lips. The look took him back to a couple years ago.

      “Kiss me,” Rosalyn said with a pout. She sat curled up on her settee, a blanket across her lap and the sun beaming down on her through the high windows.

      Pax shook his head. “No.”

      “No?” She crossed her arms.

      “You’re sixteen.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I know how old I am.”

      “Then, you know why I’m not going to touch you.” He crossed his own arms to mirror her, but really, it was to keep his hands in check.

      “But we’re—”

      “I know.”

      Her lips parted, the frustration from before shifting into pain. “Are you… rejecting me?”

      Pax sighed and moved to sit next to her. “Of course not. I’m just saying we need to wait a little longer.”

      “I’m just asking for a kiss,” she said, turning toward him and pulling her feet up under her. “I’m not asking you to take me to bed and f—”

      “Rose,” he cut her off, running a hand through his hair, “please. It’s difficult enough to tell you no; don’t make it worse.”

      She glanced down at her lap. “I just don’t understand.”

      “You are a child.”

      “I’m not though,” she said. “What does it matter in the long run? If we know we’re going to be together eventually, why do we have to wait?”

      He tilted her chin up. “Because I can’t just kiss you once and then not touch you for a couple years, Rosalyn. It’ll kill me.”

      Her gaze softened. “So… you want this too? Eventually.”

      “More than anything,” he whispered, staring into her brilliant blue eyes. “But not before you’re eighteen.”

      She visibly inhaled and then nodded. “Two years.”

      “Two years,” he agreed. “Then, we’ll have forever.”

      “Pax?” Rosalyn said, bringing him back to the present.

      He sniffed. “Yes, sweetheart?”

      She leaned down, and he didn’t stop her now. Her breath tickled his lips when she stopped just above him. “Thank you for the other day.”

      Smiling, he swept his fingers into her hair and then pulled her to him, closing the final gap between them in a searing kiss. His tongue darted out, tasting, needing more. Her lips parted, welcoming him in, and she let out a soft moan as he deepened the kiss.

      Rosalyn backed away just enough to meet his gaze again with a sad smile. He stroked her jaw before lifting his head to kiss her again, taking his time. It was a sweet, gentle kiss—one that promised a future he wanted with every part of his being. The bond he’d felt the last couple years tugged on his heart. It had clicked firmly into place after making love to her the first time, confirming what he’d suspected for so long.

      She broke the kiss with tear-filled eyes. With a hand on her chest, she said through the bond, You’re mine, Paxton.

      I always have been, and I always will be. His lungs tightened, squeezing in fear and worry. The clock in the corner ticked, and he glanced up to see the hands nearing the top. They were almost out of time.

      “Don’t,” she said, turning his face back to hers. “Don’t watch it.”

      But he still heard each tick like an explosion deep in his bones, each one creating a new crack in his aching heart.

      After a moment, she said in a hushed tone, “I’m scared.”

      He shattered. “No matter what happens, I promise I’ll fix this. I will find a way to save you.”

      She nodded against the side of his neck.

      “I will go to the ends of the world to break this curse, Rosalyn. We will have that future together. I swear to you.”

      “Pax—”

      “No.” He didn’t want to hear any sort of argument.

      “You need to move on and live your life.”

      He gently pushed her back. “I don’t want a life without you in it.”

      Instead of saying anything more, she kissed him again. For too long, he’d wanted this, waited for this. The clock chimed midnight, and Rosalyn shook her head. Paxton held her tight, enveloping her in his arms as if he could protect her from whatever was coming.

      A wave of air rushed over them, blowing out the lanterns. It nearly took his breath away.

      But then, he felt it, felt something change within him.

      He was free.

      The curse… it was broken. Somehow, he knew it was Brinley. She’d returned for them, had figured out how to set them free. He smiled in the dark, running a hand through Rosalyn’s hair and kissing her brow, her temple.

      “She did it,” he said with a half-laugh, half-cry. “Happy birthday, Rosie.”

      Silence greeted him. The sounds of the battle slowed to a stop outside, replaced with the soft tinkling of rain.

      “Rose?” His heart hammered in his chest.

      She still didn’t respond.

      “Rosalyn!” He eased her onto her back, feeling for any sign of life. Putting his fingers to her throat, he found her pulse. His brow furrowed. She was still alive, but then, why wasn’t she answering?

      Pax stumbled out of the bed. He reached for one of the lanterns and scrambled around for the matches beside it. Once he had it lit, he brought it over to the bedside table and set it down. He knelt next to the low bed.

      Her eyes were shut, but he could just make out her chest rising and falling with breath.

      “Rosalyn.” He cupped her flushed cheek. “Wake up.”

      Nothing.

      He gently shook her to no avail. Whispering her name over and over, he rose up to press a soft kiss to her lips. Still, she didn’t move.

      “No.” He shifted her more to lie flat on her back, placing her hands on her stomach. Covering them with his, he cried, mirroring the rain on the windows surrounding them. He felt as if his chest had been cleaved in two.

      What felt like a lifetime later, shouting sounded in the hallway. Footsteps raced toward them. Paxton didn’t flinch as the locked door flew open. He’d known it wouldn’t stop one of the witches if they came looking.

      Luckily, it was the only witch he wanted to see right now.

      “Rosalyn?” Gabe’s deep voice said as they approached.

      Pax shook his head and looked at Brinley. “Please help her.”

      “I…” She trailed off. He could see the uncertainty in her eyes, flickering in the single lantern, but she raced forward anyway and climbed onto the mattress on Rose’s other side.

      “She’s still alive,” Pax said to his alpha, who’d gone preternaturally still. “But she won’t wake.”

      More footsteps rushed down the hall, and soon, two familiar faces entered. Joel gasped at the sight, Daci cursing beside him. Light filled the solarium with the flick of Brinley’s hand. She’d lit all the lanterns without even looking.

      That same hand now hovered over Rosalyn’s chest. Brinley closed her eyes and began muttering under her breath. Gabe finally neared the bed, stepping up behind her and putting a hand on the witch’s shoulder as he begged, “Please.”

      Paxton wasn’t sure how long they all remained there, frozen in place, waiting for something. When blood began to fall from Brinley’s nose, Paxton shook his head.

      “Gabe,” he whispered.

      His friend looked at him before following his line of sight. Realizing what was happening, he knelt on the edge of the bed. “Stop, Brinley.”

      “No, I can’t. I… I broke the other curse, I-I can do this,” she said, stuttering. Her hands shook, and Gabe reached out to grab them, turning her toward him.

      “Stop,” he said again, wiping her blood with the end of his sleeve. “You’re using too much magic; you’ve already used too much tonight. She wouldn’t want you to kill yourself trying to save her.”

      Paxton saw the absolute pain in his best friend’s eyes as he looked from his sister to the woman he loved. Gabe was right. Rose wouldn’t want that. She’d quickly grown to adore Brinley, loving her like a sister, and she wouldn’t want to tear them apart.

      Which meant it was up to Paxton. He stood, remembering his vow to her.

      “What are you doing?” Gabe asked.

      Taking a deep breath, he bent to kiss Rose on the brow. He lingered a moment, risking his alpha’s wrath, and then he straightened with new resolve.

      To Brinley, he asked, “You said you broke the other curse, meaning this is something else?”

      “Yes. My grandmother said this one promised…”

      “What?”

      She visibly swallowed. “An eternal slumber.”

      Paxton nodded, more to himself than them. He looked down at Rosalyn and then headed toward the door.

      “Pax, where are you going?” Gabe demanded.

      Turning, he said, “To find a way to break this fucking curse.”

      Without another word, he stomped through the room. Every curse could be broken, according to the stories. It was just a matter of finding out how to do it.

      Eternal slumbers be damned. Paxton would wake her up.

      And then, he’d give her the happily ever after she’d always wanted, the one she deserved after the hell she’d been through.

      He’d promised to travel to the ends of the world in his search, and he meant it. For Rosalyn, he would do whatever it took. For his beautiful mate, he could do anything.
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        Veil of Moonlight continues with Rose and Paxton’s story in 2024!
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      Knox frowned and leaned against the tree outside of the little ragtag encampment of Vidrland in the northeastern corner of the Feral Forest. His ever present hood was up, covering his face as he met with his two best spies.

      Dirt clung to his brown pants, a constant side-effect of his job. His hatchet hung from his belt, but he didn't need it right now. He crossed his arms and frowned.

      "So the king's forces are pushing into the woods again? For what purpose this time?"

      The forest lay directly between Glathen and Busparia. With the war, he'd known it was only a matter of time before one or the other tried to go straight through.

      Will nodded, shifting on the saddle as he looked down at Knox. "Aye. It's like the bloody king's men chopping the east side all over again, except now they're trying to build their own road instead of just taking the lumber for their war machines."

      Knox groaned and raked a hand over his face. The Lone Road was the only one in and out of the forest. Only the most desperate ventured onto the road between the kingdoms without the protection of the Robins. Or the most heavily guarded, and even then only a handful of them had ever made it through without escort.

      Knox frowned, the possibilities running through his head.

      "Why does he think he can create his own road? Do they have mages that can keep the forest at bay?"

      The men ignored Knox as he paced in front of them and thought.

      The forest had spells of protection that were as old as the forest itself. The druids, the caretakers of the forest who ensured the balance between life and death, said the forest's magic was because it was one of Gaiana's favorite places in the world.

      One of the three druids of the forest raised Knox. He knew their ways and had organized the band of cutthroats known as the Robins. He'd magically branded them with runes to freely move throughout the forest. Well, except for the normal assassin vines and killer plants. But he'd taught them how to avoid those dangers.

      The Robins kept an eye on everyone who entered via the road and the forest took care of those who tried to barrel inside without a path. Collecting tolls for safe passage from travelers was a relatively new endeavor for the Robins, as he'd suggested it ten years ago at the start of the war. That had been in retaliation for the king chopping the eastern edge to nothing. All because he wanted to make war machines.

      Knox' anger still burned over that heedless destruction for a stupid war that didn't involve the forest at all. He took a deep breath, controlling his emotions and coming to a stop. He put his hand on his hatchet and another on the tree, drawing peace from the steady strength of it.

      Will looked around the edge of the Robin's camp. "The forest and our spells are keeping the king's forces out for now, bless be Borga. What do we do if their magicians find a way through?"

      Knox stroked his chin and looked up into the sky, barely visible between the green leaves of the trees swaying in the gentle breeze.

      "Monitor the area without being seen. Do not let them chop down more trees. Use magic or arrows, not close combat. I don't want anyone captured."

      Will nodded, and Knox turned to Ashur. "What do you have to report on the war front?"

      Ashur straightened. "The Glathens finally reclaimed Auckwald from the Buspartans."

      Knox' eyes widened and his brows rose in surprise. "Interesting. So the peace negotiations failed. Hm, are the Buspartans on the way home then?"

      Ashur continued. "They are fleeing along the Southern Road to Busparia, and the Growlers are picking off the stragglers and wounded."

      The Growlers and the cliffs made it a dangerous journey. There were choke points on the road that would collapse into the sea if they tried to crowd an entire army on it at once.

      Knox pushed the thought away. The army wasn't his concern. He had taken an oath to safeguard the forest its people. Nothing else concerned him.

      Except the war kept shifting how he could protect the forest and the people that called it home.

      Ashur spat in the dirt and murmured. "About time those soldiers came home."

      Knox had stayed out of politics until the king had chopped down trees in the forest. It was imperative that they maintain the balance of life and death in these woods. If they wiped out the forest, death would spread to the entire continent, according to Olive, and she would know.

      Will grunted. "Agreed. Ten years is too long. We need to do something about the king, though."

      The king was erratic. He had ruled for the past twenty years after his parents' deaths. But the last decade, he'd banished those who offended him, executed those who broke his rules, and set fire to the houses who refused to pay taxes.

      He had no concept of money or that he was bleeding the entire nation dry. The lavish parties with his closest confidants grew more frequent, causing the taxes to rise.

      Knox frowned, his chest growing tight. "Not yet, but it may come to that. We might need someone on the inside, an informant, who can tell us what the king's next move is. I don't want to be surprised if he has some kind of plan other than a road. He's probably going to retaliate at the Glathens for reclaiming Auckwald. His pride will make him strike back."

      Actually, that might be why he was trying to build a road. But the forest needed to remain neutral and stay out of the bloody war. A robin trilled above and the summer sun filtered through the leaves, bringing peace to Knox' racing mind.

      Will arched a brow. "You know I'm the best sneak here."

      Knox sighed and rubbed the back of his neck as he straightened. "I know, but it's risky. Start at the taverns and see what you can hear. If we can't glean any information from the drunken city guards, we'll see if we can bribe a noble or official."

      Ashur said, "You know Scarlet would be willing."

      Knox glared. "She has to stay out of this. She decided years ago, and so did we."

      He jerked his thumb. "Go on and get some decent rest. You've earned it."

      They touched the tip of their green pointed caps and rode into the camp. Knox circled around the tents, wooden cabins, and treehouses as he patrolled, his mind swirling as he thought through every scenario.

      Vidrland was originally a druid settlement that had fallen into disrepair. He'd spent a lot of time with the two druids while he was growing up. They'd turned over the master warden job to him when the war had broken out, claiming to be too old to keep up.

      Then Knox began bringing in the wounded and repairing the falling wooden cabins, building the structures by hand. The desperate and sick sought their aid for healing at the natural hot springs and had even started worshiping Gaiana at the druid circle.

      He checked that the trees were nearly a solid wall to protect them, then strode into the heart of the Robin's base, the nest. He stopped by the lodge and checked in with their dwarven steward John, but all was well, so he headed to Olive's to seek her counsel.
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        * * *

      

      It took a few hours, but Knox turned his horse down a well-worn path and whistled a seemingly innocent tune. He wiggled his fingers, and the air shimmered with magic.

      The humans who were born with magic could either go to high mage school or they learned low magic by apprenticing, working for their limited education. Those who weren't inherently strong enough began using magic with the help of a magic item like a wand, dagger, stone, hair pin, or even a toy.

      Knox had never needed a focus item though, as he'd only needed to point or wiggle his fingers. He smiled as Olive's cottage came into view in a small clearing, one wall attached to a giant tree.

      He rode through the protection spell he'd placed around the area long ago, then wiggled his fingers to close it behind him. The door opened at his whistle, and Scarlet stepped out with a smile.

      Everyone just called her Scarlet because of her dark auburn hair, now piled high in a messy curly bun. Freckles dotted her nose, and her green eyes matched her shirt, pants, and cloak. His sister had ignored the style of most eligible women in the nation for over a decade, always marching to her own beat.

      He pulled to a stop and dismounted Ryder, leaving the reins dangling as he bounded up the stone path to the door.

      "Red, you're back!" He swept her up in a hug and spun her around, making her laugh.

      She pounded on his back playfully. "Put me down, you big brute. I'm too old for that non-sense, along with that dumb nickname."

      He released her, grinning. "Never."

      She rolled her eyes, and he followed her into the cottage where he grew up. The only home he'd known, but the past few years had left him restless. He'd long ago stopped thinking of the druid's cottage as home.

      Olive bustled around the kitchen, the familiar scents of herbs and spices mingling with the stew on the stove. She was cooking dinner or making some potion or both.

      She turned and smiled over her shoulder. Red hair streaked with gray, she had a few crow's feet at the corners of her eyes, but that was mostly where the differences lay. Otherwise, she could've been Scarlet's sister instead of her grandmother.

      "There you are. Just in time for lunch too," Olive said, turning back to the stove. He kicked off the mud on the front stoop and ducked his head as he entered.

      "I would've been here yesterday, except the Growlers were roaming and I needed to go to Vidrland first."

      He and Scarlet sat at the small table, and she pushed a cup of water to him. He drank, the coolness exactly what he needed after the hot ride.

      "I saw their tracks too," Scarlet said, frowning at Olive's back. Their eyes met, an unspoken worry shared. If the wolves decided to, Olive would have no defense against them. Her potions would only last so long and her wild shape form was no match for them.

      The forest acknowledged the Growlers' inherent magic so they'd easily get through his protection spell. He'd learned all the druid's spells early on, learning both high and low magic spells they'd collected over the generations.

      They had several shifter communities like the Growlers, but their magic wasn't well known. Most humans feared the shifters because of the secrecy and insular nature of their packs. It was another reason most people avoided the Feral Forest. None wanted to be caught by the Growlers, who were fiercely territorial.

      It hadn't happened in his thirty years living in the forest, but the last attack had killed Scarlet's mother.

      The Growlers normally stayed in their own territory, but Knox had to protect her. Half of that job was always being prepared.

      The old druid bustled past them, grabbing a vial from a shelf and going back to the stove. "Psh, nothing to worry about, loves. They're just hot and cranky. You know it's mating season for them. As long as we stay out of the way of all those hormones, we'll all be alright. Now, how were the lads up north, Knox?"

      Knox told of his visit to the dwarves' stronghold and the latest magical technology they'd shared with him. Scarlet's eyes glittered with excitement.

      The topic shifted to politics and the ongoing war, and Knox shared what he'd learned so far.

      Scarlet shrugged. "There are rumors of the king finding a new mistress too. Perhaps she will help calm him down from the blow of losing Auckwald and the troops running home with their tails between their legs. I heard that he lit the barracks on fire when he heard of the defeat."

      Scarlet knew he traded with Vidrland but not that he'd become the unquestioned leader of the Robins. To everyone, including Scarlet and Olive, he was just a lonely lumberjack who lived in Vidrland and went to the city of Demerel every few months for supplies.

      Still, he had to warn Olive. "Between the king's temper, mating season, and the full moon coming up? Olive, maybe you can come stay in Vidrland for a few days?"

      Olive scowled as she sat a bowl of soup in front of him. "No, this is my home, and I'm not leaving."

      Scarlet frowned, picking at her nails with a thin-bladed dagger. "Grandma, a few days won't hurt. Consider it a vacation. Think of all the friends you can visit. Don't you want to see River and Oakley?"

      The three druids now only got together once per year on the pilgrimage to the southern ruins. He wasn't sure how much they'd told Olive about the Robins' work, but Knox certainly didn't discuss any of it with her.

      Olive set a bowl of steaming soup in front of Scarlet and then sat. "Perhaps. I'll think about it. Now why don't you tell me why you're here?"

      Scarlet shifted in her chair, her eyes downcast as she said, "What makes you think it's anything other than just a well-deserved break?"

      Olive stared at her, and Scarlet blushed then admitted, "The princess of Busparia might be traveling the Lone Road."

      Knox' brows rose. His people hadn't mentioned the princess at all. "Why?"

      Scarlet didn't question his demanding tone, thank the gods.

      "After the peace negotiations fell through, she went to tend to the wounded and boost morale at Auckwald. She left and not even a week later, Auckwald fell to the Glathens. The army is on the move back to Busparia, but the princess is not on the Southern Road. She followed the western edge of the forest to the Glathen's village."

      Knox rubbed his chin, his mind racing. "Interesting."

      Scarlet nodded. "The king sent me into the forest to see if she's on the Lone Road."

      Knox nodded. "If she is, it'll be dark in a few hours. She won't make it in the dark."

      Scarlet eyed him. "I was hoping you'd ride with me to find her?"

      He raked a hand over the side of his head and sighed. She knew he could protect them all from the forest's magic.

      He nodded and sat back in his seat, pushing his now empty bowl away. "Whenever you're ready."

      Soon they were back in the saddle, riding swiftly on the faint path. He reactivated the spell behind him to protect Olive's circle.

      The forest closed around them, the underbrush reaching for them. He waved a hand and the vines and bushes went back, now not even touching their horses.

      Scarlet asked, "How's the lumber and pelts business?"

      Knox nodded, telling her about the last hunting trip.

      His conscience nagged at him to bring Scarlet into the Robins' work. The fact remained that it would only put her in danger.

      She hadn't visited Vidrland in ten years, not since he and the druids had grown it into a small village. Not since she'd become a Hunter at the start of the war. Mercenaries paid pretty well, thanks to the Hunter's Guild.

      That was before the wounded and deserters and draft dodgers had begun to trickle into the forest seeking his protection.

      Scarlet visited Olive once or twice a year but didn't go all the way north.

      He couldn't share their plans with her, not when she worked for the king who kept threatening the forest.

      Not that he didn't trust her. He absolutely did. She was the only sister he'd ever had. Many just assumed that because they both had the same sun-weathered complexion with a shit load of freckles that they were true brother and sister, but they were wrong.

      No, only three people knew he'd been a giant egg that sat on Olive's mantle for her entire life until he'd hatched thirty years ago. He'd learned so much from Scarlet's ranger father. He'd died in the war, but Knox felt he owed the man. He would protect Scarlet.

      And the less she knew of the Robin's work, the safer she'd be.
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      Eirwyn laid on the top of the carriage with her hands behind her head. "That one looks like a butter churn. Do you see it?"

      "No, I don't. I told you I'm not playing this time, and if you don't get back in this carriage this instant, I'm going to–"

      Eirwyn snorted. "Do what? Tell Gastone? I thought we were beyond this, Helga. You promised."

      Helga banged on the roof. "And so did you, but you forgot, didn't you? Again. So I'll bloody tell him if I think I should."

      Eirwyn laughed. "We've been in the forest for hours, and nothing has happened. We paid the toll for safe passage, so we'll be fine. Did you really expect me to stay cooped up in that bloody carriage the entire drive?"

      "Don't say bloody. You're a princess."

      Eirwyn laughed again, weaving shadows and light around her hands and playing with them. With one hand, she formed a tiny point of light on her palm. It bounced off her palm and formed a projection of a tiny knight on her lap. He held out a hand, and she created a dancing princess, spinning circles around the knight with soft pastel colors swirling.

      "Helga, dear, you're the one who says bloody way more than I, or haven't you noticed? Should I tell Gastone where I learned to curse?"

      Her nanny turned traveling companion and maid banged on the roof of the carriage before leaning her head back out the window. "I'll just point out all your tavern visits and tell him you picked it up there. Now get back in here. It's not safe out. Haven't you heard the stories?"

      Eirwyn nodded absently, her mind flitting to the stories of the Feral Forest. She slowly stood, widening her stance on the roof and spreading her hands wide. She threw her head back and closed her eyes, listening to the birds chattering and feeling her magic flare.

      The wind swirled around her, and she smiled. It was almost like she was flying. This was something she did all the time at the top of the castle, imagining herself flying with the goddess Eirasil whom they had named her after. Enjoying the wind through her hair, the rush of excitement from having nothing beneath her, the fear of falling.

      The way the carriage moved... it added a whole new, more exciting layer to her daydream.

      She opened her eyes, her head still back so she could see the faint light filtering through the trees. There was something about the forest that called to her on a primal level.

      The carriage hit a rock, and she stumbled, sitting hard on one of their trunks strapped to the back half of the roof. She sighed and leaned back on her hands, her bodice stretching tight over her breasts.

      Still her mind wandered as she stared through the trees to the sky above. Stories of old told of humans flying dragons and even turning into dragons. Helga had tried to dissuade her from fantastical children's books, but it was one of her favorite obsessions.

      Stories were so much better than reality. Realistic facts were dry and boring. And sometimes sad. One fact stood out among the others, and she asked, "Do you think my parents died around here?"

      Helga's banging quieted, then she popped her head out once more. Her eyes were serious and a frown marred her forehead. "If you come inside, I promise to tell you when we get to the site of the accident."

      Eirwyn sighed and looked through the treetops once more, and then she stood and waved a hand imperiously. "Well, open the door then."

      Helga harped on her even as she obeyed. "Don't you dare swing in here like a heathen. You're a princess, and it's high time you started acting like one. You're twenty, for gods' sake."

      Eirwyn swung a leg over the railing and used the window as a ladder to get to the door. Helga was still ranting when Eirwyn landed inside, closing the door behind her.

      The driver had insisted on no stops along the way. They went straight through, steady and sure. It was the only way she'd gotten him and the guards to agree to take this route. That and triple the normal pay.

      The guards were on high alert. The Glathen royal escort had left them in a small village on the edge of the forest next to the Lone Road. They'd stopped for a few days to stock provisions, pouring over maps and planning for the dash through the forest, meeting with experts and hiring more guards.

      Not that they were racing per se. That would've been fun though, to sit on top of the carriage and let the wind rush over her face.

      "Eirwyn?" Helga asked, pulling her back into the moment.

      Eirwyn blinked and sat back on the well-cushioned bench, immediately picking up her sketchbook. She smoothed her features and looked up at Helga serenely. "Alright, I'm ready. You can continue berating me."

      Helga rolled her eyes and picked up her long-forgotten embroidery. "You're riding the carriage like it was a jaunt through the countryside. You have to be more careful, Eirwyn. It's time to grow up now that you're of marriageable age."

      Eirwyn's parents had died in this god-forsaken forest. It's full of untold monsters and strange magic, yet Helga was right. She had just been daydreaming and playing around. Guilt stabbed her, twisting her stomach.

      Eirwyn sighed and sketched the treetops and leaves, the light filtering through. Light and shadows had always fascinated her since we tied her magic to it.

      She was almost finished with the picture when a shout rang outside the carriage. Screams followed, and the carriage bounced.

      Eirwyn threw her notebook into the corner of her seat and pulled back the curtain. She was about to stick her head out of the window when Helga grabbed her arm and jerked back.

      "No, you don't, your highness. You'll stay right here, safe where you belong."

      Eirwyn rang her hands, light and shadows swirling around her in the dimmer light of the carriage. She reached out with her senses to see what the birds thought. Perhaps they could tell her what was going on outside.

      She gasped, feeling their alarm as the vines jerked riders off their horses. The carriage jerked as the driver yelled.

      They began to barrel along the road, screams and cries flitting from the left and behind them. The carriage swerved, and Eirwyn's heart raced with adrenaline. She gripped the window's edge as she slid over the seat and slammed into the other side.

      The road became much bumpier. Eirwyn's other hand went to the roof, trying to protect her head as she bounced. If she could see where they were going and what they were doing, perhaps she could use her magic to help. But she was at the mercy of the forest now.

      She gritted her teeth and took a deep breath, praying to the gods for safe passage through the forest as Helga cried and bounced on her seat.
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        * * *

      

      Knox neared the section of the forest where the road almost met the river. They had left the game trail some time ago. The Lone Road was wider so he and Scarlet rode side by side toward Glathen, following the winding path.

      Different areas of the road were more dangerous than others. They passed the loudest part near the rushing river, and he sat up straighter as they neared one of the more perilous sections of drive.

      Screams drowned out the peaceful sounds of nature. He kicked his heels and his horse shot forward.

      He rounded a bend and saw body parts of men and horses lining the ditches in a trail of bloody gore and guts. Vines wrapped around the bigger pieces as they pulled the dripping twisted torsos and severed heads into the dark underbrush.

      He let the forest take them. There was no helping the guards now, and he felt no remorse about it. The princess should've requested safe passage from the Robins in the village at the end of the Lone Road and paid the toll first. The guards' blood was on her head.

      He inspected the road and listened for sounds of struggle. He pointed. "Carriage tracks."

      Scarlet followed him as he waved his hand, the forest parting before them. He followed the tracks and trail of body parts to an overturned carriage. The front wheel had crashed into a tree, shattering into pieces.

      The forest was already dragging the carcasses of two horses away. The other two screamed, their cries piercing the air as the vines wrapped around their stomachs and squeezed them to death, kicking the entire time. Their neighing grew fainter as vines wrapped around their heads.

      A stab of guilt did hit him at their loss. He couldn't free them in time and let the forest take them too, a pang of guilt over their loss. Knox waved a hand and the vines and underbrush that pulled the carriage into the ground receded to create a grassy clearing.

      He sighed and approached the carriage. "Hello?"

      He leaned over to see into the window, coldly detached and not worried about what he'd see. He'd seen enough of these accidents over the years that he'd become somewhat desensitized to it.

      He blinked and frowned, surprised for the first time in years. A plump woman leaned against one seat but appeared unharmed.

      It was the smaller, petite woman that drew his attention, though. Her black hair was long, several braids at her temples pulled back and the rest hanging down past her shoulders.

      Her red, black, and white dress hugged her curves, and the fabric screamed high quality noble. But that wasn't what had him captivated. He had a direct line of sight down her ample cleavage. He blinked, forgetting to breathe as he stared at this vision of womanhood.

      He'd been around women in town and in Vidrland, but it was safer to stay arm's length from them. There was something about this woman that made him want to break his rule and touch her, kiss her, hold her and comfort her.

      She was panting, her eyes wild with fright as she knelt on the side of the carriage and checked on the other woman. "Helga? Helga, wake up."

      Her voice was a melody that he could spend hours listening to.

      Scarlet asked behind him. "Well? What are the injuries? No sign of Growlers."

      He shook his head, but at the words, the black-haired woman looked up. Her gray blue eyes widened, captivating him like she held all the answers in the universe inside her head. Light wrapped around her like a halo.

      Her shoulders slumped in relief. Her rosy red lips sighed, pouty and lush. She looked at him with complete trust and hope, and it slammed into him. A pressing need that had been building for years crashed through him, threatening his carefully curated control.

      She reached up a hand. "Will you help me?"

      Scarlet shouted behind him, and he looked back. Trees had shot up around him and the carriage, blocking Scarlet out like a wall. His tail was now lifted almost as high as his head, ready to strike, the barbs now visible with venom dripping from the end.

      He whipped the cloak around and breathed deeply to control his emotions and body. He wanted to do more than help the princess. A clawing ache at his chest made him want to protect her, throw her over his shoulder and hide her from everyone else.

      Curling his tail up around his shoulders, he safely hid it under his calf length cloak, looked around at the tree circle, and waved a hand. The trees reversed back into the ground, turning back into acorns.

      He'd lost control for the first time in years. Scarlet's brows rose as she pressed her horse closer to him, brows raised in surprise.

      She asked softly, "What does that mean?"

      He glared at her. "Nothing. It means nothing."

      A scratching sound made him look back down, and the dark-haired beauty's head popped out of the window. She looked around and then waved at Scarlet.

      "Oh, there's two of you, thank the gods. My maid is injured. Will you help us?"

      Her voice was lilting, like the water running through the creek, tumbling over the rocks. The worry in her voice drove him to action.

      He grunted and said, "Watch out. I'm going to right the carriage."

      She frowned and her head disappeared as she replied. "How are you going to do that? It's heavy, and– oh!"

      He straightened the carriage and it settled upright on two wheels, leaning heavily on the broken axles, but no longer on its side. Then he opened the door.

      She was thrown against the side of the carriage now, then quickly scrambled to her feet, grabbing two bags. She collected scattered pencils, notebooks, knitting, and books into the bags. Her complete unconcern as she tidied up their things showed a level of trust that he wanted to honor.

      The glimpse of red stockings in her black boots blindsided him, and it made his blood boil for her.

      He wanted to swoop her into his arms and carry her deep into the forest where no one else could find them. Instead, he stepped back, offering her a hand out the door.

      Her soft hand slid into his, and it was like lightning danced up his arm. He stiffened and had to consciously think to keep his tail down. Then he backed away as she jumped onto the ground. She shook out her dress and beamed up at him.

      "Thank you, sir. Much obliged. My maid, Helga–can you help her too? I'm afraid she'll be a little harder to get out of the carriage. But then again, it's probably a good thing she's out. The poor woman wouldn't be able to handle being in the middle of the Feral Forest with who knows what beasts. Are we safe now? Or is the danger still present?"

      I'm the danger, wench.

      He blinked, gripping his hands behind him to avoid reaching for her and to hold down his tail. What was wrong with him? He'd never reacted like this before, even when the hormones had threatened to drown him during puberty and he'd been getting a handle on his abilities without accidentally killing anyone.

      Scarlet saved him from answering as she swung off her horse and approached the woman. She bowed low, hand on hip as she said, "Princess, you're safe with us. We'll protect you from the forest's magic and the beasts that haunt it."

      But who will save the beast from her?

      He turned his back on the two as he looked back into the door of the carriage. Her maid was still unconscious, but he looked around and thought. It would be difficult to get her out at that angle.

      He walked around the carriage, assessing the situation. He didn't think he'd be able to make two wheels and all the little pieces to fit them together. When he came back to the door, he glanced at Scarlet and the princess.

      The princess' arms waved animatedly as she talked. Scarlet was smiling too, which gave him some relief. At least it wasn't just him felt this excitement and joy around the princess.

      Except it was more intense than any emotion he'd ever had before, even when he'd first met her as a baby. It was like he'd been punched in the gut and dragged through a swamp pit.

      He reached for the door, ripping it off its hinges. Then he grabbed the frame and pulled. His muscles strained, but after a few seconds, it ripped too. He tossed it aside, the vines already reaching for the door.

      They grabbed for the small wall and dropped the door like a pack of dogs with a new toy. He reached out, making some safer vines grow closer. They wrapped around the door, lengthening it and creating a loop to form connected reins.

      He reached inside and pulled the maid out, cradling her in his arms and turning to the other two women.

      "Red, get on your horse and take the maid on the litter. I'll take the princess. We'll stop at Olive's for the night, then continue through in the morning."

      The princess turned to eye him, her jaw dropping. "Red? She said her name is Scarlet."

      "My brother has jokes. Ignore him, princess."

      Eirwyn glanced between them, then pointed to Scarlet. "Why can't I ride with her? She's fun."

      Scarlet walked steadily to her mount, her grin frustrating him into another scowl. He laid the maid gently on the litter, then pulled the reins to Scarlet, who looped the vine end around the pommel.

      "Because her horse can handle the added weight of the maid. My horse is strong, but this is easier and more balanced."

      She stopped, straightening. "Oh, that makes sense. You're not exactly a small man. Your poor horse must be exhausted after carrying you around."

      She walked over to his horse, reaching up a dainty hand and petting Ryder's nozzle. He shook his head, then mounted with ease.

      He reached out a hand. "He's used to it. Are you ready to go?"
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      Eirwyn looked up at the giant man on the giant horse and blinked as the late summer sun filtered through the leaves. They hit his head to form a halo of light around him, but with the way his hood was pulled up, she could only barely see his faintly glowing green eyes and the angular features.

      His big frame caused his green shirt to bulge, the vee with the leather drawstring revealing a tuft of brown hair. Her fingers itched to touch him, and she waved her hand in a circular motion.

      A small gust of wind pushed his cloak back, and she eyed the rest of him. Gods, his thighs were as thick as tree trunks. The only drawback on this man was how dirty his boots and pants were. She wasn't a fan of dirt.

      The magic faded, as she wavered on her feet. She must be more exhausted from the carriage accident than she'd thought. She just hoped she hadn't used too much magic. It was a good sign that she could still stand and talk though, so she'd probably be alright.

      When the carriage had hit the tree, she'd used her air and illusion magic to form a type of bubble around them until they stopped moving. Her heart had raced but not really with fear.

      It had raced with excitement and magic flowing through her veins. She'd never formed a physical bubble before. All her projections were always just made of light.

      If only her fussy old magic teachers could see her now. She was soaking up every moment of this adventure and was slightly glad it wasn't over yet.

      But now her heart raced with something more. She reached for his hand, then pulled back as she remembered.

      "Oh, our bags. Let me put these with Helga, that way your poor horse won't be overburdened even more."

      She almost jogged over to Helga, but stumbled as she reached her. She tucked the two shoulder bags around her to form a type of barrier to keep her from rolling off the litter. Then she turned back to the man.

      He looked so mysterious in his dark green cloak with the hood pulled up. He stared at her with such an intensity it made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up.

      She was used to people staring at her. She was the princess and her brother often paraded her out at court and at balls. And even when she went to the tavern to sneak out for a fun time, she was used to all eyes on her as she told shadow stories and entertained the people.

      But the way he looked at her made her feel alive with desire on a level she'd never experienced before. And she was plenty experienced.

      Hells, she'd even tried to seduce the prince of Glathen in order to negotiate the treaty. Ultimately, the Counsellor that had gone with them had shot down any chance of the treaty going into effect.

      "Princess?" The stranger asked with his deep voice that felt like a caress on her skin. "I think you should ride in front, so I can more easily protect you from the forest."

      She blinked and realized she'd been caught staring at him, daydreaming yet again. She smiled and blushed, then she took his hand. A jolt of lightning shot up her arm, making her gasp up at him. His eyebrows rose in surprise. Did he feel it too?

      Her hair began to stand on end, and she struggled to control her magic even as she stepped into the stirrup and climbed in front of him.

      She sat side-saddle and wiggled to hook her knee around the pommel. She was the princess, for drake's sake. She needed to stop being a klutz, control her magic, and act like it.

      Ugh, she was making such a bad first impression with this guy. She held herself stiffly as he turned the horse to follow Scarlet through the forest.

      "This is awkward, isn't it? I bet you don't rescue a lot of princesses in the forest like this."

      His voice brushed the hair near her ear as he said, "No, you're the first. But you can ride astride if it'll make you more comfortable."

      She grinned and shifted, swinging her leg over the horse and exposing her calves. "Wonderful. I love riding astride!"

      He made a strangled noise, then he cleared it. "You've ridden astride before?"

      She nodded, smoothing down her skirts and trying to brush off the dirt. "When I race my horse. Can't do that side-saddle, of course."

      "You race your horse?"

      She nodded and shifted on the saddle, feeling his knife digging into her rear. "Yes, she's really fast and light-footed. Not like this guy. He's a brute. What's his name?"

      "Ryder."

      "That's a good name. Nice to meet you, Ryder," Eirwyn leaned over and pet the mane of the brown horse. Then she frowned and turned back to face him, their noses barely inches away as she stared up at him.

      "And what's your name?" Damn, was that really her voice so soft and breathless? He was going to think she was a ninny, flirting like that.

      His eyes widened, and he jerked away from her, turning his head and staring at her from the side of his eyes. "Don't get too close. Turn around."

      Her jaw dropped at the command, and her back stiffened. She pointed a finger at him, which was awkward with how she was half-turned in the saddle to better see his features up close.

      He had a strong, straight nose that was covered in freckles. She blinked, surprised by all the freckles. Even his forehead had freckles. His chin was covered in a five o'clock shadow of brown hair.

      Those green eyes though... they were more beautiful than emeralds. There was something about them that drew her in, and she tried to lean closer.

      Then he eased his hold on the reins, grabbed her hips, and scowled as he leaned further away from her.

      "By the gods, stop wiggling, Princess."

      Her eyes widened as she realized. "Light, that's not your knife, is it?"

      His lips thinned as he glared at her. "No, it's not, and if you'd stop wiggling, I'd appreciate it."

      She wiggled more, her grin growing. "But this feels so nice. My, that's quite a large knife you have, isn't it. Does it cut well?"

      He blinked at her, frowning. She tilted her head and waited. Any other man would've been flirting right back at her, but not this guy. Why not? He obviously liked the feel of her ass riding against his dick.

      He glared at her as Scarlet looked over her shoulder and laughed.

      "He wouldn't know," Scarlet said with a grin.

      Eirwyn's brows rose, turning to face Scarlet. "Wait, what does that mean?"

      The man's growl behind her had her on full-alert as she stiffened in front of him. Scarlet just shrugged and turned back to leading them down the road.

      "I still don't know your name," she pointed out, staring straight ahead as they rode. Eirwyn watched Helga to make sure she didn't fall off.

      "Knox, the lumberjack." His breath tickled the back of her ear again, sending a shiver down her body.

      "Knox," she whispered, leaning back against him a little. He gathered the reins, cocooning her in between his big arms.

      She could feel the heat of him, but he was a standoffish man whom she was determined to become friends with. She was friends with everyone, by the light. It was anathema to think she couldn't win him over.

      He wasn't her brother, after all.

      She cleared her throat, determined to get to know him. "Knox, it's nice to meet you. You can call me Eirwyn."

      "Princess is fine with me," he said.

      She shook her head. "That won't do. When you take me into town, I will hail your name as the greatest guide and protector the forest has ever seen."

      "You could've gone back to town with your guards and driver and carriage, if you'd paid the toll to the Robins like the Lone Road demands."

      She frowned and stiffened, leaning forward and trying to put distance between the comforting warmth of his embrace.

      "I did pay the Robins. There were three of them at the tavern in the little village just outside the forest, the one in Glathen. I paid them well for protection. They said we wouldn't see them, but they'd be watching and guarding just the same."

      He snorted, careful to turn his head away from her as he did so. "You were swindled, princess."

      She frowned and looked up at the trees as her mind began to grow fuzzy. "Perhaps you're right. But it stands to reason there would be Robins in that village watching the entrance of the road."

      He didn't respond, and her mind wandered to the way he made her feel. She felt her skin tingle in anticipation. She loved this stage. The flirting, the build-up, the accidental caresses.

      With him, it felt different, though. Like she was on the precipice of the castle about to jump off the edge and attempt to finally fly.

      She was hot, frustrated, and her eyelids began to droop as they turned off the Lone Road.

      She stiffened, watching and waiting for the forest to attack. But within a few yards of the road, she saw they were on a faint path. The steady pace of the horse lulled her into an exhausted sleep, and she sank against him.

      When she awoke, dusk was falling around them. Her head was groggy as they came into a clearing. There was a small cottage at the base of a giant tree with a barn peeking behind it.

      No one came to greet them, but Knox walked the horse to the front door. He jumped off the horse, his hands never leaving her. Even with his hands, she still swayed in the saddle.

      She pulled her head up and looked around before sliding off the horse. Her mind knew she was going to hit the ground and get dirty, but she couldn't stop herself. She felt like she was floating but being pressed down at the same time.

      It was almost like being drunk. Gods, he must think she was a weakling. No wonder he wanted nothing to do with her.

      Her body had entered the Edge. If she wasn't careful, she'd fall into the Beyond and never wake. That was what happened when someone used too much magic.

      Before she hit the ground, Knox' arms swooped her up. He cradled her to his chest, and her head flopped back on his arm to look up at him.

      The weight of embarrassment pressed on her chest. Only an untrained mage or a child entered the Edge. It'd been years since she'd been here. Why now? Why in front of him?

      Oh yeah, because they'd almost been killed in a carriage accident and eaten by the forest.

      "Come on, let's get you inside," Knox said, his deep voice almost as lulling as the horse. He strode to the front door of the cottage.

      Eirwyn nuzzled into his cloak, the smell of morning dew hanging to him like a promise of adventure.

      "I just need to sleep it off. I'll be fine in the morning," she said with a yawn.

      Scarlet pushed open the front door, and Knox dipped his head and turned sideways to carry her inside. He looked around, a frown line between his eyes.

      The light from candles and a fire finally illuminated more of his face, and she relaxed even more in his arms. She could stare up at him for hours, if only her heavy eyelids would cooperate.

      "Olive? Do you have a tonic? She's entered the Edge."

      A bustling sound came from her right, but she didn't want to turn her head away from him. He held her like a child tucked to his chest as he walked to the fire and sat in an oversized chair, not letting her go.

      She snuggled into him as he pulled his arm out from under her legs. "Sleep now. Need to recharge," she slurred with another yawn as she closed her eyes.

      She could feel it. The Beyond called to her. She knew it was coming. The fast heartbeat. The shaking and dizziness. The clawing hunger that gnawed on her from the inside out.

      "Shit," Knox said. "Olive?"

      "Here, here," a breathless voice came closer as Eirwyn began to float away, her mind detaching as her body went limp.

      A rustling sounded, then Knox reached out his hand. He brought a mug to her lips and pried them open, pouring the foul liquid inside. She began to choke, and he closed her chin, holding her mouth until she swallowed.

      Then she gasped. As she exhaled, he poured more in, starting the process all over again. She gripped his shirt, her eyes flying open as the liquid burned her throat and settled in her stomach.

      Warmth spread like a fireball, and her eyes connected with his, the frown marring his forehead still. His eyes searched hers as if looking for something, but her body was tense as she gripped his shirt. She whimpered at the burn.

      She hated this. It brought back dark memories of her childhood, of all the tonics and potions she'd tried to get stronger. Her brother had been so disgusted with her sickly nature. He still was, if she were honest.

      Tears stung her eyes, and her hands shook where they grasped his shirt.

      Someone took the mug, and he smoothed the hair away from her face. "There, there. It's alright. It's almost over now."

      His words were like a balm to her soul, and she slowly relaxed, going limp in his arms as her eyes rolled back in her head.
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      Knox looked down at Eirwyn, unable to stop touching her. "Is she going to be alright?" He didn't look up to ask. He couldn't stop staring at her, either.

      She had this ethereal beauty that was the exact opposite of him. She was clean, pristine smooth skin that was nothing like his own.

      Tiny black braids extended from both temples to the back of her head like a crown. It was wild and tangled from her ordeal in the forest though, and nothing like what he'd expect a princess' hair to look like.

      She was a petite little thing too. He could easily wrap his hands around her waist and pick her up. But the way her silk dress hugged the curves of her breasts... he somehow knew they would fill his big hands. The idea of throwing her over his shoulder and taking her into the forest to ravish her was more than intriguing.

      The light from the fire and candles illuminated her pale face, giving her an ethereal satin glow. Her skin was flawless, and he marveled at the lack of freckles or sun spots. She had an elegant, swan-like throat. High cheekbones tinged with just a hint of peach. And those lips.

      They drew his gaze. Tinged red, he wanted to taste her. He swallowed hard, trying to rein in his lust once more. It seemed to be a near-constant battle since he'd met her, and here she was passed out on his lap, and he could only think about ravishing her.

      He was no better than the hooligans back at Vidrland.

      "She'll be alright now. See her pulse? Steady and strong. Is this the princess?"

      Olive asked as she took the mug back to the kitchen. Scarlet walked into the cottage and came straight to Eirwyn's side with a frown.

      "Well, will she live or will I be on the run from the king for the next century?"

      Knox sighed in relief as he looked back down at her. "She should be fine. Let me take her upstairs, and then I'll go check on the maid."

      Scarlet nodded, turning to the stairs as he lumbered carefully to his feet.

      "That's a good idea. She's still out cold, but I have her and the horses safely tucked in the barn."

      "There's another one? Light, child, let me go see to her," Olive said, wiping her hands off on her apron as she strode to the door.

      Knox followed Scarlet. She weighed less than he thought, and he had no trouble taking her up the stairs.

      He strode to the right and laid her on the long bed in the center of the room. He brushed the hair back from her face and started to pull the blanket up over her.

      Then he frowned and unlaced her boots, setting each one neatly at the foot of the bed. His hands slid over her tiny feet, and he took a deep breath at the feel of the Red silk in his rough hands.

      "Brother, we have got to get you laid," Scarlet said from the door.

      He jerked back, pulling the blanket over her with a snap of fabric.

      Scarlet held her dagger in one hand, her brow raised as she said, "Don't you think it's time?"

      He sighed, turning to stare down at the gorgeous princess. She looked so innocent in her sleep.

      "I've never felt the urge before. You know that."

      He'd gone into the taverns outside the forest a few times. He'd even gone to a brothel twice, but none of the ladies or men had given him even an urge.

      Not until the princess had looked up at him with that calm, happy smile in the midst of chaos. Not since she'd sat on his dick in the saddle and asked him how well he used his knife.

      His lips twitched. She was feisty and a breath of fresh air. He'd expected the princess to be stuck up and arrogant.

      But she was more of a go with the flow kind of girl. It seemed like nothing bothered her. Not the carriage ride, not the threat of death from the forest.

      She was a puzzle to unravel, and he loved puzzles.

      Scarlet cleared her throat. "But you feel the urge with her? Is that why your tail popped up and you formed a wall of trees around the two of you?"

      He rubbed a hand down his face then both hands over the scales behind his temples. He scratched them, the motion bringing some relief. The movement dislodged his hood, and he raked a hand over his pointed, scaly horns, smoothing down the single thick brown braid, hair only growing straight back from his temples and down the back of his head.

      Scarlet used to make fun of him for having a mane like a horse, which was why he always wore his hood anywhere he went. He wasn't even sure how many of the Robins had ever seen his uncovered head.

      He glanced down at the beautiful princess as she slept peacefully. There was no way someone as beautiful as her would go for someone as hideous as him. They weren't even sure what species he was, for drake's sake.

      He shook his head slowly and sighed. "Fat load of good it does me."

      He turned and strode back down the stairs, Scarlet's stare weighed on his shoulders as she followed him.

      "I think you should woo her. Everyone knows she's promiscuous, much to the king's horror. You might have a chance to get laid after all."

      Olive's head popped around the edge of the kitchen as they reached the bottom of the stairs, her eyebrows raised. "What's this?"

      Knox took a deep breath and closed his eyes as a wave of frustration made him scratch at the scales on his head again.

      "It's nothing," he said, striding to the hearth and glancing around. He quickly found the bowls on the sideboard and scooped up a generous portion from the pot over the fire.

      He sank into the overstuffed chair again, hoping to smell her scent once more. It was like jasmine and honeysuckle and something else.

      He growled, not finding it, and began to eat.

      Scarlet filled her own bowl as Olive sat in her chair directly in front of the fire.

      "Knox wants to fuck the princess," Scarlet said bluntly.

      Olive's brows rose but it was another gasp from down the hall that drew his gaze. The princess' maid stood at the door to the washroom, her hand clutching her neck as she stared in horror at Knox' head.

      His fingers itched to pull his hood up, but he lifted his head instead, not looking away.

      The maid blinked and frowned, storming toward him even as she shook in fear. "You will do no such thing," she said, waving her finger at him before dancing behind the other two women's chairs.

      Olive waved to the sideboard. "Helga, there are bowls just there if you're hungry. Meet my godson, Knox, and my granddaughter, Scarlet. They're the ones who brought you both safely through the forest."

      Helga eyed him and widened her feet. "You will not lay even a finger on the princess, do you hear? The king would kill me if anything happened to her."

      Knox nodded slowly and turned his eyes back to the food, his cheeks burning in shame at being caught with his hood down. Her words were only slightly annoying compared to that.

      He knew she spoke truth. The king had found out Eirwyn had been visiting the tavern in Demerel and had tried to burn it down. The tavern owner had put the fire out, but it wasn't the first time he'd tried to burn something down in his anger.

      Scarlet snorted. "If Knox was going to fuck her, he already would've. So there's nothing to worry about."

      Helga wavered, but Olive eyed him curiously.

      "You—you will leave her alone?" Helga asked.

      Knox nodded again, sipping the bottom of his bowl. When he put it down, he made a show of wiping his mouth with his sleeve like a peasant. Sure enough, the maid winced at his lack of gentility.

      "After I escort you both into Demerel, you won't have to see me ever again. Regardless of how I feel on the matter, I know better than to go after the princess. So stop your worrying."

      He stood and offered her the seat. "Here, you can have my seat. I'll be outside if anyone needs me."

      Helga's eyes widened even more as he bowed perfectly, walked to the sink to drop his bowl off, then strode out the back door.

      The nerve of the woman. Who was she to decide who the princess slept with or didn't? It wasn't like she was her mother.

      A pang of remorse stabbed him, and his steps slowed as he entered the barn. He hadn't told her about her parents' accident. He frowned as he checked on the horses. Normally the movements were calming, but not tonight.

      He shut the barn and crept toward the house, his eyes trained on the upstairs window where Eirwyn lay. The giant tree that the cottage was built into lowered its branches for him, and he stepped onto one, his hand latching onto the rough wood as it took him up to the window.

      She lay sleeping, now turned on her side. The tree obscured the moonlight, but he could still see her in the dimness. They were separated by more than just the glass window.

      She was a princess, and he was a lumberjack. The Robins didn't matter. The war didn't matter. All that mattered was that she was meant to be a political alliance in some arranged marriage or another.

      That she'd made it to twenty without being wed said little, since the war had been raging for so long. She would probably make a politically helpful marriage soon.

      He lived in the woods and couldn't offer her even a home. The entire forest was his home, and he slept outside almost every night. To do otherwise was dangerous.

      What princess would want to sleep outside with the bugs and insects and all manner of animals?

      He sighed, a pressure growing in his chest at the futility of dreaming of a future with her. It was useless. There was no way it would work.

      Tomorrow he would have to say goodbye forever.

      He waved his hands and the branches formed a type of hammock. Then he laid down, the gentle breeze through the leaves lulling him to sleep as he watched the princess.
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      Eirwyn woke to the sounds of birds outside the window. She yawned, feeling restored and only slightly sore from her trip to the Edge. She blinked and rubbed her eyes.

      Thank goodness for the tonic from... who had given it to her? All she remembered was Knox. At a trill from a bird, she tossed back the covers and strode to the window.

      She pushed open the glass and blinked. The birds settled on the window sill, each vying for her attention. But the beautiful peach, white, and blue flower bundle drew her attention first.

      She picked them up and buried her face in it. The sweet scent helped her wake up with a smile. When she looked up at the birds, she pushed a question into the minds.

      "Where did these come from?" she asked, glancing behind them and raising her brows. "And what is that hammock doing here?"

      Almost as one, they pushed impressions back to her. The lumberjack had slept in a living hammock outside her window. He'd created it himself. He'd grown flowers and wrapped them in stems, leaving them on the windowsill.

      She smiled, her heart flipping. He'd watched over her in the night and gotten her flowers? No one had ever been so thoughtful before. Not someone who wasn't a servant anyway.

      She pushed another question to them. "And where is the handsome man this morning?"

      Flashes of images burst in her head. He was checking the perimeter around the cottage, searching for any threats that might lurk in the forest. She leaned her elbow on the window sill and let the wind hit her face, lazily lifting the flowers to breathe in the peaceful smell.

      She sighed and thanked the birds, listening to their chirps and seeing the impressions they sent. It was all inconsequential, such as where the best worms were to be found and which nest had the most hatchlings.

      She laughed and let the proud mama bird perch on her finger. "Well, congratulations then. I'm thrilled for you."

      The bird's chest puffed out, and Eirwyn stroked her feathers with a finger. A throat cleared behind her.

      She turned to see Scarlet in the same clothes as yesterday, but at least her clothing was pressed now.

      Eirwyn held out her finger to the window so the mama bird could fly home to her babies. Then she adjusted her own dress, wincing at the dirt and grime that made her feel so gross.

      "Good morning," Eirwyn said, pasting on a smile and walking toward the bed. She spied her shoes and picked them up. "How are you today?"

      Scarlet nodded and stepped away from the door, waving at Eirwyn. "Fine, thanks for asking. Olive is making breakfast, but I know Knox will want to get an early start. I was hoping you were awake."

      Eirwyn went down the stairs in her stockings, shoes in one hand and flowers in the other. Helga sat by the fire with a steaming cup of coffee in her hands. She looked up, relief clear in her eyes. Then her gaze narrowed on the flowers.

      Before she could open her mouth, Eirwyn said, "Oh Helga, I'm so glad you're alright. I was worried about you when you hit your head. I'm sorry I wasn't able to cushion us more."

      Eirwyn walked to the door and set her boots down.

      "It's alright, child. I'm fine. Mistress Olive fixed me up in no time. How are you? Are you well? Where did the flowers come from?"

      She turned back to Helga and tapped her chin. "I think I'm better than you. You look dreadful. Did you not sleep at all last night?"

      Helga glared and pursed her lips, looking away.

      But Scarlet leaned in and whispered loudly, "No, she didn't. She watched the stairs like a hawk to make sure Knox didn't take advantage of you."

      Eirwyn's jaw dropped open, then she giggled, turning back to Helga. "I guess you didn't know that he slept in a hammock outside my window then, eh?"

      Helga's spine straightened, and she spilled coffee on her dress, making her curse.

      Eirwyn laughed, knowing her skirts were too layered for her to get hurt. Then she turned to the delicious aromas coming from the kitchen.

      She went to Olive and said, "Hello, I'm sorry I didn't get to introduce myself last night but thank you so much for the healing potion. It was just what I needed."

      Olive reached out a hand to shake and smiled. "I'm glad you're better, dear. Knox was concerned."

      Eirwyn perked up. "Have you known him long?" She went to the sink and splashed water on her face, wiping it with a clean, folded rag. Then she found a mug to put the flowers in, filling it with water and setting it in the center of the table.

      Olive nodded, bustling to pour the gravy into a bowl. "Since he was born. In fact, he was born right there by the hearth."

      "Oh, are you his mother, then?" Eirwyn asked, turning to the kitchen table and beginning to wipe it clean. Nerves and curiosity ate at her stomach. Who was this man who was so gruff and quiet, but fiercely protective and sweet?

      "Heavens no. He's my godson. Oh, princess, you don't have to do that."

      Olive set the bowl of gravy on the now clean table and turned back to the brick stove with a stone top and metal door on the side. The stone had perfectly circular holes bored into the top and inside the brick was a raging fire.

      Olive had multiple pans on the stone top, one covering each hole. Eirwyn's brows rose at the amount of bacon, sausage, porridge, potatoes, and vegetables.

      Olive sat a new pan where the gravy had been and paused. "Excuse me, dear, do you mind? I need to make the eggs. I'm not used to so much company and wasn't sure what you'd like for breakfast, so I made a little of everything."

      "Can I help, Mistress Olive?" Eirwyn asked, stepping up to the hot stone top. She grabbed an egg and cracked it with a practiced flick of her wrist before the woman could answer. "I cook at the tavern in Demerel sometimes, but don't tell my brother," she whispered.

      Olive beamed a smile. "Oh, how lovely. Yes, I'd love some help if you're sure you want to. But do call me Olive. Knox is the druid master warden of the forest now, so no more Mistress Olive."

      Eirwyn's eyes widened in surprise. She'd surmised that they were druids, but the lumberjack was the leader of them? She opened her mouth to ask all her questions, but Olive beat her to it.

      Olive asked, "Do you cook at the tavern a lot?"

      Eirwyn shrugged. "Not as often as I'd like, but I've been going there for a few years now."

      "Well, before you should've been sneaking out," Helga said from by the hearth.

      Eirwyn tilted her head. "Is there an appropriate age to sneak out? I thought it was forbidden no matter the age. Oh well, too late to put that bird back in the cage. How does everyone take their eggs?"

      Olive flipped the bacon and said, "Scrambled but three fried for Knox."

      Eirwyn nodded, grabbing a wooden spoon and spices to mix them with. "He probably needs a lot of food, as big as he is."

      "Oh yes, he's always been big for his age, even as a baby." Olive said quietly. "I raised him here, you see, and it was very hard. His magic was wild and uncontrollable for a long time. Scarlet came to visit a few times a month, and the two of them were thick as thieves, practically siblings."

      Olive pulled the sausage off the hot stone and onto a tray.

      Eirwyn bit her lip, not sure how to ask, so she just blurted out. "Siblings? They're not together?"

      Scarlet popped up behind her, stealing a piece of meat and laughing. "Hells no, that's gross. Just brother and sister, thank you. The only one he likes is you, little princess."

      Eirwyn blushed and put the eggs into a bowl. She took the sausage grease and poured it into her pan. "I don't know about that. I tried flirting yesterday, and it was like flirting with a brick wall."

      She didn't mention the flowers, too afraid to read something into it.

      Scarlet snorted, leaning against the counter beside them. "That's because he's never flirted before. Or done anything else."

      Eirwyn's eyes widened as she looked up at Scarlet. Scarlet's green eyes were calculating and watchful.

      "Are you serious?" Eirwyn whispered.

      Scarlet nodded. "Yeah, he's not one of your tavern boys, princess."

      Eirwyn blushed harder, the heat on her cheeks making her groan. She looked away, cracking the eggs to fry them for Knox as her heart raced.

      No wonder he hadn't responded to her attempts to cajole him. He probably didn't get into town much anyway.

      Scarlet nodded to the flowers on the table. "He left those for you?"

      Eirwyn nodded, unable to stop the smile from flowing across her face.

      Scarlet continued, "Ask him on the ride why those flowers."

      There was a meaning behind them? She knew the nobles often sent secret messages through presents such as flowers, but she'd never taken the time to learn what meant what. Plus, no one ever sent her flowers, presents, or messages. Her brother either intercepted everything or forbid it. She was sure he'd done something, as she had no friends of her own age and station.

      Bella was the tavern owner and her only real friend. As well-read as she was, she would probably know what those flowers meant immediately.

      Olive moved the meat to a tray. "Breakfast is almost ready. I'm going to get Knox. Flip the biscuits in the pan in three minutes."

      She walked away, but Scarlet stayed, eying Eirwyn as she cooked. The awkward silence between them stretched, and for once in her life, Eirwyn didn't break it with mundane chatter.

      Her mind turned back to what she'd said earlier. How had a strapping young man like Knox could go his entire life without ever having sex? Hells, she hadn't even made it fifteen years before her first time, but he'd made it—gods, how old was he?

      Eirwyn bit her lip, the questions about him piling up one on top of the other. She took a deep breath to ask Scarlet, but then he walked in the door. All the air rushed out of her in a whoosh, and wind lifted her hair slightly around her head before settling.

      His eyes went immediately to her, the bright green distracting her from her task at the hot stone. His presence was like a shooting star, and she wanted to turn and chase after him, leaping into his arms.

      He walked to the table and sat down at the head, and she blushed, turning back to cooking. She was such a ninny, getting this nervous. He was just a man, and she'd been with her fair share of men before.

      She flipped the biscuits and eggs, watching carefully as they cooked. She wiped sweat from her forehead.

      So what if she was avoiding his gaze? So what if she wanted to teach this virgin lumberjack a thing or two? After today, she wouldn't see him again. It didn't matter what she wanted, really.

      Her heart sank, heavy with disappointment. Disappointed on the missed opportunity with him, and disappointed in herself that she wanted him so much. Normally her hormones were just an itch she needed to scratch.

      But Scarlet was right. He definitely wasn't one of her tavern boy dalliances. He was all man, and just the feel of his stare on her back made her shiver with awareness. It'd take more than a quick tussle between the sheets to put out the fire he was stoking within her.

      She slid his eggs onto a plate and grabbed the biscuits. She set the plate in front of him, stepping close and inhaling his earthy scent.

      His hood was up yet again, but none of the others said anything. She didn't want to point out his rude behavior, so she just turned back to the hot stone and began to clean it, moving the dishes to the sink.

      "Dear, leave it until after you eat. You need a good meal for the rest of the journey through the forest," Olive said, sitting at the other end of the table.

      Scarlet sat beside her on a bench and Helga sat across from her on another bench.

      Eirwyn took a plate and sat beside Knox, loading her plate full of all the delicious foods she didn't get to eat at the palace.

      She bit into a piece of bacon and groaned. "Gods, this is delicious."

      Knox' eyes were on her like an animal lying in wait for its prey. Still she ignored his gaze.

      "What can we expect from the rest of the journey?" Helga asked.

      Scarlet waved a slice of bacon and explained. Eirwyn took a bite, savoring the taste yet somehow inhaling it too. She ate faster than she should've, and it felt like a piece got lodged in her throat.

      She reached for the pitcher of water from the center of the table and poured into the mug. Then she chugged it.

      She gasped in relief when she was done and wiped her mouth with a napkin. Helga's eyes were narrowed, and she knew she'd disappointed her.

      But when she finally couldn't take it anymore and looked up at Knox, it was to see his emerald green eyes staring at her in contemplation.

      She blushed and looked back down. "Excuse me," she said, eating slower and chewing more deliberately.

      A faint twitch of the lips had her staring at him more intently. "Don't worry about it. The Edge will make anyone ravenous. Are you well this morning?"

      She nodded, glancing back down in embarrassment. "Yes, thank you. And you?"

      He nodded, taking another bite of his food.

      Gods, she was such a ninny. She couldn't even carry a decent conversation with him now because all she could think about was riding him for days.

      It was going to be a long ride back to Demerel.
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      Knox led Scarlet's horse and the donkey to the front of the cottage as Olive said goodbye to her house guests. He had slept well but had woken up restless in a green cloud of poison, his dreams haunted by images of the princess.

      He'd refilled Olive's wood stack by the back door, done a perimeter check, fed and watered the horses, and had been looking for something else to do when Olive had found him.

      "Breakfast is almost ready," she had said.

      He let the horse's hoof drop to the ground and stepped out of the stall. "The horses are ready to go. I'm going to borrow your donkey for the maid, if that's alright."

      Olive nodded and handed over a list. "That's fine. Can you pick up these supplies while you're in town?"

      He glanced down and nodded. "It'll be a few days before I can get back. Will you be alright to wait?"

      She nodded and fidgeted with her apron. She looked toward the cottage and back to Knox.

      "About the princess," she began.

      He shook his head and strode past her out the barn door, tugging on the reins of his horse as he went. "Not you too. Leave it alone, Olive."

      "I'm just saying, she's a nice girl, and you deserve some happiness, Knox."

      He stopped the horse in front of the cottage and pet his side. "I'm not so sure about that. I'm just a monster who roams the Feral Forest, Olive, and she's the most beautiful princess who's ever lived."

      Olive swooped under the horse's head and stared up at him with worry. "Oh Knox, you're not a monster. You're a lumberjack, a druid with plant magic, a drakin, and an honorable man who just loves the forest."

      Knox looked at her, his eyes deadpanned as he replied. "Who has poisonous breath and a deadly venom tail. I almost killed you when I was a baby, Olive, and again and again as I grew up. We know what it would do to anyone I tried to be with. I'm not going to put anyone else in danger. Just because I think the princess is beautiful doesn't mean I'm going to pursue her and possibly kill her."

      Olive rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. "I'm telling you. If she's your true mate, she won't be affected by it at all."

      Knox crossed his arms and widened his legs, facing her in a battle of wills. "And I'm telling you. True mates are just fairy tales. Do you know of anyone who has a true, fated mate? No, because they died out with all the other myths in the land."

      Olive pointed a finger under his nose. "Mark my words, Knox, one of these days you'll see that I'm right. I didn't get to the ripe old age of sixty without learning a thing or two."

      He sighed and rubbed his forehead, then scratched the side of his head. The bumpy raised scales reminded him of who he was. "It's pointless, Olive. Let it go," he said softly, walking around her and to the front door.

      Now it was an hour later, and he watched the princess like a wolf stalking its prey. Why had she sat by him at the table? He'd wanted to reach for her hand, touch her, lean closer and smell her.

      He'd barely tasted the food and had gone back to the barn as quickly as he could. This ride was going to be torture, but he would just have to maintain his distance and bear it.

      He'd been through worse. He could do this.

      The maid frowned and looked from where he stood next to Ryder to Scarlet's horse to the donkey. He pointed to the donkey. "You're riding Herb."

      He didn't wait to see her expression, but as he turned to swing into the saddle, he heard her sputtering in disapproval about the ill-treatment by the low-life lumberjack.

      Eirwyn smiled and waved goodbye to Olive. "Helga, that's enough. We don't treat people like that. He's been nothing but kind."

      She didn't wait or listen to Helga's whining either as she seemed to glide over to him with a smile. The sunlight fell on her face, making her seem full of life and energy.

      She held a hand up to him, and he blinked as he remembered what they were doing. He moved his foot out of the stirrup and helped her up. She immediately sat astride today and wiggled against him as she found a comfortable spot.

      He growled, his hand on her hip now. Was that a giggle? She was definitely shaking.

      "Are you laughing?"

      She glanced over her shoulder at him, her blue gray eyes twinkling with mirth. "Maybe. At least both of us will have a miserable ride now."

      She turned back to watch Scarlet assist Helga onto the donkey. She was miserable? He knew it. She didn't want to ride with him and her ass was punishing him for the inconvenience.

      He stiffened and turned the reins, waving at Olive as they walked slowly into the forest.

      "So, did you like the eggs this morning?" Eirwyn asked.

      He frowned. "Yes, they were good. Why?"

      "Well, I made them, silly. I'm glad you like them. I like to cook."

      She kept up a steady stream of one-sided conversation as she talked about the tavern at the center of town where she'd learned to cook. She also entertained the patrons with stories and light projected puppets.

      "Do you spend a lot of time in town?" he asked.

      "Oh yes, as often as I can escape, I do. Probably a few hours every other day, when I feel well enough. I like to visit the local medicine woman too. She has an apothecary shop across the square from the tavern that smells like my childhood. I was a pretty sickly child."

      He frowned, leaning away from her and putting a few inches between his chest and her back. He didn't want his breath to make her sick.

      He asked, "How so?"

      She told of how lethargic she'd always been, how her stomach was upset all the time. "But I haven't felt sick at all since I went to Glathen to negotiate peace."

      He narrowed his eyes, a thought forming. "Have you been poisoned?"

      She tilted her head to the side. "Poisoned?" She snorted. "Not likely. Everyone loves me, so who would even think to do it?"

      She waved a dainty hand in the air as if it were the most ridiculous thing she'd ever heard. "Besides, surely Lailant would've been able to identify being poisoned by now. She's the medicine woman, but I've heard whispers of her being a witch. It's said she can cure anything for the right price. Surely she would've identified it and exploited it for a little coin."

      He didn't respond, and the forest's shadows danced around them. He wiggled his fingers on his knee, keeping the magic flowing to keep them safe on the road.

      Maybe he could get some information out of her about the war. The Robins would definitely ask if he'd learned anything useful.

      "I heard the peace negotiations didn't go well."

      She sighed and her shoulders seemed to slump. "No, they didn't. I thought everything was going well. We were making progress. Then the Counsellor stepped in and said I actually had no authority to sign any legally binding documents for Busparia."

      Her hand fisted on her knee. "I don't even know why Gastone sent me. He's never let me participate in politics before. Sure, I get along with everyone and have a way of setting people at ease. But I'm no diplomat, and I despise the limits of court."

      He let the silence fall, listening to the birds and sounds of the forest as they found the Lone Road and turned toward Busparia.

      She finally said, "Actually, I do know why I was sent. I was being punished for running away to the tavern instead of attending a ball. But it wasn't just any ball. It was a masquerade, and everyone knows those things are just fancy orgies."

      He sucked in a breath, his mind rolling with images of her in a situation like that. He was both turned on and on high alert. "And you don't like participating in orgies?"

      She shook her head. "That's not my cup of tea, especially when I know my brother will be in attendance. I like some kinky stuff, but I like my privacy too. At least at the tavern, I can take someone to a room instead of going down in public."

      He choked, a puff of green gas escaping and slowly sinking to the forest floor. He waved a hand to disperse it, hoping she didn't see it at all when she turned her head to look at him.

      "Are you alright?" She looked so innocent but with that twinkle in her eye, he realized she was trying to get a rise out of him.

      Well, mission completed. He gripped her hip, and she wiggled her tight little ass on his hard dick once more.

      "I'm fine," he growled. "Face forward."

      Her lips tilted in a sultry smile but she obeyed. He leaned forward, moving the long black hair to fall over one shoulder. It bared the back of her neck, and his mouth went to her ear.

      "You're teasing me on purpose," he said softly, so close to touching her. He wanted to nibble on her ear but was afraid it would hurt her.

      She stiffened and leaned back against him. "Maybe. Is it working?"

      "Depends on what you're trying to do, princess."

      "Seduce you, of course. Not that we have any time to follow through with anything," she said with a sigh. He stiffened behind her, and she let his arms cocoon her in the protective shelter of his muscles.

      He didn't reply, and the silence was peaceful.

      "Why did you leave me flowers on the windowsill this morning?" she asked softly.

      He hesitated between telling her it was just a nice thing to do or the truth. They were approaching the edge of the forest though, and the closer they got to town, the more he wanted to hold on to her.

      Desperation ate at him, demanding that he claim her. At the very least, he had to know if this was one sided, if only to drive his dreams on the cold, lonely nights in the forest.

      He dipped his head, and his breath on her neck made her nipples pucker through her dress. He wanted to reach around and cup them but didn't dare.

      She closed her eyes, shuddering as his nose grazed her ear. "I wanted to tell you how I felt but didn't know how."

      His heart raced as she leaned back against him. "How—how do you feel?"

      He licked the shell of her ear, and the air shifted. Green gas sank to her shoulder, and he blew it away to sink to the grass. She didn't notice the gas but shivered at the wind.

      He couldn't hold back the truth. He had to know if she was just flirting with him or if she truly did desire him.

      "Peach roses for desire and hope that one day we can have a moment together."

      She gasped, her hand reaching down and gripping his thigh. He wrapped an arm around her waist, and she grabbed his forearm with hers.

      "Do you truly desire me, princess, or are you just toying with me?"

      She moaned as his hand dipped down to cup her mound. "How—how can you even ask that? Of course I desire you."

      "Are you sure?" he asked, licking the pulse under her neck.

      She whimpered and wiggled on the saddle. "Hells, yes, I'm sure. If Helga and Scarlet weren't here, I'd climb off this horse and ride you now."

      He kissed her neck, growling, "I would love that." And he would. The intensity of his desire took him by surprise. No wonder people had sex all the time. No wonder there were camp followers and brothels and…

      He took a deep breath, trying to calm himself before he turned the horse off the road and ravished her. Helga and Scarlet be damned.

      "White peonies are for admiration and awe at how you handled the carriage accident yesterday. You're so brave and strong, princess."

      She shivered at the praise of his words. "You—you're kind to say so."

      He shook his head, his nose nuzzling under her ear. She tilted her head to the side to give him greater access.

      "Nothing kind about it. It's the truth."

      "Not many would see it that way. I run away when things get tough. It's why I always ran to the tavern."

      He gave her a soft kiss under her ear, and he opened his mouth to tell her to run to him, to run to the forest where he'd always be waiting.

      But Helga looked back and frowned with a glare. "We're almost there. See?"

      Knox straightened, pulling back and already missing her closeness.

      She shifted on the saddle as the road widened. His cock still bit into her ass, teasing her with what wasn't meant to be.

      She pointed and practically bounced on his dick, making him groan. "Look, it's Demerel. We're almost home."

      He felt a pressure on his chest at her excitement. He might live most nights in Vidrland, but he didn't really have a home of his own. He'd thought of Olive's cottage as home growing up, but it hadn't been home in a long time.

      This was why it didn't matter that the princess was going back to her perfect little life. He had nothing to offer her anyway.

      They left the forest and onward he went. As they went through town, people stopped and pointed. Eirwyn waved the entire time. It seemed like every other person she saw she asked a personal question.

      How's your wife? How are the chickens laying this year? Did you get any new books in the store? Do you have any powdered treats?

      The last one had been directed to a baker, who had sent a boy inside as the baker talked with Eirwyn. They went on and on about some sort of delicious fried sugary goodness? Perhaps he should've ridden at a faster pace so they wouldn't be stopped by every Tom, Dick, and Harry in town.

      They were already on the next block when the boy caught up with them, handing Eirwyn a small brown bag. She thanked him and dug inside.

      "Oh yes, how I have missed you, sweet olpertine." She spoke to the square confection reverently then she ate daintily. She moaned, and he took a deep breath as they turned onto the wider, cleaner side of town.

      He wanted to hear her moan like that for other things. He might not have felt desire before this woman entered his life, but he'd read books. He'd watched and learned plenty at the brothels. He wanted…

      It didn't matter.

      "Do you want a bite?"

      I want a bite of you.

      She offered him a pastry, and he almost leaned forward to take it out of her hand before he remembered himself and shook his head. He wouldn't hurt her.

      They approached the gates of the palace, and the guards' eyebrows rose as they opened the metal portcullis and bowed. Eirwyn wiped her mouth daintily with a kerchief and rolled the now empty bag up.

      They went around the wide circular drive to the stairs that led to the front door. A servant ran forward to offer her a hand down, but Knox swung off the horse and blocked him with his body.

      He didn't want to watch anyone else touch her. He grabbed her hips and pulled her off the horse, letting her slide down his body. If this was the most he would ever feel of her, he wanted to memorize what it felt like.

      She gasped, her head thrown back as she stared up at him. When her feet touched the ground, he lifted her hand and almost kissed the back of it, careful not to actually touch her.

      "Take care, princess." His voice was barely a whisper, and she gripped his bicep with her other hand. Then he stepped back, taking the reins of Ryder and walking away.

      After a few steps, he turned to see Eirwyn still staring at him. Helga was complaining to the servant who had moved a dismounting ladder beside the donkey.

      He met Eirwyn's gaze, and for a moment, he swore his every thought, wish, and desire was reflected in her eyes.

      Then Helga was tugging her up the stairs, talking about how they needed to get cleaned up as soon as possible. Knox swung back onto his horse and took the reins of the donkey from the servant.

      Scarlet pulled her horse up beside him and sighed. "Well, that's one less thing to worry about now. What do you say we stop by the tavern for a drink? I need to relax after listening to that woman complain every step of the way."

      Knox nodded. "Maybe we can stop at the bakery too. I have a craving for something sweet."

      Red snickered. "I bet you do, brother."

      They rode back through the gates of the castle into the bustle of the town. He couldn't stay long, but a few hours to run errands would help take his mind off Eirwyn.
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      Helga followed Eirwyn through the front oversized front door of the castle and into the wide foyer. The grand staircase led up the middle, then split into two more staircases, one going left and one going right.

      The downstairs rooms were a flurry of activity. The butler, Hobbs, closed the door behind them.

      "Welcome back, your highness. We have all been worried about you."

      She beamed at him and nodded. "Aw, thank you, Hobbs. It's good to be home. Has the Chancellor returned yet?"

      Hobbs nodded, his gaze flitting up the stairs to the west wing and her brother's rooms. A loud crash echoed followed by a roar.

      "Yes, but have you heard? There's to be a wedding, your highness."

      Eirwyn gasped and met Helga's worried gaze. Her heart raced. No, this couldn't be. Not yet.

      She sighed and bit her lip. "Hobbs, would you refrain from telling the king that I've returned? I need to tidy up a bit."

      She pulled her stained and filthy skirt, and he frowned. "Absolutely, your highness. Will an hour suffice?"

      She nodded and turned to the stairs, racing up them as fast as she could and turning to the east wing and her rooms. Helga immediately ran a hot bath, and Eirwyn set her bag on the settee. She pulled out the peach, white, and blue blossoms and emptied her makeup cup on the vanity.

      She didn't even care about the mess and lack of order on her desk. She went to the bathroom and filled it with water, then put the flowers in the cup and set it on her bedside table.

      She took a deep breath of it as if drawing strength from the blooms to withstand the storm that was her brother. With a sigh, she turned to the bathroom and disrobed, sinking into the water with a sigh.

      "Ah, and this is why I could never live in the forest." Eirwyn absently swirled the white bubbles with beams of light to form a kaleidoscope of colors.

      Helga bustled behind her. "We should probably not mention sleeping overnight in the forest to his majesty."

      Eirwyn sat up and began scrubbing. "Why not? It's the truth."

      Helga nodded and paused, a wary expression on her face. "I know, but with his temper, I'm afraid what he might do if he found out we stayed with the druid."

      Eirwyn took out her braids. "They were nothing but hospitable. What could he possibly do?"

      Helga shook her head. "I'm not sure, but you know how he feels about the forest. He blames it and the druids for your parents' deaths."

      Eirwyn stepped into the tub, the warmth washing over her. That had always confused her, as he also claimed that Glathen had assassinated their parents. It couldn't possibly be both. Gastone just used it as an excuse to invade Glathen and ban people from going into the forest.

      "You saw how he reacted when he found you in the tavern last month. He almost burned the place down before shipping you off to Glathen."

      Eirwyn sighed. "If you think that's best, then so be it. I won't say anything. What will we say instead?"

      Helga went to her walk-in closet, muttering, so Eirwyn dipped under the water. When she came up and began to lather her hair, Helga was draping a soft, silk white and red gown on the hook by the mirror.

      "We'll say most of the truth. That our carriage was overrun by the forest's magic, that we were rescued by the Hunter Scarlet and her brother, and that they escorted us home."

      Eirwyn hummed as she cleaned, finally feeling more at ease in her own skin now that she had scraped off all the dirt and grime. An hour later, Helga put the finishing touches on her hair. She'd pulled it into small braids at the back of her head, then had weaved the rest of her hair into one long twisting braid down her back.

      "When you're married, you'll be able to wear your hair up." Helga's eyes met hers. They'd argued for years about the fashion and rules of society. Helga always said she was the leader of her people, and she had to present herself thus. But not even Eirwyn could change the cultural norms.

      Working women could wear their hair however fit their station and job. The baker's daughter wore her hair up in a bun on top of her hair. So did Bella, her friend who owned the tavern.

      But unattached marriageable noble women wore tiny braids from ear to ear, then the braids were pulled back to the base of the skull. The long hair hung loosely down her back. Those braids could be pulled up off the nape only once they were engaged or married. Hair was supposed to cover the nape as it was too sexy to leave bare.

      Eirwyn sighed. It wasn't logical. If she wanted to attract a suitor, shouldn't she bare more skin to entice him? This was just another reason she hated all the rules that dictated her life. The rules were made up and what was convenient didn't matter.

      Eirwyn had met her gaze in the mirror defiantly.

      "I don't want to get married. You know this. I don't want to be tied down or have yet another man tell me what to do, dictating my every move."

      Helga had glanced over her shoulder and whispered back, as if afraid even the walls of her room would hear them speaking.

      "You are a princess. It's your duty to marry well, remember? This is what I've been trying to train you for your whole life. Now, you're going to go out there, hold your head up high, and listen and learn. Negotiate this to your advantage."

      Eirwyn sighed and stood, straightening her spine to walk out the door. "Very well," she said as she opened it. She turned to look back at Helga. "I'll try to make you proud."

      "You always do, child."

      Eirwyn snorted at the bald-faced lie and shook her head as she closed it behind her. Helga was the only mother figure she'd ever had. She'd spent years nursing Eirwyn through sickness after sickness.

      Eirwyn had just walked a few feet down the plush carpeted hall when her brother boomed her name.

      Her heart skipped a beat as she jumped, then she walked faster toward the stairs. Her brother was already walking quickly down the stairs to the west wing as she stopped at the top of the east wing stairs.

      "Your majesty." She dipped into a deep curtsy before standing and walking slowly down the stairs. She didn't want to trip when he was already in a mood. Heavens knew he despised how clumsy she was.

      He stopped on the landing where the two stairs met and put his hands behind his back. Whereas Eirwyn used just simple gold colored thread on her dresses, her brother used actual thread made from gold. His buttons were jewels, and his tailored blue jacket fit him like a glove. It had an intricate but subtle gold pattern that matched the gold cording on his shoulder.

      A red silk cravat was tied in a fancy knot. It matched his black pants perfectly. She glanced down. Even his boots were shiny and clean, a black that rivaled his perfectly gelled hair.

      He was the exact opposite of Knox. Clean, sharp cut, and expensive tastes.

      Knox was more down to earth, dirty, and harder to understand. She'd spent two days with the man and yet she felt like she didn't know him at all, yet somehow she felt safer and trusted him more than her own brother.

      "Where have you been? The Chancellor arrived back yesterday and said you refused to take the Southern Road home. Don't tell me you went through the Feral Forest."

      She reached the landing and pursed her lips, nodding demurely. He threw up his hands and turned on his heel to walk down the central staircase.

      "What have I told you about that forest? It's an abomination and should be destroyed. It killed our parents, Eirwyn."

      "I thought Glathen sent assassins to kill our parents? Isn't that why we've been at war for a decade?"

      He glared over his shoulder, a curl of smoke blowing from his nose. "Don't sass me, sister. You know that forest is off limits. Do not go near it again, do you understand?"

      She lowered her gaze and nodded. "Yes, your majesty."

      Gastone took a deep breath and they continued walking down the stairs as he berated her reckless ways.

      Perhaps it was because she didn't have a real voice with her brother that made her to talk too much with everyone else. She followed behind him, maintaining the two steps behind him rule that he insisted on.

      She tuned back in to his ranting and followed him down the hall to his office.

      "The Chancellor says you almost brokered peace with Glathen. Not bad for your first attempt at diplomacy. I expected worse," he scoffed, a small white smoke tendril escaping his nose as a servant opened the door to the library for them.

      She frowned, unsure on why they were going to the library. Every other time he'd chewed her out, it had been in his office. The change of scenery made her bold.

      Eirwyn felt the frustrations of his words return as they stopped outside the door. "I could've done better. It was a fool's mission that couldn't have possibly succeeded without the power to sign a legally binding document."

      Gastone spun on his heel, lifting a finger to point at her face. A small flame of fire flickered at the end, and she stepped back, immediately regretting her boldness. She knew what would happen next. If she wasn't careful, he'd throw a fireball. She went onto the balls of her feet, ready to dive for safety.

      "Don't accuse me of being a fool. You're the one who has been sneaking out of the palace for gods knows how long to fraternize with the peasants. And when I organize a masquerade, hoping to shift your attention to some more acceptable dalliances, you reject the entire thing! I don't understand you, Eirwyn."

      He extinguished the flame, smoke billowing from his nose as he exhaled heavily. He tugged on his jacket, stood straighter, and entered the library, walking toward the settee under the giant window. Eirwyn frowned to see Bella sitting under it, lounging on a settee as she read a book in a blue silk gown.

      She looked up, her familiar brown eyes shining behind her reading glasses. She stood and set the book down, opening her arms wide as she walked forward.

      "Eirwyn, you're back! Welcome home," Bella enveloped her in a hug.

      Eirwyn blinked and her heart raced. Bella was her friend in town. She'd met her almost a decade ago when she'd first snuck out of the palace. She owned the tavern and learned magic from the local medicine woman. She'd taught Eirwyn to cook and bake. Hells, she'd even put Eirwyn to work cleaning the filthy rooms upstairs. What was she doing in the palace in an expensive new silk gown?

      Bella broke the hug and turned to smile at Gastone. "Did you tell her?"

      He stood next to the settee with a smirk. "Not yet, I was waiting for you, dear."

      Eirwyn stepped back, her jaw dropping. "Dear?" Her voice almost squeaked.

      He nodded, the same expression on his face when he beat her at chess. It was like the cat who ate the canary.

      Bella grabbed her hands and pulled her down to the settee. "Eirwyn, we're getting married!"
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      Eirwyn's brows rose at the announcement, and she looked over Bella's shoulder to her brother.

      "Isn't it amazing? When the king came to the tavern to fetch you, we started talking and fell in love. We announced our engagement yesterday to the Chancellor and Council and get married in a month. I'm just so glad you've made it back before word got around."

      Eirwyn frowned, turning to Gastone. "But you just said we shouldn't fraternize with the peasants. Yet here you are marrying Bella? Which is it?"

      Bella's eyes frowned in pain and a flash of anger as she pulled back. But Gastone just rocked on his heels.

      "I just did what you were doing, sister dear. Don't you like it when the shoe's on the other foot?"

      Eirwyn looked at Bella, then back at Gastone, biting her tongue. She didn't want to say anything else that would upset her friend, but something wasn't right here.

      "It's an ingenious plan though, isn't it? This will endear me to the people even more while sticking it up Glathen's backside. A marriage alliance will never happen now."

      Eirwyn blinked. Glathen had sent a marriage alliance and peace proposal to Busparia six months ago. But Gastone had ignored it. Glathen's representatives had asked her about it at the peace talks, but she had said her brother was still considering the option.

      Bella turned to look up at him. "But we fell in love?"

      Eirwyn ached for her friend at that wounded tone of voice.

      Gastone looked down at her and winked. "Of course we did, dear. Never doubt it for a minute. The rest is just icing on the cake."

      Bella still looked troubled, and Eirwyn's chest felt like a lead weight settled on it. She took Bella's hand and leaned forward.

      "I'm happy for you," Eirwyn said softly with a smile. "There couldn't possibly be a better queen for our people."

      The small lines of worry around Bella's lips eased as she smiled and tucked a stray brown hair back into her loose braids.

      "Thanks. The king has already arranged all the best tutors, so I'm finally being classically trained in magic. And the books! Eirwyn, you didn't tell me how big your library is."

      Bella's eyes turned excited again as she looked around the cavernous room. Floor to ceiling shelves lined the wall, and it was two stories high, with a landing and more ladders and more shelves above.

      Eirwyn smiled weakly. "It never came up. What's going to happen to the tavern?"

      Bella waved a hand. "Oh, I've hired a manager to oversee things for Pa until he returns from the war. It's been a hard transition to living in the palace this month, but I'm adjusting alright."

      Eirwyn's eyes widened. "You moved in?"

      So her brother had moved Bella in before they'd announced their engagement. Interesting. She wondered what the townsfolk thought about that slap in the face of propriety. Not that she was one to judge.

      Bella blushed and nodded. "Yes, it was just too much going back and forth trying to plan the wedding in secret. We kept waiting and waiting for your return to announce it, but when the Chancellor returned yesterday and said you were on the way... well, we decided why wait?"

      Eirwyn looked to her brother who arched a brow as if waiting for her to challenge him. She turned back to Bella.

      "And it's a good thing I'd already moved in because the number of people who swarmed the tavern lately. Whew! No wonder the king was concerned about security. Isn't he sweet and thoughtful?"

      Eirwyn's face scrunched up before she could stop herself.

      Gastone stiffened and narrowed his eyes, a faint wisp of smoke coming out of his nose. "We're having an engagement dinner tonight, so your return is well timed. Would you step into my office, please? I have something to discuss with you."

      He strode out the door, and Eirwyn felt a knot of uneasiness grow in the pit of her stomach as she followed him.
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        * * *

      

      Bella picked up her book and frowned as the two walked out the library door. Was Eirwyn just surprised or did she truly not approve of the match?

      So what if she doesn't approve? This is your chance to learn everything.

      She breathed deeply and her shoulders relaxed as a happy haze filled her. She looked around the library, awe filling her that she was even here.

      In just a few short weeks, this would be her library. She held the book to her chest and fell back on the settee with a giggle, her mind shifting to the first time she'd come to the castle.

      She'd known from the moment they met that her entire life was about to change. The king had stormed into the tavern and almost burned it down in his anger at Eirwyn sleeping around.

      The next day, he'd sent workers to repair the tavern and had invited her to the castle for a private dinner. Nerves had kept her on edge all day. Even with a calming spell, she'd almost thrown up when the carriage had pulled up to the front door.

      The king had set her mind at ease within just a few minutes though. He'd made her relax with a pleasant, intelligent conversation unlike anything she'd get at the tavern. There, talk was rough and coarse and unrefined.

      With Gastone, she could discuss so much more. They'd admired the famous paintings in the parlor and his mounted hunting collection on the walls of the foyer and grand staircase. Over dinner, he'd been so kind, discussing magic and asking about her upbringing.

      She squirmed under his attention, twisting her spoon nervously. "No, I didn't go to the mage school. We couldn't afford it, and there was always more work than hands available at the tavern."

      The king had nodded, stroking his chin. "You're quite talented for a low magic user. If you didn't get formal training, where did you learn?"

      Bella's back straightened and she tilted her head up even as her cheeks burned. "I studied with the priests, exchanging lessons for cleaning services. When I'd read all their books and they no longer had anything to offer, I moved on to the local healer."

      "Ah, and are you still apprenticing with her?"

      Bella shook her head. "No, sadly I've also exhausted her limited resources."

      The king's glittering eyes made her feel nervous, like he was about to pounce. She'd had to be firm at the tavern, quickly learning how to defend herself and keep people in line.

      But this was the king. She couldn't use the same tactics as with her customers.

      He pushed back his chair and stood. "In that case, come with me. I have something you'll be interested in."

      She followed him out the dining room and down the hall. A servant opened the library door, and she stepped in. Her jaw dropped. It was multiple stories of nothing but books. Rows and rows, stacks and stacks. If she read one a day, it would take years to read them all.

      She walked into the center of the room, spinning a slow circle with her hands to her lips in awe.

      "Do you like it?" he asked.

      She nodded, clutching her hands to her stomach. "Oh gods yes, I've never seen so many books. Think of all the knowledge that can be learned just from this."

      "Think of what you could do with both the books and magical lessons from the best minds in the kingdom."

      She chuckled dryly, disappointment and anger flaring in her chest. "Indeed, your majesty. It's too bad that I haven't even been able to afford a wand much less lessons like those."

      He'd stepped closer, invading her personal space. She froze, an intoxicating scent filling her nose. She tipped her head back and tilted it to the side. The logical side of her questioned his actions.

      "What are you doing, your majesty?"

      He'd looked down at her, his hands behind his back. "I'd think that was obvious. I'm getting close to you."

      "But why?" Her heart raced, and her hands flattened on her stomach as it twisted and churned.

      "I'd like to seduce you. You're fascinating, my girl."

      Bella gasped, stepping away toward the fireplace. She stood straight and turned, matching his stance with her hands behind her back.

      "I'm sorry, I don't think that's wise."

      He arched a brow. "Why not?"

      She tilted her head up. "I may be Eirwyn's friend, but I'm not like her, your majesty. I don't just follow every urge at the drop of a hat."

      He scowled and tipped his head. "Give me a week," he said. "That's all I ask. I'd like to pry open your mind and see what all you know. You're much more than you seem."

      She raised her brows, afraid of what the rejection would bring her. She'd heard he was so temperamental. Eirwyn was always talking about his mood swings. She started to shake her head, then he said, "You could have full access to the library, and all the tutors at my disposal."

      She looked around the room, and despair clawed at her. "A tempting offer, your majesty. But at the end of the week? What then?"

      He arched another brow. "Then you accept my proposal, my dear girl."

      Bella's heart raced, and her lip beaded with sweat. "Proposal?"

      He grinned slowly. "To be perfectly frank, I need a wife. I'm a reasonable man. I wouldn't expect you to agree just because I'm the king. So get to know me, then make your choice."

      Bella smiled and blinked up at the alfresco painting on the ceiling of the library. She was so glad she'd decided to take a chance. Now she had the entire kingdom at her fingertips.

      She'd learned more about magic in the past month than she had in the previous years combined. Now that she had the resources, she had learned how to make more than just healing potions. She'd begun exploring other types of magic other than animation of objects and illusions.

      The only other way she would've had access or learned any of this before was if she would've sold her soul to Asmodeux. She snorted at the absurdity of it all. Once she was queen, she'd make a scholarship to send one child a year from each village to the academies.

      She sat up and set her book aside. She went to the fireplace and pinched her cheeks then tucked a stray hair behind her braid.

      There is much planning to do and so much to learn. The bottom bookshelf to the right of the fireplace has an interesting section about transmutations.

      Bella didn't question how she knew. She just went to the bookshelf and found the book. She opened it, but before she could get sucked in, a servant came to tell her it was time to get ready for the engagement dinner.

      She sighed and looked at the mirror. "I want this mirror in my chamber. Replace it with the one on the vanity please."

      The servant nodded succinctly. "Of course, your ladyship."

      Bella blushed, her heart racing as she grinned. She still wasn't used to everyone obeying her the first time she said something. Normally, she had to cajole and threaten the maids to doing their actual job.

      She grinned and skipped out the door. By the time she reached the grand stairs, she had the book open and read as she walked, her heart light with endless possibilities.
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      A servant opened the door down the hall, and Gastone went to sit at his desk. Eirwyn took the seat opposite, the straight back making it impossible to be comfortable.

      Not that she ever could be in his presence. He tapped on a stack of papers on his desk, his eyes dark and glittering.

      "I read the Chancellor's reports and talked with the Council yesterday. I thought I gave you specific instructions on what we would and would not agree to for a peace treaty."

      Eirwyn frowned and nodded. "Yes, and I followed them."

      Gastone tilted his head. "And the agreement to turn Auckwald back over to them? You said the borders would go back to what they were before the war. I specifically told you we would not give up even a foot of the land we've conquered."

      Eirwyn bit her lip. "Yes but be reasonable. Think about—"

      "Be reasonable?" he said softly. Too soft. The hair on the back of her neck stood up. "I don't think you understand politics at all. Perhaps we should have more lessons."

      She shook her head, her eyes wide. "No, no more lessons. I—"

      A knock at the door interrupted, and Gastone said, "Enter."

      The Chancellor walked in, his dark blue robes of his office stiff from a fresh pressing. His black pants, white shirt, and blue jacket were muted and in direct contrast to Gastone's brighter, vivid clothing. Perhaps it was the lack of gold thread.

      His beady gaze swung to Eirwyn, and his eyes narrowed as a tight lipped smile spread across his bony face. "Ah, welcome back, princess. I'm glad you're here. A runner has just arrived from Auckwald."

      Gastone sat straighter, his gaze sharp. "What's the news?"

      The Chancellor's smile widened as he shut the door behind him and brought an envelope to her brother. "Auckwald has been reclaimed."

      "What?" Eirwyn gasped, her hands going to her lips. She'd just been there for the negotiations. The Buspartans had invaded and quickly overtaken Auckwald a decade ago, but the defending army had set up camp a few miles away on the bank of a river. The lines of war had changed little in the years since.

      "Our darling princess here boosted morale while she was there. But as soon as she left, our forces grew despondent, even worse than before. And her formal dinners with the king and queen of Glathen bolstered their resolve to end to the war."

      Gastone read the letter, his eyes moving swiftly back and forth as smoke shot out of his nose and grew in intensity. Eirwyn's stomach twisted, and when the letter burst into flames, her heart raced.

      He stood up so fast his chair tipped over as he roared. "See what I mean? You can't do anything right. I sent you there to keep you out of trouble and to calm down the nobles who felt slighted. And now you've gone and ruined everything. No matter what you do, it always turns out wrong. This is why you can't be trusted with political matters."

      He lifted a flaming hand and a burst of fire flew at her head. She ducked, nearly touching her knees where she sat as the flame hit the back of the chair behind her. It caught on fire, and she jumped up, dancing a few steps away and holding her hands up.

      "I didn't mean to. It was an accident. I'm so sorry—"

      "You're sorry?" Gastone shouted, throwing another fireball. Eirwyn dodged, and it slammed into the paneling behind her. The Chancellor grinned and crossed his arms as he watched.

      "It's time to grow up, Eirwyn. You're not a child who can just say sorry and think that magically fixes things."

      Eirwyn swirled the wind to put out the fire behind her, but her air magic only made it grow brighter. She shifted a few more feet away and turned back to the greater threat.

      "I know, I know. But—"

      "No buts, Eirwyn. You're lucky we have the ball tonight, otherwise you'd be confined to your room. What am I supposed to do now?"

      Another burst of fire crashed into the glass window. She covered her head as shards of glass went flying.

      Chancellor Howe finally stepped forward. "Just bring our troops home. Announce to the kingdom you recalled them to celebrate your nuptials. Spin it so it's not a defeat but a deliberate move."

      Eirwyn stepped away from the window and burning wall, walking a wide arch around the edge of the room as far away from Gastone as possible.

      "That's a great idea. Bella has always wanted her father to walk her down the aisle. This will give you a chance to find him among all the troops being recalled."

      The Chancellor said, "We've had our best people looking for him but I wasn't able to find him during our time in Auckwald. Perhaps he's deserted."

      "Don't tell Bella that," Eirwyn said as she backed up. "She'll be heartbroken. She might even call off the wedding."

      Gastone tipped his head back and roared, white hot steam escaping his mouth. Eirwyn threw open the door and raced into the hall, not stopping as he began to cuss and yell for her to get back in there.
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        * * *

      

      Eirwyn knocked on Bella's door and waited for her friend to answer, her heart still racing from running up the stairs.

      "Enter," Bella said.

      Eirwyn opened the door and shut it softly behind her.

      "Are you sure this is a good idea?" Eirwyn asked as she bit her lip. She hadn't ever told anyone about Gastone throwing fire at her or any of the things he'd tortured her with through her life.

      She didn't want to complain to Bella. She'd learned long ago that it was pointless. Sure, she'd joked around with Bella about her annoying brother, but she'd kept it all fun and light-hearted. Would Bella break off the engagement if she knew how twisted her brother truly was?

      Bella powdered her nose.

      "Yes, I'm sure. This is going to be a good thing for our country, Eirwyn. Think of all the good I'll be able to do as queen. With all the resources at my disposal, we can finally solve the things we've complained about for years."

      She knew her friend was excited, but that didn't make this feeling of dread disappear. Eirwyn leaned against the bedroom door and really looked at Bella. Some of the worry lines on her face had disappeared, and a small smile hovered on her lips.

      "You're truly happy about this?" Eirwyn asked, crossing the floor to where Bella fixed her hair in the mirror. The vanity was old, but the mirror itself had sat on the mantle in the library for years.

      Bella nodded, not looking away from the ugly mirror.

      "Are you sure he doesn't have you under a spell? You remember how we used to talk about Gastone, right?"

      Bella bumped the desk as she turned and rolled her eyes, the light bouncing off the mirror at the movement.

      "Truly, there was no potion or spell involved. Look, if you don't want me to marry your brother, fine. I can live with that. But I don't understand why you're so against it? I thought we were friends."

      Bella's hurt look gutted her, and Eirwyn sighed and frowned. Bella's tone was sharper than it'd ever been, and she slowly stood up, her back as straight as any noblewoman Eirwyn had ever met.

      Gone was the tavern owner who had a smile for everyone. Gone was the friend who'd wash dishes while Eirwyn cooked and complained about her brother.

      Bella looked exactly as a queen should, and Eirwyn shifted uncomfortably. She felt lacking. Was it any wonder her brother was constantly disappointed in her? She'd never look that regal and poised.

      She was too wild and carefree, her attention span too short. She wasn't as well-read or as good at conversation as Bella was. All she had were the fantastical stories she told in the tavern with her illusion magic, but that was more performing than interacting.

      Eirwyn finally said, "We are friends. That's why I'm worried. I don't want to see you hurt."

      Bella smiled and turned back to the mirror with a glassy look in her eyes. "Oh, stop worrying so much. Gastone loves me, and all will be fine. Now go get ready for the ball. We need to shift how they think about him, and marrying a commoner might not go over well with the nobles."

      Eirwyn bit her lip and forced a smile. "You're going to be a great queen, Bella. And I'll do what I can to help with the nobles."
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      Bella wore a beautiful yellow and red gown that hugged curves that made Eirwyn wince with jealousy. Whereas Eirwyn wore a matching red, white, and blue dress, she couldn't hide her petite figure. They went down the grand staircase, Eirwyn breathing heavily with nerves.

      Several dozen courtiers loitered at the bottom of the stairs with drinks in hand as they mingled. A string quartet played softly in the alcove under the stairs, but the music stopped as they did.

      Bella and Eirwyn stood shoulder to shoulder as the butler stepped forward and introduced them.

      "The darling princess Eirwyn Whikin, and the future queen, the honorable and esteemed Bellatrix Bellichek."

      They both curtsied, then they moved to either side of the stairs, placing a gloved hand on the railing and descending in unison. Eirwyn felt a blush stain her cheeks at the attention. She'd done this a thousand times over her life, but the nerves never quite went away.

      It's just a performance, Eirwyn. Just smile and nod.

      She hoped a furtive glance at Bella would reassure her she wasn't the only one feeling this way. But Bella smiled coolly and looked every bit the queen.

      Eirwyn looked at the bottom of the stairs as the crowd parted. The king strode straight for them, his hand reaching up to Bella.

      His smile was easy, but when he looked at Eirwyn, a shiver went up her spine. She'd felt like this at every function because of him. She was constantly afraid she'd mess up, trip and fall on her face, or otherwise disappoint her brother.

      There was something cold and calculating in his gaze. She had the same feeling when she used to play him in chess. It was like he knew something she didn't.

      "My dear Bella, you look captivating tonight," he said just a touch too loudly, as if he was speaking for the benefit of those around him. He leaned in and kissed the back of Bella's hand before tucking it into the curve of his elbow.

      He offered his other elbow to Eirwyn and turned his smug smile on her. "So good to have you home, dear sister."

      Eirwyn dipped another small curtsy, then took his elbow too. "Now Bella, I understand you  might be overwhelmed by your first official ball. We're going to make the announcement to the commoners, then we'll mingle with the nobles before going into dinner, alright? Smile and nod. Just smile and nod. That's it. Well done. See? I told you you could do this," he said to Bella.

      Bella chuckled. "I suppose you were right after all."

      Eirwyn's brows rose. Bella must be feeling more insecure than she thought, if she'd confided to Gastone. As a real smile flitted on his face at the sight and sound of Bella's laugh, Eirwyn's brows rose even higher.

      "You'll learn in time that I am right on nearly everything." He grinned wider, and Bella laughed again.

      Eirwyn began to relax at their easy, flirtatious banter. It was like the tavern, just with fancier words. Perhaps their marriage wouldn't be a disaster after all. Perhaps she could survive this ball without making him angry.

      He led them through the glass doors to the wide balcony that overlooked the courtyard below. He'd opened the courtyard up for the ball. People shopped at the carts along the castle walls. In the center of the courtyard, people danced to the musicians that played on a raised dais.

      At the sight of them on the balcony, the music died. The dancing stopped and everyone looked up at where the three of them stood.

      Bella looked at Eirwyn and said softly, "Step back. Give him his moment."

      Eirwyn frowned but did as she wished. She didn't want to make Gastone mad and ruin Bella's big night stepping into the upper crust society. Had she been driving the tension between them all these years by standing just behind his shoulder?

      Gastone stepped forward and lifted his hand as all noise quieted. "Esteemed guests, thank you for being here tonight to help me celebrate."

      Eirwyn's brows rose. Esteemed guests? He'd never called anyone that before, much less regular people from town. Perhaps Bella was having a good influence on him after all.

      "As you know, Glathen had requested a marriage alliance. However, I couldn't bring myself to agree. Since meeting this woman at my side, now I know why. I was simply waiting for her." He took Bella's hand and kissed the back of it, leading her forward.

      Bella's eyes softened, and Eirwyn stood to the side taking it all in. She never in a million years thought she'd hear her brother talk like that. It was disconcerting. Was she the only one who could hear the faint mockery in his voice?

      She watched Bella, but her eyes just shone with excitement and happiness. Gastone held up her hand, showing their hands joined.

      "It is with great pride that I announce my engagement to one of your very own, the beautiful and talented Bellatrix Bellichek."

      He lowered his voice and smiled at Bella. "Smile and wave, my dear."

      When the applause quieted, he turned and led them back into the ballroom. They walked around the outskirts of the room as people mingled. The dancing wouldn't start until after dinner. This was the part that turned Eirwyn's stomach into knots.

      One on one conversation was so much harder than putting on a show for an audience. He led them both around the room, Bella's hand on his elbow, and Eirwyn slightly behind and to the side of them.

      Gastone turned to Eirwyn and smiled tightly.

      "I see Chancellor Howe in the corner. Why don't you go say hello, sister?"

      Eirwyn's face froze, and she stiffened. "I'd rather not. He's very handsy."

      "But everyone in the kingdom knows how free with your affections you are, and the chancellor is in his prime. Perhaps with some encouragement from you, he can get some laws passed about the sky high taxes."

      Eirwyn took a deep breath and frowned. This was why she didn't want to sleep with any nobles. It was too complicated, too political.

      "I will not be used for your political gain, brother, not even to help lower the taxes and win you favor with the people."

      He narrowed his eyes as Bella gasped again. Eirwyn felt a prickle of fear and awareness race up her spine at Gastone's flashing eyes. A small curl of white smoke drifted from his nose.

      "Eirwyn, that's enough. You're going to ruin everything," Bella whispered.

      Eirwyn took a deep breath and let go of her brother's arm. She curtsied deeply, and as she rose, she said, "Pardon me, your highness. I meant no offense. I'm going to mingle before the dinner bell if you don't mind. Please excuse me."

      She didn't wait on the king's reply and dismissal, but she figured she had already made him mad. All she could do was hope for escape and that he'd forget. She turned and walked to the edge of the room, hugging the shadows and avoiding the general. Once there, she could breathe much deeper.

      It seemed like she only took two breaths before the dinner bell sounded. Chancellor Howe appeared in front of her. He was older than her brother with an arrogant smile that made her skin crawl. He was almost as power hungry as her brother.

      He held out a hand. "May I escort you into dinner, your highness?"

      "Ah, yes, thank you," she said, taking his hand and raising her head. It was pointless to argue, as the dinner processional was very strict about who sat next to who. It was all about ranking, and as the highest ranking member of the Council, she was used to dinners with him.

      The man's nose twitched as he leered slightly. "I've been looking forward to your return, your highness. I was worried about you going through the forest home."

      "Not worried enough to accompany me though," she said with an overly bright, false smile.

      He shook his head. "You couldn't pay me enough to step foot in those accursed woods. Truly, I thought you would perish on the road."

      She shrugged as he seated her at one end of the table. He took the seat directly on the end, opposite of Gastone down the long table. To her left sat a foppish, young noble.

      He grinned and took her hand. "Your highness, what an honor to sit next to you tonight. I've been wanting to meet you ever since my cousin, the Duke of Edgemere, told me of your beauty."

      Eirwyn smiled coyly, but inside she cringed. The duke had chased her for years, but the man was old enough to be her grandfather. This young one must be his heir to have earned a seat at the engagement ball dinner.

      She only hoped he'd get too tipsy at dinner and would be too far drunk to proposition her. There was nothing like nobles trying to outdo one another and get under her skirts. She sighed, already bored with the evening.

      Perhaps she could sneak out to the tavern in a few days and get a real feel for the rumor mill. At the very least, she'd be able to breathe.

      She sat at the table, her dress too tight and barely leaving her room to eat. All the forks, all the place settings, the rules and social etiquette... it was so very overwhelming.

      After a nice, relaxing, simple meal in Olive's cottage, she felt the weight of her role as princess weigh on her that much more. She smiled at the nobles across the table and tried to bring them into conversation, the easier to manage the advances of the duke's heir and the Chancellor.
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      Bella smiled, her cheeks stiff from the forced politeness of the evening. It was her engagement ball, something she'd never thought she'd experience. So why was she so on edge?

      Her gaze landed on Eirwyn on the edge of the dance floor. She'd always been jealous of Eirwyn's beauty, ever since she'd first stumbled into the tavern as a child.

      Pa had given her everything she wanted, food, drink, clothing. He'd even made Bella share her only doll. At the memory of Pa, the pressure on her chest increased and she looked across the dance floor.

      Eirwyn had quietly held court through dinner at the opposite end of the table, everyone hanging on her every word. Those around her had laughed as she spun light and shadow figures across the table. The more they'd laughed and paid attention to Eirwyn, the more Gastone had stiffened and grown moody.

      She'd seen the way he glared at Eirwyn, could feel the emotions rolling off him. It was so like the night he'd come to the tavern and turned her world upside down. Was it any wonder that she was on edge?

      When the king and his guards had swept inside demanding to know where Eirwyn was, Bella had known her world was about to change. She'd sent a maid upstairs to pull Eirwyn from the bed of some man or another.

      The door burst open, and the kind strode inside. His masquerade suit highlighted his hair black as midnight. The starkness of his white cravat and shirt stood out against his tan skin.

      The stringed lute twanged to a stop, the wounded soldier by the hearth gasping. Their other bar maids froze and bowls of steaming stew clattered to the tables. The patrons lowered their ale, and Bella saw a few reach for their weapons. The guards at the door settled their hands on their swords, eyes ranging over the crowd.

      She wiggled her fingers, weaving magic to straighten her dress and smooth her thick brown hair as she walked around the edge of the bar to the middle of the room. She dipped a low curtsy, quickly wiping her hands on the apron around her waist.

      "Your majesty, to what do we owe the honor of this visit?" Bella asked.

      The king looked her up and down, and she recognized the interested gaze. But his words had been cold when he'd demanded, "My sister is here instead of at the masquerade."

      Bella nodded and held out a hand. "We have a private room, your majesty. If you'd care to wait there, we'll fetch her."

      Everyone in the tavern had been frozen in fear, no one moving or daring to even breathe. Even the guards that had accompanied the king stood silently at attention beside the door.

      The king threw his hands wide, white smoke rising from his nose as he breathed shallowly. His eyes dilated. "My sister should be in the private room, not smashing with a dirty–"

      Eirwyn had come down the stairs, her dress slightly twisted and her hair wilder than normal. She'd locked eyes with the king, and he'd lifted his hands, a fireball flickering in his palm.

      Eirwyn had lurched forward, her hands up as she yelled, "No, Gastone, don't–"

      But it was too late. He hurled the fireball at Eirwyn, hitting the door frame above her head. The wood crashed on top of her even as she dove to the side near the bar. She hit the bar, and Bella had jumped in front of Eirwyn, her hands wide in supplication.

      "Your majesty—"

      Another fireball flew toward the bar, and Bella panicked. She threw her hands up, deflecting the fireball as her heart raced. Heat slammed into her palms, and she shoved, sending it to the fireplace where it exploded.

      Ashes flew over the room. Some maids screamed, others jumped under the tables to hide. Those closest to the door sprinted for the exit, the guards not stopping them.

      Bella felt Eirwyn's hand on her arm, then a gust of wind swept the ashes into a small black tornado and back into the fireplace where it collapsed.

      Now that the air was clear, Bella took a deep breath, shifting on her toes as she watched the king warily. He panted, fire still in his palms as he glared at Eirwyn. He lifted a hand.

      She had to stop him before he burned down the entire tavern. She couldn't let him destroy it when it was all she had.

      "Enough," Bella shouted, drawing his gaze. "She shouldn't have missed the masquerade. Eirwyn, apologize. Now."

      Bella's tone brooked no argument, the same tone she'd used on ruffians who refused to cooperate.

      "I'm sorry, Gastone. I didn't mean to offend," Eirwyn said softly, her forehead creased in a frown.

      The king narrowed his eyes and his flaming hands burned brighter. "You think an apology is all it takes? You flaunt yourself around town with no regard to who you are or what you represent."

      Bella waved her wrists in circles, sending magic to the stools and chairs around them.

      They shifted, animating into a grotesque type of soldier. Two gathered around her and the rest formed a wall between the king and those still huddling under the tables.

      "Without her calming influence, the people would've revolted years ago. She's not flaunting herself. She's setting worried minds at ease, something you should learn to do."

      His eyes flashed. "How dare you speak to me like that."

      Bella twisted her wrists, growing the stool soldiers and chairmen in size. She narrowed her eyes as his hands flared brighter.

      "By Borga's blade, if you throw another fireball in this tavern, you will lose your crown so help me gods." She widened her feet, prepared to die defending her father's tavern, her home, her refuge.

      "You've already destroyed the sigil of Jurus over the door frame. Do you really want to tempt the gods tonight?"

      The king jerked slightly and glanced over. The top of the sigil could still be seen at the base of the stairs. He glanced back at Bella, looked at Eirwyn, then back again.

      "The guards will escort you home, dear sister. Go now, before I change my mind."

      Eirwyn had looked at Bella, but Bella didn't dare take her eyes off the king.

      "Go on," Bella said softly. "We'll be alright."

      She only hoped it was true.

      Eirwyn whispered, "Honifery protect you."

      Bella nodded, noting the way Gastone watched Eirwyn walk slowly across the floor like a hawk eying its prey. The gods would see justice served, but she just hoped it wasn't justice for her death or the destruction of her father's tavern.

      She swallowed hard and lifted her voice. "The same goes for all of you. Get out."

      The wall of chairs shifted, allowing the patrons to mass rush the door. Two of the guards left with Eirwyn, but two more remained, one on either side of the door.

      The king released his magic, the white smoke drifting from his hands. Bella returned the chairs to their tables, but the barstools remained protectively behind her.

      "You worship the old gods?" he asked.

      She nodded slowly. "I find their ways make more sense than what the new religion spouts. The popular opinion isn't always the right one."

      Gastone snorted, a white tendril of smoke curling from his nose as he smiled. "How clever. Jurus, Borga, and now you quote Honifery? How curious..." He paused, and she shifted on her feet as he staRed at her.

      "Do you follow all of Borga's teachings?"

      She held her hands together in front of her, portraying an air of confidence even though her stomach was in knots. "While Borga is popular today among those who wish for more freedoms, I follow Borga because he ensures the ale and wine are safe and brings more travelers. Without Borga, I'd have no business."

      The king's eyes glittered, sending a spark of awareness through her. She was walking a fine line and couldn't let her guard down. He nodded regally, as if deciding something and pleased with his decision.

      "You mentioned a private room? I'd like to see it now."

      Bella tilted her head, not trusting him for a second, no matter how drawn to him she was. . "Certainly, your highness. Would you like a pint of ale as well?"

      He nodded, and the light from the fireplace illuminated his high cheekbones, straight nose, and perfectly styled hair pulled back at the nape of his neck in elaborate braids.

      "I would, thank you. I apologize for the mess. I will, of course, have it fixed tomorrow."

      Bella nodded and waved to the narrow hallway that led to the room, her stomach twisting in knots as nerves assailed her.

      Just like it did now. She hadn't been able to eat tonight at the ball, just like she hadn't been able to eat a bite when the king had asked her to sit with him in the parlor that night. She'd served him the stew Eirwyn had made earlier that night but had kept their conversation on safer topics than his sister.

      They'd discussed religion, books, music, and art. He'd been attentive, and she'd slowly relaxed around him. The next day, word arrived that Eirwyn was going to Glathen to negotiate a peace treaty. Then the workers had shown up to fix the tavern along with an invitation to a private dinner at the castle. That was when he'd propositioned her for a week long dalliance that had morphed into so much more.

      Her mind wandering as she twirled and met her dance partner in the middle. He was some random duke that she couldn't remember the name of who only danced with her for political favor.

      She'd learned a lot over the past six weeks living in the palace, most of it regarding her position. She was the gateway to the king, and he asked questions about the political pulse of the people in town.

      During their first week together, he had wooed her with flowery words, bringing her books she'd never heard of, and asking about the rumors in town. He had been invested in her opinion.

      He had declared his love and proposed exactly one week after they'd met, had promised her all the books, tutors, and magic school she could ever want... if she would help him learn to be a better king to the peasants.

      She loved him too. How could she not, when he had given her the world? But her stomach twisted every time he said something derogatory toward the commoners, folk just like her.

      She felt Gastone's gaze on her, ever watching, ever appraising. She'd come to crave his approval in such a short time.

      Lailant said it was because her father had been gone for so long. He'd been gone to war for years now. Only those who were too old or too young came to the tavern anymore. And the injured, shady characters, and draft dodgers.

      She went to the next partner, the dance blurring together along with the passing evening. She finally bowed low and begged for a reprieve. She went up to her room to use the facilities, not wanting to chit chat with any of the noblewomen in the large bathroom on the main floor.

      She sat in front of her vanity and powdered her nose.

      Gastone is going to lose the throne if you don't do something about it.

      She sighed, not sure what she was supposed to do. She'd spent weeks coaching him on how to reshape his image with the people. He was too temperamental, too volatile.

      It's not his fault, though. He needs a strong woman at his side, and Eirwyn's been dragging him down for years.

      She touched up her lips, her mind wandering in a haze. They had compromised to have the wedding here in her hometown, then they were going to take a wide honeymoon tour of the nation before going to the capital.

      Eirwyn should stay at the summer palace. She's less likely to make Gastone mad if she's out of sight.

      Bella nodded at her reflection as it shimmered. Gastone had been strict but pleasant in the past few weeks as they'd gotten to know each other. She knew they could have a great marriage but more than that, she could change the kingdom for the better.

      Maybe even bring Pa home and end the blasted war. She stood, going back downstairs to continue working on the nobles. It wasn't only the commoners who needed to think differently about the king.
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        * * *

      

      When Eirwyn awoke the next morning, she was in her large bedchamber with plush sheets and giant pillows. She snuggled in deeper, turning onto her side with a sigh. She winced at the pain in her stomach and soft footsteps approached the bed.

      "Are you awake?" Bella whispered.

      Eirwyn hummed and rubbed her face against the clean sheets. With a start, she sat bolt upright, her gaze swinging around the room to find Bella standing next to her bed.

      She wore a gold and Red brocade gown, the corset laced tight. The silk sleeves shimmered in the soft afternoon sunlight that spilled into the room from floor to ceiling windows.

      A bell tolled outside, and she knew she was back in Demerel in the palace. Her dreams had been full of Knox and the forest and flying over the trees.

      She took a deep breath, calming her racing heart. Bella clasped her hands in front of her. Not a strand of hair was out of place, and her brown eyes were concerned but curious. All of their friendship, Eirwyn had felt like Bella watched her like a science experiment.

      She looked around and held her stomach. "What—what are you doing here?" she asked.

      Bella smiled tightly. "I wanted to check on you. You disappeared last night."

      Eirwyn groaned and laid back down, rolling over and pulling the covers back up. "I just don't feel well."

      "Aw, I'm so sorry," Bella said woodenly. Eirwyn looked up at her, blinking and trying to think. It was too early for her brain to make sense of why Bella was acting slightly off.

      Bella went to the window and stared out. "I wanted to talk with you about your behavior last night at the ball. You shouldn't talk to your brother like that. He's trying his best and ruling the kingdom is a difficult thing to do."

      Eirwyn slowly sat up, frowning. A month ago, Bella would've been complaining about Gastone with her over a pint of ale at the tavern.

      Eirwyn breathed deeply and closed her eyes, tears threatening. "You're right, I'm sorry. I'm not trying to cause problems between you two."

      Bella turned from the window, her back straight and her eyes cold. Her expression made Eirwyn freeze on the bed, reminding her of Gastone. She'd seen that same stone cold expression as a child, and it always led to pain.

      Her stomach twisted in worry, confusion, and fear.

      "I know, but with that being said, I want you to consider staying here at the summer palace after the wedding. We'll be touring the nation before going to the capital for the winter."

      Eirwyn nodded, breathing through her nose and trying to control her roiling stomach. Sweat beaded her upper lip.

      "I'm happy to give you two space. I know I set the worst off in Gastone. I don't know why he hates me so, but it will help you start your marriage right without me underfoot."

      "And the rest of the engagement dinners and balls. You should take a step back and let your brother have his moment in the spotlight."

      Eirwyn's stomach rebelled, and she raced to the bathroom and retched. Bella's voice came through the open door. "I'll tell your maid you're awake. She'll be right in to help you."

      Eirwyn heaved and tears pricked her eyes. It was the same feeling she'd had her whole life. She was weak, nauseous, and shaky. Why did this always happen to her? Why was she constantly sick? Was it the castle that made her so anxious?

      Or was it just always walking on eggshells around her brother?

      Perhaps she'd visit Lailant and see if she could help. She didn't have time to be sick, not with the wedding coming up so quickly. She had to help Bella prepare while staying out of her brother's way.
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      Knox frowned and leaned against the tree outside Vidrland, his big frame causing his shirt to bulge. His hatchet hung from his belt, but he wasn't concerned at the moment.

      He'd been out of sorts since taking Eirwyn into town. He itched for activity, for something that he couldn't quite identify.

      "It's time to ramp up our efforts with the Robins. The timing is right, what with the king getting married in a month. It's time for phase two."

      The small band of former soldiers, rangers, and convicts sat on their horses, but Ashur leaned on the pommel. They were the highest ranking Robins, other than John and the druids, having earned the trust of the inner circle. Yet Knox still kept his face and tail hidden from them as much as possible.

      Will shifted on his saddle. "Are we finally going to make a bigger push to rob more than just the tax collectors? What about the rich snobs?"

      Knox arched a brow and crossed his arms. "You're already doing that, Will..."

      Ashur flushed and clenched his jaw, glancing away from Knox' heavy stare. He hadn't been as involved as he could have been, and Ashur had stepped up the past few months. Knox had given him the lead and watched and waited.

      "Phase one was to following the tax collectors and stealing the money back from the king. Phase two of the plan was to slowly work our way around the kingdom robbing the rich. You jumped into phase two without permission or voting on the matter. My reports say you're doing well organizing the attacks and have stuck to our rules of only robbing the king's men or rich men, so that's good."

      Knox narrowed his eyes, then turned his eye back to Ashur. "However, you should've come to me first. We should've put it to a vote first. Am I clear?"

      His voice was soft but none of them could mistake the steel undertones. Ashur's jaw clenched and his back straightened. "Aye, master warden."

      Knox sighed. "We're not simply thieves. We're here to chip away at the king's power so we can protect and provide for people. We don't rob from just anyone, regardless of what some of our people's former professions might've been. We have to be strategic. Don't forget the Robin's oath."

      They all nodded, several putting their fist to their chest and bowing their head slightly. When they'd recovered enough from their wounds and had decided to stay, he'd made them all take the oath.

      Knox sighed and rubbed his head under the hood. "Have you been turning the money over to John for inventory so he ensure it gets to right people in the local communities?"

      Ashur spat on the ground and nodded. "Hells, Knox, you know we have. We gave our word."

      Knox stroked his jaw, his five o'clock shadow already prominent even in the mid-morning sun. He wasn't sure how trustworthy the promises of criminals and deserters were, which is why he made sure upstanding soldiers always accompanied them.

      But he did trust them. This part of gentle reprimand went a long way to keeping order in Vidrland with so many types of people.

      Will murmured softly. "I'm sorry we started phase two without express permission, but the wedding will have a lot of wealthy nobles going to and from the summer palace. Robbing from the rich would then put pressure on the king to end the war, right? Isn't that our entire end goal?"

      Others nodded, and Knox looked at him thoughtfully. He never wanted them to see him as a tyrant, so he said, "I see what you're saying, but it should be put to a vote for our people to decide. Let's vote tomorrow night. In the meantime, do you have a plan or an idea to pitch at the meeting?"

      Will nodded and spoke soft and slow. Knox stroked his chin as he listened, nodding and asking questions here and there.

      Knox had returned from Demerel with a cart and the donkey. He'd loaded up Olive's supplies, but he'd also worked to get three more prisoners out of the dungeons.

      They had families and had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Some noble had accused the three of robbing him simply because the noble didn't want to pay for the new clothing and shoes that he'd ordered.

      He'd snuck them out of town on the cart too. They were busy repairing the clothing and shoes and tents in Vidrland but had begged him to go back to town and bring their families to the safety the forest provided.

      He shook his head and rubbed his temples, careful to keep his hood up.

      "You're right. Officially launching phase two and robbing the rich will help force the king's hand. With all the foreign dignitaries from neighboring nations and the nobles from the capitol coming for the wedding... it presents a great opportunity to rob the rich on the roads."

      "What about robbing the wedding reception ball itself?" Will asked. Knox looked around and tried to get a feel for how the others felt about it.

      "It will take stealth and a lot of planning. Several of us will need to dress as servants or nobles to get in. Others will need to stand guard. Those who go inside will need to make sure no harm befalls anyone."

      Will asked, "Not even the king? It'll be a good opportunity to assassinate him."

      Knox shook his head. "Other than being annoying by passing overbearing taxation on the people without their consent and prolonging a war no one wants, he hasn't done anything outright illegal. So no killing the king."

      "He's killed plenty by sending them to a pointless war. This might be our best chance," Ashur said.

      Knox held up a hand. "I said no. We will not vote on murder. However, I might have a better idea for the king that I think you'll like but let me think on it first. We will present it to the Robins tomorrow night and vote as a group. Then we'll need to prepare to be in Demerel at least the day before the wedding, prepare and plan. I'd like everyone to have eyes and ears open. No getting drunk from the festivities."

      More groans from his men, but he knew they'd obey.

      He paid his men well, but it wasn't bought loyalty that kept them with him and kept them silent. Only these half-dozen men even knew he was the one behind the Robins at all. Them, the dwarf John, and the two old druids, that is.

      These had been with him the longest and were the ones he trusted. And they trusted him in return.

      John was their steward. Every week, he did a random check of the records and the distribution of their contraband, reviewed the sales of goods and sent spies to confirm bits and pieces.

      Everyone else in camp saw a man in all black with a black mask. It was as the Robin, the druid master warden protector of the forest, that he led them with speeches and worked alongside them to fell trees and even eat. The mask provided anonymity and gave the people someone to look up to without focusing on the flaws of humanity.

      "Alright, take your goods to John for inventory and eat a good meal. Relax for the day and gather provisions. Then I'm going to send you each on another mission before the wedding. You can cast your vote before you leave on whether we're going to rob the rich on the roads or rob the wedding."

      They all nodded and straightened on their horses, so Knox continued. "Sharo go west and report back on Glathen. There are a few liars in the town outside the Lone Road who are telling travelers they are the ones to pay for protection through the forest. Stop them, then set up in the town as the toll taker and guide."

      Sharo nodded, and Knox continued. "Also, find out what they're going to do about the wedding. I want to know what they think about the king marrying a commoner instead of their princess."

      Sharo nodded and turned his horse, then he disappeared into the encampment, riding straight for the large, long wooden building that John used as their storehouse.

      "Nineel, go back to the tavern in Demerel and keep your ears peeled. I want to know everything about the future queen or anything else to do with the king. Are they staying at the summer palace during their honeymoon or leaving for the capital? We need to know."

      Nineel turned and followed Sharo into the encampment. Lox watched as Sharo swung off his horse and began to unload his saddlebags.

      "Zomoya, go east into Busparia, then circle onto the Southern Road. See if any of our people need help on their way back home in Busparia. If we need to send food to the soldiers, let me know. No one should starve this winter."

      Zomoya disappeared, joining the others in front of the lodge.

      "Pari, Simta, I want you both far away from the Growlers while they're in mating season. You can help us with the wedding reception plan, but the next day, go north and patrol the borders. One of you goes north east and one goes north west. Let me know if either kingdom is pushing into the mountains."

      Pari and Simta nodded, and they turned and disappeared.

      When it was only him and Ashur, he sighed and turned to grab the reins of his horse grazing nearby.

      He swung up onto Ryder and turned to stare at the encampment.

      Ashur had been with him from the beginning of the war. He'd been bloodied and scarred and had been discharged to go home. But the kingdom had not protected the road from the Growlers. Knox had found him closer to death than life in the forest, an assassin vine wrapped around his neck.

      Knox had saved him and taken him to a safer part of the forest. Using the skills he'd learned from Olive, he'd patched Ashur up and listened to his delirious talks of the war. As he'd healed, Ashur had the idea to build up Vidrland and form the Robins.

      They would help his fellow veterans trying to make it home. They could provide an escort service through the forest, a protection detail for those who wanted to go between Glathen and Busparia without being detected or dying in the Feral Forest.

      That had led to talk about taxes and the war and a plan had begun to form.

      When Little John had stumbled into the forest, then another soldier, then another, the plan took on a life of its own. The Robins were born and had worked all these years to end the war.

      "I was waiting on your reports but now I need to go north to the dwarves. They have been working on a device that will aid us in bringing the king to his knees. Then I need to see Olive. Will you stay here, watch over Vidrland, and see to the preparations for the wedding reception? It seems like every week, this place grows bigger. We need to start building permanent structures for those still in tents."

      Ashur nodded, still leaning on his pommel. "Aye, I'll see that it's done. Did you meet the newbies? Lots of women." Ashur nodded to Vidrland.

      Knox sighed and rubbed the sides of his head. "Not this again, Ash. We're not heathens."

      Ashur shrugged. "They're camp followers, mate. Sex work is their bread and butter, and if you don't put out, someone else will. You might as well get yours."

      Knox snorted. He might consider Ashur a friend, but he wasn't about to explain how complicated his love life was. Or the lack thereof. It would mean exposing his face and abilities, and that couldn't happen.

      "Don't worry about me, Ash."

      Ashur wiggled his eyebrows. "Speaking of, I'm going to go debrief Little John and see who's available for some rough housing."

      Knox wrinkled his nose in disgust. "First, don't call him that. You know he hates that. Second, don't call sex rough housing. That's just—"

      "The fun way to do it?" Ashur grinned and kicked his horse, setting off into the slowly growing village at the northern center of the forest.

      He wasn't really attracted to any of the camp followers, had felt no attraction before meeting Eirwyn, but Ashur didn't need to know that. Sure, he had itches to scratch, but it wasn't anything his hand couldn't handle.

      Except now he dreamed of fucking Eirwyn every night. Every morning he woke up harder than when he'd gone to bed. Even his hand was getting tired now, and it'd only been a few days since he'd said goodbye in Demerel.

      He turned Ryder into the forest and rode north to the dwarves. Perhaps he'd get to see her in Demerel when they infiltrated the wedding reception. He smiled as he imagined her dressed in her royal finery.

      Even if he wanted to throw Eirwyn over his shoulder and ride into the forest to fuck her for days, he couldn't escape the responsibilities of leadership. The people in the forest counted on him.

      Knox sighed and rode away from Vidrland.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      "And that's how the king fell in love with our very own tavern mistress," Eirwyn said with a flourish, swirling her hands and making the dancing light projections dissipate around the tavern. A burst of colors exploded on the ceiling, raining down on the patrons.

      It distracted the everyone, but also distracted herself from her not having a special someone like that. Her mind went to Knox, but she probably wouldn't ever see him again. She looked over the crowd, but none of them appealed to her. Ever since she'd come back from Glathen, she hadn't been interested in taking anyone upstairs.

      Applause broke out, and the new manager nodded his head approvingly. He'd been hesitant to let Eirwyn into the tavern tonight. But after a few days cooped up in the castle, she'd needed to escape.

      First there'd been the engagement ball. The courtiers had fawned over Bella, which Eirwyn was happy to see. She wanted her friend to be accepted as queen, and if Eirwyn were being honest, she'd been worried the rich lords and ladies weren't going to welcome her.

      She shouldn't have worried, though. Bella was very well read and could always find a topic of common interest, unlike Eirwyn's own conversations with them. All she could do was flirt, and it often sent the wrong message.

      But then there'd been the dress fittings and organizing Bella's lessons. Eirwyn had interviewed all the people Gastone had hired for Bella. The history tutors, etiquette teachers, dance instructors, and magic professors all met her approval as well.

      Then she'd scheduled daily classes with her soon to be sister-in-law in the management of the castle. It was the one job that Gastone actually gave her any power to perform. And now it was being turned over to Bella.

      Eirwyn grew more worried about her future in Busparia with every passing day. Gastone paraded young and old men alike in front of her. The pressure to make a match, get married, and move out made her skin itch. She'd not found any of them attractive at all, and most were boring stuffy old men or practically little puppies for as young as they were.

      None of them held a candle to Knox' outdoor manliness.

      Eirwyn also found Bella growing more and more frazzled as the days passed. Especially when the visiting dignitaries from the other countries and continents began to arrive for the wedding.

      Bella had never met elves before and had been worried about making a fool of herself. Eirwyn had put on her happy face and charmed them like always, but it had just added to the stress for all of them.

      She could play the adorable princess role, but it was exhausting to always be "on."

      After yet another ball to celebrate the visiting dignitaries, Eirwyn had snuck out to the tavern.

      Willis set a mug of ale on the table. "Here you go, your highness."

      She grinned and reached into her pocket for some coin. "Thank you, sir, for letting me entertain tonight. I needed that bright spot of fun."

      He waved away her coin. "No, you've earned the ale at the least. You've a knack for storytelling, and I'm mighty proud to have heard you. Sorry about earlier."

      His cheeks reddened as he scratched the back of his neck.

      She smiled and waved a hand. "Don't worry about it. Bella and I had an arrangement, which I'm happy to continue. But if it'll make you feel more comfortable to talk to her first, I understand."

      He nodded. "I'll do that. And thank you. Let me know if you need anything else, your highness."

      She nodded, and he walked away. She sat back and nursed her ale, enjoying her corner seat. It gave her the best view of the entire room, and she loved people watching.

      She wrapped the shadows slowly around her and sipped. Soon enough, most of the people in the tavern forgot she was even there. She frowned as she listened to the gossip.

      The people were excited about the wedding and all the soldiers returning home from war. They were due home within the next week, as the Southern Road was a longer route.

      Some grumbled about the king chopping down trees to the south of town.

      "He tried it a few years ago, do you remember?"

      "I'm not sure what he hopes to do. No one can get through the forest without the Robins' help."

      Eirwyn's ears perked up, and she turned slightly to better hear the dirty chimney sweeps two tables over.

      "The Robins will stop him, don't worry."

      "Bless them, did you hear they got Matt and Bob out of the stocks?"

      "Really? I wondered where they'd gone. The missus is already grumbling about having to do more work. She's taking in more darning, since the tailor's been gone."

      "The Robins got their families out too. They're tucked away safe and sound in the forest, I bet."

      "I'm telling you, there's no such thing as a town in the forest. It's all haunted and will kill you if you even go near it. I'm sure Matt and Bob have just gone to start shops in a new town."

      Eirwyn's stomach knotted. It wasn't her first time hearing about the Robins' work, but it was the first time she'd heard of a town in the forest.

      She finished her ale but her stomach kept rolling. It was probably stress related. Heavens knew her brother could make a saint sick from stress.

      She pulled her hood up and stood, her legs shaky. She frowned as her stomach cramped. Then she ducked through the hallway to the kitchens. Her shadows wrapped around her prevented the staff from seeing her, and she found the privy attached to the back wall of the tavern.

      She shut the door just in time to retch. Her forehead beaded with sweat, and she took a deep breath when she was done. She picked up her cloak and wiped her mouth with the inside hem.

      When she stepped out, she could barely see the stars for the darkness. She went to the water spigot by the stables and rinsed her mouth out before starting the walk back to the palace.

      It'd be faster to go through town instead of through the secret entrance. The way she felt right now, she wanted to be home as quickly as possible. Helga had long tried to talk her out of walking, especially at night. But with her light magic and the birds' help, she could avoid most unsavory people.

      She strode swiftly through the dim alleyways, wrapping her shadows around her like a second cloak to obscure her features. If anyone saw her, they'd blink and question their eyesight. It was how she'd been sneaking in and out of town for years.

      Helga had no reason to worry. Despite her fancy dress and obviously expensive cloak, she had no fear as she walked through the narrow streets.

      Eirwyn passed a beggar in a narrow passageway whom the birds weren't worried about.

      "Spare some coin for an old man?"

      Eirwyn danced out of his reach, picking up her smooth silk gown to avoid having it touch him even as she dug in her pocket.

      She handed him three coins. "Here you go." Then she turned and continued on her way.

      Her stomach twisted, and she turned onto an even narrower alley to get back to the palace by the shortest route possible. When she went up the steps to the next street, she tried to distract herself from her stomach by thinking of what changes this wedding would bring.

      Some birds cawed overhead, and she looked up. A lone man stood waiting at the top of the stairs. She frowned, but at the birds' message, she spun on her heels. Her heart raced at their warning. Two men in shadows stood at the bottom of the alley.

      She paused, her breath catching in her lungs as they began to walk up the steps. She looked behind her to the man at the top. He too was walking down toward her. They were going to box her in, and the birds were not happy as they began to circle above her.

      She wrapped the shadows around her tighter, then the two men at the bottom of the stairs were jerked back. A huge, hulking figure moved with such speed, even she couldn't see in the shadows. The two men crumpled in a heap at his feet, then he stepped over them and came up the stairs two at a time.

      "Duck," he hissed.

      She squatted and a loud thud hit above her. She turned to see the lone figure grasping his arm as he turned and fled back up the stairs.

      She breathed heavily and looked up at the looming figure now only a few steps below her. He tipped his head back, and brilliant green eyes met her own in the dim light.

      He held out a hand. "Are you alright, Eirwyn?"

      She took it, her mind splintering. "Knox? What are you doing here?"

      He shrugged. "I placed an order for some supplies for Olive and was told to come back in a few days to pick them up. What are you doing here?"

      Her stomach twisted, and she put a hand on it, breathing deeply until the spasm passed. Then she said, "I went to the tavern. I just needed to escape all the wedding preparations, the fanfare of the diplomats and court."

      She sighed. "It's just a lot to handle sometimes. I needed a break, a fun night to just relax. Do you ever feel like that? Like the world is just pressing down on you, and you need to fly free or you'll burst?"

      He rubbed his chin and leaned closer, one palm on the wall above her. Her breath caught in her throat as she stared up at him.

      "I feel like that all the bloody time, princess." His voice was deep and sent a shiver up her spine. She tipped her head back and swayed closer to him.

      But he stepped back, waving in front of him. "Let me escort you the rest of the way."

      She nodded, turning and going up the steps. She lifted her skirt and stepped over the dark liquid from the attack.

      "Thank you for taking care of those men. I've walked all over this town for years, and I've never been attacked like that. Look at me, I'm shaking."

      She held out her hands and laughed from nerves.

      He stopped them at the end of another alley and pulled her into a hug. His strong biceps wrapped around her, and she stiffened.

      "You're safe now, princess. As long as I'm around, you'll always be safe."

      A delicious honey scent filled her nostrils, mixing with his woodsy musk and the city around them. It made her mad with desire, her core aching. Her desire mixed with the protection of his arms. It was heady, making her dizzy. She didn't want to let him go.

      She sighed, her shoulders relaxing for the first time in weeks. She'd felt like she was walking on pins and needles since she'd gotten home. Gastone kept staring at her over the dinner table, and the look in his eye gave her pause.

      It wasn't new. She'd seen that look on his face a lot over the years. But the intensity had shifted, and now he'd added a little smirk to it, like he knew something she didn't.

      Knox pulled back and looked down. She flared her light magic so she could see into his hood, his emerald eyes concerned. "Is there something else going on?"

      She bit her lip, then smiled as she stepped away from him. His arms dropped to his sides, and they began walking once more.

      "No, nothing else. Just stressed about the wedding, tired, and hungry, I suppose."

      She felt empty as she walked, and she had an overwhelming need to touch him. They reached the wider streets of the wealthier side of town, and she took Knox' arm. He gave a looked down at the contact but crooked his arm like a gentleman and walked next to her.

      "Do you come into town often?" she asked. Gods, there she went, asking stupid questions again.

      "Rarely, although I've found myself in town more and more the past weeks."

      She wanted to ask what he normally did when he wasn't in town. Did he just chop down trees? Did he work with the king's forces to the south to create a new road? Somehow she doubted it.

      She cleared her throat to ask, "How are Olive and Scarlet?"

      He nodded, his head turning side to side and scanning the deserted streets for trouble. "They're doing well. I took Olive some of her supplies last week and told her about the wedding. We're all eager to see how this will impact the kingdom."

      She snorted as the palace loomed ahead. "You and me both. But Bella is a good woman, and she'll make a great queen. Not sure that even she has the power to temper my brother's unique nature, though."

      "That's a very tactful way of saying he's a pain in the ass. And you don't consider yourself a diplomat?"

      She laughed as they finally walked along the palace wall to the back gate house. She waved to the portcullis.

      "This is where I'll leave you, if you don't mind. But I really would like to see you at the tavern the next time you're in town?"

      "I'll be back for the wedding, but you'll probably be busy with royal duties."

      She grinned, leaning forward to stroke his forearm. "I will be, but trust me. The best party in town won't be at the palace but at the tavern. I'm hoping to sneak away by midnight and really let my hair down. Will I see you there?"

      He nodded, the faint lights from inside the archway illuminating the lower half of his face. He had a beautiful smile. She wanted to see more of him, and her fingers itched to push his hood back.

      But she didn't want to jeopardize her chances of seeing him again. She would wait till they got to the tavern, a neutral place where the fear of her brother seeing them wouldn't loom over her head. Where he'd feel comfortable removing more clothing than just his cloak and hood.

      She'd need to talk to the new tavern manager about renting her usual room, cleaned to her specifications.

      She smiled and caught herself from leaning in closer. She squeezed his forearm and dropped her hand.

      "Thanks for seeing me safely home."

      He stiffened and nodded, his lips still smiling softly. "I'll see you around, princess."

      Then he turned and strode away. She slipped through the gate house, hugging the shadows and avoiding the guards who were already dozing. She didn't want them to say anything about a man walking her home.

      But now that she had a plan to meet up with Knox after the wedding, she wasn't dreading it so much.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Eirwyn sat on her own pew to the side of the raised dais in front of the cathedral and watched Bella marry the king.

      She never thought in all her wildest dreams that her friend would become queen. Or that her friend, her smart and talented friend, would fall for her arrogant brother.

      The few days since she'd last seen Knox had flown by. She'd been cooped up at the palace for days now, helping Bella put the finishing touches on the wedding.

      She was happy for her friend whose fortune had changed drastically, but it put Eirwyn on high alert. Every day she woke with dread as she panicked. It was like she couldn't catch her breath unless she thought about Knox, which was more often than was probably healthy.

      She'd stolen a few precious moments on the roof, feeling the wind in her hair and listening to the birds chirp. Yesterday morning, she'd snuck out before the rest of the castle had awoken and ridden to the edge of the forest near the road.

      She didn't go in, and she didn't see Knox. But just being closer to him, feeling the energy from the forest helped settle her nerves. With all the chaos of the wedding, thoughts of Knox still took up most of her brain.

      The priest rang a bell, and Eirwyn blinked. The wedding was over, and Bella and the king turned and faced the crowd. Her brother stood tall, strong, and proud as he stared icily at the crowd.

      His eyes stopped briefly on Eirwyn, and he gave a small twitch of his lips. Every time they'd spoken this week, she felt a slimy feeling down her spinet, like when they'd been children. Usually it meant something bad was about to happen.

      Bella knelt in her pale yellow lace gown, and the priest said some boring, colorful words before placing a crown on her head. The king offered her a hand, and she stood.

      Then the priest introduced her as Queen Bella. The crowd stood and clapped as the two walked down the stairs and aisle to the end of the giant cathedral in the middle of town.

      She and Bella had snuck out in the middle of the night and woven a spell, making the entire cathedral shine like new. It had been nice to have the old Bella back. They'd talked like the good old days at the tavern before going back to the castle.

      The illusion on the cathedral would wear off in a few days. Less, if it rained. Bella's magic had been something they had bonded over five or six years ago. Eirwyn had taught Bella all the things she'd learned, had snuck her a few books here and there. But Bella said Eirwyn never paid enough attention to the details, which frustrated the knowledge obsessed Bella.

      Eirwyn hung back, clinging to the few shadows in the church. There was to be a celebration at the summer palace tonight, and then the King and Queen were going to take an extended honeymoon and tour the kingdom, eventually landing at the winter palace just in time for seasons to change.

      Eirwyn would be staying in Demerel at the summer palace, so that was a blessing at least. She was looking forward to having the run of the palace without her arrogant, condescending brother breathing down her neck.

      The townspeople had mostly forgotten about the war in their excitement about the wedding of one of their own beloved to the king. Even the Robins had quieted in town, although she'd heard there was more movement in and out of the country.

      She'd listened to more gossip from the servants, but they rarely discussed the Robins or the war. Helga waited at the back of the church, and Eirwyn stood and shook out her blue silk dress.

      With head held high, she followed her brother and now sister-in-law down the aisle. Helga stepped into the aisle and helped her put on her red cloak before falling into step behind her. Together they walked to the second carriage, this one enclosed.

      Gastone and Bella were stepping into the first open-air carriage, waving to the peasants who lined the streets. Guards stood shoulder to shoulder to keep them from pressing too close.

      The carriage door shut, and Eirwyn tipped her head back with a sigh. Her stomach still twisted and turned, and she couldn't wait until tomorrow when this nightmare week would be finished.

      "How's your stomach?" Helga asked.

      Eirwyn sighed. "It'll all be better tomorrow. Just a few more hours, then I'll be free."

      The swaying of the carriage almost lulled her to sleep. She jerked when the carriage rolled to a halt in front of the palace. The footman opened the door, and Eirwyn waited until her brother and friend ascended the stairs before she stepped down.

      Gastone had been very clear on his instructions. He didn't want anyone looking at Eirwyn. He wanted all eyes on him and his beautiful, loving bride.

      Eirwyn didn't mind, and she wasn't going to do anything that might make him angry on his big day. She hoped Bella would be a calming influence on him. Maybe they could be a real family now.

      She went up the steps, dread sinking into her stomach like a brick. She glanced over her shoulder at Helga and said softly, "I need to go to my room before the reception."

      Helga frowned and nodded. "I'll inform the butler, then I'll be right up to help."

      Eirwyn waved at her. "No, I'm just going to lay down for an hour. I think it'll help settle my stomach. See if anything else needs done, if the housekeeper needs anything for the reception."

      Helga nodded as they walked through the doors, and Eirwyn went to her room. She pulled her dress over her head and laid it on the back of a chair so it wouldn't wrinkle. Then she crawled into her cool silk sheets with a sigh.
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        * * *

      

      When Eirwyn woke up, the reception ball was in full swing down stairs. She needed air, though. A weight was pressing on her, threatening to suffocate her. She stretched, grateful that at least her stomach felt better. Then she got dressed, washed her face, and reapplied her rouge.

      She stared at her wedding slippers where she'd kicked them off by the settee and went to her closet for her walking boots. She wanted to wear them to the tavern later, so she might as well put them on now.

      She smiled and breathed a deep, calming breath. Just a few hours of schmoozing with the court, and then she'd be able to see Knox. Her smile turned into a grin as she thought about her dainty, red lace underwear she'd specifically worn today for him.

      She just hoped she'd finally have time to show him.

      A lone bird cawed outside her window, and she frowned. What was happening in the gazebo that she needed to see? The bird wasn't specific.

      But she'd wanted air anyway, so she grabbed her red cloak and went down the servants back stairs and outside. She wandered the gardens, following the bird's suggestion. She turned toward the gazebo as voices echoed softly.

      She frowned and ducked onto a side path with tall hedges.

      Voices came softly from the other side, and she thanked the bird. She wasn't sure why he'd wanted her to hear whoever was in the gazebo. Most likely, it was some clandestine meeting of passion.

      In a few hours, maybe she'd be able to convince Knox to give in to his feelings and explore passion with her. She continued on the path through the now dark gardens, hoping for more than a one-night stand with him.

      She stared up at the giant castle, the peaks looming into the sky and shining with a thousand lanterns on the parapets. Pigeons chattered with excitement for the party, but the crow that squawked nearby led her to be cautious.

      She walked around the blooming rose bushes that edged the pond in the center of the gardens. The hedge wall on the other side muffled the voices, and she rounded the bend and spied the gazebo.

      "She doesn't know a thing, but I need you to take care of it tonight," a familiar deep voice echoed from inside the gazebo.

      Eirwyn's footsteps slowed as she listened, and she wrapped the shadows around her more, snuffing out the light. This was one reason she loved going to the tavern. She liked to see and hear all the juicy gossip and know who was doing what. It led to fewer surprises and being more prepared when everything went to shit.

      That was why it'd been so stressful and such a shock when Gastone had shown up at the tavern that night to drag her back home. She'd not seen it coming. And now it'd led to a chain reaction of the wedding.

      "Are you sure this is necessary?" a soft, feminine voice asked.

      "Yes, absolutely. It's long overdue. The kingdom depends on this, do you understand?"

      Eirwyn frowned. Was that Gastone?

      "No, but you're the king. Your word is my command."

      Eirwyn's eyebrows rose. It was her brother! And he was meeting with this woman on his wedding night during his wedding reception? What was he up to?

      "Your wife won't be happy," the woman said.

      Eirwyn's rage began to boil. The king was already cheating on Bella too? It definitely wasn't true love. Bella deserved better.

      The king snorted. "She won't be that torn up about it. Trust me. I know my wife. Now, will you do it or not?"

      Eirwyn frowned. How could he know Bella when they'd only met a month ago? What could her strict, tyrannical brother be planning that her friend would approve of?

      The woman said, "Aye, but half now and half when I bring back the heart."

      There was a pause, then a soft clinking sound echoed.

      "We're done here. I'll send a note to the guild master when you return with a meeting place for the other half and the heart."

      Boots slid on the floor of the gazebo. Eirwyn dipped in between two big rose bushes as her heart raced, not even caring if her new gown became torn. There was no telling what her brother would do if he found her eavesdropping.

      She watched through the leaves as he walked out of the gazebo and down the straightest path to the veranda. She could barely hear the faint music through the open doors. The night was muggy but much cooler than it'd been in the day.

      She stepped out of the bushes on silent feet, intent on sliding past gazebo while trying to glimpse this mystery woman. Whoever she was, Eirwyn wanted to find out what she was getting paid to do and how it could hurt Bella or the kingdom.

      She turned to the gazebo but hadn't taken even two steps when a hooded figure appeared in the doorway. Eirwyn frowned.

      She'd heard a woman, but this was a small man wearing dark pants, boots, and cloak. A hood obscured his face, but then he lifted small gloved hands and blew a sparkling dust in her direction.

      Eirwyn coughed and jerked to the side to avoid it, but it was too late. Her vision swam, and she fell, inky blackness welcoming her with open arms.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Scarlet scarfed down a bowl of meat and potatoes. She'd just gotten back from a job in the north but had raced to get back for the wedding. She hadn't made it, but she could still relax with the other Hunters.

      Some were using the revelry in the streets to complete jobs undetected, but those who were still at the guild hall were already well into their cups and gambling. Scarlet hurried to eat, keeping a clear head so she could fleece the drunks of their coin in an honest game of chance.

      The guild master of the Demerel branch came into the common room with a letter. He looked over the lot of them and pointed a bony finger at Scarlet.

      "You. Come." He jerked his thumb and spun on his heels. She sighed, resigning herself to another job. So much for winning more coin tonight. She followed him to his office where he waved to a chair. He tapped on an open letter on his desk.

      "The king was pleased that you brought the princess safely home. I'm not surprised you found her first. We lost another Hunter to the forest, even though we warned him that you were the only one who could go in and out of there."

      He shook his head in disappointment and sank to his chair, pushing an unopened letter across the desk. "The king included a bonus in the fee along with another request. He insists no one but you read it. I wouldn't put it past him to have enchanted it to make sure no one reads it first."

      Scarlet's brows rose as she read the letter, then the guild master leaned forward to demand, "Well? What's he want?"

      After she read it twice, it burst into flames. She jumped up and ash fell to the floor.

      The guild master peered over his desk to make sure the rug didn't catch fire.

      She looked up at him as dread settled like a knot in her stomach. "He has another job but only wants me to do it."

      She had to play this off as no big deal. If the guild master or anyone else in the Hunters found out how much the king was offering for this job, they'd jump into action. Everyone loved the princess, but money was king for the Hunters. A Hunter would kill his own mother for the right price.

      The guild master eyed her, making the hair on the back of her neck stand. "It's a great honor, but you know what happens when people get repeat business from the king."

      She nodded, swallowing hard as her spine tingled. "I need to go prepare. It will take a few days, but I'll check in when I get back," she said.

      He nodded, then slumped in his chair and propped his feet up on his desk. "Don't go getting yourself killed. You're the best Hunter I've got. Fisica protect you."

      She nodded and opened the door. "And you."

      What could this be about? The letter was cryptic.

      Five times the normal fee if you meet me in the castle's gazebo tonight at eleven for another job.

      She repacked her bags and re-saddled her horse before riding through the noble district. The houses were large with walled gardens and narrow alleys between them.

      She rounded the edge of the palace wall and followed it to the small gate house in the back behind the gardens. She checked her father's pocket watch, then snapped it shut. The noise of the revelry in the front courtyard drowned out her footsteps as she left her horse in the alley. He was a swift-footed gelding she'd had specifically trained. He wouldn't wander off and anyone who tried to lead him away would have their hand bitten.

      She peered around the gate house. The portcullis was open, but guards stood under the archway. Two cheered and chugged ale, a small crowd of guards egging them on. The one who finished first lifted his mug, and the crowd cheered. Money was exchanged as she slipped unnoticed behind them and into the garden.

      Getting in and out of places came easy to her, which is why joining the Hunters had been a simple choice to make.

      Her senses sharpened as she hunted for her target. Where would the gazebo be? She stalked on silent feet over the grass, avoiding the pebbled garden paths. Several nobles were on the back terrace, some smoking roots and talking quietly.

      She reached out with her senses, somehow feeling where people were in the garden. Someone was in the gazebo, but it wasn't a couple seeking privacy. She moved closer, listening to every sound, watching for every aura.

      Her grandmother and mother had hoped she'd be a druid. They'd trained her until she'd reached ten, but her druidic magic had never come in. All she had were a hunter's instincts and aura readings from her father.

      Her mother had died thirty years ago when Scarlet was five. She'd lived with her grandmother and Knox until she'd been old enough to join her father on the road. He'd been a fighter, a ranger paid by the crown to do a circuit through his territory and solve problems for the people.

      Then he went to war and died.

      Scarlet had been filled with anger for a long time after that, and the Hunters had provided a way to channel that into an income. She listened behind the gazebo and looked at the moon.

      There were no others around, so she slipped inside. The king paced in the middle and when he turned around, he sucked in a breath and froze in his tracks.

      He scowled, "Don't sneak up on me like that. You're the Hunter that brought Eirwyn home?"

      She nodded, her hood hiding her face and keeping her in shadows.

      "You're going to take her into the forest and cut out her heart. Bring it back to me. The official story is that Eirwyn's going to run off to the tavern again. But she gets lost in the dark and killed."

      Scarlet's stomach clenched, and her blood went cold. She blinked in surprise. "You want me to kill the princess?"

      He nodded. One wrong move, and he'd kill her. She'd heard of it happening before. Her mind raced as she breathed through her surprise. She didn't move, just focused on breathing and watching him.

      His aura was steady. He wouldn't attack her. Not yet, not unless she refused. A small curl of smoke rose from his nose, his hands behind his back as he stared with those cold, emotionless eyes.

      She couldn't question him too much or he'd see it as a challenge of his authority. A Hunter took a job and did it, regardless of the personal feelings on the matter.

      They talked more, but Scarlet sensed another aura. She hurried him along by asking for half the payment. When he left, she'd turned to sense the aura on the other side of the gazebo wall.

      She felt it was Eirwyn, recognizing her aura. She pulled out the sleep powder and stepped into the garden.

      Scarlet slung the princess over her shoulder before she hit the ground and grunted. She was heavier than she'd thought a petite little woman like her would be. It didn't matter, though.

      She turned to go through the back gate of the gardens, juggling the princess on her shoulder.

      The guards were now passed out drunk on the ground outside the gate house. Scarlet clung to the shadows and slipped past them.

      She tossed Eirwyn over the front of the horse, wincing as she flopped. Knox would not be happy about this. He'd clearly been smitten with Eirwyn, and there was no way she could go through with the king's request.

      But she couldn't let anyone else go through with it, either. Eirwyn had been nothing but kind to her. When Scarlet had first seen Eirwyn in the tavern years ago, she'd been telling the most fascinating story with bursts of light figures dancing on the ceiling. Red had kept to herself and ignored most of the patrons, but she liked to keep her ears and eyes on gossip in town, especially when the royals were in residence.

      It was always best to be prepared.

      She swung into the saddle behind Eirwyn and led them through the back alleys toward the edge of town. Then she turned to the Lone Road and pursed her lips.

      It was a full moon, and the fear and adrenaline from the king's words had grown within her chest, threatening to drown her. She focused on her breathing even as fear licked at her heels.

      She kicked the horse into a gallop. They had to reach Grandmother's house before the Growlers caught their scent.
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        * * *

      

      Ashur eyed the cylindrical tube warily as they crept down the hallway of the castle. "Are you sure that's going to work?"

      The rambunctious crowd in the courtyard had provided good cover to get into the castle. They'd easily picked the lock and knocked a guard out, entering through a parlor of some sort.

      Knox shook his head and peered around the corner. "We've tested it for weeks, Ashur. It'll work."

      Ashur sighed and muttered a common prayer to Borga, but Knox didn't look at him as they continued to the servant's stairs. They went up to the main floor. At the top of the stairs, was a door that led to the kitchens.

      They walked toward the door, his heart racing. If the king captured any of them, it would be the end of all their hard work. Fear beat at him, but he couldn't stop now.

      The king's forces were still pushing into the forest. Will hadn't been able to stop them, and the king didn't respond to their letters in the newspapers.

      With Auckwald reclaimed, it was time to lower the taxes and stop the war. Then Knox could send all the bedraggled and weary villagers in Vidrland back home. That was the only way to get peace in the forest.

      But first, they had to rob the palace.

      Knox took a deep breath and opened the door. There was a bustle of activity, and no one paid him any attention. Until he lifted the magical tube, pressed the three gems on the side, and blew into one end.

      His green gas mixed with the magic in the tube, changing his gas from a deadly poison to only a sleeping gas. John had gone back to his brothers, the dwarves, to perfect the invention.

      They'd tested it on almost every person in Vidrland, including the magic users. The mages in the forest weren't as well-taught or magically gifted as the nobles or king. Knox just hoped it was powerful enough to last the thirty minutes it was supposed to.

      The green gas sank to the floor, mixing with the feet of the kitchen staff. No one noticed it billowing up around them. Several yawned. When the green reached their knees, they began to slump over where they stood. The cook laid her top half on the table, falling on the jam covered pastries.

      It reminded him of Eirwyn. When they were all put to sleep, he walked through the kitchen toward another door, swiping an olpertine as he went. He put it in his pocket to give to Eirwyn later.

      The door opened onto another small hallway. Several nobles were going into a few doors on the side, and Knox stepped into each one, even the ladies' facilities room. When he'd walked through all the surrounding rooms, he stepped into the back of the ballroom.

      Ashur and the other Robins had taken a preventative elixir to counteract the effects of the sleeping gas. Knox took a deep breath, growing dizzy from the deep breathing. The green and white smoke began to fill the room, sinking to the ground as nobles danced. Knox breathed out, his eyes scanning the crowd as he looked for a black-haired beauty.

      The dancers slowed, and the music faded. Within seconds, snores were heard throughout the room. The Robins moved in, picking pockets and shoving gems and jewelry into bags.

      Knox walked the perimeter before going onto the outdoor terrace and putting more people to sleep. Ashur disappeared up the grand staircase to finish his part of the mission. They'd spent weeks meticulously planning this heist.

      He blew more gas into the ballroom, watching it roll across the floor. He walked up to the king and queen, both slumped in their throne chairs on the raised dais on one end of the room.

      He stared at the king. Eirwyn had grown up with this man, this selfish tyrant who couldn't decide whether the forest killed his parents or the Glathens. Knox knew the truth, though.

      Or rather, he suspected the truth since he'd been there when their parents had died. Perhaps he could tell Eirwyn about it soon. Not tonight though since they had plans.

      He smiled and walked away from the sleeping drakin king, blowing more sleeping gas through the crowd. The external rooms would be waking soon, and he wanted to give them one more pass.

      Two shots each. Less than an hour to get in, put them to sleep, and get out. The plan was working well, yet the more he walked around, the more his stomach tightened. Eirwyn was nowhere to be found; she was supposed to be here at the reception ball celebrating with her brother and the new queen. Perhaps she was upstairs in her room.

      Knox shook his head. If she were, Archer would see her when he completed his mission above stairs. Ashur was going to use sleep darts on anyone he met though. Knox looked around, calming himself.

      She wasn't the type to hide in her room during a party. She was vivacious and full of life.

      No, the more logical explanation was that she wasn’t in the palace at all. Perhaps she was already on her way to the tavern.

      He smiled, anticipation building within him even as his hands began to shake and his eyes blurred from using so much magic. It was time to wrap this robbery up and get out of there. He had a princess to woo.
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      Knox sat in the corner of the tavern and watched the rest of the patrons get drunk. He nursed the same mug of ale that he'd gotten over two hours ago when he'd arrived.

      Ashur nuzzled up with a bar maid on his lap, and her giggling was bloody annoying. He was anxious.

      Eirwyn should be here soon, unless their little infiltration and drugging of the entire castle caused a bigger problem than he thought.

      Why hadn't he gone upstairs to search for her? He'd searched the ground floors and the main reception floor and ballroom.

      When they'd left, the back gate guards having been put to sleep as well, they'd all split up into pairs. They were to rendezvous at the tavern in a few minutes. Knox and Ashur had arrived hours ago.

      Knox finally rubbed his temples and accepted that she wasn't going to show. The drunken revelry just grew louder and louder, so Knox checked the clock above the bar and went outside. He had a few minutes before the rest of the crew showed up, and he needed some air.

      He wasn't used to the closed spaces of town. Even after years of going in and out, he still didn't feel comfortable with so many people around. If someone saw his head, they'd panic and run him out of town. It'd happened before when he was younger. Different time, different town, but still painful.

      He'd been careful to stay cloaked in public ever since. Only three people knew what he looked like without the hood, and that was fine by him. He frowned and stared up at the stars. Well, four now, if he included Eirwyn's maid.

      He walked around the tavern, checking on the horses in the stable. He tried to work out the tension and worry about Eirwyn's absence, but something about it made his stomach twist. Then he walked around the square.

      An old woman sat rocking in front of the apothecary shop. He walked a wide arc around her on his way back to the tavern, but his feet grew heavy.

      He turned to look at the woman as if pulled like a puppet on a string.

      She looked up at him with her rheumy eyes as she stopped rocking. She stared into his eyes, and he felt uneasy as she didn't blink.

      "I know you," she said softly.

      He looked behind him. Perhaps she meant someone else.

      "Yes, you. Knox. You're Olive's boy. Except you're no boy, are you? I met you when you were just a few days old. Olive sent for me. My, how you've grown."

      His mind spun. Why would Olive send for this old woman?

      She turned her head as if peering through him. "Do you know who I am?"

      He shook his head, his feet heavy and rooting him to the ground even as he wanted to leave her presence.

      "They call me Lailant here, but I've gone by many names in the past."

      His eyes widened. "I've heard you can cure any curse."

      She cackled a laugh, her head thrown back and revealing a missing tooth. "For most, yes. For you? No."

      He frowned, his spine straightening. "What does that mean?"

      She shrugged and started to rock again. "It means you're not cursed like you think you are. But if you want more information, you'll need to give me some of your venom."

      He clenched his fists at his side. "No," he said. Who knew what kind of dark magic could be used from the venom? No, it was safer to keep him far away from others who could die from it.

      "Don't you want to know about the princess?" Her voice was smooth and hypnotizing.

      He swayed on his feet, feeling the pull of her magic.

      "What about the princess?"

      She held out a small vial. Where it came from, he had no idea. "Hand over the venom."

      He wrapped his hand around the tail, shifting it into a barbed deadly weapon. It was shaped like a dagger tip with notches on the sharp edge. It didn't hurt him though, as he dripped the gooey liquid into the vial.

      He frowned at the old woman and held it up, just out of her grasp. "Swear an oath that it will not be used to harm, hurt, or kill anyone."

      She sighed and shook her head. "I can't do that, but I'll swear that it will only fight against evil in the realm."

      A hot wind swirled around them and then she said. "There. Are you happy now? Come on, you don't have all night. It's already past the witching hour."

      He handed it over, and she slipped it into a knitting bag at her feet. When she just started rocking again, he rubbed his temples and scratched his scales.

      "Well?"

      She chuckled. "Still impatient, I see. At least that hasn't changed. I knew you had the venom just as I know you. It's time for you to go to the heart of the forest and find your destiny."

      He nodded, picturing the blank spot on the map. "Hartsgrove?"

      "Exactly."

      "But not even the druids go there. It's forbidden." Olive had warned him away from that place for years. He'd tried a few times decades ago when he'd been a rash youth. But the forest had stopped obeying his command, and he'd been forced to give up.

      She pointed the vial at him. "Are you going to let that stop you?" She snorted. "I thought not. The protections that have been in place for hundreds of years are no match for you. Once you reach Hartsgrove, you will find your home. There, you will find love. There, you will break what you think is a curse."

      He blinked and rubbed his chin. "What will I find when I get there?"

      She arched a brow. "Answers. Eat the golden apple and find answers. Come see me when you're done. I will tell you more after your blinders have been removed."

      He frowned, feeling his feet loosen. "You—I," He pinched the bridge of his nose.

      "You mean to tell me that I could've broken this curse years ago if I'd only gone into the most dangerous part of the forest and eaten a snack?"

      She began to rock again, unwilling or unable to answer him. His hands fisted at his sides and he spun on his heel, stumbling the first step.

      Then the old woman said, "Oh and one more thing. Ask Olive about fated mates among dragons, will you?"

      His spine straightened, and pressure built on his chest. His mind swirled. Why would she have him ask Olive about dragons when they'd been hunted down and driven from the land hundreds of years ago?

      He raked a hand along the side of his head. The memories and stories of his birth made his gaze shoot to the old woman with raised brows. He'd hatched from an egg, but only Olive and Scarlet knew that. Olive had always told him he was a drakin, and he needed to avoid the royal family.

      Hells, he needed to avoid regular people too, as they'd force him into politics or try to take out their anger at the king on him.

      He'd always been so careful to keep his head covered with the hood and cloak. For years, he'd thought about what kind of being he was. The scales, the poisonous breath, the venom barbed tail. He'd tried to learn all about the drakin royal families of Glathen and Busparia, had read all the books he could find in the nearby villages and towns. He hadn't had the money to search the magic school's libraries further into Busparia.

      There had been no records of anyone with similar magic and abilities to his. But if he was a dragon, not a drakin...

      "Is it—am I…"

      She chuckled again. "Talk to Olive. Tell her I said hello and the time is right. Now run along back to the tavern. Your men are there, and they need you to save the princess."

      She held up the vial and waved it at him. "The men that attacked her a few days ago? The one that was hit with your venom is dead, and the other two are running for their lives. The attack wasn't random. You must protect her."

      Knox' heart jumped at the mention of the princess. What did the princess need saving from? Who was behind the attack? He strode away, his mind reeling between the princess and dragons.

      Only the royal bloodlines were descended from dragons, from both Glathen and Busparia. Eirwyn was one of them, the darling drakin princess whom everyone loved.

      Drakins were supposedly weaker than actual dragons. Yet the king was one of the most powerful mages in the land. All drakins were. It was why they ruled.

      What would they do if they realized he was one of them too? Would Eirwyn accept him, scales and all? Would her brother try to assassinate him?

      No, first thing's first. He had to find answers and that included finally identifying what fucking species he was.

      His head began to hurt as the questions and possibilities went through his mind. He walked into the tavern, several people singing a bawdy ballad by the hearth.
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      Ashur stood near the stairs with a grim expression, leaning against the wall with a foot propped up behind him. He spied Knox and straightened, then jerked his head to the stairs.

      Knox strode through the crowd and past the sleeping patrons who still held cups in their hands. If Ashur was wide awake, sober, and without a woman, then it was time to work.

      He reached the top of the stairs and strode down the hall, following Ashur into the last room on the left. He closed the door behind him to find several of his most trusted men sitting around the room.

      The old woman had said his men needed him to save the princess, but he couldn't come right out and ask about her.

      As soon as the door closed, his eyes narrowed on them. "Everyone is back from the wedding reception? How did it go?"

      Nineel's eyes glinted and he grinned, revealing one tooth missing. "Aye, well that was a great plan, master warden. It worked! Every single piece of it. Your spell put the entire castle to sleep, even the magic users. Then we lifted every jewel off those rich bastards."

      "Only two people were coming awake as the last of us left, so the sleep darts took care of them," another said.

      Several of the men chuckled, and Knox sighed in relief. He'd left the stealing to the men as he'd overseen the perimeter and made sure no one sounded the alarm.

      "Excellent. Tomorrow, go to Vidrland and turn everything over to John. He'll see that it can't be traced back to us, sell it, and send the money to those who need it most. "

      The man nodded. "Great. We circled around the city a few times to make sure no one was following us. All good though." The man kicked his saddle bags on the floor.

      Knox sighed in relief. "Excellent."

      "Well, not quite," Ashur said. "Tell him what else you heard while patrolling."

      Knox' heart skipped a beat.

      Several of them looked at each other, then Nineel continued. "The princess might've been kidnapped."

      Knox felt his breath still, then he snorted. A green vapor escaped, sinking to the floor. He took a deep breath and controlled his racing emotions. The old woman was right. Eirwyn was in trouble.

      He stood still, motionless as he tried to process. He growled, "Explain."

      They all began speaking in rapid succession.

      "Exactly what I said. She's missing. No one knows where she went, but the king doesn't seem too concerned about it."

      "Not true, the king sent his men to fetch her from the tavern tonight. They searched every room for her, but she's not here."

      Knox frowned. "It's probably too early for a reward for her safe return?"

      One man shook his head. "There's a rumor going around that she's run off to stop the war and intercede with the Glathens. They will be mad about the marriage. The king was apparently angry about that rumor and burned a chair."

      "I heard that she has left for the winter palace already and just wanted to give the newlyweds some space."

      A few chuckled at that, but Knox began to pace.

      "That's not like her at all," he murmured. Some of the men's chatter died down at his comment. A few glanced at each other.

      Nineel said, "Those are just rumors, but that's not our theory, master warden."

      Ashur sighed and nodded. "After you went outside and the guards came to search, a bloodied soldier came in, desperate for shelter and a drink. He'd been chased by the Growlers, then they pinned him down. They were about to rip him apart when they caught a scent. The wolves had howled and bounded away on the hunt."

      Nineel nodded. "And earlier before we robbed the palace, I overheard some guards talk about a woman who was thrown over the shoulder of a cloaked figure. They took off toward the woods on horseback."

      His heart raced and green gas escaped his nose again. He waved it away, the men backing away from him and their chairs grating on the wooden floor.

      Knox scowled, ignoring their wary expressions. "And the guards didn't stop it? This is why the monarchy needs to change. The king doesn't even care that his sister is missing."

      "He'll care about being robbed in his own castle," Ashur said confidently.

      Knox rubbed his head. "But will he care enough to stop damaging the forest and chopping down trees with no regard for balance? Will he stop bleeding us dry with taxes? Will he stop the god-forsaken war? Or will he get angry and push back?"

      Knox straightened and turned to pace in front of the door as he thought. The men shifted on their seats but didn't interrupt or respond to his rant.

      They had debated whether to go through with the robbery or not for weeks. Everyone knew he doubted the wisdom of it, but ultimately they had voted to go through with it. So Knox had led them anyway.

      None of that mattered now though, because something had happened to Eirwyn, and he hadn't been there to stop it. If she was in the forest at night during Growler mating season...

      He squeezed his eyes shut, turning and reaching for the door.

      "If the princess was taken into the forest, we must find her before the Growlers do. Ashur, ride with me. The rest of you stay the night here and listen. Try to find out which rumor is the largest and who's saying what. Send three of you back to Vidrland tomorrow with the goods and the tailor and cobbler's families. Two of you stay here in Demerel and keep watch."

      He stared at each of them. Now he could add protect the princess to his list of responsibilities. A wave of apprehension washed over him.

      "The princess is a priority. If anyone finds her, send word to me as soon as possible. She might be the key to the king's downfall."

      He threw open the door and strode down the stairs, out the door, and to the stable. Ashur quickly saddled his own horse, and as they mounted, he murmured softly, "About the jewels..."

      Ashur trailed off, and Knox turned their horse to take the most direct route back to the Lone Road. His back straightened as he glanced around, but the streets were empty except for the occasional drunk sleeping in a doorway.

      Ashur leaned close and said softly, "I still don't understand why we didn't just gut him. We had the opportunity. He was passed out with the rest of the lot."

      Knox frowned and sighed. "I still think we can end this war peacefully. Did you leave the message for him?"

      Ashur nodded and spoke more freely as they exited the town and entered the empty field that separated it from the forest. The moonlight shone above, almost full but not quite.

      "I did. I took the queen's lipstick and wrote it on the mirror in the king's bed chamber. Heavy is the head that wears the crown, but it severs just as easily. End the war or lose yours. Word for word, just like you said."

      Knox placed a hand on the side of his horse, softly petting it. "Wonderful. We never heard from the king about the olive branch petition. This message might get the point across more effectively."

      Ashur's horse shifted as he replied. "Perhaps. I still think we should've just killed him then. If it had been Will instead of me, the king would've already been dead. But you're the boss, mate."

      Heavy is the crown, indeed. He just led the rebels, but the responsibilities were endless.

      Knox sighed and rolled his eyes, making Ashur grin as they entered the forest. "Right, let's hunt a princess."

      They turned their horses along the Lone Road, listening for the Growlers and watching for signs of passage. Sure enough, they found horse tracks.

      Knox swung down to inspect them. The back left shoe had an arrow print in it. His blood ran cold, and he strode back to Ryder.

      "It's Red," he said curtly as he swung onto his horse. "I'll take it from here, Ashur. Go check on Will and see if he's been able to stop the king's men from trying to build that fucking road."

      He kicked his horse's sides just as a howl echoed through the forest.

      Dear gods, don't let him be too late.
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      Eirwyn slowly awoke to a jostling, rhythmic movement. She blinked her eyes, but all she saw was brown. She lifted her head. Grass and shrubs passed in front of her, and her jaw dropped open in surprise.

      She was thrown over the side of a horse, her face in its side with her hands tied behind her back. The pommel of the saddle dug into her ribs and the rest of her was pressed against the body of her captor.

      She began to struggle, but the fiend spanked her.

      "Quiet. The forest is dangerous, especially at night. It would bring you a swift death, but I need you alive."

      The voice was the woman's from the gazebo and somehow familiar. Eirwyn's memories came slamming back at the voice, and she turned to hiss, "Scarlet, is that you? What are you doing? Let me go."

      The woman leaned down, her hood still obscuring her face. "Sorry, I can't do that. We have to get to Grandma's house."

      "Let me ride like normal, and it'll go faster," Eirwyn's words were rushed as the sense of impending doom and dread welled within her.

      A howl echoed in the distance, and the horse skittered on the well-worn path.

      "Shit," the woman said, regaining control of the horse. Eirwyn felt something on her wrists, then the bindings fell free. Scarlet shoved her, and Eirwyn went sprawling back into the dirt. She landed on her backside with a grunt.

      "What the—"

      "Listen, we need to get out of here. The Growlers are coming, and it won't be pretty if they catch us. It's mating season." The woman held a hand down to her, and Eirwyn hesitated.

      Another howl sent her into motion. She grabbed her hand and put her boot in the stirrup. She swung up awkwardly behind Scarlet, still in her wedding finery and red cloak.

      Before she'd gotten settled, the woman kicked the horses sides. They lurched forward, and Eirwyn grabbed her waist. Her teeth jarred, and she bit into her own lip at the bruising pace. The metallic taste of blood made her wince. The air grew colder as the night went on.

      It might've been hours later, Eirwyn wasn't sure, but eventually they slowed. It was the wee hours of the morning and the sun would be rising soon. She could feel it in her bones.

      The woman stopped the horse at a small stream to drink. Eirwyn slid from the back of the horse, falling to her knees and taking a drink herself. The water was refreshing, but her body still felt the jostling motion of the bruising ride.

      She looked up at the woman . She'd been so wrapped up with escaping the cloying responsibilities of court that she'd gotten herself kidnapped. As much as she listened and flirted with everyone, why hadn't she heard anything about her brother wanting to kill her before now?

      "Are you going to kill me?" Eirwyn asked as she scooped more water to drink.

      "No, I'm not going to kill you."

      Eirwyn looked around. "Then why are we here? Why your grandma's house? Olive's house, right? Is that where we're going?"

      The woman stared down at her. Eirwyn couldn't see her eyes, but she felt the weight of the stare bore into her. Then Scarlet pulled a knife from her belt. It gleamed off the light of the half-moon.

      "Because she'll help us think up a solution."

      "A solution to what problem?"

      Scarlet sighed and waved the knife. "The king demands your heart."

      Eirwyn gasped, scrambling back and falling into the water. The cold jump started her into action, and she quickly got to her feet.

      "But why does he want my heart? He just married Bella? I'm no threat to him."

      The woman shrugged and threw the dagger at the ground. It stuck, point up and gleaming in the light of the moon. "Apparently he thinks you are. That's not for me to decide. I'm giving you my dagger to show I'm not going to hurt you, alright? I'm just taking you to Grandma and Knox."

      "Knox?" Eirwyn gasped.

      "Yes, Knox. You're the only woman he's ever wanted, and if I let anything happen to you, he'd have my head."

      Eirwyn's heart raced for a different reason now. She'd thought of him for the past two weeks so much, had dreamed of him every night. What was it about that giant, growling lumberjack that made her want to rip his hood off and ride him into oblivion?

      Another howl echoed, and they both froze. Scarlet whispered, "They're never this far north. Shit, shit, shit."

      She glanced at Eirwyn and back toward the howl. Then she pushed off her hood to reveal a red head with a massive curly messy bun on top of her head.

      "Grab the dagger and let's go. Hurry."

      Another howl echoed, nearer this time. Scarlet swung the horse around and offered her hand.

      "Look, I promise not to kill you tonight, alright? But if we stay here, we'll both be dead."

      Eirwyn ran, grabbed the dagger, and reached for Scarlet's hand. She put her foot in the stirrup and hiked her dress up to sit astride on the horse, then tucked the dagger into her boot.

      Scarlet kicked the horse into another gallop. They raced further into the woods, and eventually Eirwyn fell asleep on Scarlet's back.
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        * * *

      

      When Eirwyn awoke, it was to arguing voices. The biting hunger that clawed at her made her stomach growl. She licked her lips, the faint taste of dust making her yawn.

      If you're hungry, get up and eat something. You're not in the castle anymore, princess. If you're going to be at the tavern so much, go get your own food.

      Bella's voice echoed in her head, and she felt tears threaten. Her friend was married to a monster who had tried to have her killed. And that monster was her own brother.

      Eirwyn's heart raced. Why was her brother so evil? Tears pricked her eyes, but she refused to just lay there.

      She had to get up and figure this problem out. She opened her eyes slightly, just enough to see into the barn. At the end of the aisle was the woman who had dusted her earlier. Was that Scarlet? She blinked, the memories of the previous night flooding her. Fear licked her spine, making goosebumps dance on her skin.

      Scarlet argued with a giant of a man.

      Knox.

      Her heart leaped, but her body wouldn't respond. She just laid there, staring at them in the aisle of the barn as her body slowly came awake.

      She felt the shadows gather around her as her magic flared to protect her.

      It was fully dark outside the open barn door and a storm brewed outside. She could see the faint light of the cottage, the back door nestled beside the tree. Only a lone lantern by the barn door illuminated Scarlet and Knox.

      Eirwyn finally could sit up, the shadows now hiding her movements. Scarlet threw her hands up and stomped outside. Knox followed her, and Eirwyn stumbled to her feet.

      She crouched along the wall of the stalls to the lantern and pushed with her hand, making the shadows and wind blow it out when she got close enough. Then she peered into the darkness outside the barn.

      Their voices carried now, brought to her on the wind.

      "I can't believe you did this, Red. You've put us all in danger."

      Scarlet shook her head, her cloak closed at the neck and her hair askew as the wind blew harder. She stared up at the man.

      "I had no choice. When the king summons you, you go."

      He straightened and glared. "Why you? How am I supposed to protect you if you're taking such high-profile contracts?"

      She shrugged. "I stopped needing you to protect me a long time ago, Knox. As for why he picked me? That's easy. He wanted the best Hunter."

      Eirwyn's jaw dropped. She was a Hunter? How had she not known that? She'd assumed she just worked with Knox in the forest.

      "Is he mad? Last week he wanted her rescued from the forest. This week, he wants her dead."

      Scarlet crossed her arms and cocked a hip. "He said that's why I was the perfect person for the job. I'm supposed to make it look like she ran off into the woods, and I just went to fetch her again. Only this time, I wasn't able to find her and escort her safely back to the palace."

      He jerked his thumb toward the barn. "Are you going to go through with it? Because I can't let you do that."

      Eirwyn's stomach twisted at his words. She was both excited that he would keep her safe, and afraid of what her brother would do now.

      Oh hells, her brother was trying to kill her. Panic clawed her throat, and she breathed shallowly.

      "Of course I'm not going to go through with it. I know what she means to you, Knox, which is another reason I took the job and why I brought her here."

      Wait, what did Eirwyn mean to Knox? They'd only met twice. How could she mean anything to him? What had Scarlet said last night about it?

      Knox rubbed his head. "Alright, we'll come up with a plan to see you both safe from the king. The rumors were already flying around the tavern. He had the place searched for her, probably to help shake suspicion off himself."

      "He seemed cold and calculating when I talked to him. Face to face with the king, Knox. Can you believe it? He said he didn't want any witnesses and didn't want her body turning up in town."

      Eirwyn was cold, but she barely felt it. Rage and hurt boiled in her chest at his treachery. How could he order his own sister's death?

      The back door of the cottage opened, and Olive pointed to the sky.

      "Alright, we can figure this out." Knox asked.

      Scarlet turned and waved to Olive, then glared at him. "It better, otherwise I'll be next on his kill list. I'm hoping Grandma will have an idea. Bring Eirwyn inside when she wakes, will you?"

      She spun on her heels to go to the cottage.

      Knox watched her walk away as thunder boomed, rubbing his temples under his hood. Scarlet was almost to the cottage when the man turned back to the barn and walked to the door.
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      Eirwyn stood just inside, cloaked in shadows as the wind whipped up around Knox. The storm was moving closer. The wind tore his hood from his face just as lightning shot across the sky.

      She gasped, her eyes widening. He glanced up at the sound, his green eyes meeting hers even as he reached for his hood and pulled it back up.

      His expression was serious and resolute as he strode forward into the barn and out of the wind. She waited but as soon as he relit the lantern, she sent a small gust of wind to pull his hood back again.

      Her jaw dropped as she stepped closer, her hand reaching up.

      "What are those?" Her voice was breathless but she didn't care.

      He scowled, backing away and pulling his hood back up over his head. "Nothing. Are you steady? We can make a run for the cottage before the storm breaks."

      She seized the edge of his hood and tried to tug it away. "Let me see," she said in the commanding voice of a princess.

      He ducked out of her reach, grabbing her hands and turning them both. He pressed her against the side of the stall, his body trapping hers.

      She gasped, the lantern now falling directly on his face. He froze, his body going absolutely still.

      "Don't order me around, princess. I'm not one of your servants."

      No, he definitely wasn't, not the way he practically dwarfed her frame against the stall wall.

      He had a strong jaw with a cleft in the chin, pouty lips that should be outlawed on a man, and freckles everywhere. His jaw was covered in short brown stubble, and his nose looked like it'd been broken a few times.

      He was a hooded, mysterious, outdoorsy type who would fit in at the tavern. He was the exact opposite of the pompous dandies at court.

      And yet there was something about him that drew her to the edge of insanity. He made her want to throw all her cautions in the wind and jump into his arms.

      How many times over the past two weeks had she wanted to sneak into the forest and find him? She licked her lips, and his eyes drifted down to watch the movement.

      "Please? Let me see," she asked softly.

      Something flickered in his eyes that made her want to hold him and tell him it would be alright. A flash of vulnerability crossed his face, and a small, green tendril of gassy smoke came out of his nose.

      Her eyes widened, and they both stepped back. Her heart raced. If he was anything like her brother, that smoke meant anger, and who knew what would happen next?

      She waited with bated breath for Knox to freak out, but he just waved the air and forced the gas to sink to the ground. He pursed his lips and held his hands behind his back as he watched her warily.

      Maybe it didn't mean anger and pain.

      She held her hands out, but he didn't attack. Slowly, palms up, she reached for his hood. He didn't step away, just stood there rooted in place as he watched her. The hood fell back, and she sucked in a breath.

      The hundreds of freckles that dotted his face faded into larger spots past his temples. The spots grew larger and larger, some with bumps and ridges and even points. Most were the same brown color as his freckles, but the skin from his temples back was tinged green.

      She blinked, running her fingers lightly over the bumpy knots. His eyes fluttered at the touch, but it almost appeared as though he'd stopped breathing.

      She traced the two larger pieces, triangular like a cat's ears but hard like horns where they jutted out from the skin on the sides. He shuddered, his eyes flickering at the touch.

      He had long brown hair at the top of his head that was pulled back in a tight braid down his back. She ran her fingers over the braid, then moved both hands back to his...

      "What do you call these?"

      His eyes opened, and he seemed to snap out of a spell. He stepped back, his spine straightening and his chin going up in defiance.

      "Horns and scales."

      Her eyes widened. "Scales like a snake or a lizard? Are you a lizard man?"

      He pursed his lips and scowled, stepping back from her and walking to the door of the barn. "No, I'm not a lizard man. If—if it bothers you, I'll put the hood back up."

      He stared out at the darkness, the storm still building and his body stiff as if waiting for her ridicule or judgment.

      She stepped up beside him and slid her hand into his big, calloused one. She linked their fingers together and stared out into the night with him. He froze at her touch, as if afraid to breathe.

      Her voice was soft and low, the way she'd talk to a bird she didn't want to startle. "It doesn't bother me."

      "Are you sure?" Uncertainty clung to his tone like a cape, the shadows rolling around them both now.

      She stepped in front of him, her hand trailing up his bicep and across his chest. "I'm sure. In fact, it turns me on. What else are you hiding under all these clothes?"

      A flash of lightning lit his face, brows high in surprise. Then he grinned and leaned a hand on the frame of the door, caging her in. Her core clenched, and she licked her lips.

      "Would you really like to know?" He practically purred, and she breathed deeply of the woodsy aroma that was him. His scent had haunted her dreams, and she'd leaned close to one too many nobles over the past few weeks just trying to find someone similar.

      No one smelled like Knox, though. No one–what would he taste like? She licked her lips and hooked her fingers into his pants, popping a button off.

      "I really would," she said softly. "You're not a lizard man, then. What do I call you? Are you a monster that prowls the forest?"

      His eyes turned wary but were still glazed with desire. "I'll show you my monster," he gritted between clenched teeth, popping another button on his pants.

      She flicked the next one open, then he undid the last one. It was more erotic than any dance she'd ever participated in before. Her heart raced, and her body was on fire.

      She sank to her knees and gripped his dick through his pants. He didn't move, didn't even breathe as she stared up at him. "Can I play with your monster, Knox?"

      He groaned and a green curl of smoke sank out of his nose and onto her head. Her body flashed with heat. She needed him. It was like a clawing hunger, and she pulled his monster out.

      It stared at her, larger than any she'd seen before. She blinked up at him, suddenly worried as she bit her lip. "I–I've done a lot but I've never done this. Tell me if I do it right?"

      Before she could second guess herself, she wrapped her lips around the head. He groaned, his hips thrusting slightly as he held himself up against the door frame with one hand.

      The other settled on the back of her head, and she sank down on him. Her mouth wrapped around him in a hot, wet slide, and her eyes fluttered. Every movement of her mouth, every swirl of her tongue sent a shiver of pleasure straight to her clit.

      She began to throb, and her hand cupped her mound over her dress. He gripped her hair, pulling her forward and back, faster and faster. She rocked on her knees as he began to thrust into her face.

      She moaned as the honey taste of him burst on her tongue. It was sweet and salty, the perfect combination. Why hadn't she ever done this before?

      Oh yeah, because she was the princess. She didn't want to bow to any man.

      The sweet nectar pulsed into her mouth, and the hunger between her legs made her quiver with anticipation. She needed more than just this teasing taste. She needed all of him, filling her again and again.

      Her eyes fluttered open as he twitched, his head leaning on the back of his hand on the door frame. His breathing was labored and a rush of joy speared through her. She'd brought this great hulking brute to this mindless moment. She paused, rubbing herself as she thought through what this meant.

      He was different. She didn't mind kneeling for him. There was a certain rush of power that came to her from doing this.

      His green eyes opened, practically glowing in the dim light. "That was–incredible," he panted. "But now it's my turn."

      He cradled her head, his hand tangling in her wild, black hair. He lifted her by her hair, and she gasped at the sharp stab of pain as she stumbled to her feet.

      It made her core ache. Then he released her, caressing the back of her head and pressing her against the door frame. He buried his head in her neck and sucked on a sensitive spot at the base of her neck.

      She gasped and arched her back. "Knox, what are you doing?"

      "If you can talk, then I must not be doing it right," he growled out. He picked her up by the ass and tossed her onto the pile of hay by the door.

      She bounced, the scent of grass surrounding her before he caged her in between his arms. Hay and dirt flew into her mouth, and she hissed as a rush of liquid need flowed through her veins.

      "Oh gods," she murmured. She arched, trying to bring her mouth up to connect with any part of his body.

      "No, not gods. Just me. Just Knox." Another flash of vulnerability in his voice left her opening her eyes. She reached up and caressed the scales on the side of his head.

      He growled and his hands grabbed her wrists, holding them by her head. "Now, now, don't start that again, or this will lead to more than heavy petting."

      She whimpered. "I want more than heavy petting. Please, Knox, I need you."

      She turned and bit into his arm. Her hips thrust up as she moaned.

      By the gods, he felt amazing. She'd had none of her partners hold her down like this before. She hated the idea of being weak and vulnerable. She felt like that enough in her everyday life.

      But this man, this brick house lumberjack with tree trunks for legs, tossed her around like she was nothing. And in his arms, she felt safer than she ever had at the castle.

      He held her wrists in a vice like grip that made a tingle run down her spine.

      "Oh yes, how I like to see you squirm, feel your body wiggle under mine."

      His voice was mesmerizing, and she thrust her hips, flattening her feet on the dirt floor to get more traction.
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      Knox' body shifted on top of hers, his legs pressing into the vee of her body that ached so much. It was a lust unlike any she'd ever experienced, a hundred times worse than ever before.

      The man groaned and ground his hips down even as he cursed.

      

      Clothes separated them, her dress hiked in the scuffle around her knees to give him enough room to straddle one of her legs. His other hand roved over her breasts, then dove lower to her mound.

      It wasn't enough. She rocked her hips on his leg as he inched her dress up. His big hands on her wrists made her crave skin to skin contact.

      "More," she groaned, tilting her neck so he could take all he wanted. He nipped at her neck as his fingers found the slit in her undergarments.

      His fingers raked up and down as he whispered in her ear. "Dripping wet, I see. And the smell–Eirwyn, you're intoxicating. I need to taste you, princess. I'm going to release your hands, but leave them there, alright? Just let me feast."

      She whimpered at his words, but then he was sliding down her body and pressing her knees wide. His face was so close to her, and she bit her lip.

      She'd never done this either. Her partners had always gone in and let her call the shots. Now the tables were turned, and she was panting like a dog in heat.

      His tongue licked up her slit, and her hips thrust as her eyes fluttered. It was like a spell washing over her, sending a jolt of energy and magic through her. Only there was no magic. It was just pure desire.

      His tongue circled her clit, then he began to suck. A finger slid inside, and she gasped. A second finger slid in, then a third.

      She was stretched wider than ever before, and it felt so good. She gripped her own wrists above her head and pushed her hips up into his mouth.

      His free arm wrapped around her thigh and pressed down with his palm on her lower stomach, holding her in place. Then he feasted. The swirl of his tongue drove her higher and higher.

      She felt like she was racing on the back of her horse. Standing on the roof of the castle as the wind blew through her hair. Ever closer to the edge like a runaway horse racing to the cliff.

      Then she broke apart in his hands with a scream. Stars burst behind her eyelids and her magic flared. She imagined herself diving off the cliff and flying. His tongue slowed, and his fingers slowly slid from her body.

      He licked her clit, making her legs twitch beneath him. Then he sat back on his haunches and stared down at her with a small smile.

      "How was that?" he growled, stalking his way up her body and pinning her in place. He dipped his head, kissing her softly on the jaw and back to her ear.

      "Divine," she panted. "Transcendent. Unparalleled."

      He chuckled, the deep sound vibrating through them both where their torsos touched. She thrust her hips up and ground on his dick, somehow now locked safely in his pants.

      "I'm glad I could return the favor, princess. But the storm is about to break, and we should get you inside. Don't want you to escape your brother only to fall prey to a common cold."

      He backed away and offered her a hand. Shakily, she stood and brushed her skirt out. The aching need was no longer a raging inferno but only a steady fire now. Her entire body was inflamed, but she forced herself to take a deep breath and turn with him toward the door.

      His hand on her elbow kept her grounded as he asked, "You sure you're not bothered by the horns?"

      She leaned her head on his arm and linked their fingers. "I'm definitely hot and bothered by the horns and scales, Knox, but not in the way you keep asking about. I can't explain what came over me just now. I may sleep around, but I–I've really never done that before. I didn't know it was possible."

      He chuckled and stopped in the doorway once more, his face relaxed. "I'm happy to have expanded your horizons, princess. I–I've never done that before either, so I'm glad I could satisfy you."

      She grinned and tipped her head back, pulling their bodies closer. "Well, it was a great appetizer, but I'd still like to explore the main course soon, if you don't mind."

      He laughed and wrapped an arm around her waist, tucking her to his side as they walked to the cottage. "It's a deal, as long as my issues don't bother you."

      He waved a hand to his head, and Eirwyn shook her head, breathing in the deeply refreshing scent of him.

      "What bothers me is that my brother tried to have me killed. Considering that, your scales and horns are simply fascinating."

      He turned to look down at her, a faint flash of disbelief in his eyes. "Truly?"

      She just nodded and reached up a hand to trace the scales. "Truly. I want to explore them, touch them. I could spend hours exploring you, and still not get enough."

      The words hung in the air between them, and she held her breath. They had just come out of her mouth, but the truth of them settled in her soul.

      What was she doing? She couldn't explore him. Who cared if he had horns and scales? It didn't matter when she was stuck in limbo.

      She couldn't go back to Demerel, not until she figured out what was going on. She drew strength from his solid, stoic presence.

      He might be a lumberjack, but he was a great oak, standing tall and unwavering as the storm of life tried to sweep her away.

      His green eyes held so many promises, and she leaned closer, her hand on his scales dropping to cup his cheek.

      She felt as if a spell was weaving between them, the tendrils tightening around them like a draw-string. She wanted to step into his embrace, kiss him on those beautiful pouty lips while she rode him until they both burst.

      He didn't pull away, and she considered that a huge win from their previous encounters. This night hadn't ended up in a small room above the tavern with a fantastic but quick orgasm.

      It was so much more than she'd ever expected. As she held his hand, touched him, tasted him, finally saw him for who he really was... it was like a missing puzzle piece had finally found its way home.

      Lightning flashed and thunder boomed, scaring her into jumping away. Her hands dropped to her sides, and she gave a self-conscious laugh.

      "Ah, the storm. Scarlet–she's not going to kill me, right? I mean, she said she wouldn't, but she's a Hunter..."

      Eirwyn hated that her voice came out small and breathy. She wanted to be strong and independent, be someone Knox could be proud of. She wriggled her fingers, sending wind to hold the storm at bay for a few more minutes.

      He shook his head. "No, I won't let her, and she knows that."

      Silence settled between them, and he reached for her hand again to walk toward the cottage. The warmth from his hand helped settle her nerves. There was something in his gaze that made her want to dive deeper.

      "Why won't you let her?" she whispered.

      His green eyes sparkled like the clearest emeralds. "That's another question that I haven't been able to answer yet."

      He finally broke his stare and looked into the darkness around them. "Scarlet's in quite a bind now, but we'll make a plan that will keep both of you alive."

      There was a steely undertone to her words that made her feel safe.

      "Are you hungry?" He waved with his other hand at the cottage.

      She sucked in a deep breath, realizing that she still held on to her light magic. She released it, and the black tendrils of shadow dissipated in the light.

      "Food would be great, Although..." She trailed off as they approached the back door of the cottage.

      "Although?"

      She shrugged, a sly grin slowly spreading over her cheeks as they stopped and faced each other.

      "I'm not just hungry for food. I wouldn't mind a snack of one big, burly lumberjack. Not going to lie. I was looking forward to meeting you at the tavern tonight for a long night of fun."

      His brows shot up, but where last week, he had been closed off, stern and gruff, this time he was different. He seemed to have a softer side now that the protective barrier of his hood and secret scales had come down. Or maybe it was the explosive orgasm.

      He grinned down at her, the light from the lantern illuminating him.

      "I have a big body to explore. Depending on our plans to keep you safe, maybe we can do some exploring together soon?"

      She threw her head back and laughed. "We'll see just how good you are with your wood?"

      He wiggled his eyebrows, and she laughed again, putting her other hand on his arm and leaning against him.

      "That's right, princess. I'll show you how I can wield my axe. Just wait and see."

      She grinned, her hand caressing his forearm as she leaned closer to him, rubbing her breast against his bicep.

      "Oh, so you've graduated from a knife, have you?"

      He grinned and nodded. "I figure I need a heftier weapon to handle you, princess."

      She giggled as he reached for the door handle.

      "Ready to talk this out and find answers?"

      Eirwyn took a deep breath as Knox pushed it open. The lights were bright, and she blinked several times before her eyes adjusted. She released the soft breeze and let the storm crash on the cottage.

      Then she stepped inside the hallway as a flash of lightning ripped the sky behind them.
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      Knox met Scarlet's gaze as he hung his cloak by the door. He turned to do the same for Eirwyn, taking her bright red cloak now dirty from the ride and hanging it next to his.

      Eirwyn eyed Scarlet carefully as Olive peeked around the kitchen wall, still in her nightgown and robe.

      "There you are! Scarlet was just filling me in on all that's happened tonight. Are you alright, dear?"

      Olive pulled her into a warm embrace, and he let her hand go, stepping over to the fireplace and warming his hands.

      He couldn't take his eyes off her. A tightness settled on his chest at the tear that fell down Eirwyn's cheek.

      "I'm sure I'll be fine, but I don't know why he wants to kill me."

      Olive pulled back and held the princess' cheeks. "You poor child. I've put on a fresh pot of coffee and some scones. Are you hungry?"

      "I am rather hungry, yes. I missed dinner at the wedding reception."

      Scarlet frowned and kept picking at her nails with her dagger, her leg thrown over the arm rest of the other stuffed chair by the fire. She looked relaxed, but Knox knew she was ready to spring into action at a moment's notice.

      "Tell me about the wedding, dear."

      Olive bustled over to the kitchen and poured Eirwyn a cup of coffee. He pulled the bench seat out for Eirwyn, then sat at the head of the table.

      Eirwyn chatted about all the details that had gone into the wedding and how the past few days since she'd last been here had flown by.

      His body turned to her. He wasn't a Hunter, but she had triggered a hunting instinct. He wanted to chase her down and devour her. But he would bide his time and make sure it was safe to do so first.

      The old woman's words gave him hope that maybe there would be a way to be with Eirwyn without killing her.

      Olive pulled the scones out of the oven and set them in the center of the table. "And is the new queen as beautiful as they say?"

      Eirwyn's spine stiffened, and she nodded with a frown as she stood and washed her hands at the sink. "Yes, she has the ageless beauty befitting a queen. It's probably why the king decided to marry her instead of the princess of Glathen."

      "Do you think the king ordering your death is political?" Scarlet asked.

      Eirwyn's face crumpled, and she blinked rapidly as she shook her head rapidly. Olive wrapped an arm around her shoulder, helping Eirwyn sit on the bench again.

      Knox couldn't keep from reaching for her too. His chest had grown tight as the emotions flew across her face. His hand settled on her knee under the table, and he felt her body tense at the touch.

      But her tears slowed slightly. He wanted to comfort her and protect her from her stupid brother.

      Olive said, "There, there, child. It's going to be alright."

      "How can it be alright when my brother wants me dead?" Eirwyn choked with a gasp.

      Scarlet sat up and leaned forward, propping her elbows on her knees as the dagger hung between her legs. "The bigger question is why. Does he just want you dead or does he want your heart specifically?"

      Eirwyn sat up a little straighter, her hands dropping to her lap as she frowned. "What do you mean?"

      Olive released Eirwyn and glared at Scarlet. "Did you really accept the job without knowing?"

      Scarlet shrugged. "Coin is coin, grandma. And I needed to get her away from him and back to Knox."

      Eirwyn's eyes widened and her mouth opened, but Knox shushed them, tracing his thumb back and forth on her skirt. "The only way find out for sure if he wanted her heart or just wanted her dead is to ask. He's already expecting Scarlet's return, so you're going to have to go back to the king with a heart."

      Eirwyn gasped and jerked out of his hand. He turned to look at her, reaching under the table for her knee again.

      "A heart, not your heart. I can hunt an animal down–a deer, a boar–it doesn't matter. Then Scarlet will take that heart to the king and ask some questions, observe and listen to how he reacts. His motivation will determine our next steps in keeping you safe."

      Scarlet snorted. "And it could just be that the king doesn't want a threat to the crown. Maybe that's why he sent those three men to jump you a few days ago."

      Eirwyn's eyes widened. "Wha–what do you mean? They were normal thieves, right?"

      Scarlet shook her head. "No, the king sent them to kill you. He was complaining about needing to hire a Hunter because the cheap thugs failed. He specifically said, everything has failed. No more fake accidents. "

      Knox felt his rage simmer at the king's blatant disregard for Eirwyn. A king was supposed to protect his people, not murder them. Not destroy the forest. Not tax the people into losing their homes and businesses.

      "Gods, he's the worst," he murmured. He wanted to pull her onto his lap and just hold her.

      Her hand found his under the table and her fingers linked with his. Some of his anger eased, and he took a deep breath as the knot in his stomach lessened with it.

      Eirwyn's big blue gray eyes looked at Scarlet, a frown marring her smooth forehead. "No more fake accidents? What does that mean? Has he tried to kill me before?"

      Her voice grew higher and higher, and he squeezed her hand and tugged. She turned to look at him, her eyes wild in panic.

      "Breathe with me, princess. That's it. Nice and easy," Knox said softly, stroking the back of her hand with his thumb. "We're going to talk about this calmly and rationally. It's going to be alright because you're safe now. Nothing to worry about, alright?"

      She took a deep breath and nodded, her shoulders relaxing.

      He smiled. "That's better. Now about him trying to kill you before... Didn't you say you were sickly as a child?"

      She frowned, nodding slowly. "Come to think of it, I've not felt that great this week either. I even went to bed a few nights without dinner. It's why I wanted to reschedule meeting you at the tavern."

      Olive said, "How do you feel after eating the stew?"

      "I feel fine now."

      Scarlet pointed her dagger at them. "Then yeah, he was probably poisoning you for years."

      He ran a hand over the side of his head, jerking slightly in surprise. He'd forgotten that he wasn't wearing his hood. It was amazing that Eirwyn hadn't run screaming into the night.

      He looked at her, no doubt that hope shone in his eyes. If she could handle him like this, perhaps she could handle all of him. He needed to ask Olive about fated mates, but first, they needed a plan.

      Knox turned back to Scarlet, his mind working furiously as he thought through the possibilities.

      "Red, if the king finds out you didn't kill her, find the Robins in the taverns."

      She sat up in her chair. "The Robins? Are you fucking serious?"

      He nodded. "I know your work is mostly against them, but if he turns on you, the Robins will get you safely out of town."

      She sighed dramatically and threw herself back against the chair, pulling one leg up to dangle on the arm rest and ignoring him yet again.

      Eirwyn yawned. "So that's the plan? Scarlet will take a heart to my brother, and we'll see what happens?"

      Knox nodded and released her hand. "Why don't you go upstairs? You've had an exhausting day and should get some rest."

      She blushed furiously and leaned closer. "Will you be sleeping there?"

      He leaned closer to her, drawn like a moth to a flame as his heart raced at her nearness. "Do you want me to?"

      Scarlet gagged. "Ugh, barf. I know you've waited for this your entire life, but I veto any sex happening in this house."

      Olive gasped, her eyes widening. "Yes, I agree. My house, my rules. No sex tonight for any of you."

      Eirwyn giggled and her eyes twinkled. "That might be a greater tragedy than my brother trying to kill me."

      Knox chuckled and leaned back, crossing his arms. Eirwyn's gaze slid over him, making the hair on the back of his hands stand up. She stared at him the way a fox stared at a chicken.

      He licked his lips and grinned. "I might have to agree with you on that one."

      Scarlet's brows rose. "Nice to see you learning to flirt, brother. But this is the princess you're talking to."

      Eirwyn shrugged her delicate shoulder and stood. "Even princesses have needs, Scarlet. But all this talk of sex has me suddenly realizing how filthy I am. Does anyone have anything else I can wear? Something clean?"

      Olive nodded, "Scarlet, take her upstairs and get her some of your old clothes. They should fit well enough. And run her a bath while you're at it. Heavens knows she might not get one up with the dwarves."

      Scarlet's boots landed on the wooden floor as she stood, stretched, and walked to the stairs. Eirwyn's bright eyes caught Knox' before she walked around his chair. Her fingers trailed from his shoulder, up his neck, and over his scales and horns.

      It surprised him yet again that he was just sitting in the same room as her with his head bare. At her touch, a shiver of ecstasy swept him like a flash flood.

      Then she was walking away, her hips shaking in her silk blue, white, and red dress.
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      As Scarlet and Eirwyn's footsteps echoed up the stairs, Olive moved to her chair by the fire and frowned at him.

      "Have you decided to take a chance on love?" Olive asked, her face guarded with an emotion he couldn't identify.

      He nodded and moved to sit in the other chair by the fire. "I don't know about love, but I have a message for you from Lailant."

      Olive's eyes widened at the name, and he continued.

      "She says I need to go to the Hartsgrove to step into my destiny. She says to tell you it's time and something about dragon mates?"

      He didn't want to hope but he couldn't stop himself. If he could identify what he was, maybe he could convince Eirwyn to accept all of him.

      Olive sat up straighter and grinned. "I knew it."

      His brows rose. "Knew what?"

      "When I saw the way you looked at her last week, I knew she was your mate."

      He shook his head and leaned back on the chair. "Mates aren't real, Olive."

      "But you don't deny that you're attracted to Eirwyn, right? Well, it's a start."

      "Can you just tell me what Lailant meant?" He shifted on the chair, trying to distract himself from his still hard cock.

      Olive reached for her knitting basket. "Do you remember what I told you when you were a child?"

      Knox nodded. "You said to keep my hatching a secret. You said to never reveal all my powers to anyone, only the plant manipulation, which was a normal druidic ability. Lailant said she came to see me as a baby?"

      Olive leaned her head back and sighed. "Yes, we thought it'd be best to wait to tell you the truth. You know how innocent kids are. We didn't want you wandering into town and telling the entire kingdom that you..."

      She trailed off, and Knox sat forward on the edge of his feet. "That I'm what?" He rested his elbows on his knees and waited, his heart pounding.

      She sighed and shifted, pulling her knitting basket from beside the chair to in between them. She rummaged around to the bottom, then pulled out three pieces of broken egg.

      She fit the pieces together. It was the size of Knox' two fists put together. Once it was back together, she held it up to the light. It glittered green and brown with streaks of gold here and there.

      "You weren't born, Knox. You hatched."

      He blinked. "Yes, you've said that."

      She sighed, "Knox, think about it. When was the last time there was a hatchling? Do you think Eirwyn was hatched? Or the king? No, they were born like normal humans with inherent magic from their drakin bloodline. But you..."

      She turned the egg, both of them staring at how the light reflected off its surface. "You're not just a drakin. You're a dragon."

      Knox blinked and took a deep breath. All this time, and she'd known he was a dragon? Why hadn't she just told him? His chest tightened and he leaned back, crossing his arms as he waited for Olive to continue.

      "Three hundred years ago, the continent was ruled by one powerful dragon king. He had four children. When they reached majority, he divided the kingdom into four. Busparia, the Feral Forest, Glathen, and the mountains to the north."

      Knox frowned, reaching out to take the egg, carefully making sure it didn't break apart again. The pieces were incredibly tough, though, and it took both hands to hold it together.

      "The druids of the forest served the Feral King. But the in-fighting among the other dragon siblings brought devastation to every corner of the continent. Whole cities were razed to the ground, which caused the people to rebel. The Hunters were created to kill the dragons, eliminating them from the land."

      Knox shook his head, leaning back in the chair and staring at the egg. "That doesn't make any sense. The royal families still claim to have draconic heritage. They're drakin."

      Olive nodded. "The smart drakin, the weakest of the dragons, hid. They assimilated into human culture and hid their dragon abilities, or at least disguised them to be acceptable."

      "And use them to seize power and rule?" Knox said.

      Olive nodded again. "Exactly, with the Hunters backing them, they've been ruling both nations ever since."

      Except the Hunters were just a mercenary guild now. They didn't work only for the ruling families anymore. The Robins had grown in just a decade to rival them as one of the leading guilds in the kingdom, but their missions were completely different. The Robins were about freedom and protection; whereas, the Hunters were for hire to the highest bidder.

      Silence settled, the crackling fire and the thunder booming outside the only interruptions. After Knox thought through the importance of it, he asked, "What's all that have to do with me?"

      Olive leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. She wasn't used to the late nights, or rather the early mornings. It was now almost three in the morning.

      "When the Feral King was hunted down, he enchanted the forest to protect his home. And his faithful druids swore to watch over his heir."

      She pointed to the egg in his lap. "Honestly, most of us assumed it was an old wives' tale. The egg sat on a custom made egg cup on my parents' mantle while I was growing up. They used to tell me bedtime stories about the dragons and our duty to protect the egg."

      She chuckled. "I think I actually slept with you in my arms when I was about six. I held you like a stuffed doll and even put the egg in a tiny dress."

      Knox smiled. "And then one day I just hatched?" It boggled the mind. It didn't make sense. "After hundreds of years of not being nested, I just decided to break free?"

      She wrinkled her nose. "Actually, there was an attack on the cottage by the Growlers. Everything was busted up, and your eggcup fell off the mantle. The egg rolled near the fireplace. It was several days of cleaning before I found you. By then, the first crack had appeared. Lailant thinks there was a spell on the egg to protect you."

      The fire had kept him warm enough to make him want to hatch. He nodded, trying to process.

      "So that makes me... a dragon?"

      Olive stared at him, her lips thinning. "A dragon king," she corrected.

      Knox scowled. "I'm no king."

      Olive stood, taking the egg gently from his hands and putting the pieces on top of her knitting in the basket. "Not yet, but you will be, if Lailant's prophecies are to be believed. It's why I've hidden you in the forest, why I wouldn't let you go off with Scarlet and her father as they ranged Busparia. What else did Lailant say?"

      Knox rubbed his head, scratching at his scales. "Go to the heart of the forest, eat the golden apple, and find answers. Then go back and see her."

      Olive nodded. "Then it's a plan. Scarlet will go to the king tomorrow with a heart. You will go to the heart of the forest and find your destiny."

      Knox stood and stretched, yawning as he finally grew tired. "I'm going to see if I can find an animal before turning in. The storm will make it extra challenging."

      Olive frowned and rolled her eyes as she stood and stepped to him, wrapping him in a hug. He froze. It'd been a while since she'd hugged him.

      She was the only mother he'd ever known, but he'd been on high alert his whole life. Always afraid that he was going to make a wrong move or hurt someone.

      But all of that could change. He wrapped his arms around her small frame and took a deep, calming breath. Perhaps it was alright to hope in a better tomorrow.

      Eirwyn was safe upstairs, and he might break his curse after all. He might find a home and family of his own.

      He kissed the top of Olive's head and grabbed his cloak from beside the door.

      "I don't want you to catch a chill, so don't stay out all night." Olive said.

      He turned, pulling his hood up once more. He couldn't leave without asking one more question.

      "What about fated mates among dragons?"

      Olive's brow arched. "You want to know even though you don't believe in them?"

      He shrugged, not meeting her gaze. Finally, she said, "The stories passed down generation after generation might be wrong, Knox."

      He adjusted his cloak and kept waiting. Finally, she sighed and looked into the fire.

      "Dragons can have sex with anyone, but it's often violent. Sometimes their partners do not survive. But when a fated mate is found... it changes both partners. The stories don't say how."

      Knox' heart raced. "So–I could've had sex before now?"

      Olive blushed and scowled, waving her hand. "Well, maybe, but with your tail?" She shook her head. "When you were a kid, it was hard for you to control it. If you got worked up during sex, there's no telling what your tail will do. We've talked about this, remember?"

      He nodded slowly. There was no forgetting their birds and bees talk years ago. It involved actual birds and bees in the forest.

      Then she'd reminded him that being intimate with someone could see them poisoned or stabbed with his venom. Their talk had been purely academic, though. He'd only had passing feelings of arousal throughout the years, even during puberty. He'd never felt attracted to an actual person, though. Not face to face. Only when he closed his eyes and pictured a shadowy figure was he able to take himself in hand and find relief.

      He'd tried, though. He'd gone to the brothels and watched some activities, intending to join in. But the urge to participate had never come.

      Until now. Until Eirwyn.

      He narrowed his eyes at Olive's comment. "My tail isn't a separate being, Olive. It's part of me, and I have control now. I'm not a child."

      She nodded, crossing her arms. "I know, I know. You're thirty years old. Trust me, I know." She put her hand on her back and stretched.

      Guilt stabbed his gut, and he walked over to her. He put his hands on her shoulders and looked down.

      "I'm sorry I was such a pain in the ass growing up, but if she's my fated mate... if we can be safe..."

      Olive pulled back with a scowl. "I'm very excited that you've found her–"

      "Maybe. We don't know for sure."

      "I don't want to a witness dragon mating rituals. So go distract yourself and kill something." She shooed her hands, and he grinned. On impulse, he leaned down and kissed her cheek.

      She blushed but relaxed as she smiled, so he strode to the door, pulling his hood up.

      She called out before he could reach the door handle. "I'm serious about no sex under my roof. We don't know how violent it might be. Wait and find the answers at the heart of the forest. Better safe than sorry, right?"

      He paused, turning to meet her gaze, but he didn't reply as he pushed open the door and closed it behind him. The stinging rain hit his face. It was a welcome reprieve from information overload and raging hormones.

      He'd had a rough few years when he'd hit puberty. Controlling his emotions had been one of the hardest lessons he'd had to learn. His tail barbs had almost hit Olive more than once.

      Perhaps that's why he'd never felt the urge to mate with someone before, because his body had been too busy trying to control his tail, venom, and poison.

      But it'd been years since he'd gone out of control. Maybe his tail wasn't as big of a deal as he thought. As long as he didn't stab her with it, she'd be alright if they had sex.

      He grinned and strode into the forest on silent feet, letting his mind wander to all the possibilities with Eirwyn. He wanted to try so many things.

      His thoughts shifted to dragon sex. What dragon mating rituals were there? Would he know what to do and it'd just come to him or was there a book out there somewhere on it?

      Stalking and finally hunting his prey far into the woods, he smiled again. He was so excited–about Eirwyn, about finally finding answers–and just needed to be patient a little longer.

      Now that he knew what he probably was, he had a starting point. He could ask the right questions, research and find the answers.

      A stag walked slowly through the trees ahead of him, making his smile widen. He was a dragon and dragon's hunted to kill. He closed in on the massive stag, the rush of adrenaline flowing through him.
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      "No, you cannot go to Demerel and snoop around. You're the princess. Everyone knows you, Eirwyn," Scarlet said, shaking her head as she paused eating, her spoon halfway to her mouth.

      Last night she'd dug in a trunk of clothes and talked with Scarlet about Knox' childhood and growing up in the forest. Scarlet had told her to be careful as Knox had never been with a woman before, but Eirwyn didn't believe her. Scarlet probably just didn't know all of Knox' business, which was as it should be.

      She certainly wished her own brother kept out of her business, that's for sure. They'd talked about her brother too. But as dawn had approached, the storm still raging outside and her thoughts and memories just as tumultuous, she'd finally fallen asleep.

      Sadly, alone. She'd taken a bird bath in the wash basin by the window and had changed into Scarlet's breeches and shirt. Thank the gods she'd worn her walking boots to the reception.

      Eirwyn now leaned forward onto the table, imitating some people she'd met at the tavern over the years. "I have to, don't you see? I have to make sure Bella doesn't get caught up in his web of treachery. She's still my friend."

      Scarlet glared at her sternly. "You forget that she's a queen now."

      Eirwyn shook her head, frowning. "No, I haven't. They'll be leaving on their honeymoon tour today. If I can just get a message to her. Surely she'll stop by the tavern to check on the place one more time before she leaves. It's been her home for twenty-five years."

      Olive set a bowl in front of Eirwyn, and she thanked her. Then Olive said, "I agree with Scarlet. There's no way you can go into Demerel. It's too risky."

      The door opened, and Knox stepped inside, taking her breath away. His eyes swept over them, and as he stopped to stare at her, he deliberately pushed his hood back.

      His eyes were defiant and wary, like he was afraid that she had changed her mind overnight. So she smiled and winked for good measure.

      His eyes widened and his posture seemed to relax. Then he held up a small wooden box. "Got the heart of a stag. The meat's in the cellar waiting to be dried or cooked. The pelt is stretched and drying in the sun but you'll need to move it by the fire if it starts raining again."

      Olive beamed. "Thank you, dear. I appreciate it. Will you please tell Eirwyn she's not going to Demerel to warn the queen what her brother is up to?"

      Knox glowered and Eirwyn shrunk in on herself a little. He stood tall, fierce, and proud as he said, "You're not going to Demerel."

      His tone brooked no argument, and her jaw dropped. She wasn't used to people talking to her like that.

      Olive raised her brows at Eirwyn. "See? It's too risky like we said."

      He set the box on the table, then washed his hands at the sink. "Actually, you'll be going with me today."

      He turned and fixed a plate of breakfast Eirwyn had helped Olive prepare. He sat and she leaned closer to him, propping her head on her hand.

      "Where are you going?"

      He glanced up at her, then back down to his food as he stabbed a potato. "We are going to the dwarves first. I'll leave you there while I go to the most dangerous part of the forest, then I'll come back for you."

      She frowned, not liking that plan. "How long will it take to get to the dwarves? Why are we going there when I can just stay with Olive?"

      He waved his fork, chewing. Eirwyn sat back in impatience, but Olive said, "I'm just me, princess. If something happens, I can't protect you as well as the dwarves can. They're fierce fighters and have defenses beyond our understanding."

      Eirwyn frowned.

      Scarlet said, "You'll get there in a few days." She grabbed the small box from the table and opened it, nodding grimly. "This will work, I hope. I'll meet with him today, and hopefully meet you at the dwarves' place later this week."

      Eirwyn frowned. "I still don't know why I have to go hang out with the dwarves."

      Knox finished eating and took his plate to the sink. "We can talk about it on the ride. Are you ready?"

      She shrugged. "It's not like I have any bags to bring with me."

      He turned and strode to the door, but Olive stopped him and gave him a hug. Eirwyn watched him stiffen, then relax. She took her own plate to the sink then turned to the door. Olive held her now cleaned Scarlet cloak up and smiled.

      Eirwyn put it on and said, "Thank you so much for having me again."

      Olive hugged her. "Take care of my boy, princess. Don't give up on him," she whispered.

      Eirwyn frowned, but Scarlet grabbed her own cloak and strode out the door.

      It was a gloomy day, so they both pulled their hoods up. She had ripped three fingers of her gloves, which were now stained with dirt. But at least they were cleaner, thanks to Olive.

      She walked to Knox and his horse, his hood back up. He didn't say anything, but she felt a heaviness between them. Like they were both about to cross a threshold of no return. She could be worried about her friend, stressed about her brother... but no. She was excited to take this adventure with Knox.

      What was wrong with her? She'd never felt like this before.

      She took his hand and climbed up in front of him. She waved to Olive and saw Scarlet ride away in the other direction.

      When the woods closed behind them and there were only the sounds of animals, she wiggled on the saddle. His hand gripped her hip again, and she smiled.

      It was like all those weeks ago when they'd first met. Had it only been a month? But there were so many more layers to their relationship now.

      "Careful, princess. Don't wiggle too much, or this will be a painful ride."

      She grinned and leaned back into the safety of his arms. "Maybe it already is," she said. "I believe you promised me a good time last night, yet here I am, still wanting."

      He growled, wrapping his arm around her stomach and settling her deeper on his lap. She practically wasn't even on the saddle anymore.

      She gasped at his length, and her mind splintered with need. She hadn't been with anyone else in weeks either, not since they'd met.

      But he said, "We have a long way to go, princess, but we need to talk first."

      She gripped his arm. He held her tight, and she felt safe and protected as the horse walked through this magical forest.

      She gasped as her stomach flipped in anticipation. "About what?"

      His breath tickled under her ear. "About us. If we're going to do this, there will be no kissing. If I say stop, we need to stop, alright?"

      She nodded, biting her lip. "But why?"

      "Safety. If I am what I think I am, I need to keep you safe."

      "How can having sex be unsafe?" A gentle drizzle began to fall around them.

      His hand relaxed and he leaned back. "I have poison breath, for starters. Don't want to poison you, princess, as we're currently trying to keep you alive."

      She snorted, then her eyes went wide as she processed. She twisted to stare at him. "Poison breath? How is that possible? I've never heard of that type of magic before."

      The line between his forehead appeared worried. "I know, which is why I need to go to the center of the forest and find out what I am."

      She frowned and turned back to the front as she thought, wiping away the mist that gathered on her face. She held up her hands, ticking off on her fingers as she talked.

      "Poison breath. Scales. Horns... but you're not a lizard? What about a horny toad? Or a poison frog?"

      He snorted. "What's with you and amphibians?"

      "Me? You're the tough nut to crack, with your magic that's literally the coolest I've ever seen."

      She waved her hands wide. "I mean, look. You can control the forest itself. Don't think I haven't noticed how you've been keeping the brush and vines away with just a wave of your hand."

      He shrugged. "I've lived the past thirty years in these woods. You have to stay on your toes around here. Develop some defenses."

      She shook her head. "You must be pretty powerful. Most magical people have to use a focus object until they master at least one specific magic type. Some magical people even go their whole lives needing their wands. I know of several high ranking nobles who still need help focusing, although they've moved to more easily hidden items like hair pins and brooches. Others at court talk about them behind their backs all the time, of course."

      He asked dryly, "Your point?"

      She stroked his forearm where it still loosely held her, his hand settled easily on the pommel. "Have you always been able to control the forest? What else can you do? How does your poison breath work? Have you ever killed anyone?"

      He shook his head and sighed dramatically. Hours passed as they talked, and Eirwyn knew she was annoying him with the incessant chatter. Yet she couldn't help herself. She wanted to know everything about him.

      Eirwyn started to ask another question when she saw something land on his hand. She looked down and screamed, leaning back to smack at it with her other hand.

      "Spider!" she yelled, swatting at his arm. Knox jerked on the reins, making the horse dance a few steps to shift off the faint path. Another spider landed on her and another.

      The ground around them seemed to roll as black spiders ran toward them. More fell from the trees above, and Eirwyn screamed.

      "Shit," Knox growled, then reached in his saddle bags and pulled out a stick with a gem on the end. Then he pulled out his axe and hit the gem, cracking it.

      A bright, red glow swept over them and the horse, and the spider swarm fled from the light.

      Eirwyn's heart raced as she looked around, checking her body for the dreadful things, but none remained.

      He brushed a hand along her back and shoulders. "Are you alright? Did you get bit?"

      She shook her hands with a shaky breath, so grateful for her dirty gloves now. "No, I think I have enough layers that they couldn't penetrate them. Did you?"

      He shook his hand, flicking a spider away with a wince. "Yeah, damn thing got my hand. The one place that's not covered."

      She wiped her hands on her pants, trying to wipe off the creepy crawling feeling that left her on edge. Worry made her frown.

      "What kind were they? Are they dangerous? Are you going to be alright?"

      He grunted and began to list to one side. "Annoying kind," he slurred.

      She jerked his arm around her stomach, trying to get him to stay upright. "Stay with me, Knox."

      He slumped against her back, wrapping his arm tightly around her. "Darkling spiders. Doesn't help to control the forest when I can't keep the spiders away. Take the stick before I drop it."

      She reached for the reins and the glowing red stick, easily taking them from his limp fingers. "Knox? Tell me you're going to be alright."

      Her heart raced more from the fear of losing him than the fear from the spiders. She couldn't lose him, not when she was just getting to know him.

      She grabbed the stick, holding it out with a death grip to keep the tiny little creatures away.

      "I'll be alright. Humans die from them, but I just–might pass out. If I do," he paused, his words slurring as he began to wheeze. "Just head for the creek. Ryder will take you to the water, don't worry."

      She held him with her hand on his, gripping his arm tight as he slumped over on her. The pommel dug into her pelvis, making her wince.

      She grunted as the rain began to grow steadier. "You great ox. Is that why they call you Knox? You weigh enough to be an ox. Maybe that's the type of shifter you are."

      He grunted, not moving on her back. She winced at the weight and looked around, holding the red glow stick up.

      She was alone in the Feral Forest with spiders and crawly things and who knew what else that would try to kill her. That wasn't even mentioning the gloomy sky that seemed to open up like turning a faucet or the vines that were now silently stalking toward them.

      And her only help was now passed out behind her. His control on the forest slipped away and the vines began to reach toward her.

      She gritted her teeth and nudged the horse with her heels, reaching out to the birds nearby to find a path to the creek.

      She pushed light magic around them, but the spiders seemed to only be afraid of the red glow stick. Still, she kept the light flowing to combat her fears of the dark forest.

      She swallowed hard as the horse began to follow the path, praying to the gods that she was going in the right direction.
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      When Knox woke up, his entire head, shoulders, and neck felt like they were on fire. He blinked and looked around. Ryder drank from a stream, and he lay on his back in the soft grass.

      Eirwyn cursed as she stabbed down into the earth with a bloody dagger. Birds of all kinds swarmed around her head, randomly diving to the ground. His heart raced and he jumped up, preparing to lunge at whatever she was fighting.

      But she looked over, straightening onto her knees as a look of annoyance flashed on her delicate face. Blood stained her pants but blended into her red shirt.

      Her hood was still drawn, and her gloves protected her hands. She didn't look to be in any more danger as she scowled at him. "You're finally awake I see. Just in the nick of time, too."

      She stood, kicking at the dirt in anger before striding to the stream to wash her blade. Some birds followed her and some pecked at the ground.

      He stood on wobbly legs as dizziness washed over him. He stumbled a few steps to where she'd been, and his eyes widened as he looked back to her.

      "Gods, Eirwyn, that's a bloody adder," he said. "It must be six feet long."

      She wiped the now clean blade on the hem of her cloak. "Well, it's dead now, no thanks to you."

      He frowned and strode to her, gripping her arms in fear. "Did it bite you? Are you alright?"

      She frowned up at him, her small hands with bloody gloves fisting on his chest. "No, but it almost got you. What would I have done if you'd gotten bit and died? You can't do this to me. I need you to–"

      She gripped his shirt and shook, and he pulled her into his arms, hugging her tight. "Sh, it's alright. I'm alright. We're both alright."

      She breathed heavily, then she slowly began to relax in his arms. His hands ran up and down her back.

      "If you're sure," she said softly into his chest. He let his hands drop and stepped away, rubbing at his eyes. His head was still fuzzy from the spider bite.

      He walked to Ryder to get his canteen from the saddle bag. He sank to his knees to fill it in the stream, then drank almost all of it down before filling it again.

      "Where are we?" He held out the canteen to her. He looked around, not recognizing this part of the forest.

      She took it and shook her head. "I don't know. I followed the path until I couldn't see it anymore. Then I asked the birds for directions."

      She took a drink and dabbed at her lips.

      The forest was calm here, just normal sounds of the plants and animals faintly echoed over the swift flowing stream that led to the river in the south. A few birds settled on the branches above Eirwyn, multiple types all tweeting excitedly.

      "The birds?"

      She glanced up and shrugged. "I can feel things from birds. Sort of like talking with them, but it's more impressions than anything."

      His brows rose. "That's pretty amazing. How many others have an ability like that?"

      She frowned and shook her head. "I'm not sure. I've never met anyone who can do it who wasn't a bird shifter. Helga told me when I was a kid not to talk about it."

      She shrugged, taking another drink and kneeling to refill the canteen.

      He rubbed his temples and nodded. "Alright, let me get the map then."

      Ryder now stood beneath a tree in the shade near the bank. Knox went to his saddlebag and pulled out a palm sized disc about two inches thick. He leaned against the tree and pressed the gems on the side, making the glass light up. He pinched the red dot and zoomed out. Eirwyn stepped closer and looked at the device in his hands.

      "What's that?"

      He tilted it to show her. "A wayfinder. The dwarves made it for me so I could always find my way in the woods."

      Her jaw dropped as he pointed. "This dot is where we are. And this is the heart of the forest, better known as Hartsgrove."

      "And you've never been there?"

      He shook his head. "No, too dangerous and not worth it until now. There are assassin vines, helroses, and flytraps that don't obey my magic at all."

      She snorted. "Is that all?"

      He shook his head again and rubbed the back of his neck. "Nope, there's also a cursed oak grove. That's as far as I've ever ventured before turning back. But I've heard stories..."

      He trailed off and sighed as his arm dropped and he stared at the wayfinder. "I have to do this, don't I? I have to go to Hartsgrove and find out who I am."

      His tone was resigned, but he was afraid to hope that this would end his curse. He used to lie awake at night and dream of what he'd do if he could get close to someone.

      "Who you are?" she asked softly.

      He looked at her, the soft light playing with the shadows and light swirls that always surrounded her. He took a deep breath and nodded slowly. He reached up with one hand and scratched at the side of his head.

      "I grew up thinking I'm a drakin."

      Her eyes widened, and she blinked. "Oh, that makes so much sense. Why didn't I realize?"

      His brows rose. "Realize?"

      "The scales, horns, poison breath. My great-great-grandfather had a tail, according to the royal portraits. I should have known. What else can you do?"

      His tail flicked up, pushing the side of his cloak away. It came even with his head, curving out with the barb pointing down. Carefully, he kept it from pointing at her.

      Her jaw dropped. "What is that?"

      He pursed his lips. He was going to be stuck with her for several days alone in the forest. They'd flirted at the cottage, but he wanted to be clear on how dangerous this could be for her.

      "A venom barbed tail."

      She frowned. "It looks like a broom handle, not a barbed anything."

      He arched a brow and crossed his arms. His vision sharpened as he concentrated, then a green sap began to secrete from the tip. Barbs shifted between the scales.

      He tightened his stomach and grunted. The rounded end grew sharp points on the side as long as pine needles, and it lengthened to a dagger like point.

      Two green drops fell to the ground. She reached out a hand as if to touch the tail, and he stepped back, holding a hand out.

      "No, you can't touch it. It's dangerous, and I won't have you getting hurt or worse."

      Her eyes softened and she smiled softly. "You won't hurt me, Knox."

      "Not on purpose, but who knows what dragons are capable of anymore?"

      She frowned. "Dragons have died out. Drakins are much tamer, even though Gastone will gladly argue that he's the best, most powerful mage in the land."

      He shook his head and took a deep breath. "No, dragon's haven't all died out. Olive says I'm not a drakin, but a dragon."

      She arched a brow and cocked a hip. "There's no way."

      He shrugged. "I hatched out of an egg. Do any of the royal drakin's hatch out of eggs?"

      Eirwyn's eyebrows rose in surprise, and she tapped her chin with one delicate finger as she thought. "Well, drakin's manifest all kinds of things. I have light and wind magic, plus some illusions. My brother has fire and dark magic. The Glathen royal family has ice, fire, and water. I can believe you're drakin, but no one hatched. We're all born like normal."

      He winced, raking a hand over his scales. This was why he'd never wanted to show his face to anyone. He wasn't normal, and he never would be.

      She tilted her head, walking slowly around him. He kept one hand on his tail to keep it as far away from her as possible. It seemed to have a mind of its own around Eirwyn.

      But the way she kept looking at him made him start to crave more of her attention, more of her acceptance, love, and desire.

      He wanted everything from her.

      Would she want to make a home with him? Would Eirwyn live in the wild, waiting for him to come home from protecting the forest? He'd never thought having kids was an option, since he might kill anyone he tried to–

      Her small hand on his arm brought him back from his dreams and worries. She had stepped directly in front of him, and his tail still hovered slightly behind his ear.

      She looked up at him with those gorgeous eyes that shone in the shadows of the gloomy, misty day.

      "Is this your curse?" she asked softly.

      He shuddered a breath, holding it as he nodded once. He was prepared to have all his hopes and dreams dashed on the rocks.

      But she reached up a hand and cupped his cheek. "I don't think you're cursed, Knox. I think there's more to this than either of us know. There are books in the palace that date back to our dragon ancestors. Surely one of those has something in it on how to live with your tail and breath."

      Her fingers trailed softly over his scales to trace the tip of his small, triangular horn. A soft smile played on her lips. "As for the scales and horns... well, those are sexy as hell."

      His brows rose, and he released his breath. "Truly?"

      She nodded, pushing the hood back from his face. She ran both her hands over his head, and he growled, his eyes fluttering in ecstasy.

      She'd said the same last night, but he was hesitant to trust her words. Words could change. But the way her hands felt on his body made him hope.

      She pulled him down closer to her face, and his heart raced. Her lips tempted him like a shiny, red apple. He licked his own and tucked his chin to his chest as he breathed in the honeysuckle and jasmine that clung to her.

      A faint line of green gas curled away from his nose and sank toward the ground, and he thanked the gods that he'd not blown it directly into her face.

      His chest tightened. He couldn't do this. He would hurt her or kill her. She could be poisoned so easily, and his tail ached at her touch.

      Then she kissed his temple where the scales began, startling him. He froze in her hands.

      "Truly, you are one sexy dragon that I can't wait to ride," she whispered, her breath warm on the scales.

      His heart raced and adrenaline began to snake through his stomach, twisting and turning as his dick grew to painful proportions. He licked his lips, keeping his head down, his eyes closed to focus on her hands, lips, breath, and words.

      "Do you want that?" she asked.

      He grunted. "Damn right I do."

      "You don't have to go to Hartsgrove if you don't want to. We can look for answers at the palace after my brother leaves on his honeymoon. Assuming we make it out of the forest alive."

      He straightened, stepping back a step and staring down at her intently. "We'll make it. I'll protect you, princess, and keep you safe."

      Her eyes softened, and her hands fell to rest on his chest. "Well, when we do, I'm going to take you up on that offer of mutual exploration."

      She wiggled her brows and winked.

      He snorted a laugh, thankfully with no gas, and she grinned. Her face was in shadow, but he could see the twinkle in her eye. The heat from her hand sent awareness down his chest and straight to his dick.

      He wanted her hands on him everywhere. He ached for her, this princess who was the exact opposite of every expectation.

      She wasn't some cold, calculating princess, out of reach of mere peasants like him.

      No, she was alive and very real, warm and welcoming. He reached out a hand and wrapped it around her waist. Her eyes widened as his hands slid down to cup her juicy derrière. Then she grinned and tilted her head, arching her back and wiggling as he squeezed.

      "Ah, are you an ass man?"

      He shrugged. "I don't know, but I'd love to find out."

      She grasped his shirt and grinned, her eyes glittering in anticipation and desire. Her hands on his chest were so small, it made him feel like he needed to be gentle with her.

      But she was no damsel in distress.

      He grinned down at her. "We could do that right now, if you like?"

      Her brows rose, and her arms slid up around his neck. He wanted to kiss her ripe lips. They called to him, and his own tingled.

      "Maybe we can explore now and still keep you safe," he whispered, afraid to hope as his heart raced.

      He dipped his head, sliding his mouth along her jaw to her ear. "What do you say, princess?"

      "What kind of exploring do you want, big guy? I've never done anything outside before. How do you want to do things? What things do you want to explore? Where– oh," she broke off on a moan as his lips latched onto her ear lobe.

      He sucked softly, and her hands clenched on his shirt. He pressed her closer, desperate to feel more of her. He licked his way down her neck, her pulse drawing him closer.

      He flattened his tongue and licked up to the spot under her ear. "Hm, you taste so good, princess. Will you give me more?"

      He straightened, still holding onto her, their bodies pressed so close yet not nearly close enough. He wanted to feel her naked against him.

      But this wasn't the time or the place. Hells, for his first time, he probably wouldn't last long at all even after the release last night in the barn. He needed her, though.

      Her blue gray eyes blinked up at him, her gaze hazy with desire.
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      She tilted her head slightly. "I'll give you my everything, Knox, my body, the world. You name it, and it's yours."

      Her eyes widened at her words in surprise. Did she really mean that? She'd only known him a few days, so why was she making dangerous promises?

      If she'd learned anything from growing up at court, it was to keep your dreams and hopes a secret. She might be a bright, bubbly, sunshine smiling her way through society, but she never let anyone get too close emotionally.

      What was she doing?

      She needed to distract herself from the promises his eyes gave. She pushed onto her toes to kiss his neck. He'd said no kissing on the lips, but she could kiss his neck like he'd done her. Lick him. Suck him.

      He shivered in her arms. Her eyes closed as she brushed her lips over the salty, raspy skin.

      "Oh Eirwyn, you have no idea what you do to me," his voice was low and deep. His hand squeezed her ass and pressed her against him. The other hand stroked up her back to bury into the hair at the base of her neck. He turned her so that his lips feasted on her neck too.

      She gasped at his nipping, fisting his shirt as her eyes fluttered closed.

      It was completely different to what she'd experienced in her short life. The men she'd been with had been practically spellbound over the fact she was a princess. They did whatever she wanted, and she'd gone in, gotten hers, and left. They'd left sated, and she'd gotten a few hours of relaxation in. Kisses hadn't been the priority since she'd first started exploring.

      She wanted to kiss Knox, but there was so much more to explore than just his mouth.

      His cock seemed to jump where it pressed against her stomach, making her gasp. His lips on her neck shifted, turning harder and more desperate. It was a different desperation than anything before.

      With the others, it had been more curious, laughing fun.

      But with Knox... the intensity shocked her. His lips on her neck turned almost feral, making her legs shake.

      He pressed her back against the tree. Dusk was near, and she flared light to cocoon them. She moaned, gripping his shirt.

      His hand shifted to her shirt and slid along her stomach up to her breast. She gasped, her head falling back and turning to the side.

      His mouth pushed all the chaos of the past few days from her mind. The only thing that took up her brain space was the ever growing pulsing need in her body. It was everywhere, threatening to consume her. Between her legs. On her tongue. In her heart.

      She pushed the last thought away. It was too soon to open her heart.

      But her body, that she could share. She gripped his shirt in her fists and jumped, wrapping her legs around his waist even as his hands lifted her by the ass. Their clothes separated them, yet still he thrust.

      She gripped his hair and he ground her into the tree as she squeezed her legs around him.

      "More, princess?" he murmured.

      She pushed the hood back, her fingers raking along his scales. He closed his eyes, his body shaking.

      She gasped, "Please."

      He kissed over her jaw back to her neck, making her whimper.

      "I like the sound of that. You beg so prettily."

      Her heart raced in anticipation, then he latched onto her jugular, making her go limp in his arms. She didn't know that a mouth could feel this good on her neck. He sucked, not breaking the skin but still the sensation made her grip in his hair tighten.

      "You'll be my cum princess, yes?" he whispered, moving his mouth down her neck and sucking again.

      She squirmed in his arms, the need building as she nodded and whimpered. "Yes, gods, yes."

      He swiftly set her on her feet and spun her around. "Put your hands on the tree," he commanded, his barbed tail sinking into the bark above her head with a thump. He was so excited, he didn't want to risk hurting her.

      She gasped and did so, pressing back as if seeking his touch. He yanked on her shirt, pulling it up out of her pants. Then he pulled her pants down to her knees.

      His hands slid up the outside of her thighs, and she groaned, her head falling forward. She spread her legs as wide as she could with the pants still on.

      "I'm going to fuck you now. It's going to be hard and fast because night is falling, but one of these days, I'm going to get you in a bed and fuck you for days. Do you hear me, princess?"

      She nodded, licking her lips, her spine tingling and goosebumps slithering over her skin. His hands slid around to the front, one skimming along her torso and one diving to cup her mound. He touched her, and she jerked in his arms.

      He slid his finger down her clit to her pussy, and his head rested between her shoulder blades. "Gods, you're so wet."

      His hand on her torso slid away, but she didn't care. She was too focused on the smooth sliding of his finger in and out, each time coming up to circle her clit before diving back in. He set up a steady rhythm, then she felt a probing behind her.

      She pushed back, arching her back and throbbing for more. His finger settled on her clit as she felt the wide head of his dick push slowly inside. Inch by inch, his erection filled her, stripping away everything but her need for more.

      He pressed her into the tree, seating himself into the heated core of her body. Then he stepped back, and she slid down the tree until she was almost bent at the waist. His hand settled on her hip even as his fingers played her clit like a lute.

      Vines came up to give her a hand hold, cradling her upper body. They wrapped around her ankles and calves, forming a sort of bench for each knees to rest on. Flowers bloomed, cushioning her body and flooding her senses. Her feet left the ground, and she was held in position by vines and his hand on her hip.

      He plunged back into her wet heat, the scalding hotness of him searing into her like a brand. She gasped, throwing her head back as her eyes widened.

      Light and shadows surrounded them, blinding her to anything but the tree in front of her and his tail buried in the bark. A green ooze dripped down the tree, and the strangeness of it all made her want even more.

      "Knox," she moaned.

      He was impossibly huge, and it hurt so good when he wiggled his hips as if feeling around inside her. Her pussy tightened around his shaft, and he groaned. "Eirwyn, I–I'm not going to last very long. I–"

      She shook her head. "Please, Knox, just move."

      His hand on her hip tightened, and she felt his nails sting as they bit into her skin. "Gladly," he groaned, setting up a slow but deep rhythm as old as time.

      She was stretched, filled by his manhood as she squeezed down on him. Deep, steady strokes shook her. Every inch brought her closer and closer to the edge, making her tighten.

      She couldn't believe how wide he was. It was like she'd never been with anyone else before. He put them all to shame.

      She gasped, lost in the wild, wet, hunger that grew inside her. Her desire grew with each hard thrust that sent her reeling. Then he seemed to stop savoring every moment. The rhythm changed, the plant like bench changed angles, and he hit deeper.

      She screamed, dancing along the edge of orgasm. Pleasure racked her body as he pistoned harder, and she tried to hold off her orgasm. His shaft slicked in and out, the sounds melding with the forest noises around them.

      He hammered into her, a hot rush of pure need racing up her spine. The fast fury of his deep thrusts filled her, and white spots began to form behind her closed eyelids. Her body raced along the edge, the fire burning brighter until it flashed like lightning in the sky.

      Mindless ecstasy gripped her as a wild orgasm sent her voice screaming into the night. A rainbow of color burst around them, sparks of light shattering the air.

      Her mind splintered, shrinking into primitive passion. Pleasure short-circuited her brain, shocked her body, and made her bones go liquid.

      He grunted, his hand on her hip tight as his finger flicked her clit furiously. Then he stilled as he thrust and moaned. She felt him tense as he came with a hot and violent release, savage like him. His body jerked with every spasm as she milked him. The hot spray of his seed was like lightning inside her as he exploded, coating her core.

      She shivered and spasmed, and his finger finally released her clit to hold her torso. Thank the gods for the vines because her legs felt like she would fall into the dirt without them.

      She gasped as he slid out and the light magic faded. The plants receded until she was lying on a bed of blue and red flowers.

      Her face was still near the base of the tree. Adrenaline began to slow through her veins, but the scent of the venom made her sniff.

      The honey sweet smell drew her in, and she wanted to lick it. It was like a haze, her mind wrapped in desire and need so she couldn't think straight.

      She leaned closer to where the barbed tail dripped the green syrup down the bark. He wrapped his hands around the tail and pulled out of the tree.

      The sharp movement made her blink and pull back. What was she doing again? She looked around, fingering the flowers.

      "These are beautiful," she said softly as she sat up.

      He bent at the waist and took her chin in his fingers, tilting her face up to meet his glittering green gaze.

      "They're nothing compared to you, love."

      She gasped, her heart melting at his words. He ran his hand over her cheek, pushing her wild hair away from her face. She nuzzled into his palm, then he was stepping away. She sighed and reached for her pants.

      She stood on shaky legs, one hand on the tree and carefully avoiding the venom still dripping.

      Knox lifted her, making her gasp and hold his neck tight. Then he laid her reverently on a soft plant bed, stems woven together into a hammock.

      He brushed the hair away from her face again and smiled. "Are you alright? How was it?"

      She nodded, more relaxed than she'd ever been before. She blushed at his attention. "I feel amazing. We should do that again."

      He grinned with pride and stood straighter. "I'll gladly do that again with you, princess. The light show took me by surprise."

      She chuckled, her eyes growing heavy as he set the hammock to rocking. "Yeah, me too. It's never happened before."

      She yawned, not wanting to think about why her magic had slipped her control.

      Knox then reached over her to wipe the venom on the grass.

      "We might as well camp here for the night. Get some rest while I check on Ryder and make sure he's safe. I'll be right back."

      Eirwyn sat on the hammock and then turned to lay down. She was barely drifting to sleep when the hammock dipped, and she rolled into Knox' arms.

      Her head fit perfectly against his chest and she hummed. "This is nice," she said softly, her hand coming up to rest on him.

      He took her hand and kissed the palm, the glove still bloodied. Then he turned his head and kissed her hair. "Sleep well, princess."

      Her eyes fluttered open to see the hammock growing a type of shell over the top of them. She felt like they were sleeping inside a giant acorn or something, but the gentle sway of the hammock pushed her to a deep sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, the hammock dipped as Knox pulled away from her. She groaned, "Just five more minutes."

      He stood, stopping the hammock from rocking too much as he chuckled. "Dawn is here. We need to get a move on if we're going to make it to the halfway point to the dwarves."

      She groaned as he walked away. The vines no longer covered over them like a shell. She blinked, the faint lightening of the sky the only sign that day was coming.

      She looked over and saw Knox walking back toward her, looking up and tucking his shirt into his pants. He adjusted his suspenders and stopped next to her.

      He frowned and whispered, "The eagles are coming. Are you awake? We need to go before they find us."

      She stretched and swung her feet over the side of the hammock. Knox gently grabbed her arm, pulling her to her feet. Once she was standing, he let her go and then turned to look up, scanning the trees.

      She blinked, her mind still asleep but tension growing between her shoulder blades. Something was wrong. She stepped around the tree and took care of her morning business before kneeling at the creek and washing her hands.

      When she turned back, Knox stood tense, a frown on his face as he stared overhead. She wiped her eyes and yawned. "Is there food?"

      An owl hooted nearby, and the wind began to blow through the trees in strange patterns.

      Knox walked to her but didn't look at her. He reached out a hand, and she linked their fingers. "Yeah, in the saddlebags. We'll have some jerky in the saddle once we're safe from the eagles."

      "What eagles?" she asked, tilting her head. She didn't hear any eagles. She tried to clear the confusion and wake up, but she just wanted to curl up next to him some more.

      The owl hooted again, and her eyes widened.

      Knox pushed her behind him and backed up slowly toward the horse, his eyes never leaving the treetops above them. "The eagles that terrorize the edge of the Hartsgrove land. I didn't think we were that close to the center."

      The owl hooted. She gasped, "We have to go." The fear from the owl tinged her own words. "The owl says danger is coming."

      He frowned and grabbed her hand as they reached the horse, who now stood frozen, his eyes wide with fear. Knox helped her swing into the saddle, the soreness between her legs still pulsing so good from the feel of him.

      He sat behind her and gathered the reins. "We can't outrun them to the dwarves. They're too fast. We're going to have to head into Hartsgrove. They won't go near the place."

      They waded into the stream, leaping on the bank on the other side. "I hear a but in your tone," Eirwyn said, gritting her teeth and holding onto the pommel at the rough ride.

      "But I don't want to take you to Hartsgrove," he growled as the horse plunged between the trees. "It's too dangerous for you, princess."

      "If we have to get a few scratches to get to safety, it'll be worth it. The owl–we have to get to safety, Knox. Now."

      An ear-piercing screech made her gasp and wince. The horse reared up on his back legs. Fear licked at her stomach, twisting it in knots.

      Knox cursed, his arm holding her tight around the stomach as he crooned to the horse to calm him down. "Hells, we have no choice. I'll protect you, princess. Don't worry."

      They plunged into the forest, the underbrush growing thicker. The eagle screeched overhead, and she held on tight. How could she not worry or be afraid?

      Yet somehow, with Knox wrapped around her like a cloak, she knew she'd be alright as long as they stayed together.
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      Knox heard the crashing in the underbrush, and his heart raced. He turned Ryder deeper into the forest, going northeast toward Hartsgrove.

      "What are the eagles?" she gasped, looking over their shoulder.

      He grunted, "They're big enough to cart off a horse."

      And princesses. He clenched his jaw and pulled her back against his chest as he wove Ryder back and forth around trees, no path in sight.

      He had to get them to safety but still avoid the beast. Assassin vines descended from the trees ahead, and he cursed. He took his axe from its strap on Ryder's side, swinging deftly as they tried to grab both of them out of the saddle.

      They'd reached the part of the forest where his magic didn't work.

      Eirwyn gripped the horse's mane and held on for dear life as he tried to protect her. A whoosh sounded overhead, and he ducked to the left barely avoiding a crash with a tree.

      He looked back to see a giant talon jerking out of the vines, but they wouldn't give up that easily. They turned and went deeper into the forest, and he breathed easier as the plants and giant bird battled each other.

      Eirwyn looked around his shoulder, her voice gasping. "Did we make it?"

      He grunted and pointed his axe. "Yeah, but the fly traps are ahead. Do you still have that little stiletto dagger of Scarlet's?"

      She nodded, pulling it out from her sleeve. "Yes, but I'm not sure I can do this."

      He gave her a quick hug from behind. "Of course you can. I believe in you. You killed the adder, right? And got us out of the spider swarm. Here the fly traps come. Can you take our left flank, and I'll take the right? Aim for the stalk, not the head with all the teeth. Sever it if you can."

      She nodded, her body rigid as she scanned the area around them and took a deep breath. "Don't you have more of the glowing sticks? Do they work on fly traps?"

      He shook his head. "No, they don't. It just works on insects, not plants or wildlife."

      She shivered as the giant fly traps rose in front of them, half as tall as the trees. He wrapped his left arm around her waist in front of him. He leaned forward and kissed her cheek. "You're doing so good, princess. Keep fighting."

      She shivered again and leaned back, twisting her neck and nuzzling into his neck. He barely dipped his head and hugged her tight when the ground began to slope slightly downward. He could feel her fear, but he couldn't–no, he wouldn't–let anything happen to her.

      He pulled back, tightening on the reins.

      They were going in the right direction and almost to there. The first fly trap latched onto her leg like a dog. He tensed, ready to turn to cut it and free her. But she sliced it off under the head, and it rolled to the forest floor.

      He grunted approvingly and turned back to the right, swinging his axe repeatedly. He felt one bite his left boot, but she shifted in the saddle, swiped, and it fell off with a thud.

      The axe split the hard stalks relentlessly. He wrenched it from the side of the head of one with just enough time to strike at another. Over and over, the axe became an extension of his arm, and he lost himself in the battle.

      Thankfully Ryder barreled ahead, used to the terrors of the forest, and they eventually made it to the other side. As the last of the fly traps fell away, he panted and looked around, petting Ryder's side

      "Good boy," he murmured.

      Eirwyn panted. "Good boy? What about me?"

      He chuckled and kissed her hair. "Good girl, princess. You fought like a true warrior."

      She sighed and leaned back against him. He wrapped her in his arms and reached for his wayfinder, turning Ryder to circle the ever descending basin.

      She wiped the juice from the fly traps off on her cloak and took a deep breath. "What's next? Is there any break in all this, or is it this constant battle into the center the entire way?"

      He showed her the wayfinder. "The helroses are next, then there is an abandon ruin where we can stop for a few hours rest. It's haunted, so I'm not sure how safe it is, but it should be better than the forest."

      Her lips thinned and then she sighed. "Great. That's just what we need. Ghosts."

      He grinned and felt her ass pressed against his groin. His hunger for her had only grown since he'd been with her yesterday. He'd woken up this morning with a huge hard on, but there had been no time to remedy it. The movement of the ride and pressure from her body was growing increasingly difficult.

      Now that it was fully light, she'd thrown her hood back. He leaned forward and kissed under her ear, feeling her shudder and whimper as he whispered, "It could be worse."

      He pulled her back against his chest and wrapped his arm up to cup her breast. "I didn't get to play with these earlier, but next time..."

      He trailed off as she moaned and arched her back. Some flying creatures swooped down toward them, and she waved a hand in annoyance.

      "Shoo," she said, and the bats flew away. He blinked, sitting up and looking around. Now wasn't the time to be fooling around. They had to stay alert.

      He let his hand drop but it fell against her pussy, making her gasp, so he pressed his fingers to her clit then moved his hand to her thigh.

      He cleared his throat. "So you shooed away bats. The owl warned you of danger. But the giant eagle hunted you anyway?"

      She shrugged. "Most flying creatures like me, but I felt nothing from that giant eagle. I'm not sure why not. I've always assumed it was something to do with being drakin. I can feel things from them."

      He nodded. "That's pretty convenient."

      "The birds and the shadows help me sneak in and out of the palace."

      "Tell me about your escapades, and I'll tell you about mine," he said, kissing under her ear again.

      She chuckled, relaxing slightly against him as she explained how she would escape the palace through the cellar and entertain the tavern folk. He handed her some jerky to eat when she finished.

      He was just beginning to tell her about the time he took down a rogue lion when the helroses appeared in front of them. A solid wall of thorny rose bushes stopped them in their tracks. They went about ten feet high and choked out the trees.

      She leaned forward as if peering into the bushes, but said, "I can't see a thing."

      He glanced down at the wayfinder, the faint moonlight barely helping. "If the map is accurate, it's only a hundred feet thick."

      She snorted. "Only. How do we get through?"

      He turned the horse and lifted his axe, slicing down and cutting neatly through several vines. Immediately they vines regenerated, producing two more for each one severed along with making the thorns lengthen.

      Ryder danced back away from the growing wall of bushes. After a few seconds, it stopped.

      Knox rubbed his hand on the back of his neck as he thought. Finally he sighed and pulled a glow stick from his back.

      Eirwyn watched him and said, "I thought those wouldn't work on plants?"

      He nodded, his lips pursed. "Regular glow sticks won't. This one is a flame blade. It'll keep the fire to only what it touches, that way the fire won't spread into the forest."

      "So it's relatively safe?"

      He nodded. "But the problem is it's only supposed to last a few minutes."

      "Supposed to? Haven't you tried it before?"

      He shook his head. "No, it's a prototype. But it has to work well enough, or the dwarves wouldn't have sold it to me."

      He took a deep breath. "If we get trapped inside the helroses–"

      "We'll figure it out as we go," she smiled tightly at him, then leaned over and kissed his cheek. He blinked in surprise, forcing himself to stay still and not turn his head to meet her lips.

      She finally leaned back, and she smiled.

      He blinked down at her. "What was that for?"

      She smiled. "For luck."

      His chest swelled with pride to know that he'd made her happy. Another part of him swelled to think of her soft lips on something other than his cheek.

      She turned back to face the hedge, and he clenched his jaw in determination. He clicked the small gem on the side and the large gem on the top produced a small, thin blade of fire the size of a full-length sword.

      He took the reins and turned the horse, swinging the blade and cutting neatly through the hedge. The vines and thorns sizzled as they were severed, but they didn't grow back. He hacked with a fury, fighting against time more than the vines, and nudged the horse into the hedge.

      He was a lumberjack. He was used to working days at a time to fell timber, hauling whole logs by hand, stripping the bark and dragging wagons to the edge of the forest to sell.

      Yet all too soon even his arms started to shake. He glanced back, the end of the now tunnel of roses showing him the starting point. The blade began to flicker, and he redoubled his efforts.

      He swung in savage fury, cutting a path through with his blade. He grunted with every swing, and the blade began to flicker again. He slid off the back of the horse and went around to lead them, swinging with a ferocity that wouldn't stop. Couldn't stop.

      If they got stuck in the helroses, Eirwyn would die, and he couldn't let that happen.

      His muscles burned. Sweat dripped into his eyes. And still he kept chopping at the blasted helroses. The cloyingly sweet scent of roses threatened his nose, making him sneeze.

      It was like the roses were alive and attuned to his weakness. The scent hit him again, and he sneezed and swung even as the blade flickered. He felt Eirwyn's hand on his back, and she slid her hand down his arm to the blade.

      "Let me," she said softly.

      He showed her the blade with shaking hands. "Keep the gem pressed down. Don't let until we're through."

      She nodded, biting her lip as she took the flame blade and began to hack and chip away at the helroses. The scent gave a haze to the air as he grabbed Ryder's reins and pulled him behind Eirwyn.

      He covered his nose with his elbow, trying to keep from breathing in the too sweet smell. It didn't seem to bother her though as she didn't sneeze even once. She swung in an arc, her small frame belying her strength.

      He'd thought she was delicate before, but she was no wilting long-lost princess. She was Eirwyn, his drakin warrior who refused to back down in the face of danger. She pressed forward, never giving up, and a small part of him felt guilty.

      He'd given up on his foolish quest to break the curse long ago. If their places had been reversed, Eirwyn wouldn't have given up. She would've figured it out long before now. He wanted to be worthy of her, but she was a damn princess.

      He'd never be worthy of her.

      But maybe he could try. His eyes refocused as he peered in front of them. The roses were thinning out.

      She grunted and swung, finally breaking free as the flame flickered and died. They had to squeeze Ryder through the end, but they finally made it.

      She leaned on her knees, panting from the effort like she'd run a marathon. He held his axe, prepared to defend them if something else jumped out.

      He looked at the overgrown rows of flowers. There were barely discernible paths through them. One led to a gazebo, one led to a bench under a tree. Another led to a group of small wooden buildings that were almost too dangerous to go into. They looked like they would fall down at any moment.

      He straightened with a frown.

      "What the hells is this?"

      She stood and shook her hair behind her, the thin braids looking like a halo as the sunlight landed on her head. He looked back around them, as she said, "I think we're in a garden."

      Yet another path, the one they were closest to let to a sprawling castle. He'd never seen one up close before. He'd only seen the one in Demerel when he'd escorted Eirwyn to the front steps.

      This mansion rivaled the palace in style but was on a smaller scale than the one in Demerel. Narrower but perhaps taller. He craned his neck. Its peaks swirled into the afternoon sky. He saw clouds circling the spires, and some of them he couldn't even see the tops.

      "Dear gods, it goes up to the heavens," Eirwyn said in awe. If she was awed–someone who'd grown up in the palace–he knew it was something to behold.

      "Is this the ruins on the map?" she asked.

      He pulled out the wayfinder and checked, then looked back up. "Yes, it is. It doesn't look to be too ruined, though."

      She sighed and put her hands on her hips. "Right, let's find a safe place for the night." And off she strode toward the mansion.

      He smiled and dropped Ryder's reins as he began to munch on the tall grass by the hedge. He followed her through the overgrown path. She had cried that first night when she'd been kidnapped by Scarlet, but since then, she'd grown stronger. Had it really only been a week ago that he'd met her?

      He shook his head, hoping she was right about the safe place. He wanted more time with her. More time to talk with her, hear her hopes and dreams and stories. And maybe even her cries of passion.

      This haunted mansion might not be so bad after all.
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      Eirwyn checked the handle on the door and turned it. Her brows rose in surprise as it creaked open. "Not locked."

      Knox snorted behind her. "Who would dare to rob this place? No one even knows it's here."

      She shrugged, looking around the dark room. Sheets covered the furniture, but it appeared to be a sitting room. The curtains were nothing but a pile of dust on the floor, and when she touched a sheet to remove it from the couch, it too turned to dust.

      He coughed, waving his hand in front of his face. "Darkling hells, this place is old."

      "Excuse me?" a voice screeched. "How dare you say it's old. I'll have you know this is the finest place in all the land."

      A flash of light lit the room, and Eirwyn covered her eyes as Knox jumped in front of her, hiding her behind him.

      "Who are you? Show yourself," Knox demanded.

      The light faded, but an ethereal figure remained floating above the dusty floor. A man, almost as big and broad as Knox jumped at them, his hands open as he screamed and tackled them.

      Except he fell through them. Eirwyn felt the cold and shivered, Knox spinning them so he was facing the figure.

      "Who am I? Who are you and why are you here? Get out, get out, get out," the figure yelled, trying to punch Knox.

      Knox looked at him incredulously and said, "Sorry to disturb you. We just need to get to Hartsgrove to fetch a magic apple and then we'll be on our way."

      The figure stopped and stood tall, his brow furrowed. He raked his hand through his long hair and looked around in confusion. Then he looked at his hands.

      "What–alright, there has to be some logical explanation for this," the figure mumbled, turning to pace in front of the glass doors.

      Eirwyn peeked from behind Knox' shoulder, her hand gripping his bicep and said, "Um, do you not know that you're a ghost?"

      The figure whirled on her, his square jaw dropping in surprise. He glanced between the two of them, then back to his hands before striding to the mirror above the fireplace.

      He seemed to startle, then peered closer, turning this way and that. He raked his hands through his hair and straightened his cravat.

      "You're a noble, aren't you?" Eirwyn asked. His clothing shimmered, and she could see through him as if there was a haze of smoke. It was obviously well-cut fabric and the only thing in the room that appeared in good condition.

      The figure turned, his face grave as he looked down his nose at them. He snorted, "A noble? My dear girl, I am the valet to the king of this forest. It was decreed by his father, the great Xander the Red, that I would protect his favorite son, Feralt."

      Knox stiffened. "Never heard of them," he said.

      Eirwyn looked at him in surprise. "Are you serious? Didn't you read the great historical records?"

      Knox shrugged. "My access to books has been limited, and I didn't have all the best teachers and schools, princess."

      The figure drew himself up to his full height and demanded, "Excuse me, but did you say princess?"

      Eirwyn stepped around Knox to face the ghost and dipped her deepest curtsy. "Yes, sir. I'm Princess Eirwyn of Busparia."

      The man sniffed, his head tilting up before he gave a formal bow. "I am Leopol. It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance, princess. However, this is all superfluous. It has no bearing on the fact that I'm a bloody ghost."

      He yelled the last part and the chandelier overhead rattled, making them all jump. Knox held out his hands in a placating gesture.

      "Well, I wouldn't say bloody," Eirwyn said.

      Knox' lips twitched as he tried to take control of the situation. "Alright, alright. Take it easy, and we'll figure this out."

      The figure whipped around, his face a mask of fury that made his features sharper. "Take it easy? What the hells does that mean?"

      He began to pace, waving his hands as he continued, "My master was under attack from some group calling themselves the Hunters. His weak watered cousins, the drakins, were in the middle of a coup. I was tasked with protecting Hartsgrove. King Feralt cast a spell over the place to protect it, leaving me in charge of protecting the queen and heir. I–I don't remember anything after watching him ride away, the helroses closing the path behind him."

      Knox slowly shook his head, answering a question with a question. "So this is your first time–uh, awake?"

      The man nodded, his face troubled with worry as he looked back out the window. "Yes, I believe so. Why now? I assume from the state of the parlor that quite some time has passed."

      Knox took a deep breath and shook his head, but Eirwyn slipped her hand into his.

      "The dragons have been gone for hundreds of years now, including Feralt," Eirwyn said softly. The poor man had lost everything.

      Somehow, he blanched whiter. "What happened? Did the drakins win then?"

      Eirwyn nodded. "They did, yes. The drakins seized power in Busparia and Glathen and have reigned ever since."

      The man rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. "Then I have failed. We've all lost, and the king is dead. They're all dead."

      Knox shifted on his feet and gave Eirwyn a quick, worried glance. Then he turned back to Leopol.

      "Not all of them," he said, pushing back his hood and revealing the scales on his head.

      Leopol gasped and stepped closer. "By the gods, you're a dragon."

      Knox nodded slowly. "I believe so, but that's why we're here. To find answers of who I am."

      Leopol walked around him slowly, and Eirwyn saw his ghostly hand hovering over Knox' head. "This changes everything," Leopol said softly. Then he turned on his heel and ran out the door. "The egg."

      Eirwyn looked at Knox who, frowned. "We have to follow him but stay on guard." Then Knox ran after Leopol into the hallway.
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        * * *

      

      Knox' stomach flipped as they turned and followed the ghost up the marble stairs. Dust swirled at their feet, and he sneezed.

      Eirwyn stumbled, and he grabbed her elbow. Together they went round and round up the stairs, barely able to see the ghost's glow ahead.

      "Where are we?" he finally asked as the ghost stopped at a closed door at the very top of the castle. Both he and Eirwyn panted. A glance out of the small narrow window showed nothing but blackness. No trees, clouds, nothing.

      Leopol waved to the door impatiently. "The nursery. Quick, open it."

      Knox turned the latch, but it didn't budge. Then he leaned his shoulder on the heavy oak door and shoved. Finally, it opened with a long creak.

      Leopol went inside, a soft light emanating from around him. In the middle of the room was a round fireplace. Above it hung a hammock, each end tied to a living tree that grew out of the walls.

      Leopol searched the room, pointing and demanding, "Open the drawers. Move the bookshelf. What about here?"

      Knox did as he asked, curious on what they were looking for. Finally, Leopol was on his hands and knees, searching each crack and brick on the fireplace.

      "There," he said, moving back. "This brick is different. Move it."

      Knox pulled the brick out and a small ring with a green emerald rolled onto the floor. He picked it up, turning it over in his hand.

      "Put it on, dragon," Leopol said softly.

      Knox frowned, the emerald and gold shining in the faint light. It was too small to fit his giant, calloused hands, but he did as instructed anyway. He slid the ring down his third finger, and it somehow grew to fit him.

      "Tap the gem three times," Leopol said.

      Knox tapped, and a brilliant flash of green light lit the room. Knox closed his eyes, and when he opened them, more ghosts were striding through the room. It was as if they had been transported back in time to observe the room.

      Eirwyn's hand found his, and she held him tightly as they watched.

      "We don't have time. We have to go now," a familiar old woman in a druid's cloak said, holding his egg in her hands and rocking it gently. "We have to protect the heir."

      A beautiful woman with long thick hair spun on her heels, her full silk skirt billowing around her ankles. "I will not abandon my home. I am duty bound to protect it while he's gone. Feralt said he'll return, and so I will wait for him."

      "But the heir–"

      "Take him with you. It'll be safer that way."

      "But my queen–"

      "Do as I say," the woman's green eyes shone with unshed tears as she took the egg into her arms. She leaned close to it and murmured, "I'm sorry, my love. But I might not be there when you come into this world. Your papa is off fighting for our people, and I might need to protect the forest while he's gone. Grow strong and brave, my son."

      Her voice broke on a sob, and she thrust the egg to the old druid woman. The figures sped up, and another flash of brilliant green filled the room.

      Then the beautiful woman stood in a garden, staring up at the sky as figures fought above. Small dragons ridden by humans carrying spears and magic fireballs swarmed around a brilliant green dragon four times bigger than the others.

      One spear struck through the throat of the big green dragon, narrowly avoiding a gold necklace with a single emerald in the center that hung around its neck. But the spear struck true, and the dragon fell to the ground. The woman screamed and rushed over to where he landed, tears streaming down her face.

      The small dragons dove, but the woman stood over the green dragon and lifted her hands. Her cry of grief sent a green shock wave through the ground and sky. Magic wrapped around her and shot through the forest. Knox somehow knew that was the magic protections that had created all the dangers in the forest.

      Her magic hit some eagles had been nesting nearby, and their chicks grew to a similar size as the small dragons with riders above. The eagles attacked the riders, easily maneuvering to avoid the spears.

      The ground began to shake and lightning ripped through the sky. Trees around the castle grew twice as tall. Servants ran out of the castle and down the road, the thorns of the helroses closing the gap and tearing their clothing. The last of them stopped, turning to stare at the woman and dragon.

      It was the old druid woman. She clutched the egg to her chest, then turned and raced into the forest. The helroses closed the gap behind her, then grew up, up, up to encircle the entire castle. The ground formed roots, and vines and they wrapped around the woman and the dragon, creating a cocoon around them.

      Another flash of light left Knox blinking, grasping Eirwyn's hand tightly just to have something to anchor to. When he looked around, he was outside the mansion near the front stairs. There was a circular drive that led to a road and the helrose hedge. In the center of the drive was an oak grove.

      The largest oak in the middle of the circular grove stood over a massive boulder, the gold and emerald necklace embedded within it. He stared, and Leopol appeared next to him.

      "Those are my parents. The egg that the old druid took away... that was me," Knox said, his throat closing with emotion.

      "You really are a dragon," Eirwyn said in awe.

      He nodded, his eyes taking in the grove. This was where he came from. This was his home.

      Leopol said, "Those were the drakin and their riders, the Hunters. I saw–they killed me." His voice was shaky and upset as he stared toward a corner of the drive. Knox hadn't seen that part of the vision, but maybe it only showed him what he was supposed to see.

      Knox tensed at the mention of the Hunters, his mind going to Scarlet. He worried whether she was safe or if the king realized the heart was the wrong one.

      Leopol interrupted his thoughts. "King Feralt kept meticulous records in his office. When you're ready, find me there, your majesty."

      Knox blinked. This was too unbelievable. He wasn't a king. He'd told Olive as much. The forest didn't need a king. It only needed a protector, and that was a job he could do.

      Eirwyn leaned her head on his bicep and held his arm with her other hand.

      "Are you alright?" she asked softly.

      He nodded slowly. "I will be once I get used to the idea of it all. I mean, I was just a lumberjack a week ago, and now there's a ghost calling me a king?"

      He shook his head and walked with leaden feet to the front stairs of the castle. There was no need for a king. It'd just cause more political upheaval when the forest lay directly in between two warring countries.

      He pushed the door open, creaking as he went. Eirwyn followed him down the hall to where a faint light shone under a door.

      He pushed it open, and Leopol was leaning over a desk, reading an open book. He took a deep breath when Eirwyn's hand on his back gave him pause.

      She smiled up at him and looked at Leopol. "I'm going to go explore the kitchens and check on Ryder. Yell if you need me, alright?"

      He nodded and frowned. "Same. If you see some beast that I need to slay, yell for me."

      Her eyes twinkled as she tilted her head. "Like an adder? Will do, big guy."

      Some of the tension in his shoulders eased at her teasing tone. If she wasn't panicking over all this information, then he wouldn't either. He went through the door to dig through the king's records.

      He paused just inside. His father's records. He shook his head in disbelief.
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      Eirwyn hummed as she found the kitchen. A thick layer of dust covered the petrified wooden table in the center of the room. One wall had nothing but a giant fireplace. Another wall had a door that went outside.

      She explored, finding the empty pantry and sighing in relief. After a few hundred years, there were no more bugs feasting on rotten food. Even the shelves were nothing but dust.

      She went outside and called to the birds to get a lay of the land around the castle as her stomach growled. The front of the castle held the oak grove and old road that led into the helroses. The side where they'd entered had the flower garden. The back of the house opened onto a beautiful but overgrown pond. The side where she'd exited the kitchen held what used to the be the herb and vegetable garden.

      The birds directed her to the pond and several swooped down to hunt fish. A chirp led her to the back corner of the vegetable garden near the helrose hedge. She followed the bird and found a blackberry thicket.

      With her cloak held by the bottom corners, she made a type of bag and loaded all the ripe berries she could find. They were delicious, and she might have eaten one for every two she put in her cloak.

      When she turned, two blue birds were dancing near the wall of the castle. She walked over and found a few carrots and potatoes. She added those to her cloak and went back to the kitchen, leaving the door open to help get rid of the dust.

      She took off her cloak and set it on the table, careful not to let any berries fall. Then she rolled up her sleeves and got to work. A few hours passed, and then Knox walked in with a handful of flowers.

      He handed them to her, his cheeks tinging with color. "I brought you flowers."

      She inhaled the beautiful scent and looked up at him. "What do these mean?" she asked softly.

      He raked a hand on the side of his head and looked away. "I've been thinking about how my parents died, and I understand why my mother didn't want to live without my father. The red carnations are for my devotion to you. The pink roses are to show how grateful I am to be in your life right now. And the white peonies–"

      "I remember that one! They're for admiration, right? What about these blue ones?" she asked, sniffing in the intoxicating aromas.

      He lowered his hand and swallowed hard. He frowned and looked around, his brows rising. "What in the world? Did you do all this?"

      She beamed at him and nodded. "Not too bad for a princess, eh?" The floor was now swept and mopped, the table and counter wiped down. She'd found a curtain and turned it into a cleaning rag. The broom she'd used to clean out the chimney, what she could reach of it anyway.

      It was enough to get a fire started in the fireplace. She'd filled a few pots from the spigot off the back door and had fish from the birds in a skillet with the vegetables.

      She put the flowers in a cup of water, then went back to cooking. She leaned over the skillet and tested it with a fork she'd cleaned to a shine.

      "There are no spices other than the rosemary and basil I found outside. There's no oil, so I'm afraid it's sticking to the bottom of the pan a bit. But it should be edible."

      Knox sat with a dumbfounded look and laid a leather bound book on the table. "I had no idea you were so industrious. I know you made eggs at Olive's but when you said you cooked at the tavern occasionally, I–"

      His cheeks tinged pink and he shrugged. "I didn't really believe you."

      She shrugged. "I don't blame you. Helga doesn't believe I can do any of it, either. But that's one thing I loved about vising Bella at the tavern. She didn't treat me like a princess. She put me to work right alongside the rest of the bar maids. I learned every job in that place, from changing the beds and cleaning to cooking. I even helped in the stables for a few months."

      He smiled, crossing his arms and a look of pride shining in his eyes. "I had no idea. Why though?"

      She flipped the potatoes and looked at him from the stool beside the fire. "Why what?"

      "Why learn all of it?"

      She shrugged again, letting the scent fill her. "It's peaceful for starters. But since I was such a sickly child, I didn't have the chance to do a lot of things other kids did. I was in a protective cage, unable to do anything that might make me run a fever or vomit."

      She stared into the flames. She'd need to find some better wood. This had been a broken table in another room that she'd pried apart with her dagger.

      "I'm glad you're not sick anymore," Knox said softly.

      She sighed. "Me too, although it bothers me to realize that it was my brother this entire time."

      She shook her head. "When I ran away for the first time, I was worried about how he'd react. I was lost, hungry, tired, and dirty. Somehow I found myself at the square. Lailant took me in and cleaned me up. She said that I was stronger than I knew and to start acting like it instead of a shrinking violet."

      Eirwyn smiled, poking at the food. "She took me across the street to the tavern. Bella welcomed me with open arms, and we've been friends ever since."

      She wrapped the rags around the pan and carried it to the table. She set it in the center and handed him a fork.

      "I couldn't find any plates, so we'll have to eat out of the pan. Would you like some water? I checked on Ryder and unloaded the saddlebags for the night."

      She handed him the canteen, and he took a drink. Then she turned back to the brick stove and pulled another pan closer to the flames before turning to sit across from him at the table. It was an ancient stove but leaked about the same amount of heat as those she'd used at the tavern.

      He stabbed the fork into the food and took a bite. She bit her lip and waited.

      His brows rose, and he moaned. "This is delicious, Eirwyn. Thank you."

      She sat taller, beaming as she picked up her own fork. They made short work of the meal, both of them too hungry for conversation. When it was almost picked clean, she turned back to the fire and brought another pan to the table.

      "What's this?" he asked. "It smells delicious. Are those blackberries?"

      She nodded. "With honey and some seeds and nuts. I hope you like it." She took a bite, not waiting for him this time. The sweet burst of flavor made her sigh.

      "Darkling hells, Eirwyn, are you sure you're not a hedge witch? You whip up this fantastic meal out of practically nothing."

      She chuckled, her cheeks heating as she took another bite of the sticky sweet dessert. "I have a lot of hobbies and interests. The cook let me help when I was a child but I was afraid I'd burn myself so kept me away from the stove. That was another reason I started to run off into town. By the time I was fourteen, I'd already tried all the hobbies around the castle. I was very bored by then."

      He licked his fork. "I guess that means you've read all the books in your massive library then, huh?"

      She winced. "Not quite. I might've read the first few pages of every book, but my attention span is rarely held to finish a book in its entirety."

      He tapped on the book on the table. "Speaking of, I found this interesting in..." He paused, frowning. Then he said slowly, "My father's things."

      She took another bite and waited as he flipped to a page.

      "Apparently dragons with my abilities can do things I never even imagined. Like with my tail? Apparently it can be used during sex."

      Eirwyn's spine straightened. "Really?" she asked breathlessly. "Care to test it out?"

      His eyes glittered from the firelight as he grinned. "Most definitely. Do you want me to tell you the rest or show you?"

      Her stomach twisted, and she licked the fork slowly. He watched, his eyes glittering. Then she reached over and grabbed his fork and put them into the now empty pan. She took them to the pail of water to soak.

      "Eirwyn?" His voice was soft and sent a shiver up her spine.

      She turned to face him, her hands resting on the counter behind her. "Show  me. Always show me," she whispered.

      She tugged on her shirt, pulling it out of her pants and over her head. She dropped it onto her chair, then walked around the table to where he sat. She hopped up on the table and spread her legs, holding up one foot near him.

      "Can you help me take off my boots please?" She batted her eyelashes at him, and he licked his lips.

      Then he reached up with shaking hands and began to unlace her boots. They fell to the ground with a thud, one after the other. His hands slid up her legs to the buttons on the front.

      His hands hovered over them, lightly caressing under her belly button. "Do you want me to help you take off your pants too?"

      She nodded, leaning back on her hands and pushing her breasts and hips up. His eyes flared, and she reveled in the power she had over him.

      She was the most important thing in his life right now. After years of being ridiculed, looked down on, and ignored by her brother, having all of Knox' attention was like the sweetest ambrosia on her lips.

      He flipped the buttons and slid her pants down her hips, every trace of his fingers on her skin lighting a fire that couldn't be quenched. She sat back down on the table as he tossed them onto the chair.

      Then he stepped back, his eyes growing heavy lidded with desire. "You're so beautiful, Eirwyn," he said softly, reaching up to caress her cheek. "Sex with dragons can turn violent, and I don't want to hurt you."

      She laid back on the table, now naked, and set her feet on the chairs. Her legs spread, and she traced her fingers up her sides to cup her breasts.

      "You could never hurt me, Knox," she whispered, arching her back. There was no doubt in her mind that he would protect her no matter what. It was one thing she loved about him.

      Her mind stuttered to a stop. She wasn't some innocent miss who fell in love with every guy she slept with. She'd protected her heart all this time, yet she'd been powerless to resist Knox.

      She bit her lip and pinched her nipples as he undressed. He reached up and unclasped his cloak, dropping it to the floor.

      She lay naked in front of him, her heart open and vulnerable. A tiny sliver of fear snaked up her spine. She barely knew him, had only spent a few days with him. She'd only learned he was a dragon yesterday. What else did she not know?

      What if he turned out like her brother? What if he put on a good show, said all the right words, but then poisoned her?

      He pulled his shirt over his head, and a tiny tendril of green gas snaked out of his nose, sinking to the floor. Her heart raced, and she froze, waiting for the panic to recede.

      He kicked off his boots and stepped out of his pants. His eyes never left her, but she couldn't meet his gaze anymore.

      She sat up on her elbows, pursing her lips. "Careful, Knox. Your poison is showing."

      He grinned wide, making her heart trip again. "Maybe you should get closer. Give it a real sniff."

      Desire and fear warred within her. Her eyes widened. He'd been so careful to keep from hurting her last night, but now he wanted her to get closer?

      He fisted his cock and his tail curved up to hover next to his head. It was covered in brown and green scales, the ridges like plate armor. Bright green pooled on the tip, dripping down the side.

      She sat up slowly, never taking her eyes off his tail. Fear raced up her spine, conflicting her. This man, this dragon, was more powerful than even her brother. Fear warred with excitement within her.

      She bit her lip and slid along the table to the floor. "Maybe we should talk about your book some more."

      His jaw dipped as he grinned, stalking her around the table. "I thought you wanted me to show you?" His voice was low, making her shiver as she put a chair between them.

      She never turned her back to him as she slowly reached the open door. "I–"

      The fear won. She turned and raced out the door, running barefoot into the overgrown garden toward the front of the house.

      It was dark now, and the moon wasn't quite high enough to be seen over the tree tops. The pounding of her feet on the grass made a roaring in her ears. She glanced over her shoulder to find Knox just a few paces behind her, a maniacal grin on his face.

      She ran to the oak grove. Surely he wouldn't try anything in front of his parents, the giant tree and boulder.

      She reached the center, and the ground began to shake. Vines shot up from earth, and she tripped. She screamed but didn't hit the ground. A sharp sting pierced her ass, and she screamed again. The plant ropes wrapped around her, and her ass throbbed as they spread her legs and arms wide.

      They held her up, and she gasped, her heart racing as she stared up at the trees overhead.
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      Knox panted, staring at the barb that stuck on her skin like a thorn. The green venom dripped down her ass, and his chest tightened.

      It went against everything he'd been taught growing up, but the books in his father's office had been clear. He'd only lust for his mate, and there were requirements to finish the mating process.

      She wiggled on the vines, and he reached forward, running his hands up and down her soft back.

      "Sh, it's alright, my love. It's alright," he whispered into her ear, pulling the barb out swiftly.

      She sucked in a breath. "Ouch, what the hells, Knox? What has come over you?"

      He palmed her ass, rubbing the sore spot and soaking the venom into her skin. It was warm to his touch, and he reached up with his other hand to squeeze more from his tail. His heart raced, hoping desperately that the books were right.

      "Don't you like it? Do you want me to stop?"

      Her breathing was rapid and shallow, but she froze at the question. He slowly traced his way between her legs, sliding the gooey liquid of venom over her clit. He stepped to her side, one hand rubbing the stinging Red spot and the other playing with her.

      Her breasts rose and fell with her breathing, and he dipped his head and took one pebbled nipple into his mouth. She moaned as he sucked and nipped.

      Then he pulled back enough to ask again. "Eirwyn? Do you want me to stop?"

      She threw her head back and arched, pushing her breasts to him. "Damn it, don't stop."

      That was all he needed to hear. He rubbed her clit in circles until she was moaning, thankful for all the observing he'd done at the brothel. She thrust her hips but couldn't move with the vines holding her.

      He shifted the vines, wrapping them around her thighs and stretching her wider until her legs shook. Then he took his cock and rubbed it up and down her slit, coating it in the green venom.

      Her eyes shot open wide as she stared at the sky blankly. "Gods, yes," she gasped.

      The pressure at the base of his spine was already building as he slid slowly inside. Her tight, wet pussy wrapped around him, squeezing like a glove. His vision swam, stars blinking behind his eyes.

      Once he was seated all the way inside, he wrapped his hands around her waist and switched to her other breast. He set up a steady, slow rhythm. He wanted this one to last. He wanted this one to be a mate claiming.

      Only then could he truly protect her.

      He shifted, nuzzling her neck as his tail wrapped around them to slide up and down her spine. "Be my mate, Eirwyn."

      Her head fell back, her mouth open with a gasp. "What does that even mean?"

      He kissed her neck. "It means you'll be mine forever. Say yes, Eirwyn, so we can do this every day."

      She gasped as his tail teased down the crack of her ass, a trail of green left in its wake. He kept the tip of it smooth, the barb retreating inside and the tip rounded like a smaller version of his cock. He grabbed her ass and pulled her cheeks apart.

      She squirmed and gasped. "Knox? What–what are you, oh gods."

      The tip of his tail teased her asshole, and she clenched, keeping him out. "That's it, princess. I'm going to fill every hole. I'm going to make you scream in pleasure."

      She shook her head. "The venom... the poison..."

      "Is an aphrodisiac for you, my mate," he said, pressing his lubed up tail into her hidden depths. His rhythm never let up, his cock moving in and out. The slicking noises of sex mixed with the crickets and sounds of night in the forest.

      "It–won't hurt me?" she asked, thrusting her hips as she tried to wiggle closer.

      He kissed the side of her neck, then took her ear lobe between his teeth. "I'd never hurt you, Eirwyn. I will protect you to my dying breath."

      He knew it was true, had known it on some level since the day he'd seen her looking up at him from the wrecked carriage.

      "You're mine," he growled, his tail finally pushing into glory. She tensed, and he eased back out, shallowly thrusting his tail in time with his hips.

      She grunted as he began to thrust deeper and deeper. "Yours," she said.

      "My mate."

      "Mate," she gasped.

      "Forever," he demanded. He needed her to know that she was it for him. There would be no others.

      "Forever," she groaned, her head falling onto his shoulder.

      He dipped his head and sucked on her neck, tasting the metallic tang of blood as he thrust as deep as he could go. There were no more words, both of them beyond the ability to speak. They panted in pleasure, lost in a mad embrace. She moaned, gasped, and writhed in the vines, wild in his arms.

      And still he wanted more. The air around him shifted, whipping leaves and grass around them as he stretched her. Her damp heat held him prisoner, but he never wanted to escape.

      He rammed himself home, his body hard and primal against her as he rode her with rough strokes. The feel of her slick heat wrapped around him. Hips bucking, shaft and tail throbbing, he plundered her, ever trying to go deeper, closer.

      He groaned and pulled out a little, then drove back in with sure, possessive thrusts. She writhed against the vines, her mouth falling open as she panted. Her moans went higher and higher.

      She was close, and he wanted to soar with her.

      Her body went taut, and she screamed. Her back arched, and pleasure rippled through her like a blast of magic. Her body convulsed and spasms wracked her as she milked him.

      He couldn't hold back anymore, needing to join her in a hot release. The explosion rocked his core as he continued to pound home. He grabbed her hips, pulling her hard into his final thrust. His pulsing cock gushed into her in time with the pumping of his tail. He roared his release, burying his head in her neck. The hot spray of his seed erupted from him, and he melted into her heat.

      He stayed inside, just holding her as her body pulled more from him, demanding every drop as hers. Every muscle was tight as he poured into her. Together, they shuddered, bowing into each other's bodies as if neither of them could get enough of the other.

      The vines disentangled from her body as he slid out of her holes. She collapsed into his arms, and he slid them both down to the soft grass under the oak grove. He held her, cradling her head on his chest and his arms protecting her. Hard loving had become the heavy breathing of afterglow, peace swirling around them like a gentle summer breeze.

      Exhausted, she fell asleep in his arms. His half-lidded eyes slid closed as he breathed her name, her body sprawled limply half on him.
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      The next morning, a rustling sound made him open his eyes. He glanced over to see Ryder munching grass near the oak grove as the faint light of dawn spread across the sky. A soft dew covered them along with a grass blanket.

      He frowned in confusion. He was decent with trees and shrubs, but a master with vines. They were easy and took very little magic, but grass had long given him trouble. How had he formed a blanket? He turned his head, Eirwyn's warm body curled into his side.

      He reached down and traced her cheek with his finger, shifting to lay more on his side as his tail had fallen asleep in the night. It tingled with awareness, and his cock throbbed at the feel of her pressed against him.

      He kissed the top of her head, and she hummed in her sleep, rolling onto her back. Her black hair fanned out around them, and he pushed the grass blanket off them both. It absorbed back into the ground, but he didn't pay attention.

      He couldn't get enough of Eirwyn. He sat up and traced a finger down her breasts to her navel, then on down to the cleft between her legs. He shifted, pressing softly on her legs. They fell apart in her sleep, and he dipped his head.

      She smelled of desire and honey, of venom and earth. Heat settled in his groin. White hot animal longing drew him down, close enough to part her pussy and set his mouth to her clit.

      She gasped, her back arching as her feet settled flat on the ground. "Wha– Knox?" she asked sleepily.

      He slid two fingers inside her as his tongue kept her prisoner to desire. He teased her open, questing, conquering as he worked his strong fingers into her. She writhed against his hand, already lost to pleasure. She was slippery as his tongue circled her tight bud. He drank from her, ate her, never stopped working his mouth on her hot clit. He found her trigger and fired off short little licks and sucks, all the while pumping his fingers.

      Her breathing turned ragged as he adored her. Her hands settled on the sides of his head, her fingers raking along his scales and making him moan into her pussy.

      "Gods yes," she gasped. "Knox, please, I need you."

      He pumped harder, wanting her to cum for him first. She panted, her breathing turning ragged as her hips lifted in time with his fingers. Then her body was shaking and she thrust up, grabbing his horns and holding him close.

      Her body went taut, every secret part of her crying out his name. She made guttural sounds that spoke to his beastly nature. Her pussy clenched on his fingers, pulsing as she shuddered in ecstasy.

      When her legs went limp, he released his hold of her clit and pulled his fingers from her. He slid up her body and grabbed his throbbing cock, teasing her folds. She looked up at him with heavy-lidded eyes, her chest rising in shallow breaths.

      Then he slid home in one deep thrust. Her mouth fell open as she moaned, her back arching and her nails digging into his biceps. He pressed harder, shifting his hips to start a driving rhythm. Beat for beat, she met him thrust for thrust, arching her hips and clawing at him.

      His fingers dug into the dirt next to her head. His cock seared into her, burning like a brand. His tail buried into the ground above her head. She was deliciously tight as she quaked and trembled beneath him.

      She locked her legs around his hips, and he pounded her into the ground. The ground rolled beneath them, and her pussy squeezed down, trapping him inside.

      He buried his head in her neck with a groan as her muscles gripped him tighter. Still, he rammed into her with relentless thrusts. He drove into her with an animal fierceness, and they moved as one.

      Her inner walls rippled against him as she gasped, "Yes, gods, yes, Knox. Please, Knox."

      He hammered into her, a hot rush of pure need. Hunger matched hunger as their bodies slammed together. She was wet, wild, and all his. Forever.

      She thrashed and moaned, her body spasming around his cock as she thrust her hips up and screamed. Birds flew from the trees overhead, and the wind swirled around them.

      He thrust deeper, faster. His balls tensed up, but something drove him to keep going. He couldn't stop, not yet. He had to get deeper. He clenched his jaw, and it felt like his balls exploded into his cock.

      His shaft swelled, making Eirwyn scream and buck with every ripple and movement. She thrashed under him uncontrollably, her moans and groans not even words as she shook her head, her hair lifting and twirling with the wind. Light swirled around them in bursts.

      He plunged into her hidden depths, then went absolutely still, paralyzed by pleasure. His release was hot and violent, like a geyser that was long overdue for eruption. He stiffened and convulsed inside, a roar of satisfaction upon his lips. His body jerked, every muscle tight as he poured himself into her.

      The heat spread from their joining as they climaxed. They came hard, each fueling the other's release. Their bodies fused into one shared hot, sticky release.

      The ground continued to rumble underneath them, shaking softly. The light was growing brighter as the sun rose, and Knox' stomach rumbled.

      Eirwyn chuckled, her arms wrapped around his back and slowly tracing up and down his scaly spine.

      "Is that your stomach or the ground?"

      He lifted off her, still joined at the waist, and pushed her wild, black hair out of her face. He kissed the tip of her nose and smiled. "Definitely hunger. I'm going to take a dip in the pond. Do you want to join me?"

      She wrinkled her nose and shook her head. "No, thank you. There's no telling what kind of slime is on the bottom. I'm not a fan of being dirty."

      His brows rose, and he pushed himself onto all fours to offer her a hand. He helped her up as he replied, "There's the princess side of you. After last night, I was wondering where she'd gone."

      Eirwyn rolled her eyes and walked back to the house through the garden. He followed her, loving the sway of her hips in the morning light. She walked with a straight back, her head held high like the princess she was, regardless of her lack of clothing.

      She ducked into the kitchen, and he continued on to the pond. He strode straight into the frigid water, the sun not yet heating it. He ducked under, washing quickly before swimming across to the other side.

      It wasn't a large pond, but it was enough to get his blood pumping. Then he waited in the shallows, his tail poised over the water with barb ready. A large fish swam lazily by, and Knox speared it. He flicked his tail, sending it to the bank where it flopped.

      He turned his attention back to the water. After a second one joined the first, he strode out of the water and gathered them both, hooking a thumb into their mouths. He carried one in each hand to the kitchen door.

      He paused, dripping water on the threshold. Eirwyn was dressed, her hair braided in one big braid down her back as she talked with the ghost, Leopol.

      She turned from the skillet over the fire in the hearth and looked him up and down. Her eyes glazed over, and he grinned as she stared at his cock.

      He held up the fish. "I caught lunch," he said. "Where do I put them?"

      She waved to another skillet on the counter, now cleaned from last night's dinner. "In that one. Breakfast is ready, if you'd like more berries and nuts."

      He set the fish down, then turned dunk his hands into a pail of water, rinsing them off. "I'll eat your berries, if you'll eat my nuts," he said.

      Leopol snickered, and Eirwyn laughed.

      "Well, it's been lovely, your highness, but duty calls. I'll be in the office," Leopol said, a grin on his face as he floated through the kitchen door into the house.

      Eirwyn watched him dress out of the corner of her eye. He left his cloak on the back of a chair, for the first time in years not automatically putting it on. He loved the feeling of freedom this place brought him.

      She set the bowl of berries in front of him and turned to walk away. He reached out a hand and pulled her close, nuzzling her breasts through her shirt. Her hands landed on the sides of his head with a gasp, and he moaned.

      "Your fingers on my scales are heaven, Eirwyn," he sighed, his shoulders lowering. She kissed one side of his head, her breasts nearly suffocating him. Not that he was complaining, not at all.

      "I love touching you, so I'm glad you like it," she said before twisting out of his arms and going back to the counter. She hummed a soft tune as she took her dagger and skinned the fish.

      "We need to leave after lunch today if we're going to get to the dwarves before dark," he said.

      She nodded and kept singing softly under her breath as she worked. He wanted to just sit in the kitchen and listen, watch her, be in her presence. But if he was going to learn all he could about who he was, he had to get back to the office.

      He sighed and walked silently out the room.

      A few hours later, he rubbed the sides of his head and sighed. Leopol and he had gone through book after book, and his head was aching.

      "Do you really think it'll break the spell of protection on the forest though? I don't want to undo my mother's spell," Knox said, flipping through yet another book in his father's office.

      Leopol shook his head. "I don't know. There are so many unknowns, including how I died, where my body is, and why I'm even here."

      Knox raked a hand down his face. They'd been digging through the books for hours, but every answer led to even more questions.

      Eirwyn's singing had echoed through the halls, making him smile. He glanced outside and noticed the sun was overhead. He closed the book and slid it into his saddle bag.

      "I'm going to take this one with me too."

      Leopol frowned and followed him through the door and down the hall to the kitchen. "Do you have to leave today? Can't you stay another night?"

      "We need to get to the dwarves by nightfall. Eirwyn will be safe with them for a few days, but I'm worried about Scarlet."

      He'd explained to Leopol about his upbringing. It'd been a touchy subject at first with Scarlet being a Hunter, and Hunter's being the drakin riders that had destroyed the dragons. But Leopol didn't say a word at the mention of her name now.

      Knox went through the kitchen and breathed deeply, peace filling him. The smell of simmering fish and vegetables filled the air, but Eirwyn wasn't there.

      He went out the open door to see her carrying a cloak full of berries, her hand stretched out to feed some to Ryder. The horse followed along beside her like a puppy, and Knox didn't blame him at all.

      He felt like that too. He adored her and wanted to spend every moment with her. He'd follow her into the depths of hell if he needed to.

      She turned and smiled. The sun peeked behind a cloud, lighting on her like a halo, and he  sighed. She was his mate. He still couldn't believe fated mates were real or that she was his.
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      Eirwyn smiled wide as she walked to the kitchen door. "Knox, there you are! Just in time for lunch too."

      He smiled as he settled the saddlebags on Ryder, cinching them in place. It was good to see him so relaxed in this place. He'd not put his hood on today at all, and his shoulders remained relaxed.

      "Leopol doesn't want us to leave," he said.

      Eirwyn sighed and went into the kitchen, spying Leopol leaning against the table. "I don't want to leave either, Leopol. I like it here."

      "You do?" Knox sounded so vulnerable as he came inside behind her, and her heart melted.

      She nodded, washing the berries and then adding them to a pan to boil. "I do. It's peaceful here, and the company's pretty good."

      She winked at them both, and Leopol grinned. It made him appear less the stuffy manservant and more the noble rake. He'd been very vague about his background, and she had a feeling there was more to him than met the eye.

      But she hadn't wanted to pry too much. Most of his time was spent talking with Knox and searching for answers. So she'd cooked, cleaned, and explored one room at a time. After she'd tidied the kitchen, she'd gone to work on the parlor then the foyer.

      Leopol crossed his arms and stroked his chin thoughtfully. "I like the company too. Now that I'm awake, do you think once you leave, I'll go back to sleep? Or will I just be wandering around this old place alone until you come back?"

      Eirwyn frowned and shook her head. "I don't know. I didn't pay attention to the necromancy classes. My brother spent a lot of time in them, and I preferred avoiding him. You're the only ghost I've ever seen actually, but I don't like the idea of you being alone."

      Leopol snorted. "Me neither."

      They sat down to eat, the conversation flowing smoothly between the three of them. Eirwyn had just served the berries and honey for dessert when the ground rumbled. The table and chairs began to shake, growing more and more until the pan on the counter crashed to the floor.

      "Shit," Eirwyn said, leaping up and heart racing. Knox stood, his feet widening as the ground continued to shake.

      "What's happening?" Leopol asked, a frown marring his ethereal face.

      A crash sounded in the foyer, and Knox walked unsteadily to the kitchen door. Eirwyn followed close behind, her hand on the small of his back.

      When they rounded the stairs, Eirwyn gasped. Knox' spine tensed under her hand. A complete and animated dragon skeleton now stood in the foyer, a cloud of dust and debris settling around him. Eirwyn recognized the necklace around its neck.

      She shook her head. "By the gods, the necklace. It's him!"

      Terror shot through her spine, and she stepped closer to Knox' back.

      She wasn't a weak helpless princess anymore, but this dragon was huge. It stood tall, its head barely grazing the two story ceiling. Its head bent, and Eirwyn shivered as it looked at them through empty eye sockets.

      Leopol whispered in awe, "The king."

      Knox' head dipped down as he glanced around the foyer. The front door had been ripped off its hinges. One wrong move, and it would rip her in two. A wave of apprehension washed over her, twisting in her gut.

      It was a skeleton, yet the chandeliers and walls rattled as it breathed. Knox kept Eirwyn behind him and inched back toward the kitchen. She hoped it hadn't seen them, wasn't sure how skeletons could see without eyes, but held her breath anyway as she stepped back.

      The great dragon's head lowered, and it opened its mouth. A red glowing flame where the heart should be began to glow brighter as it inexplicably drew air inside, pulling energy into its core. Eirwyn felt the air sweep toward it as it breathed in, and her body froze.

      She was all too familiar with that type of energy core, the flaming orb, the sudden rush of air toward it.

      Eirwyn screamed, "Run! Fire breath!"

      The air shimmered like a wave and a stream of fire slammed into them. They hit the wall of the hallway. Eirwyn fell to her backside, and she cried out as the back of her shirt caught fire. Flashbacks of her brother's temper tantrums from when she was a child threatened to choke her.

      Terror came gasping up her throat in a cold, panting fear. She fought against it, but it seemed hopeless. Still, she rolled to put out the fire just like she'd done all her life.

      Knox stumbled and grabbed her hand, pulling her up and shielding her from the dragon. She took a deep breath, finding strength in his arms to battle the fear. If she gave into it, who would help Knox, who would defeat her brother?

      She choked as smoke filled the air, the old tapestries blazing on the wall.

      "Come on," Knox gasped, turning to look behind them.

      The dragon's mouth was wide open as he drew in more air, gearing up for another attack. Eirwyn's heart jumped as Knox dragged her by the hand down the hall. She pulled air from the walls as she ran away, snuffing out the fire and trying to preserve as much of the building as possible.

      The walls rattled and Knox jerked on the handle of the nearest door, but it came off in his hand. "Damn it," he grunted.

      She hadn't explored this far down the hallway yet. The frantic fear pulsed through her like a living thing, making her sweat. Shadows and light swirled around her.

      "What now?" Eirwyn gasped, turning to look around them as he shoved with his shoulder at the door. She desperately looked for a way to safety.

      "It's not budging. Come on, back to the kitchen."

      They ran toward the back through the hallway. A chandelier crashed to the floor in front of them, and they dove into a glass door to their left.

      It shattered as they fell through. Eirwyn felt tiny scrapes and cuts sting her skin. Her heart raced, but she lay there groaning as she tried to catch her breath.

      She'd been terrified in the forest with the spiders, adder, and all the things that could kill them. But this skeletal dragon was bigger than all the others, and its only goal was her death. She could feel it in her soul. Her eyes frantically looked around the room as she sat up.

      Knox pushed to his feet and took her elbow to help her.

      "Are you alright? I see a door. Come on," he practically yelled to be heard over the whoosh of liquid fire behind them.

      She stood on shaky legs. One entire wall was nothing but floor to ceiling glass with several glass doors leading outside.

      He gripped her hand tightly as they raced across the floor toward the glass doors. Frightened beyond measure, she ran, refusing to let go of Knox' hand.

      The walls shook, and another chandelier crashed. Knox jerked them to the side and out of the way, knocking her to the floor once more as she screamed.

      She landed, her head bouncing as she stared at the ballroom. A stabbing pain shot down her neck, similar to when Gastone had broken her clavicle as a kid. She blinked past the tears, pulling protective shadows around her.

      In the center of the marble floor grew a giant tree with pink and white flowers. As she stared and Knox helped her up, she cried out in pain. But in the center of each flower was a golden apple.

      She blinked past the tears, feeling her body go weaker from using so much magic to protect herself. Hope warred with fear in her chest.

      She tugged on Knox' hand and pointed with her other. "Look, the apple! You need the apple!"

      They ran to the tree, but the apple was just out of reach. "We can't get the apple and run from the dragon," he panted.

      The floor rumbled beneath them, and the dragon's skeleton crashed inside, tearing out part of the wall. They had to widen their stance to remain standing as the floor shook with his every step. Eirwyn's hand grabbed Knox' shirt as he tugged her toward the doors.

      "We'll come back for it. Hurry, outside where we can fight."

      She shook her head and bit her lip, feeling the shakiness, the hunger clawing at her as she reached her magic limit. "No, give me a boost. Quick, while he's gathering more steam."

      She wouldn't give in to fear. She couldn't stop. Knox needed the apple.

      Knox linked his fingers together, and Eirwyn stepped into his hands, careful not to jar her injured shoulder. He lifted her into the air. She grabbed a branch to steady herself with one hand, holding her other hurt hand to Knox' head, and reached for the apple.

      Just as her hand closed around it, she felt his mouth at the juncture of her thighs. His nose rubbed her clit, and she gasped, her hand tightening around the apple and jerking in surprise.

      The apple came free from the tree, but the glittering gold shimmered in her hand. She brought it to her face, her mind blanking to anything other than the need to eat it. She forgot about Knox below. She forgot about the dragon intent on destroying them.

      She opened her mouth. It was just so beautiful. She had to eat it and suck on its juicy flesh. Her mouth watered, she licked her lips, and then she bit it. A sharp, tangy juice rushed into her mouth, flooding her senses with pleasure.

      A surge of magical energy shot through her, and Knox grunted. The floor shook with the roar of the dragon, and Knox lost his footing at the combined sudden movements. She screamed as she went sprawling onto the marble.

      She landed on her arm with a bone-jarring crunch and hit her head. The combination of pleasure from the fruit and the pain in her head and arm made her scream. Her magic flared and flickered as she approached the Edge.

      The apple fell from her limp fingers as everything went black around her.
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      Knox' heart stuttered to a stop as he knelt beside Eirwyn. His hands flew over her body, finding the bump on her head and a bite taken out of the apple.

      Twisted fingers of fear clawed at his stomach. She couldn't be dead, not when he'd just found her. He felt her pulse and breathed a sigh of relief.

      It was short-lived.

      The dragon screeched, and his terror returned. He picked Eirwyn up grabbed the apple, running to the glass doors that led outside.

      Knox raced like the hounds of hell were on his heels. He made it to the gazebo as the dragon crashed through the glass doors sending shards flying.

      He ducked inside and laid Eirwyn down on her side, tucking the apple between her stomach and what remained of the gazebo wall.

      He brushed the hair away from her face with shaky hands. "It's alright. We're going to be alright."

      But first, he had to kill a dragon. He peeked out of the gazebo and saw the dragon, the flaming energy core burning in its chest.

      Ryder snorted and pawed the ground by the pond, and Knox took a deep breath. His axe was strapped to the horse, ready to leave after lunch. Knox raced to the pond.

      The dragon screamed. A stream of fire licked his skin, and he rolled to the side as the magic fire flew, bursting as it impacted the ground just in front of where he'd been running. Pain twisted his back, and he gasped as his vision wavered. It had been just a graze of the fire, but it was enough to peel the skin off his back and bring tears to his eyes.

      He pushed up onto his knees with a groan, glancing behind him as the dragon sucked in more breath. The glowing orb in its chest grew brighter. Knox turned and ran. He needed a weapon, something more than his venom barbed tail.

      Venom would do nothing against a skeleton. He needed to destroy that glowing orb and stop the flame.

      Ryder danced nervously along the helrose hedges, staying as far from the dragon and fire as possible. Knox raced over to Ryder and took his axe off the holster on the saddle. He slapped Ryder's flank, and the horse raced toward the decrepit buildings to hide.

      Knox held his axe in one hand, his feet wide as he stood between the dragon skeleton and the gazebo. His one thought was to protect her. The dragon began to breathe in as it looked around the garden.

      There had to be a way to defeat it. He only hoped his axe would be enough.

      Knox ran toward it, and its head swung to him. Knox slid along the ground as fire spewed out, the heat of it burning his face and the dirt and rocks raking his charred and peeling back.

      He gritted his teeth and went under the skeleton to hook the axe into the ribs. He pulled one rib out with a sickening crunch.

      The skeleton screeched and jerked to the side, but Knox began to chop at another rib. The skeleton's tail whipped around and cracked across his chest. He grunted and tumbled several feet away.

      He called to the vines to soften his blow. They slid him back onto his feet, and he reached out a hand and sent them to the dragon. They wrapped around it, pulling it to the ground like rope.

      Knox ran over to it, axe and tail lifted high as he screamed. The heavy axe and his agile barbed tail hacked and struck the dirt covered white bones like kindling. He swung with a violence that could not be stopped.

      The dragon screeched and lunged, and birds flew away in alarm as it released a hot arc of liquid flame that burned through the vines that held it down. Drops fell on Knox, burning his shirt. He yelled, jumping back and clawing at the flames.

      The dragon turned, the giant flank knocking into Knox. Knox grabbed the bone, his feet coming off the ground. He held on for dear life with one hand. The dragon shook, but he wasn't fast. He was too big and lumbering to move quickly.

      Knox lifted his axe and thudded into the bone, embedding itself. Knox used it to pull himself up, then reached for another bone. He lunged for the spine, ripping the axe out of the bone and sending it flying to the ground.

      The dragon turned its head, and the air whooshed. Knox' body slid down the spine, and he grabbed a vertebra as the dragon reared up on the back two legs. It clattered to the ground, shaking the earth and leaving footprints in the dirt.

      Knox' teeth rattled, but in that split second of stillness before it turned its head to snap at him, Knox jumped off the spine and into the chest cavity.

      Axe raised, he grabbed the hilt in both hands and screamed as he brought it down on the glowing orb. The orb shattered, the explosion of light and fire bathing him in heat.

      Knox screamed in pain, and his skin rippled and blistered. It shifted as he tumbled through the rib cage to the ground with a sickening crunch. He laid on his side, then saw the dragon's foot lift.

      Knox rolled to the side, dirt and rocks embedding into his oozing skin. Then the dragon's foot slammed down as it jerked, hitting the side of the castle wall. It fell to the ground in a pile of bones, dirt billowing up around them.

      Knox panted and coughed as the dust settled. Every shake of his body pulled his skin tight, oozing more blood. His vision swam from pain, blood loss, or nearing the Edge. He wasn't sure.

      He was on high alert. He came up on his knees with a groan, his heart still racing and his legs wide as he waited for the next attack. He couldn't stop, couldn't give in to it. He had to get to Eirwyn. They had to get out of here. He slowly stood, glancing around and watching for any other things that would try to kill them.

      But all was still.

      Leopol stood at the entry to the ballroom in the gaping hole in the wall. Shards of glass from the wall fell to the ground like melting icicles, mingling with the pile of bones.

      "Oh gods, that–that was–what was that?" Knox asked, panting.

      Leopol glanced at the pile of bones. "That was your father. Look, it's the necklace. Take it. It'll help you control your dragon abilities. Take the books too."

      Knox bent to pick up the gold and emerald necklace. He fingered the clear cut gem and looked up at Leopol. "I–"

      Knox blinked, forgetting his question. "Leopol, what's happening?"

      Leopol looked at his hands. They shimmered, and when Leopol's eyes met his own, they were wide with surprise. "I'm–I think I'm going back to sleep now? I don't know, Knox, why is this–"

      Leopol flickered, then he disappeared. Shock and fear left Knox rooted to the spot. He was gone as quickly as he'd arrived.

      Knox shook his head. He didn't have time to worry about Leopol. He turned on his heel, adrenaline still racing through him as he reached Eirwyn's side.

      "Eirwyn? Wake up, princess. It's safe now." He gently turned her to her side, and the bump on her head made him wince. Blood trickled down her cheek, and the goose egg was twice the size it'd been before.

      Damn it. He would not give up his mate when he'd just found her. He whistled for Ryder. They had to get to the dwarves as fast as possible. They were the only ones who could help wake her up.

      The wind picked up and the clouds turned gray. Knox' heart was heavy as he gently gathered Eirwyn tight and climbed onto Ryder's back. His shirt was burned and hung off him in pieces, but he didn't stop.

      Urgency raced through him, the adrenaline not fading. He shoved the apple into his saddlebags and tore off through the tunnel of the helroses, the confusion and exhaustion warring within him.

      He needed to stay at Hartsgrove and fix the mansion, make sure the flames were out and the whole place didn't burn down. He didn't want it falling into even more disrepair, especially now that there was a huge hole in two walls. He worried about Leopol. He wondered about Red and if she was safe or if the king had figured out the heart was fake.

      Questions flew through his mind. What the hells was that dragon skeleton? Had someone been controlling it or was it the spirit of his father? If it was still his father, why did he attack Knox?

      None of it mattered, though. The fear of Eirwyn's unconsciousness ate at his gut. She was his priority, and the alarm climbed with each mile they raced through the forest.

      The storm lashed his face with ice and hail and freezing rain. It licked at his sensitive skin, and the pain turned from stinging to a dull roaring ache through his entire body. His vision blurred, and he shook his head to stay awake.

      The one good thing about the storm was it kept the flytraps and assassin vines from attacking. They turned north, and he pushed Ryder hard to get to the dwarves.
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      When Knox finally rode into the dwarven little stronghold, it was well past dark, and the rain had turned to a steady downpour. He'd cursed himself for racing out of Hartsgrove and forgetting both their cloaks in the kitchen.

      He stopped his horse at the large, long wooden building, eight small cottages stretching around it in a semi-circle with four on each side. He knew from past visits that they were connected through tunnels below.

      He slid from Ryder's back and fell to his knees with a grunt, juggling Eirwyn in his arms to keep her from hitting the ground. His legs felt like he'd run the entire way himself, and he was drained. His body shook from the cold front, his clothes wet, his skin tingling. The front door opened, and a short man half his size frowned into the rain.

      "Knox, is that you?"

      Knox grunted an answer and slowly stood. He carried Eirwyn to the front door to stoop inside. Thankfully, the dwarven homes had taller ceilings in the main lodge.

      Krys waved him over to the fire and shut the door behind him. "Set her by the fire before she catches a cold. What seems to be the problem? Who is she?"

      Knox laid her down on the dirty, threadbare rug. "Hit her head," he grunted, kneeling on his feet and brushing the hair gently from her forehead. He winced at the knot at her hairline. "She's my mate," he said softly.

      "Bloody hells, did you say mate?" Ashur said, standing in a doorway.

      Knox blinked, trying to make sense of his friend. "Ashur? What are you doing here?"

      Then Ashur's eyes narrowed on his head. "Fisica protect us," he whispered.

      Knox shook his head, turning away from him. He couldn't deal with him right now, not when he was so close to saving Eirwyn. "Help her," he asked Krys.

      Krys strode to the hallway to the left and yelled, "Flint, Jasper, Mica, get in here."

      Footsteps came swiftly, and three more dwarves came into view. They wore various shades of brown pants, green and red shirts, and sturdy but dirty leather boots. When they saw Knox' head without the hood, they began to whisper to each other, but Knox didn't care. He just wanted them to save Eirwyn.

      "She should've woken up by now," he said, turning to stare up at Krys. "She hit her head just after lunch. It's been hours. Why isn't she waking up?"

      Krys was the oldest with white hair that stuck in every direction and a full white beard.

      He looped his thumbs in his suspenders and shook his head. "I don't know, but we'll figure it out. Flint, bring Knox' horse to the stable and see he's tended to. Jasper, get the medicine kit. Mica, do you have any of the pain cream left?"

      The three nodded and turned to run down the hall while Krys knelt and began to inspect Eirwyn for more injuries. From the other hall came three more dwarves. The youngest, Copper, gasped when he saw Knox' head. He appeared around Knox' age but Knox knew they were actually much, much older.

      Copper rubbed his eyes and yawned as he walked over. "What's wrong with your head?"

      The twins, Stone and Slate followed him, tucking in their shirts. Krys looked at them and frowned. "No time for questions. Fetch the bone stick, just to be certain."

      The twins turned and went down the third hall toward their workshop just as Jasper came back with the red medical bag.

      Ashur sank onto a chair around the fire. "What happened?"

      Knox filled them in as they assessed Eirwyn's injuries. Krys waved a wand over her body, lights dancing along the gems on one side. He was thawing out from the fire, but inside, he was still cold with worry. His voice was monotonous as he told them of Hartsgrove.

      Krys finally said, "Her arm's broken, but it's not a terrible break. I'm more concerned about the bump on the head combined with her entering the Beyond from overusing her magic."

      Knox' blood ran cold at the mention of the Beyond. He looked at Eirwyn, swallowing hard past the knot in his throat as he realized he could lose her. The chances of coming out of the Beyond decreased with every passing hour.

      Krys pulled a potion out of his toolkit and opened her mouth. Knox recognized the smell, but it usually only worked on someone who was entering the Edge, not the Beyond. Some dribbled down her cheek, and Knox gently wiped it away.

      Krys put his tools back into his bag and sighed. "Let's put her in the stasis chamber."

      The other dwarves looked at Krys in concern, then began to talk over each other.

      "Are you certain?"

      "Sh, that's a trade secret. What about the Robin?"

      "He's kept his head a secret for years, and now we're sharing our secrets with him?"

      "Why can't we just let her wake up on her own?"

      "No, he's right. It will give her the best chance at survival."

      Knox looked around as they argued, his eyes fighting against exhaustion, burning and tearing up.

      "Please," he croaked, swallowing and trying to get convince them.

      None of them even looked at him though, as Krys stood and made a chopping motion with his hand. "Enough. I've decided, and that's that. Are we clear?"

      "Yes, Captain," the rest mumbled in unison.

      Krys frowned at Knox. "Think you can carry her again?"

      Knox nodded, scooping her gently into his arms. He pushed to his feet with a grunt and followed them down the third hallway into the workshop. She looked so delicate and fragile in his arms.

      He winced at the dirty, disheveled state of her clothes and hair. She would not be happy about that when she woke.

      If she woke.

      No, when.

      He argued with himself, fear and hope two sides of a coin that kept flipping back and forth. They entered the back of the workshop. Set into the side of the mountain, it opened into a mining shaft. To the right was the stable with several mounts of reindeer inside.

      Krys went to the fireplace on the left and pulled on a candelabra. The wall behind the fireplace shifted, and he waved to Knox. "Watch your head. This is meant for only dwarves."

      Knox cradled Eirwyn closer and turned sideways to squeeze into the narrow passageway. His heart was heavy and tight with emotion. They walked, the floor sloping downward, until Knox' legs began to cramp from the half-squatting position.

      His legs burned and shook, and finally they came to a door. Krys pushed a series of runes on the door, and it slid open as if by magic to disappear into the wall. He stepped inside a cave with metal walls. Eight coffins were laid in a circle, connected by metal tubes to a giant, glowing crystal.

      Krys walked to the nearest one and pushed several gems on the side. The glass top flipped up, and he stepped back with a wave. "Set her inside."

      Knox held her closer, loathe to let her go. But the dwarves had never treated him wrong. He trusted them, but theirs had always been a business arrangement. He didn't know what this was going to cost him, but he didn't really care.

      He couldn't lose her. He looked down at Eirwyn. Was she growing colder?

      His chest ached, and he set her in the glass and metal coffin. Krys pushed buttons on the side, and the glass closed over her. A pale blue fog filled the coffin, and Knox put his hand on it with a gasp.

      "Don't worry. It won't harm her." Krys began to ramble on about the technical details, but Knox was too exhausted to care.

      Finally Krys said, "I've set it for twelve hours. We'll reassess and will know more then. That might be all she needs. Come on, Knox. You look like you could use some rest too."

      Krys' voice rang with false hope, and Knox' stomach twisted. He shook his head and sat on the floor, his hand never leaving the coffin as he leaned against it. "I can't leave her," he whispered. "Can you fetch me a healing potion and a salve for my back?"

      His vision blurred and his hands shook. This was as close to the Edge as he'd ever gotten, too cautious as a child to overuse his magic.

      Krys' voice echoed as if from far away. "Alright, but the salve isn't going to help your back. Not with all the scales."

      His chest ached, and he ignored Krys. There were no scales on his back, but the crazy old dwarf didn't matter.

      He never should've taken her into the heart of the forest. He should've left her at Olive's. She would've been safer there instead of with him. How could he have been so selfish? He'd failed to protect her.

      He'd seen dozens of wounded soldiers stumble into the forest with head injuries, but not even half of those survived their wounds. If something happened to Eirwyn before he could tell her how he felt–

      He frowned, his eyes growing heavy. Had he really not told her how much he loved her? How much he admired that she never gave up? She was strong, capable, and no wilting wallflower like those in his books or those he saw strolling through town.

      He wanted to know everything about her, and it felt like time was slipping through his hands. If she survived, would she stay with him? He'd begged her to agree to the mate bond, but he hadn't explained what that was or what he'd learned in the books in his father's office.

      Krys returned with the bottle and ointment then walked away. Knox took both and tossed his head back, the bitter taste making him wince as he chugged it. It burned going down almost as much as the fire on his skin earlier.

      She might want to return to Demerel and her life there. If she left him behind in the Feral Forest, alone, yet again... He wouldn't survive without her. She was like air and water, and he needed her to live now.

      Despair swept over him, pressing on his chest and making him slump. He was an utter failure.

      He unscrewed the lid and dipped his fingers into the gel, then reached behind his neck. He smoothed it over and frowned. His scales, which had previously just wrapped around the back of his head, now extended down his neck and over his shoulders.

      He shivered as the gel turned cold on his skin and he peeled the remnants of his shirt off. He felt his back, unable to reach between his shoulder blades to see how far they extended.

      Was it the mating bond that was changing him? Did that mean that Eirwyn might live? Surely he wouldn't change if the mating rituals hadn't been completed, and according to the books he'd found, they still had a few more things to do.

      He shook his head and dipped his fingers into the ointment, rubbing it around and under the bumps and ridges of his back.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Knox jerked awake to the sound of beeps. Krys stood over him pushing gems on the side of Eirwyn's glass coffin.

      Knox pushed to his knees, every muscle screaming at him as he grunted. Krys didn't take his eyes off his work, his fingers flying as he said, "Something's wrong. She's not coming out of the Beyond."

      Knox' chest burned, his hand–now covered in small scales–on the glass. "What can we do?" His voice was raspy, and he needed a drink of water.

      "I want to make sure we're not missing something, so we're going to hack into the mansion to see if we can replay the memories."

      Knox looked at him dumbfounded and blinked. "What the hells does that mean?"

      Behind him, a scraping sound came from the open door. Ashur carried a mirror that was nearly four feet tall and barely fit in the corridor. He stood it up against the metal wall as Flint came in behind them.

      Slate and Stone connected metal tubes to either side of the mirror's frame, then connected it to a cylindrical metal stick similar in size to the glow sticks and flame blade.

      Then they handed him the stick. "Hold this," one of them said.

      Knox wrapped his hand around it, then Krys pushed buttons on the side of the mirror. The stick became warm in his hand as the gems on either end lit up. The glow from the gems traveled down the tube to the mirror's frame, making it light up.

      Ashur's eyes widened. "Is this one of the king's spy mirrors? I've heard of these."

      Krys scowled. "No, that technology was stolen from us long ago. This is an original and safe from him. It's a memory mirror."

      The mirror flashed a brilliant blue light, then he saw himself running through the hallway of the mansion. He watched as they fell through the glass door to the ballroom then again inside the ballroom. He saw Eirwyn lift in his hands and grab the apple.

      He felt his cheeks heat as the dwarves saw him stick his nose between her legs. Krys sighed but the others snickered.

      Ashur whistled low. "About damn time."

      Then he saw Eirwyn eat the apple and fall. Knox' stomach dropped and twisted, guilt clawing at him. A ringing began to pound into his head, and he rubbed his temples with his free hand.

      Krys pressed some gems and the memory in the mirror slowed. Krys clicked something to stop the image. He clicked on the mirror and zoomed in on the background. A wall of portraits hung of varying sizes, but one was not a portrait at all.

      No, it was a mirror.

      The telltale shimmer of magic showed a man in royal finery, the man's hand outstretched as he shot a beam of magic to the dragon skeleton. Krys slowly let the image play.

      A flash of light shot out when she bit into the apple, and Krys cursed. "By the beards of Avalon, what was that?"

      Krys stepped away from the mirror and back to the coffin. Knox frowned in worry. If Krys was confused, then they were well and truly doomed. The dwarf always had an answer to any problem.

      He turned the stick over to one twin while the other powered it off.

      "What does it mean?" Knox asked, rubbing his forehead. His hands were clammy, and his body shivered in the cold, metal room as he stood in pants and boots.

      "That was the king. He was tracking her and is still trying to kill her. We need to keep her in stasis for a few days to see if she'll heal. It will also help hide her from the king."

      Knox shook his head, his thoughts fuzzy. "If he knows Eirwyn is alive, that means Red is in danger. She might've failed in her mission to give him a false heart."

      Ashur sighed and stepped toward the coffin. "Actually, that's why I'm here. I came looking for you because Scarlet has been captured."

      Knox' blood ran cold even as his rage began to simmer. He'd failed Eirwyn and now Scarlet too. Was there anyone he could protect? Some king of the forest when he couldn't even protect two little women.

      The words overwhelmed him as he stared down at Eirwyn. The pressure on his chest increased, threatening to bury him in an avalanche of emotions. It wasn't fair. If they couldn't bring her back from the Beyond, then she would die.

      It was his job to protect her, love her, mate her.

      A ringing in his head began to grow. It was a feeling, a pressure, an idea that wouldn't let go. It sank into his mind and before he could think about it too much, he leaned over and kissed her red lips.

      He saw green swirls of light mix with blue. A jolt of energy shot through him like lightning, then he slumped into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Knox drifted through the clouds and blinked rapidly. His eyesight was better than it'd ever been. He could see for miles. Hells, he could even see the deer in the field below him as it frolicked with its mother.

      He took a deep breath of the crisp, clean mountain air.

      He looked down, his eyes widening as his breathing turned shallow. He glanced to the side. He had wings, great, giant wings. They shone iridescent green and brown in the sunlight.

      A slow pump of his glorious wings, and the wind sliced around him, almost causing him to fall. He turned this way and that, slowly writhing through the air and learning how to maneuver this huge body.

      A glance down, and he saw his hands and feet were now four sharp scaly claws. He snorted, and green gas shot out of his nostrils, sinking through the air and dissipating in the clouds.

      He circled the mountains, dipping low and learning how to shoot high in the air. The freedom and joy that came from flying was unlike anything he'd ever felt before.

      No, that wasn't true.

      He'd felt this same intense feeling when he was with Eirwyn.

      He sucked in a quick breath, his heart racing with a stab of worry. Where was Eirwyn?

      At the thought, his head turned to the south to the foot of the mountains. It was like she was a beacon of light. He knew exactly where she was as if he were staring at the wayfinder and zooming in on her location.

      He flew over the forest, his mind racing as he saw her signal from the dwarves' lodge. His body twisted and pain shot through his side. He was being ripped in two. His claws spasmed, and he screamed as he fell.

      Water went up his nose, making him jerk. A hand shoved his head into a horse trough. His tail went up, but something grabbed it.

      The hand on the back of his head lifted, and he came up for air, gasping. He blinked and looked around. Several dwarves held tightly to his tail, sitting on it to keep it from stabbing someone.

      Ashur backed away, his hands raised and water dripping down his forearms. He frowned but there was relief in his eyes.

      "Easy, mate. We figured it was worth a shot," he said.

      Knox sat back on his haunches, and the dwarves scrambled off of him. He looked around. He wasn't in the metal cave anymore. Now he was in the stables area of the workshop.

      "Eirwyn–" His voice was hoarse as he stood, shaking his head.

      Ashur and Krys exchanged a look, and it made Knox' heart race. He ran through the still open door and down the narrow hallway. He found Eirwyn back in the coffin, the glass covering her and the blue mist surrounding her inside.

      He laid his hands on the glass. "Eirwyn," he whispered.

      Krys' voice sounded far away even though he stood at Knox' elbow. "We've done all we could. Your kiss changed her vitals, though."

      "For the worse?" Knox croaked, afraid that his poisonous breath would kill her faster. It felt like a knife was stabbing him in the stomach over and over.

      Krys shook his head. "Not necessarily. Her body is trying to fight the Beyond now."

      "She–she's alive?" Knox asked, the pressure on his chest tightening.

      Krys nodded. "For now, yes."

      "How long can she stay in here and fight the Beyond? Has anyone ever come out of it safely?" he asked, afraid to hear the answer.

      He'd heard the warnings all his life from Olive. The Beyond was dangerous, more so than even the deadliest parts of the forest.

      Krys paused, then rubbed his large stomach and sighed. "The stasis chamber was made for dwarves. With the different biology and cell structure–"

      "How long?" Knox demanded. The tone was sharp, the one he used with the Robins when they were training in how to survive in the forest.

      The silence in the room was heavy, and it pressed on him. His eyes stung, and he felt like he couldn't breathe.

      "Three days," Krys said softly. "If she's not awake in three days..."

      Knox leaned his head on the coffin and closed his eyes. He'd failed her. They wouldn't have the chance to argue over where to live or for him to convince her to stay by his side forever.

      A single tear rolled onto the coffin, the blue smoke inside following the liquid as it slid down the side.

      "Open the coffin," his voice was rough with emotion.

      The dwarves murmured behind him that it was a stasis chamber, not a coffin, but Knox ignored them as Krys pressed keys on the side. The glass slid over, and the blue gas dissipated.

      Knox brushed her hair back from her face, the knot in his throat making him swallow hard. He leaned closer and whispered, "I'm sorry, Eirwyn."

      Then he pressed his lips to hers once more. Her lips were soft, and he wondered how they'd mated multiple times but had never kissed before arriving at the dwarves stronghold. Tears and water from the trough dripped onto her, and he pulled away.

      She wouldn't like the dirty horse water. He cleaned her face as the pressure built, his eyes blurring.

      Pain seared through his chest, and he wanted to scream.

      He held it in, let the pressure build. His hands lengthened, aching. He straightened and turned away, tilting his head up high. He didn't meet the gaze of anyone as he walked out of the lodge and into the forest.

      It took all night for him to regain control of his emotions. His body burned in pain, his skin and scales shifting. He grew massive claws, then they went back to hands, then claws again.

      He hunted deer and rabbits, bringing each carcass back to the lodge before going back out. He took his axe and chopped down dead trees.

      But he couldn't bring himself to start another sapling in its place. All he saw was death and destruction, not new life. The shadows enveloped him in the night, reminding him of Eirwyn. His cheeks turned cold in the frigid night air, the storm bringing a cold front that suited his icy, empty heart.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      When dawn broke, Knox strode through the clearing to the front door of the lodge. His eyes were red-rimmed, and he avoided eye contact when he sat at the kitchen table. The dwarves spoke in hushed tones, avoiding him.

      But Ashur sat directly across from him and cleared his throat. He ate a bite of porridge, but Knox looked up at him and then back down at his own bowl.

      "Out with it," he told Ashur, his voice hoarse and scratchy.

      Ashur paused, eyeing him warily, then said, "What's your plan for Scarlet?"

      Knox took a deep breath. "Rescue her."

      Ashur nodded. "In that case, you should know that she's in the dungeons, safe for now, but there are dozens of others down there with her, including a few Robins."

      Knox lifted his chin and met Ashur's wary gaze, for once his face serious. Knox sat up slowly, his spine stiffening as he waited for more details.

      Knox frowned. "Dozens?"

      Ashur nodded. "The king has gotten worse since the wedding. That next day, he set fire to one of his guard houses because they didn't protect the reception and stop the robbery. Each day since we robbed the nobles, he's done something new. First, it was increasing the watch on the town and surrounding areas."

      Ashur took a drink before continuing. "Then he started arresting dozens of people, families even, burning down their houses and claiming they were in league with the Robins or the Glathens. Now the whole kingdom is under martial law, the returning soldiers now turned into guards and jailers for their own families."

      Knox' eyes narrowed. "Why?"

      Ashur rubbed his chin. "He's interrogating them for information on the Robins, even kids and women. He–he might have found the magical runes that we used to get through the forest with relative safety."

      "What?" Knox released a sharp curl of smoke from his nose.

      "Some of the stronger men he's using as forced slave labor to chop down the trees to make the new road. Will has stopped them for now with a stomach bug, but he can't keep them all sick for much longer. With the runes, he's going to launch an attack directly into the forest."

      Knox wiped his mouth and sighed. Eirwyn would be gone in three days, but he couldn't wait around here doing nothing. He had to protect the forest and rescue Scarlet. And Eirwyn's people. She'd want him to protect and rescue them too.

      Ashur waved a hand and casually said, "Also, the king had an interesting discussion with his general about raising a skeletal army on the battlefield. That's why he recalled the troops to celebrate his wedding. He's not going on a honeymoon. He's invading Glathen with a skeletal army, raising both Glathen and Busparia forces that fell and were buried on the battlefield."

      Krys sat down across from him and stirred his spoon in his bowl. "Just like how the king controlled the dragon skeleton in a last ditch effort to kill Eirwyn. He was practicing, which might be why he's gathered all the battle mages at the entrance to the new road he's trying to build. He's probably going to send them back into Glathen."

      Knox blinked and tilted his head to the side. "How do you know he met with his general?"

      Krys sat down his own bowl of porridge and joined them at the table. "We've been analyzing more of Eirwyn's memories and saw him using necromancy before, so we know he's capable. There was a hushed overheard conversation a few months ago with the general. She might not have even realized she heard it."

      Knox stared at the dwarf as his ruddy cheeks flushed redder. Knox rubbed his temples and sighed, his headache growing worse.

      Krys looked at him over the rim of his glasses. "You have to stop him, Knox."

      Ashur held up a hand. "Now, hear us out, Knox. I know you don't want to kill the king–"

      Knox' jaw clenched, and he slammed a fist on the table. "The hells I don't. The king will die for what he's done to Eirwyn."

      Knox' chest tightened, and a snort of green gas escaped his nose and sank to the table.

      Ashur seemed to relax in his seat at the outburst even as he leaned away from the table. "He's not going to rest until she's dead. She's a threat to his power, as the only other drakin in the kingdom."

      Silence descended around them, all eyes turning on him.

      Knox sat back, the weight of responsibility heavy on his shoulders. He tried to ignore them, but he'd been doing that his entire life. He couldn't just ignore who he was anymore. There was a job to do, people to save, a forest to protect.

      He took a drink of his tankard of ale. It all tasted like ash in his mouth. Without Eirwyn, it had all lost its luster. Eirwyn was all but dead already, and there wasn't a damn thing he could do to stop it.

      But he could stop the king and save the people.

      "She's not the only drakin in the land. The Glathens might help with the rebellion if it means ending the war."

      Ashur arched a brow and waved to Knox' head. "You can help too, if you're a drakin. But the king will want you dead too."

      Knox pursed his lips and nodded.

      Ashur said. "The king might know you're a drakin. He saw you both in the mirror when he was controlling the dragon, so he might know your weaknesses too. We can't just go in blind."

      Knox took a deep breath, some of his anger turning to cold resolve in his stomach. He'd known he couldn't keep who he was hidden forever. Hell, at least he knew who he was now.

      Krys cleared his throat, his cheeks reddening more. "Uh, I might've gone through your saddlebags and read your books. Are you a drakin?"

      Ashur waved his hand and frowned. "Come on, Krys, what else could he be?"

      Knox crossed his arms and leaned back. "I'm a dragon, not a drakin."

      Silence settled on the crowd again, then Ashur scowled and reached into his pocket. He handed a few coins to Krys, who was grinning widely.

      Knox' brows rose, and Ashur shrugged.

      "They said you were, but dragons died out ages ago. Who would've thought you were a full dragon? Sorry, mate, but not I."

      Knox snorted a laugh and shook his head, rubbing his temple. "It's fine. It is rather hard to believe."

      "What can you do? Can you turn into a big, hulking dragon like that skeleton in your memory?"

      Knox winced and stood, picking up his bowl and tankard. "That dragon skeleton was my father, so maybe. I haven't tried, although in the past few days, I seem to have grown more scales and can shift my hands into claws."

      Knox took a deep breath as memories flitted through his mind. If Eirwyn were here, she'd be humming while she cooked and cleaned the kitchen. What he wouldn't give to hear her voice again, see her smile, watch the way she danced with the birds in the grass outside Hartsgrove.

      The pressure on his chest increased, and the emotions threatened to drown him once more.

      Knox cleared his throat and turned away from the sink. "We need a plan. We'll ride to Vidrland to rally the troops after you're finished eating."

      Krys stood, gathering his own bowl. "I can help with the plan. When going through Eirwyn's memories, we saw how she could sneak out of the palace."

      Ashur nodded, and Knox swallowed past the lump in his throat. He wanted to go through all of her memories, see everything she'd ever seen in her too short life.

      He turned to face Krys, blinking rapidly as a thought made his heart race. "Do not bury her," he said. "I'm going to go take care of this drakin king and save her people, then I'll be back. Leave her in there until I return?"

      Krys nodded and frowned as he put his own bowl in the sink, but he didn't argue. "We'll keep her alive and in stasis, but whether she wakes up from the Beyond..."

      Knox turned to walk to the stables, his legs shaking from emotion. He left Krys and Ashur talking in the kitchen.

      He leaned on the workshop table, his thoughts racing and his heart aching. Somehow he had to find the strength to leave her here, even though his entire being was telling him to stay by her side.

      He didn't want to leave Eirwyn here, but he couldn't just do nothing when the people suffered. They were counting on him. His saddle bags lay on the work table, and he dumped everything out.

      His father's necklace shone bright, cleaned of dirt. The emerald brought a sense of peace, and he slipped it over his neck. His mother's ring began to heat on his finger, and he pulled it off and placed it on top of the book.

      He'd barely read half of one book while at Hartsgrove, but there was no need to read anything else. A book wouldn't bring Eirwyn back, and that was all that mattered. Did he really even need answers to who he was anymore?

      He picked up the golden apple, a single bite marring its side. His heart skipped a beat, and he caught his breath. What if the answers to save Eirwyn were in the apple too? He threw all caution to the wind as a flare of hope drove him to desperation. He sniffed it, then took a bite too.

      "What the hell are you doing?" Krys asked.

      Knox chewed as the flavors burst on his tongue. It tasted nothing like a regular apple, but all the flavors in the world wouldn't bring him a measure of joy in the delicious fruit.

      He shrugged. "I'm doing the only thing I can do. I'm sticking to the original plan. Eat the golden apple and get fucking answers."

      He took another bite, but nothing happened. The pressure in his chest burned, and he screamed and threw the apple at the wall. It broke into multiple pieces.

      "Fucking thing isn't working." He rubbed his temples, his breathing labored as he tried to calm down. His tail wavered behind him, shaking slightly at his heightened emotions.

      Krys' stare bored into him from across the room, but Knox refused to meet his gaze. He didn't want to face anyone but Eirwyn's smiling face, and now she was going to die. He couldn't do anything to stop it.

      Well, he could do one thing.

      He turned to Ryder and led him out the side door of the workshop stables. It was time to kill a king.
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      Little John stabbed a pudgy finger to the map. "This is the layout of the castle that we mined from Eirwyn's memories."

      Knox forced himself to breathe evenly and deeply, but even then green gas curled around his nose and sank to the wooden floor of the meeting house in Vidrland. He sat in a chair at the end of the oval table while half a dozen men and women stood around it staring at the large map.

      He'd ridden into Vidrland next to Ashur as dusk fell. For the first time, he rode without his hood up. The feel of the wind on his scales and horns had helped settle some of his churning emotions.

      Ashur had asked him on the ride what to tell everyone about his head, but Knox had just shrugged and said, "Tell them the truth."

      When they'd ridden in, he'd seen the raised eyebrows, heard the whispers. He just didn't give a fuck who stared at him or what they said. Ashur had ridden beside him and loudly proclaimed him as king of the forest.

      So now the entire camp was abuzz with the news that he was the son of a dragon and the heir to the forest king. Ashur had even started telling them he had come to stop the tyranny of the Buspartan king once and for all.

      People kept a wide berth from him and his tail. It'd barely been a few hours and already people in camp were bowing to him. He didn't stop them, though. He just didn't care anymore, too numb to anything but the pain of losing Eirwyn.

      Little John continued. "The prisoners are held here. Scarlet and others will be executed in two days. Tomorrow night, we will break into the dungeon and rescue everyone."

      "Everyone?" Will asked, his brows raised.

      Little John nodded. "Everyone. Half are in there for simply not paying taxes."

      "And other half?" Ashur asked.

      John shrugged his dwarven shoulders. "Stealing because they used all their money to pay the taxes. Or they're suspected Robins. Or they're the slaves Will made sick, whom the king then threw in the dungeons for not working. Or the king took offense at mud hitting his carriage as a street urchin ran through a puddle. Or–"

      Ashur held up a hand. "We get it. The king's becoming more and more unstable."

      Will rubbed his hands together and grinned. "We'll need a distraction. Knox can't blow a sleep spell into the dungeon like he did at the castle robbery. We need the prisoners to walk out on their own two feet."

      A slow smile spread across John's face. "Ah, as for that, I have just the thing." He flipped open the leather satchel that sat on the table next to him and pulled out a glass jar and a bundle of sticks. Inside the jar were three wasps.

      Ashur crossed his arms. "How are wasps supposed to help distract an entire castle."

      John shook his head and pushed his glasses up on his nose, reminding Knox of his brother Krys.

      "The distraction is from these." John held up the sticks. "We'll light one end and toss them at the wall of the palace. It'll make a loud pop and create a lot of smoke but won't do much damage."

      John pointed to the map. "As for the wasps, they're not real. They're mechanical. They can get into the castle and inject sleep dust with their stinger on anyone in our path. I can send them in first, then the rescue team can follow while the distraction team works here."

      Knox frowned, leaning back in his chair and listening as his people formed a plan. They were wasting daylight, and his skin itched. It had taken them the rest of the day to ride from the dwarves to Vidrland. The need to move clawed at his stomach, twisting and turning ever since he'd left Eirwyn's side.

      His leg bounced under the table, and most of the Robins ignored him. He thought of Eirwyn and killing the king. Vidrland, the Robins, Scarlet, everything else was all irrelevant.

      When their plans were made, Knox stood slowly. All eyes turned to him.

      "We created this place as a haven, a safe, peaceful place of freedom and equality. The king threatens the forest, he robs from his people, and when we do something about it, he retaliates tenfold. Not only that, but he's killed the princess."

      Gasps echoed through the wooden lodge. Knox' jaw clenched as his stomach spasmed.

      "In the past, we've tried to reason with him. We sent the petition to him, pleaded in the newspapers. Hells, we even sent letters to the Counsellor. His reign of tyranny ends tomorrow night. If given the chance, I will kill him. This isn't just a rescue mission for our people. It's a full out rebellion, and we will succeed. The first step is the rescue. Second step, rebellion. Third step, peace."

      No one breathed as his voice went louder and louder. A soft breeze blew through the room, and he got goosebumps. Green smoke curled around his nose and sank to the ground. Those closest to him shuffled a few steps away, then Ashur slapped one of them on the back and grinned.

      "Aye, well said, your highness. We ride at dawn if we're going to reach Demerel before dark. Tonight, we feast. Tomorrow... To the rebellion!" Ashur said, raising a fist in the air. Everyone joined in and began to chant and laugh as they walked out the door.

      Little John remained behind, staring over the map and tapping his chin.

      "Do you really think it'll work?" Knox asked the dwarf. He'd left his seven brothers in the north for adventure years ago, and Knox wasn't sure what he'd do without him.

      John frowned and nodded. "I do, with a little luck and ingenuity, we can save them all, bless be Borga."

      Knox sank heavily back in his chair. He didn't feel like joining the feast outside. He just wanted to curl up on his bed and dream about Eirwyn.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, they rode into Demerel two at a time, the distraction team staggering arrival times and from which direction they entered.

      Knox rode along the edge of the forest away from Demerel and then turned to lead the rescue team.

      He walked with Ashur, Will, John, and a few others into the forest until he couldn't see the edge of it anymore. Then he closed his eyes and called on the vines. A bird tweeted to his left, and he turned, somehow pulled to follow it.

      The bird danced on a branch, and Knox looked down. At the base of the tree was a metal grate. He smiled and pulled on the metal, grunting with effort. Will dropped in first and lit a torch, then Ashur said a prayer and joined him. Another made a protection sigil and dropped in.

      One other stood guarding their horses while John pulled out a metal, hand-sized box. He pushed gems on the side and they lit up. John nodded, ready to control the wasps.

      Knox went down the metal ladder into the darkness below. A few seconds later, his eyes adjusted and the dizziness of the tight space passed. They were in a short hallway, the walls cold and wet stone. The hallway steadily went down deeper into the earth.

      How had Eirwyn used this path to escape the castle time and time again, coming into the forest before turning to go back into Demerel? How had she done this multiple times, and he never knew or met her before?

      Would their story be different if he had? Would they have spent years as mates? Would he have recognized her as the other half of his heart and swept her into the forest to live happily ever after?

      He took a shuddering breath, green smoke curling out and sinking to the ground. Will waved to them, and they came to a stop in front of a wooden door. He handed the torch to Knox, and then knelt and pulled out two small metal pins from his pocket.

      Knox arched a brow and reached for the handle, opening it with a loud creak. Will's brows rose, and he looked at Knox in surprise.

      Knox grinned, and Ashur struggled to muffle a snort laugh. Knox pushed past Will and took the lead into a large room stacked with boxes.

      They had found the cellar. Rows and rows of wine lined walls and shelves, and they walked past.

      According to the map they'd memorized, there were two more doors. One led up to the kitchens. The other led down to the dungeon. They turned and went deeper, leaving one of them to guard the cellar.

      When they reached the bottom of the stairs, another wooden door stood in their way. Knox reached for the handle, but found it locked. A small crack was in the peep window, but he couldn't see anything.

      He stepped back and waved for Will and Ashur, wiping sweat from his brow. Ashur opened the jar and released the wasps, who wiggled through the crack and into the next room. He had no idea how John was controlling them with the little box, but he didn't care, as long as it worked. Will dropped to his knees and picked the lock.

      Knox stood in the stillness, his stomach twisting and his forehead beading with more sweat. They were now deep underground, and he couldn't feel the forest. It was like the air had grown still and damp with death. His breathing turned shallow before Will pushed the door open.

      Ashur slipped in first, then opened the door wider. There was a small room with seven guards sleeping around a card table. The mechanical fireflies flew down a hall, and Knox followed them carefully.

      Cells lined both sides of the hallway, many filled with too many people. Ashur brought the keys from the guard and unlocked the doors while Will stood guard. Knox strode down the hall, peering into each cell to find Scarlet.

      The stench of unwashed bodies made his stomach churn. He wanted to vomit, but he had to find Scarlet. Only one more cell remained. He looked through the small square window bars on the wooden door.

      "Red," he whispered, barely heard over the hushed shuffling of feet behind him as the others led the freed prisoners out.

      A wave of dizziness washed over him. He'd found her. Chained to the wall, dirty and beaten, but alive.

      Ashur opened the door, and she lifted her head. Her arms were in chains attached to the wall above her head. She wobbled as she rose to her feet, blinking furiously.

      Her red hair was matted to one side of her head, and her shirt was ripped down one shoulder, hanging loosely. "Knox?" she whispered.

      He nodded, his chest tight with emotion. "What are you doing hanging around? Let's get you out of here, Red."

      She snorted a laugh that ended with a sob as Ashur unlocked the metal at her wrists. "Don't fucking call me that," she cried, hitting him on the arm weakly.

      She fell into his arms, and he pulled her into a hug. "Sh, it's alright. You're going to be alright. Are you ready? Can you walk?"

      She nodded, trying to compose herself even as tears continued to stream down her face. Ashur led them down the hall back the way they'd come. Will kept watch over the guards until they were all out, then he followed Ashur. Knox and Scarlet were the last ones out, following Will as they left the guards behind.

      In the cellar, Ashur stood at the bottom of the stairs to the kitchens with a frown. He waved them quickly, holding his finger to his lips then pointing above.

      Knox' adrenaline pumped at the worried look on his face, and he nodded. Scarlet's legs gave out, and she stumbled. Knox picked her up, and Ashur closed the wooden door to the tunnel behind them, careful to be as quiet as possible.

      Knox strode a few feet and turned at the first corner, but the tunnel was crowded with escaping prisoners. There was nowhere to go. The crowd had come to a halt as they had to go up the ladder one by one.

      The wooden door behind them banged open. The prisoners cowered and whimpered. Scarlet gasped, and Ashur swung around, his stance wide and hands held out ready to attack.
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      Eirwyn blinked awake to a steady beeping noise. Her stomach rolled, and she felt like she might be sick. She turned on her side and looked around. She was inside some kind of glass case.

      She pressed on it, grunting as she tried to lift it. She knocked, then paused before banging on it with a fist.

      "Hello? Is anyone there?"

      Only the beeping kept her company. She looked down. She now lay somewhat on her side. The shirt and pants she'd borrowed from Scarlet were now stained, ripped, and stiff with dirt. She wrinkled her nose at the smell of body odor that filled the tiny chamber.

      She frowned as her stomach rolled and cramped. She slid her hands down, feeling the bulge. Her eyes widened. She jerked the shirt up, twisting to get a better view.

      Darkling hells, her stomach looked like she'd shoved a pine cone under the skin. She touched it, and the hardness of it surprised her, the ridges on reminding her of Knox. She frowned, her stomach rolling as she was both hungry and sick at the same time.

      A noise drew her attention, and she put her shirt down, turning and banging on the glass. "Hello? Let me out!"

      A man stared down at her with white hair that went every which way and glasses on the tip of his red nose. He leaned back and more beeps echoed, then the glass slid to the side.

      She sat up with a deep breath of fresh air. A few small men stood around her, and she yawned.

      The oldest one looked through his glasses at her, holding a strange metal wand over her face. It lit up in colorful patterns as he said, "You–you're alive!"

      She scowled and swung her legs over the side of the... "Is this a coffin? Did I die?"

      The old man sputtered, "Nearly so, yes. You got a bump on the head and entered the Beyond."

      She frowned and hopped to the ground, her legs wobbling under her. Her dirty boots left dirt on the shiny metal floor. She winced at the mess and looked around.

      "The Beyond? How did I come back? Where's Knox? Who are you–wait, are you the dwarves?" "

      The dwarves shook their heads.

      A few talked over themselves to answer her.

      "Duh."

      "Silly humans."

      "This planet sucks. There's no logic."

      "Of course we're dwarves."

      They all nodded, and she yawned again. "Well, it's nice to meet you all. Do you have a facility I can use?"

      She clenched her legs together, and the old man blushed and nodded.

      "Absolutely, follow me."

      "Where's Knox?" she asked as they walked.

      "He–uh, had some errands to run," the old dwarf said.

      Eirwyn had to use the restroom so bad, she didn't pry for details. He led her through a narrow hallway and to a small bathroom on the outside wall.

      "Let me see about getting you some fresh clothes, dear."

      He closed the door behind him. It barely clicked shut before Eirwyn was shoving her pants down and using the toilet. She sighed and glanced around.

      Her eyes widened at the tub. It had nozzles, and when she was done, she reached over and turned one. Hot water shot into the bottom of the tub, and she grinned.

      A knock sounded on the door, then a muffled, "I found you some clothes, princess. If you'd like to change."

      She opened the door and smiled, taking the stack of neatly folded clothes from the old man. "Thank you so much. I'll just be a few minutes."

      "Take your time. We'll have supper ready. It's just through the workshop in the lodge." He pointed, and she nodded before closing the door behind him.

      She had so many questions, and as she sank her tired body into the water, she frowned. The first question was where was Knox. The second? What the hell was going on with her stomach?

      She soaped her body, paying attention to the bulge. She poked it, but it was hard under her skin. She frowned, sweat from the hot water beading on her skin. It was the fastest bath she'd ever had, even with soaping herself three times.

      Helga would be proud. A stab of worry over her maid led to more questions. She brushed and braided her hair and put on a pair of pants and shirt, the dwarves pants two sizes too big around the waist. She ripped what was left of Scarlet's shirt and tied it into a belt around the pants.

      As she dressed, her worry mounted. Pain kept shooting through her body, and her anxiety went through the roof. Something was wrong. Where was Knox?

      She felt in her bones that he was in trouble or hurt. She scrubbed her boots to a shine and rinsed out her mouth as she tried to think through her feelings and identify the problem.

      Was it just a week ago that she'd put on these boots for a walk in the gardens before the wedding reception? She sighed, her body brimming with energy as if preparing for a race. She couldn't sit still, her mind and hands flying as she tidied up the bathroom and opened the door.

      She stepped out of the short hall into the workshop.

      The smell of manure assaulted her nose, and she gagged, pushing a soft gust of wind to clear the air. She wanted to retch, but choked it down, the wave passing as quickly as it came. A twinkle on the workshop table caught her eye, and she walked toward it.

      It was the ring they'd found in the tower. The emerald reminded her of Knox' eyes, and she slid it on her finger, tears pricking at her eyes. She'd thought it'd be too big, but somehow it fit exactly right. The gem sparkled in the light.

      A flash of pain left her bending over in pain. She clutched her stomach, the pain stabbing in her ribs. Knox. Where was he? Was he hurt?

      Her mind knew nothing was wrong with her body. She was perfectly fine, if hungry. But on some level, she knew the pain was tied to Knox. She had to get to him, but she'd be no use without some food first.

      Her hands shook as she looked at the ring, hunger clawing at her. The golden apple lay in pieces on the table beside the books. Her stomach growled, and she picked up the apple.

      She ate and flipped through the top book, skimming the pages and drawings. It was some sort of dragonology encyclopedia and explained the various types. But the handwritten notes in the margins drew most of her attention, the scrawl reminding her of some of the ancient books they'd studied in mage school.

      Her eyes widened and her jaw dropped as she read.

      It's very rare but some dragons have just one fated mate. Some dragons have no sexual desire at all until they meet their fated mate, and then their bodies will only sing for their one true love.

      He loved her? That's what he'd meant by asking her to be his mate? Mating meant love to dragons, not just having sex.

      Her chest tightened, and a small smile played on her lips. A stab of pain came out of nowhere and wiped the smile off her face, making her gasp. She flipped the page, seeking answers on how to help Knox, how to find out what was wrong with him.

      Fated mates must complete the rituals to seal their destiny. The male dragon must penetrate all female holes, building from one to two to three. There must be an exchange of multiple body fluids. They must seal their love three times in three days.

      Eirwyn's lips twisted wryly. They'd definitely done all that. She turned her head to read the handwriting.

      Venomous tails do not harm the fated mate. Actually, the venom barb acts like an aphrodisiac combined with a psychedelic and paralytic. The venom itself can be used as a lube. Likewise, with poisonous breath. The breath draws the mate closer.

      She tapped her chin and flipped the page.

      Fated mates almost always reproduce during the mating ritual. After the mating ritual is complete, the egg will grow for a week before being delivered. If the egg is not fertilized, one or both will die (mother and child.) Almost all the time, losing the fated mate also brings the death of the remaining mate.

      Eirwyn's heart raced. She looked up at the echo of footsteps to see the old dwarf watching her warily.

      She set the book down. "Where's Knox? When will he be back?"

      The dwarf took his glasses off and cleaned them with a sigh. "He went to Vidrland, the village a day's ride south in the forest."

      She frowned. "Vidrland?"

      He shifted and avoided her eyes. "Between us and the Lone Road. It's the ancient druid ruins that the Robins have turned into a village."

      Eirwyn sucked in a breath. "There really is a village in the forest, then? Led by rebels?"

      He nodded, pursing his lips and putting his glasses back on. "Knox leads the Robins from Vidrland."

      Eirwyn's jaw dropped. "He does what?"

      The old man stepped to the side and held out a hand. "Let me explain over dinner. Are you hungry?"

      She nodded and set the book down before following him. Every step brought more clawing fear and worry into her stomach. She wasn't sure that she'd be able to swallow past the knot in her throat, but she practically inhaled the stew as he talked.

      The more he explained, the more worried she grew. A harder stab of pain made her gasp. Then she pushed her bowl away and stood. "Thank you so much for your hospitality, for helping me return from the Beyond."

      Guilt weighed on her for not cleaning her bowl, but the dwarf didn't seem to mind. The pain subsided into a pulsing ache between her ribs.

      He shook his head, taking the bowl to the sink. "I wouldn't have believed it if I hadn't seen it with my own eyes. I don't know how you came back, but I suspect it has something to do with that dragon of yours."

      She bit her lip and looked outside. There was a wind blowing through the trees, and it called to her. That was the answer, the way to find him.

      "I need to find Knox," she said, something shifting in her chest. "I need to find him now."

      It wasn't this growing worry anymore. It was immediate, and she had to take action. There was no more time to waste seeking answers.

      The old dwarf shook his head. "No, we told Knox we'd keep you safe. He'll come back for you."

      She spun on her heels, her hands going wide. "No, he won't. You don't understand. Something's wrong, and I need to find him now."

      The dwarf shook his head and opened his mouth, but Eirwyn threw the door open and ran into the clearing. He shouted behind her, but the wind whipped through her hair, and she threw her head back.

      Pain shot through her again, like someone was punching her in the side. It had nothing to do with her stomach, which she was grateful for. But the driving need to find Knox battled with the pain.

      She spread her arms, letting the wind and light surround her as she tried to stretch her sides. The surge of magic was stronger than ever before, flowing through her at lightning speed.

      When she opened her eyes, she blinked. Surrounded by clear blue sky, she looked down. There were several dwarves outside the lodge now, pointing and staring up.

      Her heart raced. What was going on? She turned to see her hands still outstretched, light and shadows wrapping around them to form wings.

      The wind shifted, and she began to fall. She pushed more wind into her wings, flapping and turning her body by instinct. Now parallel with the treetops, she looked over the forest below.

      She had to find Knox. With a flap of her magical wings, she looked to the south east. It was like a beacon was in her mind. It called to her to hurry. Find Knox before it's too late.

      She shot through the air, the wind flowing over her face and making her eyes sting at first. Then she blinked and her vision shifted. The wind was cold but she didn't feel a chill. It welcomed her like a long-lost friend.
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      "Come out, come out, wherever you are," came a playful and insidious deep voice around the corner of the tunnel.

      Scarlet trembled in his arms and gasped, gripping his shirt tightly. "The king."

      Panic shot through him at her fear, and Knox handed her into Ashur's arms. "Take her. Get them to safety."

      "What are you doing? You can't go out there alone."

      Knox turned to go back toward the cellar, righteous anger burning in his chest. "I'll buy you some time. Go, get them safe, then initiate step two of the rebellion."

      Ashur nodded and turned back to the crowd. Knox strode with purpose, unlocking the hatchet that hung from his belt. He wiped his forehead and stepped into the cellar.

      The king stood with his legs spread wide and hands behind his back. "Ah, there you are. I've found you."

      Knox' brow rose. "Were you looking for me?"

      The king's jovial smile turned down, his face reddening in the soft light from the lantern. "I was actually. A little birdie says you're the leader of the Robins. Would you care to join me upstairs? These cellars are such dreary places."

      Knox' eyes narrowed and he widened his stance. "I'd rather not."

      The king shook his head. "Tsk, tsk, tsk. No manners. You will address me as your majesty."

      Knox snorted. "You're no king of mine."

      The king's hands glowed orange as he gathered magic. "I guess I'll just have to teach you etiquette myself."

      The king's smile turned into a wide grin, and Knox' heart began to race with adrenaline. He widened his stance. The king threw a fireball, and it exploded above Knox' head. Boxes fell from the shelves.

      Knox jumped out of the way, but more boxes rained down on his head. He lifted his tail and arms as they crashed down on him, his hands shifting and his arms growing scales. The wood splintered, and Knox heaved, throwing them off with massive claws.

      The king raised a hand and a fireball exploded to the left then another to the right. Knox was thrown to the floor, trapped between burning boxes. Smoke began to fill the room.

      He coughed and beat at the flames as he struggled to his feet. There was a soft pop and a fine, black dust settled over the room. A shot of pain ripped through Knox' head, making him groan as he came to his knees.

      A coil of rope lashed around his upper arms, binding his tail and arms to his sides. The rope burned, and he roared. It turned into a cough as blood filled his mouth.

      The cellar floor was filthy beneath his knees, but it was the pain that made him groan. The pulsing magical rope was made of white hot fire.

      He flexed his shoulders, stumbling to his feet as he pushed against the bonds. They squeezed tighter, the air rushing out of him in its ruthless grip. His shirt began to smolder at the hot coil of fire. He panted with shallow breaths, grunting as he strained.

      The king laughed.

      Knox froze, then looked over to the stairs.

      The boxes that had fallen all around were now burned to ash, and the smell of smoke hovered in the air and on his clothes. Eirwyn wouldn't like all the dirt and grime.

      His chest burned as he coughed through the smoke, his own green gas sinking to the floor to mix with the smoke.

      "Ah, there you are. I had wondered if you were the type of drakin who was resistant to fire, but it seems like you're tougher than the average human like Eirwyn."

      Knox spit, the metallic taste of blood making him want to gag. His blood boiled in rage. This monster had been throwing fireballs at Eirwyn since she was a child? The terror had to stop.

      "You've been hurting her, you monster," Knox said, struggling against his bonds and widening his stance.

      The king stepped back, a snarl of disgust on his face. The king shook his head and spread his hands wide, fire glowing from his palms.

      "Monster? No, you're the ugly scaly monster, you low-life, no good bastard."

      Gastone threw another fireball, and Knox jumped to the side, straining against the rope as it tightened. He crashed to the soot covered floor. Pain raced up his side, and he grunted as he saw spots.

      Gastone continued with no change in his tone from the exertion of magic. "Imagine my surprise when I realized that not only was Eirwyn alive but she was slumming it with the leader of the Robins. Who–by the by–was a drakin too."

      The king kicked him in the ribs. Pain exploded in his other side, the kick driving the fiery rope into his skin and burning through his clothes.

      "No one threatens my crown, do you understand me? No one."

      Knox grunted and curled up on the floor, the stinging bite of pain making his vision swim. Dizziness and nausea flooded him, and he groaned, tucking his head into his chest.

      Gastone kicked him again then stepped back, tugging on his cuffs and straightening his jacket. "Now, we're going upstairs. There's something I want to show you before you die."

      Knox' heart raced as he coughed, smoke filling his nose. A small fire burned along one wall.

      The king crooked his fingers, and the magical bands around Knox' arms and tail grew tighter. They burned into him, a slow burn that that made his teeth clench.

      "Why don't you just kill me now?" he gasped, struggling against his bonds.

      The king jerked, wrapping the end of the rope around his fist and dragging him to his knees.

      "Like I said, I have a surprise for you. Then I'm going to teach you some manners before I kill you."

      Knox stumbled to his feet, and Gastone grinned, a cruel light in his eyes as he began to walk up the stairs, jerking on the rope with every step and keeping one beady eye on Knox.

      "Come along now. How my dear sister could traipse around the forest with a mongrel like you is beyond me. Too bad that bitch, Scarlet, failed to kill her. If I'd known she had a connection to the Robins, I never would've sent her after Eirwyn."

      His tone was conversational as they walked up the stairs, but the rope threatened to choke him. Knox couldn't respond, all his energy was going to staying upright and breathing.

      "I finally caught a few of the Robins behind the robbery of the palace. Quite high-handed of you to steal right from under my nose. Why you thought that was a logical way to negotiate is beyond me."

      Knox couldn't breathe; the burning rope was too tight around his arms and chest. His shirt smoked.

      He gasped, "You ignored our petitions about the taxes. You pushed into the forest and ignored us. You burned houses and villages and robbed from us all."

      The king raised his brows and pushed open the cellar door at the top of the stairs. "The entire kingdom belongs to me. I can't rob from myself."

      Gastone snorted and shook his head as they entered a small hallway. To the right were sounds of the kitchen.

      Knox didn't cry out. He didn't want any of the servants to get hurt, and there was no telling what the king would do. The wild look in his eyes had Knox gritting his teeth more.

      It contradicted the logical, even tone of voice he used. They could've had this same conversation at the pub or over a cup of tea, instead of trussed up and being led around like a dog on a leash.

      "You don't own the kingdom. We're a free people. Your right to rule depends on us agreeing to be ruled. And we only agree in exchange for protection." Knox shrugged as Gastone tugged him to the narrow stairs on the left.

      The king snorted again. "Protection? Ha! They'll obey what I say or they'll suffer the consequences. As for freedom... it's overrated. It's so much easier when one person organizes everything into neat order."

      They continued up the stairs.

      The king waved his free hand, the other fisting the burning  coil of rope. "The Robins think they want freedom, but what they really need is a strong leader."

      He arched a brow and looked Knox up and down as they stumbled up the stairs. "They made a terrible choice in their leader. Sure, you might be a drakin, but you brought the full wrath of the king down on not just their heads but everyone in the city. That bitch Hunter was captured, some of the Robins were captured, and where's Eirwyn?"

      Gastone stopped, his eyes glinting as Knox looked up at him on the stair above. Knox swallowed hard, and Gastone's smile widened.

      "That's right. Her heart is no longer beating, so she's finally dead. Quite a relief, that one, as she's been a thorn in my side for so long. Now to just get rid of you, and I'll have secured my rule over the land."

      Knox' body went numb. He told himself Eirwyn was still in the stasis chamber and the dwarves would keep her alive. He told himself to not lose hope.

      But Gastone was right. He'd failed them all, and Eirwyn was probably dead already. What magic did he have that he could see her heart?

      "At least Red is free now. They've all been rescued from the dungeons," Knox mumbled.

      The king laughed maniacally and jerked the rope up the stairs. The burning of the fire along his skin no longer bothered him.

      "Oh that? I put the spell on the cell doors to alert me when someone opened it. I knew you'd come, after the last few people have gone missing from the dungeons. You took away all my fun, but that's the last time–"

      "You call this fun?" Knox grunted through gritted teeth.

      The king looked over his shoulder and grinned. He tugged on the rope, and Knox stumbled onto the next step. His knee landed on the cold marble, and Gastone's fist landed in his ribs, Knox' own gravity driving the punch deeper.

      Knox grunted and bent double. He would've fallen on his face if not for the burning sting of the rope biting into him. His stomach twisted from the pain and the smell of burning flesh, and he gagged.

      "This is definitely fun," the king laughed.

      Crunch. Knox gasped at another punch, the pain blinding him as he felt a rib crack. He blinked, shaking his head and sending blood flying.

      The king jumped back, stepping up on the stairs and out of reach. "You filthy animal. How dare you? Keep your secretions to yourself."

      The king narrowed his eyes and tugged hard on the rope. Knox stepped forward, barely keeping upright as he followed the king once more up the stairs.

      "Speaking of secretions, did you sleep with my sister? Did she spread her legs for you like she did for every other commoner in the city? No matter, since she's finally dead," Gastone said coldly.

      Anger burned in his chest, the hot flash of emotion rivaling the rope. Eirwyn might be dead, but Knox wouldn't let him besmirch her memory. He wiggled his fingers at his sides, straining to call forth vines from outside.

      "Don't talk about her like that," Knox growled, his fingers lengthening into claws at his sides.

      The king held the rope in one fist and let it lengthen into a whip. He grabbed it with his other hand and swung it slowly in a circle as he talked.

      "You think you're special?" Gastone snorted.

      You're a piss poor leader of a ragtag band of rebels. You may claim to be a drakin, but I can see why you'd wear a hood in town. You're quite the ugliest thing I've ever seen."

      Knox straightened slightly as they reached a landing, trying to relieve the pressure on his rib. "Shows just how much you know."

      Knox wiggled his fingers, pulling the vines toward the narrow window. The king stopped, turning to face him with a flash of excitement across his face as the rope flashed through the air.

      Crack. The dangling part of the rope whipped across his thighs, making him jerk.

      "I know everything I need to. I'm the most powerful and well-trained mage in the land. I'm the Buspartan drakin king. You're nothing but a commoner, a filthy peasant who likes to sleep in the mud and dirt and filth."

      Knox gritted his teeth, determined not to give the bastard the satisfaction of a response.

      "You're pathetic, attacking me unarmed," Knox spit blood on the floor and stepped back, away from the king. The rope pulled taut, then the burning rope slapped across his cheek, making his teeth rattle.

      "I believe you have it backward. You're the pathetic sorry excuse for a drakin. Just look at you."

      Knox tried to ignore his words, but they cut deep. This was why he'd hidden himself in the forest all these years, only coming into the city with his features heavily cloaked.

      "Whatever does Eirwyn see in you? It must be the appeal of the macabre."

      The king swung the rope again, the burning coil lashing across his chest. Knox hissed and stiffened, then the king followed with a solid punch to the gut.

      Knox bent over, wheezing. He crept the vines over the windowsill and slowly along the wall toward the king's back.

      "Pathetic indeed. You're nothing but a weakling. I can't believe you actually pose a threat, but the mirror's never been wrong before."

      He couldn't give in. He had to take care of Eirwyn, even if it was just her empty shell of a body. He had to protect the forest, save the people from this madman and make Eirwyn proud.

      Shouting and clanging echoed through the stairs, and Knox smiled. "Ah, phase two. The people are tired of your tyranny."

      Gastone's eyes widened, and his lips went tight with anger. Knox wiggled his fingers at his side, and the vines wrapped around the king's ankles, pulling his feet out from under him. He slammed into the floor and dropped the magical rope, and Knox strained once more.

      The burning rope unraveled and disappeared in a puff of smoke. Knox dove at the king just as a fireball engulfed the vines. They rolled on the landing in a flashing ball, flames shooting from the king with every punch Knox delivered.

      Knox grunted, breathing out poisonous gas and letting it sink into the king's face. What would normally make a human grow limp in seconds made the king's eyes water and grow Red. His nose began to run, and he choked, blowing white smoke up at Knox as he screamed.

      A hot fiery blast flew from the king's mouth into Knox' face, knocking him onto his back from the intense heat. Thumbs dug into his windpipe, choking the green gas and air from his lungs.

      The king straddled his stomach, dripping snot and mucus as Knox twisted, his clawed hands wrapping around the king's forearms as he bucked. The choke hold sent him spinning into darkness, and he called for the vines.

      The king rasped, "You son of a bitch. You brought those dirty maggots into my castle to take my crown! Die, demon spawn, die like my bitch sister."

      Knox blinked past the pain and roared, bucking and moving his claws to the inside of the king's arms. He hit the inside of the elbows, dislodging the king's straight arm attack.

      He seized the advantage, rolling as he said, "No one threatened you."

      The king shot another fireball at him, screaming, "She won't take my crown. Not now, not ever!"

      The shock wave blew over him, and he rolled along the floor, slamming into the wall of the landing.

      Knox choked on the smoke as the tapestry on the wall caught fire. When he looked up, the king's boots were disappearing into the ballroom. He followed, hissing poisonous gas through the large space and trying to hit the king in the back.

      "Eirwyn didn't want your crown," Knox yelled as he ran into the ballroom. The light of the sun through the floor to ceiling windows on one side of the ballroom blinding him.
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      The king rounded on Knox, his hands wide at his sides with balls of flame in one palm and the fiery rope whip swinging in the other.

      "The hell she didn't. The darling princess of the nation? Everyone loved her. They'd have rejoiced to see her on the throne instead of me."

      "Was that why you've poisoned her for so long?" Knox asked, careful to stay just out of reach of the rope as he circled him. His hatchet was long gone, lost in the cellar.

      Knox slowly circled the king, but at his words, the king went mad. His face reddened, and he swung the end of the rope again. It lashed out like lightning, and Knox dove.

      But he wasn't quick enough. Knox grunted, his body falling, the rope wrapped around him once more. The stabbing pain in his ribs made him choke down bile.

      "She has undermined me her entire life. Trying to make her death look like an accident has been the hardest thing I've had to do as king. She was supposed to die in that carriage accident twenty years ago with our stupid parents, but some sad fool brought her home."

      The king took a step with every word, dragging Knox toward the balcony. He released the whip, and Knox gasped a full breath of pure pain.

      Blood dripped down his chin as he pushed onto his hands and knees. "Ah, that would be me."

      The king's boots turned. "What?"

      Knox looked up, coming up on one foot and using his knee to push to standing on the balcony. He breathed shallowly through his mouth against the wave of pain in his ribs.

      "I found the carriage on the Lone Road and pulled the baby princess from the wreckage."

      The king's face turned almost purple in rage, and he raised the rope whip. Knox lunged at him, hoping the offensive attack would throw the king off.

      They exchanged blows, swift and sure crunches of pain. Knox landed a solid punch to the king's jaw, which just made him madder. He pounded the hell out of Knox with both rope and fists until Knox' mind began to wander. It was the only way to detach himself from the constant biting pain.

      His vision spun as blood dripped into his eyes. The king shot red-hot knives of pain into him, each one burning. Knox yelled, jumping to the side and hitting the wall behind him. Darkness clouded his eyes, and he fell to his knees.

      The wind whispered to him through the open air. It caressed him like Eirwyn's fingers playing over his scales and horns. He groaned, the pain trying to drag him into the darkness.

      "Gods, why did you have to save her? This all would've been so much easier if she would've died with our parents like planned," Gastone grunted with every slash of the rope and punch of his fist.

      Knox blinked and fell to his back, dipping his head to wipe his eyes on his shoulder. He heaved a deep breath, the wind soothing him like Eirwyn. He rolled onto his side and stumbled to his feet, using the little alcove of the door to stop the blows of the rope whip.

      The king lifted his hands toward the balcony's railing and roared, fire blasting out from his hands. Knox tucked himself behind the door, using it to block the heat.

      It finally faded, and he panted, looking around and clearing his vision. The fluffy white and gray clouds didn't care that the world was burning around them. The sun was just beginning to dip below the railing. The glow of the sun and Gastone's flame magic made the sky glow a bright red and yellow.

      Now that Knox was standing, he could barely see the trees in the distance, the glow of magic turning them yellow.

      The edge of the city lay between them and the trees, and everything burst into flames as the king's roar turned into a shrieking laugh. Buildings that were in the path of destruction went up in a blaze. People began to scream as they ran from the buildings.

      Knox' heart stopped, his entire body freezing in awareness. The blast of heat from the king dwindled to a stop, but the glow on the forest remained.

      "You see that, Robin? I'm flushing out all of those precious people you just rescued. Soon they will come screaming from the burning inferno of the forest and my guards will capture them all."

      Knox shuffled forward, a knot of dread settling in his stomach. His heart began to race. "The forest–"

      "Is on fire, yes. Beautiful, isn't it?" Gastone turned to the railing, a smile on his face.

      "You've set the forest on fire."

      "Yes, so nice of you to catch up. Now, let's teach you those etiquette lessons so I can kill you before dinner. I'm getting a little peckish."

      Knox took a shallow breath, the sharp stab of pain in his ribs still present. Not as bad as before, but they were definitely still broken.

      "My name is Knox, not Robin. You're burning my forest, robbing from my people."

      He couldn't quite bring himself to claim a kingship. It was too soon, too strange, too anathema of the freedom he spouted.

      Knox widened his feet and squared off to the king, his hands shifting into fierce claws. His tail waved behind his head, preparing to strike.

      Gastone smiled, the cruel tilt of it matching his wild eyes. "Yours? I think not. You're nothing but a mongrel, an ugly sad excuse for a drakin. You can't be allowed to live. I'm putting you out of your misery, actually. And putting others out of the misery of having to look at you."

      They circled each other, Gastone gathering more flickering flames into his palms. "You will die today, you ugly demon spawn. I can't let another drakin live. I'm the only one who will rule this kingdom."

      Knox swallowed hard, his hands fisting at his sides as he wove vines up the side of the castle. "Is that why you went to war with Glathen? Because they're ruled by drakin too?"

      Gastone threw a blast of hot flame from one palm to the other, catching it like a ball as he watched Knox advance. A gust of wind snuffed out the flames. Gastone shook his hands, sparks lighting them up again as he frowned.

      "I'm going to be the only drakin. I have to purge world of the rotten, dirty mongrels like you. It's my divine destiny."

      Knox breathed harshly, the smoke filling his nose but the wind bringing a calmness before the storm of battle. Hope warred in his chest to see Gastone's flames growing weaker. He was using too much magic. If Knox could just wear him down and last longer...

      Green tendrils of gas sank to the stone at his feet as his emotions heightened and vines stretched over the railing and across the tile floor. His body began to shake from the effort to grow so many vines so fast.

      "You're no king. You're a savage mockery of what a leader should be. Killing your sister and parents? Bleeding the people dry with taxes to pay for your bloody war?"

      His heart hammered in his chest, and his stomach twisted. Anger threatened to choke him with smoke, but he breathed in the crisp air of peace and out a steady stream of green poisonous gas.

      It sank to the stone, billowing up around their heads, growing in intensity. His nose began to bleed as the use of too much magic. This was more than even blasting the entire castle with the sleeping gas during the robbery.

      The drakin king was tougher than most humans, but he wasn't immune. He began to choke, his eyes and nose dripping and his flickering hands burned brighter, a beacon for Knox to attack.

      Knox launched himself at the king's legs and tackled him to the ground. They rolled with grunts, and Knox straddled his torso. He landed a blow to Gastone's head, making it snap to the side. Wet-hot drops of crimson splattered across the stone.

      "Burning down the forest? Blowing up homes and half the city? Those people have done nothing to you but obey unjust laws that benefit only you. Bleed and die on a battlefield for a war only you want. No more," Knox ground out as he rained down a flurry of blows with claws as sharp as any dagger.

      The king roared, a burst of flame shooting out from him as he bucked. Knox fell back, his stomach twisting and his eyes growing heavy.

      The king whipped an elbow up and drove the point into his jaw, his red-shot eyes wild with madness. Knox bit his tongue, the taste of copper flooding his mouth. Pain pulsed through his head, making him see stars.

      Knox grunted and kicked out, his tail whipping out to seek its target. Gastone rolled out of the way, the venom landing uselessly on the ground. He had to stab the king through the heart and inject his venom. The poison breath wasn't working fast enough. It was his strongest weapon, and the king had to die.

      Knox' stomach twisted with guilt at what Eirwyn would say about it, but the king was mad with power. Knox scrambled to his hands and knees and dove at Gastone again just as he began to gather more magic. The two tumbled, exchanging blows and kicks with merciless force.

      Knox' tail wrapped around the king, trying to hold his arms down and block punches. The king twisted a wrist and the magical burning rope wrapped around Knox' tail, jerking it back. The king landed a blow to Knox' temple.

      Blood stung his eye. His breathing became labored and still he pushed more gas into Gastone's face. The king choked, and the flickering flames on his hands shifted from red and white to blue.

      His claws raked through the king's jacket, shredding it and drawing blood. Gastone's hands burned Knox where they hit, the sharp sting of pain in his ribs making it harder to breathe.

      The magical rope tossed him back, dragging him by the tail. A mixture of red blue flames shot at Knox, but he rolled just in time.

      The flame hit the stone, melting the wall. Knox' heart stopped and his eyes widened. The king's arms shook, but he didn't stop.

      Knox blew green gas at the king and roared, launching to his feet and picking his opponent up around the waist to slam him onto the stone tile.

      His tail struck down at the king's face. Gastone's Red-rimmed eyes widened, and he pushed up with his arms. The barb punctured through the jacket, and the king jerked, bucking Knox off again and throwing a blast of sputtering blue heat.

      The heat didn't hurt Knox, more scales covering his body the longer they fought. Knox twisted, watching the king shake off the venom. He wasn't sure if he'd broken the skin or not. He had to try again.

      He angled his tail as he reached up to grab the king's hands in solid scale covered claws. The king wrapped the burning whip around Knox' arms and jerked.

      Knox went flying over the king's head, landing on the edge of the railing. Venom splattered on the king's sleeves as Knox landed a few feet away.

      He blinked, looking down at the crowd below. There was a clattering and clanging of battle, but Knox couldn't tell which side was winning.

      Knox groaned and blinked the pain away. He shook his head trying to clear it of the ringing, then rolled to his side to find Gastone.

      The king was already on his feet. He brought his boot down on Knox' throat. Knox grabbed his foot and twisted, his heart beating wildly. His tail twisted out to gain leverage for a strike.

      "Die... already," Gastone panted, his nose bloody and one eye swollen shut. He raised his shaking hands, blue flames flickering as he reached for more magic.

      Vines twisted around the king's back leg and jerked. A sputtering fireball shot out, disintegrating the vines even as the king stumbled. He hit the edge of the melted stone wall as Knox came to his feet.

      A feminine cry rang out, "No!"

      The king stumbled to his knees, his eyes rolling back in his head as he fell to the stone. Knox didn't stop as blue flames still covered Gastone's hands. He dove again, stabbing down with his tail and puncturing his throat.

      The king's mouth opened and closed like a fish on a hook, and Knox jerked his tail back. A small pinprick mark was at his neck, a trace of green ooze around it.

      It would take a few minutes, but Knox breathed a sigh of relief.

      Then his tail was jerked back.

      And with it, Knox flew over the edge of the balcony.

      Wind rushed over him as he blinked, his heart racing as the Edge called to him. He shouldn't have pulled so much magic to make the vines grow so fast and so tall.

      A lower gabled roof rose closer, and the stark reality of his situation pressed on him like a weight driving him faster down to his death.

      His body ached all over, and when he landed several stories below, he knew it would be all over.

      He closed his eyes and accepted his fate, letting the Edge draw nearer. The wind and freedom blew over his skin, scales, and horns, and he relaxed.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Eirwyn raced over the flames of the forest to the castle. A large group of villagers led by Scarlet stormed the castle, pushing through the gates as she circled her former home. They fought the guards, but many guards just tossed down their weapons and held their hands up.

      Eirwyn looked up at the balcony above them and saw Bella's yellow dress. Eirwyn flapped, pushing a gust of wind to gain altitude to see–

      She gasped. Knox and Gastone wrestled on the balcony, and Bella screamed and reached out a hand. Knox slammed back and fell over the railing. She gasped, then shot through the sky like an arrow.

      "Knox!" Her cry pierced the air. Eirwyn flew like an avenging angel on wings of shimmering light, wind wrapping around her to keep her airborne.

      Her heart raced faster. The next balcony was rapidly approaching as Eirwyn slammed into him, changing his trajectory to a closer roof.

      She wrapped her arms and magic around them to slow their fall, wind and shadows swirling. Magic wouldn't keep them from being splattered on the cobblestones below, and adrenaline race through her.

      With her arms around him, she couldn't use them as wings. Knox was limp in her arms, and they slammed onto the roof.

      They skidded along the tiles toward the edge. She gasped, digging in her heels and sending a burst of wind to slow them. She pulled on the waistband of his pants to keep him from going over.

      They slid to a stop, and she panted as she looked below. Her eyes teared at the near death experience, but when she looked at Knox, she forgot all about it. All that mattered was him.

      "Knox?" she gasped, wiping her eyes and shifting slowly to kneel beside him.

      Tears pricked her eyes as she felt along his chest, pushing the necklace to the side. There was no pulse, and her eyes teared again as she shook her head. "No, no, Knox, don't do this. I'm here. Come back to me."

      The soft whisper was lost on the wind, but her heart yearned with all the longing, hope, and love she had to give. She didn't know what to do or how to save him. She began to cry as despair washed over her.

      Shadows wove around them, and fear knotted in her stomach at the lack of light in them. It gnawed at her, beating her down and making tears streak down her cheeks.

      She pounded on his chest. "Knox, don't leave me. Please, I can't–please you have to stay with me. I love you. You said mates forever. Stay with me forever, please."

      Her mouth found his in a desperate kiss that held nothing back. It begged him to stay, and she whimpered.

      At the touch of their lips, magic surged through them, weaving their fates together. Her body began to heat and light, shadows, and wind swirled around them.

      Her heart thudded wildly, afraid to hope, afraid to think of what this meant.

      Then his tongue teased the seam of her mouth, and she gasped, her eyes flying open as she trembled in his arms. He used the moment to sweep his tongue inside. Her eyes fluttered, and her heart stuttered.

      This was more than just a kiss. It was a hello, a promise of eternal mates, and a declaration of love all wrapped up in one.

      His lips were soft, and his short whiskers tickled her lips. Their tongues met in a wet, hot slide, and she felt the familiar magic envelop them protectively.

      Her heart ached as his tongue dove deeper. She moaned, her hands resting on his chest. Tears trailed down her cheeks at the feel of his heartbeat, the flow of his breath across her face. Their tongues dueled as if speaking some secret language.

      She ached for him, and the kiss shifted deeper, wilder, needier. She bit his lip, and the tangy taste of blood teased her senses. The blood brought another swirl of magic. It lifted her hair around them, and his hands came up to rest on her waist. The kiss–their first real kiss–sent electricity through her veins.

      Then his lips changed too, no longer soft and welcoming. His nose grew, forcing them to break the kiss. When she pulled back, his body shimmered as magic swirled, and his skin turned green.

      He was bigger than a horse, her arms no longer able to hold him. His scales shifted, covering his entire body. The change put too much pressure on the edge of the roof, and it collapsed, plunging them through the debris and air.

      She screamed, "Knox!" She gripped him tightly, her eyes closing as they plunged into the courtyard below. Magic swirled through her, wind pushing them up.

      She took another breath and then a third one. A tightness squeezed her stomach, but the falling feeling was gone. She opened her eyes.

      She blinked and looked around as they soared into the air above the castle. The sun was setting but she was in shadow. Massive claws were wrapped around her waist. She looked up and gasped, her hands holding onto his claws.

      "Knox?" It was a question, but she knew the green dragon who held her. His massive head looked down at her in his claws. She spread her arms wide and let her magic create wings, then she tapped his claw that wrapped around her waist.

      "Let me go."

      He released her, and she soared around him. Her brain took a few seconds to process what she was seeing.

      "Oh gods, Knox, you're–you're a full-blooded dragon! I mean, I know you said you were, but this..." She tilted around him, the wind bearing her up.

      His entire body was covered in brown and green scales thick as a knight's shield. The emerald and gold necklace hung about his neck just like the dragon in their vision. His horns had grown points as long as her arm. He hissed, a puff of green smoke shooting out and dissolving into the cloud.

      Higher they rose above the castle, sweeping through the lowest white cloud.

      He beat his leathery wings and thrashed his tail as he learned the size of this body and how to maneuver it. Eirwyn laughed and flapped her arms, her shadow wings now back and keeping her aloft.

      "You're really alive! You're alright," she said, a grin splitting her face.

      He looked at her and somehow she knew what he was feeling, like what she felt from the birds. He arched a large brow.

      Seriously, you think this is alright?

      She laughed again and flew toward him, raking her hand along his back to trace over his scales. He shuddered and flapped his wings. She felt him, knew he loved her touch.

      "I love you, Knox. I love your dragon form too."

      He grinned, his dragon fangs dripping the same green venom that had wrapped his tail before. They flew, swirling around each other. Eirwyn laughed, joy shooting through her to know they were both alive.

      Then they flew through a gray smoke, and both of them turned to dip under the clouds.

      We have to save the forest and defeat your brother.

      Eirwyn nodded. "We need to save my brother, but he can wait. Gastone's injured, but Bella is taking care of him, so let's put out the forest first. But how?"

      Knox swooped down toward the trees, and Eirwyn admired his iridescent green scales as they shone in the sunlight.

      Knox beat his wings, pushing wind down on the treetops that burned with a red glow. Eirwyn felt his intent and flew behind him, pushing wind to swirl into a vortex.

      Together they worked to suffocate the fire, but it wasn't enough. Eirwyn swirled the wind, but the air just created a fire tornado that began to rip through the trees again.

      "Knox, use your breath," Eirwyn screamed, pointing to the tornado.

      Knox blew green gas on the fire, and Eirwyn shifted the wind to give it the most impact. The toxic fumes began to suffocate the fire, and they moved to the next section. Tree by tree, they poured green smoke onto the fire while Eirwyn took away the air, suffocating it one by one.

      Eirwyn's arms began to shake from the effort to stay aloft. She'd been flying for so long, and it was only her first day with wings. She'd gotten a burst of energy when they'd kissed, but she was already running low in her magical well.

      Exhaustion crept up. Her stomach knotted. They were almost done. She could make it.

      The last of the fire was finally out, and Eirwyn glided down to the edge of the burnt forest. She hit the ground and rolled to a stop.

      She groaned, laying on her back as the last light faded. The ground shook beside her, then Knox' big dragon head peered down at her.

      She smiled and reached up a hand to trace his nozzle. "I'm fine," she said. "Just tired."

      He snorted. Yeah, it's been a big day, hasn't it?

      She chuckled as he nuzzled her. "Yes, but we're both alright now."

      I thought I lost you.

      Tears burned her eyes as she replied, "Me? I thought I'd lost you when you went over that roof. Don't scare me like that again."

      He huffed, and the hot wind of his green breath made her giggle and her body perk in awareness.

      I won't if you won't. Don't push yourself into the Beyond again. Or the Edge either. Deal?

      She grinned and stroked his scales. "Maybe. Are you going to spank me if I do?"

      He snorted a laugh, and a scream rang out from the castle. Knox the dragon tensed, his tail raising with barbs out. His head swung up to stare at the castle.

      "Gastone," Eirwyn whispered, burying her face against the warmth of his scaly neck.

      I need to defeat him. We can't let the people suffer under his rule anymore.

      Tears fell and a weight settled on her chest. "I know, but he's still my brother, my only family. Maybe if we can bind his magic we can get him some help?"

      Eirwyn. Knox shimmered and magic swirled in a green haze. Then he stood before her in his pants and boots. He pulled her into a tight hug and sighed.

      "Eirwyn, I have to tell you before anything else happens. He's the one who had your parents killed."

      Her chest tightened, and she reared back. His emerald eyes burned with emotion, and his arms dropped to his side as he ran a hand over the side of his head.

      "There was a vampire assassin there. Your parents... were already gone, but he couldn't touch you, an innocent babe."

      Eirwyn shook her head, her hands covering her mouth. "No, it couldn't have been Gastone. He always said Glathen hired the assassin. He was only a teenager. I–it was an accident."

      Knox shook his head slowly, reaching out for her. She stiffened and danced away from him, her mind whirling.

      "I'm sorry, Eirwyn, but it wasn't. Your brother admitted to it when we were fighting."

      Eirwyn's head ached and tears streaked down her cheeks. Her chest was too tight, and she couldn't catch her breath. She fell to her knees and buried her face in her hands.

      "No, it can't–he–" she choked on a sob, then Knox' arms came around her. He sat down behind her and pulled her onto his lap, rocking her gently.

      He didn't say anything, but she didn't need him to. She could feel his worry for her, his remorse... and his determination to kill her brother.

      She understood, but she didn't like it. She had denied the truth of it for years, even when she knew he had been trying to kill her.

      On some level, she'd ran to the tavern whenever she'd started to feel his sneaky attacks getting worse. She'd gone to the tavern to eat real food that wouldn't make her sick. She'd gone to the tavern for a friend to listen.

      And now her friend was on the roof of the castle with her maniac evil brother. Her heart jumped, and her breath caught in her throat as her tears slowed. It ate at her until she pulled back and looked up at Knox' deep green eyes.

      She bit her lip, unsure of what to say, and he just pursed his lips and nodded.

      "I know," he said. "You stay here, and I'll take care of it. You've pushed yourself too much already. You'll be safe here, right?"

      She nodded, tears pricking her eyes as more fears rose. "But what if he hurts her? What if you need me?"

      Knox kissed her forehead, and then they stood up, his hand on her elbow. "Then I'll scream, and you'll come flying. But would it make you feel better if I did a pass over the castle courtyard and tried to find Scarlet or the Robins?"

      She frowned and pointed at him. "Oh yeah, the Robins. Why didn't you tell me–"

      Another scream ripped from the castle roof and a burst of magic split the sky above. Eirwyn's stomach twisted at the horrible star burst of colors, every color of magic represented.

      "Oh no," she whispered, dread filling her. The fear was eating her alive and terror left her frozen in place.

      Knox kissed Eirwyn's cheek and stepped away, shifting into his hulking dragon. He bent his knees and lunged into the air, flapping his wings. She gave him a gust of wind and said softly, "Be safe."

      Then he was flying straight to the castle. Worry twisted her stomach, making her feel nauseous as she held her stomach bump, barely filling her palm with the size of it. She could join him, she hadn't pushed herself too much yet, but if she was pregnant... She had to wait for him.

      She bit her lip and watched him fly away.
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      Scarlet swung the stolen short blade and hit a guard in the chest plate. The metal clanged and the man fell. Scarlet kicked him in the chest and sent him sprawling on the cobblestones of the courtyard.

      Half an hour ago, she'd been beaten and bloody. But a few healing potions, a couple of bites of jerky, and a quick talk with the Robins, and she knew what she had to do. Her emotions were raw from the torture, and she desperately wanted the comfort of her daggers and blades. She felt naked without them, but she'd taken down her first guard by hand, then taken his sword.

      The king had gotten into her head with his wicked lies, and it infuriated her. She'd kept telling herself that Knox would find her. He was as steady as the stars. And if he was in trouble, she would be there to help.

      Another guard ran at her from the side. She stepped back and kicked her leg out, sending him to the ground on top of the other one. The Robins and villagers behind her flooded the castle courtyard, spreading out to find a way inside the castle itself.

      One of the Robins, Ashur, pointed up and yelled at another one, Will. She followed their gaze and clenched her jaw. Thanks to her sharpened senses, she could see perfectly fine even at this distance.

      Knox fought with the king on the balcony above. Her blood ran cold, and her heart raced. She'd been a prisoner of that madman for days. Knox was strong, but he couldn't defeat the strongest mage in the kingdom by himself.

      She raced past the two big Robins and yelled, "That's Knox. We have to help him."

      She made directly for the closest door, but one of them yelled back, "This way."

      Scarlet turned and followed behind them, swinging the sword and slicing open the throat of one of the guard officers.

      His hand went to his neck as he gasped. Sticky blood seeped between his fingers. Scarlet ran past him before he even hit the ground.

      She followed the two men, barely panting. "Do you know where we're going?"

      Will looked back at her then took off down a hallway. "You'd best stay on guard down here. We'll help Knox."

      "Knox can handle himself. He said to save the queen, if she'll let us," Ashur said as they entered the large foyer.

      A scream echoed off the walls, "No!"

      Together, they sprinted up the grand staircase to the third floor. When they rounded the landing, they saw movement in the ballroom. They ran through the open doors, the two men falling behind her as she sprinted.

      Knox was on top of the king on the edge of the balcony, landing blow after blow and stabbing with his tail. Magic shimmered as the queen reached out her hand and cried out.

      Scarlet changed course and ran to Bella. She couldn't let the queen hurt Knox either; he was handling himself at the moment. The queen saw Scarlet coming out of the corner of her eye, stepping back and facing her.

      Her glowing hands flew up, and a shockwave of magic blasted the air. Scarlet jumped, but the Robins behind her were too slow, their boots sticking in the melted tile.

      The blast slammed into Knox and sent him over the side of the railing.

      "No!" Scarlet cried, racing to the edge. Frantically, her eyes searched the ground, but she didn't see him splattered below. Her heart raced too fast and she started to panic.

      A motion to her right had her turn. The princess had swirling magical wings of brilliant colors, her arms wrapped around Knox as they crashed into a nearby roof. They rolled but came to a stop on the edge.

      Scarlet took a deep breath of relief, but the queen cried out behind her.

      "No, no, no, no, no. You're alright. Come on, my love. Let's get you a nice healing potion, yes?"

      Scarlet turned to see the queen kneeling beside the king, reaching out to help him sit up. He held his head, eyes glassy and dazed. One eye was already swelling shut and blood dripped from his nose.

      The king jerked back with a hiss. "Get off me, hag."

      The queen gasped and scrambled to her feet, following the king as he stumbled to the door of the ballroom. Ashur and Will still struggled with their boots melted into the tile, but Scarlet followed the royals on silent feet.

      "Scarlet, no, wait for us," Ashur whispered.

      Her heart raced with adrenaline, her eyes on the couple as they went through the ballroom. Seeing no response at the whisper, she motioned for them to stand down.

      Will was unlacing his shoes while Ashur still struggled. Scarlet stayed in the ballroom shadows, waiting for the couple to leave. Then she sprinted along the wall to see which way they were going.
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        * * *

      

      The queen hovered a step behind Gastone, her hands raised just in case she needed to catch him. He swayed on the stairs, and her stomach twisted. "Gastone, please, let me help. There's a healing potion in–"

      "No," he yelled, turning to her on the stairs and stumbling like a drunkard. "You can't help. There's only one thing that can help me now."

      "What? How can I fix it?" Bella cried. The sconces on the stairwell flickered in between each of his mounted trophies, light shifting with magic as she walked by. The cries of cowering servants below were ignored.

      She paid no heed, her only focus on Gastone.

      She'd never seen anyone this beat up, even when she'd helped Lailant with healing calls. "Fisica protect–"

      "The old gods aren't part of this," Gastone yelled, stumbling to their chambers. "Borga may side with the rebellion, but I will win the war. The one with Glathen and the one on our own people."

      He hit the wall, and Bella cried out, throwing magic at the wall and changing the painting on the wall to a pillow.

      "Leave the gods out of it, woman. They've turned their back on me, even though the mirror said I was divinely chosen for such a time as this. The mirror is never wrong. Only the mirror can help now. He'll have a way to fix this."

      Gastone rambled and stumbled through her doorway. Her heart raced with fear as he sank to his knees. The mirror on her vanity shimmered with magic, and Bella gasped, her hands going to her lips.

      "Magic mirror, hear my plea, who is better than me?"

      King of nothing, your rule is through. Everyone is better than you.

      Bella gasped, stepping back. No, what magic was this? She'd spent a lot of time around that mirror the past few months. Gastone had said nothing when she'd had it moved from the library to her bedroom.

      She shook her head and backed all the way to the hallway wall. A shadow caused her to blink, and the ranger woman from earlier stalked inside on silent feet. Bella blinked, adrenaline pumping and shaking her head as she gathered her magic.

      "No," she gasped, her voice barely a whisper as she followed the woman inside.

      Gastone sank onto his haunches, his face pale and jaw slack as he stared up at the mirror in supplication. He saw the ranger come into the room, and his face shifted.

      His jaw snapped shut, and his eyes glittered, blood still dripping down from his temple.

      "You," he growled, lurching to his feet. He swooned where he stood. "If you would've killed that bitch like I hired you to do, none of this would've happened."

      The woman shifted on the balls of her feet and stepped to the side of the room away from Bella.

      "Me? If you hadn't gone power hungry and left your sister alone, none of this would've happened."

      Bella gasped, looking from one to the other. "What?"

      The ranger looked over her shoulder at Bella. "He hired me to kill Eirwyn, and I didn't do it."

      Bella held her hands to her lips and shook her head in horror. Not Eirwyn, not her friend. He wouldn't do that. A blast of magic hit the ranger. With a grunt from Gastone, the woman fell to the ground.

      Bella jumped in surprise, her heart racing as she flew to the woman's side to feel for a pulse. "Oh gods, did you kill her?"

      She breathed a sigh of relief. The woman was shimmering with magic, her bones and body transforming into some kind of woodland creature.

      "There are worse things than death. A polymorph spell, the next lesson for you to learn. She refuses to be my Hunter? Fine, she'll never hunt again. She's the prey now," Gastone said as he laughed maniacally. The laughter faded to a coughing fit, and Bella scrambled back as the woman finished her transformation.

      Bella shook her head, looking back to Gastone. He wiped blood from his mouth and slung his fingers, throwing blood and sparks from his hand. He glared, his bloody grin scaring Bella.

      She jumped to her feet, fisting her skirts and backing out of the room. Gastone was unhinged. Eirwyn had been right all along. They had talked about Bella's brother for years, but she didn't remember. It was all hazy.

      And she'd married the madman. How could she love such a beast?

      She turned to leave. She had to get out of the castle. He made the mess and now could clean it up himself.

      She'd been running interference for him for months, trying to placate the nobles, the priests, the Chancellor, the General. She'd been so busy working on his image that she hadn't stopped to see what he truly was.

      Bella stopped in her tracks as the man from the balcony entered the room. He'd left his boots below, trapped in the tile.

      The Robins had finally come for the king. Her heart raced and she glanced over her shoulder at Gastone.

      Fire flickered in his hands and he grunted, weaving from side to side as he widened his feet to fight again. "Ah, another party. How fun. Well, come on then, Robin."

      Gastone made a come hither motion with his fingers and coughed again. Blood dripped down his chin, his eyes burned with hatred.

      Bella gasped, jumping in front of Gastone and holding her arms wide at the stranger.

      "No, don't touch him," she demanded in her most queenly voice.

      Still it warbled with fear. She didn't want him to die. He was still the king, still her husband. He'd given her the entire kingdom, had laid it at her feet for her help. Without him, she was nothing, and she wouldn't let him go.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      "I won't let you kill him," Bella said, gathering magic in her hands. Her voice shook but she was determined to stand and make Gastone proud.

      The man frowned, lifting his own hands up and palms out, no magic shimmering on them. He was a regular human then, but still she didn't relax. He was a big brute of a man, and she'd been overcome by his type before.

      "We're not going to hurt him. We're going to arrest him, heal him, and put him on trial for all the treachery he's caused this–"

      A gurgling sound echoed behind her, and Bella looked over her shoulder again. Another barefoot man stood behind Gastone, his dagger drawing away from her husband. The king gargled, spitting bloody froth and phlegm as his hands came up to his neck.

      Bella screamed, but the blood didn't stop. She threw her hands up to send healing his way, the shocking horror slamming into her full force.

      Gastone tripped to the left, saw his attacker, and threw out a hand. He burst into flames, sending sparks of blue and crimson hellfire out of the Robin.

      The explosion hit Bella like a wave of heat from the fireplace, and she stumbled back a step. The attacker screamed, beating at his face. The other Robin shouted and jumped forward to help his compatriot.

      Bella threw out her hand, tripping him with the rug as it jerked under his feet. The blazing attacker should die for his treason, and she would not let him stand in the way.

      At the movement, the king turned, one hand on his throat, the other bloody hand rising shakily with flickering sparks on his palms. He glared with wild eyes at the other Robin, prepared to burn him alive too.

      Bella trembled, fear flashing through her mind as she ducked. Fire shot through the room from Gastone as he slid to his knees. She choked on the fear like a fist down the throat as the burning attacker fell onto her bed.

      He had slit the king's throat. He had ended all of her plans with one swipe of the blade. Anger burned hot in her stomach, and she twisted her wrist. The sheets and bedding wrapped around him, but instead of putting out the fire, it squeezed him tighter as they too burst into flames.

      The man exploded.

      Liquid rubies of flesh and bone rained like ghastly treasure. Guts splattered on her headboard, on the window, and across her body, slamming into her with a sickening crunch. She panted as blood splattered across them all.

      She looked down. A bone wrapped in ripped flesh rolled near her shoes. The scent of blood filled the room, making her stomach twist.

      Shock rippled through her, her body going cold then hot then cold again as she realized what she'd done. She analyzed the situation like an experiment, detaching her overwhelmed mind from the horror of the scene before her.

      Strangely, there was no guilt like she'd expected. She'd never killed a man before. Instead, a cold sense of calm and justice settled on her.

      He had it coming. You were within your rights to avenge your husband.

      Bella's head swung to Gastone where he lay on the floor. Her own body was cold as ice. Blood and gore dripped down her cheek and clung to her hair. She panted, her heart still racing.

      "It's too late," Bella whispered, sinking to her knees beside her husband. She pulled the curtains down with magic, dissolved them into ash, and settling them over his body to put out the fire.

      She threw her head back and screamed, throwing magic out in a pulsing arch. The others in the room groaned and then turned to run out the door. She heard their footsteps, but didn't open her eyes, too lost in her grief.

      The echo of his heart beat hit her like she was inside a drum.

      Thump thump. It's not too late. Thump thump. You can keep him with you, learn his magic and grow stronger. Thump thump. Isn't that what you want? To keep a part of him with you forever? Thump thump.

      "Yes," she cried, tears streaming down her cheeks and mixing with the blood of her enemies.

      Put your hand on his chest and repeat after me. Thump thump.

      She followed the mystical voice as if in a trance. Gastone's jacket and shirt ripped apart as she repeated the words, magical words that had no meaning in modern society and language.

      It was all gibberish, but she watched in horror as his chest was neatly sliced open.

      Thump thump. Take out his heart.

      She shook her head. This was awful, it was the exact opposite of everything Lailant had taught her about saving her fellow man.

      Except you're not a normal human, are you? You're the most powerful mage in the land. Isn't that what you want to be? All the power and knowledge at your fingertips. All you have to do is reach out and grab the heart.

      Her hand followed, and she struggled to pull it back. It seemed to have a mind of its own, though. Her fingers clasped the slippery, sticky, pumping organ and pulled. Magic severed the arteries as she lifted it above his limp, smoking body.

      Now go to the vanity. You have all the tools you need to make this potion. Go.

      Her body seemed to flash with an inhuman speed. Her pulse raced as if trying to catch up with her body. Her hands flew through the vials and bowls on her vanity, things she'd been collecting over the past few months of marriage, things that didn't make any sense but brought her a sense of comfort when she'd laid them on the desk.

      Horror and terror clawed at her stomach, and she pushed down the nausea as she squeezed the heart, blood dripping into the bowl. Then she put the heart in the bowl. It burst into blue flames, and she blinked, turning away from the blinding light.

      The light faded, and the mirror rippled with magic.

      Now drink it.

      She picked it up, the spicy cinnamon smell making her lick her lips. Her body had a mind of its own as the horror and guilt over this entire nasty day seemed to float away. All that was left was her pain and heartache. Anger and rage built within her too.

      She tipped her head back and chugged the drink, the spice burning her lips like she was swallowing flame. She slammed the bowl onto the vanity and the mirror rippled again.

      She smacked her lips, wincing at the after taste. Her stomach twisted, knotting with pain as she bent double.

      Now let it all out, dear. That's a good girl. Let the anger flow.

      The good girl sent a stab of pain through her chest, making her gasp. Her father had always said that. It'd always made her feel safe and like she was making him proud. Then he'd gone to war and was probably dead.

      She screamed in pain, coming to terms with the fact that none of the king's men had located her father. He was lost, just like her husband. She'd thought she'd finally found someone to hold her tight and tell her it was alright. A charming husband like Gastone was exactly what she'd needed. He'd praised her in all her accomplishments the past few months, celebrating with each new spell learned and magical level gained.

      And the fucking cretins had killed him. She howled with rage.

      How dare they kill her husband? He'd given her everything! She was the queen. In destroying Gastone, they thought they could destroy her too?

      Over her dead body. She'd done nothing but bend over backwards in that tavern for twenty-five hellish years. The blood, sweat, and tears that went into that business, and for what?

      The little selfish pricks still wanted handouts. They wanted free food and free drinks, thought they should get a discount just because they'd fought with her father in the bloody war?

      Oh no they didn't. She stood over her husband's body, the rage a roiling, magical thing that swept her up. Magic swirled around her until she felt near to bursting.

      Then she did burst.

      She screamed her rage, throwing more magic out of her body than she'd ever felt before. She was transformed, and the added magic needed a release. Her body wasn't meant to handle the power and magic of a drakin. She was just a human with magic from her healer mother.

      But her mother had died too, long ago when she was just a child. The pain and rage of growing up in a tavern without the calming and sheltering influence of a mother ripped from her too, sending another pulse of magic.

      Her scream echoed off the walls, and the magic twisted her body into some grotesque, hideous monster that could hold all the new magic.
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        * * *

      

      Scarlet hopped down the hallway, her eyes wide in fright. Why was everything so tall? She had to find the safety of the forest. She had to burrow in a hole and hide.

      She raced to the stairs and saw servants running through the foyer screaming. She slammed into the wall, still unsteady on her new feet.

      New feet? She looked down, and her eyes widened. She had soft brown paws for toes and the long feet of a jack rabbit. She looked between the railing and frowned, people running through the foyer below.

      The stark contrast between the humans below and her body confused her. She wasn't a rabbit. She'd hunted and eaten rabbit. She couldn't do that if she was a rabbit.

      Her stomach twisted at the memory of roasted rabbit, and she gagged. What was going on? Who was she?

      She turned with wild eyes to look at her hands. She sat on her haunches like a rabbit. Her hands were paws like one, her body was covered in a soft coat of fur like one. A shining object caught her gaze, and she looked over. A mirror had fallen to the ground and was propped precariously on one corner, leaning against the railing of the stairs.

      She hopped closer and turned this way and that, her mind racing to catch up with her reality. Eyes wild with fear, she wiggled her little pink nose. Whiskers wobbled as she leaned closer. Large floppy ears hung down her back, mixing with a red tuft of hair between.

      She tilted her head, her green eyes shimmering in the light from the broken window. Her eyes... Those were her eyes! She was Scarlet, the daughter of a Ranger and a Druid.

      She'd never had magic before, but she felt the tingle of it flowing down her spine as she realized what and who she was. Her ass itched, and she turned to the side. A fluffy white tail shook.

      She sneezed, swiping a paw to her nose as she twisted and pursed her lips and nose.

      Then a scream ripped through the air, making her jump. Her heart raced as she leaped down the stairs, terror licking at her heels.

      She was a fucking Hunter. Why was she running? The row of animal heads on the wall of the stairs made her heart race. Her breath caught in her throat as she tripped over her giant feet and went tumbling down the stairs.

      Pain raced up her spine as she rolled to a halt. Her tail and whiskers twitched as she blinked past the pain, a prized stag with giant rack of antlers staring down at her from the wall in the foyer.

      Heavy steps followed her down the stairs, and she curled into a ball against the wall as the monster came chasing after her.

      Except he jumped over the last step and landed with a crash. The walls shook as more screams echoed above them. A crash made her peek between her paws. Wood and plaster crashed over the front door, blocking it as servants ran for freedom.

      A blast of magic ripped through the air, and everyone in the castle screamed. Scarlet felt her body twist with magic again. Bones crunched, and pain made her gasp as she shimmered.

      Her arms lengthened and she shifted back into her human body. She was both relieved but fear licked at her heels along with anger at being naked. She had already felt off-kilter at having none of her weapons or gear, but now to be naked in the foyer of the castle with a room full of strangers...

      She scrambled to her feet, ducked into an adjacent room. The formal receiving room was dirty, and a maid rocked in the corner crying. Scarlet raced to the debris along the far wall, yanking a curtain that had crashed to the ground.

      She looked for a way out as she wrapped the curtain around her, tying it at her shoulder. She grabbed the gold cord and used it like a belt, her hands flying in fear of what would happen next.

      She spun in a slow circle, searching for a way out, but there was nothing. She ran to the door and peeked out the door. Servants poured into the foyer, each talking over the other. But they all said the same thing. The doors and windows were blocked.

      Screams and vibrations pulsed from upstairs, and Scarlet jumped, diving to the side and crouching into a ball beside the maid.

      "Over here," a deep voice yelled. "We can get out through the cellars. Go, hurry, tell everyone you can find."

      "The cellars? Are you mad?" someone yelled.

      "No, I'm not," the big man said. The walls shook, and more debris fell from the ceiling, crashing around her. She jumped, slamming into the wall behind her. The woman next to her rocked, wailing loudly.

      "We don't have time for this. I'm a Robin, and so help me Borga, if you want freedom, you will go to the cellars. Now!"

      His voice boomed, and everyone scrambled to follow his command. Everyone except Scarlet. She cowered in the corner, her spirit wanting to fight but her heart wanting to run and hide. Maybe if she crawled under a table, she would be safe.

      The big man came into the room knelt in front of them, a frown on his stony face. She blinked up at him, hope warring within her even as she trembled in fear.

      "Scarlet?" he whispered. "It's alright. We're getting out of here. Miss, let's go?"

      He held out a hand to the maid, and Scarlet wiggled her nose and mouth in fear. He smelled of stone and rain. Another scream from above had her scrambling to her feet to follow him and the maid. She grabbed his other hand, jumping in fear.

      She felt bolstered by the touch, and she frowned as he led her down the hall after the servants. Her hand felt so small in his.

      What was she doing? She wasn't this little child who needed to be led around by the hand. She stood straighter as they entered the cellar. Voices rose in panic, and the big man dropped her hand.

      She flattened herself against the wall as he strode into the crowd and pointed them down the tunnel to freedom. This was familiar somehow.

      Her nose twitched, and apprehension pressed on her chest. She walked to a different door, past everyone else and down into the dungeon. She glanced down at her feet and hands.

      She had hands again. Barefoot, she strode down the dark, dank hall to face her nightmare. Memories of her tortuous time here flew through her mind, anchoring her in her human body.

      She wiped her forehead, her heart racing. She felt her head, her face. Her heart froze in horror.

      She still had the giant ears, but now she had antlers too. She still had the whiskers and a different nose. How long had she wished to be magical and different like her grandmother, like Knox?

      But not like this. She never wanted this. What was she?

      A pain in her ass as she walked made her pause halfway down the dungeon's walk of death.

      She reached back, feeling her tail. She grabbed the curtain and ripped just under the belt. Her tail popped free, and she sighed in relief. Then she stiffened, feeling the tail. It wasn't a rabbit's tail anymore, but it wasn't a deer's tail either.

      It was coarser like a coyote or wolf. Her fear made her heart race and her teeth hurt. She felt her mouth, finding sharp canines perfect for tearing into flesh.

      The changes made her angry. She stomped the last few feet to the cell at the end. She pushed the door open, and it creaked. The walls shook and stones tumbled to the floor, but it was muted this far underground.

      She stared at where she'd been held for days. She'd cried for ages. She'd been locked in the dark, smelly pit of despair while the king had prodded her, burned her, and cut her, all the while asking questions about the Robins and Knox.

      The walls rocked again, and she somehow knew that the king was dead, that he could never get to her again. But the need for revenge lit a fire in her chest. Her tail wagged behind her at the idea, and she grabbed it to hold it still.

      She slammed the door shut on the cell, and it clanged, echoing off the walls. She shut the door on her fear and refused to give in to the childish terrors of the dark.

      Long ago, she'd been afraid. Afraid of the dark. Afraid of the monster that visited her every night in her dreams. Afraid of the future.

      Then she'd lost her mother. Then her father. And now her entire world was crumbling around her.

      She turned and clenched her jaw, her hands fisting at her sides. She would not be some weak watered woman who couldn't fight, couldn't defend herself, couldn't forge her own path in life.

      So what if she was a rabbit, stag, wolf abomination, an anomaly of nature, a monster unlike any other? She still was who she was. She would not be ruled by this nightmare.

      She strode through the cellar and into the tunnel to freedom.
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      Knox flew away from Eirwyn and the edge of the forest, his stomach feeling strangely empty. The ashes of the homes still smoked, but there were no more flames. Some of the younger people ran through the streets toward the edge of the city. A crowd followed, all of them going toward the forest and as far away from the smoking, vine covered castle as they could get.

      He turned his head to see Eirwyn waving to the people. They turned toward her, and he looked back at the castle. An inky blackness began to seep down from the top of the castle and the walls shook like an earthquake. His chest ached as fear gnawed on him.

      He couldn't go to the castle and kill the king. He looked back at Eirwyn. What if the people went crazy with fear? What if they took out their anger and fear on Eirwyn?

      They were pointing at him. He could see their faces, shocked in horror. Several screamed, and a few fainted in the streets.

      This was his worst nightmare, and exactly why he wore the hood. But he couldn't hide anymore. Not this giant body and not as just him.

      He dipped a wing and did a slow circle over the city, then flew back to Eirwyn and the edge of the forest.

      Eirwyn was walking along the edge to the Lone Road. He landed in front of her, cutting her off from the crowd that now congregated at the entrance of the forest.

      Knox landed with a thud. Would they attack him? Dragons had been hunted down hundreds of years ago. Every face held a mixture of fear, awe, and something he couldn't identify.

      Knox stomped his foot, his massive claw digging into the earth as the crowd came closer.

      Get behind me.

      Eirwyn reached up a hand, resting her palm on his neck. "No, I can help. These are my people."

      She came under his neck to stand in front of him, and he looked down at the crowd, a small flap of his wings as he settled nervously. He waited for an attack, but his head told him it was unlikely with children in the crowd.

      Several children tried to race forward, curious and full of awe. Their questions tripped over each other, and their parents tugged them back with frowns of worry.

      Eirwyn held up her hands. "Please, please, we're going to be alright."

      "But princess, what's going on?"

      "Who is that? Is that a real dragon?"

      "What's happening in the palace?"

      Eirwyn raised her hands but the crowd just kept pressing forward, asking questions. Knox flapped his wings and the air shimmered green. He grew cold, blinked, and then he stood behind Eirwyn.

      He was acutely aware of his missing shirt, but he stepped up beside Eirwyn and raised his voice.

      "Enough," he demanded, his voice carrying through the field as the crowd continued to gather from the city, growing into at least a hundred if not more.

      "We don't know what's going on at the castle, but if you'd like to seek shelter in the forest–"

      The crowd grew antsy, their replies echoing over each other as they cut him off.

      "We can't go into the Feral Forest!"

      "But the magical protections."

      "We're all going to die."

      Knox snorted and green smoke curled around his nose and sank to the ground. His tail raised to wave behind him. He commanded attention.

      The crowd grew silent as he stood tall and reached for her hand. He drew comfort and strength from her presence.

      Eirwyn lifted her chin. "We're not going to die, not today. I've been in the forest for several days, and Knox can and will protect us."

      The crowd paused, turning to stare at him. He felt the heat of their gaze and heard the whispers. They didn't know who he was or how he could help. They didn't trust him, and he might not have time to earn their trust.

      He linked his fingers with Eirwyn's and said, "Any who seek safety in the forest will be taken to the village in the forest known as Vidrland, the home of the Robins."

      The murmurs rose, eyes widening and several people looking around as if waiting to be arrested. But even the guards in the crowd stood still, unsure of what to do or where to go.

      Knox continued, "Several of those who were formerly arrested by the king have already been moved to safety, protected by the Robins and the forest's magic. Those who were in the dungeons this morning have already been evacuated from the castle."

      Two men pushed through the crowd, and Knox recognized them as Robins he'd sent to spy in the city. They nodded to him, hit their ,chest with a fist, and bowed.

      "Master warden, what can we do to help?"

      Knox' spine straightened as the whispers intensified. He took a deep breath and said, "Tell them what I speak is true. Tell them who I am."

      The taller of the two faced the crowd, his gaze stern. "It's true. The master warden taught us how to travel safely through the forest. He's our dragon king and deals more fairly than the Buspartan king. We vote on all major decisions."

      "Not another king."

      "I knew I saw a dragon."

      "Do you really get to vote as a commoner?"

      "Yes, now if you want safety, let's go," Knox said, stepping with Eirwyn onto the Lone Road. The two Robins began to follow along with a handful of others. But most of the crowd stayed on the edge of the forest, talking with each other as they weighed their choices.

      Another scream ripped through the castle, and the crowd turned to stare. The white marble turned black as they watched and many gasped. Mothers pulled their children closer.

      "It's a curse."

      "The black death! Look!"

      "Heavens preserve us."

      The murmurs of the townsfolk echoed around them. Knox swallowed hard and rubbed his head. It was time to face who he was. It was probably the only way they'd go with him and escape whatever was going on at the castle.

      He wiggled his finger and let go of Eirwyn's hand. He stepped onto the stairs of roots to gaze across the tops of the people. People began to tug on sleeves and point up at him. When every eye turned away from the castle and back to him, he cleared his throat.

      "I am the leader of the Robins. I am the king of the Feral Forest. I am a full-blooded dragon, and I will protect what is mine. That includes any who seek safety and follow the rules as set forth by the Robins."

      A few villagers in the back of the crowd began to point to the city. The buildings that still stood closest to the castle were turning black and disintegrating into ash. A blanket of black was slowly creeping toward them.

      He looked down at Eirwyn and said, "Reach for the plants with your magic."

      Eirwyn arched a brow skeptically but reached out a hand. She frowned, concentrating. Then she shook her head.

      "I can feel the magic, but it's chaotic. I can't grasp it."

      Someone in the crowd handed her a wand. She shook it, then pointed at the trees on the side of the road and flared her magic. Her head spun and lights burst at the corners of her vision. Then more trees shot up, creating a solid wall. The crowd gasped.

      Knox grinned, pride spearing through him as he held out his hand to her. She joined him at the top of the stairs.

      "Eirwyn is your darling princess and my mate. If you won't follow me to safety, follow her." Knox looked down at Eirwyn and bent his lips to hers.

      His mouth was tender, his embrace sure. When the quick kiss broke, they both stood back on the ground, the stairs gone and the foliage creeping back into the forest.

      Several of the people began to walk cautiously along the Lone Road.

      "Take them into the forest. I'll bring up the rear. There should be a dwarf named John with dozens of escaped prisoners somewhere ahead."

      Eirwyn frowned at the castle. "We need to find out what's going on there. If Bella is hurt–"

      He nodded and sighed. "I know. I'll do another pass over the city and go to the castle to see if I can save her."

      She gripped his forearm. "Whatever you do, don't land. The blackness–it has to be a curse. If Gastone died and had some sort of spell set to destroy everything or Bella got caught up in it or..."

      She trailed off, biting her lip and staring at the castle.

      He smiled and kissed her forehead, his chest tightening to see the emerald ring on her finger. He had loved her at first sight, but it was deeper now that he could feel her emotions, now that he knew her.

      "Don't worry," he said. "There's so much we have to talk about and explore."

      Her eyes sparkled, and she winked as she grinned. "That's right. Don't go doing anything stupid."
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      The crowd parted, and Lailant walked slowly toward them, leaning heavily on her cane. Some had ventured down the Lone Road with the other two Robins, but most villagers hung back. The adults watched warily as she stopped in front of Knox and Eirwyn.

      She stabbed her cane onto the dirt twice and tilted her head as if listening to something.

      Eirwyn looked at Knox, but he just shrugged and waited. Rope burns wrapped around his torso and arms. She traced the one on his bicep, and he turned to her, pulling her into his arm in a side hug.

      Knox' body was stiff and his chin lifted. A surge of pride went through her that he wasn't afraid to show his face anymore. The scales and horns on the side of his head had reverted to normal along with his tail shrinking in size to how it'd been before.

      Lailant nodded, "The king is dead."

      The crowd gasped, and Eirwyn felt a weight lift from her shoulders even as a tightness squeezed her chest. She blinked, her mind racing to process and her emotions threatening to overwhelm her.

      "How–"

      Lailant's rheumy old eyes peered at her. "The how doesn't matter, child."

      Knox cleared his throat, looking at Eirwyn with a frown. "I'm sorry, Eirwyn, I killed him. I stabbed him in the neck with my tail."

      She sighed, burying her head in his chest, the pressure on her chest threatening to drown her. "It's–it's alright. I'm upset, and it'll take time for me to come to terms with it. But it's not your fault he was power mad and always wanted more."

      She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, drawing strength from Knox even as she was upset with him for killing her brother.

      Lailant continued. "The queen is going to have a hard time adjusting. The curse is settling on the castle as we speak."

      Knox' arms tightened around her as he stiffened. "What curse? What's going on? Is the queen alright?"

      Lailant nodded toward the city. Still more people were fleeing, several running toward the forest.

      Eirwyn's throat threatened to close up with worry, and she clung to Knox.

      Lailant sighed, resting both hands on her cane. Several of the townsfolk listened while still more moved along the Lone Road.

      "The queen has unleashed a magic she doesn't understand and can't control. She's gained in her magic lessons by leaps and bounds since moving to the castle. But in her grief, she's brought down a curse on us all. It's like an explosion. We're seeing the immediate impact, but the destruction will spread."

      Knox' voice was hard when he asked, "How far will it extend? Is it just the city? Will it extend to the forest?"

      Eirwyn frowned. "What about the rest of the country? What about those still in the capital and along the coast?"

      Lailant frowned. "I'm not sure how much her power has grown. Knox, you need to change the protection spells on the forest. You can't brand the entire town that comes in like you did with the Robins."

      Knox stiffened and raked a hand over the side of his head. Eirwyn's heart was heavy, and she bit her lip.

      "How can you change them?"

      He looked at the castle and city. The buildings immediately around the castle were gone, nothing more than black ash. Even the trees and stones were gone. The blackness still crept through the city, buildings falling slowly but with terrible force.

      "I read about it with Leopol, but it's all in the books. I'm not sure if I can remember it correctly."

      Lailant's eyes brightened. "Leopol, you say? How marvelous. He survived."

      Eirwyn frowned and Knox shook his head. "No, he's a ghost. Or he was. He disappeared after we fought the dragon skeleton."

      Lailant blinked and cleared her throat. "Ah, the magic of Hartsgrove is such that I cannot see what happened or what will happen. So you'll have to tell me all about it on the way to Vidrland."

      Lailant pointed her cane and said, "Change the spells as best you can, and we'll find the books and a solution to stop and reverse the curse. Go on, your majesty."

      Knox jerked beside her, his eyes going wide. "King? I'm no king."

      Eirwyn put her hand on his chest, feeling the rope burns. Anger at her brother flooded her, and she glared at him. "You're more of a king than my brother ever was. You've organized these people, given them shelter, put out the fire. You're my king, Knox. Now and forever."

      His hard gaze softened, and he dipped his head to kiss her. Their lips barely brushed when Lailant began to walk away onto the Lone Road.

      "Come along, Eirwyn. We need to extend the wall around the road to protect the people while Knox takes care of the protections around the forest."

      Eirwyn softly pet Knox' chest then smiled, uneasiness settling in her chest.

      He grinned and shrugged. "You heard the medicine woman. I'll see you in a few minutes?"

      Her chest tightened, loathe to see him go. She'd lost her brother and her best friend today, although she wasn't sure if Bella was truly lost or not. She didn't want to see him walk away, especially with her stomach so tight.

      The pregnancy hovered in the back of her mind, and she worried that the battle had caused a problem. She only had Lailant to ask, and now wasn't the time.

      He cupped her cheek, his eyes serious as he said. "By the gods, we're alright, Eirwyn, and we'll be fine as long as we're together. I'm not going to leave you again, but I do need to protect the forest. I love you, and the thought of leaving you makes me want to scream."

      A rush of heat flooded her, and she smiled as a small breeze blew past them. "I love you too, Knox. Don't take too long, alright?"

      Lailant turned and jerked her chin, a group of children running in a circle around her and trying to get a rise out of the old woman. "Come along, princess. We've work to do."

      Eirwyn let Knox' hands fall from hers as she stepped onto the road and pulled out the borrowed wand. One child took her other hand as she began to extend the wall of trees down the road.

      She looked down at him, and the small thing pulled his thumb out of his mouth to ask, "Are we really going to live in the forest now?"

      She nodded, the crowd beginning to thin as they followed her further into the forest. "For a while, yes. It seems like it. It's going to be a great adventure, don't you think?"

      The little boy nodded and stuck his thumb back in his mouth.

      She ushered people past, loathe to lose sight of Knox. The little boy dropped her hand and said, "I'm going to my Mama, but when you're done with the wand, I want it back. Mama says it's the most expensive thing we've ever bought."

      Eirwyn promised to return it, then he continued on with his parents as everyone followed Lailant behind her.

      Eirwyn worked quickly, her forehead beading with sweat. When the crowd was spread out, she walked back the way she'd come, weaving a wall of trees along the other side of the road.

      She knew this part of the forest, as the secret entrance to the castle was just ahead. She focused on the excitement of learning new magic. So many questions popped into her mind.

      Was it all because of their mate bond or had some of it been because of the apple? Or was it simply because her brother was no longer poisoning her? Her chest ached at the thought.

      Lailant walked over and began asking questions about Hartsgrove, the apple, and more. Eirwyn bit her lip as she finished cocooning them with the magical wall.

      She turned to Lailant, frowning and facing away from the crowd. "One question though," she said softly.

      She put her hand on her stomach, pulling the loose over-sized dwarven shirt tight.

      "Is this going to be alright, with the battle and stress today?" Eirwyn asked.

      Lailant's eyes softened as she smiled, then she stepped up to put a hand on her stomach. Her eyes shifted to solid white, then back again so quickly Eirwyn wasn't sure if it had actually happened or not.

      "Aye, this is the start of a new era. The scales of justice are shifting in our favor."

      Eirwyn tilted her head and tried to make sense of Lailant's cryptic words.

      Sure enough, Lailant continued, "What do you know of dragon pregnancies?"

      Eirwyn shook her head. "Just the little that I read in the book, and all it explained was why this happened." She snorted, pursing her lips.

      Lailant laughed, her hand dropping and resting back on top of her cane. "The pregnancies are longer than normal human births."

      Eirwyn groaned and sighed, but Lailant grinned and shook her head.

      "Now, now, don't worry too much. For most dragons, once the mating ritual is complete, they will have a week honeymoon. During that time, the egg will grow and be fertilized."

      "Fertilized?" Eirwyn asked, her brows rising. "Haven't we already done that?"

      Lailant frowned. "Perhaps. I can't quite remember. We'll need to consult the books. What I do remember is that it's just a few weeks. Then you will give birth to the egg."

      Eirwyn's jaw dropped. "Weeks?"

      Several of the townsfolk looked over at her sharp tone, but Eirwyn smiled at them and turned back to Lailant.

      "The egg will need to incubate for almost a year. During that time, you won't look pregnant, but you'll have all the same symptoms of a dragon pregnancy. Your life still is tied through magic to the babe's."

      A movement over Lailant's shoulder drew her gaze, and Eirwyn shifted to peer around a tree. She saw someone coming through the secret entrance to the castle.

      She glanced at Knox, still straining as he created a wall to slow the spread of the curse. Then she nodded to the entrance.

      "We have more refugees," she told Lailant.

      She walked through the small gap in the wall and through the familiar woods to the no longer secret hole in the ground.

      She stopped on the edge of the glen, her brows raising in surprise. A man knelt on the ground, his hand extended down to help someone up the ladder.

      Her jaw dropped. He was bigger than Knox and looked to be made of solid stone. He even had stone wings on his back. He was slightly familiar but she couldn't put her finger on it.

      He glanced over, then grunted, "Ah, you survived. Excellent."

      Her mind reeled. "Um, do I know you?" she asked.

      He turned away from the entrance, stood, and offered his hand.

      She shook it as he said, "Name's Ashur. I'm a Robin, Knox' second in command. He was anxious about you. Did he survive too?"

      Ashur frowned and looked around. Eirwyn nodded, and he sighed, his face relaxing slightly as he knelt in the dirt once more.

      "Great, that's good. Now I don't have to handle this mess. He can." He began pulling people up the ladder. Eirwyn gasped as the first one up was the downstairs scullery maid at the castle. Except she'd been changed by magic.

      "Oh Molly, you poor dear." Eirwyn hugged her, the feathers on her head making Eirwyn sneeze, as Molly began to complain so quickly Eirwyn could barely understand.

      Eirwyn walked her to the edge of the glen and pointed to the gap in the wall of the road. She directed Molly through then turned.

      Ashur led more and more people through. Eirwyn kept directing them, checking on them, seeing what they needed and reassuring them they were safe now.

      She kept a calm smile on her face even though each person who came through was cursed with twisted features that mixed objects with their bodies. One had table legs instead of real legs, and one had a torso twisted like a wardrobe. There was even a little boy who seemed to be made entirely of wood. Several looked like animated caricatures of furniture.

      The more people came through, the more she worried about their lives. How would they eat, how long could they live like that, how quickly could they find a cure or curse reversal?

      And she worried about Bella. If the state of these people was any reflection on the mental status of her friend, she needed to be there to comfort her. She smiled and listened to the next person, offering reassurances.

      She kept glancing back at Knox to see if he was alright. Her gut told her he was growing weaker, spending too much magic.

      A familiar woman stepped up the ladder, her round cheeks red from exertion. "Heavens preserve us," she muttered, her eyes wild.

      Eirwyn raced over to her. "Helga, you're alive," she said, wrapping her arms around her former nanny.

      Helga grunted, then hugged her back. "Oh Eirwyn, I've been so worried about you. You're alright?"

      Helga pulled back, inspecting Eirwyn. "Well, you look right enough. Unlike myself."

      Helga pulled the cap off her head. Her hair fell down around her shoulders, but it wasn't actually hair. Instead, it was leaves. Eirwyn frowned and ran her fingers over one.

      "It's tea leaves, dear. What am I supposed to do with tea for hair?"

      Eirwyn snorted, her brows rising. "Make tea?"

      Helga rolled her eyes and stomped after the last of the people moving through the forest to the road. "There better be some type of civilization in this god-forsaken forest, or I swear..."

      Eirwyn shook her head and turned back to the stone man.

      The man ducked his head into the hole and said, "Hurry. We need to collapse this tunnel to prevent the curse from entering the forest."

      Eirwyn frowned, worry eating at her. She wasn't sure if collapsing the tunnel would work, but it was a different thought that nagged at her. "Scarlet! Have you seen Scarlet? She was with you earlier when you stormed the castle, yes?"

      He pursed his lips and nodded. "Yes, she took the brunt of the curse, and it's affected her worse than most of us."

      "She's alive then?" Eirwyn asked, her brows rising as she looked around. "Where is she?"

      Grimly, he nodded and pointed, but the next person he helped up wasn't Scarlet. "If she's in the crowd, we'll find her. She told me to lead them out, so maybe she's bringing up the rear."

      Eirwyn felt her heart race, and she bit her lip. The line of people no longer needed her direction so she stepped closer to meet Knox at the end of the Lone Road. She could feel that he was almost done, and he needed to know about Scarlet.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Knox raked a hand over his head and stared at the village as the blackness began to grow closer. He hoped he could remember what he'd read in the book when talking with Leopol.

      He lifted his hands and vines and trees began to grow thick from either side of him. A few more people stumbled toward him, and he kept a break in the living wall to let them through.

      He pictured the living wall and extended it in his mind along the forest's edge to the north and south. He wasn't sure how far the curse would extend, so in the north, he took it all the way to the sea, past the mountains.

      In the opposite direction, he stopped at the Southern Road, just in case others in the kingdom tried to flee into Glathen. He wanted them to have a way out if necessary.

      His arms began to shake as the magic wove through him. The trees grew into massive monoliths, extending four times higher than before and the trunks growing so wide they were as big as houses. He wove vines in the gaps, then pulled up the helrose hedges too.

      When there were no more movements in the village and the inky blackness was just a few feet away, he pushed the helroses toward the black sand. The blackness stopped and receded.

      He tested more of it with vines, and just before the inky blackness crept toward his feet, he stepped into the gap behind him and closed the magical wall.

      A sigh of relief echoed through the quiet of the forest, and he turned to see Eirwyn leaning against a tree. She smiled tightly and then bit her lip.

      "I was worried about you," she said with a shrug.

      Knox smiled, his shoulders relaxing somewhere. "Where's everyone at?"

      She nodded along the road. "I've walled off the road on both sides, and we've decided to camp on the road for the night. It'll be safer to travel to Vidrland tomorrow during the day according to your Robins."

      Knox sighed in relief and took a few steps along the road. Not many people had stayed near the edge of the forest, but he could see down the road as people began to congregate into groups. Some were setting fires in the middle of the road, and Knox waved his fingers, pushing the overhanging foliage back so nothing accidentally caught on fire.

      "I need to warn you about something," she said, walking up to him and linking their fingers.

      He wiped his sweaty brow and walked on shaky legs beside her.

      She looked up at him with a frown. "Are you alright? Did you use too much magic?"

      He shook his head. "No, pushed myself but I'm alright. Are you?"

      He'd gotten a surge of energy when they'd finished the mating rituals earlier. He pulled her to his side and wrapped an arm around her waist.

      She bit her lip and hesitated, then led him off the Lone Road and parallel to the edge of the forest. "Yeah, I'm fine."

      He squeezed her hip. "Come on. Out with it. It doesn't sound like you're fine. What's bothering you?"

      She sighed as they neared a familiar glen. She waved a hand at the sight before them. Lailant stood next to the secret entrance to the castle, the grate open as Ashur helped pull people up the ladder.

      Knox frowned. "I thought all the prisoners would've been out of there by now. What's going on?"

      Ashur looked up. He looked like he'd aged in the hours since they'd been separated. He turned back to help someone else up through the grate.

      Knox blinked. It wasn't really a person though, was it?

      The heavyset man heaved through, another voice grumbling behind him. But the man had clock hands for a mustache. His hair looked like the curling wood of a grandfather clock. He stepped to the side and opened his jacket, popping the buttons on his shirt.

      "Hobbs!" Eirwyn gasped, running to the man and touching his arm in comfort.

      He began to curse. "Hells, your majesty, what am I supposed to do with this?"

      Knox rubbed his head but before Eirwyn could answer, the next person came through the grate.

      "You're a clock. That's not so bad. Look at me, for drake's sake."

      "Miere! Oh thank the gods, I was worried about you two. Cookie is safe. Did you see her come up? She's just gone through to the Lone Road where we've set up camp."

      Knox looked at the thin man, his hair dripping wax as a flame flickered from the top of his head. Two more flames rose from his shoulders, and he turned and blew one out.

      It relit itself, and the two men began arguing over whose curse was worse, each seeking Eirwyn's counsel as she led them to the road. She smiled and nodded, but just let the men talk. She handed them off neatly to a large woman with an apron.

      Lailant stood to the side of the glen, and Eirwyn walked back to her with a frown as she whispered. Knox wanted to wrap an arm around her waist, needed to touch her.

      He looked back at Ashur as he handed someone else up from the ladder, but he didn't appear to need any help. So he followed his heart and stepped over to Eirwyn, wrapping an arm around her shoulders.

      Eirwyn asked Lailant, "They were caught in Bella's curse? Did it change all the people in the castle into something else?"

      Lailant nodded. "Yes, the poor girl's gone quite mad in her grief. She's mixed her illusions with transmutation and who knows what else."

      Eirwyn's voice shook as she asked, "Did she really love my brother, then?"

      Lailant looked at them both. "She thought she loved him, mostly because of that awful mirror."

      At the mention of the mirror, Knox' mind whirled. What was so important about that? It nagged at him, but he was too tired to remember what was so familiar. He raked a hand down his face.

      Ashur began to close the grate, but Lailant stabbed the ground with her cane.

      "Wait, gargoyle. There's one more."

      Ashur rubbed his head, and his hair didn't move. Knox blinked, but Eirwyn snapped her fingers. "That's it. That's why you look so familiar."

      His friend had been cursed too. His skin was as marble, and his brown hair now looked to be chiseled in stone. Wings hung heavy behind him.

      "Did you say gargoyle?" Knox asked, his brows high.

      Ashur glared at him, then reached a hand inside the hole in the ground. "Don't start, mate," Ashur growled.

      Eirwyn said, "You look just like the gargoyle's that were on the roof of the castle. I used to pretend they were my friends when I was a child, before I learned to escape."

      Ashur shook his head with a sigh and pulled a woman up. Knox was tired and still trying to comprehend the change that had come over Ashur.

      Eirwyn gasped, stepping out of his arms. He immediately went on alert, needing to protect her. He battled with his possessiveness.

      "Scarlet, are you alright?" Eirwyn pulled her forward, grabbing her forearms to check her over.

      Knox jerked, his eyes shifting to Scarlet in shock at seeing her in a one shoulder dress made out of one long piece of cloth. Apprehension washed over him, clawing at his stomach as his eyes met hers. She had been changed too, and she was not happy about it.

      Antlers stuck up on top of her head between two long floppy ears. She had white freckles on her cheeks along with her regular freckles, whiskers, and a pale pink nose. When she turned slightly to hug Eirwyn, he saw a wolf's tail poking through her awkward dress.

      Knox stepped over. "Red," he said softly, a knot in his throat. "I thought you'd gotten out with the prisoners."

      He pulled her into a hug, lifting her feet off the ground. She stiffened, then slapped his back and rested her head on his shoulder with a sigh.

      "I took a healing potion, then jumped into the rebellion. What the king tried to do with Eirwyn–it wasn't right."

      "But are you alright?" he asked, gently setting her on her feet.

      "I'll be fine, Knox," she whispered, not letting him go. That's when he knew she was more upset than she was letting on. She never accepted physical affection or comfort, not since her dad died.

      She only allowed herself a few moments of comfort, then she was pulling back. She stiffened her spine and lifted her fist, glaring at him. She punched him in the bicep.

      He grunted out of instinct, but his skin was tougher now from the shifting scales so he barely felt it. "Hey, what's that for?"

      She put her hands on her hips. "You're the leader of the Robins? This whole time, and you didn't tell me?"

      He shrugged and ran a hand over the side of his head sheepishly. "You're a Hunter, Scarlet, and you've stayed away from the forest for a long time. I wasn't sure where your loyalties lay, so I thought it was better to leave you in the dark."

      She glared at him and crossed her arms. "Pa would've joined the Robins long ago. Maybe I would've too if you'd have shared about it. We'll never know, will we?"

      She shook her head and crossed her arms, cocking a hip and wiggling her nose and whiskers as she glared at him. "I knew there was something going on with you, but it took a nationwide rebellion for me to find out."

      He shrugged. "I'm sorry, Scarlet. But are you chewing me out so we avoid talking about your–ahem..."

      He trailed off, and Scarlet's cheeks flushed. It'd been years since he'd seen her blush that brightly. His brows rose.

      "I'm not going to talk about it," she said, tilting her head up and stomping through the glen to the Lone Road.

      Eirwyn walked beside Scarlet, chattering and trying to comfort her. Lailant looked at him and said, "She's going to need you a lot more in the coming months. We all will. Seal that hole up to stop the spread of the curse, then start leading your people, your majesty."

      She nodded, then turned and walked away.

      Knox raked a hand over his head and stretched his neck with a sigh. He had so many questions. He shook his head, his mind fuzzy from the use of so much magic.

      Ashur closed the grate with a bang, making him wince.

      Knox shook his head, dizziness swarming him. He straightened his shoulders and waved his hands, weaving vines over it and then growing a tree from seed over it for good measure. His hands shook with the effort, then dropped to his side.

      Ashur slapped him on the back when he was finished, and Knox almost went sprawling. Ashur jerked him upright and grinned sheepishly.

      "Sorry, mate. Don't realize my own new found strength. You going to the Edge?"

      "No, I just need some food and good night's rest. We might need to hunt for some of these people. If any of them pushed themselves in using their magic like I did, they'll need something warm and hearty. They're safe for tonight, but we'll need to set up patrols anyway. It's still Growlers mating season, after all."

      Ashur grinned and crossed his stony arms.

      Knox raised his brows. "What?"

      Ashur shook his head. "Nothing. It's just... you're going to make a great king."

      Knox stiffened but didn't argue as they went back to camp, his mind trying to organize and plan what their next steps needed to be.

      "Will's dead," Ashur said quietly.

      Knox stumbled, and Ashur grabbed his arm. He straightened and turned at the entrance to the camp. He watched Eirwyn move among the people, smiling tiredly. She made sure those who needed a hand were paired with someone strong who could help. Her eyes met his, and she frowned. He felt a wave of concern, and he shook his head.

      She went back to helping the people. John sat on his horse, probably taking inventory with his strange writing tablet. The former prisoners talking animatedly with the refugees from town.

      Perhaps it wouldn't be so bad being the leader of all these people, since he had his mate with him. They loved her, and so did he. He swallowed hard past the lump of emotions in his throat.

      "Tell me what happened," Knox demanded. Ashur explained how they'd stormed the castle, found the king and queen, and Will's last mission.

      "So he killed the king like he always wanted," Knox said softly.

      Ashur nodded, and they both stood in silence as they honored their fallen friend.
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      Eirwyn rubbed her back and yawned for the third time in an hour. She was exhausted from flying and yesterday, her mind on autopilot. All day, she and Helga spoke with people to maintain morale, with Helga noting their requirements.

      The walk to Vidrland was long and arduous, but Eirwyn was in awe of Knox. Sure, the people had no problem talking with her, and she kept the children entertained with shadow stories. But Knox...

      A dispute broke out between a priest and two nobles when they tried to use the hammock he made for them. Knox had listened to both sides and resolved it fairly.

      A few nobles pushed ahead in the line for the meager breakfast provided by Robins. The commoners had grumbled, but Knox had stepped in and sent them to the back of the line.

      Everyone was talking about this new idea of everyone being treated equally. Some nobles had threatened to go to Glathen, and Knox had told them to go ahead. Eirwyn smiled, still finding it funny.

      Knox helped keep the peace and worked with the Robins to transport those who couldn't travel alone. He was a natural leader, and as the day went on, she was more and more impressed.

      She could tell the people were too. At dawn, John, the dwarf, went back to Vidrland and gathered carts and volunteers. They'd arrived around lunch with enough food to feed the hundreds on the road.

      Soon after lunch, they'd turned off the Lone Road and onto a hidden side road that led north to Vidrland. Knox had ridden ahead, shifting the protection spells so that anyone who stayed on the road would be safe.

      He came back with a cart and picked up more families with small children. Then he handed the reins to a Robin and walked to Eirwyn.

      She smiled, arching her back and stretching. Her feet ached, and she still hadn't told Knox about the pregnancy.

      He let the rest of the crowd pass, then he led her to the south side of the Lone Road. Directly opposite of the small track that went north to Vidrland, he waved his fingers.

      The wall of trees began to revert back to normal. Her fingers laced with his, she followed him just off the southern side of the road. There lay two giant boulders about the size of a bench. The symbols of three gods were neatly carved into both of them. Behind the boulders stood an old tree, blooming with familiar purple blue flowers.

      A heaviness pressed on her chest as she stared at the boulders.

      His voice was deep and reverent. "This is where your parents died."

      She sucked in a breath.

      "I was ten when Olive and I went on the annual pilgrimage to the southern ruins. We came upon the carriage accident in the forest. Olive fought the vampire assassin, her magic pushing him away from you."

      Her eyes misted, and she looked up at him. "You were there?"

      He nodded, not looking away from the stone. "Until then, Olive had kept me away from the Lone Road. I'd never seen anything like that accident before. You were crying. Olive used her magic to sneak you out of the carriage and away from the vampire as he finished draining your parents."

      She choked, and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. He kissed the top of her head.

      "I held you as a tiny babe and didn't even know what you'd mean to me someday."

      The tears ran down her cheeks, and she turned her head to bury it into his chest. Someone had given him a shirt, so sadly he hadn't gone around bare chested all day.

      When her tears slowed, she stepped forward and laid a palm on each of the boulders.

      "You put these stones here?"

      He nodded, then he grew wiggled his fingers. The tree by the boulders lowered a branch. He reached up with his other hand and snapped off the purple blue flowers.

      "I recognize these. You've given me these before."

      She looked up, the scent flooding her nose as she inhaled deeply, the wind blowing through the leaves.

      "This was the perfume she had on that day. The closest I could find in nature, anyway. She was so beautiful. You take after her."

      Eirwyn closed her eyes, another tear rolling down her cheek as she turned to face him. "Thank you for saving me."

      He ran a hand over the side of his head and looked away. "I couldn't just leave you there."

      She stepped closer but paused, not touching him. "Not just for saving me back then. But for saving me from my brother too. I would've been dead by now if not for you."

      He looked down with his glittering emerald eyes, and he reached for her waist. "I will always save you, Eirwyn."

      He kissed her forehead softly, then he pulled her into a hug. "But you saved me too. Holding you as a baby made me feel the need to protect you. You lit a fire in my soul that day, Eirwyn. If I hadn't met you, I wouldn't have transferred those feelings to the forest. I wouldn't have become the master warden of the druids. I wouldn't have saved the wounded soldiers from the war. I wouldn't have stopped your brother from trying to invade the forest."

      He trailed off, and Eirwyn let the peace wash over her. She longed for a nap under a tree in the late summer sun.

      He kissed her cheek and stepped back, looking at her with a frown. "You're tired. I can feel it."

      She yawned and nodded. "I've been feeling your emotions too. It's the mate bond."

      They'd talked about losing his third in command Robin last night when he'd finally crawled into the hammock beside her. Then she'd held him as she'd felt his heart breaking.

      Knox looked up and frowned. "I can shift and fly you to Vidrland. I don't know why I didn't think of that sooner."

      She shrugged and stretched. "I can fly myself too, remember? I just haven't felt like I had the strength back to do it."

      He tugged on her hand, and they went back to the Lone Road. She gave one last look behind her before stepping through the forest. The boulders and tree were completely hidden from the road.

      Even if she and Helga would've made it all the way to this spot of the road all those weeks ago, they never would've found it.

      Knox shifted into his hulking green dragon, but he was smaller than he'd been in the battle. Now he was just slightly larger than a horse.

      He laid on all four paws like a dog, his stomach on the ground. She ran her hands over the scales on his head, and he shivered.

      Go on. Climb between my wings.

      She smiled slowly. "In a minute. I want to explore."

      He whipped his head to see her out of one eye, and she grinned and wiggled her eyebrows.

      I don't think that's a good idea, Eirwyn.

      She ran her hands down his neck to his chest, then turned and walked around him. Slowly, she trailed her hands over his flanks and wings. He twitched but held still, even though his breathing began to grow shallow.

      She walked around to his tail, trailing her hand down most of it and rubbing her hand over the tip. He shuddered in her palm, the green venom coating her palm as he swung his head around to watch her. She pulled on the waistband of her pants, tugging her homemade belt loose so they barely stayed up.

      Then she rubbed her ooze covered hand down her mound and cupped herself. The warm liquid made her gasp and her nipples pebble.

      "We could make a fortune if this worked as an aphrodisiac for everyone," she gasped while touching herself.

      He growled. I don't want to hurt you. I'm going to shift back.

      "Don't you dare." Eirwyn trailed her other hand down his tail to his back leg as he raised onto all fours. He was taller than a regular horse. He'd have to lay on the ground for her to ride him.

      But he could ride her first. She slid her hand around to cup his balls, his dick already lengthening and growing even more.

      Hells, Eirwyn, I'm holding on by a thread here. I don't want to get violent.

      She gulped and set up a furious rhythm in her own pants. "Just do what feels right, Knox. And I'll tell you if it's too much."

      She ducked between his back legs and took his dragon dick into her hand.

      She jerked, leaning back and reaching up with her other hand. "Knox, what the hells is this?"

      Both hands wrapped around two different dicks, both coming out of the same base. Knox breathed on her back, and she moved to the side to show him.

      Fuck, I have two cocks.

      She laughed at his tone of voice. Tone of thoughts? Whatever, she lubed him up with the ooze from his tail and licked her lips.

      "Well, this is going to be fun. It just so happens I have two holes, one for each of these big boys."

      Knox snorted a laugh, blowing green gas between his legs as he shifted. She squeezed her hands, and his laughter choked as he stomped a back foot.

      She smiled slowly, anticipation racing up her spine.

      She couldn't close her fingers around the green and brown ridged lengths. One was longer than the other, both rivaling her forearm in size with wide, flaring tips. The same bumps and ridges that he had on his head in his human form he had on his dragon dick.

      When she ran her hands up and down slowly, he oozed green and white pre-cum. Her mouth watered, and she licked the tip of the bigger one. It grew harder than she ever imagined and jumped.

      Her mouth stretched wide as she took more of him in. She wasn't sure that he'd be able to get the entire bulging tip in.

      But she wanted to feel that painful stretch in her pussy. Excitement raced through her at the idea of him taking her ass and holding her down. She needed it with an ache unlike any she'd ever felt before.

      I know what you want, Eirwyn. I can feel it, hear your thoughts. This is a dangerous game, my love.

      Green gas billowed around her, and she grew dizzy with desire. She breathed hard through her nose and used both hands to squeeze and stroke as she took his hot, thrusting cock into her mouth.

      He began rocking his hips and grunting. He thrust a little too hard, and she fell onto her backside.

      She giggled, then tugged off her boots and pants. She spread the pants on the ground to keep her from getting too dirty, then rolled onto all fours. She wiggled her ass and reached back to grab one of his cocks. It jumped in her hand, more pre-cum filling her palm to swirl around the tip.

      Oh gods, Eirwyn, are you sure? Last chance.

      "Please, Knox." She slid him closer. She finally felt him stretch her entrance, the other sliding up her crack and nestling between the globes.

      "Go slow, but please don't stop." Desperation clawed at her, and she closed her eyes as she panted.

      He briefly paused at her words, then pushed in a gentle rocking motion. In and out, he teased her, the flared tip too wide to go in at first. Her hand let go of his cock, and she fell onto her elbows and knees.

      The changed angle helped him slip the tip inside, and her silky heat captured him. She groaned, resting her forehead on her forearms and widening her legs as far as she could.

      He stroked the furnace within, and his girth stretched her, finally popping inside. She gasped and jerked in surprise, the sensation overwhelming her.

      "Gods yes, that's it."

      He gave shallow thrusts but they were becoming more forceful. The green gas blocked her view, intensifying her awareness of him. Her arousal spiked, and she reached back to grab the other cock.

      He froze behind her, his cock jumping within her.

      Are you sure? It's bigger than my tail.

      She nodded and panted, the pre-cum lubing her and driving her mad with need.

      He pressed slowly deeper, and she whimpered, shaking her head. It was too much, she needed a moment to adjust.

      But he didn't stop, pushing past her dark ring and making her scream and try to claw away. A claw pressed on the back of her neck, holding her down as he slid inside, stretching her too wide. She tensed and whimpered with every ridge.

      He slammed all the way inside and his balls slapped against her. She screamed, the pressure and pain sending her straight to an orgasm that took her by surprise. She spasmed which made the tips flare within her.

      She was speared by him and so incredibly full. Lights burst around them as he began to withdraw, then thrust back inside.

      The flared tips prevented him from withdrawing all the way, making her flinch and moan. She screamed again, writhing beneath him, his claw holding her down between the shoulder blades.

      She needed more. He was so big, impossibly huge, and it hurt so good. Her walls tightened around his shafts, milking him in an age-old animal mating.

      Her legs began to quake and tremble as he rode her body with the passion of a beast. The raw rhythm shifted, and he began to slam his hips, his body hard and primal against her.

      More? Gods, yes. I'm going to destroy you, Eirwyn. You're mine, my mate, my love.

      He shifted, cocooning her body between his legs and under his belly. A hump of soft grass and flowers rose to meet her stomach, holding her hips in place. The angle changed as the ground rolled under her, and she moaned, gasped, and writhed.

      The slapping of flesh made her whimper and go wild.

      Words escaped her, only the pleasured cries sweeping through her, mixing with his feral animal grunts of desire. He took her with a pounding need and a driving hunter. Hearts beating, bodies melding, she opened herself to him heart, body, and soul.

      She was so close, just a little further.

      He stretched her to the limit, and her inner walls rippled against him. Each hard thrust sent her reeling, and he pistoned harder, his shaft slicking in and out.

      Her teeth clenched as she reached the peak, and a soul-shattering orgasm robbed her of her senses. She screamed into the forest, tension inside her exploding. Her body shook, and she gave into the moment with total surrender.

      Heat streaked through her. Her body went taught, and she erupted. There was no thinking. There was no time or space or anything except the joining of their two bodies.

      Her body spasmed around him, lost in the throes of pleasure. His body tensed around hers, then she felt the knot at the tip flare even more.

      He went savage. A claw on her neck pushed her down into the dirt. He slammed into her with a ferocity that left her screaming. Her body shook and her pussy ached from the relentless pounding.

      His hips hit her backside, roughly sending her forward. She thrashed under him, and he held her neck down.

      Being confined made her go wild. She met him thrust for thrust, stroke for stroke as she climbed toward another even higher orgasm.

      The fury of his deep thrusts filled her, and she craved his release. She was desperate for it, and she whimpered. She couldn't take much more of this animal rutting, the stretching making her clench in pain with every thrust.

      Still she wanted more. She widened her legs, drawing him deeper and making tears sting her eyes from the painful pleasure.

      He tensed and his thrusts slammed her into the ground. His release was hot and violent, savage like him, and she gloried in it. With a roar that sent birds flying from the trees, his hot seed coated her insides, filling her holes like lightning.

      Green gas filled her nostrils, paralyzing her with pleasure. At the explosion and heat, her entire body shuddered. A final scream ripped from her throat as her silken sheath clenched around his hot ridged members.

      A raw, rippling wave washed over her from breasts to thighs. It washed her mind clean of all reason as she spasmed and writhed under him. She stiffened and convulsed, a cry of satisfaction on her lips.

      Still, he flooded her in pulse after pulse of lava-like spurts, his body jerking hard and driving her further into the dirt. Each spasm of his sent off a chain reaction in her as they fueled each other's climax. Their bodies were fused in one shared release that defied all probability.

      Eirwyn panted, her body shaking softly as he slowly pulled away, releasing his hold on her neck. She hissed as his flared tips lodged inside, coming up onto shaking elbows.

      Am I hurting you?

      He shifted so she could rest more easily, shifting the grass and flowers under her to cradle her body. She laid on them with a sigh and shook her head, hoping he could feel her emotions because she wasn't able to form words right now.

      She nodded and moaned but couldn't speak yet. She just wanted him to stay inside for a while.

      I'd stay here all day if you'd let me.

      He chuckled, the vibrations of it making her gasp and another ripple of aftershocks flowing through her wet core. She was replete, more satisfied than she'd ever been. She grinned as her breathing slowed.

      I love you, Eirwyn.

      I love you too, she thought as she yawned and slipped into a dreamless sleep.
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      Knox stood in the lodge later that evening to meet with his trusted advisers. John had a map of their current buildings, tents, and treehouses.

      Knox ran a hand through his head as they planned how to expand so that everyone would have shelter for the upcoming winter.

      They'd all made it safely to Vidrland, except for Scarlet who had decided to go to Olive and seek advice.

      Knox felt a renewed energy from sleeping with Eirwyn earlier in dragon form. It had taken nearly an hour for his knot to deflate enough to slip free. Then he'd shifted back into his human form so he could dress her.

      Then he'd shifted back to dragon to fly them both to Vidrland. She'd slept through the entire thing. He'd tucked her into the treehouse he normally stayed in, then had gone to see how he help get everyone settled.

      Now that dinner was ending, several others were trickling into the main lodge. He kept catching snippets of conversations as he talked with John, Ashur, the two old druids, and the other half dozen around the table.

      "He lets just anyone listen in on political meetings? How original."

      "What's this voting thing about? How does that work?"

      "Did you see him fly into town this afternoon with the princess? Wait, is she still a princess or is she a queen? Is this a town, a city, or a village? What are we?"

      The last one had made his lips twitch as the teenager had hit the nail on the head. What were they?

      Just then Lailant tapped her cane on the floor where she sat at the table. She'd insisted on joining them at the table and listening in.

      Lailant looked at Knox. "Are you ready to assume the mantle of responsibility you were born to?"

      Knox nodded silently, his jaw clenching. She must've heard the teenager too.

      Then Lailant nodded her head and arched a brow. "Then you know what to do."

      He sighed and rubbed his head as he looked over the crowd. Eirwyn walked through the door, smiling and nodding as she listened to one of the cursed castle servants. A human watering can who seemed to leak water out of his sleeves.

      He consulted with the others at the table, then he lifted his voice to the crowd and said, "We're going to have our first public meeting in one hour. Spread the word. Anyone can join but we need to outline some rules, policies, and procedures."

      Eirwyn came to him, and he leaned down and kissed her cheek.

      "How are you feeling?" he asked softly as people began to stream out the door to invite others to the meeting.

      "Sore." Her wide grin and twinkling eyes made him pull her closer.

      "Have you eaten dinner?" She nodded so he continued. "In that case, let's take a quick dip in the hot springs. John, we'll be back in half an hour. You have the agenda drawn up with our talking points?"

      John nodded, so Knox placed his hand on the small of Eirwyn's back and led her through the bustling crowd. Before they walked through the door, a stray thought had him turning. He took in the large room. They'd never be able to fit everyone inside.

      Eirwyn seemed to know what he was thinking because she squeezed his hand. "In the capital, there's a coliseum with rows of bench seating. Could you make something like that in here?"

      He ran his other hand on the side of his head and nodded. He took a deep breath and waved his fingers. On three sides of the building, he built rows of benches, angling them down toward the center of the room.

      He created three sets of stairs and aisles but left a wide area around the central oval table and near the massive fireplace on the fourth wall. Those still inside yelped at the shifting floor and walls, but none of them fell.

      When he was done, he sighed and Eirwyn looked up at him, pride shining in her eyes.

      "That was amazing." Her voice was awed, and he felt his cheeks heat.

      "Wait until you see how we're going to build up the town." He grinned and led her outside.

      He was going to need to push back the wall of trees around the growing town, but it would have to wait until tomorrow. They approached the S path entrance to the hot springs. It was tucked in a secluded glen, and he was grateful to see it empty. Everyone was scrambling to prepare for the meeting.

      He wasn't worried, though. With his mate by his side, they could handle anything.

      "You're rather quiet tonight," he said softly.

      She sighed and leaned her cheek on his arm as they entered the glen. "I know. It's just a lot to take in. My brother is dead, my friend is... well, I don't know what Bella is anymore. And Scarlet–"

      "Will be alright. She's tough, a survivor, and she has Olive's help."

      Eirwyn sniffled and nodded. "I know, but she's stuck in the forest now unless she goes into Glathen. Some refugees are Hunters, did you know? What will they do for income? How are we going to feed all these people through the winter? And there are so many Growlers here."

      Knox waved his fingers on the edge of the hot springs and formed a bench. He sat and cupped her face, wiping her tears away. "It's going to be fine. We're going to build up Vidrland into a proper town and protect the people. That's what our meeting will be about tonight. I'll explain how we're going to build shelters, where we'll find food, and how we'll set up a trade network with Glathen, with your help that is."

      Her brows rose. "My help? Really?"

      He nodded and sat back with a smile. "Absolutely. I can't lead people without you, Eirwyn. You can help negotiate a treaty and convince them to recognize our reign."

      A stab of apprehension flooded him at her stunned expression.

      "Our–oh, Knox, I love you so much." She wiped the corner of an eye then threw her arms around his neck.

      "I love you too, princess. Although I should probably call you my queen now, huh? Can we have a coronation ceremony tonight? I'd like to claim you in front of the entire world, if you'll have me? Will you marry me, be my mate, my Feral queen?"

      Eirwyn gasped and pulled back, her eyes shining with excitement. "Oh Knox, I'd love to. You know, I've always hated the idea of matters of the state. Politics was always something I despised, possibly because I always felt lacking around Gastone."

      He frowned and began to unbutton her dress. Where she'd found a dress that fit her reasonably well he had no idea. But the soft blue cotton was perfect, gathering under her breasts and hanging to her toes. It was a style the women in Vidrland had adopted over the years, as they needed more movement than the tight bodices of Busparia or Glathen allowed.

      "If you don't want to be involved, that's alright too. I was thinking we can rebuild Hartsgrove and live there? If you'd like, that is. Maybe even a town around Hartsgrove manor. Would you like that?"

      He wasn't a fan of towns but since he'd stopped wearing his cloak and hiding who he was, it was like a feeling of peace came over him. Perhaps a town where everyone accepted him wouldn't be so bad.

      Eirwyn clapped and nodded. "Yes, we can raise our children there!"

      Knox' eyes widened at her exuberance, and he swallowed hard. "Kids, yes. I hadn't ever thought of having kids before."

      She bit her lip and dug her toe in the dirt as she looked down, suddenly apprehensive. He felt it come off her in waves. "Do you want kids?"

      He raked a hand over the side of his head her erratic emotions giving him whiplash. "I think so. I'd like to wait a while though. We need to get Vidrland built up, Hartsgrove rebuilt and a town started, and convince Glathen to recognize us as a nation and sign a treaty and trade agreement. That's probably going to take some negotiating with the Growlers too."

      He undid the last button on her dress and let it fall to the ground. She turned and put her hands on the hard knot that was her stomach. "Well, I think that ship has sailed because we're pregnant."

      He stared straight ahead at her stomach and blinked, his jaw dropping. "Are you–are you sure? Oh gods."

      His mind raced as he leaned forward and put his hand on the small bulge, feeling how hard it was. It was the size of an apple, but definitely something that hadn't been there a few days ago.

      She bit her lip then rushed out, "Lailant confirmed it, yes."

      "Oh gods, how long do we have to prepare? My egg was the size of a human newborn. How are you going to give birth to that and survive? Humans are slipper and long, but an egg is wide, and you're so petite–"

      Eirwyn kissed him, stealing his breath. He swallowed and invaded her mouth, making her moan. She teased his tongue, dueling and teasing him with her plump lips.

      His panic over her safety shifted into racing desire, and his balls grew heavy. He pulled her closer, reaching for her body. But she pulled away, breaking the kiss and looking up at him with raised brows.

      "Don't panic. Lailant said I'll deliver in a few weeks, but dragon pregnancies aren't like human ones. We're mated though, so my body has changed. I'm suited for this, Knox, and I'll be alright."

      He breathed deeply through his nose. "I just need to protect you and keep you safe, my love."

      She smiled and cupped his cheek, running her hand up and over the scales at his temple. "I know, and I love you for it. We'll get the books from the dwarves and Hartsgrove and find everything we need to know. And if that doesn't work, we'll see if we can find answers in Glathen or Busparia's capital libraries."

      He pulled her head to his chest and breathed slowly, just holding her and ensuring she was safe. He wanted to be like this always.

      "Is–are you upset?" Her voice was small and vulnerable, and he pulled back and looked into her blue eyes as he sank to his knees.

      "I'd never be upset over this, Eirwyn. This is a miracle that I never expected to have. Thank you."

      Knox kissed her stomach reverently, and some of the tension in her shoulders eased as she smiled. His chest felt near to bursting with joy, and he swept her up in a hug that brought her off her feet.

      She laughed and wiped a tear from her eye. "Well, thank you for mating me, because I didn't think I'd ever want to settle down. Then you came along."

      He nuzzled her neck, holding her naked body in his still clothed on. He kissed up her cheek to her lips. "I'm ready to settle down with you too, Eirwyn. Settle down into the sweet, wet depths of your pussy."

      His dick hardened, and he nipped her bottom lip. Now that he was back in human form, he was down to only the one cock, but that was alright with him as long as he could still satisfy his queen.

      "Knox, we don't have time," she gasped and giggled.

      He groaned, kissing her lips softly. "I know, I know. Just a kiss."

      He swooped in to steal a kiss. He devoured her, a promise of what he intended to do later tonight. She kissed like an angel and fucked like a demon. He never wanted to stop holding her, touching her, being near her.

      When they finally broke the kiss, they were out of time to dip into the hot springs. He helped her pull her dress back up, but his hands must've wandered too much because she was laughing and slapping him away. She finished the last few buttons herself, then they walked arm in arm back to the lodge.
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        * * *

      

      Eirwyn chuckled again, surprised by ringing truth of their conversation. She really was ready to settle down now, be a mom, a wife, a queen. It's funny how she wanted to fly free of all the responsibilities just a few weeks ago.

      And now her life was completely different, yet the responsibilities, rules, and structure of society didn't weigh on her shoulders like it did before. Perhaps it was because they were forging a new society in the forest. They could set the rules so that they were fair and logical for all.

      When they walked into the lodge, a hush fell over the crowd. It was packed and standing room only, even with the addition of the benches that were angled almost up to the ceiling. They walked down the newly made center aisle to the oval table in the center of the room.

      Lailant sat in one chair along with the dwarf and gargoyle. Two old druids sat along with six others whom she assumed were former soldiers and Robins.

      Knox pulled out a chair, and Eirwyn sat. Then he sat beside her. Ashur stood and turned to the crowd as Knox took her hand in his.

      She hadn't ever attended a Council meeting with her brother, so she wasn't sure what to expect. But somehow she doubted it was quite like this.

      John slid two pieces of paper over to each person on the table. Eirwyn read through each line as Ashur spoke.

      Ashur outlined the Robin's code, the core rules that governed them all. He explained how he'd come to be in Vidrland and how he and Knox had formed the Robins. Then he explained how Knox had been born from an egg.

      Eirwyn flipped the page, her brows rising as she read the agenda and plan for the fledgling nation.

      "He is a dragon, but that's not something to fear. All his life, he has protected this forest and its people, well before he realized it was his birthright. I would like to formally nominate Knox to be king of the Feral Forest. Do we have anyone to second?"

      One druid said, "Aye, I'll second the motion."

      Ashur nodded and proceeded. "All in favor will say aye and all opposed with say nay. All in favor, say aye."

      Ayes chorused around them, the loudest coming from the Robins. Then Ashur said, "All those opposed, say nay."

      A louder group said nay. Knox squeezed her fingers. Ashur looked at Knox, and Knox nodded, his voice projecting even though he didn't stand up or release his grip on Eirwyn's hand.

      "If anyone has concerns to voice, do so now. There will be no repercussions."

      Someone shouted from the crowd, "We just got rid of one tyrant. We don't want to exchange it for another."

      Knox nodded and several others murmured their assent. She could feel his disappointment and frustration. He just wanted to protect the people, but if they didn't let him...

      She bit her lip, bouncing her leg as an idea began to take root.
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      Eirwyn squeezed Knox' hand and leaned over to whisper. "Can I try something?"

      He nodded, and she stood. She was used to telling stories for the tavern, but this was a much larger crowd. All eyes turned to her, and she took a deep breath.

      "It might help to show you what the plans are of the– are you called a Council?"

      One druid pushed up his glasses and said, "We prefer Confederation."

      She nodded and threw a kaleidoscope of lights into the air, then twisted her hands to form shapes. "The Confederation is the law governing body and will be composed of the king, the druid judges, and the ranking members of the Robins. They have come together and created a plan for economic and political stability. Let me show you."

      She showed Vidrland as it was now, then she led them through each step that was on the papers John had passed out.

      "First, we will build shelters. This is the plan for the town of Vidrland. See the market district will be here and the houses here. All house lots will be the same size, so there will not be a ghetto or a noble district. You can build whatever house you want as long as it fits on your lot."

      "Aye, but we ran into this god forsaken forest with only the clothes on our backs. How are we going to pay for these houses?" someone shouted.

      Eirwyn shifted the dancing lights, shrinking the town to show a map of the forest and surrounding nations. "Excellent point. We have two primary options and a third, longer option. First, we can set up a trade agreement with Glathen. Once we get them to formally recognize us as a nation state, we will have access to their resources. We have a monopoly on the lumber industry, but did you know that the mountains to the north are full of gems? Gems that have been inaccessible for hundreds of years."

      Excited chatter echoed through the room as Eirwyn showed them her vision of what she understood.

      John pointed above their heads. "There used to be two mining operations by Glathen and Busparia, but when they killed off the dragons, they lost access to the mountains right there. See that valley? We could develop a mining town there on the shores of the river."

      Knox pointed to another spot on her map of lights. "There are also technology items that the dwarves have invented. We can set up an assembly line factory to produce those technology items and sell them. There's a way to put a spell on each item so that no other nation can duplicate the technology."

      He summarized half a dozen items they'd used on their way to Hartsgrove, and Eirwyn threw a light burst at the ceiling for each one, showing the crowd what they looked like.

      Then Knox pointed to another spot. "This is Hartsgrove manor. It's the castle built by my ancestors and my birthright. Even if you do not elect me as king, I will keep what is mine."

      He gave a hard stare across the crowd and some murmurs died to whispers.

      Lailant slammed her cane on the floor twice and said, "To serve and protect is his birthright. To ask him to do neither is like telling a fish not to swim."

      Eirwyn showed them the next steps to a treaty with the Growlers and a port in the treacherous northern border to export goods through the mountains.

      "So there are plans in place to make money, and the opportunities are solid businesses. If you put in the work, you can absolutely afford a house."

      "I just want to go home," a woman cried out.

      Eirwyn frowned and nodded sadly. "I know, me too. But we might not have a home to go back to. We need to research so we don't walk back into a death trap. There is also a proposal to send delegates into Busparia via the Southern Road to see how far the curse spreads. We–Knox and I–have books in Hartsgrove that might help us find a reversal spell. If not, then we intend to ask Glathen for access to their libraries."

      "We can't trust Glathen," someone shouted.

      Eirwyn shrugged. "We don't know yet if we can or not. But these plans are moot if we don't have a leader. They won't recognize a Confederation of citizens all united as one. The kingdom needs a face to represent us to the world, someone with a a strong hand and a brilliant mind, someone who will listen to concerns and take action to solve problems."

      "That would be you, princess," another cried.

      Eirwyn laughed and the lights on the ceiling danced in a rainbow of colors. "I'm more than willing, but I've never been a leader. Gastone kept me out of politics. The only way this is going to work is for Knox and I to rule together."

      Ashur banged his hand on the table, and papers jumped. "Aye, on that note, I would like to make a motion for both Knox to be proclaimed king and Eirwyn be our Queen of the Feral Forest until either of them cannot perform their duties, at which time we will hold another election."

      A brief pause, then John said, "Perhaps we will get more support if we put a limit on it and hold re-elections? Say every five years?"

      Ashur nodded. "Same motion as before but changed. Knox will be king and Eirwyn will be Queen for five years, at which point we will hold new elections. All in favor say aye."

      The crowd's voice rose as one. Then Ashur grinned. "All those who oppose say nay."

      Less than half a dozen said nay, and Ashur banged his fist on the table again.

      "The ayes have it. Congratulations, your majesties."

      Eirwyn released her magic with star bursts of colorful lights and the crowd clapped.

      Eirwyn sat back down with a smile and reached for Knox' hand again. He grinned and leaned over to kiss her.

      When they broke apart, John was sliding a bag across the table to Ashur. He flipped open the top of the bag and pulled out two crowns.

      He walked to stand behind Knox and lifted the larger crown. "I have known Knox for a decade, and I doubt I'll see this on his head much. He's not one for putting on airs. He's a good man, a good worker, and a protector to his core. I think you're going to like having him as king."

      Knox froze, sitting straight with wide eyes as he placed the crown on his head. "I decree in the presence of those here and by the authority granted to me by the Confederation of the Feral Forest and the gods themselves that you are Knoxious Clawson, King of the Feral Forest. All hail the king."

      The crowd chanted, "All hail the king."

      Then Ashur moved to stand behind Eirwyn. Apprehension made her sweat, but she wouldn't let go of Knox' hand.

      Ashur repeated himself, saying, "You are now Eirwyn Clawson, Queen of the Feral Forest. All hail the queen."

      The crowd picked up the chant, alternating between calling them queen and king. Knox stood, tugging Eirwyn to her feet too. He lifted their hands in the air, and the crowd roared.

      Eirwyn threw more light bursts into the ceiling, adding to the festivities as she grinned.

      Knox then pulled her into his chest. She gasped and he swooped in to steal a kiss. The crowd's roar threatened to deafen her.

      You amaze me, Eirwyn. Where I am weak, you are strong. Thank the gods you're my mate because there's no way I could do any of this without you.

      She felt a tingle and thought, I wouldn't do this without you either, Knox. I wasn't kidding earlier. I never wanted to be part of politics, but together–

      He interrupted, Together, we can protect our people and reverse the curse on Busparia and Scarlet.

      And save Bella.

      His tongue dueled with hers, and her thoughts fractured. She wrapped her arms around his waist, and the kiss deepened. Wind swirled around them and magic flowed through her veins.

      "Thank you all for coming to the meeting tonight. We are going to set the plans in motion tomorrow. If you have questions, come to the lodge. We'll have the plan written out and posted on a bulletin board by the door, but you can always ask us anything." Ashur's voice brought them back to reality, and they broke the kiss.

      The crowd began filing out to find a place to sleep, and the Confederation was talking quietly. John was cleaning up the papers on the table.

      But several dozen looked like they wanted to approach, so Eirwyn smiled at them. They began bobbing curtsies, and she reached out a hand to shake. Everyone was tired but most had a smile on their faces. Two nobles met with Knox, and he listened and nodded.

      A tug on her skirts had her bending down, and a child handed her a wilting flower. She took it in her hand and gently fed it magic. The flower bloomed, perking up. Then she handed it back to the child who grinned and took off to his mother, handing her the flower.

      Her entire world had changed in just a few short months. No more living in fear, no more being sick. She now had new magic, a new place to live, and a new fated mate. What would the next few months bring?

      Her stomach twisted, and she frowned. For once, it wasn't from nerves. She glanced down and bit her lip. Her eyes widened.

      "Knox, the baby," she whispered, her hand going to her stomach. The bump had grown. It no longer fit in the palm of her hand. Knox put his hand over her bump, his eyebrows raising. It barely fit in the palm of his hand.

      Lailant walked past them, leaning heavily on her cane. "Ah, I see you've fertilized the egg. Keep doing that until you deliver it."

      Eirwyn looked at Knox, her mind racing back to their mating earlier today. She felt her cheeks heat, and Knox grinned wickedly. She giggled.

      There should definitely be more of that in my future, she thought.

      Knox swept her into his arms and strode for the door. "Happy to serve, my queen."

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WANT MORE SPICY FAIRY TALES?

          

        

      

    

    
      The Little Pirate Mermaid doesn't have time to fall for the Vampire Assassin, deal with the Kraken and defeat the Sea Witch…

      
        
        <>

      

      

      Oshella swore to restore her father’s kingdom and put a stop to the Sea Witch. The first step is toppling Vesper’s trading empire. Piracy is a sweet revenge for this little mermaid, but she will see justice served if it’s the last thing she does.

      Ripp has long been Vesper’s vampire assassin. Trapped to the Sea Witch, he sees no way out… until she offers his freedom. All he has to do is capture the little pirate mermaid.

      
        
        <>

      

      

      Want updates on Scarlet and Bella's story? Want a free copy of Mermaid's Justice?
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      Hook:

      Two fae: one dark, one light are stuck together through circumstances neither could choose. It should be obvious, but becomes increasingly less so which of them is the hunter and the prey.

      Blurb:

      Isay is the only light fae in the court of death fae besides her mother who married their king. As the whole court drools for her life force it is not the safest place to be. Everyone is her enemy as far as she knows. Even as her attraction to one of her guards grows she will not fall for it. He is ruthless and cruel. That man killed another fae in front of her!

      Karmuth is one of the death fae guards assigned to protect Isay. Only he really wants to touch her, knowing real well one touch would lead to Isay’s immediate death. Battling with emotions, logic and something else, a hunger deep within that has nothing to do with craving Isay’s life force and everything to do with his blinding desire for her, Karmuth finally learns why he is different from the rest of his court.

      
        	Enemies to lovers

        	Fated mates

        	Forced proximity

        	Age gap

        	Touch her and you’ll die

        	If he touches her, she’ll die
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        Warning: do dwell into this world at your own risk. The author will not refund your tissue papers nor be responsible for any heartache caused by character reactions. Tears were shed in the making of this book, tears shall be shed a long afterwards. Please add your doctor to speed dial incase of a heart attack risk, and your therapist for grief counselling.

        There will be a happy ending. Just wait for it.
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        To everyone who has thought they are lost. You're not. I've found you.

      

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      You’ll notice that I’m writing in British English and hopefully not be completely bothered by it. It’s what my language teacher drilled into me the moment I started school. I didn’t always understand her to the fullest, certainly not the time when she looked straight at me from in front of the class room and asked, “Victoria, what cala is this?” I stared at her then in complete silence as she pointed at something on the whiteboard and repeated herself. “What cala is this?” Looking at my classmates was no help  whatsoever, because nobody understood the question. Finally, with great difficulty, it dawned on me that she’d said ‘colour’. From this day forward I write like a Brit, but talk like an American - or at least attempt to.

      I love making book playlists. I had tons of help with this one from one of my beta readers, Brent. So many great new artists I hadn’t heard about before! Theme song for the book? Wolf or Lamb by League of Distortion.
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        If you understand that I feel the same

        Come closer and we can heal the pain

        Your love has left me unhinged, insane

        I'll never win in this endless game.

      

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t fit in. The whole venue filled with dark threatening shapes eager to get at me. I knew they were, even as my mother reassured me they wouldn’t touch me. During the ceremony everyone’s attention had been on her and Grath, tension high in the air as she tied her life force to their king. I swear, the whole audience let out a uniform breath when the ritual was complete and there was no way back. Not that my mother wanted a way out, she was perfectly happy here, among the fae of death and the love of her life. I, on the other hand, did not belong here.

      Wearing red, the only bright colour in the room as all the fae were dark as death themselves, and my mother a pure white light, their salvation, I stood out like a beacon of interest to anyone with eyes. Every one of them had eyes. And mouths too. They were drooling. Even as my mother’s dedication to Grath ensured they would never go hungry again, I knew they all wanted a taste of my life force, for death faeries feasted on creatures such as myself.

      I’d seen death fae before, but not so many in one place. And even as Mom started her relationship with Grath a year ago, I’d always been wary of them; always kept my distance. The venue was big, but it was not big enough to avoid every single one of them.

      I raked my eyes over the crowd to find a safe place to sit and wait for the evening to end. It had to end eventually, right? Weddings weren’t endless affairs, even death had to sleep. I’m sure the happy couple wanted to do more than sleep tonight after the festivities.

      Right in the middle of the open air venue was the table for my mother, her husband, and the king’s closest council. From my mother’s side there was nobody else attending except for me. We were disowned the moment she announced her decision, besides it wasn’t safe for them to get this close to death fae. Again, me being the exception. I was under the protection of the king even before he married my mother. Taking my life force was a death sentence to the one who tried. Did I trust the fae to stay away even after I had their king’s word on it? Hell no.

      Two tables away, edged at the dance floor that no one took advantage of just yet, sat my new stepbrother and his troop of warriors. I didn’t know anyone else in the room. I’d seen them around a couple of times, though, and survived the encounters. Sitting with the prince might keep any unwanted attention away, which was the only reason I walked straight to their table. All the chairs were taken and I likely looked more confident than I felt when I pulled a free chair from under a neighbouring table and dragged it next to prince Hiko’s before I sat down like there was no place else I’d rather be.

      Five sets of eyes burned through me the moment my butt touched the wood and my heart tried to jump right out of my chest. Nobody really stared at you the way a hungry death fae did. Like you’re the water in the desert. Like you’re the air, pure intoxicating oxygen.

      Out of all the warriors trailing the prince, Karmuth’s stare pierced the most. He didn’t only look at me as if I was a potential sustenance to his thirst craved existence. His stare promised he’d enjoy every second of drinking me dry, then live on happily ever after. It also made my heart race. Out of fear, I told myself. It had to be out of fear.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Prince Hiko’s gravelly voice pulled me out of the deep blue pool of Karmuth’s eyes and I almost jumped, realising I was still sitting at their table.

      I hadn’t thought farther than this, but showing weakness was never a good idea around predators.

      “Here for the company,” I shrugged, pulling an untouched glass of champagne over and taking a sip. It burned down my throat like lava. I coughed at the unexpected flavour, attempting to play it cool, but failing miserably. Most definitely not champagne.

      One of the warriors laughed, Karmuth’s lips twitched, as if he found me interesting enough to play with before feasting on me, and my dear stepbrother narrowed his eyes at me. “We’re not interested in babysitting. Scatter off, Princess.”

      Princess sounded like a first degree insult on his lips. I didn’t care for the distaste in his face, either. I didn’t decide to call myself that. Didn’t ask for it either. It wasn’t my fault we were stuck together in this endless party.

      “You most certainly do not need to babysit me,” I spat. “Besides, I wasn’t even talking about your company. There are other people around this table.”

      The moment those words left my mouth I wished I could take them back. I’d insulted the prince whilst insinuating interest in one or more of his warriors. I wasn’t interested in the slightest. They could put their dark muscled asses where the sun doesn’t shine. I bet they already did.

      I took another sip of the putrid liquid in my glass that tasted even less like champagne and more like pure fire, and made a face. “Why don’t you introduce me to your friends, brother?”

      I tried to say ‘brother’ the way he’d said ‘princess’ but my voice didn’t go to such lengths and sang it out like it was the prettiest word ever invented. Hiko scowled either way. Calling him my brother was likely the worst insult he could imagine. Wouldn’t want to be a brother to the likes of me, now would he? Too bad you couldn’t choose your family. I didn’t have a choice in the matter either. Was I bitter about it? Sure. Did I blame him for it? Not in the slightest. It wasn’t up to us our parents decided to tie the knots. Not up to me that mother turned to the dark side and not up to Hiko that his new stepsister smelled like a bright summer day, suffocating the death out of him.

      “You’ve met them before,” Hiko replied curtly. His disinterest ran deep into his cold dark heart.

      “Pretend like I wasn’t paying attention earlier. Better yet, pretend I’ve got no memory of our previous encounter. I’d like to think you stepped out of the bed on the wrong side last time I saw you and you’re not always an idiot.”

      Shit. Take it back, can I take it back? No, not really. Just brilliant. That wasn’t what I had in mind pretending to be confident. Most definitely not.

      Laughter filled the table, but it was not Hiko who was amused at my boldness.

      “Regar,” a big man to the left of Karmuth said, holding out a hand as if to shake mine. I stared at the gesture like he was handing me a poisonous snake and expecting me to grab onto it. Not happening.

      “See, I did not remember that.” I ignored Regar’s outstretched hand. He raised his eyebrow in challenge nonetheless, thinking I was stupid enough to fall for it. Eventually it was Karmuth who shoved his hand away and it fell on the lacy tablecloth.

      “That’s Kar,” Regar pointed at Karmuth, the only one whose name I did remember, despite not caring to and not because I was dumbstruck the first time I saw him. Karmuth responded with what I now associated with his signature stare, but let Regar continue with the introductions. “Sinister and Ferro.”

      “Seriously?” I stared at the two other fae, one who was sitting closer to me than I now felt comfortable with. “I feel like I should’ve remembered those.”

      All of them wore dark affairs ranging from navy to burgundy. While Karmuth had umber brown hair framing his face in careless curls, the rest of them were as black as black can get. Although Sinister kept his head fully shaved altogether, his facial hair more than made up for it. They studied me with the same curiosity, but I wasn’t sure they liked what they saw any more than I did. They were strongly built and all, but their presence oozed malevolence and their interest gave me unease. Why was I here again?

      To be insulted it seemed.

      “We can’t all be blessed with flawless memory,” Hiko had a come back. He really didn’t like me.

      I supposed I started it. Now we were in an all out insult war. As long as nobody touched my life force it was a safe game to play, although not incredibly friendly. Maybe the death fae couldn’t communicate in a friendly manner. Ever since I arrived here a week ago all I’d had were dreadful encounters. Grath seemed like the perfect gentleman, though. At times it felt like he was trying to make up for everyone elses’ maliciousness. As their king he was held responsible for their actions. But one person couldn’t possibly make up for all of that hate. No matter how hard he tried, it was already starting to rub off on me. While nobody had touched my life force directly, the attitude I was received with was killing a different side of me.

      “You’re right,” I muttered, not mastering a witty retort of my own. I should’ve probably left for my quarters the moment the wedding ceremony ended. I’d made my appearance, supported mother’s quest for happiness that ruined my own existence, and suffered through the two hour long ritual to bind her soul to Grath’s — a reassurance that no matter what happened between them, her life force was sacred and untouchable to every and all fae in the court including the king himself. There was nothing more I needed to do. Dinner party, dancing, socialising — those were things of the past I would never participate in with the same eagerness as back home.

      I’d tried, I’d failed. Time to go.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      Intoxicating didn’t even begin to describe the scent of sunshine and forest flowers that followed Isay to our table. I saw the effect it had on the group, even as most of them tried to hide it. Sinister shut his mug the moment it was clear she would actually join us. I’m almost positive he barely even breathed to avoid the temptation. Ferro choked and I felt the vibrations of his foot tapping away to a rhythm that did not match the background music one bit reverberating through the table that slightly bounced with it, and Hiko turned into a green gremlin if I’d ever heard one speak. It was unlike him to be outright mean, not to women in our court, not even to the women he feasted on outside the court.

      The only one keeping any resemblance of cool was Regar, but he never did seem to struggle with control. His little joke to touch Isay was out of bounds, but certainly in character. It bothered me nonetheless. Irked me to no end. We weren’t allowed to touch her.

      I didn’t feed every single time I touched a mortal, but chances were their life force would trickle through whether I wanted it or not. A handshake could steal a year or two, a hug—not that I went around hugging people—ten years, a kiss… That’s where my brain had to stop, because there was no way I’d even consider the possibility of kissing someone vulnerable to my unearthly curse. To have someone fade away in my arms with a brush of my lips. Some fae found it thrilling, Sinister being one of those psychos. I wished he’d move away from the girl staring daggers at the prince. He might’ve looked like he had a stick in his ass due to her proximity, but he was a snake in disguise and I’d hate for him to get executed because he couldn’t control his urges. While Isay wasn’t a simple mortal and a simple touch wouldn’t outright kill her, we’d be in hell of a lot trouble if it came out we’d even considered the possibility of getting a taste of her. I bet all of us were considering it, but how could we not?

      “This was fun,” Isay said, getting on her feet. For a short heartbeat she studied the glass still gripped in her hand, then dipped it like a pro before placing it back on the table. “Remind me to never do this again, will you?”

      Shit, she was leaving. It was for the best she’d go, but I didn’t want her to think we were complete assholes. I should’ve kept my tongue between my teeth—I hadn’t uttered a word to her since she made her appearance in the court about a week ago—I should’ve kept up the habit, because what came out of my lips was not something I should’ve even considered.

      “Why don’t you dance with me before you go?” I was on my feet before I registered standing. I swear the whole table looked at me like I’d lost my mind. Perhaps I did. Perhaps I left it behind in her forest green eyes earlier. Her fresh perfume was maddening by itself, but her simple beauty could bring a warrior to his knees. I wasn’t going to beg.

      “You’re kidding right?” Isay’s words sang through the air a little slurred, wide eyed from my question and flustered from the alcohol.

      Shrugging it off as a joke would have likely been better than my dumbstruck staring. Nobody besides her would have believed it, however. This was Regar’s approach, not mine. I didn’t have an approach. Besides, this was the king’s stepdaughter. Even without the no touching rule I wouldn’t stand a chance. Such privileges were bartered to make alliances with rivalling courts. Being the summoners of death we had plenty of enemies. No, my intentions were to make her feel at least slightly welcome in the court after the complete fuck up of her first day. None of us knew what she was going through being a beacon of life in a starved fae court. Alone. The beacon of life part wasn’t helping her case, not in here anyway.

      “As a tribute to your mother. You folk like to dance don’t you,” is what left my cursed lips instead.

      “I doubt you folk even know how to dance.”

      “You’re right, the only thing my folk does is lure pretty innocent girls to dark alleys to drain them dry and discard afterwards. That’s what you believe, don’t you?” There was bitterness in my tone, but I refused to believe I was disappointed by her refusal. I couldn’t be. I hadn’t been serious in the first place.

      I needed to stop staring at her like she was the only person in this wedding, but her red dress made it hard to look away. Her pale complexion and golden brown hair was out of place in a sea of darker shades. My own hair, dark brown as it was, could likely match closest to hers out of everyone in the court, something Regar pointed out the day we saw her dragging her luggage up the grand staircase of the main palace. His idea, ridiculous as it was but he pointed it out anyway, was that my mother must’ve belonged to the light side. We’d agreed not to talk about it, but he couldn’t help but bring it up when King Grath brought Siya around, and then her daughter.

      I wanted to believe there were other brown haired death fae out there before I came around. We just hadn’t met them… yet. It didn’t help that my mother was AWOL and nobody knew who my father was. One day a babe was dropped off at the reserve’s doorstep, without so much as a note. Success. What a surprise it turned out to be when that child needed to feed on life. I was the last child born in decades for our court. Fae had trouble conceiving and surprise pregnancies were non-existent, which left my existence with a big question mark. Not a problem to solve right now, if ever.

      My current problem was getting my ass back on my seat and pretending I hadn’t gotten up in the first place. My knees refused to bend. So instead I stood there like the perfect idiot as Isay took a step away from our table, unsteady from Void Sundance. Time slowed down as her high-heeled feet searched for solid ground on the grassy courtyard, but inevitably sank into the soft surface. Void Sundance, being stronger than Isay expected, got to her head faster than any of us thought to warn her about and for a moment she appeared puzzled. Only until she lost her balance completely trying to pull her feet free and went tumbling to her hands and knees.

      I could’ve caught her and saved her from ripping her pretty dress open when it got caught in the fall, but I wasn’t allowed to touch her.

      Giggling, Isay swayed back and forth where she fell, the sound like bells swaying in the wind. Everyone close enough to have heard her turned to look if her fall hadn’t caught their eye yet.

      “I did wonder if she could stomach Void Sundance,” Ferro finally said when Isay failed to get back on her feet for the second time and nobody rushed in to help. We couldn’t do anything for her. “Here’s the answer. Can’t say I’m terribly surprised.”

      I shook my head and planted my ass back in my seat. Not only were people staring at Isay, but I also started to draw attention. Her crawling through the grass towards the palace between fits of giggles had to have something to do with me standing stiffly with my eyes fixed on her, didn’t it? No.

      Huffing out a breath I grabbed my own Void Sundance and gulped down a healthy dose of it. It burned down my throat until it settled in my stomach. Unlike with Isay it did little else to intoxicate my senses. It also did not help to settle my nerves as the girl kept making a spectacle of herself in front of the whole court. She should have simply agreed to the dance, I could’ve escorted her out safely thereafter. It was too late now.

      When the commotion got impossible to ignore and the new queen caught sight of her daughter lying between the tables staring at the sky like it was a complete marvel stars appeared once the sun dipped low, she carefully stood up in her puffy white garment and glided over to Isay. Every movement of hers flowed like the softest breeze. Her golden hair, slightly lighter than her daughter’s, billowed after her on her delicate but unswerving path to the girl. She hadn’t been a queen for a day yet, but she carried herself like she’d been born to rule. When she passed our table, her gentle face held firm discontentment. I received the brunt of it as she must’ve seen our interaction, too. Just great. I didn’t need to get on the bad side of the queen this quickly. Didn’t plan on it to happen at all.

      Siya pulled Isay to her feet and steered her out of sight. Only then was I able to look away from where she’d disappeared to. I got to meet four completely different reactions. I rolled my shoulders and rubbed my neck, then took another gulp of Void Sundance. They didn’t stop staring.

      “What?” I barked.

      “What the hell was that?” Hiko started first.

      “Dance?” Regar snickered.

      “Do you have hots for her?” Ferro asked, “it’s a bad idea all around.”

      Sinister just shook his head, not bothering to comment, but I’m sure he wouldn’t be one to judge. He was one of those fae that enjoyed seeing their prey wriggle between his legs before they faded away. The only reason he’d stayed away from Isay was self-preservation. I bet the bastard would dream of ways to take her spark when he’d hit the bed tonight. I wanted to strangle that mischievous glint out of his eyes, but settled for finishing my drink instead and turning the conversation around to something less focused on me.

      I needed something stronger than Void Sundance to survive the night.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      My head pounded and my stomach roared. I rolled over and face planted on the carpeted floor with a high pitched yelp. I still wore the red dress, but it was stained and hung loose on one of the shoulders. A rip torn through the back told a story I did not care to hear recounted. My own brain couldn’t remember anything after Karmuth had asked me to dance with him. I bet they laughed about it afterwards. ‘She didn’t shake Regar’s hand, but you tried your luck anyway?’ Hilarious.

      I must’ve made a complete fool of myself. Not only did I not fit in, but now I was the fae girl who couldn’t hold her liquor. I looked down at my dress and cringed. The girl who made love to the grass by the looks of it. Not a good image for their new princess. Lovely how that word rang out in my head in the voice of Hiko, holding the same amount of disdain in my thoughts as it did on his tongue.

      Maybe I could obtain a rebellious reputation and join the dark side? Or maybe I’ll just continue to be the court’s jokester, a laughing stock of the death fae. Walking unobtainable dinner, but at least she’s entertaining.

      My stomach grumbled again, so I pulled myself off the ground, discarded the dress for simple sweats and made for the door.

      The room was spacious, much more so than the room I’d occupied back in Elverstone. We’d lived in a humble one floor abode close to the foods and the Elver waterfall. The rush of the water hitting rocks below could be heard from anywhere in the village, but more so by our house.  Most of the life took place outside and all I needed a roof for was for my bed and storage. I thought my mother enjoyed our simple lifestyle, but she quite obviously didn’t.

      In this space I had a bed bigger than one would have a full use for—and yet I managed to fall out of it. An armchair overlooked the room, directed towards the bed and balcony and gave me the feels of someone staring at me while I slept. I woke up the first several nights in cold sweat, certain the armchair was occupied by a creeper, but it remained empty. Behind it an armoire took up a whole wall and remained mostly empty, too. I didn’t have a whole lot to fill it with. A desk of the same wood and design loomed by the window with a balcony behind it stretching two metres out and connecting to neighbouring rooms on the side, divided only by meagre barriers. No wonder I was paranoid. Anyone could climb over and break into my room if they so wished. Farther up a full lounging area, complete with sofas and coffee tables decorated an open space and a doorway led to the ensuite bathroom worthy of royalty.

      I had no recollection of getting back here but there was only one explanation as to how I ended up safely in bed. My mother must’ve brought me. Not a great way to spend your wedding day, dragging your drunk adolescent daughter to bed, because she embarrassed you in front of the whole wedding party. What a great way to start your reign. Nooot! I wouldn’t be surprised if I got an earful in the morning.

      Was it morning yet? I peeked through the thick curtains on my way out of the room and caught an early ray of sun reaching over the horizon. It was early enough to know my mother wouldn’t be up yet. It was bad luck for the couple to venture out of their party before every last one of the guests had gone to bed. I wouldn’t know how long the festivities lasted. The courtyard outside looked abandoned and as if a hurricane had torn through the set up. They must’ve gone at it until the late hours of the night and only just recently headed off to bed. That gave me a decent six hours before I had to hear about my performance. I could only hope the fae ended up worse than me and forgot the little incident altogether. A lot could happen in one night and I knew with all certainty it hadn’t yet been midnight when I walked into the venue.

      My stomach growled again reminding me of my mission to scavenge something edible from the kitchens. Yes, kitchens in plural! Who needs more than one? The King of Death that’s who. Go figure, even the death fae had to eat proper food.

      I opened my door a crack and peered through to the hallway. It remained still as a grave. Tiptoeing my way out and down the stairs I jumped at any creak and groan the floorboards sang. During my short stay here I hadn’t yet fully explored the whole palace, but I knew where the kitchens were. The scent of spices had pulled me towards it the first evening, a lot of good that did. The chef, a death fae like the rest of them, took one look at me, crumpled his nose and sent me away with an eccentric wave of his hand. Something you might see directed towards a stray dog. Off with you, beast, no beggars across this line. I hoped he was not there at this early hour.

      I hadn’t yet gotten used to the eerie quiet of the palace. The stillness pressed on my chest and got the hairs on my arms to stand up. No birds chirping away, no constant roar of the waterfall, just my soft footsteps and whatever creaks the building made. Even the wind seemed to not exist outside the halls.

      All the way down the stairs, off through a servant’s entrance and several turns later I stood in the hallway opening up to a sterile workspace. A clanging and bubbling reached out to where my feet stopped moving and a rich aroma of a broth being stirred wafted over to me. Seemed I was out of luck once again. But try as I may I couldn’t turn back either. I needed something to take the edge off the gnawing in my stomach, a loaf of bread if they couldn’t spare anything else.

      With my nerves on edge and thrumming through my whole body in a wave of electrified current I edged closer to the open doorway. So focussed on seeing who’s inside I paid no attention to where I stepped, nor did I see a bucketful of potato peels and other leftover slur before I literally stepped on it. My surprised ‘auch’ was louder than my toes hitting the rusted metal. But the whole thing toppling over with a cling-clang slurch caught my heart stuck in my throat and any complaints I might’ve had died on my lips.

      “Who’s there?” a female voice called out from the kitchen, before its owner showed up at the doorway and we stared at each other for a heartbeat. She stiffened, her hands clenched at her sides and her nostrils flared. Eyes widening to surprise at finding me instead of whomever she’d expected.

      “I’m sorry, I can clean it up,” I muttered, referring to the mess the fallen over bucket left behind and her eyes dropped to the floor.

      Shaking her head, she rushed to action. “No, no. I’ve got this, m-my princess. King Grath wouldn’t look kindly on me having you slave away in the kitchens. You shouldn’t be here.”

      Slave away? “It’s no trouble at all, especially since I made the mess.”

      But the woman heard none of it. In mild panic she was already mopping up the remains of whatever had filled the bucket. Once finished, her alarmed eyes fell on me again. “You’re still here.”

      “I’m hungry,” I blurted. “I’ll just grab a few things from the cooler and be on my way.”

      The maid, because she couldn’t be anything else, threw herself in my way blocking the entrance and stopping me in my tracks. “Food will be brought to you in your quarters, miss. The kitchen is not a place for you.”

      “I don’t see why I’d need to wait for room service when I’m already here.” I took a tentative step forward and saw her tremble slightly. After another step that took me just a metre away from her she caved and pressed herself against the doorpost to let me pass without brushing against her.

      “Please,” she begged. “It’d be better if you left.”

      “Unless you’re butchering humans here and serving them up on the platters there’s nothing I haven’t seen before.”

      The kitchen was spacious and airy, no bodies in sight. It was kept spotless and even the unused cooking plates shone in the artificial light like they were installed just yesterday. A wall of refrigerators stood on the other side of the room. On my way over I passed the broth she’d been making and peeked into the pot. Inhaling the heavenly aroma my stomach growled again. I reached for the ladle and the maid ran over with her apron swishing. Pulling it out of my hand before I could dip it into the boiling soup to grab a taste her fingers brushed mine and I felt a tug at my heart. It was gentle and stopped the moment the contact ended, but it was enough to leave me gasping for air.

      My hands trembled and looked pale, while her cheeks now held a rosy sheen and healthy glow. Her eyes remained wide in shock and fear as she backed away from me still gripping the ladle in her hands like it could save her from the execution.

      “It’s fine,” I gasped. “I’m fine. No one needs to know. It was an accident.” I held onto the countertop, hoping it would keep me on my feet as dizziness overtook me. “I just need a moment.”

      I’m not sure if I was trying to reassure her or myself, but neither of us were convinced when I kept hyperventilating. Searching the kitchen for something to draw from, my eyes fell on a half chopped parsley. I wobbled my way to it and pressed my palms over the chopping board it lay on top of.

      Freshly picked. That was good, better than if it’d been in the cooler for a day or two. This one had been grown in a pot which weakened the power within considerably, but it had been watered regularly and sat in a sunny place. I gathered all of that from pressing my hands against its delicate leaves.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, then pulled at the strength it held onto even in its chopped state. The parsley wilted and dried under my palms, losing all of its qualities until it was nothing more than a pile of ash. It was enough to get back enough of my strength that my feet stopped shaking and my breathing turned to something close to resembling normal. My vision cleared to make out the maid now standing back at the doorway to the kitchen, shell shocked. Next to her stood a much bigger shape, gripping at the woman’s armpit and preventing her from escaping.

      My nerves were back as my eyes trailed over black leather covered muscled chest, up to a curly beard shades lighter than the rest of the death fae I’d seen and stopped at striking blue eyes—a colour I hadn’t seen on any other dark fae before. My breath hitched, this time not from any physical touch nor malnourishment. As if I’d been caught doing something forbidden my heart galloped and I could feel heat rising to my face. I despised this reaction for it gave away my unease.

      I hadn’t heard him approach, but not everyone was clumsy enough to trip over things and announce their presence. Death creeped up on you quietly and that was surely the case with Karmuth hovering at the entrance to the kitchen.

      The maid squirmed in his hold, her healthy blush fading into pale skin as some sort of energy transfer transpired between the two of them. It left her weak and her fingers loosened from around the ladle. It fell to the floor with a clang that rang like a gong in my ears.

      “Let her go,” I ordered and Karmuth’s eyes darkened.

      Face set in a grim line his eyes roamed over me as if to devour me whole. His hold on the woman did not waver one bit and I squinted at him. It was about all I managed without needing to move. When before this little excursion my stomach had been grumbling it was roaring like a monster now, a giant bottomless pit. What little energy I’d recovered from the parsley burned through my body attempting to fix what was taken, but not managing to fill in the gaping hole. There were two Karmuth’s flickering in and out before my feet gave out. Then there was nothing.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      For the second time in so many days, Isay fell to the ground without me being able to do anything about it. I gripped the servant tighter and she let out a quiet whimper.

      “How much did you take?” I asked in a gruff voice, eyes jumping between Isay and the servant.

      “I-it was a-a-a quick br-brush of skin. A-an aci-accident. I didn’t me-mean to…”

      Did we ever? Not that it mattered. What was done was done, there was no giving back what was taken. The king had to know about this, but first I needed to make sure Isay was still breathing. A quick brush shouldn’t have left her breathless like the way I saw her. She’d been wheezing like she’d contracted a lung disease when I walked by following her scent without meaning to.

      I’d had my fill from the previous night’s activities and didn’t need to feed, but Isay’s alluring smell had been hard to resist. After the wedding party settled down and several more Void Sundances later I’d excused myself to do what I always did when my skin began to crawl and an itch in my stomach gave no relief, not to mention the itch even lower down. Sela had known to wait for me and welcomed me to her bed with open arms.

      It was a relationship of convenience. I knew she bedded other fae from the court and couldn’t care less. I also knew I was the only one who took what others couldn’t. She always made sure to come fully fed to our meetings, because once I was done she’d be left empty once more. She never questioned our arrangement and I’m pretty certain she enjoyed the thrill of being sucked dry to the inch of her life force as much as she enjoyed the sex.

      I didn’t even register pulling at the servant’s ecos before she whimpered. I let go of her then. She’d grown pale and was cowering against the door frame. I felt the surge of energy I’d drawn from her course through me stronger than anything I’d ever felt. My body vibrated with new life, Isay’s life. It couldn’t be anything else. It ran as a soft warm current through my veins reinvigorating parts that’d laid torment for a long time. I’d thought I’d had my fill from Sela, but the tide of power overtaking my senses begged to differ. I’d never felt so alive.

      “I thought you said it was a quick brush?” I growled at the servant, as the energy twirled around my fingertips, refreshed my pores inside and out and moved lower igniting fires throughout my body, waking up a thirst I didn’t know existed. My ecos was overflowing, igniting something else deeper within I didn’t care to investigate.

      “I-it was o-only a s-s-second,” the woman whimpered. “I pulled away im-immediately.”

      If she was telling the truth it meant Isay was very susceptible to the touch of death. The king had to know as soon as possible. We might’ve joked about shaking her hand or even stealing a kiss, but if an accidental skin to skin contact made her faint it was no longer something to laugh about. I doubt the reunion between Grath and Siya would start with desired results if she were to find out her daughter was as good as dead within our court. Her ecos jumped at any opportunity to be devoured by us. I could feel it calling to me from across the room.

      “What was on the counter top? What did she touch?” I asked the servant. Her eyes had misted over and she was shutting down. I had to ask again for her to understand me. I might’ve accidentally taken too much of her life force, but she’d done the same to Isay. I regretted nothing.

      “Parsley,” she whispered.

      Parsley? It had to be a source of power. “Is there more?”

      I was incredibly unhappy when the servant girl slid down the doorpost she’d been leaning against and hid her face in her knees, no longer paying any attention to me whatsoever. I marched into the kitchen, opening drawers and cabinets as I went. It was unlikely I’d find anything fresh in them but I was past the point where I ran on logic. The power surging through me needed an outlet and slamming doors in frustration worked slightly, but it also worked up even more anxiety when I didn’t find what I was looking for.

      After my search Isay was still lying on the cold tiles, her chest rising and falling so slowly I was afraid it would stop completely. Not on my watch, I’d be killed together with the servant girl if that was to happen.

      On a whim I rushed to the service exit, leaving the double doors wide open behind me. The early morning sun blinded me momentarily and gave me a short pause until I saw the flowerbed planted for the queen’s arrival. I ran across the courtyard, dropped to my knees and hurriedly pulled out several tulips and narcissus, enough to fill up my lap and make a gaping hole into the rest of the plants. I couldn’t think about that now, I had a princess to wake up.

      If anyone had seen me then, in my black leathers, carrying an armful of colourful flowers toward the kitchen with a slightly frantic glint in my eye they’d question my sanity. As it were, the courtyard remained empty which was the best I could’ve hoped for.

      Back in the kitchen I stood over Isay and dropped the load on her, not sure what else to do without touching her and making things worse. I didn’t know if she’d do what she’d done with the parsley in the first place when she was unconscious. I just hoped something would happen.

      For a moment Isay looked like the perfect representation of the sleeping beauty. Her golden brown hair framing her pale face as she laid on a bed of flowers. More like a bed of flowers laid on her.

      In this moment Isay wasn’t defensive, she didn’t need to fight for her place in our court nor impress anyone with her wit. Her face was relaxed, even her scent while still making my head spin was less intrusive. It’s as if all of what made her tick lay dormant for the time being. And then the flowers wilted away a lot like a person would if I drew too much of their life to myself. Only difference? When Isay gasped her eyes wide open she grasped at the remaining ashes trying to fit them all together, make them live again.

      Her accusing eyes fell on me looming over her. “You pulled them out? You just crushed their leaves and pulled them out! We don’t do that, we don’t ever do that!”

      While she was shouting at me with a fury of a thousand gods all I could feel was relief. For if she could be enraged about a handful of flowers she’d be all right.

      “It helped, didn’t it?”

      “I was fine,” she huffed.

      I didn’t believe a word of it. “You were lying there, comatose and would’ve stayed that way for who knows how long had I not saved you.

      “Saved me?” A bark of laughter escaped her lips. “I didn’t need saving. I said I was fine. You’d know it if you’d know anything about naturels. Like the fact that we do not take from life, we reinforce it.”

      The burst of power I’d gotten through the servant suddenly made sense. The fae must’ve been surviving on low irregular feedings, like a lot of the lower fae in our court. When she’d touched Isay, her natural instinct to reinforce life must’ve kicked in and offered her ecos willingly.

      I threw my hands up giving her a win in this discussion. “Let me escort you back to your quarters before I’ll wake up the king.”

      From buttheaded to frightened in a blink of an eye, Isay shook her head frantically. “No. The king does not have to know. In fact, the fewer people who know about this the better.”

      “The king most certainly has to know, princess. Your safety in this court depends on him knowing.”

      “But—” Isay’s eyes searched the kitchen until she found the servant girl still crouching by the doorway and still with her head between her knees. Her eyes threw daggers at me. “What did you do to her?”

      “What makes you think it was something I did?” I questioned. “She brought this on herself when she stole from you.”

      “And you’re what? The enforcer of laws?”

      If I could have touched her I would have grabbed her wrist and dragged her back to her room like a misbehaving child. But as it stood there was no way anyone in this court would touch her again no matter how shortly. Not even to take her to her quarters. Certainly not as part of a lame joke between friends, or a stupid dare. And kissing her pouty lips was absolutely out of the question. So why did I feel like I wanted to do just that when her face contorted into an adorable frown?

      “I’m taking you to your rooms whether you like it or not. The servant will be all right.”

      “So you’re not going to Grath right after?” Isay asked.

      “That’s not what I said.”

      “So you’ll go to Grath but will not tell all of what happened?” she pressed.

      I groaned. “Also not it.”

      “Then how can you say that the servant will be all right?”

      “I suppose I can’t.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      Two eventless days passed before I was invited to meet the king. I’d held onto a semblance of hope that Karmuth had changed his mind. When the invitation came I knew he hadn’t. I hated him and his smug face voicing the words that he’d saved me. I hated his sense of duty that chose royalty over a commoner, as if my life mattered more than the kitchen maid’s now that I’d acquired an unwanted title. I hated that part of me refused to hate him and admired his resourcefulness instead. He’d seen me pull energy from a few leaves of parsley and brought me a bouquet of flowers for full recovery, expecting flatteries in return. I’d been rightfully pissed off. While the parsley was already on its way to perishing, the flowers had been full of life before they’d been ripped out of the ground.

      I thought I’d seen concern in his eyes before it faded to annoyance. Well, now I was the one annoyed at him for playing by the book. I thought dark fae bent the rules more often than not, but it turned out they were as big at tattling off to gain favour from their superiors as the worst of us.

      I took my sweet time that morning getting ready, fuming already before I’d heard what Grath had to say. He could’ve had a family breakfast instead of the official invitation I’d received tucked under the door stating the time and place I was expected. The time was right now, the place throne room. It couldn’t get any more official than that.

      I wasn’t one for dramatics, but if they expected me to happily waltz in and pretend I was content with condemning an innocent to a death sentence, dark fae or not, they didn’t know me at all. Having a meeting before breakfast wasn’t good on my nerves and made me stall even longer in front of the mirrored armoire.

      My skin had stopped glowing yesterday around midday from collecting from the flowers Karmuth had brought me. While they’d been carelessly torn from their growing spot, they’d radiated life and restored what was taken in abundance. I’d had an irradiant flush from them that I hid by not leaving my quarters. I’d already been a beacon of temptation, walking around with excess ecos would’ve not only inspired questions, but would’ve also been dangerous.

      Bored as I was, I still didn’t enjoy my morning plans being made for me, especially as I was certain I wouldn’t find this particular meeting pleasant. Since I was yet to be scolded on my drunkenness during the wedding party, nor mentioned the unfortunate accident in the kitchen I was in double trouble when it came to facing my mother and Grath. As to why it had to be in the throne room I couldn’t begin to fathom.

      I huffed out a breath as fidgeting with the rounded flat collar of my simple white dress did nothing to ease my nerves. I couldn’t stall any longer. I was too bad of a liar to be able to look the king in the eye and say I’d slept in.

      I dragged my feet down the stairs to the grand entrance of the palace and looked for any obvious signs directing toward the throne room. I wandered around the ground floor of the palace longer than I’d intended to. Within my almost two weeks of staying in the palace I’d yet to receive a full tour of the place. Wedding planning and the honeymoon phase took any focused attention away from the king’s new stepdaughter. Unless it involved fae leering at me from afar.

      It wasn’t fully my fault when I finally stumbled into the throne room sweaty, hungry and more annoyed than I started. More than just two sets of eyes turned on me and I stopped dead in my tracks. The prince was there with his whole ensemble of warriors, Karmuth’s lighter locks of hair striking out among the rest of them. I would not look at him. No, I would not…but my eyes steered towards him anyway, drinking in his neatly trimmed beard and sharp gaze. Looking away before I could fall into his eyes I stared at my mother seated next to the King on a black velvet covered throne instead. I tried to force my face into a smile, but I was nervous again. All I could manage was a grimace.

      “I’d apologise for being late, but the invitation did not come with blueprints of the palace.”

      “Isay—” my mother began and I bit my lip. I did not need a lecture in front of all the fae gathered in the room, in front of Karmuth. Not sure why his opinion mattered more than the rest, but him being witness to a scolding made me cringe.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” I muttered sullenly.

      “Give the girl a break, Siya,” King Grath’s soft but commanding voice rang out through the throne room.

      Hiko and his warriors straightened their backs to stand at full attention and a woman I only now saw flanked between two of them trembled on her feet. It was the kitchen maid from two days ago. I gritted my teeth to not say anything out of bounds in this official gathering and earn a worse punishment for either of us than they’d already planned on inflicting.

      “Why don’t you come closer, Isay, so that I don’t have to raise my voice,” the king said in the same soft tone as before. Totally not raised.

      I followed his request anyway and joined Hiko and his warriors in front of the throne. Many of them stiffened at my proximity.

      King Grath ignored their obvious discomfort and Hiko’s sneer. “From what I’ve heard you’ve had a rough couple of days in Vindican court. My apologies for one of my fae overstepping. This will not happen again.”

      I threw daggers at Karmuth, but he looked straight ahead, jaw clamped tight and throat bobbing. Go ahead, avoid my wrathful gaze, see how much good it does. The kitchen maid between two of the warriors— Ferro and Regar was it? —fell to her knees but did not beg for her life.

      I gritted my teeth. If anyone had ever told me there’d come a time when I stood up for a dark fae I'd have laughed at them, but this woman did not deserve to die. The fact that she didn’t stand up for herself left my gut roiling. She likely knew her word wouldn’t mean much against mine, against Karmuth’s. I wondered if I had any sway in the matter.

      “It was an accident,” I said. The woman on the ground started shaking, either in gratitude that I attempted to save her life or she couldn’t cope with this dragging out for much longer.

      “Are you saying you do not condemn Elisia’s actions and vote to overrule my punishment of death?”

      The king’s question brought Karmuth out of his stoic stand and he finally looked at me with a warning in his eyes.

      My mother shifted on the seat next to Grath as if the whole situation made her uncomfortable. Well, get used to it, this is what comes with marrying a fae king, dark or not. This was what she chose over a quiet life in Elverstone. Seeing this part of the death fae court must’ve been a first for her, because her eyes begged me to tread carefully. She loved Grath and would not interfere on my behalf. It was up to me to make the choice, submission or sticking to my beliefs.

      “Elisia,” I repeated the name King Grath had said, “did nothing wrong.”

      The woman was openly weeping. One of the warriors, the bald one—Sinister—had his hands in fists and didn’t look far from silencing the maid with a proper hit to just the right place for knockout. Karmuth looked like he wanted to silence me in a similar fashion. Regar raised an eyebrow and studied me with renewed interest as if he’d begged me wrong the first time. I bet he also wondered if I would have stood up for him had I accepted his hand shake and he’d ‘accidentally’ drawn on my ecos.

      “Is that what you want me to tell to the rest of the court when I let her walk free? That she didn’t do anything wrong?” Quiet and calm the King spoke to me as if trying to guide a stubborn horse into agreeing to be saddled. “Many of the fae under me would take it the wrong way, Isay, and make an attempt on your life. If a simple servant could get away with stealing part of your life force, what could a higher fae? You see now why I couldn’t let this go.”

      He wanted me to choose for Elisia’s death, wanted me to understand his reasoning. My connection to living things was too strong for me to agree with him. However, I knew I wouldn’t win this argument, so I stayed quiet.

      “Isay, do you see why Elisia has to die?” King Grath asked again and I gritted my teeth to stop an unacceptable outburst. Instead of answering I stared at my feet and he continued to explain as if to a child. “I cannot protect you if the fae under me see I don’t take my own rules seriously. Punishment of death is the only thing keeping them from feeding on your life. Do you understand why I cannot let this happen?”

      Reluctantly I nodded my head and my mother let out a sigh of relief. My own breath felt like fire burning through my lungs as I huffed. She knew our obligation to protect life. She knew how hard it was for me to stand down from this argument. How could she just sit there and look relieved by me choosing death over life? How could she approve of murdering this innocent woman?

      “I need you to say it out loud, Isay.”

      I raised my eyes to the king’s dark ones. I would not be calling him my stepfather again. Not happening. From now on he would be the Evil One, the One That Killed a Maid, the One That Made Me Agree to it. “Yes,” I gritted out through my teeth. “I understand perfectly.”

      “Good,” the Evil One smiled at me and I hated him even more. “Now I’ve got something for you that’ll help you avoid what happened with the servant. Come on, let me show you.”

      From the corner of my eye I saw two guards dragging Elisia away, straight to her death, as the answer to the problem her death was supposed to be the solution of left the king’s lips. There was another solution to my problem? The one that made the whole fae court look at me as nourishment? There was a different way other than simply avoiding contact with every single one of them and the One That Killed a Maid told me that now, after I’d agreed to the execution. My blood was boiling as I walked even closer to him to see what he was holding in his hands.

      It was a small velvet case and when he opened it a plain ring sat on a miniature pillow inside. “Don’t tell me this is a marriage proposal, you’ve already got my mother. My answer is no.”

      He chuckled. I hated the sound of it. I hated how his eyes shone with joy as he looked at my mother next to him on the other throne. The gentle brush of his fingers on her arm that made her shiver with pleasure.

      “Oh, I have no intention of polygamy, Isay. I had this ring made for you to prevent the touch of death. As long as you’re wearing it, your ecos is safe from my fae, but it does not offer protection infinitely so do not go touching death fae for entertainment.” For some reason the king, I’m sorry, the One That Made Me Agree to it, looked straight at Karmuth when he said it. Not the rest of the warriors, Regar for example, who’d found it entertaining to try and shake my hand. No idea what sort of entertainment Karmuth and I could possibly find in each other. I wouldn’t touch him if my life depended on it.

      “When it’s about to run out it will turn cold. That’s when it needs to get replenished,” King Grath said, handing the box to my mother who then gave it to me. “Wear it at all times, Isay.”

      “Put it on,” she said gently, tucking a stray hair of mine behind my ear before she retreated her hand. Her smile spread over her whole face and radiated from her in a wave of ecos I felt spreading around through the fae gathered in the room, her way of reinforcing life. I couldn’t stay mad at her when she looked like that, when she gave life force to the fae in this court.

      As if reading my dilemma, my mother said, “Sometimes you’ve got to choose your battles, dear.”

      I took a deep breath and nodded. Then I took the ring out of its box and slid it onto my finger. The metal warmed on skin contact and a soft thrum vibrated through it, a constant reminder that I wore it, but not irritating.

      “How do I know if this works?” I asked, staring at the ring on my finger. It really did look plain. A simple metal band without any recognisable markings. No design to it whatsoever. It would go unnoticed by anyone not knowing what to look for.

      The king grinned. “We can test it out this once.”

      He stood up from his throne and pulled me into a hearty hug. I yelped before I realised nothing else happened. I didn’t want to admit it to myself but it felt good to be hugged. I’d missed this kind of contact, but I squirmed out of his embrace the first chance I got.

      He didn’t linger. “Welcome to the family, Isay,” he said before sitting back on his throne. “I hope in time you’ll feel at home here.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered under my breath.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      A region in my gut itched again. It was too soon, I’d just taken care of it three nights ago, but the itch was unmistakable. It wasn’t that I had to feed again, because god knows I didn’t. The life force I’d gotten from Sela and through the servant afterwards took care of that. The regular bursts Queen Siya sent through the whole court maintained my ecos level at a steady high even as I let most of it pass me by. This itch was something else and it started the moment Isay walked into the throne room.

      Now it had been totally bearable, if a little inconvenient, but the same place started throbbing painfully when the king pulled Isay into a hug. I’m not talking about my dick, that was a completely different sensation when unwanted thoughts filled my brain now that Isay wasn’t completely untouchable any longer. The king’s warning of not using this new development for my entertainment rang clear, but my body refused to get with the program. I could easily take care of the discomfort below my belt, but I had no clue how to scratch the prickle in my gut. As far as I knew it always went away after my sessions with Sela and didn’t come back for several weeks, often together with the need to feed. I’d assumed it was another way for my body to let me know I was running low and needed replenishments. I wasn’t running low now and my gut twisted like a motherfucker anyway.

      Isay stepped away from the king and some of my tension eased, but the original itch remained. What the actual f—“family, Isay. I hope in time you’ll feel at home here.”

      I breathed deep through the king’s words, needing to stay calm before I reacted poorly. I saw the joy in both Grath’s and Siya’s eyes at being finally able to hug his stepdaughter, but all I felt was bitterness and that terrible itch.

      “One more thing before you go,” the king said and I knew it was the part that explained why we had to be present for this meeting. Any two guards could have kept the servant girl at bay, you didn’t need five fully trained warriors for that.

      Isay’s footsteps stilled and I realised she’d been walking towards the exit without being dismissed.

      “I’m assigning you personal guards who will make sure you’ll be safe at all times.”

      That got Hiko’s attention. “Father—”

      “It’s non-negotiable.”

      Isay’s eyes flicked between the king and us while mine were now fully focussed on her. A flush on her cheeks either meant she found this idea appalling, but was opposed to arguing with the king again or that it thrilled her to have five males following her every move.

      “But—” Hiko tried again without any success.

      King Grath raised a hand to silence him. “I want one of you with Isay at all times, starting today.”

      Everyone but Hiko bowed their heads in agreement. I locked my eyes with Isay’s as I accepted the assignment and her flush grew. Now, that was interesting. A smile tugged at the corners of my lips. That’s when she looked away and marched out of the throne room, still without being dismissed.

      I tapped Sinister on the shoulder and nodded toward where Isay had escaped. “First watch?”

      He gave me a curt nod. We both looked toward King Grath, but he was busy giving Hiko the look. You know the one that expresses how disappointed a parent is over the decisions their offspring makes. I cleared my throat, waiting for him to notice us. His eyes travelled to me and I forced my posture to still and my feet to not tap impatiently. King Grath was quite easy going when you ran into him out in the courtyard or in the dining room. In the throne room he had two rules, don’t speak unless spoken to and do not leave until dismissed. Isay had overstepped both of them, but I didn’t dare to do more than clear my throat for attention.

      “What is it Karmuth?”

      “My king, may we go after her?”

      Grath waved his hand towards the exit and I was off before the words left his mouth. “Your presence is no longer required. Everyone but Hiko may leave.”

      Sinister followed me out to the hallway where I closed my eyes and breathed in deeply, then shook my head. “She never learns, does she?”

      I turned left. You know what else was to the left? The kitchen.

      “You look thrilled to be chasing the girl,” Sinister remarked.

      I glanced at him briefly, then continued my fast paced hunt through the hallways.

      “I might feel some semblance of kin to her, that’s all. I was an outcast when I first arrived, same as her.”

      “Mhmm, you keep telling yourself that.”

      I didn’t pick Sinister to be paired with me for the conversation. I picked him, because that way I could keep an eye on him, not that I thought he’d do something to hurt Isay after the king’s show of power. Out of the four of them I trusted him with Isay the least. Regar might’ve joked around, but he was a good guy. Ferro had his kinks, but duty came first and once Hiko had his talk with the king he’d walk the line.

      I couldn’t get the fury on Isay’s face out of my head when Grath brought out the ring after he’d sentenced the servant to death anyway. I understood where the king was coming from, keeping Isay safe was about the mentality of the fae in the court and the only thing any of us was afraid of was death, ironic as that sounded. But he didn’t have to play her like that.

      “How long do you think that ring of hers lasts?” Sinister asked and I stopped in my tracks to stare him down. A knowing smile tugged at his lips and his eyes glinted with mischief. “Just curious, you know.”

      I grabbed at his collar and pushed him against the hallway, the itch in my gut rising up to a tornado of knives that I intended to ignore. “Do not even dare to touch her—”

      Sinister barked a laugh and I narrowed my eyes at him. “Quite a kinship you’ve got there Kar. Don’t worry about me touching your girl. That’s a shit I won’t mess with, no matter how enticing. Worry about you touching her instead.”

      “I’m not going to,” I grunted and released my hold on him.

      “Exactly my point.” I thought I heard some sympathy in his voice but it must’ve been a fluke since his face was betraying none of it.

      We caught up to Isay as she was standing by the hallway to the kitchen not moving towards it, but not leaving either.

      “Normal people get their food from the dining hall,” I said, stopping next to her.

      “There’s a dining hall?”

      “No, I made that up as a conversation starter. Isay, of course there’s a dining hall, all of those fae have to eat somewhere. Do you think this kitchen would be this busy if there were no mouths to feed?”

      Isay studied the bustling kitchen. Unlike the other morning there were more than eleven fae rushing between sterile countertops. More than one pot of stew bubbling away. Instructions shouted out and replied with ‘ay chef’. From where we stood it looked like chaos.

      “May I show you the way, my princess?” My princess? Must be because I’d called Grath my king. Nothing to it.

      “Don’t call me that!”

      “What?” I smiled, “princess or mine?”

      I heard Sinister cough behind me. Yeah, too far, I agreed with that assessment. But the blush on her cheeks was adorable and the scent of forest flowers flared up, making me breathless. Sinister was holding his breath again. In a few weeks time he’d likely learn how to survive without oxygen whenever Isay was around.

      “Neither!” Isay exclaimed.

      I couldn’t deny getting satisfaction from seeing her flustered, but Sinister was right—I never thought the day would come when I’d say that Sinister was right—I had to worry about not touching Isay. Even with the ring it was too risky.

      “What would you like me to call you then?”

      “How about my name?”

      “Sure thing, Isay. As you wish.”

      She huffed as if hearing her name didn’t give her the satisfactory effect. I however enjoyed saying it more than I should have.

      Isay was pointedly not looking at me and I was wondering if I was getting under her skin. She finally said,“Show me to the dining hall.”

      “Kar,” I interjected.

      “What?”

      “Show me to the dining hall, Kar. I just figured if we were going to be on a first name basis you should use mine.”

      “Fine, whatever. Karmuth, just show me the way. I’m starving”

      My heart leapt at the way she sang out my name, but then again anything from her lips was a melody I could listen to for eternity. “Full name even? I don’t think I introduced myself this way.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      Well, that filled me with satisfaction. If she wanted to call me that I wouldn’t stop her. That gave her one more syllable to pronounce and left my name on her tongue longer.

      “The dining hall is this way, Isay.” I pointed my finger toward the way we had to go and started walking, certain she’d follow. If not, Sinister was still shadowing us and would wait until she made up her mind. It didn’t take long for her to catch up and fall into step next to me. I noticed her looking behind us at Sinister and fidgeting. Ah, he left her uncomfortable. I wasn’t surprised, he gave me the creeps too.

      “Think of him as a rottweiler,” I suggested. “Dangerous when treated wrong, but incredibly loyal. Helps me look past his grim appearance every time.”

      Sinister coughed again and I knew he was enjoying himself. I also knew after this day he wouldn’t join me in guard duty again.

      “He does look a little like a rottweiler,” Isay mused, throwing another look over her shoulder.

      “He sure does.”
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          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      The execution was scheduled for the same evening. I didn’t usually dread the thought, but when I left Isay to Ferro and Regar’s care several hours later I began to grow anxious. Pacing the compound, more like running circles around the Vindician grounds, bordered by high electric fences and regular guard posts did little to ease up the mass collecting in my stomach.

      Before Isay, I didn’t think twice about taking a life. It was a part of being what I was. Whether I wanted it or not, death followed me regardless and I’d grown to accept it as part of life. Now? I wanted to be something else. For her, I wanted to be born someone else. Someone she wouldn’t need to be scared of touching. The hours I’d spent guarding her made it blatantly clear that what I’d called kinship was more like magnetism I had no will to fight. Her pull was stronger than anything I’d ever felt, more consuming than the disparaging pain of starving ecos. I also didn’t know how much longer I could convince myself that she didn’t feel the draw, didn’t think of my skin against hers, my lips crushing her lips. My body pressing her against a wall and she letting me slide my fingers under her shirt. She was most certainly not thinking about our breathless panting, moaning my name—my full name—begging for more. That was all me. I couldn’t stop thinking about it.

      “Kar!” a guard called out from a tower I’d passed three times already. He’d taken notice, too. “Excited for the evening?” he asked when I got closer.

      “Drek,” I nodded at him. “You could say that.”

      I was not excited for the evening. I was excessively hoping Isay wouldn’t be present when I’d play the part of an executioner, but I knew I’d have no such luck. The whole court would be there to assure that this offence wouldn’t happen again. Knowing how precious life force was, we never wasted our prisoners. Elisia’s death would be by my hand as I finished what I’d started when I’d found her in the kitchen glowing like she’d swallowed the sun. At that moment I’d finished her off, no questions asked. But at that moment I also hadn’t heard Isay plead for her life.

      “Man, I wish I could do what you do,” Drek sighed. “There’s not much ecos left for most of us. Highborn always get the best pickings.”

      I took a real look at him. While Drek was a big guy, almost reached my height, he was also way too thin for his build. His dark hair was thinning and while he was trying to hide it I could still see his hands shake slightly as if it took effort to simply keep standing. A new sort of fury burned through me. Drek was a decade older than me, but we’d trained together for the force, me being the youngest in our group starting at the age of seven. He’d shown promise, but fell just short of making it to the king’s personal guard. From there on out it was a downward ride for him.

      “I thought the queen would change that. She’s been sharing her own ecos around, feeding the court. Have you not received any?” I’d felt it in the throne room, and later in the dining hall. I’d let it slide off me, knowing I’d collect the life force of Elisia later tonight and still buzzing from the power I’d received through her earlier this week. There were fae who needed it more than I did. Drek being one of them.

      The other fae shrugged. “It’ll likely travel from high to low like most things. Just got to wait for our turn, eh? Could use it, though. Ronya is sick and doesn’t have enough strength to pull through if she can’t feed soon.”

      Shit. Ronya was his mate. If their connection was anything at all as strong as what I was beginning to feel towards Isay it couldn’t be easy on him. “Hilitris?”

      This disease was spreading through the lower fae in our court, mainly the malnourished ones. It started when restrictions were placed on our feedings. We could only take from elderly, sick or already dying. It was barely enough to get by and as Drek said, higher ups got to choose their prey, leaving the rest with meagre pickings. First the infected would grow weak until they were unable to do the simplest everyday things, stuck to their bed to wait for either a life force to walk right by at arms reach or wither away completely. It took a significant amount of ecos to bring someone out of that state once they were bedridden. It was often simply not done, for it was considered a waste. Three healthy fae could maintain a decent level of ecos for a month for one fae to be healed from hilitris.

      “Yes,” Drek confirmed.

      His dark eyes held no hope, but I had to ask anyway. “How far along?”

      “The last stages. We don’t expect her to survive through the moon cycle.”

      I gritted my teeth. That was in less than a week. “I’m sorry.”

      There was nothing else I could offer. I couldn’t give him anything else. While I was topped to the brim, feeling stronger than ever I couldn’t share it like the naturels apparently could, like Isay could. Isay could… No she couldn’t. She wouldn’t, not for me and not for any of my friends. Not after what she would witness during the servant’s execution.

      “I will see if there is anything at all I can do to help,” I offered. There wasn’t, though. I knew there wasn’t, because I could not risk Isay.

      Drek understood, because even as he said, “thank you,” he’d given up hope.

      Attempting to turn the topic around I pointed towards the fence. “Everything all right outside?”

      Drek’s eyes darkened even more. “I wish I could say it is. There’s something stirring, I’m just not sure yet what. I do know that it’ll be coming right at us.”

      More trouble. Exactly what we didn’t need.

      A little later I left Drek to his guard duty and went to do mine. We didn’t have a big dungeon as we rarely kept prisoners for any length of time. Death was a quick certainty to anyone bold enough to overstep or to get in our way. Trials were not done either, any suspect was immediately assumed guilty. Not of our court? Even better. That was the sweetest life force any of us could get the chance to collect. If ever we found another fae snooping around too close nobody hesitated to have a chance at them. Maintaining good relations with other courts proved difficult due to it, but it was their fault restrictions were placed on us, starving our population toward a slow death. I got a feeling that whatever was stirring was somehow connected to the tensions between our court and a few others.

      I pushed my way through to the dark space underground with cages lining the wall, all of them empty except for one. Elisia sat on a thin mattress hugging her knees to her chest. Her eyes were red from crying, but she’d run out of tears. A guard sitting at the entrance nodded at me as I passed. I stopped at the gate and unlocked the door. The creak of it opening brought the woman’s eyes up and complete terror shone back at me through her black pools.

      “It is time.”

      “Please…” she whimpered, pressing herself tighter against the wall she leaned on.

      This once I wished I could respond to her plea with affirmative. I’d walk out to the courtyard empty handed, telling the crowd she’d died in her cell while she’d disappear into the night outside our reservation.

      “I’ll make it quick,” I said instead. “You won’t feel a thing.”

      A shaky nod and two attempts at standing up later I was leading her towards the main courtyard where two nights ago we’d celebrated King Grath’s marriage to Siya. Now this same place would bear witness to an organised murder.

      Elated roars and laughter reached us even before we left the dungeon. If there was anything that a death fae enjoyed just as much as taking a life it would be watching someone else’s life being taken. Even Elisia being one of us, this occasion was a festivity to many. It excited a lot of fae in our court and it should’ve excited me just as much, but as we walked to the centre of the yard that was left empty, a crowd of spectators curving around it and filling up the escape route behind us I kept searching around for Isay.

      I found her standing next to Queen Siya, flanked by Ferro and Regar, the latter throwing a lopsided grin and a wave my way. That bastard. The king had an arm around his wife, but she still kept gripping his vest for dear life. The queen looked agitated, but her daughter looked even more so when her eyes met mine, before I pointedly looked away. A pang of guilt twisted my stomach and rose a bile to my throat. I swallowed, but it did not wash back down.

      Let’s get this over with. I stopped slightly off-middle, because I didn’t want to be any closer to Isay. I also did not want her to see my face so I turned my back on her completely, looking at Elisia’s trembling form instead.

      “Any last wishes?”

      Slight shake of her head, then a nod and I waited, but nothing came out of her lips. I waited a little longer until the crowd grew restless. Then I simply couldn’t wait any longer. I put my palm against her cheek, felt her flinch, felt her ecos fighting me, then did the one thing I knew was a certain way to get her to lose focus and give in. A sure way to make Isay hate me if she didn’t already. I pressed my lips against Elisia’s and felt her ecos rush to me, filling up every untouched place within. And then she crumbled into ashes at my feet.

      I took a deep breath when the ashes settled and felt the extra life force thrumming through my veins. It wasn’t as strong as the first time I’d collected from her, but it added to the magnificent thrill of being full to the brim. I couldn’t stop the grin that spread over my face at the taste of so much ecos. Not turning around, for I didn’t need Isay seeing my reaction, I walked out of the courtyard with hollers and cheers following me. Several fae patted me on the back when I walked by as if I’d done something incredible. I suppose I might’ve, nobody else could access the ecos within another death fae. Nobody but me.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      Loud thumping came from behind my door before it was thrown open and Prince Hiko invaded my privacy. I jerked up in bed, pulling my covers with me and gripping them to my chest, cold fury mixing with hot coals of embarrassment in my stomach.

      “What are you doing? Get out!” I shrieked, but he didn’t give a damn and marched straight to my bed, took hold of the border of my blanket that hung over the edge and yanked so hard the part I was still holding onto loosened from my fingers. He then discarded the whole thing on the floor at the foot of my bed.

      “Rise and shine, princess. We’ve got things to do.”

      “We?” I bit back at his venomous tone. “Since when am I part of ‘we’?”

      Crossing my hands in front of my chest only highlighted my boobs, and while I did wear a silky nightgown it suddenly felt too thin to protect me from Hiko’s stare. He showed no interest, however, and just barked at me, “since me and my men need to follow your every move. Now get up, we are not going to wait on you.”

      Heavens, I knew he was a moron, but still hoped I was wrong. The only one I’d felt any connection to was Karmuth and after last night I knew it was wishful thinking. He was as bad as the rest of them, if not worse. He’d told me—no, promised me—that the kitchen maid would be all right. Dead was not all right!

      “It appears your bed does not have a right side to wake up at. Perhaps you should consider redesigning your quarters?” I was bitter all right.

      I’d believed my room was off-limits. It was the one place I felt a semblance of safety, where I didn’t need to appear strong or avoid others. Because others would not be in it! But now that belief was horribly crushed and I’d never feel safe again. You could have five looming bodyguards, you could even have seventeen, all the good it did if they were all death fae taking pleasure in completely draining people dry.

      I had a stare down with the prince, still sitting on my bed as he impatiently waited for me to get out.

      “You go do what you do. I’m not planning on going anywhere today.”

      “Not an option.” Hiko was this far from reaching out and grabbing my ankle to pull me off the mattress the same way he’d done with the blanket. I slithered away from his grasp and slid off the bed on the other side. Having it between us did not feel reassurance enough. The ring on my finger throbbed faintly and stayed warm, but I wasn’t going to trust it. If Hiko really wanted a go at me he’d find a way past it.

      “Fine,” I huffed, not moving from my place on the other side of the bed. “It’d be faster if you’d wait outside.”

      “Fine,” he huffed back and marched out, leaving the doorway wide open behind him.

      Idiot.

      Making sure Hiko stood with his back to the doorway I quickly changed to baggy pants and a T-shirt combo that was comfortable but not as dismissive as sweats. The prince was still staring at the hallway wall opposite my door when I walked out, then immediately set off when he noticed I’d joined him, expecting me to follow without questions. Oh, I did have questions, but I wasn’t going to voice them. Having any sort of exchange with Hiko would be bad for my confidence, and my confidence had taken a huge drop already within the two weeks of my stay at the court.

      We left the palace in complete silence and headed towards an area separated from the rest with low walling. A wide open space gaped in the middle, while off to the side several dummies stuck out of the ground on decent sized poles creating a thin forest. It was a training field of sorts. The rest of the warriors already stood there waiting.

      I avoided looking at Karmuth, didn’t care to look at any of them, really. I’d escaped the courtyard soon after I’d seen the kiss of death performed right before my eyes that commenced the gathered fae into a raving mass. I didn’t see Karmuth on my way through the crowd that parted like I carried a plague letting me through without a hitch, so unlike they’d received Karmuth.

      I stopped short, not moving forward from the barrier pointing out the start of the training field, instead sitting on the carelessly laid limestone wall. It was just high enough to perch on top of that my feet still touched the ground. Apparently I was to bear witness to their fighting session. As if they hadn’t scared me enough last night, I also had to see their physical prowess. You know, in case they couldn’t get to my ecos, (which now was momentarily protected by the ring,) they could still give me a swift death by force. I stood at a disadvantage no matter how you looked at it, so I decided to at least stand as far away from them as I could.

      “What’s she doing here?” one of the warriors asked, not the bald one that Karmuth had called a rottweiler, but the other one. He was shorter than the rest, which did not mean he was short at all, and his broad shoulders more than made up for it. When he looked my way there was a glint of something dark in his eyes I didn’t recognise in anyone else’s, Sinister included. An unease creeping up on me suggested he was one to look out for the most.

      “Couldn’t leave her wandering around the grounds all by herself,” Hiko replied sullenly. “Father’s orders.”

      “Great,” the other fae grinned. I think his name was Ferris or something of the sort. “We can use her for target practice. I’m tired of aiming at unmoving sacks of hay.”

      “Ferro,” Karmuth rebuked. That was it, like iron. Like a good sharp piece of iron moulded to slash deeply, and efficiently. “If the assignment was to miss, you could have her standing in front of your bow all you want, but I doubt that’d give you the desired rush. Nobody is using Isay for target practice.”

      “Protective aren’t we?” Regar pitched in, bumping Karmuth’s shoulder as if to congratulate him on standing up for me.

      He got shoved away with a grunt. “She is under our protection.”

      Karmuth threw an apologetic smile my way that I was not looking at. Just like I wasn’t looking at the way his muscles flexed as he pulled out an impressive blade strapped to his back, nor the way his body moved with quiet assurance into a fighting stance that tensed those muscles I wasn’t looking at, and highlighted their strength further.

      “You can use me for target practice all you want,” Karmuth said, grinning widely.

      My heart leapt out of my chest when Ferro took him up on that, drawing a mean bow quicker than I could register and shot an arrow at his awaiting form. A swish of that big blade broke the flying stick in half before it reached its destination in Karmuth’s heart, and so the dance began.

      While Karmuth and Ferro battled out their differences, the rest of the warriors did not sit idly and started their own sequence, two against one. The prince being attacked by both sides held his own. I wished he would lose his footing or let his guard down, but he didn’t. Instead Regar ended with a slash across his biceps and Sinister the Rottweiler lost his weapon when Hiko directed all of his attention at him.

      Ferro and Karmuth were more evenly matched even as Ferro stuck to his bow and occasionally used its pointed limbs to counteract Karmuth’s sword. Stunned and unable to look away my mouth was gaping open as I followed the deadly dance with wide eyed wonder. At one point Sinister joined Ferro’s efforts to overpower Karmuth, then Regar. Then the blue eyed warrior was standing on his own against all of them at once and while I could see considerable signs of fatigue from Ferro who’d started out as his equal, Karmuth never wavered.

      I was so entranced in the training session I didn’t realise someone sat down next to me and jumped when a raspy female voice spoke up. “Magnificent, isn’t he?”

      My hand rose to my chest to stop my heart from jumping through as it raced faster than a horse in a competition and didn’t stop as I took in the dark fae.

      “If that’s your taste, sure,” I croaked.

      Throaty laughter that fit more to the bedroom than in the battle field erupted from her throat. Her short black hair fell to her eyes as she crouched over from the amusement. I didn’t think I’d been that funny.

      “Kar is everyone’s taste, darling.”

      “Perhaps in Vindican court. Where I come from we have higher standards.”

      “You want me to believe that looking at that tight ass does nothing to you?” the fae asked, studying me like I was a marvel and not because I was more often considered a meal than a conversation partner.

      I hadn’t been looking at Karmuth’s ass, but now that she pointed it out I couldn’t not look. She laughed again, raspy and seductive.

      “You can have him.” I cleared my throat. “Like I said, not my taste.”

      “Oh, I do,” she sighed happily. “Every now and again. You think he looks good now, wait until he loses those pants.”

      I jerked my head toward the woman, my cheeks heating up and not because I was imagining Karmuth pantless—or well not only because I was imagining Karmuth pantless—I was imagining him pantless with her. I didn’t care for that image.

      “I’m Sela by the way.”

      “Isay,” I grumbled, then turned my attention back to the warriors.

      “Oh, I know.”

      “If you’re here to warn me off Karmuth, you’re wasting your time. He can’t even touch me.” I did not sound convinced. Can’t rang like a lie with the ring in my finger thrumming quietly.

      “Warn you?” Sela laughed. “No, I am not beyond sharing. I just wanted to see if the rumours held any truth to them.”

      “Do they?”

      “They most certainly do,” Sela said with satisfaction, “You’ve got him wrapped around your little finger and you don’t even know it. I thought you were more than just a pretty face and a tempting life force, but frankly I don’t know what he sees in you.”

      Sela stood up and left without waiting for my reaction. It didn’t matter, because my reaction was a gaping mouth as my brain tried to wrap around what she’d just said. Then I was the one laughing. Only my laugh didn’t sound like sex on a rainy day, it sounded like cracking of wood under the hooves of a deer scared shitless by a chasing predator.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      Sweat dripped down my back and my muscles ached sweetly from exertion. I wanted to believe that I’d lasted this long against all of them had something to do with Isay watching—and I knew she was watching, I caught her eye a time or two when Sinister crouched over from the hilt of my dadao in his gut or Regar fell flat on his back when I tripped him. While I did want to impress Isay, I knew it was more to do with part of her ecos thrumming through me. I could almost prevent every single move any of them made. I could certainly outlast them and by the look on their faces they were reaching their limit.

      “Okay,” Hiko called out breathlessly, his sword only half rising to bar my strike. His hand shook under the force. A vein on his neck pulsed and his teeth gritted as steam rose from his damp forehead. “Timeout.”

      Overly satisfied with myself I dropped my dadao back into its scabbard, and turned to fully look at Isay on the stacked stone wall. She found the patch of grass by her feet more interesting all of a sudden, but heat flared up on her cheeks at my attention.

      The itch was back. The one deep in my gut I had no way of scratching, but turned out she was the one to make it prickle. It couldn’t be a coincidence it flared up whenever she was near. What it meant, I had no clue whatsoever. But fuck if I didn’t want to find out if the same remedy I used Sela for would work with Isay.

      Once that thought surfaced I couldn’t force it down again. Would she shiver as I ran my fingers up her thighs? Would her breath catch when I’d pull at the fabric of her panties? Yep, that would most certainly be the origin of the itch, because it suddenly flared up into a burning that almost left me gasping. A hunger. Even as my ecos had never been fuller I’d never felt this hungry. It was Isay who brought this craving to such an extent. While the fighting hadn’t done much to my breathing, Isay got me panting without even raising her eyes from her feet. I was in so much trouble.

      Needing to focus on anything other than the encompassing feeling taking me over, I walked closer to her.

      “Come, it’s your turn.” That’s all I could come up with. While others took a breather I could show Isay some moves.

      She looked at me then, incredulous. “What?”

      “You against me, I’ll go easy on you,” I grinned. “What do you say?”

      “How about no?”

      “How about: yes, Kar, that sounds like so much fun?”

      “In your dreams, maybe. You won’t hear me repeating that.”

      At least she was talking to me. After last night I wasn’t sure she would. Now I was certain I could coax her out of her comfort zone.

      “Hmm mhmm. You have no idea what kind of dreams I have.” Lately? I’d been dreaming about her all right. Big surprise there. Did it show on my face just what kind of dreams? Pretty sure of it.

      “Please… I don’t want to know.”

      That flush was going to be the end of me. I hadn’t yet gotten what I came for, which was a distraction from the hunger—because now that I recognised it as that it couldn’t be anything else—that she brought out in me. But I couldn’t keep myself from prolonging this conversation. Which, by the way, distracted nothing.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure. My dreams are incredible.”

      “Good for you.”

      “Last night I dreamt of—”

      “Karmuth, I mean it. I don’t want to know.” This time when she said my name it was cold, as if all the melody in her voice fell flat and out of tune. It lost all of the stunning ring to it that kept me wanting to keep her talking.

      That same chill replaced the blood in my veins when she finally fully looked at me. Not a sideways glance, not keeping her eyes at my chest, but met my gaze dead on. Her eyes cut through me sharper than any weapon ever forged.

      “Last night all I could dream about was ashes and death. The euphoric cries of all of the fae at the courtyard. The whole bloody ordeal. I closed my eyes to Elisia’s terrified face and didn’t open them until your lovely prince barged into my room to play witness to this wonderful show of gallantry.”

      I turned a venomous gaze towards Hiko, who remained oblivious to it as Isay kept on fuming.

      “Once again not getting breakfast before I was whisked away to someone else’s errands. I don’t need to hear about how incredible your dreams are. I do not care. I want my own life back.”

      Taking a deep breath I took a moment to find my response. I couldn’t in all honesty apologise to her about what I’d done, because I was not sorry. It needed to happen and the only thing I regretted was it happening the way it did. I could’ve waited for Elisia to give up the fight and drawn the life force from her with a simple contact. I didn’t have to do it the old fashioned way, the move where the ‘kiss of death’ originated from. It had been used to lure oblivious girls down the dark alleys once before, like Isay had pointed out at the king’s wedding. I’d only proven her right with executing the same exact treachery. I enjoyed it, too. I had no basis to condemn Sinister for his preferences. My own preferences were tenfold worse, no matter how well I attempted to sugarcoat them.

      “How about you let me give you a lesson on self-defence,” I said slowly, paying attention to her reaction to my words. Just as I thought, she shook her head as if I hadn’t understood a thing she’d said. I did, though. I really did. She wanted to get rid of me; couldn’t stand the sight of me after what I’d done. Getting stuck with me as her protector was rubbing her the wrong way. While I itched to touch her, she’d rather see me dead. At least I knew that much. “Once you can hold your own with a blade, I’ll convince the king to drop the guard on you and you can spend your time however you wish to.”

      “You would do that?”

      You have no idea what I’d be willing to do for you. “I’d give it my best shot.”

      “I don’t think one lesson is enough to get me far,” Isay murmured, but stood anyway. A small victory in my favour. “Don’t expect me to do whatever these guys did.” She waved her hand towards Hiko and the rest, still slightly out of it. “Actually, I don’t have any skills to show off whatsoever. You’ll have me with one strike.”

      “You’ll be fine,” I reassured her, although I wanted to have her more than anything. “We’ll go slow.”

      Really damn slow. I needed to win back that smile she’d graced me with when we showed up at the dining hall, before I’d killed the servant, and her eyes went wide with wonder. If slow was the way to it, so be it.

      Sinister’s blade was shorter and lighter than mine and I drew it out of its sheath with the man giving me a side-eye, but not pulling away. I held it by the blade toward Isay so that she had plenty of space to grab it without having to worry about our fingers touching. I was a gentleman like that. If I wanted to be. She took hold of it hesitantly. The moment I let go the blade dipped towards the ground. Her face scrunched up in concentration, keeping her hands from shaking at the weight of it.

      I bit my lip to keep myself from smiling. She looked damn adorable gripping a one-handed sword between both of her palms, knees slightly bent on instinct and that determination burning in her eyes.

      This wasn’t the smartest idea I’d ever gotten because now she stood an arm’s length away from me, and try as I may, I couldn’t convince myself that reaching out was a terrible, terrible idea.

      Swallowing hard I pulled out my own sword and showed her the most basic swing, letting her practise it on me. After that I showed her how to block hits and how to move her feet. The burning hunger didn’t ease up during the whole practice, if anything it grew in intensity.

      I hoped I would be able to leave Isay to Regar or Ferro after the training, so that she wouldn’t need to spend any more time with me than absolutely necessary, but they both scattered the moment Hiko called an end. I was not going to leave her to Hiko’s care after her admission of the prince violating her privacy. He might’ve been a close second on her hate-list, me being at the very top. So I was the one left to trail her to the dining hall and watch her pile her plate full of the different breakfast options spread out on one of the tables.

      She picked a spot in the corner, farthest away from everyone else, and sat with her back to the wall. Her gaze kept sweeping through the room periodically, assessing threats. That was my job, but I was too immersed in studying her.

      “What would you like to do today?” I asked after a while.

      She remained calm as if the promise of getting rid of me soon was good enough for now, or perhaps now that she’d had her outburst she could look past it a little easier. I didn’t expect her to forgive and forget, but if she could stand to be around me without exploding, that was a win in my book.

      “I would like to go to the forest,” she said quietly.

      I closed my eyes, took a deep breath to calm my damned heart, then agreed. “Okay.”

      I wasn’t going to tell her that the forest bordering Vindican court was nothing like what she was used to. That there were things living in there worse than her worst nightmare. That even I might not be able to protect her if some of them came out to play. She was going to find that out on her own.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t expect Karmuth to accept taking me outside the reservations borders, but he was true to his word. His tense posture searched behind every tree while mine relaxed at the simple comfort of being in a familiar environment, even if this forest was miles from my home. The ruffling of dirt and leaves as a bird ran into the bushes to hide from our intrusion, the crack of a stick under Karmuth’s boot that made him jump out of his skin brought a smile to my face.

      “Skittish much?” I asked. It was the first time I’d spoken up since we left the dining hall. Karmuth was the one to convince the suspicious gate guard to let us through. The other fae had been as tense as Karmuth now.

      “Just keep walking. We do not want to stay in one place for too long and let the delthers catch our scent.”

      I brushed a low hanging branch with my fingers, feeling it hum under my touch as I followed him slower than he set the pace for. A few feet farther I crouched down to smell a clematis nested in moss and I heard Karmuth shuffle back to where I stopped.

      “Princess, I am responsible for your safety and I take it very seriously,” Karmuth said with intensity burning through his eyes. “Please believe me when I tell you it is not wise to stop.”

      “What are delthers?” I stood and let Karmuth lead me through the foliage at a rushed pace.

      Being one step ahead, he turned to look back at me. “You’ve never heard of delthers?”

      “Never.”

      “Isay, how old are you?”

      My breathing stopped as the question took me by surprise. With a suddenly racing heart that had nothing to do with being afraid of Karmuth and everything to do with being attracted to him regardless of the things he’d done I gulped pathetically.

      “What’s that got to do with it?”

      Karmuth’s eyebrows furrowed. He’d forgotten his own advice to keep moving and stopped to take a better look at me. Eyes roaming over every inch of me as if there was a way he could read my age from my appearance. There wasn’t.

      There were no obvious ways to tell the age of a fae. Being absolutely certain there hadn’t been any death fae born within the last twenty-five years I knew all of my protectors were a whole lot older than me. There were other tell-tale signs like the way a fae talked, or how they carried themselves. After the first century many fae became self-assured. After the second, they might have learned their lesson and mellowed. Every fae aged differently, however.

      I did not wish Karmuth to know I hadn’t even reached my third decade yet, I was barely over the border of the second. In the years of fae I was but a youngling. Even in human years I hadn’t yet reached full maturity.

      Not reading anything significant out of my posture, as I’d guessed he wouldn’t, he turned back around to continue walking. There wasn’t a path to follow so he made his own through branches and bushes.

      “A century ago a pack of delthers attacked the court of Hessia. Seven hundred fae died within an hour, before the beasts were taken down. Fifty years later, Felroth suffered similar losses. Since the Vindican court grew in strength with every one of those deaths the council of courts turned against us, restricting our feeding grounds. There hasn’t been any further attacks, but we’re still taking the blame for them. It is believed that delthers are born out of a death fae’s nightmares, but the fae must be at full strength to conjure them up. A lot of bullshit if you ask me.”

      He gave me a tight smile after his history lesson and I nodded in appreciation. Not everyone had the patience to educate me and I’d learned a long time not to ask too many questions. It would immediately out me as a youngling and result in special treatment.

      “So, how old are you?” Karmuth asked again as if unable to stifle his curiosity. “I thought everyone knew this story.”

      “Elverstone has not been attacked by delthers, has it? We do not gossip about other courts’ misfortune.” Which was partly true, but my mother likely knew about delthers and failed to mention them when we moved in right next door.

      “How old are you?” I asked back, hoping to get the focus off me. Just how many decades older was he?

      He shifted his shoulders and avoided my eyes. “Is there anything specific you’re looking for in here? I suggest we not stay for much longer.”

      Did he too wish to change the topic? Was he hiding his age because he was younger than he wanted to be, or would he think I’d baulk to know he was more than a few centuries older than me?

      “Oh pray tell, is your age making you uncomfortable?”

      “No, I just don’t want you to get the wrong idea,” he replied slowly. “Despite my age, I am more than capable of taking care of you.”

      Very cryptic, and absolutely uncalled for. I’d like to think he did not mean it the way it came out, but his voice turned low and seductive at the end. I couldn’t have misinterpreted it. Sela had seemed to emphasise the same thing, that Karmuth was an expert in taking care of… things.

      “If you say so.” I swallowed, hearing the rush of the blood in my ears.

      “Hmm… You are not convinced.”

      “Hmm… Should I be?”

      His smile turned into a mischievous grin that turned my stomach and brought goosebumps to my arms. He took a step closer to me and I backed away until I hit a tree. With two swift steps he crowded over me so close I could feel his breath on my face, but he wasn’t touching me. Even then, the throb of the ring on my finger intensified.

      “I wish I could prove it to you, Isay, but you’ll just have to take my word for it.” He breathed in deeply, eyes drooping low. “For now.”

      I opened my mouth to object, not knowing if I meant to protest the proving in general or just the ‘for now’ part of his admission. Him this close to me got my skin crawling and my head spinning. His body radiated heat that transferred to me without any need for physical contact. It was hard to remember why I hated him when his proximity made me wild. I wanted to test the ring again.

      Only hot air wafted out from between my lips, and it was all well and good this way, because all of a sudden Karmuth was as stiff as a brick wall again. His eyes no longer on me, but wildly searching the woods as his finger ended on my lips and I gasped despite the warning. His eyes widened for a brief moment, but then went back to looking for threats.

      I thought he was being paranoid until I heard it, too. A rustling right behind us, then a wet sniffing and a snort. I craned my neck to see past the tree at my back, but Karmuth pulled me back and shook his head in silence.

      “But—” I whispered.

      No, he mouthed back.

      I was content on waiting it out and never seeing the beast of Karmuth’s nightmares until a quiet squeak ripped through my heart and the monster bolted after whatever had made that sound. All I heard then was the loud thumping of its feet that highlighted its size and the wind in my ears. I wasn’t thinking straight when I took off right after it, Karmuth cursing behind me.

      We were running through the thick growth, the delther carving a path for us by ramming through whatever barrier presented itself. Its prey was smaller, a squirrel, or a rabbit perhaps. I wasn’t quite sure but I felt its life force bright and strong as it ran for its life until it disappeared into a tight hole in the ground and the beast I was chasing stopped in its tracks and started digging at the obvious den.

      Only then did I have a chance to take in the animal in front of me. Built like a bull, with black leathery skin and crevices in its muscled back that regularly opened up and closed emitting a smoke each time. it didn’t look all that bad until it turned to face me instead of the cave. Nostrils flaring, eyes as dark as night, and slimy tendrils creeping out of its mouth like hundreds of thin tongues, the delther looked horrifying.

      “Isay, back away slowly,” Karmuth’s tight voice instructed from behind me.

      I couldn’t. A small white rabbit was at the entrance to the destroyed den, pressed tightly to the ground. Its life force flared to the beat of its heart, to the frantic beat of mine. I attempted to side step the delther instead to get to the rabbit first. I could protect it. Somehow.

      Wrong move. It sprang on me faster than I could comprehend and the impact of its sharp horns was only halted by Karmuth’s sword. I let out a cry anyway as my heart tried to catch up to what was happening.

      The beast’s tendrils wrapped around his sword wielding arm and cut through skin. A sharp hiss was the only sound Karmuth made, but his hand began to shake as the delther pushed more pressure on the sword while pulling at him with its tendrils. Then I saw it: Karmuth’s ecos being drawn out of him through the tendrils, the contact weakening him with every passing second. He hadn’t told me delthers fed on life force.

      With a grunt Karmuth pulled at his locked up arm but he was already staggering on his feet with more than half of his ecos gone. If he died here and now I would be next, and then the bunny. I don’t know if it was the fear of death that summoned the burst of life from my chest that slammed into Karmuth. Strengthened by my ecos he managed to slice through the tendrils imprisoning him and danced around the delther avoiding its head now that he knew what to expect.

      I ran for the rabbit the moment the opportunity arose and pressed it against my chest. Karmuth kept on twirling around the delther, slashing at it strategically, but it was clear he wasn’t as strong as he’d been in the training field. The monster had taken something of him I couldn’t fix. I tried anyway. Doing what I despised the most, what we weren’t supposed to do, I collected from the forest around us, drawing the power to myself and channelling it toward Karmuth, who stumbled once when he felt me push at his damaged ecos, but started carving at the delther with a renewed force.

      My vision filled with white as the energy flew around me in suffocating velocity. My head swam from the effort it took to keep the channels open and not harm the rabbit still cuddled in my arms. The patch of grass under my feet dried and the leaves on the closest trees turned grey. I couldn’t stop it. The flow, I couldn’t lock it back up. I kept on taking more from the forest and pressing it all into Karmuth by instinct as the raving delther picked parts of it out of him for its own meal. I thought the fight would never end, they were both continuously reinvigorated and could go on for hours should I be able to keep this up myself.

      At long last, the delther made a mistake that Karmuth used to his advantage. As the beast buckled left, Karmuth dove right and executed a successful hit into one of the smoke emitting slits in its back, then cut through the softer spot in its thick skin and gutted it in front of my eyes. The delther shrieked and fell on its hooves, whimpering pitifully until Karmuth beheaded it.

      It was done. It was finished. Only I was still pushing all of what the forest had to offer into him.

      “Isay?” His worried voice came from right in front of me. “You can stop now.”

      I panted, searching for his eyes. “I… I can’t.”

      “Isay, you really need to stop now.” His eyes were burning. His whole face was glowing. Karmuth radiated life itself. He was absolutely stunning. “Please stop,” he whispered.

      I tried to plug the connection. I gritted my teeth, closing the channels where the power pushed through into me. Falling to my knees, I gave it my all to just shut the world out. It all stopped. The flow of power, the light around me. I was empty without it, the world looked dark and bleak. All of the forest around us was nothing but ashes.

      “Oh god, what have I done,” I croaked through a tight throat.

      I’d taken way too much.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      In a daze I stumbled after Karmuth out of the forest. He had a hold on the collar of my shirt and kept on pulling me along. I tripped over several roots before they desiccated at the touch of my soft soled shoes. The damage went on farther, a large blotch of death all around us. Ashes crunched under my feet, flew through the air as a gust of wind broke apart a tree two metres away. My whole world was black and grey.

      At one point patches of green appeared between the grey. Then the forest came alive around us, but its life force felt fickle and it pulled away from me, instead of greeting me like it had earlier. I had become its enemy.

      The walk back was so much longer than I remembered, but eventually the electrified fence loomed in front of us. I now knew it wasn’t to keep the fae inside. It kept the delthers out.

      “Kar, you’re back,” a different guard than the one who’d let us through stood at the gate. “Pir said you’d gone out. I thought he was joking.”

      “Drek,” Karmuth said in a greeting. “Not a joke.”

      When we got closer Drek inhaled sharply. “Heavens, you’ve fought off a delther, haven’t you?”

      I took a good look at Karmuth and found his arm that was not still holding onto my shirt dripping blood from hundreds of small cuts—blood and a yellow pus. While he was glowing from the ecos I’d pushed into him, he also looked paler than his tanned skintone was supposed to. When he breathed in, it sounded raspy. The rabbit in my arms squeaked when I gripped it tighter.

      “My princess,” Drek said with a bow as if only now seeing me, then turned back to Karmuth. “You should get this treated right away, before the venom kicks in.”

      “It’s already kicked in,” Karmuth grunted.

      I saw then that he’d been keeping himself together for my sake and now that we were back to safety—or at least what he considered safety—he sagged and let go of the pretence.

      Drek ushered us through the gate and locked it behind him. “No one in and out until I’m back,” he called to another guard high up in the tower I hadn’t noticed.

      We were left staggering after Drek and I was hoping they were good friends and that he wouldn’t take advantage of our disarrayed state. He led us to a small cabin not far from his guard post. Cosy living space with only one other door leading farther into his home.

      “Drek, you’re back this soon?” a soft female voice came weakly from the other room and I fixed my eyes towards the sound, expecting the woman to walk out to greet us. She did not.

      “Just for a moment, Ronya. Kar needs etheris salve on his cuts.”

      “He’s here with you?” Ronya asked, before a coughing fit overtook her.

      “Him, and the princess,” Drek confirmed after it was quiet again in the other room. He searched through the cupboards for the said salve, pulling out a small container.

      Karmuth grunted to announce his presence, but didn’t say anything further. I bit my lip and stayed quiet.

      “The princess?” Ronya’s voice was nothing but a soft sigh through the closed door.

      “They were out in the forest,” Drek called back. It sounded like they often talked like that without being in the same room. “Sit down Karmuth, you’ll feel better in a minute.”

      Pulling out a chair for him he waited until Karmuth’s ass was firmly planted before setting to work. He cut through the fabric of his shirt that stuck to the dried blood, exposing the full damage the delters tentacles had inflicted on him. The whole skin was littered with red splotches of irritation that rose up similarly to goosebumps, but oozed the yellow goo mixed with blood. Goosebumps? More like pimples. Giant ones that burst from a simple pressure. The rest of his arm was blue from being gripped so tightly.

      I grimaced at the sight. As if feeling my eyes on him, Karmuth met my gaze. His face remained an unreadable mask, but his words worked to soothe me.

      “I’m fine, Isay.”

      “You’re not fine,” I objected, furious at my own stupidity. It sounded as if I was shouting at him. “Look at you! Look at what I—” did to you. I couldn’t finish the sentence, but I knew everyone listening knew what I meant to say.

      My eyes flashed to his face, but besides gritting his teeth, he gave no other reaction to the damage.

      While Drek was carefully washing Karmuth’s arm with warm water before smearing the etheris salve on it, his head twitched. He was attentively listening. The woman next door stayed quiet, too, but if her soft voice had reached us, then my much louder outburst didn’t go unnoticed by her either.

      “Isay, none of this was your fault,” Karmuth said, dead serious.

      I couldn’t stop the hysterical laughter bubbling through my tight throat. “How can you say that? It was my idea to go to the forest. It was my idea to chase after the delther. I destroyed the acres of land. I—”

      “Two can play the blame game, princess.” His voice was a low growl, but I didn’t feel threatened. “I agreed to take you out of the reservation. I didn’t tell you about the delthers. I wasn’t paying attention when one sneaked up on us and I didn’t stop you from running after it. You saved us both. If the forest was to suffer for it, so be it. Your life is worth more than that of a few trees.”

      My breath hitched. I couldn’t fathom how it was suddenly so warm in the room when a moment ago I’d felt an impenetrable chill. Karmuth was trying to make me feel better? He didn’t blame me for his injuries?

      “You saved the rabbit, too,” Karmuth added.

      I ran my hand over the soft fur of the animal in my arms and some of my guilt quieted down.

      “Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you let us go?” I asked quietly.

      “I didn’t think you’d stay put either way. You wouldn’t have listened to me. Not after last night, after what you said during the training session. I was hopeful we wouldn’t run into trouble.”

      Drek finished wrapping Karmuth’s arm in bandages and looked from him to me with a raised eyebrow. He didn’t move away from Karmuth to put the ointment back to where he took it from or make any unnecessary noise to be able to eavesdrop on the whole conversation. He also didn’t interrupt or ask questions. I’d be curious to know what I’d done to the forest or how was I the one to save us, Karmuth being the obvious choice, if I hadn’t been there to see it for myself.

      “We did, though. We ran into trouble and now I’ve—” I thought back to the feeling of not being able to sever the connection to the forest and lost my composure. “I’ve… I’ve…Oh gods.”

      Gulping for air I couldn’t manage much more than short frantic breaths. I heard his chair creak as he stood up, but it was a distant sound. What was he expecting to do, anyway? He crossed the room and stood in front of me, his undamaged hand twitching as if to reach out. He knew better.

      “Take deep breaths, Isay. It’ll be alright.”

      “You don’t know that. The king will—”

      “No one else has to know,” Karmuth repeated my words from the morning he caught me in the kitchen.

      “Kar?” Drek finally stepped in.

      The warrior locked his firm gaze with Drek’s. “I am not telling King Grath about this. I’ve been to him once already this week. We’re going to bury this here and now. This never happened.”

      “Kar, you know you’re like a brother to me, but I can’t do that. I need the king’s favour. Ronya doesn’t have long left. This could get us the ecos that she needs to pull through.”

      Open mouthed I observed as Karmuth’s eyes closed and his head fell back while his hands formed fists at his sides. Then he ran a hand over his face, looking pained while doing so.

      “May I see her?” he finally asked.

      Drek gave a curt nod and crossed the living room to the door which I knew held the other fae behind it. She hadn’t come out during the whole exchange. There must’ve been something seriously wrong with her.

      The door opened to a small bedroom. A woman laid on the bed, hair black as night but skin so pale she was almost see-through. Her arm twitched as if to raise it in greeting, but it didn’t move any more than that.

      “I would sit up and greet you properly, my princess, but I stopped being able to do that a week ago,” Ronya said, her soft voice but a whisper. Her grey eyes held warmth I didn’t think death fae possessed and despite her words she smiled at me before she looked at Karmuth. “It’s always nice to see you, Kar. I’m sorry about the circumstances.”

      “Not your doing, Ro.” Karmuth’s face softened, too.

      “Don’t look like that. It’s my time to go, you can’t fix everything. Drek will see it soon, too.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” I asked, unable to keep quiet. She barely moved, her chest rose and fell with difficulty as if held by a mountain on top. The only responsive part of her was her face, and the twitching hands if you could call that a response.

      “Hilitris is a sickness attacking the ecos of a fae. It’s most common in us since we’re unable to freely feed,” Ronya explained softly. She didn’t ask me how old I was, nor how I had not heard about it before, just accepted it as a fact. I liked her.

      Her simple acceptance made it easier to keep asking questions. “Is there a cure?”

      She shook her head, if you could call it that at all. A slight movement, rather than a full shake. “You can’t help me, princess.”

      She’d also accepted death by the sound of it. “Drek seemed to think there was something he could do? Can King Grath help you?”

      “He’s not going to. I matter little to the big scheme of things.”

      “You don’t know that!” Drek intercepted. “I have to do something, Ronya. Don’t you understand?”

      The couple kept on arguing, but it sounded like something they’d talked about before. I looked to Karmuth for an explanation. His lips were pressed tight, a faraway look in his eyes. His throat bobbed as he swallowed hard. This family meant something to him. He wanted to protect them and he was made to choose between me and what he held dear.

      “What could Grath do? If he chose to,” I asked. I had to know if the punishment that surely awaited me if he was to find out what I’d done was worth a woman’s life. I had to know.

      “It takes an immense amount of life force to restore someone sick with hilitris, Isay,” Karmuth said quietly.

      Already before I’d decided to help Ronya my stomach dropped. A despair hollowed out my insides making room for numb admission. Grath couldn’t help this woman, or even if he could Ronya was right in saying that he wouldn’t. But I could.

      Karmuth must’ve seen the resolve on my face, because he kept me back. “No, Isay. You don’t know what will happen, you lost control the last time. It is not safe.”

      At that moment the rabbit decided to squeak.

      “No,” I whispered. My ‘no’ was completely different from Karmuth’s. While his was wary, mine was filled with grief. I knew what I had to do, but I was conflicted. We didn’t sacrifice one life for another. We did not make that decision. I’d already decided to kill a part of the forest today. It was not my place to interfere with Ronya’s life, but the sombre atmosphere in the room broke through my defences. I knew that if I didn’t do something then Drek would go to King Grath and tell whatever he thought happened in the forest and me and Karmuth would have to answer for it. I also knew that if there was any other way to help, I would have. But there wasn’t, and I couldn’t. So I did the only thing I was able and placed the rabbit on Ronya’s chest, watched her eyes widen and hands twitch just enough to reach for the terrified animal and then I watched the life of an innocent slip away and into the fae.

      It had to be enough.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      I was unable to stop Isay. Part of me knew that I should have tried harder, that whatever that darkness in her eyes meant would take a part of her away that I admired. There was another part, one that wanted Drek to be happy, one that wanted Ronya to be healthy, and that part hoped that whatever Isay did would undo hilitris’ curse and give my friends their lives back. I couldn’t stay and see, however, because the moment Isay’s rabbit turned to ashes on Ronya’s bed sheets she rushed out of the room, shaking all over.

      I found her in front of the house, barely staying on her feet as violent quavers pulled her toward the ground. I didn’t think then, I just acted out of instinct, and pulled her to my chest, wrapping my arms around her. She collapsed against me, letting me secure her in my embrace, letting me run my fingers through her hair, letting me whisper, “It’ll be okay,” over and over again in her ear.

      While she was coming completely undone in my arms I was burning up by her nearness. Her scent encompassed me fully, fresh and enticing despite our trek through the forest. Her hands that gripped at the fabric of my shirt scorched my back. The breath she let out in frantic buffs set fire to my shoulder her head rested against. I was completely ablaze. The scalding heat of my hunger for her bit through my stomach, but I couldn’t do more than just hold her. I shouldn’t be doing even that much, but she deserved to know how much I appreciated her trying to help; how much it meant to me that she’d given up something she’d try to save for someone I cared about. She needed me to show her. Or perhaps I needed her to know. I needed it with the same intensity that I needed her, with the same burning.

      Her heartbreaking cries quieted to soft whimpers as I held her. She sniffed her nose and took a step away. I did not want to release her. Even through the burning I wanted to keep her from escaping.

      When I let her step away, but kept my hands on her waist, she looked up at me with her tearstained eyes. “Karmuth, the ring burns. It hurts.”

      As if struck by lightning I let go of her and for good measure took my own step backward. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—I’m sorry.” That’s all that I managed. What a brick! If anyone had seen us—It would’ve completely nullified the advantage wearing that ring gave her. Anyone but Drek and Ronya, that is, who were looking through their front window. I’d deal with that later. She was on her feet which was a good sign. It could help me win their silence.

      “Are you okay?” I asked Isay

      She was studying her finger absently, the ring but a thin grey band around it. “It stopped right away.”

      Not what I asked, exactly, but I’ll take it. Women had their way of avoiding this question. Good to know it was the same in Elverstone as in Vindica. If she didn’t want to talk about it, so be it. We could avoid it. I gestured with my head toward the house, instead. “It seems to have worked.”

      I wanted to praise her quick thinking. I wanted to thank her, but I wasn’t sure how she’d react so I kept quiet and let her gaze sweep over the window to see what I’d seen: Ronya on her feet.

      Conflicting emotions played across her face, finally stopping at fear as she asked,“Will they talk?”

      I shook my head. “I promise you.” I hoped she’d believe me.

      Before she could further express her concerns a guard came running from the tower. Had he come a minute earlier he’d run in on us cuddling.

      Drek stepped out of the house, ushering Ronya to stay inside. If anyone who knew about her sickness would find out she was miraculously healed there was some explaining to do. It was better to introduce her healing gradually.

      “What’s the matter?” Drek asked as the other guard took a shaky breath when he stopped before us.

      “Smoke rising from the west,” he gasped. “Appears to be a pack gathering.”

      Shit. I’d been so focussed on getting Isay out of the forest I’d not disposed of the corpse. Drek’s glance my way indicated that he knew it too, and considered me reckless if not outright stupid. It was my mess, I would deal with it.

      “A pack?” Isay whispered.

      “Princess, it is time for you to return to your quarters,” I insisted. “I trust you will find your way.”

      “Karmuth, if there’s a pack gathering—”

      “Princess,” I repeated myself, not letting the new guard hear what she’d have to suggest. Likely something about needing to help out with that situation. Not going to happen, she’d feel ten times worse after repeating her previous party trick, and I couldn’t live with myself if she’d get hurt on my watch. “You will be safe inside.”

      She looked like she wanted to protest, but luckily took off toward the palace instead. Only glancing back once to catch me trailing her departure with my eyes. I hoped she’d stay in her room until the threat was over and one of us went to retrieve her.

      “Delthers haven’t gathered in packs in ages,” the guard puffed—I didn’t know his name, and frankly didn’t give a damn. “They must’ve been provoked. Pir said that someone went outside.”

      Great, just what I needed, for this knowledge to spread until it came out me and Isay were behind this and the burnt patch of the forest. I would make sure this would not go any further than it already had. Pir had to keep his mouth shut, or he’d find out what a death touch felt like. I would do it, too. I was extremely cranky all right.

      The absence of Isay’s warmth against me left me grieving for it and I wasn’t hundred percent sane with the sense of loss and the delther’s venom slowly breaking apart in my bloodstream.

      “Assemble the guard,” I ordered, since I was higher ranking than Drek to decide the course of action. “Everyone to the west towers, preferably with bows. We do not know how many of them are out there.”

      “Yes, sir,” the guard saluted me, ready to follow the orders.

      “One more thing,” I called out. “Whoever was out there is not worth mentioning, they’re likely dead already.” There was a warning in my voice that hinted on sanction should I hear any more mentions of it. He had to heed the warning, because from me there was only one possible punishment.

      When the guard set off to gather our forces me and Drek went straight to the tower.

      “Be careful, Kar,” he said. The electrified wall loomed straight ahead and I could see the dark clouds rising above the forest already from where we stood. “She’ll make your life a living hell if you let her. You could’ve given her the blame and have less worries on your hands. If the king finds out you’re hiding something—”

      “I’ll deal with it then,” I replied curtly.

      “Kar, you should reconsider—”

      “I said I will deal with it then.”

      “She’s his stepdaughter, what do you think he’ll do to her? You on the other hand? He expects more from you.”

      “That’s enough!” I couldn’t stop the anger in my voice. Even though Drek knew me for years, he jumped at my enraged shout. “You shall not say another word on this topic and I expect Ronya to not utter a word either. Isay gave up a lot to do what she did for her.”

      “It was just a rabbit.”

      It hadn’t been just a rabbit. Not to Isay. I would’ve thought the same as Drek a few weeks ago, but something had changed since then. I’d seen the despair in her eyes. I’d felt her trembling body against mine.

      The look I gave Drek shut him up. I was glad Isay had left, because I was sure I looked every part the monster she envisioned me as. Even Drek was afraid of me.

      “I hope she’s worth it,” he finally said in surrender.

      I knew he’d keep his tongue. Now I just needed to find Pir, and we had to take care of the delthers. By the amount of smoke coming from the direction where I’d left the corpse there were more than fifteen of them and they were waiting for something. Reinforcements quite likely, a full pack could be as big as fifty raging, smouldering beasts. If that hit you, you’d be unable to see anything other than the smoke they emitted before you got hit by the tentacles. A pack this size would devour us for lunch.
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      The towers were crowded with archers while the warriors gathered just behind the gate. I was a decent shot, but now that Prince Hiko was here I needed to watch his back. I didn’t mind, though I felt a grip around my heart I couldn’t explain. Must’ve had something to do with Isay. Every new sensation I’d had led straight to her. She didn’t care if I lived or died. I’d never cared if I lived or died, either, until now.

      I said I didn’t mind playing the part of a trooper. Okay, I lied. I wanted to be safely in the tower, to survive this battle and go home to Isay. Completely ridiculous as that sounded. I had no home with Isay.

      The smoke cloud moved steadily closer and from the distance the sound of galloping hooves strode closer. The pack had reached its limit, whether it was fifty delthers or less we’d find out shortly.

      A flash of golden brown hair brought my gaze away from the impending doom as my heart jumped out of my chest. I would not be able to focus if Isay decided to not stay in her room as I ordered her to. Not that I had any authority to command the princess. I still hoped she’d have some common sense in her.

      I searched the warriors around me, trying to see what had caught my eye while hoping my mind had played tricks on me. It hadn’t, but I let out a sigh of relief when I picked the queen out of the sea of black. It hadn’t been Isay. Next to her, in full body armour stood the king. He was not happy to be dealing with delthers on his wedding week, he was likely more miserable with his queen insisting to stick around for the battle. I for one was glad to have her on our side. If she could do what Isay had done in the forest I’d gladly have a pile of ash bordering our court.

      As the noise grew closer my body automatically switched to fight mode. I’d killed one of those today already, my skin was crawling with the ecos Isay had pushed into me. I would last longer than any other warrior in this troop. I was more worried about Drek beside me, who’d just gotten back his reason to live. The rest of my troop did not concern me as much.

      “Archers, ready!” a fae called out and the swish of hundreds of arrows being drawn silenced the rest of the warriors. Ferro was up there, while the rest of us flanked the prince.

      The smoke was upon us, but when the delthers travelled in a pack it always preceded the group. Everything grew still around us as we waited in the intensifying dark mist.

      “Shoot!” the same fae shouted and the arrows flew towards unseen markers. Several wails emitted from the smoke, but the pack did not slow as the rain of arrows continued non-stop after the first shout.

      “The fence is going to keep them out,” Regar muttered. “It has always kept them out before.”

      Still several warriors jumped as the first delther followed the trail of blood I’d left behind and slammed into the iron. A sizzle of electricity followed the impact, but didn’t stop the crazed animal from crashing into the fence again.

      Several fae with spears stepped forward, sticking their weapons through the bars, hoping to kill the beast from safely behind the barrier when a second one sent the fence rattling, followed by another sizzle of electricity. The sparks flying highlighted the magnificent beast leaning against it and the warrior in front of it. Just before the flashing stopped I saw the tentacles creeping out of its mouth and then the fae cried out through the complete darkness. A horrible sound pierced the pitch black that could’ve only been the warrior being ripped right through the bars, pressed into a bloody pancake in the process. I only saw the guts stuck to the bars in the next flash of the electric fence.

      “Hold the line!” Hiko shouted when the warriors in front of us started stepping on our toes. I had no clue what was happening in the front line, the periodic flashes weren’t enough to see by and the screams only told one thing. Our men were dying.

      So long as we stayed behind the fence the archers had a free aim. Once we’d be on the other side they could not shoot anymore. But as the slamming against the fence continued and a loud crackle sounded across the battlefield I knew we’d be facing off with the delthers within moments. The electric current stopped and the iron fence received double hits for it.

      “Brace for impact!”

      And then the pack was through our borders.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      The windows in my room overlooked the southern courtyard. If I’d lean over the edge of the balcony I could quite possibly make out the raging battle to the west. The sounds cut through the walls without trouble, however. Screams of pain, horrifying wails, slashing of weapons. Karmuth was there fighting for his life while I hid in the corner farthest from the window, my back to the bed and my knees pressed to my chest.

      I couldn’t hide from the noise. I couldn’t hide from my own imagination as it took over making up scenes to go with the sounds. It was worse than being on the battlefield because Karmuth kept dying every other minute inside my head, the pain worse every time.

      Staying alone in my open room was not a good idea, but he’d told me to come here. He’d told me I’d be safe here. I jumped at any louder sound, though. I’d never felt this vulnerable. In my nineteen years of existence I’d never witnessed a raging battle, though they were sometimes talked about in Elverstone.

      I now knew what a delther looked like, what kind of damage one of those beasts could do. It had taken immense power to take it down. There were more of those monsters and by the sounds of it, they were inside the reservation. Feeding on death fae! They were growing stronger while the court grew weaker.

      I’d not held any allegiance to Vindica, but being the reason its warriors were fighting to the death outside my window turned my stomach. I couldn’t see it—I had to see what was happening. I had to know that Karmuth was all right. As if I’d make out his umber hair from this distance even if I managed to glimpse the battle from my balcony.

      It didn’t matter, however, because the overwhelming fear that he needed help while I was trembling behind my bed—almost under it even—didn’t let up. I crawled to the glass door, still shaking, and pulled it open. The screams intensified as the wind carried them together with a stench of death that made me gag.

      I pulled myself to my feet with the help of the railing and stuck my head over the edge to catch a sight of the battle, but all I could make out was a dark cloud of smoke that covered everything from the training field onward.

      Piercing cries got lost in the wind, but one shout reached through the rest in clarity. “Fall back!”

      Immediately following the command, fae emerged from the fog, running toward the courtyard where my mother’s wedding had taken place, and later the execution. I searched every one of them for the telltale brown hair, but didn’t find him. Like Karmuth earlier, these death fae wore hundreds of pus-dripping cuts on different parts of their bodies. Several were so badly hurt they stumbled, fell and didn’t have the strength to pull themselves back to their feet. The fog followed the runners, but it was less dense than in the thick of the battle by the gate. Then I saw two delthers chasing the fae. One of them crushed a fallen warrior under its hooves as it pursued the rest.

      I felt a tug of power in my chest as they crossed underneath my window and without thinking I gave myself over to instinct. Latching onto the life force shining within the delthers I pulled. The ecos responded to my call with practised ease. I had no time to comprehend why it worked on an animal the size of a bison when all I was supposed to be able to connect to was plant life, rarely on a small herbivore, which is why I’d been scared for the rabbit back in the forest. Delthers were neither small nor herbivores, but their life force streamed into me. It tasted gross and my own ecos darkened as the new flow mixed with it. I didn’t want it in me. I couldn’t stand the death that was clearly laced in it burning through me, but the two delthers from before were joined by five more and their ecos connected to the stream I was already pulling into myself.

      All of the animals halted at once, their heads jerking toward me. I was choking on their life force, but just like back in the forest, couldn’t stop. As they forgot all about the fleeing fae and came galloping straight at me I didn’t want to stop. They had to die before they reached me.

      I was three stories up, but I wasn’t going to underestimate the jumping distance of a monster I’d only just met today. Their tentacles slithered out of their mouths farther than a normal tongue could. They might have been able to reach me regardless of the height.

      Intimidated by the thought I took a step away, pressing my back against the glass pane separating the balcony from my bedroom. I couldn’t see the beasts stopping beneath the overhang, but I felt the life force flooding me from where they stood. I did see the retreating fae in the courtyard stop and gather in formation while the seven delthers remained distracted and grew weak.

      If I thought I could suck up all of their disgusting ecos I’d been wrong. It suffocated my own life force, staining my soul, my whole being. There was so much of it I filled to bursting, but still I couldn’t stop. Choking, gasping, gagging I fell to my knees at the farthest corner of the balcony collecting from the beasts until I exploded. Dark and golden streams alike rushed out of me in every direction. I felt them connecting to starved fae who thirstily drank it up, not bothered in the slightest by the toxic taste. Just as I thought I’d be pulled empty the fae below rushed to action and surrounded the delthers stomping and buckling under my balcony. The moment the delthers died our connection severed and I was left panting on my hands and knees.

      “That’s the princess,” one of the fae called out to the other.

      “There’s more delthers heading this way,” another voice announced.

      “I feel as if I could take on the whole pack,” a third laughed.

      “Hold on, princess, we’ll take care of the threat!” the first one called up to me.

      I couldn’t find my voice to reply. My hands shook from the weight of my body and I sank down, letting my cheek rest on the cold concrete surface of the balcony. The sounds of battle continued for much longer as I drifted into delirious consciousness.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to find Isay the moment the smoke lifted and we counted forty-six dead delthers littering our premises. The delthers had crashed through our forces and invaded the closest houses, storming toward the palace. I’d felt Queen Siya reinforcing the fae at the battlefield, but it hadn’t felt nearly as powerful as an explosion of ecos coming straight from the palace and I knew it had to be something Isay had done. Already then I felt the need to get back to her, but Hiko had been wounded and we needed to pull him away from the fight. However, after the explosion even the fae crawling on the ground pulsing from delther venom rose to continue fighting. It was because of that burst that we were able to defeat the intruders.

      Now, we needed to clear the grounds. The corpses had to be burned lest we wished to attract another gathering. While our heavily wounded were guided to the infirmary, the able-bodied warriors were expected to take care of the damage.

      I’d obtained another sleeve of cuts around my midsection, but was better off than some of the others and could not excuse myself. I’d also not make the mistake of leaving the bodies behind again.

      “When was the last time you saw a delther pack?” Regar grunted under his breath crouching down to grab the front hooves of the beast in front of us while I was pulling the back.

      “If you mean a full on attack then I wasn’t born yet,” I huffed back. “I’ve seen a few smaller packs run through the meadows, but stayed the fuck away, you know.”

      “Yeah, the last attack occurred about fifty years ago, I think. In Felroth. Those suckers blamed us and ordered a council to form just to steal our feeding grounds for their own. You never knew the liberty to feed on a strong healthy prey, but then again, it affects you less than the rest of us. Lucky bastard that you are.”

      The gnawing hunger in the pit of my stomach begged to differ, but I wasn’t going to point that out.

      “That blast of life force during the battle felt like old times. Do you think it was the queen sharing her ecos?”

      “No,” I muttered unhappily. “That felt different. This was her daughter.”

      We dropped the delther’s corpse by a high fire that several fae were feeding with more logs and pieces of delther meat. The stench was horrific.

      “Isay?” Regar’s voice raised high in surprise.

      “Most definitely.”

      “What would she be doing blasting out life force like it’s sugared candy?” Regar wondered, outloud for my benefit.

      I shrugged, not willing to share my theories. She might’ve thought I was struggling again, but that was my ego talking. She hadn’t used her unique power for me. It was more likely the delthers reached the palace and she was fighting them off the only way she knew how. I really needed to see if she was okay.

      “You sure it was her and not the queen?” Regar asked as we walked back towards the broken down gate to retrieve the next corpse.

      “I do not need to prove it to you, but I do know how she tastes. Her life force was all over the servant.” I’d also seen her in the forest, but Regar didn’t need to know that.

      “She tastes like scorched earth and rotten boots? I’m not all that interested in her anymore.”

      I gave him a I’d tread carefully if I was you look and he raised his hands in defence with a light chuckle. I shrugged his comment off.

      “I think that’s what the delthers taste like.” It took me a while to place the taste with the stench they emitted, but now that their bodies burned in the fire the connection was unmistakable. “Isay tastes like sunshine and forest.”

      “Ahh,” Regar sighed in content. “I got bits of that too, but mostly the tang of rot. Haven’t felt this alive in ages, though.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Except for that new irritating hunger, I had never fed this often or in the quantities that I kept getting from Isay. King Grath had thought Siya would vigorate the court, but it was Isay who’d given the boost in the middle of the battle.

      “Tell you what, after this damage is cleared and Hiko’s feeling better, why don’t we get out of here for a little while? Get some fresh air,” Regar suggested as he grabbed the hooves of another dead delther and I followed suit. We dragged the beast through the training grounds towards the fire.

      “It’s been a while. Would be nice.” I agreed.

      While I craved to see Isay after we’d worked for hours cleaning up the signs of battle and mending the fence I didn’t search her out for two reasons: the night had fallen by the time we stopped and the hunger in my gut intensified simply by the thought of her. I couldn’t trust myself around her. Instead, I found myself at Sela’s doorstep. By the sounds of it she already had companionship, but I didn’t give a damn. She always made my hunger go away and I needed it gone.

      Without announcing my presence with a knock I marched into her one room flat to find her with legs wide open, a fae I didn’t know buried deep inside. The hunger intensified and burned within me. This is what I needed. With a rough hand on his shoulder, I pulled the fae off Sela using more force than I intended. The man flew through the air and crashed into the wall. Sela jerked up at the sudden intrusion, eyes still drooping from pleasure and mouth wide open. I pulled her in for a greedy kiss and it soothed my craving down to a bearable ache.

      My competition was up on his feet by the time I released her lips and she smiled lazily. “Kar, I wasn’t expecting you tonight.”

      I wasn’t expecting to go crawling to her either. Usually I visited her when I needed to feed, but after what Isay had done no fae in this court faced that problem, not when it came to life force. I hadn’t known myself that I needed anything more than that from Sela, but staring into her passion filled eyes it became painstakingly clear I needed the sex to ease the burn.

      “Get out!” I growled at the fae that had left his scent all over the sheets.

      “That’s not necessary, is it?” Sela drawled. “Why can’t we all have a good time?”

      Not happening. The fae read it from my posture, gathered his clothes and left unsatisfied while I pulled my shirt over my head.

      “Heavens Kar,” Sela exclaimed, staring at my abdomen. “Didn’t you get that looked at?”

      I dropped my eyes from her bare breasts to my stomach where the delther tentacles had left a hideous mark on me. No, I hadn’t gotten it looked at. The infirmary was full with fae in worse condition than me and Drek’s salve on my arm must’ve seeped into my bloodstream to counteract the additional venom.

      I dropped my shirt on the floor while Sela shifted off the bed and sashayed over to the sink in her naked beauty. She was a stunning fae, her appearance always worked up my appetite, especially when she moved like that. We also knew how to work each other into a frenzy. It was a comfortable casual relationship that gave me what I needed and gave her—I’m not sure what she got out of it other than my wonderful company. I wanted the sex and I wanted the hunger for it gone, but as I followed Sela’s curvy shape with my eyes I knew with all certainty that I did not want Sela.

      Taking a deep breath to let that new revelation sink in and groaning out loud got her to look back at me. I must’ve been completely see-through because she gave me a knowing smile.

      “That bad, hmm? That’s why you’re here this time, isn’t it? Because you can’t be with her.”

      “Am I that obvious?”

      “I see to a lot of men, Kar. I know the signs. You are not a mystery.”

      “You’ve got no problem with it?”

      Sela laughed, sloshing water around in the big basin she was carrying. “Do I have a problem with you being in love with the girl?” She shook her head as if I’d amused her. “It’s a shame, but no, I have no problem with it. This was bound to happen sooner or later. I just hoped you’d find someone who could appreciate your talents.”

      “Right.”

      I sat at the edge of her bed, but I felt like dropping onto the mattress and letting go of the tension in my body. I would just lay there, disconnected from the world until this feeling of hopelessness drifted away. Not before she cleaned my wound, though.

      “You’re not going to correct me?” Sela dipped a towel in the water, squeezed it and dabbed at the dried blood and pus on my stomach.

      “You’re not wrong.”

      “Mhmm, but most men try to deny it anyway.”

      “Does it help?”

      Sela laughed again. “You are way too smart for someone your age.”

      “You then realise that no matter how much I’ve enjoyed our time together I won’t be staying.”

      Her smile was sad, but she gave me one anyway. “You know where to find me when you change your mind.”

      I would not change my mind. Not about Isay. I just needed to find another way to satisfy this second hunger. If my assumptions were correct this craving came from passion. It would mean that one of my parents had been Felrothian. Those fae fed on emotions. While some of them could devour the whole scale, leaving their victims numb, some had more specific needs. Love, fear, happiness, grief and passion were some of the most popular divisions in the court of Felroth. And while sex was an easy way to feed on passion, there were other ways. This also explained how my parents were able to not kill each other while accidentally making me. If one of them was feeding on life force and the other on passion they’d balance each other.

      Isay did not need to feed, but she connected best to plant life… and delthers apparently. I was neither.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      I was freezing. Cold shivers shook through me while a sharp pain stabbed at my chest. I whimpered and gasped, because I’d already lost my voice from screaming through the night. I was barely lucid enough to know I’d been dragged to the infirmary, and that the room was packed. Every fae in here saw me writhe and squirm in my bed. Some of them were well enough to talk about it. I’d heard someone whisper that I was going through a withdrawal. Withdrawal of what exactly?

      I knew it was morning by the brightness behind my eyelids. There was darkness within me, though. So much of it that I could barely feel my own life force pulsing from deep in my chest where the pain originated. I’d done something to the delthers that left their mark on my soul. Part of me was gone while the other part was trying hard to mend itself by stabbing at the darkness that had taken its hold on me. Another cold shiver ran through me with biting intensity and I curled into a ball, gripping at a blanket that did not keep me warm.

      “Where is she?!” a roar boomed through the infirmary as my trembling continued.

      Someone must’ve pointed in my direction, because the footsteps stomped across the room to stop next to my bed.

      “Isay?” This time he spoke softer. A warmth of a hand hovered above my cheek, but didn’t lower to make contact.

      I couldn’t respond through the pain that kept coursing through me. Tears streamed from my eyes and I gritted my teeth to keep from making any more sounds, but couldn’t manage to keep in the coarse cry.

      “What’s wrong with her? Why hasn’t anyone helped her?” Karmuth demanded.

      “Sir,” a hesitant fae coughed out the word. “Nobody was willing to touch her.”

      “What is wrong with her?” Karmuth repeated angrily.

      “We think the delther venom is in her bloodstream,” the same fae replied carefully. His voice hitching slightly. “She’s been fighting it on her own.”

      Even without seeing him, I knew his eyes searched me for cuts. While I was cold all over, his eyes burned on me.

      “She is not marked by one of them.”

      “No, Sir. The warrior who brought her in said she’d pulled the ecos right out of seven delthers, though. Without touching them. She must’ve pulled the venom with it.”

      A silence as they both looked at me contracting on the bed.

      “Get me the etheris salve,” Karmuth commanded.

      “Sir—”

      “Now!”

      The fae hurried off and Karmuth sat to the edge of my bed. The mattress dipped at his weight and rolled my body towards his. His hand came to my back, holding me through the thick fabric of the blanket covering me.

      “You’re going to be all right, Isay. Just hold on.” His hand rubbed circles on my back, spreading warmth.

      “Kar…” I gasped, but couldn’t even finish his name.

      “Shhh, beautiful, keep your strength. I’m going to help you through this.”

      More warmth spread through me at his words, and I sobbed quietly.

      “I… tried…to—”

      “I know you did.” His hand brushed through my hair, sending a different type of shiver through my scalp.

      “I’ve never—” I gasped through a wave of pain.

      “Any other time I would love to hear your lovely voice, Isay, but right now you need to focus on breathing. Let me do the talking.”

      I nodded. I wished my eyes would open. His voice was so soft, I wondered if he was looking at me the way he’d looked at Ronya, with this gentleness in his eyes. I wanted to see it pointed at me, wanted to see him.

      “Here, Kar,” the fae from before was back. “I don’t think it is a good idea to—”

      “I’ll face the consequences if I have to. There’s nobody out there who can suck the life force out of me, so they’ll just have to behead me, right?” Not so gentle now.

      I made a protesting sound, not willing to think of such consequences.

      “Don’t,” I begged.

      “Princess, I told you not to talk. I will be fine, I promise you.”

      A minute passed and I thought he’d changed his mind, but then a cautious brush sent warmth through my cheek. A smell of eucalyptus and something I couldn’t decipher rose from his fingers. He rubbed it into my skin in slow circles, dipped his fingers into the salve again and trailed it down my neck.

      “Your ring might start burning again, just nod when it gets too much and I’ll stop.” He pulled at the blanket to get to more of my skin, but I refused to let go of it.

      “Cold.”

      “I get it. Trust me, I get it, but this will help better than the blanket.”

      I kept on gripping at it as if my life depended on the weight of it on me.

      “I will warm you up, Isay. I swear you’ve got me burning like nothing ever has. Just let go of the blanket and I’ll show you just how hot it can get.”

      Was he being serious? His voice had taken a sort of roughness to it that ignited something in my chest that made my fingers loosen and he pulled it off just enough to run his fingers over my bare arms, warming me up just like he said he would.

      “How’s the ring?” Karmuth asked and I shook my head. I couldn’t feel the ring through the confusing sensations.

      He kept on running his hands over my skin. When both of my arms were tingling with the salve Karmuth pulled at the hem of my shirt and my eyes flew right open. Through a veil of dark haze in front of my face I could see him. Face contorted in pure concentration he didn’t notice me gaping at him as he revealed my stomach, then dragged his fingers across the tender skin.

      “Karmuth,” I gasped. That got me burning, all right.

      His gaze shot to mine and his eyes widened too. “Isay?”

      “What?” I breathed, unable to think of anything but his hand spreading heat through my stomach.

      “Your eyes—” He pulled his hand away, clearing his throat.

      “What?” I asked again, trying to clear the haze in my head, the haze before my eyes. Even after I blinked several times Karmuth remained behind a smoky cloud. He searched my face with a desperation that sunk my heart. “What is it?”

      I raised a hand to my face, but couldn’t feel anything strange under my fingers. Nothing that could warrant the look he was giving me.

      Karmuth swallowed hard. “How is your vision? Can you see?”

      No, I couldn’t see quite well and it was starting to worry me. Gasping for air as my heart pounded in my chest I did my best to keep my voice calm, “What’s wrong with my eyes, Karmuth?”

      “Do not freak out, okay? Just take deep breaths.”

      “Karmuth!”

      He looked around for something in the room, stood and then came back with a small mirror. I reached out for it, but he pulled it away before my fingers could brush it.

      “Listen, I think you look incredibly beautiful, even this way. And it might go away in time.”

      Any other time I would’ve likely swooned at his compliment, but I started to freak out and needed to know what he was talking about.

      “Please give me the mirror.”

      Karmuth dropped it on the blanket, arm’s reach away. I grabbed it with shaking hands and raised it to observe my face. My right eye was just as I was used to seeing it but the left one brought an involuntary sob out of my mouth. The iris and sclera were both black as night as if the pupil had swallowed it whole. I looked like a delther. Even death fae didn’t have eyes as dark as this, as horrifying as this. Some had dilated pupils and a very thin circle of iris around it. Some had beautiful dark grey eyes. I wasn’t going to talk about Karmuth’s blue pools, his were an abnormality. My eye? It looked like I’d crawled out of the underworld.

      Deep breaths my ass, I was hyperventilating. I couldn’t stop the panic as it flooded in completely unannounced. A vile taste creeped up my throat suffocating me further. The darkness within the delthers had gotten to me. I could feel it in me still after the salve Karmuth had rubbed on me. It had ruined me. It took more from me—my eyes! I’d never put myself in a position to sacrifice a part of myself for someone else’s benefit. Next time, I’ll be crawling under the bed while the rest of them died. Next time, my soul would remain intact. Next time… there wouldn’t be a next time when I was already torn apart. Next time wouldn’t matter anymore.

      I’d given everything I had to these fae. I’d sacrificed not only the rabbit I’d tried to save, but myself as well. Tears pooled in my eyes and the image in the mirror got even hazier before Karmuth pulled my reflection away from me.

      “It doesn’t matter, Isay. It doesn’t matter. You are the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen, inside and out. Isay? Are you listening to me?”

      I shook my head no.

      “Look at me?”

      I shook my head no, again. I’d never open my eyes again.

      “Tell me, does it affect your eyesight?”

      I nodded and sobbed.

      “We’ll get it looked at, okay? After the venom is out of your system, we’ll get it looked at. You’re going to be okay.”

      Tucking me back into the blanket, he shifted from the bed to a chair next to it. He was giving me space to have my breakdown. It helped and after a while my breathing slowed and I sagged into the pillow.

      “Let me make a guess as to what happened,” Karmuth said quietly. “You went to your room like I told you to, but couldn’t stay put. Shhh, don’t talk, I know you wouldn’t stay put. I should’ve sent someone to make sure you’d stay safe. Something happened that made you come out. Did you hear the screams? Of course you did. You wanted to help, because that’s just who you are, but you ran into the delthers. Not having any forest around, you somehow tapped into their life force and pulled it out, throwing it at every fae in the court while keeping all the venom to yourself. How am I doing so far?”

      I pulled myself to a sitting position. The salve kept my shivers at bay. I was hot and cold all at once, but I felt stronger than before. “I was afraid,” I said quietly.

      “That’s understandable. I was afraid, too, when the delthers broke through. Anyone who wasn’t afraid is dead.”

      “I was afraid for you,” I admitted even quieter. I’d sat up to be able to look at him, but now couldn’t meet his eyes. Besides, he still looked way too hazy.

      “You came looking for me?” he pried with a hint of curiosity laced with pain.

      I got myself to meet his eyes and his gaze heated me up even more.

      “I had to do something.”

      “And you did. You did a whole lot of somethings and all of those fae in here are alive because of you. You are absolutely incredible, Isay. I don’t know how you managed it, but you’ve fed the entire court. And you shouldn’t feel so fucking bad about it.”

      I blushed and fiddled with the blanket. “I’m sure you’re overpraising me. I simply choked up something vile from the delther’s ecos and exploded.”

      “Everyone is grateful for you, Isay. You need not be so humble. But I do hope you’ll stop putting yourself in harm’s way. It’s hard to protect you if you keep running into danger.”

      “I never intended to do anything of the sort.” But then again, when do intentions ever matter. Things still happened on their own accord. I didn’t intend to feel anything other than hate and distrust toward a death fae, but Karmuth’s careful attendance made it really hard not to.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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      Three days later the court acted as if the attack had been only a slight bother. Most of the fae came out healthier and fuller than they’d been in years and had nothing to complain about. I’d found Pir’s dead body under one of the delthers so the story of what really happened was between me, Isay, Drek, Ronya and that one guard that swore to stay quiet. Way too many people if you asked me.

      Isay was out of the infirmary, but I honestly couldn’t say if she was doing any better than when I found her in there. Unable to leave her out of my sight for longer than an hour at a time I’d become her main escort. She hadn’t protested it yet, but she also said little else. We certainly hadn’t talked about what had gone down during the battle, and why; and I was damned if I’d bring that up even if I wanted to hear her say again that she’d done it for me. I also wished she hadn’t done what she had for her sake, because now I was following a zombie around the reservation and that broke me.

      Ferro felt no such compassion.

      “Regar’s made plans to go out tonight,” he grinned as we trailed the princess across the courtyard. “You coming?”

      I was more focussed on Isay as she stumbled at the sight of the flowerbed where I’d pulled a bunch of spring blooms out on the very first day. The gaping hole I’d made was still present. Nobody had tried to fill it as more pressing matters pushed their way into focus. However, the flowerbed was important to Isay, it should’ve been fixed. I should’ve fixed it.

      I nodded towards Isay and Ferro huffed.

      “Heaven’s Kar, the girl can survive one evening alone.”

      We were a few steps behind like the proper royal guard, but I saw her flinch anyway. She’d heard him. Her hands formed fists at her side, but she didn’t look back towards us.

      “Isay could use a night out as much as the rest of us,” I simply said.

      “Seriously?” Ferro gave me a look intended to make me change my mind, but I wouldn’t. “She’s turning you into—”

      “So be it.”

      “You didn’t even let me finish,” Ferro spat.

      “I don’t care for your insults, Ferro. Grow up.”

      “Says the youngling.”

      There. He said it. She heard it. I knew she did because her head jerked slightly towards us before she looked straight ahead again. I didn’t want her to know my age, it was a delicate topic especially if a fae was below fifty. The word youngling had stuck to me longer than I’d like, but it was hard to get rid of when you were the youngest in the whole court.

      I threw Ferro a nasty look that he responded to with a grin. “No woman wants an inexperienced lover. I heard Sela kicked you out, too. Have you lost your touch?”

      “Sela didn’t kick me out,” I grunted. “I left on my own.”

      “She had a whole line of warriors queued up that night, Kar, all ready to give her what she deserves and you just left her hanging?”

      “Like you said. She had her choice of bedmates, why should I have stayed?” I didn’t want to have this conversation behind Isay, but Ferro had it out for me for gods knew why and wouldn’t give it up.

      “You gave up perfectly good sex for a woman you can’t even touch? Did her ecos mess with your brain or something?”

      Or something… “You tell me, Ferro, last I checked she breathed life back into you the same as the rest of us.”

      Ferro choked a laugh as if my rough voice hadn’t gotten to him at all. If he thought I had changed the past few weeks, he hadn’t taken a good look at himself. I couldn’t remember him being this bitter.

      Isay took the steps to the palace in careful grace and one of the passing fae rushed to open the door for her. While Ferro held onto unjustified distaste, the rest of the court was warming up to her presence.

      “There you go, princess,” the fae said with a slight bow as Isay passed into the entrance hall.

      I nodded to the man, gratefully, even as Isay ignored his gesture and kept on walking toward the dining hall.

      “What a suck up,” Ferro muttered as we passed the fae ourselves.

      “If you’d rather be scratching your balls, Ferro, be my guest and leave. I have had enough of your comments.”

      “You’ve had enough of my—pshhh, fine. Be like that.” He waved a hand in the air dismissively and walked right back out. Good riddance.

      I quickened my pace to fall in step with Isay, but she ignored me like she’d ignored the other fae.

      “I’m sorry about that, my—Isay.” Mine. Just mine. She’d told me she didn’t like being called princess, but being who she was—being where we were—it was hard to look past the title. And I wasn’t going to call her beautiful again after the nonreaction I got last time. She was stunning, even with the sunglasses hiding her eyes, one green, one black. I got them for her when she hid her face leaving the infirmary. She didn’t leave her room without them.

      “For what exactly?” Her voice was sharp and cold. She didn’t even look at me when she said it.

      For everything. “He’ll come around. He’s just a hard nut to crack.”

      “Doubtful.”

      I wish I had anything else to say. I wish I could’ve gotten through her hard shell that had kept everyone out after she’d discovered what helping us had meant for her. Could she see how much it killed me to see her despondent like this?

      “Would you like to come out with us tonight?” I asked, hopeful she might like the idea even after Ferro’s apparent dislike for it. With us… I should’ve said with me. “Ferro is a jerk, but Regar and Sinister will make up for it. Hiko is not all that bad either.”

      I was trying to convince myself as much as her, but she left me hanging either way. I must’ve read her wrong in the infirmary. She still hated me for the servant. Now for the rabbit and her eye, too. I shouldn’t want to talk to her this badly. Just talk. Could she please just talk to me?

      “I can survive one evening alone,” Isay gritted through her teeth.

      That’s not the response I wanted.

      “I’d rather you be with me,” I replied quietly. She was always alone. Trailing her most of the time made it easy to see that the only interactions she had were with her mother, Grath, and me. I bet Regar attempted to cheer her up those few hours I wasn’t around, but he seemed to have about as much luck as a fae fighting a delther barehanded. Absolutely none.

      I wanted to go out, because it was my one chance to find someone passionate enough to test my theory on my newfound feeding needs without having to resort to sex. I couldn’t—It just felt wrong when all I thought of was Isay. She might never have me and we might never have anything more between us than my craving for her, but I wasn’t willing to ruin my chances by sleeping with someone else. I didn’t want to leave her on her own though. If she wasn’t coming with us, I would stay behind, too.

      We were at the entrance to the dining hall when she stopped and finally looked at me. I couldn’t see her eyes through the darkened glasses she wore, but her cheeks held a rosy blush to them. “How old are you, Karmuth?”

      I bit my tongue, released a sigh and looked away from her. I didn’t want to see her face when I told her I was only thirty-two. Being in my position I had accomplished far more than some of the older fae in our court and my age had not been much of an issue so far. But when courting a lady it could become one hell of a problem when she’d think I couldn’t offer her the world.

      “You are allowed to laugh at me Isay. In fact, please do, I quite enjoy the sound of it. Just don’t take my age as a deciding factor.”

      I was more nervous than her simple question warranted. I didn’t want to disappoint her.

      “Deciding factor in what, Karmuth?”

      I cleared my throat. “Isay, you do realise I—”

      “You’re stalling,” she croaked, stopping my confession before I got it out. I wanted to feel relieved, but was more anxious instead. “If you think flatteries will win you bonus points and make me discard my question you’re wrong.”

      “I’m thirty-two. There, I said it. Wait Isay, is that a—” she marched into the dining hall, hiding her face from me, but I was sure I’d seen her lips tugging into an involuntary “—smile on your face? Is me being a youngling funny to you?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Isay, wouldn’t it be fair if you’d do me the courtesy of telling me your—”

      “You’ve got nothing to worry about. I’m not that much younger than you.”

      My heart stopped beating. She was younger than me? Okay, that was it. I was going to marry her. I was going to bind my whole existence to hers so I could spend the rest of my life loving her. She just had to agree to it first.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      Thirty-two, thirty-two, thirty-two… For a fae that was young. For a death fae it was extremely young, since they had more trouble mating than most, especially within the last half-century.  Either way, thirty-two sounded surreal to me. It wasn’t often that I met a fae this close to my own age. He did have thirteen years on me, but it was peanuts to somebody else’s centuries. I was not relieved by the discovery. And no, I was not smiling. Or was I? Oh god, I was smiling and he knew it, too. Then I went and told him I was younger than him. What was I thinking?

      It was probably only because I’d found him interesting enough to get to know better. Yes, interesting, I’m sticking to that, because surely, Karmuth wasn’t anything more than just interesting. Surely, I wasn’t starting to feel anything towards him. I wasn’t… I wasn’t…

      He made me feel safe. Despite him being a death fae, and despite him executing Elisia, his presence comforted me. It also pushed at the darkness that got stuck in me after what happened with the delthers.

      “How much younger, Isay?” Karmuth asked, his voice taking on a tone I hadn’t heard before, but it certainly got my heart racing. As if it hadn’t been before.

      I did my best to stay nonchalant, but couldn’t. My voice hitched when I answered, “about  a decade,” in a breathless whisper that carried through the noise of the dining hall either way.

      He was the one smiling then, the kind of smile that reached his eyes. I wanted to ask him about them, it was such a rare colour on a dark fae, but I never got the chance. Not this time either, because we reached the table at the very end of the large hall. My mother and King Grath sat with their backs to the wall and held the overview of the whole room. I wasn’t as intimidated as in the throne room, but standing in front of the king still made me fidget. I hadn’t forgiven him. Somehow forgiving Karmuth had been easier, he was just following orders.

      Not quite sure of the etiquette I bowed my head, staring at the wide range of dishes on the table.

      “Sit, sit, don’t just stand there,” the king gestured towards a chair opposite them.

      I tapped my hands on my hip, looked behind me at the busy dining hall and then back at the table. I did not wish to sit with my back to all of those fae.

      “Karmuth?” the king waved his hand at my guard and he rushed to pull the chair out for me.

      Reluctantly, I sat. Karmuth shifted around and when I looked back at him, he was positioned between me and the rest of the dining hall, observing everything and everyone around us, keeping me safe.

      “Thank you,” I said under my breath, not sure if he heard me. He was in full on guard mode, because he did not reply.

      “It’s been a difficult couple of days,” the king began while a maid prepared a plate for me, keeping well away from touching me. “We wanted to make sure you’re doing all right.”

      I choked on a humourless laugh. Right. He—the reason I was having a difficult couple of days to begin with—was worried about me? That was precious. Whatever spark of happiness Karmuth managed to sprout fled my body. I was not appreciating his concern.

      “Isay, would you please behave,” my mother reprimanded softly, “and do remove those horrible glasses. You never wore those in Elverstones, you certainly have no need for them here.”

      I froze. I could behave, I think. I might be able to pull off a well-behaved appearance. Removing the glasses? Out of the question. She had no business seeing what my little stunt had done to my eyes. Well, one of them. The only one who’d gotten a good look was Karmuth and I wanted to keep it that way. I knew there were whispers going around the court, but so long as nobody full on confronted me I could pretend nothing had happened at all.

      “I’m trying out a new style,” I muttered. “It doesn’t do to discard part of the outfit.”

      I wish I’d have something else to hide behind, or that the mark of darkness would fade like Karmuth presumed. My vision was shaded enough by the layer of black around my eye, I didn’t need another darkening component. There weren’t a lot of options though. Would lenses work on completely black canvas?

      “Don’t be ridiculous, dear.”

      I gritted my teeth, but refused to budge. She had no business making me feel worse about my predicament. Of course she didn’t quite know what had happened exactly in the first place, but I supposed that’s why we were having dinner together in the first place.

      “Now, Isay. You wouldn’t wear a hat inside, take the sunglasses off.”

      “If it was part of my outfit, I woul—”

      She dropped her fork with a loud cling and I squeezed my eyes shut. This was ridiculous, indeed. But not the fact that I wore sunglasses inside, but the fact that my mother made such a big deal of it. She was supposed to provide a solace in my state of distress, not call me out on something as meaningless as my looks. I saved the court for heaven’s sake!

      With eyes still squeezed shut I pulled the glasses off and set them on the table next to the plate that was placed there by the maid. I didn’t dare open my eyes. I’d looked in the mirror several times since I got back from the infirmary. It was hideous, not at all what Karmuth had called it, what he’d called me…

      Swallowing hard, I picked up a fork and focussed my gaze on the plate. Deep breaths, just don’t freak out. As if I’d be the one to freak out now, I’d already gone through that flooding of emotions and stopped short of acceptance. My mother on the other hand?

      “Isay! What in the world is that on your face?” Her question was loud and piercing. It also got the entire dining hall to shift their gazes in our direction. She stood to lean closer to the offending mark.

      “What, pray tell, do you mean exactly?” I bit out through my dry throat. I was barely able to contain the boiling turmoil in my stomach, but Karmuth was right behind me. He was listening, and I was not going to make a spectacle of myself, not behind him. He was the only one looking out for me ever since I arrived. I was not willing to lose my only ally in here by throwing a tantrum.

      “Your eye, Isay. I mean your eye.” My mother was taking laboured breaths intended to help her keep her cool, but it was clear she was on the very edge, just like me.

      “What about it?” I pressed.

      “Stop daunting me! Tell me what happened to it.”

      “Sit down Siya,” King Grath interfered calmly, as if my change in appearance was not concerning one bit. “Give Isay some room to breathe.”

      “I’ve given her nothing but space,” she insisted. “Look where that got us, she’s been desecrated!”

      I flinched, dropped my fork that I hadn’t been using and stood to be on the same level as her. My mother still loomed a head higher than me.

      “If you wanted me to stay your pretty little baby girl you wouldn’t have brought me here. What did you expect would happen? That I wouldn’t get affected? Then you’re even more naive than your youngling of a daughter.” Okay. I wasn’t quite staying collected like I’d intended, but how could I? She riled me up, calling me impure, looking at me like I’d sprouted horns. Maybe the eye was just as bad. Karmuth said I was beautiful.

      I glanced over to him to see his throat bobbing. He wasn’t facing the dining room anymore. Instead, his eyes locked with mine for that brief moment and I could see the fury burning deep within. It was directed at my mother, just like my own anger.

      “Isay!” My mother’s voice boomed over the whole hall.

      “What?” I responded, no longer caring who heard me. “You’re saying I’m wrong? You did not think I’d be happy here? You did not think I’d stay the same as ever, seeing someone die in front of my eyes? Did you ever even think to mention there were monsters outside of the reservation?”

      “You’re being immature. The reservation was safe. The delthers hadn’t been a problem for decades. I couldn’t have known they’d attack.”

      I let out a bitter laugh. “Just like I couldn’t have known I’d be able to tap into their life force and suck it out. How immature of me to not be able to hold it all in and explode it all out. I saved the whole goddamned court and you have the audacity to judge the way it changed my face.”

      “You collected from a delther?” my mother asked, making my stomach burn hotter.

      “Don’t tell me you haven’t heard the whispers around the court. What do you think they’ve all been talking about? Your bravery? If you haven’t heard about what I did then what in the world have you been so worried about? Care to tell me how it is possible I was able to connect to an animal with such ease?”

      “That’s enough!” The king finally stepped in.

      I took a step back, stumbling on my chair.

      “You are quite right about that,” I agreed. “I won’t be dining with you again.”

      I marched out of the dining hall, Karmuth at my heels as every single fae in the room followed me with their eyes. I sneered at one of them and he bowed his head, muttering “apologies, my princess” under his breath.

      When the doors closed behind Karmuth I could breathe more easily. I didn’t dare to look at him, though, and headed straight for the stairs.

      “I’m sorry about that, Isay,” he said quietly. “I’m really sorry. She shouldn’t have talked to you like that.”

      I halted in my escape to finally look at him. His eyes were intense and lips pressed to a thin line.

      “It’s not your fault.” He couldn’t have done anything about it. What he could do was get me out of here, if only for one night. “Do you think they’ve already left? I think I’ve changed my mind about not going out tonight.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      Isay was absolutely stunning in the black dress she changed into before we hurried out of the palace to where Regar had set the rendezvous. Everyone but Hiko was already there and while Ferro gave Isay a stink eye, Regar’s face lit up. I thought I was pleased to have her with me, but Regar’s reaction could contend with mine.

      “Look at who decided to join!” he cheered in genuine happiness. “You won’t regret it, princess. We’ll show you a good time.”

      “Talk for yourself,” Ferro huffed.

      I really wanted to punch him.

      “I am talking for myself, and Kar,” Regar looked towards Sinister who shrugged. “Ah, everyone but you it seems.”

      Isay smiled. “Well thank you, Regar. I hope you won’t regret having me along. I seem to be more trouble than worth lately.”

      I spoke at the same time Regar did.

      “That’s not true,” I protested.

      “I think not.” Regar smiled sweetly.

      She fidgeted with her dress. “It would be great to have some good time for a change.”

      Her hair fell over her eye, doing its best to cover the unnatural colouring, but did not do as good a job as the sunglasses she’d left behind in the dining room. I did not have a second pair. When she pulled more hair forward I wanted to still her hands and tuck it all back behind her ear, but kept my hands to myself.

      After Hiko showed up, we left the reservation from the North gate. A car awaited on the other side, and while Ferro and Sinister preferred their bikes, the rest of us piled inside. Isay rode shotgun, which is why I was driving. She held a childlike wonderment in her eyes as we neared the portal that made me wonder if she’d ever been to Earth. Considering she was younger than me and from Elverstone where nothing was amiss I doubted she’d even seen a portal.

      “Are we going out out?” she exclaimed in bewilderment.

      “Yep.” Grinning from her excitement alone I pressed harder on the gas to get through the portal faster.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve never been out out?” Hiko called from the back, repeating Isay’s expression for Earth, but not even coming close to matching her enthusiasm.

      Her eyes searched mine for support and I found it absolutely thrilling to give her a ‘go ahead, speak your mind’ nod. I’d back her up if Hiko had a problem with her. He sounded more curious than spiteful, though.

      “The portal in Elverstone is guarded. They say it’s to keep evil out, but since I never even got within a mile of it I also think it was to keep us in. There are, of course, more portals in the county but I was never allowed to travel far.” Her face contorted in distaste, “It wasn’t safe. As if my mother even understands the concept.”

      Hiko barked a laugh, and a tension I hadn’t known I held onto loosened in my shoulders. He wasn’t going to start a fight again. Ferro would have to come around eventually too, it was four against one. He couldn’t stick to hating her with those odds.

      “Quite a paradise where you come from. In Vindica we have more freedom to roam,” the prince said.

      “Pshh, roam yes,” Regar chirped in cheerfully, “as long as you only look but don’t touch. Isn’t that right, Kar?”

      Thanks, asshole. “Pretty much sums it up.”

      Talking about touching, Isay’s skirt had ridden up and exposed a delicious patch of skin beneath. Only for looking, she was only for looking just like Regar had just pointed out with way too much delight. That bastard thrived on seeing others squirm and I’d become his favourite pastime.

      We were nearing the portal and I slowed a bit to let Isay see the shimmering surface of it before we passed through. Ferro and Sinister passed us on their motorcycles and disappeared through the wavy barrier.

      “Okay, just take a deep breath. Close your eyes if you feel dizzy, we’re going through,” I instructed Isay just before the car’s bumper touched the portal and time both slowed and rushed ahead all at once. The wasteland we’d been driving through flickered in and out, until my vision sharpened again and the road turned to the sidestrip of a highway which made for a bumpy ride before the car wheels hit asphalt.

      We weren’t entirely happy with the Earthside location of our portal, since we always needed a vehicle to pass through and depending on the hour it could get rather dangerous passing without seeing the traffic ahead. I did not manage to merge smoothly as the driver I cut off stomped on the horn. He hadn’t seen me coming and must’ve been shocked to see a car appear in front of him practically out of thin air.

      Speeding up to not lose the motorcycles ahead I glanced over at Isay. She was blinking her eyes, mouth agape as she scanned the highrise buildings we were headed towards.

      “That’s…big,” she retorted and both of my other passengers choked out a laugh.

      “You’ve seen nothing yet,” Regar pointed out helpfully.

      I shifted in my seat, catching more chuckles from behind me. “Stop it, why don’t you. She didn’t mean to appease your dirty minds. You were likely dumbstruck seeing Los Angeles for the first time, too. Big just about describes it.”

      “Or you’re afraid to fall short of the word and thus change the topic.” Regar leaned in between the two front seats to gauge Isay’s reaction. “Do you think he could compete with Los Angeles?”

      That blush was turning my insides to jelly. “Ah… I…don’t think my opinion on this matters.”

      “She doesn’t think—Kar, have you told her you’ve called dibs on her after the wedding?” Regar looked back and forth between me and Isay, who was turning beet red.

      I shoved Regar back into the seat. “I’ve been perfectly transparent. Even the king knew to point it out.”

      “Sorry about my father, he’s been rather single-minded as of late. You’ve got my approval. I suggest you take your chances while the ring still works. I heard it’s hard to come by.”

      I cleared my throat. “Thanks man, but I’ll wait for Isay’s approval first.”

      She was looking out the side window, avoiding my eyes and pretending to be immersed in the scenery. I knew better. Her lips parted and puffs of air fogged the window; there was no way she could see through.

      “Why don’t we talk about your love life instead,” I said. “You’ll need to choose a mate eventually to keep the line going. Have anyone in mind?”

      “Smooth,” Hiko laughed. “Very smooth. And no, our court holds no such treasures. On the off chance my father forces an arranged marriage I’ll likely die alone.”

      “So dramatic,” Regar pumped his fist to Hiko’s shoulder in an affectionate gesture I never gave any deeper meaning to until now. I studied the two from the rearview mirror, sure I’d read more into it than was really going on, but when Hiko grabbed his fist and pulled at it instead of shoving him away I was completely sure. Surprise, surprise, Regar slammed shoulder to chest with Hiko, before they both slid back to their respective seats.

      “Holy shit, you two are pumping fists.”

      Hands raised on the back seat, Isay turned around in hers to stare at the males, her cheeks still rosy and both of the men in question stuttered denials.

      “What, no!”

      “Definitely not!”

      “Oh yeah,” I agreed, my voice betraying sarcasm. “Clearly not. And there you go giving me a hard time.”

      “The king doesn’t know,” Regar offered with a sly smile, getting punched in the side for his affirmation. “We’d like to keep it this way.”

      “My lips are sealed.” I looked to Isay who nodded solemnly.

      “He’s no friend of mine,” she said with such passion I could almost taste it on my tongue.

      Right, I was still starved.
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        * * *

      

      The club Regar had chosen was one of our regulars. The human at the front nodded us through without a second glance and then we were surrounded by loud thumping music and bodies grating against each other. Usually, the guys would go on a search for an approved meal, but none of them needed to feed, so we headed to the bar. Without thinking twice about it, I guided Isay with my hand on her back. The fabric of her dress was a bigger barrier between my fingers and her skin than I liked, while also being a relief. I gave her every opportunity to pull away, but she did not, and that was fucking satisfying.

      I leaned closer to her ear so she could hear me through the music. “What would you like to drink, beautiful?”

      She still held a scent of forest flowers and sunshine with a hint of something sour. Not necessarily bad, but also not what she’d smelled like a few days prior. I was afraid the influence of delther life force within her ran deeper than just her eyesight, but so long as it didn’t interfere with her everyday life I wasn’t going to worry her with it. I’d keep an eye on her.

      “Anything but what I had at my mother’s wedding,” Isay called over the thumping.

      A cocktail. I’d get her a cocktail.

      “You two look cosier by the minute.” Regar eyed my hand still on Isay’s back.

      I pulled away, instantly missing her warmth under my fingers. “Shut it, or I’ll tell everyone—”

      “You fucker!”

      “I thought that was you. I haven’t seen any action since…” I looked to Isay, then back at Regar, “... ah, never mind.”

      I wasn’t going to tell Isay I’d been with Sela on the night I found her in the kitchen. Nah, not happening. I wish I could take it back, take it all back. Looking at her flushed face, I wanted to know only the taste of her in my mouth, only her skin against mine, only her moans overpowering mine. Heavens, I wanted her so bad, and my past with Sela felt like a big red flag hovering over my head.

      “So death fae do dance?” Isay mused, looking around the room while we waited on our drinks. “If you could call it that.”

      “Oh, we do call it that,” Hiko hummed.

      “It gets him all turned on,” Regar pointed out, “so many ways it could go wrong if he was to get hungry.”

      “I don’t see you complaining.”

      Holy shit. How had I not noticed this before? It was so obvious now.

      “How about that dance I declined earlier,” Isay asked, taking all of my focus away from Hiko and Regar. Ferro had disappeared to do whatever the hell he wanted, and Sinister was chatting up a brunette by the bar.

      “Don’t drink my beer,” I warned Regar, before I led my girl onto the dance floor.

      Just a dance. It’s just a dance. No funny business. I breathed in sweat and alcohol and the sweetness of Isay as she pressed herself closer to me, mimicking the couple next to us. My mouth went dry as her body tried to catch a beat she was clearly unfamiliar with while rubbing against me in all the right ways.

      “Tell me when the ring starts burning again,” is all the sense I could manage out of my desire clouded brain before I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her even closer.

      Isay let out a surprised gasp and bit her lip, but didn’t move away, following my movements and the guidance of my hands on her hips instead. Good gracious, she could move. Once she got the hang of the beat, her body took the lead and I was falling under her influence. Forget the beer, I was drunk on Isay.

      “The ring?” I reminded myself as much as her.

      She shook her head dismissively and I checked her hands. The thin silver band was still on her finger.

      “Nothing at all?” I asked, shaking off some of the desire as something short of dread replaced it.

      “Maybe the first time was a coincidence?” she suggested. “I was rather emotional.”

      I didn’t want to worry and I wanted to keep her in my embrace but my gut was telling me this was not it.

      “What about in the throne room? With the king?” I pressed. “Did the ring react?”

      She stopped dancing then and I hated myself for the look of hesitation that crossed her face. “I… I’m not sure.”

      Shit. I was right. What in the world had the delthers done to her?

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t feel like dancing any longer. The heat of Karmuth’s body against mine burned more than the ring ever did. The ring was silent. Not cold, not warm, it was just a ring and that concerned him. I wanted him to stop worrying for a moment, sweep me away and forget about the rest. Our problems would catch up with us regardless.

      “Do you think it stopped working?” I asked, not really wanting to deal with it right there and then, but he seemed hyper focussed on it.

      “It hasn’t stopped working,” Karmuth replied.

      “Why do you look like you bit into a sour apple then?”

      He shook his head, dismissing the topic, but not relaxing into the noisy sound like he had before. He’d pulled away from me and kept a distance between us that felt like a gaping void after having his arms around me. It confused me, because back in the car he’d clearly stated he was waiting for my approval and here I was offering it to him. No, he didn’t want my consent, he was only interested in keeping me at arm’s length. Or was he really worried about the King’s warning? He was worried about hurting me?

      I…ah… didn’t know. I couldn’t read him. The distance he’d so effortlessly created between us ripped at my heart. Stupid. So stupid, I shouldn’t have fallen for whatever the conversation in the car had meant to unhinge in me. It wasn’t serious to him. He’d called dibs on me? Boohoo, so what? Men played those kinds of games shamelessly. It didn’t have to mean he had anything more than just a little fun in mind. Playing with fire was exciting, right? Now he also knew how inexperienced I was in this type of situation. He could take his sweet time pushing all the buttons to see what made me tick.

      I took a deep breath, shaking my head, too. I wouldn’t let him win in this game he started. He wouldn’t see me squirm under his attention that he kept giving and taking away as he wished. Why I’d thought dancing with him was a good idea in the first place, I had no clue.

      “I’m thirsty,” I blurted and escaped toward the bar where we’d left Hiko and Regar.

      Karmuth followed right behind. “Isay, are you mad at me?”

      “Mad? Why should I?” I was not mad at him. He was a man, and couldn’t do any better than his biological programming set for him. He was also a death fae, which I kept forgetting. Chasing a prey was in his instincts. It was the hunt, not the victory that thrilled him. Being mad at him would be like being mad at a cat chasing after a bird, then later discarding it out of disinterest. I was mad at myself for thinking there was more to us.

      I didn’t reach the bar before two neatly dressed men blocked my way. Karmuth’s growl was barely audible through the music, but his possessive hand sneaking around my stomach was hard to miss. I stepped out of his reach, not falling for it. Not falling, not falling… for him.

      “Can I help you?” I asked when the two men did not move out of my way. From the corner of my eye I saw Regar tap Hiko’s shoulder at the bar and gesture in our direction. Both of them stood to attention. My eyes fell back to the two men in front of me. Both of them dark haired with dark eyes— dark, dark, dark eyes. I knew then that they were fae. Wishing I hadn’t stepped out of Karmuth’s hold I gave them my best ‘don’t mess with me’ look. I don’t think I did a good job at it.

      “Our Lord would like a word with you,” one of them spoke up flatly, gesturing towards a balcony overlooking the dance floor. The staircase leading up was flanked by two sturdier dark fae, cutting off any unwanted visitors.

      “He should be the one down here then, shouldn’t he? You can tell your Lord that.” Too far? I think that went a bit too far, but I’d never done well under pressure.

      There were several dark fae courts I knew of, but only one that shared a hunting territory with Vindica. Those fae were Felrothian. They also had a decades old dispute between each other, if not longer. Their Lord taking an interest in me while I was clearly in the company of Karmuth was a bad sign.

      “I’m afraid he won’t take no for an answer,” the same fae responded dryly as if he’d gone through this dialogue several times before and it always ended the same way. “I suggest you follow us without causing a scene.”

      Karmuth pulled me behind him, sneering at the Felrothians. “She’s not going anywhere with you.”

      “Step aside, quaffer, our business is not with you.”

      “Isay is mine,” Karmuth gritted out with such conviction it was hard to argue. “Which makes it my business.”

      “Vindica has no concern with a naturel. Your restrictions forbid you to mingle with her kind.”

      “My restrictions forbid me from feeding off her kind, they do not limit my social interactions. Felroth has no concern with a naturel either, or did you not sign a treaty with Elverstone?”

      The fae smiled tightly. “You do not wish to keep him waiting. Frankly, you are horribly outnumbered.”

      I whipped my head around to see if I could catch any more of the dark haired fae in the club, but it was hard to distinguish fae from humans in the dim flashing lights of the club unless they were standing right in front of you. I saw Karmuth do the same thing distinctly less suspiciously. His face darkened further and I knew he had more success in finding the threat.

      “You do not wish to challenge me,” he growled.

      I didn’t want to cause any more trouble. If they did sign a treaty with Elverstone they couldn’t harm me. I tugged at his shirt. “Karmuth, maybe it’s better if—”

      “No!”

      I swallowed hard. He held himself stiff as if ready to charge any minute. I searched the crowd for Hiko and Regar but they’d disappeared from sight. My heart pounded harder. And then I felt a hand on my neck, yanking me away from Karmuth, my fingers pulling at his shirt before they loosened. I was dragged across the dance floor, away from my protector.

      “I do not enjoy being kept waiting,” a cold slithery voice rasped close to my ear. The fae lord. I faced away from him and couldn’t see what he looked like, but he sounded hideous and absolutely terrifying.

      “Karhhhkh—!” My breath was cut off and I choked on his name, but he whipped around anyway, murder in his eyes.

      “Let her go!” Karmuth charged my captor who squeezed my throat harder.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      My vision blinked, but I saw Karmuth stop, hands tight fists at his sides.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll get her back to you in one piece, my people don’t kill unless provoked.”

      Karmuth got swallowed by the crowd as the fae lord guided me toward the staircase. I stumbled on the steps, hit my knee and barely kept staggering in front of him. He discarded me in a leathered chair once we got to his booth with an overview of the whole club. Sitting down lazily next to me he picked up a cigar, leaned against the backrest and threw a leg over his knee. His gaze drank me in and made me shiver.

      “Oh please, don’t tell me you preferred his company?” the Felrothian rasped. “I can make you feel things he never could.”

      He had no idea what Karmuth could and couldn’t make me feel. He had no business interjecting himself in whatever it was that we had between us and looking smug while doing so.

      “I don’t care if you’re the lord of all creation, I will never willingly seek out your company,” I spat with venom dripping from my tongue. My insides were roiling, the taste of tar filled my mouth and my throat was burning.

      “Not of all creation, dear, just Felroth. You’ll realise soon that my company is not optional. I always get what I want.”

      One of his lackeys placed a drink in front of me. Something yellow and foamy. I eyed it with suspicion.

      “It is not spiked,” the fae lord chuckled. “I take no joy in feeding off a delirious prey. All those jumbled up emotions. No, I want a taste of all of that angry passion boiling in you. So much more savoury this way.”

      I still didn’t touch the glass.

      “You can’t feed off me,” I croaked. I knew nothing of the treaty Karmuth mentioned, but I was willing to bluff. I also hoped if the ring was still working it’d stop not only death fae but also emotion-feeders.

      “You weren’t listening, were you? I always get what I want. Always.” He sucked on his cigar, breathing in deeply and then puffing out the smoke. “It’ll go a lot easier if I get your written consent, though.”

      “My what?” I baulked as a piece of paper got shoved in my face. A contract of sorts, stating I willingly let him have at me. No way was I going to sign it. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “Easier for you, dear,” he said with a mischievous smile.

      No. He needed me to sign to avoid conflict. My emotional turmoil was not worth war with both Elverstone and Vindica. Though he didn’t know my connection to the death fae, he had to know Karmuth wouldn’t go without retaliating should I be harmed in any way.

      “Forget about it.”

      The fae lord’s eyes darkened. “An unwise choice, sunshine.”

      He stood up from his seat and came to crouch in front of me. His hand came to grip at my jaw roughly as he forced my eyes to his, only now noticing my defect. His forehead wrinkled as his eyebrows furrowed, trying to make sense of my death black eye. I took my chance, knowing I’d likely not get a better one, and threw all my strength at him. He staggered, but caught himself faster than I could make a run for it. His hand wrapped around my wrist as he pulled me back.

      “Nice try, but won’t be happening again.”  He positioned me between two of his lackeys that restrained me without his asking, their hold on me rougher than his had been.

      “You are pathetic!” I shouted, fighting the two fae on either side of me without any success. All my frantic buckling did was embed their fingerprints on my arms where their iron grip tugged into my skin. “You’re pitiful!”

      Attagirl, any more insults to spout while you’re at it? How about, wretched? Vile, revolting, diabolic? Why don’t you make him as angry as he’s made you, see what good it does to you. I wasn’t in my right mind and not listening to that small voice of reason in my head. Gods, I hadn’t been in my right mind quite often lately and continuously getting into trouble did not look good on me. As it turned out, I got bold in the face of danger. I’d rather I’d shut my mouth.

      “You act like you are all mighty and hold the power here,” I ripped at the holds on me, but couldn’t get free. I wanted less to escape and more to just rip his face out. “You think you are the one holding the power here,” I laughed maniacally and saw him take a step back from my crazed self. I suppose insanity wasn’t one of the emotions he enjoyed feeding on. “You are under my influence, repressed by your urges. You are not in control. Not by a long shot.”

      Neither was I. A wave of something nasty was bubbling up from where I’d tried to tuck the residing darkness. “I think it is time for you to ask yourself, are you the hunter or the prey?”

      The fae lord’s eyes flashed in surprise before tendrils of darkness thrashed out from my chest in every direction very similarly to the delther’s many tongues and slammed into my captors. I felt their ecos filter through to me before they withered and fell to the ground. The fae lord managed to duck from my undirected attack, but I didn’t care. I made a run for it, the darkness clouding my escape down the stairs.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      I paced in front of the bar, making the patrons sitting on high stools sipping their drinks anxious, but so was I. Regar patted me on the shoulder on my next round past him and I shoved his hand away.

      “There’s nothing you could’ve done,” he said, infuriating me further.

      “I could’ve sucked the life out of him, drank him dry,” I growled.

      Hiko shook his head. “Even I know it’d be a bad idea. We can’t afford a war with Felroth.”

      “It’s like he said, he can’t kill her,” Regar pointed out.

      Ferro was nowhere in sight, he’d taken off the moment we arrived, but Sinister leaned against the bar next to the other two, his hands crossed on his chest. He looked almost as if he wasn’t listening at all, tapping his fingers against his biceps. “There are worse things than death.”

      “Thanks man, just what I needed,” I spat at him. “To imagine that bastard raping her to get the sweetest taste of her fear.”

      “Your imagination is messed up.” Sinister held his hands up in defence. “I meant the state of impassiveness. Still alive, but vacant.”

      “Because that’s any better? Isay completely numb, robbed of her emotions?” That’s what was going to happen to her once Terwyl was done with her. He would leave nothing of her behind and it would take years for her to recover, if she ever would.

      Lord Terwyl was a high fae of Felroth court. A high fae, that not only fed on passion, fear, grief or love, but the whole lot of it. I’d felt Isay’s passion and knew it’d be hard to resist. It wouldn’t be hard to frighten her. And love? I… ah… hoped she might feel some for me.

      I’d fucked up. Again. I shouldn’t have brought her here, just like I shouldn’t have taken her to the forest. Every step of the way I kept making mistakes that cost dearly.

      “Kar,” Regar pointed towards the VIP area Terwyl had taken Isay to and I stopped my pacing. By the railing between two emotion-feeders stood Isay, struggling to get free.

      “Get the car,” I ordered, not caring who’d be driving so long as it was outside the club when I got Isay away from the Felrothians.

      I was halfway across the club before anyone could stop me. I’d walk in there, rip their throats out and take Isay to where it was safe. Where was safe for her?

      I didn’t quite reach the staircase before the scuffle upstairs stilled. Black threads spiked out of Isay’s chest and anyone in her path got sucked dry. I froze in my steps, staring up at the balcony in a daze. She looked absolutely magnificent and every bit terrifying. I’d seen white vines of ecos swirling around her and her inability to stop hadn’t scared me as much as those deadly tendrils reaching out from her chest. That… That was a trait of delthers. I’d known there was more to what they’d done to her, but this… this was a lot to take in.

      Not getting any time to come to terms with what I saw, I forced my feet to keep moving towards the stairs as Isay stumbled down them, taking the bouncer down with the darkness swirling around her like a shield. I prayed she wouldn’t turn me to ashes and intercepted her escape.

      “Isay! This way,” I called through the screams of the closest patrons as they turned to look at the deadly apparition that Isay had become.

      “Karmuth,” she sobbed and trashed her way over to me.

      I braced myself for impact when she killed two more people on her path, but her tendrils retreated as she slammed to my chest and my arms came around to squeeze her closer to me before I shook myself out of it.

      “We need to go,” I breathed into her hair and started pulling her towards the exit. The crowd scattered in front of us, making it easier to get through, until shots were fired. Then the whole club turned into mayhem, not only running from us, but from whomever was shooting. I knew it was Terwyl and he was aiming at us.

      I really fucking hated guns. They were loud, pulled all the attention to them and the bullets drove through you like a visiting acting troupe. Painfully unentertaining. I tripped and wheezed when one broke through my abdomen and the burning that followed got me gritting my teeth.

      Isay panicked. I knew she panicked, because she hadn’t attacked me before, but now one of the tendrils I’d seen latched onto me and sucked. Her eyes looked wild when ours connected and her flight instinct was switching to freeze, which was not good. Not good at all. We couldn’t stop, not here. Despite the gun wound and her unintentionally trying to drain me I kept on pulling her across the dance floor, every step a struggle.

      “Just a little farther, beautiful.” I felt the powerful overload of ecos within me slip through the thread between us. The rush of it leaving my body left me lightheaded, or maybe it was the blood seeping through my shirt and making it stick to my skin. “Isay, we’re almost there.”

      We pushed past the bouncer as a group of fae broke through the frantic crowd, guns raised at us. Where did they even stash those things? With the invention of guns, Vindica had tried to smuggle a batch of them through the portal, but what reached the other side was a grate full of melted iron. Strange, since we had no such trouble with any other technological advancements, computers and phones excluded. I knew how to fire a gun, but we did not train to count on them in combat and since swords were very conspicuous in modern day Earth we’d left all our weapons behind. My only defence were my hands, and by the speed of which Isay was draining me, they’d be no use soon.

      I just needed to get her to the car and she could have her way with me. She’d be safe with the others. Grounded for life, but safe.

      Our car was roaring in front of the club with Hiko behind the wheel and Regar riding shotgun. Sinister jumped off his motorcycle to pull a back door open for us and I tucked Isay in, before I collapsed next to her. The party from inside rushed out with guns blazing before I could shut the doors and Hiko could take off.

      “Shit!” Sinister cursed, forgetting his bike and squeezing in the back seat with us. “Drive!”

      Bullets scratched into metal, Hiko hit the gas and Sinister shut the door just as a lamppost almost took the thing off its hinges.

      “You’ve got a bit of a control problem, Isay,” I rasped shakily, turning my attention back to her. “Just take deep breaths, and please don’t kill me.”

      “I can’t—”

      “It’s okay, Isay. It’s okay.”

      “No, Karmuth, I—”

      I wrapped my arms around her, because if I was going to die then I’d rather die with her against me. She squeezed her eyes shut and dropped her head in the crook of my neck. Her breath brought shivers down my spine.

      “Why me?” Isay whispered, her voice fragile and thin. The rapid thumping of her heart slowed as the car sped up reaching the highway, with it the darkness retreated leaving behind a trembling and confused girl.

      I squeezed her harder against me, not caring she was pressing against the gunshot wound. My breathing was raspy, coming out in harsh buffs. If I hadn’t been overfeeding these past few days Isay would’ve killed me like she’d killed the fae on the balcony. Her muffled sobs broke me more than the thought of dying for her.

      “Everything okay back there?” Regar’s head peeked out between the two front seats.

      I gave him a curt nod. “Peachy.”

      “You’re basically transparent, man. More white currant than peachy.” Regar’s eyes travelled over Isay nested in my arms, then to Sinister who I only then noticed was pressed tight against the side of the door as far away from us as physically possible.

      I barked a laugh at his utterly focussed dedication. Tapping my knee against his to get him to look at me instead of Isay made him jump in his seat and I laughed harder.

      “It’s fine man, she stopped,” I said, but he did not relax one bit. His choice.

      “Just in a nick of time, too. Did I tell you you look white as hell?” Regar lost his balance as the car sped through a pothole and he bumped his head against the roof of the car. Rubbing his head absentmindedly his eyes suddenly widened, stuck on the back windshield. “Oh shit, this is not good. Floor it, Hiko!”

      “The fuck you think I’m doing, then? Sit back down and put your seatbelt on,” Hiko growled back, pulling at Regar’s shirt while I craned my neck to see what he’d seen.

      Behind us three black sedans skidded through the traffic behind us. Isay’s sharp breath alerted me to the fact that she’d seen them too.

      “You keep taking deep breaths, beautiful. In and out, don’t worry about the rest, yeah?”

      “He said he always gets what he wants,” she shuddered against me.

      “This is no longer about you. This is about pride.”

      “But he said, he said that…” Isay’s lips trembled.

      I hated that she had to go through this. All of it. She didn’t deserve any of it. “He’s not going to get you, we’re almost at the portal.”

      Another look through the back window and I knew we wouldn’t make it without taking some serious damage. Six guns pointed out of the windows. As soon as they were steadily on our tail they started firing at us.

      “Isay, get down!” I released my grip from around her so she could adjust her position. Instead of hanging from my neck, she hid her face in my lap. Any other time I would’ve expected a dirty joke out of one of our companions, but the car stayed dead serious.

      I felt her hands find my wound as she gripped at my shirt.

      “Karmuth, you’re bleeding,” she exclaimed, pressing her hand firmer on my wound.

      “I’m fine,” I gritted through my teeth. “It went straight through.”

      The back window shattered after several well placed shots and I covered Isay with my body.

      “Are we fucking there yet?” Sinister finally spoke up.

      “Hang on!” Hiko gave his heads up right after and the car slid off the highway and onto the verge, not before a bullet whizzed past my cheek, through the headrest and right into Hiko’s neck.

      The car skidded through the portal in a bumpy ride that did more damage to the prince, who’d stopped steering. Regar leaned over the centre console to grab the wheel and stop us from rolling into a ditch. We were slowing down. Hiko’s head dropped to his shoulder and he was clearly not conscious enough to press on the gas. We stopped completely a few metres farther, just as the first sedan drove through the portal.

      “Stay here!” I ordered Isay and pushed Sinister out the door he’d clung to to get out after him. We had business to take care of. And they were out of guns.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      Karmuth was wounded and weakened from what I’d done to him. It was clear by the way he staggered out of the car after Sinister, unsteady on his feet. Once out, he gripped the roof of the car for balance before he pushed himself towards the nine emotion-feeders exiting their own cars. Nine against two, since Hiko was unconscious in the front seat, and Regar clutched him for dear life, as if that would stop the bleeding. I’d seen him fight against four without breaking a sweat, but he’d been in top form then, not bleeding and drained. If the fae they were facing were half as good as Hiko and his warriors then we were in big trouble.

      With no guns, the Felrothians drew knives. Karmuth had left his sword back in the reservation. I was pretty sure he didn’t carry any other weapons. When he held his hands up in front of himself, palms open, with a grin spreading on his face it seemed he didn’t care about his odds. He was either cocky or confident. Okay, he had reason to be confident in his abilities. He really did—he was an incredible fighter. Him taking down a delther on his own back in the forest proved it more than the showdown on the training field. But he was facing nine unhurt dark fae whose abilities we had yet to see.

      I might’ve also given way too little credit to Sinister, despite his frightful looks. I couldn’t stop looking at him like a big cuddly rottweiler pup after Karmuth’s comment. While rottweilers could be pretty darn aggressive, Sinister was always balanced and calm. He did, however, carry a dagger, which gave him an advantage over Karmuth, who’d apparently decided to fight with his fists alone.

      Mesmerised, I couldn’t look away as four emotion-feeders crowded around Karmuth, while  the other five took their chances with Sinister. In a move I didn’t expect—and neither did the enemy—Karmuth latched onto the closest opponent, skin on skin and the fae crumbled into ash within seconds. Meanwhile Karmuth’s stance grew steadier and he stopped preferring his left side. The other three fae were more cautious to get closer. Sinister’s opponents had no such qualms.

      “Hiko, breathe,” Regar pleaded from the front seat.

      I turned around from staring out the broken back window to the sight of him tugging the prince’s seat belt off to get him out of his seat. All I knew about dangerous wounds was to never move the victim unless you knew exactly what the hell you were doing. My stepbrother had a bullet in his neck, there was nothing more dangerous than that as far as I could tell. Unless you counted all of the sticky situations I’d been in lately, added them all together into a big pile of danger, then multiplied it by five, there wasn’t much worse it could get. If he died… If prince Hiko died I would be the one to blame. I would, because there was no way the fae lord would have sent his men after them, had he not taken interest in me. If I had stayed behind in the palace like I’d originally intended, Hiko would’ve been fine.

      The prince let out a horrible sounding gurgle when Regar hauled him out of his seat and into his lap, pressing on the wound as if that’d keep the blood from seeping out and staining his dark shirt. Hiko went into cardiac arrest, his quiet raspy breathing stopping completely.

      “I don’t think you should’ve—” Unhelpful. That was completely unhelpful and the alarmed expression Regar’s face turned into said as much.

      I knew nothing of first aid and the prince needed way more than first aid. I did know that a strong fae could survive even the most fatal wounds and I had seen Karmuth shake off his own wound after one feeding. While there were eight more emotion-feeders outside the car, there was only me and Regar inside, and Regar didn’t count when it came to viable options for Hiko. It was up to me to save the prince, but with my fluctuating abilities I didn’t know if I could do what I did back in the reservation again. I could just as well accidentally kill the prince with the deadly tentacles inside me than offer him my ecos. If he could touch me…

      I pulled at the ring on my finger, the only protection I had against the court of death fae, the only thing stopping me from giving up my ecos with a touch. It got stuck on my sweaty finger and I grunted in frustration as Hiko was turning pale. When it finally slid off I hit my hand against the seat in front of me and lost the grip on the ring. It fell somewhere under the seat, but it didn’t matter. I slipped to the middle seat and reached across the space between the two front seats to place my hand on my stepbrother’s cheek.

      The rush of life leaving my body was as intoxicating as it slamming into me in the club had been. Breathtaking. I held onto the prince for longer than I should’ve with Regar shouting at me, “Isay! Isay!” and likely something more that escaped my notice. Hiko’s eye-lids fluttered, before his eyes flew wide open, staring first at Regar then at me in astonishment. That’s when I finally pulled away and hyperventilated my way back to my own seat, too weak to crouch between the seats to look for the ring I’d lost. The darkness within me surfaced, covering my skin in a thick impenetrable layer. It felt like a delayed reaction to me giving away my life force willingly. It felt like if I’d touch the prince now, the darkness would drain him instead.

      “What the fuck Isay!? You could’ve died,” Regar’s words pulled me out of slipping into a deep dark place that was pulling at me. Within that place I felt the tentacles shift anxiously, displeased with my decision to willingly give away what they’d collected for me.

      “I didn’t,” I whispered. My voice was way too quiet. A wave of nauseousness made me swallow several times and drop my head back against the headrest. When my head still felt way too heavy, I let it roll to my shoulder as I kept taking shaky breaths and stared crookedly at the two males in the front seat. “Hiko would’ve… died… without a doubt.”

      Okay, talking was exhausting. I left my mouth hanging open to gulp more oxygen than my nose managed to supply. It subdued some of the dizziness that I felt, until I had to swallow again and my body freaked out and for a moment I forgot how to breathe completely, which left me hyperventilating again after I’d engulfed the spit. I was totally fine.

      “How is he?” I whispered.

      “Just peachy,” Hiko rasped the same word Karmuth had described his own weakened state.

      I tried to crane my neck to see how he was doing, the sounds of fighting suddenly amplifying in my ears at the thought of him, but moving brought forth another wave of dizziness and nausea.

      “Karmuth?” I moaned helplessly.

      “He is fine,” Regar said. His voice sounded livelier than before. Amused?

      I’d not asked for the state of the fight. I’d not inquired about Sinister. I’d been dead focussed on Karmuth. What that said about my confusing condition was perfectly clear: I was no longer only insinuating interest in one of the fighters, I was clearly stating it.
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      The last of our opponents stood between me and Sinister, his knife hand shaking slightly, but the sneer in his face refused to let up. “Fuck you, quaffer. You will not get me.”

      “I was actually saving you for my friend here,” I spit right back, nodding towards Sinister, who’d done a fair share of drinking of his own. He couldn’t get to another death fae, but the rest of the dark fae? Fair game. I’d heard they gave a slight resistance and tried to get to you first, but even if they succeeded, ending up numb sure trumped ending up dead. In the end, we always won. There was no coming back from death.

      I enjoyed his fear way too much. I saw the appeal in drawing it out of a victim, before feasting on the terror. But that wasn’t what my other half needed, right? It was passion. I knew it had to be passion. Or was it both? The draw that unexpectedly tugged me towards the other fae’s fear was unexplainable. I wanted to taste it, needed to grasp it. Licking my lips I tilted my head and studied the sensation, prolonging his certain death.

      “Quaffer sounds about right, doesn’t it, Sin? I feel an unsatisfiable thirst all of a sudden. Does your lot talk about me often?”

      Sinister shrugged, twirling his knife around. His contentment to wait how this all played out was thrilling me as much as the scent of fear from the emotion-feeder. I was the one in control, I was deciding his fate and no matter my next move, Sinister would back me up. He likely enjoyed the tension just as much as I did.

      “You’re full of yourself, we don’t care about you.” The Felrothian made a move to stab at me, but I easily avoided his manoeuvre.

      “Really? Because you’re the second fae today calling me that. Can’t be a coincidence.” I grinned when his next stab was rushed and sloppy and he was too slow to step away before I grabbed at his arm, ridding him of his lousy weapon.

      His eyes widened in surprise when he didn’t immediately turn to ash. Instead, I grabbed at his emotions and they flooded me with practised ease.

      “I’m offended you’d treat one of your own this way. You’ve got no sense of kin, do you? No worries, I don’t hold grudges. Except for Terwyl, he has to die. Coming after what belongs to me is low, even for him.”

      The fae in my grasp was no longer afraid of me, he wasn’t anything at all but the shell of who he used to be. Empty eyes stared back at me. Even his voice was empty when he said, “Lord Terwyl will come for you.” Then he slit his own throat.

      Sinister lowered his own knife and raised his eyebrows at me. “What did you do to him?”

      My grin died on my lips as the hunger I’d been fighting finally settled. “Apparently, I’m half of what he was.”

      Kicking the corpse at my feet for good measure I let out a frustrated sigh.

      “When did you plan on telling us?”

      “I just found out recently. Been soaking it all in, really. I think Isay was the eyeopener.”

      Saying her name I snapped out of the bloodlust and jerked my head toward the car. Her golden brown head was barely visible through the smashed back glass. She hadn’t been looking. I thought I’d feel relieved, but what bit at my heart was sharper. Rejection by disinterest. She hadn’t cared if I lived or died. No that wasn’t it. Couldn’t be it. She’d said it herself, she’d been afraid for me when the delthers attacked. Something else kept her focus.

      “Hiko,” I breathed. “Fuck!”

      I ran down the road to where the car had slid to a stop and pried the front door open. Hiko was across the centre console, all cuddled up with Regar and he was fucking fine.

      “Getting cosy while the rest of us are doing the hard work for you?” I studied the two males. While Hiko was paler than usual he didn’t seem hurt. “I could swear I saw a bullet hit you, man.”

      Pushing himself out of Regar’s embrace with a blush that striked out on his bleached face. “Got your girl to thank for still being alive.”

      “My gir—Isay!”

      In the back seat, Isay was staying awfully still. Except for her breathing, which was frantic and raspy. This girl did not know what it meant to take care of herself. No. Hell no. She had to tend to everyone else first. Ripping open the back door next, I squeezed next to her in the back seat while Regar warned me off with, “Don’t touch her!”

      Too late, my arms came around her and I pulled her back to my chest where she belonged. Other than a strangely comforting current sizzling through me from the contact I didn’t sense any danger, nor did her ecos respond to my touch of death. I gave Regar a questioning glare as he huffed out a relieved sigh.

      “She’s not wearing the ring. I saw her pull it off to help Hiko,” he explained.

      “Shit,” Sinister cursed. He’d been about to get back in, too, but stopped since Isay was now in the middle. “I’ll fucking walk.”

      “Take one of their rides.” Regar pointed at the sedans still running idly where they’d rolled through the portal. “Hiko, you’re okay to drive?

      I didn’t care who drove, if Sinister walked, lifted a ride or stayed the fuck behind. Isay was a mess again, because of me.

      “Hey beautiful, you’re going to be okay. You’ll be just fine.”

      “You won,” she croaked with a small smile. “I knew you’d win.”

      “Yeah, I won, sweetheart. Took care of it. Now I’ll be taking care of you.”

      “You shouldn’t be touching me. I lost the ring.”

      My heart hammered in my chest, fear and excitement fighting for attention. The taste of her was at my grasp, but so was her death. She wasn’t dying, though. Swallowing hard, I ran a hand through her hair, “Something is different. You’ve got… a shield?”

      That’s what I was feeling. A force keeping me out, keeping her out of my reach. Running my fingers across her cheek I marvelled at the softness of her skin even as the current sizzled under my touch. Her eyes fluttered, a soft whimper escaping her lips that got me even more excited as the fear took the back seat.

      She had a shield. How? No clue, but there was no way I wasn’t going to take advantage of it. Wait, no. Isay was still off limits, no matter the situation. I dropped my hand, but left her leaning against me, too weak to sever the contact completely. I didn’t only need her permission, but also the permission of the king and queen.

      “Where did you lose the ring, Isay?” I inquired, partly to keep her talking, partly to get my mind to stop its decline under her bedsheets.

      She only mumbled softly. “Can I taste you again?”

      Heavens. My world stopped. I wanted to give into her. Her quiet pleas, her every demand, anything she desired. All of it was hers. There was something stirring within her, the same thing that had killed the fae in the club, the same thing that had tried to kill me.

      “A little later, beautiful.” My voice was raspy. That’s what her asking for a taste did to me. I’d give her a taste. A taste of all of me, fuck the king’s permission.

      “Karmuth?” Her eyes flew open. “I didn’t mean to… I don’t know what got into me. There is this darkness inside. It’s growing every day. I… I think I’m becoming a delther. We’re connected. Somehow, we’re connected.”

      “You are not becoming a delther, Isay. Their influence on you is not growing. We are what we feed on, but you’ve got more me in you than delther at this point.”

      “I’m becoming a death fae then?” Isay asked.

      “You can’t become a death fae, beautiful. It doesn’t work like this.”

      “I’m feeling starved.”

      Giving away most of your ecos did that to a fae, but that didn’t mean a thing. It was a normal reaction.

      “We’ll get you something to eat.”

      “It doesn’t want food,” she whispered. “It wants you.”

      That stopped my breath, all right. “I want you, too. But we’ve got to be careful.”

      I swore, I’d be careful. She could take whatever she wanted, but I would be careful.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      Before Karmuth helped me out of the car, he crouched on his hands and knees to comb under the seat with his hands. He did not find the ring, but he didn’t appear terribly disappointed about it. When I staggered and lost balance, still recovering from saving Hiko—and yes I would call it what it was, not shying out on admitting it, I’d saved him all right—Karmuth picked me up with ease.

      Several fae gave us curious looks as I was carried through the courtyard, my arms around Karmuth’s neck and my nose buried in it. For a death fae, he smelled incredibly fresh. Even after the fight he’d just won, his lavender and moss scent had only amplified. He glared at every single fae daring to look at us for longer than a moment as we passed and even growled at one for whispering to his companion.

      “Once they find out what I did at the club, no one will dare come near me,” I said softly against his cheek. He was so close I could lick the sweat dripping down his brow. Did I want to? For heaven’s sake, I wanted to lick at his face. Press my lips against his skin and then trail my tongue up to his ear, maybe bite at his earlobe. Would he like that? I wasn’t going to find out. That wasn’t… yeah that wasn’t going to happen.

      My head swam with the unrealistic ways of how Karmuth would react should I decide to make such a thing happen, after all, I didn’t notice the king until we stood right in front of him. He held a bottle of wine in one hand and a platter of cheese in the other, likely entertaining similar ideas in the company of my mother tonight. His face darkened at the sight of us, however. So much so that I was afraid he’d turn me into a pile of ashes just with the intensity of his glare.

      “What is the meaning of this?” his voice boomed across the hallway we’d collided with him in. “Did I not explicitly tell you to refrain from entertaining the girl, Karmuth?”

      “Yes, my King.” Karmuth’s voice was low and threatening despite his words hinting submission.

      He lowered my feet to the ground and pulled away from me despite my efforts to grip at his collar for support. I staggered like a drunk and pointed an angry finger at my stepfather.

      “Entertaining me? As if you are the one to make that decision for me should he ever wish to entertain me as you so subtly put it.” Not able to truly stand my ground I felt the world tilt before I got caught in Karmuths unwavering embrace again. “Your warrior was showing me to my quarters,” I said, much more mellow when it became clear I couldn’t back up my heated outburst with a steadfast stance.

      “Father,” Hiko stood between me and whatever response the King thought best to grant me with, “while Karmuth most certainly entertains the idea you’re implying this is not what it looks like.”

      “And what do you suppose it looks like?” King Grath asked, turning his disapproving eyes away from me and to his son.

      I sagged against Karmuth’s chest with the weight of those eyes off me and only heard the intake of breath from the King instead of seeing the full reaction. In mere seconds Grath had dropped the refreshments he’d been carrying, the bottle splashing both glass and red liquid across the floor and our feet, and was in front of Hiko. His hands on his son’s cheeks, he searched for any reasons why his shirt would be painted red with his blood.

      “I’m no longer hurt. She offered her ecos to me.”

      “It’s the least I could do after I got us all in trouble.”

      “Not your doing!” Karmuth growled low.

      The King’s eyes left Hiko’s only for a moment to give me an assessing look. “Explain,” he ordered.

      “Lord Terwyl sent a mob after us when he couldn’t feed on Isay’s emotions in Wicked Angels. We took them down, well Kar and Sinister did. I was incapacitated at the time. I suspect there’ll be further trouble.”

      Nobody asked what Regar had been doing. Nobody also mentioned Ferro who was still suspiciously missing.

      The King rubbed his face. “This had to happen during my honeymoon?”

      “This conflict with Felroth has been brewing for centuries, Your Majesty,” Regar pointed out. “It was inevitable the tension would lead to war.”

      “King Rothian should keep a better reign on his pawns. I will reprimand him for this.”

      “Reprimand?” I stared at the King in aghast. “I was dragged into his booth, forced to sign a contract to allow him to have his way with me. Naturally I refused, which the almighty fae lord was obviously displeased with, threatening me with all sorts of nonsense. Then, when I managed to break free, he sent his men after us, who shot your son in the neck by the way. He almost died, but that’s fine, you’re going to reprimand their king.”

      Me and my big mouth just couldn’t shut up. This had to stop, but apparently not today.

      “Nobody died,” the king said.

      “Ferro is missing,” I corrected, not that I cared for the warrior. I really didn’t. He gave me more creeps than Sinister did. My voice was hollow when I continued, “Terwyl will be coming for me. He will not let this go. You may scold them all you want, but this is not going to go away.”

      “I am on my honeymoon,” King Grath repeated with a warning in his voice.

      I still couldn’t keep my mouth shut. “I suppose nobody warned you that being a king came without a sufficient vacation plan when you picked up the role? I’ll tell you now, I am more terrified of what he’ll do to me when he gets to me than I am afraid of death. You better deal with it.”

      Who was I to command the king? What in the world had gotten into me to speak to him like that? Emotions were running high, yes, but that did not give me the excuse. And while I’d been promoted to a princess with my mother married to him, I really wasn’t one. I had no standing in this court whatsoever, as my shaky legs liked to point out. I was under his mercy, I should’ve appreciated what he was willing to do for me more and stop looking at the gifted horse in the mouth.

      I expected him to lash out at me for being out of line, but he only gave me a tight smile. “Siya warned me you were nearing your insurrection. I remember the little rebel Hiko was at your age, but he wasn’t half as rational as you. I will take this into consideration, Isay. But tonight I have a wife to satisfy.” He looked to the warriors, ending with Karmuth with amusement in his eyes instead of the previous warning he’d had for him. “I trust you’ll make her feel safe until we can work out better arrangements. One of you will keep guard tonight.”

      My heart fluttered in my chest as Karmuth’s grip around my stomach increased. As the King walked away he was sharing his own warning looks around the group.

      “Relax Romeo, we all know who’ll stay with her,” Regar laughed heartily, his hands raised up in defence. “It ain’t going to be me.”

      “It sure as hell ain’t,” Karmuth agreed.

      Holy shit. He wasn’t even going to deny wanting to be in my room for the night. I’d be stuck with him the whole night. We’d be stuck together. He’d promised me another taste… ‘later’ he’d said. What if I wanted to taste a lot more than his ecos? Would he be as forthcoming with that request? Did I dare to ask?

      I’d been lightheaded before, now I was swimming in clouds. If I didn’t get myself together I wouldn’t stay awake long enough to ask him anything, least of all about his eye colour.

      “She is nearing her insurrection,” Sinister repeated, staring at Karmuth intently. I was glad I wasn’t the only one parroting the king’s words, although I didn’t like that bit of it pointed out again. “You do realise what that means, Kar?”

      It meant that I was going to go through a rebellious time whether I liked it or not and if my recent rage had been an indication at all, it was going to be a rough one. Every fae went through an insurrection in their twenties, just like every human had tumultuous teenage years. It was a period in our life when our actions weren’t as harshly punishable since we weren’t completely in control. It was common for the females to go through it worse than males.

      My shouting at the king would have gotten me a whole lot more than a strained smile had I been through my insurrection already, or not as close to it. He’d even called me reasonable. Really? I was far from reasonable, I was insane to make demands.

      “I do realise, Sin,” Karmuth replied softly. “I suspected it already. It changes nothing.”

      I turned my head to get a glimpse of him, but from my position only saw his hairy jawline. What didn’t it change?

      “You’ll be having your hands full with her when she hits the peak of it,” Sinister pointed out.

      “I’m counting on it.” His lips tugged up into a smile.

      I shuddered. His confession made me want to be a handful. I wanted to see how he’d deal with me being a pain in the ass. How he’d punish me… tie me to the bed to control me… or would he let me be in control in my state of total discomposure? I supposed we’d find out, because he was counting on it.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      I’d never been inside Isay’s room. It was an exact replica to Prince Hiko’s chambers. While the prince’s balcony directed toward the gardens behind the palace, Isay’s overlooked the courtyard in the front. Hiko had also added his own spin on the decor, switching the beige lounge set with black leather couches. Isay’s room felt airier and lighter. While I knew she hadn’t made any of the interior choices it still fit her.

      I didn’t want to just assume she’d go to bed right away so I asked, “Where to, princess?” while pressing her closer to my chest in a strange instinct. I didn’t want to let her go at all.

      She’d turned quiet after her outburst at the king and when I dropped my gaze from the layout of her room her eyelids fluttered softly. Bed it was.

      I placed her on the bedsheets, unable to pull the covers away with her cradled in my arms. Her light hair covered the pillow in frilly waves and I grabbed a lock to slide my fingers through it before I could think better of it.

      “You’re so beautiful,” I murmured. My throat was dry and I really needed to get my distance from her before I’d do something stupid. Releasing her hair I watched as it dropped to the pillow before I took a step back.

      Isay’s eyes opened lazily. “Aren’t you going to kiss me good night?”

      I swallowed, eyes fixed on her lips that were now slightly parted. Heaven’s I wanted to kiss her so badly, but I didn’t know the extent of her shield, or whatever it was keeping her safe from me. I wouldn’t put her in danger.

      “Karmuth,” she purred and it sent blood straight to where I needed it the least. “You promised me a taste.”

      My feet took me back to her bedside and my ass planted on the edge of her bed. A blush covered her delicate cheeks and she nervously bit at her lower lip. Adorable. When I brought my hand to her cheek to brush a few strands of hair out of the way her breath caught and she released her lip, eyes drooping low in anticipation. I felt the thrum of the current that ran under my fingers and stopped me from using my power on her. It ran strong and steady.

      “I’ll never be able to say no to you,” I said, leaned in, and covered her mouth with mine.

      I meant to keep it short and sweet, but the moment I captured her lips I wanted more. Her sweet aroma and sugary taste were addictive. The way she gasped when I pried her mouth open and met her tongue was incredibly satisfying. And then she was grabbing at my shirt, keeping me from moving away, her hungry mouth devouring mine. I dropped my caution and climbed on the bed with her, trapping her under my body.

      Isay’s hands, those tender soft hands, ripped at my clothes and she bit my lower lip, catching my growl of approval. Rearranging our position so that my knees came up on either side of her body and her thighs were hugging mine was a bad idea. It brought my erection right to her core. With her dress travelled up around us she was so close for taking.

      Cupping her ass I rubbed my jean-clad dick against her panties, waiting for a rejection that never came. Instead, she whimpered and attacked my mouth fervently. Heavens, she was a force to be reckoned with, pulling me under her waves, drowning my senses. I breathed her in, came undone in her mercy. I grinded against her again to hear her moan again and she didn’t disappoint. It vibrated against my lips, driving me deeper into madness. I needed to feel her, see if her body reacted to mine the same way. My hand still wrapped around her ass I stilled my hips to give my thumb the space to creep under the fabric of her panties. She gasped while I groaned at the silky wetness that greeted me.

      “Karmuth,” Isay pleaded, her eyes wide open.

      “Yes, beautiful?” Whatever she wanted, anything at all, I was at her service.

      “Is it true?” Her voice was breathy.

      Everything stilled. My thumb hovered above her heat but her question made me wait. She kept on breathing heavily. “Is what true, Isay?” I rasped. She was testing me in more ways than one. While my answer mattered to her I was battling with restraint.

      “Did you walk out on Sela?” Her eyes bore into me, burning me alive.

      “Yes.” The confirmation left my lips with ease, I didn’t even have to think twice about it.

      Heavens, she made me burn with the way she looked at me. Her bottom lip was between her teeth again. I took a deep breath and pulled my hand away, resting it on her stomach instead and running circles around her skin. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know about it, so shoot.”

      “Why’d you walk?” Isay breathed the question shyly.

      That blush of hers was my undoing. “What I had with her was purely physical.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question. Why’d you walk?”

      “What I have with you is more—” I looked her straight in the eyes so that she’d understand I wasn’t joking— “emotion based. I didn’t want Sela coming between what we could have.”

      “Ohh,” she sighed. “So you thought I would disapprove?”

      “Do you?” Not being able to stay still for very long I trailed my fingers up under the fabric of her dress, exploring her skin and her breathing quickened.

      She ignored my question. “How often did you go to her?”

      “Are you jealous? Isay, I haven’t been to her once since I met you.” Okay, that was a lie. I’d been to Sela once since I met Isay, but not after I’d shown my interest to her.

      “I’m not!”

      I thought she was, even though she’d denied it. I stopped my exploration just underneath her breast and gauged her reaction again. Her heartbeat thrummed under my fingers, but she showed no signs of refusal. Still, I thought it was smart to tell her of my deal with Sela so that she could be fully informed.

      “I went to Sela every time I had to feed.” Isay’s eyes widened but she kept her mouth shut to let me continue. “I’m not a fan of feeding off the sick and damaged, our approved victim base. It’s… disheartening, which is why I made a deal with Sela. She’d offer me her life force, I’d offer her my body. Win, win for both of us.”

      “Didn’t Ferro say she had a line of males at her doorstep? Why’d she want you?”

      “I never cared enough to ask. We did little talking. Like I said, it was purely physical.”

      She swallowed. Her passion had cooled and I couldn’t read what she was thinking. Withdrawing my hand from underneath her dress, I smoothed the fabric, before I cupped her face instead. Try as I may, I couldn’t move away from Isay. She wanted to understand me, I wanted to understand her, too. So I supposed we should have this talk.

      “It’s bothering you,” I stated for her. “But it is in the past now. I can’t take it back.”

      I’d never needed to convince anyone of my dedication or intentions and I wasn’t doing a good job at it now. No idea of what she wanted to hear exactly, I was grasping at straws.

      “Did you enjoy it?” Isay asked quietly, not looking at me any more.

      I took too long to respond. I knew I did, because the line of her lips tightened and she nodded to herself.

      I sighed. “I can’t deny it.”

      “So she was good?”

      “Isay, I don’t want her the way I want you. I don’t feel anything for her. You—my beautiful torturer—are driving me insane. You can either pull apart my past for excuses to push me away or you can accept that’ll always be a part of me.”

      “It’s not— I’m not— I… ah… do you think she could teach me?”

      Flustered. Isay was flustered, but we finally got to her issue and it wasn’t my previous sex life. It was her own, which clearly was nil and she was self-conscious about it. I should’ve realised it sooner. While fae males discovered the pleasures of flesh fairly early, the females were cherished and protected. My own insurrection had been my sexual awakening, but she wasn’t even at the peak of hers yet.

      “Beautiful, you do not need any outside help. I will teach you.” Now that I knew what was bothering her I could breathe more easily. It was nothing we couldn’t get through. In fact, it was something I’d enjoy getting through.

      “But—”

      I stopped her with my lips and she let me muffle her worries. I didn’t completely escape her ‘but’ however, she picked it up right after I released her mouth.

      “But she knows what you like.”

      I chuckled, “Isay, I also know what I like. Besides, it isn’t rocket science. I am fairly easily pleased. Now, what about you, beautiful? What do you like?”

      She squirmed under me and I beamed.

      “You,” Isay huffed. “I like you.”

      “Mhmm,” I agreed. Enjoying every single moment of her admission. From the rapid beating of her heart to the hands gripping at my shirt at the back. “Which is good, because I did grope you, although not quite thoroughly enough to my liking.”

      “I… I liked that, too.”

      “I’d hoped so.” I allowed my fingers their freedom to roam now that we’d acknowledged our interest and her body sang to me again. I was going to make her know just how easy it was to please me. She only had to look at me with those hooded eyes and I was eternally hers.

      I got her moaning and gasping for air again and grinned around her mouth. “I would like to see this dress on the floor.”

      “Okay.” Isay pulled at the fabric immediately to get it over her head and I stared at her in wonder for a moment. She grunted when the bodice was too tight to pull off and let the hem fall back with a frustrated pout, meeting my amused gaze. “What?”

      “I just like looking at you. I was also going to help you with that.” I leaned in and kissed her exposed shoulder, releasing the zipper at the back of her dress.

      “Oh,” Isay sighed and my grin grew.

      I got her right where I wanted her. At my mercy. Her skin thrummed at my touch as if greeting me with the eagerness I felt. The shield around her sent currents through my body and intensified the contact of her skin on mine. With her dress off I had freer reign across her chest. I drank in the sight of her, low lidded eyes on me, mouth parted and my thumb running circles around her perfect perky nipple.

      “Kar…”

      “I like you saying my name, Isay. My full name.” Like? I loved it. She was the only one that kept on doing it. She’d better never stop.

      “Karmuth,” she moaned again.

      “That’s it.”

      “I’m burning. I’m on fire.”

      “You are the fire, beautiful.”

      I showed her just how much she got me burning by pressing my erection on her heat. I’d lost the jeans together with her dress. There was less fabric and more friction between us, but not enough. Definitely not enough. I had to tread carefully, though. I needed to get this right, it was her first time and while I had experience, I did not have experience in this.

      Bringing my hand back to where I’d felt her silkiness I very much intended to get her to come for me before I’d see to myself. I caressed her through the fabric of her panties and she dug her nails into my back.

      “And you like that,” I affirmed, doing the same movement again, but slower. Her shiver vibrated through her body.

      I kept up the slow barely there touches that seemed to drive her mad until she couldn’t take it any more. “You’re teasing me!”

      “And you’re enjoying every moment of it.”

      She didn’t deny it. Of course not, because it was the truth. I also liked—loved seeing her writhing beneath me. The trust she offered me with the control over her pleasure was something I swore not to misuse, which is why I gave into her desire and slipped my fingers under the cotton and groaned at the pure heaven at my fingertips. Isay was heaven. My paradise. My world. She was everything I never knew I needed, and I wanted to show her just how much I needed her. Exactly how much I craved her. She’d know. When I brought her to the edge, she’d know. When I kept her begging, she’d know. When I placed pressure on her clit I knew she knew. We both fucking knew that she was mine, and mine alone. She was mine, she was mine, she was mine. Mine to touch and mine to hold. Mine to make love to. And I was utterly hers.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t know anything in the world could feel this good. I’d heard it said before about sex, but there’s a lot between someone saying it’s incredible and actually experiencing it for yourself. I couldn’t even be mad at Karmuth for visiting Sela so often—every time he fed!—because if she made him feel like this there were no losses in that deal he’d made. Not on his side. He’d also walked away from… from this. For me?

      “Kar…” I breathed heavily and he growled. Full name, he likes hearing his full name. “Kar—mmmh—uth,” I tried again. He’d gotten me fully unhinged with his fingers. I was thrumming all over and not only where he’d touched me. I was shamelessly rubbing against his hand when he stopped to look at me with fire in his eyes. “What about you? What can I do for you?”

      He stopped again and there was more than fire in his eyes this time. He wanted something, all right. Could I figure it out on my own? Self-consciously I let go of his hair I’d been gripping after he’d pulled off his shirt. He looked as good as Sela had declared, although he hadn’t posed for me in his pantless, shirtless state to get a full look. With my hand now free I trailed it across his muscled back until my fingers touched the band of his underwear.

      My hand shook as I slid it down his side and in between us, all the while his eyes scorched me and turned my stomach to jelly. Was it normal to feel this nervous? With the jitters something shifted within me and the shroud of darkness surrounding my skin felt thinner. Panicking, I stilled my hand with my fingers looped around the band and took a frantic breath.

      “Relax. You can do nothing wrong, I assure you.” Karmuth’s voice was deep and raspy and did not ease my nerves.

      The shield around me fluttered and pulled back towards my chest where it resided. I pushed at it and it settled back into place, but stayed shaky at best. Not before I managed to get a thin strand of ecos, and part of mine trickled into him.

      Karmuth’s breath hitched. “Isay, are you all right?”

      “Oh yeah. Totally. Just lapsed there for a second.”

      Karmuth pried my fingers from around the fabric of his underwear and brought them to his lips. My cheeks heated in embarrassment. I was contending with a sex goddess and I wasn’t even able to get my hand further than his hips without freaking out.

      “About not being able to do anything wrong,” I started, avoiding his eyes at all costs. “You still stand by that?”

      “I do.”

      I wanted to try again what I’d started before, but Karmuth pulling my hand away did not leave me with a lot of confidence, besides he pinned it to the mattress above my head and I couldn’t pull it away even if I tried. I didn’t try very hard. I left it at that and squirmed under his gaze.

      “Let’s try something else,” Karmuth said, not bothered in the slightest by my little mishap earlier. “If you’ll allow me.”

      My mouth dry, I nodded. Whatever he wanted, whatever he liked I’d let him have it. Taking deep breaths I focussed on the shield, trying to strengthen it to what it’d been before we got tangled up. It did not work. The darkness wanted more of Karmuth’s ecos. He tasted like sweet wine and excotic spices. Divine.

      When I gave up on the barrier of darkness to see what Karmuth had in mind I gasped. He’d removed his underwear. Kneeling between my legs he looked absolutely magnificent, and big. Very, very big.

      Gripping himself he looked straight at me with a hunger in his eyes before he slid his palm down the shaft. Mesmerised, I couldn’t look away from the way he pumped with his hand. His muscles tightened with each stroke. Magnificent. Did I already say he was magnificent?

      I was burning again. I couldn’t imagine wanting anything this bad, but seeing Karmuth pleasure himself I wanted to feel him on me, in me, instead of only his fingers. I wanted him to feel me, instead of only his own grip.

      Buckling my hips up to meet him where he hovered above me I must’ve surprised him. His moving hand got between us and scraped across my heated skin before he moved it away and gave me what I wanted, but not before searching my face. For what exactly I had no idea.

      When his erection slid against my lips he groaned and a satisfied smile broke through my worry over the shield. He brought all my nerve endings on the edge again.

      “Heavens, Isay, you feel so good,” Karmuth groaned again, slipping between the folds with a pressure that made me gasp.

      He met my mouth as if to devour the sound just like he was going to devour me while his length pulled back and the pressure lessened. Only until he pushed again, earning another gasp as he slid even deeper this time.

      “Is that what you wanted, beautiful?” Karmuth croaked.

      I whimpered my consent.

      With slow, deliberate movements that ignited flares of fire Karmuth completely consumed all of my rational thought. I gripped his shoulders for dear life, panting until he hit a spot that flooded my senses anew and a different sound escaped my lips. He slid out and back in, reaching for the same spot and I moaned louder, gasping for air as he decided we should do a repeat of this several more times.

      “Karmuth, you’re… this is... Oh my…” I wanted to tell him what he was doing to me, what he made me feel. The overwhelming waves of pure ecstasy coursing through our contact and running across my entire body. Each time he moved everything intensified. Each time he pushed himself in, faster now, I burned hotter. So hot. So hot. So incredibly hot. And he wasn’t stopping, I didn’t want him to.

      His head dropped to the crook of my neck as his hips kept up the maddening pace. In a tortured voice he rasped into my ear words I thought I misheard. “I am so in love with you, Isay.”

      That’s when I lost it. The sensations, overwhelming and powerful, completely on the edge of what was possible to feel and with his words running through my head I lost all control. The shield retracted fully, pulled into my chest, formed into the now strangely familiar spikes and crushed into Karmuth who moaned in oblivion. I tasted him through the barbs while everywhere he touched drew power from me. He pushed into me again, with a desperate force while he gripped my body tight to his. I contorted and exploded. He followed immediately.

      I was still burning, but the sensation was different. My body went limp while shivers kept running across my skin and Karmuth’s life force rushed through the barbs filling a different ache. His body slackened on top of mine, I was killing him. I was drawing on his ecos the way I did in the club and I was killing him.

      Karmuth drew a deep breath and pushed himself up on his elbows, looking down on me with droopy eyes. He did not appear concerned. One hand on my cheek, the other supporting his weight he gave me a sly smile. That’s when I realised his contact was pulling from my life the same way I was pulling from him.

      “Beautiful, it seems we’ve gotten ourselves into somewhat of a pickle.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      We were balanced. Isay was my counterweight: lovely, selfless, good in every possible way, a sunshine in my darkness. She compensated for everything I lacked and therefore we were perfectly balanced when her shield crashed and the tentacles reappeared. However, she had no control and letting go of her now would be my death sentence. Oh how the roles had reversed.

      The power coursing into me was intense, but so was the ecos drawn out. Balanced. I didn’t need to force myself to stop as had been the case with Sela. I was free to keep on consuming every bit of her, because she would not run dry. Neither would I, unless I moved away with her tentacles still attached.

      After the sex we’d just had I didn’t think there was a way to be even more connected to Isay, but I was wrong. Sharing a life force was infinitely more so.

      “What do you think we should do about it?” I mused, enjoying the glow on her cheeks and her fumbling more than the situation called for. While we were, at the moment, not hurting each other it was anyone’s guess just how long this would last.

      “I can try to recreate the shield,” Isay rescinded hesitantly. She was unsure of herself.

      I wanted more than anything to enjoy the aftermath of incredible sex and tell her just how little she had to worry about, but we had some problem solving to do before we could get to that.

      “You don’t sound confident, beautiful.” I was still amused. Damn me if you want, but I relished in the connection. With her I was unstoppable. We were a force to be reckoned with.

      “I think the barbs are the shield,” Isay said. “If I try to retract them and don’t manage to create the shield you’ll consume me.”

      “If I’ll let go and you don’t manage to pull the barbs you’ll consume me.” I did not hate the idea. There were worse ways to die than in the arms of the woman you loved.

      I loved her. I’d confessed it to her. Worst timing ever. Everyone tells you not to say it during sex and I’d all but blurted it anyway.

      I shifted and rolled off her to give her some space to figure this out, but she cried out a panicked, “Karmuth!” when I moved. The tentacles immediately retracted and I made sure I wasn’t touching her.

      Isay fumed. “What were you thinking? I could’ve killed you!”

      “But you didn’t.” I wasn’t going to tell her I hadn’t intended to stop touching her until she was ready to try something.

      “Don’t scare me like that again.” Her head plopped on the pillow, she turned to face me beside her.

      Her concern for me was sweet as honey. “Beautiful, is that your way of saying you’re in love with me, too?”

      “You are so full of yourself,” she mumbled, and turned her head away, hiding from me. It’s then that she realised we were both still gloriously naked and started pulling at the blanket under her body to cover up.

      “You might want to take a shower first,” I suggested.

      She was across the room in record time. I didn’t mean to make her uncomfortable, but apparently I’d crossed a line, and she was unwilling to talk about it. I supposed my compliments were not welcomed, either.

      Clearly dismissed, I pulled myself out of Isay’s bed and redressed in my leathers. After a short search I found a delicate nightgown that I left for her just behind the bathroom door. By the time she peeked out I’d checked all the windows, locked the doors to her balcony and the hallway and was sitting in the armchair overlooking the whole room.

      I tried not to devour Isay with my gaze when she stepped out, wearing only the thin layer I’d left for her, but it was difficult. I was going to have a long, long night ahead of me and not because I’d remain on guard duty. I could guard the King’s bedchambers without an issue, but with Isay this close, after what I knew she could offer… I was going to have a hard time concentrating.

      She slipped under the covers and pulled the blanket up to her chin, but remained seated with her back against the bedrest and eyes on me. I gave her what I hoped was a charming smile and waited for her to make the first move. My words were toxic, because all I wanted to say was that I loved her again and she’d avoided it the first two times. I’d better suck it up and act cool. She’d either come around, or we could make our own deal beneficial for both of us, but essentially designed to ruin me entirely. I’d take anything I could from her. Should she want what I had to offer, I’d be down to burn a slow torturous death under her touch.

      “How come your eyes are blue?” Isay asked after what felt like eternal silence.

      Her question took me completely off guard, because I hadn’t expected it. If anything, I figured she’d talk about the shield, since she obviously wasn’t going to talk about what we’d done.

      “I’ve been asking myself the same exact thing ever since I realised it is not common. The obvious answer? Must have something to do with my parents.”

      “You don’t know?” She leaned forward, hugging her knees through the blanket and swaying slightly, which was the most adorable thing.

      “Never met them.” It was easy to pretend among the warriors that it didn’t bother me. With Isay the hurt was clear in my uneven voice. Still, I tried to shrug it off as if it didn’t bother me. With the recent development of my feeding needs it disturbed me, and then some. I wished I’d have someone who knew what I was going through to discuss this with.

      “I’m sorry.” Isay traced shapes on the mattress with her fingers. I got the impression that even though she wasn’t comfortable talking about what we had between us, she didn’t want to fall asleep in the tense atmosphere we’d created—I’d created. She appeared to struggle to find safe topics as much as I did.

      “All I know so far is that one of them was Vindican and the other Felrothian. As for my eyes? Neither should’ve carried the gene.”

      “I like them,” she confessed. “And your hair. I like it, too.”

      And me. You like me. I wasn’t going to push her to say it again, though. That wouldn’t lessen the tension and as much as I’d loved hearing her say it, I could wait until she was ready to admit it again in a less intimate situation. It was easy to say you liked someone, if you liked how they could make you feel. That’s exactly why saying I loved her in the heat of the moment was so wrong. She might’ve thought I hadn’t meant it.

      “Thank you, beautiful. I like just about everything about you.” Ah, no I couldn’t keep my mouth completely shut. I also sounded like a teenager, but I wouldn’t take it back.

      She smiled, which was a good sign. She wasn’t running from my admission.

      “I can’t say I know what it’s like for you,” Isay said quietly after another lengthened silence. “I’ve always had my mother, even though at times she can be incredibly infuriating. I never knew my dad, though. She used to talk about him, but then she stopped. I’ve forgotten most of the stories.”

      I wanted to console her, but I didn’t know how. “Your mother is doing her best,” I finally managed.

      “I know,” she sighed. “And she does deserve to be happy. I am glad she chose to be happy, but where does it leave me? Why couldn’t I carry the memory of my father with me longer? I didn’t want to let it go the way she did.”

      “You do not have to let him go.”

      “But I do not remember him.”

      “I don’t remember either of my parents. That doesn’t mean I’ve stopped thinking about them.” I’d rather keep the conversation light, but there was no way back from this confession so I’d better just say it all. “Some days I don’t quite know who I am and I wish they’d left me some clues I could follow.”

      Isay’s mouth parted at my honesty. “But you’re… you’re you. You’re always so determined and confident.”

      Warmth spread through my chest at her compliment. I liked our heart to heart more and more. “That’s because I know what I want. It’s often simpler.” I made sure to keep our eye contact so that she’d know I wanted her and was determined and confident, as she put it, in my goal.

      “I know it couldn’t be easy for you to have followed your mother to Vindica. I hope it hasn’t all been horrible.” A lot of it has been horrible. She has those tentacles to show for it, but I still wished she’d grow to like it here. After the conflict with Felroth was resolved. Vindica hadn’t seen this many unpleasant encounters in one week during my lifetime. And while we did attract the occasional danger and were hated wherever we went it was normally rather quiet in the reservation.

      “No. Not all bad,” Isay confessed with a shy smile and my heart leapt.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      When I woke up the armchair was empty. A few weeks back the thought would have relaxed me after I’d had nightmares of someone observing my sleep, a horrifying thought. Now Karmuth’s absence felt somehow worse. Searching the chamber left me staring at Regar leaning against the wall right next to the door at the far side of the room.

      “If you’re looking for the lover-boy, he hit the bed about an hour ago,” he said.

      He’d left? My mouth pressing into a thin line I refused to feel the disappointment staining the high of last night. After everything we’d shared he’d left me. I should’ve known better than to just assume he’d actually cared for me. His words meant nothing.

      “Don’t look so grim. If it was up to Kar, he’d go through the rest of his life on no sleep if that meant he’d be right next to you.” Regar grinned brightly as if the idea amused him. “It took some supreme convincing to get him out of that chair. I got strict orders not to move from this spot unless you were in danger.”

      I wasn’t grim. Not anymore I wasn’t. My lips tugged upwards and I hid my smile with my hand as I pretended to yawn. I still wished Karmuth was here, we had never discussed what had happened between us. I hoped I could thank him when I woke up, feeling more confident after the much needed rest. I hoped he’d tell me he’d liked it as much as I did. I’d hoped we could do it again. Nervous flutters stirred in my stomach and I took a deep breath to compose my thoughts.

      “So I’m stuck with you, huh?” I teased good naturedly. I liked Regar, he wasn’t as serious as Sinister, or as cocky as Hiko. He also never looked at me like I was something to conquer like Ferro, although he did enjoy taunting me.

      “Just until he’s up and running again.” True to his word, Regar did not step deeper into the room, didn’t even look at the lounge area as if it’d be a perfect place to relax his posture. He kept standing by the door, fully alert despite the banter. “He warned me against watching you get dressed, but I’m willing to deny it if you are.”

      “What? No!”

      Regar laughed. “Had to try.”

      He did look away when I pushed the covers off, and did not shift until I confirmed I was decent. I was sure it had nothing to do with me, and everything to do with his respect for Karmuth, but I appreciated it nonetheless.

      “Would you like me to have a maid bring some food?” Regar asked when I crossed the room to go in search for a bite myself.

      “Can’t we eat in the dining hall?”

      “Of course, princess.” He said it with a tightness in his voice that contradicted his agreement.

      “You don’t sound happy about it,” I noted, but still pushed the door open to see him following me out of the room. “You’d rather be confined to this tight corner?”

      “No. But I would rather use the least amount of effort to keep you safe. The court is in disarray this morning. Furious with Felroth. The rumours about last night are spreading already.”

      I stopped in my tracks, reconsidering my decision. “They wouldn’t take it out on me, though, would they?”

      “Not intentionally. The fae have grown to admire you, princess.”

      “Stop calling me ‘Princess’.”

      “Do you prefer ‘Beautiful’?”

      I blushed at the word Karmuth had chosen. Coming from Regar it somehow sounded dirty. “Shut up! My name would be sufficient, thank you.”

      Shaking his head light-heartedly, Regar agreed to stop calling me princess. He grew more sombre again when we neared the dining hall.

      “You’re not seriously thinking I’m in any danger there?” He made me nervous with his tentativeness, especially since he didn’t seem like the careful type.

      “I’m sure it’s fine.” He attempted a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “After you m’lady.”

      “Not better!” I commented on his new choice word to address me. “Stick to Isay, why don’t you.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?”

      “You can’t have fun and be serious at the same time.”

      We entered the dining hall and several heads turned our way, making Regar tense despite him having some fun on my account. None of them looked malicious, however. Not like I’d perceived the court when I first arrived. I didn’t know if it had anything to do with my worsened eyesight or had my first impressions been terribly wrong. A few of them even smiled at me as I passed by them to the table at the corner I’d started to associate as my spot.

      When nothing threatening happened, the next few hours Regar trailed me across the reservation on my daily exploration walk, he seemed to ease into his usual relaxed posture. I could almost fool myself that he was simply there to keep me company and not watch my back. We were both taken off guard by a scream that pierced through the gardens that stretched from the palace to the Northern gate. There were several accommodations spaced between where we stood and the exit, and it could’ve been anyone screaming, but with the wind coming from the North in a strong gust I was certain it came from the tower post. It had to be the guard. And that meant the Felrothians had come for me.

      Regar came to the exact same conclusion. “Isay, back to the palace. Now!”

      He ushered me toward the looming structure, doing everything in his power to get me to move, short of pulling me along with him. He would not touch me, out of fear, respect for the King’s orders, or because Karmuth warned him off.

      I could not budge. There were people between me and the gate, people who were not all brought up as warriors. Death fae, sure, but otherwise completely normal fae, like Ronya and Sela. I didn’t know them, but they were going to become casualties in the dispute I’d started. I couldn’t let that happen.

      “Isay, for heaven’s sake, move or I’ll throw you over my shoulder and carry you back,” Regar’s voice was harsh in his alarm. His one and only priority was keeping me safe and I was much more trouble than he’d anticipated. If he’d known I tended to run toward danger more often than away from it, he wouldn’t have chosen to guard me today.

      “You wouldn’t dare!”

      “Oh yes I would. Your safety is my top priority and if that means I’ll have to grab that ass I will face whatever punishment follows the impropriety of groping someone elses’ mate.”

      “What?” I gaped at him as whatever danger creeped closer through the gardens. I knew it did, the air of dread foreshadowed its arrival just like a cloud of smoke foretold the presence of a delther pack.

      “Move!” Regar repeated and I finally did, but not in the direction he wanted me to go.

      I ran towards the gate, instead. He was right on my heels, cursing me to hell and back and gasping for air in between. The first house we saw was abandoned, the second was left in a hurry with the door hanging wide open. I might’ve been wrong about people needing help. Everyone here knew how to look out for themselves. There were safety protocols in place. Protocols which said the princess should head to the palace, where it was the safest. And I had taken us farther from it. I stopped in mild panic, unable to decide the best course of action.

      Regar had no such problem. “Are you done? Are you ready to come with me now?”

      I swallowed a lump in my throat at his harsh tone and nodded. He didn’t throw me over his shoulder, just nudged me in the direction of the palace and kept a rapid pace until we ran into another fae.

      “Ferro! Thank fuck,” Regar exclaimed, relieved to see the other fae while my own stomach turned sour in an instant. Ferro’s gaze travelled from Regar to me and then back, a sly smile growing on his face that disturbed me even more.

      There was something wrong with my vision as my transformed eye kept blacking out completely whenever I tried to get a closer look at Ferro. I thought I was just lightheaded from our run, but Regar was fully visible, if only a lot darker than I was used to. Ferro on the other hand was shrouded in darkness. A dark and unrelenting cloud and when he smiled, the cloud thickened.

      “An inconvenient time for a stroll, don’t you think?” He asked. His full focus on me got my skin crawling, but I refused to back away.

      Regar had nothing crawling across his skin, nor had he any trouble with his vision, since he gratefully pushed me toward Ferro. “Very convenient to have run into you. Take Isay to the palace, I’ll go reinforce the gate.”

      Ferro had no reservations against touching me. With an iron grip around my wrist, he started pulling me in the direction we’d been going. When Regar was out of sight, he steered away from the palace and toward the closest tower instead. I was unable to resist his direction. I’d tried to let go of the shield to pull out the barbs, but the darkness relished his skin against my arm. My protest went unheard as much as my physical restraint.

      I didn’t know where we were going. All I knew was that I was not safe with Ferro.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      Disturbed by shouting outside my window I rolled out of the bed to go see what the problem was. Pulling my pants on the shouting turned to screams and I discarded my shirt, grabbed my dadao and sprinted outside instead. Death fae scurried in every direction from the collection of housing my one room apartment connected to. It was nothing as fancy as Isay’s quarters, but I didn’t use it for much other than sleeping. I was wide awake now.

      A fae ran past me and I called out, “What’s going on?”

      “Felrothians crashed through the gate!” he shouted back without stopping.

      I’d left Isay with Regar and I trusted him to keep her safe. I did not, however, trust her to follow orders. She was too damn stubborn for that. While Regar would never admit it, he was a big softy and would have a hard time arguing with her. I, on the other hand, would get her to listen.

      I’d just made up my mind to go search for Isay, starting with the palace when the first emotion-feeder showed up. I could not not do my duty, which is why I postponed my worries and stepped between the warrior and a female he held imprisoned. Her eyes were wide with fear which is when I realised she wasn’t going to battle for dominance with her touch of death. As her face grew numb I also knew he fed on terror.

      Pulling my dadao out of its scabbard I didn’t hesitate to come between the woman and the Felrothian. She fell to the ground when he let her go and swayed like a lunatic while I cut the attacker in half. There was more where that one came from. Many more, and while some of the lower fae stepped up to the battle of forces, the moment Felrothians weapons were drawn I remained the only one standing against them.

      Isay’s ecos coursed through me, strengthening my defence but they kept coming at me from every side, crashing through my defences with force. Surrounded by more than ten warriors I finally dropped my dadao and raised my hands in surrender.

      One of them stepped closer, but not close enough, while the rest held a tight circle around me. “No, quaffer, I’ll not take the chances with you no matter what they say about the taste of you.”

      “Nobody knows the taste of me.” Except for Isay, no fae had been able to get to me. In this instance, Isay didn’t count. “Whomever you’ve been talking to has likely lied.”

      “My source is solid,” the Felrothian reassured.

      Not that it made much difference to me. I knew no one aside from Isay had fed on me. Their fear of me, however, had to originate somewhere. So did their nickname. Quaffer? As in overindulging in my feeding habits? That’s simply ridiculous, since I detested the whole process with fierceness they couldn’t comprehend. I would however devour them whole should they make a move on me. They knew it too, which is why none of them dared to get any closer even after their leader ordered my death.

      “Don’t touch him, just kill him,” the fae in front of me turned around and walked out of the circle, leaving his minions to finish me off.

      I bared my teeth as they held firm, weapons pointed at me and not moving an inch. There were a lot of stares going around between them, as if searching for a confidence boost they all lacked.

      Finally, one of them strode into the circle, but I’d been expecting it. Only a slight quaffle later, he lay dead at my feet and the rest of them tightened the circle around me. I would’ve laughed at their idiocy, but the longer I was held up here the longer I wasn’t with Isay and I found nothing funny about that.

      “So, who’s next?” I growled, and I swore they shivered. They must’ve had hella good horror stories about me, because I was damn pissed but I wasn’t that terrifying. I’d show them terrifying. Not waiting for them to come to me, I broke out of the circle by storming the fae in front of me, killing him with a touch. The rest of them finally snapped out of their fear-induced trance and were on me, all at once, in an instant. That’s when I did a complete Isay move.

      Not sure where that pull came from, but deep within me a gaping hole opened and I felt all of the warriors around me. Their life forces and emotions alike fluttered around the air like corrupted butterflies and that cavity in my chest lurched at the intensity of so much substance around me. I wasn’t starved, but I was tempted by the simplicity of it all. The sudden pull grabbed every single opponent around me and collected everything they had to offer right into the spot in my chest. Hadn’t Isay said her barbs originate from her chest? It didn’t matter, not really, because there was no way I was going to stop what was going down. Similarly to Isay in the forest, I collected the ecos of the fae around me and they crumpled to nothing at my feet. My only witness, the numbed woman still lying in the dirt.

      I pulled her to her feet, because I couldn’t leave her here and she clearly had no care in the world for her well-being in the state she’d been left in, and dragged her with me. We were going as fast as we could, my heart aching in my chest as if something had gone terribly wrong, but I didn’t know what. My terror grew with each step closer to the palace. It vibrated through my chest doing its damnedest to freeze me in my steps. I wouldn’t stop. Isay... she was in danger. She needed me. I had to find her.

      We reached the palace to see our troops gathered in front of it, Hiko at the very front. I pushed the woman at the closest warrior as I made my way to the prince.

      “Isay?” I asked, a dagger wedged in my heart.

      “With Regar last I saw them,” Hiko informed.

      “Where?” I gasped.

      “Saw them in the dining hall hours ago.”

      He didn’t know. With my heart jumping out of my chest I had to ask, “Did you check her room?”

      “Empty,” he confirmed.

      “Fuck!” My anxiety was not pleased to hear that. I was ready to combust, not caring who I burned in the fire.

      “Relax, I’m sure they’re just waiting it out somewhere.” The worry in Hiko’s eyes said something else. He was not sure. If anybody was sure of anything it was me, and I was fucking sure that something terrible had happened.

      “I saw Regar heading toward the North gate,” a fae behind the prince said.

      Everything within me chilled and turned to ice. “Toward the gate?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And the princess?”

      “Wasn’t with him.”

      I took off toward the gate before anyone could stop me. I was going to kill that son of a bitch if anything had happened to Isay. That was a fucking promise.
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          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      Several guards, and Regar, were in the middle of getting their asses kicked by a much larger enemy troop than I’d faced. I was boiling over with fury, but couldn’t direct it at the person I wanted. Luckily, there were plenty of other targets handy and I took full advantage of it. Not knowing if I could do my disappearing act one more time, or if I could, without harming my allies, I did absolutely everything else.

      As my dadao pierced the first enemy’s stomach, I sidestepped the second one’s strike and sliced through his hand when pulling my sabre out the first one’s guts. His shocked cry froze him in his steps and gave me an opening to lay my hands on his skin and draw out both his terror and life force. I felt the two different energies twirl around each other without merging. One of them flooded my heart and got carried through my body into every crevice that still had space to hold onto any extra ecos, the other filled my gut and travelled through completely different veins to hidden pockets within my body that had been starved for years. The second one was not ecos, it did not strengthen my soul the way ecos did, nor did it feel as essential as ecos did, but something within it excited my nerves. I’d craved it my whole life, I’d not needed it to survive, but now that I’d had a taste I couldn’t possibly imagine staving off it again. A name I did not recognise, but that felt right hummed in my head and I decided it was what I’d call the second force. Devos.

      With both new strands of ecos and devos still settling in my body and finding their way through to each and every bore, I faced my next victim with the fury of a fae who’d lost his mate and he stumbled under my relentless attack. He joined his courtmate in my ever growing force flow when he made a fatal mistake of stepping into my faked retreat.

      “Quaffer!” a Felrothian who’d seen me devour yet another fae shouted and the cry repeated several times as the news travelled within the ranks as fast as their restlessness did.

      “Fall back! Everybody, fall back!”

      Without any hesitation, the opponent I now faced turned his back on me and fled. If I’d had time to properly dress before rushing out, I’d have thought to put a dagger in my boot. Especially after the surprise attack in the club. I would have thrown it at the fleeing fae just to teach him a lesson on never to turn his back on an enemy, no matter who tells you to back away. I didn’t have one however and while I did run after him, I wasn’t going to chase him out of the reservation. I had more important matters to deal with.

      I searched the battlefield for Regar and found him leaning over a wounded emotion-feeder. I rushed him and we collided with the electric fence. The current flared through me and I let go of the warrior to escape it. Twitching muscles were not enough to stop me from grabbing his collar and pulling him closer to my snarling face.

      “Where the fuck is Isay?” I growled.

      Regar threw his hands up in defence. “Chill man, I left her with Ferro.”

      “Ferro?” I repeated. “When did he get back?”

      Regar shrugged. “No idea, but he took her to the palace. She’s fine.”

      Except she wasn’t in the palace and every nerve in my body was convinced she was not fine.

      “I came from the palace.” I was not willing to put the one and one together. I would not be happy arriving at the conclusions right in front of me.

      “Oh,” Regar’s calm assurance turned into worry that closely resembled my own. “Could it be they got held off?”

      I fucking didn’t think so. It was a pretty straight forward path from here to the palace and I would’ve seen them on the way over.

      I punched the fence in fury and got zapped with a voltage that could take a delther down. Both of my hands in fists, with one of them sizzling after the meet and greet with electricity I finally put voice to my thoughts.

      “Ferro disappeared at the club just before Terwyl took interest in Isay. He didn’t show up again until the Felrothians flooded the place. Coincidence?”

      “Fuck, Kar. Do you think he’d—”

      “And you handed Isay over to him?”

      “Kar, I couldn’t have known. It’s Ferro, for heaven’s sake. He is one of us.”

      “He didn’t take her to the palace, Regar.”

      “Maybe there’s a perfectly good reason for it.”

      I punched Regar next. He did nothing to dodge my blow and my fist connected to his nose with a satisfying crack.

      “I’m sorry, Kar.” Regar winced and brought his hand up to cradle his nose. “I fucked up.”

      I shook my hand loose and paced in front of Regar to stop myself from strangling him. “You should’ve stayed with her. I trusted you to stay with her.”

      “I honestly thought Ferro would take her back to the palace. There was fighting at the gate—I fucked up, Kar. We’ll find her.”

      “Tell that to the queen, whose daughter you’ve just given to the enemy.”

      “You don’t know that for sure.”

      “I can feel it in my blood, Regar. She is not fine.”

      “You’ve mated with her? How’d you even…?”

      “That’s what your first thought was? For fuck’s sake, I told you, whatever Ferro did to her is making my blood boil. Isay is in danger because of you.”

      The severity of the situation finally got through to him. Regar’s face turned grim. “I’ll help you find your mate, I swear to you on my warrior’s honour.”

      “Isay is not my mate. She’s not my anything. We’ll find the princess together.” We hadn’t talked about the possibility. We hadn’t talked about where we’d go from here. The only thing I did know was that she’d avoided my confessions after I’d made love to her. We weren’t there yet and after today I didn’t know if I’d ever see her again to keep on trying to win her over.

      “You just said you can feel her in your blood. That makes her your mate,” Regar pushed.

      “The only thing that makes me is a desperate man.”

      We’d come across several groups of fae patrolling the gardens on our way to the palace. Nobody had seen the princess. The courtyard was less busy when we arrived, but the king was standing in front of the palace with his queen and the rest of the elite guard. Guess who stood next to Hiko and Sinister as if nothing had changed between when I last saw him at the club and now? Ferro. Smug as ever he didn’t even twitch an eyebrow when he saw us coming.

      Maybe I’d gotten it wrong? Searching around the courtyard for Isay with my heart racing ahead of me I was ready to admit I’d jumped to conclusions. She was not with them. I hastened our pace until Regar had to pull on my belt to keep me from storming over them. I was still wearing no shirt.

      “Kar, don’t do anything rash,” Regar warned me just before we reached the waiting party.

      “Where’s Isay!” I growled, my full attention on Ferro. He didn’t even blink.

      “I was hoping you could tell us,” King Grath growled right back, ignoring me throwing daggers at Ferro altogether.

      “Us?” Regar, who didn’t usually talk back to royalty—unless it was Hiko—sounded incredulous. “Ferro was the last one with her!”

      The king’s eyes moved to Ferro then back at us, but he didn’t back down. “What have you done to my stepdaughter?”

      Ferro had told him lies. That was the only explanation, because the other option indicated that Regar was playing me. If I had to choose between those two males, I’d bet my balls that Ferro was dirty; Regar couldn’t be playing me. My stomach recoiled as I became increasingly less sure. He hadn’t stopped Isay from sharing her life force with the prince, it could’ve killed her. He also pushed me to leave her with him.

      With my hands forming fists at my sides I looked around the males I considered friends while my whole world was crashing down around me. Regar didn’t look happy to be given the blame, but neither was I, and I fucking knew I hadn’t been the one to misbehave. I deeply cared for Isay and would never do anything to hurt her and they all knew it. I was going to explode at the thought of her hurt. Regar shifted nervously beside me, but Ferro remained chill as a cucumber. I was going to kill him.

      “You should ask Ferro,” I outright snarled. There was, I haven’t done anything wrong calm and then there was I’ve fucked you over and am getting away with it calm. Ferro was most certainly displaying the second one. Regar was with us the whole time at the club where this fuckshow started. Regar would not sell us out to Felrothians or put Isay’s life on the line.

      “Just like I said, Your Majesty,” Ferro countered. “They’re denying it.”

      No matter how tight Regar was gripping my belt, he wasn’t going to keep me from ripping that lying bastard’s throat out. I tore free of his tentative hold and was on Ferro before anyone else could stop me. With my hand around Ferro’s throat I kept up the stride, him stumbling backward along with me until his back hit the wall right next to the palace front entrance. My grip tightened and he gagged. I pulled at his ecos through the contact, but met with resistance. His emotions held no such guard and I attacked his devos next. His practised ease lifted then and the panic in his eyes was sweet as honey.

      “Where the fuck is she?” I rasped, well aware that I was acting like a lunatic.

      With his windpipes closed the only sounds escaping Ferro were unintelligible croaks. I eased up on the pressure and he gritted, “Fuck you!” through his teeth.

      I pried at his defences again, looking for an opening to his life force, but he was well guarded. Way too well guarded. I couldn’t even feel the pulse of his ecos. I started pounding on his face instead until my fists bled, and until several strong hands dragged me away from him.

      “Where the fuck is she!” I shouted in despair. The way my heart ached was making it impossible to think past the fury. All I could do was repeat the same question until I broke down completely. “Where is she?”

      My vision was so blurry I could barely make out my bloody artwork on Ferro’s face. My body shook with tremors and I felt my power reaching out to my captors, who immediately released me to let me collapse on the ground. My knees hit the paved square as I kept on shaking. The pain of impact was nonexistent next to the agony spreading through my body, through my soul. My blood had turned into lava, filling every single part of me with inexplicable scorch. And then it all intensified tenfold and I screamed my lungs out.

      A small reprieve later the burn was back, leaving me panting and biting at my tongue. Already on my hands and knees I had a hard time not curling myself into a ball and waiting it out in foetal position. I was not going to show any more weakness than this. I needed to get back on my feet and continue my interrogation. Ferro had to break eventually. I couldn’t pull myself onto my shaking feet, however. I was barely getting enough air through my lungs to keep up with the screaming I’d intended to muffle.

      “Kar, what in Death’s name are you doing?” Sinister’s voice was closer to my ear than I expected. He’d crouched down next to me and pulled at my eyelid to examine my pupils. As the pain gave way to another reprieve I raised my head to see if Ferro was still standing there. He was, but he was now flanked by three guards that had cuffed him in pure iron.

      I shook my head at Sinister’s question. I had no clue what was happening to me, but I was ready when the next wave hit me. My voice mixed with a lighter cry, a plea. Isay’s plea, but it was gone when the flames destroyed every ounce of my concentration.

      “They are torturing her,” I rasped through the pain and slammed my fist into the tiles to counter the agony with a more tolerable ache. I punched the tile again and it cracked at impact. My knuckles throbbed, but the burning was ever stronger. “They are torturing her,” I repeated pathetically, hearing the queen’s gasp before I passed out.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

          REGAR

        

      

    

    
      I stood frozen in the courtyard as one of the royal guards was cuffed and the other lay motionless on the ground. I was the next in line, because it was clear Ferro wasn’t going to confess and while Kar’s act might’ve won him some brownie points with the queen, King Grath was less convinced. We were all under suspicion. I hoped to avoid attention all together, but had no such luck. It didn’t help that Hiko’s eyes were glued on me. Worry and accusations mixing all in one fervent look. He’d told me, in confidence, that he’d had Isay pegged all wrong, but I knew he was simply starting to accept her presence in the court. He’d hated the thought of her, it had nothing to do with who she was, more like what she represented: a competition.

      Liking Isay wasn’t hard to do after everything she’d done and I understood Hiko’s delayed brother instincts kicking in more than he could’ve imagined. He should’ve known me better, though. Kar had trusted me without a question and I wasn’t sleeping with him. He’d put his dick somewhere else entirely by the looks of it. How in the world he had managed that was a question he’d effectively avoided answering earlier and I wasn’t going to ask again, even though curiosity was killing me. Something entirely different did its best to keep him down. The mate bond he’d created with Isay and now everyone in the vicinity knew about.

      “Take the three of them out of my sight,” the king waved his hand with the order. “To the dungeon, preferably. Keep them separated, we don’t need them killing each other before we get to the bottom of this.”

      “Shouldn’t you question Ferro,” I asked. Out of line, I was so out of line when the king’s furious gaze peeled the skin off of my face. I’d become too comfortable around Hiko that I’d forgotten his father wasn’t only the one person who couldn’t know of our involvement, but also had the power over my life or death. Whichever pleased him most. Nobody could talk him out of it either.

      I dropped my eyes and my head in a submissive bow.

      The king did not acknowledge my surrender. “You have no voice in my court, Regar Tremok. I should kill you now, but your father was a loyal man. Only in my respect for his memory do I keep you alive for interrogation.”

      Pressing my lips tight to keep any rebuttals to myself I begged Hiko with my eyes to do the same, but he’d always been bullheaded and while he was also pissed at me for whatever I’d done wrong in his eyes, he also couldn’t watch his father threaten my life.

      “Father, I know you are angry, but would you not reconsider—”

      “Shut it! Where were you when Isay got captured. Were you not one of her assigned guards?”

      “We can’t all stay with her twenty-four seven, father. We also need to sleep.”

      King Grath waved his hand toward Kar. It looked more like he was slapping at the air in front of him and only accidentally happened to do it in Kar’s direction. “Is that how this one is now mated to the princess? You were all sleeping? I should behead him for defiling the girl on the spot.”

      “Grath,” the queen’s soft voice didn’t reach the king’s ears. Her delicate touch on his shoulder went just as unnoticed.

      “Well clearly, Ferro was doing something else entirely,” I bit out, forgetting to keep my tongue behind my teeth and met the king’s furious gaze again. That’s why I never spoke up in court. It was better to keep quiet and accept everything, then laugh about the absurdity later under Hiko’s bedsheets.

      “To the dungeon, now! Sinister, drag this trash out of my sight.”

      “He needs to go to the infirmary, not rot in the dungeon, father,” Hiko protested. He was coming around to our side completely, throwing suspecting looks at Ferro that was already pulled away to the direction of our designated lodging for who knows how long. If Ferro wasn’t going to be questioned, Isay would likely remain in captivity too. We’d never find her. And if I was going to die for this, I’d completely misjudged my king’s fairness.

      “Will you ever just do what you’re told for a chance?”

      Hiko lowered his gaze, but he did not stoop as low as to bow. He’d told me once it was his way of testing his father’s patience. I found it amusing then. Now? I was fucking terrified he was overstepping the king’s patience altogether. It was, after all, still his honeymoon and so far we’d dealt with a delther attack, calming down the new explosive energy Isay had slammed into every fae in the court, temper tantrums, us announcing a dispute with Felroth and then an all out battle with the emotion-feeders. It was not what a honeymoon looked like, not even in Vindica. It usually consisted of a lot of sex and never leaving the bed. In their case, even more likely never leaving the bed since they just recently were safely able to relish each other’s touch.

      I expected Hiko to have another come back on his lips, but he surprised me by marching over to where Sinister was doing his best to haul Kar’s ass off the tiles toward imprisonment. With the help of Hiko they managed to get his upper body off the ground. I groaned my displeasure before I grabbed both of his feet just as he began thrashing and screaming again. We all dropped him like a sack of potatoes, unable to keep him between us as his body convulsed in his fever dream.

      That man had a hell of a set of lungs on him and he was not afraid to use them that’s for sure. I’d be surprised if there was a fae in Vindica that didn’t hear him. The rumours of his unauthorised mating to the princess were likely spreading just as fast as the wavelength of his howls.

      The moment Kar went limp we continued dragging him toward the dungeon. When we were out of earshot of the king, Hiko jumped on me.

      “What the fuck happened, Reg?”

      “She wanted to go on the stroll of the gardens. I was with her when the Felrothians attacked the gate. Ferro stumbled on us when I was dragging her back to the palace. I… ah… might’ve suggested he’d take her so I could go protect the gate.”

      Both Sinister and Hiko stared at me as Kar started convulsing again, his cries more muffled this time.

      “She was your responsibility!” Hiko shouted at me after we placed Kar down more gently this time. He was already going to have a concussion and who knows what else when he woke up.

      “Don’t you think I know that!” I shouted right back. “I fucking know that. But it was Ferro… We grew up together for Heaven’s sake. I didn’t think he’d sell her out.”

      “I defended you to the king!”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and took a deep breath. We didn’t fight. We never fought each other. Now Ferro was a traitor, Kar in a coma, Sinister just trying to stay out of whatever we’d gotten ourselves into and Hiko was at my throat. For a good reason, of course. He had a good goddamn reason.

      Swallowing hard I nodded at Kar who’d stopped his escapade and we all hauled him off the ground again. At least Hiko believed me. That was a start. It also sounded like me, dumb and single minded. What he didn’t know is how much my mistake ate me up inside. I had no time to focus on the guilt, but I was sure it would hit me like a sledgehammer once I was stuck behind the bars to await my punishment. All the while Kar kept up his episodic screamfest, reminding me just how much I’d fucked up.

      Getting him down the stairs was a hassle I wouldn’t want to go through again. He weighed more than a muscle car by the feel of it. I wasn’t going to admit it, but I was glad when we dropped him on the thin cot in one of the cells, the farthest from Ferro we could get.

      “I’ll let you stay next door,” Hiko said, ushering me out.

      I didn’t budge. “I’ll stay with him.”

      “Grath said everyone separate. He’ll have my head if I let you stay.”

      “He won’t have your head, he’ll have mine.”

      “Get out, Regar! I mean it.”

      With a look back at Kar, who’d turned pale I pushed past Hiko and Sinister and into the cell next to his. Dragging the bed to the bars closest to Kar I sat down to watch over his disquiet slumber.

      “Regar, I—”

      I looked back at the prince who lingered at the entrance to my prison cell, all the while Sinister locked the door to Kar’s. “Save it, Hiko.”

      Punching the bars, he cursed. “I’ll get you out.”

      I nodded and turned my eyes back on Kar. He’d picked up panting. His rasped groans vibrated through the underground in eerie echoes. It was going to be a long, long day.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      My whole body was shredded. Pain like I’d never felt before throbbed through every nerve ending as if giving me a complete close-up introductory course of my own anatomy. I would’ve enjoyed a different approach a whole lot more. A lesson through pleasure. With Isay. Instead, I felt like I’d gone through a meat grinder.

      Musty, humid air surrounded me and I knew right away that I was in the dungeon. I was not pleased to be here, because that meant that the king still didn’t trust me. Even after all the pain I’d drawn through the bond I hadn’t known we’d created, not that I’d done that for the king. No, that was for Isay’s benefit. Only for Isay’s benefit. The more I hurt, the less she’d suffer. That’s how the mating bond worked if used properly.

      Mated to Isay. It had a delightful ring that made some of my pain flee, and my lips curled up in a smile. Nobody could say she wasn’t mine. Our souls decided we belonged together, something I’d known the moment I saw her, no matter how hard I’d tried to deny it. I was never going to disaffirm it ever again. Despite the pain, despite the evident imprisonment, there was nothing brighter than the love I felt for Isay. In a world full of death, finding something to live for was the hardest challenge, and Isay was it for me. I’d go through another torment for her, anything, everything, for forever more.

      “You’re awake?” a rough voice asked close to my face.

      I tried to push myself off the bed and a cool wet towel slid off my face and dropped on the thin pillow I’d been using. Other than an awkward sit-up I didn’t manage a whole lot of movement. My muscles were toast. Completely useless pieces of shit and couldn’t carry my weight. I dropped my head back on the pillow, with that wet towel now underneath my head.

      “Regar?” I asked back. He didn’t sound like himself. All the laughter and joy was drawn out of his voice, leaving behind an echo of who he was. My own voice didn’t sound much better, it came out in a raw croak.

      “Yeah,” he replied hoarsely. “You okay, man?”

      “Been better,” I murmured back. “How long was I out?”

      “Hard to tell. At least a few hours. Hiko brought cold water when you started burning up.”

      That explained the towel under my head. I rolled my head and was surprised to see him on a similar bed, but in another cell. He’d have to push his hands through the bars to get that fabric on my forehead, all the while pressed against the iron that worked to weaken him the moment he touched it. I have no clue how often he had replaced the cooling towel over my head, but being regularly exposed to the bars was not good for either of us. If we were to rescue Isay we needed our strength.

      Not all metal hurt us, and not even all iron. We’d learned to work it into a safer and less reactive substance. The cell’s however had not gone through any treatment. The bars were meant to keep us in.

      I searched the dungeon for Hiko but didn’t see him. “Where’s he now?”

      “Fuck if I know. He was livid and wouldn’t tell me a thing. He comes and goes regularly, though. Brooding and avoiding all conversation.”

      “What about Isay?” I’d tried to connect to her, but could only catch flashes of what was done to her. I had no idea how to work the bond to my advantage. I’d done everything I could, but she was impossible to find or our bond wasn’t fully matured yet. Likely the latter.

      “You have more deets on her than any of us together. Except for Ferro, perhaps.”

      I cursed. “Let me get this straight. We’ve been rotting here for hours and nobody has done shit to find out where my mate is?”

      “Sounds ‘bout right.”

      Frustration made my blood boil in a completely different way than it had before. I was able to push myself to a sitting position, my back against a block wall and slumped while my muscles continued their throb. Whatever damage I’d taken was drawing on my ecos to fix the ache faster, but I wasn’t physically hurt. The ecos streamed through my body, searching for wounds to heal, without finding any. With so many disturbing sensations all at once I felt like I was going to puke.

      “We need to get her out.” I meant to have more force behind my words, but it came out as a plea. “She won’t last if they’ll keep this up.”

      “What did they do to her?” Regar asked just as defeatedly.

      Closing my eyes I tried to not think about it. “What didn’t they do? I know, they never fed on any of the anguish they created. They never made it stop.”

      “But that defeats the whole point of torture,” Regar’s responce was instantaneous.

      “Yeah.”

      Okay. I thought I’d be more angry at the situation. My inner turmoil did push me to be fucking furious, but I had no energy left to express it. While I was boiling up, I was also incredibly defeated. I wanted to scream and shout. Hit something, better yet somebody, preferably Ferro. Or the king. Although, the latter wouldn’t work out to my advantage. All I could do was pull the still wet towel, now from under my ass, and throw it at Regar through the bars.

      He didn’t see it coming and yelped. “Hey, watch it.”

      It was slightly funny, but I didn’t manage to express the amusement either. Perhaps what they said about a fae without their mate was all true. They were just a shell of their former self.

      “I didn’t know it could feel like this,” I mumbled, while Regar discarded the towel with a wet slop. “Losing a mate.”

      “Ah, so you’ve stopped dismissing the fact?”

      I shrugged. I’d felt her, clear as day. Not only a sense of something terrible, but all of her. Not only her fear, but all of her. All of her. All of her. “She’s not going to be pleased when she finds out.”

      “You’re likely wrong about that.”

      “Why’d you say that?” I stared at Regar. He’d gotten a decent night's sleep while I’d stayed awake for Isay, and he hadn’t gone through the second hand torture but still he looked as exhausted as I felt.

      “A mate bond is never born from only one-sided affection. A bond as strong as yours? Definitely requires deep emotions, especially since your bond was formed within weeks. Some fae work for years to build their mate bond into what you’ve presented. It is uncommon at best.”

      “You’re saying she loves me, too?” My poor heart started racing despite myself. It wasn’t up to Regar to declare what Isay might or might not feel for me. I was in no position to worry about something as insignificant as her emotions toward me while it was still unclear if I’d be seeing her again. “She didn’t say it back, if you were wondering,” I muttered sullenly.

      Regar barked a laugh. “I didn’t take you for someone who needed vocal confirmation. Never looked for it with Sela.”

      “Sela didn’t mean anything to me.” I shook my head. The rough stone behind my head rubbed against a bump at the back that sparked a jolt of pain. When did I hit my head? “Did you carry me here?”

      “Teleportation is still only a fantasy. Yeah, we carried you. Why? Are you trying to change the topic?”

      “I could do without the headache.”

      He knew what I was talking about as his lips tugged upwards slightly. “You are fucking heavy, Kar.”

      “You dropped me!”

      “Just once. In our defence, you were thrashing like a coke addict.”

      “Decent excuse.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Fuck off.”

      I closed my eyes to not see the depressing sight of the prison around us. Isay’s gentle face teased my mind. The way her hair spread around on the pillow, her lips parted and that delicious blush on her cheeks. I preferred that image to the one I’d gotten during her torture session. Not that I’d seen her, more like through her. None of it was pretty.

      “Regar?”

      “Still here.”

      “What else can you tell me about mate bonds?”

      He was quiet for a bit, thinking it over. “Just about as much as any other unmated fae in the court.”

      “You and Hiko never…” A stupid question. Of course they hadn’t tried. The Prince was supposed to find a female to continue his line.

      “I don’t think it works this way.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Another silence filled the dungeon. The only sounds piercing the air was a dripping of water somewhere off to my left and our breathing, a creak or two as Regar adjusted his position on the cot and a clunking from farther down the hall. The clunking picked up, piercing the stillness in uneven rhythm.

      “For fucks sake, would you stop that, Ferro!” Regar shouted across the shells, but it only grew louder until it vibrated through me, feeding my irritation and anxiety. I wouldn’t be able to sit still for much longer. Even with my body broken, I would go after every single fae who’d played a part in Isay’s capture. I needed to get out of here. And fast.

      Minutes ticked by, clunked more like it, my determination feeding my anger. I was going to murder every single one of them. I would tear them to pieces and bathe in their blood, take everything they had and leave nothing behind. I would become their biggest nightmare. With that thought burning through my brain I pushed my body off the bed, ignoring every aching part of it, and stumbled my way over to the gate. Locked as it was there wasn’t much I could accomplish by trying to push my way through. Rocking the bars violently as the metal burned my skin I made more noise than Ferro on the far side of the dungeon. I pulled at the bars, but they wouldn’t bend. I slammed my shoulder into them for the little good it did. I slammed at it repeatedly with my boot, exhausting myself further, without any effect on the barrier.

      “What are you doing?” Regar had gotten off his cot as well and stood as close as he could get with the bars between us.

      “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m getting out.”

      “How’s that working for you so far?”

      Not successfully. I slammed at the bars again. “I need to get out! I need to get her out!”

      “We will, we fucking will. But not like this. Nobody’s gotten through those bars.”

      “You’ve got a better idea?” I didn’t mean to shout at him, he was my only friend since Hiko had apparently left us in here and Sinister did whatever the fuck he did when he wasn’t feeding on damaged girls in alleyways. Ferro had become my number one enemy. I was back to being as furious as I’d been in the courtyard pounding on the asshole’s face. I hoped I’d at least broken his nose, but I’d been unable to assess the damage I’d made.

      Regar did not have a better idea, which is why I continued my riot. I couldn’t afford this anger cooling off, because I was afraid it’d land me back to a shell of a man, broken and absolutely useless. I was making so much noise we didn’t hear the footsteps before the queen stood right before my locked prison door.

      I stepped away from the bars, fisting and unfisting my hands as we stared at each other. She assessed my sanity while I searched for a reason she’d pay us a visit. Finally she spoke up. “Grath does not know what it is like to have a daughter.”

      I stayed silent, so did Regar.

      “He compares Isay to Hiko, and therefore approaches her kidnapping from an angle I do not approve of. In his eyes, there is no permanent damage that the Felrothians can do without bringing the council’s fury down on them. In his eyes, we have time to wait and hear their demands. In his eyes, the longer we wait the stronger standing we’ll have in front of the council. He hopes to win back their feeding grounds.”

      “Isay is nothing like Hiko,” I replied. Leaving her to the wolves was a wretched move. Doing that in front of his wife, and the girl’s mother, was idiodic.

      Queen Siya gave a sad smile. “I’m glad she’s got you to look after her. I need you to go and bring her home.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      It was dark and damp and I was finally left alone after several hours of torment. My body ached, but I expected to hurt more. I’d been able to whimper through most of the spectacle to Lord ShitAss’ dismay. He grew bored with me and left me hanging by my wrists. My feet had been firmly planted on the ground, but couldn’t support my weight any longer. Chains around both my wrists and ankles made sure I wouldn’t roam the dungeon on my own, even though another lock separated me from the hallway behind my cell.

      I wasn’t hurting quite enough for someone who’d just been through a complete hell. Even the throbbing aftershock ebbed as I suspended limply from my restraints. Gone. Just gone.

      It wasn’t anything I’d done, or anything that my newly acquired powers had accommodated for. I would’ve felt that. The darkness left behind a signature stamp that I started to recognise. It had protected me against Lord Terwyl’s touch when he’d attempted to feed on my pain and terror. He couldn’t grasp any of it no matter how much he’d tried. Wrath made him cut me deeper, hit me harder, but no matter how much I screamed he couldn’t feed on me.

      The ring? Gone. Who needed a protective ring if you had delther’s darkness flooding your veins. Nobody could touch me like that ever again, unless my barbs were out, the only weakness this new protection seemed to have.

      The lock clicked open and I jumped, making the chains clink. My heart rate picked up and I forced myself to take a deep breath as I pried my eyes open to see my visitor.

      “You don’t need to fear me, girl,” a gentle voice said before I managed to take in the woman wobbling in while carrying a wash basin. The water sloshed in it before she placed it on the table I’d been strapped to earlier. “Lord Terwyl says your devos is unreachable. If he can’t get to it, no one can.”

      “Untrue,” I whispered. I knew someone who could get to me. Someone who I didn’t mind getting to me. He’d been incredibly tender and careful, but I knew… I knew Karmuth had gotten to my emotions even with the shield up.

      The woman dropped a cloth in the water, twisted it dry and stepped closer to me. Despite her assurance I winced as far away from her as the chains let me.

      She clucked her tongue. “You are only hurting yourself further. Let me clean up some of those cuts. The chemicals he poured on your open wounds will not help with healing.”

      Rubbing my teeth together I allowed her to wash the blood off my cheek. As her fingers brushed my skin gently we both startled. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but there was a familiarity about this woman. By the way she pulled away and studied my face I knew she’d felt the same.

      “Who are you?” she asked as I thought the same exact thing. I was not brave enough to voice my question, however.

      “I’m Princess Isay of the Vindica, and your court will not get away with this.”

      “You are not Vindican,” the woman scolded me, shook her head and resumed her cleaning of my wounds. “While there is darkness within you, you’re most definitely born of light.”

      “I was born in Elverstone, but I belong to Vindica now.” Not only because of my mother, not anymore. I’d found something in there, someone. He wouldn’t be accepted anywhere else and I didn’t think I hated the reservation as much as I thought I would.

      The woman discarded the cloth and shamelessly touched my skin again. Other than the sense of familiarity and the sizzling of my shield I couldn’t feel a thing. She was in full concentration mode, however, and I had no idea what she attempted to do. I didn’t feel threatened by her touch, which is why I stayed still and studied her instead.

      The room was dim, making it hard to make out, but she definitely had a chocolate hair, perhaps lighter. It was difficult to assess without a sufficient light source. Her eyes were closed but an inkling already guessed at the colour.

      “He’ll be coming for me,” I told her. If Karmuth meant anything he’d said, he’ll be coming for sure. Even if he didn’t mean a thing, and the king ordered him to find me, he would.  He’d be here either way.

      “It appears you belong to Vindica, indeed.” She smiled sadly. “Not any less than you belong to Elverstone and Hessia. What in the world has Lord Terwyl gotten us into?”

      “Hessia?” I croaked as she let go of me to grab at the cloth once more to continue her gentle scrubbing of my skin. I could see her eyes now and they were as blue as the sky, as blue as Karmuth’s. Not a whole lot of dark fae out there who looked like that. I didn’t think I’d meet another.

      “You do not know who your father was? You’ve not inherited his eyes, but then again, your mother is a naturel so that might explain it. You do have his ability to draw from life, though. Most definitely a trait of Hessian bloodline.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. The chains I dangled by jingled from the movement, and my wrists ached more, but the pain was secondary. My father had not been a Hessian. I would’ve known, my mother would’ve said something.

      “Naturels can draw from life,” I countered.

      “Naturels do not draw from life, girl. Never have and never will. If that’s what you believe someone has been slacking in your education.”

      “But…” But the forest? The flowerbed? The parsley?

      I’d always been able to feel the ecos pulsing through the plant life. It greeted me whenever I wandered through the forest behind our house in Elverstone. It had always reached out to me and I’d always known I could connect to it. My mother said I shouldn’t. She’d given me boundaries: naturels never took from life, we reinforced it. Our presence gave the forest strength. We generated our own ecos and gave it out to the environment, there was no reason to draw from life. That was before I’d pulled from the delthers. I wasn’t sure I could survive without feeding any longer. The darkness countered the light of my birthright.

      I’d drawn from the delthers. It dawned on me that no matter which way I looked at it, delthers were not part of plant life. And while I could believe all naturels could pull from plants, but refused to do so, I couldn’t explain how I’d been so effortlessly able to pull from a delther.

      “My father couldn’t have been a life fae,” I whispered, then winced as she rubbed the cloth over a cut Lord Terwyl had enjoyed carving across my arm. “Besides, how would you know?”

      She was an emotion-feeder. In no way could she sense anything other than my deep distress. I’d felt more, though. I’d felt that familiarity. A sense of kin. A similar sensation that drew me to Karmuth.

      I already knew without her having to confess to it, but I needed to hear her say it. “You’re Karmuth’s mother, aren’t you?”

      “Karmuth,” she repeated his name tenderly. “Is that what they named him? It’s fitting.”

      “He looks like you. Bluest eyes I’ve ever seen on a death fae.”

      She didn’t respond, just scrubbed my skin harder. I gritted my teeth to keep from squirming.

      “Brown hair,” I continued. “He never knew why he looked different from the rest of the court, even after he found out he’s part Felrothian. Your court looks nothing like him, either.”

      My voice held an accusatory tone which was not appropriate in my current situation. I was a prisoner and had no business provoking my captors. The woman looked harmless compared to Lord Terwyl, but looks were deceiving.

      “He got his looks from his grandfather,” the fae finally said, giving up on my wounds.

      She gave me a stern look meant to warn me off the conversation, but I couldn’t stop my curiosity. It was either the insurrection pushing me to fight against what clearly was the wiser choice or I was simply that stupid.

      “Who is Karmuth’s grandfather? Was he a light fae? Why did you give him away?”

      Yes, I was definitely not in the position to interrogate the other fae since she picked up her basin of water and splashed her way right out of the room. The door locked after her. I’d gone too far, as always.

      I wanted to know about his father, too. He’d obviously been a death fae, but no one had stepped up to claim him when he arrived at the reservation, so he’d clearly not known he had a son. Karmuth’s mother would know who he was but she wouldn’t tell me a thing.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      The queen fumbled with a keychain, her eyes jumping towards the staircase every now and then to make sure nobody would catch her in the act of releasing a prisoner. She stepped away shakily once the lock clicked and the barred door swung open.

      I pulled the keys out of the lock and marched over to Regar’s door.

      “What are you doing?” Queen Siya demanded. “I told you to find Isay.”

      “And Regar will help me do it. You want your daughter back, this is how it’ll get done.”

      I don’t know what I looked like in my state of barely controlled rage, but the queen was shivering and stepped farther away from me.

      “You do understand that when I arrive back with Isay the king will still have my head for disobedience?” I told her as I unlocked Regar’s cage and he joined us in the hallway. “I am not doing this for you. I would do just about anything for Isay, but I’d appreciate it if you’d change his mind before we get back. If not for me, then for your daughter’s sake. It ain’t going to be pretty if this mate bond breaks.”

      Siya nodded shakily. “I will convince him.”

      It didn’t give me a whole lot of confidence, but I wasn’t going to back out either way, and Regar had promised to stick this out no matter what.

      “You better leave now, my queen. It is going to get bloody in here.”

      She flicked her gaze toward the back of the dungeon where the clunking had stopped. He knew what was coming. He signed up for it the moment he gave Isay to the enemy. He should’ve left with her. To think he could persuade the king of his innocence was idiodic.

      The queen picked up the hem of her dress and scurried off. I didn’t see any of her in the way Isay ran toward danger instead, or the way she spoke her mind. I didn’t trust Siya to talk to the king on my behalf. She hadn’t been able to convince him to go after Isay. My life meant even less, despite my skill set being one of a kind. She’d better stand up for Isay, however, because if I even got an inkling that she’d no longer be safe here I would take her anywhere else. We could stay on the run together. Just Isay and me.

      And Regar.

      “I feel like locking myself back up after this little confidence boost,” the warrior muttered under his breath as I pulled him to Ferro’s cell.

      “She’ll come through for us.” I was trying to convince myself as much as him. When I laid my eyes on Ferro I no longer cared at all.

      He sat on the concrete floor with a piece of wood that looked a lot like a leg of the cot gripped in his fingers. When he moved his hand the wood hit against the bars that kept him imprisoned. The clunking resumed. He didn’t look up from his movement, but his lips curled up in a wicked smile. The dried blood on his face and the twisted angle of his nose made him look uncanny. The smirk on his face just wasn’t right. Ferro had never smirked like that.

      “You’re not going to find the girl. It’s too late, they’ve already disposed of the body.” Ferro laughed dryly.

      I searched the chain dangling from my fingers trying to find the correct key, but I could only see red. Fingers shaking from fury my first two attempts to unlock the door failed.

      “Felrothians do not kill,” I growled, slamming the door open.

      Ferro looked way too comfortable leaning his back against the wall, legs stretched out and that piece of wood now pointed at me like a gun. He made the motion of shooting it, together with a sound effect and all, before bursting into manic laughter.

      I had my fingers around his throat, pulling him to his feet and slamming his head against the wall. The piece of wood he’d been holding fell from his fingers as he brought his hands up to punch me. I pressed his windpipe tighter. “Where is Isay?”

      “I will tell you nothing,” Ferro coughed.

      “Kar, stop. We need him alive.” Regar had joined us in the cell, but he wasn’t holding me back. Despite his words, he wanted Ferro dead as much as I did.

      Needing an outlet for the fire inside my gut I released Ferro, only to use him as a punching bag. He brought his hands up in defence, but the force of my hits broke the barrier.

      “I will tell you nothing!” he screamed, dropping to the floor and coughing blood.

      “What? No begging for your life? No elaborate descriptions of your plot? No need for justification?” I didn’t care for his reasons, but if I could get him to talk about something, it’d be easier to steer it to the direction I needed the conversation to go.

      “You can’t kill me,” Ferro cackled manically. “Nobody can kill me now!”

      Regar and I shared a glance, but neither of us knew what he was getting at.

      “Nobody can. Nobody can! I am invincible!”

      He’d lost his marbles. He was completely bonkers. He was also right, I would get nothing from him. I pulled him up on his feet again, trying to connect to his ecos through the contact, but it was guarded like before. Splitting headache crushed at my skull as I concentrated on breaking through to his life source, all the while he kept on snickering.

      “Kar, stop. Let’s just leave him. We can go back to the club and ask around.”

      I couldn’t accept it. I needed Ferro’s life force, his emotions. There was truth he wasn’t going to say in his energy. If only I could get to it I could decipher everything he refused to tell us.

      “Kar, you’re killing yourself. Stop!” Regar’s voice was quieter. He was wisely staying away from me. With my power this drawn out, I would decimate him within seconds. The fact that Ferro was still breathing was not a good sign. It meant there was truth behind his insanity.

      Nobody could hide from death. Death was the ultimatum that always had its own way. A force to be reckoned with. The day of reckoning would catch everyone off guard. Today was Ferro’s day, no matter what he believed to be true about his invincibility. No matter what appeared to be the case when I had no leeway to squeeze through the barrier between me and his ecos.

      My nose bled and my vision blinked when a gateway within me opened. It was nothing like the new sensation of finding a place to store devos. A burst of light and warmth spread through my body. My chest heated with life and love, so much of it I couldn’t comprehend the sensations. What I’d felt for Isay before tarnished in comparison. I’d called it love, but it’d been nothing. Nothing at all. I hadn’t been able to love with this gateway closed inside me. Love had been a myth, an impossibility. I’d felt a connection, sure. I’d desired her, most definitely. I had not loved her.

      I did now. With this warmth burning in my heart I loved her now like I’d never loved anything in my life before. The light I’d released in my despair to kill a man had opened my eyes and my heart. I let go of Ferro, not caring for his life force any longer and that’s when his ecos released over to me. Without physical contact. Without any concentration whatsoever. After I’d given up knowing what the other fae was hiding. I’d been ready to drive over to the club where we’d been attacked and I would have searched for clues until I’d found something, anything at all.

      Ferro’s ecos simply slithered over to me. I could see the light grey strands woven through oily black as it crossed the air between us. His eyes widened and he finally looked at me. Really looked at me.

      “How?” he gasped, not laughing any longer. “You got to… me.”

      Slowly, really slowly his body disintegrated.

      Regar stared at me just as wide eyed. “Holy shit, Kar. What did you do?”

      I felt the warmth in my heart. It felt like my own burning sun, tasted like Isay. Sunshine, without flowers. It wasn’t from her, however. It hadn’t come through the mate bond. I wasn’t certain that an energy that magnificent could travel through the mate bond. No, this had been locked up within me from the very start. It was part of my heritage. Somewhere in my lineage there had been a life fae.

      I turned to Regar in a daze. “I think I just drew from his life.”

      “His ecos, yes. But you weren’t even touching him.”

      “No, Regar. I drew from his life. Like…Like Isay drew from the delthers.”

      If Isay was able to draw from life, did it mean that she had a life fae in her blood line, too? She admitted to not knowing her father. Could it be that her father had been a life fae? It wasn’t common for them to mate outside their own court. It was more infrequent than cross-matings between any other courts. Their numbers were low and they couldn’t afford to mix blood. When productivity was tough for death fae, life fae struggled even more. They went through life collecting ecos. For centuries the energy would collect within them until it was ready to give life, too. If a fae did not meet a fertile mate when their energy was at the fullest it would simply explode back to the environment. If a fae mated with an incompatible female, the energy would explode back to the environment. If one of the fae was full while the other was low on energy, it would also explode back to the environment. Within centuries only two known Hessian births were recorded.

      “You what?” Regar asked dumbstruck.

      “I drew from his life,” I repeated for the second time, more certain now. Like Isay had done. Exactly like Isay had done. What did it mean about our heritage?

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      I take it back. I take it all back. I was hurting all right. Mostly my wrists, and even though I’d attempted to get back on my feet to loosen the pressure, I’d only discovered a dislocated ankle that had my vision black out with its intensity when I’d tried to put my weight on it.

      My head swam. I floated somewhere between consciousness and passed out when Karmuth’s mother entered my cell again. This time carrying a platter of food.

      Her eyes were puffy as if she’d been crying. She tried to hide it behind her bangs, but it was the first thing I noticed when she carried the food closer to me. I searched her blue eyes for the light I’d seen in Karmuth’s. They looked dimmer this time around even as she raised a fork to my lips.

      My stomach growled and I didn’t fight the urge to open my mouth for long. She had no reason to poison me, I was already under their control.

      After I’d taken the bite and chewed Karmuth’s mother finally spoke up. “If Terwyl finds me here, we’ll both be dead.”

      Lovely.

      I swallowed. “Why did you come back?”

      “You knew my son,” she said. “I felt his presence in you. What happened to him?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked before she pushed another mouthful to silence me. Not a brilliant way to gather intel if I had to chew through meat before I could speak.

      “You have his ecos within you, that means he’s dead. Why would you take his life?”

      She thought he was dead, which was ridiculous since I’d clearly said he would come for me. She’d likely not listened after she’d discovered his life force in me.

      I emptied my mouth as fast as I could to protest her assumptions. “Karmuth’s not dead. He’s perfectly fine and he’ll find me.”

      She was sceptical. Holding the food away from me she studied my expression. I wasn’t lying. “How do you explain his ecos in you, then?”

      A blush creeped on my cheeks. I hadn’t known that even imprisoned, tortured and suspended from chains I could feel embarrassed. “We… ah… had an exchange.”

      “You and my son—?”

      She wasn’t sceptical any longer. No, definitely not. She was horrified. Well, boohoo, I could exchange with whomever I pleased. I could sleep with anyone I wanted to. I could love…

      Did I? Did I love Karmuth? The heat on my cheeks intensified as my heart jumped at the thought that made me nervous and excited at the same time. I definitely wanted him. After what we’d done last night—it was still last night, wasn’t it?—I wanted his skin against mine again. But it went deeper than just physical need. I wanted his arms around me, yes. His lips on mine and that tongue that won over every inch of my skin. I also wanted to hear his voice, keep him talking, learn anything there was to know about him. We could have a future together. My mother could love a death fae, why couldn’t I? I could. I totally could. I was in love with him.

      I didn’t appreciate his mother’s distaste. Who was she to decide for Karmuth, whom she hadn’t bothered to get to know? Who was she to judge me for loving him when she clearly couldn’t?

      “What?” I barked. “Is it so unacceptable for life and death to be adjoined?”

      A forceful forkful of meat shut me up as the woman fumed in silence. Back to chewing I couldn’t express my feelings on the topic.

      “Are you mated to him, then?” she asked in a strained voice.

      There were a few certain ways to create a mating bond, a ritual being the safest bet. My mother and Grath had done the ritual since fae from different courts rarely established a bond through natural means. The ritual raised the chances for the bond to hold. Me and Karmuth? Definitely not mated. We hadn’t done any rituals and while we did have sex and I was beginning to have strong feelings for him, that wouldn’t be enough for two fae not of the same court. If mating bonds were so easily formed, he’d already been tied to Sela before I even arrived in Vindica. The thought got my blood boiling even more. Karmuth was mine, nobody else could have him. Certainly not Sela.

      I was unwilling to admit the truth, so I challenged her instead. “What if we are mated?”

      “An Hessian, born of naturel carrying a darkness in her heart mated to a Vindican born of an emotion-feeder, descendant of an Hessian—the very same Hessian, because it can’t be anyone else—is something to be worried about, don’t you think?”

      My mouth fell open and I couldn’t close it up around the next forkful of food she hovered in front of my face.

      “What?” I spat the food out when she didn’t pull it away. “Karmuth has Hessian blood?”

      “Blood has nothing to do with it. Dark blood always drowns the light. He has no Hessian blood within him. I barely have any and none of the traits that come with it are particularly useful. He likely has no access to any of it.”

      “Who?” I asked, swallowing a lump in my throat. “Who is the Hessian?”

      She laughed humorlessly. “You don’t want to meet him. He cares not for his offspring. Once every century he sleeps around. Actually, he likely does it more often, but once every century is when it matters. A life fae tempting fate, they say. If his court wasn’t dying out, he’d be executed by now. Birthing his energy with a Felrothian? Creating an abomination?” She shook her head. “Doesn’t change anything. I’m too dark to be Hessian and too light to be Felrothian. He wants nothing to do with me. He doesn’t care about any of us, he only needs an outlet for his ecos and none of the life fae managed to enwomb it. So he goes around creating halflings every century. Not many of them survive through their insurrection. I’m surprised you’ve made it.”

      My gut twisted. I shivered. My voice was hollow when I asked, “What happens during the insurrection?”

      Her face softened as she realised I hadn’t gone through mine yet. “I’m sorry.”

      “What happens?” I asked again, more frantically. “What happens?”

      She shook her head sadly, not willing to give me the heads up.

      “You made it through,” I rasped. “You did! What can I do?”

      “You’ve got to decide which part of your heritage you want to keep,” she told me. “Life does not mix with the rest. When you can’t decide in time you’ll combust. If you survive, Heriot will seek you out. He will completely disown you, however, if you’ve not decided to choose life.”

      “Heriot,” I repeated.

      “Very few choose. Nobody has chosen life.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      She laughed again. “A life fae in the Felrothian court? I would’ve been drawn dry the moment the change took place. I didn’t know my father, and when he showed up after my insurrection to see how I’d chosen I sent him to hell.”

      My head was swimming. I couldn’t comprehend everything she was telling me. Exhaustion and fear fought for precedence in my body while I begged her story to make sense. All I could think was that I was half Hessian and Karmuth was quarter Hessian. Between the two of us we represented four of the most powerful faerie courts. If we could get along… ah love each other… could the rest of the courts?

      “Can you help me escape?” I asked after she’d finished feeding me. With a foot I couldn’t put any weight on and lightheadedness that started to pull me under I wouldn’t get far, but anywhere was better than here. I could, somehow, let Karmuth know where I was. He would come for me. He would come…

      “I’m sorry, girl. There is nothing more I can do for you.”

      She took the empty platter and backed her way out of my room, carefully checking that the hallway was empty.

      “Wait!” I begged. “What is your name?”

      “Elia.”

      Then she stepped out of the room, locked my door and was gone.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      “Kar, we need to get out of here, now,” Regar reminded me as I was coming to terms with the new energy flowing through my body.

      Most of my aches were gone. My whole body hummed and stretched, trying to make room for all of the different forces flowing within me. A strand of Ferro’s life force lingered separate from the rest of my ecos awaiting me to pull it apart piece by piece, searching for clues. But Regar was right. We’d made a lot of racket, trying to get Ferro to talk. Someone was bound to come investigating.

      We were just below the stairs when the door above opened with a groan. After a tense moment we both pressed our backs against the wall on either side of the staircase and waited for the footsteps to get closer. My heartbeat thundered in my ears, drowning out the soft thumps and my brain was still occupied by threading through Ferro’s life. It was all jumbled, knotted together, and gave me a headache. It didn’t help that I’d never attempted to pull ecos into separate experiences. I didn’t care about the lives my victims had lived.

      Focus. I pulled my head out of my… heart just in time to grab the person coming down, pressing my hand on his lips and trapping him against the wall I’d been squeezed up against. Searching his belt I slipped out his dagger, imposing the sharp tip against his side. His widened eyes stared back at me, Hiko’s widened eyes.

      “Don’t scream,” I ordered the prince, releasing my grip on him.

      “Scream?” Hiko reached out for his dagger that I refused to hand back. It felt good between my fingers and gave me confidence that I was missing. “I’m not a teenage girl. I’ll fucking shout if I want to, though. What are you doing out of your cell?”

      “The queen let us out.” Regar stepped closer, scrutinising the prince as well.

      Hiko rolled his shoulders. “Well fuck. I suppose Ferro is dead, then?”

      I shared a glance with Regar and gave a curt nod.

      “Father is going to be livid. He sent me to bring the sonofabitch to the throne room. I can’t simply say he’s gone.”

      “We’re going after Isay,” I announced. “Come with us and you won’t have to tell him anything at all.”

      “You know where she is?” Hiko’s fingers twitched, conflict clearly visible in his eyes. He couldn’t disobey the king.

      “I will know soon enough. Just need to go through his whole life story first.”

      “We need to go,” Regar repeated, getting twitchy himself. “Hiko, are you with us? If not, I’ll have to—”

      “You’re not going to knock me out. I’m coming with you.” Hiko protested. He then stared at my chest with a grin. “You’re really rocking the shirtless look, but you’ll likely want to get dressed before we leave.”

      Regar nudged Hiko’s shoulder, reprimanding him.

      “What?” Hiko’s voice raised an octave. “Don’t tell me you weren’t looking. I know you better than that.”

      “A shirt would be great.” I avoided looking at them as I pushed past Hiko to the staircase while tucking his dagger into my belt.

      Hiko and Regar followed me bickering and I had to shush them twice before we got up to the door.

      The dungeon was the farthest away from the palace it could get without being too close to the fence. The landscape around the underground prison was barren to give the guard towers a clear view if anyone was to escape. That left us nowhere to hide.

      “If anyone asks, I could tell them I was sent to bring you instead,” Hiko mused as I peeked out the door. A lot of good that did, since I couldn’t see the guard towers from here.

      “You could say we were released,” Regar mused. “No one would think twice about it.”

      “Is that why the queen was sneaking around, instead of coming up with the same excuse?” Hiko wondered.

      “How is your excuse any better than mine? You’d need to tie us up to make it believable.”

      “I do enjoy that,” Hiko grinned.

      “I wish I’d never found out about you,” I muttered. “Everything out of your mouths is an innuendo, isn’t it? I was better off not knowing. And the queen didn’t come up with any excuses because she was already pushing her limits by stepping up. She was an emotional wreck when she came in.”

      “Sure, you’re both released from the dungeon,” Hiko shrugged. “If this comes back to bite my ass I’ll blame it on you. This is some first level insurrection shit we’re doing. And my father says I was uncontrollable then, imagine what he’ll think after he finds out about this.”

      “We better have a good story to tell when it gets to that point,” Regar agreed.

      “We’ll have Isay back,” I grunted. “That’ll be enough.”

      “For you,” Regar answered. “But not for me. I want to live after she’s back safely.”

      “You’ll be fine.” I ushered us all out into the daylight.

      By the location of the sun it couldn’t be more than six in the evening. If we were fast and didn’t run into too much trouble, we'd be back in time for a late dinner and I could show Isay how terrified I’d been of losing her. I’d never let her out of my sight after this.

      We headed toward the north gate, avoiding the more popular routes. When we got closer to my lodging I decided it was worth the risk to stray off the safe route and grab a few extra weapons, and a shirt. I couldn’t get it out of my head now that both Hiko and Regar were leering at me.

      We reached the collection of housings without running into anyone. The square was left unperturbed from when I’d gone all out on the attackers. A thick layer of ash covered the ground with only two pairs of footsteps disturbing the stillness. Mine and the woman’s I’d dragged to the palace.

      “Holy Death, what happened here?” Regar gasped. “That’s a lot of fae dead.”

      “All Felrothian,” I declared. “They deserved it.”

      “You did this?” Regar gaped at me.

      “You saw me draw Ferro’s life out of his body without contact, after he clearly was immune to my touch and this surprises you?” What happened here was similar and I didn’t think I could explain it any more than I knew how to repeat the deed.

      “Remind me to never get on your bad side, will you?” Regar joked. “Also, I’ll never be guarding Isay again. Just so you know. No chance in hell I’ll make that mistake again. You won’t be electrocuting me next time. I’ll be instantaneously toasted.”

      I gave him a dark look and he knew to shut up.

      “Too soon. Got it.”

      In my apartment I pulled on the shirt I’d discarded in the morning. From the back of my closet I drew two smaller blades, since my dadao had been confiscated by the king. I handed one to Regar and fastened the other on my own belt. Hiko already had a sword. I gave him back his dagger now that I had my own. Then we were ready to go.

      “Did you get to know why Ferro was immune to your touch?” Regar wondered as we continued toward the north gate.

      The puzzle was still piecing together. I was getting anxious the longer I didn’t know where Isay was being kept. Ferro’s mind was a terrible place to be and I wanted to discard his ecos from my body. The thought of him living on in me made my skin crawl.

      “Lord Terwyl has been working on a potion to render fae abilities useless,” I said, trying to make sense of how Ferro learned of this information, but couldn’t. It didn’t matter to us, anyway. “Somehow, Ferro found out and wanted a part in it. In his mind, he was helping us strengthen the bond with Felroth when he offered the princess in exchange for the immunity. It clearly did not work against all fae abilities.”

      Hiko could not believe his ears. “They have an immunity potion?”

      “Something of the sort. Ferro believed it made him invincible. He was crazy before he died.”

      “We’ll be going with stab first, ask questions later kind of approach then,” the prince decided. “No need to get too close if the chances are we can’t kill them with the touch.”

      “If it was common, more fae in the invasion would have been immune,” I replied. I wanted to look each and every one of Isay’s captors in the eyes and see their life slip away. I was going to watch all of them die. “I think the potion is unpredictable and not fully in use, yet. I also think, Ferro was originally supposed to deliver a high level death fae to Lord Terwyl, not Isay, so they could test it before further improving the potion. When Isay came with us to the club, he flipped and renegotiated his terms.”

      “Ferro would have offered one of us?” Hiko clenched his hands on the hilt of his sword. If the fae wasn’t already dead, the prince looked like he would gladly do the honours. We did not stab each other in the back.

      My lips tugged up as another strand loosened up, offering the information. “He would have offered me. The Quaffer. Who better to test out their potion than the fae who could drink from his clanmates?”

      He’d started the stories and gave me the nickname to raise my value. The sonofabitch had plotted this for months. He’d made me famous to sacrifice me. His end goal? Immunity for the whole court by reproducing the potion. My life was barely even a payment for it. Isay’s life? Completely worthless to Ferro. He’d felt like he’d won the lottery. He was over the moon telling the king about the potion, mixing lies into his story.

      I was getting a headache. The steady pounding made it more difficult to tear through Ferro’s memories.

      The North gate became visible through the high landscaping of the garden. So did the shed where the vehicles were kept when they weren’t in use. In front of it, four fae guarded the doors and four more stood by the guard towers, each and every one of them alert. It seemed word of the missing prisoners had spread. Now we had to fight our way through our own warriors.

      “I don’t think they’ll believe me if I say you were dispatched,” Hiko murmured.

      “They likely won’t,” I agreed.

      “Should we try anyway?” Regar chewed on his lower lip, squinting his eyes to see the guards better. “Hey, is that Sinister?”

      We all stared at the guards then. One of them certainly sported a bald head and a beard. The way his body moved in composed confidence that could change into unpredictable fury within seconds was comfortably familiar.

      “Fuck me, I think we’re in luck,” I muttered.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” Regar chirped.

      I gave him a side eye and he raised his hands up in defence, “You stepped into that one yourself.”

      I shook my head, getting back to the task at hand. Get to Sinister, before anyone suspects anything sketchy about us, convince him to let us through the gate, and get to Isay. Easy peasy. We’d be in a car in no time. If they didn’t stab first and ask questions later.
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      We weren’t hiding when we made our way over to where Sinister stood next to another guard. Hiko thought if we looked confident, they wouldn’t question our approach. He was wrong. All of the guards stood stick straight, hands on their swords and awaiting for Sinister’s command to attack. It never came.

      I would’ve been grinning at the rottweiler loyalty Sinister displayed, but every step I took vibrated through my ankle in a sharp pain that made my vision blur. I’d been fine a second ago. More than fine. The doorway to life I’d opened had healed me of any and all ailments. I hadn’t had any trouble with my feet to begin with, but the splitting pain was unmistakable and I almost lost my footing the next time my left leg had to support most of my weight. This pain was Isay’s.

      With the next step I got a flash of a warehouse as the pain pierced my foot. Next flash of pain gave me a blurry street sign. I closed my eyes to read it better. Butterberry? Bufterbey? Something of the sort. I’d know it when I saw it again, but Los Angeles was… ah… big… as Isay put it. We couldn’t drive around in circles until I found it. I needed more clues.

      I also needed to keep walking because Hiko and Regar were two steps ahead of me. I couldn’t stop myself from limping no matter how convinced I was that my ankles were perfectly capable of carrying me.

      Regar raised an eyebrow at my sudden hobbling walk, but didn’t comment. Couldn’t comment more like it. We stood in front of Sinister and the guards who all shifted suspicious glances around. Even though they’d bowed their heads to Hiko, none of them relaxed one bit.

      “We’re going after Isay,” I announced to avoid dancing around. Within the past week Isay had won over most of the court. Her kidnapping had to rub the guards the wrong way. While not everyone could get away with disobeying a direct order from the king, I was hoping the guards would be willing to turn a blind eye.

      Sinister gave a stiff nod. “Figured as much.”

      “Will you let us through?” I asked.

      The guards all looked to Sinister for instructions.

      “We’re letting you through,” he agreed for all of them.

      As Sinister stepped aside, the rest of them were less eager to move.

      “We could always rough you up a little,” Regar pointed out. “It’s two against one, but we all know how that’ll go.”

      They all moved, albeit reluctantly.

      Pulling the shed doors open I stared at our options. Ferro’s motorcycle was there, so was my own, but Sinister’s was left behind at the bar, and Hiko didn’t ride. The car we’d driven to the bar earlier was busted. That left the king’s Alfa Romeo.

      “Where’s the Audi?” Regar asked no one in particular.

      The Audi was a general use car for fae who wanted to visit the city, just like the one we’d wrecked. It would’ve been safer to use than the king’s personal car, but we could not take the motorcycles. If Isay was hurt I couldn’t ride through the city with her on the back of my bike.

      “King Grath sent a negotiation party about thirty minutes ago,” Sinister said.

      “To Lord Terwyl’s hideout?” I asked.

      “To the king of Felroth,” Sinister amended.

      “Their king has nothing to do with Isay’s kidnapping. He is wasting his time and efforts.”

      “We’ll take the Alfa Romeo.” Hiko ushered us all in, slipping into the driver seat, saying if he’ll drive he’ll be taking the blame.

      I didn’t complain. I was a bit pissed when Regar claimed the shotgun, but arguing with him would be wasting our time which is why I loaded myself in the back seat, grumbling. Sinister joined me at the back, which cheered me up if only slightly. Invading an enemy territory with just the three of us was going to be risky, having another warrior with us wouldn’t do any harm.

      As we passed through the portal and headed towards Los Angeles I tried to connect to Isay again. I also tried to run through the rest of Ferro’s ecos but if he had the location of the warehouse somewhere memorised it hadn’t carried over to me.

      “Where to, Romeo?” Regar asked, playing with the inbuilt GPS.

      “Is there a Butterfield anywhere close by?” I wondered, going back to the street sign I’d gotten a glimpse of.

      “Gotcha, twenty minutes from here.”

      It was the longest twenty minutes of my life, but the closer we got the stronger my mate bond grew. I knew she was near. The streets started to look familiar, though I hadn’t been here before. They hadn’t blindfolded Isay, which was a stupid move on their part. Soon we discarded the navigation and I was giving the directions. A few minutes later we pulled off by the warehouse I’d gotten the glimpse of.

      From outside it looked abandoned, although several parked SUV’s crowded the entrance. The windows from this side were all dark and a side door was properly barred up with wooden boards. My mate bond told me Isay was inside. I was burning to get to her. Without waiting for the motor to still I jumped out of the car and made my way to where the SUV’s were parked. A main entrance was likely close by.

      The rest of the warriors followed suit, cursing my tight ass. Regar’s words, not mine. I wished he’d stayed in the closet, because I was in no mood to humour him. Not giving any of them a warning I barged through the door I’d found, leaving them to hurry the fuck up or lose sight of me.

      Three heads perked up from what looked like an office area. They carried no swords. Oh no, their hands went straight for their guns. The first bullet went stray but the second barely missed my chin. My knife, however, was point on when I sent it flying, and one of the shooters dropped dead.

      My backup arrived after I’d stormed the second one and confiscated his gun. Sinister’s throwing star ended the third fae’s very short run for escape.

      “Let’s make one thing very straight, Kar,” Hiko said. “From here on out we’ll stick together. You will not run off without us. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” I grunted out, not entirely pleased with the verdict.

      He nodded, pulled a gun off one of the dead men while I pulled my knife out of the other. When we entered the hallway outside of the office I felt the fae in the other rooms. Their life prickling at my senses, their emotions wild after they’d heard the shots. A proof of that was a door at the end of the hallway slamming open with five fae storming out, guns pointed at us. I didn’t think, just acted and before anyone could shoot, their life forces were at my fingertips. I pulled and all five of them fell to the ground. I kept moving, my warriors flanking me. Nobody questioned what I’d just done, we had no time for questions. Down several hallways, I stopped in my tracks. There was a dead end in front of us, but Isay was somewhere to the left of me. We backtracked to another hallway and I followed my instincts.

      She was so close I could feel my heart warming up at her nearness. It also thumped rapidly in my chest trying to break through my flesh to lead the way faster than my feet could carry us. After the initial surge of pain, my ankle was only throbbing slightly. It was easy to ignore through the anger of finding another dead end. I hated this godforsaken building.

      “Kar, relax, she’s here somewhere.”

      I couldn’t relax no matter what Regar said. He didn’t understand what it was like to be this close to someone you loved, yet so far away. I rushed back down the hallway we’d come from, running head first into another dispatched fae troop. This troop were faster to shoot at us than my newfound ability could kick in and Hiko sent bullets flying at them until his borrowed gun ran empty at which point we all resumed with hand to hand combat. I was repeatedly stabbing my knife into one of the bastards when a familiar voice spoke up down the hall.

      “If it isn’t the Quaffer.”

      I let go of my victim, who was dead seven times over, to face my number one enemy now that Ferro was gloriously dead.

      “Lord Terwyl, I can’t say it’s been a pleasure,” I spat.

      He’d taken the potion. I knew it because he looked just as cocky as Ferro had just before I’d drained him anyway. We had guns, we had swords and throwing stars. He had to be completely bonkers if he thought none of it could hurt him. Or he had to think he was invincible. The potion didn’t give superpowers. It didn’t hold off bullets. It most certainly didn’t hold off a life fae’s ability to detect ecos without restraint and once I had my hold on it, it wasn’t difficult to switch to my death touch, without actually touching him, and drawing out a good portion of it. His hair turned silver as his face crumpled up. Crazed eyes couldn’t comprehend what was happening, but I wanted him to know. I needed him to know, before he died, what a terrible, terrible mistake he had made.

      “I told you not to take what was mine,” I growled just before I drew the rest of his ecos from him.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

          SIYA

        

      

    

    
      I did the right thing. For me and for Isay, having Vindica’s fiercest warriors out of the prison and searching for her was the right thing to do. It was the only thing to do, the only thing I could do for my daughter. It was my fault she was in this mess to begin with, indirectly of course. I had subjected Isay to this world of horrors. Not everything was bad here, however. I was loved. She was loved, too, whether she knew it or not. In a way we belonged to Vindica more than we ever did in Elverstone. Love kept me grounded there longer than I expected. Love also set me free from it.

      I took careful steps into the study where Grath hovered over a stack of official looking papers. A letter in his hands had recently arrived and he frowned reading it over for who knows how many times already. The rest of the study was neatly arranged to match his impeccable taste. Masterfully carved wooden bookshelves were as much of a display as the works they held. High panelling matching the dark oak reached half-way to my hip while the rest of the walls were painted warm grey. The man behind his massive desk was far from being warm. Not right now, at least.

      Grath’s black hair hid his eyes from my sight, but the curve of his lips stopped me from walking in any farther. He hadn’t looked up from the letter even though I knew he heard me come in. I did not blame him. He was mad at me for releasing Karmuth and Regar. I’d gone against his orders. I’d also indirectly encouraged several more of his subjects to defy direct commands. Someone was going to pay for my actions. I just hoped it wasn’t going to invoke a death sentence.

      It didn’t please him to see me hurting. I knew he cared for Isay, too. Being a leader meant he was stuck making decisions based on the benefit of many. I’d taken that opportunity from him when I set war loose on Felroth. They’d been asking for it. I hoped every one of them burned to ashes.

      “Siya, my dear.” Grath’s deep voice vibrated through me every single time he addressed me this way. His tone always softened when he spoke to me, as if he was holding back the authority he’d been born with. He also gave me a tight smile, not managing a real one.

      I’d thought I could never feel this way again after Nefari, after he’d… left me to raise Isay on my own. He had no space in my heart any longer, I would not let him. I was done waiting for his return, I’d given myself over to another male, a good male. His love was my freedom.

      “My heart and soul,” I replied.

      “I owe you an apology,” Grath said. Finally dropping the paper, he rounded the table and joined me where I’d stopped in the middle of the study. “I should have heeded your pleas. We’d have Isay back by now had I not delayed the rescue.”

      I swallowed the worry for my daughter down, keeping a strong and confident front even before Grath. What I feared the most? That Grath had been wrong and they’d hurt her irreversibly. That the warriors would come empty handed, either not finding my girl, or reaching her too late. What if Grath’s delay had cost Isay’s life? Could I forgive him, could I look him in the eyes and forgive him if the worst was to come to pass?

      I did not know if my love for him was strong enough to survive the devastation losing Isay would put me through. I could not lose Isay. If all was lost, I’d have only Grath to lean on. I mustn’t loathe him for his verdicts. He’d been under constant pressure longer than I’d been in court. His fae were starving, growing weaker every day that their feeding grounds stayed restricted. I could share my ecos to the court but I was only one fae and couldn’t generate barely as quickly as I’d hoped to. Isay could do more, she had already done more for the court than I. Nefari’s bloodline ran deeper than I’d ever suspected. No one could know… No one could find out from where her power originated. She would remain off limits, safe. Once she was back; if she’d be back.

      “They’ve reached her by now. She’ll be home in no time.” I hoped. I needed to convince myself. It was the only truth I was willing to accept. “What changed your mind?”

      Grath wrapped his arms around me and my facade crumbled. I sank into him, allowing him to counterweight my weakness. His embrace worked to subdue my fears, but couldn’t quite manage. Especially since he’d admitted defeat.

      “King Rothian refuses to acknowledge any wrongdoing by his court. He does not accept the blame nor will he adhere to the official summons.” Grath’s voice was rougher, angry. If he’d voiced his summons in the same tone the Felrothian was wise to stay away. However, rejecting an official invitation was simply not done, no matter the occasion.

      “Perhaps coming from Elverstone, or even Hessia, the request could no longer be avoided.”

      Vindica did not ask for help. Ever since their reputation lay tainted, there was no help to be had. Isay’s kidnapping was going to change that. Elverstone could not look past such an act even after we’d left, after we would never be welcomed back again. Hessia had no choice to respond, either. It would all come out when he’d respond, but there was no other way. If Felroth kept up their attacks unrestricted, who knew what they’d plan next. Grath would deal with it. Isay would forgive me. The truth could no longer be silenced.

      “You have no sway in Elverstone, dear,” he said very gently so as not to upset me. He didn’t even mention Hessia, but he couldn’t know. Not many had any influence in Hessia.

      “Let me send the request anyway,” I begged. “The council must assemble. Once they see Isay, Felroth can no longer deny the involvement.”

      If Isay will be back. If she’ll be back. If…

      A clump in my throat forced me to take my next breath more painfully. My eyes grew wet, despite me forcefully blinking away the tears.

      “You’re free to use the fax, my dear,” he said carefully. He wasn’t convinced I’d even receive a response and it was clear in his voice. He was not going to prevent me from trying, however. After his mistake, he couldn’t.

      There was nothing more modern than a fax machine in Belfea Realm. We’d used birds before the invention, but they were never as reliable, and the cost of magic was high. As with all technology, only high fae were able to afford any and with fax growing increasingly outdated on Earth there wasn’t anything more rare. Nefari would own one. So would my king. If Ilario remained nonchalant, Nefari would make him reconsider. In the end, the council would arbitrate.

      And Isay will be back. She’ll be back. She’ll…

      I tried to hold back a sob as I stepped away from Grath’s embrace, but failed. Grath’s worried eyes got me to snap out of it. I had to be strong. We had no news, but it didn’t always denote bad news. I would not break before I knew for sure.

      Know what exactly? She’d been tortured. Everyone in the court knew she’d been tortured. The way Karmuth screamed… My baby girl had gone through much worse. I knew that with certainty. How could anyone survive such pain?

      She’ll be back.

      “Siya?”

      I shook my head to clear the mistiness that followed tears. There was nothing more I could do to get Isay back faster. I could, however, get justice for her. I could get revenge. That’s what I needed to focus on. Turning my back on Grath I stepped closer to the table and the stack of papers. From the very top King Rothian’s denial shone back at me, enforcing my rage.

      “My sons will bring your daughter home safely, my dear. I have no doubt about it.”

      I turned my head to look back at Grath and caught him shutting his eyes and dropping his head back. I got a clear view of his Adam’s apple bobbing. He’d said ‘sons’, he also realised he’d said ‘sons’. When Grath looked back at me, he held an apology in his eyes.

      “It’s the court’s best kept secret,” he sighed. “Not even Hiko knows. Certainly not Karmuth himself. I would’ve never given him a trial, Siya. He needed to be out of sight and the dungeon’s were as safe as anywhere else to wait it out. I couldn’t have known he’d mate the girl. He showed as little interest in partnership as Hiko. I would’ve kept a better eye on him if I’d thought he’d blemish Isay.”

      Stunned, I stared back at Grath. I hadn’t known, not even suspected. Everyone kept secrets, and while his was laid out in the open there was no better time to reveal mine.

      “Since we’re sharing,” I gulped, “Crown Prince Nefari of Hessia is Isay’s father.”

      He nodded. I nodded, too. The air was thick around us, and there was no way of knowing whether he nodded in acknowledgment, affirmation or simply because he had no words to relay what he was truly feeling. I nodded because no matter the reason behind his own gesture I understood his silence. The courts would be in upheaval when it came out that Grath had two successors, instead of one. He was likely protecting Karmuth’s mother, too. It was clearly an inter-courts intercourse, which was never looked kindly upon. My own father had dismissed my title the first time, and renounced me completely the second time. That was merciful, he couldn’t have done anything else without provoking a fight. However, Ilario had refused to leave my relations unpunished. Whoever stood for Karmuth’s mother had all the reason to rebuke her, disclaim her, kill her—whichever reaction came first should the truth about it come out.

      I wondered if he wasn’t with that woman for the same reasons my relationship with Nefari never worked out. When he kissed me gently on my forehead and then on my lips I didn’t wonder any longer. None of it mattered. We were each other’s now.

      Isay would be back.

      My father would come. So would Nefari. And King Rothian would be punished for misconduct.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      I felt him before I saw the destruction. Tripping between awareness and comatose I saw Karmuth’s warriors crush through fae like they were nothing but dust. Sinister’s wild eyes flashed as he tore his victims apart, slashed them into pieces and bathed in blood, a wicked grin never leaving his face. Regar had collected so much ecos he was glowing and resumed slicing with his sword, dodging bullets like they’d never be fast enough to hit him. Hiko preferred the gun. When he ran out of bullets he dropped his weapon to pick up another, then he kept on shooting, hitting the mark each and every time. I did not see Karmuth, I saw through him.

      Hands bloody, he’d discarded his sword for a knife. A hallway rushing past my eyes, my vision flickering between what he saw and what was right in front of me. He was chasing a fae through the corridor. Their footsteps bounded in my head like the bass in a dance club. The fae slipped on the slick concrete and fell into a pool of blood and ashes. He was not fast enough to get back up, for Karmuth stabbed his knife right through his skull. I could feel it. The force in which the knife plunged into the flesh vibrated through my bound hands as if I was the one holding the weapon. He didn’t stop. Karmuth, he didn’t stop after that deadly blow. With one hand he grabbed the dead man’s collar and held him up against a wall as his knife kept plunging into flesh.

      So much blood.

      I was going to be sick. That meal Elia had fed me rushed back up as Karmuth went feral catching sight of another group of warriors. I did not only see him sprinting through the bullet shower, not looking back as Hiko shouted profanities at him, I felt several bullets hit him. A flash of pain in my leg just above my knee left me panting, a ripping through my shoulder made me cry out. The foul taste in my mouth intensified and I couldn’t swallow it back down as my dinner burned through my throat and spurted out across my stained shirt. The stink wasn’t any better than the taste had been, and while the pain ebbed I kept convulsing, sure that I’d vomit all of my insides out next.

      A lock turning got me to look away from the bloody scene taking place somewhere in this building and I looked up at Elia’s frightened eyes when the door slid open. The key in her hands dropped as she rushed in to fumble with my restraints. The chains wouldn’t release.

      “So much fear,” she mumbled all the while pulling at the chains holding me imprisoned. “So much hate. So much death.”

      “Run!” I pleaded. “Go! He is angry. He is really angry.”

      A forceful pull later the chains hanging from the ceiling fell in a swish and a clatter, pulling me to the ground with the force and a weight my damaged ankle could not bear.

      Karmuth tore through a fae, his knife ripping through guts while his other hand pulled at ecos and a different force I didn’t recognise. His wounds healed as another man died in his arms. Deep within him, despair and disrelish burned hot as coals. They also intermingled and filled his stomach with heaviness that pinned me to the ground harder.

      “Please just run!” I begged the woman. Karmuth would see her as a threat. “He’ll come for me. You shouldn’t be here when he does.”

      Something in my voice must’ve gotten to her as she stopped her attempts to free my hands from the long chain now lying around me. Her eyes darted to the wide open door, the sounds of battle now so close I could hear them with my own ears.

      “It’s too late to run, child,” she whispered, but shuffled away from me nonetheless. I saw her back hit the wall farthest from the door, but not far enough. The room was not big. With the door wide open and light streaming in from the hallway no corner would be dark enough to hide her. Her rapid breathing worked against her as much as the tight space. I wasn’t feeling Karmuth any longer, but I heard him just fine as the thundering footsteps ran down the hallway and stopped right at the doorway.

      I was already crying before I saw the leather boots step in, followed by the warriors with him. My blurry vision hazed even more with the tears blinding my sight. He was here, he’d come, and he’d bathed in the blood of every single fae he’d run into. He’d killed every one of them.

      Eyes on me, he kneeled, brushing hair out of my face with a gesture so gentle it couldn’t possibly be the same man that’d just gutted a fae.

      “Hey beautiful, I’m going to get you out of here,” he rasped, his voice not managing the gentleness his touch did. Studying my restraints he did not resume the violent pulling Elia had attempted, instead he motioned Sinister closer, smoothed out the chain in several places and had him chop through the metal as if it was firewood. It didn’t release my hands completely, but removed the extra weight.

      The sound had been loud enough to hide Elia’s muffled terror. I was the one who involuntarily gave away her location as my eyes sought her out while Karmuth wiped at the vomit on my shirt and looked over my flesh for any serious injuries. He was too busy fussing over me, he didn’t catch the movement, but Regar did. He saw Elia at the same time her hands raised up in surrender. Her yield was not accepted.

      “Kar, you might want to deal with this first,” Regar pointed his weapon at the fae in a lazy motion. Cornered, Elia had nowhere to run. It was too late to run, just as she’d said.

      I fumbled to hold onto his hand, his shirt, the fabric of his pants, anything to keep him from doing what he was about to do, but he ripped free from my hold when he saw the Felrothian in my prison cell.

      “Karmuth, nooo!” I cried, but that didn’t hold him back either. “Please, nooo!”

      My vision was so clouded I didn’t see it happening, but I heard the thump of the body. I felt his boot slamming into her for a good measure after she’d dropped dead. He didn’t know. He couldn’t have known. What had he done?

      Convulsing with sobs it took him several tries to get me off the ground and into his arms. I didn’t stop shaking, pressed up against his blood covered chest. Not able to control the floodgates, I hid my face in Karmuth’s shoulder and wrapped my arms around his neck. A pure calm replaced his inner turmoil as he held me close, while my insides raged in a lightning storm. I saw the body over his shoulder as he carried me out of the room. Blue eyes, blank and cold, stared back at me. Karmuth had killed his own mother.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      Getting back to the car was quicker. We followed the trail of blood strewn around the hallways and avoided all of the dead ends that left us wandering around the maze for longer than I’d felt comfortable with on our way to Isay. I was glad she wasn’t looking at the damage we’d done; blood mixed with ashes and distorted bodies scattered around every corner. She didn’t have to see the massacre, did not need to know the monster residing within my soul.

      We were not stopped as we left the building. The warriors were dead, any fleeting life forces I picked up were escaping in another direction. As much as I wished to chase them, Isay came first. We needed to get her back to Vindica. She needed to be examined, tended to, fed, cleaned properly and tucked into bed. Guards would be posted around her quarters twenty-four seven, more than one, all of them gone through a background check and a binding vow. What happened today would never happen again.

      We filed into the car in the same formation we’d left the club in. Hiko in the driver’s seat, Regar riding shotgun, Sinister pressed against the back door while I gripped Isay tighter to me as I slumped against the seat. She had not stopped weeping since I’d found her. I did not understand what hurt her, all of her injuries were healing and the throb of each and every one of them pulsed in my body as I drew the pain to me. Her ankle was the worst of it, she wouldn’t be able to walk without a limp for several days. No, her pain had to be internal. Nothing visible to the eye. When I searched for the source, she hid it from me. While I needed to know she would be all right I couldn’t push her through our mate bond. She hadn’t asked for any of it, our connection must’ve come as a shock to her as much as anything Lord Terwyl had done. She needed time to come to terms with it. I would shoot myself in the foot snooping around her psyche without her consent. If she decided to break the bond… I wouldn’t survive it. It was rarely done on purpose but I’d heard of an occasion. It was better to wait for Isay’s consent.

      I pulled her shaking body tighter against me, fighting the instinct to puke at the stench stuck to her clothing. In the cramped space of the car it was hard to avoid breathing it in. Hiko opened the windows and cool air whooshed through the car as we sped through the streets towards the portal. The breeze made Isay tremble more violently. Even with Sinister’s coat over her shoulders and wrapped in my arms, her shivers did not let up.

      “Hey, Isay.” My throat was dry and I had no clue as to what could make this any better. What could I say to stop her crying? “My beautiful, my love… We’ll be back home shortly.”

      Her face rubbed against my shoulder as she nodded. Breath coming out in short and ragged puffs, she tried to control her sorrow. The quiet whimpers still escaping through her clamped mouth broke my heart. It bled for her. I would kill the whole bloodline to wipe this weight off her, to see her smile again, to hear her laughter. I would kill every last one of them to make them pay for the torment in her eyes.

      “I’m here, beautiful. I’ll be right here if you want me to. For you. I’ll be here for you.  Right here…”

      I didn’t know if she wanted me to. I couldn’t say if my words comforted her, but I also couldn’t stop the murmuring. I kept repeating the same thing like a broken record player. She never said a thing back. The only response I got from her was her hand tightening around the collar of my shirt. What it meant exactly, I couldn’t tell. As long as she didn’t push away from me, I’d keep cradling her. It calmed my overwhelming anxiety to a steady thrum.

      “We’ll be through the portal in a moment,” I told Isay so that she could prepare for the sensation of utter incapacity as we rode through. It hit me with a wave of panic as everything froze as we breached the barrier. The cars on the highway behind us stopped moving, the air in my lungs got stuck, Isay’s breathing stilled. The Alfa Romeo rolled on while the world around us sat in slumber. Then we were through. Wind moved around the grassy wasteland out of our window. I could breathe again, and so could Isay.

      She was quiet, her eyes red and puffy with the dried tear stains across her cheeks. I wasn’t sure if wiping at her face would be acceptable or a step too far. I kept my hands around her back.

      “Almost home now.”

      With that admission the manner of which we’d left tickled my awareness. The atmosphere in the car was tense as all of the warriors prepared for King Grath’s wrath. The only one to receive a lesser punishment would be the prince. The rest of us? Likely dead after today’s insubordination. But Isay was safe and I was able to hold her one last time before I died.

      That would be enough.

      It would have to be enough.

      Feeling her heartbeat against my side I knew it would never be enough. I needed to take care of her, protect her, make love to her. I couldn’t die, couldn’t leave her alone.

      “Hiko,” I croaked as we neared the northern gate. My heart thundered in my chest and my next breath was shaky. “Do you think Grath would be merciful?”

      The prince gripped the steering wheel, Regar shifted uncomfortably and Sinister coughed uncharacteristically. Isay’s hand over my heart was the only thing keeping the damned thing in my chest. I avoided her questioning eyes, not willing to explain my fear. I wasn’t going to worry her before we knew for sure. Losing a mate bond hurt. Losing a mate… could destroy a fae.

      “He could be merciful, should he choose to,” Hiko dragged out.

      He could be. He could be. He wasn’t with the servant and no one had known of her misdoing until it was announced to the court. We’d disobeyed him openly. He couldn’t let us walk free after this. There was no way he’d choose in our favour.

      “What—” Isay’s soft voice pierced the tension between us as she raised her head off my shoulder to look around the car. “What’s going on?”

      The first thing out of her mouth since we’d left the warehouse. Before that she’d screamed my name. I’d seen red before my eyes. I had no clue what she’d said, but the screech still echoed in my head.

      “Nothing you need to worry about.” I smoothed her hair and hoped she’d lean back against me, but she pulled away further and sat up straight. I noticed Sinister sliding away farther as if there was anywhere for him to go. I’d find it amusing if we weren’t about to face the king in a few minutes. To make things worse, the fae at the gate ushered us through without letting us park at the shed. We were going to drive all the way to the palace to make this reunion fly by as fast as possible. I hoped I’d have more time with Isay. Just a little bit more time.

      She did not believe it was nothing to worry about. Of course she didn’t. She was a smart young woman.

      “I don’t want you to worry,” I amended. “We didn’t leave the court in the best of terms.”

      “We disobeyed the king, you mean,” Regar chirped in, although not cheerfully like he usually did. “Best of terms flies totally out the window with that little notion.”

      “You what?” Isay stared at me now, leaving the rest of the males to worry for their own fates. She likely remembered the last time a fae in Vindica disobeyed the king. I’d been the executioner then.

      “I needed to come get you.” I wanted to hold her again, just have her against me, but the way she squinted at me made me think drawing her closer again wasn’t such a good idea. “King Grath thought we’d had something to do with your kidnapping.”

      “You didn’t—” She turned her eyes to Regar at the front seat. “Did you?”

      The warrior tightened his fist around the sword he was still gripping. “I didn’t know Ferro was going to do that. I wouldn’t have left you with him had I known.”

      He’d apologised to me already. He’d better apologise to Isay. When nothing else left his mouth I was about to comment on it. Sinister beat me to it and yanked at his chair like a bored teenager on a five hour car ride. That got Regar to turn around in his seat and catch the distraught look on Isay’s face.

      “I’m sorry, princess. I really didn’t know. I’ll ride to my death amending my mistake.”

      Isay’s eyes widened. “No,” she gasped. “No more death.”

      “My father won’t kill you,” Hiko growled unhappily. “I won’t let him.”

      “Turn back,” Isay begged the prince, but it was too late.

      The palace was looming in front of us, four guards covering the entrance as if the court held more traitors to watch out for. No one got inside without the approval of the king.

      “Nobody is going to die,” Hiko repeated. As if he could stop a death sentence. His disputes rarely ended in victory.

      “Your mother is worried about you,” I told her when she refused to leave the car once Hiko stopped in front of the palace and shut off the engine. “I promised her I’d bring you back. She’ll either defend us in front of the king or there’ll be nothing anyone can do and nowhere we could go. It’s better to face the charges.”

      “Not what you said before, Kar,” Regar noted helpfully.

      “Shut up!” No need for Isay to know I doubted our chances.

      She wasn’t moving. Her delay was not saving any of us from punishment. It got Sinister nervously tapping his foot no matter how aggressively he tried to keep it still. It had Hiko fidgeting with his hands, even though he had the least to worry about. Regar held a brave front, but he’d never admit to fear in front of a woman.

      “I can’t properly tend to your injuries, Isay. Someone more qualified needs to have a look.”

      “I’m alright,” she whispered, but slipped her hand to my outstretched one and let me help her out of the car. When the first of the steps she took brought a wince to her face I decided carrying her to the throne room wasn’t going to harshen my punishment. It would, however, lessen her pain.

      I had Isay in my arms when the king and queen turned their eyes on our ragged group. There was no better way to face the charges.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      The Evil One glowered at us from his throne. My mother next to him gasped and rushed from her allocated seat. I only had a chance to take one wobbly step away from Karmuth when she pulled me into a suffocating hug. Her fresh forest scent did nothing to hide the blood and vomit covering my clothes. She smelled it too and unlike Karmuth, she pulled away rather quickly. I’d expected Karmuth to react in a similar manner, but if he’d been disturbed by my current state of hygiene it hadn’t shown.

      My mother’s upturned lip and a wrinkled nose reminded me of all the times I’d asked about my father. That had me take another step away from Karmuth as Elia’s words rang in my brain. The very same Hessian. The very same… I shuffled even farther until I stood closer to King Grath’s throne than I truly liked to be. He had the decency not to react to the whiff coming off me, but his eyes were not on me and it could’ve been he hadn’t registered the stench. Looking behind me I saw all of the warriors kneeling in front of the One Who’d Killed A Maid for absolutely nothing. Their elbows touched the ground and so did their foreheads. There was no higher adulation, no greater show of humility. They could have bowed no lower unless they’d flat out laid on the floor. I hoped Grath wasn’t going to make me agree to something I wasn’t comfortable with this time, but I sure as hell would not keep my mouth shut should he strike out against Karmuth. My mate. My… my cousin?

      “This is ridiculous,” the king’s heavy voice boomed through the room with authority, leaving my stomach hollow. “Stand! The whole lot of you, you insufferable fools.”

      Hiko was first to heed the command. Karmuth raised his head, searching my eyes first and then the king’s face. Slowly, he shifted, then shoved himself into a simple kneel. He climbed to his feet in a carefully calculated motion, muscles tense. While his head remained lowered his eyes assessed the king’s reaction.

      A light brush through my hair brought my eyes away from the man that made my heart beat faster despite all the odds against us. My mother combed her fingers through the knots with a gentle smile on her face. I couldn’t imagine her being happy in the face of another death sentence. Did that mean she knew they’d go unpunished? Or did I not know my mother at all? I clearly hadn’t known my father one bit. I’d imagined things about him, but not that… not that he’d be a slut, who had no care in the world whether I lived or died if I didn’t choose to nourish the Hessian bloodline in me. Not that he’d be the grandfather of my… my mate. It couldn’t be. Elia had been right, it was something to worry about, alright. And while I was still worried for his life, I was also worried for the life we’d have with this unforgivable truth looming over us.

      “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” The king asked the warriors that now stood silently before his throne. “How much trouble you’ve caused? The word of your invasion has already reached King Rothian. The council will gather in the morning.”

      “King Rothian can go fuck himself,” Hiko gritted through his teeth. “We were protecting our charge. It was our right and duty to rescue Isay. We are not in the wrong here. If the council refuses to see it, it is more corrupt than I thought.”

      “Watch yourself, boy! Just because you are my son doesn’t give you the right to disobey me.”

      “And Isay is your step daughter. Shouldn’t you have ordered her retrieval?” Hiko fumed.

      I really did stand too close to the throne and while my mother’s presence beside me worked to ease some of my distress, hearing that her husband had not cared to come looking for me discouraged my faith in this ending up all right for all of my saviours.

      “I remember you being the only one refusing to guard her,” the king recounted. “You always fight against each and every one of my rulings. Not this one, Hiko. You shall remain silent, I grow weary of your obstinate ways.”

      The prince gritted his teeth, but did keep his mouth shut. Regar attempted to reach out to him, but his hand was swatted away before the king could catch sight of such a gesture. The rest of the warriors continued to stand like statues, but by the looks of it Grath was done addressing them, he finally looked at me.

      “Darling Isay, I’m so glad you’re back in one piece.”

      “I’m sure you are,” I spat back. Despite my dishevelled looks and uncleanliness, my mother grabbed my arm. Her eyes told me to behave. She always told me to behave. I couldn’t. “No thanks to you, it seems. One of your assigned guards turned me in. From where I stand all of the aforementioned trouble was caused by you.”

      My mother’s grip on my arm tightened. “Isay,” she whispered quietly, her voice carrying more worry than a warning. I had several things to say to her, too, of course. She’d have her turn.

      King Grath seemed less fazed about me talking back at him than when Hiko had done the same thing. It couldn’t be only because of my insurrection being this close, because he was smiling at me. Actually smiling at me. No adolescence rebellion could be this amusing to follow, and mine wasn’t upon me just yet. I’d know it. Elia said it’d bring upon a war of powers on top of any hormonal changes. That wouldn’t go unnoticed. My father was in for a surprise. I would never choose his court, even if that meant I’d be under the ruling of the Evil One for the rest of my life.

      “You are right, of course,” King Grath admitted, and the whole throne room seemed to hold a collective breath. “There hasn’t been an occasion you weren’t right as of yet, Isay. Mistake me not, I am truly glad you are back. Your presence in my court is refreshing and I admit my mistakes. All of them. I’ve never had a daughter and it has taken me a while to realise my approach has been wrong. Will you forgive me?”

      I stared at him in astonishment. I wanted to shout at him some more. Even with my throat hoarse from all the screaming I’d done. He needed to know what I’d endured, what precisely he asked forgiveness for. For once, I controlled my urges.

      “I have a condition.”

      “Let’s hear it, then.”

      “All of my guards will go unpunished, except for Ferro. You may do with him as you please as long as you do not make me watch.”

      “Not an unreasonable request.” The king tapped the hand rest of his seat, a glint in his eyes. “I’m afraid Ferro has already been dealt with and I had no say in the matter. The rest of them are free to go.”

      The tension the warriors had held onto left their muscles as they stared between their king and me.

      “Anything else?” the king asked.

      I bit my lip and shook my head. I held no long list of appeals I could pull out of my ass if the king appeared to be charitable. The only thing I wanted was everyone to live.

      “If I may?” My mother spoke up from next to me. Grath’s amusement turned into a warm smile as he gave her a nod. “Should Isay wish to, her relationship with her assigned guard Karmuth will remain unthwarted.”

      My mouth fell open in protest, but I could not do it faster than the king said, “Granted.”

      I felt it, then. Karmuth’s relief. The hollowness in his chest filling with heat. I wasn’t looking— I would not look at him. He did not know.

      “No,” I gasped, a part of me breaking. “It can’t.”

      “Why the hell not?” Karmuth asked, surprising everyone by speaking out of turn.

      I still wouldn’t look at him. “Because we’re related.”

      I wasn’t sure anyone heard me. It came out so quietly I was unable to hear it myself through the frantic thrum on my heart. With my hands gripping the fabric of my pants and my eyes fixed on my shoes I had no way of knowing how any of them reacted before the king shooed away my notion.

      “Nonsense. Karmuth is no blood relation of yours. Any connection is superficial and irrelevant.”

      “You don’t know that!” I’d found my voice again. “She felt it in my ecos. She told me about Heriot.” I looked to my mother to see if that got a reaction out of her, but the name didn’t register on her face. Had he used a different name when he’d come to her?

      “Who did, my darling girl?” the king inquired.

      “Elia.” My voice was way too high. “Karmuth’s mother.”

      That name got a reaction, but not from my mother. It got a reaction from the king. There was curiosity in his eyes, mixed with a distant memory I could not grasp. “You met her then? How is she?”

      “Dead,” I blurted. “Everyone who was with Lord Terwyl is dead.”

      I looked at Karmuth then. His face was a carefully controlled mask I could not penetrate, but he held no such reign on his emotions. They filtered through the bond between us, making tears flood my cheeks with renewed force. The stabbing in my chest was worse than anything Lord Terwyl could have done to me.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I am so sorry.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      It didn’t matter. Isay’s declaration did not change a thing. She could’ve been my sister for all the difference it made in how I felt about her. I would have not looked at her differently the first day she walked into the court. It wouldn’t have kept me from touching her. Hell, a fear of a death sentence hadn’t succeeded in that. She was my mate. She was mine. Nothing else mattered…to me.

      It did matter to her, however. I saw the conflict on her face as she breathed the words, we’re related. This knowledge shattered her. She believed it would keep us apart and her reaction told me she didn’t willingly give up on us. If she wanted me with the fervency I wanted her there was nothing that could separate us. Certainly not this.

      “Nonsense,” King Grath swiped at the air in front of him as if Isay’s statement was ludicrous. “Karmuth is no blood relation of yours. Any connection is superficial and irrelevant.”

      The king had no idea about the force that awakened within me, however. He did not know of my extended access to ecos. The way I used it was so similar to Isay’s abilities. Her words did not sound preposterous to me. She had a life fae in her bloodline, so did I. Mine was not a close relative, it couldn’t be. My parents were a death fae and an emotion-feeder. The connection, as King Grath put it, had to be superficial. But how could the king know? He couldn’t. And Isay pointed that out in a fierce shout.

      “You don’t know that! She felt it in my ecos. She told me about Heriot.”

      I wish she’d look at me. I wanted her to see that none of it mattered to me. We could make our own rules. We could get past this. She did not look at me, however. Her gaze flipped between her mother next to her and the king on the throne. The name Heriot said nothing to me, but Grath seemed to know the man. Or know of him.

      “Who did, my darling girl?” the king asked.

      “Elia.” Isay’s voice hitched. “Karmuth’s mother.”

      My heart stopped. The whole world stopped. I really needed Isay to look at me, but she stared at the throne, her throat bobbing and her lips quivering. My mother had been at the warehouse and she’d talked to Isay? My mother was an emotion-feeder, then. My father would be a death fae. Was she a bad person? Had she played a part in Isay’s torture? Is this why Isay looked this horrified? She couldn’t be… I wouldn’t accept it. My mother had not harmed Isay.

      “You met her then? How is she?”

      “Dead. Everyone who was with Lord Terwyl is dead.”

      No.

      A ray of hope that had ignited in my heart snuffed out. I would never know who my mother had been. Everyone who was with Lord Terwyl was dead. Everyone in the warehouse… She’d been there. She had been right there.

      My hands shook as I tried to remember every face I’d looked into before I sent them to oblivion. They all blurred together and were covered in a bright red hue of my wrath. None of them looked familiar, not that I believed I could’ve picked her out of the crowd. I’d never seen her before in my life. But if Isay knew she was dead that meant she’d seen—No! No, it couldn’t have been. NO! The woman in her cell. I didn’t see her, didn’t really look at her at all. Isay had screamed, though. She’d begged me to stop.

      I wasn’t able to breathe through the sharp spikes in my heart. My throat was so tight it felt like someone was choking me. I was choking on the pain coursing through my soul. Gritting my teeth I forced myself not to react, not to fall on my knees under the pressure collecting in my guts. I was a warrior doing my duty. I was a soldier. The rest… was history. It was done, there was no going back. I couldn’t go back. Couldn’t go back to fix this.

      “I’m sorry,” Isay whispered. “I am so sorry.”

      My knees hit the ground then. My feet could not carry the weight settled on my chest any longer. There was no amount of strength that could have kept me standing. I realised Isay hadn’t looked at me, because she saw the monster in me. She saw all of my flaws and mistakes and was repulsed by them. Our relations didn’t matter, my actions did. I was too mortified to keep our eye contact now that she’d sought my reaction. I brought my hands up, hiding my face.

      I didn’t see what was happening, couldn’t care less. All I could focus on was the squeezing of my heart, the trampling of thousands of delthers in my veins. There was no coming back from killing your own mother. There was no redemption for that. No matter my apologies, I could not justify my actions. The words ‘I didn’t know’ stood no ground in front of the jury, they were worthless.

      I jumped when a heavy hand rested on my shoulder.

      “My son, you hold no blame in this,” a sorrowful voice uttered quietly, the king’s voice. “I own the blame. All of it. Let go of your guilt, Karmuth.”

      He didn’t know what he was asking of me. The guilt was my only redeeming attribute in front of Isay, who’d seen me kill the woman that had given me life. If there was anything that could earn me her condonation it was the blame shoving me to the ground.

      “I cannot do that, your Majesty.”

      The hand on my shoulder squeezed. “Son, look at me.”

      A command I couldn’t defy no matter how leniently it was issued. Dropping my palms I raised my head to meet the king’s face. He held no maliciousness, no fury. Two dark grey sad eyes met my own and an understanding passed between us. He did believe he was at fault. Isay’s kidnapping, my mother’s death, all of it was his fault and he openly admitted to it.

      “Kar, there are things that need to be discussed. Things I’ve kept from you,” King Grath said, not moving from his position right in front of me. He was not going back to his throne nor removing his hand, still warming my shoulder.

      Son… my son.

      “You knew my mother,” I rasped through the tightness in my throat.

      The king nodded.

      “You know who my father is?”

      The king nodded again, but if he was going to discuss it with me now he didn’t.

      “Who is Heriot?”

      All eyes turned to Isay, she was the one to mention the fae’s name. They expected her to explain. The king didn’t know everything, after all. I couldn’t look at Isay, wasn’t ready to see the accusation in her eyes.

      “Heriot is a life fae that shares the force of his ecos with females from any court as long as it has a chance to produce a descendant. He was Elia’s father. Your grandfather.” Isay’s voice was so soft I raised my eyes to her despite myself. She glanced at Queen Siya, biting her lip in uncertainty. “Elia said… she said he is my father, too.”

      “No, he isn’t,” the queen responded.

      “No?” Isay gasped, a perplexing mixture of emotions playing across her features, some of them seeping through our bond. Relief, agony, exhilaration, grief. I got a taste of the blend before she shut it off. “Who then?”

      A stillness filled the room. Sinister shifted on his feet, disturbing the momentary quiet. Regar watched it all play out as if we were in a soap opera, although I doubt he found any delight in the scene.

      “You were bound to find out sooner or later,” Queen Siya sighed. “Especially since he’ll be attending the council meeting tomorrow morning.”

      A high fae, her father was a high fae of Hessian court.

      “His name is Nefari. Unlike the male you described, he does not go around sharing his ecos. He is not permitted to.”

      Nefari, as in Prince Nefari? Isay was royalty by blood, just not by Vindican blood.

      “What?” Isay asked in astonishment, coming to the same conclusion.

      “I believe several matters are to be discussed,” King Grath repeated. “Hiko, Kar, why don’t you join me in my study. Siya, dear, I trust you’ll tend to Isay’s needs meanwhile. Once this misunderstanding is resolved we’ll come back to the nature of her relationship with one of my sons. I gather we both approve of the mating, unannounced as it was. There is no stronger union than their pairing, if they so choose to proceed.”

      I was left staring at the back of Isay’s head as the queen guided her out of the room. Isay met my eyes, questions burning behind her stormy gaze just before the door separated her from me.

      “Kar, Hiko?” the king gestured towards a different exit, one closer to his study. “The rest of you are dismissed.”

      More questioning glances were flipped around our group as I took an indecisive step in the direction the king was walking, Hiko right beside me.

      “What just happened?” he muttered under his breath.

      I raised one of my shoulders in a poor attempt of a shrug. My voice would betray me, should I attempt to speak. I had a hairy suspicion as to what the king was about to say. After he’d called me ‘son’ two and half times I had a very, very clear hunch as to what this conversation was headed toward. A boom and a crash, that’s what. As if I hadn’t suffered enough today. I was about to hear that my now only surviving parent had not claimed me to maintain his image. Indeed, what the hell had just happened?

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      I’d forgotten all about my physical pain and the state I was in but it all came back to me as my mother steered me up the stairs to my assigned rooms. On the way up, my limping worsened with every thread I pulled myself up on, she stopped a maid carrying fresh linen.

      “Please send for a physician,” my mother ordered her gently.

      The woman took one look at me, placed her linen on a display cupboard just below the staircase and rushed off to wherever physicians gathered at this hour.

      “I’m fine,” I muttered, wincing through the pain as I leaned on the hurt leg for too long.

      “Let him make that assessment.” She waited for me on the landing, attempting to make that assessment for him, inspecting me the way Karmuth had in the warehouse. “You always were astonishingly resilient, Isay. The way Kar screamed when they tortured you… It couldn’t have been easy. You can allow vulnerability to show. A woman’s greatest weapon is to appear weaker than anyone suspects.”

      “Is that what you’re doing? Pretending to be weak?”

      “I’ve never been as strong as you are, darling.”

      “You’re saying you don’t have to pretend, you only want me to appear weaker.”

      “Isay, that is most definitely not the case. All I’m saying is to let others take care of you should they choose to do so. Karmuth is a capable young man, a fine match. I couldn’t have chosen any better for you.”

      “Mom!”

      Up the stairs she hooked my arm with her own, nose wrinkling only a little at the way I smelled. Keeping step with my wobbling gait, she shook her head light-heartedly.

      “Don’t you go evading the topic. I do know how mating bonds are formed. Yours is very strong, you should cherish it. Not many fae your age manage to find a mate this competent. Even females my age have trouble forging a bond such as yours.”

      “I’ve heard,” I admitted quietly, a blush warming up my cheeks.

      Of course she knew how mating bonds were formed. She’d certainly figured out how mine came to be. It was surprising that for once she didn’t criticise my decisions. Her support in this was conflicting, since I still didn’t understand how Karmuth changed from a death fae to my mate, from my mate to my relative, from my relative to… to Vindican prince? Wasn’t that what the king had so casually implied?

      “Would you please just tell me what is going on?” I begged as we reached my quarters. We’d been slow enough that the physician knocked on the door just as my mother had gotten me to sit.

      “I’m here to check on the princess,” he said when my mother opened the door for him.

      “Come on in.”

      A puny fae with rugged haircut and a sharp nose that captured all the attention stepped in, politely avoiding looking at my bedchambers deeper in the room, not that it made any difference to me. Nothing in this space was decorated by me, it was as generic as rooms in the palace came.

      From over his shoulder a bulging full bag slipped down and thumped to the floor by my feet. His eyes roamed over my appearance in a professional manner, but he hesitated to take a closer look.

      “I assure you, you can’t harm me any more than what I’ve already endured,” I told him. “And nobody will do you any harm for doing your job. The king was in a strangely cheerful mood.”

      He looked to my mother for confirmation.

      She nodded. “Your life is safe. Please make sure all of those cuts heal without scarring.”

      Everyone had heard what happened with the kitchen maid. It was not unexpected when the death fae did not rush to cover my wounds, instead taking deliberately longer to crouch down in front of the couch I sat on, expecting either of us to stop his advance at any moment. When the command did not come, he gingerly rolled my sleeve up to reveal one of the worst marks still visible on my skin. While Elia had washed most of my wounds the best she could, there wasn’t a lot you could do in a dungeon with a cloth and ever dirtying basin of water. As he set to work, rubbing ointments and gels on my skin I looked to my mother.

      “You need not stop talking. I’ve asked you several times about my father, don’t stay silent on me now.”

      “You weren’t ready for the complicated explanation about our family, Isay,” she deflected.

      “What you’re saying is that you weren’t ready to tell me the truth.”

      She paced the room, before she came to sit next to me and took my other arm, the one not tended to by a curious physician who did a good job at appearing not to listen.

      “I met Prince Nefari in Elverstone. His family was visiting our court to pay their respects to my father, your grandfather King Ilario—”

      “I don’t want to hear a fairy tale telling of how this all went down,” I protested. “I want the truth.”

      “I am telling you the truth, Isay. Sit still and listen,” my mother insisted.

      I pressed my teeth together and did as she told me to. If she wanted me to believe I came from not only one royal bloodline, but two she better have a convincing story to go with it. And a damn good explanation as to why I’m only hearing about it now.

      “My mother had fallen irreversibly sick several months prior and passed away a week before the Hessian’s visited. We always held each other in high regard, being the two mightiest light fae courts throughout time, although Hessia had begun to wane more than a century ago when more and more younglings began to either die at birth or never reached maturity. That’s a different story altogether, although connected to your birth.

      “I was devastated by the death of my mother, her last days had been hard on us all. It was completely uncalled for, but not inhuman of me, to seek refuge in the arms of our guest. If Nefari had pushed me away we’d never be having this conversation. He didn’t, though. I believe he held an affection for me that drew us both closer together. Several unprecedented youngling deaths had occurred in the Hessian court the same week and we used each other to fight our griefs. He was close to reaching the full cycle of his ecos blooming, which is something I did not know at the time. I would have been more careful had I known. As it was, I’d been certain nobody would ever find out about our involvement and the first months thereafter it did seem to be the case. Until I started showing.

      “My father had been furious when he found out. Not only because I’d refused his assigned mate decades ago and hadn’t given it more thought since, but because even though we cherished the good relationship between Hessia and Elverstone, inter-court relationships are banned.

      “Isay, I never talked about your family, because my father disowned me the moment he found out about me carrying Prince Nefari’s child. He sent me out of the castle, only providing me with a small cottage by the waterfall. I’d tried to contact Nefari to have him take us in, but his hands were tied. His father wasn’t pleased by the revelation either, but he had no other heir and casting aside his only child at a time when getting any more descendants was questionable was something he was not able to do. He did, however, dismiss all of my pleas and forbade me from reaching out again.

      “Nefari promised to return for you, but he never did. I’m sure they both expected you to die at birth.”

      I stayed silent. The physician had stopped patching up my wounds. My mother stared off into the distance. This wasn’t how I expected this story to go. My grandfather had disowned us, he’d also sent us out of Elverstone when he found out my mother was having an affair with yet another fae royal. I hadn’t known at the time how seriously he’d take this banishment. His own daughter… He’d disowned his own daughter.

      King Grath seemed generous in the face of those facts. Perhaps we had landed in a better place. Despite the threats I’d thought I’d faced when I first came to Vindica, and the unfortunate horror of the past day, she might have actually done what was best for the both of us. An accepting, functioning family. Something she seemed to have missed out on.

      “So Karmuth is really not my relative?”

      “As far as I know Heriot has no royal blood in him. He is in no way related to Nefari. Honey, mating bonds have their way of knowing who to bind together. You wouldn’t have formed this connection if it wasn’t in any way right for you. You do wish to pursue this, Isay, don’t you?”

      “With all my heart.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      I was nervous beyond measure and still in a horrible mental state. Trying to reach out to Isay through our bond did not help. She was either blocking me or I didn’t do it properly. I was likely overusing the connection as is. Nobody was meant to have another person tangled up in their emotions twenty-four seven. I needed to get my answers the old fashioned way—by talking to her—if she was willing to see me. But first I was to listen to the king’s confession.

      He sat behind his massive desk, littered with papers, some of which looked like correspondence with the other courts. One in particular stood out with large capital letters of  YOU SHALL NOT WIN THIS scribbled on it in an aggressive handwriting, and a PS: Thank you for the new car and a meal below it. The Audi we had searched for in the shed… the negotiation party Sinister had mentioned… King Rothian would not give up this fight.

      I hoped the council meeting wasn’t going to be a total disaster with the dispute between the courts, Isay’s father attending, and who knows how many other things working against us. An ecos reading didn’t lie, but the person reading could very easily misinterpret situations, or leave important bits out. If they’d testify against Vindica, stating we had started the aggression we would lose a lot more than a feeding ground this time. The interpreters were more skilled in the act than me when I’d attempted to wade through Ferro’s life force searching for answers, but it could be Isay’s ecos was more tangled up and impossible to read after she’d taken on a delther’s life force.

      Other than the messy table top, the study looked undisturbed. Two chairs sat across from the king’s, but both me and Hiko remained standing in the middle of the room no matter how many times the king suggested we sit.

      “Father, would you get to the point already?” Hiko asked, tapping his fingers against his hip counting the seconds that King Grath remained silent, despite announcing we had things to discuss.

      I wasn’t sure how much longer I was able to stand still myself. Not long, not long at all. If I hadn’t given up Sela, I’d feel pretty damn tempted to go knocking on her door. Just to work out this angst creeping through me. Sex with Isay had been different in the best possible way. However, I would not take my distressed self to her doorstep, because I couldn’t do that to her. I wanted to see her, but I would go to her once my mental state was in a more stable place. She deserved better. I would go live it out on a dummy in a training field, let her have the time to come to terms with what happened today, get myself together and everything would be sorted out in the morning. I hoped.

      “Of course,” the king said. “Would you please take a seat, boys?”

      We’d been over that when we stepped in. Neither me, nor Hiko was going to sit. We weren’t calm enough to be confined to a chair.

      “Okay, okay,” King Grath pushed at the papers on his desk. “Karmuth, when a lowly Felrothian servant brought you to our doorstep I knew my worst decisions had come to bite me. You look exactly like your mother.”

      I swallowed hard. A lump in my throat kept blocking my breathing. Hiko worried at his lower lip, staring at me. He was either going to strangle me or pat me on the back to release me from this discomfort. Either option worked for me, but other than his tapping hand, he remained still, waiting for the king to continue.

      “The courts had been in disarray. The power of Hessia waning, Queen Lida falling ill, plus Rothian has never been a forgiving man. You must understand it pained me to give you up for fostering, but announcing a second son at such an unstable time would have been your death sentence. The council would have searched until they’d found something wrong with you.  They wouldn’t have needed to search for long, many mixed-fae never survived.”

      Son. There was that word again. A week ago I’d given anything to have someone call me that. Now it pained me even more to hear it. The king of Vindica was my father and he’d known all along. He paused as if to give me a chance to react, but I bit my tongue. What could I say to that? I’d bowed to the man all my life. Strained to earn his acceptance and approval, but not because I considered him a role model. No, I’d always been afraid he’d considered me a threat after the extent of my powers came out by accident. I’d killed my foster father in an angry exchange when I was only seven. What we’d fought about was something ridiculous I couldn’t even remember. I’d been ready to die right then and there when the king sent for me. Instead of punishment, he’d put me in a guard training program.

      For once, Hiko also stayed quiet, but a storm of emotions hid behind his eyes. I wish he’d hit me already and be done with it.

      “I always looked out for you, Kar. Always. Even being unable to tell you the truth. It would have disrupted the balance.”

      “Balance, Father?” Hiko finally spoke up, but instead of striking out at me like I’d expected, he spat at the king. “You were worried about the balance? Do you have any idea how many times we’d wonder about Kar’s parents? We’d sit in the courtyard after training and he’d get that distant look on his face, and we’d know he was thinking about it. It’s been eating him up for years! And you were worried about the balance.”

      I would not cry. However, I couldn’t help but get emotional as Hiko defended me in front of his father… in front of our father. It is not the type of reunion I had in mind.

      “I’d planned to tell you earlier,” King Grath sighed. “But when Queen Lida never recovered and died a few years later, and King Ilario disowned one of his daughters for dalliance with a fae outside of their court I couldn’t put your mother through this. Put you through this.”

      “What changed now?” I asked, keeping my voice steady. Unlike Hiko, I would not shout at the king. I’d likely never feel free to express my mind the way the Crown Prince did. I’d grown up in fear and admiration of his authority. “Why are you revealing this now?”

      “The council will be here tomorrow. Everyone will find out in the inquiry, I’d rather you hear it from me.”

      I nodded curtly. “Is that all, your Majesty? May I be excused?”

      “Karmuth—” the king started but gave a long sigh right after uttering my name. He did not dismiss me, however, and I did not have a tendency to walk out without discharge. “Do you know what your name means?”

      With my lips pressed tightly together and my composure failing me all I could manage was a slight shake on my head.

      I would not cry. I would not cry. I would not… I wasn’t seven any longer. I’d given up on the fantasy that my abandonment was a mistake and my parents would welcome me back open armed.

      “Your name possesses an unrivalled power, son. You are the bringer of peace in all of Belfea.”

      I let out a strangled laugh. Peace? How could all of the death I’d inflicted bring peace to anyone, let alone for every fae court this side of the portals?

      “You are wrong about that, your Majesty.”

      “Kar, would you please call me—”

      “No.” I would not address him in any other way. Years worth of conditioning wasn’t easy to break and he did not deserve my affection. Respect, yes. I respected my king. Understood even. With Vindica pressed down the ladder of fae court hierarchy, feared and despised, having two potent sons would have inspired war. Hessians had trouble conceiving and King Rothian had no heirs, unexpected Vindican births would bring more wrath upon us. They blamed us for delther attacks, they could just as easily blame us for youngling deaths.

      Strategically, keeping me a secret had been a wise decision and my king was a wise man. Emotionally? The decision left me feeling unwanted and damaged. So much so I was doubting my connection with Isay. I was doubting I’d ever read her correctly. I wanted her to want me so I might’ve imagined there was ever a chance for us. No, I needed her to want me. I needed someone to look at me without repelling me.

      Isay. I needed Isay.

      I also needed to clear my head.

      “May I please be excused?” I asked again. I had to get out before I broke down. Pace around the whole reservation, run in circles, hit something, destroy something. I couldn’t keep staring at the high skirting behind the king’s chair, avoiding looking at his face and the way his eyes seemed wet. None of it made this situation any better. It pained him to have abandoned his child? How did he think it made me feel then?

      “Yes you may, Kar,” he said very quietly.

      I bolted the second he released me, hearing Hiko shout a few choice words at his father before he ran after me.

      “Kar, wait up!”

      I did not slow down, wading through the many hallways to the closest exit, a servants exit.

      “Kar, I’m sorry, man.” Hiko fell in step next to me after I pushed out of the palace and chose one of my regular routes through the garden that led past the western towers. “I know we joked about your parentage way too many times without it being funny. If I had known…There is no excuse. I want you to know this won’t change anything between us. You were already like a brother to me. Now we’re brothers by blood.”

      “Got it.”

      The cool evening air helped a little to cool off the turmoil inside me and the boiling of my blood. I appreciated Hiko’s support, I really did, I grew up under his absolute training method. We’d bonded over the choice of a weapon already before I was admitted to the royal guard. I admired his guts. I just needed to be alone. Break down alone.

      “Who knew father was sleeping around like that,” Hiko mused. He tucked his hands into his pockets and showed no signs of leaving. I didn’t ask him to. He was the prince. He was the royalty, and I could not change my conditioning.

      We strolled the gardens together with him blabbering, and me focusing on my tangled emotions. After the first round I minded Hiko’s company less, after the second round I found it comforting.
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      I probably shouldn’t have, but after my mother and the physician left I peeled off all the bandages and drew myself a bath. I craved to be clean. The water bit at my scarred skin when I slid into its comforting embrace. Warmth surrounded me, similar to Karmuth’s body against me, but yet so different. The rippling of the surface when I moved my hand to catch bubbles did not compare to his steady heart beat. His strength was unmatched.

      I was desperate for some of that strength. Women could be strong, too, no matter what my mother said. I strived to be as strong as Karmuth, though I knew I never would. I knew now why I hadn’t felt as much pain as I’d expected. My mother said she’d heard Karmuth scream, he’d endured it for me. After that he’d come to get me out.

      Only a short soak later I was out of the bath, in my bathrobe and willing to wobble all my way across the reservation to find Karmuth. I didn’t account for Sinister camping out behind my door. Even though he’d appeared to falter by my nearness he did not step away from the doorway when I tried to exit.

      “Not tonight, princess,” he said surly, as if seeing me attempt to break-out this soon after my kidnapping annoyed him. “Anything you need will be delivered to you. What would it be?”

      “I want Karmuth,” I announced to his raised eyebrow. “To talk. I want to talk to Karmuth.” That did not amend my statement. “I want to go find him, so that we can… ah… talk. Please.”

      “I’ll have someone deliver the message to him,” Sinister said, shooing me back to my room.

      “I want to go by myself,” I protested. I’d wobble all the way back to LA if that’s where he’d be. Focussing on getting to him would submerge half of my worries. Left waiting for him, not knowing when and if the message got to him, or if he’d decide to come at all would only heighten my anxieties.

      “Not going to happen,” Sinister assured.

      “Please.”

      “No.”

      I huffed bitterly. “Regar was more fun than you.”

      “Regar also got you kidnapped.”

      Ouch. That hurt. Seeing that there was no way I could convince the bull headed rottweiler guarding my door, I sulked back into my room, wishing there was more I could do. There wasn’t. Other than to keep on replaying my mother’s story inside my head and everything that happened today there was absolutely nothing to do in my room.
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          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      Hiko left me for dinner after our fifth circle around the reservation. After my sixth trek I somehow ended up in Drek and Ronya’s living room with a glass of Void Sundance on the table in front of me.

      Ronya looked like nothing ever burdened her at all. She was glowing with health and that brought a ray of happiness on Drek’s face. It was exactly what I needed in my misery, to see two people blissfully in love and still alive against all odds.

      “It’s always a joy to see you, Kar,” Drek said. “Especially after all you’ve done for us, but we didn’t expect visitors this late. Ronya could have baked something had we known you were coming.”

      “Your presence is enough,” I replied intending to smile. My lips did not get the memo and stayed stubbornly downturned. Funny how I’d wished to be alone but the moment I shook off Hiko I went searching for companionship.

      “Is everything alright, Kar? You seem down, more so than usual,” Ronya asked gently.

      She was older than me by a century, but I never considered her a mother figure. With everything going on in my head, and the way her voice touched my broken heart I knew she’d been one for me ever since me and Drek started training together.

      “It’s been a long day. A very long day,” I sighed. “I just wanted to make sure you were doing good after the attacks, and the disease.”

      “That’s very sweet of you, but shouldn’t you be taking care of yourself, too?” Ronya gave me a comforting pat on the back as she shuffled out of her chair to search for anything edible in their tight kitchen area even though they hadn’t expected me, nor had I asked for anything more than the drink I hadn’t touched yet.

      “Coming here is helping me,” I admitted. The atmosphere of their cottage was warm and welcoming, exactly what I needed. Their attentiveness never felt intrusive.

      “We heard you’d been taken to the dungeons and the princess was kidnapped.” Drek had a complete opposite to Ronya’s tender approach. He liked to get straight to the point. If there was something he wanted to know he didn’t beat around the bush and wait for people to tell him things on their own terms. Even that didn’t feel intruding.

      “That’s all sorted out now. She’s back safe and sound.” I knew if they’d heard about the dungeon and the kidnapping they’d also heard about my mate bond. While they were likely curious about it, neither of them brought it up. I rubbed my face before I took a sip of the Void Sundance. “She’s been through so much since she arrived. I’m not sure I’m able to offer her everything she deserves. I wasn’t able to protect her, which is the part that I hadn’t even worried about since that’s what I do for a living.”

      “Taking care of another person is always daunting at first.” Drek gave Ronya a brilliant smile when she placed a half cut meat pie on the table and brought out cutlery. “Do you think I got it right the first time I approached Roro? Hell no. She sent me walking with a dubious grin on her face. Didn’t think I’d try again, but here we are. If you love her I have all faith that you’ll give her everything she needs.”

      “I’m… damaged.”

      “Aren’t we all?”

      “Love has a healing quality,” Ronya said. She cut me a piece of that pie and slid it in front of me.

      “So does a hearty meal and a good night’s sleep,” Drek pointed out with a smile, picking a plate for himself too. “I can skip on the sleep if you’d like me to, but I will never say no to Ronya’s cooking.”

      “Nor to her love, I’d figure,” I pointed out, the corners of my lips tugging up.

      “Certainly not,” he agreed.

      “I… I feel the same way about Isay,” I confessed.

      “She’s incredibly lucky to have you, Kar.” Ronya gave me one of her warm smiles that said she believed every word of it. I wasn’t as sure, but I wasn’t going to correct her on it. Their unconditional support was what I came here for in the first place. I might start to believe it if I stayed here long enough to soak in their belief.

      I took another sip of my drink and stabbed a fork into the meaty goodness on the plate in front of me. She did know how to cook, and Drek was right, saying no to any of her meals was a crime. I was also starving. With all the action of the day I hadn’t had time to eat. Now that the adrenaline and all the negative emotions eased up, my growling stomach came into hyper focus.

      “With everything the princess has done to the court, it’s really good to know she has someone to take care of her,” Drek said.

      He’d said something entirely different before the delther attack, but I wasn’t going to remind him of that. It might’ve been just a few days ago, but it felt like ages. A lot had changed since then. Opinions had changed. My whole world had changed.

      “We fully expected we’d need to keep Ronya’s recovery a secret, but when the entire court was revived it was no longer a necessity. You’ve got yourself a strong woman.”

      I wondered if Isay was really mine. None of the people knew of the nature of our relationship, nor that our bond wasn’t intentionally formed. I still didn’t know if she felt the same way about me. Little did I know I was about to find out when a knock on the door brought us all on high alert.

      It was late. It was indeed incredibly late and any normal visitors would have long left and gone to bed. No sensible person would be out knocking on people’s doors at his hour. However, had the intruder been insane they wouldn’t have bothered with the gesture at all.

      I followed Drek to the door with my hand hovering over my belt. I’d lost my second sword somewhere in the warehouse, but still wore a knife strapped to it and that would do just fine should I need it.

      “I’m looking for—” the messenger began until he saw me lingering behind the homeowner. “Karmuth, the princess has been asking for you.”

      “Right now?” I asked abashed. She should be sleeping, like the rest of the normal people in this court. My heart thrummed in my chest with exhilaration and concern. Why would she send for me right now? Part of my brain went to the previous night we’d shared in her chambers and more than just my heart perked up. Part of my brain worried she’d been hurt somehow, but that gave her no reason to ask for me, I wasn’t a doctor. Perhaps she needed to talk to me as much as I needed to talk to her and did not consent to waiting until morning.

      “Several hours ago, Sir. You are a hard man to find.”

      I nodded to the fae in acknowledgement and sent him to bed. If Isay had sent for me hours ago would she still be up waiting for me? Would she think I’d rejected the request? I dragged my hand through my hair. It was still flaked with enemy blood.

      “May I use your shower, please.” I was going to go to her, but not looking like this. If she was asleep, at least I’d given myself a proper wash. If she was waiting for me, I’d look less like a monster and more like a man. A man she might want to be comforted by. A wishful thinking. That was all just wishful thinking.

      “Of course, Kar. I’ll go find you a clean pair of clothes to wear.” Ronya disappeared to the back room only to come out a moment later. A towel and an old pair of Drek’s clothes dangled from her hands. Anything was better than what I was wearing right now.

      “Thank you,” I said. “For everything.”

      “You’re family. I know you might think you have none, but you’re always welcome here, Kar.”

      A mother figure. Ronya was indeed like a mother figure to me. I hadn’t noticed before. The way she’d taken care of me even after Drek hadn’t been approved for royal guard and I was. She held no bitterness, only support. Always support.

      They’d find out soon enough, so I figured there was no harm in telling them. “Actually, it turns out King Grath is my father.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      Was I disappointed? As if disappointed even began to describe what I felt. I’d sat on every surface in the room, the coffee table included. Unable to still my overwired heart I kept fidgeting with the loose hanging belt of my bathrobe, stood up again only to sit down in a different position. He wasn’t coming. Karmuth wasn’t coming, but I was way past being able to sleep and steered right into the land of insomniac nutcase. One that wasn’t past stalking a said warrior should I be let out of my cage of a room.

      I wasn’t sure what Karmuth could do for me if he was here, all I could focus on was the intense necessity to have him close. I hadn’t had a peachy day, but neither had he. We needed each other to look past this, so why wasn’t he here?

      Minutes ticked by, hours even, and I kept shifting around the room like a big cat in confinement. I’d gone over my mother’s history lesson more times than I could count. King Ilario. Prince Nefari. I was a princess three times over. I hated the title and everything that came with it. I wished to be back in Elverstone at our cottage by the waterfall. Things had been easier then. Brighter. If I could go back I would, but only if Karmuth could come with me. He’d changed everything.

      A murmuring behind my door got me to stand up again and shamble closer.

      “I was beginning to think you weren’t coming.” Sinister’s muffled voice was only barely audible through the thick wood. “Are you wearing a cologne?”

      “Shut up, Sin.” It sounded as if Karmuth swatted at the other man. “Do you think she’s still awake?”

      “Only one way to find out, ain’t there?”

      A short shuffle later a knock reverberated through the wood. I squeaked and jumped away from the door, then reprimanded myself. Wiping my hands on the bathrobe, then swiping at the bathrobe once more to make sure it covered me, not that Karmuth hadn’t already seen me naked, I bought more time to compose myself. As if the seconds I won did anything to calm my racing heart.

      My hand shook as I placed it on the handle and pulled the door open. With my teeth biting into my lower lip I wasn’t able to say a thing as our eyes met and he lowered his hand that was raised to knock once more.

      “Isay,” he breathed in a sigh. “I swear I would’ve come sooner had I not heard you were looking for me just a few minutes ago.”

      I nodded. My throat was too dry to reply and even if it wasn’t I was stunned into silence.

      Karmuth looked comfortable in a pair of faded dark jeans and a simple T-shirt. His hair was wet as if he’d just come from the shower and he looked flushed in the way cool air always brought colour to the skin. With his bright blue eyes roaming over my body hungrily I had to check if the bathrobe hadn’t unintentionally fallen open. It was still perfectly tight around me.

      “Beautiful, are you all right?”

      I nodded again. “I am now. Would you… would you like to come in?”

      Karmuth glanced back at Sinister who gave him a slanted grin. “Just keep it down, would you? I’m not in the mood to stand here with a hard-on for the rest of the night.”

      “That’s not—ah…” Blushing, I took a step back as Karmuth entered my room. He shut the door in Sinister’s smirking face, then leaned his back against it. His intense gaze made my knees weak.

      “Are you…ah… all right?” I asked back. My heart in my throat made my voice hitch.

      “I am now,” Karmuth replied with a small smile.

      I worried at my lip harder, stepping back to the space I’d occupied before he’d entered. He smelled incredible, like excotic spices and the drink I’d had on my mother’s wedding day, before I’d realised the tang of it didn’t do its scent any justice.

      Karmuth’s arms came around me immediately when I stepped into him to press my nose against his collar. He did wear a cologne, an incredibly intoxicating one at that.

      “Isay.” He groaned this time, pulling me tighter into his embrace.

      My shield sent shivers through my skin as one of his hands travelled up my back and into my hair, cradling my head into the crook of his neck where I succumbed to the sweetness of his perfume.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, not finding any words. Would he feel how sorry I was? I hadn’t gotten even a hint of a feeling from him after I’d left him standing before the king. His father? “King Grath? Is he…?”

      “I don’t want to talk about that now,” he murmured against my hair. “I want to talk about us and what you mean to me.”

      “Kar…”

      “Please hear me out, beautiful.”

      I nodded, waiting for him to continue.

      His steady heartbeat sped up. “I know I’m not worth your affection. I wasn’t able to protect you when it mattered the most and I don’t blame you if you despise me. I need you to know you are the only thing keeping me sane right now. Knowing you’re safe comforts me. I don’t want to lose you or the bond between us. I promise not to invade, or misuse the connection if that makes any difference. Please? If I lose this—”

      Raising my head from his shoulder I was just in time to see his throat bobbing. He was truly worried I’d have our bond broken. He’d shut me out… shut me out thinking I didn’t want to be connected to him.

      “Kar…” Okay, I needed to get myself together. If I didn’t say anything worthwhile in the next minute I might as well shoot myself in the foot. “No. I mean yes. I mean I don’t want to break the bond.”

      “You don’t?”

      I shook my head, not able to get any more words out. If I couldn’t talk, I just had to convince him in another way.

      Raising to my tiptoes I reached for his lips. My ankle acted up and I lost my footing for a moment until Karmuth steadied me and met me halfway, capturing my mouth in a hungry kiss. I melted against him audibly sighing. The connection between us slammed open as Karmuth repeatedly sucked at my lips and I pulled at his shirt, forgetting embarrassment and Sinister right on the other side of the door. Desire, sorrow, pain, love burst into me leaving me gasping. So much love. He’d said it before, that he was in love with me, but I hadn’t believed him. The rush of emotions swirling around us confirmed it a thousand times over. His love thwarted my own. So much so that I was ashamed to show him mine, to share it with the same openness he shared his.

      “You did protect me,” I panted when we came up for air. “You took my pain. You shouldn’t have…”

      “Yes I should’ve. Forever and always, your pain will be mine to bear and my love for you is yours.”

      “Doesn’t seem like a fair exchange,” I told him.

      “Having you accept me is worth more than a thousand years of suffering, Isay. I would do anything for you.”

      “Then please make me forget the past twenty-four hours. Let’s pretend we never left this room at all.”

      “Are you asking me to have sex with you, beautiful?”

      I gripped at the fabric of his shirt that I’d managed to pull upwards just enough to reveal his defined six pack. With every part of me burning I gasped, “Yes. If you would leave your manners by the door and your clothes on the floor, that would be the best.”

      “You do not have to ask me twice. I’m yours.”
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      Perfect bliss. Isay underneath me, moaning in pleasure was a perfect bliss. Her soft skin against mine, her nipples brushing my chest with every maddening caress that brought us closer together. She tasted like a summer wine, sweet and divine.

      It had taken a ridiculously short amount of time to get her naked and on her bed. She’d worn nothing under her robe as if getting me to worship her had been her plan all along. Here I was, completely under her control even as she was giving herself over to me.

      I’d gotten it right the first time, slow and sensual was the way to go with Isay, and I took my painful time to make sure every inch of her body knew the touch of my lips before we took this any farther. She writhed under me and lit me afire with need and desire. I drank in her beauty, her golden hair sprawled around the pillow, eyes half lidded and a rosy blush on her cheeks. That sweet mouth of hers parted with a puff of air escaping as I trailed my fingers across her skin to capture her breast.

      Warmth pooled in my heart, pleasant and inviting and an array of golden winged butterflies fluttered in my stomach and across my skin. No, Isay’s skin. I was feeling her within me, attuned to her every response. Her heart was a beautiful beacon of light and heat, sustaining mine with its overflowing rays. Even with the grey mass of stolen ecos mixed to her soul, every part of her was stunning and purer than what I was worthy of possessing. I wasn’t worthy of her, and yet she was offering me more than I could’ve ever asked for. Unconditional love, no judgement, compassion, forever in her arms knowing I was cared for and not alone. Knowing I was loved.

      “Isay, I love you so much,” I whispered against her ear as my fingers found her breast and squeezed. The warmth in her chest grew. “You are my everything.”

      “I feel it,” she sighed, then moaned. “I feel you. You’re gorgeous.”

      Her eyes were hooded when she looked at me.

      “You’re breathtaking. Intense. Kar, you’re so much, and yet I couldn’t get enough.”

      “Beautiful, I haven’t even done more than caress you, you’ll get enough, that’s a promise.”

      Her cheeks reddened and I was pleased to have awakened that flush. With my desire for her overruling nearly every other sensation it went almost unnoticed by me how a surge of heat ignited within her, yearning not unlike my own.

      “I can feel you, too, beautiful,” I groaned, overcome by the intensity of her passion when I zoomed in on the sensation, “and you are more. No words could ever describe what your soul feels like to me.”

      “Why don’t you stop using words then and show me, instead?”

      How about I do just that? Giving one final squeeze to her boob, I released it and nudged her legs open to place myself in her entrance. She was delightfully wet.

      Rubbing myself against her and soaking my erection in her juices, I moaned. “I’ll never stop trying to find words to express my love for you.”

      Her sharp intake and a squeak satisfied me. I slid against her folds again and she whimpered louder. A smile tugged my lips higher and every last bit of suffering withdrew. I was free from the pain and confusion.

      “We’re keeping it quiet, remember?” I grinned when she sucked her lip into her mouth in a sexy and adorable gesture all at once. “Actually, never mind him, I want to hear your pleasure.”

      Isay’s nails dug into my back as I pushed into her. That burn within her intensified as my own blaze roared. We both panted under the surcharge of sensations. A complete overload. So delicious and overwhelming. My first time with Isay had been incredible. This… this was off the charts.

      Rocking inside her, every small movement lighting a new fire I relished in the feel of her. When that was no longer enough I pulled out farther and the friction ignited sparks. Muscles tensing I gave into the carnal need thrumming through me. There was nothing slow about our movements when our pace picked up into a half-crazed pounding. Isay’s hips buckled and raised in the rhythm I called for. The symphony of her moans was not so quiet anymore. Not quiet at all. I loved her voice crying out my name, declaring it like a prophecy. Peace. She declared peace to my soul. Karmuth.

      When we both came her spikes exploded out and we were in an harmonious feeding loop once more.

      “Whoops,” Isay giggled, the shaking of her belly overstimulating my sensitive cock still nestled in her warmth.

      I writhed, panted, then dropped my head on her chest and chuckled while a steady stream of her elevated ecos invaded my pores and a rush of mine was pulled out through her otherworldly tentacles. Mated sex with Isay was undeniably the best thing I’d ever done before, and this little side effect was something I could grow used to. I couldn’t think of a better way to face the unknown of tomorrow’s council meeting than united with my mate. There was nothing that could touch us when we stood together.
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      I awoke in a fuzzy warm cocoon of Karmuth’s embrace, wide awake and rested despite us staying up late to share our respective talks about our family history. Grath’s attitude was inexcusable and I told Karmuth as much when he recounted the reasons the king had kept his secret. I’d been more pissed off than Karmuth himself but he’d also had several hours longer to come to terms with the story.

      A shouting outside my balcony alerted me to the reason I’d woken up. When I attempted to rise and see what was happening in the courtyard Karmuth’s arms tightened around me.

      “It’s just the arriving council,” he murmured groggily against my neck.

      I shivered, my stomach aroused with wildlife while my heart became the sun warming my entire body.

      “They’re here already?” I tried to get up again to get dressed as the realisation of how important today was slammed into my perfect oasis.

      Karmuth’s embrace did not loosen. “We’ve still got time.”

      “So you’re not a morning person?” I inquired, snuggling against him and stretching the bond to get a hint of what he was feeling. And what he was feeling brought a blush to my cheeks.

      “I’m very much a morning person, Isay. I’m ready for anything and everything, but we do not have to get out of bed just yet. The council members can find their own way to the throne room and do not need either of our assistance.”

      I bit my lip. “My father might be there.”

      “Yes he might.”

      “And my grandfather.”

      “Him, too.”

      “It’s going to be a disaster, isn’t it?” I sighed.

      “All the more reason to stay in bed, Isay.”

      While he felt like a steady rock next to me I was getting anxious. “You’re supposed to say: Isay, my love, it will not be a disaster at all.”

      “Isay, my love,” he repeated and my heart leapt out of my chest at his gravelly morning voice calling me that even if I did compel him to say it. “Everything will be alright. I promise you.”

      “This must be the world’s weirdest family reunion.”

      “I’ll be right beside you. As your prince, your guard, and mate, whichever role King Grath will have me play.”

      “You shouldn’t have to play. You’re all of those things, I can’t imagine he’d tell you and then hide it from the rest of the court.”

      “Isay?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I love you.”

      Even though I wanted more than anything to enjoy a morning in bed with Karmuth we did get out soon after. I wasn’t able to silence my anxiety, I might’ve even stirred his, but he shut the bond off from his side to hide it from me. His composure remained perfectly calm as if nothing could touch him. He was crazy good at hiding behind an impenetrable wall and all I wanted was him to let me be the one person he didn’t need to leave on the other side of pure iron barriers.

      When he sauntered to the door to see if Sinister could find him a more presentable set of clothing I sneaked to the window to peek through the curtains. Quite a crowd had gathered in the courtyard, only a few of them death fae. Farther from anyone else in a darker haze, not even attempting to be social, the Felrothians awaited in silence. The shouting had stopped, but the eerie still that now blanketed the courtyard somehow felt worse. I couldn’t make out any distinct shapes among the emotion-feeders. My damaged eye was acting out, showing them all in a darker hue than was normal. I thought I was becoming used to the changed vision, but not being able to see anything other than a collection of black and greys irked me. Somewhere among this fuzz stood King Rothian, but I couldn’t see him.

      Karmuth joined me by the window, pulling my back against his chest and wrapping his arms around me. “Regar will see what he can do about my wardrobe options. I think he’ll go raid Hiko’s closet.”

      “Regar?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the ominous gathering outside.

      “Nobody can stand watch the whole night, beautiful.”

      “And Regar would just abandon his post?” I mumbled, not sure what bugged me about it. I liked Regar, I had absolutely nothing against him. Not even his failure to accompany me to the palace when the court had been attacked. Yet a bitterness laced my words. Sinister had not left my door unguarded, even when I’d asked him to get Karmuth. He’d waited for a maid to walk by to pass on the request.

      “Regar can be simple-minded and task-oriented. He can’t have more than one assignment at any given time. Making him guard the door and wait for the opportunity to find me a decent attire is like swaying a chunk of cheese in front of a dog’s nose while asking it to sit. You don’t have to worry, I am here and he knows it. He wouldn’t leave you completely unattended, not after yesterday.”

      I pouted. After yesterday I wanted to be as certain as Karmuth. He was correct in one thing, he was here with me and that meant I was safe.

      “Do the Felrothians seem a bit off to you?” I asked instead.

      Karmuth stopped nuzzling at my neck and looked at the dark cloud outside. “If you mean they’re more sinister and reclusive than ever, sure they look a bit off. The King is literally scowling at everyone that’s not his subject.”

      “No, that’s not what I—wait, you can see their king?”

      “Beautiful, he’s standing right behind the two guards.”

      I focussed my eyes to the black blurb, but try as I may I could see neither the guards nor their king, only a mass of darkness. “I…ah…am seeing something different entirely,” I said in a quiet voice.

      “What are you seeing, Isay?”

      Pressing my eyes closed I reopened them to the sight of Felrothians, king and all, at the corner of the courtyard until the vision turned all dark again. I was losing my sight altogether?

      “Isay?” Karmuth sounded worried. He turned me around in his arms to look at me. His gorgeous face came into perfect focus behind only a slight layer of darkening hue. It was like wearing sunglasses inside.

      “They…ah… all of them blend together like shadows.”

      I noticed Karmuth fixed his eyes out the window again and his brows furrowed. He was not seeing it. He didn’t have a black eye like I did. A black eye that made me see things that weren’t really there. Come to think of it, Ferro had been hidden in the shadows too when we ran into him. It was a bad, bad sign.

      “Are you sure?” Karmuth asked. His voice was careful, but not judging. He didn’t not believe me, he just searched for confirmation.

      I wasn’t going insane, seeing shadows was perfectly normal in dark fae courts. As if… seeing shadows wasn’t normal anywhere and I was fooling myself if I thought that was okay.

      “They’re all one big black hole,” I assured.

      Karmuth wasn’t looking at the fae any longer but into my eyes. His hands came up to cup my face between them gently. “Is everything all right with your eyes, beautiful?”

      “Aside from the fact that one is black?” A humourless laughter escaped my throat.

      “Yes, aside from that, Isay.”

      He wasn’t letting me go. With undivided attentiveness he studied my face as if it held all the answers. I also felt him open the bond between us to tap into my psyche in utmost care as if he didn’t really know what he was doing and was worried to mess something up should he venture too deep.

      “I’ve been seeing things that are not really there. Darkness mostly. It is shrouding some fae like a cloak. Ferro… he was covered by it. And the fae outside… they are, too.”

      “Is it only the Felrothians, or are the Hessian’s looking shadowed, too?” he asked.

      “The Hessians?” I asked back. I hadn’t seen the Hessians, hadn’t been looking at anything other than the dark shape.

      Karmuth turned me around in his embrace again to face the window once more. I found the darkness right away and got stuck looking at it until Karmuth placed his palm on my cheek to shift my face to the group on the other side of the courtyard.

      My breath caught. Seven bright fae dressed in royal garments lit up their side of the square. “They’re glowing,” I said in awe.

      “I think you’re seeing into their souls, Isay.” Karmuth’s breath caressed my cheek as he said it. He wasn’t even looking at the fae, he’d given them but a short glance.

      “I’m what?”

      “Delther’s feed on ecos,” Karmuth said. “It is not unreasonable to think they can see the force instead of living organisms. You’ve still got a part of their essence in you.”

      “I don’t want it. I don’t want to see the force.”

      Karmuth tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. “Maybe together we can separate the essence and pull it out.”

      “What about my shield? It is powered by it.”

      “I do not know, beautiful. You might need to wear the ring again. We’ll get you a new one, or we’ll do the soul binding ritual. Whatever you want. One thing’s for certain, Isay, you never need to be afraid again.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      I’d never seen the throne room this full. Aside from the three court’s invited representatives, every death fae that managed to smuggle themselves in stood guard around the edges of the room efficiently blocking all the exits and trapping the rest of us in. They were on my side, which was the only reason I felt safe.

      My mother and Grath were seated on their thrones with me, Hiko and Karmuth standing on a higher platform next to them. Regar had indeed raided Hiko’s wardrobe and Karmuth looked as regal as the rest of us and there was no way any of the fae in the room mistook him as only a guard. The rest of the royal guard stood a few steps behind us, fully armed.

      I couldn’t focus on the faces of our visitors, seven Felrothians, seven Hessians and seven from Elverstone. They were all hard to look at for different reasons. Searching for strength I didn’t have, I reached out to Karmuth. Our fingers grazed before he covered my hand with his and squeezed.

      King Grath stood and thumped a staff against the floor to quiet the buzz. Even my breath stilled.

      “I have summoned the council to get justice for the kidnapping and torture of Princess Isay by the court of Felroth and discuss lifting the feeding mandate from the court of Vindica,” Grath announced looking at each individual group solemnly until he faced the shadowed mess where the emotion-feeders stood and his lip curved outward in a snarl. If he ever had good enough relations with Felroth to sleep with Karmuth’s mother, his dislike for them had grown over the years.

      “From what I see, your princess is perfectly fine. If ever she was kidnapped it does not show,” a low growl came from the midst of the shadows. King Rothian, I presumed. “It is outrageous you’d seek justice for something that’s obviously a farce. This gathering is a waste of all of our time.”

      “Shut it, Rothian. It is easy to find out if Grath is lying.” An ethereal calmth filled me as the new voice spoke up. A Hessian covered in light pastellic garment that floated around him as he took a step closer to the throne gave the shadows a distasteful glance before his eyes travelled to me. Tenderness softened his hard edged features into an attractive sight. His eyes studied me as if he intended to memorise every aspect, even the way I shifted closer to Karmuth under his attention. That must’ve been Prince Nefari.

      “Princess Isay,” my father addressed me as if my title was the most natural thing in the world. To him I suppose it was, since he knew all along he was my father. I’d been a princess long before people started calling me that. “Would you like to join me here below, please, so that we can get to the bottom of this?”

      Pressing my lips tight to stop myself from biting at the lower one I searched his glowing figure for any semblance to what I saw in the mirror. I’ve obviously gotten my hair and my eyes from my mother, but the shape of his nose was familiar to me, so was the half-smile on his face.

      “This will not hurt you,” Prince Nefari assured me.

      I looked to my mother, who nodded in encouragement and Karmuth who squeezed my hand one last time before he let go. Hesitantly, I took a step closer to the fae beckoning me. I only made it off the podium when another fae spoke up.

      “May I suggest that the reading is done by someone not related to the princess?”

      I froze in my steps at the authority in that voice. I’d heard that voice exiling me and my mother from Elverstone not too long ago.

      “I suppose that means you’re excluding me, my father and my aunts, yourself and your daughters. Who then would you like to proceed with?” Nefari’s voice held a cold undertone as he turned toward the king of Elverstone. “Certainly, you don’t wish for the reading to be done by a Felrothian?”

      I would have not understood the exchange had my mother not filled me in on my family tree just hours ago.

      King Ilario was old and he looked like it. Fae aged barely noticeably and a few centuries old fae didn’t look much different from their second decade. More than a millenia later my grandfather’s face wrinkled up in just the right places to portray both laugh lines and frowns that were part of his responsibility-filled lifestyle. Surrounded by a greenish hue that was easier to look at than my father’s glow and much better than the darkness of King Rothian, he did not look threatening. His words, however, did not put him on my side.

      I darted my eyes between the three represented courts. Closer now, I could make out a looming shape inside the darkness of Felroth and it was sneering at me.

      “No Felrothian can execute an accurate reading,” another Hessian spoke, his voice smooth like Nefari’s but not as biting. He wasn’t insulting the Felrothians, just stating a fact. He also looked like Nefari with his blond cropped hair and blue eyes, a shade darker than Karmuth’s. That was King Neprion, also my grandfather. “I do not trust your interpreter.”

      King Illario’s interpreter, the only fae in his party apparently not related to me, did not appear offended as if it had been decided long before they arrived that he would be so easily dismissed. I thought Hessia and Elverstone were getting along. It had sounded that way from my mother’s story, but they were definitely not getting along now. Illario had intended to bring the question of my heritage up, and only substituting one eligible option among the fae he brought to do the reading should his concern be taken seriously. What he meant to achieve by it was anyone’s guess. Withholding information? Being the one to control the meeting? Had he planned on somehow using this gathering in his own interest? He had no love for me, that’s for sure.

      “And I do not trust your son,” Illario pointed out.

      “Would anyone care to explain the holdup?” Rothian gritted his teeth. “I don’t care who does the bloody reading as long as it doesn’t take up more of my time.”

      “You should care more,” Illario said. “For a father to make a reading on his daughter is never impartial. For the same reasons none of my family may execute the task.”

      Shock flickered across King Rothian’s features and he appeared less nonchalant then. Way less nonchalant. Shrouded in darkness, he looked worried. “What you’re saying is that you’ve committed treason by keeping an inter-courts child a secret from the rest of the courts. A royal child.”

      “If you think that’s brought our courts closer together you’re wrong,” Prince Nefari countered calmly. “If anything, we’ve never stood more divided.”

      “It was agreed upon to prohibit such relations and yet I stand before a Vindican king mated to a naturel with a daughter that is more mixed than anyone alive should be allowed to be. This meeting should be held about your crimes, not mine.”

      “If you think your court has not committed the same treason you are blind to your subjects misbehaving and should be dethroned as we speak,” Grath’s angry voice boomed over the rest in the throne room.

      How dare he put Karmuth in the middle of this! How dare he use his own son as a weapon!

      “My court does not sleep with an enemy!” Rothian shouted.

      I took a step back. I wanted to go back to Karmuth, but didn’t want to draw more attention to either of us. I was unfamiliar with the proceedings of dealing with mixed blood fae, but it didn’t sound like anything I’d enjoy going through. Looking back at Karmuth made me realise he held no such high self-preservation.

      “Interesting, because I could have sworn my mother was a Felrothian,” Karmuth drawled out as he stepped off the podium to join me between the raging courts. I saw him sharing eye contact with Grath before he moved and disliked my stepfather a little bit more than before. How I managed to hate him and yet consider him better than the rest of the royals was beyond me.

      “I’ve got her skills to prove it,” he continued, “as do I have the skills of my Vindican father and Hessian grandfather. I’m proof that your court has faltered at least twice. We are not here to question the bloodlines, your Majesty. We are indeed here to shed light into your court’s crimes. Our court’s if I may be so forward.”

      “What are you doing?” I hissed. While it comforted me greatly to not be standing on my own against these bickering fools, I didn’t want my ease to come from the account of his welfare. He’d sacrificed himself enough for me when I was being tortured, revealing himself like this served no purpose other than to anger King Rothian further and the Felrothian king was already fuming, with visual effects and all.

      “I will not let you stand judged all on your own, Isay,” he whispered close to my ear so that only I heard him through the shout of King Rothian’s denial.

      “Preposterous lies!”

      “I don’t normally agree with Rothian,” King Neprion said in a much calmer tone, “but it is dubious that any amount of Hessian blood flows in the veins of a dark fae even if your grandfather was one of my court.”

      “How about we do that reading and find out the truth of it?” Karmuth asked. Even though his voice was steady and his posture held a practised stillness some of his nerves filtered through our bond. “There shouldn’t be any objections against Prince Nefari doing the one for me since we are not related. Should that be unacceptable, King Illario’s interpreter will do as well. I have nothing to hide.”

      Stupid man. Stupid selfless brave man putting himself between me and the conflict. I could strangle him for all the self-preservation he showed. Didn’t he know that if he hurt himself it would hurt me, too, even if I didn’t feel it physically? If we stuck together it meant both of us had to take care of ourselves. Karmuth considered himself less important, however.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      I stood in front of Isay, hiding her from the view of all the prying eyes. They could point those hateful stares my way all they wanted but not Isay’s. She had done nothing to warrant this response. Out of every fae in this room, me included, she was the only one I’d entrust with a mixed bloodline and the enhanced power that came with it. I knew for certain if any of them would lay a hand on her there was nothing stopping me from tapping into the unique power within me and destroying each and every one of them.

      The only fae I felt I didn’t have to protect Isay from was Prince Nefari, which was also the reason I’d choose him for my ecos reading. If he meant no harm to his daughter, he’d mean no harm to me once he found out we were mated.

      “Proceed.” King Illario waved his hand in approval.

      Being already afore the rest of his court it only took Nefari four long strides to stand in front of me. His curiosity made him try to catch a closer look at Isay behind me, but I shifted to make him face me, instead.

      “You’ll learn all you need to know about her from me,” I told him quietly, which is when he started taking more interest in me. He didn’t need to read my ecos to come to the conclusions he did.

      He smiled at the queen on her throne, before he looked at me again. “Of course Siya would approve of such an union. Well played. Very well played.”

      “Neither the king nor the queen of Vindica had much of a say.”

      “I’d imagine not. It’s rarely up to the rulers who we bed. I do doubt they condemned it, however, seeing as you stand between me and my daughter.” The Hessian prince had a glint in his eye that hinted of amusement.

      “They called it a powerful pairing. You’ll find out for yourself as to why.” I offered him my hand and he took it. Unlike when Isay and I touched without her barrier between us, Prince Nefari’s life force did not immediately jump at me. I’d expected it to, which is why I kept a tight rein on my abilities to save myself from a crime there was no coming back from.

      “There’s no need for all of that. A practised life fae can keep their ecos contained from any prying forces. Siya should have thought of teaching the princess before bringing her here.”

      “She’s found her own methods,” I assured Nefari.

      “I’d imagine she’d need to,” he said with a smile before a tug at my life force made my heart momentarily stop. “Stay still, Prince Karmuth, it will be a lot easier not to mess things up if you do,” Nefari murmured while the scene from Grath’s study last night already played in front of my wide open eyes. Then the one from the throne room when Isay announced who my grandfather was made Nefari nod in recognition.

      “A strong pairing, indeed,” he agreed. “Even if his blood runs cold in you.”

      “His blood doesn’t run—”

      “I said stay still,” Nefari reminded me.

      I shut my mouth as he kept tugging at my ecos, releasing the strands he’d already gone through back into my pores. He had the decency to skip my night with Isay all together, which made me like him a little more.

      “There it is,” Prince Nefari said a lot louder for the entire audience to hear.

      Before my eyes I cradled Isay in her bloody and shredded garments in my arms, carrying her through the corpse littered warehouse. She was crying so hard her body shook in my embrace. Through the haze of the scene I noticed the Prince’s lips press together. The scene backtracked to the cell where Isay had been chained and Nefari gritted his teeth.

      “The princess was held in a warehouse,” the Hessian said aloud. His voice held none of the amusement from before, it was cold and rough. “This warrior here found her in chains.”

      An evil laugh choked out of King Rothian. “Anyone could have put her in chains.”

      He looked like the perfect villain with a black cloak concealing most of his features. It was easy to imagine his image fading into a dark shadow as Isay had described earlier. With his pale skin the only contrast it was hard to think he’d ever seen the sunlight. He did not fear appearing insane. If he thought any of this theatrics would work in his favour he’d likely never seen a father see his daughter in the state Isay had been in on the very first day of meeting her. My heart had broken finding her on the floor of that cell.

      We backtracked even more to the guard wreaking havoc on the fae inside the warehouse all the while Rothian spat insults on the whole process of ecos reading. Then the whole invasion played out in the correct order until I found Isay on the floor again, then killed my own mother. I gritted my teeth at that until Prince Nefari let it go and I was rushing out of my apartment to the sight of Felrothians invading Vindica.

      “Vindica was attacked the very same morning,” the prince narrated. “By none other than Felrothian soldats.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” King Rothian roared.

      “You not knowing about the attack will not win you any brownie points, Rothian. I’d rather you confess to orchestrating it and get to pressing charges.”

      “You must be joking, Nefari, if you think I’ll give myself in.”

      I had no voice in this. I was ordered to stand still and let the prince do his thing. I would not even move a muscle. Biting my tongue was harder than I expected. When a small hand touched my back it got a little bit easier. I took a deep breath and concentrated on Isay’s presence behind me. We were in this together.

      The image in front of my eyes had me in the circle of emotion-feeders and then pulling out their life forces with no effort whatsoever. Nefari raised an eyebrow as the fight ended up with all of my opponents dead, but he didn’t comment on it. My frantic search for Isay later I ended up on the ground screaming in pain. Nefari cursed.

      “The Felrothians did kidnap the princess and tortured her.”

      “How can you say that from reading the warrior,” King Illario sounded doubtful. It easily sounded like Nefari was lying.

      “He is mated to her and their bond is very strong.”

      “That just can’t be true,” a female from Elverstone said. “It would be wise to switch the interpreter before we hear even more nonsense. No two fae of different courts can build a bond in mere weeks. How long has the princess been in Vindica?”

      “Almost three weeks now,” Grath responded from the throne.

      The woman laughed. “You expect me to believe they mated in three weeks?”

      “The warrior did confess to a distant Hessian bloodline,” Prince Nefari said. “There is proof in his ecos to believe it is true. Two Hessians will easily form a strong bond if their union is fated.”

      I swallowed. I didn’t want my bond with Isay examined. It was personal. It was ours. The most amazing thing to ever happen to me. The fae court’s denial of my luck to land a woman like Isay was burning acid in my stomach. I needed to stay still.

      I was going through the whole pain routine down in the dungeon when a small gasp sounded from behind me. Isay had somehow connected to the slideshow. She hadn’t wanted to see Ferro’s execution but it was getting imperiously closer. I urged her to let go, but if mind reading was a thing, it wasn’t working. The queen came and went. I stood by Ferro’s cage, then before him, then slammed my fist into his face, then the gates opened and life flooded my veins.

      “Impossible,” the prince gasped, releasing my life force to stare at me with a struck expression.

      “What is?” King Illario asked.

      “The warrior carries Hessian essence. He has the access to life itself.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      The throne room roared into shouts of prosecution and disbelief. I pressed myself tighter against Karmuth for comfort, but even he couldn’t fight off this mob should they decide to off us because of our bloodlines.

      “No dark fae can access life, certainly not a death fae,” King Illario called over the rest of the crowd. “Light blood is always overwritten. Distant Hessian bloodline wouldn’t even leave a mark behind, let alone accessible power. Besides, life and death do not mix.”

      “I saw it,” Prince Nefari said. “It is within him.”

      I looked to Karmuth for confirmation, but he still stood motionless despite Nefari letting go of his hand, done with the reading it seemed.

      “Nothing you said is true,” a Felrothian croaked in the midst of their fog. “Listen to him. He’s clearly making this up to support his daughter. I thought relatives were not allowed to do the reading. If the man is mated to Nefari’s daughter then what does it make him? I call it blasphemy.”

      “My son is no liar!” King Neprion’s voice sounded angry and rough. His tall form glowed brighter as if to repel the emotion-feeder’s words.

      My eyes hurt. I gripped at Karmuth’s shirt and he finally moved, bringing one of his hands to my side. I rested my face on his shoulder. I was just tall enough to see over him with my nose pressed against his shirt. My father was done assessing the room, he admired the thrones behind us, instead. My mother’s throne.

      Shifting my head I peeked at her next to Grath. Her posture tense, she leaned forward on her throne as if to stand and charge the visitors at any given moment. Her knuckles were white from holding onto the armrests, likely the only thing stopping her from doing just that.

      “Karmuth’s heritage is not the question here,” King Grath shouted. “What we’re here to discuss is my stepdaughter’s kidnapping.”

      “Everything is the question here,” the same Felrothian responded. “If Nefari lies about one thing, he could just as well lie about the rest.”

      Even though everyone was riled up, they somehow managed to remain in their own designated circles. Other than my father, nobody else had stepped away from their group. The three of us in the middle were singled out by the very definition of the word.

      “For heaven’s sake, somebody do a reading on the girl, then.” Princess Lielle of Elverstone stood next to her father, my grandfather.

      I’d never considered it before, although I’d seen her several times from afar when I’d lived in the court, but she looked so much like my mother. Same golden brown hair, the very same raised cheek-bones, the curve of her lips. It was hard to imagine I’d not made the connection earlier. Like my grandfather, she obviously had no love for me. It made me wonder if my mother was the oldest of the sisters. Besides Lielle, King Illario had two other daughters with him. Out of all the other royals, he’d been blessed with children. No wonder he’d sent us out so easily. I was not bitter. No, not at all.

      “I’ll do it,” a woman amongst Hessians spoke up. I wasn’t polished in my royal courts’ studies and had no clue who she was. Obviously not related to me, since that was the one rule we weren’t going to breach during this hearing. The only thing I did see was that she was stunning. Her long hair curled up at the ends.

      “Out of the question,” King Rotten, sorry, King Rothian denied.

      When the woman laughed it sounded like birds chirping, like a ripple of a spring, a forgotten melody. “It is common knowledge that I do not approve of my mate’s early practices. There is no reason I shouldn’t be allowed to read her.”

      My mother leaned her back against her throne, shoulders slumping as Nefari’s mate walked closer to us in a lazy and sensual gait. The prince shook his head disapprovingly, but didn’t object.

      “My interpreter would be a wiser option,” King Illario said, but all eyes were on the woman now. She somehow enchanted the room with her presence.

      “Please do not hurt her,” Nefari begged.

      “Oh honey, you really do have this little faith in me. I’m wounded.” She winked.

      “Devina, please.”

      “I will not hurt your precious daughter, hon. But I will get the truth.” Devina had no intention to hide their quarrel. A glint in her eyes made me think she enjoyed the attention, positive, negative, didn’t matter. She wanted to be seen. “Come out, come out wherever you are,” she called as if I was intentionally hiding behind Karmuth.

      I was intimidated, yes. But I could handle this. The whole situation. I could most certainly handle the reading. All I needed to do was stand still, that’s all.

      I stepped out from behind Karmuth. While he didn’t look happy about it, he also did not stop me.

      “Look at you,” Devina sighed. “Don’t you look just like your mother? Hon, doesn’t she look just like her mother? Is that why you’re so protective of her? Because she looks like your precious Princess Siya.” She raised her hand to her mouth. “Whoops, queen now I suppose. What do you know? Disowned, exiled and yet made queen. Some fae just have it all.”

      I did not like her, but I did raise my eyes off the floor where I’d pinned them to stare at her perfect pair of eyes underneath perfect pair of eyebrows. I hated her so much!

      Her eyes widened as they met my gaze, but not because she baulked away from my fiery stare. No, she was seeing my deformity for the very first time. “What have they done to you, darling?”

      I gritted my teeth. She had no business sounding this caring. I stretched out my hand aggressively. “Why don’t you find out what happened to me yourself?”

      “Feisty. Must’ve gotten that from your mother. Nefari, I’m afraid, has no such tendencies.”

      My father looming beside Devina looked defeated. We hadn’t talked yet, hadn’t exchanged a word whatsoever. It was the first time I’d seen him at all, yet I knew his eyes were speaking to me. Asking for forgiveness, for understanding. I hoped we’d have a chance to see if he deserved it.

      Devina’s palm was silky against mine. Of course it was. Everything but her personality was perfect. When she wrapped her fingers through mine she smiled.

      “Stay still, yada yada, you know the drill.”

      I gasped when a pull at my life force made me breathless and then I faced the delthers again.

      “Your daughter really is a firecracker. This ecos will take a while to unravel. It is all messed up and intertwined with none other than a delther—seven of them? Girl, you really don’t know what’s good for you, do you? Drawing from seven delthers all at once is a rookie mistake. Drawing from a delther at all is stupid. I’m not saying you’re stupid, princess, but this scene clearly did not require your interference. Death fae running for their lives? Totally acceptable if they didn’t make it.”

      I could not reply. I’d seen Karmuth reprimanded for replying, so I was left to listen to her monologue that kept the rest of the audience captivated. Me? I had hot coals steaming in my belly. I hated her. I hated her!

      “Isay, relax,” Karmuth whispered in my ear. “It is for the show.”

      I wasn’t so sure of it as the woman tugged around my life, unravelling parts meant to be left untouched, things that had absolutely nothing to do with my kidnapping. With a lump in my throat and tears in my eyes I let her see my deepest fears. She stopped her theatrics for a moment, nodded and the scene from yesterday appeared in front of my eyes.

      Devina clucked her tongue. “Someone has been a bad, bad fae. You have one guess as to who.” Dropping my hand she looked at King Rothian. “Your lovely Lord Terwyl has not survived whatever experiment it is you put him up for, I’m afraid. He met a rather unfortunate end. I would almost think this meeting is called only to rile the courts up. The judgement has already been made. Everyone physically involved in the princess’ kidnapping is dead. Yes, you heard me, the princess was indeed kidnapped. A dreary story, really. I doubt you wish for the details.”

      “I want Rothian to answer for his crimes!” King Grath gritted his teeth, standing up from his throne. “For years he’s got us living like rats. Enough is enough!”

      “You should be happy nobody is charging you with treason, having a fae from Elverstone sitting beside you and all,” Devina replied. “I’m sorry, I have to vote no on both of your requests. No, King Rothian will not be punished and no, you shall not be granted more feeding grounds. Anyone else have a different opinion?” She looked around the throne room.

      King Illario was first to cast his vote. “No on both accords.” His daughters all followed with the same response.

      Prince Nefari shook his head sadly. “No on both accords, I’m sorry.”

      From there, everyone else said the same exact thing, leaving out the ‘sorry’. King Rothian rejoiced. That ShitFace would get away with just about anything, wouldn’t he?

      “What about the halflings?” King Illario brought this to attention.

      “What about them? They’re coming to Hessia, of course.” Davina said as if this was already decided and talked over.

      “What?” I gulped.

      “What?” my grandfather repeated in a more angry voice.

      “Naturally.” Devina said as if truly it was the most natural thing in the world, then pointed at me. “This one has only months until her insurrection and delthers mixed to her ecos. A bad combination all around. She needs guidance that only our court can provide. And that one—” she pointed at Karmuth— “has got some freaky powers that we surely need to get to the bottom of.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying—”

      “No, what are you saying, Illario? Surely you do not intend to execute your own granddaughter. You would have done that years ago if you had the heart to do it. You had your chance. Now it’s our turn.”

      Speechless I turned to look at Karmuth, to look at my mother, the guard next to their throne. Karmuth took my hand and squeezed it. We’d be together. At least we’d still be together. Come what may.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

          

          ISAY

        

      

    

    
      The court hearing disbanded, leaving only the Hessians behind. Once it was decided that our fate would be solely for the life fae to decide the other courts took their leave. My Elverstone grandfather didn’t even look at me or my mother as he turned his back on us. I didn’t see him again. The Felrothians were more than happy to flee after their loud shouts of denial were overturned, and still went unpunished. Nobody asked if King Rotten knew of Lord Terwyl’s actions. Nobody seemed to care if he’d been planning something even bigger than my abduction.

      Prince Nefari stepped closer to me. We were facing each other for the first time ever and he caught me off guard by reaching out, tugging up my chin with one hand and brushing hair out of my face with the other. Karmuth beside me growled, but all my father did was take a closer look at my black eye. Actually, that was not completely true. Through the skin contact I felt a tug at my life force similar to the one I felt during Devina’s reading.

      I took a step back and he dropped his hands.

      “Apologies, princess. I got curious.”

      I didn’t reply, just stared at him in return with my one green one black eye like a perfect abomination. Karmuth released my hand only to place it around my back and pull me against his side. I wrapped my arms around him in return. He felt solid and comforting.

      “We can restore your eye if you come to Hessia,” Prince Nefari said.

      “When,” Devina corrected him. “When she comes to Hessia, not if.”

      The prince gave me an apologetic smile. “Yes of course, Dev. I just hoped to not come out as imposing as you. You need to remember she grew up with Siya, after all.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” my mother asked, but she wasn’t angry. She was grinning. It didn’t do wonders to my already confused state. Rising from her throne she came off the podium with arms wide open. “Devina, how great to see you. How long has it been?”

      The mean fae hugged my mother like they were the best of friends even though I’d never heard a word about her.

      “I’m sorry about the theatrics, Siya, but we really cannot afford the dispute no matter how much I’d like to see King Rothian burn.” She didn’t sound mean any longer. Even the tone of her voice had changed.

      “I am not the one you need to apologise to, Dev,” my mother said after they’d released each other. Dev. She’d called her with the same nickname Prince Nefari had.

      Devina looked to Grath who had not stood up from his throne yet, and did not look pleased with any of what had gone down during the council meeting. Welcome to the club, stepdad. Welcome to the freaking club.

      “Him?” Devina asked. “You can’t be serious.”

      My mother tilted her head, then shook her head. “No, silly, I meant Isay. I know you well enough to not ask you to get along with Vindicans.”

      There it was. She knew her well. “Would someone please tell me what is going on?”

      Devina turned to face me. “Hey, kiddo. I don’t really despise your mother. We were good friends actually before she swooped in and seduced my affianced. There’s no bad blood, yeah?”

      “Kiddo?” I gawked at her. “No bad blood?” I repeated like the broken record I was. However, no other witty response came to me. None whatsoever.

      “I don’t think Isay found your apology sincere enough,” my father smiled. His voice was soothing and my stomach squeezed in nostalgia that I had no business feeling.

      If he thought I found his comments any better he was wrong. I didn’t. I preferred someone to start talking about the things I was concerned about. Like going to Hessia. Not that I minded a sightseeing tour in one of the realm’s best kept territories, it just didn’t sound like a holiday and I didn’t have an option to refuse. Someone better get to it soon.

      “Beautiful,” Karmuth murmured into my hair. “Your emotions are going haywire. Breathe.”

      I took a deep breath as he instructed, then worked on closing the bond like he’d done on me earlier this morning.

      “No, don’t shut me out,” Karmuth said. “Please. Just keep breathing.”

      Chewing on my lip I stopped the effort, vulnerable with him feeling my anxiety now that he’d pointed it out.

      “I’m sure the explanation will come shortly.”  His breath caressed my cheek. The more I focussed on him the easier it was to breathe.

      “Thank you,” I whispered back.

      “Nefari, we need to talk about you whisking my daughter away,” I heard my mother say and pulled myself out of the comfortable cocoon Karmuth had managed to sink me into. “As much as I appreciate the sudden interest, I’ve managed to raise her all on my own so far and will continue to do so without your interference.”

      So formal. She sounded like she was issuing a decree of sorts, not talking to the man that had something to do with my conceivement. Was she purposely remaining unattached?

      “Siya, dear, have you seen her eye?” Prince Nefari shook his head. “We can help and will do so. She is my daughter too, and she has no clue what to do with the power within her. She needs to be taught.”

      “Where were you the past nineteen years? Do not tell me what Isay needs. You do not know her.”

      “I am deserving of your wrath, but you can’t possibly think that staying here is better for her. I promise I will keep her safe. The Felrothians do not dare to breach Hessia. The warrior will be with her, too. I assure you, she’ll be well taken care of.”

      “What changed?” my mother asked. “You wouldn’t be offering it if Neprion hadn’t approved it. So what changed? You came with a scheme to fool the courts. You intended to take her from me before you even walked in.”

      Nefari sighed. “You are right. We did.”

      “So what changed?” my mother asked again.

      “We’re unable to produce an heir.” Complete silence. Then a sigh. “My father is old and wary. He will not rest until our bloodline is secured. Only, we’ve had no success.”

      “It’s only been nineteen years,” my mother commented. “You haven’t even recovered from the last blooming. You can’t possibly say you’re unable.”

      Nefari gave a lopsided smile, although sad. “We called upon a collecting to proceed early. Every life fae offered their ecos to give us the chance of conceiving. Yes, dear, we are unable. Neprion doesn’t have a century to wait. He is fading. So believe me when I say this, Isay is precious for Hessia. And when her insurrection opens up her full potential we will guide her through it.”

      He wanted me to play the role of a princess. To actually be a princess. I would’ve laughed had I not felt like crying. He needed me. Now? He needed me now when I was old enough not to need him.

      “And Karmuth?” King Grath asked.

      “Your boy will be safe, too. I did not lie when I said that he has access to life.”

      Grath nodded once, then walked out of the throne room. No objections? Nothing. He just left. My mother did not have a lot of sway to let us stay. It seemed like we were really leaving.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

          

          KARMUTH

        

      

    

    
      I wouldn’t say I had a good feeling about this, but I also did not not have a good feeling about this, which was about as good as it could get at this point. I was alive, Isay was alive, Vindica would go on the same way it had for the past fifty years with Queen Siya strengthening the court. I wouldn’t need to see King Grath and pretend I didn’t wonder how different my life would have been had I known he was my father. I also wouldn’t see Hiko. That hurt more.

      “Come now, we’re leaving in ten,” Devina ushered. “We’ve already overstayed our welcome.”

      “You’re being overdramatic.” Prince Nefari shook his head, but he was smiling.

      I liked him. While Isay had a hard time coming to terms with the revelation and Nefari’s plan—I knew she did, because I felt it—I wasn’t as worried as I likely should’ve been. There was something about her father that immediately made me feel comfortable. I hadn’t minded sharing my ecos with him and showing him my thoughts. Unlike my own father, Nefari seemed to sincerely care for Isay, even though he’d been distant all of her life. There had to be a reason for it. For all of it. Joining the Hessians we would have time to find out, and Isay would be able to get to know her father. She might think she didn’t want to right now, but I remember sitting in that armchair in her room, staring at her wrapped up in the blankets and telling me she wasn’t ready to let the memory of her father go.

      Me? Oh, I definitely was. That man had chosen not to be part of my life, he’d walked out on me just like he’d walked out of the throne room, without looking back. He hadn’t come out to say goodbye thirty minutes later when a servant had brought my bags, even my dadao. Most of the other fae I got along with had gathered in the courtyard.

      Drek and Ronya.

      Sinister and Regar.

      Sela…

      “Leaving already?” She purred walking closer to me with those hips swaying. Nothing wrong with the sight, but I was not looking.

      “Afraid I don’t have a choice,” I shrugged. I wasn’t complaining, not really.

      Sela bit her lip, she did it different to Isay. I wouldn’t say seductively, since the gesture did nothing to stir my desire. “I was hopeful you’d come see me for one last time.”

      “The plans for our departure were abrupt. Besides, you know I wouldn’t have come, because of—”

      “Isay.” We said her name together just as she hobbled out of the palace fighting a maid for the handle of her suitcase. I grinned at her tugging the giant thing along once the maid finally gave up helping. She wore a light summery dress, not the same she’d had on the first time I’d seen her, but the imagery was not unlike when she’d first arrived in Vindica. She hadn’t been helped with her suitcase then, either, but more due to everyone pointedly avoiding her and not her stubbornness to do it on her own. Oh, she’d hated dragging that thing up the stairs. Hated the whole court, really. So much had changed.

      When Isay stopped next to me and took a moment to look at the death fae gathered to say their farewells she did not scowl but gave a shy smile instead.

      “It’d be too much to ask for a goodbye kiss?” Sela asked. I’d forgotten she was still there, my eyes stuck on Isay and the way she radiated life.

      I didn’t mind when she squinted her eyes at Sela. “From my mate? Most certainly not.”

      Sela laughed. “I remember you saying he wasn’t your taste.”

      “You can’t really say before you get a taste, can you?” Isay mused.

      Sela laughed again. “I really wish I’d had a chance to get to know you. We would’ve gotten along.”

      “As long as you keep your hands off Karmuth, we will. I’m sure we’ll get the chance. My mother lives here, after all.”

      I gave Sela a smile, all that I was allowed to do.

      Isay did not stop Ronya from hugging me after Sela stepped away, though. “We’re going to miss you, Kar. Will you write to us?”

      “If I’m able,” I looked to the Hessians waiting on the far side of the courtyard. The king tapped his hand against his cloak impatiently as if goodbyes bored him. The queen held herself like she was above everyone here in the court. And then there was Devina. I couldn’t figure her out, but she was certainly a force to be reckoned with. Isay’s father might allow it, though. “You’re the first one I’ll write to.”

      “Princess,” Ronya nodded at Isay. “I’m sure you’ll take care of him.”

      “It will most likely be the other way around. I will do my best, however.” Isay smiled at her. She was absolutely stunning when she smiled. “I’m glad to see you’re all right. I would’ve loved to get to know you. Karmuth feels strongly about you, the both of you.”

      Ronya’s eyes teared up and Drek coughed. “Such a sweet thing to say.”

      “It’s true,” Isay confirmed, making me look at my feet and dig my hands into my pockets.

      “Oh hell,” Drek cursed. “Come here, boy.” He pulled me into a hug too and patted my back.

      I officially didn’t like goodbyes when Hiko and the guard replaced Drek and Ronya. “Brothers for a day and you’re already leaving.”

      “We’ve been brothers for a whole lot longer.”

      “It won’t be the same without you,” Regar pouted.

      “I’m sure it’s just my tight ass you’ll miss,” I laughed.

      “Don’t—” Regar raised his hand dramatically. “Yeah, just don’t.”

      “I’ll miss you too, although not your ass. Just not my style.”

      “You sure know how to break my heart,” Regar said.

      “You’ve got the wrong brother. You’ll have Hiko, you’ll be fine.”

      “So will you.”

      “Yeah. So will I.”

      I embraced both Regar and Hiko. Sinister just gave me a nod.

      “It’s time to go!” Devina called out.

      I grabbed Isay’s hand and together we walked towards our fate. I’ll be fine. We’ll be fine. Nothing could touch us if we stood together.

      “I’ll be with you, forever and always,” I told her. “Come what may. We will get through it all, beautiful.”

      She squeezed my hand. “I know we will.”

      

      
        
        THE END
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It’s said some lives are linked across time

        I often thought we were two of those lives.

      

      

      As the sun cast long shadows across the attic, Tammy stood by the window, her gaze fixed on an unexpected sight below. A man and a little girl emerged from their car, their presence an intrusion upon the very essence of her home. The house she had haunted for over a century and a half had now become the center of their attention. A shiver of curiosity and apprehension ran down her spectral spine. Who was this man, and what compelled him to breach the sanctity of her home?

      In death, Tammy had become an enigma, forever tied to the house where her life had met a tragic end. The passage of time had not dulled her possessive attachment to this place. She watched, an ethereal guardian, as the man wandered about, seemingly unaware of the history that clung to every corner. How could he not know that she still lingered here, an entity unable to move on?

      Hadn’t the realtor informed him of her presence? Tammy's ethereal form had thwarted every previous attempt to occupy her space. Cleaners had been hired, only to flee in terror after encountering inexplicable occurrences. Tammy chuckled at the memory, remembering the countless times she had manifested her presence without ever revealing her true form—how they had trembled before an invisible force. All she would do is sigh, and they would leave.

      Tammy had scared them off, tired of watching them cry in fear as they worked. She couldn’t fathom why they were frightened since she never allowed them to see her, her dress, a poignant relic of her untimely demise, had been a silent testament to her past. Blood-stained and hauntingly beautiful, it was a reflection of the pain she had endured. Over time, Tammy had discovered the art of transformation, of appearing in different guises, concealing her ghostly appearance. Strangers were not welcome in her home; her father had given her this house, promising it to her when he moved out. But he had been unable to save her from her untimely demise.

      The man's arrival signaled an uncharted territory—a child accompanied him; a sight Tammy had never before witnessed on her property. A pang of curiosity tugged at her incorporeal essence. How could she continue to haunt this house with the innocence of a young girl now residing within its walls? Drawn by an inexplicable fascination, Tammy descended the stairs, her spectral presence hovering between the realms of curiosity and trepidation. Intrigued, she wanted to catch a closer glimpse of the father and daughter.
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        * * *

      

      Max stood before the majestic house, awe coursing through him like a river. The beauty and elegance of the place were undeniable, yet its long years of vacancy puzzled him. How could a gem like this remain unclaimed for over a century? Max's curiosity extended to the supernatural. Was there truth to the rumors of haunting that had circulated over the years? He was about to unlock the secrets that lay within and find out if it was true or false.

      His four-year-old daughter, Rene, tugged at his sleeve, her eyes fixated on the ocean. “Daddy, can I play in the water, please?”

      That was Max's only concern about the house—it was across the street from the Pacific Ocean. Bending down to her level, he held her gaze as he spoke. “Rene, listen carefully, and then repeat after me. You must never go near the water alone. The ocean can be dangerous. Now, say it back to me.”

      “Stay away from the water; it’s dangerous, " Rene recited.

      “And never cross the street without me,” Max added.

      Rene watched her father intently. “And never cross the street.”

      “Perfect. I love you so much, which is why I tell you these things.” Max kissed her nose before setting her down. As a father, Max's concern was not only for the water but for every step Rene took. Their bond was a fortress of trust and guidance. Rene's tiny voice echoed his teachings, a testament to their unbreakable connection.

      With his daughter's safety paramount, Max's gaze turned to the sprawling backyard—a canvas of nature's beauty. Amidst the flowers and trees, he felt a newfound sense of belonging. The scent of roses enveloped them, a sweet embrace from the surroundings. Max's heart swelled with contentment; he knew this was their fresh start.

      “Let’s go explore the backyard. I can see the flowers from here.” The property was truly spectacular, spanning five acres.

      Most of it comprised a vast flower garden with beautiful trees and shrubs adorning every corner. Max inhaled the salty sea air, feeling confident that he had made the right decision to move here. Placing the suitcases on the ground, he took Rene’s hand, and they strolled amidst the roses, loving the delightful fragrance. Max couldn’t believe this was their new home—he could spend hours simply sitting outside.

      “Are we ready to check out our new home?” he asked, grinning.

      “Yes!” Rene shouted with excitement, bouncing up and down.

      Excitement filled the air as Max gazed at their new home, a wide grin on his face. He turned to Rene, who couldn't contain her enthusiasm, bouncing up and down with joy. The moment had arrived—their new beginning was here. He couldn’t believe this was his and Rene’s new home, and he knew the best thing he could have done was move here.

      Climbing the stairs, Max was greeted by a sight that took his breath away. The house exuded an enchanting charm that seemed to have frozen time. Every piece of furniture, a testament to a bygone era, stood as a century-old treasure. Area rugs adorned the floors in shades of blue and gray, blending seamlessly with the surroundings. The wooden floors bore the marks of age with pride, and the faint scent of lemon oil hinted at recent care lavished upon the place.

      Yet, as Max stepped into one of the bedrooms, an icy chill raced down his spine. A shiver rippled through him, causing him to pause and scan the room, perplexed. Windows and doors were tightly shut—there was no reason for this icy breath touching his skin. Dismissing the odd sensation, he carried on exploring, Rene following close behind.

      “Daddy, look at this room! Can I keep these dolls?” Rene's eyes sparkled with hope as she pointed to a collection of forgotten toys.

      Max smiled, promising to inquire about the doll’s owner. The room, a haven of innocence, tugged at his heartstrings. Rene’s voice echoed with a touch of longing as she asked, “Can you sleep here with me?”

      “No, but I’ll be in the room next door. Just call out, and I’ll be here in a second. It seems someone has already made the beds and tidied up the house. I’ll have to thank the realtor for that,” Max remarked, surveying the surroundings. “Let’s get the groceries from the car, and I’ll make us some lunch. How about hotdogs?”

      “Yes, I’m hungry,” Rene replied eagerly.

      “The movers will deliver our belongings tomorrow.”

      “Daddy, is Grandma going to live here with us? I miss Grandma.”

      Max crouched down to be at eye level with Rene. “Sweetheart, remember I told you that Grandma is in heaven? She’s watching over you and will always be right here, in our hearts.” Max gently placed his hand over Rene’s chest. “I love you. We still have each other, and we’ll be fine. Let’s find the kitchen.” He scooped up his daughter and carried her downstairs.

      Max missed his mother-in-law dearly. If it hadn’t been for her, he didn’t know how he would have coped when his wife ran off with a man she had met at a club she frequented. Rene was just six months old at the time, and that had been four years ago. A year later, someone fatally shot his ex-wife and her fourth boyfriend at a bar. Max shed tears at her passing—she was Rene’s mother, and he had once believed he loved her.
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        * * *

      

      In a different corner of the house, an ethereal presence observed this unfolding chapter of their lives. Tammy, a specter who yearned for the family she never had, couldn't help but be drawn to Max and his little girl Rene. Their genuine love and the shared laughter tugged at her soul. Despite her ghostly existence, Tammy's longing to belong, to feel the warmth of love, remained palpable.

      Tammy watched as the man and his daughter settled into her home, her heart heavy with the weight of longing. She had always wanted a family but her life had been cut short before she had the chance. Now she was stuck here, watching other families playing on the beach without ever being able to join them. Now she had a family living in her house.

      But there was something different about this family. Max seemed kind and loving, and his daughter was full of life and laughter. Tammy couldn't help but feel drawn to them, even though she knew she shouldn’t allow herself to become involved with their daily lives.

      Tammy has always been told never to show herself to living people. She has a few times and regretted it. But she wouldn’t show herself to this father and daughter. She wouldn’t want to scare them.

      As Max unpacked the groceries in the kitchen, Tammy floated over to him, her ghostly form invisible to his eyes. She watched as he cooked the hotdogs, his movements sure and effortless. He seemed so at home here, so comfortable in her house.

      Tammy longed to feel that sense of belonging again. She longed to be a part of this family, to feel the warmth of their love envelope her.

      Tammy would never scare anyone away she couldn’t help it if someone was scared of her. Sometimes she would be so excited to see a live person she would forget and show herself. She felt bad when they screamed and ran away.

      So she decided to help this family. She started with small things—whispering encouraging words to Max when he was feeling down, pointing out signs he might not have noticed, and cleaning the counters off to help him with little things. She even found a new teddy bear for Rene while they were unpacking in the bedroom and placed it on her bed just before they came upstairs.

      Tammy wanted this family to feel at home in her house she wanted Rene to know that someone was always watching over her. Even though Tammy was a lost soul, at least that’s what she thought she was. She would have to ask Katherine her angel if that were true. She still had the power to spread love and joy throughout the house—something she wouldn't hesitate to do as long as this family stayed here. Tammy realized she never wanted them to leave.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Tammy had been observing the little girl, Rene, for the past two months and couldn’t find anything wrong with her. She often played with Tammy’s dolls, holding them by their arms. Tammy contemplated correcting Rene’s doll-handling technique but didn’t want to frighten the young girl. Once, Rene accidentally ripped the arm off one of the dolls and cried until her father sewed it back on.

      Max frequently received calls from people interested in purchasing his paintings. Currently, he is working on a breathtaking piece depicting the Pacific Ocean during a brewing storm.

      Tammy observed as beautiful women sat for Max, posing for portraits that they intended to give as gifts to their husbands. They came from the city she could tell they knew nothing about the house. She would listen as they tried to seduce Max. She couldn’t blame them for being attracted to Max’s irresistible charm, particularly the dimple on his chin. On one occasion, while watching them, Tammy giggled out loud, causing Max to glance around as if he had heard her.

      Despite her initial attempts to reclaim her space, Tammy found herself in a unique bond of cohabitation with Max. An unspoken understanding arose between them—a dance of relocating belongings, a gentle push and pull of ownership. In a way, she marveled at Max's dedication to his art, even if he seemed unaware of the repeated transfers between attic and basement.

      

      She often wondered if he realized he had relocated the same trinket two or three times. Eventually, Tammy settled in the bedroom down the hall from Rene, where she kept her belongings.

      

      Tammy was growing fond of this family, so much so that she had to force herself not to start a conversation with them, despite desperately wanting to. She knew it would be against the rules; Katherine, her angel, would surely be displeased if she did.

      But whenever Max and Rene were in the same room together, Tammy was drawn like a moth to the flame. She loved watching them laugh together over silly jokes or whisper secrets in each other’s ears as they curled up on the couch and read stories from books.

      These moments made Tammy feel warm inside; she could never experience it for herself, but it felt like she was included just by being there with them - even if they couldn't see her. So instead of scaring them away, Tammy stayed close and silently observed their relationship grow stronger.

      Tammy's heart pounded with conflicting emotions as she watched Max and Rene's idyllic moments unfold before her eyes. Being drawn to their warmth was torture, knowing she could never truly be a part of their lives. Every fiber of her being yearned to speak to them, connect, and share in their laughter and love, but she couldn't; the rules of her spectral existence forbade it.

      Despite the constant struggle to restrain herself, Tammy found solace in their company. As Max's painting captivated the world, she, too, was spellbound by the masterpiece of their bond. It was an elusive taste of humanity she had lost so long ago, and now, her ethereal heart longed for something more.

      However, even in her newfound affection for the family, a gnawing uncertainty crept in. Whispers of doubt lingered, hinting that maybe she was not as invisible as she thought. The incident with Max glancing around after her giggle sent shivers down her ghostly spine. Could he sense her presence? He must hear her when she chuckled. Tammy realized she would have to be more careful, or Katherine would not be happy.

      Was she being unfair to them as she watched them play games and laugh? Should she stay in the basement or the spare bedroom and let this father and daughter have their privacy?

      The pull to break the rules intensified each day, tempting her to speak, and feel something tangible once again. Of course, Tammy knew she couldn’t feel them because her hand went through them. She had already tried it when Max was sleeping in his big chair. He called it a recliner. His hair fell into his eyes, and she tried moving it, and her hand went through him. It woke him up, and she noticed he had chill bumps on his arms. But as the days passed, a foreboding sense of consequences loomed. Katherine's warning echoed in her mind, reminding her that meddling with the living world would have grave repercussions.

      What would happen if she dared to cross that ethereal boundary? Was she willing to risk everything for a taste of the life she lost? Or would she choose to remain a silent observer, trapped in the shadows of her haunting past? A girl can dream.
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        * * *

      

      Max relished the rainy serenity of Washington, finding comfort in the crackling fire that danced in the fireplace. Little did he know that an unseen presence lingered within the walls of his new home, watching his every move and straightening things up and dusting when they slept.

      As he set up the phone jacks and cables, with the help of the electrician, unaware of the silent witness, he felt an inexplicable sense of calm. Rene's infectious laughter filled the air, and he couldn't help but smile. He was so happy that Rene enjoyed her new home as much as he did.

      But unbeknownst to Max, as he painted the majestic Pacific Ocean during a storm, another storm brewed within the confines of the attic. Tammy's ghostly heart wrestled with the desire to reveal herself, to join them in their cozy evenings by the fire.

      Yet, she feared the consequences of crossing the divide between the living and the dead. Tammy's curiosity had evolved into something deeper, an attachment she couldn't ignore. It was as if her ghostly essence had become inexplicably entwined with Max and Rene's daily lives.

      Little did Max know that while he painted his masterpieces, he unwittingly added an elusive, spectral figure to his art—Tammy's form, faint but unmistakable, subtly merged into the scenery. It was a silent testament to the profound impact his presence had on the haunted home.

      Max would often run his hand over the smooth, hand-carved mantle of the fireplace, admiring its intricate rose and vine motifs. He was amazed that he could still smell the lemon oil and the house never got dusty. The house held many surprises for him, and he discovered valuable treasures, including an extensive collection of silver in the pantry.

      While going through some portraits in the basement, Max stumbled upon a painting of a

      lovely young woman with long mahogany hair and beautiful blue-gray eyes that seemed to twinkle mischievously at the painter. Intrigued, he brought the painting to his attic and hung it on the wall. He would catch himself staring at the image.

      Max wanted to learn more about this woman and possibly locate any surviving family members who might appreciate having the painting and other family belongings. He discovered an old skeleton key but hadn’t found a door that it fit. Chuckling at his whimsical thoughts, he mused, “One day, I’ll find the door and uncover the treasure within,” He laughed at himself as he walked up the stairs.

      “Rene, let’s have pizza for dinner. Do you want to run into town?”

      “Yay! Pizza. Can I have a soda, too?” she added.

      “Hmm, let me think. Yes, you can have a Sprite with your dinner. Put your coat on; it gets chilly in the evenings.” Max and Rene moved here from Texas, leaving behind Max’s old friends who knew about Debbie running off and eventually getting killed. Max wanted a fresh start in a new place.

      After his mother-in-law passed away, he began searching for a home far away so Tammy wouldn’t have to hear stories about her mother. He discovered this house online and paid cash without seeing it. Occasionally, he would have one or two of his old buddies call him, but he never invited them to visit. He didn’t want Rene to know about her mother’s selfish actions.

      The room fell silent as they entered the pizza place, and all eyes turned toward them. Max assumed it was because they were the new people in town, even though they’d been here for a few months.

      “Hello, my friend, let me find you a table. Do you know what you want, or shall I come back later?” the waiter asked.

      “We know what we want—a medium pepperoni pizza, a small Sprite, and a bottle of beer,” Max replied. While they waited for their pizza, a determined-looking woman approached their table.

      “Are you the new owner of the Victorian home outside of town?” she inquired.

      “Yes, I’m Max Harris, and this is my daughter, Rene,” Max replied, extending his hand to the woman.

      “I’m Dorothy Wilson. I want to welcome you to our small community of Summerville,” she declared, shaking Max’s hand. “How do you like living in Tammy’s house?”

      “We love it here. But who’s Tammy?” Max questioned.

      “The house belonged to Tammy before you bought it. You’re only the second owner of the house. Tammy’s father owned the bank in town and built the home for his wife.”

      “That’s interesting. I can’t believe no one bought it before me. Have you ever seen the gardens? We enjoy exploring the different flowers, hedges, and beautiful trees. Did you know any of the previous owners or their families? The gardens are in perfect condition. Do you know who the gardener is? I keep missing him,” Max inquired.

      “No, I’ve never met any of the family, and I don’t know who the garden is. Tammy’s father left, telling her that the house was hers to live in forever. She’s told everyone who has gone there that it’s her home and they should leave,” Dorothy explained.

      “She doesn’t sound like a nice person if she tells people to leave,” Max commented.

      “I wouldn’t know if she’s friendly or not,” Dorothy responded. Max noticed a slight uneasiness in her expression as she spoke. “Oh, look at the time. I’m sorry, but I have to run and meet my husband...” She was gone before he could say anything else.

      Max found the conversation strange but forgot about it when their pizza arrived. As he went to pay the bill, he remembered to ask the cashier about Tammy’s last name. The man seemed hesitant before answering.

      “Tammy Sanders. The Sanders family has always owned the house until you bought it,” the cashier revealed.

      “It’s a beautiful home. Didn’t anyone around here want to buy it?” Max inquired.

      “Not that I know of. As far as I know, no one seemed interested in living there.”

      “Daddy, can we buy cookies?” Rene interjected.

      “Yes, we need a few other things as well. Maybe we’ll meet more friendly neighbors at the grocery store,” Max replied. Until now, the people didn’t want to talk to him. Maybe since they see he doesn’t plan to leave, they decided he is a good person.

      “Will Tammy like them?” Rene asked innocently.

      “Honey, Tammy has gone to heaven a long time ago. She doesn’t live there anymore. We do,” Max explained.

      “But the lady said Tammy has never left,” Rene insisted.

      “She meant Tammy stayed in town until she died, not that she’s still here,” Max clarified.

      “Oh, I like Tammy.”

      “You don’t know, Tammy, sweetie.”

      “I know her picture. I saw it upstairs,” Rene stated matter-of-factly.

      “Yes, I guess you did,” Max realized he would explain the concept of death and heaven to Rene in a few years when she could understand. She was too young to grasp it fully. Max could feel curious eyes on him as he maneuvered around the grocery store, filling up his cart. It seemed like everyone in the neighborhood was following him. Max knew they were interested in meeting him and Rene, the new arrivals in town. He didn’t mind. He paused and decided to introduce himself to the woman who had been closely trailing him.

      “Hello, I’m Max Harris. I bought the Victorian home outside of town,” he greeted, extending his hand. And just like that, they approached him and shook his hand one by one. By the time he reached the register, it was already past Rene’s bedtime, and she could barely keep her eyes open.

      Max smiled to himself. You are the one who wanted to move to a small-town Max, and word will travel fast through the grapevine in a place this small. You will be meeting all the people of Summerville at this rate.

      “Ignore these people; they’re all nosey. They want to know if Tammy has visited with you yet? If I were you, I wouldn’t talk to them,” the girl at the register whispered. “Can you imagine what Dorothy Wilson would say if she met you. She’s the worst of them all. I’m surprised she hasn’t been out to your home yet. She’s probably afraid to go there. The way I heard it is she went there when she was a teenager and hadn’t stepped a foot there since.”

      “I met her at the pizza place.”

      “Did you? I can’t believe she let you get away so fast.”

      “She had an appointment she had to leave.”

      The teenager looked at Max and smiled, nodding. “She’ll be calling you. You wait and see.”

      It was dark when Max and Rene got home, and Rene slept in the back seat. He wouldn’t have introduced himself if he knew it would have taken so long to escape them. He shook his head. They asked the most stupid questions, have I seen Tammy? Max thought they all needed to get their head examined. Are they all so bored with their lives that they must know what I’m doing in my new house? “Tammy,” he whispered out loud like he was expecting someone to answer him.

      Max walked into his house, carrying Rene in his arms. As he locked the front door, he noticed a faint aroma of something floral. It was a pleasant scent of the roses outback drifting into the house with the nightly breeze. It was like a bouquet of roses in every room. He shrugged it off and carried Rene to her room. He tucked her in and kissed her forehead before heading back downstairs.

      Sitting on the sofa with his beer, he thought about Tammy and the strange way the people in town acted when he mentioned her name. It was as if they all knew something he didn't. Maybe he should do some research about the history of the house. He could ask the real estate agent who sold it to him or look up the previous owners online.

      Suddenly, he heard a creaking sound, like a floorboard shifting. He assumed it was just the old house settling and dismissed it. He yawned and knew there wouldn't be any painting tonight, he was as sleepy as Rene was.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      In the soft embrace of the night, Tammy's ghostly eyes followed Rene's stirring form. As the moonlight danced across the room, the little girl roused from her slumber, drawn to her doll-like a secret friend. Tammy watched with a mixture of curiosity and tenderness as Rene cradled the doll and embarked on an imaginary adventure.

      With a voice filled with conviction, Rene loudly whispered not to wake her father up. “I'm going to give you a bath. You have dirt all over your face. We will go swimming. I'll wash you.”

      Tammy watched as Rene unlocked the front door and opened it. The wind was blowing so hard it pulled the door out of her hand. Tammy popped into Max’s room. “Max, get up Rene’s outside. Max,” she shouted, “Get up! Rene’s going across the street.”

      Max jerked awake. He must have had a dream someone called his name. He stretched and looked around.

      Tammy knew she would have to show herself. “I will only do it this one time.”  Katherine was used to Tammy’s ways. She lectured her all the time about it. She promised Katherine her angel, who guided her when she had to help lost souls find their way back. She always lectured Tammy about what she could and could not do. “Max, you need to go outside. Rene is across the street.”

      In a heartbeat, Max was out of bed and racing down the stairs, a father's instinct urging him to action. His heart raced as he rushed toward the beach. A father's worst nightmare loomed before him—the ocean's edge. The very thought brought a tremor to his voice as he called out to Rene, his voice a mix of urgency and love.

      As Rene’s tiny form neared the waves, Max’s voice reached her ears, his tone a potent blend of concern and relief. Cradling his daughter close, his heart echoed the harrowing possibilities that had flashed before his mind's eye. “Sweetheart, what were you thinking? The ocean is dangerous. Promise me you'll never cross the street alone again.”

      “I’m giving Tammy a bath; she has dirt all over her face.” Rene's tears glistened as her promise took shape, her innocence meeting Max's firm yet loving instruction. A gentle understanding passed between them—the gravity of danger and the unbreakable bond between a father and his child.

      “What did I tell you about the ocean? You are never allowed to cross the street unless I’m with you. I will take your dolls away if I see you do this again.” He saw the tears as they fell on her cheeks, but she had to understand how dangerous the ocean was. I can't baby her right now, as much as I  want to, she needs to know how dangerous the sea is.

      “I’m sorry, Daddy, please don’t take my dolls. I won’t go to the water anymore. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Tammy felt tears running down her cheeks. She was in shock; she was crying real tears. How am I crying real tears? I’m a spirit; I can’t cry real tears. She feared Max wouldn’t get there in time to save Rene before she went into the ocean. Tammy shuddered. She was so scared Rene wouldn’t be found soon enough. Even though Tammy’s been dead for over a hundred and fifty years, things still surprised her.

      As Max carried Rene back to safety, Tammy retreated to her sanctuary—the attic. Beneath the surface of her current existence, memories stirred a past that had been tucked away. A wedding dress, a mother's sacrifice, a haunting tragedy—Tammy's past came rushing back, igniting a storm of emotions she thought she had left behind.

      As the night waned and the echoes of Max’s urgent footsteps settled, Tammy’s emotions and memories swirled in a dance of past and present. With every beat of her spectral heart, the choice between isolation and connection became clearer, the boundaries between life and the afterlife blurring as she yearned to bridge the gap and touch the warmth of the living once more. The tale of a lost spirit’s longing and a family’s bond deepened, intertwining fates in ways no one could have foreseen.

      She didn’t want to think about what happened to her and her mother, but it wouldn’t go away. Tammy lived that horrible memory again and again for the first fifty years before it went to the back of her mind, and now it was back.

      She and her mom were upstairs in Tammy’s room while Tammy put on her wedding dress. It was the day of her wedding. Her Dad went to get donuts from the new bakery in town. Her mom looked at her with tears in her eyes. “My beautiful daughter, I’m the luckiest mother in the world.”

      They both turned when they heard a noise, and that horrible man stood in the doorway laughing, he had blood all over his shirt. Tammy's mom pushed her behind her, trying to save her daughter's life, but that didn’t stop the man as he came at them with the large kitchen knife. They died the morning of Tammy’s wedding day.

      It took Tammy years to realize she was dead, she tried to get help from the people who came into the house, but they became frightened and would run away. Tammy could still see her father come upstairs. He saw the man ripping the gown from her dead body while she lay in all their blood.

      Her father picked up something heavy and beat the man. The man later died at the hospital. Tammy’s father told her the man had killed four women since they let him out of prison the day before. Sometimes her father would talk to her if she stayed quiet and didn’t show herself.

      Tammy spent the first few years begging her father to save her. She remembered seeing him cry as he tried to tell her she was already dead. He asked her to follow her mother to heaven. Tammy didn’t know how to do that. He told her he was leaving, and the house was hers to haunt.

      Tammy decided that since her father gave her the house, she would chase away everyone who wanted to buy it. She knew it might have been mean, but she had nowhere else to go. When Rene moved here, Tammy changed her mind; she wanted her and Max to stay. She decided not to let them know she lingered when she should have left a long time ago.

      A painful history intertwined with her longing for connection, reminding her of the love and life she once held dear. In those fleeting moments, Tammy's spirit seemed to transcend time, feeling the weight of a past she couldn’t escape.

      Amid the turmoil, Tammy's heart clung to a newfound sense of purpose—an attachment to Max and Rene that had softened her resolve to chase away potential buyers. Their presence in her life, their laughter, their joy, had kindled a change in her, pulling her closer to a sense of belonging that her spiritual existence had long denied her.
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        * * *

      

      In the midst of a hushed day, Max's determination rang out. With a quick call to action, he summoned a fence company and a locksmith, mobilizing them to attend to the house's needs. Climbing the stairs, he found himself engulfed in contemplation—a journey back to the early hours of that very morning. Faint laughter echoed through his memories, a haunting yet strangely comforting sound. Max had dismissed it then, attributing it to the tricks of his imagination. But now, as he stood at the crossroads of reality and the unexplained, doubt gnawed at him.

      With each step, he recalled the urgency that had spurred him into motion, racing down the stairs at the echo of his name. The memory was vivid, but the presence that had spurred him remained an enigma. Did he truly imagine her? Was she a specter lingering within these walls? Max’s pulse quickened, and in a steadying breath, he whispered her name aloud. “Tammy, are you here? Please answer me.”

      A response rippled through the air, faint and ethereal. The voice affirmed her presence, “No.”

      Max's heart skipped a beat; his conviction bolstered by her reply. “I heard you, Tammy. I know you're here, even if I can't see you. Are you invisible?”

      “Yes.”

      “But I did see you,” he pressed further. “When did you... when did you pass away?”

      “A long time ago.”

      A dance of curiosity and skepticism played out in Max's mind. He was grappling with the unbelievable—the presence of a ghostly entity, a being that should be confined to stories and superstitions. Yet here he was, on the precipice of understanding a truth he could scarcely comprehend.

      A steady resolve overtook him. “If you ever want to talk, I'm here. And thank you... for saving Rene.”

      Max sensed her departure, her presence fading from the room like a whisper in the wind. Silence settled in, laden with the weight of the unknown. Weeks turned into months, and Tammy's invisible yet palpable presence became a silent companion in the background of his life.

      The imposing white wrought iron fence he erected marked a symbolic boundary between the living and the ethereal. Still, Tammy's laughter occasionally graced his senses. When Rene said something funny, he would hear her chuckle.

      “Daddy, will I start school with my friends?” Rene's voice broke through the stillness, tugging Max back to the present. Her anticipation of kindergarten and the excitement of new experiences brought a smile to his face.

      The best thing Max did was to put Rene in a preschool where she could meet other kids. It also gave him a chance to do some painting without interruption. “Yes, we will go later today and register you for school. Then we'll buy you some new clothes and shoes, and you also need a new coat. Let’s have lunch; then we’ll go. It’s raining, so we’ll take our umbrellas with us.”

      “Can I get some pink tennis shoes, Daddy? Betty has pink shoes. They’re so pretty with yellow and purple flowers. She let me wear them once. I love them!”

      Max laughed out loud his daughter loved to scream every other word she spoke. “Yes, we will get you some pink tennis shoes to go with your pink pants. Do you want a pink top also?”

      Max heard a soft chuckle but ignored it. He wasn’t sure if Rene could hear Tammy’s laugh or not, she never mentioned it, and neither did he. Max hasn’t spoken to Tammy since the day she saved Rene’s life. He didn’t know if she was around here except when he would hear a soft laugh. “I’ll make sandwiches; for lunch, you put your doll up.”

      She picked her doll up and walked towards the stairs as she talked. “Come on, Tammy; I will put you to bed. When I get home, I’ll show you my new clothes. Maybe someday you can go to school with me.”

      Laughter, soft and elusive, lingered in the air. Max's heart recognized it as Tammy's—a gentle reminder that her presence was never truly absent. Amid mundane lunch preparations, Max's thoughts brushed against the enigma of their shared cohabitation, the depth of their connection—an unspoken bond that had woven itself into their lives.
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        * * *

      

      Max had to take his car to get the oil changed. “How long will it take to change my oil?”

      The mechanic looked at him and shook his head. “It’s going to be at least an hour. I have to finish the one I’m working on first. Do you live around here?”

      “I live on the outskirts of town.”

      “No kidding, are you the one who bought the old victorian?”

      Max hesitated. “Yes.”

      “That’s a beautiful home. If I could have bought it, I would have. I’m sure Tammy isn’t a mean ghost. Is she?”

      “No. I’ve only seen her once, and she saved my daughter from drowning at that time. I’m not even sure she’s still there.”

      “She’s there. It was her wedding day when she died. A man broke into their home and killed her and her mother. From what I understand, he was released from prison the day before. Her father said Tammy didn’t know she was dead. Whenever someone came to her house, she would beg them to help her. Her dad told some men his daughter cried all the time. He finally left town.”

      Max wondered what became of the man. He thought about looking him up on the internet so he could see if there was any of their family left. There were a lot of personal family belongings in the basement he could give them. Nothing of Tammy's, he wouldn't get rid of anything of hers. On second thoughts, he wouldn't give any of it away. All of it belongs to Tammy.

      Max shook off the sadness he felt whenever he thought about Tammy and her mother. Her father stayed here for two years before he packed a few clothes and left, leaving everything to Tammy, a ghost living in the house.
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        * * *

      

      While they ate their lunch, Max looked at his daughter and cleared his throat twice. “Rene, I have a date tomorrow night, I talked to Betty’s mom, and she said you could stay the night at their house. Would you like that?”

      “What is a date?”

      “I’m taking a lady to dinner; that is what a date is.”

      “Can me and Tammy go to dinner with you?”

      “No. Do you want to stay overnight with Betty or not?”

      “Okay, can Tammy come with me?”

      “Yes, your doll can go with you. I want you to be careful with her; she is porcelain and easy to break.”

      “Okay, Daddy.”

      Max felt uncomfortable going out on a date. He knew Tammy didn't want him to go, he didn’t know how he knew he just felt it. Even though Max still hadn't spoken to her since she saved Rene's life. He wondered if she was watching him, trying to tell him not to go, but the thought of breaking his promise with Rene kept him from backing out. He would go on his date and put it out of his mind that Tammy was watching him.

      When the night arrived, Max went through his usual routine; showering, getting dressed, and checking himself in the mirror one last time before heading out of the house. As he reached for the doorknob, he could almost swear he heard a soft whisper behind him telling him not to leave. He turned around, half expecting to find Tammy standing there, but all he saw was darkness.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Tammy couldn’t believe Max was going on a date. Why now? He hasn’t dated since he moved here. Does he know these people who are watching Rene? What if these people were crazy? I don’t want him to go on a date.

      Tammy found herself grappling with an unexpected dilemma in the tender embrace of twilight. Max’s announcement of a forthcoming date sent ripples of uncertainty through her soul. Why would he choose this moment? She pondered the stranger-than-fiction twist of fate—his first date since moving here. Unease swept over her; questions fluttered like ethereal whispers in her mind.

      Did he realize the potential danger of the people watching over Rene? What if they were unhinged, what if... her thoughts spun like a whirlwind. A ghostly worry crept into her consciousness, a concern for Max’s safety that surpassed the bounds of her afterlife. She found herself yearning for his companionship, wishing he would remain home with her.

      The absurdity of her thoughts brought her back to reality. A smile touched her lips as she recognized the contradiction. Who was she to wish for a date with Max? The impossibility of such a notion was a bitter truth. With a shake of her head, she dismissed her fantasies, her laughter echoing through the walls, carrying an echo of the past—a past she could never reclaim.

      Tammy’s tragic demise had cast her adrift in a realm between life and death, haunted by the events that led to her untimely end. The memories of her mother's murder and her own lingering existence intertwined like ghostly tendrils. Her father's consultations with a psychiatrist who told him that Tammy wouldn’t believe she was dead because her death was so traumatic, seeing her mother murdered. He said she was afraid to leave the house. Tammy thought that meant she was still alive. But Tammy couldn’t get her bloody wedding dress off. It took a while for her to learn how to change her clothes.

      A voice, both soothing and mysterious, echoed in her memories. It whispered that it wasn't her time yet, igniting a false hope that clung to her like a shroud. Tammy’s struggle to grapple with her identity as a spirit—wearing outfits inspired by the living as an attempt to belong—was a poignant reminder of her fractured existence.
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        * * *

      

      “Daddy, I’m all packed!” Rene's voice echoed in the corridors, drawing Max’s attention. His intentions to go on a date were met with a hesitant inner debate woven with Tammy’s spectral concerns. Yet, his fatherly instincts held sway, prompting a last-minute decision to have Rene stay at home with him.

      In the dim light of their shared home, Rene's voice floated like a beacon of innocence. “Daddy, should I take Tammy out of my bag? I'm glad I'm not staying overnight. Are you happy, Tammy?”

      “Daddy, I’m all packed!” Rene's voice echoed in the corridors, drawing Max's attention. His intentions to go on a date were met with a hesitant inner debate woven with Tammy's spectral concerns. Yet, his fatherly instincts held sway, prompting a last-minute decision to have Rene stay at home with him.

      In the dim light of their shared home, Rene's voice floated like a beacon of innocence. “Daddy, should I take Tammy out of my bag? I'm glad I’m not staying overnight. Are you happy, Tammy?”

      Tammy's ethereal form lingered in the background, a quiet presence amid the familial exchange. A sense of contentment and relief seemed to fill the air as if the house was exhaling in unison with her.
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        * * *

      

      “Rene, where do you want to go on vacation this Summer? We haven’t gone anywhere fun in a while. Where do you want to go?”

      Rene jumped up and down, shouting.“Disneyland,” she screamed.

      Max laughed. “That’s what I thought you would say.”

      “Daddy, are you going on another date with Melody?”

      “Not tonight.” Max didn’t know why he kept dating Melody, they didn’t have much in common, and her laugh drove him crazy. Everything he said, she laughed.

      “Tonight, I’m cooking hot dogs for you and me. What’s the matter, sweetheart, are you coming down with something?” Max walked over and felt her forehead, then took her temperature. She had a low-grade fever. Max decided to put her in his room tonight so he could keep his eye on her. He knew she wasn't feeling good when she only ate half her favorite dinner. He put her in his bed, where she went to sleep immediately.
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        * * *

      

      The tale of Samuel Sanders, a man marked by tragedy and loss, wove a chilling tapestry of a life marred by horrors. His image, etched in pixels, held a melancholic gaze—an echo of a past that seemed to permeate the very air. Max’s thoughts navigated through the chilling accounts, lost in contemplation of the darkness that once inhabited these walls.

      “Is that my father?”

      And then, as if stepping into a realm beyond imagination, Tammy's voice pierced the silence. Max's heart raced as he realized he could see her, the impossible turning possible before his eyes. He could scarcely believe she stood before him—a haunting beauty he had sensed but never truly glimpsed.

      

      Max flew off the bed. “Holy crap, you scared me. My god, I can see you.”

      “Oh, sorry, I forgot to stay invisible,” Tammy went invisible and kept talking. “Why are you looking at a picture of my father? My poor father, he looks so sad and so old, what happened to him?”

      Max couldn’t talk; he could only stare at Tammy, who showed herself again. She was beautiful, and yes, her eyes were blue-gray, she’s dead, how was he talking to a ghost? He always knew her spirit was around but didn’t think her body would be here. He did see something that night she woke him up, but he was never quite sure if he really did see her. Now he knew he must have.

      “I’m sorry. Did I scare you?”

      “No, I’m not scared. I’m in shock. I’m a man; we don’t get scared,” Max gave her a weak smile.

      Tammy laughed out loud.

      “I didn’t expect you to be here in both body and spirit. It startled me a little.”

      Tammy chuckled again. She liked this handsome, caring man. If she were alive, she would date him. She would marry him before anyone else did. She watched him take care of  Rene; he loved his daughter; he was a wonderful father. And Tammy loved him. “Katherine, I’m kidding.”

      “Are you sure you aren’t a little scared?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. How often do you come into my room?”

      “I wanted to check on Rene. Is her name short for something?”

      “Yes, she was named after my Dad, her full name is Waurine. It’s such a big name. I have always called her Rene.”

      “Tell me, Max, why are you looking at my father on that box you have?”

      “It’s called a computer. I wanted to see if your father had any other family who would like some of his things that are in the basement. But I would never give anything of your's away.”

      “No.”

      “What do you mean, no?”

      “I mean, we had no other family.”

      “I thought after he moved away, he might have married.”

      “Did he?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did he have any children with his second wife?”

      “Yes, he had three children.”

      “Can you show me a picture of them?”

      “I don’t know. I could try to see if we could find pictures.”

      “First, see if Rene is okay; she rarely tosses in her sleep this much.”

      Max, walked back over to the bed and looked at his daughter, he put his hand to her forehead. “She’s burning up. Call an ambulance.”

      “I don’t know how to call an ambulance.”

      “Tammy, can you pick up the phone, and push nine-one-one, then you tell whoever answers the phone you need an ambulance, and you give them this address.

      “I’ll get the phone, and you talk to them, I’m not supposed to talk to people who are alive.”

      “Okay,” Max spoke to the person on the phone. “They’re on their way. I will try to cool her down with cold water.”

      “I’ll get it," she snapped her fingers, and a bowl of cold water and a washcloth appeared.

      Max looked at the water bowl and frowned; he shook his head. He put the cold washcloth on Rene’s forehead, and she opened her eyes. “How are you feeling, darling?”

      “Daddy, my tummy hurts,” as she spoke, she started vomiting all over the bed. She cried as she doubled over; she couldn't stop vomiting.

      “What can I do? You poor darling, I know I’ll call for help.”

      “Tammy, we already did that,” Max said, looking at her.

      “Tammy, can you open the gate and door, please?”

      “Yes, I will, but you need to call down and tell them to come up here. I’m not supposed to show myself to anyone.”

      As he watched, she disappeared into thin air. He walked over to the door and called the EMTs. He saw someone running up the stairs and returned to Rene. He cleaned her up and looked around for something to put on her. Rene's pajamas appeared on the chair beside him. It was hard for Max to stand back and let the EMTs check Rene out. His poor baby couldn’t stop vomiting.

      “She needs to get checked out at the hospital. She is the third child we’ve seen with these symptoms tonight. She may have food poisoning. The hospital said there were more who came in sick. She must have eaten something at school.”

      “I’ll ride with you,” Max said as he picked up his daughter and headed downstairs.

      “We cannot take anyone in the ambulance except the patient.”

      “Then I’ll take her in my car. I’ll follow you there since we will get in faster if you bring her in an ambulance.”

      “Okay, you can ride with us, but you’ll have to sit up front with Tony.”

      “My daughter will be scared if I’m not beside her.”

      They were outside, and when they put Rene in the back of the ambulance, Max climbed in with her. His cell phone was pressed into his hand as the door shut. Now that Rene had stopped vomiting, he thought about his strange evening. Did he see and actually speak to Tammy Sanders, or was it a dream? If it was a dream who put his phone into his hand?

      “Daddy, my tummy hurts.”

      “I know it does sweet pea. It will get better soon, I promise. That’s why we're going to the hospital so you can feel better.” As he spoke, Rene started vomiting; she didn’t stop until they arrived at the hospital.

      “Daddy, where’s Tammy?”

      “Tammy is sleeping in your room tonight. Remember, we put her there before you went to sleep.”

      “Okay, Daddy."

      As he walked into the hospital with the gurney, his daughter was on; his phone went off. He recognized the number; it was his home phone. “Hello, I’m sorry I can’t talk right now. I’ll call you after a doctor checks Rene.”
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        * * *

      

      Tammy hung up the phone and walked outside; she loved being out here in the evenings. She spent most of her evenings here where she could hear the waves washing up on the beach. She could smell the roses as the breeze blew her way.

      Tammy turned her head and saw the storm bringing more rain. She was happy Max put the high fence around the property. No one can get in unless Max let them in through the gate. She wished Max would call her; it has already been two hours. She heard the phone ringing and went to it.

      “Hello, Tammy. I wanted to let you know they are keeping Rene overnight. She has food poisoning. There are more children here, and some of their teachers. They must have gotten it a few days ago, from the school cafeteria. The Doctor will probably release her tomorrow. I hope she feels better soon; she does not like the hospital. When we get home, I want to talk to you.”

      “What about?”

      “You.”

      “Me.”

      “Yes, we need to make boundaries. I don’t want you in my room. What if I’m getting out of the shower? Most of the time, I walk around in nothing when I get out of the shower. What would you do if you came into my room and saw me?”

      “I never go into your room. I only did it tonight because Rene was there, and she wasn’t feeling good. I understand how you feel. I’m a ghost; you don’t want me hanging around. I’ll let you get back to Rene. Thank you for calling to let me know how Rene is.”

      “Wait, don’t put words in my mouth. I didn’t say you couldn’t hang around. I know you won’t pop in and out where Rene will see you. I’ve lived with you for over two years and only saw you tonight. Tammy, I’ll see you tomorrow. Can you lock the house up for me?”

      Tammy hung up the phone and felt all alone. She wondered what happened to the man she was going to marry. She hasn’t thought of him since she died. Why hasn’t she thought of him? Did she love him as much as he deserved to be loved? Did he leave town as her father had?

      Or did he marry someone else, stay in town, and raise his family here? She wished she wouldn’t have run her father off, but she didn’t know what to do. Tammy missed her mom and her father. She wiped a tear from her cheek. She knew there wasn’t a tear, she was dead, but she cried real tears when Max saved Rene. How did she do that?

      “Tammy, why did you show yourself?”

      “Katherine, I didn't mean to. I'm sorry.”

      “Don't become involved with this family. It can only end badly.”

      “I know. I can’t help how I feel about them. I was so scared when I saw Rene running to the water.

      Tammy sat atop her house, staring at the waves and pondering her existence. She had no idea why she was still a ghost, spirit, or lost soul haunting Max and Rene's house. Not actually haunting observing is a better word for what she does. Maybe it was because she had unfinished business, or perhaps she just couldn't let go of the life she once had.

      But then again, maybe it was because she had fallen in love with Max. Yes, that was it. Tammy had fallen in love with Max and knew it was wrong. She was dead, and he was alive, and they could never be together. But she couldn't help the way she felt. She wished she was alive and they could meet and fall in love with each other.
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      Max made himself as comfortable as possible on the hospital chair that folded out into a bed. He kept sliding off of the plastic thing. But this is the only place he wanted to be. Rene finally stopped vomiting and went to sleep.

      What am I going to do about Tammy? She doesn’t look like any ghost he has ever seen on television. My god, the woman's breathtaking, he’s never met a more beautiful woman. He couldn’t see through her. Hell, he thought you were supposed to be able to see through all ghosts. To him, she looked like a regular woman with lots of curves in her blue jeans and sweater.

      He woke up to a nurse taking Rene’s temperature. “Does she still have a fever?” He whispered.

      “No, she’s doing much better today. The Doctor will be in this morning and release her.”

      “Good, she does not like the hospital.”

      “I know, poor little thing. She did not want to leave her doll home alone.”

      “Daddy, can I have a drink of water?”

      The nurse hurried over to the side of the bed. “Here, I’ll get it for her. You can only take a sip,” she said, looking at Rene.

      Max walked over and kissed Rene's forehead. “How are you feeling, sweetheart?”

      “I feel better. Can we go home now?”

      “We have to wait for the doctor to release you. He will be here soon; then we will go home.”

      The Doctor showed up three hours later. “I hear you’re ready to go home. Do you want to leave us so soon?”

      “Yes, Tammy is all alone.”

      “Who’s Tammy?”

      “Tammy’s her doll,” Max didn’t know why he hurried up and answered, he thought Rene might mention the lovely ghost who haunted their home.

      “That’s a lucky doll, to have someone love her as much as you do. I’ll tell the nurse to finish up and send you home.”

      Max called a cab to take them home since he rode with the ambulance.

      The cab driver chatted as if he knew them. “So tell me, have you seen the ghost who haunts your house?”

      Max was ready to tell him no. He never had a chance his daughter answered before he could.

      “Yes, she is so pretty. I love her, and sometimes, she sings me to sleep. I wish she were my mommy. She’s funny too. She tells me stories about when she was little like me.”

      The cabby gave a nervous laugh.

      Max laughed too. “That daughter of mine, she has quite the imagination.”

      “She sure does. I knew it was all talk about that house. I always thought stories were told to keep people away from the place.”

      When they pulled up to the house, the gate swung open so they could drive through it. Max pretended he had the remote what he had in his hand was his phone. He paid the man, and they walked into the house.

      Tammy stood by the front door. “How long have you known about Tammy?” Max asked his daughter.

      “Since I went to the water. Don’t tell anyone, or they will think we’re crazy.”

      Tammy ignored him completely. She had her eyes glued on Rene. “How do you feel, sweetie? I was so worried about you. I’ll make you lunch from now on, to take to school. We don't want to take any more chances of you getting sick again at school. Max, don’t you think that’s a good idea?”

      “What I think is, why have you shown yourself to Rene and not me?”

      “Because it scared you when I talked to you that time Rene went across the street. Rene needed someone to play with, and I also needed her.”

      “You did not scare me.”

      Tammy rolled her eyes, and Rene giggled. “Follow me, Rene. I’m going to start some bath water for you. It will make you feel so much better. I’ll tell you a story while you bathe. Tell me about your hospital stay. Did I ever tell you I worked in a hospital it was here in town? I wonder if it’s the same one? I was a nurse. I’m sure it’s not the same one, that one would have fallen down by now.

      There were so many sick people back then; now, they have shots that cure people of all those diseases. I made sure your baby doll had company while you were gone,” She chuckled. “I think she told me I talk too much,” both laughed again.

      Max stood there and listened to Rene and Tammy talking. She talked until they were out of hearing.“I was not scared,” he mumbled to himself. He knew she could hear him from anywhere on the property. He heard her laugh. “Tammy, we still need to have our talk.”

      “I know. As soon as Rene is out of the bath, we’ll talk. Do you want me to sing you a song, Rene? Goodbye, Max. I have to hang up now.”

      “Tammy, we aren’t on the phone.” Max realized she was teasing him; he liked her humor. He couldn’t believe it here he was, conversing with a ghost. He smiled and shook his head.

      She giggled.

      “Yes, please sing the song your mom sang to you.”

      Max listened to the song as it went into every room in the house. Not only was she beautiful, but her voice was lovely too. What am I going to do? How do I deal with a ghost in my house, one who treats my daughter like she’s her mother? Is this going to mess with Rene’s life? I think I will lie down for a while and rest my brain.

      Max woke up and flew out of bed. What time is it? Where is Rene? Max went downstairs he didn’t see Rene anywhere. He went to her bedroom, and she was asleep. He went back downstairs and put dinner together. He walked into the den, and Tammy was there reading. She had a stack of books on the floor next to her. “Do you enjoy reading?”

      Tammy smiled as Max walked into the den. “Yes, I’ve always loved reading. I’ve read these books so many times.”

      “I’ll order some new ones. What do you like to read?”

      “I love Romance, and I enjoy looking through cookbooks too.”

      “Do you like Thrillers?”

      “No.”

      “Why don’t we go on Amazon together, and you can pick out whatever you want?”

      “What’s Amazon?”

      “It’s a place on the computer where you can order all kinds of things.”

      “Can we do it now?”

      “Let’s do it after dinner.”

      “Okay, do you want to talk now?”

      “Yes, we’ll go to the kitchen so I can get dinner started. It feels so strange talking to you. It’s like I’ve known you forever.”

      “I know I haven’t talked to a live person in over a hundred years until you and Rene moved here. I tried to talk to my father, but that was different from talking to you. I’m sorry you didn’t know about me talking with Rene. I couldn’t resist after she went across the street. I was so scared she would do it again, and I wouldn’t be there to stop her. I stayed with her so she wouldn’t be alone. Sometimes she would talk to herself for hours while you painted in the attic, so I talked to her.”

      Max listened as Tammy spoke. He couldn't help but feel a twinge of sadness for her. She had been alone for so long, and now she had found someone to talk to. He didn't know what to do but knew he couldn’t ignore her. “Tammy, I’m sorry I didn’t know. I just don't know how to deal with all of this. I've never had a ghost in my house before.”

      “It's okay, Max. I understand. It’s not every day you come across a ghost living in your house.” Tammy smiled at him. “I know it's difficult for you, but I promise I won’t do anything to harm you or Rene. I just want to be here with you both. You can think of me as a drifting spirit  or a lost soul. Ghost sounds kind of spooky, I don’t want to be thought of as spooky.”

      “I believe you, Tammy. But what about Rene? She sees you as a mother figure, and I don’t want this to affect her in any way.”

      “I understand your concerns, but I promise I won’t do anything to harm Rene. I only wanted to visit with her so she wouldn’t be lonely.”

       “That’s why I put her in school, so she would have other children to play with. She had her grandma before we moved here, but she passed away. I think it’s unhealthy for her to talk to you. I saw how she reacted when she saw you. She loves you. Does she know you’re a ghost?”

      “I told her I was an angel so she wouldn’t be afraid of me; she never was afraid. If you want, I will stop talking to her. I’ll tell her I have to go away. Sometimes I do have to go away so I won’t be telling a lie. That’s not something I would ever do.”

      Max didn’t know what to say. “I don’t know what I want right now. I never thought I would discuss this topic as a parent.”

      “I’m so glad we are talking to each other, do you mind talking with me? I know I’m different to talk with. I’ll try not to talk too much. I haven’t talked to a real live grown-up person since my father left. Poor man, I’m sorry I ran him off. I didn’t understand that I was dead. I saw my mother’s soul move toward heaven, and I followed her, then a voice told me it wasn’t my time. If you heard that wouldn’t you think you were still alive? That’s why I cried for my father to help me. I couldn’t get that stupid bloody wedding dress off.”

      “How old were you when you died?”

      “I was twenty-six. I finished college back east; my fiance was from New York. We were going to live here, not in this house, but in the town. My fiance bought us a home in town. I don’t know what happened to him. We loved each other. Frank is, I mean, he was a lawyer. We decided to move here so I could live close to my parents.”

      “I’m sorry that happened to you, your mom, and your father. It must have been horrible for him when he found the two of you with that man still in here?”

      “Yes, I will always remember his anguished cry for someone to help him. We didn’t have a phone or a television. I never realized how much has changed until you moved here. Sometimes I would see people walking on the beach, and I could see what the women wore. That’s how I found out about jeans,” she laughed softly, remembering the first time she wore blue jeans. “I even tried one of those bikinis on,” Tammy laughed again at the look on Max’s face.

      Max smiled at Tammy. “I’ll bet you looked great in a bikini?” Did I just flirt with a ghost? Max shook his head and chuckled at how foolish he acted.

      “I never kept it on long enough to find out. I felt naked with it on,” Tammy smiled at the way he looked at her. “Here, I’ll show you.”

      She snapped her fingers and stood wearing a little slip of cloth. Her hair hung down her back. “You look beautiful,” Max cleared his throat he could barely speak. “Can I paint you wearing this little slip of cloth?”

      “You want to paint me?”

      By now, she was back in clothes. This time it was a short skirt and white boots. She looked like she had stepped out of a catalog from the sixties. Whatever she wore, she was beautiful in it. Max bet Tammy could wear an old sack and be beautiful. Why was his mind going in this direction? He would have to get out there and date more. He told himself to call Janice to see if she wanted to go to dinner.

      “Do you want me to see if Rene’s awake?”

      “Yeah, that would be great. Thank you.”

      Tammy smiled at him, “You’re welcome. I have to go away for a while. I’ll see you when I get back.”

      “Wait, where are you going? I thought you couldn’t leave this property?”

      “Sometimes, I need to go to different places to help lost souls who need me. I’m forbidden to talk about my visits. I’ll check on Rene, and then I need to leave.”

      Max watched as Tammy disappeared before his eyes. He shook his head, still unable to fully comprehend what just happened. He decided to check on Rene before he got lost in his thoughts again.

      As he approached her room, he couldn't help but feel a sense of unease. He didn't know what he was going to say to her about Tammy. He didn't even know if he should tell her the truth about her being a ghost. He didn't want to scare her, but he also didn't want to lie to her.

      He knocked on Rene's door and waited for her to answer. When she didn't, he pushed the door open slightly and peered in. She was fast asleep, her chest rising and falling rhythmically.

      Max couldn't help but smile at the sight of her. She looked so peaceful and content. He didn't want to disturb her, so he quietly closed the door and made his way back to the living room.

      Maybe he would hold off on their conversation for a little longer.

        Max spent the next few days trying to process everything that had happened and contemplating how to handle the situation with Tammy. He couldn't deny the strange and extraordinary nature of her presence in their lives. Part of him was still skeptical, wondering if he had imagined it all or if there was some rational explanation. However, deep down, he knew that Tammy was real and had to come to terms with it. He and Rene were living with a beautiful ghost.
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      That was the last he saw of Tammy for three months. He and Rene wondered if she would be back or if she had gone to heaven. Max met another woman and started dating again he could tell Rene missed Tammy, he would see her looking around the house to see if she returned. He missed hearing her soft laugh throughout the house. He tried to lead a nice normal life with his daughter without worrying about Tammy and where she was.

      Max had new clients who wanted him to paint their homes on the beach on a sunny day. Since there weren’t that many sunny days at this time of year, he had to check the weather every morning before he took Rene to school to find out if he would be painting outside of the house for that day. Rene joined the bluebirds, so she was as busy as Max was, which caused Max to be even busier.

      He had dropped Rene off at Betty’s house, and he was getting ready to pick up Janice when Tammy popped into the kitchen. “You’re back?” he said, surprised.

      “Are you going somewhere?”

      “Yes, I have a date, and Rene is at Betty’s. She’s spending the night. I’m not sure if I’ll be back tonight. If you don’t want to be alone, I can return.”

      “You have a date with Melody? That’s okay. I’ve been alone for a long time. It won’t bother me,” Tammy lied.

      “I’m not going out with Melody. I’m dating someone else now.”

      “How many women have you dated since I’ve been gone?” she chuckled. “I’m sorry. Please forget I said that.”

      “You’ve been gone a while. What have you been doing?”

      “It’s forbidden for me to say,” she muttered. Tammy's heart sank. She felt like her chest was in a vice grip as she tried to fight off the jealousy spilling through her soul. Her throat tightened, and her eyes stung with tears, but she knew she had to remain strong. “Have fun,” she said, trying desperately not to let her voice quiver. “I’m going to sit with my Mother’s roses for a while.”

      As soon as the words left her lips, Tammy felt her feet move without conscious thought, taking her closer to the rose garden she and her mother planted together a lifetime ago. She could almost hear her mother’s voice humming, feel the sun’s warmth on their faces, and smell the delicate petals in the air if she closed her eyes.

      She remembered she would be so lonely when she was little. Her Mom was so busy with her church that when she got home, Tammy would be happy. She wasn’t alone anymore. They would work in the yard together. Tammy couldn’t get over her Mom being stabbed by that horrible man.

      Tammy had been tasked with the mission of returning a man to the living world. He had died too soon, and his spirit refused to accept his fate and leave his family in the afterlife. He didn’t understand that he would have to start a life among strangers, look different, and forget all the people he had loved in his previous life.

      Tammy desperately tried to make him understand this new reality, but it seemed impossible for him to accept it. Despite her efforts, he remained defiant until she finally found the right moment to return him to a body that hadn't met its end in an accident. She stayed by his side when he woke up, hoping he could grasp what had happened despite the confusion that clouded his mind.

      Sometimes they couldn’t handle changed bodies; they were not supposed to remember, but some did for a little while, and the responsibility of what went with it. It was Tammy’s job to help the process go smoothly. She didn’t enjoy getting lectures if things didn’t go how they were supposed to. It would upset her angel, Katherine. When Tammy first became the guardian of souls, she always asked when it would be her time to get another body. She wanted Katherine to tell her she was a lost soul, so Tammy would know for sure that’s what she was. Katherine told her if she asked one more time, she would put her in the body of a hundred-year-old man. Tammy never asked again.
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        * * *

      

      Max couldn’t relax. Now that Tammy was home, he wanted to talk with her. He thought it strange that she would disappear for months and then reappear. Where was she all this time? Was she an angel like she told Rene? He didn’t think he wanted to live with a ghost. He tried keeping his mind on his date; it wasn’t fair to his date that he kept thinking of Tammy.

      “Max, did you hear me?”

      “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      “I said, are we returning to your place tonight or mine? I thought we could go to your place. I would love to walk on the beach with a glass of wine. Rene’s gone for the night, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then we will go to your house. I brought an overnight bag, just in case. It’s in the trunk of my car. I’ll follow you home, we’ve been on three dates, so I want to take our relationship to the next step staying with you all night.”

      Max, didn’t know what to do. Tammy had just gotten back that night. How would he tell her she would have to leave for the night? It was her home. He didn’t think he wanted to tell Tammy anything. He didn’t want to take their relationship to the next step. His phone rang while they were leaving the table.

      “Hello, Daddy, I want to go home. I’m scared.”

      “Why are you scared, honey?”

      “Because I am.”

      Max turned to Janice. “I’m sorry, I need to pick my daughter up; she’s upset and scared.”

      “It never hurts to let kids be upset once in a while. You have to let her know who the boss in the family is. Why do we have to change our plans to please Rene?”

      “Because she’s my daughter, and I don’t want something to upset my child. You might understand what I’m talking about when you have children.”

      “I have a child.”

      “Do you? I never hear you mention a child.”

      “That’s because her father has her. I’m sure she is as spoiled as Rene. I haven’t seen her since she was three months old, ten years ago.”

      “Are you telling me you gave up all rights to your daughter?”

      “Yes, I didn’t want children; my husband did. He found out I was pregnant before I could abort it. He went to my parents, who pressured me to have her. I don’t see them anymore, either.”

      “I very much care about my daughter. She comes before anyone, and she always will. I feel sorry for your daughter to know her mother didn’t want her or love her. That’s the cruelest thing you could do to a child.”

      “If that’s how you feel, I don’t think there is any reason for us to see each other again. I want my man to put me before anyone, including their little spoiled brats.”

      “You’re right. There is no reason for us to see each other again.”

      “Goodbye Max.”
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        * * *

      

      “Daddy, thank you for taking me home.”

      “Why were you upset?”

      “Because Betty said, everyone has a mommy.”

      “Did you tell her your mommy is in heaven?”

      “She said she was sorry, but I still wanted to come home.”

      “I’ll tell you what, how about if I make popcorn and we watch a late movie?”

      “Yes, Daddy. Can we watch Little Mermaid, please?”

      “Are you going to cry again because Ariel doesn’t go back to her father?”

      “No.”

      “Okay, Little Mermaid, it is.”

      Max and Rene were watching the end of Little Mermaid when they both heard sniffling. Rene looked at her Daddy and smiled; then, she jumped up.

      “Tammy, where are you,” she asked excitedly.

      “Shh, I want to hear the ending,” Tammy said when they both saw her sitting next to Max. This is the saddest movie,” She looked at both of them.

      They were grinning. “Well, it is.”

      “Tammy, I missed you.”

      “I missed you too, sweetie.”

      “Tell me where you went?”

      “You know I’m not allowed to tell you. It would upset Katherine,” Her hand flew to her mouth. “Please ask no more questions.”

      “Who’s Katherine?”

      “Don’t say her name. She may hear you,” no more did Tammy get that out of her mouth than she heard a voice call for her. “I have to go, but I’ll be right back.”

      “Tammy, is it my fault you have to go away?”

      Tammy squatted down so she could look into Rene’s eyes. “Darling, nothing is your fault,” She looked up toward the ceiling, “Katherine, please stop calling my name. I heard you the first time. Don’t you think this sweet child is more important than any of us? Let me answer her question, and then I will be right there.”

      Max listened to the whole conversation. Who the hell was Katherine? Was she an angel? Is Tammy an angel?

      “Rene, I want you to know something. If somebody does something, it’s because they did it. I am at fault here, and only me, for telling you Katherine's name. I don’t want you to worry. Katherine has a very forgiving heart and might act upset, but she is truly lovely. Now I need to leave; goodnight to both of you.”

      Max watched as she straightened up to leave. “Tammy, welcome back.”

      She smiled at him as she disappeared.

      The next morning, he heard her singing and smiled; they were back to normal, well, normal for them anyway. When he entered the kitchen, Tammy made pancakes while singing to his daughter, who was stirring the pancake mix. And eating blueberries. “Hey, you got up early this morning, sweetheart.”

      “I always wake up early. Oh, sorry, you were probably talking to Rene.”

      She looked at Rene, and both of them giggled.

      “Are you pulling my leg?”

      “No, I’m making pancakes,” Tammy giggled again. “I’m sorry, I always used to do this to my father. He would laugh so hard; he told me when I went away to school, he missed my jokes the most. I haven’t thought of that in a long time. How do you like your pancakes, blueberries, or chocolate chips?

      “Blueberries, please. I didn’t know you could cook.”

      “I studied in Paris. I sailed to Europe and studied under the best chef in the world. It is so different nowadays since you moved here with your television; I’ve watched the cooking channel and Hell's Kitchen. Gordon Ramsey is mean and rude.”

      Max looked at her and burst into laughter. “I can’t believe you watched Hells Kitchen. It’s just a show, and I’m sure he’s a very nice man.”

      “Well, I wasn’t sure what it meant by the name; now I know it’s the man they were talking about. I thought they would show a photo of Hell, and I could tell my friends about it. I’ll make dinner tonight unless you have a date?”

      “No, I don’t have a date. You don’t have to cook for us. How do you cook? What I mean is, can you pick things up?”

      “Sure, I can. I don’t have to touch things to pick it up. I can do things like when I was alive. But  I can’t physically touch things or people. I think that was another reason I had difficulty,” she looked at Rene, “dealing with being an angel. It was just the dress that wouldn't come off.”

      Rene swallowed her bite of pancake. “Is Katherine still mad?”

      “No, but she told me I couldn’t talk about her ever. She said she has never had this problem before.”

      “Who is she?”

      “Rene, she asked us not to talk about her, so we will not ask any questions, okay?”

      “Okay, Daddy, can I still wonder who she is?”

      “You can wonder to yourself but not to anyone else.”

      “Okay, Daddy.”

      Rene wasn’t the only curious one. Max’s mind was running faster by the second. He shrugged his shoulders and took the first bite of his pancake. It melted in his mouth. “This is the best pancake I have ever tasted.”

      Rene looked up at Tammy. “It is? It tastes like my Daddy’s.”

      Tammy smiled and bowed to both of them. “Thank you, kind people,” She chuckled as she sat down at the table with them. “Are we going to watch another movie tonight? That was fun. I’m sorry you probably have made other arrangements.”

      “I have nothing to do,” Max looked at Rene. “Do you have anything to do, Rene?”

      “Nope, let’s watch Frozen tonight. I love that movie. Tammy, you will love this movie. Elsa and Anna, they sing pretty just like you.”

      “I’m sure I will love it. Thank you for saying I sing pretty. I have to leave now. I need to help someone. I’ll be back in time to make dinner.”

      Rene looked like she would cry. “Tammy, will you come back?”

      “Of course, I will only be away for a little while,” She looked at Max and handed him a piece of paper. “This is what I will need for dinner. You might have most of the ingredients here already. I’ll see both of you later today. Did you know it’s Sunday?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you going to church?”

      “I’ve never thought about it. I guess it would be a good thing if I took Rene to church.”

      “I believe she will love it, and so will you. When I was small, I loved my church. My mother sang. She had the most beautiful voice, and I cried when I listened to her. Isn’t that silly?”

      Max looked at her as if he was studying her soul. “Is that where you're going?”

      “No, I already did my worshiping hours ago. I meet every morning for prayers with some others. Enjoy your day. I’ll see you soon,” Tammy walked into the other room before disappearing. She decided not to vanish in front of Rene anymore.

      Max saw her leave. She disappeared into thin air, feeling both grateful and confused. Who was Tammy, really? And who was Katherine? He felt like he was missing something significant, some piece of the puzzle, and it was frustrating.

      He decided to take Rene to church, as Tammy had suggested. He wasn't religious, but he figured it couldn't hurt to try. And maybe it would give him a chance to clear his head and sort out his thoughts.

      The church was quaint and peaceful, with stained glass windows and wooden pews. It was nothing like he had expected. Rene seemed to love it, sitting quietly beside him, listening intently to the pastor's words.

      As the service ended, Max felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned to find the pastor there. “I'm so glad you came to our church. I hope to see you every Sunday.”

      “Thank you, I will do my best to ensure we are here every Sunday.”

      The pastor smiled warmly and handed Max a bible. “This is for you. May it bring you peace and clarity.”

      Max accepted the bible gratefully, thanked the pastor again, and bid farewell as he left with Rene in tow. On the way home, he couldn't help but think about Tammy was she really an angel sent from heaven? He knew deep down that she must be something more than what she appeared to be, something supernatural, a paranormal being beyond human understanding—the following days passed in a mix of wonder and bewilderment for Max.

      Tammy continued to be a part of their lives, coming and going at mysterious intervals. She seemed to possess an innate understanding of Rene's needs and desires, bringing joy and laughter into their home. Tammy's cooking skills were unmatched, and she enjoyed preparing meals for Max and Rene, always adding a touch of her unique charm to everything she did.

      Max tried to learn more about Tammy, but she remained evasive whenever he brought up certain topics. The subject of Katherine was strictly off-limits, and Max respected her wishes. He noticed, however, that whenever Tammy returned from her unexplained absences, she seemed to be in better spirits, as if some burden had been lifted from her.

      One evening, after they had finished watching a movie together, Max mustered up the courage to broach the subject of Tammy's identity again. They were sitting on the couch, and Rene had already dozed off to sleep.

      “Tammy, can I ask you something? Max began cautiously.

      Tammy turned to him; her eyes filled with warmth. Of course, Max. You can always ask me anything.”

      “Are you an angel, or are you a lost soul who will one day move into the body of another live person? If that happens, will Rene and I ever see you again?” He asked, gazing into her beautiful eyes. Max wanted to take her in his arms so much his heart hurt. He wanted to make her his; it hurt having her here, and when she was gone, they never knew if she was coming back.

      Tammy smiled; her expression enigmatic. “Max, I don’t know. It’s been one hundred and fifty years, and I’m still unsure. Katherine won’t tell me. She said I had to figure it out on my own. What do you think I am?”

      ”I don't know,” he admitted. “You seem too real, too human-like, but at the same time. But I can’t touch you. My hand goes right through you.

      “You're observant,” Tammy replied a glint of amusement in her eyes. “I am not an ordinary human; that much is true. But as for being an angel, I suppose it depends on how you define angels.”

      Max leaned back, absorbing her words. “What do you mean?”

      “Angels come in various forms,” Tammy explained. “Some are messengers, some are guardians, and some are simply beings of light and love. We exist to serve a higher purpose, to help and guide when needed.”

      Max nodded, absorbing her words. “And what about Katherine? Who is she?”

      Tammy's face softened, and for a moment, she looked distant, as if lost in her thoughts. “Katherine is someone very dear to me, a friend who has been with me for a long time. But her nature is not something I can discuss. Just know that she is essential, and she watches over us in her own way. I wish I could tell you more, but I’m not allowed to say anything about the others.

      Max sensed that Tammy's reluctance to reveal more about Katherine stemmed from a deep sense of loyalty and respect. He decided not to press further and shifted the conversation. “Well, regardless of who or what you are, I'm grateful you're here with us. Rene adores you, and so do I.”

      Tammy’s smile was radiant. “And I’m grateful to be here with you both. It warms my heart to see your love for each other. Rene is a lucky girl to have you for her father.”

      As the days turned into weeks, Tammy's presence became part of their lives, she continued to bring joy and laughter, and Max couldn't imagine their home without her. Rene, too, had developed a strong bond with Tammy, often talking and playing with her as if they were old friends.

      One evening, as they sat down for dinner, Max noticed Tammy seemed pensive. “Is everything alright, Tammy?” he asked.

      She looked up at him, her eyes shining with sincerity. “Yes, everything is fine. I was just thinking that I have to go away again, and I don’t like leaving you and Rene.”

      The days turned into months, and their bond grew stronger. Tammy remained a constant source of love and support for Max and Rene, and they cherished every moment they spent together. As time passed, Max learned to accept the inexplicable nature of Tammy's existence, finding comfort in the fact that she brought happiness and light into their lives.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Katherine, how often do I have to say I’m sorry?” Tammy’s voice was barely audible, the stress of her mounting emotion evident in her trembling lips. She averted her gaze and continued, “It's been so long since I talked with living people. I got carried away,” she looked over at Katherine, “I feel like God put them here for me. Rene is such a sweet child; I love her like a mother loves her child. Please don’t take me away from her.”

      “Was I supposed to let her drown in the ocean? I had to wake Max up. I love Max,” She stopped abruptly and placed a hand over her mouth in shock as she realized what she'd said. With wide eyes full of fear, she looked at Katherine.

      “Why did you show yourself to him? What do you mean you love him? Tammy, please tell me you are not in love with Max. Lord, tell me what to do.” Tears slid down Tammy’s cheeks as she took a deep breath and softly admitted, “I got carried away, I saw him looking at his little box. It’s called a computer, and you can find where people are on it.”

      “I didn’t know my father had remarried and had three other children. He came back here to die so he could be buried with my mother and me,” Katherine was watching her like she was crazy. “All right, I don't love Max. There are you happy now? That's not true. I do love him. I love him more than I could have known a person could love someone else. I'm sorry; I won't let him fall in love with me.”

      “Tammy, he already loves you.” Katherine shook her head. She always did when talking with Tammy. It took her years to train Tammy to care for the lost souls. Tammy herself was a lost soul, and she didn’t even realize it. “Tammy, you’re not supposed to concern yourself with your previous life. You’re supposed to concern yourself with your duty of taking care of lost souls. If you become too attached to Max and Rene, I must remove you from their life.”

      “Please don’t do that. I love having Max and Rene around me. I’m not becoming too close to them. I promise,” Tammy looked down at the trees; Katherine liked to be above everything. Tammy looked at Katherine. She was beautiful. Her hair was a beautiful red, and her eyes were a brilliant green. Katherine was from Scotland; she was twenty-seven when she died fighting in a war with her sisters against a clan who enjoyed waring with other clans just for the kill.

      Tammy knew three of Katherine's sisters were angels but never met them. “I don't know what I feel. That’s not true; I do know; I want to be with them forever and always. I’m sorry. I know this doesn’t seem right. I couldn’t stop myself from loving them. It’s not fair for Max or Rene. I will leave soon, I promise.”

      Katherine looked sadly at Tammy. She was fond of Tammy every one was fond of her and didn't know why she didn’t take to being a spirit. Katherine has never run into a lost soul like Tammy in all her years as an angel.

      Tammy is the only one who didn't fall into her duty as the others did. “Now I need to discuss Denise Robert. She will be in a horrible accident, where her body dies. Jacklyn Reynold needs her body. She is a lost soul roaming through the hereafter and was not supposed to die. But she did, and now we will give her life back to her; she will become Denise Robert, who will survive the accident.”

      “Why does Denise have to die so that Jacklyn can live?”

      “Denise will survive. You’re getting it mixed up again. Why is it so hard for you to remember which one survives? Listen she would die anyway; this way, her family would still have her. It’s up to you to convince Jacklyn that she is Denise and not Jacklyn. Hopefully, it will go faster than the last one you had. Tammy, you aren’t supposed to ask me the same questions each time you save a soul.”

      “I knew you were going to bring him up again. The man did not want to die. It was hard for him; he’s the hardest one I’ve had to convince to trust me, I know he can’t remember his previous life after he excepts his fate, but he didn’t know that. He loved his wife and children. I felt sorry for him. I know how he feels. I didn’t want to die either if you would have explained it to me; in the beginning, it would have been easier to handle.”

      “Tammy, you know that’s not how it works. You were not supposed to have stayed on Earth. You were supposed to be up here with us.”

      “I tried following my Mother, and a voice told me it wasn’t my time yet. Was that the Lord talking to me?”

      “No, it was one of his angels and a new one if you go by how he messed things up with you by letting you stay in the same place for so long.”

      “Am I a lost soul?”

      “Well, well, well, I wondered when you would get around to asking me that question. Yes, you’re a lost soul, but we haven’t decided what to do with you yet. You’re one of my special ones. It’s been over a hundred years, but sometimes it can take hundreds of years to find the perfect person for one of our souls.”

      “I hope when it is my turn, you find someone with a little girl who needs a mommy. I would also like a husband who is just like Max. He’s so kind and gentle with his daughter.”

      “I will try to remember that. You will be with Jacklyn in Nebraska in fourteen days at twenty-three hundred Lone Tree Lane. That is where Denise’s crash happens. I hope you can convince her this is where she’s supposed to go.”

      “I will. I have to go now. I’m cooking dinner tonight for Max and Rene.”

      “Tammy, remember what I said about getting too close; you must stop loving Max. God knows everything; he knows what everyone does and what they think. Remember that.”

      “I remember. It’s just dinner. I won’t let Max know how much I love him. I’m a chef, or rather I used to be a chef. Then I was a nurse. When did you say Denise died?”

      “In two weeks, be there when it happens. You can’t leave her side until Jacklyn transfers to Denise.”

      “I remember, don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything.” Feeling a little overwhelmed with the task she was given. Tammy had become very good at helping lost souls transition into their new lives, but this one seemed more complicated than the others. Convincing Jacklyn that she is Denise and not Jacklyn would be harder than convincing the man from a few weeks ago.

      But Tammy was determined to make it work; she knew that this was what she was meant to do and that it would all end happily for Jacklyn and Denise in the end. The thought brought a smile, although a pang of sadness crossed her mind when she thought of Max and Rene. Then she wondered if they could find her a body one day.

      However, Tammy couldn't lose sight of her mission; she had fourteen days until Denise's accident and wanted everything to go as planned. She just wasn't sure how long it would take.

      Tammy was ready on the day of Denise's accident; she knew exactly what to do when Denise arrived. She had convinced Denise that she was Jacklyn and that this was where she belonged, and now it was time to help her transfer into her new body.

      With a deep breath, Tammy entered what would be known as a bridge between two realms; two souls were about to converge into one body. Tammy felt an immense energy she had never experienced before as they connected like electricity or lightning coursing through her veins. Why would she feel like she had blood running in her veins? But it filled her with power and tranquility, giving her strength for the following moment - transferring Denise's soul into Jacklyn's body.

      When all was said and done, when everyone was in their respective bodies in perfect harmony with themselves and each other, Tammy couldn't help but wish she had a body so she could feel Max holding her in his arms.
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        * * *

      

      The days that followed the successful transfer of Denise's soul into Jacklyn's body were a whirlwind for Tammy. She had to keep her emotions in check, reminding herself she was a lost soul and couldn't let her feelings for Max cloud her judgment. Her duty was to guide lost souls, not to seek her own desires.

      She continued to spend time with Max and Rene, cooking for them and helping them in any way she could. Max was grateful for her presence, and Tammy couldn't help but feel a sense of belonging whenever she was with them. But she knew she had to keep her distance emotionally. She came so close to telling Max she loved him. She knew he was falling in love with her. She also knew it wasn’t right. Tammy didn’t want to leave Max and Rene.

      As the weeks passed, Tammy pondered her existence as a lost soul. She had been in this state for over a hundred fifty years, and the curiosity about her future weighed on her mind. What did the angels have in store for her? Would she ever get a chance to live again, to have her own body and experience life as a human once more?

      Katherine noticed Tammy's contemplative state and approached her one evening as they overlooked the realm of the living from their vantage point in the sky. “You seem troubled, Tammy,” Katherine said softly, her green eyes filled with concern.

      “I can't help but wonder about my own fate,” Tammy admitted, her gaze still fixed on the world below. “I've been a lost soul for so long, and while I love helping others find their way, I can't help but yearn for a life of my own. Being near Max makes me want a husband to feel his arms around me. I want to hug Rene so she would know I love her as a mother. I want to hold my baby in my arms.”

      Katherine placed a comforting hand on Tammy's shoulder. “You are special, Tammy. We have not forgotten about you. It may take time, but rest assured that we are working on finding the right path for you.”

      “I appreciate that, Katherine,” Tammy replied, a mix of hope and uncertainty in her voice. “I just wish I could understand why it's taking so long. Is there something specific you're looking for?”

      Katherine sighed; her expression thoughtful. ”You are indeed a unique case, Tammy. You have shown remarkable compassion and empathy for the souls you've guided, more so than any other angel I've known. We want to ensure that the opportunity we give you aligns with your true self. We want to find the right life for you.”

      Tammy nodded, absorbing Katherine's words. She had always felt a deep connection to the souls she helped, and it was comforting to know that her uniqueness was acknowledged.

      Tammy's bond with Max and Rene grew stronger as the days turned into months. She cherished every moment she spent with them, yet the internal struggle remained. She was glad she didn’t have to leave them yet. She couldn't let herself fall in love with Max any more than she already was. No matter how much Tammy wanted to be with him, she had to remember how unfair it was for Max and Rene.

      One evening, while sitting with Max on the porch, enjoying the sunset, he turned to Tammy with a warm smile. “You've been a godsend to us, Tammy. I don't know what we would've done without you.”

      Tears welled up in Tammy's eyes, but she managed to smile back at him. “I'm just glad I could be here for you both.”

      The moment was bittersweet for Tammy. She longed to tell Max how she truly felt but knew she couldn't. It would only complicate things and possibly jeopardize her purpose as a guide for lost souls.

      As the seasons changed and another year passed, Tammy continued her work, helping souls find their way to their new lives. She became more adept at understanding their fears and struggles, knowing how to gently guide them to their destined paths.

      One day, while on a mission to help a particularly lost and confused soul, Tammy found herself in a precarious situation. The soul resisted her efforts to guide them, becoming more and more agitated. Tammy began to worry that she might not be able to help this soul find peace.

      Just when she felt overwhelmed, a bright light enveloped her, and a soothing presence surrounded her. It was Katherine who had sensed her distress and came to her aid. “You are not alone in this, Tammy,” Katherine said reassuringly. “Remember, we are always here to support you.”

      With Katherine's guidance, Tammy managed to help the lost soul finally accept their new path. Gratitude filled her heart as she realized the importance of the angelic support she had.

      One fateful day, as Tammy was assisting a lost soul, a celestial event occurred in the heavens. The angels announced that a soul had been found, a perfect match for Tammy's uniqueness. It was her time to return to the world of the living. It wouldn’t happen yet, but it would be soon.

      With excitement and anticipation, Tammy bid farewell to her angelic companions and prepared to embark on a new journey—one where she would be reunited with a body of her own, experience life anew, and possibly find love in the arms of someone who cherished her as much as she loved Max.

      Tammy felt a surge of hope. She was ready for whatever lay ahead, trusting that her destiny would unfold exactly as it was meant to be. And so, with a newfound purpose and a heart filled with love, Tammy's soul’s adventure began.

      Months later, she was still waiting. Katherine, when will it be my turn.”

      I shouldn’t have said anything to you about it. When it happens, it happens not before. Now stop worrying about it.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Max watched Tammy as she cooked dinner. Rene was coloring at the counter; they were like a family, except one of them was already dead. Max often thought of his life with Tammy. In his thoughts, she was alive, and they were married and had a beautiful life together.

      He knew it was wishful thinking, but sometimes he couldn’t help it. She looked like she was real and alive and he wanted to hold her in his arms he loved her.

      Tammy dished out the meal and watched as Rene and Max ate. She smiled because Max kept saying the food was delicious.

      “I wish you could taste this food, Tammy. It is the most delicious meal I have ever eaten. Are you sure you’re not an angel who came here to cook for Rene and me? You’re spoiling us.”

      Tammy laughed softly, “Yes, I’m sure. Katherine is an angel,” her hand flew to her mouth.

      “We’ll pretend we didn’t hear you.”

      Tammy smiled at the two people eating their dinner. “How was church? Did you go to Sunday school, Rene?”

      “Yes, I colored you a picture.”

      “You colored me a picture? No one has ever colored me a picture before. Where is it?”

      “Daddy put it on the front of the fridge.”

      Tammy went into the kitchen and found her picture. It was a picture of a little girl who stood with an angel. The woman had long dark hair. It was the most beautiful present she has ever received. When she walked back into the dining room, her picture was in an elegant frame; she hung it on the dining room wall.

      “Thank you so much, Rene. This is the most beautiful gift I have ever had. I will cherish it into eternity,” she wiped a tear from her cheek and was surprised it felt wet. “I have to go away for a while in a couple of weeks. I don’t know for how long. I have to help someone who needs me.”
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        * * *

      

      Max wanted to tell her Rene, and he needed her. He knew that was crazy. She was a spirit. Why would he think these thoughts of her always being in his and Rene’s life?  He knew it wasn’t possible. They needed to go back to their old ways. He knew he loved her with his whole heart, he also knew he could never replace her with another woman, but it wasn't right for either of them. He worried about Rene; she loved Tammy so much.

      “Max, are you sad?”

      “No, I’m fine. Rene and I loved going to church. Rene enjoyed Sunday school most of all.”
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        * * *

      

      While Tammy was away, Max volunteered to help put on a roof for this kind woman whose home needed repairs. She turned a hundred years old last week. He took a break to eat lunch, and she walked over to him.

      She walked around like she was seventy instead of one hundred. Camilla Fletcher made people around her happy, and the town loved her. No one told Max who she was. He knew she went to their church and didn’t have much money. Her grandsons and her great-grandsons helped her with everything. But they had never put on a roof. Max was happy to help her, along with other men from the church. He did roofing when he was in college.

      “Hello, I’m so glad I got to meet you, I’ve wanted to talk to you for a while, but I got a cold and couldn’t go out in this rainy weather. My grandfather was engaged to Tammy Sanders. I heard you bought her house. She died on the day they were to marry. He loved her more than anything in this world, Camilla; he would say Tammy always made people smile. She was funny and loving. The whole town loved her. Do you find her to be the same way?”

      Max looked deep into her eyes. “Yes, I find her to be everything you said and more. Did it bother your grandmother when he talked about Tammy?”

      “No, my grandmother loved her first husband. She and Tammy were good friends. When her husband died in the war, she had two little boys. My grandfather married her so she wouldn’t have to struggle in life. He wasn’t from around here, he came from back East, but this is where he stayed. He told me he went to your house when people gossiped about Tammy haunting the place. But he could never force himself to go inside. He and my grandmother loved each other but weren’t deeply in love.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “I thought I would let you know Tammy was a wonderful woman. The whole town would tell you the same thing.”

      “They don’t have to tell me I already know.” She patted him on the arm and walked away.

      “Where is Tammy? She’s been gone two months already. When is she coming home? Max decided he needed to have another date. He didn’t want to live his life wondering when Tammy would pop into it. Max needed to find someone to love. He wanted someone to love him. Max wanted a woman to be loving and funny, and alive.

      He needed to find Rene, a new mother, a woman to teach her things. She needed someone as much as he did. Max couldn’t let Tammy be the mother figure for her. He knew it would be the only way for him and Rene to find another life without Tammy.

      Max looked around the empty house, his chest heavy with longing. He had no idea when Tammy would be home and knew the time had come to find someone else. He thought of putting the house up for sale in the spring when all the roses were in bloom - it would give them a chance to start over somewhere else.

      Max knew he would miss Tammy for the rest of his life but he had to do this. He couldn’t let it go on any longer his daughter came first before anyone.

      He couldn’t move away every time he wanted to start over. Just then, Rene bounced down the stairs, her eyes alight with excitement. “Daddy, don’t forget the father-daughter dance this week! Can I get my hair done? And I need a new dress and shoes!” Max smiled back at his daughter, determined to make this night special for both of them. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world, sweetheart. We’ll go shopping tomorrow and get you all fixed up for your big dance. I might even treat myself to some new duds as well.”

      “What are duds?”

      “Duds are clothes. That’s what they called them in the old days.”

      “Are you old?”

      “No, I was joking with you.”

      “I know what duds are.”

      “Tammy, you’re home. I missed you. You were gone so long. I wish I could hug you.”

      “Rene, I wish I could hug you too. I missed you so much. She turned to Max. I missed you so much too. I don’t like being away from you.” Her hand flew to her mouth. Why did she tell him? Now Katherine would know. Tammy decided to pretend like she said nothing. “What do you need new duds for?” She turned around, looking at Max.

      “The father, daughter dance.”

      “Oh, that sounds like fun. When is it?”

      “This week, I have to have new duds too. Daddy’s taking me to buy a new dress and shoes.

      “Oh, that will be fun.”

      “Can you come too?”

      “I wish I could go with you, sweetie, but I can’t leave the property?”

      “What about when you go away?”

      “Then I can only go up to help other souls,” her hand flew to her mouth, and she closed her eyes. “I know, Katherine. I promise not to say anything else. No, don’t take me away,” she whispered.

      Max had so many mixed feelings; looking at Tammy, he didn’t want to take his eyes off of her, he smiled when she looked at him, “Are you cooking dinner for us, or do I have to eat burnt eggs?”

      “I know you are an excellent cook, Max, but I would love to cook for you two. Did I ever tell you about the time I prepared a meal for the Queen of England?”

      “No, that must have gotten your nerves going?”

      “No, I wasn’t nervous; her cook walked into her dresser late one night in the dark and broke her toe. The Queen was pregnant, and it didn’t take much to make her sick. A friend of mine who was having a child; told me what made her sick; there are so many smells that can trigger a pregnant woman’s sickness. So I had the Queen sit in the kitchen with me. I talked with her about what smells triggered her sickness. When the food was ready, the Queen wanted me to live in the palace and become one of her cooks.”

      “You turned the Queen of England down?”

      “Yes, I came home three days later for my wedding. I wanted to cook for the people I love. I didn’t want a career cooking that would make it a job.”

      “I’m sorry; I don’t want to bring that time up for you.”

      “It’s all right. My mother and father are in heaven together. They are with God in the most beautiful place in the universe.”

      Max watched as she went around doing little things to the house. “Do you like my garden? My mother and I planted it. We both loved to keep cut flowers in the house. My father pretended he had hay fever and would go around sneezing; it was all a put-on so we would giggle.”

      “Tell me about your fiance. Did you love him more than anything on earth?”

      “I loved him. Now I know there can be a much stronger love that can change your life; only a handful of people have this kind of love. Frank was a good man. He would do anything for me. I knew he loved me. He was forever telling me. I’m sure we would have had a happy life together.”

      “And that was enough for you?”

      “I thought it was. Only now do I know differently.”

      Max’s gaze stayed on her. “I talked to a woman who turned one hundred. She was his granddaughter. She said he loved you and talked about you all the time.”

      “That’s sad. Frank shouldn’t have told his granddaughter about me. He should have told her how wonderful his wife was.”

      “I agree.”

      “Tammy, I’m worried about Rene. She loves you so much. I don’t think it’s healthy for her. She needs a mother who is alive and can leave the property and go places with us. She doesn’t want to go on vacation because you can’t leave the property. She doesn’t want to do things with any of her friends because you can’t go.”

      “I’m sorry, Max, you’re right. I’ve been with her for almost four years now. She told me she wanted me to be her mom. I wish I could be,” She raised her eyes to his, “I wish I were your wife. I love both of you so much. I’ll leave tomorrow.”

      “Tammy, wait,” Max raised his hands, and Tammy held hers up to them. He wanted to touch her and hold her in his arms. Max wanted to stay up all night, making love to her. “I don’t want you to leave either. I want you to be a real woman I can hold in my arms, I love you, Tammy, and I can’t wait to see you every day; when you leave, I worry you won’t be back. Rene and I can’t live like this. It isn’t right. I don’t want to say this, Tammy, but I think it would be better if you did leave. It will be hard for Rene as it is. Where will you go?”

      “I’ll talk to Katherine, and she’ll find me a place. She can talk to the man upstairs, and he will take care of everything. I shouldn’t have ever shown myself. I’m sorry, I didn’t want to cause you any pain.”

      Max left before he tried to pull her into his arms. He knew his hand would go through her. It did every time he reached for her.

      Max closed his eyes, desperately wanting her to stay. He heard a soft whisper in the wind, ‘You won’t have to worry about me anymore. I will be with you wherever you go. I will never leave your heart. When you look up into the night sky and see a shooting star, it’s me wishing for all your dreams to come true.'

      Max opened his eyes and saw Tammy standing before him, but she was different somehow; her hair was wispy, and her skin glowed as if lit from within. She raised her hand to touch Max's face, and when she did, he felt a warm and comforting spark between them, a feeling of connection that filled him with peace and joy beyond words.

      Tammy smiled softly at Max before fading away into the night air. His gaze followed her until she disappeared.
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      Rene wiped the tears from her cheeks. “Daddy, why did Tammy have to go? I thought she couldn’t leave. She told me she loved me.”

      “She can leave when she helps Katherine. You remember that, don’t you? Now she’s an angel. She has many people to take care of. People who need angels, Rene, Tammy loved you very much. It would have been hard on both of you if she told you she had to go. She told me she wanted you to be her daughter; that’s how much she loved you.”

      “Daddy, I need an angel too. I wish I could tell her goodbye.”

      “Rene, you don’t want Tammy to have to stay at this house all the time, do you? She’s already been here for over one hundred and fifty years.”

      “No.”

      “Let’s take our vacation next week. We’ll go to Disneyland. You can meet Mickey and Minnie, and Donald Duck. We can ride all the rides and stay at the Disney hotel. We’ll have lots of fun.”

      “Okay, Daddy,” Rene wiped a tear from her cheek.

      It was hard telling Rene she should be happy for Tammy when it was hard for him to convince himself. He was glad he told her to leave, he couldn’t allow Rene to pretend she was her mother any longer. A mother who couldn’t do everyday things with Rene or have her friends come over to meet her mommy, Rene deserved more than that. Max wished he would have stopped it sooner; it would have been easier on all, but he didn’t want her to leave either.

      Max found the secret door that the skeleton key opened, and he found the safe. There was money and bonds he gave to the church, and he kept the jewelry for reasons he didn’t know.
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        * * *

      

      At first, Tammy watched Max and Rene constantly; she knew it was hard on Rene. She should have realized this would happen. Katherine was right. She should have stayed hidden. Katherine forbade her to watch Max and Rene anymore.

      Because of that, she left a note for Max telling him what door the skeleton key fit and where the secret door was. Her father, a banker, had the secret room built down in the basement. He hid all the jewelry her mother had in the safe in that little room, along with some old bonds he would buy occasionally. She didn’t know what was in there, but she believed it was full of expensive things.

      “Tammy, are you going to mope around here for another hundred years?”

      “I want to go where my mother and father are.”

      “I’m sorry, Tammy, you can’t, you know you are a lost soul. I know nothing about the new life you will have, so please don’t ask me. Why are you like this? Do you love them so much that you can’t think of anything else?”

      “Yes, I love them so much. Will this hurt ever go away?”

      “I don’t know; I hope it does. I wouldn’t want you to keep all this pain in your heart.” Katherine didn’t know what to tell Tammy. She has never come across anything like this before. And she never loved anyone enough to mourn them. She had an arranged marriage, and Katherine didn’t like her husband, much less love him.

      He was cruel and enjoyed causing her pain as often as he could. She woke up one morning, and he was dead downstairs. She often wondered if one of her sisters had killed him, but she never asked them. She became the leader of her clan like it should have been before their marriage. She was a warrior, as were her sisters. The five of them ran their clan as it should have been.

      “I hurt Rene and Max. I didn’t know it would turn out like this. I should have thought it through before I became visible.”

      “I agree. I warned you that no good would come from showing yourself.”

      Tammy looked around at the view as she sat on top of a skyscraper in New York City, looking down at all the people. She wondered where all these people came from. She never thought there would ever be this many people in the world, and this was only one city. Since Tammy no longer had a home of her own, she could go anywhere she wanted. She lived at Millie’s house and helped the people who needed her.

      Five angels lived with Millie in the big city. They all walked the earth as any person would. Talon was a male angel; who always seemed angry. When she thought of him, she imagined the archangel, with his wings spread wide, fighting for the children in the world. Talon tried to save all the children and would get angry when he couldn’t.

      Sometimes Tammy would see tears in his eyes when he told her about another child dying. He and Katherine shouted at each other when they were together in the same room for any length of time. It broke his heart to watch the pain so many children endured. He saw way more than they did because he was assigned to watch over the children.

      Katherine always told him the same thing. Please don’t take it out on her she had nothing to do with what happened on Earth.

      Millie was an angel, too; she and three other women, Rachel, Perri Ann, and Hellen, shared the house. Millie was seventeen when she died from a fever in the year sixteen hundred and sixty-seven. Her family members followed not long after. Hellen was a warrior in her time.

      These angels stopped accidents from happening and saved people's lives. Tammy was still a spirit she could show herself to people,  but she rarely did. Only when she saw someone's life in danger. Thousands of angels lived on Earth and saved people from dangerous situations. Just a little nudge or a whisper in their ear could save a life.

      Sometimes Tammy would hear a roar, and she knew it was Gabriel shouting at the heavens. He was still angry about his children dying before he died. Tammy remembered talking to him about his children, and he refused to say their names he told me every time he said their names, it pulled his heart out of his chest more each time. He was scared he would go to hell if his heart were gone.

      “Gabriel, it’s been hundreds of years since you’ve died. Why are you still so sad? God chose you as one of his most special angels. Why do you want to be a fallen angel? That doesn’t make any sense to me.”

      “Tammy, my wee babies were so tiny, they could bearly walk around on their own two feet and trusted their father to watch over them and keep them safe. I didn’t do that, so now I must suffer the pain of my children dying. My wife was weak. She died when the babies were born, two of them at one time. It was just too much for her fragile body. The King chose her for me so the clans would stop fighting.”

      “I guess I will never understand because I have never had a child, I love Rene, and it would be unbearable if she died, but you have to trust Jesus to take care of them and guide them to where they are supposed to go.”

      “I trust Jesus to guide them, but that doesn’t take away my anguish. The pain will not leave me no matter what I do. You told me how scared you were when Rene ran toward the water. You would have been in anguish. Isn’t that right?”

      “Yes, that is true. I would have been in such pain for Max. I’m sorry I didn’t understand the pain you were feeling.”

      She decided to go back to Millie’s and cook them dinner. “Why don’t you come back to Millie’s with me? I’m going to cook the other angels dinner.”

      “Not today. Tammy, when you get your new life, I hope it’s what you want.”

      “Thank you, Gabriel. Goodbye.”

      “Tammy, I’ve been waiting for you and visiting with Millie.”

      “Katherine, how are you? Have you checked on Rene and Max like you said you would?”

      “Yes, they are both doing wonderful. Stop worrying about them. Tammy, three years have passed since you were there. You have to stop torturing yourself. Besides, I have some happy news for you. We have someone who will be in an accident soon, and you are taking her place. She has long, beautiful brown mahogany hair like you. Aren’t you happy?”

      “Yes, I am. If I can’t be with Max and Rene, I want to be someone else to stop this pain in my heart. Tell me about the person whose life I will take over. Does she have children?”

      “No, she has no children. She’s not married and comes from a large family of siblings. I'd like for you to help one brother in particular; Ricky is his name. He's struggling with an addiction to opioids, so he might need someone like you to help him. Don't worry about your name; it'll still be Tammy. You'll be a doctor living in Seattle, Washington, and I will accompany you while you're transferring over. Are there any questions?”

      “Is Seattle close to my house? Can I visit Max and Rene? I’m going to miss you, Millie. I have to say goodbye to Perri Ann and Talon before I go. Is Rachel here too? Has anyone seen Gabriel? I need to let him know that I’m leaving as well,” she said, looking at her friend. “Oh wow, Washington, I didn't realize that was where we were headed! That is where I would have chosen to live if you had asked me.”

      “No, I haven't seen Gabriel; I’m sure he is still trying to become a fallen angel. He doesn’t know that will never happen,” Katherine took a deep breath. “Tammy, you won’t remember any of your old life. You will only know your new life. You are not allowed to return home; that part of you will no longer exist. And you have time to tell everyone goodbye.”

      Millie smiled at her. “I will miss you too, Tammy. Are you happy you will have a new life?”

      “Yes, I will respond when someone calls my name. When I escorted that man to his new home, he remained disoriented for a long time. It was difficult being away from Max and Rene; three months felt like an eternity. But when I came back, Rene was ecstatic. She bounced around me in joy. Will I forget them?” She looked towards Katherine and asked with a heavy heart,

      “Yes, sweetie, you will.”

      Tammy felt a lump forming in her throat as Katherine's words sunk in. She was going to forget the people she loved so dearly. But at the same time, she was relieved that the pain in her heart would finally go away. She couldn’t keep living with the constant agony of missing Max and Rene, and she prayed to God that Max and Rene didn’t live with this pain.

      As she prepared to take on her new life, Tammy couldn't help but feel a sense of excitement. She would have a new purpose, a new identity, and the chance to help others. It was bittersweet, but she knew it was the best thing for her.

      “I’m scared,” Tammy whispered, looking at Katherine with tear-filled eyes.

      “It’s okay to be scared,” Katherine said, gently placing a comforting hand on Tammy's shoulder. “Change can be frightening, but remember that you are never truly alone. We, the angels, will always be watching over you, guiding you, and supporting you every step of the way.”

      Tammy nodded, grateful for Katherine's reassurance. She took a deep breath, trying to calm her nerves. “I trust you, Katherine. I know this is the right path for me, even if it’s difficult to say goodbye to my old life. Who will cook for my angels?”

      Katherine smiled warmly. “They’ll cook for themselves. You have a heart full of love and compassion, Tammy. Your journey will be extraordinary, and I do not doubt you will touch many lives in your new role as a doctor in Seattle. And who knows, perhaps destiny will lead you to cross paths with Max and Rene again, even if you won’t remember them.”

      Tammy's heart swelled with hope at the thought. Even though she would forget, the idea that their paths might cross again comforted her. She knew if she saw them again they would know they were meant to be together.

      The time to say goodbye came, and Tammy gathered with Perri Ann, Talon, Rachel, and the other angels. Tears were shed, and heartfelt hugs were exchanged as Tammy prepared to leave her angelic family behind. She knew she would miss them dearly but she was ready to embrace her new life.

      With Katherine by her side, Tammy began her descent to Earth. As she descended, a sense of peace washed over her, knowing that she was stepping into a new chapter of her existence.
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      “Tammy, please wake up. I couldn’t handle my life if you died. Tammy, I need you. Please open your eyes.”

      Tammy heard someone talking to her, but she couldn’t wake up.

      “Tammy,” someone whispered softly, “I have to leave you now. I hope you have a wonderful life. Don’t forget Max and Rene. They’re so sad since you left. Find them.” She heard another voice whisper to her. “Help Ricky. He needs you.”

      “I think she’s waking up. Hurry, Sandy get in here,” Ricky shouted as he went to the door to get his other sister.

      “Calm down, Ricky, and you’re supposed to call me doctor,” she said as she walked past him and pinched him.

      Ricky chuckled. He knew what Sandy would say. She’s already told him many times since Tammy’s been in the hospital to call her doctor. He has promised God a million times he would stop taking prescription drugs if he would save his sister. Ricky always had a closer relationship with Tammy than he did the others. In college, he messed up and let a beautiful girl talk him into taking a handful of pills. That’s all it took. He was in love with her and her pills. Never again, he promised that if Tammy lived, he would stop the drugs.

      “Tammy, honey, can you hear me? Open your eyes? Squeeze my hand if you can,” Sandy said, moving the hair from Tammy’s face. Her voice pleaded for any acknowledgment that she could hear Ricky and her.

      Amidst the flurry of questions and concerns, Tammy's consciousness began to surface, like a ship rising from the depths of a long slumber. She felt the pull of various voices, each vying for her attention, and slowly, her eyelids fluttered. The room was a blur of faces, and her mind struggled to process the flood of information.

      She had no recollection of how she had arrived here or what had happened before, she ended up here. A sea of names and relationships surrounded her, but they were shrouded in a fog of confusion.

      “Tammy, can you hear me?” Sandy's voice cut through the haze, and Tammy focused on her sister's concerned eyes. She tried to move her lips to form words, to let them know she was present, but her voice was trapped within her still-recovering body.

      Sandy's face was a mix of relief and worry. “She's trying to speak,” Sandy announced, and the room seemed to hold its collective breath.

      Amid the anticipation, Tammy managed to produce a faint, raspy sound. It was enough to reassure her family that she was indeed awakening. Tears welled up in Sandy’s eyes as she leaned closer. “Tammy, it's okay. Take your time.”

      Tammy’s gaze shifted around the room, locking onto each familiar face one by one—the faces that held her past, her history. Their expressions were a mix of hope and anxiety, and it was clear that they were waiting for something, some sign from her. She felt the weight of their expectations, the intensity of their emotions pressing against her fragile consciousness.

      “Max,” she murmured weakly, her voice barely more than a whisper. The word slipped from her lips as if it held a secret key, a connection to a hidden part of her identity.

      The room fell into a hushed silence, as the name echoed in the air like a haunting melody. Even amidst the uncertainty, her mention of Max had struck a chord, like a thread of fate woven through her life. Who was Max? And why did his name hold such significance?

      Ricky’s eyes widened, and he exchanged a glance with Sandy. “She said it again, Max.”

      Then, a soft, familiar voice joined the chorus. Tammy heard her soft voice in her head. “Tammy, my dear, can you hear me?” It was Katherine—the one who had guided Tammy through the ethereal transition from one life to another.

      Tammy turned her attention to Katherine, her gaze locking onto the ethereal figure that stood at the edge of her perception. Memories began to stir within her, like faint whispers from a distant past. The name Max held a special place in those memories, entwined with emotions she couldn’t quite grasp yet.

      Katherine's presence offered a calming reassurance, a bridge between the past and the present. “Tammy, you’ve come a long way, and there’s much for you to discover. Trust that the path you’re on will reveal itself in time.”

      As Tammy struggled to regain her strength and her voice, she held onto Katherine's words, finding solace in the idea that there was a purpose to her awakening, a reason for the memories that had begun to stir within her. The room was filled with a mix of anticipation and uncertainty as Tammy's journey of rediscovery had only just begun.

      With the promise of newfound chapters awaiting her, Tammy closed her eyes for a moment, embracing the sensation of being surrounded by the love and support of her family. The enigma of Max lingered, like a riddle she was determined to unravel. And as she embarked on this new phase of her existence, she knew that every step forward would be a step closer to the truth that had been hidden within her lost soul.

      

      “I knew she would wake up. I knew it,” Ricky shouted as Tammy squeezed Sandy's hand.

      “Shh… you’re in a hospital; this is the ICU. Now stop shouting.”

      “Max, are you here?”

      Ricky looked at his sister Sandy. “Who do you think Max is?”

      “She never mentioned Max around me. Do you think Mom knows someone named Max?”

      “Who’s Max,” Doctor Joanne Brown asked as she walked over to check on her daughter and to see if she had any change from this morning.

      “Mom, Tammy said the name Max. Do you know who he is?”

      “Are you telling me Tammy talked? Oh my God, my baby is waking up after three weeks.”

      Sandy frowned at her mom. “Yes, I thought we already said that. She said, Max, are you here.”

      “Sandy, you or Ricky never said a word about Tammy waking up. Tammy darling, can you hear me, sweetheart mama’s here? Wake up, honey.”

      “How is our daughter today?”

      “She is starting to talk. Daddy, has Tammy ever mentioned the name Max to you?” Sandy asked as her father checked Tammy for any change.

      “No, I can’t remember her saying that name. Who is he?”

      “We don’t know.”

      “I think you two kids are making a mountain out of a molehill.”

      “Mom, I’m a surgeon. I’m no longer a kid.”

      “I’m sorry, darling, but I will always think of all of you as my kids. I know you are a surgeon.”

      “How is she,” asked a young man as he walked into the room with a sucker in his mouth.

      “We think she’s waking up.”

      “That’s great. I knew she was too strong to stay down long. We should call everyone and tell them; she will be okay.”

      “No, we can’t do that, brother dear, not until we know she will be okay.”

      Ricky leaned against the wall and watched his family. He loved all of them and didn’t deserve them. But he would make it up to them for staying away and not joining them whenever they called him over for dinner.

      Billy shrugged his shoulders. He bent over and kissed his sister. “I love you, Tammy, are you going to wake up so I can call the rest of our family?”

      “Who do you want to call,” asked a beautiful woman with long dark brown hair in a ponytail. As she walked into the room, she bent to kiss her sister, who looked identical to her. No one in town could tell them apart.

      “Pam, has Tammy ever talked to you about a guy named Max?”

      “No, why?”

      “Because she said, Max, are you here.”

      “What are all of you doing here? They call it the intensive care unit for a reason.”

      “Uncle Jack has Tammy ever mentioned a guy named Max to you.”

      “Sandy, how many people are you going to ask that question to?”

      “Ricky, you heard her say, Max, are you here.”

      “Are you saying Tammy talked? Why wasn’t I called?”

      Ricky looked over at his uncle and smiled. Out of twelve kids in their family, six of them were doctors; two were Lawyers, two were in medical school, and one still in high school. Ricky was unemployed for now. He was a Real Estate Broker, when Tammy was back on her feet; he would go back to work. Ricky had four aunts who were nurses, and his uncle was a doctor. Tammy was his patient. He tried to chase everyone out of her room so he could check her vitals.

      “Tammy, dear, can you hear me? Sweetheart, try to open your eyes. Ricky, you need to back up so I can get to my patient.”

      “Ricky.”

      Ricky bent over her and took her limp hand in his. “I’m right here, honey. Tammy, can you open your eyes for me.”

      Tammy felt someone take her hand. It was the first time she could feel another person in over one hundred and fifty years. Her body hurt all over. It was so painful when she opened her eyes; she had to shut them again. She glimpsed a room full of people, most of them had brown mahogany hair like hers, standing around her bed.

      “What happened? Where am I?” she whispered with her eyes closed.

      “You were in an accident.”

      “Did anyone else get hurt?”

      “No, only you.”

      “Is Max here? Can you please call him for me?”

      Pam, her twin, wiped a tear away. “We don’t know Max. Do you know his number?”

      “No, I don’t know his number,” Tammy sighed and whispered as she closed her eyes.

      “Okay, everyone, you need to let me take care of Tammy. Tell her goodbye for now; you can visit with her later.”

      Tammy didn’t want Ricky to leave. She didn’t know why but she knew he was the only name she remembered, “Ricky, can you stay? An angel told me to help you.”

      “Yes, I’ll sit right here next to you, and Tammy, it’s I who has to help you.”

      “Okay.” She closed her eyes and went to sleep.

      “What do you think, Uncle Jack?”

      “I think she will be fine. Thank God she is as strong as she is because she will need to be strong. It will take a while for her to get strong enough to walk again.”  

      Ricky stayed by Tammy's side for hours, watching her as she slept. He couldn't shake off the feeling that something was off. Something was not right. He couldn't forget her mentioning the name Max and the fact that no one knew who he was, and what was she talking about when she said an angel told her to help him?

      As he sat there, lost in his thoughts, he felt a hand on his shoulder. It was Pam, his sister, and also a doctor. “Ricky, you need some rest. You've been here for hours. Why don't you go home and get some sleep?”

      Ricky sighed and turned to face Pam. “I can't leave her, Pam. She needs someone here with her.”

      “I understand, but you need to take care of yourself too. She's in good hands; the nurses will take care of her. And I promise you, if there's any change, we’ll call you immediately. Most of the family are here at the hospital. We’re doctors. Go home.”

      Ricky knew that Pam was right. He needed to take care of himself, so he could be there for Tammy when she wanted her questions answered. Not that he knew any of the answers.

      Reluctantly, Ricky stood up and stretched his legs. He looked back at Tammy's sleeping form one last time before turning to face Pam. “Promise me you'll call if anything happens?”

      “I promise,” Pam replied with a reassuring smile.

      Ricky nodded and made his way out of the hospital room. As he walked down the hallway, his thoughts drifted back to Tammy's mention of Max. He wondered who Max was and why Tammy had mentioned him. He would wait until his sister woke up and ask her.

      When Tammy did wake up, her mind was a fog. She couldn't remember who Max was, but she had an overwhelming sense of love for him that wouldn’t go away. The name Rene was also in her mind. It must have been a dream. It was almost as if she had known him in another life, like a forgotten love.

      Tammy asked Ricky what he knew, but he just shook his head sadly and told her it would all return to her soon enough. He had never heard of Max being her friend. He left her with these words: “One day, you will remember who Max is, and why you feel like you love him so much.” His words stirred something deep within Tammy’s soul, something that made her feel like maybe this wasn't the first time

      As Tammy slowly recovered in the hospital, her family took turns visiting her every day. They tried to keep her spirits up, telling her funny stories and reminiscing about old times. But there was a lingering question in Tammy's mind that she couldn’t shake off - who was Max, and why did she feel such a strong connection to him?

      One afternoon, as the sun streamed through the hospital window, Tammy found herself alone with her sister Pam. She decided it was time to dig deeper into the mystery that had been plaguing her since she woke up.

      “Pam, can I talk to you about something?” Tammy asked, her voice still weak from her long hospital stay.

      “Of course, sis. What's on your mind?” Pam replied, pulling a chair closer to Tammy's bedside.

      Tammy hesitated for a moment, trying to gather her thoughts. “I... I keep hearing the name Max in my head, but I can't remember who he is or why he’s so important to me. Do you have any idea who he might be?"

      Pam frowned, concern evident in her eyes. “Tammy, I’ve never heard you mention anyone named Max before. It’s possible that it’s just a side effect of the accident and the medication you’ve been on. Your memory might be a little jumbled right now. Maybe someone at the accident scene was Max, and you heard someone saying his name. I wish I could help you more.”

      “But it feels so real, Pam. It’s like I know him, but I can’t put the pieces together,” Tammy said, frustration creeping into her voice.

      Pam reached out and gently squeezed her sister's hand. “I understand that it's confusing, but you need to give yourself time to heal. Your memory might come back gradually. In the meantime, try not to stress too much about it.”

      Tammy nodded, taking comfort in her sister's words. But the nagging feeling of missing something important remained. She knew she needed answers, and there was one person she hadn't asked yet - her parents.

      Later that evening, as her parents visited her, Tammy mustered up the courage to bring up the subject of Max again.

      “Mom, Dad, there's something I need to ask you,” she began, glancing between her mother and father.

      Her mother sat beside her bed, concern etched on her face. “Of course, sweetie. What is it?”

      Tammy took a deep breath. “Have I ever mentioned anyone named Max to you? Maybe a friend or someone important to me?”

      Her father exchanged a glance with her mother before speaking. “No, Tammy, you’ve never mentioned anyone named Max. When you were waking up you said the name Max. That’s the first time we heard you say his name.”

      “I... I don’t know. It’s just that I keep hearing his name, and it feels like he’s important to me, but I can’t remember anything about him,” Tammy explained, frustration lacing her words. How can I find him.

      Her mother reached out and gently brushed a strand of hair from Tammy's face. “Honey, it's possible your mind is playing tricks on you right now. You’ve been through a lot, and your memory might be a bit muddled. Don't worry too much about it; things will become clearer with time.”

      Tammy nodded, trying to take comfort in her parents' reassurance. But deep down, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to the story. “Yes, maybe it was a dream.”

      As the days turned into weeks, Tammy’s recovery progressed, and she was eventually discharged from the hospital. Her family was overjoyed. They wanted her to go home with them, but Tammy was determined to return to her house. She knew these people were her family but she still couldn’t remember her life and everyone in it.

      With Ricky helping her she was able to go back to her place. However, Tammy couldn't stop thinking about Max. The name haunted her, and she couldn’t help but wonder if there was a reason for its persistence in her mind. She searched through old photographs and journals, hoping to find clues about this mysterious person. I’m not going to worry myself to death over this person. Stop thinking about someone you don’t know, for Pete’s sake.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tell me about this accident I was in?” Tammy asked Ricky, who made it his job to get her walking again. He was tall and handsome. She remembered he was her brother and she loved him. But she was ready to strangle him he stayed in her spare room in her condo and woke her up at six every morning with all these workout routines he got off the internet. She was already walking on her own; she just moved slower than she was used to moving. But she was doing better every day. There were so many things she couldn’t remember. She knew she would not eat any more of Ricky’s cooking.

      “You were walking back to the hospital after having lunch with John…”

      “Who’s John?”

      Ricky looked closely at Tammy. She was as beautiful as always in her jeans and a cute top. This wasn't the first time she didn't remember something in her life. “He’s your fiance.”

      “What! I have a fiance?”

      “Yes. Don’t you remember John? We had this conversation three times before. Don’t you remember us talking about him?”

      “I remember no one except you and Pam. I remember the name Max, who is he? Do you think I will remember people soon? Why do I look different? My eyes have changed colors. Why is that?”

      “You’re the doctor, not me. I don’t know anyone named Max. But you called for him when you were waking up, and your eyes are the same color they’ve always been.” Ricky couldn’t get over Tammy talking so much. She has always been so quiet.”

      “I don’t remember being a doctor. What do you do?”

      “I’m a Real Estate Broker. I buy real estate cheap, fix it, and resale it.”

      “Finish telling me about the accident.”

      “You were walking back to the hospital when you got to the light; a teenager walked in front of a car, you pushed her out of the way, and the speeding car hit you.”

      “What happened to the teenager?”

      “She took off running.”

      “Hmm, I wish she wouldn’t have run off. I’m sure she was frightened when that car hit me, poor thing. I wish we could take the day off and go for a ride. I love riding in cars; they didn’t have them when I was born. I want to visit a small town about an hour from here. Do you want to take me?”

      “I would love to take you for a ride. We’ll have to take your car. I’m on my Harley. What do you mean they didn’t have cars when you were born? Should I fix us some breakfast first before we go?”

      “Mmm, yes, I guess. I would love some pancakes and bacon. I don’t know why I said what I did. I know there were cars when I was born. What’s a Harley?”

      Ricky stared at his sister. “You’re a vegetarian. A Harley is a motorcycle.”

      “I don’t remember being a vegetarian. That motorcycle is dangerous. I hope you are careful when you drive it.”

      “You don’t eat meat; I’m always careful.”

      “Well, I guess I was a vegetarian, but I’m not one now. I want bacon and pancakes. I have bacon in the fridge.”

      Ricky walked into the kitchen and opened her fridge. There was a ton of food in it. All he ever remembered Tammy having in her fridge was yogurt and fruit. Now her freezer was packed with meat, steaks, chicken, and a bunch of other goodies. “Who bought this for you? What’s this, Ricky said, looking at a child’s coloring of Jesus and some children, in a frame on the wall.

      Tammy sat down at the island and watched her brother. “That was already there. I just love it. I ordered I ordered the food from the grocery store and they delivered it while you were out last night. I saw them advertised on television. All you have to do is order, and they deliver. Come and sit down, I’ll cook, I know you’ve been feeding me lately, and I haven’t said anything, but how often do you eat pizza? What do you want in your pancakes, blueberries or chocolate chips?”

      “You don’t know how to cook, especially pancakes from scratch. Mom couldn’t even get you to learn how to cook. You always said it wasn’t your thing.”

      “What are you talking about? I know how to cook. I studied in Paris with a world-famous chef. Hmm, I can’t remember his name. I remember I cooked for the Queen of England. Oh well, I know how to cook. Are you ready for one of my famous pancakes? Max and Rene loved them. Why do I remember someone I don’t know? Where did the name Rene come from? Are you sure I’ve never mentioned them to you before?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. Don’t worry about it. I’m sure it will all come back to you.”

      Ricky stared at her for the longest time, not knowing how to answer that question. “Tammy honey, you never studied to be a chef in Paris. You went to medical school in Portland, Oregon. But like I always say, if the other guy wants to cook, let him.”

      Tammy was confused; she cooked breakfast, she remembered cooking pancakes for a little girl with blonde hair and beautiful brown eyes. “Do you think I remember things from a previous life? I remember cooking for a beautiful little girl. I feel my heart hurt thinking of her. I miss her, and Max. Do you think maybe they were my family from before?”

      Ricky watched his sister as she cooked their breakfast. He got goosebumps listening to her talk. She knew what she was doing. Tammy cooked their breakfast like she’s been doing it for years. “Tammy, I know nothing about previous lives. Maybe that’s what is happening to you. I don’t know. But I will let you cook dinner tonight if you can always cook like this.”

      Tammy laughed as she hugged her brother. “You know as I was lying in bed in the hospital, someone took my hand. I believe it was you. I thought to myself, that’s the first time I could feel another human in over a century and a half,” she turned her head and looked at him. “Doesn’t that seem strange? Why would I think that?”

      “Wow, Tammy, you’re getting spooky.”

      “I know, right? That’s why I want to take a ride. I keep seeing this house in my head, and it’s in this small town.”

      “Tammy, do you think this is a good idea? Do you want to go there if it's a previous life?”

      “Yes, I want to go. I have to see for myself if this is real or not. My heart is breaking. I love Max and Rene. I have to put it all to rest. Why, if I have a fiance, hasn’t he been around to check on me? I never saw him while I was in the hospital or since I got out.”

      “He’s a jerk. I can say it now because I’ve told you it a dozen times. He was in Hong Kong at a golf tournament, then went to Scotland to play golf. I guess he’s still there. He’s called once in a while to check on you.”

      “Why hasn’t he called me? I don’t want to marry anyone who would put a golf game before me. I was in the hospital for over a month, and I’ve been home for three weeks. That must be a long game?”

      “Yes, we’ve tried telling you about him for the longest time. He doesn’t like being around sick people. He’s waiting until you are completely well before he visits you. Since you don’t remember him, I’ll tell you some other things he’s done.”

      “I don’t think I care to know what he’s done. I won’t be marrying him.”

      “Did you know he and Billy got in a fistfight? Billy boxes in college, so he won. Billy saw him with another woman at a club; when Billy confronted him, John was drunk and took a swing at him.”

      “What did I do when Billy told me he got into a fight with this man John.”

      “You believed John, I guess. He told you when Billy saw him dancing with a woman, he attacked him.”

      “Why would I believe him over my brother? What kind of person was I?”

      “You were what you always are, a loving sister who overworks.”

      “I don’t sound that loving if I did that to my brother who stood up for me. I’ll call Billy and apologize tonight, and I will thank him for standing up for me. I’m so blessed I have all of you for my family; being an only child is so lonesome.”

      Ricky looked at his sister, and for the hundredth time, he wondered who this woman was. “When I was taking drugs, I stayed away from my family, and you’re right; it was lonesome. Do you remember me taking drugs? I didn’t like myself. I promised God I would stop harming my body if he let you live.”

      Tammy smiled and shrugged her shoulders. “I remember an angel whispering something to me. I’m here to help you, Ricky. When I came to my new life, I knew one thing I needed to do was to help you. I don’t remember why I’m supposed to help you. But I’m here for you.”

      “What do you mean when you came to your new life?”

      “I don’t know. Sometimes I feel like God gave me a new life. Who’s Max? Do I know anyone named Rene? It’s so confusing, not remembering everything.”

      “I don’t know who they are. Maybe you were given a new life. I’m happy you’re here with us, and look at you, they said you wouldn’t walk, and you’re already walking on your own.”

      “Thanks to you, I’m on my feet. Maybe I’m here for both of us?”

      “Thank you, Tammy, for always being there for me. These pancakes are delicious. When your memory returns, I hope you can still cook and are not a vegetarian.”

      Tammy laughed as her brother washed the dishes. “You’re welcome. Are we ready to go?”

      “Do you want to take your wheelchair?”

      “No, I’m not getting out of the car. Besides, I don't need the wheelchair anymore.”

      “Knock, knock, anybody home?”

      Tammy looked at the woman who looked just like her. She felt such a connection with her twin. She thought Pam must feel it too. “Pam, I thought you had surgery this morning?”

      “I canceled because my patient has a fever, so I thought I would visit with you.”

      “Ricky and I are going for a ride. Please come with us. I’m sorry for calling you so late last night. I was scared. I felt like a man was going to break into my home and murder me. Ricky was asleep in the other room, but I forgot he was here. Thank you for reminding me.”

      “Tammy, Ricky or I will always be here at night with you, and I would love to go with you,” Pam hugged her sister, she loved her so much, her poor sister who was so confused. “Where are we going?”

      “Do you know where Summerville is?”

      “I’ve heard of it but I’ve never been there. I might have driven past it before.”

      “That’s where we’re going. I keep dreaming about this town, and I need to see it, and a house that has been in my head since I woke up in the hospital.”

      “Are you still having a problem remembering everyone?”

      “I remember most of my family more each day because they visit me, and I remember who they are. I don’t remember John and don’t think I want to remember him.”

      “Wow, that doesn’t sound like you.”

      “It's the new me. Why would I still be with someone who doesn’t put me before his golf game? And I’m ashamed for not believing my little brother over him. I should have punched him in the nose for hitting Billy. God, what was wrong with me?”

      “Good, I’m glad you are not letting that creep back into your life. None of us liked him. Ricky, I guess you told her a few things about him.”

      “Only two she doesn’t want to hear anymore.

      “We will tell the family tonight when we see them, that you no longer want to marry John.”

      “Are we having dinner with them?”

      “Yes, that’s another reason I came by. When I told Mom I was coming to see you, she wanted me to ask you and Ricky to come to dinner tonight.”

      “That will be so much fun. Don’t you think so, Ricky? I still can’t believe I have such a large family.”

      “Your memory will return soon, and you will be hiding from all of us.”

      Tammy laughed. “I will never do that. Will you drive me to our parent's home for dinner, Ricky?”

      “Yes, I’ll drive you over there. Or do you want to drive yourself?”

      “What? Lord no. I only just now started riding in cars, I most definitely don’t want to drive one. Cars are a wonderful invention, don’t you think so Pam? It’s like you are free to go anywhere in the world you want to go.”

      Ricky glanced at his sister; it worried him and the rest of the family about how Tammy acted at times. She always seemed so sad. He’s stayed the night at her house almost every night since she left the hospital. They didn’t think she was healing the way she should. It was almost like she was someone else. He looked in the rearview mirror at Pam as he got into the car.

      “Did I tell you Tammy made us blueberry pancakes and bacon for breakfast? She made the pancakes from scratch. They were delicious. And she is no longer a vegetarian.”

      “Really, that’s great. I always felt guilty eating steak around you. Now I won’t have to worry about that anymore. How come you never cooked for me?”

      “I will cook for you tomorrow night, you too, Ricky. What about Billy? Does he live far from here?”

      “He lives in Portland, Oregon, where he goes to medical school.”

      “I know this much is true, you are all so smart!”

      Pam gazed at Tammy. “Especially you, my darling sister. You’re an oncologist, one of the best in the country. People travel thousands of miles for you to help their children with cancer. Are you still seeing Charles for therapy?”

      Tammy had a scared look on her face. “Yes, I made him dinner a couple of times, and he had the same expression as you did, Ricky, when he stays with me overnight, I think he does it for the food I cook him.

      Ricky chuckled. “We’re surprised when you cook since you usually pick up vegetarian food on your way home after work.”

      Tammy let out a low mumble: “I know how to cook Chinese dishes… I cooked for the Queen of England for a week. Pam, do you like Chinese cuisine?”

      “Of course, I love it!” Pam bit her lip; Charles told her that talking to Tammy was like talking to another person most of the time. She sometimes said unusual things. Of course, Pam already knew that.

      “Oh, what a beautiful little town!” Tammy whispered as Ricky slowed down the car. “Can you drive down this highway about a mile, please? I want to take a closer look.”

      Tammy looked at the house when they got closer; she knew it was there, where it had always been, since her father built it for her mom. A storm was coming in. She looked at the ocean and saw the waves slapping the beach. It was a gray day, and it looked like the storm clouds hung over the house. “Ricky, please slow down so I can see, can you pull over. I want to get out for a minute?”

      Ricky didn’t want to pull over; he didn’t like the tragic look on Tammy’s face when the house came into view; he thought she might cry. He heard her gasp and saw her hands shaking. “Tammy, I have to help you, don’t try getting out of the car on your own. We’re on a slope, wait for me to come around the car.”

      As Ricky got out of the car, he saw a little girl looking through the gate at them. Her eyes watched Tammy, as he helped her to stand. She leaned against the car, and the wind picked up, he heard a man telling the little girl to put a sweater on if she was playing outside. Then he glanced over to where they stood.

      Pam got out of the car, watching the tall, handsome man as he walked closer to the fence.

      “Max,” Tammy whispered.

      Pam looked at her sister. “What are you saying, do you know this guy? Is this Max?”

      “No, I don’t know. Let’s leave. I’m ready to go back now.”

      Ricky shook his head. “Wait, if you know him, we’ll say hi or something. When you woke up in the hospital, you mentioned the name Max, is this who you were talking about? You’ve been talking about him since you woke up. This is your chance to find out about Max.”

      “Ricky, I don’t know him, maybe I used to in another life, I don’t know. I’m confused,” as she spoke, a tear ran down her face.

      “Ricky, she doesn’t know him, so let’s leave. Tammy’s upset,” Pam looked like she would cry any minute.

      “I’m sorry, Tammy, here let me help you into the car. He wiped her tears away and hugged her to him; he felt her shaking.

      “Do you think I’m crazy?”

      “Yes, I think our whole family is crazy,”

      Tammy chuckled and hugged him back. She watched the house and the man until they were out of sight. In the car, Tammy couldn’t shake the feeling of warmth she felt when she saw Max and his daughter, Rene. Even though she didn’t know them in this life, she knew they were connected to her in some way.

      She was sure there was more to it than just a feeling, but what could it be? Tammy felt like her soul was remembering something from another lifetime. Would the answers ever come?

      Tammy kept thinking of that house across from the beach, with all those roses planted in the back. She could close her eyes and smell them. Tammy felt a tug in her heart as if calling her back to Max and Rene.

      On nights when the wind was blowing from the west, Tammy would sit on her deck and look out toward the ocean, imagining what it would be like to have them as her family.

      Tammy even began dreaming of Max and Rene; they were always happy, playing in the sand and swimming in the waves. The dreams made her feel an overwhelming sense of love for them both. She knew she missed them terribly but also knew she would never see them again.

      Still, when Tammy looked up at the night sky, she felt something warm and comforting inside her – a reminder of Max and Rene, whom she had grown to love so much during their brief time together when she was a lost soul. That was the crazy stuff her mind was thinking.

      As weeks went by, Tammy often thought of them. During the evenings, she would go out on her balcony and look at the stars in the sky. She wondered if Max was also looking up at the stars.
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      Max watched the car as the man helped the woman back into it. He got chills as he watched them drive away. “Tammy,” he whispered. He shook his head and looked out to the sea.  It looked like a storm was moving in quickly. The clouds were dark and forbidding.

      “Rene, let’s go inside. There’s a storm coming.”

      “Okay, Daddy, that lady looked like Tammy.”

      Max smiled at his daughter. “Yes, she did honey; I thought the same thing. I will fix dinner early in case the power goes out. Do you still think of Tammy?”

      “Yes, I miss her all the time. I loved her, and she loved me too. I’m sad because she was a lost soul and couldn’t live with us and be my mother. I always worry, wondering where she is all alone.”

      “I worry about that, too, sweetie. I’m sure wherever Tammy is, she’s happy.”

      The storm grew so intense the roads flooded, and the giant pine in the front yard fell onto the house. Max and Rene went to the basement while the storm passed overhead.

      “Daddy, I’m scared.”

      “The storm will leave soon; nothing can get us here in the basement. Come with me, we’ll go into the secret room. Maybe we will find something here. I didn’t look at everything. Look at this box; it’s full of things. What’s this,” Max said as he pulled a bundle of papers from the wooden box. Max was interested in the box. The work on it was beautiful; it was all hand-carved. It had to have been a master carver who did this work. There were dogs chasing cats and ducks flying overhead. It looked like it had once been a beautiful green, but the stain color had worn off. He thought he might display the box in the den. Max glanced at the papers; there was a clipping of Tammy and her mother's death from the newspaper all those years ago. He threw them down and looked at the rest of the documents. There was a photo of Tammy, and one with her and her mom and dad, some other personal papers. He put them on top of the safe and decided to burn the ones from the newspaper.

      Max looked over at his daughter; she was sleeping. He went upstairs to check out the damage. The tree wiped out most of the roof, and the rain poured through the hole. They would have to go to a hotel or rent a furnished home until the roof got fixed. Max went to Rene’s room, packed her some clothes, grabbed her dolls, and then packed clothes for himself. He went to the attic and collected his paintings and paints and brushes. He left them in the basement.

      “Daddy, I’m hungry.”

      “We’ll get something to eat when we get to the hotel. What would you like?”

      “Pizza, I love pizza.”

      “Me too.”

      “How much further is it?”

      “Not far. We will stay in Seattle. It’s a good thing there is a school break we won’t have to worry about you missing school.”
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        * * *

      

      Tammy was cooking dinner while three of her brothers drank a beer sitting at the kitchen island, talking to her. They were at Ricky’s home. Ricky said he would prepare dinner for all of them; he had picked up three take-and-bake pizzas. Tammy shook her head when he told her what they were having. Then she brought in the groceries from her car, which got her a hug and a kiss from her brothers. She sipped her wine as she cooked steaks and baked potatoes.

      “I can’t get over you cooking real food. Did you wake up and decide you were a chef? Not that I’m complaining,” Billy said, watching his sister; she still, after four months, wasn’t herself. She remembered everyone, and she was still a fantastic doctor. It thrilled him she broke off her engagement with John. She forever told him how sorry she was for staying engaged to the creep. She cooked food for him; every time she saw him, she would put it in Tupperware for him to take back to school. He would often get baked goods by UPS; his roommates loved it every time the truck showed up at their apartment.

      “I think I already knew how to cook. I don’t know how else to explain it,” she smiled at her other brother Charles, “Do you think I’m crazy, Charles?”

      “Yes, I think our whole family is crazy.”

      “That’s what Ricky said.”

      “That’s because we know our family,” as he spoke, he heard more family members come in.

      “Why are you cooking on your birthday?” her sister said as she hugged her. “Happy birthday, Tammy. I love you.”

      Tammy hugged her back. “I love you too, happy birthday. I love cooking,” she saw Sandy glance at Charles.

      Ricky chuckled. He was like a new man since his sister woke up from her coma. They spent all their time off together. She told him Jesus wanted her to help him. “I say if she likes to prepare yours and hers birthday dinner for us, then we let her.”

      They all agreed never to let Tammy eat her dinner alone. She went to their home if one of her family wasn’t at her house. She told all of them no one should ever eat alone.

      Once she told Charles, she was alone for over one-hundred-fifty years until Max and his daughter Rene moved into her home. Charles checked on her every day, she still had that sad look, but it wasn’t as bad as it used to be. If he weren’t able to go by and see her, he would call, and they would talk for an hour or more.

      “I’m going to England to see a little girl coming here in a couple of weeks. I have to fly on a plane. Since this will be my first time flying, who wants to go with me, my treat?”

      “You’ve flown all over the world, but if you need someone, you can count me in,” Pam said as she tasted Tammy's appetizers. “Yummy, this is good can you show me how to make these little meatballs they’re fantastic?”

      “Of course, I can. Anytime you want me to, I’ll bring some things to your house.”

      “When are we going to England?”

      “Monday.”

      “This Monday.”

      “Yes, will that be a problem?”

      “Yes, I’m sorry I have surgery scheduled for all next week.”

      “I can go,” Sybil said as she popped a meatball into her mouth.

      Everyone looked at each other.

      “I thought you had Gregory’s trial coming up,” Pam said, looking closely at her sister.

      “It’s in a couple of weeks. Gregory fired me again. So when he calls wanting me back, I will be in England with my sister.”

      Joanne looked at her daughter and shook her head. “Has Jacob talked to him?”

      “Mom, Jacob is in Florida on another case we are in the middle of, I can’t believe he left me to deal with Gregory by myself. Just because we are partners doesn’t mean I have to defend him alone, I need help with him.”

      “Sybil, he’s fired you eight times now, don’t you think he’ll call you back tomorrow like he always does?”

      “I’m not going to represent him, Mama. He won’t listen to a word I say. He thinks he knows what he’s supposed to do and say because he's a lawyer. He says the judicial system stinks, and you can’t trust any of these judges or the District Attorney.”

      “Well, I’m sure he’s right, but you will help him, he’s innocent, and we all know it. Every person in this town knows he’s innocent. We will all be there for Gregory, and so will you.”

      “Mama, why can’t Jacob be there instead of me, I wanted to go to Florida, I swear Gregory makes me so angry. He’s not taking this case seriously. He doesn’t seem to understand that he’s going to prison if they find him guilty, even if he didn’t kill Jasper Reed.”

      Tammy listened to her sister talking. “What is going on? Who is Gregory, and who is Jasper Reed?”

      Joanne looked over at her daughter. “Gregory is your cousin, dear. Jasper Reed was a man who someone murdered. He was Gregory’s client. They were supposed to meet in the park when Gregory got to the spot they would meet, he found Jasper Reed dead.”

      “Before he could report it, they arrested Gregory for his murder; we know it was a setup. It was as if they were waiting for Gregory to show up. We don’t know how to prove it was a setup, but we know someone did this to him. Everyone who knows him agrees with us. Aunt Flo is heartbroken. She cries all the time now, my poor sister.”

      “Why would he fire Sybil? She’s a terrific lawyer. I’m going to cancel my trip so I can be in court with my cousin?”

      “Why would you want to be at the courthouse? There isn’t anything you can do there.”

      Tammy turned around and looked at Sybil. “Sybil, after we have dinner, we will go see Gregory. I have a few questions to ask him. He is our family.”

      “We are the most blessed people in the world to have each other, and I plan to sort this out. Can you tell me what the District Attorney had to say about this? He must have known Gregory. I mean, they had to have had cases against each other before. Am I right?”

      The family watched Tammy. “Why do you want to get involved with this case, Tammy?” Charles asked.

      “Because we have a distraught aunt and because he is my family. I would hope that all of you feel the same way as I do. It’s not fun to be all alone if you have a family; that is the best gift God can give you.”

      Since Tammy got released from the hospital, they all went to church. She wouldn’t have it any other way, and they realized they enjoyed being in church.

      “But you’re not a lawyer.”

      “Sandy, we are still family. I’m not going to England on Monday. I will see the child when her parents bring her here in two weeks. I didn’t need to see her; I wanted to meet her. Plus I have to admit I wanted to see England. I’ll make all the arrangements. Now, what did the District Attorney say about this case?”

      Sybil shook her head. Tammy was getting stranger every day. “You’ve been to England many times. That memory will come back to you. The district hates Gregory because his wife and Gregory had a thing for each other in college.”

      “You mean because he’s jealous of our cousin, he doesn’t care if an innocent man goes to prison. He should be ashamed of himself. How many other men did his wife date? Is he going to make sure all of them go to prison? Sybil, you can tell me all you know about this case while I cook. I have a few questions I need to ask Gregory.”

      Sybil chuckled and looked at Charles, who shrugged his shoulders. “Gregory and Cathy were engaged to be married. He loved her, so much more than she loved him. They broke up because Cathy cheated on Gregory with Scott, who is the District Attorney. She got pregnant.”

      “Oh, wow. How was Gregory sure the baby was Scott’s?”

      “Because she took no precautions when she had her one-night stand. Scott was always trying to get her to go out with him. One night she was at this club with some of her friends, and she got drunk and went home with Scott. Cathy found out she was pregnant six weeks later. She was distraught.”

      “I’m sure she would have had an abortion and tried to hide what she had done if she hadn’t told someone about it, and they told Gregory, and he told her parents. She cried for the first six months of her pregnancy because Gregory broke up when she finally told him what happened. I guess she thought because she was drunk, he should have forgiven her.”

      Tammy shook her head. “It’s good that he found out what kind of woman she was before he married her. He must have been devastated over her infidelity. You still have to defend him; he can't fire you because he's family. He’s scared he will be imprisoned for something he didn’t do.”

      “He’s locked away in jail alone; we must go see him. My poor Aunt Flo, the pain she must be feeling right now. Why don’t all of us have her over for dinner on Saturday? Are all of you free? I also want to meet Scott. I would like to give him an earful.”

      “He’s John’s friend. You have met him.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. Why didn’t one of my siblings box my ears in for dating a jerk like John? My God, it’s a good thing I had an accident and came to my senses,” she smiled as she heard a few chuckles.

      Sandy shrugged her shoulders. “We tried telling you. That's all I will say on the subject.”

      Joann Brown smiled. “I think Flo would love to come to dinner on Saturday. Thank you for thinking of her, dear.”
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        * * *

      

      “Why is everyone here? Is it my mom? Is she all right?”

      “She’s fine.”

      “Tammy, I’m glad you’re better,” he looked at Sybil. “I thought I fired you?”

      “We are here because you are our family, and you can’t fire me because I work for free.”

      Gregory shook his head at all the cousins in the visitor's area. “How did you get them to let all of you in here? It’s nighttime, how did you get in here?”

      “Tammy knows the deputy at the front desk; his daughter is her patient.”

      He looked at Tammy; “I heard you broke up with John. That was the best thing you could have done.”

      “I agree. I also think you finding out about Cathy before you married her was a good thing. Now I want you to tell me all about this client you had who got killed?”

      “Why do you want to know about him?”

      “Because you’re family, and we love you. I’m also nosy, and we're going to investigate this murder and set you free. I also think Scott won’t be the District Attorney for long.”

      “Really, well, I thought it was strange my client wanted to meet at a park across town; he was a homeless guy, who they accused of stealing from a jewelry store. I couldn’t get over the fact they let him in the jewelry store. This one had a door that you had to push a button, and they had to open it before you could enter. Why would they let him inside? There was no video available, even though they had video surveillance. Someone bailed him out of jail, which was also strange. I can’t find who bailed him out. This whole case wasn’t right.”

      “Maybe whoever bailed him out of jail murdered him?” Tammy said as she took notes.

      Gregory smiled at her, “How is it you have time to work on my case? Sybil has tried to find out who bailed him out,” he scooted closer so he could whisper, “One of my contacts in here told me Sybil was making someone nervous, and they wanted her to shut up.”

      Now, Tammy was concerned for Sybil. “What? Are you telling us her life is in danger? I’m glad we came down.”

      “Does she know more than she’s telling us?” Ricky whispered, watching Sybil, who was trying to keep Gregory from telling them anymore.

      “Yes, that’s why I fired her.”

      Tammy looked at her family; they nodded their heads; all of them had figured out the same thing Sybil did. The killer was now after Sybil for asking so many questions. “It has to be the Jeweler himself he wanted the insurance money, so all we have to do is find whoever he hired to kill the homeless guy. It must be Scott.”

      “Why must it be him?”

      “Because he would be asking these same questions, we are asking if he wanted to find the real killer. We’ll stay in contact with Gregory, but right now, we have to get out there and ask questions.”

      Early the next morning, Tammy had most of her family walking the streets asking the homeless people if they knew anything about the killing. It’s amazing what they will tell you if you rented them a room for a month.

      Before the end of the week, they had enough evidence to have the jewelry store owner and Scott, the district attorney, and another homeless man arrested for murder, insurance fraud and murder for hire. The district attorney and the jeweler who were acquaintances, planned the whole thing. The jeweler confessed that it was all Scott’s idea.

      The homeless man who killed him, he was rewarded with drugs whenever he wanted them. He probably would have been the next victim. If they hadn’t gotten all the information from people who lived on the street when they did. Scott and the jeweler were arrested, crying and blaming each other.

      Aunt Flo and Gregory were overjoyed with their family. Gregory looked at Tammy. “How are you doing, Tammy?”

      “I’m doing great. I’m happy you are out of there.”

      The days after Gregory's release were filled with a mixture of relief and gratitude. The family came together to celebrate, and Aunt Flo couldn't stop hugging and thanking Tammy. Her niece’s determination and intelligence had brought justice to her son, and it was a gift she would cherish forever.

      As the celebration continued at Ricky's home, Tammy sat with Gregory to understand more about the case. “Gregory, I’m glad everything worked out, but there's something I still don't understand. Why did Scott want to frame you for this murder in the first place?”

      Gregory sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. “Tammy, it all started after Cathy cheated on me with Scott. He was always jealous of me, and when he found out she was pregnant, he went crazy. He couldn’t stand it because Cathy never loved him. She married him so her child would have his father. I think he saw an opportunity to ruin my life by setting me up for this murder.”

      “He wanted revenge for everything and thought he could get away with it. He thought I still wanted his wife. He didn’t know I hadn’t wanted her since I found out she slept with Scott. He’ll be locked up for years while his wife and three kids try to make a living. So the ones who suffer are the kids, they are the ones who have to go through being talked about in school. He was only thinking of himself.”

      “You have a very kind heart; God will choose you for one of his special angels.”

      “How do you know what God will do?”

      “I know his angels. Not all of them, but the important ones have a heart just like yours.”

      “I see Tammy has been telling you about her angels,” Ricky said, sitting on the sofa beside Tammy.

      “We’re just having a cousin bonding talk. I’m glad you are back with us, Tammy. It’s been a long time since I’ve talked to the original Tammy. Now I need to get my mother home. I will see you all at the next get-together.”

      “Yes, we will make sure we have another get-together soon.”
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      Rene sat down at the kitchen counter. She was tired and didn’t feel up to going with her friend Betty to the movies. She was always so active, so she was surprised when this weakness overcame her. Her dad has kept both of them busy since Tammy went away.

      She knew he didn’t want her sad about Tammy leaving, and she tried not to show how unhappy she was, just like her dad always tried to pretend he wasn’t sad. Both of them missed Tammy, even after all this time. It was something they had to get over. They knew they wouldn’t be seeing her anymore.

      “Daddy, I don’t feel good.”

      “Let me see if you have a fever. You don’t feel hot. I’ll get the thermometer and take your temperature.

      “I’m going to lay down. I’m sleepy?”

      “You don’t have a fever. Maybe you need a nap. I’ll make you some lunch while you rest. I’m sure you will feel better once you get some rest. I think you’re still worn out from Disney World.”

      Max made soup and grilled cheese sandwiches for lunch. When he went up to tell Rene it was ready, she was sleeping. He was worried when she slept the rest of that day and didn’t want to get up for breakfast the next morning.

      He took her to the hospital. He carried her out to the car and drove to the hospital, where they drew blood and did all kinds of tests but couldn’t find anything wrong with her. She was in the hospital overnight. When they got home, she went to bed and didn’t want to get up. Max decided to take her to Seattle. The hospital there would have more equipment to do more tests. Max was getting scared. He prayed nothing was wrong with her.

      “Daddy, if they have me stay all night, will you stay here with me?”

      “You couldn’t chase me away.”

      The hospital put a chair in her room that folded into a bed. Max remembered the chair he slept on when Rene got food poisoning. That was the first night he met Tammy, the ghost he would love until the day he died. He slept in her room for two nights before they found out what was making her sick. His beautiful daughter had a spot of cancer.

      They said it was such a small spot they didn’t know how Dr. Brown found it. What was even stranger, her symptoms had nothing to do with it. Within an hour of them finding it, Rene returned to her usual self. Max walked outside and cried. He couldn’t go back to her room for ten minutes. They wanted to do more tests, so Max sat down and told Rene what she had and what it was.

      “Am I going to die?”

      “Darling, don’t say that. The Doctors here will take excellent care of you. You won’t die. I don’t want you to worry about it anymore. They have a Specialist coming to see you, Doctor Brown. The nurse told me she was wonderful. They bring children to her from all over the world. She will be here in a few minutes. You and I will sit and talk to the Doctor together. If you have questions, I want you to ask the Doctor, and she will answer your questions for you.”

      “Okay, I will.”
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        * * *

      

      “Knock, knock, can I come in?” Tammy entered the room where the sick little girl and her father waited to talk with her. She had Deja-vue wash over her and felt like she might faint. Tammy took a deep breath and grabbed the door frame. When the girl saw her, she sat up straight and smiled.

      Tammy smiled at her too. She wanted to hug her, so that’s what she did. She walked over and hugged her tight; then she kissed her on her temple as she straightened up. Tammy felt as if she had missed this little girl. She wanted to cry with relief that they were both here and that they found her. She felt a tear slip out and wiped it away.

      Then she looked at the father. He sat down in the chair that was behind him. He had a confused look on his face; both of them had sad eyes.

      “Tammy,” he whispered. But she heard the low whisper.

      Tammy didn’t know what to think. Did he know her? She knew they were both worried about the cancer. She looked over at Max, “I think you need a hug too.”

      Max stood up straight. “Hello, yes, I do need a hug,” he reached her in two long strides, pulling her close like he didn’t want to let her go. Tammy felt like she belonged in his arms. When she leaned back and looked at him, he bent his head and kissed her. She stepped back and looked at him.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know why I did that.”

      Tammy put her arms around him. Why did she feel like she loved him? He was a stranger. She didn’t want to let him go. She was afraid she would lose him again. Why did she have a thought like that in her head? Maybe she was losing her mind. She took a healing breath and stepped back.”

      “I understand you and your daughter are going through a lot. I’m Doctor Brown. I don’t believe we’ve met before. We may have. I was in an accident and couldn’t remember people at first. Don’t worry, I remember everything now.” Tammy giggled, and father and daughter looked at each other.

      Rene smiled, but she looked like she might cry any minute. “Were you a lost soul?”

      Tammy frowned. She’s heard that before, but where? “What do you mean?”

      “Sometimes when someone dies, they weren't supposed to, and they become lost souls, they are waiting around for a body that dies for an instant, but when the lost soul goes into that person's body, they come back to life, both of them become one.”

      “Wow, where did you learn all of this?”

      “Our friend loved us very much, but she was a lost soul and got called to a body.

      “Rene, Doctor Brown doesn’t know you’re kidding.”

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t supposed to tell that story.”

      “Your name is Rene. I think I used to know someone with that name,” Tammy was becoming confused. She didn’t know what was real and what wasn’t anymore.

      “Yeah, that’s my nickname. My real name is Waurine.”

      Tammy turned to Max and smiled. “What’s your first name, Mr. Harris? I like to be informal.”

      “It’s Max.”

      “Max,” she whispered, as her hand reached for the bed and she sat down. She felt like she was going to pass out.

      “What’s your first name, Doctor Brown?” He asked.

      “It’s Tammy,” she looked at the daughter when she heard her sigh, then the girl leaned back on her pillow, as a tear fell to her cheek.

      Max smiled. “Tammy, we know a Tammy.”

      “Yeah, she’s a lost soul,” Rene said, “or she used to be a lost soul.”

      Max shook his head at his daughter. “Rene, you can stop saying that, please.”

      “Would you two like me to tell you what we will do first.”

      “Yes, please. You can tell Rene everything you tell me,” Max said, watching her. Without thought, his hand reached out and touched her, and he sighed.

      “First, your cancer tumor is so small we are all surprised we found it. We’ll do radiation on it that should get rid of it. Tomorrow morning you will have your first radiation treatment. I will start you on some vitamins that will help with you being so tired. We will do radiation treatment for a few weeks every morning.”

      “You won’t have to stay in the hospital. You can stay at this home we keep for families while they are taking treatment,” She looked at Max who hadn’t stopped staring at her the whole time, as was his daughter. She felt like an insect a frog watched so he could catch it for dinner.

      “Do you have questions?”

      “Does radiation hurt?” Rene said.

      “No, you shouldn’t feel a thing. I’ll give you some cream so you can put it on the spot. Your cancer is a small spot on your kidney. We are all surprised you had any symptoms. And the symptom you had has nothing to do with what you have.”

      “So it’s a miracle we even found it. It’s like something or someone put us here at this time.”

      She said the strangest thing, I thought watching her. “Yes, Rene, that’s what my team and I thought also. There was a reason you came to us, and now I can fix you, and you’ll be home in no time.”

      “So, I won’t die.”

      “No, sweetheart, you won’t die.”

      “Did you hear her Dad, I’m not going to die, and we found Tammy.”

      Max nodded he couldn’t speak. He was busy thanking God for all his blessings.

      “Max, if you want, you can go pack you and Rene some clothes and anything else you need to get while you’re there. Rene will be here waiting for you. I have the keys and address to the home where you will be staying. Let me get them,” Tammy walked out of the room so father and daughter could have some time alone.

      “Rene, will you be all right if I leave you here for a while?”

      “Yes, Daddy, I’m eleven-years-old. I can stay in the hospital alone for a few hours.”

      Tears ran down her face. Max pulled his daughter into his arms as the tears ran down his face.

      “Daddy, I’m happy I’m not going to die. I didn’t want to leave you alone. We found Tammy now we can be a real family.”

      “Rene, we don’t know if she’s Tammy, I don’t want you getting your hopes up. Tammy could be anywhere. We don’t know what happened to her. Whatever you do, don’t talk to her anymore about lost souls. She’ll think you’re crazy.”

      “I won’t tell her anything. I remember when she told me people would think I was crazy if they knew I talked to a ghost.”

      “We don’t know it’s her. Please remember that.”

      Tammy couldn’t shake the feeling she knew these two. She got the keys and the address out of her desk drawer and said a few words to the nurse at the nurse station. When she thought she had given them enough time, she walked back into the room.

      “Here you go, Max. Here is the address and directions for you, and here are the keys. I will be at the hospital all day, I’ll check on Rene so she won’t get lonesome.”

      “Thank you, Doctor Brown. I appreciate everything you are doing for us.”

      “You’re welcome.”
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      “Ricky pick up your phone, I have to tell you about my new patient, her name is Rene, never mind, I see Pam, I’ll tell her. Pam, wait a minute, please I have something to tell you.”

      “What does my beautiful sister want?” Pam giggled when Tammy rolled her eyes.

      “We look just alike, silly. Except you always wear a ponytail, when we are working. Why is that?”

      “So, the staff can tell us apart at the hospital.”

      “We should trick them one day,” Tammy laughed at the expression on her sister’s face.

      Pam giggled. “Tammy, I always used to want to trick people; you never wanted to. Now we are grown-ups and responsible, and you finally want to trick people.”

      “I have to tell you about my new patient, Rene. Her father’s name is Max.”

      Pam stopped walking and looked at her sister. “What? That’s crazy.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Are you sure, Tammy?”

      “I’m serious; the daughter is Rene, and the dad is Max. They are the same two we saw at that house that day.”

      “Tammy, that’s unbelievable, did you dream these people up when you were in a coma? Ricky has always thought you had some kind of spiritual happening while you were unconscious.”

      “What about Rene telling me about lost souls? They were as shocked to see me as I was to see them. I had the urge to hug them, so I did, and Max kissed me before stepping back and apologizing. Can you believe that? He kissed me. It was just a light kiss, and to be truthful, I wanted more. Will say something?”

      “She told you about lost souls? Wow, I don’t know, this is strange. Can I please stop by to visit with her when I have time today?”

      “Yes, she could use the company, but don’t talk about spiritual stuff, she already has a mind full of it.”

      “I promise I won’t say a word.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hello, can I come in?”

      “Hello, Tammy.”

      “I’m not Tammy. I’m Pam, her twin sister. How are you feeling, sweetie?”

      “I’m not going to die.”

      “I know, that’s wonderful.”

      “I’m so happy Tammy has a family now. In her other life, she was all alone until Daddy and I moved into her house. Sometimes she would go away and talk to other angels and lost souls, but not often.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Hello, are we interrupting”

      Pam turned around, and Ricky and Billy stood in the doorway.

      “I’m not allowed to talk to Tammy about lost souls, my dad said. But he didn’t tell me I couldn’t talk to all of you.”

      “Rene, these two are my brothers Ricky and Billy.”

      “Hi, are both of you Tammy’s brothers too?”

      “Yes,” Ricky said with a sick feeling in his stomach.

      Rene smiled. “I’m glad Tammy has a family. Are there any more of you?”

      “Yes, there are twelve of us. Plus, our parents and aunts and uncles and cousins.”

      “Twelve. Does Tammy know all of you?”

      Ricky sat on the side of the bed; he thought his legs might buckle under him if he didn't sit down. “She does now. At first, she didn’t know us, but then her memory returned, and she remembered. Was her name Tammy in her other life?”

      “Yes, I’m glad it’s the same. That happens at first with the lost soul's memory. Most lost souls are sad because they don’t want to enter another body. Once, it took Tammy three months before this man forgot about his family. Did Tammy forget about Daddy and me?”

      They all shook their heads and smiled. None of them could speak, even if they wanted to.

      Rene smiled back at them. “I’m happy for Tammy. She was all alone,” Rene wiped a tear away, “for over one hundred and fifty years before we moved into her house. Nobody bought the house because it was Tammy’s, and they feared her because she was a ghost. I was never scared of her. I love Tammy.”

      “When I was four, I walked across the street I was going to wash my doll in the ocean. Tammy woke my dad up, so he ran across the street and got me. After that, Tammy was always with me, and my dad didn’t know I could see and talk to her. She told me not to tell anyone because they would think I was crazy. I’ve missed her so much.

      “She’s been gone almost four years. We love Tammy, and she loves us. I know she doesn’t remember she loves us, but maybe someday she will remember.”

      “One time I got sick, and I slept in my dad’s room, he was looking at a picture of a man who owned the house before us, he was Tammy’s father. She saw him on my dad’s computer, and she said, is that my father,” Rene laughed. She had all of them laughing. “Tammy told me my dad jumped so high in the air; he hit his head on the ceiling when she popped in front of him.”

      Billy wiped at his eyes. “Wow, I wondered why she was always speaking as if she was from another time.”

      Ricky looked at her with a dazed look. How could all this be happening? “If your Tammy is here, where is our Tammy?”

      “She’s the same Tammy, but it took one Tammy to help the other Tammy to live.”

      “How come you know so much about it.”

      “Don’t forget Tammy didn’t speak to a live person for over one hundred years, so when she talked, she didn’t stop. She loved me a lot, and I loved her like she was my mother, but she was a ghost, or I guess she was a spirit. I think that’s why she had to go away. My dad and I loved her too much. Katherine sent her somewhere. We never forgot about her. I could never forget her. Tammy was in my life since I was three, and I was seven when she went away. I always cried, wanting her to return to us.”

      “Who is Katherine?”

      “She’s an angel. Tammy helped lost souls to find where they belonged, and Katherine would tell her where to go to help people. I knew when I saw her that day standing by the car with you; it was her. My Dad thought so too. I could tell by how he acted. There was a horrible storm that night, and our huge tree in the front yard fell onto our house and crashed through the roof. We had to change some furniture. Don’t tell Tammy or my dad I told you anything. Tammy said I could never tell anyone about her or Katherine.”

      Tammy stopped in the doorway of Rene’s room. “What are all of you doing here?”

      Billy looked away with a guilty look on his face. “Visiting Rene. We came to pick Pam up, and the nurse pointed us to this room. We are going to get a pizza and beer. Pam’s treat, do you wanna come.”

      “This early, are you kidding me? Are you here to meet Rene?”

      Ricky looked guilty. “I’m sorry I couldn’t resist, my…”

      “Hello. Who have we here?”

      “Charles, what are you doing here? Mom, not you too.”

      “I’m here to hunt down Pam. Hello, dear, are you Rene Harris?”

      “Yes.”

      “Rene, this is my Mom, she is also Doctor Brown, and this is my brother, Charles, he is also a Doctor.”

      “Hello.”

      “All of you out now, Rene needs her rest. Her father went to get them some clothes and things from home. He will think we are all idiots if he sees us in here. Tammy shook her head at her crazy family as they left. “Charles, can you come by tonight, please.” He nodded as he passed her. Why don’t all of you come to dinner and I’ll cook Chinese food?

      Tammy is a great cook. She cooked for the queen of England,” I looked at Rene, “Sorry, I meant our friend Tammy cooked for the queen.”
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      “I can’t believe this is happening. I’m sure it’s Katherine setting them up. I mean, Tammy was a lost soul for a century and a half. I’ve read everything about the other Tammy’s family. Those poor, poor people, what a horrible thing to happen. Why did Tammy have to stay alone for all those years? I believe she was still the other Tammy when she returned to us.

      “Ricky, do you remember when she said Jesus wanted her to help you? And she called out for Max; then, out of the blue, she would talk about Max and Rene like we all knew them. And we all know she has changed. She is not only our sister and a doctor but also a detective, comedian, and champion for all of her family.”

      “Tammy never sits still long enough to take a rest. She had all of us out there walking the streets hunting for the killer so Gregory could go free. My God, she convinced the real killer to turn himself in and told him Jesus would help him with his life. That man must have had a horrible life to listen to her. And he admitted Scott hired him.”

      Ricky shook his head at his family. “Yeah, and now Gregory and Aunt Flo call her to discuss God and angels. No wonder she’s an expert on angels; she knew them. This opens up a whole new can of worms.”

      “I think someone told her to help me so she wouldn’t worry about missing Max and Rene. And she could have more time for us. And look at how she treated John when she broke up with him. She told me he tried to kiss her without asking her permission first. So, Tammy, number one, is a virgin, but is Tammy number two? I don’t think so.”

      A pillow was thrown through the air and hit Ricky in the face.

      “Mom, why did you do that?”

      “Because you are talking about your sister.”

      “Aren’t they both my sister?”

      Pam started to say something when Joanne held up her hand.

      “Pam, please take a breath. You and Ricky are giving me a headache. You two haven’t stopped talking since we left Rene’s room. God, do you realize Jesus spoke to her about your brother? All of you quiet down, I don’t know about you, but I think we better thank God and Katherine every day, all day long, that we have Tammy back with us. And she speaks to Angels and Jesus.”

      Do you remember the EMT who said Tammy quit breathing and her heart stopped for eight minutes? How did that happen? It must have been right before the other Tammy’s soul came into her body. We can’t tell anybody about this. No boyfriends or girlfriends ever. We won’t bring it up to Tammy unless she brings it up. I think after this night, we need never mention this conversation again. Tammy hasn’t talked about them like she used to. Has she?”

      “Mom, I think you’re right. She mentions them sometimes and tells me how much she loves them. Then she would ask me if she was crazy. I think she stopped talking about them because of the way we looked at her. Hell, I didn’t know if she was crazy or not until I met Rene.”

      “I think Pam is right. Katherine has a hand in this. One time Tammy told me Katherine sent her to New York, and she lived with angels who walked among people to save their lives. Tammy told me about an angel named Talon; she said he was an avenging angel for children.”

      “Another one named Gabriel who sat up on the Empire State Building, he would roar so loud people would think it was thunder. He was still angry after thousands of years because his children died when they were little from the fever.”

      “Millie, who was one of the angels, told her she might remember Max and Rene because she was drifting for so long. She told me Millie died in the year thirteen hundred and had walked among people as an angel since she died at the age of seventeen.”

      The room fell into a thoughtful silence, the weight of the revelation sinking in. They had been privy to a world that transcended the ordinary, a realm where lost souls, angels, and extraordinary connections intertwined. It was as if they had uncovered a hidden dimension within their lives, a tapestry of emotions and experiences that defied explanation.

      Ricky cleared his throat, breaking the silence. “So, we’re just going to keep all of this to ourselves?”

      Joanne nodded. “For now, at least. It’s clear that Tammy’s journey has been anything but ordinary, and we can’t burden her with more than she’s ready to handle. She’s been through enough, and we must respect her process.”

      Pam chimed in; her voice thoughtful. “You’re right, Mom. We need to give her the space to remember and understand at her own pace. If she wants to share, she will.”

      As they continued to talk, their voices mingling in a mixture of awe and disbelief, it became clear that their shared experiences had deepened the bonds between them. Their family had always been close, but this newfound connection brought them even closer.

      Later that evening, as the family gathered around the dinner table. The aroma of Chinese delicacies filled the air, and laughter echoed through the house. Tammy seemed to be her usual self, cracking jokes and sharing stories about her day at the hospital.

      The family looked at each other and smiled, the memory of that conversation—filled with wonder, doubt, and a shared commitment to protect Tammy’s well-being—remained an unspoken pact among the family members. They had been granted a glimpse into the mysteries beyond, and they carried that knowledge with a mixture of reverence and gratitude.
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      “Daddy, can I go with Sybil and Carol after my radiation treatment today? They’re taking me to the movies with them.”

      “Yes, you can. Please don’t talk about Tammy to them; they’ll think you’re crazy.”

      “Okay, I won’t tell them about Tammy. I like Tammy’s family. I want to move here to be with them.”

      “Honey, you know you can’t be with them. They aren’t our family, and we have our own home.”

      “When you finish your radiation treatment, we will go home.”

      “Why can’t we move here?”

      “Rene, I know you think Doctor Brown is our Tammy, but that’s impossible. I’m sure Tammy is still an angel helping people.”

      “Okay, Daddy.”

      “Rene, I want to find Tammy too, but I don’t believe that will happen. She left almost four years ago. We have to move on with our life. I want to talk to Sybil and see if you can stay with her until I return. I need to run home and pick up our mail and take care of a few things.”

      “Does that mean I get to go to their home? Sybil still lives at home because she’s saving her money to buy a house. She said she enjoys staying at her parent's home because it reminds her of when they were all small. Billy and Carol are also away at school, so she moved back home.”

      “Isn’t there one still in high school?”

      “Yes, his name is Adam, and he plays basketball; he said if I’m still here when he plays his next game, we can watch him play. Won’t that be fun?”

      “Yes, that will be fun. Is Sybil picking you up at the hospital?”

      “You’re supposed to call her. I have her phone number,” Rene ran into the bedroom and got a tablet with phone numbers written on it.

      “Do you have all their phone numbers?”

      “No, I don’t have Uncle Charles’s, he said if I needed to talk to him, call Aunt Pam, and she could tell him.”

      “We’ve only been here for three weeks, and you call them aunt and uncle?”

      “Yes, they don’t mind. Uncle Ricky said I could call them aunt and uncle.”

      Max was becoming a little worried. He thought Rene wanted Doctor Brown to be Tammy so much, she was adopting her family, and they were too kind to say anything. He thought he better step in and play the bad guy. Rene was getting too close to Tammy’s family. They would only be around for another couple of weeks. Max decided to talk to Sybil and tell her what he thought; he would let Rene go with them to the movies but not home with them. He would wait to pick up his mail until tomorrow and take Rene with him.

      “Hi, Doctor Brown,” Rene said as she walked into the hospital and saw Tammy standing there talking to a nurse laughing. Her dad said she had to call Tammy, Doctor Brown. He said it wasn’t professional to call her Tammy.

      “I hear you’re going to the movies?”

      “Yes, can you come with us?”

      “I’m sorry I have to stay at the hospital today. I wish I were going; I love their popcorn.”

      “Me too, it’s all buttery. Maybe you can come to the house we’re staying in and watch a movie with us?”

      “I would like that very much. Have you seen Frozen? I have that movie; I can bring it for us to watch.”

      Tammy turned her head and looked at Max. He was handsome, just like she remembered him. It was like it was yesterday. Her mind went back to when she saw him, laughing at a story she told him about her other father. She couldn’t remember the circumstances in which they met, but she recognized him and remembered pieces of them being together. She remembered how much she loved him and Rene. It must have been in a previous life. What else could it have been?

      “Hello, Max.”

      “Good morning Doctor Brown,”

      “Why are you so formal today?”

      “Because you’re Rene’s Doctor and worked hard to get that name. You deserve to have everyone call you Doctor.”

      Tammy smiled at him. Then she touched him on the arm. She didn’t know why it was so important that she could feel him, but it was. “What are you doing while Rene goes to the movies with Sybil and Carol?”

      “I will be painting. I have a gallery show coming up.”

      “You’re a painter? What do you paint?”

      “Mostly landscapes, but I also paint people. Sometimes I will get commissioned to paint a portrait. I’m better at landscapes. I’m lucky I work at what I love doing.”

      A painting of a woman floated between us. “Yes, you are. I’m the same. I love saving children. I can’t always do that, and it’s hard, but it makes me more determined. Can you let me know when you have your showing at the gallery, please? I would like to see your paintings. I also love to write. I have a few books I’ve published.”

      “What do you write?”

      “Paranormal Romance.”

      “Do you have a pen name?”

      “No, I use my name.”

      They both forgot about Rene standing there waiting for her father to take her to get her radiation treatment. She walked over and sat in a chair when she saw her dad lean against the wall as he told Tammy about his paintings. Rene wondered if he would show the portrait of Tammy he painted of her laughing.

      “Would you like to have lunch with me today,” Max asked Tammy as he gazed into her eyes.

      “I won’t be able to until after one. Will that work for you?”

      “Yes, Rene is going home with Sybil and Carol for a while after the movies. Where should I pick you up?”

      “I’ll pick you up. I have a favorite restaurant I always eat at. It only became my favorite since I was in the accident. The chef there is magnificent. The food is so good it melts in your mouth and will have you drooling daily for more. I’m also a chef. My family says I didn’t cook at all until the accident. Isn’t that strange? I remember studying in Paris. Can you believe they said I was a vegetarian before the accident? I don't remember ever not eating meat.”

      Max chuckled and held his breath, and slowly let it out. Tammy laughed, and he fell in love with her all over again. Rene was right; this was their Tammy, but she was also Tammy Brown. He was falling for Tammy Brown as he listened to her talk, she told him about her family. She talked about the accident.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Harris, we’re waiting for Rene.”

      Max shook his head. He looked around and spotted Rene sitting in a chair. She smiled at him. He couldn’t believe he had forgotten Rene was with him. His face turned red when he looked at Tammy; she was trying not to laugh. Both of them laughed at the same time.

      “I’ll see you later, Tammy.”

      “Yes, later.”

      So much for keeping her away from the Brown family, who would keep him away from them. He knew if he had to buy a house in Seattle, then he would do anything to keep her in his life.
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        * * *

      

      “Start from the beginning and tell us again,” Ricky said as they all sit around the kitchen table eating ice cream. Rene smiled as she looked at each person at the table. Joanne was there, and Sybil, Ricky, Billy, and Carol were out of school for another week. Adam walked in and grabbed an apple, then he sat down.

      “When I went in for my treatment, Tammy was there; they talked about my Dad’s paintings, he’s a painter, Rene explained looking at everyone. They forgot I was there, so I walked over to the chair and sat down. I listened to them. Tammy told my dad she was a chef but didn’t have that talent of cooking until her accident.”

      “I noticed how my Dad reacted as he watched her; He would reach out and touch her hand. It was like he knew he could finally touch her hand. Before you couldn’t touch Tammy, your hand would go through her. That’s when he realized a small part of her was the other Tammy. Then he asked her to lunch. Tammy told him she would pick him up and take him to her new favorite place.”

      Ricky had a faraway look on his face. “Hmm, so they’re finally noticing each other. I wonder what Tammy is thinking. She says she remembers Max and you, but she has forgotten from where she remembers you. I hope she doesn’t forget how to cook. I love her cooking.”

      “My Dad said I couldn’t talk to you guys about Tammy, but that was our Tammy, the spirit ghost. I’m not talking about her; I’m talking about our new Tammy.”

      “I think we should sit back and see what happens—no more plotting. I feel guilty having Rene telling us how they act around each other,” Joanne said, looking at her children.

      Ricky looked at his sisters and brothers. “I agree, if it’s meant to be, then it will happen. If not, then it wasn’t meant to be.”

      “Rene, how are your treatments coming along?” Joanne asked.

      “Good, I only have another week, and then I will have a pet scan done. We have to go back home in two weeks. My dad is going to have an art show next month in Seattle. Maybe you guys will come. I can call you and let you know when it is.”

      “I think I can speak for everyone and say we would love for you to call us.”
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        * * *

      

      The days passed, and Rene's radiation treatments neared their end. Max couldn't help but notice the change in the atmosphere whenever Tammy was around. There was an undeniable spark between them, and he was drawn to her presence. On the other hand, Tammy also felt a sense of familiarity around Max, though she couldn’t quite grasp the connection.

      One afternoon, as Max was working on his paintings in the small studio they set up in the rented house, he received a call from Tammy. “Hey, Max. I’m heading over to pick you up for lunch. I know Rene is with Carol today. Are you ready?” she asked warmly.

      Max was thrilled at the thought of spending more time with Tammy. “Yes, I'm ready and looking forward to it,” he replied, trying to hide his excitement. He quickly gathered his things and walked outside to find Tammy waiting in her car.

      As they drove to the restaurant, Max and Tammy chatted about various topics, sharing bits and pieces of their lives.

      Over a delicious lunch at Tammy's favorite restaurant, they continued to connect on a deeper level. Max learned more about Tammy's life before the accident. Some things were still unclear in her mind, but she remembered most of the other stuff. Tammy, in turn, listened intently to Max's stories about his artistic journey and his love for painting.

      During their conversation, they often gazed into each other's eyes, trying to uncover the memories that seemed just out of reach. Their laughter filled the air as they relived moments that felt like echoes from a distant past. Their hands continuously touched, like they couldn’t touch each other enough.

      After the meal, they decided to stroll through a nearby park. The gentle breeze played with Tammy’s hair as they walked side by side, talking and laughing. Max couldn't help but feel like he had found a missing piece of himself in Tammy. He took her hand as they walked. Max felt like he needed to hold on to her so she wouldn’t slip away from him. Every chance he got; he stole a kiss. He has wanted to do that for years.

      They had a strong bond, and Max couldn't ignore the feeling that they were meant to find each other again.

      In the following days, Max and Tammy spent more time together, going to the movies, having dinner, and simply enjoying each other’s company. Their bond continued to grow, and they found comfort in each other’s presence. While Tammy’s memories remained hazy, she felt a sense of peace when she was with Max, as if they had known each other for a lifetime.

      They watched the sunset from the backyard, and it was a beautiful night with only a few clouds in the sky. Max whispered to Tammy, “I don't know what the future holds for us, but I do know that I love you.”

      Tammy smiled, feeling complete at that moment. “I love you too, Max. Whatever happens, we'll face it together.” Max held her close as he kissed her.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why are you so sad, Rene?”

      “Daddy, I’m going to miss everyone. I wish we didn’t have to leave. I love being here with everyone.”

      “We will see them at the gallery in a few weeks. Be sure you look under the bed in case you left anything. We are having dinner with Tammy tonight. She’s cooking for us, so smile. Would you rather we stayed here on our last night?”

      “No, I want to have dinner with Tammy every night. Can I ask her if she will visit me when we leave?”

      “No, you can’t. Rene, I need you to understand something; Tammy is not the same one you knew. She is different. She has her hobby of hiking in the mountains and her large family. She writes Romance books. She is a wonderful person like Tammy was, and sometimes it’s like it's her, but this is Tammy Brown. Even though we love her, we can’t ask her to visit us. I don’t want her to feel like we are crowding her.”

      “I know, Daddy, but I love this Tammy too. I can tell both Tammy's are different when she talks to me.”
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        * * *

      

      “Tammy, how much food are you cooking? Save me the leftovers. You know how I love your cooking,” Ricky said as he tasted the appetizers she put on the counter.

      “Ricky quit tasting everything. Why don’t you stay for dinner? I would feel better if someone else was here. I don’t want it to seem like a family setting with just the three of us. Please say you will.”

      “Okay, you talked me into it. Tammy, I wanted to thank you for saving me from the life I was living. I’m like a new person. My business is flourishing because Katherine told you to save me.”

      “Whose Katherine, and what kind of life were you leading that you needed me to save you from?”

      “You don’t remember, Katherine?”

      “No, I don’t think I ever knew a Katherine.”

      Ricky shrugged his shoulders. “Then it’s not important. I can barely remember it myself.”

      “You still have to stop taking bites of the meatballs. I cooked them because I remembered how much everyone likes them,” Tammy said as she swiped at his hand.

      Ricky laughed and jumped out of her reach.

      The doorbell rang, and Tammy went to answer it. Rene hugged her when she walked inside. She turned, and Max bent his head and kissed her. Just a kiss to remind me he loves me.  Tammy felt like crying; she didn’t know why. Tammy knew she loved these two people and didn’t want to let them out of her life. She watched Max shed his coat, and Ricky took it and put it in the hall closet. Tammy smiled as Ricky and Rene joked with each other.

      “I know you’re not going to believe this, but it’s raining outside.”

      Tammy and Ricky laughed at his joke. Everyone in Washington talked about the rain in their state.

      “Who do you have there,” Ricky asked, looking at the doll Rene had cradled in her arms.

      “Her name is Tammy. She’s very old I found her in our house and they said I could keep her.”

      “Another Tammy?” Ricky said, looking at the antique doll. She’s in perfect shape. I bet you take great care of her.

      “I named her before I knew any Tammys. This doll and two others were in our home when we moved there. The lady said we could keep them. I’m very careful. When I first started playing with them, an arm fell off another doll, but Daddy sewed it back on for me.”

      When Rene explained what happened to the doll, a picture floated before Tammy of Max sewing the arm back on. She shook her head to clear it. “Let me see her,” Tammy said as she walked over to look at the doll. Before Tammy could see the doll, Max took it and put her away in the closet where their coats were hung.

      “We are here to enjoy our last night in Seattle with Tammy and Ricky. I didn’t know you brought your doll.”

      Rene knew her dad was upset with her. He knew she wanted Tammy to see the doll and remember her. “I’m sorry, Daddy.”

      Max shook his head at Rene and rubbed the top of her head. It’s okay. I know why you brought her.” Max understood why she did it, but it still disappointed him that she would try to jar Tammy’s memory this way.

      “It’s okay, Max. She doesn’t have to put the doll away. I don’t mind if Rene wants to bring her doll here. It doesn’t bother me at all. I love antique dolls.”

      Max wanted to drop the subject. “Something smells delicious.”

      “We’ll have to fight Ricky off with a stick; he’s eating all the appetizers.”

      Max laughed when he saw Rene take a bite of the food Ricky gave her.

      “This is delicious. We used to have a friend who made these for us. Remember Dad? She cooked for Daddy and me.”

      There she goes again. She was determined for Tammy to remember her from before. “Yes, I remember. These meatballs are delicious,” Max said as he popped another meatball into his mouth.

      Tammy laughed at them. “I’m glad you enjoy my cooking.”

      “How come you remember how to cook?” Rene asked. Without even trying to jar her memory, she was just curious.

      Tammy looked at her. It confused her about why Rene would ask such a question. “What do you mean?”

      Max looked at his daughter; he knew what she was doing and wasn’t happy. He didn’t realize Rene asked this question because she wanted to know how Tammy remembered some things, not her. “Rene means you have been so busy; how did you have time to take a cooking class?”

      “I don’t know if I took a class. I can’t remember,” Tammy looked at Ricky as she spoke. She was confused. “Did I take a class, Ricky?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “I must watch a lot of cooking shows.”

      Max smiled. He walked over and put his arm around her. “Whatever you did, I’m thankful, and thank you for inviting us to dinner. Whatever you cook is always delicious. One day I’ll cook for you,”

      “Have you tasted my food before?”

      Max could have bitten his tongue off. Why would he say that? He was worse than Rene. He saw Rene and Ricky hide their smiles. “Yes, I’m sure I have. Ricky always gets your leftovers; he brought some to Rene and me at the hospital. That reminds me, I need to return your Tupperware, Ricky.”

      Ricky couldn’t help it; he busted out laughing. He couldn’t imagine himself having Tupperware.

      “Ricky, do you have my containers?”

      “I must have. I’ll look around.”

      “I thought you always took the food home in baggies.”

      He raised his eyebrows and shrugged his shoulders, and burst into laughter.

      Tammy smiled and shook her head at her brother; she loved her family, even if they were crazy most of the time. “Well, bring them back if you have any.”

      “I’ll look around for them.”

      Max, couldn’t believe what a blunder he made. He was worse than Rene. He didn’t want the evening to end. It was like it used to be when they had their meals together.

      “Max, don’t forget to tell us when you bring your art show to Seattle?”

      “I won’t forget. I’ll call you every day. I want to thank your family for all the wonderful things they have done for us. Please stop by and see us if you are ever in our area. I will call you as soon as I get home. I hate leaving you.”

      “I will come for a visit.”

      “I will miss you, Tammy,” Rene hugged her. Rene didn’t want them to know she had tears in her eyes. She hugged Ricky, and the tears fell.

      “I’m always in your area. I’ll stop and visit you, I promise. I will be up that way in a week or two. I’ll stop by if it’s all right with your dad?”

      “Of course, it is. We will look forward to seeing you,” Max said as he shook Ricky’s hand. He looked at Tammy, pulled her to him, and held her tightly in his arms. He didn’t want to leave. He would pick her up and take her with them if he could. He looked down into her face and then kissed her again. It hurt like hell leaving her and going to a different town, even though it was only an hour's drive away.

      Tammy didn’t want him to leave. When he kissed her, she raised her eyes to his and kissed him. She could feel her heart beating fast. Tammy wanted to tell him to stay another night. Instead, she kissed him again. She didn’t care who saw her. She looked around, and Ricky and Rene were already outside. She didn’t know they hurried out the door when she kissed Max. Tammy stepped back so Max could leave.

      “No, you don’t, not yet,” he said when he pulled her to him for another deep kiss.

      Tammy still had her eyes closed when Max let her go. He smiled. “Tammy, I will see you soon.”

      Tammy nodded her head. She couldn’t speak to save her life. Tears ran down her cheeks. She wanted to run out there and go with them. She stood next to Ricky as they waved goodbye. “I will miss them so much.”

      “Why don’t you go with me when I go next Wednesday? You can check on Rene and ensure she’s doing all right.”

      Tammy hurried to the kitchen to get her phone. “Hang on, let me check my schedule,” she picked up her phone and dialed a number. “Kim, can you reschedule my patients for Wednesday?”

      Ricky decided he better hurry and find a property to look at in Max’s town since he didn’t have one yet.

      “Ricky, I’ll be able to go with you. I need to keep my eye on Rene anyway. I know her cancer disappeared; it was a miracle. She had an angel in her corner; that’s for sure.”

      “Yeah, and I bet her name is Katherine,” Ricky mumbled under his breath.

      “Did you say something?”

      “I said she must have had an angel watching over her.”

      “I can’t wait until we go see them. Oh, look, Rene forgot her doll.”

      “I’ll drop it off when I leave here.”

      Tammy looked at the doll. Her head started spinning, and she walked to the sofa and sat down.

      “Are you all right,” Ricky asked, looking at his sister. She looked like she would faint.

      “This doll reminds me of something, but I’m unsure what it is.”

      “I’m sure you’ve seen old dolls before. Maybe you had one when you were small.”

      “Yeah, maybe, but why would this doll make me feel this way? I had never reacted this way with a doll before. Have I? She looked at Ricky, a little confused. Did I have a doll like this? You know, sometimes, I still can’t remember everything.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Tammy; I’m sure you had a doll like this when you were little. Heck, you girls had so many dolls; they were everywhere. Here give it to me, and I’ll take it to Rene. They're leaving early in the morning, so I'll drop it off on my way home.

      “Thank you. What would I do without you? You have helped me more than I can tell you.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m so excited to see Max and Rene. Oh, there’s the house; it’s beautiful. Look there; they are outside cutting roses. Ricky, I’m glad I came with you to visit Max and Rene. I love them so much.”

      “Do you?”

      Tammy smiled at Ricky. “Yes, I do. I’ve always loved them, for all these years. I’m so happy that Katherine led them back to me.  That’s silly. I don’t even know Katherine. I’m sure I said that because you always say we’ll blame Katherine.”

      Ricky reached over and squeezed her hand. “I’m happy for you. I won’t say anything else about Katherine.”

      “Tammy, you’re here. I don’t like being away from you. I’m afraid you won’t come back to us. Sometimes you are gone for so long. Please don’t leave us.”

      Tammy put her arm around Rene and hugged her. “What brought this on? I will always come back, sweetheart. I’m not going anywhere. I don’t want you ever to worry I’ll go away because I won’t.

      Max stepped closer and smiled. “I’m glad you made it. I’m making spaghetti for dinner,” He took Tammy’s hand, bent his head, and kissed her. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you too. Can I walk through the rose garden? The flowers are beautiful. Who planted them?”

      “The original owner planted them over one hundred and fifty years ago. It’s the perfect spot for roses.”

      “Yes, it is,” Tammy took a deep breath of the sea air. She couldn’t breathe; she tried to take deep breaths as she stood in the Rose Garden.

      “Tammy, sweetheart, are you all right?”

      She shook her head. “No I feel so strange.”

      Max picked her up and carried her inside the house.

      Ricky looked at his sister; she was looking around the house and having a panic attack. “Let’s take her outside. She needs air.”

      Max carried her outside and sat her down on the bench. Let’s walk across the street. Tammy, do you want me to carry you across the street?”

      No, I’ll hold your hand. Tammy held Max’s hand as they walked across the street and onto the beach. Tears blocked her vision as she looked at the house across the street. “Max, I remember what happened here. I’m sorry I can’t go back in there. Are you angry?”

      “No, darling, I could never be angry with you. Tammy, I love you. I’ve loved you for a long time. I know you’re a different person, and I love Tammy Brown. You’re what matters to me. I will not let a house stand in my way. I’ll have Ricky sell it for me, and I’ll buy another one.”

      “Whatever it takes, I’ll do it. Let’s eat our dinner on the beach. You and Rene can stay over here, and Ricky and I will get the food and whatever else we need. At least it stopped raining,” he smiled, trying to lighten the mood.

      Tammy smiled at him and looked at Ricky and Rene, who were walking ahead. She wished it could have gone differently, but her body wouldn’t allow her to return there. “Okay, I’m starving. I’ve been too excited to eat all day. I missed you two so much. What are we going to do? Rene, I’m glad I found you. I missed you so much, and I cried all the time. I think that’s why Katherine brought you to me.

      Rene hugged her around the waist as she cried; she was so happy. We can be a real family now.”

      “Yes, we can.”

      “We’re going to eat dinner, and I will sell this house. I’ve contacted some family members of the previous owner, and I’ll give them whatever they want. It belongs to them. They were family to Mr. Harris. Rene and I will move closer to you. Tammy, I don’t want you out of my life ever. He turned towards her. Tammy, sweetheart, will you marry me?”

      “Yes, yes, of course, I will marry you. I don’t want you to be out of my life either.”

      “How about we come to your place this weekend, and you and I will go out for a nice dinner, and Rene can stay with your family?”

      “Yes, I would love to have dinner with you.”

      He bent his head and kissed her. “I love you.”

      “Daddy, what are we going to eat?”

      “If Ricky will help me, we’ll get our dinner from the house and bring it back over here. We will eat dinner on the beach.”

      Ricky wiped the tears off his face. “You guys are going to kill me with all these tears I’m shedding.”

      “Yay,” Rene shouted. “Ricky, you are going to be my real Uncle. Don’t tell anyone. I want to call them myself and tell them.”

      “Sweetie, we’ll let Tammy tell them.”

      “No, let’s let Rene and tell them. She and I have been waiting for a long time to be mother and daughter.” Rene started back crying. You are going to be my Mom. God answered my prayers. I’m so happy. Thank you, Katherine, where ever you are.”

      “I’m starving. Let’s get that food,” Ricky said, looking at the three of them hugging. Then he put his arms around them, and all of them embraced. Rene was giggling.

      “What’s so funny,” Tammy asked.

      “Ricky squashed me.” They were all laughing, still standing near the water.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Knock, knock, Tammy, are you home?”

      “Ricky, I’m so glad you came by. Look who I have to keep me company. Isn’t she beautiful? I’m going to take her to the hospital with me for the children.”

      Ricky looked down at the little squirming puppy in Tammy’s arms. He laughed as he watched the puppy trying to get out of her arms. “She sure is an excited little bundle. What are you going to name her?”

      “Her name is Sadie. I have another one for you.”

      “What? Tammy, I don’t have time to take care of a puppy and potty-train it. I would have to keep it with me all the time.”

      “You don’t have to potty-train your puppy. I’ll do it for you. I mean, the people I hired will take care of it. I drop them off in the morning and pick them up in the evening for three weeks, and they are potty trained. But if you ever want to pick them up early, I’ll give you the address. The puppies needed a home.

      I thought they would be perfect for you and me. Because we aren’t together like we have been, and I get lonesome, I thought you might also get lonely.”

      They heard a puppy bark, and then Ricky’s puppy came running around the corner and skidded all the way across the kitchen floor. “Ricky, meet Sam.”

      Ricky laughed at the antics of the puppy. “Hello, Sam, welcome to my family,” Ricky said as he picked up the little bundle of fur and laughed as the puppy licked his face. “Thank you, Tammy. I think Sam and I will be the best of friends. I’ll take good care of him, don’t you worry, and I can potty-train him myself. I never even knew I wanted a dog until I got one.”

      Tammy smiled to herself; her plan worked. Ricky has someone to keep him company, when she marries Max and she has a puppy for Rene. When she went to buy the puppy for Ricky, she spotted the other one, too, and got both of them.

      “You’re welcome, Ricky.”

      “What are we having for dinner tonight?”

      “Let’s eat out tonight.”

      “Okay, where do you want to go?”

      “I heard of this place called Salt Lick Café over by the hospital. I’m unsure about the  name, but they say their grilled hamburgers are mouthwatering.”

      “I can’t get over you eating meat.”

      Tammy laughed out loud at the look on Ricky’s face. “I can’t believe I didn’t eat meat.”

      “How are you doing, Tammy?”

      “I’m doing good. How are you, Ricky? Are you having a hard time staying away from the meds?”

      “To be truthful, I don't even remember taking them. I have no withdraws or feel like I want to take any. I think Katherine cured me and erased it from my memory.”

      Tammy looked at him with a frown on her face. “How could anyone do that?”

      Ricky looked at his sister and shook his head. “She’s an angel, and I think she could do just about anything.”

      Tammy laughed and tapped Ricky on the back of the head as she walked past him. “Are you serious, or is this the crazy family stuff coming out of your mouth? An angel, what the heck are you talking about?”

      “It’s the crazy family stuff,” Ricky agreed. He thought he would be the one having to talk with Charles at the rate he was going.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “Should we see if anyone else wants to meet us at this hot new eating spot of yours? Did you say it’s the Salt Lick Café?”

      “Yes, I’ll call and see who wants to go. I will invite Gregory and Aunt Flo. She needs to get out and enjoy herself. Did I ever tell you what happened at my other house my father left me?”

      Ricky looked at Tammy; he knew another memory was coming up. He shook his head slowly.

      “A man broke into our house and murdered my mom and me. It was so horrible my father found us when he got home. It was my wedding day. I looked down at my bloody body in my wedding dress and saw my mother. All the while, my father screamed and wouldn’t stop. We didn’t have phones back then, or I could have called for help. I didn’t realize I was dead.”

      “I followed my father everywhere, begging him to save me. I couldn’t get that bloody dress off. I drove him crazy, the poor man. I ran him out of his home; he moved away because I haunted him day and night. I didn’t even know when I was dead. Can you imagine that?” She had tears in her eyes as she looked at her brother and shook her head. “Ricky, I didn’t even know I was dead,” she whispered.

      “Sweetheart, you weren’t dead. You are right here with me. I’m your brother. You had a horrible dream; that’s what it was.” Ricky pulled her into his arms and held her for a long time.

      “Why would I think something like that happened to me? It’s like it happened yesterday. I can’t seem to shake the feeling. I saw that man stab my mother, she pushed me behind her, but I knew it wasn’t my mother. My mom is home. I will see if she and Daddy can have dinner with us.” Tammy shook her head again. She was frowning. “Why do I think a man stabbed me to death?”

      “Shh, don’t think about it. Come on, let’s take a drive to Aunt Flo’s and ask her and Gregory to have dinner with us. You will love her backyard; Uncle Jim did all the work himself long ago before he passed away.” It worried Ricky how Tammy acted; she looked like she wanted to cry. “Go get your sweater.”

      “Okay, I would love to see Aunt Flo’s backyard. I seem to remember something about it.” Tammy felt a deep depression come over her.

      Ricky walked into the bathroom and called Charles. He explained Tammy’s conversation and told him to meet them over at Aunt Flo’s.

      Tammy looked around at her aunt's neighborhood. Ricky drove around a few blocks just to make sure Charles got there. “This is such a beautiful neighborhood. Can you see if there are any homes for sale in this area? I don’t care for the condo; it feels cold and so white. Why in the world would I buy that ugly furniture?”

      “I told you how ugly it was when you first bought it. You were not very happy about me expressing my feelings.”

      “I think I must have been different back then, and now I am more like you and Pam. So please see if you can find me a home around here.”

      “Sure, I'll look when I get home. I’ve always loved this area. I wanted to buy a house here a few years back. But I waited too long when I decided it was sold.”

      “I will need a big backyard for Sadie. Rene will love her. I wanted to get a dog Rene could play with. She was so young when I met her; she was only three or four. Did I ever tell you that? I wanted to be her mommy. I love them so much. I’m going to marry Max.”

      “I can see you love them. They love you too, sweetie.

      “Yes, they do love me. You must buy yourself a house with a backyard too, for Sam. I wish we were neighbors. We could drive each other crazy,” Tammy laughed at the shocked look on her brother’s face.

      “Yes, I would enjoy living closer to you. Our dogs could play together every day. I’ll look around for me a home in this area too. Hey, maybe I can find two that are next door to each other. That way, I will only have to walk next door to eat. We can put a door in the fence in the backyard and visit each other all the time.” He laughed when Tammy swatted him. “I will be black and blue if you don’t stop hitting me.”

      Tammy laughed. “Look at how many cars are here. We can ask whoever is here if they want to go to dinner with us.”

      “Yeah, unless Aunt Flo has cooked one of her special dinners. Do you remember how good a cook she is?”

      “Yes, I remember. Okay, we won’t say anything about eating out until after we see what Aunt Flo is making for dinner. We’ll save the Salt Lick Diner for another time.”

      They both laughed as they got out of the car. Charles stood on the front porch drinking a beer. “I came outside to drink my beer. I didn’t want Mom to see me drinking. It gives me a guilt complex,” He laughed. “I don’t know why it does. I’m thirty-five years old; you would think I could drink a beer in front of my parents.”

      “Mumm, that looks refreshing; I might have a beer. Let me have a drink of yours, and I’ll see if I like it,” Tammy said as she took the beer bottle out of Charles’s hand.

      Charles thought Tammy was teasing. They all knew Tammy would never drink a beer. Then she took a long drink. She rolled her eyes at them. “Yummy, I’m having one of these when I get inside. I wonder why I never buy them. Ricky, can we stop on the way home and get some beers to keep in my fridge. I wonder if Max likes them? What kind of beer do you two drink?”

      Both brothers looked at her with their mouths open.

      “Well, are you going to answer, or should I ask Pam what kind she likes?”

      Finally, Charles answered. “Coors or Corona, I’m not picky, except I don’t like the generic brands. Get limes, too; they go great with a beer. Do you have beer glasses? They are tall enough to hold a full beer. If not, you should get some; you can put lime around the rim and rub it in sea salt; it makes it taste great,” Charles shrugged his shoulders like it didn’t matter after giving that long speech.

      Ricky and Tammy looked at each other and busted out laughing. “Did you write all that down, Tammy? How often do you indulge in a cold beer, brother?” Ricky asked Charles with a smile still on his face.

      Charles laughed at himself. It worried him what Ricky told him about Tammy, so he wanted to get Tammy’s mind off of the other Tammy's life. He may have gotten a little carried away. “I was thinking about when we have cookouts at Tammy’s this summer.”

      “I’ll buy all of it tomorrow. I can’t wait to try one of those beers with lime and salt. It sounds wonderful. Let’s have a Bar-B-Que this weekend at my house.”

      “I’m in.”

      “Me too.”

      All three of them were chuckling as they walked into Aunt Flo’s. Tammy loved the house the second she walked in the front doors. She remembered coming here when she was growing up. She didn’t understand why her memory was going all over the charts about her life now and her other life. Tammy stopped and looked around. It felt as if the home opened its arms to her when she walked out the back door where her family had gathered. She stopped and stared; it was beautiful.

      “I’m so glad you two got my message to come for dinner. We have crab and shrimp. Gregory brought enough for an army.”

      Tammy and Ricky smiled at each other. “Thanks for inviting us, Aunt Flo. I love it out here. I feel like I can wander around and fall asleep on that inviting-looking sofa on the porch.”

      “I’ve fallen asleep there lots of times. I won’t be doing it anymore.”

      “Why not?”

      “This house has gotten too big for me. It’s hard to clean this big house. Even if I clean a room daily, I have to do it every day. I don’t need four bedrooms. I haven’t needed them since Gregory went away to college. I just kept thinking I would have grandkids who would stay all night. I’m putting it on the market.”

      “What? I’ll buy it from you.”

      “Tammy, were you hunting for another house, dear?”

      “I told Ricky to find me a house in this area. I love this house. Of course, I’ll buy it. We’ll keep it in the family.”

      “That’s wonderful. I won’t have to put it on the market.”

      “I’m paying full price, Aunt Flo. Ricky can take care of the paperwork. Now tell me, where are you going to live? You could live here with me. I have to warn you. I got a new puppy.”

      “You did? What kind?”

      “Golden doodle, she is so cute. Her name is Sadie. I got Ricky one too. His name is Sam. Both of them are so very precious. They have blonde curls all over them. I swear they know how to hug you,” She turned her head to look at Ricky. “Don’t they, Ricky?”

      “Yes, they do.”

      “I’ve been thinking about getting me a dog.”

      “You should.”

      Gregory walked up and hugged her. “Tammy, Mom’s moving into the house I built her on my property. Mom, that’s a great idea. We’ll get you a puppy that will be perfect for you.”

      “Gregory, it is so good to see you. That’s so awesome. Aunt Flo will be living near you.”

      Gregory hugged Tammy and kept his arm around her shoulders. They threw together this dinner when Ricky called and told Charles about the story Tammy told him. They were all worried about her. Her brother Jacob said he would love to talk with Katherine, the so-called angel.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Max’s art show in Seattle approached, and he was excited to showcase his latest works. He invited Tammy and her family to attend the event, hoping that it would bring them all even closer together.

      On the day of the art show, Tammy, Rene, and the Brown family gathered to support Max. The gallery was filled with his stunning landscapes and portraits, but one painting stood out among the rest – a captivating portrait of the other Tammy, captured in a moment of joyous laughter.

      Tammy felt a strange mix of emotions as she gazed at the portrait. She couldn't explain why, but she felt an intimate connection to the woman in the painting as if it were a glimpse of her past self. Deep within, she knew there was something more to her relationship with Max and Rene, and the portrait seemed to hold the key. She felt so confused.

      As the evening went on, Tammy and Max spent time with their friends and family, but their eyes often met from across the room, and an unspoken understanding passed between them. They couldn’t wait until they had some time alone.

      The art show was a great success, and Max received praise and admiration for his exceptional talent. After the event, as everyone bid their farewells, Tammy lingered to talk to Max momentarily. “Your paintings are incredible. I can see the passion and soul you put into each stroke,” she said, genuinely impressed.

      “Thank you, Tammy, for coming. It means a lot to me. I feel like my art has brought me closer to something, or someone, I thought I had lost,” Max confessed, his gaze locking with Tammy’s as he pulled her into his arms. I love you and can’t wait until we are married and can be together every night.

      I have to get my head straightened out, and then you, Rene, and I will always be together.

      Max smiled, taking her hand gently in his. I love you, Tammy. We are going to spend our lives together.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Ricky and I are going to see Max and Rene tomorrow. We are meeting them at this cute little Inn that serves the best lunch. I can’t wait to see them; it’s already been two weeks since his art show. His paintings are amazing. I bought three of them. I had someone else buy them for me because he wanted to give me the ones I admired,” Tammy said, talking to her Aunt Flo at the family get-together.

      “How will he make a living giving them away? He sold his house so they’ll move near us. I can’t wait. Rene needs me to be around her more, so I can teach her girl things.”

      Pam laughed. “I think you need both of them around you. Are they going to rent a house until you two get married?”

      “Max wants us to marry real soon, but I still have issues to deal with in my mind right now. I wish I could hurry and get my head straightened out. When that happens, we will get married.”

      “I’m happy for you, dear. I know how much the two of you love each other.”

      “Thank you, Aunt Flo. Is everyone here?”

      “All except your dad. He’s bringing dessert from the pastry shop. He always brings the best dessert from there.”

      “Yes, they have delicious pastries.”

      As the evening progressed, the gathering at Aunt Flo’s became livelier. The aroma of seafood filled the air as they all sat around a large dining table, sharing stories and laughing heartily. The warmth of family love enveloped them, making Tammy feel a sense of belonging she hadn't experienced in a long time. She didn’t know why those feelings would sneak into her mind.

      After the sumptuous dinner, they moved to the living room, where they continued to chat and reminisce about old times. The room was adorned with pictures, and Tammy found herself drawn to an old family photograph hanging on the wall. It was taken on a sunny day in the backyard, and Tammy spotted herself, Ricky, Aunt Flo, and her parents, all smiling brightly.

      Tammy's eyes lingered on the picture, and she felt a surge of emotion welling up within her. Memories of her childhood flashed through her mind, but they were now intertwined with the memories from her other life, the one she believed to be a dream. She tried to make sense of it all, but the lines between the two worlds were blurred, and she couldn't distinguish what was real and what was not.

      Ricky noticed her contemplative expression and gently touched her shoulder. “Are you okay, sis?” he asked, concern evident in his eyes.

      Tammy forced a smile and nodded. “Yeah, just lost in thought. It's weird how memories can sometimes feel so distant yet so vivid.”

      “It's alright. You've been through a lot, and it's natural to have mixed emotions and memories. Just remember, we’re here for you,” Ricky reassured her.

      Tammy leaned into her brother's embrace, feeling grateful for his support. She was still trying to comprehend the complexity of her experiences, the dual lives she seemed to remember. But amidst it all, one thing remained constant - her family’s love.

      As the evening continued, they enjoyed the desserts brought by Tammy's father. Charles, with his playful humor, suggested a game of charades. They all agreed, and laughter filled the room as they acted out various movie titles and phrases.

      Later that night, as Tammy lay in bed, she couldn't shake off the strange mix of emotions and memories swirling inside her. She decided to write in the journal that Pam gave her, hoping it would help her sort out her feelings.

      Dear Journal,

      Today has been overwhelmingly filled with love, laughter, and confusion. I spent time with Ricky and all of my family. Pam is spending the night, and my family's presence brought me so much comfort. But these Memories keep colliding in my mind, and I don’t know what to make of them.

      I remember my life with Max and Rene so clearly, as if it were real. But then there’s this other life, the one that feels equally real. How can both be true? It’s like I’m living in two worlds at once, and I don’t know which one to believe.

      I’m scared, journal. Scared that I might lose the people I love, scared that I might lose myself in this maze of memories.

      But no matter what, I’ll hold onto the love of my family and friends. They ground me and remind me of who I am.

      Tomorrow, Ricky and I will see Max and Rene. I hope their presence will bring clarity to my mind. I love them so much.

      Goodnight, journal.

      With her emotions poured onto the pages of her new journal, Tammy felt a sense of relief. She closed her eyes, hoping for a peaceful night's rest.

      The next day, Tammy and Ricky met Max and Rene at the quaint inn as planned for lunch. The familiar faces of Max and Rene brought a smile to Tammy's face. Everything she was going through was worth it because she had Max and Rene in her life. She loved them more than anything. Tammy knew they would spend the rest of their lives together.

      After a warm embrace, Max sensed something was on Tammy's mind. “Is everything alright, Tammy? he asked, concern etched on his face.

      Tammy took a deep breath and decided to be honest with him. “I don't know, Max. Lately, I’ve been having vivid memories of another life, a life with you and Rene. I love those memories. But I keep remembering that man killing my mother and me.

      Max listened attentively, his love and support evident in his eyes. “Tammy, this has to be so hard for you. We need to see if we can fix this. I’m here for you no matter what. Do you remember where the angels lived in New York? If you do, maybe we can go there and ask them for help.” Max was so angry with Katherine for this going all wrong. It wasn’t supposed to have turned out like this.

      “Do you remember your angels? Maybe they can help you.”

      “Sometimes I do. But it’s fuzzy. I remember beautiful women who I think were angels and some very large men with swords. I have no idea where they are. I don’t remember going to New York.”

      “Why don’t you try calling out for Katherine? Maybe she’ll hear you. And she can fix all of this.”

      “I don’t want to forget my time with you and Rene.”

      “Sweetheart, you and I love each other. Even if you forget that time, we still have this time, and we already love each other. Don’t worry. You won’t fall out of love with us. I’ll remind you frequently that we are in love.”

      Throughout their lunch together, Max stayed close to Tammy. “I love you, sweetheart.”

      “Oh, Max, I love you too.”
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      “Katherine, what are you doing here? You rarely show up out of the blue. No pun intended.” Perri-Ann giggled as she watched Katherine pacing.

      “It’s Tammy; she remembers her old life. She told her brother she and her mother were murdered, and her father found them. She shouldn’t remember any of that. I’ve been told to fix this. I do not understand why she remembers any of her previous life. Could you visit her, Perri Ann? Don’t introduce yourself. I need you to erase her memory first to see if she recognizes you.”

      “What is going on with her? I don’t understand, sometimes people will have that Deja vu, but I’ve never heard of them remembering as she does.”

      “It’s my fault. I wanted her to remember Max and Rene. They loved each other so much. Remember how she was? I thought they deserved to have a happy life together. But she wasn’t supposed to remember anything else. She has memories that should be nowhere in her mind. Her family is screaming mad at me. They keep yelling for me to fix this. She’s confused and shaken up by these memories. She doesn’t know where they are coming from.”

      “Katherine, why don’t you take care of it? It’s not like you to hand it over to someone else. Ask Kara. She would be better at it than I would.

      “Kara is off fighting a battle somewhere. I’ve chosen you. The higher-up told me to have another person because he’s afraid I’ll mess it up. Tammy has a huge family, and they guard her. Whatever you do, don’t fall in love with any of the brothers. You are beautiful, and you won’t be able to disguise yourself. I had on a disguise, and I knew Tammy recognized me. She kept smiling while she spoke to me, and I pretended to fall in front of her,” Katherine laughed out loud, remembering. “I thought she would lecture me. Then she changed her mind. Rene told all the family members about me, so they knew who to blame for her memories. Don’t become attached.”

      “Katherine, I have never become attached. You don’t have to worry about me. I have been an angel since the year fifteen-hundred-twenty-three, and I have never fallen in love. Does that even happen?”

      “Yes, I know of a few who have fallen in love.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “They have to choose what they want, to stay an angel and continue helping the world, or to become a living person and stay with the one they love. There have been angels who stayed and died early. Just because you decide to stay doesn’t mean you will live to be old with the one you love. Life changes people. The one you fall in love with may not love you as much and divorce you. Many things can happen.”

      “Wow, why would they even consider changing?”

      “Perri Ann, you have never been in love because your father wouldn’t let another man near you, so you never felt how love feels. Enough talking; go and erase Tammy’s memory.”

      “Will it erase her memory of Max and Rene?”

      “No, she has already met them, so they are fine. How are you going to do this?”

      “I’ll go to the hospital where she works. Somehow I will figure it out as I go.”

      “Okay, I leave it in your hands. You might have to stay there until the right moment arises.”

      “I have never done this before. I hope I know what I’m doing. Maybe you should talk to Millie or Talon. I’m sure they would be better at this. What about Rachel? You know how close I was to Tammy.”

      “All you have to do is tell Tammy to close her eyes, then touch her temple. Then you erase her memory of her former life. All of you were close to her. I know you can do this. I wouldn’t suggest it if I had concerns.”
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        * * *

      

      “Tammy, good I hoped I would find you. I need your help.”

      Pam looked at the handsome man who stood before her; his eyes were beautiful, and the bluest blue Pam had ever seen. “I’m Pam, Tammy’s twin sister. Can I help you?”

      “Are you a doctor?”

      “Yes.”

      “This child needs help.”

      “Are you his father?”

      “No. Where is Tammy?” Talon watched the beautiful doctor listening to the child's heart. She laid him down and listened to his stomach. “Can you please call Tammy?”

      “What’s your name? Why do you want my sister? Why do you have this child with you?”

      “Where’s Tammy? Never mind, I’ll get her myself.”

      “Hang on,” Pam pulled her phone out and dialed a number. “Tammy, can you please come here right now? I think I’m talking to an old friend of yours. We are in room two, forty-five.” Pam watched the handsome man pick the child up and hold him close, murmuring softly to him. He walked over by the window as he spoke to the child, telling him everything would be all right. He was wearing tight blue jeans and a black sweatshirt. The child had a coat wrapped around him that most likely belonged to the handsome man.

      “Pam, what’s the rush,” Tammy saw the handsome man with the child. He raised his head and smiled as she walked to where he stood. “Talon, what are you doing here? Who have you got there?”

      Pam watched Tammy hug the man. When she said Talon, Pam had her thoughts answered. “My God, he’s beautiful and an angel.” Pam whispered, “Get your mind off his body.” She saw him look at her and smile. Did he hear me? “Tammy, he isn’t the child's family; you know we are not allowed to do anything for the child without a family member here or a note. What are we going to do?”

      “Pam, I told you about Talon the other day. Do you remember?”

      “Yes, I remember that tale you told.”

      “He is the family of every child in this world. We will ignore the rules; this baby needs us. Pam, you can draw his blood, and we’ll see what is wrong with him. You said you remembered I told you about Talon. You don’t have to worry; this baby is safer with Talon than anyone else in this world.”

      “Yes, I remember you said he’s an angel who helps all the children in the world. You didn’t tell me how handsome he was,” she whispered. “I’ll draw the blood myself.” Pam couldn’t get over the fact that she was looking at an angel. She headed out to get what she needed.

      “Tammy, why do you still remember me? Do you remember anything else?”

      “Yes, it left me for a while, then all of it came back. It’s about to drive me crazy, and my family wants Katherine to fix it. But I couldn’t remember where the angels lived. I remember horrible things.”

      “As soon as we’ve taken care of this child, I’ll erase your memory of your old life.

      “Thank you, I enjoy remembering some things, but the other memories haunt me. You'll have to erase my family’s memory also, and Max and Rene’s as well. Tell me about this guy?”

      “I found him lying in an alley. I brought him to you. I don’t think he’s eaten in a while. Has there been any word of a child missing?”

      “I’ve heard nothing. And I always check in case a child needs you. Will you keep on bringing children here? I thought you healed the children yourself.”

      “Yes, I usually do, but for some children, I’m told where to bring them. Maybe I was sent here so I could clear your memory.”

      “Maybe that is why,” I looked at the baby and shook my head. Some people are so evil they all need to be dropped off on an island and left there. “He looks like he’s been sick for a while. Pam will be the best doctor for you. I specialize in childhood cancer. She is a pediatrician.”

      “Whoever can help, that’s all I care about. Tell me about your new life?”

      “Well, you know I have a twin sister and ten other siblings, parents, cousins, uncles, and aunts. At first, I couldn’t remember them. It all came back to me slowly. I remembered Ricky and Pam right away. I remembered an angel telling me to help Ricky. Why don’t you stay with me while you’re here?”

      “I will. Thank you for asking me. I'll get some sleep as soon as we find out what is wrong with this little boy. I can’t remember the last time I slept.”

      Pam stood in the doorway, listening to Tammy and Talon talking. She smiled and shook her head. No one would believe she was watching an angel speaking with her sister. She stepped into the room. “Are you saying angels sleep? I will draw blood. Then I will put an ASAP on it. Can you tell me anything about him?”

      “No, I’m sorry, I can’t. I found him in an alley in San Francisco. He had a small dog with him. I think it was his guardian angel until I could get there because the howling made me check out what was happening. He disappeared as soon as I picked up the child. Angels live on earth like any other living soul. We have to eat and sleep.”

      Pam couldn’t take her eyes off him. “Hmm, Tammy is a great cook. She’ll feed you, and you can rest. This little guy is dehydrated, and he is malnourished. I’m going to start him on some fluids. Then I’ll get the results from the lab.” Pam was having a hard time looking at him. “Does he speak with God?”

      “No,”

      “Excuse me, were you talking to me?”

      “Yes, you wanted to know if I spoke with God. The answer is no. I get into too many arguments with him, so he only talks with me if he has to.”

      “Can you read my mind?”

      “No, you said it out loud.”

      Pam frowned at him.  “Sorry, I didn’t realize I spoke out loud.”

      “Excuse me, Doctor Brown, I didn’t know both of you were in here. I’m looking for Dr. Tammy Brown; someone is here to speak with you.”

      “It’s me, Tammy,” A beautiful woman entered the room. Her glorious hair was in a thick braid down her back. She wore a plaid kilt with a loose white blouse. She was tall for a woman. When she saw Pam, she smiled, then she spotted Tammy and looked confused. She spotted Talon and looked at the bed, and saw the child. “Talon, why are you here? I didn’t know you came to this hospital?”

      “This is my first time.”

      “Perri Ann, no wonder you always wore a disguise. You are breathtakingly beautiful,” Tammy reached for her and hugged her.

      “Tammy, look at you. You are beautiful and alive,” she turned to Pam and smiled. “You must be her twin because you are beautiful and look just like Tammy.”

      “Why are you here, Perri Ann?”

      “We heard you still have memories of your old life. Someone higher up asked me to erase those unpleasant memories.”

      Talon shook his head and walked to where Perri Ann stood. “Not until the child is well. She has to keep her memories of us until then. I’ve told Tammy I would erase her memories; you can go back and tell Katherine it’s taken care of, and she can relax.”

      “No, I’m staying. I want to meet Tammy’s family,” She turned to Tammy, “Katherine told me you have a large family, and I want to meet them before I go back.”

      Talon rolled his eyes. He understood why Perri Ann wanted to stay; they were all close to Tammy, who cried real tears when she was a lost soul. She was the only lost soul they had ever seen cry real tears. Tammy missed Max and Rene so much; that was why Katherine risked everything, letting her remember them. He was sure that was why she had the problem she was having now.

      “Perri Ann, you can stay with me at my house. Talon will be there too. Both of you can meet my family. They love my cooking, so when you erase my memories, could you please let me remember how to cook? I bought a new house it belonged to my aunt, wait until you see it, you will love it. I now have a dog. Her name is Sadie.”

      “Hello, who do we have here?” Tammy’s father asked as he came into the room. He knew all about the child they brought to this room. He wasn’t only a doctor but also the head of the hospital.

      Tammy smiled as she looked up from the toddler, who began to wake up. Her dad had a shock waiting for him.

      “Talon, Perri Ann, this is my Dad, Doctor Larry Brown. Daddy, this is Talon and Perri Ann.”

      “Is it? Talon, you must have brought in this child. Tammy has told us all about you saving children who need you,” He turned to Perri Ann. “Hello, Perri Ann. It is an honor to meet both of you. I know what brings Talon here. May I ask what brings you, my dear?”

      “Yes, I’m here for Tammy. I need to erase her old life from her memory. Those are sad memories, and she doesn't need them in her new life.”

      Larry looked at his daughter. “How do you feel about that, Tammy?”

      “I’m happy about it. I have all those memories, and they belong to another person.”

      “Pam, how is this little guy doing?”

      “He will be okay. He’s dehydrated, and he's hungry. He’s bruised up. Someone must have beaten him. He is no older than two, poor little guy.” Pam couldn’t help the pitch in her voice; she wanted to cry for this child. “Right now, he’s scared. I will start him on something that will make him feel better.”

      Talon walked over, took the child into his arms, and chased all his fears away. To those watching, it seemed as if silver wings wrapped around the little boy. All three of them held their breath. He laid his head on Talon’s shoulder and shut his eyes.

      Pam observed the man, afraid to show her expression in case he guessed her thoughts. Talon smiled at her. “Please be careful with the drip I put in his arm.”

      Larry Brown looked at his daughter. “Pam, I think you can take the child with you to Tammy’s. You can stay there tonight and keep a close eye on him. Does anyone know where his family is?”

      “No, Talon found him in an alley. We’ll look for his family, but he’s better off without them. They beat him and threw him away. Talon thinks his family thought he was dead. He will figure out what to do. If he can’t find his family, then he will find another family for him. Daddy, Talon, and Perri Ann are also staying with me. Since it’s Saturday tomorrow, I will have the whole family over for dinner. I’ll call Max and Rene and see if they can come.”

      “I’ll take care of the baby, Talon. You can trust me with him,” Pam said as she reached for the little boy.

      Talon stepped back out of her reach. “No, I would never let none of my children leave me before it’s their time.”

      “What? I said you could trust me.”

      “I’m sure I could, but that’s not the point. I could never leave one of my children ever. Do you understand?”

      “No.”

      “That’s okay; you don’t need to.”

      Tammy smiled at her sister. “Talon sometimes appears arrogant, but he’s not. He has the kindest heart of anyone I know. He doesn’t let other people take care of his babies, and I mean anyone, not even Perri Ann, Millie, or Rachel. Kara has helped him during wartime, but she’s the only one. I couldn’t because I was a spirit, so I never had a physical body to pick up a child. That’s what I missed with Max and Rene. I couldn’t touch them.”

      Perri Ann looked at Tammy; she shook her head. “Tammy, I don’t understand how you remember everything. Katherine said you are the only one who has kept their memory.

      “I don’t know why I remember. When I woke up, I heard voices telling me to help Ricky and remember Max and Rene. They needed me. It seemed to me that I had to remember that, so I kept it in my memory. I thought I wouldn’t find Max and Rene, but Katherine sent them to me.”

      “That wasn’t me,” Katherine said as she joined their conversation.

      “Katherine, where are you?”

      “I’m right here,” She said as she materialized before them.

      Pam jumped, as did her father, and then they held each other's hands, realizing they were getting a glimpse of heaven. This beautiful angel with all that red hair wore a kilt and a big white blouse. She carried a sword on her back.

      “I’m sorry, I forgot you two were here; you’ve been so quiet, Katherine said, touching both of them and checking for anything bad in their body. Then she smiled and took a deep breath. Tammy, it was Millie who whispered in your ear about Ricky. She admitted it after I found out about you remembering everything. She is also the one to send you Rene. All I did was tell you not to forget Max and Rene.”

      “Millie, I miss her. I wish I could see her, Rachel, Hellen, and Kara before my memory gets erased.”

      “I miss you too, Tammy.”

      Tammy jumped when Millie appeared next to her. “Millie, what are you doing here?”

      “I check on you now and then.”

      “And there stands the problem. That’s why Millie does not help with the lost souls. She could never send them to their bodies. She gets too attached to send them away. Come along, Millie, we don’t all need to be here.”

      “By Tammy, you have a wonderful family. Enjoy your life. I won’t be checking on you anymore. I’ve had orders from above to stay away from you.”

      “Bye, Millie. Thank you for sending Max and Rene to me.”

      “You are welcome, dear.”

      Both Katherine and Millie disappeared.

      “Okay, everyone, we need this room for patients. I believe Tammy can take care of everything at her house. I’ll call you girls later.” Larry shook his head as he walked out of the room, muttering about angels who popped in front of him without any warning. He was glad he was going to church again. They could hear him talking to himself as he walked down the hall.

      Pam looked at the two angels who were staring at her. “I’m ready if you guys are.”

      Tammy smiled at Pam. She knew both her father and sister were still in shock from seeing and talking to angels. “Yes, I think we are all ready to go. I need to grab my purse and things from my office are we all taking my car?”

      “No, I need mine to get some of my things for the night.”

      “The child and I will ride with Pam, and Perri Ann can ride with Tammy.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Tammy said with a smile. “Let’s get going then.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Ricky could only stand and stare at the vision who stepped into his sister’s backyard, where he was trimming her bushes. “Excuse me, who are you?”

      “I’m Tammy’s guest. Who are you?”

      “I’m one of Tammy’s brothers.”

      “Are you Ricky?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ricky, I’m Perri Ann. I’m so happy to meet you.”

      Ricky frowned; he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to answer her. “Perri Ann, but you’re an angel?”

      Perri Ann giggled. “Yes, I know.”

      “Does Tammy know you’ve come for a visit? Are you even allowed to visit her?”

      “I’m here on a mission.”

      “Ricky, I see you met Perri Ann.”

      “You never told me how beautiful she was.”

      “That’s because she was always in disguise.”

      Ricky knew he had to quit having all these thoughts on how to talk the angel into going home with him. Or get struck down by lightning or whatever God struck people down with, who had thoughts he’s having about an angel.”

      “Pam and Talon will be here shortly. They have a child with them. Talon found him in an alley.”

      Perri Ann watched Ricky like she was afraid he would disappear.

      “I see, so why are they coming to see you? You’re not the other Tammy.”

      “No, but I have her memories.”

      “And I’m here to take those memories away,” Perri Ann said smiling as she gazed into Ricky’s eyes.

      “Talon wants us to wait until the child is cared for before she removes those memories. I’m calling to see if everyone can come for dinner tomorrow.”

      Ricky didn’t move; he still had the clippers in his hand; he was afraid he would take Perri Ann in his arms and kiss her if he put them down. “Are you allowed to meet everyone as an angel?”

      “Yes, but I will have to erase everyone's memory. I can say this has never happened to me before.”

      “I can say I have never met an angel before, and you have the sexiest Scottish accent,” Ricky couldn't believe he said that out loud. “Sorry.”

      Perri Ann smiled. “That's alright; after hundreds of years, I still have my accent because that's how I spoke on the day I died. You may have talked to angels and not known it. Angels are everywhere.”

      “Can you recognize other angels?”

      “Yes, because they have a glow around them that only we can see.” Perri Ann looked at Tammy. “Can you still see it when you see angels?”

      “No, I can’t spot angels anymore. I can only see you because I knew you before.”

      “That’s good; it would have been too much for you to see all the angels.”

      “What if I don’t want to forget you?” Ricky said as he watched Perri Ann bend and smell all the flowers in Tammy’s yard.

      “Why would you want to remember me?”

      “I don’t have any idea why. I only know I want to remember you.”

      Perri Ann smiled. “I have never in hundreds of years been with an earthly person. I’m sure you could change my mind, but I can’t let it happen.”

      “Suppose I refuse to let you erase my memories of you,” Ricky said as he stepped closer and kissed her.

      “Why did you do that?”

      “I couldn’t help myself.”

      “Please, don’t do it again.”

      Tammy walked into the backyard and looked at them. She leaned her head this way and that. “Tell me, what is going on?”

      “He kissed me,” Perri Ann said as she approached Tammy.

      “Ricky, why did you kiss her?”

      “I couldn’t help myself. Something about Perri Ann made me kiss her. I don’t want her to erase my memory of her, either. Have you ever met someone who fell in love at first sight?”

      Tammy looked at her friend and her brother. She knew it was good that Perri Ann would be leaving tomorrow. She had a feeling she didn’t want to erase his memory either.

      “Ricky, for Pete's sake, she's an angel; stop kissing her.”

      “I know that. Look, I’ll go home now. I’ll be back tomorrow. I’ll bring the beer.” He kissed Tammy on the cheek, then turned and pulled Perri Ann into his arms again. This time the kiss lasted longer. “Don’t I deserve one more kiss?”

      Perri Ann nodded as her lips touched his one last time.

      Tammy cleared her throat. “You may have to erase his memory now instead of later.”

      “No, I promise I won’t get close enough to kiss you again. Don’t erase my memory of you.” Then he walked to the swinging gate in the backyard and went to the other yard.

      “Does he live next door to you?”

      “Yes. Isn’t that great?”

      “Yes, it is. Ricky lives next door; you can call for him if you need him for anything.”

      “I’ll have Max here to protect me after today.”

      “Tomorrow is an exciting day.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Max and Rene were at Tammy’s bright and early. He was taken aback by the tall man who answered the door. “Have we met before?”

      “No.”

      “I’m Max, and this is my daughter Rene.”

      “I’m Talon. I don’t have time to talk. I need to get back to my child. Tammy is in the backyard.”

      “You’re Talon, the angel?”

      “Yes.” He turned and walked down the hall, mumbling about more memories to erase.

      Rene ran after him; all children loved and trusted Talon. “Can I meet your child?”

      “Yes, Rene, you can. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m all well now. Did you save me?”

      “That was Rachel or Millie. I’m not sure which one it was.”

      “Talon, thank you for saving the children. I see them living on the streets. It’s so sad. My dad and I always take them food. Sometimes we get them motel rooms when it’s raining. I’m going to help them like you do when I grow up.”

      “Rene, you have a very kind heart; always stay this way. Can you do that for me?”

      “Yes.”

      “I see my little boy is awake. Look who’s come to visit you. Her name is Rene. Can you smile for her? There you go. I knew you could do it.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “I don’t know. Should we give him a name?”

      “Yes, let’s call him Jimmy. He looks like he would be a Jimmy.”

      “Hello, Jimmy.”

      “Hi.”

      “This is the first time he’s said anything. He must have been waiting for you.”

      Tammy and Max stood in the doorway, watching Talon speak to Rene. She wished she could always remember this moment but knew it wasn’t possible. They all had to have their memories of these angels wiped away.

      Rene raised her head and spotted Tammy. She ran to her and wrapped her arms around her. “When we all get married, can I call you Mom?”

      “Nothing would make me happier.” Everyone will be here tomorrow. Let’s get married tomorrow.”

      Max looked into Tammy’s eyes. “Are you sure? I thought you wanted to have a big wedding?”

      “No, I only want to have everyone I love at my wedding. And tomorrow everyone will be here. I can ask Katherine, Millie, Hellen, Rachel, Kara, and Gabriel to come before my memory of them is gone.”

      Rene clapped her hands. We’re getting married tomorrow, and I get to meet Katherine.”

      Talon laughed, as did Max and Tammy. “I’ll get a hold of Katherine and the others for you. It will only take me a second. He handed the child to Max.”

      Tammy looked at him with tears in her eyes. “Can you bring Gabriel too?”

      “If I can find him.”

      Perri Ann ran into the house. Did I hear you say you’re going to be married tomorrow? What a terrific idea. We will all be able to attend. I have the perfect dress for you.” She snapped her fingers, and the most beautiful dress appeared. Then Perri Ann noticed Max holding Talon's child. Tammy nodded and smiled because they knew that Talon had never let anyone hold his children, only if they were the ones he picked to be the child's family.

      Tammy inhaled deeply; she was afraid to look away. She didn’t want the dress to leave. She raised her hand and touched it. Oh, Parri Ann, it’s beautiful. Thank you so much.” Max and Rene were silent; Tammy glanced at them because it wasn’t like Rene to be so quiet. “Perri Ann, this is Max, the man I love, and this is Rene; she will become my daughter tomorrow. Even though I already claim her as my daughter.”

      “Perri Ann, I’m pleased to meet you. We’ve heard so much about Tammy’s friends. I guess we will meet all of them tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      Tammy cried as she walked to where Max and Rene stood to wait for her as her father walked her down the aisle, patting her hand as they went. When she looked around, there wasn’t a dry eye anywhere. Billy was the photographer for the day, and he was taking dozens of pictures. While Pam and her other sisters waited for her with the pastor of their church, it was the most beautiful wedding she could have ever had. She looked up at God to thank him and saw her other parents smiling down at her.

      “Tammy honey, why have we stopped?”

      She sniffed and wiped her eyes and nose with the hanky Katherine pressed into her hand. “I’m sorry I was thanking God for everything he has given me.”

      “We are all thankful,” her Dad said as they resumed walking.

      “Yes. We are all thankful.”

      Max kissed her when her Dad handed her over to him. Rene took her hand. Tammy wiped the tears from Rene’s cheeks. When they pronounced them husband and wife, the three hugged until her father tapped her on the shoulder so everyone could get a hug.

      Pam cried as she hugged her sister. “Tammy, I’m so happy for you. I can’t believe you had angels at your wedding. And here comes one of the hottest men I have ever met. I’m sorry I shouldn’t say that about him; I might get struck down.”

      Perri Ann giggled, and Tammy smiled. “Talon always has women around him. He loves them; that’s why he’s hardly ever home.”

      “Are you saying he sleeps with women?”

      “Yes, that’s what I’m saying.”

      “But he told me angels didn’t make love with women. It was against the rules.”

      “When would you have had that conversation?”

      “When he had me up against the wall at my house, I told him I wanted him, and he said angels couldn’t have sex, God wouldn’t like it.”

      Perri Ann gave Tammy a sad smile; it was time to erase their memories. “It’s time.”

      That’s when Gabriel appeared in the middle of the backyard. He wore his kilt with no shirt his boots looked like they came from the century that Gabriel died in. His sword was strapped to his back, almost as tall as the man who wore it. He looked around and saw me standing next to Max. In three strides, he was standing next to us.

      “I’m sorry I’m late. Someone was trying to jump off the Empire State Building. How will I be a fallen angel if I always have to save people? Goodbye Tammy, I hope you have a wonderful life. Please watch your children closely in case they catch a fever.” That’s when he pulled me into his arms and kissed me. I heard all of my sisters sigh.

      “Goodbye, Gabriel.” I looked at Max and smiled. He was still shooting daggers at Gabriel. Who disappeared into thin air. “I need to tell my angels goodbye. I’m going to miss all of you. Thank you for always being so kind to me. Katherine, I’m going to miss you so much. I love all of you.”

      “Wait, do not erase my memory until I tell Talon a few things.” Pam grabbed Talon and pulled him away from all of them. “You told me you couldn’t make love or God would be angry with you. You lied to me. Does God allow you to lie? You’re an angel. I must be crazy wanting to make love with an angel. Is that a sin?”

      Talon put his finger to her lips. No, it’s not a sin. I lied because I wanted you too much. I’m returning to you after your memories of me are all gone. When next we meet, I will be only a man to you. If you still want me, we can figure out what we will do with these powerful feelings we have for each other.”

      “Please don’t leave.”

      He bent his head and kissed her; he held her in his arms and didn’t want to let her go, and then, he erased her memories as he disappeared into nothing.
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        * * *

      

      “Max, we are finally a family. I love you so much.”

      “I love you, sweetheart. We will have the rest of our lives together.

      “Tammy, can I call you mom now?”

      “Nothing would make me happier. Rene, you are now my daughter. I love you.”

      “I’m going to check on Jimmy,” Rene said as she entered the house before the memory erasing.

      “Bye, Tammy,” Perri Ann whispered softly as she and the other angels erased all of their memories.

      Rene walked out carrying Jimmy. She looked around at everyone. They were celebrating the wedding. She looked at her Dad and Tammy, now her Mom. She looked for the angels and didn’t see them. “Did I miss the memory erasing?”

      “Jimmy wanted to come out here with all of us.”
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      A fallen angel. The one who got away. Will he sacrifice his wings to win her back?

      

      Josie

      When Josie opens 'The Bookish Cat' bookstore, she never expects to find love, adventure, or celestial intrigue hidden in its stacks.

      But when Caleb—the love of her life who left her behind seven years earlier—appears in her shop, she finds herself in the middle of a full-on cupid matchmaking session, fake dating Caleb to keep her family at bay, and falling back under his spell with one amazing kiss …

      

      Caleb

      Caleb’s spent the last seven years mopping up old mistakes. His time is running out until he’ll be called back to stand before the heavenly host, and find out if he’ll be restored to full power, or fallen forever. The last thing he needs is a distraction.

      But when he tails an assignment into a quirky new bookstore, everything changes. There behind the counter is the love of his life, his Chosen. Josie. She’s the only woman who can complete him. There’s just one problem …

      She’s human.

      

      Is the power of a divine kiss enough to hold onto love when the heavens call Caleb back? Step into a world where love knows no bounds, and let When Cupid Falls First whisk you away on a heavenly romance you'll never forget.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            JOSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, good heavens. Definitely not him.”

      Online dating has turned me into a horrible person.

      I’d always prided myself on never judging a book by its cover—all the more important as yours truly opened her own bookstore. But when it came to men? I was about the worst cover-judge out there.

      If it had been up to me, I’d sooner dive into a Dickens or dance with Dumas. Instead, I sat hunched over my counter, staring at the glow of my laptop, scrolling through a dating app, hunting for some poor soul to escort me to my great-grandmother's impending hundredth birthday bash. If you thought it was because I wanted a knight in shining armor to whisk me away from my bookish bliss, you'd be as wrong as Mr. Darcy was about Elizabeth Bennet in their first meeting.

      I needed a human shield.

      With a date by my side, my family would be more likely to behave—fewer biting remarks, less prying, and maybe even a few congratulations on grabbing a man. None of my family has ever said a word about opening The Bookish Cat just a month ago in the heart of Seattle.

      It was the realization of a dream that was born when I was a little girl. A dream I never thought possible until someone whispered words in my ear that would give me the courage I needed to quit my course in Accounting and just go for it.

      As far as Saturdays go, it seemed as typical as a bookstore could expect at the shop, my sanctuary for bibliophiles. The ambient noise of radio jazz humming softly behind me made for a soothing backdrop. The scent of fresh ink and crisp paper was more comforting to me than any fireplace.

      This was my refuge, and a theoretical long distance away from the men of “FindYourGuy.com”.

      The app was a veritable carnival of humanity. The muscle-bound gym fanatic, whose profile was a sea of sweaty six-pack selfies.

      "More brawn than Bronte," I mused, moving on to the next.

      The fisherman, all waders and wide smiles, with a bio that read like the collected works of every fishing joke in the world.

      "Not exactly my catch of the day."

      And then there was the seemingly nice guy who just happened to have a disturbing enthusiasm for taxidermy.

      “Norman Bates meets Dr. Doolittle. No, thank you.”

      How was it possible, I wondered, that in the vast sea of online dating, no one seemed to even remotely resemble the elusive man who had been everything I ever wanted?

      But I knew why. None of them were Caleb.

      I found my fingers grazing over the worn, leather-bound cover of the book I kept under the glass counter. The one thing in this shop that would never be for sale.

      It was an empty notebook. Not a single line written on its many blank pages. Its emptiness mocked me, just like Caleb's sudden departure from my life seven years ago.

      He'd been there, and then he wasn’t. Vanished as if there hadn’t been something incredible growing between us.

      I remembered the day he left. It was raining, which wasn’t even poetic, but a daily reality in the Pacific Northwest. We were standing in front of a bookstore I was admiring, just moments after he’d said words that I carried with me ever since. I could have sworn he was going to continue to say something dramatic, something life changing …

      And then he was running. In the other direction.

      Not another word, only a half glance backwards to where I stood, drenched and alone. The notebook fell as he went, a piece of him that was now etched into my life, blank pages and all as I’ve never dared to write a word in it.

      My heart pinched as I traced my thumb over the cover. The raised leather drew a design that was invisible to the eye, but my fingertips knew it well from the many years of following along its edges. Even though nothing was written in it, the notebook was far from new, the pages frayed and bent, the cover no longer the rich color of coffee throughout, but scratched and nicked. I tried to pen him out of my life, tried to replace him with chapter after chapter of new men. But each one was less remarkable than the last, and none could compare to the plot twist that was Caleb. Each passing day only made it more and more obvious.

      I sighed and tucked the book away, out of mind—or so I hoped. It seemed no matter how many years passed, that book, that man, would always leave me with a bittersweet taste of longing.

      I missed him, the human cliffhanger who left me hanging on every unwritten word.

      The soft jingling of the doorbell brought me back from the edge of my reverie. I looked up to see a man shuffling in, the wind outside hustling him through the door with a cold slap of rain on his coat. The sudden change from the muted blues of jazz and the rustling of pages to the fresh smell of damp wool was jarring.

      He was a stark contrast to my familiar, cozy world. He seemed entirely out of place—his posture rigid, his eyes darting around the room as if the books were about to stage a coup. His hands were clamped around a wet baseball cap, twisting it in an anxious rhythm that matched the drumming of rain on the windows.

      "Can I help you find something?" I asked, offering what I hoped was a reassuring smile.

      He started, as if startled to find someone else in the room. "Yes, uh … I need a book. For my wife," he said, his voice rough, as if he wasn’t used to speaking much. It was akin to a timid whisper trying to masquerade as a roar.

      "Oh? What kind of books does she like?" I inquired, expecting the usual vague descriptions like "romance," "thrillers," or "those murder mysteries."

      He seemed to shrink a little, the cap wringing tightening. "I, uh, don't rightly know. I thought she’d like the birthday gift I got her. It was a mixer, a very fancy one, but she tossed it out the window." His cheeks flushed a deep shade of crimson.

      I stifled a giggle, as this woman sounded just like me. Offering a mixer as a birthday gift to a paramour was like offering Anna Karenina a subscription to a fashion magazine.

      So, here he was, a hapless husband in the wilderness of the written word, trying to make amends with literature. It was romantic, in a distinctly Seattle, rain-soaked sort of way.

      And he clearly needed my help. “Describe her for me.”

      I nodded, tucking a stray lock of hair behind my ear as I listened to the man's account of his wife—a woman who loved gardening, who had a soft spot for animals, who valued memories over material things. He seemed sincere, truly wanting to understand her, to reach out to her.

      All the while, I let my fingers wander beneath the counter, ghosting over the familiar, comforting leather of Caleb's notebook. It was as if I was trying to draw upon some arcane knowledge, some divine understanding of the man in front of me, the woman he loved, and the unseen strings that connected their hearts.

      And I knew I could do it, because of the book—the same book that kept me connected to the man who’d stolen my heart without even trying.

      As my skin brushed the raised leather, a small jolt of electricity sparked. It was a sensation I'd felt before, a mysterious intuition guiding me, always to the right book. This time was no different. The answer arrived like the final piece of a jigsaw puzzle falling into place, clear as day.

      "Black Beauty," I announced, with a certainty that startled even me. "She needs Black Beauty."

      The man looked taken aback, perhaps expecting a more adult title or at least something less … equine. But I was sure of it.

      I fetched a copy from the classics section, its glossy black cover reflecting the soft lights of the bookstore. "It's more than a horse's tale, it's a journey back to her childhood. A reminder of simpler times, of purity and innocence. It's about understanding, resilience, and the bond between humans and animals.” I cleared my throat to recount my favorite passage. “‘My troubles are all over, and I am at home; and often before I am quite awake, I fancy I am still in the orchard at Birtwick, standing with my friends under the apple trees.'”

      He blinked at me, his lips slightly parted. “That sounds like just the thing.”

      “Imagine," I continued, my eyes sparkling with conviction, "her holding this book, these words … It's an apology, an acknowledgment, and an olive branch, all rolled into one."

      I held the book out to him, hoping he'd trust my somewhat unorthodox prescription. The way his eyes lingered on the cover told me he was willing to take that leap of faith.

      No sooner had the jingling bell heralded the man's exit than a sudden commotion erupted from the adjacent aisle.

      “You are darned uncanny!”

      Barb, my part-time employee and full-time agent of chaos burst from behind a towering box of books, startling me enough to send me stumbling backward.

      “Oh, Barb!” I yelped, my heart playing a rapid beatnik rhythm as I tried to regain my footing. My glasses skidded down my nose, hanging precariously on the tip. As I adjusted them, my multicolored shawl slipped from my shoulder. The world was a dizzying blur of colors until I managed to shove the glasses back up into place.

      My surprise turned into a laugh as I saw Barb standing there, her hair standing on end like she'd been static-shocked, and her apron covered in dust from her hiding place. Her surprise attack had quite literally blown the dust off a box of forgotten '90s thrillers I picked up at a trade show.

      “Goodness, Barb, you nearly gave me a heart attack!” I chided, holding a hand over my pounding heart for dramatic effect.

      Unperturbed, Barb shot me a mischievous grin. "How do you do that, Josie?" she asked, her eyebrows arched in genuine curiosity. "It's like you've got some literary superpower."

      I felt my cheeks warm at the compliment, and my fingers instinctively touched the cover of Caleb's book under the counter. “Oh, it’s nothing really,” I said, attempting nonchalance. “Just a wild guess based on what he told me about his wife.”

      But even as I tried to brush off my uncanny ability, a secret smile tugged at my lips. I might have a touch of a superpower, I thought. But I could never say that out loud, or people might think I’d gone sideways.

      Just like I did with Caleb when he told me he was an angel.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            CALEB

          

        

      

    

    
      The humming of afternoon traffic mixed with the chatter of afternoon diners at Rocksmith Café. I sat at a round corner table reading an L. A. Dobbs mystery book. I'd picked up mystery books at first to help me better slip into the role of private investigator, and they’ve grown on me.

      I really wanted to know if the case they were working would lead to the man who'd abducted the deputy's sister all those years ago.

      "You need anything else, Caleb?" Victory, one of my regular waitresses asked.

      I gave her a friendly smile over the pages of my book, and nodded towards my half-full lemonade. "I'd love a top-up, if you don't mind."

      "Of course. Be right back." She zipped off, weaving through the round cafe tables and clustered diners with ease.

      Most of the patrons and employees here were supes, drawn by the feeling of safety in numbers. My senses had no trouble picking them all out for what they were, though quite a few of them were puzzled by the sight—and scent—of me.

      An adorable Selkie family with a new pup, a pair of half-blood orcs, three tiger shifters having a business lunch, and a lone wolf shifter named Jaime were all seated on the patio. And me, of course. The fallen cupid who haunted the place, with mystery books and a bottomless lemonade. It was one of the small pleasures in my life, but the easy people watching from my corner table of the street cafe was the real draw. Or it had been, before I'd gotten hooked on the lemonade.

      Right now, I was keeping tabs on Amy and David, two star-crossed lovers who'd been separated for going on six years. But the heavenly host knew that they were meant to be, and unbeknownst to either of them, they were walking down parallel streets, about to meet again.

      Today was the day, and I felt it to the tip of my off-limits feathers. Amy was in low spirits, grappling with what felt like an impossible decision. David was lost and restless, searching for purpose after losing another love.

      They were both low, they were both lonely, and it was all about to change. I turned the page of my book, letting my senses unfurl, keeping precise watch on David's progress down the Ave, and Amy's down 42nd as they drew nearer.

      Any second now … Amy reached the critical spot, and I exerted a little magical pressure on the street light. It turned early, the walk sign flashing. David huffed, but started jogging to reach it rather than having to wait for the next light. He zipped down the sidewalk, and made a hard turn into the crosswalk. The seconds were ticking down, but he kept up his pace. And thank goodness, because messing with streetlight timing could have other unintended consequences.

      When he finally reached this side, he stopped, swiping a bead of sweat off his forehead. Amy was looking down, wiping a tear off her cheek as she walked straight into his broad back.

      Gotcha.

      "Oh, I'm so sorry!" She fumbled, looking up with horror.

      He spun, startled both at being run into and the familiar voice. "Amy? Are you okay?"

      "David? Wow, it's been … years." She surreptitiously brushed her cheeks again, but the small movement wasn't lost on David. He'd always been attentive. He was the perfect complement for Amy, who always put others first, even to her own detriment. She needed someone caring and unselfish, who wouldn't take advantage, but would put her first, and treat her with respect. That someone was David.

      "Is everything okay? You look like you've been crying." He searched for words as he gazed into her green eyes. "I mean, you look even more gorgeous than I remember, but I hate to see you upset." He settled a gentle hand on her arm, and she shivered under the touch. It was a small reaction, but I couldn't help my grin. She was still into him, and he had never gotten over her.

      "It's been a rough week."

      Honesty. They were falling back together so beautifully.

      David caught his breath, eagerness rolling off him at the chance to be near her again. "Can we go somewhere and talk for a while? I'd love to hear how you've been. Maybe we can work through the rough week together." He squeezed her shoulder lightly, and she nodded, bottom lip between her teeth.

      I pushed a gentle suggestion towards him, of a quiet coffee shop only a block over where they wouldn't bump into anyone else to interrupt the conversation.

      "I know of a great coffee shop. Is your drink still an Americano, two extra sugars?"

      She shook her head in disbelief. "I can't believe you still remember that."

      He smiled down at her, genuinely happy. "You're worth remembering."

      The two walked off towards the coffee shop side by side, with the first hints of rekindled attraction flaring around them.

      Perfect.

      I withdrew my focus, letting the cafe chatter and occasional horn-blasts from the traffic filter back in. No changes, except a new party of six seated a few tables away. Trolls, wearing a glamor to hide their bluish-gray skin. Victory was approaching with a tray full of drinks—including my fresh lemonade—when it hit me.

      Fated mates, and now was their moment.

      The lone wolf's eyes were pinned to her, his lip curled in a protective half-snarl as she moved quickly towards the table of rowdy troll males. I scanned the patio, letting my senses unfurl, assessing the options. The wolf was seated next to the Selkie family, their sweet little girl playing happily with a pair of spoons, her back to the wolf.

      Destiny can always use a little help.

      Two more steps, and I nudged one of the wrought-iron cafe chairs across the patio into Victory's path. She tripped, her human senses unable to react to the spatial change in time to avoid it. She let out a horrified screech as the tray lifted free of her fingertips, all seven iced drinks tilting forward with her momentum straight towards the unaware selkie baby.

      Jaime moved in a blur of wolf speed, inserting himself between the icy shower and the blissfully unaware toddler.

      The drinks hit his chest with a crash, sodas and ice cubes making a mess of his tight t-shirt, and plenty of it splashing back to soak Victory's white uniform shirt.

      "Oh my gosh, oh my gosh, I'm so sorry! Shoot. Shoot, shoot—the boss warned me about one more mistake … I'm going to lose my job!" Panic flared in the air around her, but the wolf's hand was rock steady as he settled it gently on her cheek. His aura was all possession, all heat as he spoke.

      "It's fine. Why don't you and I go get cleaned up. Someone else can see to the table."

      "My boss—"

      "—never needs to hear about this. Come."

      "Okay. Yes, let me get you some towels. I'm so sorry, again. I don't know how that even happened."

      The wolf followed her silently, but he cast a curious glance around the patio, having caught my interference with his superior senses.

      When his eyes landed on me and paused, I couldn't stop the smile and nod, cluing him into the fact that it was me. With a human I'd never tip my hand, but here there was no harm. Knowing what I was would only push him to pursue what his wolf knew was right, even though he had been consciously fighting it, because Victory was human.

      Almost.

      My senses didn't lie, and somewhere decades back, she'd had a wolf ancestor. It was probably why she was drawn to this place, even though she couldn’t have had more than a drop or two of werewolf blood in her veins.

      I left a few bills under my empty lemonade cup to cover the club sandwich plus a generous tip, and then hit the sidewalk. My office was a few blocks away, and I was eager to tick Amy and David off my list of couples.

      Victory and her wolf hadn't been on the list, but fallen or no, I couldn't resist the pull of new love. My cupid instincts wouldn’t let me.

      I let myself into my silent sanctuary, the familiar tang of old linoleum and a hint of dust soothing after all this time. The lights flickered overhead, revealing my well-worn desk and cracked green naugahyde chair, with a visitor kicked back in it.

      "Gabriel? What are you doing here?"

      “Don’t sound so thrilled to see me, now.” He grinned, not bothering to do more than oscillate back and forth in my chair. I dropped my messenger bag into the client chair, and propped my hands on my hips.

      “I’m always thrilled to see one of my brothers, you know that. Just concerned. Is everything okay … upstairs?”

      He snorted. “Fine, fine. Same old. Harmony, peace, and more gold than Fort Knox ever dreamed of. I’m here to see how things are with your mission. I had a feeling we’ve reached a pivotal moment.”

      That gave me pause. Pivotal moment? Each couple on my list was pivotal, in my opinion. They’d made their way on it because I’d screwed up, a fact I could never take lightly. So what could be so pivotal about Amy and David. Unless—

      “Ahh, I did give a wolf a little push this afternoon, but they were fated, and he was spiraling.”

      He nodded, grin growing wider, as if he’d had one of those pies and I was the poor schmuck about to get whipped cream up my nose.

      “You know the host is pro-love, whatever form it takes. Supes don’t usually make our list because they don’t need help, but if you think they did, I’m not one to argue.”

      He could argue, though. My instincts? They had proven more than once to be wildly off base. And he was right, supernaturals didn’t make the lists; only humans. If I was wrong, and it hadn’t been the moment for Jaime and Victory, I could have just set off a terrible chain reaction. Lead pooled in my stomach. What had seemed so right a few minutes ago was suddenly seeming very, very dangerous.

      “Hey, don’t start second guessing yourself.” Gabriel rose from my chair, and came around the desk to put his hand on my shoulder. “Your instincts were always good, and you’ve spent seven years now making up for past mistakes. That couple you matched today was solid. That’s why I’m here to give you an extra set of names.”

      I was floored. Stunned.

      “You want to give me an assignment? But I haven’t finished the list. I’m close, but—”

      “This couple is time sensitive, and the host says you’re the only cupid for the job. Consider it … a turning point.”

      Resolve flooded my chest. This opportunity to prove myself was priceless, and I would not mess it up again, not this time. “Consider it done.”

      Gabriel smiled, the expression broad and making me feel that I was missing something, like an inside joke. With a snap, he poofed out of my office before I could ask.

      I sighed, and dropped into my comfortable old green chair. There, on my desk, were two new headshots with names written on the back.

      My new assignment.

      So what was I missing? I drummed idly on the desk as I focused on their faces, and let my senses soar out, feeling for their locations.

      There.

      With Gabriel involved, I couldn’t say I was surprised to find them both a block away, in one of the shops on the Ave.

      Instinct demanded I grab my bag and go check them out. Were they already together, or was it pure coincidence that they were together in a shop right now, just when Gabriel visited? Either way, it was too good an opportunity to miss.

      I walked down the busy streets, minivans with too many bumper stickers getting honked at by cabbies as people walked every which way, heads down with eyes locked on phone screens. I didn’t see the appeal, but I had a leg up on the average person. I could sense everyone around me—their moods, their emotions. It might have been overwhelming, but I was wired to handle it. I tried to respect people’s privacy, and only use my powers when I could interfere for good.

      And right now, I was getting close to two people, both in interesting moods inside the … what was this place? I’d never come across it before. It must have been new. I’d spent years walking up and down the Ave to and from my private investigation office, but never before had I seen that sign on the awning before.

      The Bookish Cat.

      It was forest green, which matched the ivy crawling up the outside of the red brick building perfectly. The windows were clean, no writing on them, simply the spines of hundreds of books, stacked enticingly. And sure enough, there was a calico cat curled inside the display window, eyes flicking with bored judgment over every person walking past on the sidewalk.

      I paused, considering my match, both of them inside. They were in opposite parts of the store. The woman was closest, near the windows. In fact, if I ducked a little I could see her through the shelves in the display window. She was a petite redhead, with a dusting of freckles over her button nose.

      She was sad, though. A ripple of grief floated around her, and her raincoat was belted tightly, as if to ward off more than the light drizzle of a Seattle afternoon.

      I stretched further, finding the man towards the very back of the store, hidden behind one of the aisles. He was filled with intense longing, and I didn’t think it was for a book.

      Done assessing, I stepped inside. A bell chimed merrily overhead, but I was intensely focused on the couple. I needed to see the man, see if anything about him gave me a clue.

      I strode past two stacks, not paying attention to anything else in the shop, until a signature I hadn’t sensed in years stopped me dead in my tracks. I scanned the shop quickly, and the world seemed to disappear under my feet when I spotted her behind the cash register.

      Was I flying? No, that wasn’t possible. I hadn’t had my wings since the day I left her.

      Josephine.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            JOSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      The soft tinkling of the doorbell announced another visitor, but my eyes remained glued to the chapter in Seattle’s bylaws entitled “Tenant Rights Regarding Pets.” Nestled under my hand, Gatsby purred with leisurely contentment. He was a fluffy white Persian and one of the three unofficial residents of The Bookish Cat.

      He was also wholly undisturbed by the prospect of eviction.

      "There's got to be a loophole here somewhere, Gatsby." I traced over the legalese with a slightly smudged fingertip. My nose scrunched up as I squinted at the paragraphs of unfamiliar terms and subclauses. "I mean, it's not like I invited you in. You heard the name of the shop and took it literally. You're part of the store's charm now."

      Gatsby simply purred louder, his jade eyes half-closed as he pushed his head into my palm. He didn’t seem concerned in the least about the consequences of his unauthorized tenancy.

      Above us, nestled in a second-story nook with a clear view of the street outside, Matilda lazily stretched out a paw. A sleek black cat, her claws briefly glinted in the dappled afternoon sunlight streaming through the book-lined windows.

      The third trespasser, Heathcliff, a playful calico, was mysteriously absent from his usual perch atop the tallest bookshelf. I'd only discovered his hiding spot last week when a customer squealed with delight, pointing upwards and exclaiming, "Look, it's like he's the king of books!"

      Indeed, The Bookish Cat was a haven for bibliophiles and feline enthusiasts alike, our shared love of quiet corners and cozy atmospheres bringing us all together. The idea of disrupting this peace with cease and desist notices was beyond distasteful, and yet the landlord's decree was clear—the cats had to go.

      But these four-legged interlopers were more than mere strays. They’d swiftly become part of The Bookish Cat's soul, its identity. And I was determined to keep it that way.

      It didn’t hurt that they were darn cute. I was instantly attached.

      I felt the new patron hovering in the entry of the shop, so I cleared my throat and closed the bylaws catalog.

      "Welcome to The Bookish Cat, can I …”

      My heart abruptly caught in my throat, the words dying on my lips as my breath hitched. There he stood, like a ghost from the past.

      Caleb.

      The same Caleb who, with his devastatingly handsome features, was my first real love. The same Caleb who had vanished from my life seven years ago, leaving nothing but a mysterious, blank book and a cavernous void in my heart.

      How utterly strange and surreal to see him standing there in the doorway of my bookstore, like a character from a well-worn page suddenly stepping into reality.

      I didn’t know what to do, so I covered my face with the bylaws catalog, fake reading while I tried to figure out what was going on.

      As Caleb strolled towards the counter, each step echoing against the worn hardwood floors of the bookstore, my mind was tugged into the past, to the whirlwind that was our romance. The rows of books blurred into a kaleidoscope of color as I traveled seven years back, finding myself in the middle of laughter and stolen kisses in the forests of Federal Way, Washington. Our whispered promises and shared dreams. It had been intoxicating and intense, but it had also been fleeting. Painfully so.

      He had said he couldn't have a "normal" relationship—words that tumbled out of his mouth in a rush, as if they were well-rehearsed lines from a script. He had spun me tales of a life too complicated, too involved. He tried to hide behind clichés, hollow excuses that couldn’t possibly encapsulate the true depth of his reasons.

      The thought had made me bristle then the way it still did now. How could anything as profound and complex as love ever be "normal"? I’d pleaded for him to share the real reasons, but he had only replied in silence before leaving me for good.

      Until today.

      "Time, which sees all things, has found you out," I quoted to the bylaws.

      “You always did love ‘Tess of the D'Urbervilles,’” he replied as if it was entirely usual that he’d appear out of nowhere after breaking my poor, naïve heart all those years ago.

      Stealing a glance from above the catalog, I surreptitiously studied Caleb. It was as if the last seven years had barely grazed him. His hair, still that unique shade of sandy chestnut, was longer and slightly tousled, giving him an irresistibly boyish charm. His firm jawline was shadowed with a day’s worth of stubble, adding a rugged touch to his otherwise smooth features.

      His striking blue eyes, though, were the same as I remembered—deep and intense, mirroring the vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean that lapped the shores of my hometown. They twinkled with a warmth that made my heart flutter like it used to, but beneath that warm exterior was a spark of hunger, a craving that I couldn't quite decipher.

      His attire had remained unaltered as well, a mix of casual and professional—a well-fitted charcoal gray blazer over a simple white t-shirt, paired with dark jeans that sat perfectly on his hips. In spite of myself, I felt a rush of familiarity, a jolt of attraction that was just as potent now as it was then. It was a testament to the kind of man Caleb was—consistently attractive, consistently frustrating, and consistently unforgettable.

      Gosh darn it.

      A sigh escaped my lips before I could contain it. There he was, Caleb, unchanged and more handsome than any man had any right to be.

      If he could even be called ‘a man’ given his particular status on Earth.

      "Can I help you find anything in particular?" I asked, feigning ignorance, my tone as casual as I could manage given my racing heart.

      "It's been a while," he said, his voice as smooth as velvet and equally disarming.

      I stubbornly stuck to my role. “In that case, welcome back to the world of books.” I gestured toward the towering bookshelves, lined with everything from modern prose to ancient poetry. "Our fiction section is quite extensive, if that's what you're after."

      He chuckled, the sound resonating in the quiet bookstore, bouncing off the stacks of books and knick-knacks. "Josie …"

      My heart somersaulted at the sound of his voice so close. His unwavering gaze broke my resolve. With a small laugh that didn't quite reach my eyes, I put down my pretense. "Caleb. Wow, it sure has been a long time. Welcome to my bookstore, The Bookish Cat."

      He just walked in—obviously he knows its name. Why am I such a mess at the sight of him?

      He looked around, his eyes reflecting genuine pleasure. "Your store?"

      "Yes, all mine," I said, my voice echoing a hint of pride in spite of myself.

      "That's wonderful, really." His tone was laced with sincerity.

      "So …” I struggled to keep my voice steady, “what brings you here, Caleb?"

      "Just a little bit of detective work," he replied casually, as if he hadn't just dropped a bombshell.

      "A detective, you?" The word slipped from my lips, wrapped in surprise and a touch of disbelief. "Like, a private eye?"

      Since when are angels private eyes?

      Caleb nodded, a smug smirk curling at the corner of his mouth. "Yes. Just like the ones in your mystery novels. Some things have changed since the last time we saw each other."

      It was hard not to let my curiosity get the better of me, but I fought it, tamping it down. It wasn’t my right to know anymore. I left Caleb behind when he walked out on me. Or so I told myself.

      "And what's your case today, detective?"

      "As a matter of fact, there are two people in here," he began, nodding towards a man browsing the contemporary fiction section and a woman engrossed in a book of sonnets, "who need to discover each other."

      The statement was as perplexing as it was unexpected. I stole a glance at the pair he was referring to, the wheels in my head beginning to spin. They were as different as night and day— one a casual browser, the other lost in the rhythm of verses.

      "So, you're playing matchmaker in a bookstore? What's next? A game of Clue in the self-help section?"

      He shot me a million-dollar smile and said, “I’m serious. Any ideas on what might help them out?” He remained sincere, perhaps remembering my passion for all things story.

      Subconsciously, my hand reached under the counter, fingertips brushing against the worn leather of Caleb's notebook, now my tool, my secret source of wisdom and intuition. The pages fluttered under my touch, whispering ideas and insights.

      I felt a shiver of energy, a familiar tingling sensation that made the hairs at the back of my neck stand on end. I knew. I knew just what these two needed. I knew the books that would bridge the gap between two souls unknown to each other.

      I went to the shelves and pulled a copy of Murakami's Norwegian Wood for the man, Anais Nin's Delta of Venus for the woman. I couldn't explain how I knew, but the ink on the pages was insistent. I glanced at Caleb, my smile wry, "Trust me, they'll thank us later."

      The look on Caleb's face was a priceless blend of skepticism and intrigue. "Those books for those two?" His brow furrowed in disbelief. I merely shrugged. Guilt niggled at me for not mentioning his book, but now was hardly the time to talk about the book he left behind.

      “Do you trust me?”

      He tilted his head in acquiescence.

      I approached the first member of the unsuspecting couple, my hands carefully cradling the books as if they were fragile birds. "You'll love this," I assured the man. "It'll take you on an adventure you didn't even know you were looking for."

      Then I strutted to the woman. “You really need to give this a try. If I’m wrong, you can bring it back.”

      Her smile widened. “That sounds like an excellent deal.” She cocked her head. “Do you do this for all your customers?”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      The two approached the counter to pay at the same time, speaking low about the recommendations. The books passed between their hands, met with initial surprise but soon replaced by intrigue as they looked over the covers. As they chatted at the counter, purchases in hand, I couldn't help but send a triumphant glance towards Caleb.

      One point for Josie and The Bookish Cat.

      “Miss Ray! I have told you a hundred times already, these cats are a scourge on my property!”

      There, framed in the doorway like some gloom-bringing thundercloud, stood Mr. Anderson, my curmudgeonly landlord. His watery, squinted eyes immediately fell on Matilda, now lounging nonchalantly on top of a stack of romance novels. "This will not do!" His voice echoed through the store, punctuated by a thunderous sneeze.

      Before I could think of a response, Caleb twisted his hand in the air, his fingers sketching out an inaudible rhythm. Almost immediately, Mr. Anderson's gruff exterior seemed to soften, a puzzled look stealing over his features.

      "Actually, I think I forgot something. I need to attend to it." His words trailed off as he hurried out the door, leaving a wake of bewilderment.

      I gawked at Caleb, who lifted an eyebrow in return.

      “I tried to explain this to you years ago.”
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      “But you just … and he just …” Josie waved towards the door, where her landlord had just abruptly exited, her mouth hanging open like a fish.

      “Yes,” I said gently, hoping she wasn’t about to react badly.

      Again.

      When I’d told her the truth of what I was seven years ago, she’d pushed me away in disbelief. Refused to see me for nearly a week, before she agreed to talk again. After that, I hadn’t had time to prove things, not really, before I’d been called back to the host for correction.

      Of course, being a cupid specifically was a bit harder to prove than for most supernatural species. Wolves could shift, vampires had fangs and super speed, and trolls had blue skin.

      But cupids?

      Well, we helped true loves find each other. It was a very precise art, and it wasn’t easy to explain, or show at the drop of the hat.

      Granted, it wasn’t all I could do; hence our current predicament. Her landlord would get back to his desk and make his very important phone call—a need I’d plucked out of the cloud of stress hanging over the man—and be distracted for a while. But eventually, he’d be back trying to toss out her cats. He was allergic, so the instinct was understandable. But perhaps there was something I could do to fix the problem permanently?

      I needed to change the subject, but it was hard to think straight. Josie was exactly as I remembered, only slightly older, slightly wiser, and even more gorgeous. She wore a simple sweater, her hair pulled halfway up, the bottom spilling over with a waterfall of soft curls. She’d also filled out a little, and the extra curves looked phenomenal on her.

      A stretchy neon book cover would look phenomenal on her; it’s Josie.

      “Your landlord doesn’t like the cats? They seem quite content here,” I threw out the first thing that came to mind, even though I already knew the answer. Anything had to be better than the thought of her curves, and how bad I wanted to touch them. Needed to touch them.

      She finally snapped out of it, focusing on what I’d said.

      “Yes, they are quite content, given the fact that they each showed up and made themselves at home.”

      “They’re strays?”

      She lifted her chin in challenge. “Not anymore. They’re here, and they belong here. They’re part of The Bookish Cat family.”

      I smiled, always impressed with Josie. She was never one to back down from a challenge. “You’ve always had a big heart. It’s one of the first things I admired about you, way back when.”

      She cocked her head. “Yes, clearly. I often run away from people I admire, without ever looking back. Or saying goodbye. Or explanations.” Her aura turned sour, almost bitter. She leveled me with an accusing glare, and picked up the fluffiest of the cats.

      She missed me?

      She’d always held a special place in my heart, but she’d moved on. I knew, because I had come back for her. It was only a few human weeks after I’d been called up to give an account to the host, and I’d used my powers to trace her as soon as my feet were back on the ground.

      I could remember it like it was yesterday. It was raining—like always in Seattle—and I was drenched through my soggy, squelching shoes by the time I’d found her at the edge of her college’s football field. She was huddled under an enormous maple tree, snuggled up to a college kid in one of those brightly-colored leather jackets. Josie never knew I was there, but I saw the whole thing. His arm around her shoulders, the two of them tucked together, studying. When he leaned in to kiss her, I walked away.

      I was too late, had left too abruptly, been detained by the heavens too long, and I had to let her go. So I had, keeping myself busy for seven long years, patching up failed matches.

      “You know, everybody told me working at a bookshop would be boring, but I have to say, you keep it exciting.” Her employee appeared out of nowhere at my side. “Is he part of the decor now? I approve.” She ambled away again, a stack of Highlander romance books tottering with each step, but not falling.

      “I’m sorry about her. She’s, well, Barb.” Josie’s cheeks colored, a beautiful peach flush tinting her skin, taunting my fingers with the desire to touch.

      “Don’t apologize. I love everything about what you’ve built here, truly. I knew you’d make it spectacular, if you decided to follow your dreams.”

      She looked down, sinking her nose into the cat’s ruff and taking a beat before responding.

      “It was thanks to you, you know. What you said back then gave me what I needed. Do you remember?”

      “Of course I do.”

      “‘The future you seek is seeking you.’ Everyone else told me it was crazy, that I should do something secure.” Her eyes were fiery when she looked back up. “You know what’s secure? Trusting my instincts. Leaning into what I believe in. Knowing what I can do. That’s my security.”

      Pride for her accomplishments swelled in my chest, the feeling surprising. I had no claim on her, no horse in this race, and yet … I wanted this for her. I wanted her to be living the life of her dreams. Except, I sensed no trace of the football player. No leftover wisps of his essence, nothing changed about her, or her signature, to indicate they were still together. Nor that she was with anyone else, as far as I could tell.

      Was she single again?

      It shouldn’t matter. It really shouldn’t. I’d tried to get closer to her before, and it hadn’t turned out well at all. Clearly, she hadn’t believed me when I told her what I was, based on her reaction to my distracting her landlord a few minutes ago.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” she prodded, shifting back and forth nervously on her feet.

      “Like what?” I asked, curious as to her thoughts. She’d always had a unique read on every situation.

      “Like …” she let one hand drop from the cat, disappearing under the counter. It was like watching a light bulb turn on, her expression suddenly clear. “You’re here for a romance? For yourself?”

      That had me rocking back on my heels. “What? Why would you say that?”

      “Just a hunch. You did come in here after a couple, after all.”

      Heavens help me. The couple. They’d left ages ago, and I’d been so distracted with Josie, I completely forgot to follow them! She’d recommended two completely off-the-wall books, they’d paid, and I hadn’t batted an eye as they left.

      And here I was, still enraptured by the mere sight of her instead of doing my job.

      Again.

      This was a mistake I couldn’t afford to repeat, though. I needed a perfect record to get my wings back, and this was the only extra couple I’d been assigned in seven years. I couldn’t screw this up, even if every fiber of my being was screaming to stay, to spend time with Josie, to bask in her achingly familiar presence a little longer.

      “I have to go,” I said, unable to hide the regret in my voice.

      “I’d say I’m surprised, but that would be a lie.”

      “It was good seeing you again, Josie. I’d love to catch up, if you’d be open to the idea.”

      She bit her lip, both hands sinking into the cat’s white fur once more, but she didn’t answer right away. I had to go, but I couldn’t uproot myself until she answered me. There was no part of me that would leave.

      “Oh, for cripe’s sake.” Barb interjected, both hands on hips in the aisle. “She’d love to, Caleb. Call the shop, any time. Don’t look at me like that, Josie!” She wagged a motherly finger. “You know it’s not going to work out with any of those wanna-be fishermen on your app. This hunk of a man right here is what you need to wow your mom’s socks off.”

      I looked back at Josie, hoping she’d confirm that I could call, and maybe even tell me what Barb was talking about.

      Fishermen?

      Wowing her mom’s socks?

      “Fine! He can call, just please stop talking!” She made the universal cutting motion for Barb to be quiet, but the woman just grinned, looking pleased as she surveyed the two of us.

      Josie was reluctant at best, but it was more than I’d dared hope for when I first walked in, and I’d take it. But now, I had to go track down my couple, and see what I had to do to fix them.

      “I’ll call you tomorrow morning,” I said as I walked out the door.

      “But will you?” she whispered, a question I was very sure wasn’t meant for me, but sent pain spiraling through me just the same.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I found them just over a mile away, and slowed my pace as I realized that they were still together, and lingering in Gas Works Park. It was a unique piece of Seattle history—what used to be a coal gasification plant had been turned into a park where people and geese alike enjoyed the view of Lake Union.

      My couple, however, were ignoring both the water and the Seattle skyline. I spotted them leaned against a fence, elbow to elbow, and … arguing?

      No, that wasn’t right. They were loud, and they were gesturing animatedly, but they both glowed with happiness, not frustration. I walked slowly, gazing out over the water, and back to the gasworks where they stood, keeping my surveillance subtle.

      “It’s not about the sex. If that’s what you think, you’re missing the point,” he argued.

      She threw up her hands, a glint of playful exaggeration in her aura, but no real heat. “Really, then. Enlighten me. What is it about?”

      “The journey. The adventure. Taking a risk, putting yourself out there! Haven’t you ever wondered what might happen if you just let go, gave in to the possibilities?” His chest heaved as he stared into her eyes far too intensely for a near-stranger.

      “Yes, yes I have.” The words were soft, so subtle the evening breeze would have carried them away from anyone without supernatural hearing.

      Something wordless and wild passed between them, and then she was kissing him, and he was kissing her right back, his hands cupping her jaw and tipping her head up. Heat spiraled upward towards the night sky, and a smile split my lips.

      New love. Passion that burned so brightly, the heavens couldn’t help but take notice.

      They were meant to be, and everything inside me cried out with joy at the sight of a perfect match coming together for the first time.

      And somehow, Josie had known exactly what they needed to spark the flame. I sped up, letting the couple alone to see where the night took them. My hand fell to my pocket, grabbing the cell phone I kept there for clients. In seconds, I had pulled up the shop phone number for The Bookish Cat, but my finger hesitated over the call button.

      I needed time to think, to say just the right thing. If I wanted any shot with Josie at all, I couldn’t mess it up a second time.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          
            JOSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      As evening fell, I nestled into my reading nook. The inviting warmth of my apartment, a charming two-bedroom on the fifth floor of a classic Seattle brownstone, surrounding me. It wasn't overly extravagant, but it was cozy and had a glorious view of the city skyline.

      The place smelled perpetually of aged paper and a faint whiff of fresh coffee, scents that seemed to linger even when I couldn’t find their sources.

      One of my great joys was snuggling in my favorite cat-printed pajamas, a pair of flannel pants and a worn-in tee that had seen better days. To add to the symphony of comfort, Gatsby, the youngest of The Bookish Cat’s feline entourage, had followed me home and was now snoozing peacefully at my sock-clad feet, his soft purring lulling me into a sense of deceptive tranquility.

      Because today had been anything but tranquil.

      I tried to calm my mind by settling into my reading nook, tucked away in a corner of the living room and stuffed with books—my treasured tomes piled haphazardly on vintage bookshelves, spilling out onto small side tables, and even stacked like literary skyscrapers on the floor. These books had been my solace during a childhood where I felt I had no choices, no freedom, no future of my own.

      But tonight, even my favorite Judy Blume book couldn’t stop the whirl of turmoil in my head. The day’s events replayed in my mind like a stubborn earworm—the sudden reappearance of Caleb with his enigmatic eyes, his casual charm, and the unresolved past that echoed in the hollow spaces of our conversation. The twist of his hand that sent Mr. Anderson on his way.

      As I dwelled on the sight of him, my heart palpitated at the speed of a hummingbird’s wing. But every time I imagined him taking me in his arms the way he’d done when we were younger, a wiser voice came over like a loudspeaker.

      Don’t get your hopes up. He probably won’t be back.

      He’d been there and then he’d been gone. He’d come back … and he’d likely go again. Tomorrow, the day after? Who knew, but I wasn’t going to wait to find out. Barb was wrong, expecting that Caleb would be my date was a bad idea all around. And I absolutely could not get attached to the idea of him as a fixture, permanent or otherwise.

      In a bid to anchor my wavering thoughts, I turned my attention to the more urgent matter at hand.

      My great-grandmother's hundredth birthday party was nearing, and there was no way I could go without a date, for my own sanity. In a sudden fit of desperation, I set aside my novel on the antique side table and grabbed my laptop. I settled back into my throne, an oversized plush armchair with an eclectic mix of throw pillows, and logged back into FindYourGuy.com. There has to be at least one ‘guy’ who can fit the bill. To ask Caleb—even if I did see him again—would be asking too much.

      The glow from my laptop screen illuminated the room as I scanned through profile after profile, my mouse hovering over the "Chat Now" button. Forget about the man whose entire profile is in rhyme … no, not the taxidermist again … Rock collector?

      Rock collector is a good contender …

      I took a deep breath and clicked on his profile, determined to plunge in headfirst and find myself a date.

      Josie: Hi there, I saw you're into rock collecting! That's really interesting! 😊

      RockCollector89: Hi, yes! I do have a fondness for lithology. My buddies like to joke that I'm always between a rock and a hard place. 😂

      Josie: Haha, that's a good one!

      Josie: So, I'm going to be straight with you. How do you feel about family events?

      RockCollector89: Family events? I usually dig those! 😅 They can be quite fun, much like unearthing a rare mineral.

      Josie: Great! Because I have one coming up soon and I’m debating whether to bring a plus one.

      RockCollector89: Oh, really? That sounds exciting. Where's it at?

      Josie: It's at my great-grandmother's house in Snoqualmie. It's her 100th birthday.

      RockCollector89: Snoqualmie, you say? Isn't that near the foothills of the Cascade Range? I might get to see some classic metamorphic rock formations there

      Josie: Uh, I'm not sure. I was more focused on the birthday cake aspect.

      RockCollector89: Haha, cake is good too! I suppose I can always eat my slice on a slab of gneiss.

      Josie: A slab of what now?

      RockCollector89: Gneiss! It's a common and widely distributed type of rock formed by high-grade regional metamorphic processes. The layering of minerals gives it a unique appearance!

      Josie: Oh, you’re … really into the rock thing, aren’t you?

      RockCollector89: Absolutely! All rocks, all the time. 🌍🌟

      Josie: Well, I would need you to promise not to replace the birthday candles with stalagmites.

      RockCollector89: Can't make any promises! 😂 But I would do my best.

      Josie: Noted. I’ll keep you posted.

      

      I told myself that this was a normal exchange, that he was probably a normal guy. He would probably talk about rocks. A lot. And maybe that was okay, because then he could occupy my mother with various drab tales of quartz and who knew what else while I got some time with my distant cousins who were the only comic relief in this family.

      As I drifted off, I tried to think of the rock collector, his mussed blond hair under a baseball cap the way it is in his profile picture. But no matter how hard I tried, it was Caleb’s face that reappeared like a beacon and stayed with me while I slept.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, as I was lost in thought amongst the towering bookshelves, the familiar jingle of the shop's entrance bell made me stop.

      It can’t be him.

      Before I could turn around, a voice came from behind me, a voice that sent the butterflies in my stomach into a frenzy even after all these years.

      "Josie," Caleb said, making my name sound like a sacred incantation.

      “Oh, hello.” I wished that sounded more natural.

      "You did something remarkable yesterday."

      I scrambled to stifle the grin that threatened to bloom across my face. Playing it cool was never my forte, but now was as good a time as any to try. I responded with a nonchalant, "Oh, did I?"

      His laugh echoed through the room. He looked at me with a newfound respect, a sparkle of excitement in his eyes that had me feeling warm and fuzzy inside. "Those books you recommended—they were exactly what the couple needed. And you must have known they would be. You have an uncanny knack."

      The compliment stirred something in me. "Well, that's part of the bookseller job description, isn't it?" I tried to keep my tone light.

      "No, it's more than that," he insisted, stepping closer. "You’ve … you’ve really got something."

      Does he know about the notebook? Does he think I’m a fraud?

      He took another step closer, invading my personal space and my peace of mind. "I could use your instincts for my mission. The one I told you about when we first met."

      His words hung in the air between us, creating a potent mix of disbelief and anticipation. I blinked, once, twice, waiting for his words to sink in, waiting for the right words to respond. The silence of the bookstore only magnified the moment, making it feel as monumental as it was unexpected.

      My silence must have worried Caleb because he swiftly added, "And of course, I'll return the favor. You help me with my mission, and I help you with … whatever you need. Deal?" His eyes searched mine, looking for an answer.

      My mind began to whirl, and I glanced down at the worn rug beneath my feet, biting my lip. His offer was tempting, very tempting, but was I willing to put my heart on the line once more? The situation with my family was a hot mess, one that had only grown more convoluted and painful over time. The memory of my great-grandmother's looming hundredth birthday party was like a thorn in my side. Was asking for his help worth the possible consequences?

      "Well," I began, my lips moving faster than my brain could stop them, "there is something …” I took a deep breath and quickly spilled out the rest. “I've got a family event coming up—a hundredth birthday party for my great-grandmother—and it could be … well, complicated."

      "Why's that?" Caleb asked, his tone soft, inviting. Like my own personal catnip, he was always drawing me in.

      "You remember how things were with my family," I said, my voice barely above a whisper. I told him as much as I could bear at that moment. How since we’d had a blow up in my first year of university, we hadn't seen eye to eye since. How their thinly-veiled remarks about being irresponsible still stung, and therefore how I avoided seeing them whenever possible. How our relationship only grew more toxic with time. Except with my great-grandmother. She and I have managed to stay as close as we ever were—maybe because she’s a weirdo herself, though she has earned the right by being on the planet for nearly a century.

      He stood listening, eyes wide in empathy and the occasional murmur of “Oh my goodness” and “That must have been so tough.”

      I finished with a sigh, anxious to hear his answer about the birthday party.

      "So you need a date to run interference. Be your paramour for a day and keep the family occupied and satisfied.” He stood taller. “Josie, I told you years ago that love is my job, and an event like this, patching up old grudges, well, it's practically my calling," he said with a chuckle. "I’m in."

      The relief that washed over me was immense, like a whole shelf of books being lifted off my shoulders. I let out a breath, and for the first time in a long while, the prospect of great-grandma Geraldine’s birthday didn't seem quite so daunting … even if it was going to make things more complicated with the first love of my life.

      I was just going to ignore that last part for now. I always did prefer to be an ostrich with my head in the sand.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          
            CALEB

          

        

      

    

    
      I spent three days chasing my last few couples all over town, but none of them were ever in the same place at the same time. Which was probably why they were the last ones on my list. They posed a real challenge, even for someone with my abilities. And now that Josie had entered my life again, it felt all the more important to remain focused on this goal.

      After all, she was a big reason I found myself without my wings.

      And so I sat, frustrated and no further along, back at The Rocksmith Café for a club sandwich and a bottomless lemonade.

      I was distracted, my senses stretched out to follow the easiest match left on the list, when Victory dropped off my sandwich.

      “Look okay?” she asked, a little quieter than usual.

      “Looks great, as always.” My power reached out on instinct to inspect her aura, and was immediately hit by a deluge of turmoil. “Are you okay, Victory?”

      She bit her bottom lip, hesitating.

      “Would you like to sit with me and talk about it?”

      Victory glanced quickly around the otherwise empty patio, and sank into the wrought-iron seat across from me.

      “It’ll sound crazy.”

      “I promise I won’t judge.”

      “Do you believe in the … supernatural?” she whispered, as if someone was going to jump out screaming at the word.

      I smiled. If only she knew. “I do, actually. Why do you ask?”

      “I’ve just recently found out—No, I’ve recently seen some things I didn’t know were possible. And I’m not sure how to deal with it.”

      Going from mundane human to ‘I’ve got a wolf shifter fated mate’ overnight was probably overwhelming. “Ahh. That can be confusing.”

      “Very.” She fidgeted with the bottom of her half-apron, not meeting my eyes.

      “And frightening, if you’re not expecting it,” I coaxed, sensing the true issue underneath.

      Her gaze whipped up, and she nodded.

      “I’m sorry something scared you. Was it Jaime? He seems like a nice guy.”

      Victory was shaking her head before I finished the sentence. “It’s not that he scared me. He’s been treating me … almost too well. Like I’m made of glass. Something precious.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?” I asked, genuinely confused.

      Wolf shifters always treated their mates with the utmost care; they believed their fated mates carried the other halves of their own souls. Unless I was missing something, Jaime would treat her like a queen for the rest of her days.

      “No, it’s not. But I’m not anything special, Caleb. I’m a regular woman. I work a dead-end job for tips, my family disowned me, and I didn’t even finish college. He’s wise, and rich, and … special,” she whispered again, and I had to hold in a laugh. It was cute, the way she tiptoed around the issue, but I knew she wouldn’t see the humor, not yet.

      “You don’t have to be special to be special to him. Shifters take their fated mates very seriously. They only get one, their whole lives.”

      “You know? You know what he is?”

      I nodded.

      “Are you a wolf, too? Or something else? He told me there are tons of types of shifters, but—”

      “No, I’m not a wolf. Just someone who can sense things.”

      Best to keep it simple. She’s already overwhelmed with what she’s learned.

      “Wow. And here I’ve been bringing you lemonades for a year now, and I never knew. We’re going to have to develop a system, you know. Blink twice if my table is something besides human.” She sank her head into her hands, not looking pleased by the prospect.

      If I had to blink twice every time a supe came in, she was going to think I had a problem.

      “Do you not want to be his fated mate?” I leaned forward, more invested in her answer than I should have been. Victory is human. Josie is human. And they both found themselves wrapped up in supernatural relationships.

      This is not about Josie.

      This is not about Josie.

      This is not about—

      “No, it’s not that. I think I might actually really like him. It’s just bizarre. We’ve barely met, and he says I’m the one. How can he know?”

      “He knows.” I thought about my feelings the first time I saw Josie. The way the Earth itself shifted under my feet, the way my wings burned with the power surge that shot through me the first time our hands brushed together, skin on skin. “You’ll just have to trust him on that, and give it time for you to get to know each other better. See how you feel.” I cleared my throat, trying to remove the gravel that had lodged itself there at the memory of my first meeting with my own Chosen.

      Who wouldn’t look at me twice now.

      “You sound so certain, just like him.” She looked sad, sinking back against her chair.

      Her pungent fear washed over me, and I debated whether to ask, or wait.

      I gave it a minute, letting the moment stretch between us, nothing but the tempting smell of french fries and an afternoon breeze to distract her from her heavy thoughts.

      “I’ll think about it. What about you? What’s got you so distracted this afternoon?”

      I saw the subject change a mile away, but I wouldn’t pry if she wasn’t ready.

      “Ahh, this and that. Investigations. You know the usual.”

      “I’m not buying that. Come on, penny for your thoughts.”

      I considered her demand for a moment, tempted to give an excuse about work, when an idea came to me. “Actually, I could use your help with something.”

      “Whatcha got?” She was visibly relieved at moving the focus off of herself.

      “I was invited to be a plus-one at a family birthday party, one where I need to be on top of my game … except that I’ve never done this before. Any tips on being the best birthday party companion around?

      She tapped her fingers on her chin, squinting at me. “Do you like this girl?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Okay, so, here’s what you need to do. When you pick her up, you need gifts. Nothing too show-off-y, but nothing cheap. Something for the birthday person. Think classy. Then you also need something for her. Flowers, chocolates—that stuff’s okay, but it’s better if you can get something she loves. It can be small, if the relationship is new.”

      “What if the relationship started seven years ago, and I royally screwed it up, and haven’t seen her again until last week?”

      She winced.

      I sighed. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

      “No, it’s okay. If she’s giving you another chance, there’s still hope. You must have left some kind of good impression if she invited you to the party, right?”

      “I hope so.”

      “Think slightly bigger on the gift, but again, not showing off. Thoughtful. Meaningful. And, you need to put in the effort. Is this a family party, or a friend party?”

      “Family. Her great-grandma is turning a hundred.”

      “Whoa. Big one, then. Okay, you need to study up. Know everybody’s name from great-grandma down, and at least one to two things about each person. The more personal, the better. Somebody’s allergic to dairy? You know it. Somebody owns a sailboat and loves to talk travel? You better know every knot and every starboard.”

      I leaned back in the chair, surprised, but saw the wisdom in her words. “I’m not sure memorizing facts will be enough to impress her, though. Not after I left last time. She’s still keeping me at arm’s length.”

      She frowned, weighing my words. “It might not be enough, but you have to start somewhere. Plus, it gives you an excuse to spend time with her again. When’s the party?”

      “A week.”

      “Good. That gives you time to keep showing up, prove that you’re not just here to leave again. She’s just afraid, most likely. You’re a great guy. I’m sure she doesn’t want you to slip away again.”

      That’s a hard one for me to know, and even harder for me to decide if it’s best I let her keep me at a distance. What can I promise her after all?

      And yet, something deep inside me cannot bear the idea of losing her again.

      “You’ve got your homework now, cowboy.” Victory winks and steps away from the table, but doesn’t leave.

      This time her frown was a grimace, and I knew she was thinking about her own fears. She was hesitant when she spoke again.

      “What if he changes his mind, Caleb? Everyone else in my life has. If I give it time, let him get to know me, he might realize that he can do so much better.”

      I reached across the table, resting my hand over hers. “Victory, that’s not going to happen.”

      “It might, you don’t know. And if I get to know him, fall in love with him, too, and then he leaves …”

      “That’s never going to happen, Victory.”

      Jaime’s words startled her and she jumped, snatching her hand from under mine.

      “Jaime! I didn’t see you there. I thought we were going to meet up later, after my shift.”

      “We are, but I felt that you needed me.” He gestured to his chest, where their bond was anchored.

      “I— We were just talking. Everything’s fine.”

      He turned a questioning look on me, and I bobbed my head slightly. It was theirs to work out, but I struggled to leave a couple on the precipice and in pain.

      “Can you take a break?” Jaime’s eyes were on fire for her, a look I knew well.

      She cast a worried glance at me, but I waved her off. “I’m good. I need to eat this and get on the road.” I picked up a triangle of sandwich and took a too-big bite to illustrate my point.

      Victory rolled her eyes at my immaturity, but allowed Jaime to lead her off, his hand gentle on hers.

      My mind wandered back over the conversation, seeing things about Josie in a new light. Was she afraid I would leave again, too? Get bored of her, or think she wasn’t special?

      That couldn’t be further from the truth, but if that was why she was pushing me away …

      No. I wanted to repair our friendship, but I couldn’t afford to take anything further. I had to repair my mistakes, regain my wings, and move forward. No matter how much I cared for Josie, I couldn’t go back.

      Not even for my Chosen.

      The last time had been disastrous.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          
            JOSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      I had always dreamed of hosting a book signing at The Bookish Cat, to turn the little haven of books into a bustling hub for authors and readers alike. With The Bookish Cat finally gaining a foothold in the local community, here was my chance.

      As I scrolled through a colorful article on "How to Host Your First Book Signing Event", I was grinning like I used to on Christmas morning. My eyes drank in the vibrant photos of cozy, crowded bookshops, authors signing books with broad smiles, and readers clutching their newly signed copies like precious jewels.

      My mind was abuzz with ideas … setting the atmosphere with soft music and warm lighting, setting up a cozy corner for the author, preparing little gifts for the attendees. The anticipation of the event was as delightful as the novels that lined the shelves of The Bookish Cat. The prospect of meeting an author, of watching them interact with their fans, filled me with the same goodness that had been the reason for the book store in the first place—creating new relationships between the mind, the heart, and the imagination.

      And then my phone pinged. Something about it was more foreboding than the high pitched ding let on.

      From my brother, Frederick.

      "Grandma is hitting the big one-zero-zero, Jos. It's shaping up to be quite the family reunion. Even you should try showing up for this one. A little time off from your fancy new bookstore wouldn't hurt. It might actually be interesting for the family to catch a glimpse of the elusive 'real world' Josie Ray."

      The words on the screen knocked the breath out of me, echoing in my mind with a bitterness that twisted my stomach. I could almost hear his voice, laced with the same old criticisms, comparisons, and underestimations.

      For as long as I could remember, Fred and the rest of the family had viewed my passion for literature with a bemusement bordering on scorn. His text was nothing more than a modern-day, digital version of Mrs. Bennet's complaints from Pride and Prejudice. Fred's words weren't about concern; they were about control. My love for books was never the issue. Their intolerance of it was just a reflection of their inability to accept that I didn't want to follow the family way like Fred did.

      Try as I did to get back into the article on book signings, I couldn’t. Fred’s message had a funny effect on me, like the strange dreams that come during a fever. I found myself staring into the distance, the soft hum of the bookstore fading into the background. There it was again, the faint shadow of an alternate life I'd left behind—a life where I was an accountant, working tirelessly in the business that my parents had built from the ground up, just like I had done with The Bookish Cat.

      My family's accounting firm, Ray & Co, was the product of my parents' shared ambition, a symbol of their hard work and determination. They had labored over it for years, tending to it with the kind of love and passion that people usually reserve for their children. And, in many ways, the firm was like a third child to them—only, it was the golden child, the one that could do no wrong.

      They had hoped I'd take it over someday with Fred, keep the family business going with new life. And for a while, I thought I would, too. But before long I realized I couldn’t leave behind my calling. I wanted to create a world of words, not figures. I wanted to introduce people to new stories, not new tax laws.

      For them, my decision to open a bookstore was a rejection, a refusal to continue their legacy. And their disappointment was like a cold wind, chilling our relationship to the core. Some harsh words between us didn’t help. In the end, I had to make a choice. I couldn’t sacrifice my own dreams to carry on the family tradition.

      My conscience, my soul, belonged in the quiet aisles of a bookstore, nestled among the endless worlds captured within the pages of books. After all, as Atticus Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird said, "The one thing that doesn't abide by majority rule is a person's conscience." And so I would, I’d abide by my own conscience.

      It was a choice I had made, and one I'd never regret, no matter how much my family wished otherwise. And trying to stay close to them while I did it was proving too toxic for my own good.

      A part of me believed that one day they would come around. After all, they opened their own business, and I followed in those footsteps, just in a different direction. Yet, it was like my love for the written word, for stories and escapism, was a foreign language they simply couldn’t comprehend. How I yearned for them to see the magic of books, the way they mold us, how they breathe life into the mundane.

      My great-grandmother’s birthday felt like an opportunity on the horizon, a moment suspended in time where we might be able to start building again. That was my great-grandmother’s wish. I knew it tore her apart to see us divided, and she’d do anything so that we didn’t end up like The Dutch House, where Ann Patchett wrote that it took five generations for anything that resembled reconciliation in the family.

      The familiar jingle of the doorbell snapped me out of my thoughts. I looked up, half-expecting to see Caleb, but it was a little girl who had walked in. She couldn't have been more than seven, clutching three dollar bills tightly in her hand.

      Quit the Caleb-yearn, Josie.

      I had no business expecting him to show up. Feelings like that would never help anything. Still, I couldn't help but feel a touch of disappointment.

      The little girl stepped in further, her eyes wide with curiosity as she looked around at the tall bookshelves, the comfortable corners filled with cushions and blankets, and the cats lazily napping here and there. The sight of her, so small in this place I'd built, made my heart soften. I watched as she took in the magic of The Bookish Cat, the disappointment of Caleb's absence receding. This was why I was here, doing what I did. For the stories, for the magic, and for moments like this one.

      "Can I help you find something?" I asked, making my way over to the little girl who was still absorbing the surroundings of the bookstore as I kneeled down to her eye level.

      "I got three dollars for candy," she replied, holding up the crumpled bills for me to see. "But I wanna buy a book instead."

      My heart warmed at her words, a vivid echo of a younger version of myself. All the books in my store cost more than three dollars, but looking at her eager eyes, I couldn't bear to let her down.

      "What kind of book are you looking for?" I asked, leaning down to her level.

      "I like trains," she said with a shy smile.

      Guiding her over to the transportation section, I pulled out a colorful children's book about trains. "This one's a favorite of mine," I told her, handing her the book.

      She took it reverently, thumbing through the pages with the wide-eyed fascination. "Does it cost three dollars?," she murmured, while admiring a nineteenth century locomotive.

      "As a matter of fact, it does," I said, smiling at her. "It’s a special deal today, just for you."

      She looked at me in disbelief before breaking out in a beaming smile. "Really?”

      “Really.”

      The girl's eyes lit up as she held the book tight, her joy tangible as a glowing light. Just then, the door chimed again, and in walked a woman, who by her resemblance was unmistakably the girl's mother. As she caught sight of her daughter, cradling the book like a cherished treasure, her face broke into a warm smile.

      "You got a book, sweetheart?" the mother asked, a note of surprise and pride in her voice. “With your candy money?”

      "I did, Mommy! And it's about trains!" The girl waved the book around, her happiness contagious.

      The mother bent down and hugged her daughter, whispering something in her ear that made the girl beam even brighter. Watching this scene, my heart twisted with a pang of longing for such a beautiful relationship.

      "She's a lucky girl," I said, turning to the mother, my voice heavy with unspoken emotions. "Not all mothers are so supportive."

      The mother looked at me, her eyes soft with understanding. "We all need someone who believes in us, don't we?"

      I watched as the girl clutched the book to her chest, her happiness infusing the room with a warmth that could rival any fireplace before she and her mother waved goodbye on their way out of the shop.

      Yes, this moment was worth everything.

      Spinning back towards the counter, I almost collided with Caleb.

      “You!” I said for the sake of the obvious. “You saw that?” Once again with the obvious.

      His warm gaze held mine. He wasn’t grinning, wasn’t joking around; he looked at me with a softness I didn’t expect and wasn’t ready for. “That girl doesn’t realize all she’s got, having a mother like that. Maybe she will, when she’s older.”

      The intensity of Caleb's gaze softened, and he took a half-step closer. His voice was gentle when he asked, "Josie, how did things fall apart so badly with your family? It wasn’t like this before.”

      His question hung in the air between us. It wasn’t prying, and I felt a strong desire to share, to unburden my story. Something about Caleb's steady gaze made me feel safe.

      "Well," I started, the words tasting unfamiliar on my tongue, "you know I never wanted to be an accountant like the rest of them. But it all came to a head when I had to enroll for a second semester of …"

      My voice trailed off as Caleb's focus abruptly shifted. His eyes looked past me, his expression hard to read. His whole demeanor had changed in an instant, the moment of intimacy suddenly left suspended.

      His regard turned inward. His entire body seemed to tense, as if he was listening to something I couldn’t hear. His smile faded, replaced by a look of concentration that hinted at something urgent, something important.

      “What is it?” I wanted to know, but I also didn’t. I could already tell this meant our moment was ending before it really began.

      He blinked back into focus, turning towards me again. His face was alight with an excitement I hadn't seen before. "Josie," he breathed out, "one of my matches … they're so close. And they are a hard one. I hate to go, but—”

      “Of course,” I said against my desire to demand he stay right where he is. “It’s okay.”

      With that, he was moving, heading toward the door. But just as he reached it, he turned back to me. In two quick strides, he was in front of me. Before I could react, he leaned in, pressing a quick, tender kiss to my cheek. It was over before I could comprehend it, leaving a trail of warmth that spread down to the tips of my toes.

      "See you real soon, Josie," he called over his shoulder, his voice echoing in the suddenly too-quiet bookstore. I touched my cheek where his lips had been, my heart pounding in my chest as I watched him disappear into the Seattle afternoon.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          
            CALEB

          

        

      

    

    
      After a frustrating afternoon of trying to unsuccessfully pair the most stubborn of my matches, the next day dawned to find me at Alki beach. I was following Marigold, the female half of said match. She and Axel were ordained by the heavens, and yet I’d tried and failed to get them together no less than a dozen times. He’d accidentally delivered her flowers once, they’d gotten into a fender bender, run into each other at a nature conservation conference … I’d tried it all.

      And each time, they were more fire and gasoline than sparks of joy.

      So here I was, dreaming of Josie while tramping through wet, sticky sand. I didn’t see the appeal of the beach now that I no longer had wings, but it wasn’t optional. If I couldn’t get this couple matched, and soon, they might miss their chance at forever, and that was irreparable. The dominoes that would fall the wrong way were irreversible, and they impacted untold generations.

      That was specifically why I was sent back, to put these couples back on the right track, prove my worth, and save love-meant-to-be from going down the drain.

      Axel and Marigold were not making it easy.

      Marigold was blithely unaware of my struggle to give her the gift of true love, and contentedly following her daily routine of picking up trash from the beach as she walked. She was very dedicated to the environment, and I knew that I needed to use that, but I’d tried and failed with that tact already.

      No, what I needed was something new, something fresh. Something like Josie’s perfect insight with the books, yesterday.

      Could I send Marigold and Axel to The Bookish Cat, or would they somehow object to the use of so much paper?

      It was mind boggling. Maybe I’d just go back, and ask Josie what she thought. I’d need to bone up on what her family was up to lately as Victory had suggested, and Josie could help me with the perfect fix-up for a pair of Earth-conscious lovers.

      Watching Marigold pick up trash certainly wasn’t sparking anything for me, except the fact that she was lonely, and could pick up twice as much with Axel by her side.

      I tried not to let the comparison sink too close to home, but it was hard not to think about how much happier I had been once with Josie at my side. I left the beach, shaking sand from my shoes, but unable to shake the regret from my heart.
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        * * *

      

      The Bookish Cat was already growing familiar, and the happy jingle of a bell overhead made me smile as I scanned the cozy scene for Josie. She wasn’t at the checkout counter, though, the worn surface glowed with freshly-polished care. Her pride in the shop was palpable, folded into every nook and cranny.

      But where was she? I let my senses unfurl, and located her tucked together with Barb in the back right corner. A purr reverberated up my leg, and I looked down to find a glossy black cat circling my left ankle. I let my power brush up against it gently, and discovered she was a girl.

      “Well, hello there. You’re friendly, can I give you a scratch?” I murmured, and offered her my fingertips to sniff.

      Some animals didn’t like supernaturals—werewolves particularly got a bad rap with the animal kingdom—but this little feline was as bold as brass. The purring intensified, and she rubbed her face against my hand, scent-marking me.

      “You little hussy!” Barb’s voice made me jump, startling the little cat into hissing. “That’s Josie’s man—you can’t steal him after she gave you a roof over your head.” The cat looked up at me as if to confirm this, so I shrugged. She strutted away, tail flicking her annoyance overhead as she left. Barb tutted, and left me standing there like an idiot as she went into the back room.

      “Barb, who are you talking to?” Josie’s voice sounded funny, and curiosity dragged me into the aisle so I could see her better. She was on top of a round stool, books overflowing beneath one arm, one under her chin, and her other hand adjusting the ones already on the top shelf in front of her.

      She saw me and started, dropping the book under her chin. She flailed briefly, and I sped behind her, steadying her with my hands on her waist. The book I couldn’t reach, but I snapped it up with a tendril of power, not letting it hit the ground. I floated it back up to where she could reach it, and her hand shook as she plucked it from seemingly thin air.

      “I’m still not used to that,” she murmured, setting the book on the shelf. “I’m steady now, thank you.”

      I reluctantly removed my hands, the soft warmth of her branded onto my skin. “You’re welcome. Can I lend you a hand?”

      “Here, Romeo. Juliet needs these on that shelf over there,” Barb said, shoving a stack of books into my hands. “I’m going to take my fifteen; if you two get up to anything naughty, I expect a full report.” She waved over her shoulder, and didn’t waste any time disappearing into the back again.

      I shook my head at the retreating store clerk. “She’s like a modern-day ninja. I haven’t heard her coming once, and people can’t usually sneak up on me.”

      Josie hummed a noise of agreement. “She’s quirky, but she’s an amazing employee.”

      “The quirkiest people are often the most interesting to be around,” I offered as I crossed to the shelf Barb indicated and began carefully shelving the old books. I seemed to be in the psychology section, and handled with great care a first-edition of The Interpretation of Dreams by Sigmund Freud. We worked in companionable silence for a few moments before Josie spoke.

      “I know you didn’t come here to be bossed around by my helper and shelve books. Is there something you wanted to talk about?”

      “Yes, actually.” I placed the last book carefully onto the shelf, and turned to watch her climb down the circular stool. She dusted off her hands and propped them on her hips, not giving me an inch or an invitation to linger.

      I have a lot of making up to do. She agreed to help me, but she’s not comfortable yet.

      I was oddly nervous when I proposed my idea. “I was hoping we could get together tonight, maybe over dinner, and talk about both of our projects.”

      “Uhm, is that necessary?”

      I straightened, taking a step closer, always drawn to her. “If you want me to play your boyfriend, I need to be convincing. I need to know more current news about your family, and I’d love to get your opinion on the couples I need to match. I can’t bring them all here for a book-match, so we’ll have to think of something else.”

      “I hadn’t considered that,” she admitted, fidgeting with the hem of her fitted t-shirt. It was cute, a cat wearing glasses and reading a book of Voltaire’s poetry. I could feel the reluctance rolling off her, but it was deeply important to me for reasons I wouldn’t examine that she not say no.

      “Come on, Josie. Nothing untoward; just two old friends catching up. You’ve got your mission, and I’ve got mine. We can be friends, right?” I waggled my eyebrows, hoping the silliness would loosen her up.

      She snorted at my juvenile attempt at humor. “Yes, we can have dinner and discuss things.”

      Score one for the angel.

      “But just this once, okay? It would be easier for both of us if you knew what-was-what with great-grandma’s birthday ahead of time, but I don’t want you getting the wrong idea.”

      And what exactly is the wrong idea, sweet Josephine? I longed to ask it, but I couldn’t, not now.

      “Deal. I won’t take up too much of your time, I promise.” I reached up, lifting a loose strand of hair, and tucking it behind her ear. Her skin was so soft, and she caught her breath at the brief contact.

      “Okay.” She leaned towards me, wavering in her stiff posture. I longed to close the distance, touch her again, no matter how small.

      “And I’ll be the best centennial birthday companion you’ve ever had.”

      She rolled her eyes at me, but took a half-step closer. Her tantalizing curves were nearly brushing my chest now. “You’re the only centennial birthday companion I’ll have.”

      “So, it won’t be hard to smoke the competition.” I grinned, loving the light banter and feeling like I was being sucked into the past, when things were easier between us.

      Before I messed everything up.

      Despite the attraction sizzling between us, sadness stole in, poisoning the moment with painful memories.

      Like that time on the beach.

      “I have powers that help me do my job. Always and only for good, I promise, if that’s why you’re looking at me funny.”

      “Wait, go back. Never mind powers and whatnot, you said you’re an angel? What kind of job does an angel have? Don’t they just … float around and play harps all day?”

      I snorted, amused by her innocence, her curiosity. “Not exactly. There are guardian angels, messenger angels, and then the more specialty types. I’m a cupid.”

      “Hold up.” She sat bolt upright. “You’re serious? You expect me to believe that you, an average twenty-year old native of Federal Way, Washington, are not only a real-live angel, but a cupid of all things? The little naked guy who flies around with the bow and heart arrows?” Her voice went up angrily the longer she spoke, and I cringed back from the fury and disbelief turning her aura an unusual shade of burgundy.

      “It’s the truth, Josie. I need to be honest with you. We’ve gotten closer, and I can’t hide my nature anymore.”

      “Right. Is this your move? The thing you tell girls to get them to—”

      Horror washed over me, as I realized what she was insinuating. “Josie, no. I’ve never told anyone on Earth this before. We’re really not allowed to tell humans.”

      “Are you even twenty years old? Or are you actually an immortal, alive since the dawn of time—”

      “Not quite that long, sheesh.”

      Her eyes widened. “I was joking! This can’t be happening. You think I’m the most gullible girl in town.”

      “Never. If you are willing, I can show you—”

      “Stop. Just stop, right there.” She pushed herself up off the picnic blanket, shaking her head. “This is too much, Caleb. Really. I need some air.”

      “Josie, please. I can prove it. Let me show you.”

      “If you think some five-dollar magic trick is going to fool me, you’re dead wrong.” She walked away with a look of disdain and disbelief, leaving a gaping hole in my chest where she was supposed to be.

      I shook my head, dissolving the painful memory. It had only gotten worse from there, with the clarion call coming a week later, and all that followed.

      No, I couldn’t go back, and I couldn’t make those mistakes again. We were only friends, and that would have to be enough.

      “I’ll pick you up at seven?”

      “It’s a date.”

      Everything in me longed to stay as I walked out the door.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

          
            JOSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      As I sat on the edge of my bed, fussing with the hem of my skirt, Gatsby padded over to me, purring softly.

      “You like the outfit?” I reached down, running my fingers through his soft fur and he nuzzled into my ankle. "Don’t worry, it’s not even a real date, Gatsby. We’re just two friends hanging out, nothing to be jealous about."

      I was trying to convince myself more than the cat, but the bundle of nerves in my stomach disagreed. Matilda and Heathcliff screeched in a game of tag, knocking over my mug of chamomile tea and taking down a lamp by the cable. Poor things weren’t yet adapted to apartment life, but could I blame them? They’d been uprooted from the place they’d called home for who-knows-how-long before I got there, and had to adapt from ruling the dominion to fitting into my one-bedroom apartment.

      I sighed, standing up to look at my reflection in the full-length mirror in the corner of my living room. There I was, a bundle of chaotic emotions dressed up in a stylish skirt and a casual top, trying to look both laid-back and put together at once. A perfect visual metaphor for what I was about to do—just be casual and laid-back while my insides screamed I was anything but.

      I met my own eyes in the mirror, a mix of apprehension and determination staring back.

      "Come on, Josie," I whispered to my reflection as I started to put on my mascara, "You can spend an evening with Caleb and not let the old feelings take over." But as my image nodded back at me, dread mingled with nervous energy at the idea of seeing him again. How was I supposed to keep my feelings in check around Caleb when even the mere thought of him made me want to throw myself in his arms?

      My phone rang, resulting in a line of mascara down my cheek. “Sugar kitties! No offense, Gatsby.” He cocked his head as I washed my cheek and answered the phone at the same time.

      "Josie, darling!" The lively voice of my great-grandmother, who we all called Nana Geraldine, echoed from my phone, her face popping up on the screen. Nana Geraldine, more vivacious at ninety-nine than most people in their sixties, was one of the few family members I felt at ease with.

      She had always been my biggest fan, whether it was a hard-earned B in gym class or the ‘Most Likely to Write a Book’ prize in high school.

      “Nana Geraldine,” I greeted her, a smile forming at the sight of her frizzy white hair, a stark contrast against the vibrant hues of art hanging behind her in the log house she called home.

      “Oh, you won’t believe the plans for the party!” She clapped her hands together, a twinkle in her eye. “Do you remember the photos from my fiftieth?” Her wide grin suggested a fond, mischievous memory. My mind immediately went to an old photo album. The fiftieth was infamous in our family lore; there was laughter, dancing, too much wine, and rumors of skinny-dipping in the moonlight.

      I laughed nervously, “Grandma, you’re not planning anything … erm … illicit, are you?”

      She winked conspiratorially at me. “Now wouldn’t that be something? Might shake up the old codgers a bit!” We both laughed, the warmth and familiarity of our conversation easing the lingering nerves from my upcoming not-date.

      Her log house, nestled in the small town of Snoqualmie, was a living, breathing art piece itself. The walls were adorned with her vibrant oil paintings–landscapes of the lush valley, abstract interpretations of her dreams, and the occasional bold self-portrait. Her creativity breathed life into the wooden bones of the house, and the picture windows captured the majesty of the mountains, framing them like nature's own artwork.

      "You know, I want the house to feel just like it did way back then. Full of laughter and love," she continued, a wistful note creeping into her voice. "You remember the stories I told you, right? There was so much mischief in those days."

      “Yeah, Nana Geraldine, I remember.” I chuckled, fondly recalling the tales of wild escapades she used to tell me.

      As the laughter subsided, she tilted her head and looked at me keenly through the screen. “So, are you coming to the grand event alone, sweetheart?”

      Something in her voice … The way she asked, it was almost as if she already knew about my conundrum.

      "As a matter of fact, I have a date," I replied, as nonchalantly as possible.

      Nana Geraldine’s eyes sparkled as she squealed, "I knew it! Is that why you’re putting on all that face paint? I could feel it, feel it in my bones, I did. That’s why I called—there was something going on with you. Oh, do tell me more, dear."

      "Nana Geraldine, it's … it's complicated," I admitted, my nerves spiking again at the thought of my upcoming rendezvous.

      Her chuckle twinkled through the phone, a warm and knowing sound. “Oh, sweetheart, it's always complicated. Love is a tricky thing,” she said, her voice tender, her eyes soft. “Don’t force it, don’t rush it. Let it find you when it's meant to.”

      Her words had a calming effect, reminding me to stay grounded. After all, tonight wasn't a declaration of love. It was just a … friendly get-together to discuss our shared objective of surviving a party with my family. That's all.

      “Sure, Nana. Thank you.”

      “Must go, darling. The local coyote is back and I’m determined that this time I’ll capture him with my paintbrush. Got to go.”

      “Love you, Nana,” I say but the screen has already gone black.

      As I finished cleaning the errant mascara, Nana Geraldine’s words were still ringing in my ears. “Let it find you …” If only it were that easy, Grandma. If only …

      "Alright, Josie, you got this," I whispered to myself, checking my reflection one last time in the hallway mirror. "It's just like Bilbo leaving the Shire. Big, scary world out there, but you're ready." I took a deep breath and turned to find the three cats lined up to say their farewells.

      “Ciao, hobbit kitties. Don’t wait up. Actually, do. That will give me a reason to be back early.” I blew them a kiss and closed the door. Immediately something crashed inside the apartment, and it seemed like a great reason to cancel everything with Caleb …

      But I didn’t.

      I stepped outside, the Seattle summer air wrapping around me like a comforting blanket. As I walked, I tried to lose myself in the sights and sounds of the city. The distant rumble of cars, the clamor of people, the enticing scent of coffee and eventually the sight of the glistening waterfront. But my mind kept circling back to Caleb, like a moth to a flame.

      How much has he changed in these past seven years? What brought him back here, and back into my life?

      As I strolled down the street, my eyes caught sight of a father helping his son ride a bike. The sight momentarily brought me back to the vivid imagery of Scout and Atticus Finch from To Kill a Mockingbird. In some odd way, it resonated with my own love story. Like Scout, I was learning, growing, and realizing that the world wasn't as black and white as I once believed it to be.

      Maybe Caleb had changed. And maybe he’d changed for the better. I certainly had.

      "Nope. Nope, not going there," I muttered, shaking my head and resolutely turning around. I started to walk back home, telling myself that I could call it off, that I could avoid this emotional disaster waiting to happen.

      But as I reached the next intersection, my feet just stopped. I sighed, shaking my head at my own ridiculousness.

      “Come on. Even Harry Potter could make himself go into the Forbidden Forest.”

      I spun on my heel and started back towards the waterfront, a voice in my head—perhaps my mother’s—telling me I was crazy. As the distance to the meeting point shrank, my doubts surged again. Could I do this? Could I face Caleb, not as the love of my life, but just as a friend?

      Not possible, the voice rang through me. You’ve always known he’s the man for you.

      “Get out of here,” I said to the voice, and a person walking past gave me a funny look. “Sorry, not you.”

      As I turned the corner, the setting sun cast long shadows, and the waterfront opened up before me. There he was, leaning against the railings, gazing out at the water. Caleb. His sandy hair was tousled, catching the dying sunlight, glowing like a halo.

      An angel.

      The casual way his hands rested in the pockets of his jeans, the quiet confidence in his stance, everything about him was disarmingly charming.

      I caught as I took him in. He was the same Caleb I knew, yet everything seemed to be magnified. The contours of his face were softer in the waning light, the slight stubble more pronounced. His eyes, usually a stormy gray, were now a soothing shade, reflecting the calm serenity of the water.

      A familiar warmth spread through me, starting from my heart and radiating to the tips of my fingers. It was a warmth I'd felt before, but now it was coupled with a strong longing, a longing I was fighting to keep under control. I wanted to run to him, to wrap my arms around him and hold on.

      But I had to remember—we were just friends.

      I wasn't prepared to face him just yet, to deal with the rush of emotions that surged at the sight of him. Ducking behind a nearby streetlamp, I tried to slow my racing pulse. With my back against the cool metal, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I needed to find the strength within myself to face him as a friend, nothing more.

      It was as if I'd walked into a scene from Pride and Prejudice and he was my Mr. Darcy.

      "No, bad analogy, bad analogy," I chastised myself. I took a few deep breaths, clutching the edge of the lamppost for support. My palms were sweaty. This was not a classic love story. This was just a platonic meeting. Right?

      Even as I bolstered myself, every nerve ending, every fiber of my being screamed otherwise. We were always meant to be something more, much more than just friends.

      It was a deafening thought, one I had been ignoring for far too long.

      With one last steadying breath, I peeked around the streetlamp. Caleb was still there, oblivious to my inner turmoil. But the sight of him made my resolution waver again.

      "Get it together, Josie," I whispered, my hand gripping the lamp post for support. My heart pounded as I stepped out from behind my hiding place, frozen in indecision between stepping towards him, and darting back towards the safety of my apartment.

      I steeled my nerves, my grandmother's advice echoing in my mind. Don't force it, don't rush it. Let it find you when it's meant to.

      But how could I tell when it was meant to find me? What if I’m just holding onto a memory, a desperate wish never meant to be fulfilled?

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

          
            CALEB

          

        

      

    

    
      Josie’s indecision was tearing me in two. I’d sensed her slow approach before she ever made it to the corner, every bit of me on high alert, anticipating our time together this evening. But while I was hyped up, she was moving slow. Unsure? Changing her mind?

      I stared out over the water, keeping my pose relaxed as I waited for her. I wished desperately in that moment that I still had my wings, still had the ability to scoop her up and fly her away from the noise and the clutter of the city, into the clouds, where it was just me and her. Where I could stare into her eyes, surrounded by the stars, without all the pressure that came with human life.

      But I didn’t, and I couldn’t.

      And we were just friends, a fact I was struggling by the second to remember as she hid behind a lamppost, neither coming towards me or running away.

      Please don’t run away.

      I tried my hardest not to pry into her emotions, to let the steady rippling of the water lull me into patience. It wasn’t easy, though, and I let out a sigh of relief when she took the first step towards me.

      A grin split my face as I turned toward her, and then I was sucking in a breath for different reasons. She was stunning in the sun’s last rays, bathed in golden light. Her chestnut hair gleamed, kissing the top of her tantalizing curves, and I had the very un-angelic desire to skim my palms over them and pull her against my chest.

      To see, once and for all, if her heart beat in time with my own.

      She wore one of her usual quirky t-shirts, but paired tonight with a beautiful skirt, which skimmed the tops of her knees, setting off the shape of her calves. Every bit of her was perfection, a Greek goddess worthy to be painted by one of the masters. But I’d never let her be hung in a gallery for the faceless hordes to ogle. She was mine, the shy smile she wore only for me.

      Something inside me fractured when I realized yet again that it wasn’t true.

      She can’t be mine, not to hoard, not to touch. There’s no way an angel can claim a human as his Chosen. I tried to ignore the fact that it had never happened before, and look where that got me.

      We were companions of convenience. Temporary. Set to be blown away with the wind, erased from the pages of history. Not a love written in the stars, but impermanent names scrawled in the sand. One day she would move on, find her own love, and I would be left to watch from the heavens, living out eternity without her.

      It was more than I could bear and yet no less than the truth.

      “Caleb, hi.”

      “Josie,” I stepped forward, wrapping her in a hug. Her head fit perfectly under my chin, and I took the moment to close my eyes, compose myself.

      Douse the searing pain of our reality.

      I blinked and pulled back, letting my hands linger on her upper arms, starved for the feel of her.

      If we only have a little while, I’ll take whatever I can get.

      “Are you hungry? The restaurant gets rave reviews. I hear the ceviche will change your life.”

      She snorted, and I couldn’t help but smile. She could never hold back her opinions, and it was one of the many things I found irresistible about her.

      “Raw fish will change my life, all right. Because it will scar me for life. No thank you.”

      I tsked, teasing her. “I bet your cats would love it. Be brave for them.” I offered her my arm as we turned toward the restaurant, and she took it absently.

      “They’re cats, Caleb. That’s not even a little bit of a valid point.”

      “Fine, but don’t blame me when you go home smelling like fish and they’re disappointed in you.”

      “If you’re that worried about it, you can bring them some ceviche on your own time.” She shuddered as if the mere idea of ceviche was horrific, her reaction delicate as I held open the door to the restaurant. It was lovely, with dim lighting and views of the water. Soft jazz played in the background.

      “Maybe I will.” I smiled down at her as I gave the host our name. Reservations were hard to come by here, but I’d pulled some strings with a lynx shifter friend who knew the owner. People found it handy to have an angel owe them a favor.

      “Right this way.” The host quietly led us to our table. We were seated at the back of the restaurant, in a private booth right next to a window with a stunning view.

      “Oh, it’s gorgeous!” Her eyes lit with excitement. She leaned forward, nearly pressing her nose against the window. “How did you get us a spot?”

      “I have my ways.”

      “You didn’t … influence anyone, did you?” She cocked an eyebrow at me, clearly not pleased by the idea of my using my powers to score us a table.

      “No. I’ll have you know I pulled strings with a friend, like any other man with a lovely lady to impress.”

      She looked skeptical, but swallowed the question when our waitress appeared to take our drink orders.

      When the waitress left, she cocked her head at me. “Lemonade, huh? You still love it, after all this time?”

      “What’s not to love? It’s delicious.”

      She drummed her fingertips on the table, a different question brewing this time.

      “Go ahead, ask.”

      “Do you actually need food? Or is it a cover thing, like you eat so nobody knows you’re not human?”

      The ease with which she asked the question made me wonder. Had she come to fully accept what I was? “I don’t need it, no. But I do enjoy it. It’s a very … human experience. It’s a way of connecting, understanding. Humans pour a lot of love into their cuisine. Anywhere you go in the world, there is something unique on a plate. It’s history, culture, and that personal touch rolled into one.”

      She hummed, a crease forming between her eyebrows as she considered it from my perspective. “I wondered about that, after you left.”

      I nodded. “I’m sure you wondered a lot of things. Is that all you wanted to know?”

      “I … I’m not sure. Maybe we should stick to why we’re here.” She tucked a bouncy curl behind her ear, ducking her head to avoid my eyes as the waitress approached with our drinks.

      Don’t push, Caleb.

      We ordered, and I studiously ignored the waitress’s lingering glances. As she walked away, Josie looked back up.

      “I bet you get that a lot, don’t you?”

      “Get what a lot?”

      “Checked out. By every female who has eyes and a pulse. And maybe some that don’t.”

      There was an edge of bite to her tone, and it thrilled me to know she cared.

      “I can’t say I’ve noticed. There was only one woman who ever caught my eye.” I knew that longing was pouring out of me, and I made no attempt to hide it.

      She blushed furiously, fiddling with the cloth napkin in her lap, her aura a rosy pink. Pleasure, desire, curiosity …

      Addictive.

      “But as you said, the task at hand. Tell me about your family. What do I need to know?” I asked, easing the sexual tension that was steadily building between us. I shifted in my seat while she considered her answer, trying not to stare.

      “So many things. I’m not even sure where to start.” Her aura bled into frustration. “It’s been both a whirlwind and tumbleweeds all at once and even though I’m in the middle of it, I can’t see how to possibly fix it.”

      I reached across the table, and stopped her from fidgeting with a soup spoon by entwining my fingers with hers.

      She froze like a rabbit scenting a predator.

      I squeezed her fingers.

      “Hey, it’s okay. I’m here to help, remember? Pick one family member, and tell me what I need to know about them. We’re in no rush, and we’ve got a week.”

      “Well,” she bit her lip, her eyes tracing down to our joined fingertips then quickly away, as if worried I’d catch her peeking. “How about my brother, Fred?”

      “I’d love to hear about your brother, Fred.”

      “No you wouldn’t, he’s more of an ass than Mr. Collins.”

      “Worse than Collins? Surely that’s not possible.”

      “Collins at least made one woman happy in the end. Fred hasn’t managed that much.”

      I couldn’t help it, I laughed. Head back, inappropriately loud, guffawed. I felt the dirty looks rolling in from the nearby diners, and sent them all the suggestion to look deeply into their dining companions’ eyes, or out at the view.

      “Tell me how you really feel,” I teased, when I could control myself again.

      “That’s probably rude, isn’t it? And I don’t want you to hate him or anything, it’s just … he’s always antagonized me. Nothing I do is ever right with him.”

      “Ah. And do we care what he thinks?”

      “No,” she insisted. “But he’s always in my father’s ear, telling him how I should be part of the family business.” Josie raked a hand through her hair, mussing the perfect curls slightly. I liked it. It made her seem more real, touchable. Less off-limits.

      She has to stay off-limits, Caleb.

      No amount of self-chiding made me wish even a fraction less that it was my hands running through her hair. My fingers weaving into the silken strands, pulling her to my lips for a kiss.

      I cleared my throat. “You have your own business, though, and it’s incredible.”

      “I know. And I always thought …” she shook her head, dropping her eyes back to her lap. “I always thought that would be enough, when the time came. But it wasn’t.” The words were so small, yet the pain in them made me ache. Her parents’ acceptance of her business was incredibly important to her.

      Surely they knew that?

      I let my thumb trace over the back of hers, gently soothing while she composed herself.

      “I’m sorry that they haven’t been able to give you what you need. But it doesn’t mean they won’t come around.”

      Especially if I have anything to do with it.

      “You don’t know my parents.”

      “I—”

      “Look at you two, such a beautiful couple!” A man in an elegant suit arrived at our table, completely destroying our deep conversation. “We are always pleased to host young love.”

      Josie snatched her hand from mine, looking horrified. “We’re not a couple. Just friends. Having a very friendly dinner.” Her smile was tight, and didn’t reach her eyes as she spoke.

      “Ahh, my apologies.” He shifted uncomfortably. “You are indeed two lovely friends. Has everything been satisfactory so far this evening?”

      “Yes, excellent.” She glared at him.

      “Magnificent. If you need anything at all, just let us know.” He half-bowed, and then left, crossing to check on another table. But the mood was broken, and both of Josie’s hands were planted firmly back in her lap.

      They stayed that way until the food came a few minutes later.

      She was two bites into her chicken piccata when she dropped the bomb on me.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

          
            JOSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      "What exactly is your deal?"

      The words escaped my lips in a rush, anger and confusion painting my tone sharp and bitter. His startling blue eyes widened, clearly taken aback by the sudden shift in our conversation. My heart pounded in my chest, a frenzied rhythm that echoed the turmoil of my emotions.

      Caleb's face paled, his golden curls shimmering under the elegant chandelier light. He fidgeted with the silverware, his slender fingers tracing patterns on the white tablecloth.

      "Josie," he began, his voice unsteady. "It's … it's not that simple. My existence isn't like yours." His gaze dropped to the tabletop, his long fingers nervously twisting the silverware as he continued. "There are restrictions, rules that bind me."

      "Restrictions?" I echoed, my mind spinning as I tried to understand what he was saying.

      His hands stilled, and he met my gaze once again. "Yes, restrictions. As an angel, there's a duty I have, obligations that I can't simply shrug off." His voice dropped lower, barely above a whisper as he added, "There are limitations to what I can and can't do. To what I can and can't feel."

      But his explanations, his roundabout way of addressing the issue, did nothing to calm me. He may have been trying to explain, but he only ignited me further.

      "Limitations?" I shot back, memories of our past cascading through my mind. “What about at Steel Lake Park?”

      “Please,” he pleaded, as if the memory caused him physical pain.

      “Remember?” I started, my voice breaking slightly as I forced myself to remember. "It was so hot that day," I continued, a ghost of a smile playing on my lips as the image danced in front of my eyes. "We spent the whole day just walking around the park, sometimes not talking for an hour straight and not minding the silence. Just being together. Do you remember?"

      He nodded, his face softening as he too, seemed to drift into the past.

      "And then the stars started to appear, one by one. It was so clear, so beautiful. That’s when we said that one day we would hike Mount Rainier together." My voice dropped to a whisper, my eyes still fixed on his. "We had that old flannel blanket from my parents’ place spread out on the sand. We were lying there, talking about the stars, the great beyond like it was all a mystery. Only for you, it wasn’t. Do you remember that, Caleb?"

      His gaze was steady on mine, his lips pressed into a tight line as he nodded silently yet again.

      "And after that …”

      “Please, Josie,” he tried again, but I couldn’t stop now.

      "That swim," I rushed on, "in our underwear. I remember looking over at you, your skin glowing under the moonlight, and I thought I'd never be happier than I was in that moment. I was right."

      I paused, my breath shallow as a combination of anger and sadness cascaded through me. "We sat on the edge of the dock, our feet dangling in the water, your arm around me." I fell silent, my eyes burning as I held his gaze. "You had no limitations then, Caleb. It was just us."

      He swallowed hard, but I couldn’t let him off the hook yet. Seven years these questions had been bubbling inside me, and I’d thought I’d never have the chance to ask them.

      "And do you remember that rainy day at the Federal Way Library?" I asked, not waiting for a response as the memory tumbled out. "We spent the entire day there. I wore your sweater because it was chilly and you read Dante’s Paradiso to me. You traced patterns on my palm as you read," I said, my voice shaky, but determined. "It felt like we were the only people in the world. It was just us, and the books, and the rain."

      A flicker of something passed over his face, something like regret, but I didn't let it slow me down. "You had no limitations then, either, Caleb. Do you remember that? Can you tell me why it was different?"

      He took his face into his hands. But I had just one more thing he needed to hear.

      "You seemed very human when we fell in love."

      Caleb looked up, silent, his eyes reflecting a deep turmoil. His lips parted as if to say something, but no words came out.

      “I know it was a long time ago,” I whispered, “but I’ve been carrying all of that with me ever since you left.”

      “I’m sorry.” He looked me straight in the eye and there was no doubt he meant it.

      “Excuse me,” the fancy Maitre D’ returned, “but can I interest you in some dessert?”

      “No,” we both said in unison.

      “I didn’t want to hurt you,” Caleb immediately said.

      The Maitre D’ cleared his throat. “I’ll leave you to your conversation then.”

      “So angels just have a bit of a cruel streak, then?” My sarcasm was hardly veiled.

      “Of course not. But I had crossed a line I was never supposed to. That was on me, not you, and it set off a chain of events, along with my already faltering performance, that tore me away from here. I’ve been in Seattle ever since. I would have loved to see you sooner, but …” He bit his lip before answering. “But I was sure you had moved on, and I didn’t see you in the city, not once before now. I don’t know what I would have done if we had crossed paths, since I can’t be to you all I wanted back then.”

      "Let me get this straight,” I said, but my tone was already softening, the realization of his condition coming clearer now. “Your life is devoted to love, but you’re never allowed to have it? You’re just always on the outside, watching?"

      Caleb, taken aback, fell silent. He stared at me, his ocean-blue eyes clouded with an emotion I couldn’t decipher. It seemed like my words had struck him more deeply than I'd intended.

      Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he exhaled a sigh that seemed to carry the weight of centuries. His voice was soft when he responded, laden with an ache that was probably a lot like my own.

      "I never thought about it that way before, Josie," he admitted, an undercurrent of sorrow threading through his words. His gaze fell to his hands, clasped tightly in his lap. “That I’m always on the periphery. I write the love story—I don’t live it."

      His voice trailed off, the depth of his loneliness resonating in the silence that followed. We sat there, suspended in the hush of the fancy restaurant, enveloped by the soft clinks of cutlery and hushed conversations from the surrounding tables. The pain in Caleb's voice, raw and unfiltered, hung heavy in the air between us.

      His confession left an ache in my chest, a yearning to reach across the table and soothe the pain in his eyes. But all I could do was squeeze my hands under the table, my nails digging into my palm, while I swallowed down the urge to comfort him.

      Because I would never be to Caleb all that I’d dreamed. He’d made that very clear.

      The choice was now mine—create a new friendship, leave behind the past seven years of anguish and accept that we couldn’t be that way together…

      Or never see him again.

      “Coffee?” The Maitre D’ reappeared. “A little digestif perhaps?”

      A part of me really wanted to smack that customer service grin right off his face, but at the same time, he provided the relief Caleb and I needed. There was nothing more we could do on that topic, not now.

      “Maybe some dessert isn’t such a bad idea after all,” I said, giving a half-smile of peace offering to Caleb.

      “Yes,” he nodded. “Dessert is a great idea.”

      The Maitre D’ bowed his departure as if he knew all along, leaving Caleb and I in what had become a very awkward silence. We both started to speak at the same time.

      “We don’t have to talk about that.”

      “I wish there was something I could say.”

      We smiled meekly at each other, a new understanding growing between us. We were who we were at that moment, not who we were seven years ago.

      I folded my napkin and dramatically set it on the table. “Mr. Caleb Cupid, I believe we have some other unfinished business, involving my immediate and extended family.

      He caught onto my tone and straightened his collar. “Yes, ma’am, we definitely do. I believe you were going to tell me more about this stubborn brother of yours.”

      “Oh, if you think he’s stubborn, wait until I tell you about what my father said to me the last time we spoke … five months ago …”

      Caleb narrowed his eyes. “I’m ready, but fair warning, I have a feeling ‘stubborn’ just might run in the family.”

      I sighed. “I wish you were wrong.”

      And that’s how our evening continued, with a few laughs, a lot of sighs, and more stories of family drama than I thought I could tell over three pieces of cake.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

          
            CALEB

          

        

      

    

    
      The week flew by, between me following my matches and two more meetings with Josie at The Bookish Cat to go over her family specifics, not to mention the little side project I’d taken on, after my conversation with Victory about the perfect gift. Moroseness warred with anticipation as I got ready for the birthday party.

      My nights were filled with visions of her, both current, her smiling with Gatsby intertwined around her ankles, and older, gilded memories. Of her, skin resplendent in the moonlight, her hair floating like a dark cloud around her in the lake. The taste of her lips. The electric heat between us every time our skin brushed. The phantom ache of my wings, no longer accessible to me, with the blinding power that surged through me with just one gaze of desire from her.

      I cherished each one, each second of time I stole with her.

      Because it really did feel like stealing. Like I was hoarding precious moments that didn’t belong to me. I knew we didn’t have a future together, and yet I couldn’t pull back. Couldn’t be anything less than fully invested, though I knew how bad the drop off would be once we’d finished our little bargain, and I was back with the heavenly host.

      I slid my arm into my jacket sleeve, straightening the cuff of my button-up underneath in the entryway mirror. We’d agreed to semi-casual attire, so I was sporting jeans with a blazer, and a freshly-shaven face. Slipping into my party outfit was like stepping into the role, and it was too good of a fit.

      Boyfriend.

      I craved it, the tenuous thread between us. Anything that tied us together, pulled us closer.

      I had no right, but I still wanted her.

      The soft pop of air pressure changing behind me had me spinning to find Gabriel, who had appeared into existence on my sofa. He was already reclined, fingers laced behind his head, a cocky grin on his face.

      “So, big plans tonight?”

      Devil’s feathers. Did I tell him about Josie’s great-grandmother’s party?

      “Sort of. I’ve got a friend who’s helping me with my last few matches in exchange for my attendance at a family event.”

      “A human friend?” He cocked an eyebrow.

      “Yes, she’s human.”

      “A pretty human?” he asked, leaning forward onto his elbows, studying me intently.

      “She’s …” Stunning. Intelligent. Gorgeous. Vivacious. Hilarious. Endearing. And already got me into a lot of trouble. “Very pretty.”

      “Pretty enough to catch a cupid, do you think?” He was smiling now, but all the arrogance was gone. Was he worried? Worried that I’d flub up my chance at ever regaining my full power? An emotion I couldn’t name settled into my gut, heavier than a stone.

      “No, Gabriel. I’ve learned my lesson. I won’t be making the same mistake twice.”

      She’s not a mistake, not even a little bit. She’s just off-limits.

      A little voice inside me whispered, but I ignored it. Had to ignore it.

      “Ahh, I see.”

      Was he disappointed, or was I imagining things? I did up the buttons on my coat, trying to get a read on him. It was pointless, though. He’d kicked back again, loafer-clad feet propped on my coffee table as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      I crossed the small distance, bumping his feet off the table before settling into the chair across from him.

      “I’m sure you didn’t come just to check on my afternoon plans. Is everything okay? I matched that couple you sent, and so far they seem to be falling in love smoothly.”

      “Yes, they’re doing fine. Right on schedule,” he agreed, not taking offense to me keeping his—admittedly pristine—shoes off my furniture. Archangel or no, there were boundaries. “How did you get them together so quickly, anyways? Bookworms are usually a challenge. They’re often introverts, and hesitant to take the first step.”

      “Ah, it was all Josie. The friend I’m helping today. She’s got this sixth sense about what book people need. Uncanny, really. She gave them both a book, and voila.”

      I waved vaguely in the air, not sure what else to say.

      “The plot thickens,” he murmured. “Are you sure she’s human?”

      “One hundred percent.” Well, ninety-nine percent. I felt I should make that qualifier for myself. How did she know the exact right books that would bring those two together?

      “There is one other thing I needed to remind you of.”

      I tensed, but tried to stay calm. Was he going to warn me off getting too close to Josie again? If he gave me a direct order from the host …

      “The angelic seals. The book needs to be found in order for your wings to be restored. I’ve got a sense that it’s here in Seattle. The bookshop owner is perfect—she loves rare books. Maybe she can help you hunt down whoever’s got it, too.”

      “I … hadn’t thought of that.” The admission feels dumb, but it’s true. The book of angelic seals is powerful, nothing like an ordinary book, though it looks plain to the human eye. Only those with angelic blood can read the script inside, and no mortal ink can stain its pages. “I’m not sure how I’ll explain the importance of a blank leather journal to her, but I can ask.”

      “I’m sure you’ll come up with something.” He grinned again, as a knock on my front door startled me off the chair and into motion.

      “This is probably her, I should—”

      “I’d love to meet her, this mysterious friend with uncanny beauty.” Gabriel rose, smoothing back his perfect blonde hair in a practiced move.

      “No!”

      He froze, giving me a look. You didn’t tell an archangel no. It just wasn’t done.

      “I don’t want to confuse her, or introduce any more supernatural influence into her life. I’ve already been enough of a disruption.”

      “Ahh. Well—”

      Another knock, impatient this time, came from the door. Josie was very punctual, and I was officially one minute late for our agreed pickup time.

      “Please, Gabe.” I pleaded shamelessly.

      “Fine, fine.” He waved, the motion bored, and then popped out of existence a second before I twisted the door knob.

      “Hey, Josie. Do you want to come in?”

      Josie looked lovely, a light pink skirt made out of something frothy—tulle, maybe?—was paired with a classic, off-the-shoulder black sweater. It left the wide expanse of her collarbone completely bare and wildly tempting.

      She had a displeased look on her face, clearly put out at my minute lateness, and I resisted the urge to smirk. She was predictable in the best possible way. Her bottom lip poked out in an adorable pout, and I was overcome with the sudden urge to kiss it, taste it. See how she responded if I sucked it between my own, let my fingers skim over the delicate line of her clavicle.

      I stepped forward, but the intent in my eyes must have cued her to my thoughts, because her eyes widened, and she dropped the pout.

      “Uhm, no. We should get on the road. Don’t want to be late, nor early, for that matter. Right on time is best. We don’t want to turn into the White Rabbit in Wonderland, do we?” She smiled, her frantic pulse slowing a bit as she allowed herself to slide into her comfort zone, books.

      “We do have a very important date. Let me grab my keys and we can go.”

      “Excellent.” She did a little spin, the motion all awkward exuberance which caused her tulle skirt to flare out like a flower around her. Her soft floral perfume bloomed into the air, and I adjusted the collar of my shirt as I snagged my keys off the hook, trying to turn the dial down on my very physical response to the increased time together.

      It was going to be a long day if I didn’t get myself under control, and quick.
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        * * *

      

      We rode in Josie’s car, the first part of the drive passing in companionable silence. The familiar streets of Seattle gave way to more nature as we headed for Snoqualmie, a gentle drizzle dampening the roads and prompting drivers to turn on their headlights.

      “Are you ready for this?” She asked, breaking the silence. Her knuckles were white with her grip on the steering wheel, and her aura was prickly with nerves.

      “I’m ready. I know that Fred reports everything back to your father, plus that Emily and Lena are your actual friends, not just cousins. I know about Uncle Jim’s cancer and prosthetic leg, and to avoid all topics of hiking—even though Nana Geraldine’s house is perfectly located for it. Every single thing you’ve shared, I remember.”

      “That’s … impressive. Do you have some sort of angelic super-memory?”

      “Something like that.” I winked and she swerved a little, but quickly pulled the car back into the center of the one-lane road we’d pulled off on.

      “Well, we’re going to put it to use tonight. And I hope you’re ready, because we’re here.”

      She put on her blinker and turned onto a curving gravel driveway. A lovely log home came into view a few seconds later, its large frame casting a cheerful glow out into the gloomy weather. She parked off to the right side of the porch, at least a dozen other cars already taking up the prime parking spots.

      “I haven’t said it yet, but thank you. Thank you for doing this, for pretending. I’m sure it probably violates some angelic code. Limitation? Whatever you call it. I appreciate you being here. And I’m sorry in advance, for anything awkward my family may say—”

      I pressed a finger to her lips, gently stopping her. “You don’t owe me any apologies, not for anything today, or any day. I’m the one with all the making up to do in this relationship, and I’m more than happy to be here. I promise.”

      I let my finger drop, gently tracing the edge of her mouth, down to her chin, before completely dropping the contact. I was surprised when her aura turned a deep plum, desire lighting her up. Her eyes were wide, pupils blown as she stared up at me in the dim car interior. We swayed together, drawn like moths to the flame which would surely burn us both up.

      “Well, well, well, what do we have here?” A cocky male voice had us springing apart like shrapnel, and I pushed out my senses to see who it was.

      Fred. Right off the bat, we were in the deep end.

      She sucked in a fortifying breath, shot me one last breath, and cracked open the car door. I hurried to follow suit.

      “So, your boyfriend is real after all.” His condescending tone made me bristle as he brushed past Josie, circling the car to extend his hand.

      I shook it, using the contact to get a more in-depth read on the man.

      What I found shocked me.

      Jealousy, hot and prickling.

      Suddenly, everything she’d told me about him clicked into place. He wasn’t antagonistic because she wasn’t in the family business. It was because he was.

      “Fred, I’ve heard so much about you. It feels like we’ve already met.”

      He looked surprised, casting a glance quickly at Josie before honing back in on me. “Is that so? Well, I can’t say the same. My dear baby sister hasn’t told me a thing about you, besides your name. I can’t wait to catch up.”

      His smile was half-predatory, and if I hadn’t sensed his one-hundred-percent humanity, I’d have sworn he was a shifter. But no, just an overbearing brother.

      I looped my arm around Josie’s shoulders as we ascended the wide, sawn steps of the porch, doing my best to read the inhabitants quickly, in case anything else jumped out at me that would be useful in easing the way for her.

      It was a wicked tangle of emotions, and as Fred threw the door wide, I knew one thing for certain: these people needed me, desperately.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

          
            JOSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Navigating the gravel driveway of Nana Geraldine's log house, I gripped Caleb's hand, steeling myself for the inevitable awkward encounters. Fred was only the beginning, and I knew it.

      The house was a veritable hive of activity, the chatter and laughter of around seventy-five people spilling out onto the lawn. Despite the drizzly weather, people huddled under the shelter of hastily erected gazebos. A harpist was playing, and given the sheer number of wrinkles on her face, she must have been one of Nana’s schoolmates.

      The scent of damp earth and the subtle perfume of evergreens mixed with the fragrant aroma of home-cooked food. The large log house, with its stone chimney billowing smoke and windows aglow with warmth, was a picturesque backdrop to the gathering.

      And then I saw them.

      Caleb squeezed my hand reassuringly as we approached my parents. They were standing near one of the long, food-laden tables, deep in conversation. When they saw me, their expressions shifted into smiles that didn't quite reach their eyes. It was going to be as awkward as I'd expected. My mother’s gaze flitted between me and Caleb, her curious scrutiny unhidden. Dad was a bit more subtle, yet the slight crease of his forehead gave him away.

      "So glad you came," Mom greeted me with a tilt of the head. Dad gave me a curt nod, his attention shifting to Caleb.

      We hadn’t been here for two minutes and I already wanted to crawl into a hole.

      “Of course I’d be here.” The knot of tension in my stomach grew tighter. Who was I fooling, thinking that this might be a chance to mend bridges?

      “I tried to tell her not to come,” Nana Geraldine’s voice cut through us, “because I am just over the moon about her new bookstore.” She winked at me. “But she insisted she didn’t want to be anywhere else.”

      “It’s true,” I smiled at her, “and it’s so wonderful to see you, Nana.” I wrapped my arms around her, certain she’d grown smaller since the last time I came to Snoqualmie.

      She broke from my embrace. “Wait just a minute now. You haven’t introduced us to this fine example of a young man. You must be Caleb.”

      “Indeed I am.” Caleb extended his hand, a jovial grin splitting his handsome face. “Pleasure to meet you, and happy birthday, ma’am.”

      Nana shimmied her shoulders and took his hand. As soon as they touched, Nana’s face changed. Her brow furrowed and she cocked her head to the side, looking deeply into his eyes. “Caleb, you say? I could swear …”

      Her voice trailed off, and all of us stood waiting for something to happen, Caleb included. He returned her intent look, and I knew he was using his powers to scrutinize her.

      Nana shook her head. “Never mind me. You seemed so familiar for a moment there, but that must only be because Josie has told me so many wonderful things about you.”

      “At least that’s one of us,” Dad grumbled.

      “Champagne!” Nana shouted as a server came by with a tray. “Thank you, Michelle. Michelle here is the daughter of the neighbor down the road. Isn’t she delightful? I thought perhaps she and Fred might enjoy spending time together. He’s always so huffy, so a real lady might help him loosen up, don’t you think?”

      “Nana!”

      “Mom!”

      “Mrs. Ray!”

      We were all equally horrified, which was exactly Nana’s intent. She cackled as she took a glass of champagne. “To young love!”

      She gave us no choice but to toast to it.

      “Young love,” we muttered with much less enthusiasm in reply. Except Caleb, who was full of gusto. Given his cupid status, loving love seemed to come with the territory.

      “That’s the spirit!” She twisted quickly, smacking straight into Michelle and her tray of full champagne glasses.

      “Nana!” I cried, being the closest and desperate to catch her before she toppled. Horrible visions of injuries and ambulances and a broken hip briefly blinded me, but with a blink–

      Everything was fine.

      The tray was righted, and the tipping glasses tinkled on the tray as they settled back in place.

      But most shocking of all, Nana remained upright.

      The rest of us froze in a tableau of nervous wreck—arms outstretched, horror on our faces, and I briefly met Mom’s eyes as panic rushed through our veins.

      But everything was fine. The music continued and we slowly relaxed back into a normal standing position.

      “That was a close one,” Father whispered, his chest heaving up and down as the tension subsided.

      “You can say that again,” Michelle took a step back and we watched Nana continue her social rounds. “I was sure we were both going down.”

      “Me too,” I said and looked at Caleb … who did not look the least bit surprised.

      He caught me watching him and immediately his expression changed. “What luck, right?” He smiled widely. “I think I’ll have a glass of champagne myself.” He downed a great big gulp.

      You’re not fooling me, angel boy.

      "Caleb, you must tell us more about yourself," Mom said, her tone overly sweet, as she leaned in, a ploy to make the interrogation seem casual.

      Within the beat of a butterfly’s wings, they bombarded Caleb with an array of irrelevant questions—everything from his thoughts on the latest economic developments to his opinions on some obscure painting they’d seen at a gallery—when a hand wrapped around my arm and tugged me backward.

      With an impish grin, my cousin Lena announced, "Josie, I have to borrow you for a moment," with an exaggerated wink.

      As we moved away from the crowd, I cast a backward glance at Caleb, who was now deep in a discussion about trade tariffs with my dad. His eyes met mine for a brief second, and he flashed me a reassuring smile.

      Despite the strange situation, I couldn’t help but marvel at how effortlessly he seemed to navigate the minefield that was my family. Perhaps it was his angelic patience, or maybe he just really was that good at holding his own.

      “Spill it.”

      "Josie," Emily began, her voice a teasing sing-song, "I have to hand it to you. This one is a stunner!" She tilted her head towards Caleb, who was now humorously impersonating some historical figure to the amusement of my parents. The golden lights from the chandelier overhead accentuated his angelic features, the soft glow making him more striking than usual, if that was even possible.

      I rolled my eyes, offering a lighthearted shrug in response. "Yeah, he's pretty easy on the eyes, right?"

      “Wait, wait,” my cousin Emily joined us, her high ponytail bobbing in the air as she was more than six feet tall and built like Superwoman. “Are we talking about the prize Josie snagged?”

      “Stop it!” I hissed. “He’s just a guy, a great guy.”

      "Great guy? Come on," Emily continued, her eyebrows rising suggestively. "This is quite the step up from … Well, every other guy you've ever dated."

      "Hey!" I nudged her playfully, feigning offense. "I'll have you know, my past boyfriends were perfectly—um—adequate."

      Emily burst into giggles, covering her mouth to stifle the sound. "Adequate? Josie, you can’t even call them boyfriends, they rarely lasted a rotation of the moon. Speaking of which, your last boyfriend thought that the moon landing was a hoax!"

      Despite the jesting, her words stung a little. I was a serial dater, it was true. No one ever lived up to my expectations, could make good conversation, and enjoy quality book time.

      But mostly, none of them were Caleb.

      "Adequate or not," I said, forcing a smile and attempting to steer the conversation away from the rocky terrain of my past relationships, "I'll be thrilled if Caleb survives the raking over the coals."

      "Looks like he's doing just fine." Emily tipped her head toward the conversation Caleb continued with my parents, a mischievous glint in her eyes.

      But I was not so confident. My father’s eyes were pulled half-shut, and I knew that meant he wasn’t buying it. And Mom was looking off in the distance, barely listening. Their aggressive tactics had passed, but the battle wasn’t won. Tension rolled over me like a weighted blanket, and not in a good way. Caleb cast me a glance, and I could tell even he was feeling on uncertain ground.

      And just like that, the weather cleared.

      As the last of the raindrops fell, a cheer erupted from the crowd, a collective sigh of relief. The clouds parted, revealing a brilliant blue sky, bathing the log house in a glorious afternoon light. The guests spilled out from the house, their chatter and laughter filling the air. The kids ran around the sprawling lawn, their joyous squeals echoing off the tall trees surrounding us. The adults moved tables adorned with bright floral arrangements into the yard, their glasses clinking together in celebration. It was as if the party had suddenly burst into life, the sunshine injecting a dose of warmth and optimism that permeated everything. It was, in every sense, a real celebration now.

      “I told you all we were going to have a great day!” Nana declared and we applauded her taking the credit for the weather.

      I glanced at Caleb, who intentionally wouldn’t meet my gaze.

      "Well, well," Fred began as he sidled up to me, his tone sharpened with his characteristic dry wit. "You, the bookstore owner. Quite the far cry from your old Wall Street dreams, isn't it?"

      I smirked, used to his teasing. I tried to give it right back to him with an overdramatic reply. “I’ve got books about Wall Street. Maybe you should come check them out.”

      “Maybe I should.”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      Were we still taking jabs? Or was he actually saying he would stop by? With Fred, it was hard to tell.

      “You know you’re welcome anytime,” I extended an olive branch. “I’d love to show you around.”

      He shrugged, a quick up-down of his shoulders that would've seemed indifferent if not for the glint of … was that respect in his eyes? "You know I’m more spreadsheets than Shakespeare, but I’ll keep it in mind."

      Before I could decipher his intentions, he had strolled away, leaving me both irked and confused by his response.

      It was my father who brought Caleb over toward me by the arm, guiding him like a pet. "Caleb, what did you say you do again? An … investment banker? Awfully convenient, right?" he asked, glancing at my mother who had a poorly concealed smirk on her face.

      "Yes, I've heard of these, ahem, investment bankers." My mother chimed in, leaning in closer to Caleb, her wine sloshing in her glass. "You know, investment bankers that help at family gatherings, work functions, make exes jealous. Quite the novel concept, isn't it?"

      “Or,” my dad continued, “he’s a real date and doesn’t yet know that Josie doesn’t do serious relationships.”

      I felt a surge of anger bubble up inside me. They’d managed to insult both of us in a single go.

      “No, no.” Mother shook her head. “Josie wouldn’t dare bring an online date to her great grandmother’s one-hundredth birthday.” She glared accusingly in my direction. “Tell us the truth, dear." Her nostrils flared, and the child inside me felt like she’d been discovered with her hand in the cookie jar. “Just who is this strange man anyway?”

      “He’s … he’s …"

      I didn’t know how to finish the sentence, scared and panicked and ashamed all at once.

      But Caleb stepped in, and I didn’t have to say a word.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

          
            CALEB

          

        

      

    

    
      Josie’s parents were like bloodhounds on a hot trail. Everything I said, they questioned, and both of their auras screamed distrust. It was a bit insulting, really, given I had actually dated Josie in the past, and had feelings for her now. I couldn’t pin down why they were so sure we weren’t a real couple

      It wasn’t until they were dragging me across a damp lawn and accusing her of bringing a fake date that I realized how acutely they didn’t believe us. Her panic was so thick in the air, I could practically taste it.

      “He’s … he’s …”

      In that moment, watching Josie splutter, I knew exactly what I had to do. Call it angelic powers, call it intuition, call it base instinct. They were all in alignment, and I couldn’t let her finish the damning sentence.

      I crossed the distance separating us in two long strides, sank my hands into her artfully-pinned curls, and planted my lips on hers. Her eyes fluttered shut as electricity billowed out from the touch, lighting every sense I had on fire.

      She was everything perfect, and I was instantly addicted. To her touch, taste, smell. I tilted my head to the side and her lips parted, and then our tongues were dancing a timeless dance, right there on the lawn in front of the heavens and her entire family.

      But she didn’t pull away, didn’t shy back. Instead she looped her arms around my neck, her fingers teasing the short hair at my nape, and I had to bite back a low moan at the delicious sensations that sent sparking through me. It was like every cell in my body sang, and if I’d had any doubts that she was my Chosen, they dissipated like the morning dew.

      The sudden flare of heat between us turned achingly tender. The kiss softened, our movements slowing, and finished with me planting a gentle kiss at the corner of her now-puffy lips. I dropped my forehead to hers, hesitant as I met her eyes. They were wide, but I didn’t sense a hint of regret in them.

      Until her mother spluttered in shock, barely a foot away. Josie winced, and I let my hands trace down her neck lightly to her shoulders, and pulled her tightly into my side.

      “Well hot dog, I’d say we’ve got a live one!” Nana Geraldine whooped with glee, and started tapping her spoon on the side of her champagne glass a little harder than was truly necessary. Josie tensed at my side as the crowd of family and friends grew silent, and for a moment it was as if they were all holding their breath.

      “Here, here, for Josie, and her hot-to-trot fella!” Nana Geraldine shouted.

      A raucous cheer went up from every corner of the lawn, and Josie buried her face into my shoulder. I cupped the back of her head, suddenly questioning my choices.

      The distrust had fled from her parents’ auras, though, with their signatures now reading sour, but curious rather than accusatory. It was a baby step in the right direction.

      Lena rushed up to Josie’s side, and latched onto her other arm. “Come on, we are taking a cousin photo down by the fountain. You’ll have to be parted from your lover boy for just a minute or two.”

      Her father huffed at me being called her lover boy and walked off, dragging Josie’s mother along with him. Nana Geraldine just laughed, and went back to chatting with nearby birthday well-wishers.

      “Will you be okay here for a minute?” Josie asked, turning to me with a gorgeous flush in her cheeks.

      “Absolutely.” I trailed a fingertip lightly over her rosy cheekbone and gave her a reassuring smile.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      “I mean, it might take two minutes,” Lena mused as she dragged her away. Josie cast me a last, worried look, but her cousin was relentless, and in a few seconds, she was swallowed up by the crowd of partygoers.

      I was still following her signature down the hill when Nana Geraldine appeared back at my side, her face serious.

      “You and I need to talk. Come with me.” She spun on her heel, and marched towards the house with the stately vigor of a war general. Not bad for a hundred years old.

      Once we were back inside, she pulled me into a quiet alcove—or was this a laundry room?

      “Don’t go snooping in here, I don’t need a handsome young thing like you seeing my dowdy old unmentionables!” She chided, but didn’t look in the least shy about her unmentionables.

      I stopped looking around, though.

      “Now, I’ve asked you here because I sense … there’s something more about you. Am I right?”

      I scuffed my palm over the back of my neck, unsure what to say. She was a hundred and lively, but if I gave her too much of a shock … Better to stick on the safe side.

      “Well, I—”

      “Ah-ah! I can smell a lie brewing. I’ve lived a long time, and you’re not my first run-in with the paranormal, boy, so don’t try it.” She leveled a pointed gaze down her nose at me, which was incredible, because I was at least a foot taller than her.

      “The only thing that matters to me is this—does Josie know what you are?”

      “Yes, she does.”

      “And are you serious about my great-granddaughter? Or is this a passing fling? She’s been hurt before, and I don’t care what myth in a scrumptious package you are, if you plan to hurt her, I’ll toss you out on your ear, God as my witness.”

      Somehow, I doubted even God would mess with Nana Geraldine.

      “I have no intentions of hurting her, ma’am.” I made that mistake once already, and I swore to myself that I wouldn’t repeat it.

      “Excellent. She could use somebody like you. I think you’ll be good for her.” She patted me lightly on the chest, as if I were a puppy or a kitten, and not an angel with the power to flatten everything within a hundred-yard radius with a snap.

      But how could I explain to Nana that this was all just an agreement, a deal Josie and I made since we can’t be what we were before?

      “Nana! Are you in here? It’s time to cut the cake.”

      “Duty calls, young man.” She paused, one foot through the arched doorway. “You do right by my granddaughter, or me and the Jazzercise posse will swoop down into that big city, and show you what for.”

      “Yes ma’am. Oh, wait! I have something for you.”

      I reached into my jacket pocket, and held out the bow-adorned package. It was a set of watercolor paints, made by a master artist in Italy. I’d come up with the idea while working on Josie’s gift, though I hadn’t found the right moment to give it to her yet. The delicate first edition warmed my breast pocket, safe and sound until I could slip it into Josie’s hands.

      “Oh, these look lovely. Won’t you blow on them?” It was an odd request, but easy enough for me to fulfill. “Thank you, dear. I always did appreciate a bit of heavenly good luck.” She patted me again, and then zipped off with surprising speed for someone her age.

      “Caleb? What are you doing in my Nana’s laundry room?” Josie peeked her head through the door, looking at me quizzically.

      “Your Nana wanted a private chat. She sensed that something was up with that kiss.”

      “Ah. And I suspect she saw your,” she waved her hand up in a spiral, “magical fix-er-oo on the champagne glasses. She’s sharp, and she wouldn’t let something like that just go by without a question.”

      “Does it make you uncomfortable when I … fix-er-oo things?” I tried hard not to laugh at the term, but I was so relieved that she seemed to be coming to grips with who I was and what I could do, I didn’t dare do anything to jeopardize it.

      “I’m getting used to it. . It still knocks me back a step, because it’s not something you see every day. But … look, Caleb, I’ve had time to get used to the idea that you’re not like the rest of us.” She furrowed her brow and looked away briefly, a sense of guilt rolling across her aura for reasons I couldn’t figure out.

      “I’m glad to hear it.” I took a step closer, letting my hand slip around her waist. We were alone for the first time since that kiss, and it was still fresh on my mind, despite it needing to be fake.

      “Actually, there’s something I should probably tell you about the last few years—” the words died on her lips as I reached up and cupped her cheek, running my thumb lightly over her soft skin.

      The back door burst open. Emily pushed through, juggling half a dozen tiny plates with brightly colored cake on them. “Josie! Need your help. So much cake, so little time. Also, you already got one hella-good kiss in tonight, so sneaking off to make out in the laundry room is really just rubbing it in.”

      Josie jumped to help her cousin, taking half the plates and tossing a guilty look over her shoulder at me. “We were not making out.”

      “Uh-huh. I’m not saying I blame you, because hello sailor.” Emily tossed a saucy wink at me, and Josie elbowed her in the side. “But seriously, there’s so much cake. We need your help.”

      “I’ll help too,” I offered, but put a hand on Josie’s arm to stall her. “We’ll be out in just a moment.”

      “Sure,” Emily said with another wink before slipping back outside.

      “What is it?” Josie asked.

      “Just a little something I didn’t get a chance to give you, before Fred interrupted us in your car.” I slipped the first English edition of Dante’s Paradiso out of my blazer pocket, nothing but a bright red ribbon for adornment, and pressed it into her hands.

      “Oh.” She breathed the word so softly, it was barely audible. “This is … phenomenal. Where did you find this, Caleb?”

      She slid the red ribbon off, carefully cracking the front cover so she could look at the copyright page.

      “Italy, a private collector.”

      “Eighteen-oh-two! This could be in a museum. It’s so beautiful.” She reverently closed the cover, letting her fingers lovingly dance over the stamped spine. “Thank you, Caleb. I’ll treasure it always.”

      “I’m glad. A special book for a special woman.” I couldn’t resist. I let my finger trace the inside of her wrist. It was a selfish indulgence, but the more time we spent together, the more I needed to touch her. “We should get back out there and help Emily with the cake,” I said, the words soft and reluctant.

      “Right! Oh, shoot. Can you keep this safe for me until we get back home?” She pressed the book carefully back into my hands.

      “Of course,” I murmured, and then followed her back outside into the exuberance of the party.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the night passed in an uneventful blur of smiling faces and raucous laughter. Nana Geraldine knew how to party, and I used the free-flowing champagne as cover to pull as many strings as I could, gently starting conversations and mending old fences, one by one. It was small, but it was a start towards Josie’s family’s healing. By the end of the night, Josie was dead on her feet.

      As we ambled to the door together, Fred stopped us.

      “Wait up!”

      We stopped and turned toward him. He ran a hand through his wind-swept hair, the flawless style from a few hours ago long gone. He opened his mouth, then closed it again. The tension was already building between the two of them again, and I could sense he wanted to say something. So, I sent him a gentle suggestion to take the leap.

      “I just wanted to say … I’m happy for you, about your shop. It seems the perfect thing for you.”

      Josie’s mouth dropped open, and she cast a surprised glance at me, as if to say, are you hearing this?

      I gave her a soft smile and a pointed glance back at Fred, reminding her that she should say something.

      “Uh, thank you. It is a wonderful place. Especially if you like cats, and I know you do. I was serious, earlier. If you ever want to stop by …”

      “I’m not in the city often, but maybe. I might even bring Mom and Dad along. Maybe one of these days we’ll turn up and surprise you.”

      “That would be great, Fred. Any time.”

      They smiled at each other, the first genuine warmth I’d seen between the two of them all night.

      “Great. You two drive safe.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and turned to leave, but then stopped. “I’m happy for you, sis.”

      She nodded, and leaned heavily into my side as Fred continued to stroll back inside.

      Josie trembled in my arms as we walked to the car. Today felt like so much more than just a party for family reconciliation, more even than a fake relationship to appease the parents. So much more than a deal between friends to help each other out.

      I squeezed Josie tighter and she squeezed me right back.There was something far too fulfilling, far too right about having her in my arms.
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      Morning sunbeams played tag with the weathered sign of The Bookish Cat as I unlocked the door. The scent of musky paper from this week’s still-unopened delivery of new books from England, laced with a hint of vanilla from the incense I kept in the back, rolled out to greet me.

      And so did three cats.

      “What are you doing here? How did you get in?” I had left them snoozing in the morning sun at home, but sure as day, they were lounging amongst shelves, indifferent to my arrival.

      The question of how they managed that magic trick couldn’t distract me from the real issue weighing on my mind.

      An intoxicating memory clung to my senses—the taste of last night’s fateful change of direction …

      Caleb's kiss.

      I navigated through the maze of towering bookshelves with practiced ease, since I set up every single part of the store. Each book, a world unto itself, hummed with stories untold. That kiss awoke a part of me I’d forgotten about, the part where I got my own love story. I found myself echoed in the books that surrounded me—in heroines who dared to love, in heroes who left, in plot twists that unraveled in the wake of a single, fateful kiss.

      I ran my finger over Little Women, because I’d been bold like Jo, who dared to defy societal norms and love freely. A few shelves away, I tapped The Book Thief, where Rudy Steiner's steadfastness reflected the essence of Caleb. The wrenching plot twists and single fateful kisses in The History of Love were a perfect fit for what was happening between Caleb and I. Alma Singer definitely knew what she was talking about when she wrote that.

      The shop had been my escape, but now I saw our love story reflected in books from left to right, from classics to philosophy, fantasy to romance.

      Behind the counter, I lingered, the weight of my thoughts pressing against the silent anticipation of opening the store in five minutes. My fingers found the power button on the laptop, but my mind was lost in the labyrinth of last night.

      The vivid taste of that kiss lingered—taking me back to our love affair in Federal Way seven years ago, when I was sure of my future and the fact that he was it.

      His touch, the smell of his skin, the sound of his whispered affections all surged back as if carried on a rogue wave crashing into the shore of my quiet life.

      His touch ignited questions that I had buried deep within the corners of my heart.

      Why now? Why here? Why did every fiber of my being lean into him despite the chasm of years spent apart?

      Stories from the past and present tangled together, long-forgotten love letters and stolen kisses resurfacing from the depths of my guarded heart. The past had strolled into my present, uninvited, through a door I thought I'd bolted shut.

      The soft ping of my phone pulled me out of my thoughts.

      "Nana Geraldine" flashed across the screen and I swiped to answer the FaceTime call. Her beaming face donned in a wide-brimmed sunflower hat was there waiting for me.

      "Nana, you’re up early considering the big party!”

      “I’ll have plenty of time to sleep when I’m dead,” she pshawed.

      “Nana!”

      “I know you don’t like it when I talk that way, but that’s why I’m living it up in the meantime.”

      Sometimes Nana’s humor was a kick to the gut. “So, did you love the party?" I asked, settling into the plush reading chair. I could open the shop a couple minutes late, there was no one at the door.

      "Oh, it was just delightful, dear. You wouldn't believe the shenanigans we got up to after you young'uns left. Why, Mabel and I whipped out our dancing shoes and cut the rug until the wee hours, singing at the top of our lungs. And we just might have wrapped the neighbor’s fir tree with toilet paper. I haven’t done that in at least ten years! What a thrill!"

      "Nana!" I exclaimed, both scandalized and amused. She was never going to change, and thank goodness for that.

      Nana's hearty laughter rang through the iPad again, her eyes filled with feigned innocence. "What? I'm just a harmless old lady having fun," she said, fluttering her eyelashes in pretend bashfulness, her eccentric hat bobbing with the movement. I couldn't help but join in her laughter, the image of Nana and her geriatric crew partying into the early hours of the morning, bringing a much-needed lightness to my day.

      "And you? Recovered yet?" she said, her eyes twinkling with her signature mischief. “And you know I mean recovered from that history-making kiss from your beau.”

      “Oh that,” I waved my hand. “It was nothing.”

      Nana sighed and tensed her lips, her tone turning serious. “It wasn’t nothing. And we need to talk about this.” Her eyes were still twinkling, but it was as if they held secrets now, secrets that were waiting to break free. "It's time you knew. It matters now."

      I blinked at her sudden change, my smile faltering. "Knew what, Nana?" I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      Nana wasn't one for secrets, or so I’d thought.

      She leaned towards the camera, the brim of her sunflower hat falling out of view. There was an excitement there, a mischievous glint that hinted at tales of yore and adventures untold. It was a look that I'd seen in my customers' eyes when they picked up a book they couldn't wait to dive into.

      "Once upon a time," she began, a playful grin breaking across her face. "When I was about your age, a little older maybe, I met someone." She held my gaze, her eyes intense.

      I leaned in closer, curiosity piqued. "Okay, I’ll bite. Who was it?"

      She held up a hand, wagging her finger at me. "Nah-ah, patience, dear. I'm getting to that. This wasn't an ordinary someone. This person … couldn’t even truly be called that." She paused dramatically, her eyes gleaming with excitement. I had a sense that whatever she was about to reveal, it was something big.

      "Couldn’t be called a person?" I asked, now genuinely intrigued. The store opening could wait.

      "He was celestial," she said, her voice just above a whisper.

      Did she just say what I think she said?

      "Celestial?" I echoed, my voice catching in my throat. I waited for her to break into laughter, to tell me she was just pulling my leg, but she remained serious. She nodded solemnly. "Yes, celestial, dear. Not too unlike the 'fictional' characters you're so fond of in your books."

      I stared at her, unblinking. Was Nana suggesting that she’d experienced something like what I’ve experienced? No, she couldn't be.

      But the knowing look in her eyes told a different story. I felt the color drain from my face as I grappled with the implications of her revelation. My mind spun, questions ricocheting around my head.

      Nana met an angel? Does she know what Caleb is?

      "I know, dear. It's a lot to take in," she said softly, a hint of compassion in her eyes. "But it's true. And now that you've met one too, I thought it was high time I shared this with you."

      The way she said 'met one too' with such nonchalance, as if meeting celestial beings was as normal as running into an old friend at the grocery store, made my head spin.

      I didn't know whether to laugh or cry. I had so many questions. I needed answers. And it seemed like Nana was the only one who could provide them.

      "Caleb … I began, my voice barely a whisper.

      Nana just smiled, her eyes filled with understanding and maybe … relief?

      "Indeed, dear," she murmured. "Indeed."

      We sat like that, looking at each other and not knowing what to say until there was a knock at the bookshop door.

      “There will be time for us to talk, Josie dear. In the meantime, just know that this love is unlike anything else you will ever experience.”

      The screen went black.

      Another polite knock on the door and I rushed off my chair, eager for the distraction.

      The small chime above the door heralded the customer's entrance as I unlocked the door. A middle-aged woman stepped inside, her eyes wide with delight as she glanced around. She was a new customer, taking it all in.

      "Morning," I greeted her, forcing a smile despite the turmoil inside.

      "Good morning," she replied with a wide smile. "I wonder if you could help me. I'm looking for a family saga to read on my vacation. Something that will keep me hooked," she said, squeezing her hands in anticipation.

      "I’ve got a whole section of family sagas.” I led her to the far corner where those hefty books were shelved. “What sort of dynamics are you interested in?" I asked, turning back to her.

      "Oh, I love a meddling grandmother character. The matriarch of the family who has her fingers in every pie." The woman giggled.

      A chuckle escaped my lips. "Well, I certainly know about that character type. The kind that phones you up out of the blue and gets straight into the middle of a mess," I said, my mind flitting back to my recent conversation with Nana.

      The woman hooted, a hearty sound that echoed around the shop. "Exactly! You've got the essence of it!"

      "Any other character types you're fond of?" I asked, pulling out a few books I thought she might like.

      "Hmm … How about some sibling rivalry?" she suggested.

      "Oh, that's a common one," I agreed, a wry smile pulling at my lips. "The kind where one sibling has followed family tradition but the other has become a black sheep.”

      “Yes!”

      “But then there's this undercurrent of love and respect beneath it all. Even if one of them returns after seven years with a mysterious secret," I added, my mind flashing to my own brother and our complex relationship.

      The woman nodded enthusiastically. "Yes, yes! That's exactly it!"

      "Anything else?" I asked, eager to see where this conversation would lead.

      "Perhaps a childhood sweetheart who comes back to town, reigniting old feelings and stirring up drama?" she proposed, an impish grin on her face.

      My heart skipped a beat. "I know that character, too," I said, swallowing hard. "The kind that shows up unannounced, his return sending shockwaves through the protagonist's life. They share a kiss that's a mix of old memories and new feelings. And suddenly, all those old wounds are reopened, the past coming back to haunt the present," I added, my voice a soft murmur.

      “And always a happily ever after,” she sighed.

      “Always,” I sighed in return.

      She cocked her head. “Or else the love interest could die. That always does well in a family saga.”

      “No!”

      “Oh, okay.” The woman's eyes were wide with interest. "Then he lives and causes incredible chaos in an already complicated family. That's the kind of drama I live for in these novels!"

      "Anything else," I prompted, but with my voice lowered, fearful of what she might come up with next.

      "Alright," she mused. "How about a huge family secret that threatens to change everything once it's revealed?"

      My breath hitched. "The kind of secret that is passed down from generation to generation, hidden in plain sight? The kind that, once it's revealed, can shatter the protagonist's worldview? A secret that's so fantastical, it might as well be ripped straight from the pages of a fantasy novel?"

      There’s more Nana hasn’t told me.

      The woman clapped her hands with glee. "Perfect! You're really good at this!"

      I helped her narrow her selection to an excellent series that could keep her going all summer.

      “I know you’re going to love these,” I said as I rang her up on the register.

      She placed a twenty dollar bill on the counter, but then reached out and took my hand. The contact surprised me, her grasp was unusually hot, hotter than any skin I’d ever touched, like if I wasn’t careful, I’d get burned. It was as if she …

      And then I knew.

      She isn’t human.

      The woman squeezed my hand. “You’ll get your happy ending, darling.”

      And she was gone.

      The air was electric as I stood there in the silence, a buzzing energy that hummed beneath my skin and jolted through my veins. She had been standing there, as real as I was, but these days as I met werewolves and dwarfs and who-knew-what-else, that woman could be anything.

      And that made her message all the more important. My heart pounded an erratic beat against the backdrop of hushed whispers from the old, worn books. It hit a lightning bolt.

      “Caleb is the man for me.”

      Gatsby appeared, purring at my feet.

      I saw it now, as clear as the sun's first light breaking the dawn, as undeniable as the constellations adorning the night sky. He wasn’t just another character in the complex web of my existence. No, he was the plot twist, the climax, the denouement, all rolled into one.

      I’d been trying to map out my life's narrative without its protagonist, the key character around whom everything revolved. It was Caleb. It had always been Caleb.

      I could see it in the way his name resounded in my mind, an echo reverberating off the walls of my heart, leaving a trail of warmth. I could see it in the way the universe seemed to be aligning itself in a strange, inexplicable pattern, leading me back to him.

      Even the fact that it had been seven years … there was something magical in that number.

      Everything inside me filled with a cocktail of emotions so potent it threatened to spill over.

      Fear. Excitement. Longing. Hope. Each one vied for dominance, but one stood out, stronger, bolder.

      Courage.

      I would not be held back by fear or uncertainty anymore. I was ready to face Caleb, to lay everything out on the line. To tell him that despite the chaos, the turmoil, the celestial complications, he was the one.

      My heart's compass pointed towards him, as certain as true north.

      This was bigger than us. It was a saga written in the stars, etched into the universe's grand design. It was our love story, and I was ready to turn the page and start the next chapter.

      Gatsby jumped on the counter and I’ll be darned if he didn’t just push my keys at me ever so slightly with a wink just as Barb walked in.

      “Barb, I’ve got to go!”

      “Nice to see you too—”

      I flew out of the bookshop and ran faster than I knew I could to Caleb’s office. I had to get there before my courage had any chance to falter.

      I was in love with an angel, and I was going to make him mine.
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      I’d always been a morning person—angels didn’t have to sleep, so nighttime was boring when you couldn’t flit off to a part of the world that was awake anymore. I already knew every language in the world, and there was only so much to watch on TV. So the sun’s first rays peeking through the gloom were a gift, each and every day I spent on Earth.

      Except today.

      Today, the cold light of reality shined like a beacon on all my regrets, all my failings. I lay in bed tossing and turning all night, and there I stayed. The way I’d lost my wings seven years ago echoed into the present, a phantom ache that I couldn’t ignore. My relationship then mirrored the one that was growing now … starting with that earth-shattering kiss last night.

      Even thinking about it hurt because it didn’t make sense. How could something so perfect, that seemed so clearly ordained, be at the same time everything I’d ever wanted and everything I couldn’t possibly have?

      I was starting to understand why some angels fell permanently from grace. Being on the outside of love had never been a problem before Josie. It was my purpose, my calling, and I found great joy in it. But now? Now it felt hollow. Achingly empty, like opening the most beautifully wrapped gift in the world, only to find there was nothing inside all the pretty paper.

      I had to distance myself, stay apart from her, and that thought cut me to the quick. There was no other way to earn back my wings, and if I fell permanently … well, I’d never be worthy of her.

      It simply wasn’t an option.

      The cruel irony that to be worthy of her I had to put her aside was like a knife twisting in my gut, and I couldn’t see any way around it.

      Fifteen more minutes of wallowing wouldn’t fix it, though, so I dragged my sorry hide out of bed and into a lukewarm shower. I needed the discomfort to get myself moving.

      By the time the sun was fully up, I was clean, dressed, and had found today’s couple. Jonathan and Kim had seemed like a simple match on the surface, but they’d proven otherwise over the years.

      They had similar socioeconomic, political, and religious backgrounds. They were both only children who wanted to have a large family. They even both had similar taste in movies.

      And yet, I could not get the two of them together to save myself. I was mentally watching Jonathan grocery shop, and Kim teach a toddler gymnastics class when a rapid-fire knock sounded at my door.

      Josie.

      Her aura was amplified, the energy so loud, it was leaking around the tiny cracks between my front door and the frame. Dread filled me as I crossed the space, but I tried to force a lid on the emotion.

      It had been her idea to have a fake relationship; all I had to do now was honor that request. She didn’t know about an angel’s Chosen; so she wouldn’t understand how significant she was to me. That was one small pain I could keep from her, at least.

      I pulled the door open and found her beaming on the other side. “Good morning!”

      “I thought you’d already be at the shop.”

      She tucked a bouncy curl behind her ear, a flush staining her cheeks. “I was, yes, but I had to see you because … because today feels special.”

      “Special? Oh! Because the party went well?” I smiled, her enthusiasm contagious, but I didn’t let her in. I needed the space to keep myself from getting too caught up.

      “Exactly,” she gushed. “It was … more than I ever dared hope.”

      “I’m so glad. I know you were uncomfortable with the idea of a fake date, but it all seemed to work out well. And thank goodness that’s over now, right? I hope you weren’t too embarrassed by the kiss, but that was the only way I could think of to sell it.”

      She bit her bottom lip, searching my face intently. “No, I wasn’t embarrassed, not at all.”

      “Good, I’m glad. We hadn’t had a chance to talk about it before, but I was a little worried that you might have thought it was too far. Especially given our history. I promise you, though, it was all to put on a show for your parents. But your Nana was thrilled, and even Fred wants to come to the Bookish Cat. So, all’s well that ends well, I suppose.”

      And I helped patch up a dozen other old family wounds, but she probably won’t notice those for some time.

      “I—Yes. Exactly. That was always the goal.” She smiled again, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “You fulfilled your role excellently. I just wanted to come by and say thank you for all your help. That’s it.”

      “Of course. You know that’s my life’s work, helping others.”

      So why did it feel so empty, standing next to her?

      “Of course, right. And that’s the other reason I stopped by.” She stood a little straighter, setting her jaw in determination. “We need to work on your couples now. Can you come by after the shop closes tomorrow?”

      “Absolutely. I’ve got two couples left, and fair warning, they’re both doozies.”

      “Well, call me The Little Engine That Could, because we’re going to get them taken care of in no time.” She punched me lightly on the shoulder, and then spun on her heel. “Got to go get back to the shop now—so many things to do—but I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “See you tomorrow,” I called after her retreating back. She didn’t turn around.
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        * * *

      

      “You’ve barely touched your lemonade. Are you sick? Do I need to call a doctor?”

      Victory’s joking question startled me out of my malaise, staring at the passing traffic. I wasn’t even using my senses, I was truly just staring out into the void.

      Heavens help me, I had it bad. Seeing Josie this morning, keeping her at arm’s length … it had taken a toll.

      “I’m fine, just distracted.” I forced a smile, but I knew she didn’t buy it.

      “Okay, well, you better drink up or else I won’t be able to earn my tips today.” She rapped twice on the table before leaving me to my gloom, heading off to a table of orc warriors. One might confuse them for humans—most likely pro wrestlers, given their bulk, but humans nonetheless—if you didn’t notice the small tusks protruding up from their bottom lips. An odd supernatural race, because they looked terrifying but were actually quite family-centric. These were unmated males, though, perhaps looking for a female.

      I might have used my senses any other day to see if there were any likely prospects I could nudge this way, but my heart wasn’t in it.

      Instead, I picked up my lemonade and took a swig to give myself something to do. It didn’t taste the same, and I set it back on the table listlessly.

      “Boy, for a man who just spent the evening fixing familial bonds so successfully, you look like somebody just kicked your dog. Or … do you prefer cats these days?”

      I nearly spit my lemonade at Gabriel’s sudden appearance.

      “Gabe, we’re on a public street. You can’t just poof into existence—”

      “Relax, Caleb. Everyone passing by will think I’ve always been here. Nobody on this patio is even a little bit surprised by a sudden appearance.” He shot me a cocky grin, and propped one heel up onto his other knee, the epitome of relaxed indifference.

      “The waitress is nearly human.”

      “The waitress is fending off five rowdy orcs who can smell that she’s fertile. She didn’t notice. What’s gotten into you today?”

      “Nothing,” I snapped, and then immediately regretted it. Gabriel was one of the few members of the heavenly host who’d stood by me, even when I screwed up. He had always been a friend, close as a brother. And here I was biting his head off.

      “I’m sorry, Gabriel. Truly. I just … last night was complicated.”

      “How so?” His pose didn’t change a millimeter, but the energy in the air between us did, imperceptibly to anyone without our talents.

      I had to tread lightly, or even Gabriel wouldn’t deign to visit anymore. And without him to recommend my reinstatement to the host, I’d surely be struck down permanently. But what did I tell him?

      “I had to kiss her. To sell the ruse. Her parents didn’t believe I was really her boyfriend.”

      His eyebrows shot up, and his foot clunked unceremoniously to the pavers beneath our feet.

      “You kissed the human girl?”

      I nodded, unable to hide my grimace. That’s all she was to him, some human girl. But to me, she was so, so much more. And all of her was out of my reach.

      “Ah, I’m sure it will work itself out. Humans have short memories; even if you stunned her a bit last night, she’ll move on.” He raised a finger to flag Victory down, already over the news of the kiss.

      Me, though? I would never get over it, over her.

      I was an immortal being, and she wasn’t. The enormity of it all was finally sinking in. I would be alone forever, after I watched my only shot at true love grow old and die. She would be married to someone else and have beautiful children. The best I could hope for after she was gone would be playing some twisted version of guardian angel over her descendants.

      And all that time, for the rest of eternity, I would be unchanged—a stone unmoving in the river of humanity.

      Never loved.

      Always on the outside.

      And for the first time in my long, long life, it felt like my heart was breaking.

      “So, what are you working on today?” Gabriel asked after ordering a cappuccino and biscotti. “You’ve only got two couples left on the list and the book of angelic seals to find, right?”

      “Right. I’m still shadowing the couples, and Josie is going to help me with some ideas tomorrow evening, now that her party has been taken care of. Today, though, I have another man I need to ask you about.”

      He leaned forward, interested now. “Who is he?”

      “Josie’s landlord. He’s allergic to her cats, and trying to make her get rid of them. I was thinking that there might be a way to help him, and in doing so, help her.” I pushed an impression of the man’s face and energy signature to him, and he frowned, searching the angelic registers for him.

      “Ah, yes. Herb Anderson. Looks like we have him down as a switch.”

      Interesting. So he didn’t have a pre-ordained mate, and his fate was up in the air. “So, if I can find him a match who’s also available …”

      “You would have the host’s blessing.”

      “Fantastic.”

      I had some research to do, but I already had someone in mind for him. I might not be able to make Josie mine, but I could still give her the best life possible, including her cats.

      If that was all I could ever give her, then it would have to be enough.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

          
            JOSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      I stormed into my apartment, slamming the door behind me with a satisfying bang. I kicked off my shoes, and threw my head back in humiliated frustration. Nana's party continued to haunt me, the taste of Caleb's kiss still so vivid on my lips.

      What was I thinking?

      I chastised myself with every name in the book, shaking my head as if the motion could dislodge the memory. Of course, the kiss had meant nothing. Caleb was my fake boyfriend, and it was all a performance, nothing more. Just an act for the crowd, no strings attached. Right?

      “That was what I’d asked for, wasn’t it?”

      A cold feeling of denial washed over me as I muttered the words to myself, the echo of my voice in the empty apartment doing nothing to dispel the disquiet that had nestled into my heart.

      My musing received a reply by a familiar mewling sound. Looking down, I saw the trio of mysterious cats winding their way around my legs. I bent to scratch behind Matilda’s ears. "Well, look who decided to grace me with their presence," I cooed at them, my voice turning softer, more tender. "What are you, magician cats or something? How do you get into and out of places without the key?"

      Maybe Caleb would know how they did it. I shoved the thought away, not wanting to think about him right now.

      I stood up, chuckling as they trailed after me, their curious eyes following my every movement. The incongruity of their appearances and disappearances was almost comical. One minute they were here, the next they were gone, and then they would reappear at the shop when I least expected them, like feline Houdinis.

      I scooped up Gatsby, his golden eyes reminding me a bit of Caleb. The thought made my stomach sink, and I found myself hugging the cat closer, his warm purring a comforting balm to my disquieted heart. The magician cats, they were a distraction, a comforting, furry distraction from my whirlwind of emotions. And right now, that's what I needed most.

      But as soon as I put Gatsby down, he and Matilda trotted off. Heathcliff waited behind, staring at the wall a moment longer, and then sprinted to follow.

      “They’re in a world of their own.”

      That’s what I needed. To rebuild my own world. I had been on that path before Caleb showed up, having The Bookish Cat to keep me busy. But now I just felt … empty.

      Without thinking, I grabbed my laptop and opened FindYourGuy.com.

      My inbox was flashing with a new message.

      

      RockCollector89: Hey Josie, how did the family event turn out? Hope it wasn't as rocky as one of my collections …

      

      He remembered. That was sweet.

      

      Josie: It was good. Lots of fun, maybe a little too much.

      RockCollector89: Ah, sounds like a landslide of a party! Anything you want to talk about? I'm all ears, unless you count my rock-hard abs …

      

      I laughed and shook my head. This guy, his humor was a lot to take in. Was I ready to dive deeper into this? I had a lot on my plate already. Caleb, the bookstore, Nana's bombshell of a revelation. But maybe that was all the more reason to just go for it. A distraction could be good. A non-celestial, pun-loving distraction. Though it wasn’t easy to tell from his profile picture if the rock-hard abs thing was true or a convenient analogy.

      

      Josie: You're quite the comedian, aren't you?

      RockCollector89: I try. Keeps things light, you know? Otherwise, life would be as dull as dirt.

      Josie: It's refreshing.

      

      I sighed. That was exactly what I needed. Something light. Something … normal. And at least he didn’t make a pun that time. I made a split-second decision and typed before I could second-guess myself.

      

      Josie: Want to take this to the phone?

      RockCollector89: Oh, I'd be delighted! But I have to warn you, my phone voice is a little, um, gravelly.

      Josie: I'll risk it.

      

      I sent him my number before I could second-guess myself. Here goes nothing.

      The phone rang almost immediately, the sudden jingle startling me out of my thoughts.

      "Hello?" I answered, my voice shaky.

      "Hi, Josie," a warm voice greeted me from the other end, his tone soft and rich, reminding me of smooth polished stones.

      Oh look, he got me into the puns now.

      "Hi … RockCollector89?" I replied, realizing I didn't even know his real name.

      He chuckled, a sound like boulders clashing together in the most harmonious way. "Actually, it's Ethan. But I'll take RockCollector89 if you prefer."

      "Ethan it is," I said, smiling despite myself. His light humor and the ease with which he approached this entire situation made it hard not to.

      There was a small pause before he said, "Josie, I know it’s sudden, but I’ve always been an in-person kind of guy. Would you like to go out tomorrow night?"

      The suddenness of the proposition almost made me drop the phone. I was not expecting that. But, taking a deep breath, I decided to take the plunge. "Sure, Ethan. That sounds nice."

      "Fantastic!" he replied, his excitement palpable through the line. "I promise I won’t take you for granite."

      “Ouch, that was a rough landing. Some might even call it … rocky.”

      He laughed, deep and sincere. “I’ll text you details. See you tomorrow, Josie.”

      As I hung up, a flurry of thoughts raced through my head.

      Was this a good idea? I had only met Ethan online, after all. What if he turned out to be a serial killer? The more I thought about it, the more I realized I had to be careful. Safety first. As long as he picked a public place and not a random abandoned parking lot to meet up.

      That seemed unlikely. Ethan seemed like a rock-obsessed but mostly normal guy.

      A sense of excitement bubbled up inside me as I tried to fall asleep. Going out with Ethan showed I was taking life by the horns. And for the first time in a while, it felt like the right direction.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I arrived at The Bookish Cat to find Heathcliff, Gatsby, and Matilda already there. “Good morning, magic furballs.”

      They sat in the middle of the shop as if holding some secretive cat conference, their eyes glinting with hidden knowledge. Their inexplicable presence before me only added fuel to my magician cat theory.

      Many new customers, including a class of second-graders studying mythology, kept me busy until late afternoon.

      I turned to the shipment that had come in from England. Crates of books, their spine vibrant and uncreased, fresh off the press of an independent publisher. And I was their first stateside customer! I was going to get The Bookish Cat on the map, I could feel it in my bones.

      As I began to arrange them, their familiar smell wafted toward me, a comforting mix of paper, ink, and something indefinably bookish.

      I was in the middle of categorizing a set of police procedurals when my phone buzzed with a new text.

      Ethan: Hey, are you excited for our date or am I rocking the boat with my eagerness? Here’s what I’m thinking…

      I rolled my eyes at the pun but was relieved to see he’d selected a gorgeous little spot in the Central District.

      I was just about to reply when the chime of the shop door rang out, and there he was. Caleb. His eyes met mine as I shoved my phone behind a stack of books.

      “Caleb! Is it time already?”

      He looked at his watch. “Closing time has come, and here I am.”

      His smile was forced. I looked down the aisle of Fantasy novels, wishing I could jump into one of those worlds. Anywhere but the here and now, stat.

      I veered the conversation towards safer territory. "So, Caleb," I began, leaning against the counter. "Tell me more about this matchmaking mission of yours."

      He blinked, as if surprised by my formal tone of voice, and then nodded, leaning back against a bookshelf. His eyes were serious as he spoke to me like a colleague. "Well, Josie, I’ve got Jonathan and Kim, who are absolutely destined to be together and won’t let me make it happen.”

      “Okay, sure. But if they don’t want it, maybe it isn’t meant to be.”

      “That’s not how this works.”

      “Maybe you should explain it to me.”

      He scratched the back of his head, squeezing those fine lips to the side. “These are couples who should have been together already, but I made plenty of errors early on that got in the way. I’m lucky to have been given a second chance to correct my mistakes and help them find love now.”

      I studied Caleb as he spoke, trying to force myself to see him differently. As just a friend, an ally in this weird game of love. His hair fell into his eyes as he spoke. The way he absentmindedly brushed it aside was endearing.

      No, I reprimanded myself, not endearing. Just a gesture.

      His eyes were a study in emotions, flickering between earnest determination, frustration, and a gentleness that tugged at my heart. A heart that needed to remember boundaries. A heart that was supposed to go on a date with a rock collector named Ethan that night.

      But no matter how much I tried to convince myself, it was difficult to ignore the soft thud in my chest at his every smile, every glance.

      “The list I was given, to prove my worth, was several couples long. Only two are left now, and I’m getting desperate to finish. Anything to be back in good standing as the alternative is unbearable.”

      Something about the way he said it, the weight of responsibility evident in his tone, tugged at my heartstrings.

      He continued, "The biggest challenge right now is getting this next couple, Jonathan and Kim, to just be in the same place at the same time."

      I frowned, mulling over what he'd said. "Why is that such a challenge? Can't you just, I don't know, manipulate their schedules or something?"

      Caleb sniggered. "I wish it were that simple. They're like magnets facing the wrong direction. They just refuse to be in the same vicinity, and they’re running out of time."

      The image he painted was almost comical, two people unwittingly avoiding each other while an exasperated cupid tried to push them together. But behind the humor was a deeper struggle, one that Caleb was bearing the brunt of.

      I owed him. He did his part at Nana’s birthday, and now it was my turn to come through.

      “Any ideas?” he asked with those deep blues.

      I thought for a moment before a spark ignited in my mind. "The first step is to test your theory. Let’s see if we can twist the magnets around. You need to lure Jonathan and Kim to the same place, for different reasons. Once there, if they naturally gravitate towards each other, then we can work with that. If they repel …" I trailed off, frowning. "Then we're going to have to be extra creative."

      Caleb nodded, his eyes bright with interest. "That is a great idea, Josie. Brilliant. There’s a concert tonight at The Showbox that just might do the trick."

      “You can tell me all about how it goes tomorrow.” I smiled to show both that I was serious and that I was on his side.

      He looked at me, his expression earnest. "You're coming with me, right?"

      I felt a knot forming in my stomach. I was meeting Ethan, a real date, not a fake one. "I can't," I admitted, bracing for his reaction. "I have a date."

      For a split second, his face fell, and a part of me wanted to cancel the date right there and then.

      But then he collected himself, nodding slowly. "Of course, I understand. I was just hoping … Well, never mind. Not important.” He ran a hand through his hair, mussing the perfect golden strands. “You're a fantastic partner, Josie, and I can run with this. I want you to have a good time on your date. Maybe you can—" he cleared his throat, “—tell me how it went when I report back on the couple.”

      He tilted his head to the side and I thought he might say something more.

      “I hope he’s a great guy. Catch you later, Josie.”

      As I watched him leave it felt like a door was closing. And I had no choice but to bolt it shut.

      “Goodbye, Caleb.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

          
            CALEB

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t. I have a date.

      The words echoed relentlessly against my skull. I had no right, not to be upset, or to be angry. None. And yet I stormed away from The Bookish Cat with all the thunder of an avenging angel, not a cupid.

      Watching my Chosen choose another man over me struck so close to the quick, I couldn’t breathe.

      I could—not—breathe.

      And yet, I had to move forward. I couldn’t march back in there and demand she cancel with this inferior human man who couldn’t possibly make her happy. I couldn’t.

      I can’t. I have a date.

      The words mocked me. Mocked everything I knew about what could have been between us. I turned down an alley—one mostly free of humans—and punched the brick side of the building. It shuddered under the force, and I quickly snatched it back, horror washing over me.

      I could have killed someone. Knocked down the whole blasted building, in a fit of temper over a first date. I had to get a grip.

      Shaking out my hand, I darted out of the alley and used a bit of supernatural speed to put more distance between me and Josie. I had to, or I’d do something truly stupid, like kidnap her so she couldn’t go out with this … I let my senses unfurl and searched the surrounding area for a male signature focused on Josie’s.

      Ethan.

      It only took seconds, and it was a bad idea. He wasn’t far away, and instead of kidnapping her, I could kidnap him, and then—

      No.

      Caleb, get yourself together!

      I pointedly turned the opposite direction of Ethan’s signature, putting as much distance as possible between me and the blissfully ignorant human. I had to focus on my match, and getting Jonathan and Kim together as quickly as possible.

      The sooner I got them matched, the sooner I could get the heck out of Seattle.

      That was it; exactly what I would do. Fix my matches, and get some distance between me and Josie sooner rather than later. I knew eventually she’d find someone to marry and settle down with, but I couldn’t bear to stay here and watch it.

      If I asked, the host would probably assign me to matches on the other side of the globe for a decade or two. It was my only chance of not making an even bigger mistake, one the host wouldn’t forgive me for. I knew now that if I stayed where she was, the constant temptation that was Josie would be too much for me to resist.
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        * * *

      

      I stood a few dozen yards from the famous gum wall, trying to ignore the tourists taking selfies, and focusing on my match. The Showbox was buzzing, but I happened to know that there were two side-by-side tickets waiting at ‘will call’ for one Jonathan Lyle and a Kim Brezzo. They’d been notified of the free ticket, and now I was just waiting around for them to show up, so I could ensure the meeting went smoothly.

      The problem was, I couldn’t concentrate. I’d be honed in on Kim, and find myself glaring at a tourist while I mentally watched Ethan slick back his hair and wearing a … was that a tie covered in rocks?

      Who was this guy? Where had she found him?

      And the question that had really been plaguing me since I’d left The Bookish Cat: if she’d had this guy in the wings, why make me her fake date to Nana Geraldine’s birthday?

      It didn’t make sense, and I hated that it didn’t make sense.

      Maybe she was actually into you, before you basically slammed the door in her face earlier.

      The tiny voice in my head was officially dead to me. I couldn’t go there.

      “What is up with that guy?”

      “I don’t know, he looks creepy. Let’s just … go to the other side of the street. Maybe we should call the cops. He’s been there a long time, and he looks suss.”

      “Total suss.”

      I cast a glance around to see who the tourists were planning to call the cops on—I could take care of any garden-variety criminal much more quickly than the police, after all—and realized with horror that it was me.

      Apparently standing on street corners immobile while brooding made one look suss, which I knew thanks to a lovely little site called the Urban Dictionary meant suspicious. Human language was always evolving, but it had gotten much easier to keep up since the invention of technology.

      Though I’d learned the hard way that it was best not to dig too deeply into the Urban Dictionary.

      I started moving, since I wasn’t anxious to coerce a few police officers into ignoring the suss cupid tonight, and causing a scene was bad form for both of my lines of work.

      If it wasn’t for bad form lately, would I have any form at all? That was a big fat no.

      I let my attention wander as I walked, not paying attention to where my feet took me. The streets of Seattle were busy, as always this time of the evening, and it was easy to get lost in the mass of humanity. I let my senses go, ignoring the pull of so many people pressed so close. Twenty minutes of angelic-speed-walking later, I stopped on a quieter street, my head clearing as if from a fog.

      When I looked up, I groaned. I was on the street next to a restaurant, and through the shiny glass entryway, I could see rock-tie guy nervously fiddling with his tie pin. I cast out my senses, and sucked in a breath when I realized that Josie was nearby. If I didn’t move and fast, she’d see me loitering like a stalker on the street at her date.

      The date she hadn’t told me the location of, nor invited me on.

      Yeah, I was batting zero on the non-suspicious activities tonight.

      She’s coming!

      Making a knee-jerk decision, I dove into the bushes, where I still had a good view of the windows.

      Was it utterly ridiculous behavior? Yes. Was I going to leave and let her have a date in peace? Absolutely not. Would I ever admit this to a soul? Also no.

      Josie walked around the nearest corner, and I felt her aura dance across mine like the best tart lemonade. As she cleared the front steps of the restaurant, I caught a glimpse of her, and sucked in a breath.

      She was a vision in red, the bold color of the wrap dress setting off her creamy skin and dark curls. She’d gone all out for the evening, with tall black heels and a shiny clutch purse. Jealousy, hot and acrid, ate the back of my throat.

      I hadn’t even gotten to see this new, vivacious side of her before I ran her off, and here she was, going all out for a stranger.

      Well, I assumed he was a stranger. They both had auras tinged with nerves, typical of a first-date meetup. I watched as she pulled the restaurant door open, scanning carefully for her date. When she spotted him, her lips turned up in a warm smile.

      What had I done? What had I done?

      I should have left, but I was stuck like glue. I would only watch for a minute or two, make sure the guy seemed safe and on the up-and-up, and then I would go. This wasn’t healthy, or fair. I couldn’t be with her, and the fact was, she needed to find herself a nice man to be her companion, to lean on in the hard times.

      It couldn’t be me, no matter how much I longed to be the one to unwrap her from that delicious dress at the end of the night.

      It wasn’t my right.

      They were seated quickly, and I watched sadly as the man pulled out her chair with a smile. They chatted in fits and starts until the waiter came and dropped off waters. After he left, rock-tie guy reached across the table and brushed something off her shoulder. She leaned in to let him. My stomach turned, and I knew it was time to go.

      I glanced around, trying to stay low so no one inside the restaurant caught sight of me, and looked for the nearest break in the bush where I could let myself out. Instead of an opening, I found an impenetrable wall of foliage. Just my luck.

      I shoved my hand into the bush to create a place to step through when I heard an angry buzzing. I didn’t stop pushing forward, because bugs didn’t bother angels.

      Apparently nobody told these wasps that.

      As soon as I stuck my leg through the opening, I felt three stings on the back of my knee in rapid succession.

      I howled as I jerked it back, the reaction involuntary. Thankfully the wasps didn’t pursue, because I didn’t have anywhere else to go to get away from them.

      I’d straightened when they stung me and was now back in an awkward half-crouch, rubbing the back of my leg when I heard someone say, “Is that a man in the bushes?”

      I spun and saw a waiter pointing directly at me from inside the restaurant. People all over the restaurant were standing up and peering in my direction, but I wasn’t worried about them. It was Josie’s eyes, shocked and dismayed, that would be branded in my memory for the rest of my eternal life.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

          
            JOSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      It had thus far been a picture-perfect Seattle evening, the city's lights reflecting off the leaves of massive trees, casting a magical ambiance over the small restaurant. Ethan had been sharing a sweet tale about the time he found an age-old fossil in his backyard with infectious excitement, his hands gesturing wildly, when the commotion caught our attention.

      “Weirdo in the bushes!” someone cried.

      That's when I saw him.

      A familiar figure, hunched and oddly out of place, head peeking out from the bushes right outside the restaurant's large windows.

      Caleb.

      The sight of him should've been comical—a grown man attempting to half-hide in a highly visible bush—but it wasn't. The tension that knotted in my stomach made sure of that.

      Whispers started around the restaurant as others noticed him too, speculating about his strange behavior.

      “We ought to call the police,” one woman said, a silver-haired lady in the next booth.

      But I quickly reassured her, "Oh, he's harmless. Just a friend trying to play a prank."

      Ethan, not missing a beat, responded with, "You can never be too careful these days. There are a lot of strange people out there."

      I swallowed back a laugh. If only he knew the extent of the strangeness I was dealing with.

      Caleb ducked out of sight like a secret agent caught in the spotlight, blending into the darkness in a swift movement that would've been impressive if it wasn't so exasperating.

      My heart pounded in my chest, not in a fluttery, romantic kind of way, but like the rhythm of a war drum. Caleb was gone from sight, yet his presence lingered, prickling at the back of my neck. The sensation of being watched persisted.

      Or is he still out there somewhere?

      A flicker of defiance ignited within me. This was my life, my date. Caleb had no say in it. He had made it crystal clear that he didn't want me. But did that mean I was supposed to sit alone, awaiting his approval on who I could or couldn't see? I was Josie Ray, proud bookstore owner and cat herder, not some damsel in distress waiting for a prince who clearly had no intentions of sticking around.

      A determination rolled through my veins. I would not let Caleb's ghostly watch influence my actions, nor my emotions.

      If he wanted a show, I'd give him one.

      With renewed spirit, I turned to Ethan, his dark hair catching the soft glow of the restaurant lighting, his hazel eyes waiting patiently. He was a good man, a bit socially awkward, perhaps, but kind and endearing. And not to mention, devilishly handsome. A part of me felt a pang of guilt, but it was dwarfed by the empowering surge of control.

      "Ethan," I started, offering my most charming smile. I could feel my cheeks heating up, but I held his gaze, my eyes sparkling with playful mischief.

      Gathering all the confidence I had mustered, I leaned across the table, my eyes twinkling with mischief under the warm glow of the fairy lights dangling from the restaurant's ceiling. My hand reached across, gently touching Ethan's, whose eyes widened slightly at the sudden contact.

      "Oh, Ethan," I cooed, my voice a soft purr, "You know, you're quite a gem yourself. You're like,” I desperately tried to remember the name of that rock I studied in seventh grade science, “a Geode, ordinary at first glance but extraordinary once you look closer."

      Ethan blinked at me, his lips parting as if he were saying “oh” but nothing came out. His reaction was almost comical, like a deer caught in the headlights. I bit back a laugh, pressing on, my heart pounding in my chest with a mix of thrill and amusement.

      I added, "And who wouldn't want to crack open a Geode as handsome as you?"

      Ethan blinked, a look of utter bemusement crossed his features. I could almost see the wheels turning in his head as he tried to make sense of my forwardness.

      "I mean, I can see layers and layers in you, just waiting to be explored," I continued, giving him my best come-hither look.

      He swallowed hard and tilted his head.

      I felt emboldened, drunk on the power of my own charm, fueled by a defiant need to show Caleb, wherever he was, that I could play this game too.

      Ethan bit his lip. “I have always been very intrigued by the complexities of modern social engagements.” He grimaced, perhaps noticing the odd turn of phrase in his own words.

      “Sure,” I offered. “Complex social engagements are very hard to untangle.” I reached out and put my hand on his, as much to comfort him as to carry on the flirt.

      Ethan tried to process my words. His eyes flicked from my own, down to where my hand rested over his, and then back again. His gaze was similar to that of a child faced with a difficult math problem, utterly bewildered, completely clueless, yet undeniably eager to understand. I suppressed a chuckle with a coy smile instead.

      “I see.”

      A young waiter sauntered over and I took a big gulp of water to help me keep my course. His nametag announced ‘Stephen’ and he folded his hands in front of him.

      “Good evening. Can I bring you any appetizers?”

      Ethan continued to stare at me, blinking like an owl caught in daylight. Then, as if a lightbulb had flickered on, his face broke into a broad grin. "Oh," he said, his voice rich with sudden understanding, "You're flirting!"

      I nearly choked on my water.

      “I can come back.” Stephen backed away slowly with a polite nod and a bewildered smile. As he scampered off to attend to other customers, Ethan leaned in closer, his smile cheeky.

      "I must admit," he confessed, his gaze locking with mine, "rock puns roll off my tongue more easily than flirtations. But I think I can get the hang of it."

      True to his word, the rest of the evening unfolded with a natural ebb and flow of lighthearted teasing and laughter. Ethan, once he was over his initial surprise, played along with my flirtatious antics, even throwing in some quips of his own that had me giggling.

      It felt easy, uncomplicated, and completely under my control.

      The sense of being watched remained, but I used it to fuel my playful defiance, maintaining the pretense of a budding romance with Ethan.

      As I enjoyed the delight of this particularly uncomplicated social arrangement, I wondered if Caleb was still watching. And if he was, I hoped he was taking notes.

      We strolled back to my apartment, Ethan ever the gentleman offering to walk me home. We made the last turn when he was still passionately explaining that The Bookish Cat might be the most important thing to a young boy someday.

      “It was a book I found in a shop just like yours that changed everything for me, opened up a whole world below the surface and in towering mountains. Don’t underestimate how important your work is.”

      “That’s very sweet, Ethan.”

      Standing at the doorstep of my building, bathed in the soft glow of the light, I still felt an unseen gaze on us. There was a nagging pull at the back of my mind, the lurking presence that I'd felt all night. Caleb had to be out there somewhere, watching us.

      “Well, this has been fun.” Ethan turned toward me, his eyes soft and kind. He extended his arms for what seemed like a friendly hug—and then I felt those watching eyes even stronger.

      You can’t have it all, Caleb!

      But before Ethan could reach me, I stepped forward and threw my arms around his neck, pulling him down for a kiss. It was a desperate move, fueled by the irrational need to make a point.

      The instant our lips met, I felt the sensation of being watched dissipate, like smoke being swept away by a gust of wind.

      Caleb was gone.

      But the kiss—um—could it even be called a kiss? It was more of an accident of two faces pushing together. There was no spark, no magic, just the touch of lips and the awkward fumbling of a man caught off guard.

      We pulled apart, and I could see the surprise mirrored in Ethan's wide eyes.

      "Well," Ethan stammered, his cheeks flushing a shade of red. "I sure appreciate your enthusiasm, but …"

      I forced a smile, trying to keep the mood light. "But we're probably better off being just friends, right?"

      "I'd love that.” He extended his hand and I shook it, a formal end to an evening that had not gone as expected.

      As he waved goodbye and walked away, I sighed, a heavy feeling of disappointment settling in my chest. Anything I’d been feeling, or hoped I might feel—for Ethan had fizzled right out in the anticlimax of that kiss.

      It was nothing like that kiss at Nana’s party. Nothing like Caleb at all. That was always the rub, wasn’t it? Everyone was measured against Caleb, and nobody ever compared.

      I closed my apartment door behind me, stepping into the quiet emptiness of my apartment. Not a single cat in sight. Big surprise.

      But with no distractions, no comforting purrs, it was just me and my swirling thoughts.

      And I couldn’t handle it. If Caleb was going to be on my mind, then he might as well be in front of me. I resigned myself to the fact that as long as he was on this plane of existence, he was going to be a great big distraction. Maybe we couldn’t be together that way, but my soul wouldn’t let me drop him like a hot potato either. He was watching me on the date because he cared. And maybe a part of him wished it could be different too.

      That’s what I felt in his kiss.

      Almost instinctively, I was out and walking toward The Showbox. There was still plenty of time before the late night concert would begin.

      And there he was, as if he’d been there all the time, staring at his phone with hunched shoulders and for once, I was sure he didn’t know I was coming.

      "So," I said like it was the most normal thing in the world. "What's the update on this couple we're matching?"

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

          
            CALEB

          

        

      

    

    
      My brain had to be short-circuiting; I’d finally lost it, seven years into my life as an earth-bound angel. Because there was no way that I was actually seeing Josie, here and now, after I humiliated her on her date. I’d followed their auras from afar, all the way back to her apartment, until it got too painful.

      Even with my senses, I had to break it off when she pulled him in for a kiss.

      And yet, instead of at home, having a post-date coffee with Ethan, she was … here?

      “Josie? What do you mean? You had a date, and I already—”

      “Shh. It’s okay.”

      “It’s not, and I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you, or ruin anything—I didn’t even mean to be there. My feet just … brought me there. And then I thought, I’d make sure he seemed like a safe guy. I was trying to leave, when the stupid wasps got me.”

      She bit her lips, trying to hold back a laugh.

      “Yeah, yeah, really funny! I know how ridiculous it sounds, okay?” I threw my hands up, nearly losing my cell phone in the process.

      She placed both hands on my chest, and looked up into my eyes with complete sincerity when she said, “I forgive you.”

      I was floored. Humbled. I didn’t deserve her forgiveness, not this time or the last time. Yet here I was, receiving it anyway. She patted me lightly and stepped back, squaring her shoulders as she turned to face the Showbox, where the streets had emptied as the show got started.

      “Now, tell me about this couple,” she asked again, prodding me lightly with her elbow when I didn’t answer right away.

      “They’re inside, watching the show. Happy, based on their energy signatures. They both love this band. I can sense them talking to each other, catching up.”

      “So, what do we do now?”

      “Nothing. We let them have a good night, and we check on them tomorrow.”

      “Oh, okay.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “So, I walked all the way over here for nothing, huh?”

      I looped an arm around her shoulders, and pulled her a little bit closer to my side. “Can I buy you a slice of cake for your troubles? Giordano’s is only a block over, and they have your favorite.”

      “Italian Cream? Really?”

      “Really.”

      She nearly broke into a jog, tugging me along.

      “It’s the other way,” I said with a laugh.

      She changed directions without missing a beat, still tugging my hand. “What are you waiting for, Caleb! Let’s go, let’s go!”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I was up before the sun, dressed in my nicest casual Private Investigator clothes, and standing outside Josie’s favorite coffee shop precisely fifteen minutes before The Bookish Cat opened. Which is how I was waiting for her with a smile on my face and her favorite latte, precisely five minutes before opening, when she walked up.

      “Caleb! What are you doing here? Also, why are you so perky? I’m beat. We stayed out way too late last night.” She stopped, sniffing before pointing to the coffee. “Is that for me?”

      “It is. And I didn’t hear any complaints last night when they brought you the second slice of cake.”

      “Okay, one, it’s rude to complain when someone brings you cake. And two, shush.” She took a sip and groaned, the sound sending all sorts of inappropriate thoughts racing through my head. “This is heaven. Thank you.” She smiled and opened the door, letting me in with her.

      “I should be thanking you. Jonathan and Kim are both glowing with happiness this morning, which I think means their unplanned date went very, very well.”

      “Excellent. So, do you have to meddle some more today, or—”

      “Josephine Ray! You have well and truly done it this time!”

      The front door of the shop flew open with a bang, startling Josie so much she spilled her piping hot coffee.

      “Mr. Anderson! What’s the matter? You startled me!”

      Her aura was turning prickly, but the overwhelming fear had me stepping between her and the angry landlord.

      “This is the matter. It’s not enough that you’ve filled my property with scurrilous, allergenic felines, no! You’ve got to go and bring the tax man down on me? No! This will not stand!” He was angrily waving a sheaf of papers in the air, too quickly for me to read them.

      I reached up and plucked the papers free of his hands, and Josie snatched them from me just as quickly.

      “I don’t understand, Mr. Anderson. How could I have brought you trouble with the tax man—my business only just started, and I always file on time. This doesn’t make any sense.” Her hands shook as she read the paper, and I found myself glaring at Anderson, running through all the ways in my head I could kick him to the curb without breaking any of my angelic vows.

      Taxes weren’t something I was familiar with, given I didn’t technically exist according to the US Government, and had never filed any. They weren’t equipped to deal with angelic immigrants, so it was just best for everyone that way.

      “Oh, it’s not your sales taxes,” he spat. “Apparently, you’ve been importing foreign goods to sell on my property, without filing any of the proper paperwork, or paying the business and occupational taxes for an importer!”

      His entire face was red, his aura boiling with rage, and was that … desolation? I sent the suggestion that he calm down, and the man rocked back on his heels, eyes falling briefly to half mast before springing back up. Apparently it was stronger than my usual subtle intentions.

      Tone it down, Caleb, this is not life or death.

      I sucked a breath in through my nose, not letting myself do anything else but be a staunch presence by Josie’s side. But the color was steadily draining out of her cheeks as she read further down the paper, so whatever the issue, it had to be legitimate. That was a hard blow for my rule-following Chosen, but everything was fixable. I’d help her sort it out, and make things right.

      Something about the man’s aura was niggling at me. This was more than just a tax problem, it had to be.

      “You don’t even deny it. Well, know this—you’ll be hearing from me again, and soon. I’m not going to allow this kind of reckless flaunting of the law on my property, I can promise you that!” He sneezed, turning for the door.

      “Mr. Anderson, please! Give me a few days to sort this out. I didn’t know these taxes existed, let alone that I could get you into trouble as the property owner. But now that I do, I’ll have everything filed and paid up immediately. Please!”

      He sneezed again as he snatched the door open, not giving her a backwards glance. “I’ve had about enough of you and your lawlessness for one day, Ms. Ray. This is not over.”

      The door slammed behind him so hard it sent several bookshelves rattling. Josie sank heavily against the counter, shaking like a leaf.

      “I’ve really screwed up this time, Caleb. What am I going to do? I don’t know how to file all this stuff! He already hates the cats. What if he uses this as a way to evict me? I can’t afford to lose my deposit and re-open in a new location, not without the shop’s income. I used every penny I had to get this place up and running as it is.”

      “No. That’s not going to happen, okay? There are rules, laws about tenancy rights. You just have to figure this tax situation out. I’ve got a plan for him and the cats, and I’m already working on it. Don’t worry about them.”

      As if talking about them made them magically appear, all three cats were suddenly purring and rubbing against Josie. Gatsby and Matilda on the floor, keeping her ankles warm, and Heathcliff on top of the counter, rubbing his cheeks against her shoulder.

      “I’m going to follow him, see if I can move my plan ahead sooner. You stay here, and read up on the taxes. We’re going to fix this; I promise.” I squeezed her shoulders and planted a reassuring kiss on her forehead, but she barely responded. Shock was rolling over her, tangling with the fear in a toxic combo.

      I pushed a—very, very gentle—wave of calm at her, hoping it helped her settle enough to focus on the problem.

      “Okay, you’re right. Yes. I need to look up these … B & O taxes, and see how to file the paperwork.”

      She was still wobbly, but she was moving forward, and I could see the determination in her eyes, trying to win out over the trepidation as she moved around the counter to boot up her laptop.

      “We’ll work this out. Barb’s right down the street, and I’ll be back as soon as I can, okay?”

      “Okay,” she said, her voice small as I raced out the door to catch up to the landlord. I hated to leave her when she was upset, but I needed as much time to figure out what was going on with him as possible, to see if I could fix this.

      Josie losing The Bookish Cat was not going to happen, not as long as I was here to stop it.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

          
            JOSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared blankly at the computer screen, the harsh blue light illuminating the darkened space of The Bookish Cat, where I’d come back before sunrise in the hopes of having a little bit of divine inspiration.

      But even running my fingers over the cover of the notebook had no effect. I’d been shaking since Mr. Anderson showed up at my door yesterday and couldn’t sleep a wink. Every moment was dedicated to deciphering the complex labyrinth of U.S tax laws, reminding me just how much I didn’t know before I made those orders from England.

      How could I have made such an awful mistake?

      Spread across my screen were the intricate details of import taxes, paragraphs filled with dense legalese that threatened to drown me in a sea of confusion. Each sentence, each word seemed to be a carefully coded riddle, a cipher I couldn’t crack.

      I specifically went into the world of books and not accounting to avoid moments like this.

      My temples throbbed, the incessant headache a result of too much caffeine and too little sleep.

      “Come on!” I slammed my hands down on the desk. I was no closer to a solution now than I was when I had begun. The cats jumped at the sudden noise, scattering in different directions. I watched them flee with a twinge of envy. Their lives were simple, despite their ability to seemingly move through walls.

      The more I wrestled with the intricate language of U.S tax laws, the more they resisted, entangling me further in a spider’s web that threatened to eat The Bookish Cat whole.

      I heaved a sigh, massaging my temples as I tried to make sense of the dense paragraphs on my screen.

      "'The Harmonized System …' Ugh," I read out loud, my voice a frustrated grumble. "'The Harmonized System, also known as the HS Code, is a multipurpose international product naming system used around the globe . Import duties and taxes are calculated based on the HS which is uniform across all countries in the WCO—ugh, another acronym to look up—determining the basic category of the product.”

      As I recited the next line, "Different countries can assign specific numbers to classify goods in more detail for their own use," a sudden warmth spread across my shoulder. Startled, I jumped, my words trailing off into silence as I turned to see Barb's concerned face.

      "Josie, you look terrible," she said, her voice carrying a concerned lilt.

      “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “I don’t think you’re hearing much of anything—you look half zombie. How long have you been here?”

      The glow of the laptop illuminated her worried face. "I have to figure this out, Barb," I responded, my voice resolute. "I have to save The Bookish Cat."

      Barb shook her head, her stern gaze softening as she crossed her arms. "You're working yourself to the bone. You'll make yourself sick."

      I blinked up at her, my throat tight. "Then let me be sick," I declared, my tone leaving no room for argument. "Because I have no choice. This is my life's work. Don’t you see, Barb? Everything I ever wanted is between these four walls."

      “Poor thing.” Barb wrapped her arms around me, but I couldn’t tell if it was because of the tax situation, or because she thought it was sad that The Bookish Cat was the only thing with meaning in my life.

      After releasing me, and with a sigh, Barb crossed her arms over her chest. "Josie," she started, her tone surprisingly firm, "Why haven't you done the most logical thing yet?"

      I bristled at her words, my anxiety morphing into irritation. "And what would that be?" I snapped, my tone sharper than I intended.

      Barb only raised an eyebrow at me, peering over the rim of her glasses. "Do I need to remind you that your family runs one of the most prestigious accountancy firms in the state?"

      A bitter laugh escaped my lips before I could stop it. "No, Barb, not possible," I retorted, my tone laced with acerbic humor.

      “Josie …” her tone lowered, giving me her best mother voice. “You’ve got to consider—”

      “I said no.”

      She let out a tense sigh, but after a moment her expression softened and she patted me resolutely on the shoulder.

      “You keep at it then. I’ll take care of the shop today.”

      “But I can only pay you for the half shift.”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “I’m volunteering. Let’s save this Cat.”

      As she said it, Matilda, Gatsby, and Heathcliff sauntered back in, taking up napping places around me.

      “Thank you. Thank you, all.”

      Regret filled my chest as I thought of my parents. But there was no way I could go to them now, not after everything. I couldn't bear the thought of looking like a dog with its tail between its legs, begging for help. I had to figure this out on my own. The very idea of them knowing about my struggle, them holding this over my head for the rest of my life, was unthinkable.

      Their staunch disapproval of The Bookish Cat, their dismissal of my passion, had inflicted wounds on my spirit that were as deep as they were jagged. Their failure to see the merit in the path I had chosen for myself, the life I had so lovingly crafted, had formed rifts too vast to cross. Even though a touch of a bridge had been built at Nana’s birthday, we were far from anything that resembled a relationship.

      Asking them for help now would only reopen those wounds, and there was no guarantee they’d even help.

      I’d rather read tax law by myself. Even if it was convoluted gibberish.

      After hours and hours of it, I leaned back in my chair, a heavy sigh escaping my lips as I pinched the bridge of my nose. My eyes were heavy, my body was aching, and my mind was a blur of taxation and legal terms. The cold, hard surface of the counter somehow felt inviting, if just for a short break …

      I must have fallen asleep because when I opened my eyes again, it was pitch black outside. The lights of The Bookish Cat were dimmed, the familiar rustling of books and purring of cats silenced. I sat up, rubbing at my sore neck as I glanced around, noticing for the first time that Barb and the cats were gone, the shop locked up for the night.

      My heart ached as I slipped out of the store, the reality of my situation pressing down on me like a ton of bricks.

      But I couldn't give up, not yet. I had to find a way to solve this mess. I made a promise to myself as I locked the door behind me, vowing to figure it out in the morning.
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        * * *

      

      As the humid and crisp air filled the streets of early morning Seattle, the city was buzzing to life with coffee shops, fast walking folks in suits, and the rhythmic patter of joggers. It was a picture of serenity and promise, which I hoped would set up my day for a breakthrough.

      I made my way back to The Bookish Cat, my mind heavy with exhaustion and the unresolved weight of the previous night's efforts, but with a bit of hope peeking in with the sun.

      As I turned the last corner, I yearned to see Caleb's warm smile, the reassuring sight of him with two coffees in hand.

      But, as my gaze fell on the bookstore, instead of the familiar figure, my eyes locked onto a stark, yellow notice plastered to the door.

      A cold shiver of dread ran down my spine. The door, which I firmly locked last night, was ajar. The ominous yellow notice fluttered in the breeze. A sinking sensation hit my gut, the bitter taste of dread filling my mouth. What fresh torment was this?

      With a deep breath, I pushed open the door, steeling myself for the worst. Inside, I found Mr. Anderson standing amidst the stacks of books, his thin lips curled into a sneer.

      “You don’t have the right to be in here, Mr. Anderson.”

      “Ah, but I do. I suggest you read that notice very carefully, Miss Ray," he said, his voice echoing unpleasantly through the shop. His eyes flicked to the yellow paper tacked to the door. "You have exactly seven days to fix your tax issues, or I'll have no choice but to take legal action, closing up your shop in the meantime."

      “But … Mr. Anderson …” A harsh tremor rattled through me, my body suddenly feeling as brittle as glass. A clammy chill spread across my skin, a sheen of cold sweat prickling at my temples.

      Just then, the door swung open behind me. Caleb and Barb arrived at the same time, stepping into the store. Their expressions fell as they took in the scene: Mr. Anderson's triumphant smirk, my white-knuckled grip on the counter, the ominous notice on the door.

      A sudden realization struck me like a lightning bolt. I whirled around to face Mr. Anderson's retreating back.

      "Wait!" My voice echoed in the nearly empty store, an agonizing plea. "Where are the cats?"

      He paused, turning to face me with a grimace. "Far away from my sneezing face!" The door jingled as he marched out.

      His words hit me like a sledgehammer. My knees buckled, and I found myself collapsing onto the checkout counter, my body shaking with the onslaught of my emotions. The cats, my precious companions, were gone. The Bookish Cat felt hollow without them, as hollow as I felt inside at all this horrible news.

      Barb and Caleb were at my side in an instant, their hands on my shoulders, their voices a soothing murmur in my ears. But their words were lost to me. I was drowning in a sea of despair, the tide of my problems pulling me under.

      "Please, Josie,” Barb pleaded. “Consider contacting your family."

      I shook my head, fighting back the tears that threatened to spill over. "You don't get it, Barb," I managed to choke out, my voice raw with emotion. "They won't help. They won't come. I dug my own grave with them long ago. There's no going back."

      Even as Caleb and Barb wrapped me in a comforting embrace, I was lost in the storm, adrift in a sea of my own making. All this because of a silly dream of sharing books from faraway lands.

      The Bookish Cat, my dream, my life's work, was sinking, and I felt like I was going down with it.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

          
            CALEB

          

        

      

    

    
      Twenty-two forty-seven … forty-nine … fifty one. I came to a stop outside the unassuming office, letting my senses reach out and inspect the interior. The small waiting room held two normal human women and one quarter-elf man, plus a receptionist who was part … goblin? Interesting. They weren’t held in terribly good standing in the magical community, though I’d always thought they got an unnecessarily bad rap.

      Finding one working here was a good sign. My hand was on the door handle when my phone rang.

      “Hey, Josie.” I waited to see her state of mind. She hasn’t been the same since the shock of the landlord removing her cats three days ago.

      “Hey, Caleb. Are you coming by today?” Her voice was quiet. I could tell she needed company.

      “Yep. I’m almost done with my plan for the cats. How is operation fix-up-the-taxes going?”

      Her voice broke as she said, “It’s not.”

      I let the door handle go, and leaned my back against the glass window instead.

      “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “I don’t understand any of this. The filing is complicated, the forms are ninety million miles long, and I don’t even know how much I need to pay! How can I fix what I don’t understand?”

      “There has to be someone who can help you with it.”

      “I called the small business support line, but they are all booked up and can’t help until next week. By next week, Caleb, The Bookish Cat will only be an empty shell!”

      I sucked in a breath, knowing that I had to be careful with my next words. “Desperate times call for desperate measures. And things are desperate, Josie.”

      “Are you going to suggest again that I contact my family? Because I thought it made it very clear that—”

      “Josie, I can feel your frustration from here. Only your family gets you that level of twisted up, but this has to be about the bigger picture. I hope you’ll at least consider calling one of them.”

      “They told me I’d never make The Bookish Cat work. I’m not about to prove them right.”

      I rubbed the spot between my eyebrows, unsure how much to meddle, and how much to listen. “What about Fred?”

      “What about Fred?”

      “Remember at the party? He was warming up to the idea of the shop, and even said he might want to stop by. He’s also a CPA. Maybe you call him, and just ask if he’s familiar with the form, and can give you some tips. You don’t actually have to tell him the problem, if you don’t feel like he’ll be understanding. But, there was improvement, an olive branch between you two, at Nana Geraldine’s party. Maybe calling and asking for his help could be another one.”

      “I hadn’t thought of it like that.” I could hear the uncertainty, and it broke my heart. No matter how much encouragement I gave her, though, she had to be the one to make the choice. The choice to reach out, to open up.

      “You don’t have to. It’s just an option. If that one doesn’t work for you, you’ll find one that will.”

      “Right, of course. I should probably let you get to your appointment. I’m making you late.”

      “I’ve always got time for you, Josie. Late or no.”

      “You’re sweet. Go. I’ll figure this out.”

      I smiled at the determination in her voice. That was my girl. She never gave up, no matter the odds.

      “Yes, you will. Talk soon.”

      “Bye.”

      I hustled into the office and gave the receptionist my name. She was petite, the tips of her ears barely pointed, and her eyes were a deep purple, but there was no hint of the green skin that most goblins had.

      “Dr. Elwyn will be with you shortly. If you’ll just take a seat.” She smiled, and pointed me to the waiting area.

      Dr. Elwyn didn’t keep me waiting long. She called me back herself, in a white coat and purple patterned scrubs. I followed her to the end of a long hallway, to the very last patient treatment room.

      “So, Mr. Starr, what can I help you with?” She tilted her head to the side. “I get the feeling you’re not here for my western medicinal services. Though, frankly, I’m not sure what I can offer that you couldn’t do for yourself.” She propped one hip on the small counter, and cocked an eyebrow at me in question.

      “You’re correct, I’m not personally in need of your services. I’m wondering if you can help someone else for me, though. And I’m open to your preferred method of help, western or otherwise.” She smiled at that. “He’s proven a tough nut to crack, and I think you’re the one for the job.”

      “Why can’t you help him?”

      “Well, for starters, I’m not an allergist. He’s got a pretty severe cat allergy, but …”

      “But what? Don’t think I don’t know what you are, cupid.”

      I held up both hands in a placating gesture. “I wouldn’t dream of underestimating you, or your magic, which is why I’m here. If you’re willing to see him, he’s just walked in the front door. The ‘but’ was about you, and what I may be able to do for you in exchange for helping Mr. Anderson.”

      She scoffed, turning to straighten the long cotton-tipped swabs in a glass jar on the counter, her aura turning scarlet. I still had to convince her.

      “Dr. Elwyn … Angie, I know you’re aware that certain angels have extra powers. But are you aware that cupids can do more than just make people fall in love?”

      She froze, hand on top of the swabs, the little sterile pouches crinkling under the weight of her hand.

      I could tell exactly what she wanted. “Your case is advanced, but I’m able to regenerate nearly any reproductive tract organ, and restore fertility. If you would want that, of course. I would never overstep in that way if you didn’t—”

      She spun, hope and terror both in her eyes. “I do. I want you to do whatever it is you do, and fix me. Please. I’ll take care of your friend’s allergies, if you can help me.”

      I nodded. “I would do this for you, even if you couldn’t help him. You may feel some discomfort, and you should probably lie down. I’ll do my best to make it quick, but as I said, your case is severe, and regrowth—”

      She grabbed my hand, shocking me into silence, the feel of her witch’s magic brushing against mine unusual. It had an earthy quality, almost like brushing my hand through tall, downy grass.

      “It’s worth the pain. Do what you need to.”

      I nodded, and closed my eyes. My hands hovered over her abdomen, and she didn’t make a single noise as I worked. Sweat beaded on my forehead, nothing moving but the hands on the wall clock. Once I was finished, I sagged back against the wall.

      “Is it done? Did it work?” Her voice was hoarse, and she didn’t move from the procedure table.

      “It’s done.”

      “How long, until …?”

      “You’ll be experiencing a greater than average surge of fertility for the next twelve or so days, as a result of the lingering divinity in your body. After that, your normal cycles will resume, and your chances of conception will be the same as any other healthy female your age.”

      It wasn’t hope that lit her features now, but determination. “Twelve days. I can work with that.”

      She strode to the door, giving no sign that she was fatigued or in lingering pain from the intensive work I’d just done on her. She propped it open, and called down the hall to her receptionist.

      “Bring back Mr. Anderson, please, Tiffy!” She turned back to me, where I was still sagging against her wallpaper, drained after the effort to help her. “You’d better skedaddle. I’ve got a lot to do with this man, and not much time to do it in.”

      I stepped into the hallway, trying not to grin as I walked towards the exit. I pulled my hat down low over my face as I walked past Josie’s landlord, not wanting to color his impression of the place by seeing me, and connecting it with his troubles.

      I slowed down, shamelessly eavesdropping as Dr. Elwyn greeted him.

      “Mr. Anderson,” she purred. “It’s lovely to meet you. I see here that you’ve got a severe cat allergy. You’re in luck. I’ve got a new allergy medicine which alleviates symptoms in as little as seven days.”

      And then began the fireworks.

      Knew it.

      As I suspected, attraction flared between the two of them, kindled by mutual hope as well as compatibility.

      It wasn’t easy finding an allergist in Seattle who augmented her legitimate medicine with magic. But it was even harder finding a single one, who was compatible with the very persnickety Mr. Anderson.

      But what was the point of being a cupid—even a fallen one—if I couldn’t bring together two lonely people, each of them needing something from the other? It was some of my best work, and if I wasn’t mistaken, within a matter of days those two lonely hearts would be singing a whole different tune.

      Now I just had to tell Josie that I’d solved her cat problem, and try to help her deal with the tax situation. But I was holding out hope that she’d reconnect with Fred. I could already tell it would be good for both of them, as long as they were ready to set their egos aside. He could help her far more than I ever could.

      Unfortunately, cupids didn’t hold any sway with the IRS.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

          
            JOSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      To call Fred or not to call Fred, that was the question.

      What I would have done to pet Heathcliff right now. The purr as I scratched his belly was like my own personal catnip, a calming elixir.

      For now, I had to trust that Caleb was working on a solution for those fur-babies. I still had to save my book-babies.

      What to do about Fred. The debate had been raging within me since I hung up with Caleb. On one hand, he was my brother, a Certified Public Accountant and possibly the only lifeline I had in this tax mess.

      On the other hand, reaching out would mean swallowing my pride, admitting my failures not only as a businesswoman but also as a sister who had insisted on going it alone.

      And also risking that he might flat out say no.

      My own internal tug-of-war between my pride and the potential salvation of The Bookish Cat continued as I scribbled down pros and cons on a discarded invoice.

      The 'pros' list started with the most obvious point: "Fred can solve the tax problem." This was followed by a hesitant, "He might do it for free" and a very desperate, "He could stop The Bookish Cat from becoming The Bookish Tax Evasion Case."

      But as my pen moved to the 'cons' side of the paper, it seemed to take on a life of its own. "Fred will lord it over me for the rest of my life" was just the only real con I could find. But there had to be worse than that …

      As I began to let my mind wander, the list started to resemble a collection of exaggerated doomsday scenarios.

      "Fred demands that part of The Bookish Cat be turned into a CPA study center, swapping out To Kill a Mockingbird for Tax for Dummies" I wrote down, envisioning the horrified faces of my regulars as they find their beloved classics replaced with dreary tax literature.

      Then I jotted, "Fred becomes a Scrooge, counting coins and terrifying the cats with his abacus."

      Then the ideas started flowing.

      "Fred recreates the Cask of Amontillado, trapping me in the basement with nothing but a tax manual for company."

      As the list grew longer, each scenario more absurd than the last, I found myself chuckling, which was a relief after all the stress. But behind the humor, the fact remained that Caleb and Barb were right. Calling Fred was the only possible next step, if I wanted to get help before Mr. Anderson closed the doors on The Bookish Cat forever.

      With a sigh, I laid down the pen, picked up my phone, and dialed Fred.

      “Josie?”

      I hung up.

      Why did I do that? It was such an instinctual reaction at hearing his voice, like my autopilot took over screeching “Danger! Abort!”

      “Get it together,” I told myself out loud and dialed again.

      “Josie? Can you hear me now?”

      “Hi Fred, yes, sorry. I dropped the phone.” Terrible excuse. I cringed at the blatant lie. “I hope I’m not bothering you.”

      “Not at all.”

      “And I’m guessing you have a lot of things planned for the day—”

      “Some, but nothing critical.”

      “It’s just, I was thinking, you know … You’re a CPA.”

      “Sure am.”

      I winced. Was he getting sarcastic already? Best I just tore off the band-aid.

      “I’m in some trouble.”

      There was a pause on the line as I tried to think of my next words, but I couldn’t figure out what they should be.

      Fred answered before I had to.

      “I’ll be right there.”
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        * * *

      

      I watched as Fred rifled through my disastrous accounting records with a furrowed brow. He sat at the small desk in the back room of The Bookish Cat, surrounded by stacks of paper and an empty coffee cup that had seen at least three refills in the last hour. I hovered anxiously nearby, wringing my hands and biting the inside of my cheek.

      Fred picked up a document and squinted at it through his glasses. "Josie, this is your 1120S tax return. It says here you elected S corp status?"

      I swallowed, my throat suddenly parched. "It looks that way."

      He looked at me with a puzzled expression. "And you know this means you’re a pass-through entity, right?"

      A pass-through entity? I thought, my anxiety spiking.

      Fred, noticing my blank expression, sighed and massaged his temples. "That means the corporation's income, deductions … everything has to pass through to shareholders for federal tax purposes. Have you identified yourself as a shareholder in the business?"

      My mouth opened and closed. No words came out. This was as good as Greek to me.

      "I … I don’t know, Fred. I thought I was doing it right. I filed with the state. That should be in the pile somewhere."

      Fred ran a hand through his hair, clearly exasperated. "Josie, you still have to file the necessary tax forms for your personal return. Where’s your Schedule K-1?"

      I shrugged, blinking back the tears. "I don't know, Fred," I whispered, "I thought I could do this on my own."

      “Everyone uses a CPA, Josie. Coffee shops, hair salons, even CPAs use CPAs!”

      I looked down at my shoes, fighting the burning tears threatening to spill over.

      Fred’s stern expression softened when he caught sight of my trembling figure. He took off his glasses and studied me for a moment. “Josie,” he said in a softer tone, “strong-headed, emotionless Josie. What’s happening to you?”

      I somehow managed to meet his eyes. “Strong-headed? Emotionless?”

      “That’s how you always made us see you. There was no convincing you of anything, ever. You remained aloof, unless you were biting our heads off.”

      “That is not true …”

      Except it kind of was.

      Fred and I stood, staring at one another, and perhaps for the first time realizing how out of control things had become. He’d said things he shouldn’t have, but so had I.

      “Hey, Sis,” he said in the big brotherly tone he hadn’t used in years. “We’ve got time to figure out the past. Right now, we’ve got a bookstore to save. And I’m going to help you do it.”

      Relief washed over me. I resisted the urge to bawl in my big brother’s arms by nodding quickly and tightening my fists at my side.

      He let out a short laugh. “Come here, you crazy kid.” He pulled me into a bear hug that I’d needed all day. All week.

      Actually, I’d needed it for years.

      “Now,” he said, fitting his reading glasses back in place. “We’ve got some serious paperwork to do.”
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        * * *

      

      The bells jingled over the door, where Caleb’s wide smile was heading in our direction. Not wanting to disturb Fred’s concentration, I quickly raised a finger to my lips, signaling Caleb to stay quiet. He froze, mid-step, then nodded and tiptoed to the counter.

      Fred was hunched over my old computer, his fingers clicking away on the keyboard in a steady rhythm. Finally, with an exaggerated flourish, he struck the enter key and his face broke into a triumphant grin.

      “Done!” he declared.

      Caleb and I exchanged a glance, a spark of hope kindling between us. Fred turned, finally noticing Caleb in front of him.

      “Caleb! Good to see you, man.” Fred extended his hand, his professional demeanor in full display. Caleb took it, shaking it firmly.

      “Likewise. And it sounds like you’ve had a breakthrough.”

      Beaming, Fred launched right into it. “I had to rework the existing status registered at inception but considering that we were within the guidelines as published in the most recent bulletin for non-dangerous goods, I couldn’t see any reason for a notwithstanding clause—”

      He paused and seemed to notice the blank expressions on our faces.

      “Let's just say I've tackled the immediate issue. Josie, you won’t be losing The Bookish Cat anytime soon."

      A whoop of joy escaped from Caleb, so loud that even Fred and I jolted. "I knew it! I knew things would turn around," Caleb said, his smile infectious. “We are on a roll today!”

      Hope fluttered in my chest. “The cats?”

      “Cats?” Fred stood taller. “You’ve got some furry-shmurry-cuddly-fluffballs?”

      Caleb and I stared at Fred, mouths open.

      “What? I stinking love kitties.”

      I laughed, today was becoming so much more than I could have expected. “You do?”

      “Sis, you and I have a lot to catch up on. But first, what’s the deal with the cats?”

      I explained about how Matilda, Gatsby, and Heathcliff had taken up residence here, leaving out the parts where I was pretty sure they had some magic up their paws. Fred and I were only just reconnecting, and I couldn’t see him being at one with the supernatural. Though I clearly had much to learn about him.

      Fred’s eyes widened when I told him about how Mr. Anderson had them taken away, and that I’d had to focus on the tax issues before going on a quest to find where they’d ended up.

      “And that’s where I came in.” Caleb said with a smile. I threw him a look that I hoped said please don’t let on that you’re an angel, but fortunately Caleb kept it all human-world. “But a private investigator needs to keep some secrets.”

      “So you have news about the cats?”

      “Not yet, but I think we will soon.” With a smug look, Caleb added, "Let's just say that love is in the air.”
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      I was flying high on a wave of excitement that we had nearly resolved Josie’s problems. We only had the hurdle of physically getting the cats back, and Mr. Anderson giving the thumbs up to our fixes. That excitement was pushed even higher, watching her exchange a goodbye hug with Fred, after he gathered up his things.

      “I really can’t thank you enough, Fred. You’ve saved my bacon, truly.” Josie’s hands were clasped in front of her, her aura soft with love and hope that I hadn’t sensed in her before when dealing with her brother. My heart was singing at the reconciliation, so sweet after so many years of strife.

      This is what cupids live for.

      “Your bacon is worth saving, sis.” He hugged her again, patting her head lightly before letting her go one last time. “From now on, just send me your receipts every month, and we’ll keep things straight.”

      “Thank you. Seriously.”

      “I had to do it; your books deserve better. Your financial books, not just the ones on the shelves.”

      Josie blushed at the lightly teasing tone, and Fred gave me a final wave before letting himself out.

      The door clicked shut, and the comforting silence of the bookshop enveloped us like a cozy sweater. Josie turned to me, happiness in her eyes that I hadn’t seen in nearly two weeks. She stopped a pace or two away, running her hands through her hair absently.

      “This is it, Caleb! He gave me a file to show to Mr. Anderson, he handled the B & O issue, and fixed like three more I didn’t know I had yet. I’m filed, paid up, and good to go. I’m not going to lose the shop.”

      Her voice quavered at the end, and I crossed the scant distance between us, scooping her into a hug. She fit so perfectly there, tucked under my chin against my chest.

      Josie was tentative at first, but within a few seconds she melted against me, letting her hands loop around my waist, settling comfortably on the small of my back. Even the innocent touch over my shirt felt like a brand against my skin. Her soft curls falling over my hands were pure torture, urging me to twine my hands in them and pull her lips to mine. I dropped my cheek to the top of her head, reveling in a bit more of the silky softness.

      I suffered in silence, savoring the little bit of her sweetness I could have, when she shocked me by moving. Her hands followed along the hem of my shirt until she reached my forearms and traced them up to the back of my neck, fingertips barely brushing my bare skin.

      “You’re so warm,” she murmured, taking the leap and pressing her palms flat to my skin.

      I hadn’t moved, but heat was pulsing through me, my powers amplified ten-fold by such close contact with my Chosen.

      “You’re intoxicating,” I whispered to the crown of her head. “And far too tempting.”

      “Tempting?” She leaned back, searching me with her gaze. “You’re an angel, Caleb. I didn’t think anything could tempt you.”

      I laughed, and let my hands do what they wanted, sinking knuckles-deep into her hair, scraping my nails lightly over her scalp in a gentle massage. Her eyes fluttered but she forced them back open, as if she was unwilling to look away.

      “You’ve been tempting me since the second I laid eyes on you, all those years ago. Tempting.”

      I dropped a kiss to her forehead.

      “Distracting.”

      I dropped another on her cheek, next to her long lashes.

      “Calling to me.”

      I whispered the last to her ear, before gently pressing a firmer kiss to the tender skin below her ear.

      She shuddered, clinging to me tighter as I pulled back, watching her eyes as much as her aura. They were dark and wide, full of the same longing I felt mirrored in my own chest.

      “I should go, Josie. We shouldn’t let things get too far. You have a boyfriend now, and—”

      “Boyfriend? I certainly do not.”

      I was rooted to the spot, riveted by the words dripping from her lips.

      “But the date, the …” Do I tell her I saw them kissing? “What happened?”

      She shrugged, noncommittal. “It didn’t work out. He was a nice guy but not … the one.” She said the last words succinctly, and I felt like I was missing something. I couldn’t focus on that, though, because what she was telling me was oh-so-dangerous.

      Josie, my Josie, was available. Completely free, unencumbered, and in my arms.

      Where I wanted her to stay forever.

      I was torn, so torn. The right thing to do would be to walk out that door, and not look back. Let her be free to find someone who could love her, be with her, give her children and build a life together. I couldn’t offer her that; I could only offer her temporary.

      The heat between us, though, wouldn’t be denied. She inched up on her toes, eyes fastened to my mouth. I might have hated myself for it later, when I had to leave, but I could not deny her in that moment, any more than I could deny my angelic heritage.

      When our lips met, we were bathed in a golden glow. She was everything; the sun in the sky, the breath in my lungs, the love in my heart. I dropped one hand to her hip and pulled her closer. Her lips parted on a sigh, and I tilted my head to deepen the kiss. I needed her to know I felt the same.

      She abandoned my back, grabbing onto my shoulders with one hand, and pulling me down closer with the other.

      I couldn’t tell you how long we stayed wrapped together; time lost all meaning. All I knew was that when we finally broke apart, it felt like I’d been fundamentally changed. Something inside me shifted, different.

      Josie was branded on my soul, and I knew the mark of this meeting would never leave me. She looked into my eyes questioningly, as if afraid I was going to bolt again. But I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. To leave her now would be to leave a piece of myself behind, even if she didn’t know it.

      “Caleb, are you okay?” Her tone was worried.

      I frowned down at her. “Of course, with you I’m better than okay. How could I not be?”

      “You’re, um, glowing.” I looked down at my hands, finally letting her go, and sure enough she was right.

      A golden light gilded my skin, my angelic heritage shining through physically.

      “Does that usually happen when you—” she trailed off, eyes dropping as a blush heated her cheeks.

      “No, it’s never happened before. I’m not quite sure how to turn it off,” I admitted, worry coursing through me, and knocking back some of the heat which had taken over my brain.

      “It’s faded a little, you might just need to, uh, stop kissing me.”

      Of course. Josie is my Chosen, and with her instigating that kiss … my magic is trying to form the seal.

      But with my powers incomplete and my wings gone, what would happen? Had the seal already begun forming, making her unable to be with another man?

      Nausea roiled in my gut at the idea. I let my eyes roll up to the ceiling, saying a silent prayer to the host, beseeching.

      Please don’t say I ruined her life with a moment of passion, please. It’s not fair to her. She doesn’t even know—

      I met her eyes again, startled by the realization. She didn’t know she was my Chosen, but maybe it was time to tell her. She’d come to accept my angelic heritage; could she accept this difference, as well?

      She had so much going on, so much wrong right now. I couldn’t drop this in her lap, too.

      “It’s working. You’re almost back to normal now.” She smiled up at me, completely unaware of my indecision.

      I wouldn’t tell her tonight. Tomorrow, she’d get her cats back and her business. After that … I would find a time to share the truth.

      She deserved to know, especially if I’d just accidentally fused our souls without meaning to. I didn’t know if it was possible, but with any luck Gabriel would be down in the next few days to check on me, and I could ask. I had to know what I had done to her, before I could explain it. And if it was true, if I’d started the seal that bound her permanently to my side, to my soul …

      He would be furious, I was sure, but Josie was more important than his anger, and I would make this right somehow. For her, I would risk anything, give anything. I knew that now, even if it would kill me.

      But would she feel the same way when she found out she was my Chosen, and that I might have unintentionally taken away her choice?
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      I didn’t dare to take my eyes off Mr. Anderson as he roamed around The Bookish Cat with his nose in the air like a hound on a scent. He moved through each aisle methodically, his eyes narrowed in focus. Sword and sorcery, mythology, high fantasy … then through the non-fiction aisles, self-help, psychology.

      His gray suit contrasted with the warm tones of the surrounding books, his eyes reflecting the soft glow of the fairy lights we'd strung up along the bookshelves.

      Every few steps, he'd pause, tilting his head slightly as he inhaled deeply, his bushy eyebrows furrowing in concentration. Then, he'd move on, his polished loafers clicking softly against the wooden floor. From behind the counter, I watched him, biting my lower lip, while Caleb stood next to me, his arms folded across his chest. Dr. Elwyn, his allergist, stood beside us with a clipboard in hand, her gaze fixed on Mr. Anderson.

      After what felt like an eternity, Mr. Anderson approached Matilda, who was perched upon a table of award-winning classics. He eyed her warily, as though she were a live grenade ready to explode. Then, with a visible gulp, he reached out and began to awkwardly stroke her soft fur.

      His hand was stiff and unpracticed, moving in halting motions over her back. It was clear that Mr. Anderson was not a cat person, or rather, he was not an animal person at all. Yet, there was a strange sort of determination in his eyes, a willingness to face whatever reaction his body might have.

      Matilda looked mildly annoyed but endured his clumsy petting with resigned grace.

      The climax came when Mr. Anderson, with a dramatic flourish that would have made a Shakespearean actor proud, rubbed his hands into his eyes. I gasped, anticipating a swift allergic reaction. Caleb winced next to me, ready to jump into action if needed. Dr. Elwyn, however, simply watched calmly, pen poised above her clipboard, ready to note down any reaction.

      “I’m starting the clock, one hundred and twenty seconds,” Dr. Elwyn announced and tapped it into her phone.

      And we waited.

      When your whole future waits upon one hundred and twenty seconds, they last longer than the Superbowl.

      I scratched behind my ear. I searched out Gatsby who was hiding behind the offending box of gorgeous books from England. I couldn’t see Heathcliff. It must have been nearly time …

      “Ninety seconds.”

      Come on!

      Mr. Anderson didn’t move. He stood like the sketch by Michaelangelo of the Vitruvian Man, arms outstretched and legs wide. When he wasn’t complaining or shouting, he was actually a pretty agreeable guy.

      “Forty-five seconds.”

      You have got to be kidding me. Wait, no, what’s happening to him …

      Mr. Anderson’s nose twitched. I know I saw it, and Caleb must have, too, because he sucked in a breath.

      This had to work, it had to. It had been such a massive relief when Mr. Anderson nodded in agreement at the tax paperwork, but without the cats in the shop, The Bookish Cat couldn’t and wouldn’t be the same. On top of that, I couldn’t be sure they wouldn’t make their way back. I’d have to send them across the country or deport them to Germany to be sure.

      And that all sounded awful. I wanted them here. They belonged.

      “Time.”

      I inhaled sharply, nerves getting the better of me. “And?”

      Mr. Anderson dropped his arms to his sides. “Nothing. I’m cured.”

      I grabbed Caleb’s hand. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure,” Dr. Elwyn said. “I pulled out all the stops. Only the best for my Herbie.” She threw her arms around Mr. Anderson’s neck in a move that nearly shocked me as badly as the yellow notice on the door had done.

      I turned sharply to see if Caleb was as stunned as me and found him—wait—grinning?

      “You knew?” I whispered.

      He just winked in reply.

      “Acupuncture, herbal teas, and a lavender oil massage were all I needed!” Mr. Anderson announced, his face beaming with delight.

      I murmured to Caleb, “Lavender oil massage, huh?”

      He shrugged with that silly grin on his face.

      “It was written in the stars,” Dr. Elwyn said, her arms still firmly around his neck. “We knew instantly that we were as meant to be as he was meant to overcome his suffering.”

      “And you,” Mr. Anderson picked up, looking at me, “are welcome to keep the cats.”

      “Thank you!”

      He cleared his throat. “Just clean up after them, huh?” I could tell he felt he had to make some kind of remark after all the trouble he’d given me.

      “Yes, sir. You bet.”

      “Then I think our work here is done.” Dr. Elwyn put her clipboard away. “We still have time to get away for the weekend. What do you say, Herbie?”

      “Nothing would please me more, Elwynnie.”

      I saw them to the door, intending to wave goodbye, but they only had eyes for each other.

      In the silence that settled after Mr. Anderson and Dr. Elwyn left, Caleb and I found ourselves alone.

      “You played a part in that, didn’t you?” It was a question that wasn’t a question because the impish grin on his face told me everything.

      “It wasn’t predestined, but it was ideal for both of them. And look what we got out of it.” The Bookish Cat, with its towers of books and warm pools of lamp light, felt suddenly intimate. “I needed you to have this win.” I sensed an energy pulsating between us, like the hum of a power line, both thrilling and terrifying.

      Ever since that mad, beautiful kiss, I hadn't been able to get him out of my mind. It was more than a kiss; it was an admission, a confession, something binding. Yet, I couldn't put a name to what it was. It was an emotion that didn't fit within the narrow parameters of language, it was simply too vast, too overwhelming.

      The memory of his lips against mine, the feel of his arms around me, the way the world had momentarily ceased to exist, kept playing on a loop. Every time I closed my eyes, I relived that moment, and each time, it felt as though it ended too abruptly. The sweet, intoxicating taste of him lingered on my tongue, a haunting reminder of what we had and what we could have been.

      And what we might still become.

      “Hiya, kids!” Barb burst into the shop like a hurricane, dispelling the intensity between us.

      It was perhaps for the best.

      “Should I take it from your goofy smiles that the cats are here to stay?”

      “Yes!” I declared and wrapped my arms around Barb. “Thank goodness for you, Barb. So level-headed and helpful.”

      “Ew, can’t I be adventurous and dangerous instead? You kids go have fun, I’ll do some tidying up now that we’re here to stay. Where’s that exacto-knife?” She dropped her satchel on the countertop, which shouldn’t have been an issue, and wouldn’t have been if she hadn’t rifled through the shelf below.

      Because the embossed notebook just fell out, onto the floor, in plain sight behind the counter.

      “Oops!” I thrust myself behind the counter, intentionally knocking down the stack of order forms that I kept beside the register. Huge thanks to gravity, for they landed over the notebook, effectively hiding it from view. “Look at me, butterfingers!”

      My pulse pounded between my ears. Had Caleb seen it? Could he feel it?

      “Need a hand?” He bent over the counter.

      “Nope,” I covered his view with my body. “I’ve got it. Why don’t you grab my bag from the back and we can find a park bench to discuss that last, um, bookshelf you want to arrange.”

      “Bookshelf?”

      Couldn’t he just play along? Barb was standing right there.

      “Yeah, you know how I helped you with your other two bookshelves, and there’s only one left now.”

      “Oh, oh … yes, indeed. I’ll grab your bag.” He disappeared into the back room.

      Barb cleared her throat and mumbled in my ear. “I don’t know what bookshelf is a euphemism for, but I am all for it.”
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      I don’t know what possessed me to take Josie to the Rocksmith Café, only that it felt as natural as breathing. And maybe, deep down, I wanted to see her here, in my favorite haunt to see how she fit.

      I wasn’t the least bit surprised that she fit beautifully, politely greeting Victory, and settling into the second chair at my table like she’d been here with me all along. Victory took our drink orders with a smile, shooting me a knowing eyebrow waggle over Josie’s head before hurrying off to get the drinks.

      “So, do you come here a lot?” Josie asked, looking curiously over the patio, the strange assortment of patrons, and the people flowing by in a constant stream. Everything felt fresh and bright, as if I was seeing it through her eyes.

      “Yes, I do. This is the only place in Seattle where I’m a regular.”

      The corner of her mouth quirked up at that. “Is that so? What’s so special about this place?”

      “Well, they have the best lemonade in Seattle, for one. The service is always good, for another. But the truth is …” I leaned forward, lowering my voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “this is a supernatural café.”

      Her eyes widened, her lips dropping into a shocked ‘o’.

      “Are you saying that everyone here is something … like you?”

      “Sort of. They aren’t angels, but all supernatural beings are welcome here. The owner is dwarven, and he’s very set that everyone is safe under his roof. It’s a hospitality thing with dwarves.”

      Her eyes stayed wide, as she looked closer at the other occupied tables on the patio. “So … they don’t care that I’m here? And why have I never noticed this place before now?”

      “It’s glamored. You wouldn’t see it unless you already knew it was here, or you were a supernatural being.”

      “So you guys can just … hide whole buildings from humans?”

      “Supernatural species can do a lot more than you’d think.”

      “Clearly.” She stared wide-eyed at Victory as she set the drinks down in front of us.

      “What can I get you two cuties today?”

      “I’ll take a club sandwich and fries, please. Extra seasoning.”

      “And for you, hon?”

      “I— I might need a minute.”

      “Want to try the club? It’s divine.” I shot her a wink to break the tension, and she snorted in laughter, then slapped both hands over her mouth, as if embarrassed it escaped.

      “Yes. Yes, a club sounds, uh, great.” She half-choked out the last word.

      “Alright, two usuals, coming up.” Victory clicked her pen a few times as she walked off, shooting curious glances at us over her shoulder.

      “What is our waitress? She seems so normal,” Josie whispered.

      “She mostly is. Best I can tell, Victory had a werewolf ancestor a few generations back. For all intents and purposes, she’s human.”

      “Oh, well, that’s kind of a letdown.”

      I chuckled. “There are plenty of mixed-species people in Seattle. Not to mention, many supes can pass as human, even without a glamor.” I waved up and down at myself, to illustrate the point.

      “This is blowing my mind. But, it’s not why we’re here. Let’s talk about your third couple. What are their names?”

      She pulled a legal pad out of her messenger bag, along with a pink gel pen of her own.

      “Marigold and Axel.” Their names were hard to get out, and gloom reared up inside me at the idea that this was the last couple we would match together before whatever came next.

      “Ooh,” she leaned forward on her elbows, “interesting names. Tell me about them. What makes them tick? Why are they so hard to match?”

      I took a long pull of my lemonade to give me a second to regain my composure. I couldn’t focus on my problems right now. I had to get my job done, and then I would deal with the aftermath and what it meant for me—to be restored to the host.

      “They are very different people. The main binding thread is that they’re both environmentalists—they really care about mother earth and preserving the planet. But they have wildly different backgrounds, and all of my attempts to match them in the past have ended … fiery.”

      “Fiery?”

      “With them arguing, not kissing. They are practically enemies at this point.”

      “Ooh, I love a good enemies-to-lovers!” She practically vibrated in her seat with excitement.

      “A what, now?”

      “Enemies to lovers. You know, the romance book trope?”

      I stared at her blankly.

      “Caleb, you’re not seriously telling me that you’re a cupid,” she dropped her voice low, even though she now knew everyone else here was in on the secret, “and haven’t ever read a romance book?”

      “Err, no? I’ve never needed to before. Do you think it would be helpful?”

      “We have so much work to do. I don’t even know where to begin with your book-ducation. I mean, paranormal seems like a good fit, given what you are. Except you’re matching regular people, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Okay, so, contemporary. Enemies to lovers, for sure. I’m guessing we could find something else that fits them, give you some ideas. Tell me more about them, and then after we finish our sandwiches, we can get right back to the shop!”

      “Okay, well, They’ve known each other now for more than seven years, but the first time I matched them, I did it all wrong. They’re eco-warriors, and I decided to match them through a fender bender.”

      “A fender bender?” She wrinkled her nose adorably.

      “I know, okay? I realize now that it only drove a wedge between them. He was driving a luxury car, she was riding a city bus … he tapped the back of the bus, and ever since she thinks he doesn’t, and I quote, ‘put his money where his mouth is’ because he drives a gas vehicle.”

      “Oh, this is too good! Okay, so, we need to draw them together on the ways they’re alike instead of different. Show them that they were wrong about each other. We can definitely work with that. Hmm … tell me what else you’ve tried.”

      “There was a Lovers of Mother Earth conference two years ago, and I made them seatmates. That went over like a lead balloon. Then last year, I sent him to surf at her favorite beach. I thought with all the early morning sunlight and him in a wet suit instead of a business suit, maybe she’d see another side of him. Nope. Then—”

      “Here you go, guys. Let me know if you need anything else.” Victory dropped off our sandwiches, stopping me mid-rant.

      “You get the idea,” I said after she’d left, taking the first bite of my favorite double-bacon club.

      “I do. You get points for creativity, but now that it’s this bad, it’s going to take a real grand gesture to get them over their past differences. But it’s okay. When in doubt, we go to the books! Right after lunch, I’m going to show you around the part of The Bookish Cat that applies.”

      An idea struck me, so obvious, I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it before now. “Speaking of books, I have a favor to ask.”

      “For you? Anything.”

      “Okay, part of the reason I got into my predicament seven years ago was more than just making some mistakes matching my couples. I lost something, an angelic artifact, and it suddenly occurred to me that you might be able to help me find it.”

      “O-kay …” she dragged the word out, looking confused.

      “It’s a book. Leather cover, embossed with a feather, though I don’t know if a human would be able to make out the insignia. There’s nothing terribly unusual about it to the naked eye, though it holds a lot of power. The inside would look blank, actually, because only someone with angelic blood can read the angelic seals. And it has to be in the state because it can’t have gone far from where it was lost.”

      Her eyes grew wide. “You lost an angel book on earth?”

      “Yes, unfortunately. Makes your tax mishap not look so bad, huh?”

      “What if it’s just gone? Stolen? Destroyed.”

      “Sweet Josie. Things which come from beyond cannot be destroyed.” She tilted her head, weighing the idea. “Fact is, it has a kind of magnetism to me. It’s not lost forever, but it isn’t found either. And I suspect a rare book collector would be exactly the type it might find itself with. And that is now right in your wheelhouse. Do you think you could ask around, see if anyone has it in their collection, or maybe in a museum?”

      She grew still, wiping her hands on her napkin thoughtfully. “If it looks like a blank notebook, how would someone know they’d found it? Notebooks are a dime a dozen, even old leather-bound ones. It’s a needle in a haystack.”

      I drummed my fingers on the table, thinking. How would she know if she’d found it? “Well, I could obviously tell, if you were able to bring it to me. If not, you’d have to open it under the moonlight. There’s an inscription on the inside of the back cover, marking it for what it is. May I?”

      I gestured to her notepad, and she passed it over. I quickly sketched out the sealing sigil and slid it back across the table to her.

      “I’ve never seen a notebook with this in it, but I’ve also never made a point to look under the moonlight. I’ll keep an eye out, and see if I can help you find it.” She took a big bite of the sandwich and scrunched up her face.

      “You don’t like it?”

      She set the sandwich down and looked out the window. “I think I’ve lost my appetite.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

          
            JOSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the day felt like years.

      All I wanted to do was get that book home and hold it in the moonlight, but there was no hurrying the moon.

      I watched the minutes tick by, first at the shop where I got to help a sweet group of third graders pick out girl-power stories, and then helped an older gentleman find a book on overcoming grief. His hands shook as he held the tome, thanking me with glossy eyes.

      And then it was time to go home.

      I held the mysterious notebook in the palm of my hand as I walked to my reading nook, where the sleeping cats immediately woke and scattered. They knew something was up. Cats always knew, and these in particular had their own special connection to other worlds that I couldn’t understand.

      The large window in my reading nook had a perfect view of the moon and I silently gave thanks for a cloudless night.

      Slowly, cautiously, I lowered myself onto the cushion, placing the book on my lap. In the worn leather I could just about make out the embossing, which could very well have been a feather … but maybe not. Maybe it was just an artistic symbol, not at all what Caleb described. Maybe I could convince myself this wasn’t what Caleb was looking for, and therefore I could keep him in this world a little longer. Or forever.

      One thing was for sure: the sensation the book gave me was electric in a way it had never been before, like the time Fred made me touch my tongue to both tips of a nine-volt battery.

      “That’s still not proof,” I said to the closed cover. The blank pages inside seemed to mock my feeble attempt to explain its strangeness away.

      The leather felt oddly warm, alive under my touch. I took a deep breath, mentally preparing myself for the next step.

      My hands trembled as I slowly opened the book to the inside of the back cover.

      And then I was blind.

      An intense golden light burst from the page, so brilliant I had to squeeze my eyes shut. The book slipped from my hands, landing with a thud, but the light remained, unwavering.

      As I batted my eyes open, a beam shone up into the ceiling, and even though I could see my ceiling was perfectly intact, I could also see something else.

      Something beyond the ceiling.

      Beyond the skies.

      Into the great beyond.

      I slammed the book closed, not daring another second with it. The sensation I'd felt when I brushed my fingers over the cover paled in comparison to the raw power I had just witnessed.

      There was not a shred of doubt that this was Caleb’s angel book.

      And possibly my last chance to keep him with me on Earth.
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        * * *

      

      I was hunched over my desk the next morning, intentionally buried under paperwork Fred sent me so that I could pretend for a little longer that I didn’t know the nature of Caleb’s book. But a curious sound broke the silence. Music, vibrant and peppy, and undoubtedly out of place. I picked this spot for The Bookish Cat specifically because it was quiet, but just off one of the main drags.

      I set aside the application for a new business tax break, because whatever was going on sounded like it was worth seeing.

      Music from the eighties filled the air as I opened the door, and my first thought was that a flash mob in costume had come to the neighborhood. I loved a good flash mob and the shop was currently empty, so I stepped out the door.

      Before me, the sidewalk had transformed into a spontaneous dance floor with a flurry of movement, fingers jazz-handing in the air. A group of women in matching velour tracksuits shuffled and swayed, their silver wigs catching in the sunlight. Except …

      Wait, those aren’t wigs. And those aren’t costumes.

      A crowd of elderly ladies were cutting the rug to an eighties heartthrob, and they were heading my way.

      In the midst of them all, one woman stood out. With a mini boombox perched on her shoulder, she led the brigade of dancers with a spryness that contradicted her age.

      The way the woman tossed her head left and right reminded me so much of—

      "Nana Geraldine?" I blurted in surprise.

      Nana Geraldine, clad in bright purple leggings and a sweatband around her forehead, was front and center. She kicked high for her age, bent low, and twirled, her arms windmilling wildly in the air. She was both graceful and unpredictable, with facial expressions that belonged on a commercial for a cruise boat.

      Behind her, the ladies mimicked her moves with varying levels of success. One particularly enthusiastic lady, wearing oversized sunglasses, did almost a full split, though her friend yanked her back up.

      As the music hit the final chord, the group struck a pose, hands on hips, elbows out, in a full diva stance. I can now attest that a crowd of eighty-year-old-plus ladies in Lycra is far less frightening than I would have imagined.

      Nana scuttled right over to me. “Do we know how to make an entrance or what!”

      Next thing I knew, Nana Geraldine and her jazzercise troop stormed The Bookish Cat like a pack of lively flamingos. The silence of my bookshop was shattered by their energetic chatter, interspersed with the occasional whoop.

      They flocked towards the romance section, huddling close around the shelves.

      “Here’s what we’re looking for, girls!” one of the ladies shouted.

      Oh, my word. Steamy Highlander romance, of all things?

      I could feel the blush creeping up my neck as Nana Geraldine held up one of the books, its cover flaunting a bare-chested hunk with flowing hair.

      "Look at this one, ladies!" she squealed, pointing at the book. "Those biceps could crack walnuts!"

      "Good gracious!" One of the ladies gasped, running to check it out.

      The ladies chattered amongst themselves, and as much as I tried to turn my attention to tax forms, it just wasn’t possible. The women fawned over the bodice-ripping tales, giggling and whispering amongst themselves.

      "Oh, Betty, look at this one!" Nana Geraldine held up a book with a Highlander in a kilt, his chest gleaming under the painted sunlight. "Isn't he a handsome brute?"

      Betty, a petite woman with hair as white as snow, squinted at the book before she gave a sharp nod. "Handsome, yes, but nothing compared to the hunk on A Highlander's Promise. Now that's a man."

      “Nana,” I half-whispered, “What’s the deal with the enthusiasm for Highlanders?”

      "It's the kilts," she quipped. "So much … mystery."

      Another round of laughter burst from the shelves, louder this time. Nana Geraldine looked at me, a gleam in her eye. "So dear, do you have a favorite?"

      “Highlander?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      I felt my face grow hot, but I took the teasing in stride. "I can't say I have a favorite, Nana. I … appreciate all the … erm, covers."

      Nana Geraldine winked at me. "That's my girl!"

      I shook my head, smiling despite myself. The giggling group of jazzercising, steamy Highlander-loving ladies had turned my bookstore into a lively mess, but I didn't mind it one bit.

      As the women continued on, Nana laid a soft, wrinkled hand on my arm and gave it a gentle squeeze. "You know, my girl," she said, her voice soft and full of warmth, "I'm proud of you. Proud of you for taking a dream and turning it into this … this wonder.”

      It meant a lot to me, and most of all that the woman who had been my cheerleader my whole life was still here to see it.

      “Thank you, Nana.” My voice broke as I dared to imagine a world without Nana. “You know a lot of it is thanks to you.”

      “Let’s not battle with feelings now, sweetie pie.” She winked. “You have other joyful topics, like your own Highlander romance.” She must have seen the question on my face because she added. “You know, that tall,, handsome drink of holy water.”

      “Nana!”

      “What? It’s not blasphemy if it’s true.” She huddled up close. “It can’t be easy for you to wrap your head around what he is. Wrapping your arms, however—”

      “Nana, I am not going there with you.”

      “Okay, then stick with the topic at hand. What’s the deal with the angel? Are you his Chosen?”

      His Chosen? This was the first time this word had ever come up. Caleb had never said anything about it. But could that be what happened with that incredible kiss? Was I being chosen?

      “Okay, I can see on your face that you don’t know anything about it.”

      “Nothing,” I admitted. “But I do know that he’s doing everything to get back into the heavens. And with only one more couple to match, he’s already got one foot out the door.”

      “And where’s his other foot?”

      I beckon with a finger for Nana to come behind the counter, where I covertly pull the notebook out, just enough so that she can see it.

      “It’s his?” she asked wide-eyed.

      I nod.

      “And I suppose he doesn’t know you have it?”

      “I’ve had it for seven years.”

      “Ohhhhh.” She bites her lip. “Then you’re in a predicament indeed. Keep the book and keep the man—”

      “Exactly.”

      “—or give the book back and keep the man.”

      “You see—wait, what?”

      Nana crossed her arms the way she used to do when I was a girl and asked when the cookies would be finished baking. Her answer was always the same: when they’re done.

      “Dear, no matter what, that book must return to him. If you keep it, you’ll never know if he’s staying for you or if he’s stuck on some divine tether. If you are his Chosen, then the heavens will find a way for you to be together.”

      “And if I’m not?”

      She caressed my cheek. “Then you have to let him go.”

      Nana’s eyes held mine, a tear brimming.

      “Is that what happened to you, Nana?”

      “Something like that.”

      A fire alarm went off. Fire and books are the worst possible combination, swiftly followed by water and books, so I flew into action.

      “Everyone out! Clear the shop! I’m going for the extinguisher!”

      “Hold up!” a lady called out. “That’s just my phone. It’s the ringtone for my nephew.”

      “Anita!” Nana shouted. “You gave us a heart attack!”

      “He’s a firefighter,” Anita shrugged. “And I’m half deaf.”

      “So that’s why you never get the kick-ball-change in rhythm.” Nana shook her head dismissively.

      “Look what he just found!” Anita held up the phone. “Strolling along the tidal end of Alki beach. It’s an orca! Poor thing is washed up on the rocks. He’s gone to alert the authorities.”

      A beached orca … help not yet on the way …

      “Your gears are turning,” Nana whispers.

      “They are. And I’ve got to go.” I grab my phone and dial Caleb, who answers on the first ring.

      “Josie? What’s—”

      “No time, listen up. I know how to get your couple together.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

          
            CALEB

          

        

      

    

    
      My ears were ringing. Why were my ears ringing?

      “Caleb, are you listening to me? I said there’s a beached orca on Alki Beach! This is perfect! We can get both of your eco-lovers over there and help them save the whale together. But we’ve got to move quickly. Barb can watch the store, and I can meet you there, but it’ll be—”

      “I’m coming to get you. Stay at the shop, and we’ll go together.”

      “Okay, okay. I’ll get my things together, but hurry!”

      She hung up the phone without saying goodbye, leaving me alone with the tinny ring.

      No, not yet. I can’t leave her yet. I still have to figure out if I’ve started the seal on her!

      I swiped my keys off the hook and jogged to my car, the old Buick Grand National purring like a kitten when I cranked it up, as always. But even the rumble of my classic car couldn’t bring a smile to my face. Not when the ringing in my ears meant that I was nearly done with my task, and any minute I’d be called back to stand before the heavenly host.

      Plus, I still hadn’t found the book. How could I be so close to completing my mission without it? It didn’t make sense.

      I whipped out of the parking lot more quickly than I should have, and forced myself to suck some deep breaths through my nose as I made the ten-minute drive to The Bookish Cat. My hands were steady if a bit white-knuckled on the wheel when I parked next to the curb, jumping out to tell Josie I was there.

      I hadn’t made it through the front door when a wolf-whistle cut through the usually quiet bookshop.

      “Well, look at you, Mr. Hot-to-trot! I like your car. The eighties were my jam.” An elderly woman in neon lycra sidled up next to me. Her hair was sprayed into a flare of riotous curls, and was she wearing a pearl necklace and earrings with her … was that workout gear? I blinked, trying to figure out what was going on, as a peppy eighties song played over the sound system I didn’t know the shop had.

      “Josie?” I called, opting to go straight to the source. Maybe she had planned some sort of eighties theme day, and I missed the memo.

      “Caleb! There you are.” She plucked her messenger bag from behind the counter, and walked quickly towards me. But she didn’t make it all the way to my side before I heard a familiar voice.

      “There he is, ladies! That’s my great-granddaughter’s new beau! Isn’t he a doll?” Nana Geraldine crowed happily.

      Coos of, “Oh, he’s so handsome!” and “He’d be a perfect cover model for Highlander Escape” had me backing towards the front door like a deer surrounded by a dozen hunters. More and more of Nana’s friends came pouring out of the stacks, several of them with towering piles of books adorned with bare-chested men in kilts. All of them wore fluorescent lycra and leg warmers.

      “This has been great, ladies.” Josie tried to save us. “Unfortunately, we must be going. We’ve got an urgent—”

      Someone poked me in the backside, so I grabbed Josie’s arm and bolted for the door.

      She laughed at my panic as she slid into the passenger seat. Before I pulled away from the curb, I saw a dozen ladies, all with their noses pressed against the glass door.

      “What is wrong with you? Surely you’re not afraid of Nana Geraldine’s friends. They’re sweet as can be.”

      “Maybe to you. Did you see how they were looking at me? I felt like they had x-ray goggles. And I’m pretty sure one of them pinched my butt. That’s when I bolted.”

      She stifled her giggles with a hand over her mouth, but I could see the laughter in her eyes.

      “Laugh all you want. I’m going to get us safely to the beach.”

      “I’m sorry! It’s just too cute. Here you are, an angel with all this divine power, and yet … you’re scared off by a bunch of elderly ladies in their workout gear.” She tittered again, and it was like a dam burst inside me. All of a sudden I was laughing, and then she was laughing louder, and we were just cackling like loons as I drove us down the highway.

      We made good time, and I started pulling both Marigold and Axel to the beach as we crossed the city. While I usually would have used some vague suggestion, this time I opted for an anonymous text to both of their cell phones.

      Anon: Beached orca at Alki. All hands on deck!

      They both responded back in the affirmative, and twenty minutes later when we arrived, I could feel their auras approaching.

      “What do we do now?” Josie asked as we climbed out of the car, leaving her messenger bag behind. I paused, staring at the bag for a second. The ringing in my ears was intensifying, but that made no sense. Marigold was coming from the other direction, and Axel was already on the beach.

      “Caleb, are you okay?” She asked again, concern stealing over her beautiful features.

      “Sorry, yes. I’m fine. Now we find an unobtrusive spot to watch and pull strings if necessary.”

      “Okay, I kind of thought we could go help them save the orca.”

      “That’s also an option.”

      She tugged me by the elbow, not the least bit put off by the clinging sand. She quickly charged ahead, undeterred by the throngs of beachgoers. I followed, struggling with disorientation from the persistent ringing. It was growing steadily louder as the crowd thinned, and the ground beneath our feet shifted from sand to pebbles.

      “Can we just—hang on, I need a second.” I stopped, dropping my hands to my knees. I shook my head, trying desperately to clear it.

      “What’s wrong?” She laid a hand tenderly on my back, and I closed my eyes.

      How many more of those little touches did I have left? Not many.

      Dread curdled in my stomach at the thought of losing her. Today, tomorrow? The ringing would only intensify until the clarion call came, and I would be pulled back to the heavens to face the host.

      The ringing steadied, and I slowly straightened.

      “I don’t have much time left,” I admitted.

      “What do you mean? Much time left for what?” Her brow furrowed, the excited energy of making a match together and saving a whale drained away from her like someone put a pinprick in the balloon of her happiness.

      “The call, it’s starting. It means I’m nearly done with my mission, and the host is about to call me back.” I pointed up to the sky, and her eyes widened.

      “What happens then?” She swallowed hard. “Will you … will you be able to come back?”

      “I don’t know.” The words were hoarse, and she closed her eyes as if I’d smacked her.

      It felt like I’d been punched, too.

      After a few long moments, she opened her eyes again, a new determination in them. “That means we’re on the right track, and we don’t have time to waste. Let’s get this couple together.” She looped her arm through mine, by my side, despite the fact that I was about to leave her, again.

      In that moment, I knew that it wasn’t possible for me to love this woman one speck more than I already did. She’d consumed me, filled up every place in my heart that used to feel so empty. Whenever she was near, everything clicked into place. With Josie, I felt whole.

      And I didn’t know how, or why, or what it would take to make it work.

      But I knew it to the very depths of my soul that she was mine, and I was hers.

      We crossed the pebbly shore, and after one more twist in the coastline, we saw the shape of the beached orca, people crowding around it. One of them was pointing and shouting orders, trying to get people into place, while a few others had buckets and were dumping water over it, keeping its skin wet.

      “Oh, Caleb, it’s really stuck. How in the world are we going to get it out of here?” Josie asked, immediately focused on the orca’s plight, instead of our own rapidly-dwindling time together.

      The gathered crowd was attempting to get it upright, instead of on its side, where it was currently. That was when Marigold arrived. The spark of recognition between her and Axel tipped me off, and I honed in on the two of them.

      “They’re here.” I nodded toward the two would-be lovers, exchanging words we were too far away to hear.

      “How do they seem? You can tell from a distance, right?”

      “They’re okay, both focused on the orca, right now.”

      “Right. Let’s get over there and pitch in.” She set her jaw in determination, and we crossed the last of the distance.

      It was breathtaking and sad, seeing one of God’s creatures up close. Breathtaking because the orca was magnificent, a male, not quite full-grown. But sad, because I could sense his distress. I sent a wave of soothing calm over the animal, while simultaneously sending a tendril of power down, down, down, to start funneling out a deeper channel beneath him, urging the water to come up quicker than it would on its own.

      Can I change the tide?

      I’d never tried something of that magnitude; never needed to. I reached out with my power and pulled, urging the water to hurry. If it worked or not, I couldn’t say. Only time would tell.

      “Everybody to this side! We need to get him upright, before the water starts coming back in.” To my surprise, it was Axel, button-up shirt sleeves rolled up past his elbows, water and grit stuck to his otherwise fine clothing, who was directing the rescue efforts.

      Josie and I circled the orca, and lent our muscle to the efforts to get the creature upright. He panicked, and thrashed his tail when everyone started pushing on him, but I urged him back to calm, pressing the suggestion that we were all here to help. He stilled, and moving as one, all of the volunteers heaved along his side, trying to get him back upright.

      Water lapped at our ankles as our first attempt failed.

      “Take a breather, and we’ll go again! Bucket brigade, let’s do another run. We can’t let it dry out!”

      Marigold took a bucket from a flagging volunteer and sprinted to the deeper water. She ran with practiced ease in the sand, making four laps before Axel called out for everyone to push again.

      “Now!” Axel called.

      Josie grunted as she put her shoulder into the whale’s black and white hide, putting everything she had into the effort. We all heaved again, but this time while everyone pushed, I exerted my angelic might, moving the sand beneath the orca so he could roll to his belly.

      “Oh my goodness, I did not think we were going to budge him.” Josie turned to me, eyes questioning as she swiped her hair out of her face, leaving a trail of sand and seawater across her forehead.

      “I may have helped a little,” I answered quietly.

      I stumbled back a step as the ringing in my ears took on a strange, doubled quality. It was a sound like when two speakers were too close together, and I couldn’t help but grab my ear. It felt like my head was going to crack in two. I had to see this through, and quickly, or else I would be too incapacitated to help anyone.

      “Caleb? Caleb! You’re scaring me. Tell me what I can do.” Josie held my shoulders, her worried face peering up at mine.

      “It’s nearly time. I’ve got to get this whale back to sea, so they can—” I swayed on my feet and Josie held me tightly, not letting me pitch over.

      “Come here. Back out of the way, and sit down. You don’t have to be touching the whale to help, and if you fall you might get crushed.” The water was nearly to our knees now, coming in much more rapidly than usual.

      Was that why I was having trouble? Had I used too much power, trying to call the tide?

      I didn’t know, but what was done was done.

      “Everyone to the front! The stretcher is here. Let’s see if we can’t get it under him, and get him off these rocks!” Axel bellowed, and volunteers darted this way and that, everyone trying to grab a section of the thick orange fabric. Josie guided me to a drier spot on the rocks, and looped her arm around my waist as we watched the people work.

      Marigold and Axel were side by side, shoulder to shoulder as they tugged and maneuvered the stretcher. Watching them work like a well-oiled machine brought a smile to my face, despite how terrible I felt.

      The water was coming in faster now, already lapping at our toes even though we’d come a good ways up the rocky beach. I felt a siphoning sensation, as if something was draining out of my chest, and I realized with a start that I was still calling the tide. I didn’t know how to stop, nor if I could, until the whale was back out to sea. The volunteers continued working the stretcher underneath him, but I had to speed things along.

      Closing my eyes, I blocked out everything else. Everything except the salty ocean breeze and the feel of Josie’s arms around my waist. And I pushed.

      Reaching down deep, to the core of my being, I tapped into the fount of golden divinity that resided inside of me. I leaned into Josie, pressing my cheek to her forehead, and the skin-to-skin contact made my power swell, eager under my direction. Forming it into a scoop-like shape, I urged it under and up, easing the way for the humans working to save the orca.

      Shouts of encouragement rose from the beach, but the tin ringing in my ears grew to drown them out, reaching higher and higher.

      I felt more than I heard Josie gasp at my side, and then she was shaking me. “Caleb! It’s done! Caleb, open your eyes!”

      I did, and smiled at the sight of a black dorsal fin disappearing under the surf, the orca already speeding away from land, back to deeper waters where it belonged. The volunteers were all cheering, many hugging, as a few of them dragged the stretcher back out of the water.

      But that wasn’t what my eyes focused on. No, it was Axel, arms curled protectively around Marigold, the two of them locked in an earth-shattering kiss.

      “We did it.”

      “We sure did.”

      The ringing changed in resonance, arcing towards a crescendo, and I must have closed my eyes again, because Josie was shaking me. Yelling for me to open them back up.

      “Come on, we’ve got to get back to the car.”

      “I’m out of time, Josie. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “No! Caleb, now. It’s urgent!” She dragged me to my feet, and I stumbled after her. But I knew deep down, even if we made it to the car, I would only have moments after that before I was taken.

      Taken back to the heavens, and out of her life.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

          
            JOSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      The salt air had never felt so heavy. Caleb leaned against me, his strength ebbing away as pain gripped him. My heart broke, but there was nothing I could do except get him back to the car. Every step we took was an ordeal.

      "Nearly there, Caleb," I murmured, doing my best to keep my voice steady.

      His arm was slung over my shoulders, his weight substantial yet familiar against my side. As we reached the sleek black classic car, I gently guided him into the passenger seat. He was heavier than he looked. His skin was ashen, eyes clouded; it was a stark contrast to his usual radiance. His perpetual grace was missing, replaced by stiffness as he gripped his head.

      I closed the door, the solid click echoing ominously. For a moment, I leaned against the cool metal of the car, watching the scene of new love between Marigold and Axel. Jealousy burned in my chest. Why shouldn’t I get my man? Why was I the one who had to give him his last remaining artifact, the one that would send him off, possibly never to return.

      Never.

      It was too much, too dark, too deep of a word.

      But I had already made my choice.

      My gaze dropped to my bag in the car’s back seat. A book. A book that held the power to send him back to a world beyond what my eyes would ever see. A tool of salvation and a harbinger of our end.

      It was his, yet it felt like it was mine, too.

      I opened the driver’s side door and slipped in beside him. My hand trembled as I reached into my bag, the cool, embossed leather of the notebook meeting my fingertips and instantly heating up. A shiver ran down my spine, the sensation eerily similar to the very first time Caleb had grazed his fingers against mine. With a deep breath, I pulled the book out. It felt heavier than it should, every ounce loaded with the weight of longing, regret, and acceptance.

      Giving it back to Caleb was like handing over a piece of my heart, a part of my life that I wasn't ready to let go of. But as I looked at him, hunched and hurting in the car, I knew I’d made the right choice.

      With the notebook weighing heavily in my hands, I met Caleb's eyes. His features were drawn, the usual spark of life subdued. I knew there was only one thing I could do to make it better. And in that moment, I could deny him nothing. Even if it would break my heart into a million pieces.

      "This belongs to you," I said, my voice a hushed whisper in the car's confines. As the words left my lips, it felt like a piece of my heart had been torn away.

      The notebook left my hands, moving to Caleb's. Our fingers brushed in a bittersweet farewell.

      The moment the leather binding met his skin, the pallor left his face. His eyes widened, surprise quickly giving way to a profound relief, leaving only stunned silence.

      The faintest of smiles danced on his lips. “You had it.”

      “All this time. Do you begrudge me for it?”

      “I never could.” The corners of his eyes crinkled. “It was meant to be that way.”

      In that instant, everything around us stilled. Time came to a halt, a perfect frozen snapshot of life as we knew it. The laughter and chatter of beachgoers, the distant honking of cars, even the soothing crash of the Pacific waves against the shore—all was held suspended.

      The world had taken a collective breath, waiting, watching, as if it knew the significance of this singular moment.

      In that surreal bubble, it was just Caleb and me.

      This was how it was meant to be. This was the right thing. We were a part of something larger than ourselves, a narrative spun by the hands of fate, and now, our page was being turned.

      “My Caleb,” I said, knowing that any word I said could be the last I’d ever say to him. “It’s my turn to tell you what you told me seven years ago. Those words changed my life and brought you back into it.”

      “Josie …” Anguish in his eyes, his voice, the tilt of his head.

      “The future you seek is already seeking you.”

      The distant toll of a bell cut through the silence, though I knew no churches were around here. As the sound echoed, winding its way through the frozen tableau of the world, Caleb turned to face me. His eyes held a world of emotions—fear, determination, and underpinning it all, a love so profound it left me breathless.

      He leaned toward me, his hands cradling my face as the world waited. His breath ghosted over my lips, a soft brush in the stillness …

      And then, he was gone.

      The warmth disappeared and his touch faded, leaving the passenger seat empty.

      The world continued as it had been. The orca volunteers laughed, cars zoomed by, and waves crashed against the shore.

      And I was alone.

      I stared at the place he'd been, the lingering traces of his presence still tangible. I touched my lips, still tingling from his kiss. It was the right thing. He was where he needed to be.

      Slumped against the steering wheel as volunteers outside cheered for the rescued orca, I cried until there were no tears left.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

          
            CALEB

          

        

      

    

    
      I blinked at my surroundings, trying to remember where I was, and what was going on. Everything was white. There was no defined floor, or ceiling, or walls. Just … white. The white of a blank page, of empty air, of clouds.

      The host.

      The sensations of Earth still rested on my skin, Josie’s words, telling me I could go, hummed in my ears though that world was already far behind me.

      I’d been drawn into the antechamber. But why wasn’t I inside? I looked down, and realized I was still clutching the book of angelic seals, Josie’s last gift to me. I clutched it to my heart, tears beading at the corner of my eyes as I thought of her pressing it into my hand. Her love as evident as the book in my hands. Showing me I could fulfill my destiny just as she was doing now. Even though it hurt her, she’d still let me go.

      And yet here I was, waiting in the antechamber.

      Was I supposed to keep waiting or go inside? I didn’t know. There was no visible doorway, so waiting seemed right. But for what?

      My ears popped as the air pressure changed next to me, signaling that I had company. I turned to find Gabriel studying me.

      “Welcome to the celestial waiting room. Seems you have a decision to make.”

      “What? How is that possible? The host will decide if I’ve done enough to earn my wings once more.”

      He smiled, the expression gentler than I was used to from my archangel friend.

      “Caleb, I’ve been trying to steer you for quite a while, but I think the time for subtlety has passed, or you wouldn’t be stuck in limbo.”

      In limbo.

      The words struck an ancient fear into my heart.

      “You have to decide if you want to claim Josie as your Chosen. I really thought that kiss to prove her parents wrong would have done it, but I guess even I’m wrong some of the time. All that fantastic meddling, and you’re still stuck. It’s rude, really.” He sniffed dramatically.

      “Wait, you were the one pushing her parents to disbelief?”

      “Guilty as charged. You see, you had your matches to make, and I had mine. But your time has come, and the moment of decision is now. If you wait any longer, the window will have closed on yours and Josie’s chance. I let her find the book, you ignored the signs. I led you to the bookstore, you figured it was to help you match couples. You are no easy mark, Cupid Caleb. Much like Marigold and Axel, yesterday was the final day for you two to decide, before setting off repercussions that span generations. Frankly, I didn’t think you’d cut it so close to the line, but you’re stubborn. That’s unusual for a cupid. And yet just something more you and Josie have in common.” He winked at me.

      I gaped at him, jaw slack, completely flabbergasted.

      I get to choose. An angel has never before had a human Chosen, yet they are letting me choose.

      All the rest faded to background noise. I was here, in the antechamber, to decide if I was going to claim Josie as my Chosen or reclaim my birthright and my wings. Of course, I wanted her. I wanted her with every fiber of my being, every molecule yearned to complete the bond—and yes, I could feel it now that we were on the incorporeal plane—the golden tendrils that transcended time and space, fragile as silk thread and yet connecting us. Binding our souls.

      Such small beginnings, but it meant that the seal had begun to weave us together.

      But what would happen with the host if I claimed her as Chosen? Would I be cast down, sealing my fate as fallen, and hers as bound to a being who would only grow darker as my angelic light faded for good?

      I couldn’t condemn her to that fate. It would be worse than death, for a beautiful spirit such as hers to be bound to ever-deepening darkness.

      But … if I didn’t choose her, didn’t complete the seal, she’d be alone forever. She’d have her bookshop, her friends, and her cats. Even her family would be by her side; I truly believed that now. But, companionship? A spouse, children? She wouldn’t have any of that.

      And I wouldn’t be able to go back to her. I saw that now, saw it laid out in Gabriel’s somber words that our window was about to close, permanently.

      What would she want me to choose? It felt wrong to take that decision from her, but I’d missed my chances to ask her.

      And I’d never really explained. We’d been so caught up, so embroiled in the day-to-day, that I’d never sat her down and told her what she was to me. How precious.

      I’d never even told her the truth, that I loved her.

      “It’s time, Caleb. The host grows impatient.”

      I looked up, letting my fingers trace over the cover of the book that she’d kept safe for me, for seven long, lonely years. The faintest whiff of her essence still clung to it.

      And suddenly, I knew.

      “I’m ready.”

      He nodded, looking grave.

      We stepped forward, side-by-side, into a doorway of light.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

          
            JOSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      As I approached the base of Mount Rainier, I could feel a quiet melancholy welling up in my chest. The towering mass of stone and snow loomed above me, both a challenge and a promise. Caleb and I had said we’d do it together, but I had to make my own way now. He’d been gone for three weeks, and though there were moments I thought I felt his presence, his watchful eye upon me, I knew it had to be from afar.

      The air was crisp and clean, filling my lungs with an invigorating chill as I shouldered my gear, the weight comfortable and grounding. I ignored the voice inside me that said I’m like Frodo leaving the Shire, because I was not in the mood to confront any wizards, warlocks, or witches on this trip. Especially since I knew now more than ever that it was a real possibility.

      Each tiny detail of the world around me seemed magnified, the crunch of gravel underfoot, the sweet, sap-filled scent of the pine trees, the cool touch of the early morning wind against my skin. I was alone, yet I felt an inexplicable connection to everything around me – to the mountain, to the sky, to the very air I breathed.

      I had decided to undertake this expedition alone, equipped with only my backpack and the grief that fueled my heart. I didn't want the distraction of a trekking group, the chatter, and the constant companionship. I needed solitude—a chance to clear my mind and my soul, to face my own thoughts and fears without the noise of the world interfering.

      A tiny seed of hope had taken root within me. If I could just reach the top of this mountain, to see alone what Caleb and I had planned to do together, I might find a way to start over.

      Perhaps on the summit of Mount Rainier, I could begin a life without Caleb.

      The whistle of a gentle wind made the vast expanse feel even more lonely.

      … until I heard a purr.

      “Now what on earth are you doing here?”

      There was no point in asking, for Gatsby, Matilda, and Heathcliff were never going to be the domesticated felines who puttered about the house. I never would have pegged them for hiking companions either, but there they were, ready to go.

      "Well," I murmured, "looks like it's just the four of us, then."

      With a deep breath, I straightened up, casting one last glance at the world below before turning to face the path ahead. As I headed forward, the cats fell into step beside me, their little bodies weaving around my legs as we ventured onward. Despite the sadness that tinged the journey, it was one I had to do.

      By the end of the day, my body was wiped, but the sense of accomplishment overtook any aching muscles. I found a cozy spot and wrestled the tent into submission. I crawled inside with Gatsby, Heathcliff, and Matilda right behind me.

      They had taken every step at my side, stopping with me to nibble or when tears welled my eyes so severely that I risked missing the path. With their little bodies curled up against my tired legs and their purring filling the quiet night, I drifted into a deep, comforting sleep.

      Until the tent flapped in what must have been a freak windstorm.

      I unzipped the tent door and the cats rushed out, probably seeking shelter in something that wasn’t about to blow away. I, however, had no other choice.

      I hunkered down and waited as the morning was a bluster of snow and wild gusts, turning my tent into a shivering, pitiful excuse of a fortress.

      None of this had been in the forecast. It felt like the mountain had turned on me overnight.

      “Why? Why is this happening now?” I screamed at the wind as it whipped against the tent. “Why can’t I catch one single break? Isn’t it bad enough that I was left behind, now the one thing I’m trying to do to heal myself has to go wrong, too?”

      The storm outside wasn't half as bad as the one in my head. I was mad. Mad at myself, mad at the weather, mad at the heavens, mad at Caleb. The tent was too small to contain me, so even though the gusts threatened to tear my tent away, I scrambled out of it.

      “Is this all you got?” I yelled at the sky. “Don’t you want to just throw me off of the side of the mountain? Or maybe just break my leg so that I have to crawl back down, leaving my dignity behind.”

      My voice was getting hoarse, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      “It’s not fair! None of this! All I wanted was to find my future. Is this it? Is this the future that’s seeking me, a freak storm with runaway cats, and the love of my life vanished? It’s not right!”

      The wind tore the tears from my face.

      “Caleb! Can you even hear me anymore? Why? Why did it have to be like this when everything around us, everything within us screamed that we were meant to be together? Caleb!”

      The world went dark.

      I was enveloped in warmth, the winds instantly muffled and I was in an enclosure, a cocoon that protected me, though it was stifling me too. With my arms tucked against my chest, I had no room to move. I could hardly breathe.

      Am I dying?

      And then there was light. I was right where I had been, on the side of the mountain, but everything had changed. No more wind, no more squall. Only a few fluffy clouds were in the sky, which I was sure was a shade of blue I had never seen before.

      Beside me stood Caleb.

      Vast and luminous, his wings filled the space around us. Silken and mesmerizing, each feather shimmered in the colors of champagne, blushing rose petals, and the occasional deep red among the others. They were the color of love itself. Fanned out, they were majestic but also held a quality of a demi-world. As if they could only be half-present in this plane of existence.

      His muscles tensed as he tucked his wings behind him and brushed my cheek with the back of his fingers.

      I shook my head, but he was still there. Not an apparition, not a dream. I squinted up, his ethereal figure towering over me. Feathers fluttered gently in the light breeze that had been an icy tempest just a moment before.

      "That storm,” I started, my voice quiet. “That was you.”

      It was part accusation, part awe, part sheer delight that I didn’t dare let myself feel.

      Caleb's response was a grin, boyish and cheeky, his eyes gleaming with mischief.

      "Want a ride?" he asked, extending a hand. The moment I let my head nod, he swept me up, one arm securely around me, and we were off.

      Ascending through the crisp air, everything felt unreal. His divine energy wrapped around me, warm and protective. I'd never felt safer.

      At the summit, the world sprawled below us, a vast expanse of beauty that took my breath away. It was the sort of sight that puts everything into perspective, the sort of sight that makes you believe in the magic of life again.

      He landed, settling us at the top of the peak, holding my hands so I wouldn’t slip as a wing encircled me.

      The world unfurled around us like a masterpiece painted by the hands of the divine. The vibrant green of the valleys sprawled below, adorned with wildflowers that bloomed like a palette of summer's colors—vivid yellow, burning orange, and soft lavender.

      We were somewhere between heaven and Earth.

      And that was why I couldn’t let myself simply enjoy the moment. Was this his last goodbye?

      “Caleb—”

      “Shh,” he put a finger to my lips, his eyes reflecting the blue of the sky above. "It turns out that the future I sought was seeking me too.”

      “Does this mean …” I was afraid to ask the question out loud, afraid that he would be snatched from me yet again.

      “I am yours, Miss Josephine Ray. Forever. You are my Chosen. The only thing left to know is whether you accept.”

      I knew the answer to this question before he asked. “I do.”

      He leaned in, his lips meeting mine in a kiss that was full of divine promise. A promise that we would be together. That the future was ours. That our love transcended time and space.

      A promise, finally, that he would always be mine.
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            EPILOGUE - CALEB

          

        

      

    

    
      Life had a funny way of going around in circles. I stood on the corner of The Ave and 42nd, once again tracking a woman. Controlling the traffic lights to bring her to her beloved. But this time, the woman was Josie. And I was her beloved.

      It was Friday, and every Friday we celebrated another week together as Chosen at the Rocksmith Café.

      Josie insisted, saying that couple habits would do us good, and my girl was stubborn when she got her sights set on something she wanted.

      But I didn’t mind. Because our Friday afternoon lunches were a chance for me to slowly widen her knowledge of the supernatural world. She was part of it now, as my Chosen, and was beginning to share a few of my powers. She could sense me, no matter where I was in the world, and we were practicing her identification of other supernatural races.

      “Sorry I’m late!” she called as I turned the last light green. She threw her arms around my neck, landing a kiss on my lips that still made my knees go weak. “Mom and Dad came around again. Would you believe they’ve taken up reading poetry aloud to each other?”

      “No kidding.”

      “It’s true!” She laughed, a joyful and honest laugh that came every time her parents stopped by the shop. “I used my little—ahem—gift to help them find the perfect verses for a cozy night at home. They said reading poetry aloud is a good counter balance to the numbers they crunch together. ‘Daytime is for math and evening is for art.’ Mom actually said that!”

      I grinned at my own secret. The little hint I had given to her parents, pulling a book of poetry her father had offered her mother in their early days of dating, had done the trick.

      “We always knew they’d come around.”

      “You knew it. I didn’t.” She planted another sweet kiss on me and led me into the Rocksmith Café.

      We walked into the patio seating area, where several tables were already full. I’d test Josie’s knowledge after we ordered, but I could already tell she would have a tough time with it today. She could identify wolf shifters and trolls easily, but there was a table full of Warlocks all using heavy duty glamor, and I knew she’d be stumped.

      “Distracted today?” she whispered in my ear, teasing me before sliding into her usual seat.

      I slid my arm around her waist and pulled her to my side, as naturally as breathing. “Nope. Just checking out who was on the patio for today’s game of spot-the-supernatural.”

      She rubbed her hands together excitedly. “Ooh, I can’t wait! Do you think Victory will be in today, or does she still have morning sickness?” Josie and Victory had become fast friends since our bonding, and I loved watching the two of them explore the supernatural together.

      Two weeks ago, Victory had thrown up in somebody’s soup bowl. Apparently split pea and pregnancy didn’t mix well. Especially when, while carrying said soup, a friendly cupid notified her that she was carrying twins.

      Josie would never let me live that one down, but that was okay. I liked how comfortable she was with me now. Ever since we completed our seal, something had shifted in her. She was calm, relaxed.

      She knew that I was never going to leave her again.

      Plus, her powers of perfect book matching had exploded ten-fold, now that she had a direct connection to the angelic power that started it.

      “Why don’t you practice reaching out and seeing if she’s here?”

      She scrunched up her nose as she concentrated.

      “Mmm … I can’t tell.”

      “It’s okay, it’ll come with practice. You’ve got eternity to figure it out.”

      She smiled at me so sweetly, but I could feel the wonder and uncertainty both running through her at the reminder. She was still getting used to the idea that her life had changed on a very cellular level.

      Victory backed through one of the glass patio doors, answering her question. She delivered a massive tray of fish and chips to the table full of warlocks, then headed our way.

      “Are you two love birds here for the usual?” She grinned at us, resting her hand absently on a barely-there baby bump.

      “The usual, plus the news, obviously!” Josie was on the edge of her wrought iron chair.

      “Well, since you asked,” Victory said slyly, and then whipped out a reel of ultrasound photos. “It’s one of each. A boy and a girl.”

      Josie ‘oohed’ and ‘ahhed’ as she worked her way through the photos with Victory. My girl loved babies, and I had a feeling that one day soon she’d be telling me she was ready for one—or three—of our own. The cats needed friends, after all.

      But not until after we were married in the human way.

      Apparently, “we’ve already bonded permanently in an aerial ceremony with my cupid Chosen,” isn’t sufficient for traditional human parents. Nana Geraldine was cool with it—she waggled her eyebrows at me and asked if I owned a kilt every time we saw her now—but her parents were still adjusting to my otherness.

      I didn’t mind, though. Whatever it took, I’d be at Josie’s side.

      The soft pop of air pressure changing signaled Gabriel’s arrival. He also poofed a chair under him, between me and Josie.

      “So, how are my favorite celestial newlyweds?” He grinned back and forth between us.

      “We’re great, but I am never going to get used to that,” Josie waved her hand, referring to Gabriel’s habit of showing up unannounced.

      “Lover boy doesn’t poof home at the end of the night?” He jabbed a thumb at me.

      “No, he walks in the front door, like a normal … cupid.”

      Gabriel laughed. “Give it time. I can’t stay long, though. I’ve got a new assignment for you.” He passed me a silver folio. “This one’s in Paris. Here are their headshots, info on the back like usual. You should take Josie this time, show her the sights.”

      I looked across the table and cocked an eyebrow in question.

      “Ooh, yes! Can we please? I’ve never seen the Arc de Triomphe, or the Eiffel Tower, or—”

      Gabriel laughed one more time at her very human enthusiasm, and then poofed back out of the way.

      Victory and Josie had already started sketching a possible itinerary on the back of a napkin, so I flipped over the headshots to see who I’d been assigned next.

      Huh.

      A small-town Texan and a French billionaire. Step one would have to be getting the girl to Paris to meet him, which would be a challenge, since she’d never traveled. What if she were to travel with friends? I bet I could kill several birds with one stone. Or rather, create a whole lot of love matches in one fell swoop.

      This wasn’t going to be easy, but I was up for the challenge.

      Anything was possible with Josie at my side.
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            ABOUT THE AUTHORS

          

        

      

    

    
      April L. Moon

      A lover of all things paranormal, she thinks the story didn't stop at Twilight. April lives in Florida, with her husband and two children, and the Goldendoodle who runs the place. When she's not writing, she can be found watching Supernatural and Grimm, her two favorite shows, and eating copious amounts of chocolate.

      

      Elsie Woods

      Elsie Woods abandoned cold Canadian winters for southern France with her golden retriever and unicycling French hubby. When not writing, she can be found sipping tiny coffees by the Mediterranean, chatting with strangers, or munching on the most delicious cheese in the world.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AMAROK

          

          LEGENDS SERIES

          MAGGIE ADAMS

        

      

    

    
    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BLURB

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      It’s hard to keep secrets in a small town…

      

      Resigned to a lonely life without a mate, Jonas Blackshire reigns over the Midwest Council of Paranormal Beings.  It’s the perfect job for an alpha Amarok, a lone wolf shifter who has given up his search for a mate or a clan of his own. He’s an outcast, a werewolf/vampire hybrid and he’s made it his life’s mission to gather other outcasts and teach them how to better acclimate to live among the humans.

      At least until he meets fiery librarian, Matilda Mason, and realizes her curiosity is going to get her killed.

      

      Matilda Mason, Tillie, as her friends call her, has embarked upon her life’s dream- owning her own bookstore, specializing in antique books, and furthering her studies of the paranormal occurrences around the world. When a freak car accident lands her unconscious, on Jonas Blackshire’s front lawn, she begins to believe that fate has intervened to mess with her plans.  He’s enigmatic, sexy as sin, and incredibly contrary to her efforts to uncover the mystery of the paranormal happenings in the area.

      

      When an ancient athame’ resurfaces, signaling the return of an insidious evil Jonas and his paranormal friends banished years ago, it is up to the human and the Amarok to join forces and rid the world of this sinister demon forever.
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      An Amarok is a gigantic wolf in Inuit religion said to stalk and devour any person foolish enough to hunt alone at night. Unlike wolves who hunt in packs the Amarok hunts alone, the epitome of the lone wolf. They are larger than ordinary wolves and renowned for their ability to fade into the shadows of the woods. Some legends even say that these beasts can melt into shadow and leap unknowingly at their victims. They hunt only at night and could not be found during daylight hours.

      Within this legend, it is said the Amarok hunts humans who go out alone during the night punishing them for their foolishness with death. It casts an imposing figure and is believed to be a gigantic wolf with razor sharp teeth and exceptional predatory instincts. The tale of the Amarok is said to have its origins in old Eskimo stories about the now extinct dire wolf. Of the many tales that involve the Amarok, perhaps the most famous pertain to those of Heinrich Johannes Rink, a Danish explorer and geologist who recounted the several myths involving the wolf tales and traditions of the Eskimo. But while these stories are grim and often fraught with heinous killings, many stories regarding the Amarok depict the wolf in a positive light. In one legend, a young boy who lacks strength and was shunned by his people prayed to the gods for extra power. The Amarok came to the aid of the boy in the form of his spirit animal and wrestled with him daily to improve his strength. Once the boy became strong enough, he wrestled and defeated three bears terrorizing the tribe, and in doing so, became widely revered and respected among his people.

      In other stories, the wolf is being slain by a powerful Intuit warrior in order to signify strength and combat prowess. The myriad of powers of the Amarok come from his size. He has incredible strength and is a fearsome foe. He is also an adept hunter as his extremely heightened sentences allow him to hunt unsuspecting prey during the night. The Amarok is also a passionate creature, feeling many of the emotions relating to humans. The Amarok is not the only wolf in mythological folklore, but the animal itself is found in many stories from across the world.
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        * * *

      

      As a spirit animal, the Amarok redefines personal boundaries, helps the recipient to stand strong in convictions, giving them a never surrender mentality. It often helps to encourage, embolden, and empower his human. As a spirit animal, it teaches him or her to be proud of who they are.

      The Amarok is also considered a trickster, an all-knowing source of chaos, thus it teaches the human spirit to avoid excessive pride or challenging others when they are not fully aware of all the facts. In other words, to know thine enemy well.

      It is also a creature of karmic balance. It symbolizes freeing oneself from behaviors considered unethical, unlawful or wicked. The Amarok, while solitary in most cases, remains the alpha within its territory, hunting only to defend itself and its domain. It can be benevolent when interacting with humans. It honors the boundaries of other alphas and the need for living together within the natural world.

      In the dream state, an Amarok can indicate loneliness in your life, feeling alienated, or like a social outcast. An Amarok may appear as a dream symbol reflecting these painful emotions. If you feel the reason for an Amarok’s appearance is loneliness, you have yet to acknowledge or examine those reasons or are repressing your emotions. The Amarok encourages you to listen to yourself, that is, your shadow self or soul, as it is the key to survival and self-preservation.

      If you are touching the Amarok, look to your waking life for situations where you may risk being bitten or taken advantage of. This dream points to wild elements or conditions or chaos that may take you by surprise. Likewise, if the Amarok's teeth are highlighted in the dream, it may symbolize taking on more than you can deal with right now, as in, biting off more than you can chew.

      Seeing the Amarok on a hunt in a dream encourages you to monitor and protect your territory or your convictions. Such a dream is a presage to someone crossing your boundaries or trying to persuade you or win your favor. While not always bad, you must look at people's actions and question their motives when they want to push you into a specific direction or decision. Ask yourself why- as in, be careful of this wolf in sheep's clothing. If an Amarok shows up while on the hunt, consider what you may be searching for in your own waking hours. The Amarok may want you to question if you are on the right quest, or if the journey you are taking is worth the price. Also, when an Amarok appears in your dreams, it may be time to ask yourself if you are respecting the boundaries of others while asserting yours.

      One final dream meaning for Amarok relates to psychism and awareness. When the impressive and yet aggressive creature comes into your dreams, it sometimes points to real world conditions where you'll want to master the art of seeing without seeing or hearing without hearing. In other words, you'll soon face conditions where you need to read between the lines while relying on these nonverbal, nonvisual and nonphysical cues.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the real-world in the 1760s, an Amarok or called the beast of Gevaudan in France, was a real-world wolf dog having its origins in South Central France in the Marguerite Mountains. The creature terrorized the people living in the small town over a three-year period and killed up to two hundred ten men, women, and children. The beast would enter inhabited areas and attack the townspeople, the beast defending its own territory because it was forced out of its natural habitat by the encroaching civilization as it tried to take the land back.

      These attacks during the 18th century came at a time where wolf attacks and wolf hunts, resulting from such attacks, were frequent in the French forests. Yet another example of man versus nature, where imbalances in the natural order often have tragic results for one or both sides of the conflict.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Once upon a time, when the earth was new, and magic, both light and dark, was in abundance, man and beast inhabited the land in harmony. Through their hard work, the world thrived, and the gods and goddesses were pleased. In reward, dark magic and mischief were banished and everyone was welcome to live as they wanted without repercussion. Except for one rule, laid down by the Superior God - that beast and man should not become as one, for the God feared that creature would become more powerful than even the gods and goddesses could control.

      In that time, a young maiden fell in love with her dragon companion, and he with her. As it was forbidden, they kept their love a secret, simply asking the gods for a long and happy life together. The gods were shrewd and saw through their ploy, decreeing that they should never be together again. They, too, were banished, each to the separate ends of the earth, as an example to those who dared to defy the law.

      The maiden and the dragon declared revenge upon those who wished to forbid their love and began a quest to find the dark magic banished long ago. It took many years, but the pair did find the magic. Unleashing it upon the earth in return for their freedom to do as they please, the Darkness consented but with one caveat – their union would produce a child, and Darkness would be given that child.

      The pair agreed and a child was born; but when the darkness came, disguised as a witch, the lovers refused to give up the child and fled to the gods for help and mercy.

      The witch, Skadegamutc, knowing she was to be banished once again, cursed the earth, the gods and all its inhabitants. The earth shook and cracked with her anger, great waves flooded the earth, leaving high bluffs, and tiny islands. It divided the earth into many pieces. A great battle ensued between the goodness of the land and the evil invading, leaving death and destruction in its wake. When the gods realized that their gift of magic was being used and abused in such a way, they gathered all magic, both good and bad, into a fiery ball and hurled it far and away into the nexus of the earth, the sky, and the water.

      When it was all over, very little remained of the once fertile earth. But the gods were merciful to those left behind and allowed them to live off the land and rebuild. They also realized that love is the heartbeat of goodness and that it should never be forbidden. So, they fashioned man and beast as one to help rebuild the earth.

      But the great battle had made man wary of the beast, and the beast distrustful of man, as each believed it was the other’s selfishness that caused this destruction. And so, the manbeast, or shifter, was banished from the lands, sent away as an outcast to live or die in seclusion.

      Once again, the gods were displeased with all the inhabitants of earth and declared that powerful magic should never be used again until pure goodness can be proven to flourish in the hearts of both man and beast.

      And so, it is today…in the tiny village of Grafton, Illinois, a small community at the conflux of the Mississippi River and the Missouri River, very few humans know of the shifter community that lives within the town, and no one, human nor shifter, knows that it holds the secret to the greatest legend ever told …
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        * * *

      

      It’s hard to keep secrets in a small town…

      It’s even harder to keep a secret that could expose not only your family, but an entire species. That’s what Frankie Cavanaugh must do. As the daughter of the leader of the Wisdom Council, it’s up to her to step into her father’s shoes until another leader is chosen.

      It’s also up to her to continue her lineage within the species.

      She wants to do neither. She considers the shifter gene a curse rather than a gift, robbing her of a normal life. Unfortunately, the Council doesn’t see it that way and is determined to wed her to their next leader – by force, if necessary.

      Tanner Coalson is fresh out of college and ready to tackle whatever life has in store for him. First item on his to-do list is marrying the woman he has loved for years. He knows Frankie will balk at the notion because she’s fifteen years older and was his childhood sitter. He’s no longer a young boy, but a man who is determined to win her heart, and he is prepared to do just that.

      But convincing her they are destined to be together gets much harder when she is kidnapped by an old enemy. In order to survive, Frankie may have to reveal her secret, and Tanner may have to accept what seems impossible, or reject the love of his life.

      And that is how one family learned that their community is not entirely human.

      Tanner’s friend, Noah Stark, is on a mission to eradicate the rogue shifters that have set up camp in the small town of Grafton, Illinois. His methods are a bit unorthodox, he’s a bear shifter after all, and his personality is on the wild side, but none of that matters when he walks into Sweetie Pie's Bakery on the hunt for a shifter giving off the scent of incredible power. One look at the curvy blonde behind the counter, and he's in love - that is to say, he immediately imprints Piper as his soulmate.

      Trouble is, she's the one giving off the power and she doesn't even know it.

      The paranormal community enlists the help of human resident Delta Malone, shaman, shop owner, and unbeknownst to her, destined soulmate of the rarest dragon, the Piasa Bird. She embarks on the greatest adventure of her life - she will attempt to pit the most powerful werewolf/vampire hybrid against the fiercest dragon still living - all in an effort to control her own destiny and prevent the elimination of mankind.

      But Jackson Thibodaux, the last of the great Piasa Bird Dragons, has come home to die. Or at least, that what he thinks until he meets the beautiful, soulful, Delta, saves her from an evil sorceress, and realizes she is his fated mate. He knows she has secrets, but it's nothing he can't handle, right? After all, he's the fiercest dragon of all time. with the most powerful shifter friends. But is he powerful enough to keep his own soulmate from succumbing to the purest of evil on the earth?

      And then there is Jonas Blackshire, werewolf/vampire hybrid and new leader of the Midwest Paranormal Council. It appears that wherever he is, evil will follow. He claims a fierce loyalty to his fellow shifters and the humans they protect, but no one knows his true story…

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Matilda Mason, Tillie, as almost everyone called her, was feeling pretty pleased with herself as she drove along Route 67 through the small town of Kane heading towards Jerseyville, Illinois. Thanks to a friend, of a friend, of a cousin, of a friend, she had just acquired one of her favorite first edition books from her “bucket list” book list.

      The Art of the Bible, copyrighted 1882, was leatherbound, with goldplate-tipped edges and absolutely beautiful in her mind. So, what if it didn't have a book cover? “I don't even know if they made book covers back then,” she thought to herself. The spine wasn't cracked, just a few rough edges along the top and bottom. When you flip through it, the smell- slightly musty, but infinitely alluring, captured her senses and sent her right back into the book and to the time that it was written. Only a true bibliophile would understand the excitement, the nervousness, as she was handed the precious book. She had cradled it in awe, and delicately opened it, reverently touching the yellowed paper, running her hands over the spine, checking for any other faults or deceptions that would prove this a forgery. “Well, if it was,” she said out loud as she remembered her joy that evening, “it was about the best one I’ve ever seen.”

      She stifled a large yawn as it was after eleven p.m. By the time she'd gotten in touch with the collector, purchased the book at a public meeting place in Springfield, IL, and finally started the one-and-a-half-hour trek home. She was bone tired as she had been up since five a.m. to work last week at the Alton library. It was still a bit of a shock that due to “a downturn” in the library finances and grants, she had been let go after fifteen years there. But, miracle of miracles, she thought sarcastically, there had been room for the head librarian’s nephew, fresh out of college and ready to work.

      She could feel her temper start to rise, so she tossed her mane of red curls and blew out a heavy sigh. “Enough of this,” she said sternly to herself. “What's done is done.” She was embarking on a grand new adventure, something she'd only dreamed about. It was coming to fruition thanks to the help of two absolutely lovely women- Dixie Coalson and Angel Devereux Coalson. She leaned forward slightly, turned on the radio blasting out Justin Timberlake’s “I've Got a Feeling” and singing along, dancing in the driver's seat of her gold PT cruiser.

      “Nothing on the road. Nothing in my way,” she murmured to herself. She continued on Route 67, knowing she was still about forty minutes from home, but the relief of getting what she wanted in that book, and it turns out to be exactly what the seller had said, was immense. Her headlights flashed past the close-packed fields of corn that formed the backbone of the farming community here in the area.

      Here in the country, the night seemed extremely dark, and a cold snap forecasted for the next few days. Well, as cold as you can get in the Midwest in September. She glanced down at the dashboard. It read forty-two degrees outside and there seemed to be a bit of a breeze and only a slice of moon as they were calling for rain in the early hours of the morning. No streetlights way out here, of course. Nothing except perhaps an occasional deer, she thought to herself, blinking away her fatigue. “I have to be alert- deer crossing, that could kill my car and my hopes, leaving me walking.”

      The song ended and a commercial for erectile dysfunction came on and she chuckled. “No problem there,” she thought. The man she had been dating had dumped her as soon as he realized that she had been let go at the library. Apparently, he had felt it reflected badly on her character. Oh well, he snored, and he took up most of the bed. Not to mention he was forever tugging at his balls, even out in public. Talking about a bad reflection of character, Tillie chuckled at the thought.

      Something white appeared in the distance in the headlights of her car. She gasped, jolted out of her reverie, and slammed on the brakes. A woman, dressed in a nightgown, walking as if in a trance, down the middle of the road. What in the world?

      The old Cruiser rebelled against the slamming of the brakes. The backend slid sideways, and Tillie overcorrected trying to avoid the woman and get it back on the road. She was slowing down, but the woman was still standing there, making no attempt at movement. There was no way, Tillie realized in dismay, that she wasn't going to hit her unless she took evasive action. With another jerk of the wheel, she aimed for the small ditch in front of the Serenity House mansion on the outskirts of Jerseyville.

      The low undercarriage of the Cruiser hit the ditch and an awful grinding noise had Tillie gasping in dismay. Her foot slipped off the brake and the car lurched forward slamming into one of the hundred-year-old oaks that lined the driveway of the beautiful old home and grounds. Tillie didn't even have enough time to brace herself for the impact, and unfortunately, she hit the tree head-on, then deploying the airbag. She gasped as pain surged throughout her body before blessed darkness descended.
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        * * *

      

      Jonas Blackshire, vampire/werewolf hybrid, sat alone in the darkness of his mansion. He is a daywalker, true, but both his wolf and the vampire within, were more comfortable within the night.  Truth be told, his humanity was as well. Within the blackness of the the midnight hour, he could relax, no fear of an unsuspecting human breaching his sanctuary. No need to lock away the sadness of his lone wolf, nor hide the hunger of his vampiric needs. Not that he would ever give in to the cravings for human blood. No, he learned long ago the price for his abhorrent addiction was human life. He would not succumb to his disease, as he liked to think of it. He could not stand the guilt. It had driven him almost mad before. Only his sister, Zoe, a mage, had saved him from complete destruction at the hands of their mother.

      Yes, his mother, Sabine. That retched witch, the utmost evil, had made him, and his sister, in her quest for ultimate power over earth, and the gods and goddesses that protected it. At least that’s the name she went by in the last 3,000 years. Others called her the Devil, or the Fallen Angel, but the ancient gods and goddesses knew her true name, given by the Superior God as He had cast her out of heaven, leaving her to scavenge amongst the dimensions. The word for powerless, nothingness, unworthy and unholy – Skadegamutc.

      She gathered power like a child gathers daisies, only she wanted it, not to beautify, but to destroy. The earth? No. She wanted revenge against the Superior God who had banished her to the realms of another dimension eons ago. And she wanted the magic he had hidden away, all of it.

      

      He took another sip of the deer blood in his hand, then set the glass down upon the burled walnut table with careful precision, fearing that the loathing at the thought of his Maker would shatter the crystal in his hand. Jonas knew he would meet Sabine again. His instincts were powerful, and he was positive that he and his friends had yet to rid the world of the evil of her.  She wants his powers and will stop at nothing to gain them. He only wished he knew how to stop her. In order to keep his friends and sister from harm, he knew he must keep his distance from them as much as possible until he could meet the evil head-on in the ultimate battle between Sabine and himself.

      But the problem in his mind is that he’s neither good nor evil, simply a byproduct of both. And he felt that unless he could rid himself of the evil within his soul, he had no hope of vanquishing his mother.

      He picked up the glass once again and drained the deer’s blood. He needed what little strength it gave him. Human blood would be so much more fortifying, but that was out of the question. He stood up to check on his “guests” – the ragtag group of shifters locked below him in various stages of madness. He walked with a purposeful tread, giving no hint of the war he too, waged within himself, fearful that he was merely a step away from becoming like those poor creatures below.

      It would be so easy to give in to the power of his vampirism. To allow the daywalker within to simply roam free, killing what he wished.  But he had made a vow hundreds of years ago to abstain from human sacrifices, when his sister, Zoe, had almost been consumed by the evil that exists in both of them.  He was determined to bury it deep within and show others how to do the same. Hence his “guests.”

      Harbored deep within the bowels of the mansion, in the renovated tunnels once used by the abolitionists who built his home and helped hundreds of slaves flee through the Underground Railroad, Jonas had set up his laboratory and clinic.  After an interminable period spent on various methods to eradicate the madness found in various paranormal creatures, Zoe had concocted a way to alleviate the pain and rage of the evil madness within the poor souls. So far, it was working, but he knew it would only take one slip, one step forgotten or skipped, for those on the brink of madness to forever tumble into the void. And that was why Jonas brought them here after fortifying this fortress with the most powerful of magic and spiritual artifacts.

      Noting that all was quiet within the laboratory, a weary Jonas called it a night. It was as he returned to the library of his darkened home that he saw a flash of white outside the library window and heard the feminine scream seconds before a car crashed into one of the big oaks lining his driveway. He dashed outside, but even he was not fast enough to save the mighty tree from crushing the small car and its inhabitant.

      In the predawn light, he found the crumpled car shoved underneath the massive oak, compressed beyond recognition.  Apparently, the vehicle had slid off the roadway, plunged down slightly into the small dip on the side of the highway and crashed into the tree. He cursed as he scanned the crumpled wreckage for signs of life. He knew he had should have taken down that damn tree. It was half dead anyway.

      He glanced around, searching for the ghostly apparition that had caused the crash as he used his strength and ripped the tree off the car. His eyes widened in shock as they locked on the figure in white, suddenly standing next to him. “Zoe?”

      She stood close to him, her hand reaching out as mages do, to heal, to comfort, but the look on her face was void of all emotion. It was as if she was in a trance. Jonas swore under his breath, “Fuck. You’re hexed.”

      He returned his stare to the car. “Stay put,” he ordered her, not even sure it would work. She moved closer, and he knew for sure that although she had been placed within this trance, she was trying desperately to offer what help she could. Her outstretched hand shook and wiggled, but she kept it straight out. He knew she was pouring whatever energy she could muster to heal the victim, no matter the cost to her own life.

      He wretched open the door, hoping whoever was inside was safe and unharmed even as he knew that it was statistically impossible unless it was a shifter. The woman's head was tilted at an odd angle against what was left of the neck rest. Her body was completely still.  The smell of blood awakened his vampiric senses, but he ruthlessly pushed them down.

      The car was old but had airbags. He pushed them aside. At least the woman had been slightly protected. Her seatbelt, although securely fastened, had crushed her throat on impact with the airbag, and she was bleeding profusely from her jugular vein.

      Jonas swallowed as he watched the blood trickle, the urge to feast almost overcoming him.  “Goddammit!” He cursed his weakness. He went about examining her, finding another gash on the left side of her temple, just below the hairline. The burn marks on her face where the airbag substance had deployed, were minor, but the faint smell of the burnt flesh assailed his nostrils.

      For the first time in a long time, Jonas felt like a human, absolutely helpless in his weakness, as his trembling fingers reached out of their own volition to taste the sweet nectar flowing trickling down the side of her face. Sweet. Heady. Delicious. The debate raged within him - take her blood, take her blood – stirred his wolf. With a howl of anger, he tried to tap down once again, his willpower slipping away. He turned in supplication to his sister, but she offered no help, simply staring at him blankly. This infuriated him even more. What good was he to this woman in his condition?

      “Dying.” The barely-there whisper croaked from Zoe.

      The woman didn’t even have a pulse. He jerked Zoe over to them, put her hand to the woman’s head, resting her palm lightly on the injury. “Use what pathetically small amount of power you have at the moment to assess the damage, Zoe.”

      His sister swayed against him, and he caught her in his arms, laying her gently beside him. She had no more to give. The woman was as good as dead unless he succumbed to his desire to taste her blood. Only a small amount after so long would strengthen him a hundredfold. His breath hitched. Could he let go when his strength returned, or would he go beyond as he had in the past and kill her?

      She would be as good as dead if he didn’t. Jonas cried out as his fangs appeared. Desire and euphoria battled with disgust and hopelessness. He had to do this, he reminded himself. He pushed against the wreckage of what had once been the dashboard, freeing her legs, then unhooked the seat belt, and she fell into his arms.

      Shoving his hands under her body, he lifted her from the car, cradling her against his chest. His wolf howled and danced within, strangely wanting more than ever to protect this fragile human female from pain. His Amarok sensed her and wanted to protect her. Because he had tasted her blood, Jonas felt her loneliness seep in and a barrage of other emotions that made her vulnerable as a human. The wind had picked up, but he totally ignored it, turning his back to protect the woman in his arms, running away from the car. He laid her softly on the front lawn grass.

      “I hate this,” he yelled into the night.  His weakness for human blood making him unable to overpower his vampire tendencies to prevent harming her further. “I have to do it,” he mumbled. “I have no choice.” Time was not this woman's friend right now. She needed immediate care.

      He licked the blood from her neck and collarbone, then lifted a hand and pulled at her blood-stained T-shirt, shoving it aside with a grunt as he ripped the fabric. Jonas didn't think about his actions any longer than he had to, knowing that he was doing was what he had to do to heal her.

      Even though it broke his own code of honor, his compulsion to heal her was greater than his repugnance. The fact that it had been close to one thousand years since he had tasted human blood weighed heavily on his conscience though.

      Letting her head tilt to the side, he lowered his mouth to her delicate white neck and let his fangs slide into the soft skin, preparing himself for his initial negative reaction to take human blood that he had cultivated for so many years. Instead, his body tensed in pleasure, and he drank, trying to be as gentle as possible with the injured woman as he drew in her essence. He waited for the revulsion within himself of his actions, but it never came.

      Her warm blood slid over his tongue like the finest wine, sweet and heady, making him suck harder and faster, unable to get enough of the woman's taste. She was so very intoxicating, and his muscles bunched and released.  His power surged, building until he was at full strength, yet wanting more. The wolf within him howled to protect and battled with his vampire tendencies. It tried to break free completely as the words pounded in Jonas’ brain – Mine! My Mate!

      He had to relax and release her or both beasts would overcome his human self. He let out a large sigh, breathing deeply and letting her emotions flow over him as he connected with her through her blood. It was strange, but her emotions felt familiar - hers were fresh and raw, but hope overshadowed the pain. He yearned to know more.

      But the initial surge ended, and Jonas closed his eyes, knowing it was his turn now to strengthen her. Every nerve in his body was on fire, but Jonas closed the punctures on the woman's neck with his tongue, savoring the last drop of blood that lingered on her skin. Biting his wrist, he trickled his healing blood against her lips, using his other hand to gently pull down her chin. His blood flowed into her mouth. The healing began at the first drop hitting her body and she swallowed voluntarily, almost as if she, too, recognized her mate.  Satisfaction and lust enveloped Jonas as she greedily sucked his wrist. She would survive.  He had saved her.

      As the blood once again connected them, he relived the crash from her brain as it had happened, her head flying backwards against the impact of the airbag, the seat belt biting into her neck, then snapping it. In addition to the broken neck, it appeared she had a concussion and a tiny bleed in her brain. That in itself could become serious, but it was the jugular nipped by the seat belt that had caused him the most concern. Glancing down, he noticed it was completely healed. He gently adjusted her neck with one large hand and breathed out, satisfied that her neck had healed as well. She was on the mend. He pulled his arm away and sealed his wound with a flick of blood on his wrist.

      Running his hands over her body, he checked for any other life-threatening injuries that he may have missed in his weakened state. Running a hand down her spine to make sure she hadn't suffered any spinal injuries, he squelched the lightning flash of desire he felt in her soft form. Humans were so fragile, their lives so finite and short, he didn't want to do anything that could make her injuries worse because he could not count on Zoe.

      “Fuck.” He’d forgotten about Zoe.

      He turned to find her standing next to him, her hand still outstretched and shaking but her eyes were clear. “I’m sorry.  I don’t know why I’m here. For making you…” she drifted off as tears swelled and overflowed in her eyes.

      “No need,” he responded gruffly. “We know who did this.”

      He turned back to the woman, smoothing the long curly red hair back from her face. Jonas noted that she was pretty and young, probably no older than her mid-30’s.

      “Do you know who she is?” Zoe inquired.

      “Yes,” Jonas said in awe. “She’s my mate.” His heart was ready to pound out of his chest. His wolf howled in desire and excitement. Jonas picked up the woman, grabbed Zoe's hand, and flew to his bedroom, settling both women on the bed.

      He turned his attention to his mate. He gently removed her bloodied clothing and washed her body with a cool cloth, drying it with a one of his enormous towels, and replacing her garments with his sheets and a heavy quilt to keep her warm. She appeared to be sleeping peacefully.

      He then turned to his sister whose eyes were also closed in slumber. He noticed her bloodied, muddied feet, and felt a pang of remorse that he hadn’t seen them sooner. He grabbed more towels and wet washcloths from his bathroom and gently cleaned his sister as tears fell from his face.

      He finally acknowledged that something was terribly wrong with Zoe and once again he had put his needs above hers. His chest heaved in shock and mortification at the simple fact that the bloodlust had gotten to him, and because of that, Zoe had suffered, even this small bit. And if the woman had been killed, Zoe would never have forgiven herself. She was such a gentle soul. For a mage to take a human life, well, it would eventually lead to madness. Perhaps that was what his mother had wanted.

      It had to be Sabine. She had engineered this whole scenario to make him give in to his addiction and used his sweet, compassionate sister to trigger it. His large body shuddered as he placed his hand on Zoe’s head. Closing his eyes, he forced himself to concentrate, his palm growing heated as he tried to find the reason for the curse. He knew the source. It was their mother, for no one could be as cruel and evil as she. She had wanted him, for hundreds of years, to give in to his base need as a vampire, and she had found a way to do it through his most vulnerable weaknesses, the love for his sister and the longing for his true mate. But why now? What was happening that she hounded him so? That was the key to ridding her from the earth forever.

      Jonas noted that the hex was simple and easy to remove. The reason behind the hex was murky, as if hidden on purpose. This confirms what he already knew. It was Sabine. He flinched as the image of an athame came hurling through the grayness toward him, and he cut off his connection immediately. Now what the hell was that? That particular athame was locked securely within his vault of antiquities atop the turret above his bedroom. Had this been the reason Zoe had been hexed, stumbling in a trance near his home?

      The woman groaned, and his gaze landed on her possessively. All thoughts of the athame and his mother vanished. The simple gesture from the woman awakened his wolf and his vampiric urges once again, but he pushed the sensations aside. His main concern was the health of this woman. His woman. Mine. The woman squirmed once again, moaning as her eyelids fluttered open.

      Jonas was swamped with a fierce protectiveness, an emotion he had never truly experienced, and it nailed him right in his tortured soul. His gaze was compelled back to her face, finding her eyes open and looking at him in confusion and fear. Green eyes, he thought, the beautiful color of the ancient woodlands he had played in as a child. Jonas stared, completely mesmerized. He blinked when she screamed, her sweet, beguiling face now contorted with a terrifying fear. Even he who had lived in the human world for centuries could not have anticipated the strength of the right hook that landed squarely on his eye.

      “Fuck!” He fell off the bed, landing at her feet. His mate was awake.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Tillie stared at the formidable male getting up from the floor near the bed. Her eyes, in fascinated horror, looked around, realizing this was not her home. What the hell?

      She shook her head, blinking to try and clear her mind. The last thing she remembered was driving down the road heading home after acquiring one of her highest dreams - a precious book of biblical artwork. Oh no! Her book! She scanned every surface she could see, but her book was nowhere to be found. “Where the hell is it?” she growled at the large man standing across the room, now holding his hand against his eye and staring at her in shock.

      His dark-eyed savage face took on a scowl that frankly scared the hell out of her. She didn't know what was going on, but she was definitely in a bed that was not her own, and her very expensive book was gone. Had she been kidnapped? Her imagination took flight – human traffickers, antiques dealers, drug cartels. She started to swing her legs from under the covers, only to forget that idea and wiggle toward the other side, away from the man who was stalking towards her with long legs and a massive, really massive, chest.

      She bumped up against another body and saw another woman, beautiful, with red hair curly and long, just like hers. She appeared to be sleeping. Definitely a human trafficker. What else could he possibly be? She scooted quickly backward coming up against the headboard as the man stood beside her.

      “Everything is fine. I will not hurt you,” his deep voice washed over her, and she immediately felt calmer. It sounded familiar, as if she knew him, but that was impossible. No way she would ever forget this guy. He looked like every romantic hero all rolled into one. Maybe that’s how the traffickers got their innocent victims. Send in this guy to seduce them into submission with that velvet voice and good looks.

      “What happened? What do you want? Where am I? Was I drugged?” She knew her voice sounded panicked, but dammit, she was panicked, and she was trying really hard not to become hysterical. A rare occurrence for her since she'd never been the hysterical type. Always the brave little trooper. No tears when her biological mother had overdosed and died on her fourth birthday. No tears when her grandmother had decided she couldn’t handle the responsibility of a child when she had turned fourteen and had tried to marry her off to a neighbor on the farm close by. She had every right, she had told Tillie, as it would give them both security.

      No tears when she had run away that night and lived in the attic of the rundown library three towns over. She had simply done what she could to survive.

      A soft breeze touched her breast. She looked down and realized her clothes were missing and the stranger was staring at blatantly at her naked breasts, his dark eyes turning molten silver. Struggling now to regain some semblance of respectability, she grabbed the quilt, hugging it up to her chin. “Do you mind?” she huffed. She noticed a small, wicked smile touch the man's lips. She had absolutely no idea of what was going to happen next, but, by God, she’d go down swinging.

      Close up, the man before her was tall, dark-haired with silver streaked intermittently throughout. He was a bit disheveled, and he had a serious five o’clock shadow with salt and pepper whiskers that made her fingers itch to feel them against the palm of her hand.

      What the hell? She clenched her fingers to stop herself from doing just that. Whatever he had given her to get her here was doing on number on her brain and her libido. She acknowledged he was pure muscle and strength. She knew she was no match for him physically. Very well, she would use her brain to get herself out of this incongruous situation. Summoning as much courage as she could, she raised an imperious eyebrow and tried for her haughtiest voice. “Please leave. I do not require your assistance.”

      When he didn’t budge, simply continued to stare at her, she struggled with renewed strength to take the woman next to her off the quilt so she could make a run for it.

      “Stop.” His command was issued in a harsh voice that a person automatically obeyed, Tillie included. “You’ll hurt yourself. You were injured with my sister. I brought you here. I'm not trying to hurt you.”

      “Where is here?” she demanded, clutching the quilt once again.

      “Serenity House.”

      Oh, my lord! It was him. Jonas Blackshire, billionaire philanthropist and owner of Serenity House. She had seen his good works in the papers, with the Alton library renovation over the years, and charitable events throughout the world.

      “Mr. Blackshire?”

      “Jonas, please,” he acknowledged with a low grunt.

      Relief flooded her body, and she stopped worrying, only to realize that was a stupid response because she was still naked and didn’t know why. Didn't he say something about his sister? She glanced at the woman sleeping next to her. She didn't know why in the hell she was here, but she felt fine. His sister looked to be peacefully sleeping, her white nightgown slightly stained with… was that blood spattered on her chest? What was going on?

      Oh God! Memories flashed back. She had been driving home, a white apparition, the brakes not quick enough, and then… nothing. Had she killed this woman? Her eyes began to fill with tears. “What happened, please,” she choked out as she gazed at him once more. “Is she?”

      He still looked fierce and dangerous as he sat down on the bed next to her. But when his hand came up to rest upon hers, his voice was gentle, and his eyes were compassionate. “Don’t worry. You didn’t kill my sister.” He took his hand away and stood up, walking to the other side of the enormous bed where his sister lay in repose. “She was sleepwalking. Hasn’t done it in years. Something must be bothering her. She’s fine, though. You took the brunt of the accident.”

      Tillie watched as he adjusted the covers on his sister, brushing back a stray curl from her forehead.  She felt a pang of envy. She had never had anyone care for her like that. Even her last relationship, where she had had hopes of marriage, could compare with the feeling of love and protectiveness coming off in waves as Jonas took care of his sister.

      His piercing eyes suddenly pinned hers, and she shivered in response. Those eyes softened as he stared into hers, as if he knew what she had been thinking and was trying to reassure her that she would be loved and protected. So weird! As if he could read her thoughts.

      Feeling self-conscious, she was naked, after all, she inquired about her clothes.  “They were destroyed in the accident.”

      She chuckled. “I’ve heard of shoes flying off, but an entire outfit?”

      “You think I lie to you?” He frowned.

      Oh damn, her stupid humor had vexed him. She hastened to reassure him. “No, no. I was trying to make a joke. To, er, lighten the mood.”

      He continued to frown. “It’s what I do in uncomfortable situations,” she mumbled, peering down at the quilt. It really was beautiful, mixed colors of green and rust, so soft to the touch. Blurry colors, oh damn. She’d lost her glasses, too.

      “You’re uncomfortable? What do you need?” He was at her side immediately. Truly, she’d never seen anyone move that fast.

      “Um, no, not in pain, or anything, just,” she motioned to her naked body under the quilt. “I’m not used to being naked in front of men I just met. “

      “You prefer women?”

      “No! I mean, I,” her eyes flew to his and she saw the twinkle. “You’re teasing me.”

      “I can joke, too, but I can also ease your discomfort.” He stood up.  “I’ll be right back.”

      “Wait!” He turned around with an inquiring brow.

      “My book. It’s precious. In my car.”

      He nodded, then quickly crossed the room and slipped out the door.

      Tillie looked around the room once more, this time with curiosity. The massive bed was a four-poster monstrosity. The posts alone had to be six inches around. The bed itself must have had to have a custom-made mattress as it could have fit four large people easily. The bedding was simple yet dignified. The pristine white sheets, the softest material she had ever felt. “Must be a zillion thread count,” she murmured to herself. She peered closer at the quilt. Without her glasses, it seemed rather abstract but looking closer, the quilt was an intricate mix of masculine colors- sapphire blues, emerald greens and ruby reds, with an almost abstract paisley print. She’d never seen anything so beautiful.

      The large nightstands matched the bed with ornate carved legs, and  what looked to be antique Tiffany lamps.  A glass and pitcher of water, Waterford quality, sat on the farthest nightstand but closest to her, the other simply held the lamp, and …books!

      Giving up her perusal of the room, she grabbed at the top book, the new novel by a famous mystery writer. Sitting it back, she picked up the next one- and chuckled. A dog-eared, cover torn copy of a world-famous children’s book. She opened to the front page and gasped. Even in her blurry-eyed state, she recognized the author.

      As the bedroom door opened, and Jonas stepped in with a bundle of clothes in his hand, she yelled, “You have a signed first edition copy of ‘Through the Looking Glass’ by Lewis Carroll?” His sister stirred beside her, and Tillie clamped her other hand over her mouth. “Sorry,” she whispered.  Jonas simply stared at her. After a moment, she drew her own gaze away from him and realized with chagrin that in her excitement over the book, her quilt had slipped down and her rather ample breasts were exposed to him.

      Oh God! She hastened to fling the quilt back up, but the book dropped to the floor, and she instinctively made a grab for it. Unfortunately, her top- heavy self took to gravity like the desert to water and she fell out of the bed, now completely naked in front of him but clutching the precious book against private parts. She dared not look up.

      “I’m, er, here’s some clothes.” Jonas’ voice sounded strained. “Do you need help up?”

      “No!” She shouted in mortification, forgetting her vow not to look up. She scrambled to use the book as cover while trying to regain her feet and her dignity.

      “There’s no need to be embarrassed. I’ve already seen you naked when I removed your clothes.”

      Did he have to remind her of that? She shot him a fierce look and he retreated to the door with a small grin upon his face.

      She growled at him, and he mumbled something as he reached the door. “What did you say?” she demanded as she adjusted the book, hunched down to cover her private parts, and climbed back under the covers. He’d seen her breasts so no use trying to cover those.

      “I said, ‘Lucky book.’” And he quickly shut the door. He laughed as he started down the hall and heard the loud thud of his book hitting the closed door.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Tillie considered herself an open-minded woman with her fair share of patience, tolerance, and humor. She was also pretty passive, rather than making a scene, always going with the flow. Case in point - when the malicious Alton library director had promoted her totally unworthy nephew over other more qualified and more dependable candidates, namely Tillie, she'd sucked it up and continued to do her job.  Then when giving her stupid nephew, not only Tillie’s promotion, but also a bonus and a pay raise that had cut everyone else’s paychecks and hours to the bone, Tillie had simply tightened her purse strings and squeezed a dime out of every nickel she made.

      But then even the passive Tillie had come to the end of her rope when her landlord had suddenly announced that he had sold the lovely cottage that she had rented for over five years, without even bothering to tell her or offer her away to purchase it. He had simply given her thirty days’ notice.

      Tillie believed that whoever had said that when a door closes a window opens was full of bullpucky. You made your own luck, good or bad, by the choices you made period. But sometimes fate did step in to give you a hand.

      It was at that exact moment, when she was standing on her front porch screaming at her landlord and his duplicitous ways, that Angel Devereaux-Coalson, the proprietor of the brick-and-mortar gothic building in Grafton, IL, and home of Merrywidows Lingerie Shop, had walked by with two of her sisters-in-law, Frankie Coalson and Dixie Coalson.

      After assessing the situation and listening to Tillie’s profuse apologies for disrupting their lovely walk, the four women had come up with the perfect solution to Tillie’s problem. She would lease-to-own the beautiful mansion that had belonged to Angel, as Merrywidows was becoming exclusively online.

      And that is how she found herself packing up her beloved books, quitting the job at the library that she had once thought would be her home forever, and beginning a new adventure with new friends in this small riverfront town of Grafton.

      She shifted the heavy box on her hip as she walked through her bedroom into the hallway. Boxes were everywhere with only a small path to allow her to navigate the cottage. It was a good thing she was a smaller woman, although her hourglass figure was beginning to lean a bit toward plumpness. She brushed back an errant red curl that had dislodged from her rather haphazard curly bun at the back of her head. Normally the burnished curls were left down, falling across her face, or pulled casually back at the nape of her neck. She could have cared less, truly, what she looked like most days, preferring instead to get back to whatever she had been doing or reading the night before.

      Her eyes, a deep forest green, were her most flattering feature, she felt, as she glanced in the hall mirror on our way into the living room. One boy in high school had said she had beautiful lips right before he had stolen a quick kiss, but when he had reached for her breast, she had given him a good shove, and well, that was the end of that. She preferred books to boys then, and to men now, which was why she was closer to forty than thirty, still single, and ready for this new chapter of her life.

      As she began packing up yet another box, this time her meager kitchen supplies from the cabinets, she contemplated what it would be like to return to Grafton as an adult. She’d lived in the nearby town of Alton for almost fifteen years. But Grafton had always held a fascination for her. Its limestone bluffs a backdrop to the sparkling Mississippi River. The large caves, rumored to have housed the great Piasa Bird, back in ancient times, gave flight to her imagination, and she was looking forward to exploring it further.

      Still, she would miss this place. She had passed this little cottage every day on her way to work and when the “for rent” sign went up years later, she had called immediately because something about the place had pulled at her heartstrings. She thought at the time that it was as close as she would ever get to having a real home and that's why when the landlord had sold it out from under her, she had been devastated.

      She wiped away a tear at those fond memories of calling the place home, and then laughed at herself. She was heading back to Grafton and not only to set up shop, but to live above it in that grand old gothic building, a home really, that had been built by Mr. Charles Brainerd and who, legend says, still walks the halls of his home.

      The house was built in 1885 for Charles Corrington Brainerd, the superintendent of the Grafton Stone and Transportation Company. Architect William Embley designed the house in the Queen Anne style. The house has an asymmetrical plan which includes an angled front entrance and a multi-component roof with several gables and a pyramid above the entrance. Three of the gable ends feature coved cornices and decorative shingles and wood pieces. The front porch was supported by turned posts and featured quarter round brackets and a spindle work cornice on the roof. The house was added to the National Register of Historic Places. She was going to live in a historic house!

      She’d often wondered what it would be like to live there, to wander through the rooms, to gaze down from that third-floor tower, to look over at the mighty river and the beautiful bluffs and hills at the charm of the woods only steps beyond the door. And now she would know.

      It was the perfect day for a move, just a bit of a nip in the air this early November morning and the sun was just beginning to rise over the bluffs as she made her way along the river road in the large moving van that she had rented. It was stuffed to the gills with her meagre furnishings and her multitude of boxes of books. She had even commandeered the bench seat in the cab to fill with her plants and some of her special memories and trinkets, leaving barely enough room for her to squeeze into the driver’s side. But no matter, she thought with one last glance at the little cottage, she was ready to embark on the rest of her life. Turning the radio up, she belted out ‘Proud Mary’, only slightly off-key and headed twenty miles down the road into the heart of Grafton.

      Half an hour later, she pulled around to the side where the parking lot for Merrywidows had been. She hopped out, just as several other cars pulled next to her. “Wow, looks like I've got a welcoming committee,” she exclaimed as she saw Angel and her husband, Sheriff Sam Coalson, get out of his truck.

      Angel laughed and gave her a hug. “I I brought the whole gang.” She motioned to the rest of the people coming around the corner. It looked like the whole Coalson clan was coming to help.

      “Well, that's wonderful,” Tillie said. “As soon as I figure out which box has the brand spanking new coffee pot in it, I'll make some.” She waved them into the kitchen through the back door. In a few days, she hoped to transform it to the coffee shop/lounge of the bookstore.

      “I've got plenty of pastries,” Noah Stark exclaimed, his big frame making the kitchen seem small. He sat the yummy treats on the long-scarred kitchen counter. Everyone grabbed a bite as Dixie found the coffee pot and started the brew. Frankie saved the morning, in Tillie’s mind, by bringing everyone ready-made coffee from Kate’s café.

      “Sooner we get going, sooner we get this done.” Noah clapped his big hands together and waved the men out to the truck. Sam laughed. “I just came for the donuts,” he said with a smile. “I got day shift,” and with a wave and a kiss to his lovely wife, he was gone.

      When Tillie started out the back door, Angel grabbed her hand. “Oh no, you let the old alpha males grab all those heavy boxes. We are supervising.” She looked around the rooms with a sigh. “What are all these boxes? she asked. “Did you start without us?”

      Tillie hastened to assure her. “These are my shelving and bookcases and knickknacks and all of those wonderful things that every book owner needs.”

      “Well, we can't get the books in until we get the bookcases up, so I say we start on that.” Zoe came through the back door with a smile.

      “How are you feeling?” Tillie asked her quietly. After almost hitting the lovely woman, she was surprised Zoe was here.

      Zoe waved the question away with a flick of her bangled wrist. “Oh I'm fine,” she said. “I talked to Delta, she’s a shaman and owns the herbal shop.  I'm sure I'll be perfect in no time. Now,” she clapped her hands together rubbing them with glee. “I heard you have quite a collection of first editions from the 1800’s. Is that true?”

      With a chuckle, Tillie pointed into the front parlor on the left. “Right that way, ma'am, in all the boxes. There's even bookcases set up there thanks to Angel.”

      “Oh, don't thank me,” she interrupted. “They came with the house. Thank Mr. Brainerd. Grandma said he loved to read stories to the children when her family would come to visit. Now he visits in ghost form.”

      Tillie said, “I hope I do get to see him sometime. I love that paranormal stuff.”

      Angel and Zoe exchanged sly glances as they headed down the hall toward the front of the house. “To that end, I brought you a little help.” She handed the beautiful box to Tillie.  “It’s an antique. I knew you were into that stuff.”

      Tillie placed the box on an empty chair and carefully opened the lid. Inside was a Ouija board with intricate carvings that matched the hand pointer. It appeared very old, indeed. Tillie was impressed. She quickly replaced the lid. “Thank you. This must be put in a safe place I can tell is very precious.”

      Zoe nodded, but said nothing, simply stared at the box. “I’ll put it in my bedroom.” Tillie raced up the backstairs, past her bedroom and onto the third-floor attic stairs. For some reason that box gave her the weirdest feeling, and there was no way she was putting that in her bedroom. But Zoe was a new friend, and she didn't want to insult her. Quickly shoving the box into a dark corner, she exited the attic and went back to join her friends.

      “Well, you never know what you're going to see or hear in Grafton,” Tillie heard Frankie say as she came back down the stairs and into the front parlor. “We let ourselves in from the front door. Zoe, I'm so glad to see you here. How are you feeling?”

      Zoe blinked from across the hall offering a smile to Frankie. All the women crossed the hall with its lovely marble floor and moved through the wide arch into the spacious parlor and Tillie gave a small gasp.

      Jonas stood near the mantle of the fireplace, a cup of coffee in his hand. For some reason a vision of a wolf flitted through her head. Tillie gave herself a little shake. No, not a wolf, she surmised as Angel and Frankie gave him a hug. A warrior or a king, she thought. He was tall, dark and dangerously handsome with a muscular build that shone in his tight fitting jeans And T-shirt.

      And he had seen her naked.

      “I didn't know you would be here,” A red-faced Tillie offered by way of a greeting. She walked into the room and gave him what she hoped was a slight smile. He made her nervous, the way he always seemed to stare at her with those silver-grey eyes. She wasn't used to men such as him, confident, almost arrogant it seemed at times. No, men like him tended to overlook wallflowers like her, and she was perfectly happy with that situation.

      In her Converse Chuck Taylors, he towered over her, which was just one more reason to find him, well, overpowering. He was probably every bit of 6’3”. And all of it lean muscle. She had noticed that the other night, but his hair had been slicked back, away from his features. Now, his dark hair was slightly curly around his ears, but it suited the power of his face. He was what some women would call lustily handsome with those blazing silver eyes under black brows, the long nose and wide mouth, the strong bones which seemed to speak of a Native American heritage. He could either be charming or intimidating depending on the situation, as Tillie herself knew very well. He also had a clever mind and an innate talent that seemed to make him wildly successful in everything that he did. Well at least according to Frankie, who was always full of information.

      “I see you've helped yourself to coffee,” she noted with a nod to his cup. “There are pastries in the kitchen, too, if you'd like. The rest of the men are carrying in the boxes.”

      He simply shook his head and looked around the room already full of boxes. “It looks like I'm needed here.” Sitting the cup on the fireplace mantle, he walked over, smoothly took what appeared to be a pocketknife out of the front of his jeans and began slicing open various boxes that had been delivered yesterday.

      “Oh my,” Angel murmured as she removed some of the wrapping and held up a solid cherry shelf from a bookkeeper bookcase box.

      “Oh no,” Tillie exclaimed in dismay. “Stop, please,” she ordered Jonas. “This isn't what I ordered.” She flipped the lid on one box. “No, no, this is Thomasville furniture, not IKEA. How in the world did this happen?”

      “It's a housewarming gift,” Jonas said quietly as he continued to open the boxes.

      “What?”

      “You heard me. It's a housewarming gift for you, for your new business.”

      “Oh no. This is too much,” she exclaimed, peering into one of the boxes, running her fingers over the beautiful cherry wood.

      “It doesn't even begin to repay you for what you did in helping Zoe.”

      Tillie blushed, she couldn't help it. “I told you there was no thanks necessary. I'm just glad everything turned out okay, and besides, your insurance is paying for my car, so really no-harm, no-foul,” she shrugged.

      He straightened and she was once more subjected to that steely glare. “You will accept my gift, Miss Mason, and anything else I care to give you to show my appreciation. Zoe is irreplaceable to me.”

      Tillie tried not to get irritated at his high ended manner. After all, they had an audience.  She walked over to him, craning her neck to match his gaze. “I told you,” She said patiently, “the other night, that no thanks were necessary.”

      He leaned down until he was inches from her face. “And I told you that what you did when you saved Zoe was priceless. She's my sister, my friend. Again, she's irreplaceable.”

      Tille broke his gaze. It was only then she noticed everyone else had exited the room. She took a step back and felt she could breathe once more. “Thank you,” she mumbled. “I won't argue about it, but no more. I'm not used to accepting gifts from, well, anyone.” He simply continued to stare at her like he was reading her soul. Tillie felt as naked as she had been the other night. He definitely unnerved her.

      “If you want to get started on these, I'll leave you to it.” She backed away from him and headed toward the doorway. “I'll just go see what else needs to be done. Thank you!” She rushed through the opening and down the hall.

      Why should she care if he wanted to repay her kindness with expensive gifts? He’s mega rich. He can afford it. Tillie continued to argue with herself throughout the day. Was it because she was attracted to him on such a deep, gut-wrenching level? No, plenty of women probably felt the same way. He was one-of-a-kind gorgeous, generous, rich and powerful. Powerful? Was that it? She shied away from any contact with him because he scared her? Pleeez, she chided herself. She was a confident, competent woman who, through grit and determination, was on the precipice of making her dreams come true.

      Yeah, that didn’t track. Was it because he had seen her naked for all intents and purposes and made no bones about liking what he saw? She waved that away almost immediately. That guy could date models, actresses, and powerful, beautiful, CEO’s. He could do so much better than a simple, curvy bookseller from a tiny fishing community.

      Well, that made her heart hurt. She rubbed it absentmindedly, then stopped as it all came together in her mind. Oh no! She liked him. Genuinely liked him as a person. His love for his sister, his compassion within the community, his selfless giving of his time and money. His sexy body that made her nipples harden? Dammit, where did that thought come from? Tillie ruthlessly shoved open another box of kitchen knickknacks. Oh face it, Tillie, if he made even the slightest move to seduce you, you’d be on him like a warm blanket on a cold night. And there lay the problem, Tillie ruefully acknowledged. He could take her, dump her and she’d thank him for the experience as she cried her heart out. Once again alone. So, was it worth the heartache? No, Tillie shook her head at her thoughts. She might not survive his rejection. Best to simply stay away.
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        * * *

      

      She spent most of her time trying to ignore him, Jonas noticed as he finished up yet another bookcase. He glanced out the window in what had once been the front parlor. The sun was setting, reminding him of the orange, pink, and white perfection of Tillie. She bothered him in his mind and that was a problem. He could stay physically away from her, but not emotionally, or sensually. She was there in his waking moments and before he slept, even in his dreams. The colors of the leaves in autumn, the green of the forest floor, the purity of the land after a rain, she was always there. He wanted to talk to her about everything, to feel her breath on his face, her eyes alight with the fire of desire when he touched her – hell, he was getting hard now.

      He had so many more things to think about than a copper-headed sprite that thought she was bigger than she truly was. His mate. She had invaded his thoughts since the night of the accident. She was a beautiful woman and yet it seemed she didn't know of her beauty. The green eyes, the curves, so many gorgeous curves, the kind of curves that make a man's hands itch to grab them, pull her to him and kiss her with all the passion and promise of a true alpha male. His wolf stirred within. He had better tap down that thought immediately.

      Her taste, God, the taste of her blood was intoxicating. And knowing her thoughts, her memories, all he wanted to do was grab her and hold her. Tell her that none of the past would ever hurt her again. She was his and he would go through the fires of hell to protect her. Yes, that’s what he wanted to do, but he couldn’t. It would put her in so damn much danger.

      He was going to have to deal with her, to take her ruthlessly, without his true feelings intruding, and get her out of his mind, out of his system, if that was possible. He had to reject her. The thought made him physically ill. But he knew no other way. He had to protect her from Sabine.  If she had an inkling that she was his mate, there would be no stopping her from using Tillie to lure him into giving his power to her. He had to get back to Zoe's problem, to his leadership duties, and to the fact that his evil witch of a mother may not be vanquished after all.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      This is it. She took a deep breath and held her head high. She was entering the library, her sanctuary, her place of work for so many years, but now instead of the library director, she was going in as a guest. She made sure she had her physical library card with her because she wouldn't put it past those bitches to try and keep her out. She was an American citizen. She had a right to go into this library. It was public, after all, and just because she had quit in the face of severe persecution, it did not mean that the powers that be had the right to keep her out permanently.

      As soon as she opened the doors and walked into the quiet cool inner sanctum of the library, she came face to face with her nemesis, Maren. She watched as she scurried around the desk, her sensible shoes clip- clopping, and her inner thighs rubbing, as she pointed a wagging finger at Tillie's face. “You have no right to be here,” she stated. “You quit.”

      Tillie stiffened her spine and looked straight into Maren's disapproving eyes. “I am an American citizen. I have every right to be in this public library. Now step aside, I've research to do.”

      “There's a library closer to you in Jerseyville. There's no need to come here.”

      “But I prefer to come here. It’s a larger library with many more resources for my research.”

      “If you make a disturbance,” Maren whispered furiously. “I will have you hauled out of here by security.”

      Tillie flipped a hand in her direction as she walked past. “Don't you have some administrative duties to attend to instead of harassing your customers?” And with that, she walked away. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Maren march back to the resource desk and stand guard.

      Tillie knew exactly what she needed and where to find it - the local history section of the library, the occult section of the library, and just for fun, the romance section of the library. Unfortunately, the local historical section was closest to Maren and the desk.

      She could feel Maren’s eyes on her and was about to flip her off, when she saw a young woman and her son approach the desk. “Excuse me,” Tillie heard her say. “I wonder if you could help us. My son has a paper due in two days on the Piasa Bird of Alton and the surrounding areas. He thought he could just Google it, but the teacher, being old school, wants physical references from books.”

      Unable to help herself after overhearing that conversation, Tillie walked up to the group. “Excuse me,” she said. “You don’t by chance have Mrs. Flannery, do you?” she asked the boy. He rolled his eyes and mumbled, “Yeah.”

      “I know what she wants.”

      “Really?” said the boy's mother. “That would be awesome.”

      “I, too, could help you find what you require.” retorted Maren. “She is no longer a librarian here,” pointing a finger at Tillie.

      “But I, unlike you,” retorted Tillie, “have lived all my life in the area, and I know about the Piasa Bird.” She turned to the family. “Come on. I'll show you where all the good stuff 's at.”

      Fifteen minutes later, Tillie had helped them with what they required for book references, and the boy’s mother turned to Tillie with grateful eyes. “Thank you so much. I'm Sue Richardson, by the way. This is Tyler.”

      “Tillie Mason. As you may have surmised, I used to work here. Now, I’ve opened up, well, I’ll soon be opening up my own bookstore in Grafton.”

      “A bookstore?” Sue gushed. “I love Grafton and its little shops and wineries. You’ve picked a great town to start a business. I’m sure it will be a success.”

      “I’m afraid it was all sort of sudden. I don’t even have a card or a website to direct you to, but it’s called ‘The Pagemaster’ and it’s on the corner of Main Street, just as you enter the town from Alton. It’s the old Brainerd mansion. I’m hoping to open it up around Halloween.” Tillie explained.

      “The haunted house?” Tyler piped up.

      Tillie chuckled. “Yes, the very one.”

      “Have you seen him yet?”

      She leaned closer to the boy and whispered. “No, but I’m making enough noise in there, he should make a showing just to see what’s going on.”

      His eyes lit up. “Cool! I can’t wait to tell my friends I know the lady that owns that house.”

      “First, you are going to finish that report, young man,” his mother scolded. “Then we are going to pray Mrs. Flannery likes it. I heard she’s a tough one.”

      “Well, she’ll make sure you remember her, but she's pretty fair.” Tillie winked at the boy. “Good luck!”

      Sue shook Tillie’s hand. “I’ll be sure to tell my friends and my book club about your business. I can’t wait to stop in.”

      “Thank you! Word of mouth is the best advertising there is.”

      Sue and her son left, and Tillie continued onto the occult section. A few hours later, it was time to put everything away. She had taken stacks upon stacks of notes, still a little old school herself. She gathered her things and headed toward the exit. Maren was no longer at the resource desk, so she had a moment to glance around once more. Getting a little misty-eyed thinking of her old job, just a few weeks ago, she checked out her books with a new girl she had never met.  With a heavy sigh, she shook off the thoughts of the past, headed down the stairs and out into the crisp fall air and to what awaited her back in Grafton.

      As she travelled down the river road, she had to smile. Halloween was coming. It was weeks away, but still there were the beginnings of pumpkins on porches. goblins hanging from branches, and the leaves on the beautiful trees atop the bluffs were just beginning to turn as the days got shorter and the nights got cooler. She had always loved this stretch of highway with its beautiful Mississippi River on the one side and the limestone bluffs and beauty of the trees on the other. Now, she would be able to simply walk down two blocks and be at the heart of the Mississippi and the Missouri rivers, right there on the banks. Maybe she'd do that tonight and watch the sunset on the river.

      Pulling into the private garage of her new home, she gathered her pile of books and opened the back door, once again overwhelmed with the thought that this was her home now. Of course, it was going to look a lot better once she got all of the boxes and things unpacked and moved just so, but there was time for that later. Not much later, but for just a bit, she could run up the back stairs to her apartment, which consisted of three rooms- the old bedrooms actually, and a bath.

      It really didn't matter what room was what, she surmised as she looked around what she considered the living room, the largest of the bedrooms, with its bay window. She plopped the books down on the coffee table, amidst the other piles of paraphernalia and books that were personal to her. Putting her hands on her hips, she sighed. This would be the last day of appeasing her curiosity about Grafton history for a while, because she needed to get that bookstore up and running. But once she did… “Who am I kidding?” she mumbled into the air. “It's probably still going to look something like this. I've just got too many books,” she giggled at the thought. “What am I saying? You can never have enough books.”

      She had surrounded herself with books at work and also here at her home. Her place was a testament to her first love of books and the library, her haven as a teenager, with shelves soon to be jammed with books, tables already crowded with them. They weren't only knowledge and entertainment and comfort, but she used them as artful decorations, placing table lamps on top of them, or flowers in a vase, or whatever took her fancy. Books, books and more books. She needed them like she needed her breath.

      She couldn't live without her books, without the stories and the information and all of the escapism within. Even now she was clamoring to continue the research of Mr. Brainerd and this beautiful old home. As she looked at the clock, she realized she had to choose to get started on the mess downstairs or become absorbed in the life of Charles Brainerd and why he came to Grafton to build his home. She reached for the book on Grafton history and settled in to read.

      A few hours later, Tillie was startled at the peal of the doorbell downstairs. She jumped as she came back to reality, noting that, well, the sun had already set, so she wouldn’t be walking down to the river. A book in her hand, she went to answer and with a lifted eyebrow noted it was Zoe as she opened the door. “Hey Zoe, what's up?”

      “I thought I'd swing by and see how you're doing.” She looked around at the piles of books yet unopened. “I can see you've made headway.”

      Tillie laughed. “Okay, I got absorbed in some books at the library on the history of Mr. Brainerd today. It's quite fascinating. You know the whole history of Grafton is amazing.”

      She ushered her up the stairs and into the living room, tossing the books off the chair and onto the floor and offering her a seat as she took the one opposite “Have you had dinner?”  Tillie asked.

      Zoe shook her head. “Nope.” Her stomach growled. “At the mention of dinner, I realized I missed lunch.”

      Tillie popped back out of the chair, and they headed toward the kitchen. “Let’s see what we can whip up.” Zoe loved to cook as much as Tillie. She had found that out as they had worked to set the kitchen up a few days ago.

      Zoe was pulling things out of the closet which they had turned into a pantry. “Spaghetti noodles, olive oil, black olives, a can of Rotel.” She plopped them down on the counter. Tillie headed for the fridge. “I have some fresh shrimp to go with it. I've got Chardonnay, too.” Tillie proclaimed as she reached for the wine in the wine rack.

      “I'll have a glass.” Zoe began to cook a simple shrimp scampi as Tillie prepared a salad.

      Within minutes, the girls had a lovely pasta dish to go with their salad and Chardonnay. The two women talked books and wine and solidified their friendship over dinner.

      “So why don't you ask me what you really wanted to know?” Zoe said slyly as she took another sip of the wine.

      “I have no idea what you're talking about. Do you want some more of this?” Tillie waved the bottle at her, but Zoe waved her off. “I'm good. I gotta drive back to Jerseyville.”

      No way, Tillie thought, was she going to grill Jonas's sister about him.

      “I'll tell you whatever you want to know.” Zoe smiled as if she could read Tillie’s thoughts.

      “Okay,” Tillie huffed. “Why did he show up on moving day?”

      “Jonas is very wary of people. He's had to be. It's not easy doing what he does. But he likes you. And he's very protective of his younger sister, if you haven't noticed.”

      Tillie laughed, but she wasn’t touching that ‘likes’ comment. “Oh, I get that. What does he do for fun? I mean, he’s got to blow off steam somehow.”

      Zoe shrugged. “He enjoys wine, art. He has collections of that stuff, but he really likes to help. Anything community related. If there was a Santa, it would be him. He loves kids.”

      “And yet he doesn’t have any,” she murmured.

      “He’s waiting for the right woman.” Zoe glanced at her. “You like kids, don’t you?”

      Tillie felt it was time to change the subject. “Have you had any luck with Delta’s remedies?”

      Zoe blushed “I have these dreams and I sleepwalk,” she shrugged. “The pills the doctor prescribed zonked me out for hours, so I just stopped taking them. Delta is helping me interpret the dreams, but I’m not sure they are going to stop anytime soon. I guess it's time to figure out something else.” She averted her eyes to look around the room. “This is really going to be something when you get it all set,” she said.

      Tillie took the hint even though her intuition told her that there was more to the story. “Yes, but it's going to have to wait,” she said. “Even with all the help that Jonas and the others gave me, I've still got a lot of work to do downstairs before I can open up, so my own living area will have to wait.”

      “When were you planning to do that? Open up, I mean.”

      “I'm thinking about the weekend before Halloween. According to the weather statistics, the autumnal foliage will be in wide display along the Grafton and Alton bluffs,” she mimicked the local weather personality with a slight British accent. “That way I can grab all the tourists,” she snickered.

      “Sounds great! You've really got a head for marketing, Tillie. I'm abysmal at marketing and finances and all that other logical stuff. I leave all that to Jonas. My brain goes straight to creative.”

      “Oh, that’s about the extent of my marketing capabilities. I thought I'd open up early so that I could create, you know, some fun things to lure in the kids with some spooky stuff, especially in this big old, haunted house.” She wiggled her fingers. “I even met a nice woman and her son at the Alton library today. She’s going to tell her friends and book club and her son seemed really excited at the thought of maybe seeing the ghost of Charles Brainerd when he visits.”

      “Have you seen him?” Zoe asked.

      “No,” Tillie said. “Truthfully, I don’t know what I’d do if I did. I hope I could keep it together and ask him questions to satisfy my curiosity about this place. But I’d probably pee my pants and faint. Not exactly a social media moment.”

      “I have very little to do with social media, moments or not,” Zoe stated. “I have my crystals and my runes, my cards and my crystal balls. That’s as much as I can handle.”

      “You know I find all that fascinating. I have an entire section on magic, healing potions, and herbal remedies. Of course, I haven’t tried to concoct anything yet.” Tillie confessed. “Maybe you could teach a class here to teach us what can be found in our locale, and what to avoid.”

      “See? You are already thinking like an entrepreneur!” Zoe exclaimed.

      “Far from it. I just suggested that you teach it so I could learn. Totally selfish motives.”

      Zoe laughed. “Well, you know Jonas is an absolute wizard with financial and marketing things. He's quite rich and he did it all on his own. He could offer some tips to grow your business.”

      The thought of Jonas knowing her limited marketing skills left Tillie a bit embarrassed. “I'm sure he doesn't have time for anything like that.” She waved off the suggestion.

      “I'm sure he'd make time for you,” Zoe said slyly. “He is, after all, a bit smitten.”

      “Smitten?” Tillie chuckled. “Now you sound like one of the heroines in my romance book.”

      Zoe honed in on the last remark. “What do you mean, ‘in my book’. Did you write a book?”

      Tillie shrugged. “I've written a few that have done pretty well.”

      “Define pretty well.” Zoe demanded.

      “I may have hit number one on USA Today's best seller list, but really, I just enjoyed writing and that was a complete fluke.”

      “Are you still writing?” Zoe asked.

      “Well, not as much since all of this,” she waved her arms to encompass the house, “but I've got some ideas. I'm thinking maybe a paranormal. I don't know. There's just something about this place that pulls at me. The Native American folklore here and the Piasa Bird. I'm doing some research.”

      Zoe sat up. “On the Piasa Bird?”

      Tillie smiled softly. “Yes, exactly. I know it's been around for centuries, and people have written things, with whatever knowledge is out there, but I just feel there's something missing. Like, I don't know, an important part of the story or something. I mean, why did the Piasa Bird suddenly start attacking?” Tillie laughed. “Not sure how I'm going to get their side of the story out of an extinct bird-dragon beast, that may or may not have become a dragon, which may or may not be part of folklore for Native Americans. You see my dilemma.”

      Zoe nodded. “Of course, but I got to tell you, Jackson is a bit of a local historian on the Piasa Bird.”

      “Delta’s husband?”

      “I'm sure he would be more than willing to help you out.”

      Tillie waved her hand in a slashing motion. “He’s got enough to think about. Becoming a first-time father can be nerve wracking, I’m sure.”

      Zoe said, “Well, if you ever change your mind, I'm sure he'd be more than happy to help you.”

      Zoe rose, she picked up her paper plate and threw it in the trash. “And on that note, I've got to get home.” She gave Tillie a hug. “For what it's worth, I'm glad I was standing half naked in my drenched nightgown and you almost hit me. You are a good soul with a beautiful aura. I know we're going to become great friends.”

      Tillie felt tears gather in her eyes and she impulsively hugged her new friend right back. “I'd like that, Zoe. I’d like that a lot.”
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      Tillie turned to park along the back of the bookstore, but as the headlights flashed onto building, she noticed the back door flung wide open. Hopping out of the car, she grabbed her phone and dialed 911. She relayed the info to Mavis Trundle, who was on duty tonight before she made her way cautiously into the darkened room.

      “Sue, is that you?” She had hired her friend from the library when she realized that she couldn’t run the place especially during peak season on her own. She reached for the wall switch and turned on the lights, then her heart skipped a beat. The coffee room was in shambles. Furniture smashed, overturned tables and the kitchen area was a mess. The baker’s rack was knocked over, and food and tea leaves spilled out onto the floor. She made her way forward into the hall through the debris. “Sue?” she called out in panic. What if she had come upon the thieves? She opened the front parlor and gasped. Graffiti painted the walls, signs and words she didn’t understand.  Satanic symbols, what looked like Egyptian hieroglyphics, and a mixture of letters and symbols she couldn’t even begin to understand. Her precious inventory ripped from the shelves, the bookcases Jonas had given her, broken to pieces and scattered across the room.

      “Sue!” She ran to the next room. It was the same mess. She tripped over an end table, tears of anger and frustration blurring her eyes.

      Shaking hands, she punched in Sue’s number on her cell phone and it was answered on the first ring. “Hello, Tillie! How did your meeting go?”

      Tillie breathed a sigh of relief at Sue’s cheery voice on the other end. She hadn’t been here when this damage occurred.

      “Never mind, Sue. We’ve been vandalized. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “What?” Sue’s voice was sharp with concern.

      Tillie raked her hand through her hair in agitation. “Someone broke into the bookshop. It's a mess all over.”

      “Don't touch anything, I'm coming right over.”

      “No! I need to know you are safe with Tyler. I hear the sirens. Help is one the way.”

      “You stay put. Have you gone upstairs to your apartment yet?”

      “Oh God! I didn’t think of it. I was worried about you.”

      “You wait until help gets there! Better yet, get outside.”

      A movement at the corner of Tillie’s eye made her gasp. Jonas stood there, a terribly ferocious look upon his handsome face. His gaze locked on her. Tille shivered at that look. It was feral, animalistic in its intensity. Here was power, a terrible power that was simply waiting to be unleashed.

      “Tillie!!” The screech of Sue’s voice came across the phone, drawing Tillie back to the moment.

      “Help has arrived. Jonas is here.” Tillie whispered into the receiver, never taking her eyes from him as she ended the call.

      “You are safe?” Jonas questioned as he strode into the room, taking her in his arms, squeezing her tightly.

      “I’m okay.” Tillie was glad for the warmth of his arms around her. She was shaking with emotion. “My store, Jonas. They ruined my books.” She began to cry.

      “It’s fine, love. I’ll buy you more. I’ll get you whatever you desire. Don’t cry.”

      She wiped her tears with a hasty hand. “I always cry when I’m mad. And I am pissed.” She stepped away from him. “I haven’t even gone upstairs yet. I was afraid of what I’d find.”

      “We can go together when the others get here. I’m not leaving you alone.”

      “Others?”

      Jonas nodded, still holding her close. She knew she should protest, act more professional, but damn, his arms around her felt good. And she needed this after what she had walked into. She needed him.

      Within two minutes, Sam, Noah, and Zoe were standing in her hallway.

      “You touch anything, Tillie?” Sam looked around at the mess.

      “No. Well, the light fixtures. I put on the lights.”

      Sam nodded. He scanned the room, eyes narrowed, prowling around, picking up debris. He turned to Zoe. “Can you tell me the symbols? The wording?”

      She nodded, then looked askance at Tillie.

      Noah’s big hand clamped down on Jonas’s shoulder. “You promised to tell her tomorrow. It’s almost midnight so that's close enough to tomorrow.” He looked to Tillie. “You might want to sit down for this next part.”

      Jonas led her over to a sofa that Sam and Zoe had turned over amidst the wreckage. Zoe sat down next to her, taking her hand in both of hers. Jonas stepped away and went to stand next to Noah. Tillie tried to stamp down on the feeling of abandonment she had felt when his arms left her.

      “Okay, we understand there’s been a break in, but there’s something more going on, Tillie, and it’s just not safe for you to be here anymore,” Noah started to explain.

      Tillie got mad, yanking her hands away from Zoe and standing up. No one was running her out of her home and business, especially when she didn’t have a clue as to why. “Fuck that, just tell me who did this!” Tillie shouted, turning to Zoe. “What do the things on the wall say? It’s an occult symbol. I know that.”

      Zoe looked down at her hands.

      She looked at Jonas. He would tell her the truth. “Do you know?”

      Jonas sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Sit down, Tillie.” He waited until she sat back with Zoe before he continued. “I wanted a better time to tell you this. But in order to get you to understand how serious this is, we're going to have to let you in on the secret.”

      “What secret? We're wasting time! The bastards could be anywhere by now. I’m checking the upstairs.”

      She started to get up, but Zoe tugged on her hand, leading her gently back down. “Sam, maybe you could explain it better.”

      Sam stood next to her. “Tillie, you know how in your fantasy books there are paranormals and shifters? You are researching if the Piasa Bird was true legend or simply folklore? Or what if we could talk to animals, that the animals knew what we were thinking?”

      “Sam, what the hell are you talking about?  We have to find who did this,” She started to get up again, but Noah waved her back down.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Noah stated. “We're just gonna have to show her. She’s tough. She can handle it. Hell, she can handle anything. She’s Jonas’ m..”

      “Careful, Noah,” Jonas stated firmly.

      Jonas nodded when Noah fell silent and looked at Tillie. “Keep an open mind,” he stressed, then he began to disrobe.

      “What the hell are they doing?” Tillie whispered to Zoe.

      “Just, well, watch. It’s kinda cool.” Sam patted her shoulder from behind the sofa.

      Within moments, both Noah and Jonas were stark naked. But that wasn't what shocked Tillie the most. They immediately twisted around, and their bones began to crack, fingers grew into paws and hair sprouted on their hands and chest. Then with a fluid-like motion, Jonas became a wolf.

      And Noah – Good God! Noah was a bear!

      Tillie scooted across the sofa, dragging Zoe with her. She couldn't believe her eyes. Noah was on all fours, had claws instead of hands, a furry body where skin had been a moment ago.  Tillie was amazed at how large he was, the paws almost as big as dinner plates. He walked up silently looking at her, the bear. The dense black fur seemed rather oily. She reached out to touch it, then quickly withdrew.

      “Zoe?” Tillie asked, wondering if she was going crazy or if Zoe was seeing a bear and a wolf amidst the vandalized front parlor.

      “Don't worry. Jonas and Noah are still in there. If not, we'd be dead by now.” Zoe held her hand tightly and reassured her.

      The wolf chuffed, sounding like a human chuckle, but it reminded Tillie that there was more than one dangerous animal here. The silver-gray eyes watched her with intensity.

      Noah padded over to Tillie. He held up a mighty paw. Tillie reached out uneasily and placed her hand on it.

      Sam laughed. “He wants you to give him a handshake.”

      “Oh.” Tillie looked confused, then slapped the paw. The bear shook his giant head and walked away, crushing what was left of her inventory beneath his mighty paws.

      Jonas’ eyes glowed shiny gold as he approached her. Tillie could hardly take in the change in him as well. His face, elongated nose, sharp teeth, and his fur - Deep black with silver slashes across his cheeks, with streaks of white on his belly and back. This was the largest wolf she had ever seen, not that she’d seen that many.

      Jonas nudged Tillie’s hand and she tentatively petted the large head. With a growl of contentment, Jonas rubbed his head against Tillie’s leg.

      “Welcome to the world of secrets, Tillie,” Zoe whispered.

      A moment later, Jonas and Noah walked over to their clothes, transformed into human form as Tillie watched, amazed once again, and donned their clothes.

      Jonas sat next to her and gathered her in his arms. He smiled slightly.  “I suppose you have some questions.”

      Tillie simply looked at him.

      Noah smiled. “Ask away!” He got comfortable after turning over an enormous leather chair.

      “Perhaps you should sit down too, Sam.” Jonas motioned to the other overturned chair. “You look a little pale.”

      “Hell, I’m still getting used to it and I’ve known the secret for years,” Sam acknowledged with a rueful smile as he righted the chair and sat.

      “Well, I guess it's best to start at the beginning,” said Jonas. “You now know there is another society, for lack of a better word, that lives and breathes among us. Human, but with a genetic mutation of sorts.”

      “Are there many of you?” Tillie asked.

      “Yes, quite a few actually. We have lived with human for thousands of years.”

      “How did you find out, Sam?”

      “Although Noah and Jax did their best to hide, well, it’s pretty hard to miss in the desert of Afghanistan if a large brown bear or a dragon comes into view in my sniper lens.”

      “Wait! Are you trying to tell me that Jackson is a dragon?” She rocked back onto the pillows of the sofa, “I don't believe it!”

      Jonas leaned forward, his forearms on his knees and stared at Tillie.  “Sometimes it's hard to believe what's right before our eyes, but now that you know, you’ll begin to understand. If you keep an open mind, all the stories, the tales, the legends that have passed down through the years, they all have a basis of truth.”

      “So, you just expect me to believe that all this is happening, a world within our world, and has been happening for thousands of years?”

      “Can you think of any other explanation for what you saw tonight?” Jonas offered with a small smile.

      Tillie sighed. “Noah’s a bear, you're a wolf, and Jackson’s a dragon.”

      “Not just any dragon,” Zoe supplied. “The Piasa Bird Dragon.”

      “Are you kidding me? That’s why you said to talk to him about my theories on the folklore.”

      “He found his forefathers,” Jonas sighed, “but it doesn't do much good at this point. He truly is the last dragon on earth.”

      “Not anymore. There should be a new little fire-breathing offspring soon.” Zoe smiled at the thought.

      “Another dragon to be hunted unless we can end this evil once and for all.”

      “Hunted?” Tillie’s blood ran cold.

      “Dragon’s blood, like unicorn blood and vampire blood, has magical properties. In his case, it can make a shifter almost impossible to kill. If Sabine got ahold of it, we would never be able to vanquish her.” Noah groused.

      “Sabine?”

      Jonas heaved a heavy sigh and nodded to Zoe. “She’s our mother.”
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      Tillie closed and locked the door to the bookstore. Sam, Zoe, and Noah had just left after helping to right the mess that had been done to her upstairs apartment. Nothing much was left of her things. Her clothes had been ripped to shreds, for whatever reason, and her books, her beloved books, had been burned in the fireplace along with her notes. Zoe had mumbled something as she walked through the rooms while the rest of them started cleaning up.

      It was hard to understand why someone would do this to her, but given everything she had learned this evening, it wasn’t hard to believe.

      “Are you okay?” Jonas asked quietly as he led her out the back door to his waiting car. They had decided that she would be better protected to be with Jonas. Well, Jonas had declared that, and no one disputed him. Frankly, Tillie didn’t have the strength to even try.

      “You seem to forever be taking care of me. I’m sorry.” She rested her head against the plush leather car seat.

      “You are no trouble, Tillie. I’m sorry we had to burden you with this secret, but you have to be prepared for what’s to come.”

      “I don’t think I can take anymore tonight, Jonas, so if your mother comes at me, you will have to deal with it.”

      “I know you’re still processing, love, but Sabine isn’t someone to be trifled with.”

      “I’m sorry,” Tillie yawned. “I’m tired, depressed, and a bit weepy still. I don’t mean to be trite.”

      “You, of all people, have nothing to be sorry about. I’m afraid you’re simply a pawn in the stupid game.”

      “Well, I don’t like the sound of that.”

      Jonas glanced at her. “Don’t worry. I won’t let anyone harm you.”

      No sound from Tillie told Jonas that she was fast asleep. Speeding down the country roads to his home, Jonas had time to reflect on how much more he had to tell Tillie. Should he lay it all out – the good the bad, and the evil? She knew about the shifters, and he thought she understood that Zoe was a witch of some sort, but the rest? Did she need to know all of it if he was going to reject her?

      Jonas heard her soft sigh. She was so sweet, so beautiful, it was getting harder and harder to ignore his wolf. He wanted his mate desperately. But she had already been touched by evil tonight. He had to reject her soon.

      Reaching his home, he carefully lifted her from the car and made his way to his bedroom. This was where she belonged. In his bed. If only for tonight. Tomorrow, he would reject her.

      Her scent assailed his senses, and he grew hard at the thought of her in his bed. He took off her shoes and coat, placing her under the quilt as he had once before, on that fateful night. If only she hadn’t been driving down the road, if Zoe hadn’t been hexed by Sabine. If only.

      “Maybe if we had met after Sabine had been vanquished, I could have kept you, sweet Tillie. I could have loved and protected you, showering you with books and other gifts you desire.” Jonas whispered to her sleeping form.

      He stripped out of his clothes and gently pulled her close. “But just for tonight, I’ll forget that on the morrow, I must reject you, and simply hold my love close.” So saying, he breathed in her sweetness and held her through the night.
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        * * *

      

      Tillie came awake at the sound of the shower. She stretched and looked around Jonas’ bedroom. Remembering the last time she had found herself here, she pulled back the covers – yes, she was still clothed. Now why did she feel a pang of disappointment?

      Tillie heard the bathroom door open, and Jonas stood there, clad only in a towel. “Good morning. Sleep well?”

      Flustered, Tillie replied, “Yes, thank you.” She looked down at the quilt, pulling it with her fingers. “I don’t even remember driving here.”

      Jonas walked into the closet away from her view and she breathed a sigh of relief. The man really was extremely attractive. She could feel her body react with need.

      He appeared again, clothed in a t-shirt and shorts. “Shower’s free and I grabbed more of Zoe’s clothes from the guest room. I’ll see you downstairs.” He started for the door, barely looking at her.

      “Wait! We are going to talk about what went on last night and everything, right?”

      He nodded and walked out the door.

      “Well, that was underwhelming,” Tillie huffed. “He’s obviously not a morning person.”

      She headed for the ensuite and the shower.

      Twenty minutes later, Tillie headed down the main stairs toward the breakfast room. She found Jonas there, drinking a rather thick Bloody Mary. “I’ll take one,” she said with a nod.

      Jonas coughed. “Um, I doubt it, love.”

      God, she got a gooey when he called her that. If only, she thought.

      “Why not? I’m a big girl. If I can handle a werewolf and a bear, I can handle a little alcohol.”

      He slid the drink over to her with a slight smile. It smelled rather unusual, but Tillie took a fortifying gulp. She gagged and ran for the kitchen sink. Jonas was immediately at her side, pulling back her hair as she vomited.

      “What the hell was that?” she asked as she wiped her mouth. “It tasted like rotten blood.”

      “Not rotten. Deer. Deer blood.”

      Her eyes grew wide. “You have to drink this? You like it?”

      Jonas shrugged. “You get used to it. The alternative isn’t something I condone.”

      “What is it?” Tillie’s curiosity peaked. After all, she had a lot to learn about paranormals.

      Jonas quirked a supercilious eyebrow. “Human blood.”

      Tillie wisely took a step back. “Why?” she whispered, knowing that Jonas was trying to deliberately scare her.

      “Because I don’t believe in killing humans. I believe in cohabitating peacefully together.”

      He walked back into the breakfast room.

      Tillie hurried after him. “No, I mean, why are you trying to scare me?”

      He rounded on her. “Because you need to understand, Tillie. Not all paranormals are cuddly bears, or sweet mages, like Noah and Zoe.”

      “Noah and you both scared the shit out of me, but I got over it,” she retorted.

      “That’s exactly what I’m trying to tell you. You think you got over it, but you only know the tip of the iceberg. Paranormal encompasses so much more.”

      He walked over to the stove and grabbed a plate. The smell of bacon, eggs, and coffee assailed Tillie’s nostrils. Jonas slid the plate in front of her. “Eat, love. And I’ll tell you whatever you want to know, and even some things you will be terrified to know. And then, well, we will figure out what to do about you.”

      Tillie didn’t like the sound of that one bit, but her curiosity got the better of her. “Tell me everything about last night. What the symbols mean, why these vandals did this, what it has to do with me.”

      “Very well. You eat. I’ll explain. Tillie obediently tucked into her eggs as Jonas continued. “The cross with the rounded top symbolizes eternal life, while the goat head statue, Baphomet, is often associated with The Devil, or Evil Incarnate.”

      Tillie stopped her fork of eggs, midway. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      Jonas nodded and continued, “The alchemist sign for the sun, white circle, black dot was reversed, signaling a world of darkness. The eye of God, also inverted, decrees the death of our Supreme Being, God, as humans refer to him, and the rise of Evil Incarnate.”

      “She, Sabine, I mean, she destroyed my business, my dream. She knows who I am. But why does she care about me? I’m nobody.” Tillie put down her fork and pushed away her plate, suddenly sick. She had really hoped it was simply vandals that had done the damage to her bookstore.

      Jonas nodded. “Finish eating, then join me in the salon.” He left her without a backward glance.

      Well, that was rude, she thought as she took her plate to the sink.

      A few minutes later, she found her way to the salon. Jonas was standing near the fireplace, contemplating the flames.

      “Sit down, Tillie. This is going to take awhile.”

      She immediately sat on the nearest chair, a lovely, worn leather club chair with beautiful tufting. It probably cost a fortune. She couldn’t help but run her hand over the arms. Jonas came to sit beside her on the matching sofa.

      “What I’m about to tell you stays strictly in this room. You can’t tell anyone. Very few know of us, fewer still would understand.”

      Tillie nodded and Jonas continued, relating to her the tale of the gods and the battle between good and evil and how it related to present day.

      “Okay, but what does it have to do with me?”

      “Sabine, for whatever reason, wants my powers and will do anything to get them. She has hexed Zoe, almost killed Delta and Jax, and forced Noah to reveal himself to Piper before she was ready to accept.”

      “Again, what does this have to do with me?”

      “I believe that you weren’t a random victim in the crash. Zoe had been hexed, we believe by Sabine, but the fact that you were there, at that time, can’t simply be a coincidence. Sabine know who you are.”

      “So?” This Sabine character was scaring her. If she could manipulate a powerful witch like Zoe, what could she do to a mere mortal like her?

      “You’re my mate.”

      Tillie inhaled quickly, choking on her breath. Jonas was there beside her in an instant, thumping her back, forcing her to breathe.

      “It’s okay, love, I’ll reject you.”

      Wow! That hurt! “You’ll reject me? Why? Am I not good enough for the high and mighty Jonas Blackshire?”

      All the times she had been rejected, refused, and persecuted by classmates, lovers and peers were nothing compared to the pain of Jonas’ words. Her pain transformed to fury and accumulated in a driving force within her. She was royally pissed, hurt, and frustrated with herself that she even thought this jerk would be her lover.

      She jumped up and hit him square in the chest. “You would be lucky to have someone like me. I’m loyal, faithful, and while I’m no model, I’m not a troll, either. I resent that you’d just reject me out of hand. Maybe you’re not worthy of me!”

      She made to leave. She wasn’t going to stand here, and listen to him one more minute, curiosity or not. Sabine or whatever could have him. That would solve the problem easy enough. She crossed the room, but he was at the door before her.

      “Oh, love, you don’t understand.”

      “Oh, I understand all right. You don’t like me, you don’t want me, you don’t love me. Got it. Why should you? We’ve hardly known each other a hot minute.” God, why did it hurt so much? Damn tears were gathering, and she dashed them away.

      Jonas grabbed her, turning her to him. His face took on a fierce visage as his wolf howled in anguish and the vampire within smelled the unique fragrance of her. He couldn’t help himself. He needed her nearness, but he had to turn her away. He ground out, “I. Reject. You. Because. Sabine. Will. Kill. You.”

      Tillie sighed against him as the pain subsided. She was enough. She was his mate. But what about Sabine? Somehow Tillie doubted that such evil would leave her alone. If she truly wanted Jonas to give up all power, wouldn’t that include her? As a mate, she would have powers, right? At least, that’s what the romance books in her personal library stated. Oh Lordy, now she was relying on fiction and make believe to process the unbelievable. But maybe there was some truth to the fairytales, and the thought of being with Jonas…well, that was something she definitely wanted to explore.

      “If she knows about me already, Jonas, nothing will stop her from harming me – except you. Kiss me,” she whispered, lifting her face.

      “No, Tillie, please,” Jonas tried to pull away, even as his lips reached for hers.

      The kiss was warm and sweet, just like his precious mate. His wolf howled and his fangs began to descend. He broke away, panting heavily.

      “Love, there’s something else.” He pushed her gently onto the chair. “That night, when you were injured, it was bad. Very bad. I couldn’t save you on my own. Zoe was weak and could barely hold your spirit within you.” God, he hated having to say it. She would reject him, fear him. How could she not?

      “Go on, Jonas.” She took his hand in hers in comfort. “Did you reanimate me? Like in Frankenstein?”

      It took Jonas a moment to realize what she was saying. Leave it to his Tillie to find a book reference for this. An idea came to mind. Maybe she wouldn’t reject him after all. “No love. More like Dracula.”

      He gave her a moment to let it sink in. Her eyes widened and she reached for her throat with her free hand, but she didn’t let go of him.

      “You had to…” she swallowed hard. She couldn’t finish the sentence.

      He hastened to reassure her. “Yes, but please know, I would never hurt you. I can’t hurt you. It’s physically impossible for me to do so. But although I took a vow of honor to never drink human blood again, I had to garner strength in order to save you. It’s complicated, but I am at my strongest with human blood, and therefore, my own blood is strengthened, almost magical. I needed to be at my strongest in order to save you.”

      “You saved me. I am your mate. That proves my point, Jonas.” She hugged him. “We are strongest together. Please don’t reject me. Together we can defeat Sabine. That’s our best option.” She reached up, bringing his head down to her and kissed him passionately once more.

      Jonas gathered Tillie close, never breaking the kiss. The power of his hybrid self overcame his caution.  When he noticed she was on tiptoe as she kissed him, he pulled her up. He trotted quietly up the stairs and across the hall to the bedroom. He pulled back the covers on the bed with one hand holding her tightly to his chest with the other, breaking the kiss, and laid her down among the bright white sheets and the pillows.

      He caught his reflection in the antique mirror that was hung between the posters of the old bed. His wolf and his vampire fought to be released within the orbs of his eyes. When he glanced down again, his beautiful Tillie was blushing.

      “This will be interesting, love,” he smiled softly, watching as her blush deepened. “Such a prim and proper bookkeeper.” He kissed her chin and then her neck, feeling her pulse beat, nuzzling, as he made his way down her collarbone. His hands softly gliding the material off her shoulder. the peasant blouse, down, down to reveal her breasts.

      He looked up once again to gauge her reaction. Her eyes were closed, her lips barely parted, just the tiniest hint of breath caressing his face. “Oh, are you thinking naughty thoughts, my sweet Tillie?” Her eyes flew open, and he chuckled. “You are the most precious thing,” he murmured almost to himself.

      He felt the wolf within him howl, eager to mate, and the vampire within him eager to feel the taste of her warm blood once again, but he tapped both of them down. “Are you sure, Tillie?” he said in all seriousness. “Because once I take you, I know I'll never get enough. You will be mine.” He noticed her hesitation.

      He began to sit up, away from her, trying desperately to control his desire. Her soft hand touched his back and he flinched.

      “I am ready, but a girl can be a little nervous, can't she? You are so intense, and a wolf, and I'm just me.”

      He turned around to her in a flash. “You have no idea what you do to me Tillie, what you mean to me. You say you are ‘just me’ and yet to me you are everything. But I will not take you unless you are absolutely prepared to be mine.” He gritted out between his teeth.

      She knew what he was asking.  How could she convince him that wolf, vampire or not, his words were like music to her hungry heart. That she wanted to kiss every single inch of him for the rest of her life or scream from the top of the tallest mountain that he was hers. She raised her hand to his cheek.

      “I'm sure, Jonas.”

      Tillie was crushed to him then, his lips slanting over hers, willing her to open to him. She complied with his passion, dueling with his tongue in a parody of what was to come. His hands could not touch her quickly enough, could not caress her fast enough, and yet they seemed to be everywhere all at once. The rendering of the fabric of her dress was nothing as he freed her breasts to his hot gaze.

      Jonas pulled back and stared at her perfection. “My God, you are all pink and cream beauty like a luscious rose waiting to be plucked.”

      Her nipples puckered hard from the anticipation of his touch. He couldn't resist the temptation and ran his long finger against her breast. She shivered and gasped at the sensation, then she reached her arms out to gather him close, but he stayed her action by placing his large hand on hers, gently pulling her arms above her head.

      “I need to see this- such beauty. I need to touch.” His other hand gathered a breast, gently squeezing. He moaned, “Mine.” Closing his eyes, his finger once again caressed her lightly from the curve of her breasts down.  Then up and then down and around the other.

      Tillie could do nothing but stare in fascination as this man, her man, reveled in her body.

      “I want to memorize every subtle curve, the concave of your stomach.” He kissed her there. “Then start all over until you scream.”

      Tillie felt his cool long fingers lifting the hair away from her neck, and then his mouth, just at the nape. She couldn't move or speak, simply exhaled slowly, trying not to make another sound, capturing all the sensations for her memories. His lips moved to her ear, and he caught the lobe of it between his teeth, biting gently.

      “I want you now,” Tillie arched against him, wanting his touch in her most intimate places.

      His finger trailed down to her pelvic bone, and she gasped, feeling the heat and moisture gather between her thighs,

      “But I want this to last,” he murmured. “For so long I have waited. It doesn't seem right to be rushed,” he murmured coming back with his finger, tickling her rib cage, and she giggled. He offered her a soft smile, and then his eyes grew dark once again as he approached her breasts.

      The seduction was so deep, and Tillie was so captured in his desire, that with a simple touch of his finger, she gasped and moaned. She needed his touch. Her legs moved trying to cradle him with her hips.

      “Oh no, my sweet seductress,” he murmured, leaning into her ear. “There will be none of that. You are mine to do with as I wish, and then, and only then, will we come together.

      His velvet voice poured liquid heat through her body. Her breath hitched, “Please,” she couldn't help as the word came out of her mouth.

      “Yes?” he offered up a question. “What is it my love? What do you desire?” He plucked at her nipple, and she gasped once more, trying desperately to convey her need with writhing hips.

      “Oh, you like that, do you?” He plucked at her other breast.

      She was so wet, so ready, he must know that. “Please!”

      Jonas knew he must have her soon. He could not hold his wolf at bay much longer. She was his mate. He gathered her close. He loved the feel of her softness against his chest. He kissed her ravenously once more, releasing her hands.

      She couldn't stop touching him, kissing him, needing to get closer. She struggled in his arms and ripped away the last vestiges of his clothing. Naked, he was gloriously naked, and her eyes feasted on her mate. “Mine.” She whispered in awe as he came down beside her.

      He groaned when she touched his chest with a gentle finger and then pressed her body even closer against him, feeling the slight hair tickle her breasts once again. “Are you ready, my love? Let's see.”

      His dark words fell like warm whiskey, and she opened herself to him willingly. His fingers slid from her breasts, down her mound, to her wetness. She moaned into his mouth, and he repeated the tender caress. “Please,” she murmured, her legs closing against his hand.

      “Open your eyes and look at me,” he demanded.

      Tillie did as he wished. She gasped as his fierce visage came into focus. It was Jonas, and yet not. His eyes gleamed a bright shiny yellow, his skin seemed paler, his face more angular, and his teeth, long and pointed.

      “Can you accept me as I am, my love? Human, wolf, vampire?”

      “Yes, Jonas. My mate. My love.”

      He touched her again, sliding his fingers along her slick folds. He rubbed his fingers once more against her then away, and as she stared, he placed them in his mouth and suckled, a deep moan of longing breaking from his lips.

      “Mine.” He stared into her eyes as the pleasure within caused her to gasp as lightning pooled at her core.

      Bathed in sunlight, Jonas felt the room held the promise of the sweetest ecstasy that he would ever know.

      “I want your eyes to always be alight with this passion, your lips always swollen from my kisses.” He knelt between her legs, and she readied herself, hips high, aching for them to be as one. “But most of all my sweet Tillie,” his fingers plunged within her. “I want you to come again and again.”

      His fingers were doing magical things within her. She couldn't help but continue to stare into his eyes. She was on a cliff and more than anything, she wanted to dive into the ecstasy of his love.

      “Again and again, you will come.”

      It was a mantra of love. She arched her body, and he plucked at her clit, sending her over the edge. She screamed out his name as he prepared himself above her.

      “Mine!” he yelled, lifting her hips and he plunged within her. He grabbed her as she lifted her heels digging into the mattress. “Come for me, my love, come for me.” He continued to pound into her, and she matched him thrust for thrust until they were mindless to everything but their sensual release.

      Tillie felt his body tighten as his thrusts increased, and she screamed as she went once more over the edge. Her nails scraped along his back. Her shout triggered his climax, driving into her one last time and exploding within her. At that moment she swore she could hear his wolf howl, and she knew exactly what it meant.

      “I love you,” she whispered as she fainted away.

      Jonas held her, basking in the glow of his luck in finding his mate. And with just a touch of arrogance, he noted, as he had made her faint away from his lovemaking. It was enough to make him smile.

      They lay together for a long time just trembling with the little aftershocks of pleasure. Tillie, he knew, would never forget this moment, never forget his taste and smell as long as she lived, never forget the feel of him inside of her, for the first time, nor the pleasure that he pulled from her body. How did he know? Because their blood mingled together as one. She would soon realize as they lived together, that noting each other’s emotions and even reading each other’s minds, was part of a paranormal mating. He knew the coming battle may prove his demise, but just for this moment, his life had meaning beyond death. He held her as she came back down from heaven and awakened once more.

      After a moment, Tillie shifted and made to get up, thinking to clean herself. For some reason she was still shy around Jonas. It was ridiculous, because he had explored every inch of her body with his kisses and his fingers. The pain between her thighs was a surprise, and she gasped before she thought better of it.

      “You are hurt. I hurt you. I'm so sorry.” Jonas was immediately contrite. She could see the sorrow in his eyes. “I should have been gentler. You were just so intoxicating, and I was an animal.”

      “Your blood healed me before,” Tillie said after a little pause, feeling her cheeks redden but just looking at Jonas laying there in the rumpled sheets made her want to go to heaven again with him.

      He shifted to look at me more intently. “Yes, it does,” he said with a hint of a smile as he reached for me. “Would you like that?”

      Tillie shrugged trying to be nonchalant and not jump on him and demand he make love to her again. “Maybe.”

      He chuckled, brushing back the curls that had fallen on her face onto her cheek. “Oh Tillie, you are magnificent.” Swift as lightning, he bit his wrist and blood trickled out immediately. “Drink.”

      Tillie wasn't sure at first, but she knew she wanted him again, and those feelings again. Looking at him, her tongue reached out tentatively, and she took a lick. Blood. It was blood, but she wasn’t repulsed as she had been in the kitchen with the deer blood. She immediately felt better down there. She pulled back and looked at him maintaining that eye contact, and trying for her sexiest, sultriest look. She licked again and he groaned pulling his arm away.

      She watched as it immediately healed back up. “Tillie,” his voice had gone hoarse once more as he settled his hand upon her breast. “You take my breath away.”

      “Now?” I asked as he slid his hand down her stomach. Gently his finger tested her. She immediately became moist as he casually rubbed his fingers against her.

      “It’s what you wanted isn't it?”

      “Can you? I mean, I know you’re not like a normal man, you’re super…” she stopped as his booming laughter shook the room.

      “Why don't you look and see?” Amusement in that dark voice.

      He was hard and ready again and she marveled that she could do that to him. She reached out to touch him there, grasping, tugging slightly.

      “More,” he groaned.

      She whispered, “Tell me what you like, Jonas.” She wanted to please him so badly.

      “Everything, love. I love everything you do to me.”

      Tillie leaned down and licked him, keeping her eyes on his, watching his face transform slightly, no less handsome, just more – intense. She did this to him.  She was his mate.

      With newfound confidence in her sexual prowess, she did it again and smiled as he twitched. “Then hold on, love. We're going to heaven again.”
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      Tillie looked up as the cheerful bell rang, heralding a customer. “Oh Sue, how nice. I'm so glad you stopped by,” she said. “How’s Tyler?” Sue and her son had been in several times since the vandalism. Jonas and the other paranormals felt it was too dangerous for her to work in the bookshop, so Jonas had doubled her salary and gave her a position within his company. Tillie still considered her a wonderful person and a great friend.

      “I figured it out!” Sue exclaimed, “I know exactly what the ghost of Charles Brainerd has been up to and it all surrounds this house.”

      “What?” Tillie was flabbergasted. “How so?” she asked.

      “Brainerd haunts this place or so they say, right?” Sue eagerly explained.

      “Well things have been a little odd, like misplaced items, but you know I take it all in stride. As long as he's not an evil persona, I don't care.”

      “Well that's just it,” Sue said. “I think he was displaced, and he's trying to get back to where he came from. Like he’s got unfinished business.”

      “Oh dear,” Tillie said. “Should I call the rest of the book club for a séance? I mean something like this would require a lot of magical energy, right?” Tillie teased. The women of Sue’s book club spent most of there time here, not discussing latest books, but the where’s and whys of the ghost of Charles Brainerd.

      “Yes,” Sue exclaimed as she walked through the bookstore heading for the basement stairs.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I'm going to get to the bottom of this,” she said with a smile. “Follow me.”

      “But,” Tillie came around the corner, phone in hand and hurried after Sue. Something wasn’t quite right. Sue was acting oddly.

      She texted Jonas. “Sue here. Heading for basement. Something odd.”

      “I still don't understand what Brainerd’s ghost has got to do with my basement?”

      “Just follow me.”

      The lights flickered and went out as she started down the stairs. She flipped on the flashlight of her phone, realizing that although she was down in the basement, Sue was nowhere to be seen.

      “Sue, where are you?”

      “Here,” Sue replied faintly.

      “I can't see you.” Tillie was feeling concerned. Her instincts were telling her to turn around.

      “Come closer,” Tillie heard a whisper. “I'm over here.”

      Hesitantly, Tillie followed Sue’s voice. She looked around, realizing she had gone far deeper than her small basement. This wasn’t a part of her basement. She could smell the river. Was this another tunnel from the abolitionists?

      Her cheerful basement became darker behind her. It was as if all of the light had been sucked out. Her iPhone flickered and then went dead. She was in total darkness. “Sue?” Tillie yelled, suddenly terrified.  “What's happening? I can't see anything. It's pitch black.”

      Tillie stopped, her hand reaching out into the blackness to find a moist wall next to her.  Creeping along, inch by inch, she made one last attempt to find her friend. “Sue?” She yelled at the top of her voice.

      A grayness illuminated the darkened tunnel, coming closer. Tillie squinted. She could just make out a form in the mist. “Sue?”

      The form coalesced into a hideous blackness, first, her friend Sue, then back into the form of a beautiful vampire with long black hair, ruby lips and pale skin. She reminded Tillie of Snow White, but the evil emanating from her was anything but innocent.

      Tillie knew immediately who she was looking at. With as much dignity as her shaky breath would allow, she said. “Sabine, I presume?”

      She felt movement behind her and turned quickly,

      gasping as Jonas took her in his arms, flinging her behind him. “It's all right, Tillie. We're here.” Tillie glanced around to see Noah and his wife, Piper, Jax and Delta, and Zoe, of course.

      A light shone from Piper’s hand illuminating the darkness faintly.

      “I'm not sure why my powers are acting up down here. I think we better leave.”

      “I can't leave.  She has Sue.” Tillie wriggled out of Jones's arms, peering into the darkness where Sabine once stood. “She was here one minute and then the next… I don't know.”

      “Who?” Delta asked.

      “Sabine.”

      “There must be a secret passage here somewhere,” Noah declared as he began feeling around the concrete walls.

      “Didn’t you see her?” Tillie asked. Everyone shook their heads in the negative.

      “Check the walls,” Noah said.

      The group did as he instructed, fingers touching along the walls, looking for any crack that could lead them to Sue.  After a few minutes, Piper and Noah together pulled aside the rocks on the far-left corner of the wall where the apparition had been. A deep dark hallway tunnel was revealed.

      “What in the world?” Tillie walked closer, but Jonas pulled her back.

      “No, we don't know what's behind there.”

      “We know who’s behind this, Jonas, and she has Sue.”

      “Tillie,” explained Jonas. “We've will save her, but we don't know what we're facing or if Sabine even has her. It may be a mind trick. We need to recon.”

      “Jackson, check the outer perimeter. See if you can find the opening to this tunnel.” Jonas said. With a nod, Jackson disappeared into the darkened tunnel toward the basement.

      Delta reached for Tillie’s hands in the dark. “Honey, to go in there without knowing what we're facing would be foolish. Jackson will be quick. I promise.”

      “But by the time Jackson gets back, Sue could be dead. I'm going in.”

      “Then you're a fool,” Piper exclaimed. “I know what Sabine can do. She tore Noah up, as his bear, without breaking a sweat.  Let us help you. You're a mere mortal. Sabine is no one to be trifled with.”

      “Hold her Jonas, and we'll see what's ahead,” Noah stated as the rest of the group started forward.

      Piper held the weak light from her hand in front of her to illuminate the dark tunnel.  Jonas and Tillie fell behind, last to enter. “You will listen to us, my mate, or there will be consequences. If you’re impulsive, we all could die.”

      She nodded in fear and acceptance. The seriousness in his eyes was enough to convince her to let the paranormals take the lead. Tillie expected to see spiders or rodents, anything, but there was nothing but inky black ooze seeping from the walls. The smell was horrific- dead fish and something else -but it made her gag. The absolute silence seemed to reverberate throughout the passage.

      “You need to stay here, Tillie.” Jonas asked.

      “No, Sue needs us.”

      “Tillie, we can't protect you and save Sue at the same time,” Jonas whispered.

      “We’re running out of time. I'll stay with her,” Zoe replied.

      She grasped Tillie’s hand and walked back out into the darkened basement. Jonas gave one last look to his mate, then he and the others walked into the blackness and were soon engulfed.

      “Stay here Tillie, by the stairs, and I'll see if I can dream up some light,” she squeezed Tillie’s hand and walked into the center of the room, chanting quietly to herself. Tillie watched as the room was lightly lit with candles floating in the air, and a giant table or what looked to be an altar transformed into the middle of the room.

      “Zoe. what's going on?” Tillie became frightened and tried to scramble back up the stairs, but they simply disappeared underneath her, and she fell on her ass, cracking her head against the wall.

      “Nothing for you to worry about dear, it'll all be made clear soon enough.”

      Tillie watched in horror as a black mist enveloped Zoe, and she collapsed.

      The mist then moved over to the altar and transformed into Sabine.

      “What have you done?”  Tillie cried out. “What have you done to Zoe?”

      Sabine laughed her harsh cruel laugh. “Don't worry, little mortal, they will all be with us soon.” With a flick of her wrist, the walls disappeared and, in its place, they were back within the bowels of her basement. And there were all of her friends, lining the room in various poses, frozen with magic.  She tried to rush to them, but was simply flung upon the altar, cracking her head on the concrete. Shackles appeared, binding her to the hard surface.

      Tillie screamed, turning to Jonas and the others for help, but she realized in horror that they were stuck in the black ooze that was slithering across the floor. Some were in the middle of shifting, their legs the animals that they would become, but their upper torsos and head still human, still mortal, and all looking in terror.

      Zoe appeared from the depths of the ooze holding the sacrificial athame that she had been after the fateful night that Tillie had met her. She approached Tillie with a measured tread. Tillie knew she was under Sabine’s trance.

      “No!” Jonas screamed. “She is not your fight. Your fight is with me.” He lunged at his mother, falling awkwardly at her feet as she allowed the ooze to release him.  His fangs shot out as he began to transform once again into his wolf with his vampiric tendencies.

      “That's it boy, let that anger consume you,” Sabine crooned. “Soon it will all be over, and I will take my rightful place.”

      Jonas could feel the hackles rise as he ripped through his clothes, the fangs of his vampire coming out. He snarled and turned to Tillie, eyes devoid of all emotion, a rabid hunger turning blood red.

      Tillie screamed as the others yelled at him to stop. Tillie heard Piper and Noah yelling. “Jonas! Do not hurt her! Your fight is with Sabine!”

      Jonas shook, trying to pull back into his human form. He couldn’t fight. She’d seize the power and they would all be doomed. His face flashing between his animal and his human, he was trying desperately to convince himself not to give into his base need.  He approached Tillie on the altar, his heart pounding. He glanced at Zoe, who simply stood there, knife in hand, until he realized with true terror, that his friends would not be able to stop what was to come. Tillie’s life was in his hands.

      “I see you finally understand, my son,” Sabine crooned as she walked over to Tillie, standing at her head. Tillie tried to scream but her voice was silenced.  “You see the only way for true order to be restored, one must have the blood of the pure of heart, and the power of true evil, and only then will the magic be released.”

      She caressed Tillie’s cheek as Tillie tried to scream once again, but she was held firmly. “You wish to speak, mortal? Beg for your life? This should be amusing.”

      With a flick of her wrist, Sabine released her voice. “Please,” Tillie begged, “let them go; just let them go. I'll do whatever you want. If you need me to die then so be it but let them go!”

      Sabine chuckled. “Perhaps you don't understand mortal,” she murmured as she walked around the altar, looking once again to Zoe and then turned to look at Jonas. “The power I seek will be all mine. The horror of what is to happen will strengthen me, and then,” she touched Zoe 's hair “Then my destiny will be fulfilled.”

      “What are you talking about?” Tillie bellowed. She was tired of being so scared. Her protective instincts came to the forefront. “You try and you try to come back again and again, and you are defeated again and again.”

      Sabine pierced Noah with a gaze, her hands reaching out, twisting and turning as he screamed in pain. “Did you think I wouldn’t notice you trying to touch your wife? Combine your powers? Not this time, bear,” she said, all of the hatred for his kind fueling the power. “There is only one that can stop me, and now I have what he truly loves, and when she is no longer here, his anger will consume him.” Noah collapsed into the ooze. Tillie cried out in fear as Piper screamed Noah’s name.

      Sabine turned to Jonas. “And then it will all be mine, my dear sweet children. Did you really think I had you out of goodness and love? No pets.” She walked over to Jonas and with the flick of her wrist, he was down on his knees, gasping for breath. “I had you both to fulfill the prophecy and that is what I will do.  Then the earth will return as it was- only this time evil will triumph over good.”

      Jonas snarled and tried to grab at his mother. She deftly avoided his arms, casting only a wisp of smoke as she lightly stepped away from him. “Now you have a choice dear son; do you save your sister, or do you save your love? Either way what was begun thousands of years ago will be fulfilled.” Sabine laughed at Jonas’s look of horror.  “You have only to choose. After all, when the gods departed this earth, they gave all humans free will. What's it to be?”

      Jonas shook his head, refusing to play Sabine’s game. He could feel his human strength weakening, the power of the paranormal overcoming his hold at peace. Both his wolf and his vampire cried to avenge the atrocity Sabine had inflicted on his mate, his sister, and his friend.

      “Still can’t decide? Let me help.” Sabine’s hand grew into claws. She hovered close to Tillie’s chest reaching out.

      Tillie felt her soul being ripped from her body. Sabine had wanted her to know her power, so she had taken her with such pain, simply to let her know what was to come. She had pulled the soul of Tillie from her body as gleefully as a capricious child rips wings off flies. Then after this pain, there was cold, nothing but bitter brutal cold that shot straight through her bones, turning them brittle and thin as glass, so easily broken just like her spirit.

      She was no longer tied to the altar but standing on the parapet of an ancient castle. She thought she was dying, torn from the warmth and the light of Jonas and her friends and thrust into the cold and pain, feeling the damp oozing into her body as the gray mist surrounded her. It wrapped around her, finding her arms and legs, strangling her like a python choked its victims.

      She wheezed and coughed, trying to get breath but even as she inhaled, shards of glass seemed to tumble down her throat as if inhaling icy blades.

      And then the gray was gone as quickly as it came, and she lay paralyzed but shivering, alone in a forest. Where were her friends? She didn't know. Panic came first, making her want to curl up and whimper but once again she couldn't move. She looked up and saw a sprinkle of moonlight coming through the trees. Was she in a forest? Perhaps it was a clearing? Her eyes darted around. She could hear the sounds of night birds, the long call of an owl, the wind whistling through the trees. But it was far away, as if in a dream.

      She was alive, she told herself, and she was all in one piece. A little lightheaded and shaky, but still, she was whole. She had to use her wits to find her way back to Jonas. She closed her eyes and tried to gather her thoughts, feel her instincts, as Delta had showed her, but shadows were so deep around her, it seemed they penetrated all of the light. A thought passed through her mind- perhaps not trees, but people, reaching for her. Her heart jumped and every other terror faded to nothing. Her eyes swung around trying to find any place that looked familiar.

      “Wake up and run,” a deep dark voice cackled throughout the night. Suddenly, she was free. She stumbled and ran through the branches, the trees. She tripped over a root and fell, rolling down a ravine full of water, which carried her, thrashing and sputtering, down the creek. She grabbed at anything and everything, hoping to keep her from drowning. She caught a branch near the creek bank and held on for dear life.

      After a few moments to catch her breath, she pulled herself up and out of the creek. Shivering uncontrollably, she tried to walk. Her legs felt like lead and breathing hurt. She needed shelter and fast.

      Coming upon a clearing, she noticed a lone crypt. She broke the latch with a rock and went inside An altar sat atop a raised dais. A body, draped in white lay on the cold marble. Tillie felt she was propelled forward, needing to see who it was.  As she tripped up the stairs, Tillie screamed in pain and grabbed her side, realizing her own body lay on an altar, blood pouring down, making bloody rivulets that ran past her down the stairs.

      “Run!” she heard the deep voice again. “It's more fun when you run.” The cackling laughter had her panicking again. She definitely wasn't alone. She began to run in a headlong rush to escape, to survive, whatever Sabine had in store. She heard a creature coming behind her too arrogant to hurry, too sure that she would capture her.

      Sabine had gotten into Tillie’s head, but she still had control. “No you won't win, you bitch,” she promised herself. “You'll lose; you'll lose Sabine, because I will not die!” she shouted in the wind.

      A lightning bolt crackled near her as a clap of thunder rumbled above. Her head whipped around as she burst out of the trees and into the shimmering light of the full white moon. And in front of her was her home, silhouetted by the moon. Her side burned terribly, and she held a hand to it, only to feel the sticky ooze as she reached her hand up to the moonlight and realized with horror that she was bleeding. Suddenly she was weak, so she slowed to a walk, holding her side, looking for signs of life, anywhere for help. But there were no lights gleaming against the windows of her home. It was simply empty, as empty as her body, the thought skittered across her mind.

      “My, my, Tillie, you are much stronger than I thought you'd be, especially for a mere human.”

      She whirled and found Sabine stood just behind her at the edge of the woods.

      “No, this is wrong. You're not getting into my head,” Tillie shouted as the wind picked up.

      “Really? I thought you’d like this game. You know a book is merely an escape, correct, miss bookseller? Tell me, in your favorite books, do you feel like the heroine?” she smirked, “or will you be just another victim, hmm?”

      The cruel creature tapped a long bloody finger on her chin. “I know the ending, but do you? Poor, pitiful Matilda who thought she could go against the most evil power within the world, and she would bring about the light? How cute! You fantasized of being the heroine, you wrote it in your book, and I've put you here, but alas, you don't know what to do because you're simply a stupid human, a pawn of in our game of good versus evil.”

      “Fuck you!” Tillie screamed at her.

      “Do you really think God cares for you? You are nothing. You have no power, no magic.  You are simply as I said, a pawn. You can run if you like, but where to? I'll give you a sporting chance.”

      “Is that what you want? You want for me to run?”

      “Perhaps you can find your way out of the dimension in which you find yourself. You’ve written a novel, but have you finished it? Have you written your ending? If you stay you die; if you run… in your silly little novel does the hero save you? Oh dear, did you not know? I’ve rewritten your ending. The hero must choose between you and his sister. Guess which one he will choose, Tillie?”

      “No! Jonas will find a way to save us both!” Tillie screamed. "He saved us both before! He will save us!”

      “Perhaps, but what will be left of you if he does?” Sabine cackled wickedly.

      Tillie spun around towards her house and ran away from Sabine and her cruel words. She had to stay alive until Jonas could find her. Tillie ran toward her house, hoping that the stone and glass would offer some kind of protection for her.

      She couldn't remember her book, what had happened? Were her actions her own, now? Or was she being manipulated once again? She couldn't think that way. She had to remember the plotline. She had to clear away the fear and bring her memories back, but she was so scared. The fog began to eat over the ground, thin and white, it thickened, seeming to roll around her feet until it was if she waded through the smoke. Smoke. Yes, her heroine had entered the burning barn to save the man she loved. If she could just reach the house, she could hide, see how badly she was injured. She knew every inch of it. Perhaps she could find a weapon and defend herself, she thought. How the hell do you defend against something you don't even know what it is? Except, she did know. Jonas had said, it was evil, pure evil. What beats evil – good. Goodness.

      Her eyes wheeled frantically in her head, the scorching pain in her side leaving her breathless, her veins bursting with her pounding blood. I'm going to die, she thought frantically. He's going to choose Zoe. He has to. She’s his sister. Sabine will kill me, and I will die. The pain in her side increased and she screamed. No, worse than that. Sabine does not want my body, she wants my soul. The goodness within. Such goodness, she remembered Jonas whispered to her as he was holding her, holding her tightly and crying. The tears blood red against his pale skin. Such goodness wasted, such goodness. I should have saved her. No! This isn't happening! She’s twisting my mind.

      Tillie reached the front door of her home and started to pound on the door but knew there was no one there. How could it be there? She was alone, always alone. No! It was her home, her sanctuary. Hers and Charles Brainerd. The ghost saved her. She yanked on the knob, but it was locked Think, Matilda, think. How do you summon a ghost? You conjure it. She ran around and smashed her elbow through the plate glass window. She ignored the shock of pain from the jagged glass scraping her arm, and then she reached in and flipped the latch with a grunt. She shoved the window up, leaping onto the ledge and rolled inside. She landed hard and she laid stunned for a moment, gasping against the pain as she struggled to see through this new layer of darkness.  The air was stale and damp, the room dank and chill, with the gray spill of cobwebs and the breath of ghosts. Charles! She gained her feet holding her throbbing right side and limping across the room. Charles, where are you?

      Tripping over something in the room, she reached down and picked up the object, the Ouija board, as the pain in her side magnified once again.  She would like nothing better than to lie down and rest, but she could only close her eyes for a moment and take stock of her injuries. She had jammed her knee and jarred her shoulder, sliced up her arm, from entering the home, and the pain in her side had turned to a burning scalding ache.  She was so scared and weak it hurt to breathe, but she was still conscious. She was still alive, she wasn't going to panic, and by God she wasn't going to give up. Now the only question was, did Charles send the Ouija board or did Sabine?
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        * * *

      

      Jonas looked up as the door to the basement opened. Jackson flew down the stairs and was thrust into the ooze. “What the hell has happened?” He looked around to find the bloody tableau before him. Zoe murmured something and stepped forward, touching her fingers lightly to Tillie's wrist to check her pulse.

      “Sabine happened.” Noah ground out, still fighting the ooze, trying to reach Piper to combine their powers. “Zoe’s in a trance. She stabbed Tillie with the knife. Sabine disappeared with Jonas in tow.” Noah gave up, sitting back in the ooze. “And now we are all simply waiting to die.”

      “Fuck that!” Jackson shouted. “Delta, you’re closest. Can you touch me?”

      His wife pulled toward him, but although she was merely inches away, she couldn’t touch him and the ooze engulfed her, climbing higher. She was paralyzed. She cried at the futility of it all.

      Piper urged her on. “You can do it! Wait! Let down your hair and swing it toward him.”

      Delta tried reaching for the clip holding her hair, but the ooze was too thick. Only her head and neck were now visible. She shook her head madly, wildly, trying to dislodge the clip. Finally, it began to loosen and she threw her head back and toward Jackson. He caught the long dark strands in his teeth.

      Jackson searched the faces of his friends, finding their pain, using it to allow his tears to flow. As they hit his wife’s hair, the ooze began to slide away. With a mighty pull, Jackson was free. He made quick work of the ooze surrounding his friends.

      They came together in a circle, surrounding Zoe and Tillie. Delta chanted for the ancient healing powers of the gods as the others focused their magic on the pair. Tillie gasped, then fell silent. Zoe collapsed in a faint. Piper used her magic to pull the athame from Tillie’s side, flinging it to the ground.

      “Can you heal her, Jackson? Noah whispered.

      “I don’t know. This is powerful dark magic. It’s taken all of us simply to bring them back to our realm.”

      Zoe suddenly grabbed the knife and stood up. “You pulled it out, why?” Zoe demanded. She made to stab Tillie again.  “It was our connection. I don’t know how to get them back!”

      “The flow of blood is what Sabine wanted- life ending.” Delta shouted to her friend as she grappled with Zoe for the athame.

      “No!” Jackson reached to grab the knife, but Zoe held fast and plunged the knife back into Tillie’s side.

      Sabine appeared then, along with a helpless figure held by a magical chain. With horror, the group realized it was Jonas.   “You don't have her soul,” Zoe screamed at her mother. “You'll never have her soul.”

      Sabine laughed at her daughter.

      “Whatever you want, whatever you need,” Jonas pleaded with Sabine as she stood in the corner laughing. “Mother, please, stop this. I'll do what you want. You have my word,” he begged.

      “Go to her, my son and make your choice.”

      Jonas eagerly crawled over to his mate, his strength a pitiful fraction of what it once was.

      “Look, Jonas. Look at your love and know that all of this could have been prevented if you had simply obeyed me.”

      The sob wretched from Jonas’ cracked lips was pain and sorrow.

      “Step away from her now, son of mine.” Jonas reluctantly released his hold upon Tillie, kissing her hands gently and turned to step before his mother, unable to resist her evil pull.

      “Oh no, my son. I know your power is diminished but it is still great. You will crawl to me.” He went down on his knees, whatever it would take to save his love.

      “The rest of you will witness the transformation of this earth.”

      He heard Delta murmur, “She's cold. Her skin’s like ice. She's barely breathing. Zoe, she is dying. You have killed her.”

      “No!” The anguish of Jonas’ cry brought tears to everyone.

      “Sabine must be stopped.” Delta whispered to Noah.

      “What do we do?” Noah growled, half bare half man once again in his fear. “Can you bring her back, Zoe? Bring her to a happy place?”

      “I can't,” Zoe said fearfully. “My mother is too strong. I'm no help against her. I can't.”

      A snarl ripped the air and they turned to see Jonas in full hybrid, his werewolf and vampire ripping at the throat of Sabine while she laughed, welcoming his madness. “That’s it, boy. Give it to me,” she gurgled as blood spilled from throat and Jonas’ teeth.

      “I can't undo what she has done. It's beyond my power. She must release Tillie or Tillie must free herself from wherever Sabine has taken her. I can only see that her soul is still alive. I can’t find where she is.”

      “She will mess with her mind, take her somewhere terrifying.” Piper said.

      “Her book.” Zoe stated. She wrote a paranormal book about Grafton and the Brainerd ghost. Jonas said she received the copies today.”

      “Find the books, Jackson, upstairs.” Delta whispered. “We'll try to buy us some time.” In an instant he had disappeared.

      Delta instructed them to join hands once again, but Zoe balked, her fear of Sabine evident in her trembling voice. “You do not understand. Delta, please help me to help them understand. She’s created a world we cannot break. She put me there when she cursed me to do her bidding. Evil is in there. There’s no escape unless she pulls you out.

      “I know Zoe, but Tillie’s in there all alone, pure goodness surrounded by evil. How is she to fight when she doesn't even know the rules?”

      “There are no rules,” Zoe cried. “Only pain and darkness until she wins.”

      “Then we send her our light,” Piper said quietly. And they began to chant.

      They turned to look at Jonas, now kneeling before his mother begging for Tillie’s life. A shell of what he once was. “Bring her back, bring her home, please.”

      “That's it, Jonas, give it to me. Give me all your power,” Sabine said, scraping her long talons across his throat. I have your power. It is your blood I now seek.” Her fangs came out, as she leaned over her weakened son. “The deepest, darkest power lies within, does it not, Jonas? And you keep it hidden from all. You're pitiful. You have power. You have what is necessary. Between the two of us, we have enough to take over the world, bring back the magic, and live forever. But you refuse to accept it. So be it.” She turned his neck toward her and bent sinking her fangs deep into his throat and her claws deep within his chest he screamed his wolf howled as she drank the power from him with each sip of his blood squeezing his heart to kill his shifter soul.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Tillie drew a breath as she came into front parlor, clutching the Ouija board. Think! In her book, the heroine had been saved by the ghost, freeing both of them to return to their perspective realms. But why the Ouija board?

      She heard the crunching of glass, deliberately a steady tread toward her. Dammit, Sabine wanted her to know she was here. That any minute she would die. She had to think. If Sabine was here, with her, then the others were alone. She was Jonas’ mate, they had consummated their union, perhaps the books were right – she could communicate with him telepathically.

      She stood on wobbly legs, running as best as she could into what was once the kitchen of the old house. She placed the Ouija board on the table and called out in her mind for Jonas.

      “Please, love, hang on,” she heard in her mind. “You can do this. I am with you.”

      It was very faint and weary, as if he, too, was in pain. She whimpered. If Jonas was no help…

      “Stop it!” she whispered to herself. Concentrate.

      She needed more help. She tried again. “Does the Ouija board help me?” She sent through her mind, hoping he could somehow tell her.

      A faint glow emanated from underneath the board. Glowing brighter, she took it as a sign of goodness. Grabbing it, she headed up the back stairs as the creak of the kitchen’s swinging door announced Sabine’s entrance.

      “Come out, little mouse. You have nowhere to go. No way to get back to your friends. It’s useless and I grow weary of the game.” Tillie heard Sabine’s singsong voice nearing the stairs.

      She ran as fast as her legs would carry her to the back bedroom, the master bedroom. Where Charles Brainerd was said to have died peacefully in his sleep. She flung the Ouija board on the bed and climbed up praying she was right. With no pointer to help, she simply lay upon the board and started to chant as Delta did, not really knowing what she was doing, but out of options.

      Closing her eyes, she blocked out all thoughts of Sabine stalking her, even though she knew it would be only moments before she was found. “I call upon the ancients, the tribes, the goodness of all creatures, great and small, help me summon my friend, Charles Brainerd, to aid in my defense of goodness.”

      She peeked around the room. Nothing. She tried again. “I call upon the ancients, the tribes, the goodness of all creatures…

      The air seemed to quiet the sounds of the night, as a small light, an orb, coalesced in the corner of the room. Tillie continued, “help me summon my friend, Charles Brainerd, to aid in my defense of goodness.”

      The orb grew larger as the windows flew open and wind rushed in. With trembling voice, Tillie tried once more. “I call upon…”

      The bedroom door was flung open, and Sabine stepped into the room. Tillie was jerked across the bed toward the light as the Ouija board flew out the window. “Stupid girl! Did you think some child’s game would truly help you? I am the ultimate power now.” She lifted her hand and the bed hurled toward Tillie but stopped just inches away from her as Charles Brainerd appeared at her side. But not simply Brainerd – she saw other ghosts of various dress, animals, and ethereal creatures, gods and goddesses?

      The bed clattered to the ground as a chant in words she had yet to understand grew louder. The paranormal beings raised hands to ward off Sabine as the ethereal creatures surrounded Tillie. She felt their warmth, and goodness emanating from within them. Angels?

      Sabine growled in frustration as she backed away, out of the room and with a scream of pain, she disappeared.

      “I can go now,” Charles said. “Take care of our house. It will always harbor those in need and be a safe haven for all. It was my intent so many years ago.”

      Tillie nodded in awe as the paranormals faded away leaving only the ethereal beings.

      “I’m dead, aren’t’ I?” she whispered to them.

      “No, sweet Tillie. It’s not your time for your soul has been traded for another’s. The ultimate gift of love.”

      The beings touched her, and she flew into the dark night, back to her friends and her mate.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Zoe looked around at the sound of Jonas’ screams, no longer in the trance and trying desperately to think of something, anything, to stop her mother. She had known what was going to happen. She had been in that world that trapped poor Tillie, and she knew that she was outnumbered and would soon be dead. Sabine would have all the power, and nothing could stop her. The goodness would be taken from the world when evil magic, black magic engulfed it. Sabine would rule with no gods to help. She glanced up as a shadow formed across the window and Jackson’s Piasa Bird came flying through, his dragon-like talons aiming for Sabine, fiery breath scorching her body. The sorceress drew back like the others at the fiery inferno that blasted past, and yet it did not touch the evilness.

      Sabine simply laughed cruelly and flung her hand that held Jonas’ bloody heart at Jackson. It exploded, sending the mighty Piasa bird spiraling down onto the ground, the book flying from his fingers as he transformed back to human form, and Jonas slumped against her, his body nothing more than a shell. “See the mighty power, the true power of evil, and it is all mine,” she roared as she flung Jonas from her, landing close to the dragon.

      “You,” she pointed to the shifters gathered, “You will obey or you will  die the same death as my beloved son.” She smirked. “Bears, shaman, you are no match for me. On your knees, peasants, and I just might make your death as swift as your friends.”

      Zoe felt their eyes on her in a desperate attempt for her to do something, but there was nothing she could do. All hope was gone. Her mother had seen to that. She had eradicated all good within this world, sent it to the blackness of an evil dimension with Tillie and cemented her place as ruler.

      “Putting your feeble hope on my daughter? You were always the weak one, Zoe. Merlin’s magic was supposed to give you strength and all it did was make you more human. I should have never bedded him, but I was young and hungry for the power he had. You are pathetic.”

      She flung her finger and Zoe fell to her knees, the athame she held clattering at her feet, pain ripping through her heart. The father she had never known, the good Merlin, who had sired her, had never known his daughter.

      The good Merlin, the good… Zoe looked up at her mother with hatred. “You have taken all that is good in the world,” and she picked up the athame, “but you will not take me! I am the true magic!” She plunged the athame into her heart gasping as it pierced through her soul. “Dipped in evil and in good,” she chanted, “The key to true magic is love,” she murmured, twisting the knife.

      She heard the gasp of Tillie as she came back to this realm and into her body. She watched as her friends cried out, trying to reach her before she died. She fell to her knees, her eyes never leaving her mother’s. She saw them widen in horror at her sacrifice. Before all consciousness fled, she heard her mother’s scream of frustration and pain, and she smiled.
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      “I still don’t understand how any of this occurred. Our little town. I mean, why us? Angel asked about the room in general. They were all sitting in the front parlor of Jonas’ spacious mansion. Jonas had Tillie on his lap, holding her close in his comfortable leather armchair. He ran his hand casually through her red curls. “If you know magic you know there are nexuses found throughout the world. Grafton has one.”

      “So, throughout the world there are portals into different dimensions and our small farming community has one.” Tanner Coalson was a bit skeptical. But after what he had seen and heard from the others, he couldn't think of any other explanation. “It's sealed now, don't worry,” Zoe smiled at him.

      “So tell me again,” Frankie asked. “Exactly how did you restore good in the world and banished Sabine forever?”

      “The balance between good and bad was off, so I restored it.” Zoe said.

      “She didn't just banish Sabine,” Noah piped up. “She *fuckin’ kicked her ass and vanquished her. Blew her into smithereens. It was a beautiful thing.” He hugged his wife Piper, who cradled their sleeping son, Jeremiah, in her arms.

      “Watch your mouth, dear, he's talking now,” she reminded Noah softly.

      Zoe blushed and Jonas knew it would be up to him to fill everyone in. The Coalson family had gathered here along with the shifters and paranormal leaders in his area. He had called an emergency meeting of the leadership council to discuss what had happened and what could be done to keep it from ever happening again.

      “Back long before even ancient times, you've been told the stories, the stories of the spirit owl of death and destruction,” he nodded to Frankie, “but that story was twisted by evil. It was not the harbinger, the owl of death, but of hope, of new direction, of wisdom and guidance for the future. Frankie’s father had committed his life to eradicating the evil myth. To that end, he fell in love with, and married, the human, Paige as it had been declared by the gods that all creatures should find love within the earth. Evil had crossed the nexus as it had been summoned so long ago. It creeped in as it had been banished by the Superior God.”

      “The skadegamutc, or fallen angels, ripped from glory, for their greed and power-hungry ways. Sabine was the greatest of these, their leader, as it was. What humans know as evil, they had insidiously worked their way into our world like the snake in the garden of Eden.”

      Noah took over. “The Kermode bear, the spirit guide of gentleness and truth, had been all but wiped out by power and greed of humans and demigods. As it was a fierce warrior, the next step in the Skadegamutc plan was to alleviate those warriors and it used a human’s love to do so in the maiden and her dragon. The gods saw it as the ultimate betrayal of their law, but soon realized they had been manipulated. Unfortunately, it was too late.   The evil had worked its way within the clans and tribes of humans, casting doubt and suspicion upon the shifters and the paranormal beings.”

      “But a maiden and a dragon, whose need to be together as the gods had forbade, were willing to do the unthinkable and in desperation they called upon the evil witch. True evil broke free through their incantation to once again roam the earth. No longer were the gods happy with the paranormal and the humans and they increased the suspicion and distrust amongst them. The Superior God was displeased with all, including the lesser gods, and buried the magic as punishment, declaring that until true good could be returned in the balance between good and evil, magic would be banned.

      “Yet another fight occurred, but each time evil had been subdued by good. Goodness had won, the gods were pleased, the most Superior highly proud of how both human and paranormal came together in free will.” Delta continued.  “And yet with that free will came the choice to do good or to evil and that is how the true evil broke free once again, finding a way from the dimension, by the manipulation of a powerful shaman.”

      “The Superior God was one step ahead of her this time, prophesying that the powerful shaman, Delta, would fall in love with a dragon, thereby bringing the tale full circle and banishing the Skadegamutc once again.” Jackson stated and put his arm around his wife.

      “I get all of that, Piper said, “But how exactly did Zoe save us all?”

      “Oh, I know that- Tillie.” Jonas smiled at Zoe. “My ever so smart and completely good sister is one solid thinker, and so much more talented than her mother ever gave her credit for, thank the gods or none of us would be here.”

      “You see Zoe knew that in order for the Nexus to be opened, it had to be unlocked with the key, which was the athame from the ancient Native American, Quatoga, when he had tried to kill the last Piasa Bird, Jackson’s ancestor. In order to wipe out all paranormals and all goodness, as Sabine had cursed him to do.”

      “Like the spell she used on Mark Davis when he tried to kill Delta.” Jackson stated.

      Jonas nodded and continued.  “That is when the superior God had had enough, so the key was flung into the greatest river, the Mississippi. It stayed for centuries, but as we all know, the mighty Mississippi does overflow its banks, that’s how the bluffs were made, after all.”

      He looked to Tillie. “Why don’t you continue the story, love?”

      Tillie blushed slightly, as she was still getting used to being Jonas’ love, his mate. “Very well. It seems that in my research about Charles Brainerd, I learned that he felt he had been called to this area, although he was from New York. Not sure whether Sabine had anything to do with that, but I digress. So he excavated the land for his home and the tunnels to run through it for the abolitionists to aid in the underground railroad. In doing so, he unearthed the athame, and believing it to belong to the Native American ancestry, gave it to Delta’s great-great grandfather. Somehow Sabine found it and used it to try and make the prophesy come true, only for evil to win.”

      “I’m confused,” Angel said. “What prophesy?”

      “The one carved into the cave wall, along with the true story of the Piasa Bird. How he had tried to help the human tribes, not terrorize and destroy them. She had that part shorn away, so the story seemed to be an evil one instead of good in order to harbor distrust between paranormals and humans.” Delta answered. “But she also realized that with the excavation of the athame, the nexus was once again open at the confluence of the two rivers, and that’s how she managed to go from one dimension to the other.”

      “Charles Brainerd was an architect as well as a Mason. He would have never built a tunnel that didn’t have an escape in case of cave in. When he died, his soul wasn’t immediately sent to heaven. It was sent to the cave where the escape was located. His ghost knew then that his time on Earth was far from finished, so he’s been hanging around waiting to be of use.” Sam supplied.

      “So when Charles heard the gossip about the athame and Delta’s near death experience, he knew someone had brought the athame back here, that it wasn’t in the tribe’s possession anymore.”

      “Then Angel sold the place to Tillie, and Charles sensed the evil of Sabine as she came through the tunnels and did her mischief with Jonas and Zoe, and Tillie. That’s when he knew that this was bigger than simply a small favor for the gods. This would be the final fight between good and evil.”

      “And according to legends and the books of the occult the chest of good and evil where magic was kept could be opened, but only by good and evil together. God would never allow evil to be released with magic, as it was both good and bad, depending on who wielded it. But Sabine felt if she dipped the knife, the key, into the blood, the life source of good, and then dipped it in evil, her blood then as evil personified, the magic would flow into her, all of it. She wouldn't have to share with a benevolent being. It would all be black, evil magic, for good would be overwritten by the evil.”

      “But that didn't happen, thanks to our Zoe.” Tillie beamed at her soon to  be sister-in-law.

      “Well, I think I was just lucky. If Charles hadn’t helped Tillie, and she hadn’t been able to ward off Sabine with that incantation, she wouldn’t have survived. It all came together at just the right moment.”

      “No Zoe,” Jonas replied. “You were destined for something entirely different than what our mother had always told you. You had both good and evil within you, and you chose, on your own, the free will that our superior God gifted all creatures of the earth, with.  You chose good. There was no magic chest as Sabine thought. You were the holder of all the magic. It had nothing to do with the nexus or the other dimensions or anything that Sabine came up with. The key was you because God knew were worthy.”

      “So, then you all just became unalive or became alive after being unalive…” Dixie scratched her head. “This is soo confusing.”

      Zoe laughed, “Yes it's extremely confusing but life often is, and yes, when the magic was released within me and good overcame the evil, then whatever evil had done in relation to getting magic back sort of undid itself.”

      Piper chuckled. “It's kind of like a Disney movie, you know, the whole beast and beauty and all of that.”

      The others laughed. “Yes, I guess it is,” Jonas said, “and it looks like we're all going to have a happy ever after.” He kissed Tillie’s forehead.

      She looked around at the friends- no family, that surrounded her and all the love in the room.

      Jackson, the Piasa Bird, who once thought he was destined to die without a mate, had found the human shaman, Delta Malone. Their paths were destined to cross as foretold in the Native American folklore, the wronged maiden and the dragon of ancient times, to be sanctified by their actions.

      Noah and Piper, both powerful bear shifters and their little baby Jeremiah. Unlike Piper, whose paranormal DNA was kept hidden by her parents’ death, he would know what it was like to grow up as a shifter child but in a community of love and acceptance that she never even knew existed.

      And then Tanner and Frankie and their brood. Tanner, the youngest member of the Coalson family who had found out the hard way, the secrets of paranormal society. He had fallen in love with Frankie, the beautiful owl shifter whose mutant genes never allowed her to shift into her animal but garnered the respect of the paranormal community with her charm and courage.

      And Zoe, the witch and mage. Such wisdom and strength within her. Full of magic and empathy and compassion, she is the epitome of the human soul. It is right that she holds the magic within, for she also holds the hope and the love needed for the future.

      She kissed Jonas 's cheek and he squeezed her just a bit tighter. Then there was her Jonas, the leader of the paranormal council, half-vampire half-werewolf, the rivalry between the two conflicting within his soul and in his heart until she was in danger. Then both parts became as one to save their lover and mate. It seems almost too fantastic to believe, but it was true. The little lone librarian, from a tiny town in the middle of America was destined to be the catalyst of magic, hope and love forever reigning above evil.

      “What are you thinking, love?” Jonas smiled down at her.

      She answered with a mischievous grin, “Oh, I'm just thinking that we are more than lucky. We're very blessed.”

      “And?” Jonas frowned but his eyes danced with merriment as they beamed at Tillie.

      “And this is gonna make one hell of a book.” She replied, then lifted her lips for his kiss.

      

      
        
        The End
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            A WIZARD, A SEER, AND A RACOON WALK INTO A ROOM

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      Chief Inquisitor Riley King killed the engine of his black sedan and sighed as he picked up the bouquet of vervain flowers, briar shrubs, and a handful of sorries-I’m-late-for-Christmas-Eve-dinner-Mom from the passenger seat.

      His father had died years ago, leaving his mom a relatively young widow. And Riley felt immensely guilty whenever he let his mother down. Even if only by being forty-five minutes late for dinner—hence the flowers.

      He got off the car, taking in Glenda’s apparently quiet residential neighborhood. It was a dark night, threatening snow and the end of the world. A breeze was crying down the street, whisking along battered newspapers and pieces of loosened decorations while the streetlamps overhead flickered most ominously. Riley hoped it wasn’t a magic crackle storm in the making, he already had enough of a bad day as it was.

      He locked his car and crossed the street toward Chiron Manor. His mother’s house was considered radical even in the witching community, both for its lack of conventionality and for its in-your-face disregard of intermixing guidelines. Upon looking at it, there was no mistaking it for a human house with its black paint and its many floors and winding turrets. No human architect could have made such a building stand without the help of magic.

      The only time of the year when the house blended seamlessly into the neighborhood was during the month of October when his mom was free to leave all her magical trinkets out in the open and pass them off as Halloween decorations.

      Two months later, apparently she had neglected to recover quite a few of those “ornaments” from the front yard. As he walked up the driveway, Riley noted at least five different violations of the Conformism Act of 1792. Good thing he didn’t work for the Intermixing Department and that tonight, he was finally off duty.

      Riley rang the bell, pondering the right amount of groveling and charming he’d have to unleash on his mother.

      But he needn’t have worried. Like every other woman on the planet, not even Glenda King—the most renowned and trusted seer on the East Coast—could stay mad at him for long.

      In fact, when she came to answer the door with her lips contorted in a thin, stern line, her expression melted in a second flat at Riley’s first dashing smile.

      “Mom.” He pulled her into a bear hug and then gave her the bouquet. “Sorry I’m late.”

      Glenda gracefully accepted the flowers, taking a sniff at the blossomy scent mixed with filial guilt.

      She arched an eyebrow. “Work again?”

      “Yes, you wouldn’t believe the amount of crazy I had to deal with today.” Riley walked into the house and shut the front door behind himself. “It’s like every witch and wizard in town decided to settle their personal feuds around the holidays.” He hung his coat on the rack behind the door. “This year, Christmas is turning out worse than Halloween. Revenge hexes, illegal potions, bootleg charms, sanctionable curses… You name it, I had to deal with it all in the past week.”

      Glenda sighed and shook her head as they walked down the hall toward the dining room. “You work too much, my dear son, just like your father.”

      “Don’t worry, Mom.” Riley wrapped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “I have it all under control.”

      “That’s not why I’m sighing.” Riley’s mother stopped next to the round dinner table, which was laid for three, and shrugged his arm off.

      Before Riley could sit, she took his hands in hers. “But, for once, I hoped you were late because of a woman.”

      Without waiting for a reply, she dropped his hands and moved into the kitchen, coming back two minutes later with a steaming casserole filled with a whole turkey crisped to golden perfection.

      Glenda dropped the turkey in the center of the table. “You know the last girlfriend you introduced me to was Amelie in high school?”

      Riley knew all too well since his mother took great pains to remind him exactly that only every single time they saw each other. And to keep in line with the tradition, he gave her the same answer he always did. “That’s because I haven’t met anyone special yet, but I promise you’ll be the first to know when I do.”

      Riley had no intention of ever getting tangled in a serious relationship, not after the way his parents’ marriage had ended—death, pain, solitude. But he was wise enough not to share that intel with his mom. Instead, he kept humoring her on her desire for a daughter-in-law.

      The script went on with Glenda’s next line—they still had a few to cycle through before they could eat. Glenda would remind him he wasn’t getting any younger and that if he kept waiting any longer before becoming serious about finding a wife, all the good women his age would be taken. To which Riley would joke he’d find a woman of a different age. And finally, Glenda would conclude he’d better find one of witchling-bearing age because she wanted grandwitchlings and she also wasn’t getting any younger.

      Once all of that was taken care of, they were finally free to move on to the dinner.

      Riley changed the subject as fast as he could, regaling his mother with a story about a spell gone wrong he’d been saving all week exactly for this purpose. A witch had tried to spell her date to fall in love with her but ended up making herself irresistible to all manner of insects and pixies.

      He was delivering the punch line about how the witch they’d subsequently arrested had sprouted distress antennas while in interrogation from all the itching when Myron, Glenda’s raccoon familiar, sauntered into the room and took the last empty seat at the dinner table.

      “The prodigal son returns,” the raccoon said. “I fell asleep waiting for you.”

      His story ruined, Riley clenched his jaws. “Sorry, Myron, but some of us actually have to work for a living. Mom understands how important my job is.”

      Myron snickered. “Why the flowers, then?”

      “Enough,” Glenda cut them off. She sliced a piece of turkey and dropped it on Myron’s plate. “Can’t the two of you go two minutes without bickering, not even on Christmas Eve?”

      “Apparently not,” Riley replied, stuffing another bite into his mouth.

      Myron, momentarily distracted by the food, didn’t reply at all. He used his paws to tear the meat apart and chewed on a few scraps before he spoke again. “So, Inquisitor King, what’s new at the Department of Magical Justice?”

      The title of inquisitor was usually used, if not with downright fear, at least with a healthy amount of respect. But not when it came out of Myron’s muzzle. He somehow made the appellation sound derogatory.

      “I already told my mom all the good stories. Sorry you were asleep and missed out.”

      Myron snickered, his black beady eyes twinkling. “Then perhaps we should talk about your love life.”

      And Riley had walked right into that trap. If he’d already excluded his job as a topic of conversation, his personal life was fair game.

      Riley kept quiet, and Myron winked at him.

      The raccoon raised his glass, asking Glenda for some Dragonfire ale, and, after taking a sip, he went on torturing Riley, who he saw as his only competition for Glenda’s affection. “Seriously, Riley? Still single at your age?” Then he turned to the woman of the house again. “You know what, Glenda? I think it’s past time you gave him a reading. At least this way we’ll know for sure how long we have to wait for grandwitchlings.”

      Between gritted teeth, Riley said, “And you know perfectly well I don’t let my mother read into my future.”

      Myron appeared mock-shocked, bringing his clawed black paw to his chest. “Oh, but I thought that since you were almost an hour late for Christmas dinner, maybe you’d make an exception tonight.” Myron bared his fangs in a vicious smirk.

      Glenda rarely took sides in their verbal sparring, but she’d also been asking Riley to let her read his cards since forever.

      “Riley,” she said. “Why don’t you let me? Just this time? It’d be the best Christmas present.”

      “Mom, you know I don’t like the idea of knowing my future. Whatever you told me would make me go about things in a different, forced way and probably screw everything good I had coming to me.”

      Riley could see his mom was ready to concede to his point when Myron delivered the kiss of death. “Then let her read the cards and not tell you anything… just for her peace of mind.”

      Glenda’s eyes shone with so much hope that Riley didn’t have the heart to say no. And if his mother really told him nothing, what difference would it make what she did or didn’t see in his future?

      “Okay,” he said. “I’ll do it!”

      Glenda cleared the table at the speed of light, and not even Myron protested when she took his plate away before he could finish his dinner.

      Plates and cutlery were replaced by candles and crystals, and Glenda brought to the table the silver chest where she kept her most special tarots, displaying the same pride in carrying them she had shown when she’d brought over the perfectly roasted turkey not an hour earlier.

      Riley’s mother took the tarots out, set the chest aside, and began to shuffle. When she was satisfied, she dropped the deck of cards on the table, saying, “Cut for me please, darling?”

      Without giving it too much thought, Riley split the deck into two neat halves and laid the top one next to the other.

      Next, his mom made him pick three sets of three random cards from the deck. Clairvoyancy had never been one of his favorite subjects in magical school, and he’d dropped it the second the mandatory credits were over. But even he remembered three was the number of harmony. One for unity, plus two for disorder. And that nine, or three times three, was considered the number of perfect harmony.

      But beyond that basic understanding of the process, he had no way of telling what the spread before him meant.

      His mother kept a perfect poker face. Riley wasn’t sure if she was just keeping true to her word or if it was a tactic to bait him into asking what she was seeing. Myron, instead, kept nodding and making “ah” and “oh” noises each time a new tarot was revealed. Riley ignored him. Without Glenda’s interpretation, the raccoon was just as clueless about the meaning of the spread as Riley was.

      Just as Glenda turned Riley’s ninth card, his phone went off in his pocket. Feeling already more than guilty for his tardiness, Riley let it ring. Someone else could take care of whatever loose jinx the call was about.

      But when the phone started ringing again mere seconds after it had stopped, Riley shifted in his chair, uncomfortable. The office never called twice unless it was something serious.

      “Go ahead,” Glenda said. “They wouldn’t disturb you tonight if it wasn’t important.”

      “Inquisitor King,” Riley said into the phone, then his jaw tensed at what the voice on the other side said.

      His only reply was a one-word question. “Where?”

      “I’ll be right there,” he concluded the phone call and looked up at his mother. “Mom I—”

      “You have to go,” she anticipated him. “I know.”

      “Mom, I’m really sorry. I wouldn’t leave… but it’s a murder investigation. They need me.”

      Glenda stood up. “Riley, dear, I completely understand, don’t worry. Your job is so important. I’m glad for all that you do for the community.” She had a weird softness to her voice and looked like she was making her best effort not to smile. “Don’t worry about your decrepit old mother.”

      In all the times Riley had had to leave her earlier than planned on a work call, tonight’s was by far the weirdest, most unusual reaction. No complaining, no guilt-tripping, not even genuine sorrow to see him go. Glenda seemed elated that Riley had to go investigate a murder.

      But he already had enough mysteries to solve for one night, so he simply gathered Glenda’s frail form into his arms and cajoled her a little, “You’re not old, Mom.” He dropped a kiss on her forehead for good measure. “And are you sure it’s okay if I go?”

      “Si, yes, oui… go!”

      She practically pushed him out of the house. Riley barely had time to pull her into another quick hug before Glenda shoved the front door in his face.

      Riley was even more puzzled but still had no time to dwell on his mom’s strange behavior. The moment he stepped out of her house, he also left behind his doting son role and assumed that of Essex County Chief Inquisitor.

      A bell in the distance rang ten strokes.

      Two hours until Christmas, and what a lousy holiday it was going to be this year.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      MYRON

      Myron watched Glenda escort her son to the door and then come back into the living room, humming Jingle Bells under her breath.

      The raccoon stared at his witch a little perplexed. Usually, whenever her hotshot son left on a work assignment, which happened often, Glenda got all droopy and moody, but tonight, she was dancing on air.

      “You seem awfully chirp for a mother whose son arrived late for Christmas Eve’s dinner and left early on top of that.”

      “Myron, Myron,” she sing sang. “Have you looked at the cards?”

      Of course, he had. But Glenda also knew that he lacked the powers of divination to correctly interpret the spread without her help. He took another look at the three tidy rows. “Care to enlighten me?”

      “Look at the last row, Myron.” Glenda sat back down at the table and tapped the line of cards at the bottom of the spread. “Can’t you see why I’m so happy?”

      The raccoon studied the cards lined on the last row: Justice, The Lovers, and The Moon.

      “What do they mean?”

      Glenda clapped her hands, smiling. “That my Riley is going to arrest his one true love before the night is over.”

      Myron furrowed his brow, even more perplexed. “Should I remind you he just left on a murder investigation?”

      “Oh, please. Have a little faith, you old, grumpy raccoon.” With one last adoring look at the cards spread on the table, Glenda collected them in her hands and put the deck back into its honorary silver chest. “I bet it’ll be a great story to tell my grandwitchlings one day…”

      “Will they be born in prison?” Myron snickered.

      “Don’t be a Scrooge, Myron,” she chided him. “Love is in the air tonight, I can feel it in my old witch bones.”

      And even Myron knew not to contest Glenda’s premonitions, not when her old witch bones were called upon.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            WHAT’S IN A POTION?

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      Nina’s familiar, Abel Pawington III—or Abby for close friends and family—jumped on the kitchen counter next to where she was working, bristling his whiskers skeptically. “Nina, your magic bakery license is expired,” he was using his lawyer tone, Nina noted. “You can’t bake chocolate love muffins.”

      “These aren’t muffins, they’re cupcakes,” Nina replied, licking a smear of dark batter off her thumb.

      The black cat scratched behind his ear with a paw, visibly unimpressed by her answer. “Different baked goods, same issue.”

      “Oh, come on, a little love potion never killed anyone.” Nina kissed the top of his head. “And it’s for personal use only, so it’s allowed.”

      “And I’d respect that argument if you were making just one muffin—cupcake, whatever the thing—but it looks like you’re mixing enough dough to feed an army.”

      Nina just smirked and kept adding ingredients, throwing in an extra sprinkle of sugar. “I poured too much flour the first time by accident, and I didn’t want to start over or waste the batter. So I just kept adding stuff.”

      The mis-pouring might’ve happened a few times, in fact. She had added too much flour to begin with, making the batter too thick, and had had to compensate by adding more eggs and a bit more love potion, but then the batter had become too liquid so she’d added more flour and so on. By the time she’d reached the perfect consistency, she’d indeed whipped enough dough to feed, if not an army, at least half the small town of Salem, Massachusetts, where she lived.

      But Abby didn’t need to know all the details. Nina scratched the cat under his chin to mollify him. He stood rigid at first, doing his best not to purr and keep his reprimanding façade on, Nina assumed. But, eventually, she wore his stubbornness down and his animal side took over. Purring loudly, Abby bumped his head against Nina’s hand and curled himself against her arm.

      Satisfied, the witch let him go and went back to mixing the dark batter in a hot pink bowl. “You worry too much, Abby. The love potion is going to lose its power by midnight, and I’m not planning on going anywhere tonight, so… no harm done. I’m just going to eat one cupcake and save the rest for the family Christmas meal tomorrow when my pastries will be just regular, delicious, magic-free chocolate cupcakes with vanilla frosting.”

      Abel sighed. “Nina, I know the holidays can be difficult as a single, twenty-nine-year-old witch, but a love potion… Come on, that’s—”

      Nina tapped his head with a wooden spoon, leaving smears of chocolate batter on his shiny black fur. “Don’t say desperate!”

      Abel lifted his paw as if his first instinct had been to clean himself and lick the batter off, but then he must’ve remembered the love potion mixed in because he froze with his paw in mid-air.

      “Afraid of accidentally bumping into the Siberian Tabby lady next door and losing your mind over a bushy tail?” Nina teased him.

      “That lady cat is hateful,” Abel replied indignantly.

      “Sour grapes much?”

      “Stop teasing me. I don’t like her,” he protested. “You got batter on my fur. Can you get it off?”

      Nina rolled her eyes in an exaggerated gesture as if to say, “You over-fussy little creature,” but she still wet a kitchen towel and lovingly brushed the minuscule smear of batter off of Abel’s thick head.

      Despite himself, she imagined, the familiar went back to purring.

      Cat cleaned up, Nina finished mixing the batter and spooned it into paper cases, filling each one carefully with just the right amount of chocolate gooeyness and then depositing each case into a dedicated hollow in a muffin-baking tray. Once she had two metal trays stuffed to capacity, Nina smiled widely at her handiwork. She placed the two trays into the pre-heated oven and set a timer for twenty minutes. While she waited for the base to cook, Nina started working on the frosting.

      Soon, the aroma of melting sugar and chocolate wafted deliciously throughout the entire kitchen mixing with the vanilla spice of the frosting.

      Nina hummed to herself as she measured out the powdered sugar and butter for the frosting, whipping them until they turned into a solid, sweet cloud. She set the frosting aside and checked on the cupcakes. They were rising nicely and almost ready.

      Soon afterward, the timer on her phone buzzed loudly to signal that the cupcakes were cooked. She took the trays out of the oven and carefully transferred each cupcake onto a cooling rack. She helped the cooling process along by blowing a magical, icy wind over them.

      The frosting was next. Nina transferred the creamy vanilla mix into a pastry syringe to then squeeze it into buttery curls over the pastries, whispering the final magic incantations as she went—and ignoring the disapproving glances of her cat all the more intently.

      Abby’s whiskers kept twitching with worry, while his tail wouldn’t sit still. The cat’s displeasure was as clear as his fur was black. But as Nina finished decorating each cupcake with the white frosting and a sprinkle of silver glitter to give them a festive touch, even Abel had to admit the cupcakes looked perfect. “Those look amazing. I really don’t understand why you gave up baking.”

      Nina’s stomach grumbled hungrily, and she reached for a spatula to scoop up the leftover frosting from the bowl. The delicate sweetness melted in her mouth, and a smile spread across her lips. “I gave up baking because I was tired of trying to please everyone else with my creations,” she replied. “But these cupcakes are just for me.”

      Nina lifted one to her mouth and was about to bite down on it when Abel yelled, “Stop.”

      Nina lowered the cupcake, letting out a frustrated sigh. “What now?”

      “You’re about to eat a love potion that will make you fall in love with the next man you see. What if it’s the mailman?” Abel argued, referring to the sixty-year-old, married, balding, slightly overweight man who delivered their post.

      Nina shrugged. “There’s no post on Christmas Day.”

      “You know what I mean, what if the first guy you see is a total creep, or a serial killer, or someone you already know and can’t stand, or worse, someone who’s already taken?”

      Nina smiled and patted his head. “Not how the magic works. The love potion is going to make sure the next man I meet is my perfect match.”

      “Yeah, because everyone knows love potions never backfire. Tomorrow is Christmas. Who are you even going to see who’s not related to you?”

      Nina stared out the window at the street, glittering with Christmas lights. “I could slip on the snowy curb on the way to my parents’, and a handsome stranger could save me, gently grabbing me by the elbow and preventing me from falling. Our eyes would meet while he held me in his strong arms and the rest would be history.” Nina batted her lashes dreamingly. “Or maybe I’ll meet someone at the Christmas market downtown. My one true love and I will reach for the same pomegranate and our fingers will brush, sending tingles up our arms. He’ll offer me the pomegranate, I’ll refuse and—”

      “You’ve been watching too many rom-coms,” Abel interrupted her. “You’re starting to sound delusional.”

      Nina grinned. “Maybe I am. But can you blame me? It’s Christmas, the time of miracles and magic.”

      Abel snorted, rolling his eyes, but didn’t push further. Over the years, he had learned there was no dissuading her when Nina had her mind set on something. And she appreciated him all the more for it.

      Finally, Nina took a small bite out of the cupcake, then another. The chocolate was rich and decadent, and the frosting was sweet and creamy. As she chewed, she felt a warm tingle spread through her body, starting at her toes and working its way up to her scalp.

      Abel watched her with concerned yellow eyes as she finished the cupcake. “How did it taste?”

      Nina smiled, feeling giddy. “Like a dream coming through.”

      Abel rolled his eyes again. “So what now?”

      Nina bent down and kissed his furry head. “Now I’m going to take a bath. I wouldn’t want to stink when I meet Mr. Right.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            STUNNING AND STUNNED

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      Riley took shelter behind one of the trees lining the dark street in the quiet Salem residential neighborhood. He observed the house that was his target from his shaded spot, gesturing for the other magical enforcement agents to line up behind him and blend in with the shadows.

      The one-story house looked remarkably bland to belong to a witch. Nothing about its white siding, small porch, and well-manicured lawn betrayed it as the dwelling of a dangerous sorceress. With Christmas fairy lights neatly lining the porch and a sparkly plastic reindeer in the front yard, the illusion of normalcy was almost perfect. The only giveaway that revealed the building for what it really was happened to be the broomstick casually draped against the front porch. That was no human broom, and the witch definitely didn’t use it to brush fallen leaves off her driveway.

      An air of innocence or not, Riley knew better than to base his judgment on appearances. Years in the magical force had taught him how misleading first impressions could be. He signaled for Carter to take care of the broomstick, thus cutting off a potential escape route for the witch. Once his deputy was out of the way, Riley took a deep breath and signaled to the rest of his team to follow him as he moved ahead, slowly approaching the house on silent feet. They had to be careful not to alert the witch of their presence before they were ready to take her in.

      As the two agents still with him neared the front door, Riley unsheathed his stunner gun. The weapon wasn’t lethal, but one shot to the chest would impair the witch’s magic long enough for Riley and his team to apprehend her.

      One of the agents positioned himself by the front door, ready to kick it down at any moment. While the other waited in tense silence for Riley’s signal to attack.

      Riley made them wait. A kicked-down door would alert anyone inside the house to their presence and potentially make the arrest even more difficult. Instead, he retrieved from a pocket in his spell-proof jacket a small, silver key with intricate engravings that glowed faintly blue in response to Riley’s touch.

      Riley pressed the skeleton key into the front door lock and sighed in relief when he heard it click as he turned the key. The witch at least had not warded the entrance with black magic or some other nasty trick.

      Still on high alert, he pushed the door open to reveal what appeared to be an unassuming living room, illuminated only by the dying embers of a fire in the fireplace at the back of the room.

      The house still smelled like chocolate and vanilla, making it all the more clear Riley and his agents were in the right place.

      Before proceeding inside, Riley scanned the room to locate potential threats. At first glance, all he could make out were the hardwood floors, the couch, an armchair, and a small table. Then he did a double take, noticing the black mass on the armchair and its regular breathing. A cat—no, most probably a familiar—most female witches kept them. Better to subdue the animal, too.

      He flipped his fingers, beckoning one of the two agents following him to deal with the cat, and silently instructed the other to proceed along the dark corridor that split the house in two. They’d have to go room by room.

      Riley was already moving when he heard a faint hiss, a brief scuffling noise, and then nothing. Meaning the cat had been successfully seized. He looked behind his shoulder and saw his deputy walk out of the house holding a black sack that was shaking as if it had a life of its own. His deputy would bring the cat back to the magical law enforcement van parked outside and then rejoin them.

      Riley approached the first door on the left and signaled for Agent Morales to take the one at the end of the hall. Once he was sure his deputy had understood the instructions, Riley tried the handle on the door closest to him. It was unlocked, so he slowly pushed it open to reveal a simple bedroom. A queen bed, twin nightstands on either side, a basket of unfolded laundry on top, and a chest of drawers in front of it—all faintly illuminated by the moonlight filtering in through the window. No murderous witches in sight.

      He was about to check the room on the opposite side of the hall when he heard the stunner gun go off. Riley rushed to the end of the narrow corridor where Agent Morales had just discharged his service weapon. He was expecting to come in contact with all kinds of monstrous beings—black magic disfigured the body of its wielders in horrendous ways after all—and thus entered the bathroom thoroughly unprepared for the sight that awaited him.

      A beautiful young woman with pearly white skin—the witch they were after presumably—was slung into the bathtub completely naked. Of course, she was naked. How else would one take a bath? She had a set of white headphones on, two slices of cucumber covering her eyes, and her long hair was floating about in the water, surrounding her like a sea of ruby-brown silk.

      She was also slowly slumping underwater.

      Before the water reached her nose, Riley shoved Morales aside and, doing his best to look as little as possible at the naked body of the witch, he scooped her up from the tub.

      Water dripped all over him as he turned to his deputy in an angry jerk. “Why did you stun her? Did she try to resist arrest?”

      Morales looked at the floor in shame. “Sorry, boss, I think she was actually sleeping, but I got scared and acted on instinct.”

      “You got scared by what?”

      Morales pitifully gestured to the two slices of cucumber now floating aimlessly in the tub. He must’ve thought the witch was trying to enthrall him or something—a rookie mistake.

      Before Riley could tell his deputy off, the witch came to in his arms. She coughed out a little water and began to squirm against his chest, making it all the harder to ignore how naked she presently was. Her eyes opened, revealing stunning green irises. Her expression quickly switched from confused to scared, and she started struggling to get free of his grip.

      “Easy now,” he said in what he hoped was a calming voice. “You’ve been stunned.”

      “Stunned?” The witch repeated in a voice still raspy from the coughing, but that Riley couldn’t help but notice sounded melodic.

      Then she looked down at herself, probably realizing for the first time she was being held by a stranger while completely naked, and yelped. Riley struggled not to trail the witch’s gaze down her body, and soon, he was too busy containing her to worry about her bouncing breasts as she fought to get free of him.

      “Easy,” he repeated, using a more authoritarian tone. “I’m going to put you down now, so you can cover yourself, but try anything funny and I’m going to have to stun you again.”

      Fire came alive in those green irises. “Who the hell are you, and why did you stun me in the first place?” she spat.

      “Chief Inquisitor Riley King, and you, Miss Bennett, are under arrest.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          
            CHIEF TROLL OF TROLLERY TROLLS

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      At the Inquisitor’s words, Nina’s brain struggled between the urgency of performing two tasks at the same time: covering herself versus gathering enough magic to turn the annoyingly handsome, tall man holding her captive in his muscular arms into a toad.

      Against any logic, Nina tried to gather what little magic she still had access to. A feeble attempt since her fingertips barely sparkled before sputtering down like an engine with no fuel. No magic flowed through her, the familiar sensation of power gathering within her core absent. She was truly and completely drained.

      The attempt, however, didn’t escape her captor’s hard black stare. “I said not to try anything.”

      He unceremoniously dropped her to her feet. Unfortunately, the shift in position added insult to injury seeing how now she found herself with her naked back pressed against his very hard front while he, keeping her in place with a firm hand on her shoulder, reached past her to pull her bathrobe off its hook on the wall.

      The indignity of the pose at least was short-lived as the magical law enforcer draped the fluffy pink robe over her shoulders, purposely shoved her arms into the sleeves, and then took a petulant step back.

      Nina had barely had time to register the fact that she was dressed, that he was already restraining her with iron shackles—their closing click what alerted her to their presence around her wrists.

      Chief Asshole Riley King now looked down at her from his six feet whatever million inches with an air of contempt and, pointing at the gaping robe, said, “You can close that up now.”

      Nina seethed with suppressed fury, but still thought it more practical to cover herself up—save what little decorum she had left. Only when she tried to knot her belt, the handcuffs made the job impossible.

      Even more frustrated, she lifted her arms and gave her wrists a shake for more emphasis. “It’s a little hard with these things around my wrists.”

      Mr. Chief Enforcer stepped forward and grabbed the lapels of Nina’s robe, pulling them together whilst never dropping his gaze from hers. His eyes were as black as a moonless night. He had straight black hair that fell over his forehead in a sexy curtain. And pronounced jaw and sharp cheekbones could probably cut through moonstone. While his lips were just the opposite, full and sensual, they looked just the right amount of soft pillowy perfection.

      Nina tried to maintain a look of sheer contempt as he gathered the robe belt in his hands and neatly tied it over her waist, but the weirdest warmth started spreading all over her body, making her more surprised than angry. If the tingling in her body wasn’t magic, it sure was something similar.

      Mr. Big Cop seemed equally stunned because he secured her belt in place with a tug and took a sharp step back, drawing in a gasp of air.

      Nina stood lost in his dark gaze for a few more heartbeats before the enormity of the situation came crashing down on her and more practical problems took precedence over ogling the model of dark virility in front of her. “Why am I being arrested?”

      The question seemed enough to shock him into acting like a mean goblin again. Instead of answering her, he started reciting her rights, “Miss Bennett, you have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of magical law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford one, representation will be provided for you. Do you understand the rights I have just read to you? With these rights in mind, do you still wish to speak to me?”

      “If it’s not to turn you into a green slimy toad, no, I do not wish to speak to you.”

      “Very well, we can go then.”

      “Go where?”

      “DMJ headquarters.”

      He gently grabbed her by the elbow and made to pull her out of the bathroom, but Nina shrugged him off. “Do you seriously mean to drag me to the Department of Magical Justice while I’m only wearing a robe?”

      “Yes,” he replied curtly.

      “It’s winter, I’m going to freeze if you make me walk outside in a robe.”

      Riley snapped his fingers, and a blanket of warm air wrapped itself around Nina. She resented the sensation, mostly because of how pleasurable it felt. Another snap of his fingers and her hair had dried off, cascading down to her waist in soft russet-brown waves.

      “All right now?”

      Nina pouted. “I’d still prefer to put on some actual clothes.”

      “Sorry, Miss Bennett, but you’ve already proved unreliable and I can’t risk me or any of my officers being turned into toads. So if it’ll please you.” He gestured to the open bathroom door.

      Resigned, Nina slid her feet into the feathery flamingo slippers she wore around the house and allowed the Chief Troll of Trollery Trolls to lead her out. Mercifully, the night was dark and none of her neighbors were out to witness her humiliation. Not that Mr. Big Cop here wouldn’t have put a protective glamour on her and his agents to avoid detection by humans. Even so, Nina preferred not to be seen by anyone, even if they’d been preemptively obliviated.

      As they stepped out onto the porch, Nina couldn’t help but notice how Riley towered over her, his broad shoulders taking up most of the space. Or how nicely his long-sleeved black shirt clung to his muscular chest and shoulders under the stunner-proof jacket.

      Why did this man have to be so good-looking and imposing? And wasn’t he cold parading around in just a tactical shirt in the dead of winter? Maybe he’d put a warming spell on himself as well.

      Nina felt a twinge of annoyance at how his towering, fit, gun-striped figure made her feel small and vulnerable. But she pushed the unwanted emotions aside and instead concentrated on finding a way to get herself out of this pickle.

      But first, she was distracted by the missing broomstick on her porch.

      She looked around, a frown creasing her forehead. “Where’s my broomstick?”

      “In impound,” Riley replied shortly.

      “What? You can’t do that!”

      “I can and I just did.”

      “On what grounds?”

      “Security reasons.”

      “How am I supposed to get around?”

      “If you’re found guilty, means of transportation will be the least of your problems.”

      Nina gritted her teeth. “This is ridiculous. I demand to know what I’m being charged with.”

      Riley King didn’t answer her right away. Instead, he led her down the deserted street, his grip on her elbow tight and unyielding. As they walked, the muscles in his arm flexed beneath his shirt sleeve. She glanced away, feeling a flush creep up her neck. Gargoyles, she was pathetic. He was arresting her, being a troll to her, and she couldn’t stop getting obsessed with a few ripped muscles. Biceps weren’t so special, plenty of guys had well-defined arms…

      “Attempted murder,” Riley finally said, breaking the uneasy silence between them.

      Nina’s heart sank before she realized the absurdity of the accusation. “That’s ridiculous. I’ve been home the entire night. I didn’t try to kill anyone.”

      They reached the van and Riley opened the back door and, not too chivalrously, helped her into the back—more unceremoniously shoved her in.

      She hesitated for a moment, wondering if this was a trap and considering resisting him again, but Riley’s stern gaze told her he wasn’t in the mood for games.

      Nina reluctantly climbed into the car and sat down on one of the leather benches lining the sides. Two other magical enforcement officers were already in the van. They’d sent an entire squad to take her down armed with stunner guns they hadn’t hesitated to use. Not to mention the Chief Inquisitor himself was with them. These kinds of displays of force were reserved for terrorists, wielders of dark magic, and, well, murderers.

      Mr. Stuck-Up wasn’t kidding. She must stand accused of some truly nefarious act. Nina stared down at the iron shackles on her wrists and it finally dawned on her how seriously in trouble she was.

      Just then, a sack on the floor hissed and moved, prompting Nina to shift away from it. “What’s that?” Nina asked Riley, who was already busy locking the back doors of the van.

      “Nina?” the sack asked.

      “Abel?” Nina turned to the sack first and then focused an accusing stare on Riley. “What have you done to my cat?”

      The only answer she got was a slammed door in her face.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          
            A LONG DAY AND AN EVEN LONGER NIGHT

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      For the entire ride to the police station, Riley tried hard to concentrate on the road and ignore the witch locked in the back of the van.

      Nina Bennett was trouble. She didn’t particularly look like a bloodthirsty murderer, but he was sure she was trouble just as much as he was sure Mandrake roots weren’t allowed to be harvested before the spring equinox.

      And yet, as he glanced at the witch in the rearview mirror, there was something strangely alluring about her. He couldn’t help but remember how her pale skin had glistened as he’d scooped her out of the tub. Or how soft and warm her body had felt against his. He had seen so much of her, too much. And those green eyes were the color of a forest in the middle of summer, inviting and mysterious. Or, equally accurately, they had the same mortal hue of sweet poison.

      Right, let’s remember why they were here tonight. Riley shook his head, trying to dispel any thoughts of admiration for the witch. He couldn’t afford to be distracted by her.

      He tore his eyes from the back of the van and glanced at the clock on his dashboard before refocusing on the road. Twenty to midnight, and they were close to arriving at their destination. But the night wouldn’t be over for much longer, he still had two suspects in custody, a gym full of 200-odd humans to be interrogated and then disremembered, and a sure-to-be-pissed-off judge to drag out of bed on Christmas Eve. Talk about a total portal straight to holiday hell.

      As they pulled into the station, Riley gave orders to his officers before getting out of the van and making his way to the back. He opened the door and helped Nina out, keeping a careful eye on her as they made their way inside.

      Stunned or not, she’d already tried to use her magic on him once.

      It was a busy night for Salem MPD, and Riley had to navigate through a crowded room full of officers and suspects to reach his office.

      But before going in and calling the judge, he had to drop off Nina to be processed. He passed her on to one of the juridical clerks with explicit instructions to be careful and not let the witch out of their sight.

      He ignored the glares Nina Bennett was sending his way and, happy to be rid of her, he went into his office.

      With a sigh, he picked up the phone and called Judge Templeton.

      Her Honor picked up on the fourth ring, already sounding displeased. “Chief King, the last person I wanted to hear from on Christmas Eve. How can I be of service?”

      Riley explained the situation and then gave his professional opinion about the case. “Your Honor, I believe an expedited hearing might be best and I request authorization for a spatio-temporal service squad to deal with the humans still at the school and make sure everyone gets to bed before dawn none the wiser to anything out of the ordinary having happened the night before.”

      “You mean besides the attempted murder of an elementary school drama teacher,” the judge clarified.

      “I meant nothing magical—”

      “I know what you meant, Chief King. I’ll get dressed and teleport to the tribunal in half an hour, have the suspects ready for interrogation.”

      He sensed she was ready to hang up on him, so he prompted. “Do I have authorization for the spatio-temporal service squad?”

      “Yes, of course. And, Chief?”

      “Yes?”

      “Please do things by the book, otherwise the Intermixing Department is going to be on our backs forever, and I’d rather not deal with them on Christmas Day. Have I made myself clear?”

      “Crystal, Your Honor.”

      Riley hung up the phone and sighed once again. He hated dealing with unaware humans, especially during the holidays. But it was his duty as Chief Inquisitor to ensure that justice was served and humanity protected from truths too big for them to handle. He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his temples, trying to ease the headache he could feel coming on.

      Coffee. He needed a strong black one, this was going to be a long night. But first, he’d better get the spatio-temporal team on the case.

      He got up from his chair and made his way to the squad room, where he briefed his officers on the situation and sent them to the school to get the job started.

      He checked his watch. Judge Templeton would be here soon, but he still had time for a cup of coffee. A nasty voice in his head mocked him that he was procrastinating to avoid a certain witch. He shoved the thought aside. Riley was coming from a long day and was about to have an even longer night, coffee was a necessity, not a diversion.

      As he made his way to the break room, he couldn’t shake off the feeling that something was off with him.

      You’re just tired, he told himself.

      The coffee from the machine was warm and bitter, exactly what he needed.

      He took a few sips and let the caffeine work its magic—even if not literal magic. As he leaned against the counter, his eyes drifted to the clock on the wall. No more time to waste.

      With a sigh, Riley drained the coffee and crunched the paper cup in his hand before throwing it into the metal bin in the corner. Time to go back to Nina Bennett and drag her and her sister in front of the judge.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          
            HELL ON EARTH

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      After another impossibly humiliating fifteen minutes where Nina had had her fingerprints and mugshot taken, the juridical clerk dropped her off on a row of plastic chairs lining the police station reception area.

      Nina sat forlorn for all of a second, and then her jaw positively dropped as she spotted her sister slumped on the row of chairs opposite hers.

      Juniper’s head was hanging low on her chest, and Nina couldn’t tell if her sister was sleeping or stunned or just resting her eyes. Juniper looked as miserable as Nina felt, and she was also handcuffed in iron shackles, but at least she was wearing clothes.

      “Juniper,” Nina called, using their mental bond—to share a telepathic link was a fairly frequent occurrence between magical siblings.

      Her sister’s head snapped up and their eyes met. Juniper underwent a quick-fire change as her expression switched from surprised to relieved to murderous.

      “What the hell are we doing in a police station?” Nina asked. “Did you kill someone?”

      Juniper glared at her, ignoring the question and going on the offensive instead. “What did you put into those cupcakes?”

      “Cupcakes? What cupcakes?”

      “The one I found cooling on your kitchen counter.”

      Nina raised her eyebrows. “You were at my house?”

      “Yes”

      “When?”

      “Earlier tonight.”

      “Why?”

      “I had—”

      Nina broke out of the bond the moment the chief inquisitor stepped into the corridor in all his tall arrogance, but she was a fraction of a second too late because the darn cocky officer stopped in his stride and studied her intensely—her and then Juniper.

      “Officer Blaine,” Riley called in a voice of sheer authority that had Nina’s toes curl a little in her flamingo slippers. “Put mental holders on these two, I suspect they share a telepathic bond.”

      Nina quietly seethed in her corner, hissing a mental I hate you, you pompous ogre at Riley. His mouth curled at the corners, careful, Miss Bennett, I can hear you.

      Nina’s mouth gaped open as the words landed in her mind as clear as if he’d spoken them. It was impossible. Telepathic bonds took years to form, it was unheard of for two magicians to share one within an hour of meeting each other.

      King must’ve been thinking along the same lines because the smirk died on his lips and his jaw set in a tense lock.

      How did you—Nina began to ask in her head, but the question got cut off by an officer placing a thin iron halo on her head, effectively cutting off all mind-to-mind communications.

      Juniper suffered the same destiny next. Still, the haloes didn’t prevent the two sisters from sharing loaded stares that conveyed unspoken messages of reciprocal sisterly rage and blame-shifting all too clearly.

      “Come, you two,” Riley said, inviting—ordering—them to stand up. “The judge is ready to see you.”

      Nina and her sister were escorted to a separate wing of the Department of Magical Justice that hosted the courthouse. Riley ushered them into a small courtroom whose décor was stripped to the bare minimum: the judge’s bench and two desks in front of the podium, one for the prosecution and on for the defense. At least so Nina assumed since this was her first time being arrested.

      No space for a jury, Nina noted. So this must be a preliminary audience where law enforcement requested permission to hold dangerous suspects in custody before formally charging them officially. Again, a supposition born of the occasional magical police procedural Nina enjoyed reading.

      As they took their seats, Nina couldn’t help but feel a sense of dread and uncertainty consume her.

      “All rise, for Her Honor Judge Templeton,” a voice boomed seemingly out of nowhere.

      Nina’s unease worsened as the judge entered the room and the woman’s piercing gaze settled on Nina and her sister. Her Honor was an older woman with white hair and wrinkles etched deeply into her face, but her eyes were sharp and commanding. Nina felt like she was being scrutinized under a microscope, every thought and action being dissected and analyzed.

      “Ms. Bennett and Ms. Bennett,” the judge said, her voice firm and unyielding. “Against the state of Massachusetts.” The judge nodded toward a very smug-looking Riley, who Nina could now peacefully insult in her head under the protection of the iron halo. “Chief Inquisitor King has already informed me of the events of tonight—”

      Nina couldn’t help but scoff.

      “Is something the matter, Miss Bennett?”

      “I’m sorry, Your Honor, but I still don’t have the faintest idea what I’m doing here.”

      The judge, for all her severity, looked like she was struggling hard not to roll her eyes. “Is that the case?”

      Nina nodded, still quite intimidated.

      Judge Templeton sighed. “Chief King, would you mind recapping the events of the night for the sake of all parties present?”

      That’s when the courtroom doors banged open and Abel strutted inside, silent on his black paws.

      This time the judge did roll her eyes. “What now?”

      “Your Honor,” Abel started. “I apologize for the tardiness but I’ve been otherwise detained.” The cat shot daggers at the Chief of magical police.

      “And who might you be?”

      “Abel Pawington the third.”

      The judge stared down at him, unimpressed.

      “I’m the Misses Bennett’s lawyer.”

      “He’s her familiar.” Riley injected, pointing a finger at Nina.

      “I’m a certified member of the board of animagical solicitors and therefore entitled to represent my clients in a court of law.”

      Judge Templeton waved them off. “The cat can stay. Chief King, please proceed with your summary of the events.”

      Nina soured as Mr. Arrogant stood up and started his account. “Your Honor, earlier this evening one of our officers received a distress warning for an unusual amount of magically induced infatuations taking place at Swift River Elementary School. The Salem MPD agents who arrived on the premises initially assumed the case to be a standard violation of the magical conduct code and could trace the source of the infatuation to a set of cupcakes containing an illegal love potion.”

      Nina felt the gaze of her sister burn a hole into her left cheek, but she kept her gaze pointedly trained ahead. If Juniper had stolen her cupcakes and brought them to school without asking for permission, it wasn’t Nina’s fault. Her older sister was a thief and had no right to stare down at her from a high horse.

      “The officers were already working at damage containment, when a teacher, after ingesting one of the aforementioned cupcakes, suddenly fell ill and was brought away in an ambulance. The initial toxicology report showed the cupcake had been poisoned. Upon learning this, my agents arrested Miss Bennett Senior as she was the one who’d brought the drugged cupcakes to school and later arrested her sister, Miss Nina Bennett, as the baker and brewer of the illegal potion.”

      “So what are your requests?” the judge asked.

      “We request to keep both Bennett sisters in custody until formal charges can be filed.”

      This time, Nina did her best to contain the scoff ready to bubble out of her mouth, she had a feeling the judge wouldn’t let it slide a second time.

      In fact, the judge turned to her now, “Miss Bennett, did you bake the cupcakes?”

      “Yes.”

      “And did you also imbue them with an illegal love potion?”

      “Yes, but—”

      The judge raised her hand. “A simple yes or no question.” She turned to Nina’s sister next. “And you brought the cupcakes to school?”

      “Yes, but I had no idea—”

      “Also a yes or no question. So you’ve admitted to illegal baking and contraband of Class B magical substances,” the judge stated, looking back at Nina. “How do you plead to the accusation of attempted murder?”

      “Innocent,” both Nina and her sister said at the same time.

      “I see.” The judge sagged back in her chair. “I don’t know why, but I tend to believe you.”

      “Your Honor—” Chief King started to protest, but it was his turn to be silenced.

      “Let’s hear what the witches have to say in their defense first, Chief King.”

      “Miss Bennett, why did you bake a batch of illegal love cupcakes?”

      “Your Honor, if I may,” Abel interjected before Nina could reply.

      “You may,” the judge sighed.

      “My client’s baking license is merely expired, she wasn’t baking illegally and is liable to an administrative fee at most, no criminal charges should be brought forward on the grounds of illegal baking.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Pawington, but I’m the judge. I’ll decide what punishment I see fit. Now, Miss Bennett, what’s got you brewing a love potion on Christmas Eve of all nights?”

      Nina squirmed under the inquisitive stare of the judge, suddenly hyper-aware of Tall, Dark, and Trollery presence on the other side of the room.

      “Come on, dear,” the judge encouraged, “you’re standing before me in a fluffy pink robe and feathery slippers… it can’t get much worse.”

      Oh, but it could because what Nina had to say was the low point of all the humiliations she’d already suffered that night. “I was feeling lonely,” she said in a mortified tone, sure, even without looking, that Riley’s startling dark eyes were fixed on her. “The holidays are especially difficult for, you know…”

      “I don’t know.”

      “For single witches,” Nina admitted, her mortification complete. “And so, I…”

      “You thought you’d give yourself a little leg-up with a bit of a love potion. But why bake two trays of them?”

      “I poured too much flour in the mix and had to keep adding ingredients to compensate. But the potion effect was going to expire at midnight, so I thought I’d just bring the rest of the cupcakes over for Christmas tomorrow once the magic had seeped out. I never meant for anyone to get intoxicated on my love potion.”

      The judge turned her stare on Juniper now. “This brings us to how the cupcakes arrived at school. The other Miss Bennett, this is where you come in.”

      Nina stared at her sister as Juniper, nervously wringing her fingers, gave her account of events.

      “I was supposed to bake cookies for my daughter’s Christmas recital and forgot. And I could’ve gone to the store and bought some, but the Stepford wives at my daughter’s school are very judgmental, they would’ve sniffed store-bought baked goods from a mile away. And my sister is an exceptional baker, she always has something in the oven—so to speak.”

      “So you went to her house and just took the incriminated cupcakes?”

      Juniper nodded.

      “Why didn’t you ask me first?” Nina asked.

      “You were nowhere to be found, and I never imagined you’d brew a batch of love cupcakes.”

      “I was taking a bath, and I never would’ve imagined you’d just steal my cupcakes without saying a word.”

      The judge ignored the sisters bickering and turned her attention to Abel instead. “And where were you in all this?”

      “Probably licking his butt somewhere,” Riley snickered low enough for the judge not to hear him.

      “I believe I was chasing mice,” Abel replied with an air of extreme feline composure.

      Judge Templeton massaged her temples. “Chief King, after hearing all this, do you still wish to charge the Bennett sisters with attempted murder?”

      “Your Honor, at the moment we can’t exclude anything.”

      “You’re a preposterous—” Nina started.

      “Miss Bennett, please don’t make your situation worse. Mr. Pawington, do you have anything to add?”

      “Yes, I would like to ask Chief King a few questions if it pleases the court.”

      “I can’t say it will please me.” Judge Templeton looked more resigned than ever. “But please go ahead.” She waved at him.

      “Chief Inquisitor King, to the best of your knowledge, were all the cupcakes poisoned, or just one?”

      “Only one person was taken ill after eating a cupcake, but we’re still examining the remaining ones for traces of poison.”

      Abel strutted confidently up and down the defense desk. “And was the poison in question human poison, or a magical concoction?”

      “The first toxicology report shows regular human poison,” His Arrogance confirmed between gritted teeth.

      “What kind of poison?”

      “Ricin.”

      “Is the teacher who took ill still alive?”

      “She is, barely.”

      Able let the words hang in a moment of dramatic suspense before he asked, “Well, shouldn’t she be dead?”

      The room fell silent as all eyes turned to Chief King. Riley cleared his throat—finally not looking so smug anymore—and continued, “Fortunately for her, Mrs. Blackwell was rushed to the hospital in time and managed to stay alive.”

      Abel didn’t miss a beat. “Do victims of ricin poisoning often survive?”

      Chief King paused for a moment before continuing. “No. Not to my knowledge, no.”

      “Didn’t you wonder why the victim didn’t fall dead from respiratory and organ failure before she even made it to the hospital?”

      Riley ground his teeth, and Nina secretly enjoyed his squirming. Or not so secretly given the glare the Chief Inquisitor sent her way.

      “No, I haven’t had time to wonder. It’s been a pretty busy night.”

      “Thank you for your service, Chief Inquisitor King, your input has been invaluable.” Abel gave Riley a sarcastic nod and then turned to face the judge. “Your Honor, it seems obvious to me that my clients should be praised for having saved a life instead of standing accused of wanting to take one.”

      “How do you mean?” the judge inquired.

      “Ricin is a deadly poison, a human poison. It seems logic to conclude then that the only reason the teacher in question is still breathing is my client. The love potion contained in the cupcake must’ve counterbalanced the deadly effect of the poison, posing as an antidote of sorts. After all, love is the greater magical force on this planet, capable of defeating even death. So my question is, why would my client poison someone while providing also an antidote at the same time?”

      The judge sat pensive for a second. “Sound question. Chief Riley, do you have a counter argument?”

      “The older sister didn’t know about the love potion she could’ve still brought the cupcake to school and poisoned it.”

      “Except I didn’t,” Juniper sputtered. “I had no motive. And the cupcakes were on display all night, anyone could’ve poisoned one of them.”

      “Including you,” Riley rebuked.

      “Your Honor,” Juniper turned to the judge. “I’d like to take a solemn oath that I didn’t poison anyone.”

      Solemn oaths were the ultimate line of defense for innocent witches on trial. Lie while under the effects of the oath, and the oath-breaker would die.

      “No need, Miss Bennett, the fact that you offered to take the oath is enough for me to believe you. Now, I imagine you have a daughter waiting to be put to bed?”

      “Yes, Your Honor.”

      “Then I suggest you go home and remember to bake your own cookies next time. You’re dismissed.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor.”

      Nina started to also thank the judge when the woman cut her short, “Not so fast, the other Miss Bennett. While I also don’t suppose you were involved in the attempted murder, you’re still responsible for brewing an unsanctioned potion and then leaving the crucibles of such potent magic unattended. Chief King?”

      “Yes, Your Honor.”

      “How hard is it going to be for your team to interrogate and disremember all the humans present at the recital tonight?”

      “Extremely, Your Honor, not to mention we’re short-staffed for the holidays.”

      That snake, he was trying to make her punishment harsher on purpose. Nina should turn him into a dung beetle, being a toad would be too light a destiny.

      “You’ve wreaked quite the havoc, Miss Bennett,” the judge continued undeterred, shuffling some papers on her bench. “I see from your file that besides an expired baking license you also have an equally expired private investigator one, not to mention an expired spell-weaver permit, and a magical advisor habilitation—also expired. Is that correct?”

      “Yes, Your Honor.” Nina cringed at her lack of a clear career path being so publicly displayed.

      “Well, consider your PI license renewed effective immediately. Your sentencing for the baking of a love potion with an expired license and without proper care of the resulting goods will be community service.” Nina was tempted to sigh in relief, but then the judge paused for effect, her gaze swinging to Chief Riley first and Nina afterward. And Nina could’ve sworn she’d detected a hint of mischief in the old woman’s eyes. “As part of your service, you will aid Chief Riley in clearing tonight’s mess and assist him in the investigation of the attempted murder of Mrs. Josephine Blackwell until the case is solved.” The judge brought down her gavel, effectively sentencing Nina to hell on earth.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          
            MERMAID HAIR AND SEA TURDS

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      Riley heard the sentence and jumped up from his chair ready to protest. Magical rulings were binding, which meant he wouldn’t be able to put in a single minute of case work without involving Nina Bennett.

      He was about to formally complain when Judge Templeton struck preemptively. “All sentencings are final, Chief Riley, so I suggest you lend Miss Bennett a uniform and you two get back to Swift River Elementary and get this mess sorted.” Her Honor stood up as well. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go home and enjoy a good cup of tea before a good night’s sleep,” she said, before leaving the courtroom.

      Riley gritted his teeth. He couldn’t believe he was stuck with Nina, the same woman who had caused this mess. It felt like extra punishment on top of the already alarming workload he’d have to sort out before morning.

      He turned to the witch, who was staring at him with a mixture of resignation and defiance.

      In the end, defiance prevailed. Nina lifted her shackled wrists and, sporting the most viciously sweet smile, she asked, “Do you mind taking these off, Inquisitor?”

      “I don’t have the keys,” he lied, he could’ve opened them with the skeleton key in his pocket.

      With two fingers, he beckoned the Bennett sisters to follow him out of the courtroom and dropped them into the care of one of the clerical officers.

      “Uncuff these two,” he barked, knowing he was acting like a total troll but unable to contain his temper. “The halos, too. This one—” He pointed at the older sister. “Is free to go, make her sign the paperwork, and send her home. This one,” Riley’s mouth automatically turned down at the corners as he focused on Nina Bennett. “Get her a civilian helper uniform and send her out front to the parking lot when she’s ready.”

      “No need,” Nina protested. “If you release my broomstick from impound, I can fly myself to the school when I’m ready.”

      “Miss Bennett,” Riley flared his nostrils. “You will come to the school in an official police vehicle with me. You might not be an officer of the law, but while you serve your sentence you report to me.” He pointed at his chest with a thumb for emphasis. “Are we clear?”

      She glared at him, and he was glad she was still wearing the halo blocking her thoughts, which now were sure to be a string of verbal abuse directed at him.

      Nina flashed him the faux sweet smile again, “Of course, Chief Inquisitor King.”

      She meant to use his title sarcastically, but the mockery in her tone didn’t help the shudder the words—coming out of her perfect cupid-bow mouth in that melodic voice—sent straight down to his tailbone.

      “I’ll be waiting outside,” he informed her sternly before turning on his heel and striding out of the police station without another glance back.

      Once he was out in the fresh air, far away from Nina’s intoxicating presence if just for a little while, Riley felt relieved.

      But he was still so rattled by the whole affair that he started craving a vaping wand for the first time in years. But he’d given up smoking ages ago, and he wasn’t about to start again now because of an insufferable witch with an intolerably bad attitude.

      As he walked toward his squad car, he heard footsteps behind him. He turned around only to find Nina Bennett jogging up to him, her long mermaid hair bouncing with every step. “Chief King,” she said in a voice that was as sugary and sweet as before but still laced with sarcasm. “I didn’t want you to forget about me.”

      He ignored the sarcasm. Riley also tried—and failed—to ignore how good she looked in the dark-blue department uniform. The blouse fit snugly against her curves—of which he would have an image imprinted in his brain forever—like a glove, accentuating her narrow waist and generous hips. And the pants clung to her long legs, outlining every perfect curve. Especially her shapely behind, he noted, as she walked past him.

      Riley shook his head, trying to get rid of the captivating images that had formed in his mind. “I didn’t forget about you, Miss Bennett,” he said curtly, his tone implying there was no chance of that considering what a giant pain in his ass she was going to be. Riley opened the passenger door to the squad car and gestured for her to enter. “Now get in.”

      Nina swept into the car, swishing her hips just enough to catch Riley’s attention. He forced himself to look away, focusing on the task at hand.

      He got in the car from the other side and started the engine, backing out of the police station parking lot.

      “So what will we have to do tonight?” Nina asked after a few minutes on the road.

      Riley gripped the wheel. It was a legitimate question, but every word coming out of that woman’s mouth set him on edge, so he replied, “For now we will ride to the school, quietly. You’ll get your instructions once we get there.”

      Nina made a derisive zipper-over-mouth gesture and didn’t speak a word. Still, her reply invaded his brain clear as day, “Got it, me and my long mermaid hair will keep nice and quiet.”

      Riley’s eyes widened, but he kept them fixated on the road ahead. Had she heard everything he’d just thought or just the mermaid hair part? He sure hoped she hadn’t heard the part about her shapely behind, and shapely behind were probably the last words he should be thinking right now… la la la la la la la la la…

      “Gargoyles, you really are a pervert,” came her telepathic rebuff. “I should definitely turn you into a toad.”

      And since there was no helping it, he sent an extrasensory reply of his own. “Miss Bennett, non-consensual shapeshifting of a government official is a crime punishable with up to ten years in prison with the complete discharge of all magical powers.”

      In the passenger seat, Nina crossed her arms over her chest. “Then I’ll turn you into something so little they will never find you.” A moment of blessed silence and then, “I bet no one would even miss you.”

      “Said the single woman brewing a love potion of desperation on Christmas Eve.”

      Her indignant gasp gave him a little satisfaction.

      “You’re a truly despicable wizard, has anyone ever told you that?”

      “Why, you deeply wound my heart, Miss Bennett.”

      “You probably have no heart. Actually, a toad would be too much of a superior life form for you. I should turn you into something more basic like a sea cucumber. They have no hearts and you already resemble a turd, anyway.”

      Riley almost chuckled out loud at that but caught himself just in time before replying in his head. “They also have no ears, which would spare me having to listen to all this incessant babble.”

      “You’re not listening to me with your ears, so… Yes! That’s what I’ll do. I’ll turn you into a sea turd and then place you in a pretty bowl on my windowsill and sing Taylor Swift’s songs in my head at the top of my lungs just to torture you all day long.”

      Riley couldn’t help the smile this time, that was a pretty scary means of torture.

      “You bet,” she replied still not uttering a word. “I’m a scary witch. Scarily fun. Boo-hoo.”

      He was still smiling when he asked, “Why is it you can hear every single one of my thoughts, but I can’t hear yours?”

      “Well, if you stopped broadcasting every single one of those thoughts around like they were Christmas songs and you a radio station this time of the year, I wouldn’t have to listen to them.”

      “And how do I stop broadcasting what I’m thinking?”

      She turned to stare at him now. He sensed the movement but still kept his eyes trained on the dark, icy road until her voice invaded his mind again, “Careful, Chief King, that just sounded an awful lot like you were asking for my help.”

      Silence, a real one, followed, until Nina spoke again, “It takes patience and lots of practice.”

      “Where did you get all that practice?”

      “I shared a room with my sister for sixteen years, if we didn’t want to be in each other’s heads all the time, we had to learn how to shield our minds.”

      Riley nodded. “I don’t have any siblings, but perhaps—” He cut himself short and clenched his teeth together, he really needed to stop transmitting his thoughts before they turned into billboards shouting at her to read every last one of his secrets.

      Riley didn’t expect to be able to shut off his mind like a tap, even so, he was happy to try. He could think about other things anyway, boring stuff like the DMV office or the mound of paperwork waiting for him on his desk, or…

      Wait, why couldn’t she hear him while she was in the bathroom at her house?

      “You’d just stunned me, jackass.”

      Oh, right.

      “Technically, I didn’t stun you,” he replied. “Morales did. I only use stunning as a last resort. But Morales is still a recruit, he made a rookie mistake. He got scared.”

      “Scared of what? Me taking a nap in the bathtub?”

      “It was the cucumbers,” Riley mentally chuckled. “I don’t know what kind of dark magic he thought you were trying to put him under.”

      “The cucumbers?” Her melodic laugh resounded in his head, it was a song on the wind. It stirred the leaves on the ground and iced his spine. At that moment, Riley King thought he understood for the first time the allure of a siren song.

      “Gargoyles, you really have a thing for mermaids. Is it just me? Or did the kink start as a child as you watched Ariel in her lilac bra? No, wait, with you I bet it was Splash that did it, am I right?”

      So it was back to thinking about boring stuff like the increased number of traffic congestions on the Interstate, or how much snow they’d get this winter, or that rumor that Rico Messina was trying to nab himself a Deputy Chief position just because he’d arrived to work before the sun came up this morning. What else, what else? The rock-hard mattress they’d delivered to his house and which he still hadn’t gotten used to. Mattress, bed, sex… no, no, no… bad, backtrack, think about spiders, gross, unsexy spiders—

      “Ew. Whatever you do, please don’t think about spiders. They gross me out.”

      Okay, so singing it was. “Come to me, in the night, under the full moon’s light…”

      “Please, not that song either.”

      “What song would you like?”

      “Something more beachy.”

      No way, the beach reminded him too much of the delicious coconut scent of her hair that had taken over the entire cabin of the car.

      “Why, thank you, it’s my coconut-scented shampoo.” Sarcastic mental scoff. “You caught me in the middle of a bubble bath earlier. And I think you actually wanted to say the delicious coconut scent of my loooong mermaid hair…” She sent him a mental wink.

      He was doomed, she could hear every little thing. The only solution was to keep as far away from the witch next to him as he could.

      “Suits me just fine.” Nina scoffed in his head again.

      Thank gargoyles they were almost at the school now. Riley recited “The Laws of Magic: A Guide to the Many Uses of Wizarding Powers” in his head for the rest of the journey until they finally turned into the school’s parking lot.

      Riley got out the car and inhaled a breath of cold winter air, hoping it would clear the last bits of her intoxicating scent out of his brain. If only it were that easy to get the witch out of his sight. Well, he’d just have to stick her on disrememberance duty and be done with it.

      “I heard that, mean.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          
            LET’S AGREE NOT TO SNIFF EACH OTHER’S BUTTS

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      Nina thought it was fun to be inside the stuck-up Chief Inquisitor’s head. For once, because he wasn’t as stuck-up in his head. And second, she just plain enjoyed messing with him.

      Also being able to hear him while he couldn’t hear her unless she wanted him to, restored the power imbalance between them. It was harder to boss someone around when they could hear every little thing you thought.

      The only side effect was perhaps having to listen to the sexy thoughts he was having about her. For one, because, well, the Chief Inquisitor, despite being an arrogant troll, was still remarkably gorgeous with his messy dark hair, obsidian eyes, and even darker soul.

      Not to mention how tall and defined he looked—not just looked, Nina already knew exactly how fit he was after having spent a good five minutes in his arms. Which made him overall very attractive, which was a problem because he was an ogre who’d shackled her, falsely accused her of attempted murder, and, worse of all, mocked her loneliness.

      Not to mention, he also seemed very appalled to be having all those naughty thoughts about her, which didn’t bode well.

      Especially not when he was leaning with an elbow on the roof of his car and staring at her with a wicked grin. “Penny for your thoughts?”

      She mentally flipped him and could spot the exact moment the image reached his brain in the way he tilted his head back and laughed.

      Gargoyles, that laugh! It was sexy and masculine and totally unexpected. Rough, sensual, both cruel and kind.

      She could taste it on her tongue like bittersweet nectar.

      Pair that with the sight of his chest shaking, the amused twinkle in his eyes, and the way his throat and Adam’s apple were exposed by his tilted head and it was just too much to handle.

      Nina shook her head, trying to clear her mind and ignore the primal attraction she felt toward him.

      “I don’t think you have enough pennies to afford my thoughts, Chief Inquisitor.”

      Riley’s grin only widened, he pushed himself off the car and started walking down the school driveway toward the main entrance.

      “Are you coming or not?” he called turning his head over his shoulder.

      Nina begrudgingly followed him—not at all noticing how nicely his uniform pants stretched on his derriere. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one into shapely behinds.

      No, nope, not interested.

      Oh, who she was kidding, as they walked, Nina couldn’t stop staring—ogling, really—at the Chief Inquisitor’s muscular physique, his purposeful strides, and the way he held his shoulders back, projecting a sense of confidence. It was no wonder he was so intimidating—he looked like he could take on anyone and emerge victorious. But there was something else she noticed too, something that hinted at a vulnerability beneath all that bravado. It was in the way he walked, with a slight limp in his gait, as if he were nursing an old injury. She wondered what that injury could have been.

      Not your riddle to solve, she chided herself. Everything about Chief Inquisitor Riley King screamed bad idea, and she’d better remember it. Better even, she should get “bad idea” tattooed on the back of her right hand as a reminder whenever she started thinking about toned chests and nice butts.

      “What’s a bad idea?” Riley asked, holding the door to the school open for her.

      And now she was getting sloppy with her mental shields, too. Nina glowered at him spitting, “The bad idea was thinking you could just waltz into my life and stun me, shackle me, and then accuse me of attempted murder with no evidence.”

      Riley’s expression turned serious as he replied, “I already told you I didn’t stun you. As for the rest, I was only following protocol. I won’t apologize for doing my job.”

      “So is admiring my shapely behind part of the job description?” Attack was always the best defense.

      A red flush crept up his neck, visible even in the less-than-ideal lighting.

      “I apologize if my thoughts have offended you, I’m not used to having to guard them.”

      Nina couldn’t help but smirk at his discomfort. She was enjoying having the upper hand for once, even if it was just in his thoughts.

      “It’s fine, Chief Inquisitor,” Nina said, trying to sound nonchalant. “I can handle a little ogling. But let’s get one thing straight, I’m not interested in you. Not now, not ever.”

      Riley gave her a look that suggested he didn’t believe her. “Is that so?” he said with a hint of amusement. “Because I think I also heard something about toned chests and nice butts”—he circled a finger above her forehead—“in there somewhere.”

      Nina sighed in an exasperated way. “Then let’s agree now that even if we both possess a butt the other appreciates, we’re never going to sniff them.”

      Once again, Riley threw his head back and assaulted her with that rough-sensual laugh of his. “Here I solemnly swear, Miss Bennett, never ever to sniff your butt.” Then he turned serious. “Get inside now, we have work to do.”

      “Yeah, I know, I’ll go join the disrememberance team if you just point me in the right direction.”

      “Everyone is still being held in the gym, all humans that is. The gym is down the second hall on the right, third door on—”

      “This is my niece’s school, I know where the gym is.”

      “If you’re such a wonderful aunt, why weren’t you at the recital?”

      “Tickets are limited to five per family, I went last year, this year it was my brother’s turn.”

      “That makes three tickets.”

      Nina frowned. “What do you mean three tickets?”

      Riley counted off his fingers. “Your sister, her husband, I assume, and your brother.”

      “Oh, the other two are for my parents. Try to keep my mom away from one of her grandwitchlings’ events at your own peril. Do you have any more invasive, personal questions?”

      “No, that’d be all, Miss Bennett.”

      “Fantastic, while you go do your very important investigative job, I’ll go be with the low-life minions taking care of the menial stuff.”

      “Not a minute too soon.” Riley nodded, turning on his heel. “And, Miss Bennett?” he paused, looking back at her. “Report back to me when the job’s done.”

      “Sure, Chief Inquisitor.” Nina made a mock military salute that at the end of the flick she turned into a bird-flipping. “I’ll be holding my breath until then.”

      Having put in the last word, Nina sauntered away toward the gym for a sure-to-be crappy couple of hours. But, hey, they couldn’t turn out worse than the two she just had.

      They could, and they did.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

          
            NOT ANOTHER FASCINUS PIC

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      Once the disrememberance team discovered that Nina was the witch who had brewed the love potion, they put her in charge of concocting an antidote. Then she’d have to administer it to all the human recital attendees who had eaten a cupcake and consequently fallen in love with the most improbable matches. While the rest of the disrememberance team would focus on those humans who had witnessed magic they shouldn’t have.

      Antidotes sucked. For once, they stunk. Then they took an excruciating amount of precision to brew properly that truly wasn’t Nina’s forte—she’d almost failed potion class in witching school exactly for that reason. And then there was the fact that antidotes were time-sensitive, and the longer it passed from the time the potion was assumed, the less effective they turned out—with the added risk of lasting damage. Hence why she had to be extra precise but also super fast.

      Nevertheless, even Nina recognized she was the best person for the job. Magic had a way of recognizing itself, and antidotes brewed by the same witch who’d created the initial potion were tenfold more potent than if another witch or wizard made them. So Nina really had no choice.

      She’d tried to give her love life a little boost, and now the Cosmo was punishing her. And the worst part? She had no one to blame but herself.

      She could still hear Abel’s warning words, which she’d chosen to ignore, in her head. Her familiar had warned her about the risks, and she’d still taken them. Why? Because Nina had reached the point where the idea of having to go on another Spellbinder date had her so nauseated that she’d rather resort to a potion as a last-ditch effort to find love outside of a dating app. And yes, if you’d been on enough Spellbinder dates, you’d agree with her. She didn’t need to receive another unsolicited Fascinus pic, thank you very much. Nina had received enough phallic charms images to last her a lifetime.

      But the dating pool as a witch was limited. Nina had already tried dating a regular guy once, a non-wizard. He was sweet and charming, had she been an ordinary gal like him, they’d probably be married by now. But she wasn’t, she was a witch, and by the end of their first month together she already had to disremember him so many times she feared that if they kept on dating, he’d get some lasting brain damage.

      Taking all that into account, making a love potion had still looked like a reckless move, but the alternative had seemed, at the time, even more daunting. Now, not so much. She could be in bed curled up with a book, or sleeping, and not have a criminal record.

      Oh, Abel was going to have a string of I-told-you-sos so long she’d be listening to them until the day she turned eighty. But at least now her familiar was home and cozy—Nina had asked Juniper to give him a lift from the police station—warming his paws in front of the fire. Contrary to her who was stuck at Willow’s school for the entire night brewing the smelliest antidote.

      Nina could feel the exhaustion already seeping into her bones. Being stunned was no walk in the park. And neither was having to deal with Tall, Dark, and Stuck-up and all his sexy thoughts.

      But Nina didn’t have time to think about that right now. She needed to focus on the practical aspects of getting herself out of this mess of her own creation. And the first step was to erase any trace of her unfortunate love potioning.

      After procuring all the right ingredients from the magimedic team, Nina had to spend and incredibly stressful half an hour bent over a cauldron, trying not to inhale too much of the stinky fumes as she brewed the antidote. It was tedious work, but she couldn’t mess it up. Lives were at stake, after all.

      But that was nothing compared to what came next: actually administering the antidote to the affected victims.

      Antidotes didn’t taste any better than they smelled and a concoction whose sole purpose was to rid its drinker of amorous feelings, well, it was bound to be truly disgusting. Add that antidote-takers couldn’t be left alone for fifteen minutes after having drank the remedial potion, and Nina spent the following four hours alternatively coaxing and cajoling the victims to drink the antidote and then keeping them company while they rode out the effects.

      Like with drunks, she got all kinds of lovesick types.

      Some were embarrassed, some were angry, and some were just plain sad. The worst ones, though, were the whiny ones for whom Nina had to put on her best sympathetic face and pretend she was interested in listening to their sob stories about their magically induced, unrequited love. It was exhausting, but it was her responsibility. At least they hadn’t asked for this.

      As the night dragged on, the gym emptied out as people got cured of their woes of the heart and had their memories selectively readjusted afterward.

      But at least not the entire night had been a waste. While she listened to the lovesicks complain about their lives, Nina had gathered enough intelligence to pinpoint at least three suspects for the attempted murder of Mrs. Blackwell.

      That knowledge put a spring in Nina’s step as she crossed the gym. Even though the night had been long and tiring, she’d made some actual progress on the case and she couldn’t wait to share her findings with Mr. Big Cop. But as Riley spotted her coming and their eyes met across the basketball court, his expression told her he was less than thrilled to have to deal with her.

      He didn’t seem angry, per se, but there was definitely a coolness in his gaze that hadn’t been there before. So the fun times they’d shared in the car were over and it was back to him playing bad cop. Unbidden, an image of what Riley would look like playing bad cop in bed invaded Nina’s mind. She pictured herself naked and handcuffed to a bed while he towered over her, his expression stern and unyielding as he teased and tormented her with pleasure. The thought was so unexpected she didn’t even think to guard it.

      Oh gargoyles, she hoped with all her soul that he hadn’t received a mental image of that very inappropriate sexual fantasy. But Riley’s brows knitted so close together in such a formidable scowl that Nina felt certain that he had seen something. And then he looked at her, eyes dark and fathomless.

      She was so busted.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

          
            FIFTY SHADES OF WITCH

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      Riley’s night had been a hell-pit show from the start and now, after hours of conducting interviews with all those who had been present at the recital, it was clearer than ever that this was a case of ordinary human poisoning.

      The Department of Magical Justice wouldn’t even have been involved if it weren’t for Miss Nina Bennett and her wayward love potion.

      But wizardly attempted murder or not, now that the DMJ had claimed jurisdiction, the hot potato was his to deal with. They couldn’t just drop the case back into the hands of the Salem Police Department.

      Regular cops thought the DMJ was a federal agency that commandeered certain cases of special interest to national security—the best possible excuse not to have too many questions asked. To keep the existence of the wizarding world concealed while still maintaining the magical order was a delicate balance, and bouncing a case back and forth between human and wizarding law enforcement agencies was a huge no-no.

      So here he was, stuck with this case to solve and stuck with Nancy Drew to babysit.

      Speaking of the devil, he spotted Nina emerging from the room where she’d been administering antidotes all night. She looked tired, with a hint of bags under her eyes and her hair falling down to her waist in messy wisps.

      But the weariness somehow worked in her favor, adding even more appeal to her natural beauty.

      She caught sight of him and smiled, crossing the gym to join him. And it wasn’t an especially bright smile or a suggestive one, but it still twisted something deep inside Riley’s stomach. He wasn’t sure if it was irritation or attraction, but he pushed the thought away before it could fully form—and before she could hear it.

      She was almost by his side when the most disturbing image popped into his head. He saw Nina naked—as if he needed another reminder of how perfectly smooth and soft her body looked sans clothes—handcuffed to a bed while Riley was about to… he didn’t get to see what he was about to do to naked, handcuffed Nina before the image was yanked from his brain rather violently.

      Riley frowned. That was weird. Had he just freaked himself out of his own thoughts?

      Then another, even more disturbing possibility sneaked into the back of his mind. Had those even been his thoughts?

      He took one look at Nina, at the furious blush spreading on her cheeks and at how studiously she was avoiding his gaze and he smirked.

      “Miss Bennett,” he said. “A word if you don’t mind.”

      He gently grabbed her by the elbow and dragged her out of the gym down the hall and then into an empty classroom where they could talk with some privacy. Not that they needed it since this was a conversation they were about to have mind to mind.

      “Gargoyles, you really have a kink for handcuffs.” Riley exploded the thought down their mental bond. “Is it just me? Or did you read too many cop romances growing up?”

      He felt a twinge of satisfaction at throwing her taunting words from earlier in the car back at her.

      Nina’s eyes widened, and she spoke in actual words. “I’m sorry, that was inappropriate. But it’s not my fault my brain went there.”

      Riley raised his brows. “So it’s mine?”

      “You were standing there looking impossibly hot and stormy and mean, and then your expression changed to… something else.” Nina trailed off, her cheeks still flushed.

      Riley couldn’t help the smirk that played on his lips. “Something else?”

      Nina rolled her eyes. “Fine. It was a mix of desire and aggression, and it just threw me off. I thought you were playing bad cop again and then my brain just…”

      “Moved the playfield to the bedroom?” Riley suggested, still smirking.

      Nina groaned. “Can we just forget about this? It was a weird moment, nothing more. I’m tired.”

      Riley couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped him. “Sure thing, Miss Bennett. We can forget about your preferences for bondage.” But even as he spoke, his thoughts were far from forgetting about it.

      She didn’t respond. Not even a little comeback, a witty quip?

      Riley cocked his head, studying her. Her exhaustion was palpable, and he couldn’t help but feel a twinge of guilt. He had been teasing her a bit too relentlessly in the car earlier, and it seemed like it had taken its toll on her.

      “I’m sorry,” he said honestly. “That was a low blow.”

      Nina waved it off, but he saw the way the corners of her lips twitched upward briefly before she returned to looking worn-out.

      “I get it,” she said, with a small shrug. “We’re stuck together on this case, and we’re going to be spending a lot of time in close proximity in the next few days. Something I’m sure we’d both rather avoid.”

      “Yeah, but your shift for tonight is over. Come on.” He tilted his head toward the door. “I’m driving you home.”

      Nina rubbed her eyes and yawned. “What time is it?”

      “Four a.m.”

      “Oh gargoyles, do you think the spatio-temporal team could spare a few time-stretching pills?”

      They had in fact given Riley a four-hour pill that would stretch time and gain him a few extra hours of sleep. Gargoyles knew he needed to rest to get his brain straight in the morning and solve the case. But Nina looked truly bone tired, she probably needed the extra hours of sleep more than he did. “Yeah, I have a few hours’ pill I can give you.”

      She stopped walking and looked up at him with wide, impossibly green eyes and the weirdest expression, it was part stupor, part admiration, and part something else his gut told him he’d better not explore. “You’re very kind,” she said. “But we can split the four-hour pill, two extra hours of sleep will be plenty to make my brain right again.”

      And she could still hear every little thing he thought.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll learn how to control what I can hear.” The unspoken words were a gentle caress against his brain.

      Riley swallowed hard as his eyes flicked to Nina’s lips, the sudden urge of kissing her almost overwhelming his senses. He so needed to pull himself together and control his instincts. He’d already crossed too many lines with her today, ones that he couldn’t afford to cross again. Not when they were stuck together for the foreseeable future on this case.

      “After the Fifty Shades of Inappropriate image I just sent to your brain, you’re fretting about a kiss?” she silently asked as they navigated the almost empty school corridors toward the exit.

      Riley chuckled, trying to diffuse the tension that was building between them. “It’s not just a kiss, Miss Bennett. It’s the consequences of a kiss between us.”

      Nina looked up at him, her eyes heavy with exhaustion but still searching his face for something he couldn’t quite place. “The consequences?”

      “The complications,” Riley clarified, running a hand through his hair. “We’re partners on this case. We can’t afford distractions.”

      What a load of bullcrap, he thought.

      Nina smirked. “I agree. But I get what you’re saying. Let’s keep things simple. We can solve the case as fast as possible and then go on our separate ways.”

      Her words made total sense but somehow still brought a sense of displeasure to his chest.

      “About the case,” Nina continued. “I made a few interesting discoveries tonight, I have at least three suspects.”

      Three? He’d barely found one and Nancy Drew here had three?

      Riley held the school door open for her. Nina made to scoot past him, but paused midway, looking up at him with twinkly eyes. “So I’m Nancy Drew now?”

      Riley rolled his eyes and groaned.

      “I prefer Veronica Mars,” he retorted with a smirk.

      Nina laughed tiredly, but the sound was music to Riley’s ears. “Fair enough.”

      He nodded in agreement and they made their way to his car.

      “Do you want to hear my theories now or tomorrow?” she asked once they were both strapped in the car.

      “Tomorrow might be best.” He put the car into gear and pulled onto the dark road. “Listen, I know tomorrow is Christmas and you probably have some big celebration planned—”

      “Why, you don’t?”

      “I don’t have a big family, it’s just going to be my mother and me and her annoying as hell raccoon.”

      “Okay.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Nina nod. “So?”

      “I’d still rather work a few hours on the case, possibly go see if Mrs. Blackwell has come to, ask her a few questions.”

      Riley felt a wave of shame that wasn’t his just as Nina said, “I didn’t even ask how she was doing?”

      “She’s being kept sedated at the moment while her body works through the effects of the poison, but the doctors are positive she’ll have a full recovery. And I’ve put a couple of undercover agents at the hospital to guard her should the killer decide to finish the job while she’s unconscious.”

      “That’s good, I guess.”

      “So, I can’t work on the case unless—”

      “Unless I’m with you?”

      Riley nodded, binding magical sentences were total bitches.

      Nina laughed. “I know, trust me. And it’s okay, I can sneak out early from the celebrations. Gargoyles know I’ll have to eat so much crow about the love potion thing tomorrow, I’ll probably be eager to get away.”

      “I’m sorry I teased you about that earlier,” he sent the thought telepathically. Somehow apologizing without actually saying the words was easier.

      “It’s okay,” she said out loud. “It was a stupid idea and you’re right, a bit desperate, too.”

      Riley gritted his teeth at the word ‘desperate.’ He shouldn’t have used it.

      Silence descended on the car, and as they drove back to Nina’s apartment, Riley couldn’t help but steal glances at her from the corner of his eye. She had fallen asleep with her head resting against the window and he felt a pang of protectiveness toward her.

      He shook his head, trying to dispel those thoughts. This was not the time or place for any kind of attachment.

      As they reached Nina’s house, Riley parked the car and turned toward her, that unwanted need to protect her resurfacing with a vengeance. He didn’t feel like waking her, so instead, he unbuckled her seatbelt and, circling to the other side of the car, he scooped her up into his arms. Riley carried Nina up the driveway and used his skeleton key to let himself into her house, walking straight toward the bedroom he’d found on his earlier bust.

      He deposited her lightly on the bed, covering her with a fuzzy quilt. Then he went to the kitchen and filled a glass with water, he brought it back to the bedroom and helped Nina into a half-sitting position, holding her against himself and trying hard to ignore how good her weight on his chest felt.

      He took the time-stretch pill and pushed it between her lips, lifting the glass of water to her mouth next.

      “Drink this,” he whispered, adding a little incantation to the words to make sure she would comply even while sleeping.

      She drank.

      Riley made sure Nina had swallowed the pill and then gently rested her on the pillows. Before leaving, he had to battle every instinct in his body not to stamp a soft kiss on her forehead.

      Instead, Chief Inquisitor Riley King quietly left the room and walked down the hallway to wash the glass of water in the kitchen, leaving it to dry next to the sink. Then he exited Nina’s house, his heart pounding wildly in his chest, and drove himself home, hoping that he would be able to forget the feeling of holding Nina Bennett in his arms twice in a night.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

          
            HEX ME, HEX MY LIFE

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      Nina woke up in her bed feeling well rested yet somehow believing she shouldn’t be that restored. Next, she tried to remember how she’d gotten into bed, the last thing she recalled was being in Riley’s car, and… oh gargoyles, all the events of the previous night came crashing down on her.

      She sank deeper into the pillow, bringing her quilt over herself until her entire face was covered and she groaned.

      The mattress shifted at her feet. “Hiding under the covers won’t change what happened,” Abel said.

      She freed her face from the blanket and stared down at her feet where her familiar was methodically licking one of his paws and passing it over his ear.

      “Merry Christmas,” he said, and even the simple wishing sounded passive-aggressive.

      Nina knew she was going to regret asking, but she did anyway. “Do you have any idea how I got into bed last night?”

      Abel paused his licking and studied her with intent yellow eyes. “A certain tall, handsome inquisitor carried you inside in his arms.” Nina’s pulse picked up speed. She had feared as much. “Then he put you into bed, gave you a pill, and went on his way.”

      “An entire pill?” Nina asked remembering their conversation about the time-stretch pill. “He didn’t break it in half first?”

      “I’m a cat, I can see in the dark. He gave you the entire pill and then left.”

      “And you let him drug me?”

      Abel shrugged. “I figured Inquisitor King is still DMJ and wouldn’t slip you anything funky. Why, what did he give you?”

      “A time-stretch pill,” Nina said absentmindedly, finally understanding why she was feeling so rested after just a few hours’ sleep and also wondering just how crappy Riley was going to feel in comparison after giving her the entire pill. “But we were supposed to share it.”

      Abel kept quiet, he just stared at her with a Cheshire grin.

      “What?” Nina asked self-consciously.

      “Someone has a crush,” the cat teased.

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Nina threw the quilt off her legs and got up. “I don’t like Riley.”

      The cat hopped off the bed and brushed himself against her legs. “So, it’s Riley now, no longer Inquisitor King?”

      He was teasing her.

      “You’re a wretched, wretched animal.”

      Nina picked up Abel and held him close to her chest, burying her face into his soft fur while he purred contentedly. “I can’t have feelings for him,” she muttered under her breath.

      “Whatever you say, boss,” Abel said, still amused.

      Nina sighed. She knew that if she let herself fall for Riley, it would only end in heartbreak. He sent off anti-relationship vibes so strong that if he tried any harder, they’d tsunami the hopes of any woman even remotely interested.

      She didn’t even have to ask if he was single to know that he was.

      Nina shook her head, trying to rid herself of these thoughts as she got dressed for the festivity. She had to focus on the day ahead and the pain it would be to explain to the entire family why she’d gotten herself and her sister arrested on Christmas Eve. Juniper was bound to be still murderous about the whole thing. Kevin, her brother, would tease her to no end. Her dad would deliver an hour-long lecture on the dangers of misusing magic. And her mom would just worry about the state of her mental health for resorting to love potions to find a partner—but on the bright side, Mama Bennett would probably at least refrain from bugging Nina about being the only unmarried one of her children. Yay. Small victories.

      The day hadn’t properly started yet, and Nina already couldn’t bear it. But she had to find some way to make it through the holiday and then move on with her life.

      She went into the kitchen to make herself a cup of coffee, nothing would jolt her system better than a little caffeine.

      After she showered and finished wrapping the last presents for her family, Nina still had a little time left. On impulse, she grabbed her knitting irons, a spool of black wool, and began weaving a beany in the armchair next to the fireplace.

      Able jumped on the armrest next to her. “What are you making?”

      “A beanie.”

      Abel studied her handiwork. “Isn’t it a little big for you, even your head is not that thick?”

      “It’s not for me,” Nina replied noncommittally.

      Abel dropped down, resting his head on his front paws—the human equivalent of propping one’s chin over one’s hand. “And who might it be for?”

      “Ri—Chief King.”

      “Christmas present?”

      “No.”

      “Then why are you making him a hat, Miss I Don’t Have A Crush?”

      “Because the man can’t keep a hold on his mind, and I’m tired of having to listen to all his mental nonsense.”

      The shrewd expression was wiped off Abel’s nuzzle. “You share a telepathic bond?”

      Nina shrugged. “I know it’s unusual but we—”

      Abel didn’t wait to hear the rest. He jumped off the armchair and trotted over to the bookcase at the back of the room, using his paw to pull down a book before starting to read it.

      Nina shrugged, her familiar reading and ignoring her was a far better option than him asking uncomfortable questions. It suited her just fine. She finished knitting Riley’s beanie, enhanced it with an incantation to shield the wearer’s mind, and then went to get dressed for the dreaded meal at her parents’ house.

      She was about to head out of the house laden with bags of presents when Abel called after her, “Nina, wait, I have to talk to you.”

      Nina shifted one of the heavy bags in her arms to have a better balance. “Sorry, but that will have to wait. I can’t be late for lunch on top of everything else.”

      “But I have something really important to tell you.”

      “Okay, shoot.”

      “You need to sit down for this.”

      “Sorry, don’t have the time so,” she shot him a wicked grin, “unless you want to accompany me to my parents, it’ll have to wait.”

      “Gargoyles spare me.” Abel made a disgusted face. “And have all the little witchlings pull on my tail all day long, no thank you, I’ll skip.”

      “Then we’ll talk later, or I’m going to be late.”

      Nina got out of the house and let loose a string of swear words at not finding her broomstick on the porch, “Stinking pumpkins, blasted trolls, cursed cauldrons, and bleeding ghosts.”

      The broomstick was still in impound. Darned dragons and festering faeries, turns out she was going to be late no matter what. Stinking gargoyles, hexed harpies, and pox-ridden goblins.

      Nina let out a frustrated growl and headed down her street readying herself to walk all the way to her parents’ house in hexing December, in hexing Massachusetts, with hexing snow hexing everywhere. She almost slipped on a patch of iced-over curb and thought, hex me, hex my life.

      Nina steadied herself, took a deep breath, and plowed forward, cursing all sorts of magical creatures in her head the entire way to her parents’ because what other choice did she have?

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

          
            I WANT TO GET AWAY, I WANT TO FLY AWAY

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      Riley woke up with a splitting headache and not nearly rested enough. Still, he didn’t linger in bed. He got up, scrambled some eggs for breakfast, and popped two Advil—sometimes human remedies were just as functional as magical ones.

      The moment his head stopped throbbing so much, he took his broomstick and went for a spin over the snowed-in town. Flying always made him feel better, more clear-headed. And today, he had many thoughts he wanted to purge from his brain—all revolving over a certain green-eyed witch with a sharp tongue and an even sharper mind.

      But as he soared above the trees, Riley’s thoughts inevitably drifted back to Nina. He glided over the small houses with their warm, glowing windows, and all he could see was her glowing skin. Instead of the cold misty air, her scent lingered in his nostrils, and her melodic laugh still echoed inside his skull.

      A stronger gust of wind whipped through his hair and his thoughts finally scattered like dandelion seeds carried by the breeze. For a moment, he lived only in the present, absorbed in the sensation of flight.

      But as he flew on, his thoughts started to coalesce once more. First, the image of Nina’s stunned expression when he’d offered her the time-stretch pill. And then, more vivid images of her soft body that he was only partly to blame for having.

      That was the other thing that nagged at him, their telepathic bond. It was highly unusual. And while he couldn’t do any case work without Nina by his side, as per her magical sentencing, he sure could investigate the reason their minds were linked.

      He veered the broomstick toward his mother’s house, hoping to find some answers in the vast collection of magical tomes Glenda had in her home library. As he landed on her front porch, Riley took a moment to compose himself, shaking off the strange mix of emotions Nina had stirred in him. The last thing he needed was for his mother to get on his case.

      Still, as Glenda came to open the door, she gave him an unusually long stare. “Riley, you’re early. Lunch isn’t ready yet”

      “Hi, Mom, merry Christmas.” He pulled her in for a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Do you mind if I have a look in the library while we wait?”

      “Not at all.” She opened the door wide for him and let him in.

      Riley gave her another kiss and went ahead to the library.

      He knew exactly what section he needed to look at and went straight there, scanning the spines until he found what he was looking for. The book was old, with yellowed pages and a musty smell. He scanned the index with his finger, mentally noting the two chapters he was most interested in. The one explaining why mental bonds would form and the one giving instructions on how to block them.

      Screening his thoughts from Nina seemed like the most pressing matter, so he read that chapter first and ended just as frustrated as he’d started. The book drawled on for pages, but in the end, it gave Riley the long answer to what Nina had already told him: he needed patience and practice.

      He was about to dwell into the section detailing the possible reasons for his mind link with Nina, the only one he had studied in school was kinship, when his mother called him to the table.

      Riley sat at his usual spot opposite Myron with his mom in the middle. As they started eating, he couldn’t help but notice the atmosphere had a weird charge. Glenda and Myron kept exchanging glances and eyebrow arches as if they were conducting an entirely separated conversation that excluded him. Riley was pretty sure they didn’t share a telepathic bond, but he still couldn’t shake the feeling they were discussing something in code, and, even more ominously, that the something had to do with him.

      “How was work last night?” his mom finally asked.

      A hell-pit show, he wanted to say, but his mother wasn’t fond of swear words so he just shrugged and said, “Oh, you know, the usual.”

      Glenda sliced through a piece of leftover turkey from last night with her knife. “Wasn’t it a murder case you were called on?”

      “Attempted murder.” Riley scooped up some mashed potatoes. “And it turns out the case is one-hundred percent human, but an unfortunate amount of magic was involved so now I’m stuck with it, anyway.”

      Glenda and Myron exchanged another stare, and the raccoon asked, “Were there any arrests?”

      Riley gulped down a sip of starlight cider before answering. “Yeah, but the witch was innocent,” he said, thinking of Nina.

      His mom smirked at that. “Was she by any chance beautiful, single, and of witchlings-bearing age?”

      Nina definitely was all three things, but Riley would be damned before he admitted any of that to his mother. She’d jump at the chance to matchmaking and plan the wedding before he had even sorted his feelings toward Nina.

      So he took the easy way out. “I don’t think so since the victim was her daughter’s drama teacher.”

      Glenda’s face fell. “And she was the only arrest you made?”

      That was a weird question. Proceedings were sealed, and Glenda had no way of knowing he had, in fact, made two arrests last night. And the look on his mother’s face was too intense, too keen almost.

      A sinking feeling lodged into the pit of his stomach. “Mom, why are you asking that?”

      “Oh, no reason.” She flipped her long white hair nonchalantly. “The Herald mentioned something about multiple suspects.”

      Something in her tone was definitely too casual, and since when did Glenda King read the Witchly Herald?

      A sense of doom hit Riley in the chest, and he narrowed his eyes at his mother. “Mom, what did you see in my reading last night?”

      “Nothing,” she answered way too fast.

      Years as a law enforcer and an experienced interrogator had taught Riley to smell a lie from a mile away. “Nothing? Is my future a black cloud of midnight dust, then? Because I’d rather know if I’m going to drop dead tomorrow.”

      “No one’s dying.” Glenda reached out and squeezed his arm over the table.

      Riley remained skeptical. “Then what did you see?”

      His mother looked him straight in the eye. “Only good things, sweet pumpkin, I promise.”

      The words were meant to be reassuring but they had the opposite effect, and the sense of unease that had been accompanying Riley all day intensified. Especially since it was almost time to go pick up Nina Bennett.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

          
            WHAT DO WITCHES PUT ON THEIR BAGELS?

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      Nina’s Christmas was proving worse than her most pessimistic projections. For starters, the Witchly Herald had published a story on the elementary school poisoning, including details about the involvement of a love potion. The paper hadn’t named names, but Salem was a small town and by noon, anyone in the neighborhood knew that the Bennett sisters had been arrested the previous night and why—much to their mother’s chagrin.

      The most humiliating part was that everyone knew it had been Nina to brew the love potion. Juniper was happily married to the perfect wizard, she’d have no reason to resort to magic tricks to find love.

      As expected, the entire family had an opinion about the matter. Her dad was convinced that using their powers for unethical purposes would mark them forever and corrupt their souls. Her mom was more focused on Nina’s emotional well-being and questioning why she couldn’t find a man on her own without needing to resort to extreme measures—her words—like love potions.

      Juniper wasn’t speaking to her. The silent treatment was her sister’s punishment of choice.

      Nina’s only bearable relative was her brother, who kept teasing her affectionately, dropping the odd wizarding joke when the atmosphere at the table became too tense.

      Nina slumped lower in her seat, eyeing the food in front of her with a lack of interest. The meal felt interminable. Her mother’s cooking was usually delightful, but today everything tasted bland and unappetizing. All Nina wanted to do was to get out of there and go home, but she couldn’t leave. At least not until Riley came to pick her up, giving her an official excuse to flee the family gathering.

      A community service sentence was as ironclad a reason to leave as they came. But that was still a few hours away.

      So Nina adopted the survival strategy of being as inconspicuous as possible, keeping quiet in her corner and joining the conversation only when addressed directly by someone, which still happened way too often.

      When her uncle started a conversation about the dangers of misusing magic, Nina was ready to pull out her hair.

      “Uncle Edwin,” Kevin diverted his attention, coming to Nina’s defense. “What do witches put on their bagels?”

      The entire table turned to face Kevin, shifting the bullseye away from Nina.

      Her brother waited for another heartbeat before delivering the punchline, “Scream cheese.”

      Everyone laughed, but still, Nina couldn’t take it anymore. She excused herself from the table, pretending to go to the bathroom, and went outside for some fresh air instead. It had started snowing, and snowflakes were swirling down from the sky thick and fast. The wind had bite, but the cold felt refreshing on Nina’s hot cheeks.

      Too soon, she had to go back inside.

      At least by then, the desserts—bone-chip cookies, broomstick brownies, and midnight ice cream—were already being served. Nina skipped them even if broomstick brownies were her favorites.

      Soon afterward, the entire family moved to the living room to exchange presents. Nina had gone all out like every year and had bought her relatives thoughtful gifts she knew they would appreciate—a new cauldron for her parents, a rare spell book for Kevin, a set of magical herbs and roots for Juniper, and the new Luna the Lucky Witch Doll that Willow wanted so much.

      But not even the expression of unadulterated joy on her niece’s face as she opened her present could cheer Nina up.

      This would go down as the worst Christmas in the history of lousy holidays, and that was fine. Nina just wanted the day to be over and to forget about the love potion, the arrest, and her family’s judgmental stares.

      Just then, the doorbell rang, and Nina’s heart fluttered in her chest. Could it be Riley already?

      And why was her heart fluttering at the idea of Chief Inquisitor King waiting at her door ready to torment her some more with his unbearably good looks and closed-off personality? Or worse, his unsettling thoughts about her mermaid hair. Well, the beanie should solve that at least.

      She scrambled to her feet and quickly made her way to the door, but her mother beat her to it.

      And if Nina didn’t know better, she’d say Mom was swooning at finding the chief inquisitor in all his towering might and scarily sexy dark looks on her doorstep.

      “Merry Christmas, Mrs. Bennett,” Riley was saying. “Sorry to intrude on your celebration…”

      Nina’s mom squeaked, she literally squeaked, as she replied, “No trouble at all, Chief King. Would you like to come in? Have some dragon scale tea or a toadstool infusion?”

      Riley briefly looked over Mrs. Bennett’s shoulders right at Nina, and, at the subtle but panicked shake of her head, he unleashed a smile on her mother that Nina was sure would shed a few years off the poor woman’s life.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Bennett, but I’m afraid I don’t have time,” Riley said, his tone professional but gentle. “I’m here to pick up Nina.”

      At the speed of light, Nina was by their side putting on her coat, scarf, hat, and gloves and kissing her still-stunned mom on both cheeks saying, “Love you, Mom, talk soon…”

      Nina stepped out into the cold winter air without waiting for a reply, letting out a sigh of relief.

      She waved back at her mom and followed Riley down the already-coated driveway while the snow kept on falling.

      About halfway down, he tilted his head at her. “That bad, uh?”

      “You have no idea.” She couldn’t help the wide smile that split her face at seeing him again.

      They walked in silence for a few moments, the only sound the muffled crunch of snow under their boots. As they made their way down her parents’ street toward his car, Nina stole glances at Riley and a few times, she caught him staring back at her with an unreadable expression that suited his enigmatic personality perfectly. He looked ruggedly handsome but also weirdly more approachable than he had yesterday. Probably because he wasn’t trying to put her in jail and throw out the key like he had the previous night.

      When they finally reached the car, Riley opened the door for Nina, his hand hovering over the small of her back as she climbed into the passenger seat, grateful for the warmth it offered. Today he was driving a different car from the official police vehicle they’d rode in yesterday, and Nina couldn’t help but notice how impeccably clean and organized his—personal?—car was. So neat it looked as if he had just driven it out of the dealership that day.

      Riley closed her door and circled to the other side, claiming the driver’s seat and making the cabin of the car feel immediately ten times smaller than it had a second before.

      Then he put the car into gear, and just like that, they were driving away. At once, he started reciting through The Wizarding Code of Conduct in his head.

      Nina chuckled and said, “Please pull over.”

      Riley glanced sideways at her before training his eyes on the icy road again. “Why?”

      “Don’t worry, I’m not about to turn you into a toad.”

      She reached out and squeezed his arm. The gesture was meant to be reassuring, instead, it caused a tingle to shoot up Nina’s arm and she immediately let go. And if the way Riley was crushing the wheel in his grip, his knuckles almost white, was any indication, he’d felt the spark, too.

      Still, he actioned the blinker, and parked the car on the side of the road, turning to her expectantly.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

          
            WITH THE INTENSITY OF HELLFIRE

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      The moment the car stopped moving, Nina Bennett rummaged in her overlarge bag and pulled out a small red gift-bag, handing it to him.

      A present? She’d gotten him a Christmas present? Why? He hadn’t gotten her anything—the thought to get her something hadn’t even crossed his mind. And where had she gone to buy him a present on such short notice? He’d dropped her at her house almost at dawn the previous night. Wait, was the gift a way for her to come on to him—

      Nina chuckled. “Oh, gargoyles, you have such a big head. I’m not coming on to you, Chief King, don’t worry, your virtue is safe with me.”

      It’s your virtue you should worry about. The thought slipped his mind before he could censor it, and from the way Nina suddenly blushed she’d heard it loud and clear.

      “Yeah,” she confirmed. “Transmission received, over,” she joked. “Do us both a favor and open your present.” She pointed at the red bag now in his hands. “I assure you it’s a gift for you as much as it is for me.”

      Riley shrugged, curiosity getting the best of him, and retrieved a black wool beanie from within the bag. He stared at it a little puzzled but was about to put it on when she said, “I’ve enchanted it.”

      He immediately lowered the hat and stared at it with renewed suspicion.

      “Don’t worry,” Nina continued. “No unsanctioned magic. It’s a simple screening spell, but it should prevent me from hearing most of your thoughts. Put in on,” she urged him. “Try it.”

      Not without a healthy dose of skepticism, Riley put her beanie on.

      Nina smiled. “You look cute.”

      He scowled. “I’m not cute.”

      Nina Bennett rolled her eyes. “All right, Mr. Not Cute, now try to think something offensive,” she prompted.

      “Easy,” he said, and then thought, Why did she have to give me a stupid hat?

      To his surprise, Nina didn’t react.

      “No comeback?” he asked.

      “Nope, the beanie is working. Try again.”

      The next thought that popped into his head was definitely not something he wanted Nina to hear. But he had to test the beanie’s enchantment, didn’t he? So he thought, I wonder what she’d sound like moaning my name.

      He waited for Nina’s reaction, but once again there was none. Relief washed over him and he smiled.

      “See?” She beamed back at him and affectionally punched him in the arm. “The beanie rules. Now one last test, think something a little more risqué.”

      Riley smirked. “I think we’re good.”

      Nina’s eyes widened. “Why? Was your last thought dirty? What did you think?”

      Riley was ecstatic at having the privacy of his thoughts back and couldn’t resist teasing her a little. “You’d like to know, wouldn’t you?”

      “I’m not so sure.” She pouted. “But at least we know the beanie works.”

      And just as well given how much that pout made him want to kiss her. It was a pull so strong it scared him.

      Nina reared her head back, and Riley scowled. “Wait, did you hear that?”

      “Not exactly.” She studied him for a long moment. “But I got a sense of the emotion behind the thought. The beanie doesn’t work if you go too intense on me, Chief King.”

      “Noted,” he said, then thought, and she’d better stop calling me Chief King.

      The appellative on her lips had switched from a perceived mockery to a turn on.

      Nina didn’t react, and Riley sighed with relief in his head once again. The beanie wasn’t perfect, but at least it kept most of his inappropriate thoughts private.

      All he had to do now was to stop wanting to kiss the witch next to him with the intensity of hellfire and he’d be good.

      Riley put the car into gear and once again merged into the non-existent traffic.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

          
            BETWEEN A ROCK AND A HARD MATTRESS

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      Nina was conscious the beanie had been her idea and that it was best for Riley and her to keep out of each other’s heads.

      But right now, as she watched his inscrutable expression as he drove on through the winter storm, she couldn’t help the burning desire of knowing exactly what he was thinking.

      Was it about her? Or was he concentrated on solving the case?

      “You’re staring,” he called her out, making her jump in her seat.

      “I’m sorry, the silence is weird.” Then, to move the conversation along, she added, “Where are we going?”

      “I thought we’d hit the hospital first, see if Mrs. Blackwell has made any progress.”

      “Oh, all right.”

      And just like that, they were plunged back into silence.

      Nina tried to stifle a yawn, but it escaped her lips before she could. She felt Riley’s gaze on her and looked back at him sheepishly.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      “Don’t be.” Riley’s voice was low and rough, sending shivers down her spine. “Yesterday was a long night.”

      “You probably think I’m an ungrateful brat,” she said, feeling embarrassed.

      Riley turned to her briefly with a questioning look etched between his brows. “Why would I think that?”

      She blushed a little as she said the next part. “My cat told me you gave me the entire time-stretch pill, so I’ve had at least four more hours of sleep than you, and yet here I am in your car yawning like a lazy house cat.”

      Silence stretched between them again until Nina broke it. “Thank you, by the way, for the pill and for carrying me to bed last night.”

      Riley didn’t respond immediately, so much so that Nina began to think he hadn’t heard her. But then his eyes flickered briefly to hers before he focused back on the road. “It’s no problem.”

      He took a sharp right turn, and they arrived at the hospital. Well, at least the most awkward car ride in the history of awkward car rides was over, Nina thought to herself as Riley backed into a parallel parking spot. The maneuver took him all of ten seconds, while it would’ve taken Nina at least fifteen tries, a lot of sweat, and even more cursing.

      Not going to lie, the way he drove was sexy as hell.

      Nina’s thoughts cooled off the moment they stepped out of the car and an icy wind assaulted them. She pulled her coat closer to herself and followed Riley inside the hospital—a large, imposing building, with its lights casting an eerie glow on the surrounding area.

      They were at a regular human hospital. Since Mrs. Blackwell was human and the poison she’d ingested natural, the magimedics had deferred her here.

      The receptionist at the front desk gave them directions to Mrs. Blackwell’s room, and they made their way down the hallway and up two floors.

      Just as they were approaching the room, they spotted an old couple coming out of it.

      Riley, projecting all his big-bad-cop aura, stopped them. “Are you friends of Mrs. Blackwell?”

      He wasn’t wearing a uniform today, but somehow the two humans immediately picked up on the fact that he was a cop.

      “Yes, Detective,” the frail old woman replied. “We all play Buraco in the same club.” Then she patted the arm of her companion. “George and I didn’t want Josephine to spend Christmas alone. Pity she hasn’t woken up yet. Awful thing, what happened, really awful.”

      “How did you know she was at the hospital?” Riley asked, ever the suspicious cop.

      “Oh, we were there last night when it happened,” the wiry old man replied. He had sad blue eyes and his voice quivered slightly. “All our grandkids go to the same school.”

      Riley extracted a small notebook from his pocket. “May I have your names, please?”

      Nina rolled her eyes. These two looked pathetically harmless.

      “Sure,” both the elderlies said and proceeded to give Riley their generalities.

      “I’m Cherry Knox,” the woman said. “And my nephew is Peter Knox.”

      When it was the man’s turn he sighed pitifully before saying, “George Harrison MacNeil and my granddaughter is Judy MacNeil.”

      Riley thanked them, and after a quick goodbye nod, the couple ambled down the hall toward the elevator.

      “You seriously think those two had something to do with the murder attempt?” Nina hissed once the couple was out of earshot.

      “Most killers are notorious for coming back on the scene of the crime, especially if they didn’t finish the job on the first attempt,” he said and, without a second glance her way, Riley went ahead into Mrs. Blackwell’s room.

      A nurse was stationed there and from the subtle nod she and Riley exchanged she must’ve been one of theirs. An undercover agent from the Department of Magical Justice.

      “Any progress here?” Riley asked in a voice of authority that landed like a ball of fire straight into Nina’s core.

      If he used that voice on her, she’d let him handcuff her to the bed—or any other piece of furniture, really—whenever he wanted.

      The nurse shook her head. “No change, Inquisitor King.” Her words confirmed she was DMJ. “Mrs. Blackwell is still in a pharmacologically induced coma.”

      Riley approached the bed, looking down at the pale figure lying there. Nina followed him, and if what Abel had claimed in court to get her released was true—that her love potion had saved this woman’s life, Nina didn’t feel so sorry anymore about the mess she’d made. Yeah, she’d been arrested, humiliated, had spent Christmas Eve stuck in a gym with strangers, she’d become the family weirdo, the neighborhood laughing stock, and, on top of that, she was stuck doing community service with the most unsettling man on the planet.

      But looking at Mrs. Blackwell’s almost serene face in her pharmacological sleep, Nina decided it had all been worth it if her potion had really saved this poor woman’s life.

      “Did the doctors say when they plan on waking her up?” Riley asked the nurse, wrenching Nina out of her thoughts.

      “It could still be a couple of days,” the nurse responded. “They’re not sure.”

      “All right, Bella, keep up the good work, and thank you for sticking it out on Christmas. Olympia will be here soon to take over, so you’ll get at least to taste some bone-chips cookies with your family.”

      “Thank you, Chief King.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      Then Chief Inquisitor Riley King did the unthinkable and winked at the nurse, who blushed profusely despite the wedding band on her finger.

      Nina stared at him in horror because, if seeing his gorgeous but unattainable side was unsettling, watching him be kind to his colleagues, joke around, and playfully wink at random nurses was dangerous on a whole other level. Especially since he’d made it clear that even if seeing her naked in the tub might’ve elicited some unwanted sexual fantasies, he was not interested in pursuing something romantic with her.

      He basically had a sign on his chest stapled over his heart that said: Keep out! Trespassers will be shot on sight.

      “So, what’s next?” Nina asked as they exited the room.

      “I thought we could go back to the station, bounce ideas off each other for potential leads. You said last night you had a few suspects?”

      “Yeah, I do.” And she wanted to share her theories with him, but just the idea of going back to the police station where she’d been dragged to handcuffed and wearing only a pink bathrobe and feathery slippers no later than last night made her feel gross all over again.

      “Something the matter?” Riley asked, probably picking up on her discomfort.

      “Yeah, could we not go to the police station?”

      Riley studied her while they waited for the elevator, his head tilted to the side. He smiled down at her and his words were kind rather than teasing as he said, “Mug shot still too fresh in your mind?”

      For no apparent logical reason, her heart fluttered in her chest and her mouth went dry, so she just nodded.

      “All right, Bennett, where do you want to go?”

      Her stomach grumbled in response.

      Riley’s smile widened. “Skipped on the grand meal today?”

      Nina nodded. “I didn’t have much of an appetite.”

      “Glad to see that’s changed.” Riley deployed the wink on her, raging all kinds of havoc in her already grumbling stomach. “What do you say we get Chinese take-out and then get back to mine to discuss the case?”

      “Yeah, sure,” Nina squeaked, thinking this was the Cosmo’s revenge for the way she’d mentally teased her mother for squeaking in the same way.

      “Great.” He flashed her another stomach-melting grin. “I know just the place.”

      The entire way to the car, then to the Chinese restaurant, and finally to Riley’s house, Nina kept her raging thoughts in check by repeating to herself a string of steadying reassurances: he’s not taking you back to his place to ravage you. He probably isn’t even interested in kissing you. He only wants to discuss the case in a private space, not test his new hard-rock mattress with you, definitely not test his new hard-rock mattress with you…

      Mmm, I wonder what else he has that’s hard rock…

      No, no, no, no… bad Nina, we’re not interested in anything hard rock that Chief Riley King might have to offer.

      Aren’t we?

      Nope, one hundred percent not.

      Mental sigh, if only he didn’t smell like stardust and temptation. Having spent an unhealthy amount of time in his arms, or stuck in the front seat of a car with him, the scent was ingrained in her brain.

      At least now the Chinese food they were taking to his house covered some of it and, oh, look, they were pulling over…

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

          
            DRAMA ABOUT A DRAMA

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      If the concept of eating Chinese take-out on Christmas evening after having spent half the day working wasn’t at all extraneous to Riley. Doing it at his place with a gorgeous witch he had an undeniable attraction to was definitely new.

      He observed Nina Bennett as she enthusiastically removed all the containers from the take-out bags and lined them on his coffee table.

      They were in his living room, sitting on the floor in front of the fireplace that he had magically lit the moment they’d stepped into the house.

      And the scene was starting to look a little too cozy. Better to remind everyone—himself included—that they were here to work.

      But seeing how Nina was clearly famished, he let her have a few bites first before discussing the case. Meanwhile, Riley did his best to ignore the little noises of appreciation that escaped her mouth as she chewed, or how her plush lips contorted in pleasure. But golems be dammed he couldn’t help wondering how all those little sounds would translate between the sheets.

      His only saving grace was the beanie still firmly stuck over his head. He would never remove it, not indoors, and not even to go to bed.

      Once Nina had scarfed down two entire containers of food, he finally broached the subject they were here to discuss, “What was it you discovered last night?”

      Her tongue darted between her lips to lick the sauce out the corner of her mouth in a way that was too distracting for anyone’s good, then she wiped herself with a napkin and finally responded. “Oh, right, so you know I had to administer the antidote to all the people who’d eaten my loved-up cupcakes.”

      He nodded.

      “Well, I had to stay with each of my…” Nina paused, probably searching for the right word.

      “Victims?” Riley offered with a smirk.

      She threw a fortune cookie at him. “I was going to say patients for at least twenty minutes afterward, listening to all their woes. And while most of it was lovesick gibberish, I also gleaned some interesting facts.”

      Riley raised an eyebrow. “Such as?”

      Even if they were alone in the house, Nina spoke in hushed tones next, “The mom of one of Willow’s schoolmates told me that before the recital even started Mrs. Blackwell got into a heated argument with another mom.”

      Riley dropped his chopstick and focused all his attention on Nina. “Whose mom and about what?”

      “The altercation was with Macie Princeton. From what my sister has told me about Willow’s classmates and their families, she’s one of those hyper soccer moms whose entire life revolves around proving her child is better than anyone else’s. And she was mad at Mrs. Blackwell because her daughter hadn’t gotten the principal role in the recital.”

      Riley waited for the rest. “And?”

      “And nothing, that’s it.”

      “You think a kid not getting the principal role in an elementary school recital is reason enough to murder the drama teacher.”

      Nina shrugged. “I don’t know, is there ever a good reason to kill someone? And at least we know of a suspect who had a clear grudge against the victim.”

      Riley shoved the empty take-out containers aside and replaced them with the case files, quickly shuffling through them. “Yeah, several people reported the fight between Mrs. Blackwell and Mrs. Princeton so at least it was loud enough that many people heard it.”

      “Did Macie Princeton give a justification in her statement?” Nina asked.

      “Let’s check.” Riley shuffled through all the depositions, once, twice, and then looked up at Nina. “That’s odd.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t have a statement from Mrs. Princeton.”

      “Oh, I thought all people present had been deposed.”

      “They have, which means either Mrs. Princeton had already left or…”

      “She didn’t want to be deposed,” Nina finished the sentence for him.

      Look at them already finishing each other’s sentences. Riley ground his teeth. No, nope, not going there, back to the case.

      “Would that even have been possible with all the magical law enforcers around for her to have escaped?” Nina continued.

      Riley shrugged. “The school is big, if someone really wanted to avoid detection they could’ve easily found a hiding spot.”

      He took the file with the name and address of Macie Princeton and set it aside. “I think Mrs. Princeton has earned a visit from us. Good job, what else have you got, Bennett?”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

          
            WE SHOULDN’T BE DOING THIS

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      Riley using her surname shouldn’t have sounded sexy, it wasn’t even particularly intimate. To the contrary, it was probably a custom among colleagues in the magical force to call each other by their surnames as opposed to using first names.

      And Riley had simply said, good job. Not something like “what an exemplary piece of investigative work you did” or something.

      But that didn’t hinder the warm glow that spread through Nina at the objectively lackluster praise.

      She reined in the excessive swooning and concentrated on giving him an answer. “My next suspect is Mrs. Blackwell’s grandson.”

      Riley shuffled the case files again with that deliciously sexy frown etched between his brows. “I thought it odd, too, that a twenty-eight-year-old man would spend his evening at an elementary school recital just because his grandmother is the drama teacher.”

      “Yeah, but the janitor, after he was sane enough to stop babbling about being in love with the school’s nurse for five minutes, told me that Mrs. Blackwell is secretly loaded, like in she’s stinking rich.”

      “Why would a rich person work at an elementary school?”

      Nina waved him off. “Rumor has it a love of drama, both on and off stage, and plain, old boredom. Anyway, apparently her grandson is the biggest suck-up and has been her puppet ever since she wrote him in her will as her principal heir.”

      “And you think he might’ve killed her to speed up the inheritance process. Checks out.” Riley moved another file on top of that of Mrs. Princeton. “Trent Blackwell has also gained a visit from us. Who’s your last suspect, you had three, right?”

      Nina absentmindedly grabbed a fortune cookie and was about to unwrap it when Riley reached out and blocked her hand with his. “Don’t.”

      Nina stared down at their joined hands, her heart thudding in her chest. She felt the heat of Riley’s hand through her own, and the sensation was far from unpleasant.

      “Sorry,” he said, retreating his hand and its warmth.

      “Why don’t you want me to open the fortune cookie?”

      “I don’t trust the accuracy of their predictions.”

      Nina laughed. “Come on, it’s just a fortune cookie, I promise not to take whatever pearl of wisdom is contained inside too much to heart.” She unwrapped the cookie, broke it in half, and read the message hidden within:

      Sometimes love is staring you right in the face.

      She swallowed, looked up at the gorgeous man that at the moment, was very much staring her in the face, and dropped the tiny sheet of paper as if it had burned her.

      Riley raised an eyebrow. “What did it say?”

      “Nothing, you’re right these things are silly. But how comes you’re such a fortune cookie hater?”

      Riley smiled and shrugged in a self-deprecatory way. “Guess my mom has always been against sub-standard future telling.”

      “Your mom?” Nina frowned, then she put two and two together, her brain cross-referenced his surname with that of famous seers and she gasped. “Your mom is Glenda King? The Glenda King?”

      Riley gave her a tiny nod.

      “Gargoyles, you must introduce me. I’ve always wanted to have a reading with her but her waitlist is like, insane.”

      “Yeah, right,” Riley scoffed.

      Nina scowled. “Why? You think your mom wouldn’t like me?”

      Riley nailed her with such a penetrating stare that Nina felt like he was looking directly into her soul. “No, Nina, she’d probably like you too much.”

      He’d called her Nina. And now, the way her name sounded on his lips, rolled out in a lush whisper that had the power to melt glaciers, to resuscitate the dead, to make the sun rise at midnight, would be forever etched in her memory.

      Riley visibly regretted the words the moment they left his mouth because next, he added, “Anyway, forget about my mom. It’s getting late and we should wrap this up.”

      Nina felt a pang of disappointment but tried to shake it off, nodding in agreement. She followed his this-is-just-a-professional-consultation lead and went back to discussing the case. “The last lead I have is that Mrs. Blackwell’s former lover was also present at the recital. Another grandma in their Buraco club gossiped that Mrs. Blackwell had recently broke up with him. And while the official reason had been that the relationship had run its course, the dumped gentleman is convinced she’s already involved with someone else.”

      “All right, but why would a former lover try to murder her if he still had feelings, shouldn’t he go after the other man?”

      “Perhaps, but what if he couldn’t find out who it was or if his approach was more a case of”—Nina made a silly dude voice—“If I can’t have her, no one will.”

      Riley chuckled at that, but still scratched his temple unconvinced. “I don’t know, passion crimes are usually more impulsive. Poisoning someone is a cold, premeditated act, it doesn’t really fit the MO of a crime of passion.” Still, he reached for the file of the scorned lover and put it on top of the pile with the other two suspects. “But still worth digging a little deeper into.”

      As he finished talking, Nina realized she’d been fixating on his mouth. His full lips had her deeply hypnotized. But now that they’d stopped moving, her gaze snapped up to meet the dark wall of his obsidian eyes.

      He arched an eyebrow, asking a question she didn’t know how to answer. So, for lack of better alternatives, she got up and fled pretending to need the bathroom—very much her MO today. Only this wasn’t her house and she had no idea where she was going.

      Nina sensed Riley standing behind her before he even spoke, “Bathroom is the second door down the hall,” the words came out in a dangerously low rumble.

      Nina turned and suddenly realized they were standing in a very narrow, very dark hallway with a mere two inches of space separating them.

      Their eyes met, and Nina’s heart leaped, racing out of control. She couldn’t help but stare into the inky pools of his eyes, drawn like a moth toward a flame.

      Riley’s gaze flickered down to her lips and quickly back up. The tension between them was palpable. She licked her lips nervously, and Riley’s pupils dilated.

      Her heart was pounding in her chest, they were so close that she could see the tiny flecks of silver hidden within the black of his intense gaze. She could feel the heat of his body emanating from him, making her feel dizzy and disorientated. She tried to speak, but suddenly her throat was dry, and no words would come out.

      Riley took a step closer, his body pressing up against hers as he whispered in her ear, “You know we shouldn’t be doing this, right?”

      Nina bit her bottom lip and nodded slowly. But she couldn’t deny the fact that her body was screaming for more. She wanted his touch, his kiss, his everything. It was like they were two magnets being drawn together.

      He reached out and brushed a strand of hair from her face before cupping her cheek in his hand. His thumb stroked over her lips in a teasing motion before he leaned in and pressed his mouth against hers.

      Nina’s knees almost buckled beneath her at the feel of his lips moving softly against hers. She could taste the sweetness of the bubble tea he’d been drinking on his breath as he deepened the kiss, wrapping his arm around her waist as he pulled her flush against him.

      Time stopped, they stood frozen in an alternative dimension, lost in their own little world where nothing else mattered except for each other.

      And things got a lot worse as Nina reached up and pulled the beanie off of him, she wanted to hear all of him, needed to feel both his body and his mind pressed against her.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

          
            NOT PASSION, NOT DESIRE, AND MOST CERTAINLY NOT LOVE

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      The second Nina removed the beanie, Riley’s emotions slammed into her as a tidal wave. His thoughts weren’t spelled out in coherent phrases she could hear or read, but they were strong enough to decipher easily.

      He wanted her, he wanted her just as much as she wanted him. Nina grabbed onto his shoulders and let her thoughts flow unguarded, responding to his avalanche of raw emotions and desires with equal force.

      She could tell the moment Riley felt it from the way he intensified the kiss, if that was even possible.

      His hands traveled down to the small of her back, pressing her closer to him as they kissed with reckless abandon. Nina moaned softly against his lips as their electric chemistry, palpable and all-consuming, coursed though her body.

      Riley’s deft fingers were drawing circles on the small of her back, causing every nerve ending on her body to feel so good it almost hurt. Nina responded eagerly, tangling her fingers into his hair and pulling him even closer until she could feel every single one of his hard muscles pressed against her. And it still wasn’t enough.

      Riley must’ve come to the same conclusion because, with an animalistic growl, he pushed her backward until her back hit the wall. Then he was on her, caging her between the hard wall and his even harder body, and there was no more space left between them.

      But even that didn’t last. Without a word, Riley scooped her up into his powerful arms and carried her down the hall to the bedroom where he gently laid her on the bed. It looked like they were going to test the hard mattress after all.

      The sheets were cool against what little skin her winter clothes left exposed. But as Riley climbed on top of her, the cool sheets became the last of her worries.

      Nina arched her back to meet his body in mid-air as Riley’s mouth claimed hers once more, his hands roaming over her with a desperate hunger that left her trembling with need.

      It was like they couldn’t get close enough to each other, like no matter how hard they pressed against each other it’d never be enough. More, she needed, more, the craving was so powerful it almost felt wrong.

      But then Riley kissed her neck, he sucked her earlobe grazing it with just the right amount of teeth to send a shiver of pleasure coursing down her spine, and her recriminations almost melted away. Nina was about to let herself go completely, to forget about reason and just give in to her desire when Riley lifted his head and looked at her. And that’s when Nina recognized the speckles of silver in his eyes for what they really were. Not passion, not desire, and most certainly not love.

      It was magic. Her magic.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

          
            YOU’VE NOTHING TO BE SORRY ABOUT

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      One moment Riley was passionately kissing Nina on his bed and the next, he was being flung off her with preternatural force.

      He landed on the opposite side of the mattress momentarily confused and then looked up at Nina, who had already hopped off the bed and was pacing his bedroom visibly shaken.

      He was a complete and total troll.

      Riley sat on the side of the bed closer to her and did the only logical thing, apologize for his unforgivable behavior, “I’m sorry,” he said. “I thought you wanted this too, but I obviously got carried away.”

      Nina’s reaction was once again not what he’d expected, she crossed the room in two quick steps, planted a hand over his mouth and eyes blazing, she told him, “You have nothing to apologize for. I’m the one to blame here.”

      Riley raised an eyebrow and, since she was still blocking his mouth, he sent her his rebuff mind to mind. “I’m pretty sure I was part of that, too.”

      Nina’s eyebrows drooped, and she looked like she was on the verge of tears. “Only because you had no choice.”

      Next, she ran back down the hall just as unexpectedly and returned to the bedroom carrying the black beanie she’d removed earlier.

      She secured the hat back on his head, saying, “Sorry, but I don’t think I can handle hearing your reaction to what I’m about to tell you.”

      Okay, now he was seriously freaked out. But he let her have a minute to straighten her thoughts since she was clearly upset.

      “It’s the love potion,” Nina finally blurted. “Last night, I ate the cupcake, went to take a bath, and when I woke up, I was in your arms.”

      Riley frowned, still unsure of what she was getting at.

      “Don’t you get it? You’re the first man I saw. This weird attraction that you don’t seem to be able to fight despite wanting to… you can’t because of the love potion. I heard your thoughts yesterday, you literally like me against your will. You don’t really find me attractive, you don’t want to kiss me or do other…” she blushed. “Stuff… the enchantment of the love potion is forcing you to.”

      Oh, Nina, she really knew nothing. Riley had felt the magic between them, too, but it had nothing to do with her love potion. And he was pretty sure he wanted to kiss her and do other stuff to her, with her. But that didn’t mean he should.

      Riley forced the untruth of what she was saying in a corner so dark and remote of his soul that even he wouldn’t be able to reach it anymore.

      Kissing her had changed everything. He had a strong suspicion now on why they shared a mental bond without needing to consult his mother’s spell book. A kiss like that—yeah, it was enough to know.

      But dating a cop was no life. He’d seen the years of worry tear down at his mother until that faithful night when all her worst fears had come true. Glenda had never recovered from the loss of his father, who had been the previous Chief Inquisitor. And Riley wouldn’t want to bestow such a fate on anyone, least of all gentle, funny, sparkly Nina Bennett.

      So he went along with what she was saying. “Can you make more antidote?”

      “Too late,” she responded as he knew she would. “The magic has settled in.”

      He watched her pace his bedroom, expression riddled with guilt, and felt like a total dirtbag for keeping her in the dark. But it was the best thing to do, especially for her.

      She stopped and turned to him. “I’m so sorry this happened. I wish I’d never made that potion. No, I mean, it’s good that I did. Otherwise, Mrs. Blackwell would be dead. But I’m sorry for what”—she circled a hand in his general direction—“it’s doing to you. I’m so sorry for that.”

      Riley couldn’t take her misplaced guilt anymore so, even if probably it wasn’t the best move, he stood up and pulled her into his arms. “You’ve nothing to be sorry about. I shouldn’t have kissed you. It won’t happen again.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

          
            MAGICALLY INDUCED OR NOT, UNREQUITED LOVE SUCKS

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      Riley was taking the news that he’d been cursed into loving her fairly well. Which was good. And he was also saying he wouldn’t kiss her again. Also a good thing, probably for the best.

      Technically, theoretically because right now as he gently circled his palm over her back in a soothing gesture all Nina wanted to do was tilt her chin up and pick up from where they’d left off on the bed not five minutes ago.

      Or at least the influence of the love potion wanted her to. Right. This feeling, this craving that had been building inside her wasn’t real. It was magic. The byproduct of an incantation she shouldn’t have used to influence somebody else’s emotions and her own. Suddenly, all her father’s cautionary tales about unethical misuse of magic made total sense.

      When she’d brewed the potion, Nina had thought she’d give herself a meet cute, and instead, she’d scrambled with the Chief Inquisitor’s heart and her own.

      “It’s getting late,” Riley said, in that low tone of his that now had become torture to hear. “I should take you home.”

      The low caress of his voice grated against her heart like a blade. His scent, his voice, his body, his heart, all things she could almost touch but never have, not now that everything had been tainted by her stupid potion.

      Her feelings felt real, but she’d never taken a love potion before, so she had no way of assessing how love enchantments worked, how good they were at making feelings that weren’t really there feel real. Whatever she had with Riley, would forever be tainted by doubt, by the shadow of her spellwork. Even if they somehow decided to ignore the facts, she could never fully trust anything they’d build. And so, as hard as it was and contrary to every last one of her instincts, she pulled away from him, putting a healthy amount of physical distance between them.

      “Actually, can you bring me to the station?”

      Riley frowned. “To the station, why?”

      “My broomstick is still impounded, I’d like to get it back.”

      He stared out the dark windows where the wind could be heard howling between the tree branches. Snow was still falling. “There’s a storm outside, you’re not flying in this weather.”

      Right now, she wanted nothing more than to fly right at the center of a storm, but Riley’s tone was so final she knew there’d be no point in arguing with him.

      “Come on, let’s go, I’ll take you home.”

      She nodded.

      They moved back into the living room. Nina, taking in the mess of discarded take-out boxes, offered to help him clean up.

      “Leave it,” Riley said. “I’ll take care of it tomorrow.”

      Guess he couldn’t wait to be rid of her. And how to blame him? If someone had bewitched her, she’d feel the same.

      He grabbed a thick, brown wool coat from the closet and he put it on while she did the same with her red one.

      Outside, the snow was falling thick and fast.

      Riley turned up his collar, and they walked to his car, the windshield already covered by a thick white blanket. A snap of his fingers and it was gone.

      Ever the gentleman, he circled to her side of the car first and held the door open for her. She slipped in, noticing that he didn’t shut the door right away, she caught him studying her face through the reflection of the window as if he were memorizing her features. Dread twisted inside of her.

      Magically induced or not, unrequited love felt awful. She hoped Riley wasn’t experiencing the same intense misery. Nina couldn’t bear to have inflicted such suffering on another person.

      Riley closed the door and got in from the driver’s side. The proximity of sharing a car felt suddenly unbearable. Then they were moving.

      The ride to her house was a quiet one.

      She turned her gaze toward the window, toward the night outside, watching the snow swirl around and tumble down the glass.

      They were already on her street when he finally broke the silence. “I should probably pick you up early tomorrow if we want to interrogate all three suspects,” he said. “Eight o’clock?”

      Right. Because they were still stuck together until the murder case was solved. For a second, Nina hated the professional detachment of his words. Despised it with every fiber in her soul.

      But what other choice did they have if not to distance themselves?

      She sighed, feeling a lump form in her throat. “Yeah, eight sounds good.”

      Riley pulled up to the curb and parked. They sat in silence for a moment, staring straight ahead, the only sound the whistling wind outside. At least she hoped he couldn’t hear the disappointed pounding of her heart in her chest.

      “Well,” he said finally. “Goodnight, Nina.”

      “Goodnight, Riley.” She opened the door and stepped out into the snow, her heart heavy.

      Nina ran up her driveway, she let herself in and, keeping shelter behind a curtain, watched his car still parked outside. It was a few long minutes before he drove away.

      Only when the taillights of Riley’s car disappeared down the road did Nina let herself cry.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

          
            THAT’S JUST HYSTERICAL

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      After dropping Nina off, Riley drove himself home, his fingers curled around the wheel like talons, digging into the leather to avoid punching something.

      He felt like the worst kind of person for deceiving her. Riley hadn’t exactly lied, but he had omitted the truth and now he’d have to live with the consequences.

      He parked his car in the driveway and sat for a moment, still clutching the steering wheel, still hating himself. Riley lay his head backward against the headrest and closed his eyes, allowing himself a moment to remember how kissing Nina had felt. Magical, exhilarating, real. The way she’d tasted, the way she’d felt pressed against his chest, the little noises she’d made.

      Good thing they hadn’t gone any further than kissing, or Riley wasn’t sure he’d have had the strength to do what needed to be done. Not that keeping away from Nina was going to be any easy as things stood.

      Riley sat there in his car in the cold, alternatively regretting what he’d done and then convincing himself it had been the right choice. These thoughts circled over his heart and brain, their contrasting reasonings an endless loop that was threatening to drive him insane.

      Right decision or not, Riley punched the wheel in frustration and finally got out of the car, trudging through the snow to his front door. The moment he stepped inside the house, he was greeted by the smell of the Chinese food they’d eaten that still clung to the air and the faint smoke of the dying embers in the fireplace.

      The smells were no bother, they could be easily dispelled. He opened a window and the frigid winter wind took care of purging the air in a few minutes.

      But the silence that greeted him, that was almost suffocating.

      After tossing his keys on the kitchen counter, Riley ignored the carton boxes a while longer and went into his study to retrieve the magical tome he’d borrowed from his mother’s library earlier that day.

      He sat at his desk and opened the book, flipping the pages until he reached the section on the possible reasons why unrelated witches might experience mental bonds.

      Being under the influence of a shared spell was a prominent one. Good, that would only reinforce Nina’s theory if she did some research.

      But that wasn’t what he was looking for. Riley kept reading until he reached the passage that interested him and which confirmed his worst fears.

      He snapped the book shut. No matter what the fine print said, he and Nina couldn’t be together. It was for her own good.

      Riley threw the book into a drawer where it landed with a heavy thud. In a fit of frustration, Riley slammed the drawer shut and locked it, out of sight out of mind. Then he went to the living room to clear out the take-out boxes. On his third trip to the bin, a tiny slip of paper caught his attention. It was the message Nina had found inside the fortune cookie and had refused to share with him.

      Riley picked it up from the floor and read it.

      Sometimes love is staring you right in the face.

      Oh, that was just hysterical. So much for Glenda’s mistrust of fortune cookies. Apparently, they were spot on.

      Pity it wasn’t meant to be.

      Riley crunched the tiny slip of paper in his fist and then threw it on the dying embers in the fireplace.

      The paper twisted, darkened, and soon caught fire, disappearing in a blink just like his future with Nina had.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

          
            THAT’S GOING TO BE SO MUCH FUN

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      “Are you crying?” Abel asked in a concerned voice as he brushed against her legs.

      “No,” Nina sobbed. She bent to pick him up and nuzzled his head.

      “Okay, so is that dew streaming down your cheeks?”

      “Maybe I’m crying a little bit.”

      Abel sighed. “So you figured it out.”

      “Figured out what?”

      “About the love potion.”

      Indignant, Nina dropped Abel on the kitchen counter. “You knew?”

      “I had a suspicion.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me anything?”

      “I tried to this morning, but you were in a hurry to leave and I didn’t think the magic would act so swiftly or wreak so much damage already.”

      “Oh, it’s nothing. I’m not damaged on top of desperate, don’t worry.” To distract herself, Nina put the kettle on, she could use a little moonlight tea to ease the nerves.

      Abel trotted over to her following the U-shape of the kitchen until he reached the stove. “I wasn’t saying you were damaged, but clearly you’re upset. Did something happen with Inquisitor King?”

      Nina shrugged. “We kissed, and it was magical… but of course, it wasn’t real. Just part of the love potion enchantment.”

      Abel bumped his head against her arm, repeating, “I’m sorry.”

      She scratched his chin. “It’s not your fault, you tried to warn me not to brew a love potion. I’m the one who didn’t listen.”

      The kettle whistled and Nina took it off the stove. She poured the hot water into a mug and added a spoon of moonlight dust.

      They moved to the couch, Nina sipping her tea and absentmindedly stroking Abby as he curled in her lap.

      “Do you know of a way to make the magic wear off faster when it is too late to take an antidote?”

      Abel made biscuits on her legs. “I did a little research this morning, the only valid suggestion I found is to stay as far away from the object of your affection as you can.”

      Nina chortled at that. “Fat chance of that happening since we’re bound to solve this case together by a magical sentence.”

      Abel stopped purring long enough to say, “Then maybe you should petition Judge Templeton to commute your sentence to a different public service.” The cat yawned. “She seemed like a reasonable woman. If you explain the situation to her, she won’t want to force you to spend time with Chief King knowing what we know.”

      “You know, Abby, you’re right.” Nina dropped her mug onto the coffee table and slid out from under the cat.

      She retrieved her laptop from her bedroom and went back to the couch to log on to The Department of Magical Justice website on the darknet, the shadow computer network that was accessible only to witches and wizards.

      Judge Templeton had no appointments available the next day, she was probably still off for the holidays, but she had a free late evening slot on the 27th.

      Nina let the cursor hover over the button to book the appointment. If she did talk to the judge, it was probable that afterward, she’d never see Riley again. Yeah, Salem was a small town, but she hadn’t met Riley in twenty-nine years and unless she planned on getting arrested on the regular—which she didn’t—they probably wouldn’t cross paths that often, if ever.

      The prospect was heartbreaking. But what was the alternative? The attraction she was feeling toward him was too fast and furious to be real. They’d known each other barely a day. She couldn’t be in love with him. The way she was feeling was the potion’s doing. And if the only known cure was not to see him, the sooner she started, the sooner she’d heal.

      Nina clicked on the calendar, input her credential, and locked in the appointment. Then she got ready for bed and cried herself to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning she was ready well before eight. No matter that she’d decided she wasn’t going to see Riley ever again after tomorrow, that didn’t mean she couldn’t look at least presentable for the last two days they had to spend together.

      So she’d gotten up at the crack of dawn to get ready, not that it’d been an effort, her struggling heart had woken her up with its stilted, painful tempo at six o’clock.

      Nina had showered, blow-dried her long hair, and tried her best to keep her makeup subtle but sophisticated. Then, she’d spent a good hour in front of her closet trying to pick the perfect detective outfit that would be contextually flattering but not too sexy, and professional but still approachable. She’d landed on a striped wool dress in black and purple. Definitely not intimidating.

      In her short time as a private investigator, she’d found people were more prone to be forthcoming if they felt like they could trust you. Scare tactics had never proven a good strategy.

      Breakfast had been next. But by the time Riley rang the doorbell, she’d already been sitting on her couch, staring at the front door restlessly for over twenty minutes.

      She took a deep breath and put on a brave face as she went to open the door. But nothing could’ve prepared her for the sight of Chief Inquisitor Riley King standing on her doorstep in all his tallish handsomeness.

      He was wearing her beanie, the long heavy coat from last night, and a smile that could melt the snow off the entire neighborhood. He was simply irresistible and equally off-limits.

      Nina tried to rein in her emotions and failed spectacularly as she greeted him with a simple, “Hi,” that came out more like a strangled whisper.

      Riley kept smiling at her, tilting his head. “Nice dress,” he said, pointing to her striped sheath dress. “Very subtle on the witching thing.”

      Despite the teasing, Nina smiled. At least one of them could keep their cool and act normal.

      “I was going for approachable.” She cleared her throat and took a step back to let him in while she put on her winter gear.

      Riley stepped into her apartment and waited patiently for her to get ready.

      “Chief King.” Abel sauntered into the hall, displaying a healthy amount of male territoriality.

      “Ah, Pawington III, Esquire. Good to see you again.”

      Nina rolled her eyes at the not-so-subtle display of polite hostility and cut it short before it could escalate. “I’m ready.”

      Nina crouched to the floor to kiss Abel goodbye and then stepped onto the porch, waiting for Riley to get out as well before locking the door.

      As she turned, she found him standing behind her, one arm lifted offering her a paper cup. He was in fact holding a cup in each hand. She’d been so busy admiring his perfect, rugged, sexy face that she hadn’t even noticed the cups until now.

      “I brought you a Potentilla Latte,” he said. “I thought we might both use one after last night.”

      He was being excruciatingly nice. Nina took the latte only saying, “Thanks.”

      But as they walked down her driveway, he bumped shoulders with her. “Come on, just because we can’t kiss, it doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.”

      Okay, so at least they weren’t avoiding the elephant in the room—or in the front yard—or being awkward about it. That wrenched the first genuine smile out of her since the previous night.

      “Or I could still turn you into a toad and solve all my problems.”

      The smile he flashed her in response was devastating. “I thought we’d settled on a sea turd.”

      And now she was outright guffawing, an undignified sound that raised straight from her belly. “Careful what you wish for, Chief King.”

      Ah, as if she could talk. Wishing for a tall, handsome stranger to sweep her off her feet was exactly what had landed her into this mess. Nina sipped on her latte and tried not to think about how it tasted like forbidden love. Or how the warmth of the cup in her hands was nothing compared to the heat Riley’s hands had seared into her skin the previous night. Darn potion.

      None of this is real, she repeated to herself for the millionth time since last night.

      With that thought clear in her mind, she walked the rest of the way to Riley’s car and got herself inside before he could hold the door open for her. From now on, they were officially colleagues only, he didn’t need to fuss over her.

      “I could’ve gotten the door for you,” Riley said as he settled into the driver’s seat.

      “Would you have gotten the door for another of your agents?”

      Riley didn’t reply, meaning no.

      “Then, I’m good,” Nina concluded, taking another sip of delicious latte.

      Riley rolled his eyes, and even if she couldn’t hear his thoughts the gesture clearly read, women! Either that generalization or an impossible woman aimed directly at her.

      “Men are equally impossible,” Nina rebuffed.

      Riley startled, checking the beanie was properly placed over his head, which made Nina laugh.

      “Don’t worry, I didn’t need to read your thoughts to know what you were thanking.”

      “Miss Bennett, I see you’re a firecracker right from the morrow.”

      Thank gargoyles he hadn’t called her Nina. Just the memory of her name on his lips was enough to make her toes curl and her heart shatter a little.

      Still, Nina collected herself and was optimistic she’d be able to act like a functioning witch and speak in a normal tone from now on. Even if she was a total mess on the inside, having broken the ice with a little banter made her feel more confident in her abilities to fake it until she made it.

      “So, who are we going to interrogate first?” she asked.

      He threw her a side glance as if he was ready to call bullcrap at her nonchalant tone, but soon his eyes flickered back to the road and he answered her. “I thought the angry soccer mom would be our best bet.”

      Nina nodded in agreement. “Oh, that’s going to be so much fun.”

      Riley’s mouth tilted up at the corners, and Nina did her best not to think how wickedly good that same mouth had felt on hers as he devoured her. Or about the trail of fire those same lips had left on her jaw and neck and collarbone as he’d kissed his way down her body.

      And, once again, she was failing miserably…

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

          
            TAKE A CHILL PILL

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      The gated community where Mrs. Princeton and her family lived, was one of the most exclusive residential neighborhoods in Salem. Made entirely of lush mansions with perfectly landscaped front yards and an array of luxury cars parked in the driveways that could rival a sheik.

      Riley flashed his badge to the security guard manning the entrance, eager to get out of the car and put a healthy distance between himself and Nina Bennett. The few scrawny inches currently separating them in the car would not cut it.

      This morning she’d chosen to torture him with a fluffy purple and black striped sweater wool dress that made her look totally huggable. He wanted to bury his face in that dress. Pull it over her head and uncover the marvels underneath.

      The need was so strong he had to clutch the wheel harder to stop himself from doing something incredibly stupid.

      In the meantime, the security guard had taken one look at Riley’s badge and waved them past the gate. At its very foundation, The Department of Magical Justice was enchanted to confound humans. The protective thrall was needed for its agent to conduct investigations in the human world without kicking up a fuss or causing raised eyebrows among the humans. It was a necessary protective charm essential to guarantee seamless cooperation and coexistence between the magical law enforcement agencies and the regular human ones.

      Riley took his badge back, rolled up the window, and drove on until they reached the cul-de-sac at the end of the community.

      Mrs. Princeton’s house was easily the most opulent in the entire neighborhood, surely the most extravagantly decorated for Christmas with a real-life-sized illuminated sleigh in the front yard pulled by a full battery of six reindeer. Fairy lights dotted the entire surface of the house’s external walls.

      The lights were glittering in a rainbow of colors even now that it was broad daylight.

      Riley got out of the car and waited for Nina—not getting the door for her. If she didn’t want him to open doors for her, she was entitled to renounce the gallantry.

      As they walked up the driveway of the flashy mansion, Nina stared at the extravagant décor of the house wide-eyed and open-mouthed. “How much do you think their electricity bill comes to?”

      Riley suppressed a smile. “I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure they’re at least five percent responsible for global warming.”

      Nina looked up at him, her eyes twinkling with amusement from under her long lashes. Riley had to shove his hands into his pocket not to reach over and tuck a loose curl of that impossibly long, impossibly silky hair behind her ear.

      It will be ages, possibly forever, before he forgot how her hair had felt tangled in his fingers as they kissed.

      Nina must’ve sensed his thoughts had shifted away from electrical fixtures and degenerated into something entirely different because she cleared her throat and looked away from him.

      And he was acting like a troll again.

      Riley quickened his stride and reached the front door two steps ahead of Nina, ringing the bell. Maybe discussing the attempted murder of Mrs. Blackwell with a suspect would help him take a chill pill.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

          
            THAT WAS MEAN

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      Nina stepped on the porch behind Riley, marveling at the fact that the snow under her feet wasn’t melting away and running down the front steps in steaming rivulets. She was boiling inside her coat and she was sure some of the heat must be transferring to the surrounding environment. At the rate things were going between her and Riley, Nina would be one-hundred percent responsible for global warming.

      But jumping gargoyles, if he didn’t stop looking at her like he had just now on the driveway—as if he wanted to get rid of all of their clothes and explore every inch of her body with his mouth—she might combust right there on the porch.

      Thankfully, it didn’t take long for Mrs. Princeton to come to the door, even if she appeared slightly out of breath as she threw the door ajar.

      She was wearing only a pastel winter robe and pale pink slipper boots. And her state of agitation visibly worsened as she took in the tall, unforgiving form of Riley presently standing on her doorstep with his bad-cop mask on.

      A reaction Nina could sympathize with all too well.

      Mrs. Princeton quickly straightened the lapels of her robe and flattened her blonde hair. “Morning, Detective,” she said.

      The security guard at the gate must’ve alerted her of their arrival.

      “Morning, Mrs. Princeton, I’m Detective King from Salem PD.” Riley flashed her his badge and like it happened with all humans coming in contact with magical law enforcement, her eyes glazed over slightly—the incantation protecting the secrecy of the wizarding world working its magic. “And this is my associate, Detective Bennett.”

      Not exactly factual, but Nina liked the ring her fake new title had.

      “Good morning,” she greeted Mrs. Princeton in what she hoped sounded like a bad-cop voice.

      Only Riley stared down at her with a puzzled look, so maybe she’d only greeted the suspect in a ridiculous voice.

      Better let the expert conduct the interview, then.

      “We would like to talk to you about the happenings of last night at Swift River Elementary if you could spare a minute.”

      “Sure. Please, Detectives, come on in.” She opened the door wider for them to enter.

      The giant house seemed to be empty except for her and a mean-looking white cat lounging on the couch.

      As if Mrs. Princeton had read Nina’s mind, she said, “My husband already went back to work.” She let out a high-pitched giggle. “Apparently a one-day holiday was already a stretch for him, and my kids are upstairs, doing who knows what? Can I offer you anything to drink, tea, coffee?”

      Riley politely declined and Nina followed his lead.

      They sat in the living room, and Nina took pains to give a wide berth to the white cat. Animals, contrary to humans, were far the wiser about the existence of magic and were better equipped to sense the presence of a witch or a wizard.

      “What can I help you with, Detectives?” Mrs. Princeton asked from her perch on the couch opposite them.

      “You were at your daughter’s Christmas recital last night, Mrs. Princeton, correct?”

      The woman’s nose twisted in a faintly disgusted expression. “I was, even if only briefly.”

      “You mean you didn’t stay until the end?”

      “No, why would I?”

      Riley frowned. “Your daughter was in the play, wasn’t she?”

      Mrs. Princeton winced. “She only had a minor part in the first act, and Tory’s performance was the only one I cared about. Once I saw her, I left.”

      “You left alone, though, your husband stayed behind?”

      “Well, someone had to bring Tory home afterward.”

      “Did you and your husband go to the school in separate vehicles?”

      “No, same car.”

      “How did you get home, then?”

      “I called an Uber, why?”

      “Did you keep a receipt for the ride?”

      “Yeah, sure, on my phone.” Mrs. Princeton made to stand up then plonked back down on the couch eying us warily. “Why are you asking me all these questions?”

      “Are you aware of what happened to Mrs. Blackwell at the end of the show?”

      “You mean that old hag half chocking to death on a cupcake? Can’t say I’m sorry.”

      Riley’s face remained impassible, even if Nina could sense distaste wash over him in waves. Still, seeing him in his element was hot, so hot. All that restrained power contained in such a handsome package threatened to make her whimper just for having to witness it.

      Voice colder than the icicles dangling from the gutters outside, Riley said, “Mrs. Blackwell was actually poisoned and is currency struggling for her life at Mass General Brigham Hospital.”

      Mrs. Princeton seemed genuinely taken aback. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear.” Then her eyes widened. “Wait, you don’t think I had anything to do with it?”

      “Several eye witnesses reported you being involved in a heated argument with Mrs. Blackwell over your daughter not playing the principal role in the recital.”

      “Well, sure. That woman couldn’t recognize talent if it stared her right in the face. She kept insisting that my daughter wasn’t good enough for the lead role, even though she’s clearly the most talented child in that class. But that doesn’t mean I tried to kill her.”

      “Did anyone see you get back home, Mrs. Princeton?”

      The soccer mom’s voice was becoming shriller by the minute. “The Uber driver and the night guard outside. They keep a log of everyone who comes and goes.”

      “And after that?” Riley insisted. “You spent the rest of the night home alone?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can anyone confirm it?”

      Genuine panic crossed Mrs. Princeton’s face for the first time. “Well, no. I don’t know what time Roger and Tory came back, but I was already sleeping.”

      “What about your son?” I ask. “Where was he?”

      “Out with friends.”

      “So you have no confirmed alibi,” Riley concluded.

      Nina had to suppress a smirk, she was sure he was laying it on thick only because he disliked Mrs. Princeton. And how to blame him?

      Abruptly, he stood up. “Very well, Mrs. Princeton, we’ll get in touch if we have more questions.”

      Nina got up as well.

      “Wait.” Mrs. Princeton stood up as well and followed them to the door. “Are you actually saying that I’m a suspect?” The last word came out indignant.

      With a stony face, Riley said, “Salem PD investigations are confidential, but I wouldn’t leave the country if I were you.”

      Mrs. Princeton visibly gulped. “All right, Detective.”

      Riley nodded severely and proceeded down the driveway without another word. Nina caught up with him about halfway down and bumped shoulders with him. “That parting salvo was mean, I bet you scared her half to death.”

      “That woman is obnoxious, a little fear will do her good.”

      “But you don’t think she did it, right?”

      “We have to verify her story with the security guard up front. But even if her account checks out, she could’ve still come home and then gone back out to the school…”

      They stopped before the car.

      “I don’t know,” Nina reasoned. “The more I think about it, the less likely it seems Mrs. Princeton did it.”

      “How comes?” Riley frowned in that adorable, impossibly sexy way of his.

      Nina ignored her mounting lust, and answered him, “From what we know the killer only poisoned one cupcake, otherwise more people would’ve fallen ill. So he or she must’ve poisoned the cupcake and then delivered it straight to Mrs. Blackwell to make sure their intended victim ate it. I don’t see Mrs. Princeton walking back into a party where everyone thought she’d already stormed out, then taking a poisoned cupcake to the woman she’d just had an all-out verbal brawl with.”

      “Maybe she presented it as a peace offering.”

      “Maybe, but I still don’t see it. I’ll ask my sister and my parents if they saw Mrs. Princeton anywhere in that gym, we could ask the same question also to the other witches present, check the security footage of the school entrance. But it’s still more likely that Mrs. Blackwell accepted the cupcake from someone she knew and trusted.”

      Riley studied her for a second. “Which brings us on to our next suspect, the grandson.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

          
            THE HIDDEN DANGERS OF COFFEE SHOPS

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      They were back in his car. Back to being stuck into a too-compact space together. Riley had better solve this case fast, or he’d lose his sanity.

      The silence between them stretched, fast-approaching awkward.

      Riley was frantically searching his brain for something harmless to say, when Nina beat him to it.

      “I get it why we can’t accept refreshments from suspects,” she mused.

      Riley turned to her with a raised eyebrow. “And why is that?”

      Nina frowned adorably. “It wouldn’t be professional.”

      “That’s not why I refused the offer. Coffee is hardly a bribe.”

      “Why’d you refuse, then?”

      “I just wanted to be rid of that woman’s company as fast as possible.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      “Why, you wanted to accept?”

      “Maybe, I mean, the Potentilla Latte was great, but would you think me greedy if I asked we stop for another cup of coffee on the way?”

      Would you think me greedy if I asked to kiss you now until the end of eternity? Riley thought, and was never more glad for the beanie shielding Nina from all his improprieties. “Regular shop or witchy one?”

      The good thing about living in a town like Salem for a wizard was that humans didn’t as much as raise an eyebrow if a coffee shop owner wrote on his blackboard a selection of wizarding drinks including dragonfire ale, unicorn’s milk, blackberry grog, starlight cider, batwing coffee, or eyes of newt bubble tea.

      Humans who ordered one of these specials would get served regular spiced hot beverages, while the wizards and witches in town would get the real thing.

      “Witchy,” Nina said. “I could do with the extra kick.”

      Couldn’t they all?
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        * * *

      

      The request for a coffee break had seemed innocuous enough when Riley had agreed to it. But he was fast learning that danger lay also in the most unsuspected places when Nina Bennett was involved.

      Take an action as simple as drinking a froggucino, it was completely innocent in theory. But not when the foamy drink left a white mustache over Nina’s upper lip that begged to be licked off.

      Before he knew what he was doing, Riley wiped it clean with his thumb and then, not content, he sucked his finger clean.

      And that wasn’t even the worst part.

      The worst part was how Nina’s eyes trailed the gesture to his mouth and how, immediately after, her gaze snapped up to meet his. He could drown in that stare, drown in a pool of molten lava given the heat he could read in her green irises.

      Apparently, getting coffee with Nina Bennett was a big no-no. Like sitting in a car with her. Or having dinner together. No action, not matter how mundane, was safe around her.

      “Sorry,” Riley apologized because he couldn’t just go and act like that and then pretend it hadn’t happened. “I don’t know why I did it.”

      Nina’s features hardened with guilt. “We both know it’s the potion, I’m so sorry I’ve cursed you into being attracted to me, Riley.”

      The only curse was not being able to act on that attraction. Riley hated the guilt on Nina’s face with an intensity that churned in his chest and that replaced his heart with a swirling, raging black hole of regret. But letting her experience this momentary guilt was the lesser evil compared to the suffering and devastation the alternative would bring.

      Still, he could try to make her feel more at ease.

      “Hey, at least I’ve been bewitched by a beautiful enchantress with spectacular green eyes and long mermaid hair.”

      She just gaped at him.

      “You could’ve been an old hag.”

      Now she scowled, working hard to contain the smile that was tugging at her lips. “With that love potion, you would’ve liked me even if I’d been an old hag.”

      Riley shrugged. “I seriously doubt it.”

      “Then you’re seriously wrong.”

      “I’m rarely wrong.”

      “You were wrong when you arrested me and my sister.”

      “Technically, I wasn’t. You’d still violated the law, and I was just following procedure.”

      “Then procedure sucks.”

      “Careful, Miss Bennett, that sounded a lot like insubordination.”

      She flipped him. “And how’s this for insubordination?”

      Riley threw his head back and laughed.

      Nina pouted in response. “I’m so going to turn you into a toad.”

      Riley gently grabbed her arm and leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Maybe we should stop discussing love potions and turning anyone into toads in a coffee shop full of tourists.”

      Getting so close to her was clearly another mistake as the scent of that maddeningly good coconut shampoo invaded his nostrils. On top of that, he could now perceive the slight tremor his whispering in her ear had sent down her body.

      Riley felt his own body respond with a surge of desire, and he quickly straightened up, hoping to hide his reaction.

      Easier said than done when the air between them had thickened, and become charged with an electricity that neither of them could escape.

      Nina’s cheeks flushed a soft pink, and she bit her lip, clearly experiencing the same discomfort.

      Riley stared at her mouth for a too-long instant then forced his gaze away. Get a grip, man, he chided himself.

      But he couldn’t, not while she was so close. The only effective solution would be not to be in Nina Bennett’s proximity, and that could happen only when they solved the case.

      On that note, Riley proceeded to the coffee shop exit and held the door open for Nina. “Break over, Bennett, we have a loose wannabe murderer to catch.”

      Nina rolled her eyes but couldn’t suppress the smile that crept onto her face. She walked out, flipping her hair back. “Lead the way, Detective.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

          
            AERIALS

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      They were stuck in his car, again. Only this time it looked like it was going to be ten thousand times worse because they’d be here a while.

      They’d gone to Trent Blackwell’s home, but Mrs. Blackwell’s grandson wasn’t in, and now Nina and Riley were waiting him out parked on his street.

      The car engine was turned off and so was the heating, but Riley had wrapped that warm air blanket around them to avoid them turning into popsicles.

      The air blanket was cozy, perhaps too cozy. Nina felt it brush against her cheeks like a balmy caress. She felt it also at the back of her neck, tangling in her hair, massaging her scalp. She couldn’t shake the sensation that the air felt like deft fingers—Riley’s fingers—moving over her body, fondling her with gentle strokes.

      But Nina couldn’t be sure. She couldn’t know if Riley was even aware he was doing it or if his air was simply misbehaving. What she knew for sure was that if the treatment continued—potion or no potion, right or wrong—she’d straddle Riley and kiss him until there’d be no more air left to breathe in this hexing car.

      “Where do you think he’s gone?” Nina asked to distract herself.

      Riley shrugged. “He could be everywhere, out with friends, to see another family member, with his girlfriend, or visiting the hospital even.”

      Yeah, that didn’t help. Neither did the warm air now caressing her calves. Nina shifted in her seat, hoping Riley wouldn’t notice the flush that was creeping up her neck.

      She cleared her throat. “Is there some background check we can do on him while we wait?”

      Riley’s gaze flickered over to her, its intensity overwhelming. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know, check with your people at the hospital if he even went there to visit, and what their impression of him was?”

      “You mean loving grandson worried sick for his gran or gold digger eager for the old fart to bite the dust?”

      Nina chuckled, but the smile died on her lips as the warm air fingers moved up to the back of her knees, stroking the crease that joined her lower and upper legs. All Nina could do was nod in response suppressing a whimper.

      Seemingly unaware of her predicament, Riley nodded. “I can call Olympia, it’s her shift at the hospital.”

      That’s when the air moved up her thighs and Nina couldn’t take it any longer. “Can you please tell your air to stop?”

      Riley turned to her with a puzzled look on his face. “What?”

      The air had now reached her inner thighs and Nina was this close to coming undone right there, right now in Riley’s car. “Your air is…” Nina bit her lower lip, trying to find the right words, but there was no easy way to put it. “Sort of fondling me, can you make it stop?”

      Riley froze, and so did the car.

      The warmth, the fingers made of breeze and magic were both gone in an instant. Nina shivered in the sudden cold, while Riley simply shook his head and got out of the car, saying, “I’ll call Olympia, you use your own warming spell.”

      Then he slammed the car door shut and was out on the curb, one hand shoving through his hair under the beanie while he pinched in the number on his phone with the other.

      Nina sagged back on the seat. Oh, hell, she only had to make it to tomorrow night. Then Judge Templeton would assign her to a different community service, and this nightmare of uncontrollable want that was pulling at every inch of her skin from the inside would be gone.

      Outside the car, Riley had ended the call, but it looked like he had no intention of coming back in. So Nina got out.

      “Found out anything?” she asked casually.

      Riley stared at her for a long moment, his eyes on her almost harder to bear than his aerial hands, then he nodded. “Apparently Trent is a devoted grandson and has been Mrs. Blackwell’s most assiduous visitor.” He shoved that hand through his hair again, scratching himself under the beanie, and looked away from her as he kept talking. “My agents report that he’s been spending hours at Mrs. Blackwell’s bedside, reading a story to her.”

      “Genuine love, or an act to cover his tracks?”

      Riley shrugged. “I don’t know. But Olympia told me he just left a few minutes ago saying he was headed home. So we can expect him back any minute.”

      And just as well. If Riley and Nina had to spend another prolonged period alone together, she was afraid they’d explode from all the tension that had been boiling up non-stop for two days now.

      Only one more day to go, Nina repeated to herself, you can do it.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

          
            YOU GOT PLENTY OF GAME

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      Riley was still too shamefaced to meet Nina’s gaze. So while they waited for Trent Blackwell to get the hex back home, he paced the curb and put as much distance between himself and the witch as he could without being too obvious or rude.

      In the car, while they’d been waiting for Mrs. Blackwell’s grandson he had been imagining touching Nina. Every inch of her body. He’d started at her scalp, walking his way down her arms to the sides of her legs until he’d reached her ankles to then reverse his trail in the opposite direction. And if Nina had felt every single one of those touches… Riley suppressed a groan. Well, let’s just say she’d stopped him barely in time before he did something really, really inappropriate.

      As they waited, Riley’s mind kept wandering back to that moment in the car. He didn’t know how much longer he could hold out. He found himself almost hoping Trent Blackwell was a homicidal maniac so he could close the case and get back to his simple, Nina-Bennett-free life.

      Finally, a dark figure huddled in a long winter coat strutted up Trent Blackwell’s driveway, that must’ve been him.

      Riley waved at Nina, and they followed the man to his house.

      Ten minutes later, as they sat in Trent Blackwell’s living room both nursing a much-needed cup of chamomile infusion, it was clear their second suspect was no murdering scumbag. He was practically a saint.

      “I understand why you’re here, Detectives,” he said, plunging the chamomile bag in and out of the hot water in his cup. “Someone told you I’m a greedy moneygrubber who spends time with his grandmother only to make sure I’ll inherit her fortune one day.”

      Riley waited for him to go on. Asking the grandson to clarify that he was not, in fact, a moneygrubbing leech felt like overkill.

      “But that’s not the relationship I have with Nan at all. We’ve always been close, even before I grasped the concept of rich and poor.”

      “You mean when you were a child?” Nina asked, she seemed prone to believe the sanctitude act, which, in all fairness, seemed genuine.

      Trent Blackwell shrugged. “She basically raised me. My grandfather was the rich one, he died young and Nan never remarried. So she came into her inheritance still relatively young, but she never passed any of it on to my father, wanting him to make his own path in life. And that’s exactly what he did”—Trent stared out the window with a regretful expression—“his career has always been his priority. Nan went into teaching because, well, she liked drama and she liked the relaxed hours a part-time job as a drama teacher afforded her, giving her plenty of time to spend with her only grandkid.” He pointed a thumb at himself. “My parents never complained, they liked the free babysitting and added freedom, so in the end, everyone got what they wanted.”

      Nina spoke next. “Did your grandmother pass any money on to you, or does she still have full control of her fortune?”

      “Good intuition, Detective Bennett.”

      The grandson flashes Nina a grin and Riley bristled. Trent Blackwell would stop looking at Nina with such unadulterated appreciation if he knew what was good for him.

      “Yes,” the grandson confirmed. “We don’t like to advertise it, so not many people outside the family know about it, but she’s been more loose with me. She bought me this house”—he gestured at the surrounding walls—“And gave me enough financial independence for me to choose a job I love without worrying about money too much.”

      I’m almost afraid to ask. “And what is it you do, Mr. Blackwell?”

      “I’m a psychologist. I work with special needs people, children in school in particular.” A saint indeed, Riley thought. “The goal is mainly to avoid having students with disabilities being emarginated from the rest of the student population and reinforce the concept with educators that most special need students can achieve the same academic standards as their nondisabled peers. That’s why I was at the recital, one of my students was in the play. I wasn’t there to kiss Nan’s ass or to kill her to put my hands on money she’s already given me.”

      Oh, at least Mr. Perfect was capable of a little swearing, otherwise Riley was ready to bring out the sanctitude halo and place it upon his head.

      “Any idea who would wish your grandmother harm, Mr. Blackwell?” Nina asked the next logical question.

      “She had recently ended a relationship with one of her Buraco mates, and from what she’d told me the gentleman hadn’t taken the news too well. But Jacob Sheridan seemed genuinely in love with her, and I never pegged him down as a violent man.”

      Riley refrained from saying that poison was the exact opposite of violence. “Did you know if your grandmother had started seeing anyone else?”

      “I’m pretty sure she had, and that she was keeping the relationship secret to spare Jacob’s feelings.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Riley caught Nina making a funny face and suppressing a grin.

      What in the hex had she to laugh about?

      Piqued by curiosity, Riley shifted the beanie off his head and sent her a mental prod. “Why are you smirking?”

      Nina’s eyes widened, and she stared at him in surprise. Then she lifted her cup to her lips to hide her widening smirk and sent him a telepathic reply, “Oh, nothing, I just find it ironic that Mrs. Blackwell is closer to seventy than sixty and she’s still got more game at her age than I do a twenty-nine.”

      “You got plenty of game, Bennett.”

      She crossed her eyes. “Oh, please, we both know that unless I curse unsuspecting inquisitors I have exactly zero game.”

      That’s when Trent Blackwell interrupted their mental sparring. “Is there something else you wanted to ask me, Detectives?”

      Riley shot a furtive look at Nina and silently asked, “Do you believe him?”

      She nodded, and replied equally silently, “I do.”

      Riley pushed the beanie back onto his head and stood up. “No, thank you, Mr. Blackwell, that’d be all for today. Thanks again for your availability, and if you can think of anything else please don’t hesitate to call us. I hope to report progress on the case soon.”

      “I’m the grateful one, Detective King, for the opportunity to clear my name. I hope you find the actual attempted killer soon.”

      Riley walked out of Trent Blackwell’s house feeling despondent. This had been another giant hole in the water and they weren’t any closer to solving the case.

      But at least now it was too late to go interrogate Mrs. Blackwell’s former lover, which meant he could drive Nina Bennett home and then go back to his place to sulk in misery all night, lay awake tormented by dreams of being with her, and then get up in the morning to go pick her up and start that circus all over again.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

          
            BROODERS AND BROOMSTICKS

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      The next morning Nina had contrasting feelings about seeing Riley. On the one hand, she was relieved today would be the last day she’d be forced to spend with him. On the other, she was devastated for the exact same reason.

      Especially when she went to open her door and found him on her porch as spine-tinglingly handsome as ever in his dark clothes and equally unsettling black eyes. Only this time he was also holding her broomstick in his hands.

      For a moment, Nina forgot her woes and grabbed the broom from his outstretched arms, holding it like a dance partner and twirling it around with her along the porch.

      Then she laid the broomstick against the outer wall of her house and instinctively hugged Riley. “Thanks for bringing Clarabella back.”

      He remained rigid in her arms at first, but she gave him a couple of extra seconds until he engulfed her completely in his warmth. His hands wrapped around her waist and settled on the small of her back.

      “You named your broom Clarabella?” he whispered, his lips brushing the top of her head.

      She pulled back just enough to look up at him. “Why? You keep a nameless broom? That seems awfully mean.”

      He smirked down at her. “Brooms are not sentient.”

      “Says who? Clarabella and I had many a conversation while up in the starry sky.”

      Nina was well aware she should let go of him. Instead, she did just the opposite, she dropped her head back in the nook of his shoulder and squeezed harder. After all, today was the last day she had with him, she might as well enjoy it and suffer through it while it lasted. “But thank you for bringing her back.”

      He dropped his chin on top of her head and started stroking her hair in a regular rhythm. “The weather has cleared and I thought you might miss flying.”

      Nina kept her face hidden in his chest as a million thoughts assaulted her. Had Riley somehow sensed that he wouldn’t be driving her around after today, that this was their last day together? He was the son of the most potent seer on the east coast after all, maybe some of his mother’s power had rubbed off on him.

      Whatever the reason he had to bring the broomstick back today, Nina was all the more grateful. It’d make reaching the DMJ for her appointment with Judge Templeton later today much simpler, especially since she was wearing pants today—much more appropriate to fly. But it also made letting go of Riley that much harder.

      “Hey,” he said now above her head, his voice laced with gentleness and perhaps a hint of regret? “I thought you were supposed to turn me into a toad, not that I would turn you into a koala bear.”

      Nina couldn’t help but laugh, the sound bubbling up from her chest and spilling out into the open air. “Don’t you like koala bears, Riley?” she asked with a smile, feeling his hands stilling in her hair as she pronounced his name.

      “I love koala bears.” The stroking resumed. “But unfortunately, we still have an attempted murder to solve.”

      Using every last ounce of her willpower, Nina let him go and pulled back.

      “I believe we do,” Nina said, trying to sound as focused as possible. “Let’s go grill our last potential suspect.”

      Riley draped an arm over her shoulder and they walked down her driveway side by side like Nina imagined a couple in love would do. If only their love was real and not a byproduct of her reckless potion-making.

      As they drove toward Mr. Sheridan’s house, Nina spent the entire journey stealing glances at Riley. At his chiseled features, sharp jawline, and pillow lips she’d no longer see, no longer kiss, trying to memorize every square inch of his face.

      She tried to keep the sadness at bay, but a raging panic was taking over every sense of relief she’d initially had at the thought that their brief, unsettling acquaintance would soon be over.

      Too soon and not nearly soon enough, they were pulling up in front of Jacob Sheridan’s house. He lived in an apartment complex made of three-story buildings with beige wooden siding and small brown balconies.

      Mr. Sheridan was in unit 2B and came to open the door soon after Riley’s first knock.

      “Ah, yeah.” He didn’t seem surprised at finding two law enforcement agents on his doorstep. In fact, the next words out of his mouth were. “I was wondering when you’d show up, took you long enough.”

      Was he confessing? Or was he just being flippant?

      Nina studied Mr. Sheridan, taking in his slicked-back white hair and shiny suit. She couldn’t get a read on him, but something about his demeanor made her uneasy.

      Riley stepped forward, his badge held up in front of him.

      “Mr. Sheridan, we’d like to ask you a few questions regarding the attempted murder of your former partner, Mrs. Blackwell,” Riley said, his voice calm but assertive.

      The man nodded and opened the door wider. “Come on in, then.”

      He was the first of their persons of interest not to offer them any refreshment. And just as well. Similarly to Riley with their first suspect, Mrs. Princeton, Nina couldn’t wait to get this interrogation done with. Mr. Sheridan was a truly unpleasant man who gave her strong icky vibes.

      But was he a killer or just an insufferable, rude, old grump?

      “Mr. Sheridan—” Riley started as soon as they were seated in his living room.

      But the man interrupted him with a raised hand. “I know what you’re about to ask, but I didn’t do it. I love Josephine, I want her back, I don’t want her dead.”

      “Mr. Sheridan, were you aware that Mrs. Blackwell is in another relationship at the moment.”

      The man jumped up on his couch. “Why? You know who it’s with?” But before Riley could respond, the man continued, “No need, I’m pretty sure I already know it’s that MacNeil backstabber.”

      The name sounded familiar to Nina, and she did a quick search of the notes on her phone. “You mean George Harrison MacNeil?”

      “Yeah, just the ruffian.”

      Riley gave her a quiet nod, letting her take the lead. “He’s in your Buraco club, right?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      Nina kept scrolling her notes. “But aren’t he and Cherry Knox in a relationship? We saw them at the hospital together the other day visiting Mrs. Blackwell.”

      Mr. Sheridan puffed his cheeks. “Oh, I bet the old hag would love to get her spiky claws into MacNeil, but he only ever had eyes for my Josephine. I’m pretty sure he’s the one who stole her away.” The note of visceral pain in the man’s voice sounded genuine.

      Nina still didn’t like him very much, but she was also starting to believe he had had nothing to do with the poisoning.

      “Are you sure nothing is going on between Mrs. Knox and Mr. MacNeil?”

      Mr. Sheridan gave her an empty stare, shaking his head. “At this point, I’m not sure of anything.”

      Riley and Nina thanked the old man and took their leave, stopping to regroup outside his building.

      “I don’t think he did it,” Nina said.

      “Neither do I,” Riley agreed.

      “So what’s our next move?”

      “I think we need to pay Mr. MacNeil a visit, see if he truly is Mrs. Blackwell’s new boyfriend and if that leads to something else.”
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        * * *

      

      Only, when they got to Mr. MacNeil’s house, he wasn’t home. They waited him out sharing a sandwich in Riley’s car, no naughty heating provided. But when the evening started to fall and Mr. MacNeil still hadn’t shown up, Nina had to ask Riley to bring her back home.

      “Sorry,” she apologized. “But I have an appointment and I can’t be late.”

      Riley seemed to struggle for a second not to ask with whom or what the appointment was about, but in the end, he simply nodded and drove her home in silence.

      When he stopped in front of her house, he had no idea how momentous the goodbyes were. That this would be their final act.

      He simply turned to her, not even killing the car engine, and said, “Same time tomorrow, Bennett?”

      She just nodded because words escaped her. And she was afraid that even if she managed to talk, she’d just implode and star all-out bawling, which wouldn’t be ideal if she wanted to keep her plan to free Riley of her forced proximity on the down-low.

      Before she could change her mind altogether and grab his beautiful face to kiss him and never again let go, Nina exited the car and ran up her driveway.

      Maybe it was best that he didn’t know what was happening. Best that he didn’t get to ask questions or look sad or even have a say in her decision.

      Nina slammed into her front door, using magic instead of her keys to fling it open and get inside, away from him, away from her stupid feelings.

      Gargoyles, her high school potion teacher really must’ve been the worst judge of academic talent for almost failing her in his class. If the heart-wrenching intensity of her pulse now was any indication of her abilities, she’d turned out to be an excellent potion maker.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

          
            BUCKLE UP

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      Nina was exceedingly nervous as she waited outside Judge Templeton’s office. True, the judge’s office was in an entirely separate wing of the DMJ building with respect to the police station. But that didn’t stop Nina from worrying she’d run into Riley. This was his turf after all.

      Even if he had most probably gone home after dropping her off, one could never know. He seemed a bit of a workaholic.

      Finally, after long, interminable minutes in the waiting room, a clerk called her name and showed her inside the judge’s office.

      It was a large room with an impressive mahogany desk at the center, covered in scattered papers and writing implements of different sorts, a contrast to the otherwise tidy room lined with filing cabinets and neatly organized bookshelves. The office smelled like a combination of expensive leather and old parchment, with a hint of sandalwood.

      Judge Templeton sat behind the desk, her head bent over a thick file. As Nina entered, the judge looked up, her sharp eyes analyzing Nina from head to toe before she motioned for her to take a seat in one of the two chairs in front of the desk.

      “Ah, Miss Bennett.” Judge Templeton reclined in her leather chair, lacing her fingers over her lap. “I admit I was surprised to find you in my book today, what can I do for you?”

      Still rather nervous, Nina thought it best not to circle around the issue. Judge Templeton seemed like a direct witch with no patience for niceties. “Hello, Your Honor, I’ve come to ask to be assigned to a different community service for my sentence.”

      Judge Templeton tilted her head and let the request hang in the suddenly suffocating silence of the room for a while. “Investigative work doesn’t suit you?”

      “No, I like the work, I enjoy it a lot,” Nina said truthfully. The last few days had reminded her why she’d gotten her private investigator license. “It’s not the job, it’s my partner.”

      Judge Templeton’s eyebrow disappeared under her bangs. “Chief King isn’t acting like a gentleman?”

      “No, no, of course, he is.” Nina pushed her hands forward in his defense. “He’s been nothing else than a gentleman, Your Honor, truly.” Well, except maybe for that time he’d pressed her against the wall and kissed the hex out of her. Or when he’d then carried her to his bedroom and pressed her even harder into the mattress underneath him. Or that time when his air spells had gotten a little handsy. Nina blushed and forced her brain to stay focused on the matter at hand. After all, none of those reactions on Riley’s part had been voluntary. “Riley has been a brilliant partner, really,” Nina insisted.

      “Riley?” Judge Templeton seemed taken aback at her use of his first name, but she moved on. “Then what’s the matter?”

      “I might’ve accidentally cursed him?”

      “Miss Bennett.” The judge gave up all appearances of coolness and dropped her elbows on her desk, taking her head in her hands while massaging her temples with her fingers. “I met you not two days after you’d involuntarily cursed half the town’s elementary school with an illegal love elixir. As penance, I’ve sentenced you to help Salem MPD solve the attempted murder your potion has coincidentally thwarted, and you mean to tell me that, in the two days since I’ve last seen you, instead of reflecting on your mistakes, you’ve also managed to accidentally curse our Chief Inquisitor?”

      Well, when she put it like that, Nina’s character came out a little worse for wear. But Nina had her response at the ready. “Judge Templeton, believe me, in the last two days I’ve done nothing more than reflect on my poor life’s choices. But Inquisitor King’s curse is still part of the original mistake.”

      Judge Templeton dropped one hand and kept massaging her forehead with the other. “How do you mean?”

      “See, the potion I brewed was supposed to make me fall in love with the first man I saw, and for that love to be reciprocated. I made the cupcakes, ate one, and then I went to take a bath and fell asleep in the tub…”

      Judge Templeton made a twirling gesture with her fingers as if to say I already know all that please move along, so Nina came to the conclusion, “And, well, when I woke up Riley was arresting me. He was the first man I saw, you see, which of course triggered the effects of the potion and so… umm… working with him these past few days things have gotten a little… mmm… complicated. Riley is attracted to me and he can’t help it because I’ve cursed him into it, and I feel the same, obviously, but still only because of the potion… so, err, it’d be better if we were no longer bound to work together. Mostly for Riley’s sake. He didn’t ask for this when we can both agree I had it coming…”

      The judge was now sitting straight in her chair. “Miss Bennett, how did this attraction between you and Chief King manifest, if I may ask?”

      Nina thought of all the wall pressing, and mattress pressing, of the handsy air, and stolen glances, and Riley wiping froggucino foam off her upper lip and then licking his thumb, and blushed. “Is it really relevant?”

      “No.” Judge Templeton shook her head. “As a matter of fact, it isn’t. I assume you’ve shared this theory of yours with Chief King?”

      Nina nodded.

      “And, out of curiosity, how did he respond?”

      “Why do you need to know?”

      “Just humor me, please, Miss Bennett.”

      Nina wrung her fingers, feeling all the more mortified. “He agreed we shouldn’t act on a potion-induced attraction and should keep things professional until we could solve the case and move on with our lives.”

      “I see,” the judge said, once again reclining in her chair. “I probably shouldn’t share this with you, Miss Bennett, but you’re about the same age as my daughter and sometimes you remind me of her so much. Therefore, I’m going to go out on a limb for you and let you in on a little secret.”

      Nina waited with a beating heart ready to discover the secret meaning of life.

      “All magical law enforcement officers,” Judge Templeton continued, “are warded against all kinds of wayward spells and courses, even black magic. Their special protective gear shields them from about anything short of Dragonfire. It’d take a truly powerful witch or wizard with a lot of intent to breach through that kind of safeguard. And I don’t mean to question your potion-making skills, but I seriously doubt that your incantation affected Chief King in any sort of way.”

      “But, but… he didn’t tell me any of this, why?”

      Judge Templeton sighed. “I might not be the person you want to ask that question to.”

      Nina was still a little stunned. “I’m sorry, Your Honor, but my potion must’ve still worked at least on me because then how would you explain my side of the thing?”

      The judge gave her a long stare. “Miss Bennett, do I really have to spell it out for you? You’re young and Chief King, in case you haven’t noticed, is a really attractive wiz—”

      “No, that’s not it,” Nina protested, not even caring that she was interrupting a judge. “I could feel the magic between us, I swear. The potion must’ve worked at least on me, or his gear must’ve malfunctioned and let the magic through.”

      “That’s highly improbable.”

      “But not impossible, right?”

      Judge Templeton seemed to be losing her patience fast now, any goodwill Nina might’ve had with her quickly evaporating. The judge started rummaging through the various court files on her desk until she presumably found the one she was looking for and started sorting through the pages with curt, annoyed flips until she clicked her tongue and stared down at Nina with an air of victory. “Miss Bennett, how well did you pay attention in your defensive magic classes in school?”

      Nina had never been to the top of her class, but also not at the bottom. Still, right now she felt like she was being interrogated for a test she hadn’t prepared for. “I did okay, I guess.”

      “All right, it says here that on the night of your arrest, you were accidentally stunned, is that correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “And that happened before you saw Chief King.”

      Nina nodded again.

      “Then as you surely can remember from your studies, the primary effect of being stunned is to have one’s magic temporarily tempered, but the shock doesn’t stop just at the power of the witch or wizard who has been hit, it also wipes all other enchantments or curses. In fact, stunning is one of the most used techniques in counter magimedicine.”

      Nina pressed the heels of her palms over her eyes and shook her head. “That is not possible there must be another explanation.”

      “Miss Bennett, why are you so hellbent on denying a simple attraction between a witch and a wizard? I know Chief King must not seem like the most approachable—”

      “Because we share a mental bond,” Nina shouted, lowering her hands from her face and confessing the secret she hadn’t dared tell anyone, except for her familiar. That was enough to finally shock the judge into silence. “And I know witches can’t share mental bonds unless they’re related. So unless you’re about to tell me that Riley is my secret brother, there must be some other explanation. Magic is connecting us somehow, and the only logical explanation is that it must be because of the love potion. My stunning wasn’t thorough, or Riley’s gear somehow failed to protect him, but it must be something.”

      After her tirade, Judge Templeton sat so still for so long that Nina wondered if she wasn’t in fact a gargoyle who had momentarily turned to stone.

      Then the judge made Nina jolt in her chair as she abruptly stood up to scan the magical manuals on her bookshelves. She scanned the spines of the old tomes until she settled on the smaller, most-ancient-looking one.

      She brought the book back to her desk and flipping to the section that presumably interested her, Judge Templeton started reading.

      Nina tried to elongate her neck and peek at the text, but the writing was too thin for her to decipher. What wasn’t hard to interpret, was the increasingly more prominent look of consternation on the judge’s face.

      When the other witch finally looked up from the book, the judge’s expression was inscrutable, but her words couldn’t have been clearer. “All right, buckle up, Miss Bennett, because I think you’re in for a little shock.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

          
            UH-OH

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      Riley was in his room, half-sitting, half-laying down on his dreadfully hard mattress, and considering all the miserable choices that had caused him to sit here, alone in the dark, on this abominable piece of uncomfortable furniture instead of being wrapped up in Nina Bennett’s soft, warm curves and her intoxicating coconut scent.

      It was what was best for her, he repeated to himself for the millionth time. But the certainty of doing the honorable thing was a grim consolation prize and didn’t make him feel any less miserable.

      That’s when a loud pounding started on his door.

      Riley’s first instinct was to reach for his stunner gun. He was about to unsheathe it when the pounding was joined by a woman’s voice screaming. Nina’s voice.

      “Riley King, you’d better come to the door and let me in or I’ll blow it to smithereens. And then I won’t just turn you into a toad. I’ll turn you into a pet bunny and gift you to a pre-K school so that you will end your days having your tail pulled and with the screams of children in your bunny ears.”

      Riley had no idea what could’ve caused such animosity in the seemingly sweet witch he’d dropped home only a few hours earlier, but he thought it wise to get the door before she woke up the entire neighborhood.

      He dropped the gun, useless against Nina, and pulled the black beanie over his head instead, a much more useful protective gear when it came to that particular witch.

      When he opened the door, Riley found Nina on the other side practically crackling with magic.

      Her long hair was fanned behind her in a wide halo that seemed to float on a phantom wind, her eyes were glowing green, and actual sparks were coming out of the tip of her fingers.

      Uh-oh.

      Before Riley could have any reaction, she raised her hands and shoved him back into the house. Her palms and his chest never came in actual contact, but the force of her magic was enough to propel him halfway across his living room.

      In a similar contact-free manner, Nina flipped her hand and the front door slammed shut with a wood-splintering bang.

      Next, those phantom hands reached for the beanie atop his head, lifted it off him, and hurled it to the other side of the room. “You’re not going to lie to me for this conversation.”

      Okay, now Riley was worried. Nina had been a bit of a firecracker from the first day they’d met, but the witch in front of him was a pissed-off, incandescent force of nature.

      Still, in his career, he’d dealt with all kinds of formidable opponents and he’d learned that sometimes the best way to respond to ferocious rage was with utter stillness.

      So he shoved his hands into the pocket of his sweatpants and slowly tilted his head. “What are we fighting about?” he asked calmy.

      A tornado wrecked the house in response as Nina started pacing the living room. “Still playing dumb, I see.” She continued the pacing. “Anything you forgot to mention to me?”

      Without the beanie on, Riley had to school his thoughts into very narrow tunnels, there were so many things he hadn’t told her and right now he could not think about any of them.

      Still, Nina could hear him loud and clear, and her response spared no punches. “I’m not talking about whatever other things you’ve failed to tell me, I want to know about the single, most important truth you’ve kept from me.”

      Oh, so she knew.

      “Yes, I know, jackass,” Nina spat, her voice angry, frustrated, and, worst of all hurt. “We’re hexing soulmates and you were never going to tell me?”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

          
            HOT PURSUIT

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      Riley stared at Nina speechless. Somehow, hearing the words he’d been trying to escape since their first kiss being spoken out loud made everything worse, real, inevitable. They were soulmates.

      The bond was as inescapable as Nina’s rage.

      “And you know what the worst part is?” she asked in that same hurt voice. “That if I hadn’t found out on my own, you would’ve let me go on believing that this thing I feel inside”—she punched her chest for emphasis—“is fake, not real, the byproduct of a failed magical experiment.”

      Better than the alternative, Riley thought.

      “What alternative?”

      “Gargoyles.” He grabbed the sides of his temples. “Can you stay out of my head for a second?”

      “Why? So you can lie more easily?”

      “I haven’t lied to you.” He tried to take a step forward but found a wall of solid, angry air blocking him.

      “A lie by omission is still a lie.”

      “Fine,” Riley said, holding his hands up in surrender. “But can you at least listen to my side of the story? It’s not as black and white as you’re making it out to be.”

      Nina shifted her weight from foot to foot, considering his words. Finally, she nodded and the magical barrier faded away. “Fine. Talk.”

      Riley took a deep breath and started pacing the room, needing movement to help organize his thoughts. “I didn’t want to hurt you,” he breathed. “I wanted to protect you.”

      “Protect me?” Nina’s voice was incredulous. “By lying to me? By keeping the truth from me?”

      Yeah, and he still did not know how she’d found out.

      Nina narrowed her eyes at him. “Is that all you’re worried about? How I found out?”

      Riley’s mind stood blank for a moment, but apparently, even that was wrong because next, Nina was marching toward the entrance door, shouting, “You know what? You get your wish, I’m out of here.”

      The door banged open for her, and Nina rushed out of his house just as furiously as she’d come in.

      Riley ran after her, but by the time he reached the threshold, bracing against it with open arms, Nina was already straddling her broom.

      One kick of her feet, and she was airborne, speeding away into the night.

      Darn, stubborn witch.

      In a blink, Riley grabbed his own broom and kicked off the ground in hot pursuit.

      The chilly wind howled in his ears and its icy fingers scraped against his cheeks as Riley chased after Nina. But he was too mad to even consider putting a warming spell around himself. He had only one aim in mind, to get to Nina and force her to land. A storm was cooking up, and this was no weather to fly into even under normal circumstances, add that she was flustered and acting unreasonably, and Riley was really worried she could get hurt.

      Even in the darkness, he could see Nina’s silhouette, a small dot in the distance, but he pushed his broom to its limits and closed most of the gap between them.

      “Stop!” he shouted over the wind, his voice carrying a hint of desperation. “We need to talk about this!”

      But his words must’ve gotten lost in the bellowing air currents because Nina didn’t appear to have heard him.

      Riley pushed his broom to the limits of what was sane and desperately yelled at her to stop, only this time he used his mind, not his voice.

      Nina didn’t slow down, but she turned back. “There’s nothing to talk about, Riley! You’re a liar!” Came her telepathic response.

      Riley gritted his teeth. “I’m not a liar, I just didn’t know how to tell you. And I thought you were better off not knowing, anyway. And slow down you’re going too fast, it’s not safe.”

      Nina scoffed and shook her head. “Stop chasing me, and I’ll slow.”

      Riley thought fast, trying to come up with something that would make her listen. “Fine,” he said finally. “You want the truth? Here it is. Yes, we’re soulmates. But that doesn’t change anything between us.”

      Nina braked, making her broom rear like a horse standing on its hind legs. She turned to face him, her eyes still brimming with anger. “How can you even say that? Everything has changed!”

      Riley took a deep breath and looked at her, really looked at her. Even in the dim light of the moon, he could see the pain etched on her face, the hurt in her eyes, and the way her hair whipped around her face like a fiery red hurricane.

      “Look, can we please talk about this when we are back on the ground?” he asked quietly. “It’s not safe up here.”

      Riley guessed Nina had no intention of listening to him or following him to the safety of firm land by the way her eyes darted to the side as if to gauge her best escape route.

      Okay then, if reasoning with her didn’t work, he’d have to go with Plan B.

      Before Nina could move, Riley had already shifted the grip on his broom, putting it in attack mode. All magical law enforcement officers had brooms equipped with special assault gear that would allow them to capture a fleeing criminal.

      One second before the magical net spread around Nina her eyes widened, she’d probably gleaned his intentions from their mental bond. But it was too late, the green net of restraining power flashed out of his broom a second later and engulfed Nina, positively trapping her.

      “Oh, you didn’t.” She trashed against the constraints. “You putrid eye of a zombie.”

      Now that she was safely in his custody, Riley made sure she was as comfortable as possible then wrapped a warm blanket around the net.

      Nina didn’t appreciate it. “Keep your dirty aerial hands away from me, you ratty hair of an ogre. I hate you.”

      Riley ignored the protests and turned them back around toward his house. Throughout the brief journey, Nina screamed insults and threats at him that made being turned into a toad seem not the worst of fates.

      He landed on his roof first, and then gently hovered Nina down. He unlatched the trapdoor he kept on his roof for emergency landings and pulled Nina flush to his chest. With a snap of his fingers, the net constraining her disappeared, and then they were falling thought the hatch right back into his living room.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

          
            NO ONE TURNED UP WITH SCALES

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      Nina didn’t know if it was the freefall that made her stomach soar or the fact that Riley had his arms wrapped around her as they fell.

      But she didn’t care because the moment they touched the ground, she started struggling against him. She tried to kick and punch and claw, but Riley was a hard wall of muscles who didn’t give an inch. He kept her pressed against his chest with his strong arms, smothering her with his solid presence until the fight died out of Nina.

      After she’d been limp in his arms for a few heartbeats, he started stroking her hair like he had earlier that morning on her porch. It had only been a few hours, and yet the world had changed, tilted on its axis, and toppled everything Nina believed in with it.

      “Are you going to be good if I let you go?” Riley asked through their mental bond.

      “Yes,” Nina replied in the same way. Honestly, she was too drained and exhausted to keep struggling.

      Still, he kept her in his arms, kept stroking her hair in gentle caresses.

      “You’re not letting me go.” She tentatively shot through the mental bond.

      “I know,” he replied.

      Nina sighed and finally gave in to the instinct of snuggling even more into him, she buried her face into his neck and wrapped her arms around him.

      He sighed. “As first fights go, I think ours went pretty well.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “We’re still standing, no one turned up green or with scales.”

      “There’s still time for that.”

      The rumble of a low chuckle rolled up his chest.

      “This isn’t funny.”

      “Sorry, I know.”

      She sniffled and looked up at him and spoke out loud for the first time since they’d re-entered the house. “You still haven’t told me why? Why don’t you want me?”

      “Oh, Nina.” The look of devastation on his face was heartbreaking. “You think that’s why I didn’t tell you? Because I don’t want you?”

      A wave of want so strong it shook her very core invaded her mind, her body, her very soul… but it wasn’t hers. It was Riley’s. This was how Riley felt about her.

      Nina stared up at his beautiful dark eyes. “If this is how you feel… why?”

      Riley made a tortured face. “Nothing I’ll ever say will make you understand.”

      “Then don’t talk.” She switched to using the mental bond again. “Everything you feel, I can feel, everything you remember, I can remember. Please, Riley, make me understand.”

      Riley stared at her in utter stillness for so long she thought he was going to deny her. Then he cupped her cheek with one hand while keeping the other on the small of her back. He gave her a tiny nod and closed his eyes.

      And just like that, Nina wasn’t in his living room anymore. She was outdoors on a dark night, her black boots plodding the frozen grass as she and her fellow magical special forces agents crossed carefully through the metal fence surrounding their target. On the other side of the fence, they swiftly crossed the wet pavement toward the back entrance of a warehouse.

      Nina was seeing the world from about a head taller than what she was used to, and with every step, tension rose in her body until it was almost a palpable living thing. The low, squat building they had to breach was just up ahead and there was no room for mistakes; they had one chance at success and only seconds to complete the mission or fail trying.

      The squad fanned out as soon as they reached their coordinates with stealthy precision, forming a defensive perimeter around the building while Nina and the team leader took the vanguard. Once everyone was in position, the squadron leader gave Nina the go-ahead to breach the door and, weirdly, she felt a surge of love and worry for him rise in her chest.

      The enemy base camp, at first sight, seemed unguarded and deserted, maybe their target had already left, or maybe he was such a powerful dark wizard that he didn’t need any extra protection.

      In a moment of quiet shame, Nina found herself hoping for the first option, but as soon as her hand touched the door handle a heavy wave of magic hit her so hard she almost fell back. Then all hell broke loose.

      The double entrance doors of the warehouse flew open and all kinds of infernal creatures broke free. At once, all the wizards taking up the rearguard were engaged in battle with the demons, sparks of green and purple magic flying in all directions. Nina was about to join the fray when the agent she loved, the team leader, gave her a curt headshake and directed her forward.

      And then it was just the two of them inside the dark warehouse. They separated, circling the perimeter in opposite directions.

      Nina had just passed a tall tower of crate boxes stacked one on top of the other when she heard a creaking noise behind her and, in a moment of blinding clarity, she understood she was no longer the hunter but had become the prey.

      Nina spun around just as a bright purple blaze of light came at her. She dodged, rolling to the side. But the purple blasts kept on coming, and Nina was soon cornered, with nowhere left to escape. Just as fear seeped its way into Nina’s heart, a figure completely clad in darkness flew out from one corner and aimed straight for her.

      An unfamiliar feeling of terror raced through Nina’s veins as she took in the dark wizard with his long cloak flapping behind him as he gathered magic in his hands and then shot it right at her chest. The last part of the memory had played in slow motion, but in reality, the attack mustn’t have taken longer than a few seconds.

      Nina closed her eyes, the fear of dying replaced by the knowledge she’d perish while carrying out her duty. She braced for an impact to the chest that never came, she only felt a searing pain in her left hip and then everything went dark.

      The image swirled into a vortex of fog, and suddenly Nina was no longer in the warehouse and it wasn’t night anymore. Pale orange strokes of pre-dawn were coloring the waking sky as Nina limped toward a black manor. The house was too tall and with too many turrets hanging at weird angles to be standing. But there it was, defying gravity and every law of nature. Nina found it familiar instead of odd.

      She limped up the driveway, with a pain so dark and ugly swirling inside her it was burning a hole in her chest.

      She made it to the door, the effort almost costing every last ounce of energy she’d left in her injured body. Still, she hesitated.

      Nina knew what she had to do, but that didn’t make it any easier. Taking ragged, agonizing breaths that left her throat raw, she knocked.

      A woman perhaps in her fifties came to open the door, Nina loved her just as much as she’d loved the squadron leader—loved, past tense.

      The woman took one look at Nina’s face, their eyes met, and then the woman collapsed on the floor, howling. Harsh sounds of pain and rage, of despair and agony that left Nina’s very soul shredded to pieces.

      Slowly, the scene faded away as did the cold. Warmth gradually seeped back into her bones as she returned to Riley’s living room.

      His eyes were wide open now, and he was staring at her. “That,” he said, and even if he was speaking mind to mind the words still felt rough with anguish. “That is how the wife of a chief inquisitor ends up, with her heart torn out of her chest and her soul shattered into a million pieces.” He gently stroked the side of her face, tucking her hair behind her ear. “It’s the last thing I would want for you.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

          

          
            LOVE ME LIKE YOU DO

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      “Was the squadron leader your father?”

      He was Chief Inquisitor before me.” Riley gave her a curt nod, his entire face contorting with pain and regret. “He jumped in front of the blast, taking the hit for me while also delivering the killing shot. All I got was a graze to the hip.”

      “Oh, Riley. I’m so sorry.” She hugged him tightly, burying her face once again into the nook of his shoulder.

      Riley squeezed her as if he was allowing himself a moment of weakness, but then he went rigid again in her arms and kept talking through the mental bond, “That’s why I can’t have anyone fall in love with me. It wouldn’t be fair to them. It wouldn’t be fair to you.”

      Nina let out a bitter chortle in her head. “Sorry to break it to you, Chief Inquisitor King, but it might be a little too late for that.”

      Riley didn’t respond to her in words. And maybe re-living the death of his father had left him even more open and vulnerable than he already was, but as he tangled his fingers in her hair next, Nina was literally flooded with love.

      The emotion was identical to the one already swelling in her chest, but feeling also his side of it made their love almost unbearable.

      “I should take you home,” Riley whispered.

      “What?” Nina pulled back. “You still don’t want to pursue this?” A fear dark and all-consuming, worse than the one Riley had experienced facing death, reared its head inside Nina’s chest. “Riley, I literally just felt how you feel about me. You can’t be serious.”

      “Nina we can’t, I can’t. I can’t be on the job every day terrorized of what it’d do to you if something happened to me.”

      The words cut deep, she took a step back, slipping out of his arms and gasping for air. “Riley, you can’t shut yourself off from love. You deserve to feel loved and to give love in return.”

      Riley’s eyes were dark and unfathomable as he stared back at her. “Love comes with a cost, Nina. You saw what happened to my mom. I can’t let that happen to you.”

      Nina shook her head, determination setting in. “Yeah, your mother became a widow young, too young. But, Riley, I bet that if you asked your mom if she could have that pain pulled free of her at the price of never having loved your dad, she’d say no.”

      Riley’s mouth quirked up into a small smile. “She would say no.”

      “Exactly,” Nina said, taking a step closer. “Love is worth the risk, Riley. You can’t let fear control your life and emotions.”

      “I don’t know how to do that,” he whispered, his voice barely audible over the pounding of Nina’s heart in her chest.

      “Take a chance with me,” she said, reaching out to intertwine her fingers with his. “Let me love you.”

      Riley’s gaze softened, and he brought their joined hands to his lips, kissing her knuckles softly. “That’s not the problem; I can’t let you—”

      “No,” Nina interrupted him. “What you can’t do is decide for me. If I still want to date a magical law enforcement agent, even after knowing all the risks, it’s my choice. The only decision you can make here is if you want to love me.”

      Riley looked at her, a battle raging behind his dark irises. When his jaw settled in a hard, unforgiving line, Nina was sure she’d lost. But then his face assumed the most tortured look of the night and, letting out a frustrated groan, he closed the distance between them.

      His hands went to cup her cheeks while his mouth crashed onto hers. The kiss was equally desperate and tender, filled with all the longing and fear they’d both been holding back. Nina’s heart was pounding so hard that she was almost dizzy, but she felt alive like she never had before. She clung to Riley, kissing him back just as fiercely as he was kissing her, melting into his embrace, feeling every inch of his body pressed against hers.

      The tension in his shoulders slowly relaxed as he deepened the kiss, exploring every corner of her mouth with a feverish need.

      Riley’s hands moved from her face, slowly and deliberately tracing the contours of her body. No, not just his human hands, but his aerial ones as well until Nina felt like every inch of her body was being cherished and caressed by him. Electric sparks traveled up and down every nerve in her body each time his fingers—flesh or air—grazed against her skin.

      Yet, it wasn’t enough. When Riley started trading gentle bites mixed with kisses down her neck, Nina felt like she was about to explode with pleasure. But she captured his mouth with hers once again, kissing him like she never wanted to stop.

      And maybe Riley didn’t want her to ever stop, because he moaned loudly into her mouth, and pulled her up into his arms until she was seated on the back of the couch, her legs wrapped around his waist and their bodies almost fused together.

      Now Riley started trailing butterfly kisses from her lips down her jaw as he slipped his hand underneath the fabric of her sweater, his gentle touch roaming across her naked skin. The light touches slowly morphed into needy, possessive caresses.

      It was sweet agony and Nina never wanted it to end.

      The kiss seemed to last an eternity, but when they pulled away from each other, gasping for air, Riley rested his forehead against hers. They stayed locked together like that while resting their foreheads against one another’s, taking a moment to process what had just happened between them—or at least Nina was.

      “I can’t promise it won’t be hard,” he breathed out. “But I do want to love you.”

      His eyes were the clearest she had ever seen them, no fear or regret hiding there now, only a burning plea for understanding that nearly made her cry out with its intensity.

      Nina smiled softly, feeling tears well up in her eyes. “That’s all I could ever ask for.”

      They stayed like that for a few more moments, simply holding each other, until Riley finally kissed her again.

      Tender at first, then with renewed passion. When he almost pushed her over the couch in his quest to keep their bodies flush, he pulled back.

      “Maybe we should move this to my bedroom,” he said.

      “That sounds like a great idea,” Nina half-chuckled, half-whispered, breathless with need and aching with desire.

      He scooped her up and carried her bridal style down the hallway to his bedroom, gracefully dropping her on the hard mattress while still cradling her, looking down her body like it was the best gift he’d ever received.

      But then his eyes darkened, and it became clear he wanted more, that the clothes covering her had become his enemy.

      With a wicked smirk, Riley let his aerial hands do the dirty work, and Nina’s jeans began to unbutton and unzip as if by magic—well, by actual magic. Those wicked hands were already pulling her pants down her legs while Riley never stopped kissing her.

      Nina had no trouble following suit, she sunk her hands under his sweatshirt and helped him pull it over his head.

      Now they were both undressing each other, hands fumbling over buttons and zippers as they kissed and bit each other’s lips, mouths, and throats.

      When their bodies finally came in contact, Nina felt like she might burn from the inside out with pleasure. The feverishly light touches Riley was tracing all over her body were sweet torture of the best kind, but she needed more.

      She needed him.

      “Please, Riley,” she begged him, her fingers digging into his silky hair. And then, when she thought she would explode with agony if he kept denying her, Riley pulled her back from her trance.

      “Look at me,” he ordered.

      She did, and then their bodies were joined just as their souls had been for all eternity.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

          
            WE SHOULD FIGHT MORE OFTEN

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      A long time later, Riley sagged on the mattress next to her. He turned his face on the pillow to face Nina and with the goofiest smile, he said, “We should fight more often.”

      Nina burst out laughing. There was so much joy inside her she felt too small to contain it. She beamed at him with an equally dorky face. “If you’re prepared to admit how wrong you are every time we fight, I’m down for it.”

      Riley grabbed her by the waist and pulled her toward himself, rolling half on top of her while simultaneously tickling her sides and nuzzling her neck. “You’re getting cocky.”

      Nina giggled uncontrollably and couldn’t even come up with a smart comeback.

      “As if you could talk, Mr. Smug Grin,” she managed to choke out at last.

      “Oh, I am smug.” Riley’s steadily growing smirk was glued to his face. “I have the most beautiful witch in Salem in my bed.”

      Nina mock-gagged. “Now you’re just being corny.”

      “Who did you call corny?”

      Nina couldn’t help but laugh when he started tickling her even more. He wasn’t listening to her pleas to stop, so Nina had to resort to more subtle techniques. She shifted under him so that now he wasn’t only half on top of her but squarely between her legs.

      It didn’t take long for Riley to catch up. He stopped tickling her but was still grinning like an idiot when he said, “Seriously, Bennett, you’d resort to seducing me?”

      In the most innocent voice she could muster, Nina replied, “The tactic seems to be working, Inquisitor King.”

      Using his formal title finally did it. Riley’s pupils blew out and tickling became the furthest thing on his mind.

      Nina didn’t mind the shift of focus one bit.
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        * * *

      

      Another long while later, thoroughly exhausted from the re-match under the sheets, Nina lay on the mattress, facing Riley and smiling slightly deliriously for a while before he suddenly got up and put a shirt on.

      Nina thought that covering his six-pack was a crime against all women.

      He smirked and shot her a quick, “Heard that,” through the mental bond.

      “Oh, well,” she shot back. “It’s true.”

      “How come I can hear you, too, now?”

      She smiled and stretched under the sheets like a lazy cat. “I guess all the sex loosened my mental barriers.”

      He laughed, both out loud and through their mental connection. “I promise I’m getting dressed for an excellent reason,” Riley said, pulling on a pair of sweatpants that hung low on his hips—gargoyles, even his hipbones were so sexy as was that V of muscles disappearing below his waistband.

      Looking at her from under a curtain of black hair, Riley buttoned down the shirt and covered all that deliciousness.

      Nina groaned in protest in her head.

      “Steaming cauldrons, Bennett, you’re a greedy little goblin.”

      She sat on the bed and grabbed him by those delicious hips to pull him to her. “Can you tell me again what is this excellent reason you have to be getting dressed? Because at the moment I really can’t fathom a single one.”

      “Can I interest you in having dinner with me, Bennett?” he said, pressing a soft kiss to Nina’s temple. “Or did you eat already?”

      “No, I came here straight from the DMJ.”

      “The DMJ?” Riley frowned.

      “Yeah, that’s how I found out we’re soulmates… Judge Templeton figured it out after I told her about the mental bond.”

      “Why did you tell her about it?”

      “I was trying to convince her my potion must’ve somehow worked on us after she’d educated me on magical law enforcement officers wearing protective gear against curses and stunner gun hits removing all magic from their target.”

      Riley tilted his neck and scratched the back of his head visibly embarrassed. “Sorry about that, I really thought you’d be better off without me.”

      Nina squeezed him possessively. “Never.”

      “Why did you go to see Judge Templeton, anyway?”

      “To ask her to assign me to a different community service.”

      “I thought you loved working on the case.”

      “I did but…” Nina left the sentence hanging.

      “Then it was because of me.” An affirmation, not a question.

      “Yes, because even when I thought it was all fake, it was unbearable to be near you feeling what I was feeling and not being able to…” When words failed Nina, she grabbed his hand and laced their fingers together

      He flashed her a fish-eating grin, raising an eyebrow suggestively, and finished the sentence for her, “Not being able to do everything that we just did.”

      Nina blushed, and he teased her relentlessly, “Oh, Bennett, I find it so cute you choose to blush now.”

      She stood up from the bed and playfully slapped his shoulder. “I didn’t choose to, and stop teasing me or I’ll really turn you into a toad.”

      He made a mock-serious tone. “Mmm, I’m not sure toads have sexy hipbones though.”

      She swatted him again. “You’re the worst.” Then she got serious. “Anyway, it wasn’t just the physical part—or the absence of it—that was unbearable.” She looked up at him. “It was, ridiculous as it may sound after only three days, not being allowed to tell you I love you.”

      His eyes snatched hers and got so hexing intense. “I love you, too.”

      “I know that now, but before… I was thinking this feeling so strong and all-consuming I had inside of me wasn’t real… or that it was wrong, or that I’d forced you into feeling something similar when you couldn’t stand me—”

      Her speech got cut off by him cupping her cheek and hugging her close to his chest. He smelled delicious like wind and snow and fabric softener and her favorite cologne.

      “I’m sorry,” Riley apologized. “Nina Bennett, you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me and I’ve been an idiot.”

      “Yeah,” Nina agreed. “A rude, grumpy, sexy idiot. But you’re my idiot now, so stop moping and go make me dinner.”

      She smiled up at him, teasing.

      He kissed her forehead again and walked out of the bedroom. “You get away with ordering me around only because of all the sex.”

      Nina sank back on the bed, still grinning like a total dork, and consoled herself ogling his butt as he exited the room.

      “Also heard that,” Riley called from the hallway.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

          
            SPOON ME ALL NIGHT LONG

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      Seated at his kitchen table, Riley watched Nina scarf down the homemade pizza he’d prepared for dinner like she hadn’t eaten in days, and found he couldn’t stop smiling.

      He hadn’t felt this happy since, well, if he had to be honest, since before his father had died. And it was all because of her. This beautiful witch who currently had tomato sauce dripping down her chin from the corner of her mouth.

      Riley couldn’t resist. He reached out, wiped the smudge with his thumb, and then sucked it.

      Nina stared at him half-captivated, half-mock-outraged. “You have to stop eating food off my face.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s gross.”

      “It’s not.”

      “It’s the grossest.”

      Riley rolled his eyes. “I already see you’re going to be a difficult soulmate.”

      Nina all-out laughed at that. “That we might agree on.”

      Riley grabbed a napkin to wipe the rest of Nina’s face. “But I already know I’m going to enjoy every minute of it.”

      She flung her arms around his shoulders and side-hugged him. “Me, too. Especially if you keep making homemade pizza. I would’ve never pegged you down as a chef. What else can you make?”

      “I’m a thirty-five-year-old wizard who’s been living alone for almost twenty years. I can cook most things.”

      Now Nina shifted fully onto his lap. “First, you’re so old.”

      “Hey.” He playfully pinched her butt.

      Nina squealed and laughed. “And second, you have a spell-oven, don’t you?”

      He narrowed his eyes in mock severity. “I. Do. Not.”

      Nina jumped off of him and rushed to the stove. “So if I open this door now.” She pointed at the oven. “I will find a simple, human oven.”

      Riley crossed his arms over his chest. “Go ahead.”

      Nina did and squealed even harder when she confirmed it was no magic appliance that had made dinner. “Oh, sparkling gargoyles.” She turned around to face him and circled a hand toward him. “You look like that and you can even cook? I think my swoon rate just increased by sixty-four percent from that fact alone.” Nina’s eyebrow raised suggestively. “So… what’s on the menu for dessert?”

      Riley closed the space between them and pressed her back against the kitchen counter. “What would you want? I have a pretty wide range of specialties…”

      Nina pressed her palms flat on his chest, but without pushing him away. “Riley, I’m already swooning, you don’t need to seduce me further.”

      Riley smiled at that, wickedly, and he snapped his fingers, causing all the kitchen lights to dim considerably, leaving them in a cozy torchlight atmosphere. Her eyes glittered with amusement under the new light as he trailed lazy kisses up her collarbone. “Are you sure about that? Because I love seducing you, I love you.”

      Nina whimpered. She wrapped her arms tightly around his neck and pulled him closer, their bodies fitting together perfectly. “If you seduce me any harder, I might blow up and become stardust,” she breathed against his lips. “Nice trick the lights, by the way.”

      She bit his lower lip in a way that drove him insane. In response, Riley’s lips met hers in a fiery kiss.

      Their bodies molded together, and the heat between them intensified with each passing second. Nina let out a moan as Riley’s hands traveled down to her waist, pulling her closer to him.

      As their lips continued their sweet torture, Riley’s magic swirled around them, wrapping them in a warm cocoon of energy. Then their kisses grew more passionate, skin searing as their hands roamed over each other’s bodies. Riley lifted Nina onto the kitchen counter, pulling away only to shed their clothes as quickly as possible. The lights flickered over their naked skin as they surrendered to each other, desire and love mingling in a heady mix until they were both truly spent. So much so, that when Riley carried Nina baby-koala-style to bed, she fell asleep in his arms halfway down the hall. He lovingly dropped her onto the mattress and kissed the top of her head as he pulled the covers snugly over her. “Sweet dreams, my love.”

      Then he climbed into bed next to her and spooned her all night.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

          

          
            STOLEN KISSES

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, pixies fluttered in Nina’s belly before she was even fully conscious. Then she blinked and realized she was in love. With Riley, her soulmate. She turned and found him snuggled close to her, his face buried in her hair, his muscular arms wrapped over her waist.

      A wave of powerful emotions hit her again: love, happiness, longing, excitement… for the first time in a long while Nina couldn’t wait to live her life. With him, her soulmate. Her sexy, kind, good in the kitchen and even greater in bed soulmate.

      That’s when Riley cracked an eyelid open. “Gargoyles, Bennett, you’re swooning so hard you woke me!”

      “Oh, really? As if you could speak, Inquisitor King. Is that a magic wand in your pocket, or are you really happy to see me?”

      He pinned her hands over her head and rolled on top of her. “Sassy right from the early hours, I see.”

      Nina loved the way he looked at her as if she was the center of his universe. “That a problem, Inquisitor King?”

      “Not in the slightest.” He kissed her slow and languid and then did many other things to her…
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        * * *

      

      Afterward, Nina was about ready to go back to sleep when Riley surprised her by slowly but methodically shoving her out of bed.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” she protested. She barely had enough strength left in her limbs to lie down peacefully let alone keep upright.

      “I’m making you get up.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, in case you had forgotten, Bennett, we still have a crime to solve.”

      She bit her lower lip. “Can’t we do it after eleven?” She needed at least three more hours of sleep after the night—and the morning—they had.

      “Sorry, but the early bird gets the killer.”

      “You’re awful,” she complained, finally stumbling to her feet—stark naked, right in front of him.

      His eyes were a vortex of darkness as he took her in.

      Nina smirked satisfied. “If you could direct me to the shower, Inquisitor King, I’d happily get ready for work.”

      He had a wolf-like expression as he leaped off the bed and scooped her up into his arms. “Let me help you with that, Miss Bennett.”

      Riley carried her to the bathroom, he turned on the shower, and then did even more unspeakable things to her while he washed her up, which made standing afterward all the more difficult.

      “I think you’ve melted all the bones in my body,” Nina complained as she got dressed in her clothes from the night before.

      “We can’t have that.” He dropped a soft kiss on her still bare shoulder. “Come on, I have the perfect remedy to make bones grow back.”

      “Really, like what?” Nina asked skeptically. She was pretty positive her invertebrate status was permanent.

      “Why? Coffee and donuts.” He flashed her that ridiculous grin of his again.

      Nina shook her head. “Stop that or I’m never recovering from all the swooning.”
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        * * *

      

      They drove to the coffee shop in his car, then, after breakfast, they went back to Mr. MacNeil’s house. But the silver fox once again wasn’t home, so they prepared themselves for another long stakeout.

      Only today, the prospect wasn’t as gloomy as the day before. In fact, Nina enjoyed having plenty of time to do nothing other than talk to Riley, getting to know him—and okay, they might’ve smuggled the occasional kiss in there, too. They spoke about everything, from their families, to their childhoods, their dreams and fears, and everything in between.

      As they moved on to discussing the present, Nina had a hard time explaining her lack of a clear direction in her career and why she kept hopping between this or that temp job with the local witching agency and couldn’t find her true calling. And the relief she felt when Riley didn’t judge her for it almost felt overwhelming.

      “If it helps,” he said. “I think you’re a darn spectacular detective.”

      Nina crossed her eyes. “You say that only because you want me to join the force and become the literal boss of me.”

      “Nah,” he said, dead serious, “you’d be too much of a pain in the ass to supervise.”

      “Hey.” She mock-punched him.

      He caught her wrist before she could punch him again and held on to her a little too long. “And your stubbornness is just one of the many things I love about you.”

      Nina squeezed his hand back. “Same here.”

      The air between them thickened, and it looked like they were about to smuggle in another one of those stolen kisses when Riley’s phone rang.

      “It’s Olympia,” he said, checking his screen. “I have to pick up.”

      Nina nodded.

      “Inquisitor King.”

      And gargoyles if the tone of authority in which he said it didn’t make her toes curl into her shoes. Every. Single. Time.

      Riley shot her a look, signaling he probably heard that last mental comment but needed to concentrate on the conversation he was having.

      Mouthing a low, “Sorry,” Nina propped up her mental barriers and let Riley finish the call without interrupting with more naughty distractions.

      After not long, Riley hung up and turned to her already putting the car into gear, “The doctors are waking up Mrs. Blackwell in a few hours.” He pulled off the road, making a U-turn in the hospital’s direction. “At this point, we might as well wait for Mrs. Blackwell to regain consciousness and ask her who gave her the poisoned cupcake.”

      “You think she’ll remember? After being knocked out for so long?”

      “We can only hope so.”

      The hospital was only ten minutes away and in the car, Riley filled her in on the details of Mrs. Blackwell’s condition that Olympia had related to him on the phone.

      Once they reached the hospital, Nina shivered when she opened the door to get out of Riley’s car. No matter how many layers she put on, winter in Massachusetts would always be too cold for her. The frigid winter air swirled in around them and enveloped them in an icy embrace that almost made her teeth chatter, at least until Riley swooped in and put his warm air blanket over her while escorting her to the entrance with an arm slung on the small of her back.

      And suddenly the cold winter day didn’t seem so harsh anymore.

      Inside the hospital, the atmosphere was the opposite. Impossibly warm and stuffy. Nina peeled off her coat while Riley walked up to the reception desk to confirm the exact time of Mrs. Blackwell’s reawakening.

      They still had a couple of hours. Nonetheless, they went up to Mrs. Blackwell’s hospital room to give Olympia a break from her guard duties and were utterly surprised to find Mr. MacNeil seated by the bed, lovingly holding the patient’s hand over the covers. So maybe Jacob Sheridan was right and there was nothing between MacNeil and Mrs. Knox and MacNeil really was Mrs. Blackwell’s new secret lover.

      “Definitely not the attitude of a killer,” Nina shot down the mental bond.

      Riley shrugged. “Could he be drowning in regret?”

      Nina rolled her eyes. “Cynical much?”

      “Let’s ask him a few questions and we’ll see.”

      Nina nodded, and they entered the room.

      Once Olympia had gone, Riley flashed Mr. MacNeil his badge. He was so hot when he showed his badge that Nina was half tempted to ask him for a little role-play that night.

      He shot her one of his chastising looks. “I’m trying to do a job here, Bennett.”

      “Sorry.” She made a zipper-over-mouth gesture and promised to be good over the mental bond.

      “Mr. MacNeil,” Riley continued in his sexy detective voice. “Would you mind answering a few questions for us?”

      “Not at all, Detective.”

      “This is the second time we’ve run into you here, are you and Mrs. Blackwell especially close?”

      “Yes,” the poor, old man sighed. “We are in love.”

      Riley nodded. “But your relationship wasn’t public knowledge, am I correct?”

      “No. She had recently broken up with Jacob Sheridan and wanted to spare his feelings.”

      “I see, so your relationship was in a good place, no resentments, no recent fights?”

      “Detective King, if you’re asking me if I’d ever hurt my Josephine, the answer is no.” There was a note of disdain in the man’s voice that made him sound even more truthful.

      “Mr. MacNeil,” Nina jumped in. “Sorry for asking, but you and Mrs. Knox seemed pretty close the other day. Has there ever been something romantic between the two of you?”

      “With Cherry? No, we’ve always been just friends. I mean, she’s been very supportive since Josephine took ill, but that’s it.”

      “Supportive how, Mr. MacNeil, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Oh, she’s been cooking me meals, helping out with groceries too, and she insisted on accompanying me to the hospital every single time I came.”

      Riley shot her a look, “Where are you getting at with this?”

      “I can’t put my finger on it just yet, but I’m sure there’s something more to it.”

      “But she didn’t come today?” Nina asked, out loud this time.

      “Cherry was here earlier, but when the doctor told us they were going to wake up Josephine today and I said I wanted to stay, she said she had to go home.” There was a heartbeat of silence and then Mr. MacNeil added, “Something about packing.”

      Nina’s heart pounded, and she sought Riley’s eyes.

      “What?” he asked through the bond.

      “Don’t you see? Cherry Knox is the poisoner.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest, very much the skeptical inquisitor.

      Nina rolled her eyes. “Okay, hear me out, Chief. What I think happened is that Cherry Knox is secretly in love with Mr. MacNeil—”

      “And how’d you reach that conclusion?”

      “It’s just a strong vibe I got from the way she was behaving the other day when we ran into them, I thought they were a couple.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “And Sheridan confirmed she’d love to sink her claws into MacNeil. So, she’s in love with him, but then she somehow finds out that MacNeil is already secretly dating Mrs. Blackwell.”

      “And she decides to take out the completion?”

      “Exactly and be his shoulder on which to cry.”

      Riley looked excited now. “But things didn’t go according to plan, did they?”

      “No, because my love potion saved Mrs. Blackwell.”

      “Wait, wait.” Riley frowned. “If she’s the poisoner why wait so long to flee? The doctors always said Mrs. Blackwell was going to wake up, eventually.”

      “Maybe she thought Mrs. Blackwell would still kick the bucket while in the hospital.” Nina shrugged. “But if she was here when the doctors announced they’d wake her today. Mrs. Knox probably panicked and decided to flee before being pointed at as the poisoner.”

      “Flee where? Isn’t she a little old to be a criminal on the run?”

      “I’ve no idea, let’s see if Mr. MacNeil knows.” Nina switched to speaking aloud. “I’m sorry, Mr. MacNeil, did Mrs. Knox say where she was going?”

      “Yeah, she said something about booking a last minute cruise.”

      “A cruise to where?”

      “Mexico, I think.”

      “No-extradition Mexico, uh?” Nina shot Riley before adding, “Thanks, Mr. MacNeil. We’ll see you later.”

      “Right.” Riley nodded. “Let’s see if we can catch this adorable old lady wannabe-killer before she leaves the country.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

          

          
            POKER FACE

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      Riley and Nina left the hospital in a hurry, determined to catch Mrs. Knox before she got away. They hopped into Riley’s car and drove at breakneck speed through town toward Cherry Knox’s house.

      When they reached their destination, Riley wasted no time. He killed the engine of his car and vaulted out, not even waiting for Nina as he speed-walked up Mrs. Knox’s driveway. In a few long strides, he was already at the front door and knocking. He had to pound on the door multiple times before a tired and suspicious-looking old woman opened it holding a suitcase in her hands.

      “Oh,” Mrs. Knox reeled in surprise. “I thought it was my taxi. Who are you, young man?” she asked, and Riley couldn’t shake the feeling that despite her playing dumb, she’d recognized him as the police detective from the hospital all too well.

      It was in the way her shrewd, beady eyes darted to the side as if to search for an escape route.

      “Detective King, and this is my partner, Detective Bennett,” Riley flashed his human-confounding badge. “I need to speak to you about the attempted murder of Mrs. Blackwell.”

      Mrs. Knox’s eyes widened in surprise. “What? I had nothing to do with that!”

      “Then you won’t have trouble answering a few questions,” Nina said, stepping forward.

      Mrs. Knox backed away, her hand clutching a suitcase tightly. “I’m sorry, Detectives, but I really don’t have the time now, I was about to leave.” She lifted the suitcase as a demonstration. “My taxi will be here anytime.”

      “Then we have time to talk until it gets here,” Riley said, subtly putting a shield on the house so that they wouldn’t be disturbed even if Mrs. Knox’s getaway car did arrive.

      “That’s ridiculous!” Mrs. Knox exclaimed, her voice turning shrill.

      “Is it?” Riley asked. “We spoke with Mr. MacNeil and he mentioned you were very supportive of him during his visits to the hospital.”

      Mrs. Knox’s eyes darted back and forth. “I was just being kind.”

      “And then there’s the fact that you conveniently left when Mrs. Blackwell was about to be woken up from her coma,” Nina added.

      “I have a flight to catch!” Mrs. Knox protested.

      “A flight to Mexico for New Year’s?” Riley asked pointedly.

      Mrs. Knox hesitated for a fraction of a second before quickly regaining her composure. “Yes, that’s correct. Last I checked, going on vacation is not a crime.”

      “Interesting,” Riley said with a raised eyebrow. “And what do you plan on doing once you get there? Living out your days on a beach somewhere sipping margaritas?”

      Mrs. Knox glared at him but remained tight-lipped.

      “Mrs. Knox,” Riley continued. “I strongly encourage you to cooperate.”

      “Detectives, I know my rights, so unless you have a warrant or are here to arrest me, I’d kindly ask you to leave.”

      “Very well, Mrs. Knox, you leave us no choice.” Riley conjured a search warrant out of thin air and drove it out of his coat pocket, handing it to a stunned-into-silence Mrs. Knox.

      Mrs. Knox looked flustered and started fidgeting with her suitcase, but reluctantly accepted defeat and opened up her home for them to look around.

      Riley quickly surveyed the area, making a show of searching through cupboards and drawers while he weaved a searching spell that would guide him toward what he was looking for, even if Riley still didn’t know what it was.

      He released the spell and waited for the magic to tug him in the right direction. Soon, the pull came, and Riley followed it to the kitchen, where the magic guided him to a set of potted plants on the windowsill. One among them in particular.

      Bingo.

      Riley lifted the plant and turned to Mrs. Knox. “This is a castor oil plant, Mrs. Knox, whose beans are used to make ricin poison, the same poison that almost killed Mrs. Blackwell.”

      He thought he had the old lady nailed down, but she simply shrugged. “It’s just a plant, it’s not illegal to have one. If this is all the evidence you have, you don’t have a case.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Nina said telepathically.

      “So what? We keep her here until Mrs. Blackwell wakes up and identifies her as the killer.”

      “What if Mrs. Blackwell doesn’t remember anything? We have to nail her now.”

      “How?”

      “Let me try something,” Nina said, and Riley recognized the knitting of magic in the way she moved her fingers.

      Then Nina’s phone started ringing.

      She picked up, putting on a show worthy of an Oscar.

      “Yes? Did she wake up? Yes, we’re here now… and she’s sure, beyond the shade of a doubt? Thank you, Olympia, no, we’ll take care of it, reinforcement won’t be needed.”

      Then Nina, with the most serious poker face he’d ever seen, turned toward Mrs. Knox and said, “It’s over, Mrs. Knox. Josephine Blackwell just woke up and identified you as the person who delivered the poisoned cupcake to her.”

      For a moment Mrs. Knox kept still, her eyes darting around the room as if she was still planning to make a run for it. But then the old lady took one look at them, at him in particular, Riley noted, and she must have decided there was no reality in which she could outrun them.

      Mrs. Knox finally gave up and started confessing, telling them about how Mrs. Blackwell was a man-eater who would only use MacNeil and then discard him once she’d tired of him just as she’d done to poor Jacob. While she truly loved MacNeil and would’ve done anything for him—including killing someone.

      With the confession, the case was truly solved and could finally be handed down to the regular Salem PD. Riley called the local human authorities, and they led away a handcuffed Mrs. Knox into a police car with flashing lights.

      Riley and Nina watched them drive away from the curb in front of the old lady’s house until the police vehicle disappeared behind a corner.

      “Well, that was intense,” Riley said, turning to Nina.

      “Goblins, it was, the dating scene of septuagenarians is cutthroat,” she replied with a smirk. “I can’t believe she actually did it.”

      “Yeah, me neither.” Riley paused for a moment before adding, “But I have to admit, you were pretty impressive back there with the fake phone call and beautiful poker face, especially since Olympia just called and informed me that Mrs. Blackwell couldn’t remember a thing about the night of the recital.”

      Nina’s eyes widened. “Is Mrs. Blackwell all right?”

      “As well as could be expected given the recent poisoning.”

      Now Nina’s expression turned wicked as she grabbed him by the lapels of his coat. “Does that mean you’re officially off the clock, Inquisitor King?”

      Riley smirked, relishing the feeling of her hands on him. “I suppose it does. What do you have in mind, Miss Bennett?”

      Nina leaned in close, her lips almost touching his ear. “I think it’s time for a little celebration.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

          
            EPILOG

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A year later, on Christmas Eve Night

      

      

      Chief Inquisitor Riley King killed the engine of his black sedan and sighed as he picked up a bouquet of vervain flowers, briar shrubs, and a handful of sorries-I’m-late-for-Christmas-Eve-dinner-Mom from the passenger seat.

      Then he switched the bouquet to his other arm and picked up a second bouquet made of holly, sage, and sorries-I’m-late-for-Christmas-Eve-dinner-my-beloved-wife.

      He locked his car and crossed the street toward Chiron Manor, his mother’s house, noting the usual number of violations to the Conformism Act of 1792 as he walked up the driveway. He really would have to give his mom a pep talk about it one day or another. But for now, Riley filed the thought away as a New Year’s resolution.

      He was about to ring the bell when the door flew open and Nina threw her arms around him, lacing her fingers behind his neck.

      For a moment he wondered how she’d known he had arrived, but soon got distracted by her soft body pressed against his hard one.

      Nina smiled and, without uttering a word, she told him. “I could hear your grumpy commentary up the driveway from a mile away.”

      Before he could respond, she pulled him in for a kiss like she did whenever he got home at night.

      With both his hands busy holding flowers, Riley had to resolve to other means of hugging his wife.

      He called to his magic and bent the icy winter air to his will, turning into a pair of warm aerial hands, which he employed to cup his wife’s very shapely behind.

      Nina laughed against his mouth and pulled back. “Oh, naughty, Inquisitor King.”

      Riley shrugged. “What can I say? I missed you, Bennett.”

      She flashed him a sultry grin before taking the bouquets from his arms. “I missed you, too. Come on, let’s go inside.”

      They entered the house, the scent of cinnamon and pine immediately hitting Riley’s nose. Nina led him into the dining room where his mother had already prepared two glass vases filled with water to hold the flowers.

      That was the thing about having a powerful seer for a mother and a powerful witch for a wife, they didn’t let you get away with anything.

      Riley chuckled as he took a seat at the dining table. The table was decorated with a red and green tablecloth, with matching napkins, plates, and silverware. A large centerpiece made of pine cones, holly leaves, and candles sat in the middle of the table. And this year, instead of the usual three plates, the table was set for five, Nina and her familiar the latest additions to the family.

      Nina’s talking cat, Abel—or Abby, as he detested to be called by Riley—was a feisty little ball of fur with a lot of opinions. And while he and Riley would probably never be BFFs, they shared their love and support for Nina, which made their cohabitation bearable.

      And at least the cat was Myron’s new favorite target at all family celebrations, shifting the raccoon’s petty attention away from Riley.

      Glenda came in from the kitchen holding the traditional crisped turkey in her hands. She dropped the roasted bird in the center of the table and then turned to Riley, kissing him on the cheek.

      “Mom.” He pulled her into a side hug. “Sorry I’m late.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Work again?”

      Riley braced himself, mentally preparing himself for Glenda’s reprimands.

      “Don’t be too hard on your mom,” Nina mentally chided him from the other side of the table sporting a mock-serious frown. “She means well.”

      Riley didn’t have time to respond before Glenda, right on script, sighed and shook her head while she started cutting the turkey. “You work too much, Riley, you should spend more time with your beautiful wife.” His mom turned to Nina now. “Maybe he should join you in the private sector, you could work together.”

      In the past year, Nina had gone back to being a Magical PI and opened her own agency.

      “And let me guess.” Riley smiled charmingly. “Start making as many witchlings as possible.”

      Nina hid her smirk behind a cup of moonlight mead and, mischievous eyes fixed on him, teased him silently. “Hey, I don’t mind the witchlings-making activity one bit, Inquisitor King.”

      Nina knew that using his formal title drove him mad with desire, and she did it whenever they were in public and she was safe from the consequences.

      “Oh, I don’t mind the consequences,” she shot back. “In fact, I’m wearing an early Christmas present for you, my love.”

      She shot him a mental image of herself wearing a red lace lingerie set.

      Riley’s eyes bugged. “You’re wearing that right now?”

      “Yep, and I can’t wait to get home and for you to unwrap me, Inquisitor King.”

      Riley let out a frustrated groan in his head, and Nina burst out laughing.

      Glenda paused her carving of the turkey and studied them. “Are you teasing each other again over that mental bond of yours?”

      Riley and Nina lowered their gazes guiltily.

      “Well,” Glenda continued. “I say less flirting and more doing ’cause I want grandwitchlings and—”

      “I’m not getting any younger,” Riley, Nina, Myron, and Abel all finished the sentence for Glenda in chorus.

      Which made all of them burst out laughing, Glenda included.

      As the last of the laughter died down, Glenda served them, and they began to eat the Christmas feast.

      A sense of profound contentment washed over Riley as he ate the savory turkey and sipped the moonlight mead. He was surrounded by the people he loved, and there was no place he’d rather be. When he looked at Nina, the twinkle in her eyes told him she felt the same way.

      He couldn’t believe that merely a year ago he hadn’t known her, that they’d been strangers, and that—

      “You were about to stun me with your big gun?” she interrupted, through the mental bond.

      “For the millionth time, I didn’t stun you.”

      “No right, you were happy just scooping me up from the tub and admiring my gorgeous naked body and loooong mermaid hair.”

      “Yes, but that was before you started talking.” Riley grinned.

      Nina rolled her eyes playfully.

      Riley admired his wife with unabashed adoration for a few long seconds. “But seriously, Bennett, you’re the best gift I could’ve ever asked for.”

      Her eyes got so big.

      “Are you swooning over there, Bennett?”

      “Just a little.”

      “Good, because I, too, can’t wait to go home and unwrap you,” he shot down the bond and then winked at his wife.

      
        
        The End
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      When Andrew Lender accompanies his high school debate team on their end-of-year tournament in hopes of finally talking to his long time crush, Clare McDougall, being killed by an accident wasn’t part of the plan. 

      

      Andrew meets his guardian angel who tells him of the demons’ intentions to steal his soul and, if they can, those of the entire debate team, including Clare’s.

      

      Will Andrew follow his guardian’s advice to embrace the light? Or will his selfish desires and dark soul, allow the demons to win and he loses Clare and his eternal life?
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            GUARDIAN TO ANDREW LENDER AND LEADER OF SQUADRON OF ANGELS

          

        

      

    

    
      Clink! Screech! Crack! Clink!

      Those would be the sounds created by a small school bus wrapping itself around a ten-foot-wide Banyan tree, which would lead to the death of Andrew Lender and someone else.

      On December 20th, the one I protected since the day he entered the world would die.

      And I would not save him from the pain nor his panic of knowing he had died inside that school bus without ever apologizing to his mom for talking back to her nor having the courage to talk to the girl he liked.

      The life he sometimes loved but the majority of the time hated, the one he’d thought he would lead the same way, with the normal stages of growing up, every day, would be forever changed.

      The crash and his death are how it started, but it was not how it would end. No, that particular day, it would end much differently for him and each teenager in that school bus as well as the car that trailed the bus twenty- five miles behind them.

      It would end much differently than all the other days he had experienced, more so than with any other vehicle accident.

      The fateful event happened as they returned from winning one of his debate team’s tournament competitions five hours away. He would remember all the events leading to his death, but there would be parts that he still wouldn’t understand for the rest of his life. He would never know how much we changed it, because…

      But before I lead myself into a tangent, I will start from the day before when everything was an ordinary day for my ward. It’ll be in chronological order for the ones who would be targeted as he was not the only one.

      The story of all these high school students is here to be shared among you to heed a warning that you should never leave your loved ones in anger because you can’t know the day either you or they will not return.

      Their day started as any normal day before an overnight debate team competition. Not exceptional at all. Their nerves stretched as they prepared for the long ride, anticipating the challenge to debate one of the best teams in their county. Their revivals for the last four years

      A typical day before their lives would be forever changed, until the next time my angels join them.

      We don’t always meet the humans we protect before the day we guide those to Heaven, but there are those that the circumstances merit a visit from us. Those that have been chosen are known as “special people” among us because there are so few who actually are allowed to meet us.

      Those that encounter us before their time don’t always end up in the Book of Life, because their lives are not forever changed.

      I’m the leader of one of the angel squadrons under the Archangel Michael. Our orders are to watch our humans from afar.

      Never to influence them or appear in front of them.

      As an Archangel, trained to fight the demons and protect our humans, our roles only convert from watchers to protectors when the demons decide they want their souls.

      We would fight for Andrew but he would need to make a life changing decision.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            GRACE FONG 5:15 AM ON DECEMBER 19TH

          

        

      

    

    
      “Yes, Ma, I have my bag, toiletries, and everything else I need. Is Anthony ready?” I held back my anxious tone, hoping that my older brother would be ready to drive me to school. Not likely but maybe he had grown up in the last day.

      “He actually took my car to put gas in it. Such a sweet gesture, don’t you think?”

      My brother could be sweet sometimes, but the majority of the time, he only thought about himself.

      “Yep, but will he be back on time? I know it can take at least twenty minutes. Maybe I can take Ba’s car and you can pick it up from school?”

      Please let me drive myself. It’ll be so much more calming, knowing that nobody will wait for me.

      Her index finger waved without raising her eyes up from the assembly line of three peanut butter sandwiches. “He left before five a.m., so he should be here shortly.” She packed the last sandwich into the bag and picked up her tea cup.

      “Doesn’t mean he’ll be back on time.”

      My ma’s lips twitched. “He will be. Motivational insight is what he needed.” She blew into her cup, causing the steam to rise up. “And he already picked up Darlene and China and texted he was a few minutes away, so you won’t be late.”

      “Wow. When did he get all responsible?”

      With a wink and a mischievous tone, she said, “Since I told him that girls like responsible young men who treat their mas well.” She didn’t have to explain what that mischievous voice meant. Ma always managed to get what she wanted, especially when it came to the male gender. She could convince my da to buy her anything and everything she wanted even though she didn’t request much for herself, only for us.

      I loved it because we all benefited from her ability to obtain what she wanted. It was one of the traits I hadn’t learned from my ma but wished I could. It would be great if my friends could do what I wanted them to do.

      It would be perfection. Yep, it would be perfect, especially on the boy front.

      I strolled into the garage, pressed the button to open the door, and dumped my bag on top of the washer that was already working on one of the two loads of laundry my ma did every day. Ma was lucky in one way because she was a stay-at-home mom, but not in the chores department.

      We helped her, but even with all of us pitching in, the chores piled on her plate like a mountain every single day.

      The smell of the lavender Mom used on clothes hung in the air like dew in the morning. It reminded me that such a smoothing, sweet aroma would be needed the next day, when we would compete against our strongest foe.

      To be honest, I could use it even today, as I dreaded sitting around on the bus watching all my friends trying to mask how they really felt for a guy. All the talk would bring on a headache after the long bus ride.

      Maybe if I sit near a couple of the guys who aren’t jerk-extraordinary, I might survive. But then I have to see them talking about my friends in code. Maybe I could sit near Mr. Rodriguez, boring but no girl or boy dating drama? Except most of the girls are in love with the teacher who is only a year or two older than us.

      How I wished I could stay home because it would be more torture hearing them whisper how they liked a guy when I didn’t have one single guy I even remotely wanted to hang out with as a potential date. Forget about long-term dating.

      I could not even imagine talking for more than ten minutes with one of these guys about anything except debate strategies.

      Being near most of my annoying classmates would make me want to be like a few teenagers who picked up drinking because they could not handle their lives.

      What could be worse: sitting with the girls giggling or with the boys talking about nothing I wanted to hear as they surreptitiously checked out the girls they liked or with a teacher known to pile on work as if he was being paid by a college. Worse part was that he could be on the cover of a fashion magazine.

      I ambled outside and leaned against the garage wall, hoping that my brother would arrive soon.

      The bright moon would soon disappear into the night sky, and I shivered while the smell of paint fumes reached my nose. My ma would finish painting the dining room after my siblings were in school. Too bad I could not help her, but the debate team needed me there.

      Painting always relaxed me, and my mother painted the entire house every five years. My spirits lifted as I remembered how she allowed me to help her when I was three years old.

      The wind blew, and I shivered before I headed back to the washing machine, still wishing I could stay home. Not even touring Florida Gulf Coast University, FGCU, seemed to bring me out of my funk.

      But this was one debate I could not miss out no matter how much I dreaded the long trip.

      Team captain meant I had to be at every competition unless I landed in a hospital bed strapped to IVs and monitors. Even then, I might manage to escape so I could make it to the competition. Despite my classmates, my mind loved the adrenaline that traveled through my body during each debate.

      The car’s engine roared into the open garage, interrupting my musing.

      Here we go. Another round with two people who like each other but can’t tell the other person. So dumb. One of you just admit it.

      Through the window, I could see Anthony talking to Darlene, our cousin, while China stared off into space as if she didn’t care about their conversation.

      But her eyes continually darted back and forth between the two cousins. It was a shame they didn’t just admit that they wanted to be together instead of pretending they weren’t into each other. The sly glances and not talking were so obvious to everyone but themselves.

      Anthony rolled down his window. “Are you going to stand there gaping at us? Or will you eventually get in this car? We’ll be late, and we can’t have that.”

      “Yeah, let me say bye to Ma.” I turned.

      “No need to come in. I am right here.” She opened her arms.

      Creeps. I didn’t even hear her come inside the garage. She’s always been my Ninja Ma.

      After she adjusted my long braid so it lay on a shoulder blade, she said, “Anthony, please come home after you drop off Darlene and China at home. I have a list of chores that need to be done.”

      “Sure, Ma. I’ll come home after I drop them off after school.” He actually sounded like he meant it. Maybe my brother liking China might mean that he followed through on his promises and it would work out for Ma.

      She kissed and hugged me. “Have fun and come home with a medal. You guys are going to do great. We’ll be praying for victory for your team and comfort for the losing team.”

      “From your ears to His!” I exclaimed as I left her loving arms and jumped into the back of the car.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            ANDREW LENDER 5:30 AM ON DECEMBER 19TH

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mom, you didn’t wash my favorite shirt! What were you thinking! I asked you to do it last Saturday so I would have it today. Don’t you get it? I need that shirt to win!” My screaming could’ve woken the entire neighborhood. I squeezed my fist, wanting to punch the wall. Really, I wanted to punch her, but my dad would kill me if I even raised a finger at her. He probably would punish me if he heard me yelling at her. Luckily, he was not home, so I could blow my top and she wouldn’t betray me.

      No, Mom hid from Dad all of my not-so-respectful tones, even my snide remarks about her weight. She really needed to lose weight not for society but for her health. Thankfully she didn’t say a word to him, and around him, I held it all in because he wouldn’t tolerate my bad attitude. When he was home, I would lock myself in my room to avoid being rude to her and upsetting him.

      His punishments were worse than any of my friends’ dads. No, he wouldn’t beat me, but he’d make me clean out the garage or mow the lawn until the lines on the green grass were perfect, the way he liked to do it. It was ridiculous for us to mow the lawn after the lawn company completed their job, but my dad always said he used them to do the first two passes and we, well, we needed to put the finishing touches on it.

      “Andrew Jason, I did wash it. It is in the basket I asked you to empty yesterday. Remember?” Her exasperated voice told me everything. I failed again to do a chore she sweetly asked me to do. Not only had I not done it, but I blamed her for what I hadn’t completed.

      I am such a mess. Will I ever learn to listen?

      “Well, you should’ve told me this morning,” I shouted.

      She entered my room with her hands on her hips. My mom closed her eyes; her mouth moved, but not a single word came out. After ten seconds, she half-smiled, but her wounded eyes didn’t lie.

      One more time, I had hurt her.

      Was it the tenth time this week? Or the hundredth? Serves her right for taking in those children.

      “You are seventeen now, so I expect you to do more around the house, especially with Cynthia and Marshall having arrived so late last night.”

      Crossing my arms, I rolled my eyes.

      Yeah, two more sniveling children you’ve picked up. Why can’t my parents be normal and not foster any children? I loved it when I was ten, even at twelve despite my chore list growing from having extra children in the house, but not now. At seventeen, it disrupts my life having to share with young kids, and we don’t have family time alone anymore.

      She reached down and pulled out my favorite pre-debate shirt. “Here it is, dear, right underneath the pants.”

      I snatched the shirt and pulled it over my head. Her footsteps must have been eaten by the carpet because the slight noise of the door slipping into the frame was the only indication that she had left my room.

      Good riddance.

      My hands reached for my backpack half underneath my bed, half covered by the jeans I wore yesterday. It was times like this I wished I worked and could afford a personal maid. My room resembled a Christmas party after ten children opened up their presents. The clothes covered most of my floor, and the desk, well, I didn’t know what was underneath the pile of books I dumped there five days before.

      Honk!

      Great, Fran and Roberts are here to pick me up, and I still haven’t put on my lucky socks.

      I grabbed them from the top drawer, snatched my shoes by the door, and ran out the house without saying goodbye or having her pray over me.

      It was not necessary. We would annihilate the competition in this tournament.

      Port Charlotte, here we come.

      I hurried outside, dumping my bag into the open trunk before slamming it and jumping into the front seat, pulling the seat belt before Roberts could harass me. It took seconds to shove my feet into my socks and boat shoes as Roberts pulled out of my driveway.

      Mom waved, but I didn’t bother to return it. Why should I? She decided she needed to help other children, which caused mayhem in the house. Some of the children were cool, but others had deep traumas that caused major disruptions in our lives.

      And to boot, she was always asking me to attend church.

      No way!

      I used to love it when I was younger, but after I entered high school, my faith took a dive into the abyss and never emerged. After I begged God to relieve my cousin from his addiction for months on end, he still overdosed.

      Since God didn’t care about me when I pleaded on my knees to save my cousin, I certainly didn’t need Him to dictate my life.

      Besides, so many people in church were too judgmental for me.

      Shoes now on, I leaned back in the front seat.

      “Hey, dude. What took you so long? The bus will leave in twenty minutes, and it takes about fifteen to get there. There will be no room for error. Like an accident or an emergency vehicle I need to let by?” His fingers tapped a beat on the steering wheel. “I can’t get a speeding ticket, or my parents will take away the car.”

      Figures Roberts, aka Mr. Boy Scout, is on his high horse. But I held my tongue as he’s my best friend.

      A loyal friend since we were in Little League, and despite how much trouble I had gotten into in the last year, he was always there for me. And although he would not win any popularity contests, we’ve always managed to be on the same wavelength, at least for most things.

      We definitely didn’t agree about attending church.

      “Well, step on it then.” I shook my left hand, and the smell of pine oil shot out from the dashboard. He must have cleaned his car before he picked me up.

      He snickered. “Yep, I will get arrested for speeding, my parents will disown me, and you will be visiting me in jail.”

      I laughed. “It is not that bad. Five miles over the speed limit will not hurt anybody.”

      “That’s what you say. We end up with a rookie, and there’s my clean record.”

      “You worry too much.” I pointed to his hair. “Is that a gray hair?” I snickered.

      He sighed. “In your dreams. You’re older.”

      “By two months.”

      “Will you stop bickering? You’re like an old married couple.” Fran waved her index card before she twirled a couple of fingers around her platinum hair—the kind that normally comes out of a box, but she had hers since we were in elementary school—and giggled from the back seat without saying another word. Robert’s younger sister by a year didn’t normally speak unless you discussed outfits or football players and their plays and policies, and then she wouldn’t stop.

      I was not interested in either subject, so we would normally avoid speaking to each other. There was not anything in common.

      I could always rely on her silence in contrast to her brother, who continued with his tirade about the possible consequences of speeding. His voice seemed to become deeper and deeper as I settled into the seat, ignoring another one of his lectures on why we should do the right thing. I wanted to ask if the rumor that we were riding on two smaller buses instead of one huge one was true. And how they would divide us. Boys and girls? Grades? Really, what I was interested in was if Clare would be on our bus or the other one, but managing one word became impossible.

      Clare McDougall.

      The girl I really liked. Not a little. No, she was the one I practically drooled after every time she walked by. She had long, wavy hair, the color similar to that of an old mahogany tree, which darkened and lightened based on how much sun it was exposed to.

      The one I dreamt about asking out. Almost every single day. Honestly, almost every single minute.

      And although we had had most of our classes together, I never managed to talk to her or glance her way. But that didn’t stop my heart from performing funny acrobatics every single time she came within ten feet of me. I wanted to control it, but I lost the fight. Every. Single. Time.

      “What do you think our chances are of obtaining a perfect score?” Fran’s low voice interrupted her brother, and with her head cocked, she met my eyes via the rear-view mirror. They twinkled as if she hid a big secret.

      I wanted to jump out of the car. Roberts continued to tap a tune with his index fingers as if in a trance he drove through the darkness; I could not tell whether he heard her or not. He must’ve been thinking of Lily Santos. The unattainable Lily, he had crushed on her since middle school. But then every other guy fell in love with her as well but was crushed when she didn’t respond to their requests for a date. Except me—I never succumbed to her beauty.

      One was because Roberts was my best friend, bros first, and two, my own crush kept me from acknowledging that any other girl existed.

      Clare was not as sought after as Lily nor was she as sweet as her closest friend. But her inner strength and her ability to stand up for herself without being mean were two reasons why I liked her. It made me feel more confident that she didn’t have half the school trying to date her. If they were, it would make me even more nervous around her, and I would never talk to her.

      “Well?”

      My back tingled, and I shifted in my seat. Fran’s penetrating dark blue eyes narrowed, and I wanted to ask why she needed to know. No one ever achieved a perfect score, ever. Not in the three years I had been competing.

      “Well, do either of you know?” Her hand smoothed out the towel in the back seat.

      “Uhm, it depends on how the judges score us and how well we perform.” It was my blanket statement, the one that normally stopped anyone else from asking more questions. But we were talking about Fran. She flipped that platinum hair of hers; she meant business.

      Strange. This is her first year competing, so why is she so interested? She has been attending most of our tournaments for years and last year she was learning the ropes as a freshman but she never really seemed to care about winning, except she celebrated when we won. As a sophomore, she isn’t as vested as we are, who are trying to beef up our college applications.

      “Seriously, what are our chances? High or low? You have to have some idea, this being your third time against all these schools, including Westerfield.”

      Roberts didn’t answer, as he was focused on the road or most likely thinking about how he would talk to Lily because he had told me yesterday that he was determined to approach her during the return trip.

      She sighed. “One of you should know, what are our chances? No need to hide it. Just tell me so I can prepare myself. What are our chances of winning this one?”

      I twisted in my seat. “If I had to guess, I’d say we are more than about eighty percent sure we’ll win.”

      “Cool. I want to win so badly.” A battle cry. Her simple sentence sounded like it. And it was totally out of character. “No, I want to annihilate Westerfield High.” She turned her head and peered out the window as if the empty streets beckoned her and she needed to dismiss me from her presence. Her words bothered me, but we weren’t close enough for me to pursue the conversation. Something was definitely provoking a supercharged competitive spirit in her, but if she didn’t divulge it, then we wouldn’t find out nor could I help her.

      Roberts fiddled with the radio knobs, stopping at my mom’s favorite station, the Christian one most of my classmates listened to. The one I knew all the songs to but wanted to forget them.

      Talk about what hypocrites. They sang about love, joy, and loving one another when so much evil, hatred, and disease dominated our world. It was one of the reasons I stopped attending services. I could not stand the incredible lies they spewed from the stage.

      God doesn’t hear our prayers. He didn’t care about me or my cousin.

      The singing continued, but while he sang a song of forgiveness, I debated taking over the radio because it reminded me of how badly I treated my mom this morning. It made me feel even worse because despite my attitude, she still loved me and had still waved me off as if I hadn’t yelled at her.

      I closed my eyes, realizing that she had so much love for everyone that I could not understand it. That small, miniscule part of me gnawed at my heart: guilt. The guilty feeling for not having kissed her goodbye bothered me. Mom would mope around all day and night until I returned home tomorrow evening.

      I hoped my dad wouldn’t figure out why she was down and be upset enough at my cavalier attitude to punish me during my break. I planned to hide out in my room through most of Christmas break. I wanted to sleep late every day, but that would be a lost cause if he decided I needed to be disciplined for not caring enough about my mom, for not showing her the respect she deserved.

      Roberts interrupted my thoughts as he said, “Drew, did you say Lily would be there?”

      “That’s what I heard. Her dad has been resting at home, so her mom is allowing her to compete this time.”

      “Cool. I think I am going to finally ask her out.”

      “Dude, you always say that. Every debate is your moment. You must be nuts.” I snickered because that girl was so out of his league, he wouldn’t be able to date her dog. Not only was she beautiful, but her parents were some rich Cuban family who didn’t allow any old blanquitos, that’s what they called us, to talk to her or her sisters. “Her family will take out a contract to kill you if you even peek her way.” I snorted. “That’s after her twenty brothers and fifty million cousins beat you to a pulp.” I waved. “Goodbye, my friend. It has been nice knowing you.”

      Maybe my words would hold him back, but how could I provide him with encouragement when I couldn’t gather my own? Besides, I didn’t want him hurt by her.

      Fran scoffed. “Drew, where do you come up with these absurd ideas?”

      Roberts laughed. “Yeah, dude. You’re my friend and should be my wingman.”

      “Well, I don’t want you hurt, and she doesn’t hang out with any guys, and I’ve seen her at the movies surrounded with her brothers and cousins. When she moves, it is like she has a swarm of family members as an extension of her body. Besides, she and her parents drive all those shiny new cars.”

      “Her parents work in a dealership, and they test-drive those cars.” Fran leaned forward. “I think they own one old beamer and an Audi. Her brothers drive Hondas, dude.”

      “Why doesn’t she talk to us then?” I asked, surprised that Fran even knew her.

      “Because she’s shy, especially around guys.” She shrugged. “She talks to me all the time in AP English.”

      I cleared my throat. “Has she said one single word to you, Roberts? Or even glanced your way?”

      “She did at the beginning of the year.” He nodded.

      “Really? And what did she say?”

      “Uhm, ‘Excuse me, you dropped your pencil,’ and she handed it to me.”

      The snickering left my mouth before I could stop it. “So why do you think she’ll talk to you?”

      “She’s been staring at me in class.” He smoothed out the old leather steering wheel.

      “Are you sure it is not at the board?” Fran’s voice had a hint of disbelief.

      “Nope. The board is more to my right, and when I turn around, she quickly, and I mean quickly, evades my eyes as if she doesn’t want to get caught.”

      “Hmm, I can find out if she likes you,” Fran said.

      “Don’t you dare, Fran. I will ask her out without any help from you.”

      She shrugged. “Have it your way. I just wanted to confirm that she likes you and save you from making a fool out of yourself if she doesn’t.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t want the entire school to know before I ask her. The rumor mill would catch on, and then I wouldn’t be able to talk to her.” He sighed. “Please don’t say anything to her about me.”

      “Humph. I’m just trying to help. But it is your funeral if she doesn’t like you and you make a fool of yourself in front of everyone.” Fran put her earbuds in and leaned against her door, her eyes closed.

      He whispered, “Do you think she’s right? That I should let her find out before I ask her out?”

      I raised my shoulders. “How should I know, dude? I am not an expert at these things.”

      “Yeah, that’s true. We need someone who knows and who is not my sister.”

      “Ask Joanne. She knows Lily and might have some clue about whether she might like you.”

      “Yeah, too bad she has a bigger big mouth than twenty big mouths. We need someone who’ll provide good info but will not spread it around.” He stopped at a red light and snapped his fingers. “Clare. Clare is friends with her, and you sit right next to her. Can you ask her?”

      I wasn’t sure why he sounded hopeful.

      I lowered my voice and leaned over to make sure he could hear me. “Major nerves, remember? And I thought you were asking her out during this competition?”

      “Now I don’t know. Maybe I will, or maybe I will wait until we return from this break.”

      “Chicken sh…”

      “Hey, no cursing in my car.” He punched my upper arm. “Remember?”

      “Boy Scout. It is not even a real curse word.”

      “Do your parents say it?”

      “No, but they’re like winning the JC award for most devout followers.” A rough tsk flew out of my mouth. Luckily, he didn’t hear it or chose to ignore it. “They’re so righteous, I think they’re leaning on the side of the Pharisees.”

      “Wow, dude. Your parents aren’t at all like the Pharisees. They’re like the real deal. You should take a page out of their book sometime.” The light turned green, but my friend didn’t move. He narrowed his eyes. “You shouldn’t say things like that about your parents. Their hearts are pure, they’re not hypocrites. Remember you should honor your…”

      I interrupted him at the same time a horn blasted behind us. “Yeah, whatever. Just put the pedal to the metal before they decide to leave us.”

      He pulled forward, shaking his head, but at least he didn’t talk. The clock moved a minute ahead. We needed to arrive in three minutes, and Roberts wouldn’t speed even if I threatened to smack him with the black umbrella sticking out from the net on my left side.

      My foot shook; our team could not afford for the three of us to stay behind. Not if we wanted to win. And for some reason, I wanted to win as badly as Fran. Maybe because Westerfield had beaten us at the last football game, or maybe because we beat them by one lousy point the year before, and for all I knew, they might have improved their timing to pull ahead this time.

      They could not win. No way. If we lost, I didn’t know what I would do.

      We needed to win. I needed to win to show the world that I was good at something besides mouthing off to my mom.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          
            LILY SANTOS 5:46 AM ON DECEMBER 19TH

          

        

      

    

    
      “Lily, maybe you should take my devotional?” Mamí’s sweet voice drifted from the dining room to the kitchen where I rinsed and scrubbed my plate that had pieces of eggs and spinach stuck on its sides.

      “Uhm, okay.” I answered without processing what she said. I dried my hands and hurried to my room. My hands packed the two books I wanted to read on the way to and from the competition, making sure they weren’t crushed with the rest of my clothes and toiletries. I hoped my friends let me read some of the time.

      She walked over and handed her small devotional to me. The quietness of the house allowed me to hear her taking in a breath. “Just in case you…don’t win.” My mamí’s words snapped me out of my hurried daze quicker than if she smacked my head with a saucepan.

      “Great idea, Mamí. If we don’t win, there’ll be a lot of upset people. Thanks.” I lowered my eyes. “But I really, really want to win. It means so much for our future. We need the win.”

      “Lily Altagracia Santos.” Although her calling out all three of my names usually meant I was in huge trouble, at that moment she had a big grin. “You know it is more important to compete, enjoy the process, and not just if you win. Winning is the icing on the cake.” She smiled with her eyes sparkling. “Why is this one so special?”

      “I think it is because it’s against Westerfield.” I shoved my phone in the back pocket of my jeans.

      “That’s the team that almost tied with you last year?”

      “Yep.” I sighed. “We won by only one point. Everyone was shocked because it was one point. Too close. A couple of seconds faster and they would have beaten us.”

      “Well, hopefully you will beat them or at least tie with them this time.”

      “Mamí.” I could not help my whiny voice and said, “Please pray that they don’t win. That we’ll win by lots of points.”

      “I’ll pray for God’s will, okay?” She picked up her bag. “Ready?”

      I nodded before I checked my bag and scanned the room. “I am. I have everything I need.”

      “Good. I will go with you so your papí can sleep until he wakes up. No need to be putting any extra stress on him.” She smoothed her hair.

      “When I went in, he was sleeping. So, I gave him a kiss and left him alone.”

      “Good, he needs his rest. Let’s hurry up so I can return before I have to wake them up.”

      “Them” meant my two younger brothers and my older sister for whom Mamí acted as an alarm clock because they hit the snooze button as if it dispersed free money for the entire family. Luckily, my two older brothers woke up by themselves. I wished Mamí let me drive my car, but for some reason, she didn’t want to leave my car on school grounds. I was not sure why, but when she insisted on doing things her way, we all listened without questioning.

      We walked out to the garage without making more noise than we needed to. She handed me the keys and opened the passenger door. Not wanting to be late, I accepted the responsibility of driving to school; the dark didn’t bother me anymore. Since my papí was recovering from the appendicitis attack, she probably needed some serious rest and relaxation. Too bad the debate team needed all of us to be at Westerfield.

      I would have liked to stay home and help her out, but the more of us there, the better the chance that Stonehaven would win the competition. We needed that win to lift up the spirits of our team members.

      Losing is not an option this time. Not with the senior class leaving us this year.

      We wanted to continue our winning streak, but it was harder every year.

      I backed out of the driveway, and a heaviness settled into my heart, one that I could not shake. As if a dark shadow descended near me that I could not relieve by reaching out to my mamí and figuring out why it wouldn’t dissipate. Mamí was too stressed out with my papí and carrying the house by herself for me to bother her with the lingering negative feeling. She didn’t need me to add what could be a silly worry to her already mile-long list of problems.

      My mamí scanned the area, but never did she catch my eye. Her lavender oil drifted by and with it a sense of peace that everything would be fine.

      I just wish I could be rid of this dreaded feeling and replace it with a positive one.

      Maybe we will lose.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          
            CLARE MCDOUGALL 5:46 AM ON DECEMBER 19TH

          

        

      

    

    
      I put the keys into the ignition, glancing back to make sure I didn’t run into my brother’s or Dad’s car. Not Dad’s car, Mom’s second car.

      “Stop!”

      I slammed on the brakes.

      Mom ran out the garage door, wearing her pajamas with her fake-blonde hair sticking out of her head as if she allowed a two-year-old with a comb to fix her hair; hideous would be a compliment. Her hands waved me back inside.

      I bit my lower lip, debating if I should pretend I didn’t see her motioning me or move it back into the garage. Obeying her, I pushed the button to roll down the window before she screamed loud enough to wake up the neighbors.

      Nothing like Mom embarrassing me in front of the neighbors, not that any of them are milling around.

      “Clare, were you leaving without giving me a hug?” She patted down her hair, the fluorescent light hitting tiny strands of gray and auburn roots sticking up. She would have to dye the roots this week, or she would have tricolor hodgepodge on her head.

      “Mom, come on. I am running late, and I know you waited up for Karl, again.” I wanted to leave, but I could not.

      She raised her arms. “Yeah, but I can still give my second born a good-luck hug before she leaves.”

      “Mom, it’s getting really late.”

      “Right now, I want a hug no matter how late you are.” She didn’t lower them. “And not one of those through-the-window hugs either. It’ll take you five minutes to get there with traffic. And you know there’s absolutely no traffic at this time. No excuses.” Mom’s fingers waved me forward. “Come here and give me some loving.”

      It didn’t seem as if she would quit despite how much I protested, but I had to try. Lateness was frowned upon by both the teachers and the debate team. Grace would have a field day if I arrived later than five minutes before our set time to be there.

      “I thought all the hugs last night would’ve been good for at least a week.” Still her arms stayed up. “Geesh, I am only gone for one night, you know, not the rest of my life. What will you do if I decide to dorm? Attend a school a hundred miles away? In NYC?”

      It had been decided long ago that I would attend Palm Beach State and drive back and forth every day. If my parents didn’t have the spare funds for a dorm and I didn’t earn a full ride with living expenses, then I wasn’t leaving Newton for college, especially not now.

      She lowered her eyes. “Let’s focus on this morning and not the future.”

      I pulled the car back in, and she smiled, her beaming smile. The one I still could not believe my dad had decided to leave. Her tired face lit up. Despite how sad she felt all the time, despite her messed-up hair, despite how tired she must have been waiting up for my older brother, she still was beautiful.

      I knew she wanted Karl, who now had to work nights and even reduced his college load to ensure we could all eat and cover the bare necessities, to work days, but he could not find another job that paid as well as the night one he had.

      After three months, the shock that my father, the man I loved and respected, disappeared after twenty years of a supposedly happily-ever-after romance hadn’t faded. Nobody could understand it, but then did we really need to? The fact was that one day he went to work, called her to ask what was for dinner, and never showed up home for his favorite meal.

      When I reached her arms, her warmth transferred from my arms to the rest of my body, and a peace settled inside me.

      I was always home in my mother’s arms.

      In a soft whisper against my ear, she said, “Do you have to leave? Can they not win without you?” Her voice trembled, not a lot but enough that I could tell.

      “Mom, Da…” I didn’t want to mention him right before I left. “We paid the money back in September. The team needs each one of us. Not just me. And I’m sorry that I can’t let them down. I have to compete. You know that.”

      I didn’t mention FGCU as I wouldn’t be able to attend even if I was accepted. No more money and too far from home.

      “I know, but I am having second thoughts.”

      Yikes, not one of her premonitions, like the one she had right before my dad disappeared.

      “I love you, my Clare.” Despite her emotional state, I wanted to roll my eyes at her, but she would know. And it would hurt her. I could not do that to her. To my sweet mom, who sacrificed sleep to help keep the family together no matter how bad it was. The only parent I had left, who cared for us so much she was now cleaning houses instead of hiring someone to clean ours.

      “I love you, too.” I squeezed her tight, hoping I could leave soon. “I have to go. Please.”

      She loosened her arms and pulled back, and her sorrowful gaze met mine. The outer edges of her lips rose, not even a half-smile but not a frown. Her depressed expression bothered me because I could not stay to cheer her up. The happy mother I grew up with appeared less and less as the pressures of being a single mother weighed her down. The saddest part was that I could do nothing to bring her back.

      “Clare,” she said in a voice that slightly quivered.

      I met her gaze, and her light green eyes widened. The same-colored eyes as mine scanned my face, but her expression changed.

      She hugged me again and whispered in my ear, “Please be careful and do your very best. No matter if you win or not, I’m proud of you. I love you so much, so please, please be careful and come home. I’ll be praying the entire time.” She tightened her hug. “Please come home.”

      I could hear her begging, and my heart hurt as if someone squeezed it.

      It saddened me that her eyes watered because of the damage my dad had done when he left us.

      Left her.

      Her eyes conveyed how scared she was that I wouldn’t come back.

      “Come home to us safely. Please. You know…” Her hands rose to her chest.

      I didn’t let her finish her thought. Squeezing her hand, I said in my strongest voice, “I will come home, Mom, I will. Don’t worry. You keep everyone safe here, and I will be home tomorrow evening.”

      She leaned in, kissed my cheek, and squeezed my upper arms. “Good. But please remember to put on your seat belt. Don’t forget and don’t let anyone convince you that they’re useless. Say no to peer pressure because those buses can easily tip over.”

      I sighed. “Okay. I will.” I kissed her cheek one more time and stepped out of her embrace. “Bye, Mom. I will text you when we get there.”

      My eyes peeked at my rearview mirror. She leaned against the garage door, her right fist against her mouth. A habit she picked up the last couple of months every time Karl was more than thirty minutes late. She would worry the entire time I was gone, and there was not one thing I could do about it. The team needed everyone to win against Westerfield, which meant that I could not stay home.

      For the entire five-minute ride, her expression haunted me. It was not because she worried more than she ever had prior to my dad leaving, no, it was the loss of her happiness. I wanted to find my dad in order to scream at him and find out why he would leave without a trace. Why would he not at least tell us why he would abandon a loving wife and four children under the age of nineteen, forcing his eldest son to almost abandon all his ambitions, his future, to help my mom and the rest of us?

      Bang!

      Followed by the sound of metal scraping against metal hit my ears.

      I cringed.

      The smell of old burning tires drifted out from my vent, making my nose wrinkle.

      I slowed down my car to see where the accident was but saw nothing. My rearview and side mirrors were clear. The only couple of cars were in front of me.

      Not one evidence of a crash.

      At least, not that I could see. All the cars around me moved at the same pace as if the loud sound never happened. The remnants of the burnt-rubber odor vanished. I leaned over, my fingers adjusting the vent, and I sniffed. Nothing except for old-car smell mingled with the jasmine oil I had wiped on it yesterday afternoon.

      Weird. So weird.

      My shoulders jumped when a car honked, most likely at me, halting my musing. I pushed on the accelerator, trying to make up for lost time.

      A minute later, I made the right into the bus loop, finding a spot in the back. It didn’t matter where I parked because I would have to pay a thief to steal my old car. The color could have been called covered-in-rust, since its paint job deteriorated every day sitting out in the hot South Florida sun. Besides, it was over ten years old.

      My internal radar went off.

      Loud. And. Clear.

      The alarms in my head could have woken up the entire neighborhood if they were real.

      It was useless to turn them off once they rang. The expert alarms could alert me to Andrew’s gorgeous presence from ten feet away.

      And there he was. Not more than five feet from me, leaning his thin but muscular body against his friend’s car. His black T-shirt hung just right, showing off the muscles he somehow acquired at the beginning of the year. He always wore the shirt before a competition saying that it brought him luck. Not sure if it did nor not, but it definitely looked good on him.

      I still didn’t know why I liked him. He had a darkness around him, but for some reason, I always thought that underneath that darkness there was light.

      Maybe I was deluding myself about the light underneath the darkness because I was drawn to his bad boy vibe.

      In my mind, I willed him to look my way.

      He didn’t glance my way; of course not, he had no reason to notice me.

      Mom said I was beautiful, my dad used to before he left, but I listened to Karl, who said I could blend away into nothingness since I was neither tall or blonde. Not like the beautiful blonde bombshell, who attracted the seniors and juniors like moths to a flame. She was the one who these teenage boys wanted but could never have. Except for Karl, who could’ve dated her two years ago if he had managed to ask her out.

      In a way, I was surprised that Andrew never dated her. They would be the it couple, as they both were model material.

      But how could I not notice him? Andrew, who I had crushed on since forever but who didn’t know I existed. Every time I gathered the courage to catch his eyes, he would avert them.

      Every. Stinking. Time.

      I could not even show him an ounce of how much I liked him.

      It reminded me of elementary and middle schools when someone was the “it” person that no one could talk to. It would feel terrible to be that person, but here in high school, I was that person to Andrew Lender and I could not figure out why.

      Never having spoken to him, it could not be what I said. And I didn’t really tell anyone I liked him, except Lily. Never even discussed him to anyone, including my team members.

      From the bottom of my soul, his not even glancing my way hurt me, so I prepared myself to not glance his way and picked up my bag. I had stopped trying to catch his eyes a while ago. If he could not acknowledge me during debate meets, then neither would I.

      My car door creaked, loud enough that the whole debate team must have heard. I cringed inside, but my eyes didn’t leave the bus driver, who shouted for the freshmen and sophomores to head toward the other small school bus.

      The driver’s cold eyes turned to me, and I shivered. His beady eyes hid evil, pure evil that oozed bad vibes.

      For a moment, I wanted to return to my car and drive the whole five hours by myself. I didn’t want to ride in the bus with him as our driver, but I could not afford the gas for that long ride, and five hours would be too long of a drive, especially tomorrow evening.

      As I stood rooted to the spot, a snake seemed to slither up my spine. Closing my eyes, I prayed for protection against any evil, including the driver.

      I bit my thumbnail, realizing that they weren’t allowing any of the two lower grades to ride with us.

      That’s a new thing. Why divide us?

      One of the teachers entered the bus, while the other stood in the parking lot checking off each student against a list. “Please note that after you know which bus you’ll ride in, we will be assigning seats for everyone. You’re not to exchange seats under any circumstances. And wait by the bus but don’t enter it until you’re told.”

      Assigned seating for upper grades? Since when? What is going on?

      We were always allowed to choose where we sat. We did take forever to figure out the seating arrangement, but it always worked out in the end.

      Miss Hernandez waved toward the bus with the driver who appeared to be evil. “You’ll be with Lily, third row on the passenger side.”

      “Thanks.” I picked up my bag and headed to the group by my bus.

      Lily would love the window seat. I hope she’s been given it.

      The decision was made that I would ride with everyone else because it was what I had to do, despite my reservation about the driver.

      There was no backing out now.

      With my back as straight as I could muster, I picked up my stride as I passed Andrew and Gary, who peered into the distance. I didn’t sway my hips the way my cousin taught me, nor did I peek at him, but once I was five feet in front of him, I sensed something as if his eyes burned a hole in my back. It was not Gary because he would have said “hello,” and he never stared at me but at Lily.

      I ignored the feeling and hurried to the group as though a ferocious predator chased me and I didn’t want to be captured. Although the temptation to turn around was strong, I didn’t.

      I knew they were both behind me, but I focused on my friends standing outside the bus waiting to be allowed inside.

      Maybe he hates my reddish-brown hair or my pale green eyes. Or he might hate my clothes.

      Whatever it was, the guy did not talk to me. Like ever.

      What would he do if I did something to cause him to look at me? Probably still ignore me.

      But I still wondered if I screamed until my lungs collapsed, would he acknowledge my existence or choose to pretend nothing happened? Strange how I was not a screamer, but because he ignored me, I wanted to turn into a raving maniac.

      Why could he not just meet my eyes? I was not ugly, or at least everyone said I was beautiful. Other guys wanted to date me. So why did I hold out for a guy who didn’t even say hello?

      Would it cost him anything to acknowledge my existence? To once glance my way or at least not advert his eyes?

      My pace slowed, and my hand grabbed my ponytail and curled my long reddish-brown hair around my fingers. It was an old habit I could not drop no matter how many times I tried. Whenever my nerves revved up, my fingers went to my hair. For some reason, it comforted me. And believing that it was him staring at my back promoted the biggest nerve attack.

      “Clare, Clare, over here.” Grace’s deep soprano voice rose over the crowd gathering around the second bus. I headed toward her, plastering on my happy face at seeing my friends dressed up in their favorite tops.

      Thankfully, they didn’t make us wear our debate team uniform, a mixture of our school colors: burgundy and beige with black lettering. Not the most appealing colors but there were worse among our competition.

      If Dad was still here, he would have driven me and waited until our bus left.

      A shot of pain hit my heart.

      I didn’t want to admit it, but I missed him at the same time that I wanted to beat him up.

      “Top of the morning!” I said and bit my lip.

      Did I actually say that? Yikes!

      Everyone laughed.

      Lily said, “Love when your dad says that with his Irish brogue. And you said it just like him.” Everyone agreed, which just made me sadder that he had disappeared.

      “Hi! I love that blouse! Isn’t that from the designer Santiago that everyone is talking about? When did you get it?” Grace’s voice sounded sincere, as always.

      She didn’t seem to have a mean bone in her body. Sometimes a bit too honest but never mean.

      I nodded.

      Hmm, should I tell them the truth?

      My cousin hadn’t wanted it anymore and handed it over as if it hadn’t cost her mom more money than we had to buy a day’s worth of food. Mom said to be truthful, and she was always right. “I know, real cute, right?” I paused. “It was my cousin’s, and it is a JJ Santiago’s original from a couple of years ago. She said she got tired of the colors and thought I would wear it better.” I shrugged. “Not sure if she’s right, but the colors are out of this world, and I figured it would brighten our day.”

      My friends nodded their heads with a couple of “so cool” mingled with “awesome top” and some thumbs-up. At least my friends liked my top, even if it was a hand-me-down from my cousin.

      Grace, clasped her hands together as if in prayer. “Can I be her friend? Please. I need new outfits, and my mom refuses to buy me any. She says she wants me to wear my clothes until I stop growing.” She tsked. “It doesn’t matter that I’ve told her a thousand times that I haven’t grown since last year, but she ignores me.”

      “Yikes,” Lily said with both hands waving the thought. “Don’t they know that we need new clothes?”

      “Apparently, not my mother. And she doesn’t get that I started a diet and now my clothes are falling off my body with all the weight I keep losing. I’m constantly pinning or sewing together the seams.” Grace crumpled the sides of her top. “I mean, really, there are at least five inches on this thing.”

      I wanted to tell her that maybe her mom didn’t have the money to buy her a new set of clothes, but I didn’t want to embarrass her if I was right. Maybe when I had a moment alone with her, I would.

      We all nodded as the driver told us to enter the bus. The seniors entered the bus in droves, but we lagged behind. The smell of burning oil hit me as I boarded the bus, Grace and Lily right behind me. The bus driver may have decided the smell was too much and closed his window, adjusting his mirrors without bothering to greet us.

      I turned to my friends. “What’s up with the two buses and separating the freshmen and sophomores?” I asked as we climbed up the few steps.

      Grace shooed me in. “I will tell you when we are inside. It stinks to high heaven in here, and I think I am about to puke.”

      At least, I wasn’t the only one that noticed that awful smell.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          
            GARY ROBERTS 5:54 AM STONEHAVEN HIGH BUS LOOP

          

        

      

    

    
      I pulled into the parking lot, my heart picking up its beat as I followed Lily’s car. She parked but didn’t come out, allowing me to back into the parking space right next to hers.

      Fran stepped out, saying, “See you at the debate.”

      “Remember to text Mom that we’re okay, and wait to get into any bus so you can ride with me,” I said as Drew also exited out the other end.

      Using the button on my door, I opened the trunk, but instead of following the others, I stalled, checking out the inside of the console. The entire time, I pretended to search for something as my heart sang that she was close enough for us to talk.

      Today is the day. No matter what.

      After Lily closed her door, I went to the back seat and pulled out my bag, keeping track of Lily while she headed toward a group of girls. Fran had disappeared, probably finding her own friends. Drew slammed the trunk and leaned against the back of my car; his gaze focused on a beat-up red car.

      Clare had arrived. All his thoughts would be on her and nothing else. She appeared to be too focused on anyone as she closed her loud car door and searched the groups by the two busses.

      “You want to wait until she passes, or should we beat her to the bus?” I jumped on the trunk, knowing he would oscillate between following too closely or playing it cool by hanging out in the back of my car. Meanwhile, I hoped to catch Lily as she strolled to the bus and a group of her friends.

      “Nah, they called the freshmen and sophomores to the first bus. We might as well head over to the second one.”

      His eyes focused on Clare’s back as she marched past us, her long legs picking up speed. I jumped off the trunk, following his fast pace right behind her. “I wondered why they decided on the smaller buses this time.”

      “Who cares as long as I am on the same bus as her.” His whisper was low enough that it could not be overheard by the two seniors in front of us.

      “Creeps, Fran will have to ride the other bus. My mom will not like that.”

      “She’ll be fine. Don’t be such a worrier. You will die before you are thirty.”

      By the time the bus driver called the juniors and seniors, most of us were there. We stayed back, waiting. We both wanted the best seats, the ones next to the girls we liked. If they sat together, our decision on where to sit would be easy.

      Except they announced seating arrangements, and we didn’t know where they were sitting. I prayed that we could be near them.

      Fran waved from one of the windows on the other bus, which appeared almost full.

      I have to ask if she can come on our bus on the way home. Maybe Miss Hernandez will allow some of the sophomores to join us. Hmm, I need a good reason.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          
            FRAN ROBERTS 6:05 AM ON DECEMBER 19TH

          

        

      

    

    
      I waved at my brother from my window seat. He appeared to want to step inside my bus and drag me out of it with his long face. There was no way I wanted to hang out with the three pairs of love-stricken teens. They drove me batty with their sneaky glances, sighs, and whatever other cliché love gestures they took on. Most of the time, I could deal with them and their obnoxious in-love attitudes, but not all together and definitely not before our big debate.

      I needed all the concentration time to prepare for the debate, even the day before. My friends sat back, talking about the latest fashion, but not me. I pulled out my tablet and commenced the outlining of all the topics they had sent our teacher. Among the twenty topics, only one could I excel in, and that was the one I pushed to the side. I knew it so well I didn’t need to practice. If they assigned that one to me, I would school any other teenager on both debate teams.

      On the five-hour trip, I researched the other topics and formed outlines for each of them. With all the topics covered, I filled in the extra information needed to win points and began the process of learning each topic.

      A couple of the guys came over to talk, but I shooed them away. I didn’t want any of them. The only one I wanted was on the opposing team. Harold Fitzgerald from the Westerfield High School debate team could have my heart at any time he asked. But he wouldn’t. The last time we met, he made it perfectly clear that I was too young for him and that I should move on to boys my age. But he didn’t know me. Nope, he was the only one I wanted to date, and so I focused on showing him how proficient I was in debate and therefore mature enough to date him.

      Academically, we were peers. And didn’t he know that girls usually matured earlier than boys?

      I didn’t know why I still liked him so much after what he said to me, but I did.

      Whenever he walked by, my heart fluttered around like a jumping fish out of water, even though I continued to tell it that it shouldn’t. I would hold my breath until he was long gone and let it out, having to take in deep breaths so I wouldn’t pass out.

      Every time he spoke, my stomach acted like the inside of a clothes dryer filled with coins. It was as if the spinning coins would hit my stomach with every consonant and vowel he pronounced. It was absolutely crazy, but it was how I felt.

      As a senior on the debate team, he always had the opportunity to speak at every debate competition, and I came out bruised. Thank goodness no one suspected how much I liked him. Not even my mom knew that I joined the debate team freshman year because of him, and I worked super hard all year to make sure that I could compete as a sophomore against him.

      She didn’t know that when I attended one of my brother’s competitions during his freshman year, I saw Harold for the first time. I thought he was cute, but that was not what made me fall for him.

      I closed my eyes, replaying that day back in December 15th two years before.

      It was the same competition when he saved me from some girls and guys who gathered around me. I had stepped outside to find my book and study the football policies so my dad could quiz me on the trip back home. My brother had already debated the Westerfield team, and I hadn’t wanted to waste any time.

      After listening to the first half of the competition, I grabbed my mom’s car keys and headed outside. I hadn’t paid the group any mind as I walked to our old, beat-up car.

      I am still not sure if they were waiting for anyone who walked out the back door or if they chose me. But my height alone should have dissuaded them as I stood a full foot taller than the tallest guy there. Their leader, a guy I had seen at other debate team competitions, had an evil expression, but he didn’t say much. He didn’t have to; his hand gestures told me what he wanted. Surprisingly, he left most of the speaking to the smallest girl, whose eyes wanted to skin me alive.

      Despite their obvious hatred toward me, I never did find out what their purpose was, but their eyes told me they were out for blood and it was my blood they wanted.

      Once I had my book, I strolled back with my head practically in the book. It was when I passed a large pickup truck that they began calling me “White American Bia**h” while raising their middle fingers at me. They managed to surround me, closing in with every step forward I took.

      I stood surrounded by five of them taunting me. Outside, right before dusk. I wondered if I could outrun them and break the alarm case. I would have had to take on at least two of them to break free. We were apart from everyone else, and it didn’t seem as if anyone would hear me from inside if I screamed.

      In their circle, I was not scared but paralyzed trying to figure out which one I could use as a shield. However, the moment one of them stepped forward to pull my waist-long hair, Harold called my last name. His deep voice surprised them, and they took one step back. The sense of relief that there was someone else watching them, protecting me meant the world to me. He became my hero that night despite those kids’ hurting words; his being there for me became a part of me.

      Thankfully, the kids disappeared into the darkness, running away, and he sauntered up to me with his big grin. “Hey, you were about to be a sandwich.”

      His eyes twinkled like the stars just starting their journey in the sky. And there he stood a whole foot taller than me. Most sophomore guys were still shorter than me, so raising my eyes up at him was different.

      I didn’t think we had ever been introduced because I would have remembered a cute guy, especially a tall guy like him.

      And I definitely knew who he was from the debates but was totally surprised that he knew who I was. It was my brother’s freshman year, and although he had been up to debate that day and Harold would have known my brother’s name, I was his sister in the seats with my mom and dad.

      Why would anyone from the opposite team know who I was? I was just another body in the crowd of family members and teachers.

      “I don’t think they were going to make me a sandwich.” I giggled. “I think they were eyeing me to make me into one of those rolled-up ice creams complete with depositing me in a trash can.”

      He laughed. “I think you could have defended yourself by hitting two or three of them.”

      I raised my fist, pretending I hit an invisible person. “I was planning on taking out the two shortest ones and hitting the emergency alarm with the fire extinguisher.”

      His laughter filled the small alcove we stood under, and I could not help staring at his dimples.

      “That would have worked perfectly.” He lowered his head, his eyes focused on a space beyond my feet. His eyes glanced back at mine, and he tilted his head. “You want to go back inside before they return with ten other kids?”

      I raised my fists, pretending I was knocking them out. “Sure. Although I think we can take them on.” I giggled.

      “If it is a debate, definitely, but with actual fists and legs, I may be a bit rusty.”

      “Yeah, well, there always is running and pulling all the alarms.”

      “That there is. Do you know that one of the signs of a smart general is that he knows when it is time to retreat?”

      “Really?” I tilted my head and batted my eyelashes. “But what if it is a woman general?”

      “Her too.” He stuck up his index finger. “Do you know how I know?”

      “Nope.”

      “I read a book about learning when to charge and when to retreat.”

      “Cool.” I racked my brain for a witty response. “Can’t wait to read it.”

      He opened the door for me, and I went through. I caught a whiff of his cologne and thought of the one my dad used.

      “What were you doing out there anyways?”

      I lifted my book. “Getting my book.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “All About Football?”

      I bit my lip.

      Great! Why did I show it to him? I could have lied and pretended it was Pride and Prejudice.

      “Yeah, well, my dad and I have our own debates about football, so for the next one, I have to be up to date on all the policies on recruiting.” I bit my lip and decided to be honest. “It’s how my dad and I bond. We both love everything about football.”

      He nodded. “Now that is the coolest thing I have heard.” With his head slightly tilted, he asked, “Have you thought about the debate team?”

      “I am still debating it.” I giggled. “That wasn’t intentional.”

      “You definitely should think about joining the debate team. I don’t like to admit it, but your brother is doing well. Maybe it runs in the family?”

      “Maybe?”

      I wanted to ask him how he knew I was his sister, but I couldn’t muster up the courage.

      We meandered through the long outside corridor, turning the various corners heading toward the large auditorium.

      Harold laughed, an honest, loud laugh. “Any thought of attending Westerfield? I’d love if you joined our team. I can help you prepare for debates, if you want.”

      My heart raced, and my stomach went wild. Too bad we would be on opposite teams. With my lips tight, I didn’t want to admit the truth, so I fudged the truth. “No, not at all. It’s Stonehaven all the way for me.”

      Not that I was there yet, but I would be the following year.

      “No worries.” His tone was not upset. The rest of the way, we talked and I didn’t let him know that I was an eighth grader. No, why spoil the fun of having a sophomore possibly like me back. It became easier to continue my non-lie.

      For months, I continued to see him at different debate competitions. We would disappear into the crowd without my brother or my parents knowing. Not for long periods of times as he was still on the debate team, but for fifteen or twenty minutes when Westerfield wasn’t competing.

      The cafeterias became the best place to talk about everything and anything, and no one bothered us. We were just two teenagers in serious like. I knew he liked me ’cause he constantly asked to hang out and texted me every day.

      I was definitely falling for him, but I didn’t know if I was affecting him as much as he was affecting me. Like is one thing, love is another thing.

      In the beginning, I liked the fact that he liked me. He made me feel special as if I was the only girl in the world. But as my feelings grew from puppy love to a deeper, more substantial emotion, it seemed as if the growth was exponential. And the fact that I didn’t know whether he experienced the same emotions depressed me.

      Five months later, he told me that a classmate teased him about hanging out with an eighth grader, and it was as if he would have performed surgery on my heart: he distanced himself without even an “I am sorry.” He cut me loose, and that is when I realized that liking me a lot was not enough. If he was not in love with me, then his liking me would never be enough. There could not be any compromise in love. My mom and grandma always said that being in like was not the same as being in love.

      But it still hurt; I could not understand how he could not reciprocate my feelings.

      It was when my world crumbled into heartache and sorrow and when my idea to beat him in debates blossomed into a full-fledged plan.

      I decided that I would win against him by becoming the best debater in the area: the one who could compete against him any day of the week.

      For the following days, I concentrated on learning more about winning debates once I became a freshman. I would need to perform better than anyone on the junior team during my initial debates, in order to be allowed to compete against upper classmates and, finally, show Harold that even though I was two years younger, I was not immature.

      Failure would not be an option.

      The next year, I devoured books on debates and as many subjects as I could memorize. No one wanted to play Trivial Pursuit because I would crush them.

      There was only one thing that needed to happen the next day: I needed to win him over by proving that I was capable of competing against him and despite being two years younger, I could be his equal.

      Shaking my head, I said to myself, “Stop all this reminiscing and work on these debates.”

      Points weren’t earned by wishing but by knowing the material cold.

      Maybe they’ll let me skip the tour of FGCU?

      Or I can slip in my tablet?

      However, it happens I need to be super prepared if I want Harold to notice me.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          
            ANDREW LENDER 3:30 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank goodness my part is done now. Let’s hope Fran can pull this one off. She does know more about football and all of its policies than most of the football players and probably their coaches as well, but with the other team, who knows if it’ll be enough.

      Those Westerfield debaters were tough competition, and every year, they seemed to acquire more tricks to earn more points. The blonde girl with the sweet voice almost beat me. If it was not for remembering to speak fast and managing to state those last points, she might have obtained the lead for her team. It was the last thing I wanted.

      Fran would need to bring on her best debating skills, or we would lose to them. Ten points would be easy to pick up by the right debater. I hoped they didn’t suddenly develop a top-winning rebuttal.

      Our team needed to win for us to advance to the state competition, and this win would assure us a slot there. The other teams weren’t as good as this team, which meant we would be heading to state at the end of the school year. And attending the state tournament meant another college application item to wow the recruiters and a ticket out of my house.

      My phone vibrated, and there was another text from my mom.

      Why does she do this! Why can’t she just leave me alone! Doesn’t she get the hint from how I treat her almost every day?

      The message was short and sappy sweet, like always.

      I hope you are winning. I am praying for you

      and your team to win.

      Love you always, Mom

      Jeez, Mom, why don’t you just take care of those lost puppies you keep asking to stay at our house and leave me alone? I am so outta here when I graduate. FGCU seemed like a good choice and far enough away from my parents.

      I will not even come home during the holidays. Maybe I will never come home to see you and my workaholic dad. The one who says that he’s doing it for us, but I think he just doesn’t want to hang out with me. Both of you are into providing more than one hundred percent of your time to anyone else but me.

      She liked to say that she fostered kids because it was her mission, but half the time, the kids had mental issues, were cutters, runaways, hitters, etc. I mean why could not the state give us normal kids? Why had I not said no when she asked years ago? She wouldn’t have applied to be a foster mother.

      Lily whispered to Clare, and I wanted to be next to them to hear her response. Who were they talking about? Were they talking about guys? I’d heard the other girls talking about the guy with the afro who could have belonged on the cover of a GQ magazine despite his glasses. Maybe even because of his glasses because he might have passed for a young Clark Kent. He gathered girls at every competition I had seen him in since last year. Or maybe they were talking about the super tall guy with the whitest teeth ever? I could not compete with either of those guys.

      I was not sure why Clare didn’t talk to me. Not that I ever attempted to talk to her. As the friendliest team member, she could talk to everyone and made them feel comfortable, but she made me nervous. It was as if I became nonverbal around her.

      If she even turned her head my way, I would quickly avert my eyes. But that didn’t stop me from wishing that I could stroll up to her and strike up a conversation about anything. Or to at least casually talk to her about the debate or school or the latest book she had read.

      As an avid reader, she read books as if they were about to disappear into thin air. Plenty of ideas roamed inside my brain. But few of those ideas ever made it to an activated plan.

      These ideas might have been the greatest I had ever had, but I wouldn’t find out if she was receptive to them because of my timid nature around her.

      With my friends and others, I was talkative, but her? No way.

      Several times, I had thought about picking up whatever book I saw her reading, but I always chickened out after reading the book and carrying it around in my backpack for weeks on end.

      Losing my nerve around her was a common occurrence for me. I didn’t like it, but I could not help it. Every time she was within ten feet, my whole insides decided they were overdone spaghetti: all floppy and squishy.

      But my determination to win her over needed to overcome these feelings. It was time that she noticed that my sly glances, my avoiding her gorgeous eyes were not because I thought I was superior but because I was nervous that I would say a stupid comment or that she would think I was not good enough.

      She had a light around her that made me feel darker than I was already. But I couldn’t deny that it also drew me to her.

      Every time, I tried to gear myself up to talking to her; I just didn’t know if it was the right time.

      The question: would I ever? Could I overcome my emotions to talk to her?

      And would she want me? A broken person? One who didn’t believe he could do anything right? Who might mess up, too many times to count? Who treated his mom the way I did?

      My simple challenge was not so simple if my emotions were involved. Because when I thought about the reasons why I could not talk to her, it came down to laying my heart in front of her to either lift it up and take care of it or to step on it, totally crushing me.

      With all that said, could I ever just say two words to her without falling apart?

      I wasn’t sure. Not one bit.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

          
            GUARDIAN TO ANDREW LENDER AND LEADER OF SQUADRON OF ANGELS

          

        

      

    

    
      The call went out, and within seconds, the golden room filled with my squadron of archangels and others assisting us for this special mission. The guardians for Clare, Grace, Fran, Lily, and Roberts arrived with joy spilling from inside them.

      “Good, you are all here. The first batch have taken care of the others, but we, we have a special assignment today.” I met all their eyes, my own grin letting them know how much I anticipated this one assignment. For most of them, it would be easy, but for me, I would need to guide Andrew to deeper places. He needed more work than the others because he had sunk to a dark place in the last few years.

      “Prepare to leave and join them at this tournament in case the demons decide to speed up their plans. We will allow them to finish this competition, and after they eat on the road is when we believe it will happen, unless the driver deviates from what has been foreseen. However, from what I have been told of this evil bus driver, I doubt he will change his course.”

      They nodded their heads once, the joy in their eyes dimmed for a second as they understood what would happen to their charges.

      “We all have tasks, which I will assign, once the accident happens. Prepare to descend and remember that we are not to communicate with them in any way. We are to allow the unthinkable to happen.”

      They nodded again, this time slowly.

      Good, they have understood their first instruction and will follow through exactly as I have informed them.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

          
            GARY ROBERTS 3:54 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      My sister is nailing this Lincoln-Douglas debate. She’s rolling those points off her tongue as if she had memorized them for years. All those debates on football recruiting practices with Dad and Drew have paid off. Big time.

      The bell rang, and I waited until she returned to her seat. Fran stared at her competition, intensely studying him.

      “Hey, Sis.” I waited until she faced me. “You are doing awesome. I am proud of you.”

      “Thanks. But please let me concentrate ’cause I need to listen to him speak to prepare for the next round.”

      “No problem. You will not need me to say ‘good luck’ ’cause I know you will do a bang-up job.”

      She grinned and nodded, returning to her scrutinizing of the captain of the Westerfield team, Harold Fitzgerald. A legend in the debate team since he was a freshman.

      Thank goodness he’s leaving next year. His sister is still competition, but as a freshman, they only allow her so many debates.

      One of the judges spoke into the microphone and said, “Sorry, everyone. We need to take a five-to-ten-minute break before the cross examination by the negative.” The judges left the room with their score sheets.

      I walked up to Miss Hernandez and Mr. Rodriguez as they talked, waiting until they acknowledged me. “I am sorry to interrupt your conversation, but is this normal? For them to take a longer break in between a debate?”

      Mr. Rodriguez shook his head. “No, they don’t normally take such a long break, but one of the newer judges is diabetic. She may need to test her sugar or eat something.”

      “Oh, I thought it was something with the debate.”

      “No, no worries. Our team is doing well, and so is the Westerfield team. Everyone is doing a fabulous job. And your sister is amazing up there. Who knew she would get the football question?”

      I took the chance. “Will you still separate the upper classes from the lower ones on the way home?”

      Miss Hernandez answered, “It is a pretty even distribution with more freshmen and sophomores on their bus. You don’t like it?”

      “No, it is fine. But I was thinking that perhaps Fran could ride with us since she’s doing so well. It’d be good to debrief while it is still fresh on our minds.”

      Mr. Rodriguez nodded. “That works with me, what about you, Cin?”

      “Definitely, makes sense. She’s a rising star, so let her ride with you if she wants.” Miss Hernandez glanced at me. “I will give her the option. But it is only if she wants, okay?”

      “Sure thing.”

      The judges walked back to their seats.

      “Thanks.” I walked away, heading back to my seat but checking out how Lily and Grace were whispering. I wished I knew what they were talking about.

      “Everyone, please return to your seats as we are about to start.”

      Drew elbowed me as I hurried to my seat and said in a low voice, “Put your eyeballs back in your eyes, or everyone will know how you feel.” He cleared his throat and spoke in his normal voice. “Are you trying to earn brownie points with the teachers?” He snickered.

      “No, dude. Trying to have Fran sit with us on the way back.”

      “Does she want to? She might want to hang with her friends.”

      “Yeah, but I figured we can debrief and find out what we did well and what we need to work on.”

      “Really, Roberts? Can we not just have some fun without you being in our faces about what we need to work on? I know I am not working on anything except sleeping for the next two weeks. I don’t want to hear my few, tiny mistakes.”

      I laughed, probably a little louder than I should have. “Drew, you are on the top of my list of things NOT to do at these events and as an example of what we need to correct.”

      Drew groaned and smacked his forehead. “Ugh, dude. Why am I still your friend?”

      I elbowed him. “’Cause I make you want to strive for better?”

      “Nope, that’s not it. I need to find cooler friends.”

      “With your attitude, dude, I’m it.” I meant it as a joke, but there was a hint of truth. Most people didn’t want to hang with him. My closest friend since we were in grade school didn’t have the best attitude. He constantly put people down, and he didn’t let anyone near him. It was weird because his parents helped everyone around them and always had a good attitude.

      He flipped me one. “Whatever. I’m planning to sleep all the way back.”

      I returned to my seat and notebook, hoping that Fran won even more points for our team.

      It’ll be cool if she continues to win us points and can ride the bus with us.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

          
            LILY SANTOS 3:55 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      I leaned over and whispered in Clara’s ear, “He’s so cute, why will he not talk to me?”

      “The same reason his bestie will not talk to me?” She shrugged. Her lips puckered as if they licked a lemon. “They are both idiots and can’t see what wonderful girlfriends we would be.” She bit her lip. “But no matter what, we have to find a way. Enlighten them.”

      “Yeah, we have to find a way without chasing them all over the place.”

      Her sullen face told me she was losing hope. “Although I know you have a better chance with Roberts than I do with Andrew.” She snapped her fingers. “Maybe if you pretend to drop dead, he’ll give you CPR?”

      I giggled. “You are a trip, Clare. I think he would take down notes before he saves me. It would be Fran doing the saving.”

      “Yeah, well, we have our work cut out for us with these two.”

      “Why can’t we like the guys that like us?”

      “Because we are sicko number one and two.” Her fingers gave me the peace sign. “That’s what we’ll call each other, the Sicko Duo, and no one will know why.” She laughed.

      “Great. They’ll say we’re sick in the head.” I waved my index finger side to side. “No, I just want him to say something to me. A ‘great debate points’ would be great, but he can’t even get that out. He gives me the thumbs-up in my general direction, and his eyes evade mine when I try to hold his for more than two seconds.” I sighed.

      “Yeah, well, that’s better than what happens when I try to catch his eyes, Andrew not Roberts. He gives me death stares as if I have strange animals dancing in my hair or my nose is red.”

      The microphone static shot through the speakers. “Thank you, everyone, for the short break. We are ready to begin now.” The announcer’s deep voice made us sit straighter in our seats.

      “What if I threw Andrew a paper airplane with a note that said, ‘Don’t waste time, you are not getting any younger’ and signed it ‘an admirer?’”

      “Hush, they’re about to call for the rebuttal, and you don’t want them throwing us out. They’ll deduct points.”

      “Well, that just might be a way for Roberts to talk to you?”

      “Yeah, in my dreams. He’ll probably talk to you and not glance my way.” I sighed but didn’t say another word as the announcer asked Harold Fitzgerald to begin.

      There must be something, anything, even the most dramatic thing I can think of to have Roberts talk to me.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

          
            FRAN ROBERTS 4:05 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      I could not help staring, in other words, throwing daggers at the preppy blonde staring at Harold as he continued running down his list of rebuttal points. If I screamed at her, it wouldn’t be considered good form, but it would make me feel happy, and maybe she would cry far somewhere far away from me. And him. During the entire time of this debate, she stuck to Harold as if she had been permanently cemented to his side.

      Who does that? Is she a scaredy-cat? No self-esteem?

      I wanted to hurt her, badly. Why could she not leave him alone? Did she have to giggle and stare at him with her gorgeous blue eyes? I wanted to say they were bland, but I could not. I would have been lying.

      I still decided to call her blonde girl or preppy blonde rather than state her name, Marilyn. She didn’t touch him except for his arm, but still, I couldn’t stand her. Just the thought that he might like her made my blood boil to the point that it could melt metal.

      The girl might have been mistaken for a freaking model, and I wanted her to disappear. A free ticket to an exclusive resort in the Caribbean would have been perfect. Anywhere except at the competition where she had access to him.

      My fingers slid against the blended cotton fabric on my jacket. In a matter of minutes, I would follow him for my turn in the debate, and all I could think about was her as my competition and not the point he was making. I forced myself to listen, but part of my mind was not as focused as it could be. The racing thoughts consumed most of me. Was she the girl Harold said he was trying to let off gently? Or was it the redhead who also could not take her eyes off him? Or maybe it was the girl with the glasses who constantly wrote notes to him?

      I wished all of them high-tailed it out of the tournament and left him alone.

      Ring! Ring!

      Thank goodness the bell rang when it did.

      I took a couple of deep breaths as Grace turned around. “You will do well. We should’ve maintained our ten-point lead as he was good but not enough to beat us.” Grace gave me two thumbs-up and faced forward.

      My eyes focused on the judges, but their hasty notation had stopped.

      Incredible. Grace has this down to a science.

      The judges weren’t posting as many notes as they had when I sat down.

      Harold is about to be roasted like a pig in an old-fashioned rodeo.

      “Francine Roberts from Stonehaven High, please come up. Remember, this is your affirmative rebuttal, and you have four minutes.”

      The announcement sparked the desire to jump up and down, shouting, “Yes, I will show him,” but I grinned and stood up.

      It is all about maturity. No need to remind him that I am two years younger.

      As I marched past Harold, I nodded; I didn’t give him the evil eye, but I thought about it.

      I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and prayed that I would do my best.

      When I opened them, I automatically looked over and found Harold staring at me, with his hand running through his amazing dirty blond hair. His messy hair was the kind that most guys used gels and spent time trying to achieve. And me, I just wanted to be his girlfriend so I could play with it. His hair was almost wavy but quite not there and without any frizziness associated with wavy hair. I loved his hair and occasionally thought about dyeing my hair his color.

      That is if my mother lets me dye my hair.

      Everyone believed I dyed my platinum blonde hair, but I didn’t. Both my maternal grandmother and my aunt on Dad’s side had the same hair color. Their hair might have darkened a couple of shades, but for the most part, it was still considered platinum. We had to thank our Swedish ancestry for the color.

      This will be easy. I will provide the judges with all my points and then some. Be prepared to be persuaded, Mr. and Mrs. Judges, that I am here to win! Yes, I am here to win this and prove to Harold that despite being two years younger, I am smart enough to be his girlfriend.

      I will win the debate and him. I know I will.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

          
            GRACE FONG 4:15 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      Wow! Fran is killing it. A sophomore is beating the pants off a champion. You go, girl!

      On the sly, or as much as I could, my eyes watched the expressions on our team members confirming my own thoughts. Roberts continually made marks on his notebook and phone and showed Andrew his notes. Clare and Lily whispered to each other.

      While Fran’s brother was one of our best debaters and she had been a member since her freshman year, growing and learning every day, at this competition, she produced such excellent points that even the teachers’ mouths were left wide open. Her debate skills had exploded overnight. I had to hand it to her; she must have practiced after our last competition. Either that, or she was somehow cheating. Adding up her points in my phone’s spreadsheet, I could see how we were pulling ahead with every point she made. I hoped the judges were capturing them as I was.

      Her brother continued nodding as if silently helping her.

      Telepathic connection?

      It would make sense if I didn’t know both of them. They weren’t usually on the same wavelength. And they were definitely not on the page when it came to school: he concentrated on school while she concentrated on the latest fashions or football players. Not that her grades weren’t good or that she wasn’t already taking AP classes, but she didn’t have the same drive as Roberts.

      I checked the time, and there were mere seconds left before it ended. Half of the Westerfield team, the ones sitting in the front, gripped the edges of the table in front of them or wrote down notes as she spoke. The ones in the back either wrangled amongst each other or stared at Fran, who never seemed more confident and secure when making her points. The leader, a tall, lanky senior named Harold Fitzgerald, an amazing competitor himself, gaped at her as if he could not believe how well she delivered each point. The dude pushed back his dirty-blond hair, making it messier than it already was.

      I wanted to gloat, but I didn’t. With my fingers entering the points as I thought they should be awarded, I continued to listen to her. With her A game on, it would be hard for him to beat her. He would have to nail every single point without any hesitation and within the time allotted. How good was he?

      The judges noted each point, and the normally cool and collected Harold fidgeted in his seat.

      Good, you will not be able to beat her if you are scared.

      He passed a note to the blonde next to him, and she shook her head.

      Is he that scared that he’s giving his turn away? Interesting.

      A lightbulb went off in my head. At the last competition, Fran and Harold were talking together a little too close for Roberts, who interrupted them. Fran followed him back to our side, but there was definitely something there.

      Very interesting.

      Maybe he didn’t call her after they spent that time together?

      Ring! Ring!

      Let’s hope the judges caught all her points and tally them correctly.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

          
            GRACE FONG 4:25 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      I almost jumped out of my seat when the buzzer rang. Everyone clapped, and Fran appeared as if she would fly away, but her eyes were fixated on Harold. I almost felt sorry for him as he squirmed in his seat until the moderator called his name. My nerves became jumbled up with every slow, steady step he took. He ran his hand through his hair again and didn’t remove his focus from the podium.

      The low murmur quieted down as the moderator announced that he had six minutes for his rebuttal. He ran his hand along his forehead, removing the tiny beads of sweat accumulating.

      Harold’s deep voice filled the auditorium. He didn’t need the microphone, but he used it. I leaned over to make sure Roberts counted up his points and caught hand signals between Lily and Fran, but I could not quite make what they meant. I saw Roberts with his pad out capturing the points.

      Of course, he’s on it.

      I peered at my own spreadsheet, the one on my phone that was so tiny I continually had to expand it, and held my breath as Harold continued. He appeared more confident as he spoke.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the judges writing down his points.

      Not good. This would be another close one.

      Fran would have to finish her affirmative rejoinder with a bang, just in case the judges awarded him more points. Ten points might seem like a lot to be ahead, but it could disappear in an instant depending on the points each of them made and rebutted.

      This is why I love being on the debate team. No, this is why I love being its captain, including choosing the right member for each debate. At the end, it all comes down to those final moments.

      The debater’s final moments that could lead us to victory or to defeat. And we put up the best debater for the topic without realizing it; one who knew more about policies surrounding football players and recruiters than most of the guys on our team. She followed our football team as well as professional teams as if her life depended on it. I didn’t know why she did it, but I knew she did, and that was why she scored points like crazy.

      With the adrenaline rushing through my veins, I allowed my finger to tap on my lap, as if counting the program points as I thought the judges would award them. Point after point, they continued to add them to the total. Halfway through his debate, I could not figure out how close he was to catching up to her. We had gone into this last round with ten points ahead, but he could catch up to her and surpass her points if he didn’t mess up. She would have to make sure that her last three minutes were on point. I could see her poker face not reacting to any of his points, but her fingers fiddled with her jacket.

      Is she scared or preparing?

      I decided I could not keep up with his points, I tapped my fingers on the blended cotton skirt I wore. Why not mimic Fran? The uniform they had us wear to competitions was not terrible, but it could have been made with a lighter, softer fabric. Without thinking about it, I traced the fine lines of the skirt, hoping for him to mess up somewhere. The clock’s quiet ticktock in the background made me more nervous. He gained ground every second that hand moved, and my insides wanted to scream for it to stop. It didn’t. The clock continued its slow movement forward but not fast enough for me. We needed to maintain the ten-point lead, but at that moment, I could imagine he would win every point and more.

      Roberts didn’t appear worried as he added points, which meant Fran had a chance to win her round if she continued the way she had from the beginning of this debate. At this point, I should’ve been less tense, but all I could think about was that we would either lose the competition by only a couple of points or win it. I could not help watching Roberts and his amazing poker face: it didn’t provide one ounce of insight to his feelings. The clock continued its slow journey, and this time, it was me squirming in my seat. I wanted the buzzer to ring, but it didn’t. Harold paused at least ten seconds, and I leaned forward to focus on those judges. The very ones who would surely notice that pause and would hopefully deduct a point or two. It was the only way we could come close to winning.

      The smell of popcorn drifted by my nose and made my stomach topsy-turvy. It could not handle food at a time when it was too busy juggling my nerves. Harold paused again and opened his mouth to continue.

      Ring! Ring!

      Too late now, dude!

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

          
            GARY ROBERTS 4:32 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t believe how well Fran had been nailing those points. Wow, she’s been practicing. I am so proud of her.

      I could see tiny beads of sweat on Harold’s forehead before he wiped them away. Fran glanced over to our table, and I gave her two thumbs-up, but she didn’t even notice me. Her eyes quickly fixated on him: Harold, the senior from the last competition who she constantly wanted to talk to.

      Jeez, that’s all I need. My sister with a crush on the competition. Just great! At least she only sees him during competitions. Or does she see him somewhere else?

      She had stood too close to him at the last competition and I had to let her know that we needed to leave.

      I needed to focus on her points and not on my suspicions.

      Fran could easily knock another couple of his points away which meant she would score higher than he would and keep us in the lead. Yes! I wrote it down, but my eyes continually checked out Harold, who appeared to be nervous. The two girls who had sat between him stared at him almost as much as Fran did. They were cute, but Fran was beautiful, and if he was like most guys, he would dump the other two girls and chase my sister.

      Oh, no. My only chance at some peace is that he must have a girlfriend and will not be interested in my sister.

      The smell of popcorn hit my nose, and my stomach growled. I checked the time and concentrated on our points. If my calculations were correct, we were on our way to a win.

      Another win for Stonehaven High would be an amazing addition to my college applications. The ones that were only waiting for the results of this competition before being mailed out.

      C’mon, Fran, prepare to obtain another couple of points, and we’ll win this one! And stop checking him out as if he’s the last guy on earth that you want to snatch.

      She returned to her seat with her head held high and her shoulders back.

      Harold went up to the podium and seemed nervous. He ran through his negative rebuttal. I added his points but at one point he faltered.

      The bell rang and I put my pen down.

      No one moved. He walked back to his seat, his hands inside his front pockets and his head down. Harold’s steps were as slow as molasses dripping from a cold bottle. Meanwhile, it seemed as though both teams didn’t make a single noise. The judges ignored us all, tallying up the points. I could not help but see that both teams watched them as if they were the prey of a predator that hadn’t eaten in months. Intensely.

      Seconds later, the moderator called Fran.

      The moderator announced that Fran would be up for the affirmative rejoinder, and I was ready to keep noting down the points my sister made. The moment she opened her mouth, her words became golden. She struck every positive point; the judges watched her and wrote on their pads. I didn’t know who to watch, the judges or my sister, but my fingers didn’t stop scribbling down the points in my favorite notebook. I held my breath, let it go, and drew another breath. Fran was on fire, and Harold, poor guy, he knew he was about to lose to one of the best debate members of our team.

      Hoping that we had all done enough to earn a higher score than Westerfield High, I continued writing down the points while still watching her and Harold.

      She destroyed every one of his arguments, proving that she would win this round and therefore the competition. A surge of a whole bunch of pride swelled up inside me, the kind of pride that only a brother could have for his younger sister.

      The clock’s ticktock didn’t bother me; the second hand moved around the clock, and I could not care. My eyes were fixated on her making history for Stonehaven High as a sophomore. It would be our sixth consecutive win. She was killing this debate round.

      Ring! Ring!

      I released the air I held in my lungs, because I was glad it would be over as soon as the winner was announced.

      One of the judges handed the score sheet to the moderator who opened it up and smiled.

      “Ladies and gentleman.” She paused, her head moving from one side to another, her gaze did not stop at one team longer than the other.

      Lady, you are killing me. Give me a sign or hurry up. My delicate constitution cannot handle any more delays.

      She continued, “This has been a tough competition, and you all should feel extremely proud of your performance here.”

      No one moved. I don’t think anyone even took a breath. On both sides of the room, we were still, as if we were mannequins in a selfie shot.

      “Let’s give a round of applause to the last two debaters, who scored the highest points of the entire competition.”

      The auditorium exploded with hundreds of clapping hands. I wanted to wring the moderator’s throat so she could forgo the speech and proclaim the winner.

      Just let us know whether or not we won.

      “Without further ado,” she slowly lifted her hands, “drum roll, please.”

      We all smacked our laps, filling the auditorium with the tapping of hundreds of hands.

      C’mon, lady, just tell us if we won or not. We’ll either be celebrating, or we’ll be totally depressed on the five-hour trip back home.

      “The winners of the Winter Tournament Debate Team Championship for the sixth year in a…”

      We didn’t bother to hear the rest of her announcement. We. Had. Won. We jumped out of our seats and hugged each other. One of the boys shouted a “hurray” followed by “we did it” and other short phrases. Winning another competition, this all-important tournament, would push us closer to the State Finals in June. We still needed to win the other tournaments, but if we could manage to win those as well, then the Nationals would be ours again as well! It was the best feeling in the world to know that, we had our sixth win. Incredulous feelings knowing that with Grace’s guidance and our perseverance, we were closer to winning the State Championship, maybe even Nationals.

      I found Fran, squeezing her until she might have wanted to punch me. With all the happiness running through my body, I would not have released her even if she had beaten me up. “You did it! I am so very proud of you.”

      She smirked as if she held a secret and wouldn’t share. “Yep, we won! Best feeling ever!” Fran tilted her head in Harold’s direction, but her eyes didn’t leave mine. “I am on top of the world.”

      “You should be. So how does it feel to probably having gotten the most points out of the entire team as a sophomore?”

      “Tremendous joy? Simply amazed that we won.” Her eyes went to the Westerfield team, whose faces appeared to want to be buried in the sand, especially Fitzgerald who hid his eyes behind his longish hair. I could not help thinking there was something going on between these two.

      Grace came over and hug her. “I’m tremendously glad that you are on our team and that you surpassed my expectations. Thank you!”

      Fran grinned. “Why don’t we start the process of saying how sorry that they didn’t win?”

      

      Grace nodded. “Yes, of course. I will be first up since I am captain.”

      She quickened her steps, reaching Olivia McConnelly, who stood at the front of the Westerfield team, a senior whose normally straight light brown hair seemed to have gone through a monkey’s cage with no protection. I could not believe how tangled and messy it had become. Olivia never had a hair out of place. I wanted to commiserate with her on her team’s loss, but I could not. It would appear as if I was rubbing her loss in. Adjusting my face to wipe any hint of proudness, I reached her right after Grace thanked her for a great competition.

      Since I would be team captain I wanted to be right after Grace.

      Where’s Fitzgerald? He’s team captain and should be up here.

      Olivia briefly lowered her eyes while she raised her right hand. I grabbed her clammy hand, shaking it a couple of times.

      Her smile seemed genuine, but her voice slightly quivered. “Congratulations. I mean it. You beat us by five points this year.”

      “Thanks. Sorry you lost. Your team did amazing. We really had to bring our game up compared to everyone else.”

      “Thanks for saying that. It is hard to lose, but your skills this year were incredible, extraordinarily outstanding. And Francine Roberts is amazing, especially for a sophomore. I feel sorry for next year’s team.” She half-smiled. “I am glad I am heading to college instead of debating against you guys again.” Her laughter, low and throaty, made me happy. “I usually help put the exercises together with Harold and they would kill us with all the exercises we would have to coordinate just to compete against your team.”

      “Well, your team really made us work harder this year than in the last three years I’ve been on this team. We had to really bring our best game to manage a win.”

      The team gathered behind me, still super excited from the thrill of winning, or at least their murmuring suggested it. I moved to Harold who had slipped in next to Olivia and still didn’t appear to have accepted the fact that we won.

      “Harold, I am sorry you lost.” I shook his huge hand. His knotted face managed a small smile, which didn’t reach his eyes. “You’re a hard debater to beat.”

      “Thanks. You have amazing players, they all did extremely well. You should be very proud of all of them, especially Francine. We learned a lot about not…” he paused, “…underestimating the competition.” His eyes slid to Fran for a mere second before returning to mine. “She will definitely be a force to reckon with in any competition.”

      He probably thought I didn’t see it. Even more interesting. My sister had a history or at least had a connection to him, but something blocked it and I had no clue. Whatever it was would remain a secret until Fran chose to divulge it. As long as it didn’t affect her competitive spirit, I didn’t need to know right away.

      “Yes, that is always a good lesson to learn from these competitions. We knew it would be fierce, and we doubled our efforts to make sure we could win every point, but it was not easy.” My eyes strayed over to the next person in line. “Your team and you did extremely well. See you later.”

      I wanted to stay to hear Fran’s and his conversation, but it wouldn’t be right, so I moved on to the rest of his team.
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      Olivia moved on to the next person in line, and there he stood, a mere foot away from me with those two girls hanging by his side like guards who were being paid by the second to protect him. I wished they had found another guy to be around and not him. My soul feasted on his presence, my eyes enjoying his beauty despite his disheveled appearance. He definitely was not as put together as the first time I saw him, but it didn’t matter. He was still the guy whose eyes could meet mine and make my heart beat faster and slower at the same time. The same guy whose voice lit a fire in my insides so high a rocket could make it to the moon and back, and he was the only one in the entire world to tame the flame he ignited.

      I didn’t know what it was about him, but there was something, something powerful between us. I wished he could see it as well. Or at least admit that our souls were meant to find each other in this vast world. His gaze met mine, but he quickly lowered his eyes. I wanted to know if it was because I had beaten him in his arena or if it was because he was still denying the powerful link we had.

      With a strength I discovered from deep within me, I extended my hand for him to shake. “You raised extraordinary points. I’m sorry you lost.”

      Our eyes connected, and for a moment, my whole world tilted as he leaned forward but stopped himself. “You were amazing out there. Have you thought about public speaking as a career?”

      Dude, are you serious? This is what you want to say to me?

      “Nope, I never have. I debate for the thrill of being able to compete with others I feel are my peers.”

      “Well, I think you will make an excellent speaker with these skills you’ve acquired.”

      How do I reach him? How can I climb over that wall he’s created?

      “Really, I think my skills lie in a totally different direction.”

      “Oh? Where? Politics?”

      I wanted to knock some sense into him with a pillow on the head, but instead I moved two inches closer, not too close that it would be weird to anyone watching us but close enough that he could hear my whisper. “No, a more domestic arena with less hoopla.”

      His forehead scrunched up.

      “I want a boyfriend who will like me for me, who will not care how old I am, nor what I wear, nor who I hang out with. The kind of boyfriend I might just marry. The one person who I will always love. The kind of husband who loves me no matter what. The husband who will support me whether I decide to work outside the home or stay home. Yes, my future is secure in knowing that who I choose as a husband will always be there for me.”

      His eyes widen but he cleared his throat. “I think we are holding up the line. Congrats again.”

      “Thanks.” I winked at him. “Until the next time when we’ll meet to debate how our choices affect our lives in either a positive or a negative way.”

      I didn’t bother waiting for my words to sink in but went to the next person in line, of course the perky blonde with the gorgeous eyes. Luckily, Marilyn had spent an equal amount of time talking to Grace and my brother before she greeted me without a hint of anger.

      It took another thirty minutes before we were finally boarding the bus, which I could not believe my brother had managed to switch me to the junior and senior bus. It was a blessing in disguise because I didn’t want to talk to my friends. The giggling would continue on the entire time we were on that bus, and I wanted to be left alone with my visions of him occupying my entire mind.

      After the half hour of debriefing, no one bothered me. The bus filled with mostly juniors and seniors could’ve been labeled the party bus as everyone talked, changed seats, and listened to music from someone’s phone. I closed my eyes, hoping to ignore the loud noise. It didn’t work. Where were the earbuds I needed for the five-hour party? My earbuds could only substitute the intensity of their noise with music, but my mind fought sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After two hours, the bus driver stopped at a local rest stop, which calmed everyone down. The entire busload decided to behave and keep the noise down. Everyone knew the rules: best behavior or the teachers wouldn’t allow us to compete the next time. We left the bus to stretch our legs and eat our dinner.

      Our uniforms identified us, and most of us wore it proudly, our win helping us to push back the disgust we had for it. As winners of the latest tournament, we knew people would recognize our school’s colors the closer we were to home. After an hour, most of us were subdued by the food paid for by our school and the local sponsors that supported the team.

      By the time we were loaded in our buses, I was ready to sleep, but somehow Lily and Clare managed to disappear. It took another half an hour to locate the two girls, who had drifted to the opposite end of the rest stop as they wanted to buy meringue cookies. They had worried that the bus driver had taken off without them especially since neither had a phone, money, or identification on them. Although we were in a fairly safe environment, my two friends had started to experience the panic we can all feel when we are lost.

      The whole missing girls episode was a blessing in disguise. Everyone was tired and not as cheerful as when we left Port Charlotte. I found my seat and plumped down, ready to scream if anyone even peeped in my general direction. I could not handle my older classmates, no matter how cool they were. Space. I needed it to dwell in my misery that Harold hadn’t indicated that he might change his mind about me as a potential girlfriend.

      With my head against the cold window, I only wanted to think about him and whether my words had managed to break some of his bias toward me. It still amazed me that he wouldn’t date me because I happened to be two years his junior. Everyone else was fine with it but not him. He was as bad as my brother with all his rules and dogmas about what he should do and should not do.

      Jeez, why do I have all the luck to like a guy just like my brother and dad?

      I woke up with a jolt as the bus limped along and stopped. An hour later, the bus driver announced that he had to replace a tire with the spare and that we would be driving slower to avoid pressure on the spare. A few of the students and Mr. Rodriguez had moved to the other bus to keep the lower the total weight down.

      I glanced down at my beeping phone.

      It is only ten p.m., but it feels like midnight.

      Between staying up the night before talking with my friends about who had started to date who and the lulling rhythm of the ride, my eyes refused to stay open. Every couple of seconds, they closed and didn’t want to reopen. The bus had quieted down enough that the murmur of a couple of the kids was audible. My tired body wanted to sleep, and despite wanting to think of him, I could feel my eyelids becoming heavier until they closed. The last thought was one I would never forget.

      Hmm, maybe if something dramatic happens, it may change his mind, just maybe…
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      Roberts tilted his head toward Grace, who talked to both Lily and Clare two empty rows in front of us. “Why don’t we talk to them?”

      I hunched down further in my seat, pretending I didn’t hear him. Roberts should not bother trying to coerce me to approach her. It was futile until I had gathered enough courage to even smile at her.

      “C’mon.” His whininess grated on my nerves, but I didn’t acknowledge him.

      I stared out the window at the dark, cloud-filled night, still ignoring him.

      “It is my chance to talk to her without being too pushy.” He pushed my arm. “I know I haven’t done it before, but I am thinking if I don’t take a chance now, Lily will find someone else.”

      He didn’t have to continue. I knew what he was thinking. If she went out with some other guy, it might be years before Roberts could ask her out or she’d break up with the guy and not want to date for some time.

      Or he could take a chance and be the rebound boyfriend.

      None of those scenarios sounded good. And anyways, it would be tough for him.

      It was the same way I felt about Clare, but I didn’t know if I was ready. I shook my head and closed my eyes.

      He jabbed his elbow into my ribs. “Ready?”

      “Stop, dude.”

      He elbowed me again, hard enough for me to open my eyes and narrow them.

      I wanted to bop him, but I could not because a teacher might give me detention even though they knew we were close friends.

      But he was so into this girl that he was acting more desperate than usual. My hand swatted his elbow at his third attempt. “Bro, they’re too engrossed in their conversation.”

      “We can talk about the debate.”

      That would have been a good idea, maybe a player move, but something held me back.

      I’m a coward.

      But I could not admit to him how scared I was. Again, I shook my head, because I didn’t want to find out that she didn’t like me. Scared that she would diss me.

      I peeked at them before I said, “We’ll just be bothering them. Besides, Clare and Lily aren’t too happy. Check out their frowns. We’ll just make them mad because we are interrupting their little gathering. It might throw them off.” I jerked my shoulder forward. “Clare might hate me afterward.”

      “Nah, hate is too strong a word as my mom likes to say. She’ll be upset.” He chuckled. “If they don’t want us to talk, then we’ll shut up.” He punched my arm. “Let’s at least try. I feel like tonight is the right moment, and you’re my wingman. I need you.”

      I peeked over the seats, my heart pounding just thinking that I could be that close to her. That I might actually be able to talk to Clare. “I don’t know, dude, they seem pretty engrossed in whatever they’re talking about.”

      Roberts stared at them. “Dude, do I have to beg?”

      “Yep. Start begging ’cause I am not budging.” I crossed my arms, our signal for end of conversation.

      He bumped into my upper arm. “Listen, we’re stuck in this tiny bus for another two and a half hours. And the freaking phone towers are down. I can’t get any signal. Can you?”

      “Nah, nada.”

      For the fifth time in the last thirty minutes, I tried accessing my social media sites but nothing. It was as if the whole network was down.

      “Please just give me five minutes. If they tell us to buzz off, we will. And we’ll dissect the debates.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Okay.”

      I didn’t have to tell him that I was preparing for what I would say, hoping that whatever came out of my mouth was not garbage.
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      “Why is Fran not with us? Is she upset?” Clare asked, her voice lowered to almost a whisper. “Did she want to ride with the lower classes?”

      Grace peered from above the seat at Fran, but Fran was out like a newborn sleeping child. “At dinner, she told me that she was really tired. The whole trip, the pressure of the debate was too much for her, and she only wanted to get sleep. It appears as though she accomplished her mission.”

      “Yep, she’s definitely asleep, while her brother and Andrew talk away. What do you think Roberts is saying to Andrew? It seems too intense for debate things.”

      Grace made a strange face I could not decipher and shifted in her seat. “Who knows? I am going to start my journaling before I forget, but I’ll catch up later.”

      Once Grace returned to her seat, I asked, “Do you think she knows how much I like him?”

      “Not sure but she might suspect?” Clare shrugged, smoothing her fingernails with their cream-colored nail polish.

      “Maybe I should just talk to him, but what do I say?” I shifted in my seat, almost falling into the aisle.

      “Talk about his topic at the debate. He seemed really into it.”

      “That’s boring, and I have nothing to add. Maybe about the latest football game?”

      Clare snickered and leaned her head against the window. “Did you even watch the last game?”

      “No, but I can listen to him tell me all about it.”

      She probably wanted to roll her eyes, but she didn’t. Instead, she flipped her hands over. “Really?”

      I twirled my hair, making a mess of it, but I didn’t care. It was not as if he would notice me. “You’re right. How about who he thinks will win the Super Bowl?”

      “You know less about the two teams than I know, and I don’t even know who everyone thinks is going to win.” Clare removed her rings from her left hand.

      “What can we talk to him about?”

      “You are on your own. I am not walking over there so everyone can see how much of a loser I am. The dude doesn’t look my way. I could drop dead in front of him, and he’d step over my cold body.”

      “It’s not that bad. I’m sure he would talk to you if you talked to him.”

      She didn’t glance up, playing with her two rings. “Who cares. The guy I like doesn’t like me, and that’s it. I know you like Roberts, and I think he likes you, but I am not going over there and appearing like a desperate groupie tagging along with her friend.”

      I grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “Don’t say anything, but they’re both coming here.” I released her hand.

      She dropped one of the rings, and it rolled right underneath Andrew’s feet. Her hands grabbed my forearm, and they were cold. Icy cold.

      My eyes met Roberts’s, and his face beamed. “Hey.”

      “Uhm, hey.”

      “Your ring is pretty.” Andrew’s voice croaked as he looked at Clare’s ring and grinned. The biggest smile I’d ever seen from this guy. At my friend. But all I could focus on was Roberts’s own smile, as if he actually noticed me.

      I would jump for joy if there was a tiny, little possibility of us being friends. It’d be fantastic if he didn’t dislike me. I curled my toes in my shoes, holding back my happiness.

      And all of a sudden, the world became more confusing than ever with one thought. Maybe they liked us and were as scared to talk to us as we were to talk to them.

      A big maybe but it could be possible.

      Just maybe my friend and I had a chance.
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      “Sorry I almost stepped on it, but it rolled under my foot.” That was totally lame. I could not believe how dorky I sounded.

      Why can’t I be normal around this girl? I’m on the freaking debate team, and I can’t communicate like a normal human being. A simple conversation with the girl I like is all I want.

      I handed her the small gold ring with a red stone. My stomach flipped a couple of times as she smiled. A sweet, cute one showing her two dimples. Not at me, but still, she seemed happy.

      “No biggie even if you had.” Clare lowered her eyes, grabbed a red sweater, and placed it in front of her.

      Why does she need a shield with me?

      She slid the ring back on her ring finger of her right hand. She fiddled with the ring, rotating it a couple of times until she straightened it. “It’s a really old ring.”

      Without bothering to ask, I sat in front of them and placed my upper arm on the top of the seat. I needed to take a chance and let her know that I liked her. And while I couldn’t divulge how much I liked her, somehow I had to let her know that I was into her.

      Roberts was right; if I didn’t manage to say it, some other guy would.

      I would hate if another guy came along and dated her without me never even trying.

      I didn’t want to even think about it, but if that was my motivation, then it was what I needed. Seeing her with another guy would hurt, probably so much that I’d want to punch him, to hurt him as much as the pain I would feel.

      The scent of vanilla filled the air around me.

      Is she hiding a desert in her bag?

      A half smile came through as I thought of thousands of topics and none at all. I could not help staring at her, but she didn’t acknowledge me, too focused on her friend’s conversation with Roberts.

      How can I say something without everyone knowing? Why can’t I just ask her out? Maybe I can ask her about one of the classes? Maybe if she needs help with Chemistry? I’m pulling a 3.9, and she complained she got a B on the last test?

      I barely caught the tail end of Roberts’s conversation; his eyes didn’t leave Lily. “Yeah, it hasn’t worked in the past hour. How about yours?”

      “I didn’t bother unmuting it, but let me check. It is probably a carrier issue.” She dug in her back pocket and pulled out last year’s popular phone. “Strange, mine hasn’t updated since we left the rest stop. Clare, what about you?”

      Clare pulled out an old phone, one I thought the phone company had retired a year ago. Shaking her head, she said, “Nope, it’s not working either. That’s totally weird. Mine always gets good coverage.” Her eyes peeked at me under those lashes, but she didn’t move her head. Why couldn’t she meet my eyes? I was not ugly, at least according to the girls my mom fostered. They were younger than ten, but they were brutally honest.

      “Weird is right.” My tone sounded like I woke up with a bad cold. I think it even cracked.

      Why can’t I talk in my normal voice? Heck, why can’t I ask her out? I should gather some strength from deep inside myself and just ask her out. Maybe ask if she likes ice cream or hanging out at Old Man Shakes.

      “Are you going to check out that suspense movie everyone’s talking about?” Roberts sounded even more nervous than I did, but Lily didn’t seem to notice. She twirled her hair while answering his question. They ignored us as they continued talking about the movie.

      A movie I cared nothing about. Clare’s left shoulder leaned against the window while she played with her rings again.

      My brain worked extra time, thinking of topics we could have a conversation about.

      She asked, “Are you staying local for Christmas break?”

      I couldn’t believe it. Clare asked me a question, and her gaze met mine. The twinkle she usually had was back and it made my whole heart beat ten times faster.

      “Yeah, we’ll visit my great-aunt about two hours away in the late morning Christmas Eve, have lunch, but then we’ll be back home by the early evening.”

      She touched the top button of her sweater, and it fell off her lap. She quickly picked it up and covered her front.

      “Her husband died last year, so we’ll be spending some time with her.” I tapped on the back of the seat trying to think of something else to say.  “How about you?”

      “All my family usually comes over, and it’s mandatory that we’ll all be home.” Either the ring bothered her finger or she was OCD, because she continued to play with her ring. Was she as nervous as I was? “I’ll be helping my mom cook, but other than that…” She shrugged, her eyes staring at the floor.

      “Cool. My mom throws me out of the kitchen every year. She thinks I’ll eat all the food before dinner.” I chuckled, hearing her cute giggles. They produced all crazy things inside me. “She’s right, but I do wish she’d let me help anyways. I’ve promised her I can’t eat all the food she makes.”

      This is not bad. I’m talking to her, and she hasn’t told me to disappear. Maybe I can…

      “Mine doesn’t allow my da…, uhm, my brothers to help out either.” She bit her lip and did not say another word. She stared at the ceiling, lost in her own thoughts. But although she didn’t face me, her eyes lost their normal sparkle. They were replaced with a sadness I couldn’t decipher. In the past few months, I had seen her like this, but it was usually in the classroom when she wasn’t talking to anyone.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded but didn’t glance my way.

      Our brief conversation ended faster than a closing door with a nitro-fueled spring. I couldn’t understand it. But after the glimpse that we could have a normal conversation, I didn’t want to lose my opportunity. “Which movie do you prefer watching right before Christmas when you’re not helping with the cooking?”

      I rubbed the top of the seat, waiting for her to reply. Hoping she would continue talking.

      After thirty seconds, I couldn’t stand the silence between us. I wanted her to talk to me. “Clare?” Not a response. I tapped on the seat.

      “Huh?” Her gaze finally met mine. I wanted to melt into her clear light green eyes, the color of eyes that made you think of a Greek sea untouched by the pollution in our world. They were so clear as if I could tell all her secrets. Not that I could, but it seemed like there was a possibility because they were so unblemished.

      I wanted to repeat the question as if she hadn’t missed anything but decided not to embarrass her if she noticed. “I like to watch the Christmas movies every year.”

      Maybe she’ll think I am a goofball, but I don’t care.

      I prodded, hoping she’d respond. “Do you like Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer or Santa Claus Is Comin’ to Town or The Little Drummer Boy?”

      Her gaze fixated somewhere between my arm and the back of the seat. I needed to bring her back from whatever thoughts made her sad.

      “Or are you into the new movies. Elf? The Grinch?”

      “I’m into the classics, so The Little Drummer Boy every time.” Her smile brightened her face, releasing tiny butterflies in my stomach. And those eyes of hers regained their usual twinkle. “It is the one I can’t miss every year. How about you?”

      “I watch them all, but The Little Drummer Boy is my all-time favorite.” It was not a line.

      “Really? I thought you’d be into The Grinch?” Her infectious giggle made me chuckle.

      I glanced around the bus, but luckily, most of the other students were listening to music, sleeping, or reading. Lily and Roberts were in their own bubble. Nobody was paying attention to us.

      “Why?”

      She bit her lip, lowering her voice. “You always seem so upset at the world.” She tilted her head in my direction. “Every single time I see you, you have an I-hate-the-world expression on your face.”

      “I didn’t think you noticed what kind of expression was on my face.”

      “Well, you are in most of my classes, and you’re usually the last one to come into the room. Not to mention debate.” She picked up one of her legs and tucked it under her, adjusting her skirt. “So do you hate the world?”

      “No, just everyone in it.”

      Her eyes widened so much I thought they would leap out of the sockets. I waved my hands in front of her, laughing at her incredulous expression. She remained quiet as if she didn’t know how to react.

      “I am just kidding. I don’t hate anyone, but sometimes the everyday grind of school, studying, and gearing up for debates, well, it all gets to me. You know?”

      “Oh, I know.” Her face seemed void of any expression.

      “Do you?” I turned my body, kneeling on the seat so I could face her. I hunched over to be at eye-level. I did not want to tower over her. “I would think you have the perfect life.”

      She snorted. I’d never heard a girl snort like she did. It was kinda cool that she did. She shook her head, her hair lifting and returning to her shoulders. “My life is far from perfect…especially since…” She raised a loose fist to her mouth, and her knuckles went into her mouth as if she was holding back a cry or words.

      “Since when?” I did not want to pry, but something told me not everything in her life was good. An unknown trouble was causing her pain. I could see it in her eyes; those clear green eyes that made me want to jump in them.

      The bus jolted, and I gripped my fingers on the top of the seat, trying not to fall over. Her hands grabbed mine, and for a moment, the whole world stopped spinning. In a strange way, we held hands or she held my hands. I liked it. The bus continued its smooth ride, and she removed her hands. My hands lost her warmth, and I wanted it back.

      “Sorry, I did not want you to fall over.”

      “No worries. Any time you want to save me from a jolting bus, just put your hands on top of mine.” I took in the stale air around me. “I liked it.”

      She tilted her head and said with a lowered voice, “Really?”

      “Yep, your fingers felt right around mine.”

      Her face lit up and she leaned over and pulled out a bag. “You deserve a meringue.”

      The bus jerked again, but this time, it did not stop. The bus’s tires no longer gripped the concrete road. We weren’t on any paved surface but on gravel. Or sand. I did not know why, but for some reason, I was scared that we were heading into a sand dune. Our bus was heading in the wrong direction.

      Miss Hernandez screamed for everyone to hang on, and the bus swerved, tilting up on its side.

      Screech! Crack! Screams erupted from my classmates as the bus continued to spin. I reached out to Clare at the same moment she reached for my arm.

      The friction sound of metal against metal surrounded the inside of the bus. The bus could’ve been torn apart. I heard more screaming.

      My head rolled to its side and I drew my last breath.

      And then there was silence.
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      The sound of metal grating against metal on the road near the Jupiter Lighthouse made my own insides cringe. In the instant it takes for lightning to hit the ground, I could see Andrew grab the seat in front of him, hoping that he wouldn’t fly out of the slippery bus seat.

      The stench of rubber tires skidding against the hot tar made him want to throw up, but he held it in as he tried to protect Clare McDougall. That was my Andrew, always the one in charge. Or so he thought. At that moment, all he could think about was would the bus survive the twisting and turning it was going through and how he could help Clare.

      He didn’t think he would die.

      Despite his body being thrown around like a rag doll in the hands of a young child. As a typical teenager, Andrew thought of himself as invincible. Unfortunately, he would learn how wrong he was.

      But I know better. He will die. And yet by a miracle, he would be given the choice to live. They will all live after being injured. All but one will survive this horrific accident.

      Though he held on for dear life, Andrew’s body twisted and lifted out of his seat, thrown against the bus.

      It lay complete lifeless.

      My ward had died.

      Time for us to act before they come.
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      My lungs burned. No matter how hard I tried, I could not catch my breath; the air seemed to disappear, leaving me gasping. Intense heat surrounded my body. It felt as if it was on fire. Literally. The keening exploded around me, pounding against my eardrums. Smoke filled the area around me. I wanted to keep my eyes open, but I could not no matter how much I tried. A loud bang went off, and I opened my eyes to black smoke filling the entire bus. My mind wanted my body to run off and not worry about the smoke and burning smell near me.

      I closed my eyes, trying to escape the itchiness. More keening erupted from close by, and I wanted to scream for whoever it was to stop.

      That was until I identified where the wailing came from. It was coming from me, and stopping it seemed impossible.

      I prayed to return to the haven that was my home, to be cocooned in my bed, safe from all the burning smoke. From the stench of burning skin. My burning skin.

      The heart that had beaten strong and steady all of my life, from the moment I discovered how the heart worked, slowed down. It was not strong, it was weak. My body grew cold, so cold I wanted to shiver, but the burning sensation wouldn’t let me.

      As team captain, I should be helping others, but I couldn’t.

      I’m burning! My body is in flames!

      I screamed and cried out, “My Lord, please help me. Please help us all.”

      A blackness overtook my body, and my mind became blank, void of all thoughts.
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      Wailing. I heard a person wailing, then afterward they moaned. Another person screamed, but I could not tell if it was one person or more than one. With all the screaming and moaning, I could not decipher how many required my help. The crying continued, and I wanted to reach out to them, but first I needed to force my eyes to function.

      My eyes opened, and all around me, grayish-black smoke hid the rest of the bus. I closed them and tried to feel my body. The seat belt held my body against the seat back and wouldn’t allow me to move forward. Wetness, my fingers touched a slippery substance on my thigh.

      Blood! It is blood! But whose blood? It couldn’t be mine. At least, I didn’t feel hurt. Nothing ached. Except for my lungs. They burned. I coughed and loosened my blouse from the seat belt to block my face.

      The burning in my lungs and throat eased a bit when I stuck my nose inside the fabric. But the lack of air scared me.

      We can die from not having breathable air.

      Andrew.

      I reached out, but his hand was gone. We had reached out for each other right before I heard the scraping and ripping of metal. But where was he? I extended my arm toward where he was the last time I saw him. Nothing except for the back of the seat. And empty space.

      Lily!

      I extended my arms to the side, but my fingers only grasped air. I moved my right arm in a ninety-degree angle but again nothing. I lowered my arm and touched the back of a body slumped over the seat, but I could not tell if it was Lily. Our jackets were all the same, no distinction between them. I remembered she had the bottom of her seat belt on as she did not want to wear the top of it.

      A piercing cry calling for God rang in my ear, and my head rolled forward.

      It was complete blankness.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

          
            FRANCINE ROBERTS 11:15 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to scream for someone to shut that person up, but I could not. My mouth stuck together as if filled with cotton, dry cotton which I couldn’t spit out. And my tongue felt as if it was ten times bigger than it should be. Was my brother playing a trick on me? I needed to clear my lungs but couldn’t.

      My eyes itched as if sand was stuck underneath the lids and wouldn’t come out. The scary part was that I wanted to move my hands but could not. Something pinned them to my left side.

      Gary. Where is my brother?

      Last time I briefly opened my eyes, he was near Andrew, Lily, and Clare. Grace was near the back. Was it her wailing and screaming? Or someone else?

      My mind wants to drift off back to sleep, but maybe that is not the best idea. What if I have a brain injury? Will I forget about Harold? My parents?

      Someone screamed. At the same time, the stench of burning reached my nose, and I wanted to move away. My mind drifted until all I could see was black.

      Complete blackness.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

          
            GARY ROBERTS 11:15 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      Screaming.

      Who was screaming? Why were they screaming? What’s up with all that noise? Was that the motor? And was that smoke? My nose scrunched but it didn’t make much of a difference.

      I pried open my eyes to black smoke. I tried to blow it away, but the smoke was not going anywhere. It wouldn’t leave no matter how much I wanted it to. I spread my fingers, patting the area around me, trying to feel my way.

      Lily! She should be beside me.

      I remembered sitting across the aisle from her. With my arm extended forward, I groped around, being as careful as I could just in case she was hurt. My fingers did not touch anything or anyone.

      Fran! Drew and Clare!

      Where was everyone?

      A horrible burning smell reached my nose.

      What is that?

      I could not see beyond the seat in front of me, but I narrowed my eyes and continued searching for anyone. I wanted to find Lily, make sure she was okay. I wanted her safe but away from us. The bus stank, the area filled with a dark smoke that burned my eyes, and someone kept screaming as if someone murdered them or they experienced excruciating pain. I wished I could help her, but I could not even find Lily, who had been near me. How was I supposed to help another when I didn’t know where they were?

      I tried to move my legs, but I could not. Either something pinned me to the ceiling, or I would be a paraplegic. My heart sped up. Why could I not move my legs? I tried wiggling my toes, and they hit the top of my Dockers.

      That’s a good sign, right?

      But when I tried moving my legs again, they were still useless. Paralyzed, my legs were paralyzed.

      The screaming continued, and I recognized Grace’s voice.

      Oh, no. What’s wrong with her?

      I prayed for her and then for everyone else.

      Grace’s cry for help echoed in the bus and then nothing.

      Nothing moved, not a sound was made, I could not feel anything. The burning smell disappeared.

      My body, grateful for the state I entered despite that it was devoid of light, eased into that emptiness. Blackness and silence surrounded me seconds later as I slipped back into nothingness.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

          
            LILY SANTOS 11:15 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      Where am I? The bus! Robert, where is he? Is he okay? He sat across the aisle from me, and, oh no, he was not holding on to anything when the bus started to sway.

      I wanted to reach out to him, where he should have been, but my fingers did not move.

      Where is Clare?

      The most piercing scream I had ever heard rang out. My ears picked up more loud screams. Definitely a girl was screaming. I wanted to shut out the constant screaming; I wanted it to stop them right away. My hands struggled against the force holding them back. Another scream and I recognized Grace’s voice. Worst of all, she screamed as if she was being murdered!

      What is happening? Why is she screaming?

      A breeze cleared a section of the floor, and I could see bodies and feet on the floor. My ribs ached. I was bent over the seat belt that held my abdomen in place. I touched a large bag, a duffel bag, jammed between the two seats. A sharp object from inside the bag poked my ribs. No wonder they bothered me.

      A couple of tears rolled down my face, but what I wanted to do was cry out, join Grace in some of her screaming sessions. Instead, I moaned. I wanted to leave the seat, but I could not move the bag, nor could I reach the latch to unlock the seat belt.

      Over Grace’s screams was the consistent sound of a motor grinding against metal. The sound continued without anyone turning the key to turn it off.

      Another breeze pushed smoke into my nose and lungs. My nose scrunched up, and my lungs reacted. My mind told me to leave the bus to go somewhere safe, but my body wouldn’t move. I tried coughing, but the cough lingered in the middle of my lungs, not able to escape nor able to remove the pressure forming in my lungs.

      More smoke blew my way, forcing my eyes to tear up until I released a sob. I quickly closed them to avoid the smoke irritating my eyes. It was too late. I squeezed them tight while blowing air out of my mouth.

      Nothing worked. My lungs burned, tears flowed from my eyes that hurt, my body ached, and I could not move. That was the worst part. No matter how many times my brain commanded my fingers to work, they did not.

      But the most surprising aspect of the entire experience was that I was not scared. With everything hurting and burning and an eerie darkness slowly invading my senses, I was at peace, not happy but at peace.

      Before the blackness completely overshadowed my mind, I heard Grace’s cry for help. It was her cry for the Lord to intercede for her and us. The outcry produced massive goosebumps along my arms. I lost consciousness, and the darkness invaded every part of my body.

      Any hint of light completely disappeared, and the darkness enfolded me in its grip.

      Peace. I was at peace.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

          
            ANDREW’S GUARDIAN ANGEL AWAKENING INSTRUCTIONS 11:20 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      The clear blue South Floridian sky opened up for me. With our wings flapping faster than any other earthly creature could ever dream of accomplishing, we began our descent. My fellow angels and I drifted down. The view of the massive destruction of the forty-foot-wide banyan tree cutting the school bus in two was clear to our eyes. It almost appeared as if the bus had wanted to wrap itself around the tree. We hovered above the broken bus, listening to Grace’s screaming. One of my peers flew over to her, lifting his hands over Grace’s torn body.

      “No!” My strong tone stopped him. Grace’s guardian tilted his head; his eyes held the question that at that moment the rest of the angels were thinking. I could see the deep sadness, but we had an assignment to complete, and our empathy for those we protected could not override it. We needed to follow the plan laid out in front of us. We couldn’t deviate from the path no matter how much those we protected, who we considered our children and their teachers on that bus, needed us.

      “You must not stop her. You must let her wail for a short time longer. All of them must hear her intense wailing; they must remember the sound of Grace’s piercing pain.” Her guardian stared at me, wanting to beg for the pain Grace experienced to be alleviated as soon as we could, but I shook my head. “Grace is fine or will be fine. She will feel the excruciating pain now. Unfortunately, her body must undergo this large amount of pain for her testimony to be complete.”

      The other angels grumbled, but I held my hand up. “She must remember being in this unbearable amount of pain. It will be more pain than anything she has and will ever know. Childbirth pains will be easy for her.” Her guardian nodded and proceeded to step back.

      “Please listen, guardians, your assigned person will be allowed to survive as no one is destined to travel back with us today. Only one will transition over today, and the angel of death is already prepared to accept the soul and deliver it to the dungeons.” The angels closed their eyes, and they lifted up a song of sadness. My deep voice joined theirs.

      I could hear the angels weeping in Heaven as our voices reached their ears. Our voices carried the tears of having lost one soul, but one angel’s voice was stronger than all of ours combined; the lost soul’s angel grieved for that one lost soul. There was nothing he could have done differently, as humans have free will to do as they want no matter how we try to help them find their way.

      Seconds after our song ended, I spoke. “The demon, which inhabited that soul, has long left. However, that which was done for evil will be used for His glory.” My squadron of angels lifted their voices so that all of Heaven could hear. Their song of joy echoed louder than thunder, but human ears could not hear. I closed my eyes, lifting my arms to join them in their praise. The lost soul’s angel lifted his voice to join us. When I opened my eyes, the song ended, and I lowered my arms.

      “However, they must experience small amounts of intense pain, the effects of smoke inhalation, and sustain injuries. They can’t come out of this accident unscathed or with little injuries. This accident could have been devastating; therefore, we must allow our humans to feel the effects. They must unfortunately show certain outcomes from the accident.”

      A couple of the angels nodded, but others stood with their mouths opened. They wanted their wards to suffer as little as possible, I knew that. If it was up to them, they would walk out without a hair out of place, but that wasn’t our decision, and it would create more questions if they didn’t have any injuries or signs of trauma.

      Andrew Lender was my human, but although I did not want him to suffer, he needed to. No matter how much I wanted to protect him, I would have to allow his horrendous suffering. He needed to undergo the pain of having been knocked around and pinned down by the suitcase, and dying on that bus, especially as lately his actions and thoughts had been so far from what is pure. He needed a drastic jolt to his life so he could choose to change his life.

      And if he chose life, he needed to become the best that Andrew Lender could be and not the mediocre, full of animosity person he had become. Clare deserved a man willing to be the leader but not a dictator overriding all others’ wishes for his own wants and needs.

      “Do we need to let them suffer any longer? They’re in tremendous pain. It is too much for any human being.” Lily’s angel protested, not enough to disobey me but to make sure I listened to him. His intense eyes demanded leniency.

      I shut my eyes and asked for permission to begin the process of healing them. “Yes, you’re right. It is too much, so please alleviate their pain so it is minimal.”

      “Can we not eliminate their entire pain experience and let them remember the intense pain?”

      The other angels supplicated, not wanting their humans to undergo this pain.

      I shook my head, the sadness of what they were about to undergo clear in my eyes. “No, unfortunately not. Only erase a small portion. I believe a similar amount that we would do for a mother after a year or two of giving birth. It should be enough pain so they cringe from the experience but they’re not traumatized.”

      All the angels nodded, accepting my words.

      “Good, please begin the process.”

      The angels did not hesitate; they immediately headed over to their hurting human being.

      I stood over Andrew, his body twisted underneath the heavy suitcase of Miss Hernandez.

      Andrew, Andrew.

      I shook my head, knowing what I would allow him to experience. He was about to see the best and worst sides of his guardian angel. There was a reason I was selected as his guardian. And although I felt a tiny bit of remorse for what Andrew would endure, I knew this accident needed to transform him, to make him a better person.

      Your heart, Andrew, it needs a complete overhaul. The type of transformation that most ask for but few are granted. You will have to choose what you want. Death or life?

      He needed to change his heart because every day, it grew colder and colder. As his guardian, I would fight for him, I would not allow him to fall to the dark side without allowing him to see what he was becoming, and that was why he would be the most affected out of all of them and would see more. And why he had to taste death.

      With my arms outstretched, I removed only a quarter of his pain. When all was completed, I would remove another portion of the memory of his pain.

      Andrew, if you decide, you will be a changed young man when this is over. You will be deserving of my guardianship.

      The others completed their task and returned.

      “Good, now that we’ve all prepared them, we’ll bring them back so we can begin their transformations. Remember, once they’re awake, do not erase all their pain no matter how much they beg. They must experience the consequences of the bus driver’s actions.”

      “Grace’s guardian, please prepare her. She’ll be the first one to wake up because her screaming is driving us or at least me a little batty. You must try to bring her back with minimal disruption.” I nodded to him. He returned the nod with his white teeth showing. “To the rest of you, please watch as Grace’s guardian brings her back as gently as possible. We don’t want them too confused or scared. After Grace, we can wake them in this order: Gary, Lily, Fran, and Clare. Drew will be last. Speak to them if they ask questions; otherwise, I will clear the smoke and let you know when we can have them stand at the same time so we can start their journeys. Hold on.”  I lifted my hand and closed my eyes. “You have permission to ease their pain in order for them to walk. Remember when you appear to them that we don’t want to scare them but will want them to see what they went through and what their lives can mean to others.”

      Grace’s guardian was one of the oldest among my squadron and the most able to teach the rest how to transition their humans back from the darkness we had allowed them to be in. The rest of the angels watched as he hovered over Grace’s singed body. Her guardian’s white gown glowed brighter than any sun, than any star, as his hands passed over every inch of Grace’s body.

      Good, his brilliance will slowly bring Grace back without too much disruption.

      Grace woke up, her wailing decreased to a light sobbing. After a few minutes, she moaned and stopped.

      Good, she’s still in pain but no longer in that overwhelming pain.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

          
            GRACE FONG AWAKENING 11:15 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      I withered in pain, my lungs filled with the burning air, my stomach wanting to vomit, but I could not before everything went completely blank and I could not smell, hear, or move my body, not even my fingers. All my senses failed me. My eyelids wouldn’t budge as if they were shut. But then why did I want to open them to complete blackness?

      Terrified. My internal nervous system trembled. I was terrified that I was in a coma and no one would come to help me.

      In an instant, a bright light removed that darkness from my eyes. And with the light, that bright light, the unspeakable burning sensation subsided and my senses returned. The pain did not entirely leave, but it was enough that my desperate cries decreased. I heard my name being called by the sweetest voice, but it was not my mother’s. The most beautiful baritone voice I had ever heard continued to sing my name, calling me to awaken.

      My eyelids fluttered open to a person floating amidst all the black smoke. My eyes focused on the floor and seats above me. I coughed, and the being blew most of the smoke away. The heaviness in my lungs disappeared at the same time.

      “Anabelle Grace Fong.”

      I trembled; no one except my family knew my first name. I had refused to accept it as a three-year-old. A pretty name but it reminded me of a princess in a fairy tale and I did not want to be a princess. I wanted to be my own person without any of that happily-ever-after stuff most girls wanted. The name Grace I could accept but not Anabelle.

      My mother conceded by the time I reached elementary school and somehow managed to have it changed on the school records.

      Only the initial for my first name and my full middle name showed up on the school records. Every year, my mom always reminded the new teachers when they called before the first day of school.

      “Yes, Anabelle Grace, I know everything about you.”

      I’m dead. I’ve died, and this being knows my real name.

      “Of course, I know your name. I am your guardian angel. I will be the one to guide you along this process.” He lifted his arms, and all the smoke disappeared. “Better?”

      I shook my head.

      I’m definitely dead. I won’t attend college or be a mom or do all the thousands of things on my bucket list.

      The tears rolled down my cheeks before he could say another word.

      “No, my dear, don’t cry. You’ve cried enough for the day.”

      How can he tell me not to cry if I haven’t done all the things I wanted to do in this short life? My mom, how will she take it? My dad, my siblings?

      “My dear, this is a special day for you.” The voice continued to sing while talking to me, but it was not saying anything I wanted to hear. I wanted to cover my ears, but my arms wouldn’t obey my brain waves. My whole body was stuck to the ceiling of the bus.

      “I know you’re confused, but you will remember this day for the rest of your life.”

      I don’t care about the rest of my life. My focus is getting off this bus and walking on my own two feet. I want to see if anyone else is hurt and needs my help. I also want to figure out the damage to the bus. It was most likely totaled but maybe not too much damage.

      “I have the answers to your questions, and once I’ve answered them, we’ll have a conversation with the rest of your classmates.”

      “Are they all okay?”

      Another voice with the same song pattern answered. “First, we’ll wake everyone else from the state they’re in, we’ll remove most of your pain, and finally we can let you all know what will happen.”

      What? What does he mean about waking them up from their state? What state is everyone in? And why can’t I see the being speaking? How many are there? And are they good?

      While I could clearly see the being in the brightest white gown in front of me, I couldn’t see anything or anyone else. It was incredible how the black smoke covered everything except him. I couldn’t see anything about him except for the long, flowing robe he wore. And his sandals, beautiful gold sandals with matching laces that went up his ankles and probably higher.

      His feet seemed to be like a cloud, there but not there.

      Are the back of his feet a rust color?

      I wanted to see the rest of him, his face and hands. Would they glow like his feet?

      “You shall see us in a bit. We are each trying to revive the rest of your friends.”

      Friends? This being does not really know me. I have no friends, not really. These are classmates, but they aren’t true friends. I don’t hang out with them except for the competitions and practice times and at school.

      My mom keeps a tight leash on me and my siblings, so we aren’t allowed to hang out like the rest of them. I always thought that they didn’t like me or my no-nonsense attitude. Since I cannot hang with them outside of school, they wouldn’t consider me a friend as I don’t think of them as my friends.

      “You are so wrong, my dear one. So wrong. But you shall see later how many friends you have that you have been holding back by your own insecurities. They love you. They will always be there when you need them. Once you are all awakened, The Truth will be revealed. But right now, close your eyes and rest your mind. I have much work to heal your body.”

      I obeyed him.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

          
            GARY ROBERTS AWAKENING 11:15 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to cover my ears from the screaming as soon as I came to and realized that the crying was gone. A second later, my black world turned completely white. I forced my eyes to open slowly, not because I wanted to leave the state I was in but because the light compelled me to. Its ability to penetrate my eyelids created the desire to see what caused my vision to act abnormally.

      A man dressed in a white dress with wings spread out like an eagle hovered above me.

      Wings? It can’t be.

      I blinked twice, but I could only see the tips of white material sticking up from his back.

      It must have been my imagination because who walks around with wings? And spread-out wings would be so extreme. Halloween is over, my friend.

      The striking thing was that his extraordinary white outfit and his bright glow did not bother my eyes as I thought they should have. I closed my eyes again, noting how the brightness continued to light up behind my eyelids. However, when I opened my eyes again, the light was subdued at the same time that it was not. My brain could not comprehend how it was happening, but it was. Maybe there was something wrong with my perception and my eyes as well as my legs. Maybe they were not working as well as they should be.

      “Gary Franklin Roberts, your eyes and your legs will work.” The deep voice sounded as if it sang, but how did he know my name? I opened my eyes, and the same man in white still stood in front of me. Did he check my wallet? Did he steal my money? Not that there was much in there. The man stared at me, not saying a word but expecting something.

      This is weird. More than weird.

      “No, Gary, it is not weird. I have known you for a very long time. In fact, I will never forget who you are. You will always be the one I protect. And we don’t steal or do harm.”

      Hmm, this guy is off his rockers. He needs some serious counseling ’cause even the way he dresses is way not cool. He’s on the other side of strangeness including those fake wing tips sewn onto the back of his gown that will eventually land him Baker Acted in a hospital. I wonder what his boss says in his line of work. Maybe he’s an actor?

      The guy’s laughter filled the bus, and the sides of his mouth lifted, shaking his head. “They’d have to find me first to stick me in the psychiatric ward. Not happening. And I’m not an actor. But thanks for the laugh. I don’t usually get many,” he paused, “in my line of work, if you wish to call it that.”

      The sound of laughter resounded, but I could not search the area, and I didn’t think it was from any of my classmates.

      Lily.

      I usually obsessed so much about her but I did not even think about her when I woke up.

      Where is she? Is she okay? What about my sister, Drew, and everyone else?

      I wished the black smoke would disappear so I could search for everyone else. I needed to help them if they were in any danger, if they were hurt. A strong desire to check up on them and help them rose up from my inner being. Was Miss Hernadez okay? Oh, and the bus driver. He hadn’t been the nicest guy on the planet, but I should still have wanted to check on him to make sure he was okay.

      “Don’t worry for any of them, Gary, they will recover. Well, most of them will.”

      How are you reading my thoughts? Are you some sort of telepath? How did you become one?

      Another laugh followed with the others tittering along with him.

      This is beyond weird. That laughter is not from my friends. The laughers’ voices are too different for any of them.

      “Gary, no, I am not telepathic, but it is a gift given to us in this line of business.”

      A gift? What does he mean? Who is he? Who is he referring to as “us?”

      Too many questions spun around in my head as I could not help staring at this guy.

      “I’ve been told that it is time to lesson your pain.”

      Who told him? I did not hear anyone speak? That’s right, the guy’s telepathic gifts.

      My eyes scanned the area, but I still could not see beyond this guy. There should have been some visibility because I could see the pocket flap of my jacket being lifted by the wind. Why could I not see anything but smoke? And what did he mean about healing me?

      Heal from what? I am in no pain. I don’t think I am in pain unless I’m in shock?

      It was impossible to figure out if there was something wrong with my body. From what I could tell, the front of my body appeared to be okay, the problem was my legs that weren’t moving, and it was probably because of the heavy duffel bag pinning them down to the floor. The floor, which used to be the ceiling of the bus, I could see but nothing else.

      I lowered my eyes to focus on his feet. The gold sandals with gold lace did not trouble me, it was as odd as his robe, but his almost opaque feet and ankles did seem weird, especially the burnt color of the back of his feet. The whole interaction was becoming stranger and stranger.

      I needed answers, especially about the skin on his feet, they were whiter than anything I had ever seen. And the funky gold sandals with gold laces wrapped around his ankles.

      Hopefully, this guy can tell me what is going on here and who he is.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

          
            LILY SANTOS AWAKENING 11:15 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      The smell of burning reached my nose at the same time the blackness surrounding me lit up. A strong white light penetrated my closed eyes as someone sang my name.

      “Hmm?” I groaned as the pain returned to my body as the light became brighter. Although the brilliant light was brighter than the sun, it did not bother my eyes.

      “Lily Maria Santos.”

      The voice came from above me, and I opened my eyes, searching for the beautiful voice, but my position did not allow me to sit up. The heavy duffel bag remained a big deterrent to my shifting. The object still poked my ribs, and my body ached as if I had the flu.

      I have to tell him that I’m unable to move. Maybe he can get us help.

      “Yes, my dear. I know that you cannot move, but before I help you move, I will have to make sure your pain is minimized, or you will never be able to move.”

      Did the being just answer my thoughts, or did I say it out loud?

      I could not remember, but before I had a chance to reply, he spoke in the same song-like voice, the soothing one that made me happy.

      “I can understand your thoughts, my dear. It is one of the ways we communicate.”

      I was shocked. Complete shocked that he was telepathic.

      He chuckled. “You could say that I am telepathic, but it is actually more than that. However, right now, close your eyes as I remove some of your pain.”

      Is this an angel?

      I closed them, thinking about what he had said. None of it made any sense, but most of the pain subsided. My body was not totally without pain, but he had removed enough of the pain that I did not have to shout out in agony. I was grateful for the amount of relief. While the pain hadn’t completely disappeared, I would take a lot less than the prior amount of pain I had before I blacked out any day of the week. Interestingly, his extraordinary healing not only eliminated most of the pain, but it also lulled me into a peaceful state.

      And a peaceful state was a good thing for me.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

          
            FRAN ROBERTS AWAKENING 11:15 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      A voice called my name, but my subconscious fought to not awaken from my calm state. My body struggled to become conscious; its primary objective was to avoid the pain I had experienced before I passed out.

      A bright light passed the outer shield of my eyelids, penetrating until I could almost see the light with my eyes closed. It was extremely bright but not hurtful like other lights. It reminded me of a cloudless summer day in south Florida but without the sunlight hurting my eyes.

      The insistent voice entered my consciousness.

      Why couldn’t this person leave me alone?

      I forced my eyes to open. Someone in a silky white gown stood in front of me, but the fabric did not appear like my mom’s regular silk dresses. The dresses I liked to run my hands against ever since I had learned the difference between fabrics. No, this silk seemed to be clear without the ability to see through it.

      How can that be?

      The person wore gold sandals with gold laces, but I could not see how high they went. A slight breeze eased the pressure on my lungs and sparked my curiosity.

      How high do those laces go?

      I waited for another breeze which should have caused the gown to reveal the answer to my question, but the gown defied physics. No matter how much I concentrated, I could not see whether or not the laces ran up the person’s calf.

      My brain worked overtime, and I wanted to return to my calm state. I quickly shut my eyes tight. I wanted to find a hammer to destroy the motor which continued to churn. My nerves wished it would stop immediately, but my desire was left wanting.

      “You must awaken, Francine Elizabeth Roberts.”

      The singing voice overrode the motor’s persistent noise.

      “Francine Roberts.”

      My eyes peered at the sandals floating above me.

      What is going on? How is this person floating in the air?

      “It is one of my gifts.”

      Huh? It can hear my thoughts?

      “Another one of my gifts.”

      How many gifts does this person have?

      “We have many gifts to help others.”

      There are others? How many? Are they friendly? And will they all help us? What is going on?

      “All your questions will be answered shortly.”

      Good, because I do not want to freak out in front of all these juniors and seniors. I wouldn’t stop hearing about it for weeks, even months on end. But where is everyone?

      “Your brother and friends will be okay. For now, I will heal your body.”

      I could not understand what he was healing as I did not feel any pain, which was odd since I had been worried about the pain, but when I came to, the pain had become bearable.

      Why is not anyone screaming, talking, or at least moaning? Why is there an absence of noise?

      Before I came to, I could hear so many different sounds, but once he spoke to me, the sounds stopped. It was as if I was in a vacuum, a dead silent vacuum. I could not hear anything except my thoughts and this person.

      This day could not have gotten worse.

      Not opening my eyes, I started to hum inside my head, because the silence was worse than the noise. The humming relaxed me; it relaxed me so much that I began to enter a state so relaxing that I was falling asleep.

      “Francine?”

      What did this person want? Why could he not leave me alone? A nice nap right at that moment would work for me.

      “Unfortunately, at this time, it is not a good time for you to sleep. You must be awake to hear what the lead guardian needs to say.”

      I preferred to be asleep, but I opened my eyes to see his hands gliding a foot above my body. Everywhere his hands moved received an energy which made my body want to sing praise songs. The energy was almost like a tingle, but this tingle did not leave me wired; no, far from it. This energy force he transferred to my body left me relaxed and at ease.

      “I am so glad you’re feeling the positive energy through your entire body.”

      For the first time since we won the competition, I smiled. The energy provided a calmness I hadn’t felt for a long time.

      I closed my eyes and allowed the energy transformation, which he called healing, to help me maintain that calm state without falling asleep.

      “Good, Francine, you are doing so well that I will have you all done in a couple of minutes.”

      Good, because I want to talk to my brother, to my friends, and find out what happened to them.

      Did they undergo the same transformation, healing as the person called it, that I am going through? Are they feeling as good as I am?

      I hoped so, I really hoped so.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

          
            CLARE MCDOUGALL AWAKENING 11:15 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      A bright light invaded my quiet state, the one I did not want to wake up from. A low baritone voice sang my name, near my ear. I wanted to tell it to come back later because I did not want to wake up. I wanted to stay in my quietness with no one bothering me.

      “Clare Laney McDougall.”

      Later. I will wake up later. I promise, but right now, please let me sleep.

      “Clare McDougall.”

      Not now. I am so happy right now. Find someone else to bother; besides, there’s too much disgusting smoke. My lungs can’t take any more.

      “Clare McDougall.”

      Can you not find another person to bother? How about a dog, they’ll play ball for a very long time.

      “Clare McDougall.”

      Okay, I will open my eyes. Just give me five more seconds.

      The image of Andrew lying on the bus’s ceiling, his body twisted in all sorts of unnatural angles, startled me. The image was one I did not want to see. I shook my head, my eyes wide open.

      How can I see his body with my eyes closed but not when I open them? And where is he? I could not tell as the seat belt held me back, it imprisoned me. My neck could not move even if it wanted to.

      Andrew! Where are you? Are you hurt?

      “He’ll be okay. Don’t worry about him. He’ll be awakened as well.”

      How is this person reading my mind? Did he put on straps so he could read it?

      I tried searching my forehead to see if I had any contraption secured to my head. I could not feel one, but they did exist. Several companies advertised mind reader equipment, but my parents were against it, and I did not think my hair would manage to hold any style when I sweated. I was happy that nobody I knew owned one, or if they did, they did not wear it outside, nor did they let me know.

      From the ads, the people wearing them resembled beings from a science fiction movie.

      Not cool at all.

      “No, you don’t have any attachments on. It is our natural talent, a gift, to be able to read your thoughts.”

      Really? How does it work?

      “I may be able to explain it later today, but right now, I must ease the pain from your body.”

      The pain that had vanished in the quiet place returned with full force, and I did not like it. The position I landed in bothered my back, and my head began pounding harder because I could not lift my head. Too much blood flow.

      I was scared that if I moved my neck, I would end up paralyzed. I wanted to rely on the lovely voice, but who knew if he had a medical degree.

      Another sharp pain ran from my back to my abdomen. It hurt. Hurt so badly that I squeezed my eyes to avoid crying from the pain.

      “Don’t worry, my child. I will relieve you of the pain in mere seconds.”

      I wanted to jump and down when this person said that they would alleviate my pain.

      My eyes closed. Energy like I had never known coursed through my body, removing the majority of the pain from my body.

      I allowed the quietness to relax my body and not be upset by anything I was learning from this person.

      Because everything I had seen and heard could be labeled beyond strange, peculiar. And if they would show me more of the same after they helped the pain to disappear, I didn’t think I could handle it. Maybe I could and maybe I would freak out so much they would have to smack me a couple of times.

      At that moment, I did not know if I wanted to see more, no matter how wonderful it would be.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

          
            ANDREW LENDER AWAKENING 11:25 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      A deep voice called my name. It penetrated my mind and body’s nothingness. But not one muscle moved, not even a capillary twitched. My awakened mind struggled to remember what had happened on the bus. It seemed as if neither my brain nor my body wished to leave that place filled with nothing. Which was kind of weird that I did not want to leave.

      Why live if your world is filled with nothing?

      However, once I remembered, I understood my reluctance to return.

      I did not love the nothing stage, but it was better than what I would be facing in the world I left. My mind wanted to continue in the somber state, where there was no pain, no hurt. Geez, I sounded like my mother. And I certainly did not want to sound like her. Not with all her wishing for people to learn about repentance and love. I was not about to become Mr. Kumbaya, singing songs of happiness, joy, and repentance. It was not in me.

      “Andrew William Lender.” The voice became sterner, but I did not care. I did not flinch or react to the voice. For some unknown reason, I wasn’t scared. This voice wouldn’t do me any harm. Don’t ask me how I knew, but I did.

      Although I hated the nothingness around me, I preferred that to any pain I might feel when I returned to reality.

      Where was Clare? Were Clare and the rest hearing his voice? Why was not anyone else speaking or asking for help? Where were the others?

      The bright light must have affected my vision, because the light appeared to be as bright as the sun, but my eyes were closed. How could that bright light come through with my eyes closed?

      “Andrew William Lender. I know you are pretending to be asleep.”

      What? How does this guy know? Lucky guess? And how does he know my name? I don’t think anyone has said it after we crashed. Maybe one of the, nah, nobody said my name.

      My mind cleared of the tiredness, begged me to open my eyes. I stared at a man’s feet.

      But his feet did not resemble anyone’s feet that I knew, not that I spent much time observing feet, but they were in my face. How could I not notice them?

      And they were the oddest feet I had seen. The skin appeared almost translucent, and a light shone from them. But the back was a dark, rusty colored.

      My brain could not wrap around the strangeness of the guy’s feet.

      I switched to the laces holding the gold sandals to his feet. But these laces weren’t made of fabric. They seemed to be made from a pure gold thread. I am not sure how I knew, but I knew. And these gold laces probably went up his calf, but I could not tell because all I could see was up to his ankle as the long toga thing he wore covered his calf. My mind tried not to freak out too much with the fact that the dude not only wore a peculiar outfit but floated in the air.

      The more I stared at his feet, the more amazed and dumbfounded and shocked I became. All at the same time. I could not see how this guy could manipulate my vision. His feet did not touch the ground. There was definitely air in between the bottom of the sandal and the ground.

      I shut my eyes.

      When I reopened them, it was still the most incredible sight I could have seen: he was certainly in front of me, up in the air about a foot or so. There stood a man hovering above me!

      On the outside, I might have wanted to be nonreactive, but on the inside, my mind continually thought about the impossibility of what my eyes were relating to my mind. An unknown man hovered in the air only a few feet from where I was. And my body, which should have been reacting, lay in a motionless state.

      Anyone else would have quaked from fear, but I did not. My heart should have been racing, but it did not. I knew my mind was reacting but not my body. There was not an ounce of adrenaline running through my veins.

      Why am I not reacting? What the freaking craziness is going on? Who is this guy and why is he hovering?

      “Nothing crazy is occurring, but I do need to make sure you won’t have any pain when you’re fully awake. Why don’t you relax?”

      Relax? Is he kidding? Wait, did he just read my thoughts? WHAT THE FREAK?

      Finally, my mind went into overdrive, demanding that my body move, but it would not. My body could not move. I was still completely and utterly immobile, and I could not do anything about it.

      What is happening? If he can already read my mind, can he also control my mind and my body?

      “No, Andrew. I would never control your mind or body. I have the power to, but I would not.”

      Yikes, so he can, but he won’t. But then who would stop him if he decided to?

      “Since it is against everything we believe in, I would not control anything. It is all about free will. You are always allowed to have choices, which I cannot and would not interfere with.”

      Really? Let’s say I decided to buy a car and ram it into a school full of people, you would not try to stop me?

      “No, I would want you to stop and think about your actions, how many people you would hurt, but no, I would not stop you.”

      Now you are sick. How can you watch innocent people die? From the actions of someone you could have stopped?

      “Andrew, for the simple reason that you have free will. I cannot control you, whether your intention is for good or for bad. It is just not what we are allowed to do.” His voice sounded sad but sincere.

      And then it hit me, what he was, what he represented. The shock of knowing sent my brain into a frenzy I could not control. Funny that the word control still made a difference.

      But what did it matter, since I was surely dead.

      And for the first time in my life, I fainted.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

          

          
            GUARDIAN ANGEL TO ANDREW LENDER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Did you just make the boy faint?” Clare’s angel left his charge and glided toward the middle of the bus. His reproachful voice left nothing to the imagination.

      “No, he discovered who I was, that he was dead, and I guess it overwhelmed him. It was not my fault that the truth overwhelmed him. He’s more sensitive than the others because of his past behaviors, and the truth is usually too much for any charge in his situation to handle.”

      He shook his head. “He has so much to learn. I don’t think he’s the right one for my Clare. She needs a strong, faithful man to lead her, to partner with her. Not a young boy who faints when faced with the truth, especially with his past. What will he do when he realizes the worst part of our mission? What we must reveal to him?” He adjusted his gown so it billowed more. “Now Harold is strong, sure of himself, able to push back temptation. I think he is a better choice for my powerful Clare. She will become a leader among women, and she should have an equal leader by her side.”

      Francine’s angel floated from one end of the bus to the other to face Clare’s angel and said with one hand waving in the air and the other hand stretched with his fingers apart, “Oh no, you don’t. You will not try to take Harold from Francine. She has been waiting patiently for him to grow up and face the fact that they will be partners. He will come to his senses sooner or later. Maybe even the next debate after he hears that he could have lost her.”

      “Remember, we are not the ones to decide who ends up with whom.” I stood between them. “Did you hear about the free will clause I just explained to Andrew?” The two angels nodded their heads at the same time. “Let us return to the situation at hand. All of your teenagers have been revived and have less pain. I will proceed to bring Andrew back and reduce his pain. We’ve already wasted enough time with their reluctant states, but we only have a limited amount of time before the next part of the mission begins. We must hurry up and continue.”

      Grace’s angel raised his eyebrows before speaking up. “Excuse me, but you are the one with the boy holding all of us up. Please wake him up from his fainting spell, and we can proceed to show them their choices.”

      “Well, that’s true. Please give me a couple of minutes, and he’ll be ready. Why don’t you all gather your charges and meet me by the lighthouse. It’ll be our second step into their awakening and one of the most crucial.”

      “Yes, sir, we’ll head over with our charges and wait for you.” Roberts’s angel waved his hand. The rest of the angels floated to their charges, guiding them toward the lighthouse. He lowered his voice. “And don’t worry about those two, sir. I will make sure they don’t start their usual bantering. They have much to learn.”

      “Thank you. They do, they definitely do.”

      I stood above Andrew, whispering enough words to place him in a semi-awake state.

      “I don’t want to get up, Mom. Please let me sleep… My body is super tired,” he said in a surprisingly normal voice, one he hadn’t used with his mom in a long time.

      “Andrew, it is time for you to be revived. Do you understand? Do you want to find out The Truth?”

      He opened his eyes wide, and for a second, he seemed confused, but he followed with a nod.

      “Do you understand that you must be fully awake for me to impart the message you must hear?”

      Andrew’s low whisper came in loud enough for the other angels to hear. “Yes,” he cleared his throat, proceeding with a stronger voice, “Yes, I want you to let me in on what the f…”

      I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to curse, but being pinned down by this suitcase and not being able to move my legs or even my toes is freaking me out.”

      “It’s understandable that you would be overwhelmed, but your language must remain clean, and that means no foul language. Do you understand?”

      Andrew closed his eyelids before he nodded. “Yes, I get it.”

      “Good. You can remain in the state you are in, and I will begin. It will not hurt; in fact, you will be able to absorb the energy I will be spreading throughout your body. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, yes, it is clear. I want you to reduce any pain and then to show me all that you need to.” He touched his heart. “I promise not to faint on you again.”

      I transferred my energy to revive him.

      Andrew’s body responded, but his mind was only semi-awake. Enough to know what was happening but not enough to scare him back into a fainting spell.

      “Good, I will begin now.”
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            ANDREW LENDER AWAKENING 11:45 PM ON DECEMBER 20TH

          

        

      

    

    
      My whole body trembled from the energy my angel—at least I thought he was my angel—transferred into my body. Seconds later, my body was completely alive, electrified from the power of his touch. There were no longer aches or pains. I wanted to sing and dance all night long. I wanted to try out for the football, baseball, and wrestling team all at once.

      The angel laughed. “Andrew, you will be in this euphoric state until we return to the bus. This is not a permanent state of being.”

      “Too bad. This is utterly amazing. Do you have this much energy all the time?”

      He beamed. “Yes, but even more so. It is how we are able to accomplish more than humans in a short time. If we had your level of energy, we’d have to sleep every night.” His fingers continued their slow motion down the length of my legs, and I could feel the energy picking up on my legs.

      “You don’t sleep? Like not at all?” I sat, watching his hands over my shins until they reached my ankles and then my feet.

      “Nope, we don’t need it. Our energy is consistently regenerating itself, therefore we don’t need to take naps, or sleep, or have coffee breaks.” He bowed his head; his lips moved for a couple of seconds, but I could not understand what he said.

      It must be the language of angels. My mom once mentioned it, but I hadn’t thought about it.

      Has she always been right about everything? And I’ve been wrong?

      He raised his head. “You are almost completely healed of all your injuries, but at least the internal ones are completely healed. Don’t worry about some discomfort as your body deals with the aftereffects of being injured and healed.” He pointed toward the lighthouse. “Do you want to walk or fly?”

      “Wow, that is incredible.” I stood up, still fixated on the fact that they did not need any sleep. “Thanks for healing me.” I rolled my shoulders and stretched my arms. As he said, my body had some soreness, but it didn’t hurt. “Even though I would love to fly, I think I’d prefer to walk and check out how well my legs work.” I leaped up from the floor and jumped a couple of times. “Stupendous. Will everyone have this much energy?”

      “No, they will not. They’ll have more energy than they typically do, but not like you.”

      He did not fly, but I would not call it walking either. Perhaps it could be similar to gliding or maybe sliding on air. Whatever it was, I followed him with my legs wanting to run instead of walk.

      “This is super cool, but I still can’t believe that you need no sleep and you still have plenty of energy to do whatever you want.”

      My angel shook his head with a grin on his face. “Well, not exactly whatever we want. We are guardians, and as such, sometimes we are called to fight the battles against the evil ones. We need our energy to defeat them.”

      “There are evil ones? Like on this earth, walking around us?” I could have picked up my mouth off the floor because I could not believe that my mom’s warning of the evil around us was true. Demons is what she called them.

      “Yes, my child, there are demons, but they don’t walk; they fly. But your mother is right to warn you against them, because unfortunately they are all among you. However, when they come too close to those we protect, we rush in to defend you. Thousands of angels will be summoned to fight against them. But defeating them requires more energy than what I have given you. A lot more energy.”

      “That is mindboggling. More energy than what you transferred to me?” My eyes widened. “This is beyond cool, it is…” For a debater, the exact words escaped me. “This is totally, extraordinarily…mindboggling.” I repeated the word because I could not think of another word.

      “Yes, it is.”

      From the distance, I could see that there were five bright lights below the Jupiter Lighthouse. But we shouldn’t be there, because it wasn’t part of our route home. Our bus driver would have had to deviate from the main road. But that was the Jupiter Lighthouse.

      But these bright lights made the beams from the lighthouse-like structure appear dim. If I had to compare them, I would say the angels were like the bright sun and the lighthouse beams were lightbulbs. And these bright lights moved in a nonlinear direction.

      Angels.

      It had to be as lights did not move like that unless they were on a structure, and their lights were brighter than the fifty thousand watts in those beams.

      “Do my classmates know? About you being an angel? About the,” I paused, swallowing to push the word out, “demons?”

      “Yes, while I was healing you, they were all briefed on how we removed their pain, and the battle that will occur.”

      “What do you need with us? We can’t help you. Can we?”

      All my mom’s words flowed through my brain, but it was too much information. I couldn’t remember what she had said about angels and demons. Or what we could do, if anything, to repel a demon.

      A tear rolled down my cheek as I realized she had not lied, at least not about the spiritual beings around us and about their warfare raging around us that we didn’t see.

      I sniffed and wiped my eyes.

      “And that, Andrew, is where you are wrong.” He stopped and faced me. His brown eyes twinkled like the stars in the sky. “First, your mom is right about everything, and second, you can be such an important part of what we do. With your actions and your words, you can be such a driving force. More powerful than you will ever know.” He did not bother waiting for my response, not that I had one, and continued our short trek to the lighthouse.

      How could we be important if we are such weaklings compared to them?

      We arrived, but he stopped before the door.

      “Why aren’t we going inside?”

      He blocked the doorway and scanned the area behind me. “Because first you need to do some soul-searching.”

      “About what?” I asked the question, but deep down, I knew what he wanted me to do. I didn’t know if I could. Not at that moment with all the emotions and energy traversing through my body.

      “We both know what you need to do. Are you brave enough and honest enough to do it?” He interlocked his fingers together.

      “You want me to ask for forgiveness for everything I’ve done?”

      He tilted his head. “When was the last time you truly asked for forgiveness?”

      I blew out air as I tried to think back. I shook my head. “A long time.”

      “Yes, over six years ago, when you still believed and obeyed and honored your parents. When you actually followed and acted that way.”

      “Why is it important that I do this now? Aren’t there more important things for us to do?”

      “This is your most important task. You have to realize the state of your soul. If you search yourself, you know that you are in a dark place. Demons love people like you because it only takes a small effort to lead them completely to trading in their souls.”

      I dropped down to the ground and sat with my hands holding my head. He did not lie. I was a prime catch for them. “What do I have to do?”

      “Simply confess your sins and admit whose child you truly are.”

      “You mean profess?”

      He grinned. “Yes, you will be professing how much you’ve transgressed against God, asking for forgiveness, and promising to live a better life as much as you can.”

      “Will that save me from the demons?”

      “Yes, the darkness you have now will be replaced with the light your fellow classmates have.”

      He didn’t have to twist my arm or spend hours convincing me. “Okay, I’ll do it.”

      With my eyes closed and my head bowed, I professed everything I had done in the last six years, asked for forgiveness, and made the promise to be a better person than I had been. I also promised to learn everything I could about staying within the light.

      I opened my eyes, and my angel hovered above me grinning.

      “Much better. Your light is shining and overtaking the darkness. Are you ready to return to your classmates?”

      We entered inside, and above the group hovered five other angels all dressed the same as my guardian.

      My classmates stood next to each other, smiling and talking. I waved at everyone but strolled to Clare, who smiled at me. I did not know whether it was the tremendous amount of energy or her very presence that made my insides all jumbled up inside. Whatever it was, I just wanted to be near her.

      For the first time, I noticed a light around her. She didn’t appear hurt, but I wanted to make sure. “Hey, are you okay? Hurt anywhere?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, I’m good. Pain is now manageable.” Her thumb and forefinger caressed her slacks as if she smoothed a soreness. “How about you? It took you longer to join us. I was worried about you.”

      Should I tell her, or should I pretend?

      “Yeah, well, I guess fainting on an angel will do that.”

      “You fainted?” Her eyes widened to the size of a walnut.

      “Kinda?” I stuck my hands in my pants pockets. “I guess it was too much for me?”

      “I can understand. It was hard to deal with the debate, the bus crashing, not knowing what was going on…and meeting my guardian angel. It was like an out-of-body experience.”

      “Exactly. My mind could not grasp everything that happened to us, me. But when he put his hands over me. That was incredible.” I did not want to talk about the demons, but the energy was a safe topic. “How about you? Did you have one of them give you a boost of energy?”

      She shook her head. “Energy? No, I did not get any extra energy.”

      “Your angel did not heal you? Take away your pain?”

      She twisted her dark hair around her finger. When she released the strand, it formed a helix, a bouncy helix. “Yes, I did not feel any pain once he did his hands passed over my body, but I did not get any energy boost. It just felt good.”

      “Hmm, I am going to ask the others because I have an excessive amount of energy that I could run up and down this lighthouse.” I looked over at the others, but none of them appeared as if they had the same energy that rattled around my body. It was funny, while they did not have my energy, their expressions of awe matched mine. “Nobody seems to want to run around with me. Hmm, why was I the only one singled out?”

      “Maybe because you were the least hurt among us that you needed less healing and received more energy instead?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. But I would love to give you some energy because mine was and still is amazing. My body could run the entire football field thirty times and keep going.”

      She tilted her head. “You sure they did not slip anything into your water?”

      “Nah, it was just the healing hands that gave me this tremendous boost of energy.”

      My angel clapped his hands four times. We all turned our attention to him. “Today is a special day because of what happened in the bus.” His eyes scanned the area, landing on me. “It’s a day that you shall remember. Even thirty or more years from today, you will remember where you were because of what you will see with us.”

      Everyone stared at him, including the angels he was leader of. His squadron.

      “However, as in all things in life, you will have to make choices, and each choice has a consequence. What we are about to show you is…” He paused. “As I was saying, you will need to make choices after you are rescued. These will be important decisions that will change your lives. Excuse me for a moment.”

      He stepped away from us and floated up into a cloud. The other angels exchanged glances, but they did not speak.

      I had heard that speech from my mom countless of times. I could have recited it. Had Mom met my angel? She sure talked like him. She even made many of the same points he made, but could Mom actually know what she was talking about? How much of what she said was based on truth? So far, she had been correct, but was there more?

      When he returned, he met the other angels’ eyes; they communicated without moving their mouths, but I could see the expressions changing from surprise to anger; whatever was happening appeared to be serious. Three of the angels stepped forward and faced us. Their expressions were blank almost as if they had neutralized all their emotions.

      My angel returned but did not descend closer to us. “Unfortunately, we need a couple of minutes, and then we will return, but please don’t wander off. And under no circumstances are you to step outside of this room.”

      My angel and three other angels tore out of the area as if being chased…by demons. The other two remaining angels stood opposite from each other, their bodies at attention. While they also communicated with each other, their stances were at alert as if waiting for either other angels or to shield us at a moment’s notice.

      Everyone else continued their conversation while we were isolated with ours.

      Clare pointed at the departing angels. “They just left. Do you think they’re fighting demons on our behalf?”

      I held my surprise back, or at least, I hoped I did. How did she know?

      “Do you believe in angels and demons?” My right hand touched the wallet my mom bought for my birthday. The verse still made me smile. She wanted me to always remember to soar with the eagles.

      “If I didn’t believe the Bible stories about angels before this trip, I know about them now.” She giggled. “And I’ve known about demons my entire life. Scary to think that we live in a world full of them, but that is the truth.”

      “Who taught you about them?”

      She cocked her head. “It’s all over the Bible. Since my parents would read me Bible stories and later I would read them myself, I’ve always known about them. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever not known.”

      “Have you ever thought one was near you?”

      She bit her lip and must have debated about telling me. She whispered, “This is going to sound totally wacko, but one time I was at the fair, and my arms crawled with evil.”

      “What? You could feel them on you? Could you see them?”

      “No, I scanned the area but could not see any demons. I did see people who appeared as if they had evil in their eyes, but not one demon. Not that I know what they look like. But my skin definitely could feel them crawling on me.” She shuddered. “It was awful and terrifying.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I prayed. It was the only thing I could think of at that moment. It’s not as if I carry demon spray with me.”

      “Haha. I’d buy demon spray if they sold it. But did it help?”

      “Oh, yes, I’m not sure where they went, but the sensation began to disappear as I prayed.”

      “That’s awesome that your prayers helped stop the creepy-crawly sensation.”

      Maybe my mom has been right about everything. And maybe my angel thinks that our prayers will help them.

      I stared at the angel closest to us, whose hands were at his side but his fingers touched his gown as if he did not want us to know how prepared he was to fight.

      A tiny part of me didn’t want to admit how I had laughed at my mom’s lessons because I thought they were rubbish. I used to call them stories for fools and ignorant people.

      “Totally. You didn’t learn about them? In Sunday school? Your mom is a strong follower, she must have explained about the spiritual fights.”

      “I knew, but I chose not to believe?”

      Clare raised her eyebrows; her facial expression led me to believe that she thought I was an idiot.

      “My mom is always spewing scripture verses as though they’ll help me, but I couldn’t care about what she said.” I lifted my shoulders. “Think about it as teenage rebellion.”

      “Ah, yes, teenage rebellion.” She nodded. “It happens to most of us.”

      It didn’t seem as if she had ever gone through any sort of rebellion. At least, I never heard that she was ever in trouble in school.

      “I would think you skipped the whole teen rebel phase.”

      For a couple of seconds, I didn’t think she heard me. It was as though her words were held inside her mouth, as if she wanted to tell me but did not or could not. Maybe she was thinking about a sensitive subject she did not want to divulge, especially as we only began talking less than an hour ago. How could she trust me after talking for not more than half an hour?

      Amazing that less than a few hours ago, we were all normal teenagers without any concrete proof of angels and demons and the fight the angels wage in our world, for us.

      And now we stand waiting for them as they probably are off fighting another fight for mankind.

      Clare shifted closer to me, lowering her voice. “I used to rebel. I thought it was the cool thing to do. Not anything crazy but enough to have my parents send me to my room a few times. I hated the adult world and everything in it. I wanted to conquer it, make it better.” She shifted her position, coming slightly closer while focusing her eyes on the waves crashing against the shoreline. Her eyes closed, and she wiped a lone tear from her cheek. No other tears followed, but she formed two fists. I suspected that closing her fingers probably helped her hold back more tears.

      My desire to hold her in my arms was strong, but how could I risk this tentative rapport we had just begun? I did not want to take the chance of losing it by being forward. I touched her upper arm. “Are you okay?”

      She sighed. “Yes.” She shook her head. “No, not really.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?” My thumb caressed the wallet where I thought the verse was embossed. The verse that reminded me of the person my mom wanted me to be.

      “Why not? Holding it in has not helped, but maybe talking about it with someone who does not know the story might help.”

      I peeked at the rest of the teenagers, and they were laughing and carrying on without a care in the world. “Why don’t we sit?” I still do not know why I did it, but I took off my jacket, not paying attention to the large hole in the back, and spread it on the small patch of grass by our feet.

      She smiled up at me and sat. “Thanks for the jacket.” She sniffed. “It is a kind gesture from a kinder guy.” She patted my jacket. “Are you not going to sit with me?”

      I nodded and sat, closer than I would have even five minutes ago. “I am not sure about being a kind guy, but it was something I wanted to do for you.” I picked up a blade of grass. “You never know which one of these is going to poke right up and tickle you.”

      “Sweet. It’s sweet to want to protect me from the grass.” She giggled. “I am glad it is you who will protect me from the tickling grasses.”

      Sweet? I was only sweet to her. She brought out many strong emotions; it scared me most of the time. I wanted to protect her. I really hoped she meant what she said because sitting with her made me want to always be the one to shield her from the craziness of this world.
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      He nodded. “Yep, they are not called tickling grass for nothing.”

      I giggled, again. I could not help myself. He was more than cute, and I loved the fact that he wanted to protect me, even if it was from the grass. He made me feel all warm inside with that simple gesture. It reminded me of my dad. My loving dad, who would try to protect my mom from everything that might hurt her or us, who had always been wonderful until he left. I brushed away another tear, hoping that he would not see it but knowing that he probably did.

      Should I tell him? Can I without bawling like a baby whose mom has abandoned her?

      In that instant, the overwhelming desire to share with him overtook my hesitation, my fear that he would think less of me because of what had happened to our family. I had only shared it with Lily because she would have found out after a couple of weekends hanging out in my house and not seeing my dad. No one else in school had discovered the truth about my family’s secret. Although my mom had probably shared with her friends, nobody from school had asked me about my dad’s abandoning us, me.

      He touched my elbow, his eyes questioning. “You don’t have to talk to me if you do not want to. We can sit here and listen to the ocean. I am okay just being here with you.”

      The corners of my lips lifted, and while it was not a complete smile, it was close to one. “Thanks. I will tell you why I stopped being a rebel, and then you can decide whether you want to hang out with me or not.”

      “I will always want to hang out with you.”

      “You mean that? You want to hang out with me?” I couldn’t help the incredulous tone in my voice.

      “Yes, always.”

      I glanced at him, and his face appeared sincere. As far as I could tell, he meant it. And my heart wanted to sing from his words and cry from the hurt inside. In that instant, I decided that he would be the one to hear the pain inside my soul.

      “Three months ago, my dad disappeared.” My hand rose to stop him from giving me the usual sympathy phrase. “No phone call, no letter, nothing. He dropped his car off at the dealership to have maintenance done on it, and my mom dropped him off at work. When she went to pick him up, he was no longer there. She thought he caught a ride from someone, but when she got home, he was not there. She filed a missing person’s report, but the police could come up with nothing.”

      I paused, letting all the emotion catch up to my words. I wanted to cry badly, but a bumbling idiot crying was not what he needed right now. It was not the impression I wanted to make in front of him, the angels, or the others.

      “Yikes, that sounds bad.” He placed his hand on top of mine and squeezed. “I do not know what I would do if my dad disappeared without letting us know. I am so sorry.”

      “Yeah, it was strange at first. We thought maybe he was in a hospital, but no phone calls. After a week, the police still could not give us much more than we already knew.” I took a deep breath to prevent myself from crying. “My mom was desperate to find out, and she even tried to retrace his steps. His bosses were really cool and let her come in to ask his coworkers about his last day.”

      After a moment, he asked, “Did she find anything out? Anything that could help the police or your family?”

      “Nope, she came up with basically the same thing the police found. He walked out of his office at two p.m. for lunch and never came back. The door to his office was closed, and most coworkers assumed he was in there working on a project. When he missed a five thirty meeting, everyone assumed something had come up and that’s why he didn’t make it. It was out of character for him, but they didn’t follow up.”

      “Wow! That’s horrible. No one knew where he went?”

      “Well, the following week, they found a video with my dad in it.” I took a deep breath, because the next part was where I always became more emotional than most. “On one of the park’s videos, the footage shows my dad getting into a car.”

      “Do they know whose car? Could they see the license plate?”

      “Yep, it was Pastor Roberts’s car.”

      “A pastor kidnapped him?”

      “I wish. No, it was his oldest son driving the car. The police found the car near a marina but no sign of either of them.”

      “They abandoned the car on the street?”

      “No, they parked the car and paid for two hours, they ate lunch at the marina, and then they disappeared. The police think they took the son’s sailboat out and drowned when the storm hit because the son’s sailboat was also missing.”

      My eyebrows scrunched up, thinking about everything she had told me. “That does not make any sense. They paid for two hours of parking, ate, and went out to sail on a stormy day?”

      “It’s what leaves all of us confused. It was as if they planned lunch and he went on the boat. He had that meeting scheduled, and my dad never missed meetings. Even when my mom was giving birth, he would call in to work and let them know.”

      “The whole thing is fishy, don’t you think?”

      He was the first person to focus on the inconsistency in the story that the police put together. In the back of my mind, I had always felt that there was something missing, something I had not remembered about that day, but I couldn’t figure it out. “Yeah, but there is nothing we can do.” I slowly lifted my shoulders and allowed them to drop.

      “What about the boat? Did it ever turn up?”

      “Nope, no sign of them or the boat. A couple of his business partners, who are also sailors, posted on social media, but there were no leads. It was as if the ocean swallowed them whole.”

      He squeezed my fingers. “I do not know why and cannot tell you why I feel this way, but I think you will see him one day.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I don’t have one clue why, and I do not want to give you any false hopes, but I feel that you will see him again.”

      “I do not know if I want to see him.” I could hear the quivering in my voice.

      “Why not? He’s your dad.”

      “He hurt my mom so much that I want to hurt him.” I closed my eyes because I didn’t want him to see the anger inside me.

      “But if it was not intentional, can you forgive him?”

      “I do not know.”

      We were silent for a couple of minutes before he asked, “I understand about your dad, but why are you not rebelling anymore? Is it because you feel guilty?”

      “Not guilt but I do not want to hurt my mom any more than she has been hurt.”

      “Do you see her crying all the time?”

      “Not really. In the beginning when she did not know what was happening, she hid in her room and cried. She did not want the younger children to know that she was deeply hurt.”

      “It must be hard for her. I mean, I know it is hard for you, but as the responsible one…”

      He did not have to continue; I understood where he was heading.

      “It is extremely hard. She does not say much about what she feels, but I can see it when she stares off into space, I can see the pain in her eyes, the yearning for my dad when she hears one of us accidently mention him. I know that she does not want my younger brothers and sisters to know how much she is suffering. She makes sure she controls her emotions at all times, but at night, I can still hear her sobbing.”

      He stayed quiet for a moment. “Do you cry?”

      “Not really.”

      “Never? You never cried for your dad?”

      I could not answer for a short while because I worried that he might think I was a mean person, but I wanted him to know the truth about me. If I ever wanted to have a relationship with him, I needed him to know the hate I had been holding back from everyone, including my mom.

      “No, my tears are not because I miss him but because I want to hurt him as much as he hurt my mom. How he hurt my older brother who now has to work nights and dropped most of his college classes to help my mom. I want to punch him in the face until he is a bloody mess for what he has done to our family.” My hands formed two fists. “I want to destroy his face so he can always remember the hatred I feel for him.”

      Andrew did not flinch at my words, but he also did not say a word. His face gave me no indication if he was shocked or disgusted. Instead, he interlaced his fingers with mine and quietly said, “I get it. I definitely get it.”

      And with those simple words, my heart knew. This guy would be there for me no matter what. He would not judge the monster I was inside.

      He leaned in and whispered in my ear, “You’re so beautiful.”

      “How can you say that when I just admitted wanting to hurt my own dad?”

      “Because you’re hurting inside and you want to hurt him. Those feelings don’t make a difference to how I feel about you.”

      “Really? I thought you would leave when you heard me say it.”

      He leaned in and gently kissed my lips. Warmth transferred from his lips to my body despite the quickness of his kiss.

      He grinned. “If we were alone, I’d kiss you until you believed my words.”

      “And I would let you.” I giggled feeling happier than I had for months.

      The four angels returned without one scratch, hair out of place, or torn gown.

      There was no indication that they had been on anything other than an assignment to deliver a message, but the faces of the other two angels told another story.

      I quivered, inside my nerves stretched tight, and I closed my eyes.

      There was only one thing I could do as the two remaining angels reacted to the ones that fought.

      I prayed. I prayed as I had never prayed before in my life.
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      “Andrew,” my guardian said.

      I glanced up as my angel descended.

      “You must come with me.”

      I turned to Clare, not wanting to leave her. Everybody was focused on something else, and she would be alone.

      “Andrew, you must come with me,” he repeated.

      I held my hand to her and helped her up. “Will you be okay?”

      “Of course, everyone is nearby.”

      I looked at my guardian and said, “Can we wait for Clare to return to the group?”

      “Certainly, but her guardian is right behind you and will protect her. Trust me, we don’t abandon our charges.” He pointed to the distance. “Especially not with demons this close and ready to attack at any moment.”

      She reached the group, turned, and waved with a smile on her face. Her guardian saluted my guardian and flew above the group.

      “Okay, I’m ready to follow you wherever you want.”

      “And now you will fly.” He grabbed my arm, and he lifted me off the ground. It was the most liberating thing I had ever experienced. I had flown in the cockpit of a small one-engine plane, but flying without any equipment was extraordinary.

      We arrived to a place not far from where our bus had crashed, and my nose wrinkled from the stench permeating the area. It didn’t seem to bother him as he flew me high above a tall tree. We floated down until we weren’t really sitting but were perched like birds on a branch.

      He lifted his head and pointed his chin to what appeared to be a battalion. Or two.

      They faced each other. The angels in long, flowing white gowns, and the dark grayish demons with no distinguishable features.

      My eyes narrowed, trying to decipher their faces.

      I rubbed my eyes and confirmed that they didn’t have faces.

      Angels stood with swords in their hands. Some held them across their chests, and others held them with two hands high above their heads.

      The demons didn’t seem to hold any weapons, and I wondered how they fought.

      But the demons appeared to outnumber the angels at ten to one. My heart raced, and I turned to my guardian. “Do you think you’re going to be able to win? There’s too many of them.”

      My guardian grinned as if he had already won. “Of course, we will win. We are God’s archangels. There is no way we will lose.”

      I didn’t want to contradict him, but just by the number of demons outnumbering the angels, it seemed as if the battle would be lost to the demons. And I was scared that these demons would try to capture my soul. I didn’t want to be dragged by them. And deep down, despite how I had been acting, I didn’t want to be evil. My soul yearned to be surrounded by the light and not be taken toward the darkness.

      My angel still grinned and said, “Don’t worry, Andrew, this is all under control, even if you don’t see it.”

      In one simultaneous movement, the angels with their swords across their bodies brought their swords above their heads. It seemed as if every angel coordinated with each other to be a unified fighting force.

      The demons charged, and my upper body pulled back toward the tree, even though we were high above them and none of the demons had turned their heads toward us.

      The angels quickly formed a circle, their backs to each other, but otherwise they stood their ground, not moving an inch. Their eyes focused on the massive gray blob moving toward them, and their swords remained high above their heads.

      How can they not be scared? They’re outnumbered.

      The demons surrounded the angels like a huge nimbus cloud swallowing up smaller cumulus clouds, but still the angels did not flinch, nor did they strike against them.

      The demons continued to invade the space of the angels until I could barely detect the white robes of the angels.

      In one swoop, the angels’ mighty swords struck down, and the bodies of demons fell by the hundreds. The hands of the angels slashed too quickly for me to detect their movements. Their fast maneuvers dropped the demons in less than seconds. Their hands were lightning fast, and all I could see was the swords come up above their head and the demons falling. Two demons would fall sometimes, but seeing three demons defeated was incredible.

      The demons screamed and hollered as their fellow evil beings were slaughtered by the archangels who continued to push them back away from the lighthouse. They weren’t coming near the group because they would defeat them.

      I sank to my knees, thanking God for the first time in ages. I thanked Him because He was the power behind the archangels. He had granted these angels the power to strike down demons, and none of the angels were hurt. The demons couldn’t touch them.

      “Let’s return to the group, as we’re needed there.”

      His words scared me, and I wondered what was happening that we needed to rush back.
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      The angels gathered around us, and I instantly moved closer to Gary. My instincts were on twenty out of ten, supercharged. The returning angels did not appear distraught, but the two left behind could not control their reactions as they were told, telepathically of course, what had occurred. Their eyes widened, and their hands formed fists. Either they were preparing for a fight, or they were reacting to one. Since none of the other angels indicated they were in alert mode, I figured that the leader was relaying the fight that they had just finished.

      But despite their faces, I inched even closer to Gary, hoping he would not think I was a scaredy-cat. I was not normally, but all this angel and demon stuff would scare the pants off anyone. I needed to gather the strength to be ready for anything. This beach was solitary, and despite our numbers, we were vulnerable if the angels had to leave us alone. Another inch toward him until my jacket and his could touch.

      I knew I could fortify myself just by being close to him, by feeling him near me. He always seemed to be self-confident and assertive as if nothing ever bothered him. It always appeared as if he could fight the world and win. I bit my lip, and a tremble went through my body.

      Demons.

      They were near. My heart raced, and I wanted to gather up weapons against them.

      Gary glanced down at me, the question in his eyes. “You okay? Cold? Scared?”

      I shook my head with the words stuck in my throat. Suddenly I could feel their presence. Years ago, I had felt them but never as if they were near. I closed my eyes and began the prayer my mother taught me when I was three years old. The simple prayer to ward off any of the evil spirits, especially the demon ones, had worked before, but among all these angels, I did not know how it would work. What I did know was that we would be attacked in massive numbers. The angels were preparing.

      Goosebumps ran up my arms. My premonition meter rammed up. An attack was coming and soon.

      He put his arm around me and leaned over. His whisper blew the tendrils from my ear. “What’s wrong? You are trembling.” He lifted one of my hands, his fingers warm, mine as cold as they had been inside a meat freezer for hours. “Your hands are freezing. Is it your blood pressure?”

      I wanted to laugh, but even that I could not do.

      “You are scaring me. Please tell me what’s wrong.”

      I could not tell if he would be able to hear my whisper, but there was no way I would speak any louder. “There is a war going on, and we’re in the middle of it.”

      His eyes widened, and he shook his head. “A war? There is no war around us.”

      He probably thought I was insane, but I did not care. It was better to warn him than for him to be caught unaware of what we would be in the midst of sooner than later. The angels didn’t need to warn us as the stench from the demons preceded them.

      “It is a spiritual war, and it is massively big. They seemed to be wary of the sheer numbers gathering.”

      “Why would we be in a spiritual war?”

      I shook my head. “I do not know, but the demons are coming, and they are after one or all of us. We play an important part in the spiritual realm, but I have no clue why.”

      All the other conversations ceased. I could see it in my friends’ eyes. They knew. Their eyes told me that they knew we were about to be pushed into a war that these angels had not anticipated. And while the angels did not appear to be scared, their faces showed that they had been alerted to what would occur.

      I jumped when the deep voice of the head angel ricocheted off the lighthouse.

      “Angels, prepare the circle. They must not be harmed. Students from Stonehaven High School, please hear me.” His eyes moved from each one of us. “This was never meant to happen; however, we have no control over what the demons and evil spirits conjure in their fight against us. Listen to your angels and do not try to be heroes. They know what they must do, but no matter what, you must stick together and do as they say. Lily, Clare, and Grace.” I glanced at them as our names were called. “You three have already begun your fight. Since you are the strongest among the students, gather your forces together. You will be strong if you are one unit.”

      “Francine, you must listen to the three new angels coming with their own students. Do not fight with those students. Remember, their angels will be here to protect you, and anything you have thought about their students, you must put aside.”

      Gary squeezed my shoulder.

      “The angels assigned to Clare, Grace, and Francine will come with me, but the rest of you must hold your positions, no matter what. Understood? The backups are coming.”

      The two angels left with us, one of which I guess was Gary’s and mine, nodded as the three raced off with the leader into the sky. Seconds later, they entered the clouds, their light illuminating the clouds. Thunder struck the ground, and seconds later, the lightning brightened up the sky as if it were 10 a.m.

      My angel smiled at everyone, and his eyes rested on my face. “We will head inside the lighthouse as it will be easier to defend. Do not worry, the three other angels will be here shortly, and we will be able to fortify our circle. We have never lost one of you yet, and we do not plan on changing our stats for any of those little demons.”

      Gary’s angel led the pack while mine stayed behind me. His energy surrounded me, warming my soul.

      “Your hands are warmer. Feeling more relaxed?”

      “No, not more relaxed, but his good energy is rubbing off on me and I feel better.”

      We entered the lighthouse, but it was much brighter than any lighthouse I had ever been in. They are usually not bright.

      My angel closed the door.

      “Good, the three angels and their students are almost here. They had a mishap but will be here shortly to help us solidify the circle. As Andrew’s angel stated, we must work together to make sure that the circle is impenetrable. If we do that, there is no need to fight; however, if we do not, then some of us will have to go out there and wrestle. Now I do not mind the wrestling part, but I just had my robe re-stitched from the last battle, and I would rather avoid having it torn again it if at all possible.”

      My angel laughed and shook his head. “He is actually hoping the circle will be broken and then he can join the rest of the fighters, but we are going to make sure that he has no need to go out there.” My angel turned to Gary’s angel and winked. “I’m sorry you will need to stay here as this circle will be nicely secure.”

      The angel shrugged. “Hey, I tried. It will be a good one I am missing, but oh well.”

      Grace spoke up, her strong voice almost lost in the tall room. “Will it be dangerous for our angels that have gone out to fight?”

      “No, they are strong angels and will be well protected. However, they will need to hurry up for us to complete our assignments with you.”

      “Are you sure we are not in any danger since some of our angels are not here? Each one of you has to protect more of us,” Andrew asked, his arms around Clare, who appeared almost as scared as I felt.

      Gary’s angel shook his head. “Nope, we are trained to protect a crowd of people. We prefer less people because our powers are not spread over many, but we are more than equipped to do it. You, Andrew, can feel our energy more than any of the rest, so you know it is true.”

      “No one worry. We have all fought the demons at one time or another. There will be enough of us to defeat them, and with your help, it’s nothing to worry about.”

      Andrew nodded, his hands caressing Clare’s shoulder. He whispered in her ear, and her face lit up.

      The door opened up, and my eyes flew to Grace and Francine, who happened to be standing together. Grace’s mouth almost hit the floor, but it was Francine’s face that surprised me.

      Her face must have gone through five expressions before settling on one that appeared as if she were about to blow up. Her body stood rigid, and her arms crossed in front of her chest. If I had to guess, she seemed as if she wanted to knock them out of the lighthouse using only her eyes.

      I closed my eyes and said to myself, “It’s no big deal. I just need to pray for protection and enough angels to overcome these demons.”
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      My eyes blinked. I could not believe what was happening to me.

      Angels, demons, spiritual wars. I had heard all of this before. No big deal. The angels that protected us were pretty cool, and I was sure that the head angel knew who he had left us with plus the added bonus that three other angels were here to help the two that remained.

      Fantastic.

      Being told that there could be a hundred or even a thousand evil spirits and demons surrounding our safe haven of a lighthouse?

      No problem whatsoever. We would be well protected. Our angels were conquerors, super conquerors, and would protect us. They said it, and I believed them. Plus, they could call in more angels.

      But Olivia McConnelly walking in with the blonde bimbo and Harold Fitzgerald in tow? Into my space? No way in all of God’s kingdom did I want to stay in this lighthouse. It became the worst place in the world for me to be in, regardless of all the angels that would protect us.

      My reasoning was simple. Usually during intense situations, people attracted to each other either became a couple, or if they had broken up, they would get back together. I did not know why it worked, but I did know that it did. The emotional upheaval created during things like fights and wars could spur a relationship between them which I definitely did not want to witness.

      There were plenty of examples we could point out. I peeked over at Clare and Andrew and Lily and my brother, and my point was made if anyone needed proof.

      As soon as I could, I would leave the area.

      Harold walked toward Grace, leaving Olivia and the preppy blonde talking to their angels.

      A surge of nervous energy flew through my veins. I wanted to talk to him at the same time that I did not.

      I am totally confused or, as my niece likes to say, confuddled.

      Lightning lit up the inside of the structure, and I wandered over to the small table underneath the stairs. I ran my hand over its wood top, enjoying the feel of the dark wood.

      “Strange place for a table, heh?”

      Harold’s voice almost knocked the feet from under me and put me in shock at the same time. I was lucky I wasn’t walking, or I might just have eaten the floor with all my teeth broken.

      But where did he come from? I thought he would be talking to Grace.

      “Yep.”

      Maybe monosyllable responses will make him disappear. Let him run to his preppy blonde who does not leave his side and seems to hover over his every word.

      “Are you okay?”

      Why is he asking me if I am okay? Is he blind and cannot see that I am fine?

      “Yep.”

      “Francine?”

      My name sounded better on his lips than anyone else’s, but then so did the name Marilyn. I could not forget the preppy blonde. I grabbed one of the chairs and sat. Crossing my arms on the table, I placed my head in between the gap and closed my eyes.

      Get the hint, bud. I do not want to talk to you when all you are going to do is become the preppy girl’s boyfriend.

      My stomach turned over, and I wanted to puke. I did not even want to think about him with her.

      “Francine?”

      Oh, just go back to the preppy blonde. Please. I do not want to see you with her. It will literally tear me apart. I just cannot watch you together.

      A couple of tears escaped my eyes, and I was so glad that he would not notice them.

      He must have grabbed a chair as I heard it scrape against the floor.

      Go away, dude. Leave me in peace to suffer.

      I could feel his body heat and wanted to scream at him.

      “Francine, are you okay?” He touched my back. His hand caressed my back as if I was a small child needing attention.

      Just leave me alone to wallow in my sorrow. I want my own private pity party with no witnesses, especially not him.

      “Francine, please talk to me. I want to make sure you’re okay.”

      A small tsk escaped my lips. I wanted to smack myself for allowing any sound to escape, but such was my life. I never did things the easy way.

      He touched my fingers, fingers that I was sure were cold from the situation we were in.

      “Your hands are cold, like freezing cold.” A moment later, he was laying a jacket on my shoulders.

      Great, that is all I need: I want a pity party by myself, and he will be next to me pitying me.

      “Harold, do you know if your phone is working? Mine is still totally out of power, and Olivia lost hers.”

      He must have checked his pants pockets before he answered her. “Nope, mine is gone too. Maybe when we were climbing the sand dunes by the marina?”

      Sand dunes? Where did they come from? The south? It was the closest sand dunes this lighthouse, or so I thought. I did not know the entire beach area of South Florida, but this close to home, where my dad used to take us fishing on the piers up and down the coast. These I knew.

      “Creeps, our moms will be worrying. We’re more than an hour late.”

      “We will be okay. Do not worry.”

      “Okay. Cool. Maybe we can borrow one from somebody here.”

      “Sure thing.” He answered her but did not remove his hand from my back. Was he trying to make her jealous, or maybe they were not together yet? I would be upset if I were her.

      Yeah, as upset as you are now and you do not have anything with him.

      I wanted to laugh, but that might prompt him to talk to me, and I wanted him to return to his preppy girl.

      When he breathed on my cheek, I jumped up and turned to him. My hair flew everywhere, landing in front of my face. “What do you think you are doing? Are you nuts?” I brushed it from my eyes just to give him the evil eye.

      He cackled, his bright blue eyes twinkling. The ones I wanted to scratch out for daring to bother me during my pity party. His eyes glanced over my face, and his expression changed.

      “You’re crying?” His free hand touched my cheek, the cheek that warmed up to his hand. I wanted to tip my head, seeking his touch. But of course, I did not. He may not be dating the preppy girl, but they were close, I could sense that they were really close, and I promised myself that I would not interfere if he liked someone else.

      “Why are you crying?” He continued to caress my cheek.

      I peeked over at the preppy girl, but she was not paying attention.

      This is awkward. If she catches him with his hand on my cheek, will she flip out or take it in stride? Hmm, I better be prepared just in case she comes over here and starts to beat me up. She better be prepared for me to hit her back. My dad taught me to fight back when a person hits me first.

      “Are you not going to talk to me?” He came even closer and tilted his head, trying to see my eyes. “You know I can be persistent when I want something, which means either you can talk to me or I will stay here all night.”

      I blew air out of my mouth, hoping that he would leave or at least give me some breathing room. He was a little too close to me. When he did not move away, I decided to be as rude as I could possibly be and see if maybe he would leave.

      “What?” I was proud of my rude tone. It would have deterred any person from thinking of talking to someone, but not him. He stayed there as if his body was glued to the chair. “Why can you not just leave me alone? There is plenty of space here which means that you and I do not have to be close at all.” I pointed toward the group. “You see, there is plenty of space over there. Like away from me. I need my space. Besides, your groupies are probably missing you by now.”

      He scrunched his eyebrows. “Groupies? What groupies? I do not have any groupies.”

      “Olivia and the other girl who came in with you.”

      He chuckled in my face as if that was the funniest thing he had ever heard. “They are not my groupies. They are my debate team members.” He touched my head. “Did you hit your head?”

      I batted his hand away and shook my head. “You want to get us both killed?”

      “What? Who will kill us?”

      I rolled my eyes, but what I wanted to do was smack some sense into him. “Your future girlfriend is who.”

      “Why would she do that? She likes me.”

      “Of course, she would, but you might get caught in the cross fire, and then we would have to hear how you are injured.”

      He laughed. “You are funny. You know that?”

      “Yeah, ha ha ha. I am laughing all the way to the loony bin.”

      “Seriously, were you hurt in the bus accident? You seem fine.”

      “Since my angel eased all my pain, I’m not sure if I even had any injuries, I am not sure how badly injured I was. He is super cool.”

      “They are definitely cool.”

      He put his hand on my shoulder, and I gave him my death stare. It did not work. He continued to smooth out my back. I gave up. If the guy was not going to take a hint and did not care that his future girlfriend was less than twenty feet away, then I would find out all the questions that bothered me about our entire non-relationship.

      “Dude, what is up with you touching me? You never touch me. Well, except for that time you held my hand, but that was before you found out how old I was.” I focused on his hair that the wind blew into his eyes. “Why did you stop talking to me when you found out how old I was?”

      That question got his attention. He moved an inch away from me, but he was still close enough that I could smell his cologne; it must have been an expensive one because it was not too overbearing.

      “Well, are you going to answer or sit there without speaking as if the cat caught your tongue?” I twisted my body, making it easier for me to stare at those amazingly blue eyes. The ones that still made me want to be his girlfriend even though his future one stood close enough to us that she might strike at any moment. “No answer or scared to answer?”

      “Francine, do you really want me to answer with angels all around us who can not only hear our conversation but also read our thoughts?”

      “Yes, I want some answers. And right now seems to be the best time ever. We are kind of stuck here for who knows how long, and you do not seem to be leaving that seat. Yes, I want you to answer my questions. And I want honest answers, not the lies you fed me the last time we talked about this.”

      He took a deep breath and placed his hands on the table. His fingers followed the pattern of the grain, and for a moment, I thought he would not answer.

      “You want the truth? The entire truth?”

      “Yes, that is what I asked for. The truth and nothing but the truth just like in court.” I pretended to scan the area. “Do you think I can borrow a Bible for you to swear on it?”

      He laughed. “Good one, Fran. You know you always make me laugh? Even when I was depressed, you always came with some line that made me laugh.”

      “Great, I can make you laugh. Now stop stalling and answer my question.”

      “What was it again? I forgot with all the laughing and you squawking.”

      I rolled my eyes and my hand.

      “Okay.” He cleared his throat. “When I found out how old you were, it freaked me out. Two years is not a big deal when you are in the same school, but you in middle and me in high school was a bit too much.”

      “Okay, why did you not just tell me? I mean, we were constantly talking, and all of a sudden, it went from a ton of texts per day to absolutely zero. Not one text. I thought something was wrong with you.” I smoothed out my jacket, my extremely wrinkled jacket. “You could have just called me and let me know.”

      He stuck his hands in his pocket and jiggled either coin or keys. “Now that I think about it, that would have been the best thing, but I was a sophomore and did not know what to do. I thought it’d be easier if I stopped texting. A clean break in order for you not to misunderstand my message.”

      I was nervous, but I needed to take a chance, let him know how much he hurt me. Maybe it would help the next girl he liked, even if it was the preppy blonde. “It really hurt me. Like deep down it hurts to find out that someone you have been texting all the time with could just stop. Cold turkey. I felt as though you did not care that I existed anymore.”

      “I know it was not my best play, but you have to understand that I was about to turn sixteen, taking my driving license test, and I was texting a thirteen-year-old. If my parents found out, they would have hung me to dry.” His hand stopped my fingers, and I raised my eyes, finding myself gazing into those beautiful crystal-clear blue eyes. “I am sorry. I never wanted to hurt you. I really did not.”

      I slipped my fingers from underneath his, opening them up on the table in front of me. No need to antagonize his future girlfriend. “Okay. Thanks for the apology. It does not make it better, but at least you now know and hopefully won’t do it again.”

      “No, I will not hurt you again.” He placed his hand on top of the one closest to him.

      “Well, it will not be me but your future girlfriend or girlfriends.” I folded my hands in my lap. I did not want the preppy girl to think there was anything going on between us. Even if I wished there was, I knew he had an issue with our age gap.

      He grabbed my right hand and interlaced our fingers. I had no clue what he was doing, but this had to stop. He could not keep holding on to my hands as if we had a relationship when we did not. I could not allow my heart to misread what he was doing. “Dude, your future girlfriend is standing not more than twenty feet from us, and she is going to think there is something going on between us.”

      “Do you not like holding hands?”

      “I would like to hold hands with my boyfriend, not someone else’s.” I tried to tug my hand away, but he would not let go. “It is against the girl code, and I want you to please release my hand.”

      But he didn’t release it.

      “What is wrong with you?” I said in the loudest voice I could manage without screaming at him. “She will see us, and then you will really be in trouble.” He still did not release my fingers, and to be honest, I liked my fingers with his. In fact, I really liked his hand holding mine. For some reason, it felt right. But it shouldn’t be. He liked someone else, and she was his age. I needed to stop him.

      “No, I will not be.” He snickered, like actually snickered.

      Is he nuts? What is he thinking? Oh no, maybe he is a player, and I did not know? How could I not know he was a player?

      “I do not know how you think relationships work, but holding hands with someone who is not your girlfriend or who you want to be your girlfriend instead of the girl who will be your girlfriend is a big no-no.”

      “That sentence is probably a run-on sentence, and I am not sure I completely followed it.” He chuckled, but still he did not let go.

      “Let me try this slowly since you are not understanding me. Holding my hand while your future girlfriend is nearby is bad, like really bad.”

      “I got it, but since I like holding your hand, I have decided to continue doing it.” He squeezed my fingers. “Do you not like holding my hand? You did once before.”

      “Well, I did then, but now it is different. You are practically taken.”

      “That makes sense, since I think I am taken.”

      “You admit that you have something with her, and you still will not release my hand?” I narrowed my eyes.

      He nodded; his grin made his eyes sparkle. “Pretty much.”

      “I am sorry, but I do not play games like this. Release my hand before I punch you.”

      “But you said you liked holding hands with me.”

      “Harold, what are you doing over here?” The preppy blonde glided over with her hair blowing in the wind, and she did not appear too pleased. I tried to tug my hand away from his, but he was not letting go.

      “I am talking to Francine. What is up?” he asked as if he didn’t see her expression.

      Her eyes widened when she saw our joined fingers, but she did not say a word. “Not much. Those pesky demons have disappeared, but the other angels have not returned, which means we need to hang out here until we are allowed to go. And still no phones to call our moms.”

      Why is she not reacting? I would be giving the girl death stares and grabbing him by the hand to separate the two. They have some funky relationship, but I will not be a part of it.

      Harold replied without any change in his voice, “Do not worry that much about it. They will think we are still driving back, and they know that I drive slower at night. We called them an hour ago to let them know about the flat tire.”

      “What if they call your phone and you do not answer?”

      “My mom knows that I do not answer the phone unless the Bluetooth is on. And remember that my Bluetooth stopped working and I had to use a flip phone? She will just think that I do not want to answer.”

      “What if she calls mine or Olivia’s?”

      “She will think you two do not want to disturb me or fell asleep like you always do.”

      “Cool. If you guys are bored, you can come and listen to great angel war stories. They are allowed to do a ton of neat things when they fight demons. I mean like really cool things.”

      “We will be over in a while, okay?”

      “Sure thing,” the preppy blonde said before she left us.

      Who leaves a guy she likes with another girl? With his hand holding the other girl’s hand? This is too weird for me.

      “So back to our conversation. Why do you think she is my potential girlfriend? And why do you have a problem with my holding your hand?”

      “She is always around you. Girls like to be around the guys they like. Every time I see her, she’s touching you. And it is like all the time, and she hangs on your every word as though it is the best.” I twisted my fingers.

      “Fair enough. I can see why you would think she likes me. Why do you not want to hold my hand now when you did once?”

      I lowered my eyes, not wanting to see his true emotions. I couldn’t deal with the confirmation that he liked her. “Because you have a relationship with her.”

      “Yes, we have a special relationship.”

      “You admit it, and you still continue to hold my hand like it is nothing.”

      “Francine, do you know who she is?”

      “Who, preppy blonde?” My hand flew to my mouth. I could not believe that I said that out loud. “Sorry, I should not have said that out loud.”

      His laughter caused the angels to turn their heads our way and smile.

      Why are they smiling? Are they not hearing what this guy is saying to me? He has no morals, absolutely none. I cannot believe I liked him and did not see this before. Phew, at least I will not have to deal with him as a boyfriend. He would just hurt me more than he already has.

      “I will tell her that you called her preppy blonde. She may actually laugh as I did.”

      “No, please do not. She will really hate me after that.”

      He shook his head. “Marilyn will not. She is cool and will probably think it is funny.”

      Oh, Harold, she will pretend she thinks it’s funny and will be throwing darts at me and you as soon as we turn around.

      “I would not tell her, please.” I bit my lip, worried about what she might do to me. “Please don’t.”

      He tilted his head. “Okay, I’ll think about it. Now back to my question. Do you know who she is? My relationship to her?”

      “She’s your current girlfriend?”

      He shook his head. “Nope.”

      “Your potential girlfriend?”

      “Not in a million years. It’d be kinda weird.”

      I did not know if the angels could hear my heart that wanted to leap out of my rib cage at least ten times or sense that my hands became sweaty.

      Did he just say the preppy blonde is not going to be his girlfriend? Maybe it is Olivia and the preppy blonde is her minion? That is it. No wonder she did not throw a fit when she came over here. It is Olivia.

      “So it’s Olivia that is going to be your girlfriend?” I turned and glanced at Olivia, but she waved at me as if she did not care that he was holding my hand.

      “Nope, you are way out of the ballpark. The catcher will have to rent a plane to catch it.”

      I wanted to laugh, but I needed to find the truth. “Okay, I give up. I do not know who your future girlfriend will be. But whoever it is, she will not like you holding my hand. That I do know.”

      He leaned over and whispered in my ear, “Not even if it is you?”

      Did I hear him correctly? No, it must be my hearing from the accident that is messed up.

      My heart wanted to leap out of my mouth. “What? What did you just say?”

      “You are the girl I want to date, not Olivia and certainly not my first cousin Marilyn, who by the way would prefer to be an angel rather than date right now.”

      My whole system went into overdrive.

      Is he for real? Does he really want to date me? I cannot believe it. I need to hear it again.

      I lowered my eyes, afraid of meeting his gaze in case I misheard. “Did you just say you wanted to date me?”

      “Yes, that is what I said.” He lifted my chin and gazed into my eyes. “Do you need a hearing aid at the tender age of fifteen? Just kidding.”

      I smacked him before I leaned over and whispered in his ear, “I cannot believe you strung me along for this long. Why did you not just tell me that I was wrong? Why not let me know that you liked me at the debate?”

      He pulled back, gazing into my eyes. “I was not thinking of dating you at the debate.”

      “Maybe not during the debate but afterward?”

      “Not even then.” He shook his head.

      My forehead scrunched. “When did you decide you wanted to date me?”

      “When the angels stopped to help us at the side of the road and as we headed here I saw your bus.” He closed his eyes, and his shoulders moved.

      “Why were you on the side of the road?”

      “My car blew a tire.” He shrugged. “No phones and no spare tire.”

      “That is strange that our phones didn’t work either.”

      “Very strange. We could not understand why we had no extra tire. It was more bizarre because my dad always checks the tires and the spare when we’re preparing for a long journey, and I don’t get it.”

      For a minute, we were both quiet.

      Was it the demons that cut off our communication? Or the angels? And why his car?

      “Okay, what I do not get is what made you decide to tell me that you wanted to date now when you totally ignored me just a few hours before?”

      He lifted his hand up. “Let me start from the beginning. We were stuck on the road waiting for another car to stop. The angels were the only ones to stop by. They began helping us when they were told that a legion of evil spirits was heading right toward us. We did not have an option while we were walking out of their path; we all noticed the bus. The fact that it was split in half, and for about thirty minutes, I thought you were dead. My thoughts berated me for holding back my feelings for you.”

      I wanted to ask him what kind of feelings, but something struck at me. “How did you know it was my bus and not another school bus? It doesn’t have our school’s name.”

      He sheepishly glanced down. “Do I have to admit that I memorized the bus number?”

      “Oh.” I didn’t even know what to say as my brain went through all the different questions I had.

      He was interested enough to find out my bus number? Or maybe I am reading too much into this. What if he’s into voodoo?

      “When I asked if the Stonehaven team was in there, the angels confirmed it. They confirmed that your name was on their list of possible victims. I decided I shouldn’t waste time.” He bit his lip. “It was then that I decided if I ever saw you again, I would let you know that I liked you and wanted to date you. Here we are.”

      “Yes, here we are.” I smiled, and for the first time since I had met him, my world was right. I knew that no matter what, he would be mine.

      He leaned over and gazed into my eyes. “May I?”

      I winked and said, “Yes, you may.”

      Harold’s lips touched mine and it wasn’t butterflies that flew in my insides. No, rockets flew in my stomach and my closed eyes saw fireworks.

      His lips left mine and he said, “Wow!”

      “Wow, is right.”

      Thunder jerked the ground beneath my feet, and two seconds later, the inside of the lighthouse became extremely bright. I narrowed my eyes.

      Harold pulled me up. “We better join the rest of the group.”

      “Yep, there must be more angels joining us.”

      The group was forming a circle, a wide circle that mimicked the inside of the lighthouse. Another sound of thunder shook the building followed by the lightning.

      One of the angels touched my shoulder before he said, “Please listen to me, everyone. We are safe in here as long as we each do our part to ward off the evil spirits coming our way. They are currently at the bus, and they will be here soon. Our strongest teenagers—Lily, Clare, and Grace—must begin their prayers, and the rest of you will follow them. Since this is not rehearsed, you must listen to them. Please follow their lead and adapt your own prayers. Together, we will be able to overcome them.”

      I trembled, not knowing what would happen to us if we did not have them by our side directing us.

      Lily began to pray with Clare’s and Grace’s voices joining in. They made it easy for us to follow as they were saying the Lord’s Prayer. We joined in, Harold’s deep voice making it easy to keep pace with. The wind blew in, and with it came a disgusting smell as if a thousand rats died in a hole that fed right into the inside of the lighthouse.

      I wanted to vomit, but I did not. I continued with the prayer, making sure that my own voice was strong and powerful.

      Harold squeezed my hand, but he did not break the prayer. We could not talk, but we did not need to. Our voices carried our prayers, and I hoped it was enough to keep the legion of demons away from us.

      I closed my eyes, imagining our voices reaching the sky, reaching the thousands of angels who would be prepared to help the rest of the angels with us to protect us. Without breaking the prayer, my mind wandered, wanting to know where the angels who went off to fight were at.

      Are they safe? Will they come back to guide us? How long can we continue praying? Will we survive if we fail?

      The smell became worse, but we continued our prayers, raising our voices to the heavens. The ground shook, and we raised our voices even higher.

      Bang! Bang!

      The lighthouse beams exploded above us, and we were left in complete darkness.

      I trembled as I thought about the darkness. Did the angels leave us?
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      The angels with the group ascended to meet my guardian and I returned to join the group praying in a circle in complete darkness. I began to pray with them. At first, my barely-above-a-whisper voice couldn’t be distinguished from the others. But as I grew confident in my ability to remember the prayers I used to recite, my voice grew louder.

      I wanted to shout loud enough that God would hear me in heaven.

      With the lights out, I could not see if the demons invaded the building or if they only surrounded the building. What was clear was that as our voices continued to increase in volume, so did the stench of the demons.

      And their screams and yelling grew as our own voices did.

      We could not stop praying, but I squeezed Clare’s hand to let her know that I was still right next to her and that we were good. She returned the squeeze, and as I prayed, my heart grew with love, knowing that somehow we would be okay.

      That we would make it through it all with our archangels fighting for us.

      Thunder and lightning filled the area, and our voices almost sounded as if we were screaming. I wanted my voice to be heard in Heaven no matter if the legions of demons heard me or not. The angels needed to hear us clamoring for protection.

      All of a sudden, the light shone through my eyes, and I could hear angels singing in the distance. We did not stop our prayers, but I opened my eyes to see more angels descending from the top.

      The voices of the angels joining us in the circle became lower, and we followed suit until we were only whispering the last few verses. We all sighed with relief as my angel descended in the middle of the circle.

      My angel spoke in his typical deep voice which no one could help but listen to him. “We are victorious again. Not that I doubted it, but it is good to say. None of those whose names are written in the Book of Life were hurt, and the demons have all left the area.”

      Everyone cheered.

      But a tiny voice said he hadn’t said that everyone was safe.

      “Thank you all for praying loud enough that they were quickly turned away with your voices which reached the heavens.”

      I squeezed Clare’s hand again, thankful that we had come out of this intact and with no one getting hurt. Roberts peeked my way and slyly gave me the thumbs-up, which I quickly returned.

      We were safe, and that was the important thing.

      But is anyone missing from the group?

      “Thank you so much to our prayer warriors who provided their guidance to the prayer group. We could not have done it without you.” His gaze touched everyone, and he smiled. “We are grateful that each one of you was able to provide the support to each other which is extremely important especially in times like these.”

      The angels’ voices rose up as they sang the most beautiful song. Once they were done, Grace’s angel rose up about five feet above us and extended his hand. “I will be providing each one of you with extra healing, and any lingering ache or pain you still have will be removed.”

      I could feel his power move throughout my body, providing me with more energy. It felt better than before, and the questions of how much had had to heal flooded back. When I spoke to the rest of our debate team, no one had the same experience of almost a euphoric state after he healed me. That state was a key piece of the puzzle, and it was one that I wanted to explore.

      My angel called me over. I went with Clare because I did not want to let her go.

      “Andrew, how do you feel?”

      “Good, with still a lot of energy. But perhaps it is maybe a bit too much energy to stop right now. Maybe in a couple of weeks, it may slow down?”

      He shook his head. “Remember, I said that once we return you back to the scene of the accident or at least to your home, you will lose all the current energy you have.”

      I nodded. “Can’t I keep a bit of it?”

      “You’ll keep some energy for a couple of hours, but you will see a decrease of energy shortly.” He smiled. “And while you have the energy, you will have the light you have now.”

      I glanced at Clare. “What about everyone else? Will they lose all their energy? Or their healing?”

      “No, they will not receive any more healing, but neither will they have the extra power, that extra energy.” He shook his head. “You received that much energy from me because you were more injured than the rest.”

      Clare asked, “So what you are saying is that he is special and therefore received the extra level of energy?”

      I squeezed her fingers.

      “Yes, he is special, but that is not why he received the extra energy. Why don’t we sit at the table where you both will be more comfortable?”

      We sat at the table, and I tilted my head to focus my gaze at him. My curiosity was piqued. He held something back, and I needed to know what it was.

      “Can you tell me what the difference is between me and my team members?” I asked it as a question, but my tone was more demanding.

      He folded his fingers together. “On the bus, you sustained more injuries than the rest of your friends.”

      “Yes, you said that before.” Or at least I thought that he had. “How bad were my injuries?”

      “You would not have made it without an angel to heal you.”

      “You mean I died?”

      Clare gasped and tightened her arm around mine.

      “You died, but we brought you back.”

      Now that is not what I expected to hear. Never in a million years would I have guessed that today was supposed to be my final day on earth. Now that is crazy!

      I did not want to think about dying.

      At seventeen, who thinks that they can die? No one I knew. We all thought we could live forever, that nothing we could do would cause our death. We did not need to think about dying because it would not happen. But here I was listening to my guardian angel tell me that I would have died if it was not for him, who allowed me to live. Who revived me.

      It was then that I remembered his words. He did not say that he was healing me. No, he said that he was reviving me, and that meant something totally different.

      “Wait a minute. Are you saying that in one night, he could have died twice?”

      He nodded his head before he turned to Clare and said, “Your parents are arriving, and the sooner we transport you to the bus, the quicker you will be reunited with your parents.”

      Clare turned to me and met my gaze with concern in her eyes. “What about Drew? Will he come with us?”

      My guardian shook his head. “Not yet. But you must come with me.”

      She must have known how emotional I had become, as she touched my arm and said, “Will you be okay?”

      I plastered on a fake smile, hoping she couldn’t figure out how upset I was. “Of course, I’ll just wait until it is my turn to return to the bus. You go and meet your parents, and we’ll talk later?”

      She hesitated before she smiled. “Okay. Hopefully, we’ll talk later.”

      I nodded as my angel led her away.

      The realization of what he had said smacked me in the face. Between the accident and the demons, I could have lost my life twice on the same day. Although losing my soul was much worse than just losing my life.

      And I could not decide whether I was simply lucky or unlucky.

      Or, as my mom liked to say, blessed.

      Mom! Does she know? How will she react?
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      After leaving Andrew, I wondered how he really felt. His smile had not been reflected in his eyes, and his face appeared torn.

      I wanted to return to his side and comfort him from whatever he was feeling, but the angels had made it clear that we needed to be reunited with our parents.

      And while I was happy to see my mom, I doubted she had been able to leave my younger siblings with my brother working the night shift.

      With small steps, Lily and I, with our arms locked around each other, inched toward my mom, who stood with a group of parents.

      Lily whispered, “How do I tell my mamí what happened?”

      “I’m not sure. All I want are my mom’s arms around me, the scent of her shampoo seeping into my nose, and her warmth engulfing me. Everything else I’ll figure out later. Maybe I’ll tell her to let me rest a full 24 hours before I explain what happened to me. To us. Not that I know what words I’ll use.”

      Lily nodded. “Good idea. I’m still overwhelmed with what happened that I don’t think I can form complete sentences to explain what happened.” She sighed. “An alphabet soup isn’t spilling out of my mouth right now because I’m not talking about it.”

      “That’s exactly how I feel, and…”

      “Clare! Clare, my beautiful lass!” Mom ran to me faster than if she ran a one-hundred-yard dash. Her arms stretched out as she ran.

      I removed my arm from Lily’s but waited until my mom’s arms wrapped themselves around me.

      Tears spilled out of my ducts as her warmth not only warmed my arms but my entire body. I tried to say “Mom,” but the word anchored in my mouth, refusing to come out.

      “My darling lass,” she whispered in my ear before pulling back and moving her head from top to bottom and back up to my face. She caressed my wet cheeks. “Please tell me you’re safe. That nothing happened to you on that bus.” Her arms went down mine, and she asked, “Are you in pain? Are you hurt?”

      I shook my head and mouthed, “I’m fine.”

      Our teacher Mr. Rodriguez shouted, “Parents, students, we know that you want to take your children home, but at this time, we can’t release them. The bus suffered considerable damage, and we want to make sure that every child on that bus is healthy enough to return home.”

      A few parents in unison said, “No.” Others grumbled and spoke among themselves.

      I could understand because I didn’t want to be dragged to a hospital. Not a chance. My warm bed called out to me. Besides, our angels had protected us from anything too serious. They promised us that we would only have cuts and bruising but no lacerations.

      “We understand you want them home as soon as possible, but it’s best if the hospitals make sure every student has no internal injuries.” He cleared his throat. “The worst thing that could happen is that they go home and they spiral into crisis mode because of an internal injury. I’ll stay with any student whose parent needs to leave for any reason. We have five other teachers meeting us at the three hospitals, only one who was on the other bus. Your children will be with at least one adult the entire time.”

      My mom raised her hand. “Can we accompany them?”

      It surprised me that Mom actually asked a question. Usually, it would have been my father who’d speak up in meetings. She tended to be too timid at times to voice her opinion or ask questions in large crowds. Somehow, my dad leaving had made her less timid, or she was too scared to leave me for a minute that she wanted to make sure Mr. Rodriguez understood that she was not about to allow me to be in a hospital by myself.

      “Of course, we welcome you to stay with your child if you can. It’ll make our lives easier, but we don’t want anyone to leave with their student thinking that they must stay with their child, especially if you have younger children at home.”

      “Mom, what about the twins? Are they okay home alone?”

      She nodded. “I called your aunt, and she headed over as soon as we received the phone blast of the crash.”

      “Oh, and what about Karl? Is he working?”

      “Yes, he wanted to be here, but two people called in sick and he couldn’t leave, but he wanted you to know that he’s with you in spirit and that he loves you.”

      It brought me happiness to hear. That was the closest Karl would ever get to telling me that he loved me.

      “He said if anyone showed up that he would meet us at whatever hospital you were sent to.”

      I knew that deep down, my brother loved me, but to say he would leave his job to meet us at the hospital was a serious enlightening moment. My brother knew how much we needed the money to keep us from spiraling into foreclosure.

      To help with the bills, I agreed to find a part-time job during the Christmas season and hoped that they would keep me throughout the spring.

      I wasn’t sure how I would juggle my extracurricular activities and my classwork, but other students did it, so I needed to figure it out. It wasn’t fair to my mom and brother to continue how much they sacrificed for the twins and myself.

      Mr. Rodriguez texted the hospital closest to us, and as he read his text, she nodded.

      “This is good. I know a nurse who works the night shift, and I believe she’s there tonight. She’ll take care of you.” It was the first time she truly smiled in months.

      “How do you know?”

      She leaned over and whispered, “She’s one of my clients. She always says if we have an emergency to head to her hospital and she’ll make sure I’m taken care of, even if she’s not there. She’ll tell her fellow nurses and even some doctors.” She paused. “You’ll be in good hands.”

      “Thank you, Mom.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

          

          
            LILY SANTOS

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Clare released my arm, Mamí barreled through the crowd of parents and students as if they weren’t blocking her path. How she made it so quickly through the crowd, I will never know. Maybe she elbowed some parents.

      “Mi hija!” She crushed me for ten seconds before she stepped back. “Mi hija. Como estas? Estas herída?” She hugged me again but did not release me.

      “Si, Mamًí! I’m fine. Only minor scratches. Nothing in my entire body is injured.”

      If I didn’t reassure her, she’d have every cousin, aunt, and uncle at the hospital within the hour. It didn’t matter that not all of them were doctors or nurses or even CNAs, she’d start the chain of anyone who ever thought about becoming a medical professional.

      “Are you sure? Let me take a good look at you.” She stepped back but still closer than arm’s length. Her fingers covered each inch of my scalp before she proceeded to my arms.

      It surprised me that she didn’t inspect my legs, but maybe she assumed that since I stood without shaking that they had not been injured. I was glad that she didn’t proceed to my legs because that would have been totally embarrassing, especially in front of Gary.

      I didn’t want to appear as if Mamí treated me as if I was ten years old.

      Mr. Rodriguez texted the hospital we were assigned to, and Mamí showed it to me.

      “This is good. Your dad can stop by after he wakes up.”

      “Mamí, he has been sick, and I don’t want him not to rest.”

      “Lily, he would have come with me, but he was asleep when I received the message, and I didn’t want to wake him up. But he’ll want to see you himself tomorrow.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

          

          
            GRACE FONG

          

        

      

    

    
      After the demons left, my nerves settled, and I finally looked at my guardian angel. I stared at his beauty that was beyond any other male on the planet. Chris Hemsworth, Jason Momoa, and every other celebrity were ugly compared to him.

      He laughed. “We’re all angelic beings and therefore not like any human beings you’ve seen.”

      I wanted to put my arms around him and kiss him.

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry, I’ll always protect you but there is no relationships between angels and humans.”

      “But I’ve read all these books were angels and humans fall in love and I can’t find a guy I like.”

      He smiled. “You will Grace. Be patient and the right guy will come one day and blow your socks off your feet. But now it’s time to meet your parents.”

      We walked toward the bus and my ma and da ran toward me.

      “Grace!” Ma reached me first and her hug might have added more bruises, but her arms felt good around me. “Are you okay?”

      "Yes, Ma. I’m fine. My skin is bruised from being jostled on the bus but I feel good.”

      Da nodded. “You’ll still go to the hospital and they will make sure,” his said but his voice cracked and he hugged me. “We were so worried about you.”

      “I’m good. No need to worry. You’ll see when the hospital says so.”

      “You don’t know how much I prayed coming over here that my darling Grace would be unharmed,” Ma said.

      “Trust me we were praying as well.”

      “Good, it’s as it should be.”

      Da pointed at Mr. Rodriguez. “He has assigned a hospital for you. Let’s see where we’re going.”

      Da hurried off with Ma following him.

      I raised my head and my guardian grinned as if he held a secret.

      “Remember, Grace, wait for the right guy and you’ll be as happy as your parents.”

      That’s all I want. And thanks for being there for me.

      “Anytime, Grace,” he said before he disappeared into the dark sky.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

          

          
            ANDREW LENDER

          

        

      

    

    
      I sank to the ground with the trunk of a tree I couldn’t remember the name of against my back. What had happened not only to me but to every junior, senior, and Fran on our doomed bus was unbelievable. Well, maybe not so doomed as we all survived and my angel showed me how to dispel the darkness inside of me.

      But still, the angels having to fight the demons could only be described as terrible and beyond what I could have imagined as a horrific horror flick.

      No, it was worse.

      Much worse.

      At that moment, I recalled how I left my mother this morning. How I didn’t even bother to give her a hug or tell her that I loved her.

      I left her totally upset, and I had not cared one iota.

      That’s what bothered me the most. It hadn’t fazed me that my mother, who had always shown me unconditional love, who never failed to tell me how much she loved me, had stood watching me drive off with my friend with hurt in her eyes. All because of me.

      A couple of tears escaped, and I closed my eyes as I didn’t want to see all the happy reunions with all my classmates and their parents while I wallowed in regret.

      Or worse, that they would pity me, because I didn’t deserve any pity. Not after how I had treated her that morning or for the last four years.

      It was also too hard for me to see the happy reunions knowing that my parents couldn’t come because they were responsible for those foster children, but I knew they would be worried. Even if they were told that I survived, they wouldn’t be able to see for themselves and would continue to worry.

      And those innocent ones I had resented for a long time, simply because I wanted more and more of my mom’s time. Not because I wanted to spend time with her, and definitely not because I showed her an inkling of love. The sole reason was because of my personal greed and selfishness.

      I had wanted everything to be for me, but I did not reciprocate an ounce of the love they flourished freely on me, especially my mom.

      It was not easy to admit who I had become, not even to myself. Ashamed of my previous actions, I didn’t want anyone to know what a horrible person I had transformed into the last couple of years.

      No wonder the demons had targeted me.

      No wonder they wanted my soul. It was a darkness devoid of any hint of the light that I had always had inside me when I was younger.

      My soul had become so extremely dark that it was almost evil. Some might call the way I acted like a demon, especially how I treated my mother that morning before I left.

      But now I understood, and it pained me.

      It hurt me to know, if the news had gotten to her, how she must have been feeling not knowing whether or not I was alive, especially as I was the one not yet allowed to go back as the EMTs took care of everybody else and reunited them with their parents.

      Taking a deep breath, I opened my eyes and focused on the happy families hugging and kissing their children.

      A deep desire to be among my teammates with their parents surged, but I stayed near the bus. My angel had not come.

      Maybe he knew that I needed this time alone.

      Or maybe he figured it didn’t make a difference since my parents would not be there anyway, since them requesting emergency respite on such a short notice and late at night would certainly yield a big, fat zero.

      While my heart wanted to beg my angel to take me to them, I knew the impossibility of the situation.

      What I had witnessed produced a seismic change in my heart.

      For the first time in years, I understood why they sacrificed as much as they did for these children. They were almost orphans, with parents who had abandoned, abused, or neglected them. And there were my parents who not only loved them unconditionally without having any biologic connection but who cared for them above everything else without wanting anything in return, except to see them flourish.

      I held my head in my hands, and the tears flowed. My parents always showed me love. Even when they took care of other children, they never failed to show me and tell me that they loved me.

      A couple of tears traveled down my cheeks as I remembered all the times I threw it in their faces that they preferred to take care of these foster children instead of me.

      In my selfishness, I hadn’t wanted to admit that they always included these children in our family activities that I usually chose, not the other way around.

      Even when they thought of outings the younger children would enjoy, they would ask me my preference.

      Why have I been so bullheaded? Why couldn’t I see the truth of how much my family sacrificed for me?

      Instead of focusing on the fact that they were helping defenseless children, I only focused on how I couldn’t obtain what I wanted.

      The tears continued to roll down my cheeks as I remembered everything my parents had done for me.

      “Andrew, it is time for you to join your classmates.”

      I wiped my eyes and cheeks against my arm and stood. “I’m ready.”

      “Walk slowly around the bus. That way, no one will know where you were.”

      “Why?”

      “You were the most hurt, but we don’t need anyone to ask too many questions about why you’re able to walk.”

      “Okay.”

      With slow steps, I headed toward the bus and went around it until I skirted the perimeter of the gathering of parents and students.

      “Andrew! Andrew!”

      Mom? It was definitely my mom’s voice. But how? The children? Maybe with Dad?

      I scanned the area, and my mother ran from across the other side.

      She stopped a foot away from me and looked me over. “Are you okay?” She slowly stepped forward and gently hugged me. “Tell me if this hurts.”

      “No, Mom. It feels so good to be in your arms.” I couldn’t stop the tears from running down my cheeks. “Mom, I’m so sorry for everything I’ve done to you in the last four years. I’m sorry for being selfish and greedy. I’m sorry for not helping around the house and treating you as a servant. I’m sorry for not honoring you as I should have.”

      She ran her hand down my head, stopping at my neck and gently squeezing it. “Don’t worry about anything in the past. I’m just happy that you survived. It’s a miracle that any of you survived that crash. At ten, I had a weird feeling and prayed for all of your safety as you drove home, but when I saw that bus,” she paused with her eyes closed, “I dropped to my knees and prayed for a miracle. Please forget the past, I’m just happy that you’re alive.”

      She hugged me in her arms, and my whole body relaxed.

      “Andrew?”

      Dad? How can he be here? The children? Did they bring them?

      My father enveloped us in a group hug, his arms strong against my back.

      “Are you okay, son?” His voice sounded deeper than usual.

      “Yes, Dad. I’m fine. Sore but fine.” I took a deep breath before I pulled back. “Mom, in front of Dad, I need your forgiveness because I’ve been the worst child.” I choked and couldn’t continue.

      She shook her head. “Never the worst child. You’ve been rebellious but never the worst child.” Mom kissed my cheek. “Don’t think for a minute that you’ve been the worst child, because you haven’t.”

      “Mom, Dad, you are both such amazing parents, and I haven’t been honoring you, Mom. Dad, you may not have noticed how I acted toward Mom for years, but I need you to know that I have not been the son that both of you deserve. I’ve rebelled against you, and I’m begging for you both to forgive me. And, Mom, can you also please forgive me for any hurt I’ve caused you.”

      She hugged me tight. “Yes, I forgive you, Always, my son.”

      Dad nodded. “I knew you might not have acted the way you should toward your mother, but I was giving you a long rope to figure it out yourself. Sometimes, it’s better when we discover ourselves how we’re acting than by somebody else punishing us. I’m glad that you asked for her forgiveness.”

      “Where are the children? How are you both here? You didn’t leave them alone?”

      Dad shook his head. “No, we wouldn’t do that. They’re too young still and vulnerable. We asked for emergency respite.”

      “How did you get it so quickly? It usually takes months when we’re taking vacation.”

      Mom nodded. “Yes, but we asked another family to come over, and because we arranged it ourselves, DCF just had to sign off on it.”

      “But how did you do it?”

      “I called them up after ten when something told me that there was something seriously wrong with you.” Tears flowed down her cheeks. “I knew in my heart that you were hurt, and I called a couple of the foster parents that I knew didn’t have children. The Rodriguezs came right over, and since we had let the children stay up late tonight watching a movie, the couple helped me put them to bed.”

      Of course, how many times had my parents dropped everything to help them with their own foster children? They would reciprocate.

      “You did this for me despite how I left you this morning?”

      “Always, my son.” She hugged me. “We love you.”

      Dad nodded. “Yes, our love is always unconditional.”

      I wiped the few tears that had escaped my eyes.

      He patted me on my back. “This experience has changed you, hasn’t it?”

      “Yes, Dad. More than anyone will ever know.”

      He patted my arm. “We love you, son. No matter what, we will always love you.”

      Mom’s whole expression changed and her eyes twinkled. “Yes, we’ll always love you.”

      A huge relief flowed through my body on hearing those words.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

          

          
            GUARDIAN TO ANDREW LENDER AND LEADER OF SQUADRON OF ANGELS

          

        

      

    

    
      On that particular day, the night ended with the sirens of the ambulances, parents, siblings, and friends happy their loved ones made it.

      But there was the soul of the one that we could not save. The driver who had sold his soul and drove the bus to the Jupiter Lighthouse, instead of the school.

      We as guardians grieved the one, whose name had not been in the Book of Life and whose chance at eternal life was stolen.

      As I hovered above the crowd, the blades of two or three choppers cut through the air, making Andrew’s head spin. My biggest accomplishment was Andrew’s renewed faith. His gratefulness for being alive and able to change because miraculously the injuries he should’ve sustained weren’t there.

      The emergency team had not found any major issues, just a couple of scratches and a gash on his forehead to forever remind him about the accident and of me, his guardian angel.

      But most importantly, I was happy that he knew his life had been spared, changed from that day forward. It was when he transformed from being a believer to becoming a follower. A Christian man he still is to this day. And nothing, no one, no circumstance would ever change him. It was amazingly joyful to see that the moment his eyes were opened to The Truth, The Way, he never wanted to return to the ignorant young man he had been. His life went from ordinary to extraordinary all in the matter of seconds.

      And I was there with him, guiding him in the shadows, providing clues to help him to discern the right from the almost right. I grinned, proud of that night’s work. Proud that I was able to lead my squadron to help the other teenagers to wake up to that important Truth.

      Every day, his journey toward Heaven would become more remarkable, filled with a joy and peace, and most importantly love. How he wished he could describe that to those around him who, like him before that day, refused to allow their eyes to open and rejected the primary reason we exist: to love.

      And with that, I will end this assignment as I am called to my next one, hoping that it will be as fruitful as this one was.

      I will catch up with Andrew’s life soon, knowing that he is on that very narrow path, which will lead him back to us one day.

      
        
        The End
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        * * *
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      Bitten by the least expected.

      

      Tala is awarded a golden opportunity to study magical amphibians in the Briarhaven wild’s. She is thwarted by a handsome shepherd shrouded in mystery and contradictions, yet Tala stands resolute in her determination to finish her work. Whatever the consequences.

      

      Zev is a shepherd hiding in the Briarhaven wild’s with a life-threatening secret. When he first meets Tala, he warns her away, afraid she will uncover his full identity. Unexpected twists turn him into Tala’s mentor and Zev realizes he will do anything to protect her.

      

      Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing masterfully blends science and magic to create a unique gaslamp ambiance. This cozy fantasy romance is brimming with secrets, magical creatures and a heroine that stands at the precipice between fate and free will.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            JOURNEYMAN HERPETOLOGIST

          

        

      

    

    
      Ribbit.

      Tala Rana launched herself into a frenzied sprint, knocking over the precarious stack of research papers teetering on her nightstand. Like a whirlwind, she darted across the room and past rows of books, her heart racing, fueled by a blend of urgency and exhilaration. She lunged forward, her hand outstretched toward the small warty toad, the target of her pursuit.

      She missed. Her fingers closed around nothing but air.

      Casting a quick, apologetic glance at the scattered sheets of meticulously gathered data, she moved toward her cerulean nightgown, trimmed with delicate lace, that had been hastily discarded on the floor earlier that morning. The sonorous croak of another of her study subjects echoed through the room, a teasing reminder of the task at hand.

      Tala fixed her gaze on the suspicious bulge in her nightgown. Summoning a burst of energy, she swiftly flung the fabric aside, her right hand plunging toward the elusive creature.

      Her fingers closed around the warty texture of the toad's skin, a triumphant smile playing at the corners of her mouth. Lifting the bewildered animal up, she brought it up to her face.

      "Well, hello there, you little rascal," she cooed, her voice filled with warmth. "You don't have to resort to such drastic measures. Today is your day of freedom, buddy. And I've got a grand adventure awaiting me in the mountains."

      Tenderly, she set about rectifying the toppled glass jar, its base a mini prairie of fresh grass, and carefully placed the toad back into its transient abode. With a sigh of contentment, Tala turned her attention back to her pack.

      The great outdoors beckoned, and she had a mountain expedition to prepare for.

      She stood amidst the clutter of her cramped boarding room, scanning over her belongings with a mix of excitement and anxiety. She ran a hand through her long red hair as she mentally checked off all the items she would need for her journey to the mountains that skirted the Briarhaven wilds. She could only take what she could carry, and she would be gone all summer long. It was the opportunity of a lifetime – to write and illustrate the Practical Guide to Magical Amphibians.

      "Jars? Check. Oiled leather? Check," she murmured to herself, her voice barely audible above the rustle of paper as she rummaged through her collection of books, specimens, and drawings. "I can’t forget my notebook." Tala grabbed a special extra-thick notebook she’d purchased specifically for this project. She wrapped it in a piece of well-oiled leather to keep it dry and stuffed it in her pack that was quickly filling up.

      She couldn't help but feel a swell of pride at having graduated at the top of her class from the prestigious Briarhaven Elite Academy of Science and Technology – or BEAST, as it was better known. Now they wanted to sponsor her research, and their support meant not only funding but also recognition from the leading institution in human science and technology. Students who graduated from BEAST went on to develop things like the lightbulb and most recently the car. The technology coming out of the academy gave regular ordinary humans a chance to compete with magic wielders, and it was exciting to be part of the technological revolution.

      "Where did I put my charcoal pencils?" Tala muttered to herself, rifling through a stack of papers covered in scribbled notes. She searched for any sign of her elusive art supplies.

      "Ah-ha!" she exclaimed, spotting the familiar black box peeking out from beneath a mountain of books. She added the pencils to her growing pile of equipment: a leather-bound sketchbook, a sturdy wooden case filled with vials of ink, and a small brass telescope for observing creatures from afar.

      "Let's see," she mumbled, consulting a worn checklist as she continued her packing. "Cloak, coins, travel rations...oh! I almost forgot the glass slides for preserving samples."

      At BEAST, she may not have focused her studies on engineering or design, but she worked hard studying the creatures of Briarhaven. The more she learned, the more shocked she became at how little was known about the amphibians of this land, the magical and mundane alike. There was so much speculation in this area of study that even the leading biologists didn’t know which magical varieties were no more than fairytales. That was when she had decided to specialize and become a herpetologist, but it exceeded all her expectations when BEAST told her they would fund a research venture to write a practical guide on the subject.

      "BEAST believes in me," she said to the dozen live species of frogs, toads, and salamanders that were her roommates. "And they know how important this research could be." Her fingers brushed against the rough spine of a children’s book on the light-bender hellbender, one of the elusive species she hoped to encounter on her journey. "Their powers are so rare and unique... who knows what we can learn from them?" She stuffed the book in her bag, something comforting on the long, lonely nights ahead.

      "Are you sure you have everything you need, dear?" called a voice from the doorway. Tala turned to see her neighbor, and the owner of the small boarding house she lived in, Mrs. Patts, leaning against the doorframe, a motherly look of concern furrowing her brow.

      "Almost, Mrs. Patts," Tala replied, smiling. While her neighbor could be a bit nosy, like when she invited herself over when Tala brought home friends Mrs. Patts described as “hoodlums,” Mrs. Patts was also the one to bring her soup when she was sick and asked her regularly how she was doing with her intense workload. Mrs. Patts worried, but sometimes it was nice to have someone who cared so much. "Just double-checking my list. Thank you so much for looking after my room while I’m gone. I believe BEAST paid you for the summer while I’m out doing research for them, and I’ll be back in two or three months."

      Mrs. Patts nodded. "Remember, there's no shame in asking for help if you find yourself in trouble. You can always change your mind and come home,” Mrs. Patts said, wagging a finger. "It’s dangerous out there in the wilds."

      Tala nodded. Mrs. Patts was very concerned about her alone in the mountains, but she used to spend a few weeks every summer up there helping her grandfather with trapping and collecting furs. He taught her how to live off the land. It had been quite a few years since she used her skills, but she knew she would be fine. "I'll be careful, I promise."

      "Good," Mrs. Patts said, patting Tala's arm affectionately. "Now, make sure you pack some warm clothes for those cold mountain nights."

      "Thank you, Mrs. Patts," she said, looking back at the older woman. "Your support means a lot to me."

      "Go on now," Mrs. Patts urged, giving her a gentle push toward her packing. "You have a great adventure ahead of you, and I won't keep you any longer."

      Mrs. Patts left as Tala returned to her preparations. She couldn't help but feel a surge of excitement and eagerness to begin her journey. With BEAST behind her and the uncharted wilderness of the Briarhaven wilds before her, Tala was determined to make the most of this opportunity and change the world of magical creature studies forever.

      She wasn’t following pipe dreams like that silly group of boys who thought they could build a machine that could fly. She knew she would make a big discovery that was as all-important as the creation of the telegram. She was on the cusp of great things, but first, she had a toad and a few of his friends to let loose.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            HOWLING LULLABY

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun started cresting the horizon, painting the world with hues of soft gold and blush pink. Tala stood on the uneven cobblestone pathway outside her boarding house that overlooked BEAST. Her eyes scanned the quiet morning streets of Briarhaven’s city. Around her, humanoid people of all types were stirring, a languid yawn of a metropolis waking to a new dawn.

      Her backpack, bulging with supplies and research equipment, stood by her feet, a silent testament to the grand expedition that lay ahead. Tala knew that cars, while rapidly advancing every year, stood no chance against the untamed pathways leading to the wilds of Briarhaven. For this journey, she had to rely on a more archaic, yet robust mode of transportation: a horse-drawn cart.

      Suddenly, she heard the clopping of hooves against stone. A figure gradually emerged from the morning fog, a horse-drawn cart led by an imposing humanoid that seemed to blend man and horse into one. A centaur. Tala’s heart skipped a beat at the fascinating sight – a strong upper body with the torso of a man merged onto the body of a horse. He wasn’t what she was expecting when she'd arranged for the cart.

      “Morning, my name is Brom,” the centaur greeted, his deep voice cutting through the chill in the air. He had a strong, square jaw and eyes the color of pine needles, intense and focused. His equine lower body was a brilliant chestnut, muscles rippling under the early-morning sun.

      “Good morning, Brom. My name is Tala. Thanks for coming to take me to the mountains,” she returned the greeting, her lips curving into a smile. He seemed like a nice enough companion for her journey.

      “Ready for your expedition?” Brom asked, his eyes scanning her bag. Tala picked it up and held the pack close to her chest.

      “Couldn’t be more ready,” she replied, her heat beating fast with anticipation. The long journey ahead did nothing to dampen her spirits. If anything, the thrill of what was to come only fueled her excitement.

      “Well then, hop on. We've got quite the distance to cover over the next three days,” Brom instructed, pointing to the worn but solid-looking wooden cart strapped to his equine back. She clambered aboard, finding a comfortable spot on a bench beside her pack.

      With a nod, Brom moved forward, the cart jostling into action. The rhythmic clip-clop of his hooves filled the air as they left Tala’s apartment. At this time of morning, the streets were still mostly empty, but those that were starting their morning routine moved out of Brom’s way long before he got close.

      As Tala's cart jostled over the cobblestones, the city began to awaken, its profile sketched by plumes of smoke from steam engines and punctuated by majestic cathedrals and towering clock spires. Her centaur driver, with his muscular human torso transitioning seamlessly into a sturdy horse body, navigated the streets with practiced ease. Tala leaned slightly over the cart’s side, absorbing the myriad sights and sounds the city had to offer.

      Tala was comforted by the city's architecture. Buildings made of wood and stone stood tall with their pointed arches and stained-glass windows. These structures, emblematic of Briarhaven's progress, boasted expansive glass facades and exposed brickwork, and some sported guild flags waving in the gentle breeze. As her gaze wandered, she noticed factories lining the city's edge, their towering chimneys standing as silent sentinels.

      Innovations didn’t escape her keen eyes. Amid the classic charm of Briarhaven, Tala spotted kiosks where residents busily sent and received telegrams. The faint echo of a street musician reached her ears, only to be overlaid by an unfamiliar, almost otherworldly tune. They passed a park bench where a young lady was seen furiously dictating a letter. The quill beside her scribbled rapidly on its own, translating her spoken words into elegant, handwritten prose.  Not too far away Tala noticed two cloudriders who appeared to be sharing a private conversation despite their distance. One of them would blow a gentle breath into her palm, and her words, now transformed into a breeze, would travel directly to her friend's ear. Briarhaven was a beautiful city of contrasts, where magic and innovation intertwined seamlessly.

      Too far to have a conversation with Brom without shouting, Tala sat back and watched the tight streets of the city turn into the wide roads of the animorph district they traveled through. She always thought the various districts were fascinating. As humanoid species tended to group together, you could see the origins of the various cultures that were mixed together in the city. Everything from building structure, yard space, and decorations varied greatly between districts.

      A large humanoid lion watched them closely, with his arms crossed, as they passed by. In this particular district the homes looked more like log cabins and cottages hewn from wood. While there was a decent number of houses in this sector, it was full of towering trees that hovered over the small homes, providing shade and greenery. There was even a large pond that Tala could see in the distance, where a group of humanoid otter children were frolicking.

      As the last vestiges of civilization gradually faded into the distance, Tala found herself staring at a vast expanse of rolling green. Farmland punctuated the thick forests here and there, like puzzle pieces scattered sparsely amidst the wilderness. The shift in scenery marked their official entry into the wilds, a somewhat uncharted region that held untold mysteries and many dangers.

      Brom's hooves clunked rhythmically on the winding dirt trail, creating a soothing melody that blended harmoniously with the chirps of birds and the rustle of leaves. Tala felt a thrill run through her veins when a deer darted across their path, its sleek body a blur of motion against the emerald backdrop. She watched rabbits scurrying into the underbrush, their cotton-tail bobbing with every hop. She glanced back to the dominating view of the mountains ahead, an imposing silhouette against the cerulean canvas of the sky.

      "Brom," Tala began, her shout echoing down the road, "how long have you been traversing these paths?"

      The centaur glanced back at her without slowing his pace. “Longer than most humans have been alive." He chuckled, his deep voice rumbling like a distant thunderclap. "Each journey is different, each path holds a new tale. It's as wild as they come, but there's a sense of harmony that only nature can offer."

      Over the hours that turned into days, Tala found herself immersed in Brom's tales. From his encounters with mischievous pixies to his intense standoff with a territorial griffin, each story added depth to the tapestry of their journey, coloring the landscape with invisible tales of adventure, fear, and camaraderie.

      As the cart's wheels turned over the rugged terrain, Tala listened, captivated by Brom's narrative. Her attention hung on every word as the centaur spun tales filled with intriguing creatures and unforeseen encounters. Yet, of all the tales, the one that truly enthralled her was the tale of Brom's encounter with a territorial griffin.

      "So, there I was," Brom began, his voice dropping to a dramatic whisper that teased Tala's anticipation, "on a similar journey across the wilds, hauling supplies to a remote outpost nestled in the mountains."

      Tala leaned in, her eyes wide as the centaur continued, "The route passed through a valley, a narrow path squeezed between two towering cliffs. It was there that I felt a shadow pass over the cart."

      "What was it?" Tala asked, unable to contain her curiosity.

      Brom nodded, a far-off look in his eyes as he recalled the memory. "The biggest griffin I'd ever seen. Its feathers were as golden as the sun, its eyes a fierce emerald, and its beak... as sharp as the finest blade. It was perched high on the cliff, staring down at me with a territorial gaze. You see, I had unknowingly encroached upon its hunting ground."

      Tala shivered despite the midday sun. Griffins, a hybrid of an eagle and a lion, were known to be fiercely protective of their territory. Encountering one in the wild was no laughing matter.

      "What did you do?" she whispered.

      "I knew I couldn't outrun it, not with the cart in tow," Brom confessed. "So, I did the only thing I could think of. I stood my ground."

      "Wait, you didn't try to fight it?" Tala’s eyebrows raised in surprise.

      Brom chuckled, shaking his head. "No, Tala, strength isn't always about fighting. Sometimes, it's about respect. I held its gaze, showing it that I acknowledged its authority, its territory. Then, slowly, I backed away from the path, taking the cart with me. I showed the griffin I meant no harm."

      Tala soaked in the wisdom of Brom's words. Here was a creature of power and strength, choosing respect over conflict.

      "And what happened then?" she finally asked.

      "The griffin watched me, its gaze never wavering. When I was far enough away, it spread its majestic wings and soared into the sky, leaving me to continue my journey," Brom finished, a note of respect in his voice.

      The tale left Tala awestruck, adding another layer of admiration for her centaur companion. With each tale Brom shared, the landscape around them seemed to grow richer, filling with unseen tales of courage, respect, and harmony with the wilderness.

      As the sun began its descent on the third day, staining the sky with hues of orange and crimson, Brom announced their campsite for the night. They stopped in a clearing in the forest, not too far from a bubbling brook and surrounded by a grove of towering oak trees.

      Tala hopped off the cart and stretched her stiff muscles. She surveyed the area, her eyes appraising the landscape with a mix of scientific curiosity and primal instinct. "Time to set up camp again," she murmured, her voice barely audible above the sound of the nearby brook.

      Brom nodded, offering a gentle, encouraging smile. Together, they set about creating their temporary abode. With practiced ease, they pitched a sturdy tent, Brom's strong hands making quick work of the supports. Tala gathered dried twigs and leaves, piling them into a neat mound for a fire.

      By the time night had fallen, their camp was a cozy haven amidst the wilds. Tala stared into the crackling fire, her mind filled with thoughts of the journey thus far and the adventures yet to come. The silhouette of the mountains, still looming in the distance, promised more tales to unfold in the heart of Briarhaven.

      As the flickering flames danced before them, casting playful shadows onto their faces, Tala and Brom fell into a comfortable silence. Tala listened to the crickets sing and the distant call of the nocturnal creatures.

      Suddenly, the eerie howl of a wolf echoed through the wilderness, sending a shiver down Tala's spine. Brom's ears pricked up, his gaze shifting to the source of the sound.

      "Don't worry, Tala," Brom assured, his eyes still scanning the darkness. "I'll stay up tonight and keep watch. You've had a long day, you should rest."

      Tala frowned, her hand unconsciously going to the hilt of her knife strapped at her side. "Brom," she protested, "I just sat in a cart all day while you've been pulling me around. I should be the one on watch."

      Brom turned his gaze to her, a gentle smile on his face. "You underestimate a centaur's stamina, Tala. We can go days on very little sleep. Besides, what are you going to do against a wolf with that knife of yours?"

      Tala looked down at the knife in her hand. It seemed laughably small against the vast wilderness that lay beyond their campsite, housing creatures like the mind-wiping glawackus, pied piper, and dragon far more dangerous than a pack of wolves. She knew Brom had a point, but her stubborn spirit was reluctant to admit it.

      "And what if there's more than just wolves out there?" she challenged, trying to find another reason to stay awake.

      "Then it's even more reason for you to get some sleep," Brom countered, his tone filled with quiet authority. "You need your strength for the journey ahead. Trust me, Tala."

      With a sigh of resignation, Tala nodded, sheathing her knife back at her side. Brom had navigated the wilds more times than she could count, and his confidence comforted her.

      Reluctantly, she crawled into her bedroll, the comforting snap and crackle of the fire and Brom's steady presence lulling her into a peaceful sleep. Her dreams were filled with images of the journey thus far and what was yet to come, the howl of wolves a distant lullaby in the heart of the wilds of Briarhaven.
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            WHERE PATHS DIVERGE

          

        

      

    

    
      Tala's heart pulsed to the rhythm of Brom's hooves, her grip tightening around the sketchbook that held her future. Her eyes sparkled with excitement, mirroring the vibrant wilderness around her, but the closer they got, the more she was starting to have second thoughts. Soon she would be all on her own, with only her wits and limited supplies to help herself survive. What if she didn’t remember all her grandfather’s many lessons?

      "We're nearly there, Tala," rumbled Brom, his deep voice resonating with the clop of his hooves. "In just a few more hours, we'll reach the base of the mountains."

      "Thank you, Brom," Tala answered. The wilds of Briarhaven spread out all around her, calling to her fingers to capture its beauty. Each jolt from the rough terrain echoed in her veins, stirring a thrill of adventure. She could do this. She would remember all she needed to.

      As they ventured closer to the mountains, the landscape grew more rugged. Unexplored forests clung close around them like an emerald wall, their dark depths hiding untold mysteries. In the distance she could see a single serpentine trail that wound perilously up the mountainsides, a testament to the challenges that lay ahead. Tala knew the wilderness would test her mettle, but she was ready.

      "Are you sure you want to do this, Tala?" Brom asked, his eyes darting to her from over his shoulder. "The wilds are home to dangerous beasts, and the mountains are a challenge even for the hardiest. You can come back to the city with me now and no one would think any less of you."

      Tala chuckled, forcing herself to hide her own doubts. All she let escape was a smile brimming with confidence. "I've spent years learning how to live off the land with my grandfather and years studying magical amphibians, Brom. I understand the risks, and I'm ready for them. The academy wouldn't have sent me otherwise. I feel like my whole life has led me to this very point."

      Brom tossed his head, a rumble of amusement rolling from him. "Very well, Tala. I hope your journey brings you the knowledge you seek."

      "Thank you, Brom," she murmured, her mind already on the discoveries waiting for her. She envisaged herself uncovering new amphibian species, their magical properties broadening her understanding of this magical world. Her journey would become a part of history. It was also proof of her unwavering dedication.

      As they dipped into the valley, twilight cast long shadows, adding an element of eerie beauty to the wilds. Tala drew her cloak closer, the chill seeping into her bones a harsh reminder of the trials she would face, but she welcomed them, her resolve unshaken.

      "Here we are," Brom announced as they reached the foot of the mountain range. "This is where our paths diverge, Tala."

      "Thank you for the journey, Brom," she said, disembarking from the cart with her gear in tow. She studied the landscape, the crisp mountain air a stark change from the warmth of the lowlands.

      "Good luck, Tala," Brom called as he turned to leave, maneuvering his cart into the direction from which they'd come. "May the wilds reveal their secrets to you."

      "Thank you," she said. She stood still, pack in hand, and watched the sight of Brom's retreating figure, his hooves and cart creating a cloud of dust around him. A blend of exhilaration and apprehension washed over her, the realization sinking in that her long-awaited adventure was finally beginning.

      "Alright, Tala," she murmured to herself, adjusting the straps of her backpack. "Time to make your mark on the world."

      With a deep breath, she stepped onto the narrow path that led up the mountain, her heart swelling with excitement and determination. The mountains that skirted the Briarhaven wilds loomed before her, full of mystery and danger – but Tala Rana was ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Tala’s step wasn’t quite as energetic as her boots sank into the mud while she trudged up the steep mountainside. The relentless rain had transformed the muddy path into a treacherous mess, and each step she took was met with a wet squelch that sent shivers down her spine. She squinted against the onslaught of water droplets pelting her face, while her once-neat brown hair hung in damp strands around her cheeks.

      "Of all the days to have a storm," Tala muttered under her breath, gripping her walking stick tighter. She glanced over her shoulder, where a group of bright green frogs with black stripes down their backs hopped out of her way in the muck. "You lot don't seem to mind it much, though."

      The largest frog croaked as if replying, before disappearing into a small fern. Tala smiled, bolstered by the amphibians' tenacity, and pressed on. While a good specimen, that fellow was a common frog in Briarhaven that she'd studied extensively at the academy. For this trip, she was looking for uncommon varieties and species that exhibited a magical ability.

      By evening, the storm had finally passed, leaving behind a clear sky dotted with stars. Tala reached a small clearing, deciding it would make a suitable campsite for the night. She set to work, kindling a fire with the driest wood she could find and scraps of parchment from her bag. As the flames hissed to life, she reveled in their warmth, drying her clothes and lifting her spirits.

      As Tala gathered enough wood for the night by looking for dryer pieces under bushes and beside big trees, a speck of vibrant green caught her attention. She paused, kneeling to examine the tiny creature more closely. It was a frog, no larger than her little finger, with an intricate pattern of turquoise and gold streaking across its diminutive back.

      "Curious," she murmured, carefully scooping the creature up with her hand. She studied it with a keen eye, intrigued by its unique coloration. She waited for musical croaks, a tongue as long as a tree was high, or for wings to sprout. Yet, the tiny amphibian gave no indication of any magical abilities.

      With a soft smile, Tala decided to create a temporary home for the little creature in a jar she'd brought for just such an occasion. Carefully, she arranged grass and twigs on the bottom, adding a shallow capful of water to mimic a pond. She gently deposited the tiny frog into its new home, securing the lid which was perforated with ample air holes.

      Drawing her sketchbook and pencil from her bag, Tala flipped open her notebook. Its pages filled with neat, tidy notes on amphibians of all kinds. She traced her finger over the illustrations of her previous encounters, eager to add new discoveries to the collection.

      Daylight was falling fast, casting shadows over the rugged landscape. The campfire flickered, illuminating Tala's features as she dipped her quill into an inkwell, her hand steady despite the fatigue that clung to her bones.

      Tala began to sketch the tiny amphibian, capturing every detail of its color and form. Her notes filled the margins, speculating about its potential magical abilities and wondering about its natural habitat.

      As she worked, the fire beside her painted frolicking shadows across the pages. She added a few more logs, sending bright sparks up into the night sky. The elevated flames were supposed to keep the larger, more inquisitive animals of the wilds at bay, and she felt comforted by their presence.

      Tala felt a surge of optimism. The discovery of this little frog on her very first day in the mountains was a promising omen. It spurred her on, the thrill of the unknown propelling her forward. Her heart hummed with the promise of discoveries yet to come, the tiny amphibian in the jar a tangible symbol of the potential the wilds held for her.

      As she settled into her bedroll later that night, the jar safely secured nearby, Tala felt a surge of anticipation for what the coming days would bring. She closed her eyes, listening carefully for the howling of wolves, but they were silent tonight. The soothing pop of the wood in her fire and the chorus of small nocturnal creatures lulled her to sleep, her dreams filled with the magical amphibians waiting to be discovered.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          
            A CHILDREN'S STORY

          

        

      

    

    
      Golden sunlight spilled over the jagged summits of the Briarhaven wilds. Tala Rana's boots trampled the lush undergrowth. She scanned the landscape. An unyielding spirit within her propelled her forward, dismissing the idea of rest until she found the perfect site to make her summer camp.

      "Ah, there." Tala's voice was a soft murmur amidst the chorus of the wilds made up of scampering critters and birdsong, her gaze landing on a charming clearing nestled between two towering pines. The area was guarded from the sporadic gusts of wind that danced down the mountains, providing ample space for her to establish her base. With a sigh of satisfaction, she mused, "Finally."

      With efficiency born of familiarity, Tala dove into action. Her nimble fingers weaved an intricate dance with a durable rope, skillfully lashing branches together to form the framework for a sturdy lean-to. Ghosts of laughter echoed in her mind as she recalled her grandfather teaching her the art of knot-tying. Years of assisting him in these very mountains had imbued her with invaluable knowledge and skills.

      She retrieved a flint and steel from her weathered pack. A handful of swift strikes later, sparks leaped into the meticulously prepared tinder nest. The tiny flames licked hungrily at the kindling, their growth encouraged by Tala's gentle breaths. In no time, a vibrant fire sprang to life, bathing the clearing in a warm, inviting glow that fought back the encroaching dusk.

      "Grandfather would be proud," Tala whispered, her hands absorbing the comforting warmth radiating from the flames. To the side of the clearing, a lively stream meandered down the mountainside, its gurgling song blending harmoniously with the sizzle of her fire. It was a perfect spot for the summer — a doorstep to nature’s splendor, and an unending source of inspiration for her research. Who knew what magical amphibians might be living in the stream only a dozen feet from where she was.

      After spending most of her day setting up camp, Tala decided to follow the trail farther up into the mountain and explore a bit of the forest surrounding her new home. With her durable leather boots securely laced and a small worn satchel slung over her shoulder — filled with an artist's sketchpad, a variety of pencils, a reliable compass, and a collection of empty jars for samples — Tala took the first step toward the enthralling unknown. As she crossed the threshold from her clearing into the forest, the ambient sounds of nature seemed to hush, as if the inhabitants of the woodland were collectively holding their breath, marking the arrival of the newcomer.

      The forest was a living, breathing tableau of rich greens and earthy browns. The ground was carpeted with lush ferns and moss, the green blanket trembling lightly in the whispering mountain breeze. Sturdy trunks of ancient pines and spruces aimed high toward the heavens, their leafy canopies forming an intricate network that bathed the forest floor in a dance of sunlight and shadow.

      The deeper Tala ventured, the more she found herself embraced by the potent aroma of the forest — the refreshing scent of pine mixed with the earthy perfume of decomposing foliage. The soundscape was a constant melody — the shushing of the leaves, the intermittent trill of birdsong, the rhythm of water droplets dripping from a moss-draped rock.

      Tala's heart raced with anticipation as she stumbled upon a picturesque meadow—a hidden gem amidst the dense foliage. The meadow stretched over a hill, and from the lack of trees stretched for a good distance, but what caught her attention was a small, clear pond surrounded by clusters of vibrant wildflowers. It was here, she felt certain, that she would find the magical amphibians she sought.

      Tala sat her bag in the long grass and brought out a large jar, just in case she came across something interesting. As she knelt by the water's edge, Tala noticed the ripples in the otherwise still surface and peered closely at the water. Her eyes widened as she caught sight of an iridescent flash beneath the surface. Could it be? she thought excitedly, A light-bender hellbender like in her children’s book?

      "Hello there," she murmured, leaning closer. Her heart pattered in her chest, but there were many different things that could have flashed by under the water. What a miracle it would be to prove that the light-bender really existed so soon into her studies. At this rate, she would be done with her research in a few weeks.

      "City girl, have you lost your way?" a deep voice called out from behind her.

      The unexpected voice caused Tala to startle forward in surprise. She put her hands out to stop herself, but she was already so off balance that she landed with a splash in the shallow water.

      Picking herself up out of the water, Tala’s initial reaction was to look below her for any sign of the light-bender. She stood poised with her jar for the slightest movement. To her disappointment, all she saw was the muddied water spreading out from where she disturbed it. Then she heard someone clear his throat.

      Her eye flashed upwards in surprise only now remembering why she fell in the water in the first place.

      A large muscular man wearing a sheepskin vest over his sun-kissed skin stood there staring at her with one hand on a long hook-shaped staff and his other hand reached out toward her. He had a strong chin with chiseled features and thick black hair that waved in the breeze. He was handsome, but there was a dangerous charisma about him that made her gape.

      The sound of his voice made goosebumps raise on her wet, muddy arms as he spoke again. “If you are finished taking a mud bath, can I help you out of there so my sheep can get a drink?”

      Tala’s cheeks turned pink as she pulled her eyes away from the captivating man to see a few dozen sheep milling about at his feet. She accepted his hand as she replied flippantly. “Mud is a great way to keep away insects, you know.”

      He chuckled at her remark as he pulled her out of the pond like she weighed as much as a blade of grass while the sheep walked around them, drinking and muddying the water even more. “So, city girl, you came all the way up here for some bug repellant?”

      Tala glared at him. “My name is Tala, not city girl. I actually came up here to find magical amphibians, and I thought I might have seen a light-bender before you so rudely interrupted me. How do you know I came from the city, anyway?”

      A cocky grin spread across his face as he emphasized the use of her name. “Well, Tala, those boots of yours look like they were just bought at a fancy department store a few days ago, and no one I know keeps their hair that long up here. It just becomes caught in the brambles.”

      Tara glanced down at her shiny boots, slightly muddy and wet from their recent dip, and then at the worn pathetic excuse for shoes the man wore. She did buy hers only a week or two ago. She had picked the hardiest looking pair she could find. Her hair, though, that she couldn’t imagine cutting. When she was out here with her grandfather it was short. Now she would just have to wear it pinned back to keep it free from brambles.

      He gave out a great sigh, as if what he said next was with great regret. “Listen, Tala, the light-bender is just a creature for children around a campfire. I have lived here for almost two years; there is no such thing in that pond. My name is Zev Sheppard. Let me take my sheep home and I can escort you back down the mountains so you can get back to the comforts of the city.”
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      Tala's palms rested on her hips, her brows arched. "Who do you think you are to order me home?" Tala retorted, her voice echoing the defensive undertone of her stance. "I am here on official research business." Even as she rebutted, she found it hard to ignore the rugged charm of the stranger standing before her, his earthy cologne filling her senses.

      Zev’s reply came in a voice as deep as the roots of the Briarhaven pines. "I am just a simple shepherd, here in the Briarhaven wilds," he said. "But you're trespassing on my sheep pasture."

      "Apologies," Tala conceded, her tone taking on a more conciliatory note. "I didn't realize. I'm here to study the magical properties of amphibians in these mountains. Can you tell me where your property ends? I’ll make sure to stay out of it."

      Zev frowned, his gaze oscillating between her and the shimmering pond nearby. "Well, this meadow is where I graze my sheep," he started, squinting against the fading sunlight. "But even if you stay away from here, you should know that there are dangers out here. This isn't the place for a city girl like yourself."

      "Don’t you think I know that?" Tala retorted, the corners of her mouth tightening. "I’m prepared to handle the animals of the wilds. Both magical and mundane."

      "Never mind your studies," Zev replied. "There are wolves roaming these woods— creatures far more cunning and dangerous than anything you'd find in the city. They've been known to stalk and attack unwary travelers. No matter how ‘prepared’ you are, you wouldn’t stand a chance."

      "Thank you for the warning," Tala said, managing to keep her voice steady despite the prickling of her ego. "But so far, the only dangerous-looking thing I’ve encountered up here is you. I have important work to do here, and for your information, I'm not as helpless as I look. My grandfather taught me how to trap, hunt, and live off the land. I can handle myself."

      Zev cocked his head. “What ‘work’ do you plan on doing up here exactly? Someone doesn’t travel all the way up here to look in some ponds.”

      "I’m a herpetologist," she said firmly. "My research on magical amphibians is important, and I won't let fear stand in my way.”

      "Magical amphibians?" Zev raised an eyebrow, curiosity peeking through his protective demeanor. "What do you hope to learn from them?"

      "Take the light-bender hellbender, for example," Tala said, lighting up with excitement. "If it truly exists, its ability to bend light around itself could offer applications in camouflage and concealment. I have heard of magical colored tree frogs that could change the fields of art and textiles. Could you imagine going camping with wood treated with fire-salamander secretions? You would never have to worry about wet wood not burning or being cold at night ever again. These woods are filled with untapped resources that we haven’t even begun to understand yet."

      "Those creatures are rare, Tala," Zev pointed out, his tone softer now. "And studying them in these mountains puts you directly in the path of danger."

      "Studying them could also change the world," Tala replied, meeting his gaze with steely resolve. "I won't back down from this opportunity. I'm sorry if that worries you, but I have to follow my passion."

      "Suit yourself," Zev said, his voice laced with an undercurrent of resigned exasperation. He spared the pond one last glance before his attention drifted back to his flock of sheep that were grazing indifferently at the meadow's crest. "Just don't say I didn't warn you."

      "Good day, then," Tala retorted, her determination seeping into her tone and making it hard. She watched the retreating figure of Zev Sheppard, his muscular build visible even from a distance. As he disappeared over the hill, her mind whirled through their brief interaction.

      Let him worry. Her gaze fell back onto the pond, its surface rippling with potential discoveries. "I have work to do up here," she affirmed to herself, a renewed determination flooding her veins.

      Tala watched as the sun was beginning to dip below the horizon, casting an orange glow over the picturesque meadow she had discovered earlier. She took a deep breath of the crisp mountain air and turned to head back to her camp.

      Tala's boots crunched on the mixture of dirt and tiny pebbles, marking the rhythm of her thoughtful journey back to her campsite. The sun had slid behind the imposing peaks of the Briarhaven wilds, casting long and intimidating shadows across the forest around her. The brilliant hues of the day receded, replaced by the somber tones of the approaching night. Her path was enveloped in the slow seeping ink of darkness, yet she walked on, guided by the stream she'd followed to the meadow.

      The echo of her encounter with Zev rang loudly in her mind. There was something about him that intrigued Tala and kept bringing her mind back to their meeting, no matter how hard she tried to think of something else. Zev was a puzzle, each piece seemingly opposing the other. He exuded an aura of raw danger, yet beneath his hardened exterior, she sensed a comforting sense of safety — a paradox that added to the enigma he was.

      His curt dismissal and warning to leave was an unexpected counterpoint to the protectiveness that his words hinted at. It was as if a part of him wanted her to remain safe within the periphery of his watchful eyes. Yet, the underlying message was clear — she was an intruder in his mountainous sanctuary.

      Lost in her thoughts, Tala barely noticed the thickening darkness around her. Her steps, confident and steady, bore the imprints of a woman undeterred by the lack of light. The night air was pierced by the distant hoot of an owl, while the rustling of leaves in the breeze whispered tales of the night.

      As Tala made her way back to her campsite by moonlight, a rustling in the nearby underbrush caught her attention. She stilled, her heart pounding in her chest as she watched a creature emerge from the foliage and saunter to the edge of the murmuring stream that trickled through the forest beside her.

      The beast was unlike anything she had ever seen before. It was roughly the size of a wolf cub but bore the elegance of a feline. Its thick, plush coat shimmered in the fading light, a breathtaking display of ethereal beauty. Flames seemed to ripple across its pelt, flickering between hues of gold and fiery red, creating an illusion of an animal cast in living fire. Its tail, bushy and arched, flicked back and forth lazily, adding to the enigmatic beauty of the creature.

      Yet it was the creature's eyes that captured Tala's attention the most. They gleamed with an otherworldly light, the color of molten gold that bore a sharp contrast against the darkening twilight. They were full of intelligence and a curious mix of wildness and tranquility.

      Tala stood frozen, her breath held, her heart pounding in her chest. She knew she was witnessing something extraordinary — a magical creature, a masterpiece of nature. The firefox, or Ignispelagus Flamma, as they were known in scholarly circles, was a creature of legend. Known for their ability to turn red hot when frightened and their elusive nature, they were creatures of storybooks and ancient lore. To see one in reality, to watch it in its natural habitat, was a privilege few could dream of.

      The firefox bent its head, lapping at the water from the stream. The reflection of its fiery coat against the serene surface of the water was an awe-inspiring sight. Each ripple in the water seemed to cast dancing flames across the surface, the dark forest momentarily illuminated by its ethereal beauty.

      The sight was mesmerizing, a blend of magic and nature, a spectacle that made Tala's heart flutter with sheer delight. She dared not disturb this tranquil moment. She simply stood and watched, etching the memory deep into her heart. Too soon, the firefox crossed the stream with a few bounds across well-placed rocks and trotted off into the darkness.

      The encounter with the firefox her first night in the mountains of the Briarhaven wilds was a sign, she decided. A sign that her journey, her decision to stay, was the right one. She was exactly where she needed to be.

      While resolute in her determination to stay in the mountains, a part of her considered the idea of distancing her camp from the shepherd's grazing field. Yet, something held her back. The image of the flash she had spotted in the pond played on repeat in her mind — a promise of the possible presence of a light-bender, a magical amphibian she had only dreamt of studying.

      Her resolve hardened with each echoing crunch of her boots. Luckily no one claimed the land she was camping on. She could stay here at least until she unraveled the mystery of the pond. No matter what it took, no matter the hidden dangers, or the unsettling presence of her rugged mountain neighbor, Tala was not going to back down from her mountain research. Her journey through the dark was symbolic of her resolve — walking fearlessly into the unknown, guided by her passion and unyielding determination.
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      Invigorated, Tala decided to start her day by seeking sustenance. The morning sun was a gentle ember in the sky, its rays dappled through the tall pines to create a golden mosaic on the forest floor. Tala scanned the verdant underbrush. As if on cue, a small thicket of huckleberry bushes flickered in a sunlit glade. Tala grinned as she knelt down to pluck the ripe, purple berries, their sweet, tart flavor awakening her taste buds. This berry bush's magical ability to camouflage itself almost seamlessly into its surroundings meant more juicy berries for her. The only way to spot them was when the sunlight shone on them at just the right angle.

      Farther into the woods, Tala spotted the caps of morel mushrooms peeking out from under a fallen log, their honeycomb-like structure a sure sign of their edibility. She carefully gathered a handful, storing them in a small cloth bag, looking forward to the rich, earthy flavors they would add to her meal.

      Moving through the forest with agile steps, she kept her eyes open for traces of nuts, and soon her efforts were rewarded. A patch of hickory trees, their leaves rustling softly in the morning breeze, dropped a generous scattering of nuts onto the mossy ground. Using a small stone, she cracked one open. Tala licked her lips. The rich, buttery nut meat was a promising addition to her growing collection of food.

      Tala looked around and spoke to herself aloud. "Grandfather always said you need a diverse diet to survive out here."

      Tala shifted her focus to another crucial aspect of her survival — hunting. While her bag was now brimming with a delightful array of foraged food, she knew that the nutrients from meat would be indispensable for the long days ahead.

      Finding a promising location near a thicket, where the wild grasses were nibbled down to nubs, she started setting up her snares. Rabbits and other small creatures were skittish by nature, choosing to stick to their well-trodden paths amidst the undergrowth. These paths were the ideal locations for her traps.

      With delicate hands, she began to fashion her first snare. From her pocket, she pulled a length of wire, flexible yet strong. The wire had a natural loop on one end, which she carefully threaded through to form a noose. It was a straightforward device, but its success relied on her skill and the prey's predictable behavior.

      Once the snare was ready, she knelt down, eyeing a narrow animal trail where the grass was slightly flattened. She attached the end of the snare wire around a small but sturdy sapling, bending it slightly so that the noose hung directly over the trail. The height was crucial — it needed to be just right to catch the animal around its neck or body, not too high to miss it or too low to catch just the legs.

      After setting up the first snare, Tala moved on to place more, choosing her locations with careful consideration. Each one was a small wager, a guess at where an animal might decide to wander. Some she placed near the edges of dense brambles, where rabbits might come to seek shelter. Others she hid near patches of clover or other favored food sources.

      The work was quiet and required patience, but Tala found a kind of meditative calm in the repetition. The wire loop, the bent sapling, the carefully chosen trail — each part of the process was familiar and grounding. She worked until she had a dozen traps spread out in a wide arc around her camp.

      Tala stood back and observed her handiwork. The snares blended into the surroundings, near invisible to the untrained eye. She nodded to herself, feeling a sense of satisfaction. It was a waiting game now, and Tala had always been patient. With luck, she'd have fresh meat by tomorrow morning. For now, the wild called her to continue her exploration and research, luring her deeper into its magical core.

      Food secured, Tala turned her attention to a different kind of hunting — setting up traps for the magical amphibians that called these mountains home. Rummaging through her bag, she found a fishing net and a small collapsible crab trap, and a handful of small, wooden stakes. Her fingers danced over the materials with practiced ease, tying knots, bending the stakes, and strategically setting up the traps near the banks of the stream and in the shallow areas where she suspected the amphibians might dwell.
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        * * *

      

      As the pale glow of the moon began to drape the Briarhaven wilds in a silvery sheen, Tala found herself drawn to the spectral allure of the pond in the meadow. The memory of Zev's warning, his stern gaze, and the confounding mystery of the light-bender stirred a clandestine resolve within her. The night was her canvas, the moon her guide, and adventure her true north.

      Slipping on her green cloak, she became a chameleon against the night's canvas, a shadow amongst shadows. A small bag swung gently by her side, the weight of her meticulously prepared crab trap a comforting presence. Every step she took was measured, her footfalls muted by the thick carpet of moss underfoot. The woods stood sentinel around her, their whispers carried on the cool night breeze.

      Too soon, Tala found herself staring pensively at the meadow where she had met Zev. The quiet gurgling of the stream and the soft, shifting shadows over the pond drew her in, tempting her with the mysteries it held within its depths. She knew that she needed to place traps in the pond, to unravel the enigma of the light-bender, but she had the shepherd to contend with.

      Standing stock still while watching the meadow, Tala was pleased when nothing stirred. She was no stranger to risks, and the prize she sought was worth it. She felt a familiar thrill ripple through her, the intoxicating mix of anticipation and danger. Her resolve hardened, the promise of discovery stronger than her apprehension. The night was young, and so was she. She stepped out onto the grass laid out like a plush carpet under the sky.

      The meadow was bathed in an otherworldly glow, the pond gleaming like quicksilver under the watchful gaze of the moon. Here, in the heart of the wilderness, the celestial body commanded an ethereal sovereignty, casting long shadows and illuminating hidden corners. Tala felt a twinge of excitement coursing through her veins as she approached the pond's edge, her heart pounding a syncopated rhythm of anticipation.

      The trap was a sturdy construction, a mesh cage crafted with meticulous precision, designed for careful capture rather than harm. With deft fingers, she checked its spring mechanism, ensuring it would close gently around the unsuspecting creature, providing it with enough space and comfort until she could release it. It was a design refined over countless expeditions, honed to near perfection.

      Crouching by the water's edge, Tala felt the cool kiss of the pond on her fingertips, the silty bed beneath the surface of the water offering a yielding resistance. Her movements were deliberate, her breaths shallow, as she positioned the trap. With a final, decisive push, she let the contraption sink, its form fading into the depths, hidden to all but the most discerning eyes.

      She lingered for a moment longer, her gaze captivated by the serene stillness of the moonlit pond.

      It held secrets, this place, secrets she was determined to unearth. With a final, lingering glance around the meadow, she retreated, leaving behind a whisper of her presence on the night breeze. He would never know she was here. She would return before dawn to check her trap, eager to discover what the night would bring.
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        * * *

      

      A soft drizzle, a shimmering veil that blurred the edges of the world, fell as Tala ventured from her camp. The early-morning air was tinged with a chilly freshness, the scent of pine and wet earth pervading her senses. Pulling her cloak a bit tighter, she stepped with purpose, each droplet whispering against the fabric.

      She approached the meadow with a sense of anticipation, the beads of rain shimmering like tiny lanterns in the moonlight. The pond, when she reached it, was a tableau of tranquility, its surface barely disturbed by the falling rain. Her heart skipped a beat; the trap was exactly where she had left it, untouched. Her optimism fell, replaced by a prickling sense of disappointment. Not only was there no sign of a light-bender, but she didn’t catch so much as minnow. She retrieved the trap nonetheless, not wanting to leave behind any sign of her presence, but its emptiness was a poignant reminder of the elusive nature of her quarry.

      The return to her campsite was heavy with uncertainty, the rhythm of the rain offering little comfort. As she neared her camp, the flickering remnants of her fire revealed an unexpected and chilling sight: monstrous footprints stamped into the damp earth, each one larger than her own hand. A cold thrill ran down her spine; the prints resembled those of a wolf, but their size suggested something far more formidable. Could a wolf grow to be the size of a bear?

      Her heart pounded as she scrutinized the imprints, noting the depth and width. Each footprint was eerily precise, the claw marks deeply etched in the soil. The sight of them circling her campsite was intimidating. It was a clear sign of a creature that was unafraid to encroach on human territory.

      The realization that a creature of such magnitude was so close and bold sent a shiver down her spine. She had thought she was prepared for the challenges of the Briarhaven wilds, but now, she felt a chill of apprehension. The evidence was clear; she was sharing these woods with a beast far larger than anything she had anticipated. Despite this, her resolve did not waver. With a deep breath, she took one last glance at the massive footprints, then turned her gaze to the shelter she'd built, determined to fortify her camp with the break of dawn.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          
            THAT'S WHEN THE HOWLING STARTED

          

        

      

    

    
      Eying the brush around her for an impossibly large wolf, Tala got to work making a more permanent structure for the summer. She needed something safer.

      With a deep breath, Tala surveyed her humble lean-to, the gnarled branches and gathered foliage suddenly feeling far less secure. Her mind raced with possible reinforcements, images of her grandfather's wilderness teachings flashing through her thoughts.

      She began with the basic structure. The lean-to was a sturdy foundation, but the protection it offered was limited. She knew she had to build up, to make a structure that was as hard to penetrate as it was to dismantle.

      First, she fetched long, straight branches, each almost twice her height. These would be her reinforcements, her barricade against the formidable intruder that had left its mark. With her hunting knife, she sharpened one end of each pole to a fine point, then drove them into the ground at an angle facing outwards around the perimeter of her lean-to. This was the first line of defense, a bristling wall of spikes designed to deter any approaching predator. She made an extra to act as a spear that she could keep beside her as she slept.

      Next, she decided to raise her sleeping quarters. If the creature was as large as its prints suggested, the extra height could be crucial. She constructed a simple platform above the lean-to using a tight lattice of sturdy branches, securing them with lengths of vine and fibrous plant material. It wasn’t the most comfortable bed and certainly wasn’t rainproof, but it put some distance between her and the forest floor. She would have to think about how to make a roof of some sort.

      For an added measure of protection, she hung several makeshift noisemakers from the top of her lean-to. She had gathered empty shells and small stones, threading them onto lengths of twine. Any movement near her shelter would result in a clamor, giving her at least some warning.

      Finally, she enlarged her firepit near the base of her lean-to, encircling it with a wall of rocks. She would have to spend a lot more time searching for firewood if she wanted to keep a fire of this size going, but it would be worth it if it kept her safe. The flickering light and smoky smell would help to deter predators, and if worse came to worst, the flames themselves could be a weapon.

      Exhausted, Tala stepped back to survey her work. The lean-to had transformed from a simple shelter into a formidable fortress, a statement to the creatures of the wild that she was not an easy target. She stoked the fire, watching as the flames danced, and went to check on the animal traps she'd set up around her camp. They were all empty, a few were crushed under the wolf’s paws, and one had rabbit fur scattered about it.

      Heat rushed to her face as Tala realized that wolf ate her dinner for tonight. Tala did her best to reset the traps. Then realized she wasn’t the only one that was hungry. Cradling the small glass jar between her hands, Tala watched as the tiny frog lounged comfortably on a tuft of soft moss she'd placed at the bottom. Its skin was a vibrant green, blending perfectly with the lush foliage. It was a perfectly ordinary specimen, except for its diminutive size.

      Tala lifted the lid, reaching into a smaller container filled with insects she'd painstakingly collected earlier. Using a pair of tweezers, she selected a particularly juicy one, dangling it before the frog. For a moment, the creature simply stared, as if mulling over the offering. Then, with a flash of its pink tongue, it snatched the morsel from the air.

      Tala chuckled. She repeated the process several times, the frog’s enthusiastic feeding never failing to bring a smile to her face. It was a strange little companion, but it was growing on her.

      As the tiny creature feasted, Tala retrieved her notebook from her bag. Her eyes flicked between the creature and her sketchpad as her charcoal pencil glided across the page, capturing the frog's features in a series of strokes and shades. The slight arch of its back, the smooth curve of its belly, the distinctive pattern of darker green spots mottling its back — she captured it all with meticulous precision. Each detail, each characteristic, was jotted down alongside her sketches, building a comprehensive profile of the tiny creature.

      Despite the seemingly normal behavior of the frog, Tala decided to keep him for a few more days, still hopeful that she might uncover some hidden enchantment. After all, it was the seemingly ordinary creatures that often held the most surprises.

      Having ensured her tiny captive was well-fed and content, Tala turned her attention to the traps she'd set earlier. Her footsteps were near silent as she moved through the undergrowth toward the stream, her keen eyes scanning for the subtle signs of her traps set up along the bank.

      One by one, she checked her traps. A few held common frogs, their slick bodies thrashing in surprise as Tala lifted them from the water. She examined each one carefully, noting their colors, size, and any distinguishing characteristics. However, each proved to be non-magical species she'd seen countless times before, splashing around mountain streams with her grandfather and catching critters for the fun of it.

      It was disappointing but not unexpected. The magic she sought wouldn't be found so easily. She would have to venture farther into the Briarhaven wilds, deeper into the unknown. But she was ready for it. She was a researcher, a hunter, a daughter of the wilds. She wouldn't be deterred. Pulling the crab trap out of the deeper part of the stream, Tala smiled at the silver flash of a small fish flapping around wildly. Apparently, she would have dinner tonight.

      She gutted the fish with a swift stroke of her knife, then skewered it on a thick stick, roasting it over the fire. The delicious aroma wafted through the camp, a tantalizing promise of the meal to come. As she ate, Tala picked the delicate fish meat from the bones, tossing the remains into the flames. She savored the soft, moist texture of the meat, wishing she had more.

      Tala's ventured toward the berry bush she found the day before. Her hands moved methodically, picking plump, juicy berries. The summer sun had ripened the fruit, each one bursting with sweet nectar that stained her fingers a dark hue. She placed the collected berries on a leaf before taking them back to her fire to enjoy.

      Tala's hunger pangs subsided, but her stomach was used to feeling full after a meal. She considered digging into the last remains of her travel rations that were still in her pack but discarded the idea. Food was harder to come by up here than she remembered with her grandfather. There might come a time when she really needed a few extra rations.

      Unsatisfied by her meager meal, Tala couldn't shake off a sense of unfulfilled ambition. The day had ended without any notable progress in her research. Her notebook, filled with detailed sketches and observations of everyday amphibians that she'd drawn while still at BEAST, felt devoid of the magic she sought.

      With a sigh, she got up, cleaning her hands and knife in the nearby stream. Determination, like a small flame, was kindling within her. She was here for a purpose, and she would not let a single day go to waste.

      With the darkness of the night settling around her, Tala began to pack for tomorrow. She carefully stowed her tools: tweezers, jars, notebook, sketchpad, field guides, and various trapping supplies. Tomorrow she would head deeper into the forest, where she hoped to find the elusive magical tree frogs.

      From her research, she knew these creatures to be small and brightly colored, their magical abilities presenting themselves in mesmerizing displays of color and pattern changes. They liked to live under the broad leaves of the gumdrop tree. They should be spread throughout this forest, so Tala didn’t think she would have to go far from her current camp, nestled deep within the greenery of the Briarhaven wilds.

      Tala retired to the platform above her lean-to, wrapped herself in her cloak, and climbed into her bedroll now that she was farther from her fire. From her new angle, the firelight cast dancing shadows on the sharpened stakes and reinforced walls of her shelter, giving it a dangerous and primitive look. If anything dared to try its luck against her defenses, Tala Rana would be ready.

      Tomorrow was another day, a chance to delve deeper into the enchanting world of magical amphibians. With that thought, she fell into a deep sleep, the symphony of the forest lulling her into dreams of vibrant tree frogs and the wonders they held.

      That was when the howling startled her awake. Multiple voices joined in harmony, their song hauntingly beautiful as Tala got up from her slumber and stoked her fire until it became a small bonfire.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          
            PARALYZING TREE FROGS

          

        

      

    

    
      "Gotcha," Tala whispered triumphantly a fortnight after hearing the howling. Holding her breath, she scooped the bluish-gray amphibian from the brown bark of a gumdrop tree into a glass jar with its lid. The tree frog’s smooth skin seemed to melt into a deep magenta as it sat upon the moss at the bottom of the jar, always the easiest thing to spot on any surface, as if to dare a predator to try and eat it. She was determined to find out why the creature would exhibit such a phenomenon. Tala stared in awe, mentally cataloging its features for her journal later.

      "Ah, I see you've found a lovely specimen there," a deep voice chimed from behind her. Startled, Tala nearly dropped the jar before whirling around to face the source of the unexpected interruption. Last time she was so engrossed in an amphibian, Zev had caught her by surprise. She really needed to pay better attention to her surroundings no matter how fascinating her catch.

      "Who are you?" she demanded, clutching the jar protectively to her chest. Her gaze traveled up a pair of shaggy legs to meet the twinkling eyes of a satyr who'd seemingly appeared out of thin air.

      "Oreadon's the name," he replied with a smile, his scruffy beard bobbing as he spoke. "And I couldn't help but notice your impressive capture of that magical frog. You didn’t let one finger touch it."

      "Thanks," Tala muttered, still on edge from the surprise encounter. But her curiosity overrode her wariness, and she asked, "What would have happened if I touched it?"

      Oreadon used one of his hooves to scratch his furry leg. “Well, you would have fallen into paralysis, of course. It’s very difficult to revive someone from one of those fellows.”

      Tala’s eyes went wide as she eyed the harmless-looking frog in the jar she held. She was so focused on the wolves and other dangers that might be lurking nearby that it hadn’t occurred to her that the beguiling creatures she was hunting for might be dangerous too. Even though some showed magical traits, she thought of them as harmless amphibians. She often caught them with her bare hands. “How do you know that?”

      "Ah, well, I have a bit of experience with magical amphibians," Oreadon admitted, adjusting the leather satchel slung across his chest. "In fact, I'm somewhat of an expert when it comes to extracting mucus from these fascinating creatures."

      "Really?" Tala's interest was piqued. She had only read about such expertise in her studies and never imagined she'd meet someone who shared her passion for these rare creatures.

      "Indeed," Oreadon confirmed, his eyes lighting up at the opportunity to discuss his unusual profession. "I sell wood imbued with the magic of these creatures at the Thornwood Farmers Market. It only takes a few drops from one of those fellows to get fascinating results. It's quite the lucrative business. What are your plans with that little fellow?"

      Tala smiled, excited to share about her interest that kindled a passion and helped her find her purpose. “Actually, I’m writing The Practical Guide to Magical Amphibians. I’m staying here in the mountains for the summer to do research and take notes for my book. I have a lot to learn. I knew these tree frogs had magical properties, but I had no idea it had such a powerful defense mechanism.”

      Tala's gaze followed Oreadon's nimble fingers as they reached into his satchel and pulled out a tiny glass vial of liquid that changed color as it passed from his bag, to his hand, to in front of his shirt. The satyr leaned toward her, his breath smelling of pine needles and something earthy, like fresh-turned soil. "I call them chroma tree frogs. Would you like to see how I extract the mucus?" he asked, his eyebrows raised, anticipating her answer.

      Tala nodded, her excitement growing in tandem with Oreadon's enthusiasm. Then she paused. “Will it hurt the poor little guy?”

      "Don’t worry, we will be gentle," Oreadon explained. He took the jar from Tala with one hand and let him loose on a log nearby. The frog looked at them but didn’t hop away. “Chroma tree frogs are always brightly colored so predators know not to touch them. This makes my job easier because the frogs are usually easy to work with and aren’t constantly trying to escape.”

      Oreadon then brought a small needle out of his pack and held it in one hand and the vial with the other. "The trick is to massage their skin ever so lightly, coaxing the mucus secretions to the surface without causing any harm." He rubbed the needle lengthwise against the frog with practiced ease, who hopped away.

      Tala was going to go after it, but then she spotted the length of Oreadon’s needle. It was glistening in the light, covered with a sheen of iridescent slime.

      "Amazing," Tala whispered, leaning closer to observe the excretions. She felt a flush of warmth rise within her, fueled by the thrill of discovery and the joy of sharing her passion with someone who understood.

      "Then, we simply collect the mucus in this vial," Oreadon said, expertly sweeping the slick substance from the frog's skin and into the tiny container. He sealed the vial and held it up, the liquid catching the sunlight as it filtered through the trees. “Usually, two large chromas or three small chromas produce enough slime to treat a decent-size log, and usually it isn’t too hard to find them since they stand out so well in the forest.

      "Now, allow me to show you the true magic," Oreadon continued, his voice bouncing with excitement. He picked up a piece of wood and pulled out a new vial with swirling red sparkling liquid inside. He dripped a few drops of mucus onto the log. "This particular secretion comes from a fire salamander. If I speak the right word, it will ignite, even in the rain."

      "Remarkable," Tala murmured, watching in awe. She knew about the power of a fire salamander, but it was a different thing to see it in action.

      Oreadon said softly, “Volcanus,” and the wood burst into flame, its orange blaze seeming to dance with the wind. "Each species of magical tree frog has its own unique properties," he explained, stomping on the small flame with his hoof until it went out. "Some cause the flames to change color when burned, while others emit a sweet fragrance."

      "Which type emits the fragrance?" Tala asked, her eyes popped up from watching him put out the fire to study his face. Would she know if he was making some of this up? Scientific experiments were the only way to know the full extent of these frogs’ powers, although she had no idea how to test for paralysis without causing herself harm. She could spend a lifetime studying these creatures and not learn everything there was to know. How was she supposed to publish a book after one summer, claiming to have all the answers?

      Tala watched as Oreadon took a deep breath and closed his eyes, standing perfectly still. “It’s easy to find an odora. Just close your eyes and sniff.”

      Tala eyed him for a moment before closing her own eyes. “I smell the pine trees on the breeze and maybe some carrion, but that’s so faint that I doubt it’s fresh.”

      Oreadon opened his eye, brows pinched as he frowned. “I guess humans don’t have a strong enough sense of smell to find them in the wild. Hmm…Well, I do know that my human customers always enjoy the wood I sell them from the condensed secretions of the frog. Follow me.”

      Oreadon led her down a trail, and she only now realized that her fascination with what he was teaching her made her wholeheartedly trust him. A shiver ran down her spine at the memory of Zev eyeing her and telling her to go home. Not everyone was friendly.

      A few moments later, he stopped beside a tree that held a normal-looking frog as small as her pinky finger. Oreadon pointed to it. “That little guy is an odora tree frog. He won’t hurt you if you touch him, but it sure takes a lot of them to collect enough of their secretions.”

      She gaped at the little amphibian that could have been the twin to the one in a jar back at her campsite. She had a magical frog after all!

      Oreadon collected the mucus from this frog similarly to the last one but put the secretions into a third jar with a clear liquid inside. "This little fellow's mucus will create a most delightful scent when applied to the wood."

      Oreadon looked her over and gave her a smile. “Well, I best be getting home. All five of my wives get mighty anxious when I’m gone too long. Best of luck with your research. Mayhap I will run into you again in these woods, unless of course you would like to come with me?”

      Tala wasn’t sure if Oreadon was inviting her over to dinner or to be his sixth wife, so she decided to play it safe. “No, I’m good, thanks. I actually have some traps near my camp that I should be checking on. Thank you so much for teaching me about these tree frogs!”

      Tala turned and headed back to camp, trying with all her might to smell something other than the fresh smells of the trees and flowers around her. Maybe she smelled the odora frogs and didn’t realize it? She could easily mistake their scent for a flower or fruit bush. Then her nose caught wind of a smell that made her mouth water. Roasted meat. She was starving and hoped that whoever was enjoying that meal didn’t waste a single bite.

      As she made her way back up the winding path to her temporary home, her eyes widened in shock. Inside the palisade of sharpened sticks, her fire was stocked, and a rabbit was slowly cooking on a spit made from sticks.

      Could this be a gift from that shepherd? Maybe he felt guilty for trying to get her to leave. Tala spent the day with Oreandor and she hadn't met anyone else up here. Regardless, she was too hungry to let it go to waste, and it made her feel a bit better about the rabbit she trapped but was eaten before she got there. Tala licked her lips and gently moved the spit off of the fire where the meat could cool. It was delicious.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

          
            FIRE SALAMANDER VERSUS WATER SALAMANDER

          

        

      

    

    
      The next afternoon, Tala squinted, crouching low to peer under the heavy curtain of ferns. There it was, a creature that looked like it was birthed from the heart of a flame. Its body was robust, the length of Tala's forearm, with a radiant orange-and-red skin that shimmered with an otherworldly glow. It was a salamander, but not an ordinary one — it was a pyroclast salamander, or fire salamander. A magical creature famed for its unique ability to manipulate and withstand fire.

      With a gasp of excitement, she started to sketch, her charcoal moving quickly over the paper in her notebook, eager to capture the salamander's every detail. She didn’t dare to catch it and study it further. One false move and the creature's natural defense would kick in, sending out sparks of fire. She would have to ask Oreadon how he managed to collect anything from the flighty amphibian. As the creature sunned itself on a rock, its belly a warm underglow, Tala crept closer. Unlike the scaley skin of a reptile, this salamander’s body looked slick and wet. It was almost as if its body was surrounded by a gelatin version of oil.

      A sudden snap of a twig under her foot, and the creature was alarmed. In a blink, it was gone, leaving behind a spark that fell onto a patch of dried leaves at the base of a tree. The spark grew rapidly, fueled by the brittle, sunbaked plant matter.

      "Oh no," Tala gasped, scrambling for her water skin. She dumped it out on the flames, but it was too late. The fire was spreading quickly, lapping at the lower branches of a nearby bush, the air filled with the crackling sound of burning wood and the scent of smoke.

      Tala's heart pounded in her chest as she beat at the flames with her cloak, trying to smother them before they could spread any further. The heat was intense, licking at her skin and making her eyes water. Yet, amid the panic, Tala couldn't help but be awestruck by the sheer power of the creature she had encountered. A single spark, and the whole area was aflame. But her admiration had no room here, not while the forest was at risk. A fleeting wonder of how this forest survived at all flitted through her mind.

      "Stay calm," Tala told herself, tears stinging her eyes from both fear and the acrid smoke. The suffocating heat bore down on her, making each breath a battle. Her chest tightened, and the world began to spin.

      "Water," she said aloud, scanning her surroundings for any sign of a creek or pond. "I need to find water." She spotted a small stream not far away, but all she had on her was the small skin flask and a few jars to hold it.

      As the fire grew, Tala knew that her own survival and the fate of Briarhaven Woods hung in the balance. She had to act quickly, or risk losing everything she held dear. She ran to the stream, filling her waterskin and two small glass jars with water. This time she spilled it on the ground right outside of the fire to stop it from spreading. She quickly moved back to the stream for more water. The fire was not spreading away into the forest at this moment, but it was still eating everything as it creeped toward her. She feared her efforts wouldn’t be enough to put out what was already aflame.

      She emptied another round of water and ran back to grab more when she saw Zev come out of what seemed like nowhere. Tala watched as his piercing blue eyes widened and concern washed over his face.

      "Zev!" Tala gasped, surprised to see him appear through the haze.

      "Tala, get this side next, we don’t want it to hit those dry leaves!" Zev shouted. He ran toward the nearby creek, filling his own leather canteen with water. His movements were swift and calculated.

      "Cover your face!" he instructed Tala before dousing the base of the fire with water. Steam hissed as the liquid met the flames, but it wasn't enough to subdue the growing inferno. It kept growing, pushing them back until they were trapped in only a few feet of land between the fire and the stream.

      "More water!" Zev barked, tossing the empty canteen to Tala. She handed him her water skin as she scrambled to refill his canteen, her hands shaking with determination and fear.

      "Can we save the woods?" Tala asked, her voice trembling as she passed the canteen back to Zev and he passed her the water skin to refill yet again.

      "Maybe, if we work together. I’m hoping we will have some help," he replied, splashing more water onto the flames. Sweat dripped down his brow.

      Tala worked hard, puzzling over who would come to help them out here in the mountains. Suddenly, a strange rustling sound emerged from the direction of the stream, halting their conversation. Tala and Zev turned in unison, their eyes widening as they witnessed an astounding spectacle unfold before them.

      From the bubbling brook, an army of sapphire-blue salamanders surged forth. They were about the same size and girth of their fire counterpart, but their numbers were staggering, easily a few dozen. As they flowed out from the stream, their bodies shimmered with a gentle, mystical luminescence under the dappled forest light, an otherworldly glow that painted surrealistic hues on the surroundings. Their bodies were sleek and lithe, gliding over the ground like liquid. The spectacle was as beautiful as it was unexpected.

      In a coordinated dance, the salamanders moved toward the smoky remnants of Tala's mistake. As if responding to some silent command, they began to secrete a clear, viscous liquid that, upon touching the smoldering embers, sizzled and evaporated, taking with it the heat and the potential for further destruction. They moved quickly, darting around through the flames so fast it was hard for Tala’s eyes to focus on the creatures.

      In awe, Tala watched as the legion of salamanders worked in harmony, their lithe bodies putting out every flame they touched. Within minutes, the potential catastrophe was averted, the last of the smoke disappearing into the forest canopy. She'd never seen anything like it. She had never in any of her studies read about something like them existing.

      It was as if nature balanced itself, the fire salamanders kept in check by their water counterparts. She wondered at the possible applications of the secretions of the water salamander. It could be used to put out flames and fight fires in the city where a single misplaced spark could take out a whole row of homes. Her research was going to be life-changing for many.

      As quickly as they had come, the salamanders began to retreat back to the stream, their task completed. Their bodies, still emitting a gentle glow, seemed to dissolve back into the water, becoming one with the stream once again. Tala hurried over to the stream, but there was no sign of the salamanders. She knew the fire amphibian gravitated to fires or warmed in the sun when fire was absent; after discovering the water salamanders, she wondered if there were any other types of salamander that seemed to hide in the elements.

      Speechless, Tala turned to look at Zev, who looked relieved. He spoke softly. "I was hoping they would come. They only live in the freshest of streams and only help if they feel the purity of their water threatened. On dry days like today, it’s hard to overcome a fire salamander's spark on our own." His voice trailed off, lost in the enormity of the moment.

      "Are you alright, Tala?"

      She nodded, her throat tight as she absorbed the reality of what had just happened. "I am... I didn't mean to... I startled the fire salamander. I'm so sorry," she stammered out. She saw a familiar shape in a pile of leaves untouched by the fire. She fished around and let out a sigh of relief when her hand brushed against her notebook.

      Zev shrugged, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. "Fire's common around here. Small ones happen every other week or so, especially with the abundance of fire salamanders in these parts," he said, kicking a small clump of ash. "But the water salamanders usually balance it out. They flow through these streams like lifelines, keeping the fires in check. On one occasion, they even doused a campfire I'd lit too close to the stream."

      Tala looked at him, her eyebrows shooting up. "They did? You've seen it happen before?"

      Zev nodded, his gaze distant as he looked at the now-calm stream, the water reflecting the moonlight. "Yeah, it was quite a sight. It's like they are the guardians of the forest, always on watch."

      This revelation added another layer to the wild, magical realm of Briarhaven wilds. Tala's heart pounded. She had come to these mountains in search of magical amphibians, and in just a few short days, she had witnessed a spectacle most people only read about in folklore. The reality was so much more fascinating, so much more beautiful, and so much more dangerous than she'd ever imagined.

      "I'll remember to be more careful around fire salamanders," Tala said quietly, looking back toward the stream.

      "Good idea," Zev replied, standing up from his crouched position. He dusted off his pants, glancing at her one last time. "Just remember, Tala, you're not in the city anymore. Respect the wild, and it will respect you." And with that, he turned and started to walk away, until Tala called out, “Wait!”

      He stopped and turned but didn’t approach.

      Tala watched his features closely as she asked. "Did you leave the rabbit the other day?" she asked, a hint of disbelief coloring her words.

      Zev nodded, scratching the back of his head sheepishly. "Yeah. I was checking on you when I noticed a wolf had snatched one of your catches. I felt bad, so I hunted down a rabbit for you," he confessed.

      “Thank You, Zev. I was so hungry, and the rabbit hit the spot.” That was an awfully sweet thing for someone who wanted her to leave the mountain. Tala was startled as the ominous rumble of thunder echoed through the forest, followed by a searing flash of lightning that illuminated the brooding, roiling clouds above them. Tala stared up to see rain started falling in earnest, the droplets drumming a chaotic rhythm against the leafy canopy overhead.

      Zev's usually wavy hair soon clung to his face, slick and shiny from the rain, his garments becoming increasingly soaked. He shifted his gaze from Tala to the rapidly darkening sky, his expression grave. "Looks like a bad one. Stay safe, Tala," he said, his voice barely audible over the crescendo of the storm.

      His warning hung heavy in the humid air as he disappeared into the forest, leaving Tala alone once more. Soaking wet, she made her way back to her lean-to, the makeshift shelter now her only refuge against the violent weather.

      Though the fearsome specter of a wolf was certainly daunting, the ferocity of the storm now held her immediate concern. Tala crawled into the water-resistant lean-to instead of climbing on top where she was safest. She changed into dry clothing, hanging her wet things as best as she could in the confines of her small home. Pulling her cloak tightly around her, she watched the storm rage all around her. The wooden structure rattled and shook under the force of the wind, but it held firm, the thud of heavy raindrops against the wood and sodden surface a strangely comforting lullaby.

      Throughout the long, stormy night, Tala clung to the thought of the rabbit. It was a small act, but it was kindness. In the harsh, unyielding wilds of Briarhaven, it was a beacon of warmth and reassurance. Zev, the shepherd, the man of contradictions, had looked out for her.

      With that comforting thought, she closed her eyes, letting the symphony of the storm lull her into a fitful sleep, her dreams filled with fire salamanders, water saviors, and a certain shepherd with a heart as wild and surprising as the Briarhaven wilds themselves.

      She was awakened not by the end of the storm, but by a whimpering noise outside her lean-to. The cries grew frantic as the storm continued to rage on. She tried to peer out of her lean-to into the rain, but it was hard to make out much. Tala took off her cloak, wanting something warm and dry to return to, before rushing out into the pitiless storm.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

          
            LITTLE LOBO

          

        

      

    

    
      The rain was unrelenting, each drop a cold sting against Tala's skin. Nevertheless, she found herself braving the storm, drawn to a feeble whining sound that was frantic enough to cut through the wind and the rainfall. As she neared the tumultuous stream, her heart skipped a beat.

      There, holding on desperately to a jutting rock by the edge of the raging stream, was a drenched and shivering wolf cub. It was a small thing, its normally fluffy fur now a matted mess against its thin body. The fear in its wide eyes was mirrored by the frantic cries it let out into the stormy night.

      "Oh, little one," Tala murmured, taking a careful step forward. She knew she had to tread lightly; the mother wolf could be near. But seeing the helpless cub, terror etched into its tiny features, stirred something within her. "It's okay. I won't hurt you."

      Tala moved slowly, each step cautious. The cub's whines lessened as she approached, its gaze following her movement. The rushing waters of the stream were dangerously close, a single misstep away from sweeping the cub away.

      Talking gently, Tala continued her one-sided conversation with the cub, her voice a soft anchor in the midst of the storm. "Hang on, little one. I'll help you. Just hold on a little longer."

      Her heart hammered in her chest as she edged closer, extending a trembling hand to the cub. The whines grew silent as the wolf cub eyed her warily but didn't move away.

      "Easy, easy..." Tala soothed. Tala's heart was in her throat, her fingers inching toward the terrified wolf cub. But just as her fingertips brushed the drenched fur, the cub's desperate hold on the rock slipped. With a strangled yelp, the little creature was swept up by the raging torrent.

      Without thinking, Tala plunged into the turbulent waters after it. The shock of the icy current stole her breath away, the powerful surge tugging and pulling at her body, threatening to sweep her off her feet. The wolf cub was flailing in the water ahead, its pitiful whimpers barely audible over the roar of the river.

      While the water would have only been up to her waist if she was standing, the current pulled Tala with more force than she could have imagined. Summoning her last reserves of strength, Tala lunged toward the cub. Her hand clamped onto the scruff of its neck, pulling it close to her chest. The current made it impossible to get her feet situated under her. She pushed against the current, struggling to keep them both from being battered farther downstream. Her boots scraped painfully against rocks, and the undercurrent pulled at her legs, threatening to drag them deeper.

      Stumbling and gasping, Tala clung to the cub, her every thought focused on getting back to the bank. Rocks jutted out from the rushing water, bruising her knees and sides, but she stubbornly pushed onwards. The cub was eerily silent now, its little body limp against her chest.

      After what felt like an eternity, she reached the riverbank. With a final push, she hauled herself and the cub onto the wet, muddy earth. Panting and soaked to the bone, she clung to the little creature, relieved to feel the faintest heartbeat beneath her fingers.

      Despite the pain from being battered against sticks and rocks, Tala gathered the cub into her arms and rose to her feet. Her muscles ached and her body trembled from the cold, but she pushed through it. There would be time to tend to her bruises later. Right now, the wolf cub was her priority.

      "I’ve got you." she said softly as she began to retreat back to the camp. She glanced around one last time, half expecting the mother wolf to appear. But there was only the rain and the wild tumult of the storm.

      Staggering back to her camp, Tala gently laid the wolf cub on her mostly dry bedroll while she stripped off her sopping-wet clothing. Wrapping only her cloak that was still dry around herself, she snuggled into the bedroll with the cub held tightly against her chest. The cub offered no resistance, its energy spent. She whispered soft words of encouragement, her heart heavy in her chest as the cub whimpered weakly in response.

      The relentless downpour made it impossible to light a fire. Instead, Tala found herself huddled under the shelter of her lean-to, the tiny wolf cub her only companion against the persistent storm. She wrapped her arms around him, hoping her body warmth would be enough for the chilled creature. His fur was cold and matted against her skin, but slowly, his shivering subsided. The cub was quiet, the only sound his shallow breathing against the rhythmic backdrop of raindrops on the leaves outside.

      She couldn't help but feel a twinge of apprehension as she looked down at the little cub in her arms. It wasn't a magical amphibian, and she was no veterinarian. Yet, the cub's desperate cries for help were not something she could ignore. She would do her best to take care of it until the storm passed, and hopefully, its mother returned. Then she could put the little wolf outside for its mother to retrieve.

      With the storm's fury unabated, hours passed in a slow, thoughtful crawl. Tala found herself caught in a daze of the comforting sound of the rain and the rhythmic heartbeat of the cub against her chest. The calm was disrupted when the cub stirred in her arms, blinking open bleary eyes to look up at her.

      "Well, hello there, Little Lobo," she murmured, stroking the damp fur of his head. The cub—now named—made a small, curious noise, shifting to sniff at her hand.

      Tala's heart melted at his trusting look. Despite the circumstances, he was here, with her, and not cowering in fear. "You must be hungry," she said, reaching into her bag for the last of her travel rations—a few pieces of dried jerky.

      Little Lobo sniffed the air, his dark eyes brightening as he caught the scent of the food. With careful movements, Tala tore off a small piece and held it out to him. Lobo hesitated for a moment before gingerly taking the piece, chewing it with fervor.

      "There you go," she whispered, smiling as she watched him eat. She held out another piece for him, and another, until the jerky was gone. Tala herself ate a piece, chewing thoughtfully as she watched the cub nestle back against her.

      The thought of what would happen when his mother returned weighed heavy on her mind. Would she be seen as a kidnapper, a threat? Or could she somehow convey her benign intentions? Time would tell. For now, she decided to keep him. While he didn’t seem outwardly injured, she could care for him at least until the exhausted little guy was strong enough to venture out again.

      As Tala settled down, her back against the damp earth of the lean-to, she felt Little Lobo cuddle closer, his tiny body a warm presence against her. She ran her fingers through his slowly drying fur, listening to the lullaby of the now softly falling rain.

      She would face the consequences in the morning. For now, they had each other, and that was enough.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

          
            HUNTING WITH A CUB

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun broke through the cloud cover, casting a warm glow over the waterlogged camp. Everything was still muddy from the rain, squelching underfoot as Tala did her usual rounds. As she looked around, she couldn’t help thinking how perfect it would be for herping. Unfortunately, her traps were completely ruined, the remnants a harsh reminder of the storm's fury.

      Despite her concerns about her dwindling food supply, Tala found her attention consistently drawn back to the small wolf cub scampering around her lean-to. She had christened him Little Lobo, and his youthful energy seemed to have returned with a vengeance. His black fur was already dry, fluffy and speckled with dried mud. He knocked over the jar containing the odora tree frog, but luckily, she was planning on letting him loose anyways, as she wasn’t learning anything new from watching him in the jar anymore. Watching Little Lobo dart around chasing after fluttering leaves and pouncing at his reflection in the puddles, Tala smiled despite her worries.

      But as playful and endearing as Little Lobo was, Tala knew his presence posed a problem. She needed to return him to his pack. As she observed the cub’s antics, she realized that they both needed to venture deeper into the woods.

      So, Tala set off, with Little Lobo trotting at her heels. His excited yelps echoed through the woods as he scampered about, joyfully investigating every fallen leaf and oddly shaped twig. His playfulness was infectious, and despite her underlying anxiety, Tala laughed at his antics.

      But as much as she enjoyed his company, Little Lobo’s overenthusiastic behavior was scaring away all potential prey. Birds scattered from the trees with shrill squawks at his approach, and any small critters quickly burrowed away into the undergrowth, well out of sight.

      Tala sighed, scratching her head as she tried to figure out how to juggle her need to find food and care for the overly energetic cub.

      The meandering stream was diminished after the storm, its water level falling significantly with each passing hour. Tala kneeled at the water's edge, her fingers dipping into the cool flow, noting that there weren't many fish left.

      With a sigh, she rose and went about salvaging parts from her damaged traps, her deft hands working to create a rudimentary fishing rod. Stripping a long, flexible branch of its leaves, tying a length of twine to one end, and attaching a small piece of metal as a hook, she marveled at how her survival skills were being put to the test.

      She whistled for Little Lobo, who was busily digging up a particularly fascinating scent from beneath a bush. He bounded over enthusiastically, tail wagging as he fell into step beside her. Tala gave him an affectionate pat; apparently the little guy really trusted her after she saved him.

      They made their way toward the meadow, the grassy expanse seemingly untouched by the previous day’s storm. In the heart of the meadow, the pond glittered invitingly in the sunlight, its calm surface disguising the bustling life beneath. Tala knew that bigger fish lived there and hoped that she could catch enough to satisfy both her and Little Lobo's hunger.

      As they neared the meadow, Tala's heart began to flutter. She knew Zev frequented the area, looking after his sheep. A part of her hoped she wouldn't encounter him, to avoid the inevitable warning to leave the wilderness, to return to the city from which she came. But there was another part of her, a part she wasn’t entirely comfortable acknowledging, that found herself hoping to see the shepherd. His wavy hair, those piercing eyes, the way he moved with ease and strength that spoke of a life lived close to nature.

      Shaking her head and berating herself for her wandering thoughts, Tala refocused on the task at hand. She had a mission to accomplish, and a little wolf cub counting on her. Yet, as she approached the edge of the pond, fishing rod in hand, she couldn’t help but glance around, half-expecting to see Zev emerge from behind the treeline.

      Tala sat and fished for a while, catching three of decent size. Little lobo kept trying to get to the fish, but she kept shooing him away until he lost interest and started to chase a butterfly.

      Lobo wagged his tail, the curve of his lithe, puppy body reflecting the energetic waves of the swaying grass. His large brown eyes, mirroring Tala's enthusiasm, sparkled with an unspoken vitality, their innocent luminosity a stark contrast to the wilderness that surrounded them. He sniffed the air, a canine whisper of the wind’s stories reaching him in a language only animals understood.

      Suddenly, as though responding to an invisible command, Lobo bolted up a hillock in the center of the meadow. Startled, Tala stumbled after him, her heart drumming against her ribs. A surprise awaited her as she crested the hill.

      "Hey, wait!" she called, her hand extending in an instinctive lunge toward the sprinting furball, her fingers grazing the tips of his fur before he shook free. Below them, a quaint cottage nestled in a patchwork of verdant green, basking in the sun's benevolence. Sheep grazed lazily in a nearby pen, their woolly forms a contrasting smear of white against the green palette.

      But it was Zev that seized her attention, his rugged form a beacon charging up the hill with an intensity that sent shivers down her spine. His cerulean gaze, like the crystal waters of a mountain brook, widened in recognition at the sight of the little cub. His handsome face, usually as unreadable as a stoic sentinel, was an open book, raw emotions searing across it like lightning.

      "Is that...?" Zev choked, his voice trailing off into the breeze as he reached the top of the hillock. Lobo greeted him with youthful exuberance, bounding into Zev's waiting arms, his little tongue lapping at the man's weather-beaten face. Zev’s strong hands gently caressed the pup's fur, examining him for injuries, then turned his intense gaze toward Tala.

      "I've been calling him Lobo," she confessed, her voice barely a whisper against the wind. "I found him caught in the stream during the storm."

      Zev’s gaze never left the delighted pup in his arms. "He belongs to my sister, Larentina. She's been distraught since he went missing. I can't believe you found him."

      Empathy bloomed within Tala at his words, a tender shoot in the harsh soil of her survivalist life. She imagined Zev’s sister, a woman she had never met, grieving over her lost companion. As she watched Zev’s trembling fingers trace the soft contours of Lobo's fur, she knew that she had played a part in an important reunion. But the impending sense of loss gnawed at her heart, a void threatening to consume her newfound camaraderie.

      "Thank you," Zev breathed, his voice strained with emotion. His intense gaze met hers, a silent symphony of gratitude. "I don't know how to repay you." His words hung in the air, a testament to the complexity of emotions swirling around them.

      Tala shrugged. “I did what anyone would have. You don’t need to worry about it.”

      Zev took a step back, his tall figure silhouetted against the backdrop of the pastoral landscape. He ran his fingers through his damp hair, plastered against his forehead by the remnants of the storm. His eyes, still shimmering with gratitude and lingering surprise, were softer now, a shade of blue reminiscent of the calm after a tempest.

      "I have an idea," he said, his voice roughened by emotion but holding an edge of intrigue. His gaze flitted toward Lobo, who was now enthusiastically sniffing around the underbrush, his little tail wagging like a flag in the wind. "It's not enough to repay you for what you did for Lobo and my sister, but I think you might like it."

      Tala's brows knitted in curiosity as she looked up at Zev. Despite the tumultuous events of the night and morning, she was intrigued. She brushed a stray lock of hair off her face, tucking it behind her ear. "What are you talking about?"

      Zev's lips curved into a small, mysterious smile, a hint of boyish charm seeping through his typically stoic demeanor. "Meet me at the pond at dusk," he said, his tone playful yet earnest. "I promise it will be worth your while."

      Tala watched as Zev and Lobo started their descent toward the cottage. She found herself caught in a mix of emotions. The emptiness left by Lobo's departure gnawed at her heart, yet the prospect of Zev's surprise stirred a sense of anticipation within her. As she gathered the fish she caught and headed back to her campsite to cook them, she found herself looking forward to their meeting by the pond.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

          
            LIGHT-BENDER HELLBENDER

          

        

      

    

    
      Tala's feet padded against the dew-soaked grass as she walked toward the meadow. The sun had long since set, leaving the world bathed in a silvery luminescence that glowed off the surface of the pond. The night was cool and still, the air filled with the gentle melody of nocturnal creatures. Yet, in the serene quietude of the meadow, Tala’s pulse was racing with anticipation.

      There, by the pond, was Zev. His back was toward her, his broad shoulders silhouetted against the shimmering water. He sat cross-legged, his posture relaxed yet alert, a stark contrast to the wild, rugged force she'd witnessed earlier. A space had been cleared next to him, the trimmed grass and weeds hinting at his preparations.

      "Zev," Tala began, her voice a soft whisper. But he turned his head, placing a finger against his lips, his command for silence clear. Surprised, Tala nodded, her curiosity deepening.

      She lowered herself to the ground beside him. Her senses were instantly filled with his presence. The scent of him — of sun-warmed earth and pine, mingled with the lingering tang of the day's fire — filled her nostrils. She could almost feel the latent power that hummed beneath his skin, his aura radiating a sense of confidence and calm that was distinctly masculine.

      Sitting there, with the chill of the evening pressing into her back and Zev's warm presence beside her, Tala felt a sense of tranquility settle over her. Her gaze drifted toward the pond, yet she found her attention irresistibly drawn back to Zev. Every muscle in her body seemed hyperaware of him, of the quiet breaths he took, the rustle of his clothing against the grass. The anticipation of his surprise had her heart pounding in her chest, and she waited in silent expectation, the world around her fading into insignificance.

      Zev's hand, roughened by countless days spent in nature, moved through the air, his finger extending to point toward the still water of the pond. Following his cue, Tala's eyes shifted from his silhouette, now starkly etched against the night sky, to the silvery sheen of the water. Her heart pounded in anticipation, her breath hitched in her throat.

      And then she saw it — a tiny flash, no more than a fleeting sparkle in the darkened water. It was similar to the one she had observed on her arrival, a memory she had replayed a thousand times over in her mind, fueling her desire to seek out the mythical light-bender hellbender. It was a beacon in the murky gloom, a flicker of magic amidst the otherwise mundane.

      She watched as the ethereal glow began to coalesce into a form. There, standing in the shallow end of the pond, was a creature unlike any she'd ever seen. A light-bender hellbender! It was a masterpiece of evolution, its body adorned with layers of translucent skin that reflected the waning moonlight, casting an otherworldly radiance around it.

      The creature was a contrast of grace and clumsiness, its short, stocky feet pushing against the pebbly floor of the pond, its serpentine body navigating the water with an inexplicable elegance. Its head swiveled around as it moved, scanning its surroundings with unseen eyes, probably in search of food.

      Tala’s mind was flooded with information and observations, an onslaught of stimuli that left her feeling both exhilarated and overwhelmed.

      As darkness swept over the landscape, she saw the creature flash once again, a beacon in the darkness. And then, just as suddenly as it had appeared, it vanished, the pond returning to its quiet, peaceful state. She remained seated, her gaze lingering on the now-empty spot, the image of the light-bender hellbender seared into her memory.

      Zev's voice pierced the silent darkness like a star cleaving through the night sky, dispelling the spell cast by the light-bender hellbender. The gentleness in his tone sent a shiver down Tala's spine. His words hung in the air, harmonizing with the symphony of crickets and the lapping of the water against the pond's edge.

      "I know it's not exactly a payment for saving… Little Lobo," he started, his words weaving through the quiet ambiance, "but I thought you might like it."

      In the silver moonlight, Zev's features softened, adding an ethereal charm to his rugged countenance. His striking blue eyes sparkled with a mix of emotions — relief, gratitude, and a hint of awe that mirrored her own.

      His gaze turned back to the now-still waters of the pond, the site of their shared marvel. "You traveled all this way to see the light-bender hellbender, after all."

      Tala couldn't help the smile that spread across her face, touched by the thoughtfulness behind his words. She appreciated the gesture and the rare sight he had allowed her to witness, something she was sure few outsiders were privileged to see.

      "Like it? I love it!" Tala exclaimed, her heart racing with delight. "I never thought I'd actually get to see one in person. They're so rare!"

      "Rare and fascinating," Zev agreed, watching the spot Tala saw the amphibian before it dissapeared. "Other than in this pond, I've never seen anything quite like it."

      "Neither have I," Tala murmured. "Imagine what we could learn from it, how it might help us understand magical camouflage and the nature of light itself!"

      "Could be revolutionary," Zev mused, his voice softening as he looked at her. "It's heartening to see your passion for these creatures. It's... contagious."

      Tala felt her cheeks flush at his words, touched by his sincerity. "Thank you," she whispered, her heart swelling with affection for this rugged shepherd who understood her so well. It was a shame she would be leaving him behind at the end of summer. She liked him.

      "There's just a few minutes at dusk when he is visible," Zev continued, his tone holding a note of reverence. "Then, the human eye can't see him. His light-bending properties... I have to agree, they are simply amazing."

      Tala felt the warmth spreading through her hand where it rested on Zev's forearm. His skin, rough and marked by elements of the wild, felt unexpectedly comforting under her touch. As she looked up at him, her neck straining slightly to meet his gaze, her heart fluttered with an unfamiliar rhythm.

      "Thank you," she murmured, her voice barely more than a whisper. "For showing this to me, I mean." Her eyes sparkled with the sincere gratitude she felt. "I've learned more about the light-bender hellbender in these few minutes than anyone knows back in the city." She hesitated for a moment, then with a chuckle, she added, "When I was little, I was given this children's book about a hellbender and how he came into his light-bender abilities. That's all the information I could ever find about them. I wasn't even sure if they were real until just now."

      Tala fell quiet again. Then, looking at the water again, she tentatively asked, "Would you mind if I came back here tomorrow evening with my notebook? Right now, the image of that intriguing little fellow is clear in my mind, but I want to make sure my description is as accurate as possible."

      A full, genuine smile spread across Zev's face. It was a smile that warmed her, the way a ray of sunlight peeks through the dense forest canopy to kiss the cold forest floor. It made her insides turn with an unexpected delight. But in the pale moonlight, the white gleam off his canines reminded her of the wildness lurking beneath his friendly exterior, sending an icy shiver down her spine. His world was wild, and yet, she found herself drawn to it, and to him, with an irresistible force.

      Zev's words broke through Tala's contemplative silence. "Actually, would you mind coming earlier than dusk tomorrow?" he asked, shifting slightly on the grassy floor. "My sister asked me to invite you to our cottage for dinner so she could thank you personally. She said you were probably hungry out here fending for yourself off the land, and I should have told her that you were out here sooner."

      Tala blinked, taken aback. She didn’t realize anyone else lived near her. It was also slightly perplexing the amount of gratitude Zev and his sister were showing over Little Lobo being found after just a night. Showing her a magical hellbender and dinner? That cub must hold a cherished place in their lives. However, the thought of an actual cooked meal immediately replaced her confusion with anticipation. She was surprised to realize how hungry she was; she had been surviving on the bare minimum — a fish here, a rabbit there, a few tubers and herbs when she could find them. The prospect of a hearty dinner made her mouth water, and her stomach grumbled in agreement.

      Zev, with his potent aura of wildness that was surprisingly softened by the rustic charm of his wool vest, fascinated Tala. She couldn't deny her curiosity to get to know him more, to uncover the complexities that lay beneath his calm surface.

      "I would love to stop by," she responded, her voice warm with gratitude. The corners of her mouth lifted into a gentle smile as she looked at Zev, her eyes sparkling in the soft moonlight. There was a comforting feeling of camaraderie between them, and the prospect of tomorrow's dinner offered a tantalizing break from her solitary wilderness routine.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

          
            WHERE IS LITTLE LOBO?

          

        

      

    

    
      The afternoon sun lazily crept across the sky as Tala made her way toward the meadow. Her notebook and charcoal were tucked safely under her arm, their edges slightly frayed from use but still full of potential. Spotting Zev seated on a large rock overlooking his flock, she approached him, her heart skipping a beat as he turned to greet her with a warm smile.

      "Are you hungry? My sister was planning quite a feast for you this morning," he said, his eyes crinkling with amusement at the edges.

      Tala felt a sudden rush of shyness overcome her. She wasn't accustomed to such generous attention; especially for something she considered a simple act of kindness toward a creature of the wild.

      Zev gracefully dismounted from his rock perch, landing solidly on the grassy earth with an air of quiet authority. He started shepherding the scattered sheep with practiced ease, his movements smooth and confident. He used a long wooden crook to guide the stragglers, the sun glinting off his coal-black hair, highlighting his rugged profile.

      Tala watched this orchestration with awe, her curiosity piqued. "I'm just curious, how did you guys get Little Lobo anyways? He's still so young that I would think he hasn't been off his mother's milk long."

      Zev remained silent for a while as he continued his task, methodically guiding the sheep over the crest of the hill and back toward the quaint little cottage nestled in the distance. After a seemingly endless pause, he finally spoke, his voice soft, carrying a note of reverence. "He was a little miracle that came into our lives during a dark time." His words hung in the air, an echo of a memory yet to be shared, and Tala couldn't help but feel a surge of intrigue and empathy for the mysterious story behind the young wolf cub, Little Lobo.

      As they approached the cottage, Tala noticed the sheep pen was an expansive structure nestled against a gentle slope of the hill, affording a comforting shield against the prevailing winds. Constructed of field stones, the walls were surprisingly high. The inner area was a carpet of neatly trimmed grass, providing an ample grazing ground for the flock. At the center stood a large oak tree, its leafy boughs stretching outward to provide welcoming shade under the afternoon sun.

      On the other side of the pen, the cottage rose with a humble elegance against the pastoral backdrop. Built from rough-hewn stone and adorned with a thatched roof, the cottage seemed a natural extension of the surrounding environment. Ivy crept up its walls, dotting the stony gray with splashes of vibrant green, while a handful of potted flowers adorned the wooden window ledges, adding a delightful burst of color. A chimney extended from one side, puffing out gentle swirls of smoke into the clear blue sky.

      As Tala drew closer, the enticing aroma of cooking meat wafted through the air. The tantalizing scent caused her stomach to rumble in anticipation, and her mouth watered at the thought of a hot, satisfying meal. However, before they could enter the cottage, a whirlwind of energy rushed toward them.

      A toddler, with tufts of black hair and bright blue eyes mirroring Zev's, bounded toward her, throwing his small arms around her legs. Surprised but delighted, Tala bent down and returned the hug. "Why, you are an outgoing little guy," she said, laughing.

      "That's Channing, my nephew. Quite a handful, isn't he?" Zev's grin widened as he ruffled Channing's unruly black hair, his smile wide with affection. Channing giggled, squirming out of Zev's reach to run back to the cottage.

      Following Channing's trail, a woman emerged from the cozy cottage. She was tall and lithe, with a head of glossy jet-black hair that cascaded over her shoulders, her figure cutting a striking silhouette against the warm, inviting glow of the cottage. Tala guessed that this was Larentina, Zev's sister, her features softer, but just as striking as her brother's. Her icy-blue eyes, mirroring Zev's, held a depth of warmth and gratitude.

      "You must be Tala," Larentina greeted, her voice carrying a rich, melodious lilt that was both warm and welcoming. "I've heard so much about you from Zev. And I wanted to personally thank you for finding our cub." Larentina stepped forward, her eyes sparkling with tears of gratitude as she reached out and clasped Tala's hands in her own. "I don't know what I would have done if you hadn’t found him," she continued, her voice choked with emotion. "Thank you so much for bringing him back to me."

      Tala could feel the sincerity radiating from Larentina, and the immense gratitude that was interlaced in her every word. It felt good to be appreciated, but she couldn't help the feeling of unease that settled in when the subject of Little Lobo arose.

      "I'm glad I could help," Tala managed to say, returning Larentina's warm smile with one of her own. "But speaking of Little Lobo, where is he?"

      Larentina and Zev shared a look, one that wasn't lost on Tala. Before Larentina could say anything, Zev was quick to respond.

      "Oh, he's probably around somewhere," Zev said, his voice uncharacteristically evasive. "That little fellow can't sit still long. Always darting off after some critter or another."

      Something in Zev's tone gave Tala pause, but she decided not to press the issue further. It was odd that they would be so dismissive about their pet that they were so worried about just yesterday. There were things about this family, about Little Lobo, that she didn't fully understand yet. But for now, she was content to enjoy their company, and the tantalizing aroma wafting from the cottage.

      The inside of the cottage was as warm and inviting as its inhabitants. An aura of coziness pervaded the space, from the worn, rustic hardwood floors underfoot, to the exposed timber beams that graced the ceiling overhead. A stone fireplace, filled with glowing embers, was set into one wall, throwing dancing shadows around the room and lending the air a comforting smoky scent. The furniture, though simple and well-used, added to the homely atmosphere. Wooden shelves held an assortment of books, candle holders, and curios, while a handwoven rug added a touch of color to the otherwise earthy tones of the room.

      At the heart of the cottage was a small wooden table set for four. Zev guided Tala to a seat between him and Channing, while Larentina set about serving dinner. The food was rustic and hearty: roasted lamb seasoned with herbs, tubers cooked until they were soft and buttery, crusty homemade bread, and a vibrant salad filled with a rainbow of fresh, crisp vegetables. It was a feast that made Tala's mouth water, and she had to remind herself to eat slowly and savor every bite.

      Larentina was an animated conversationalist, peppering Tala with questions about her travels and her passion for nature. Larentina started by asking, "So, Tala, tell us about your studies. What are you researching exactly?"

      Tala’s eyes light up as she said, "Well, I'm a herpetologist, and I study amphibians. My goal is to write The Practical Guide to Magical Amphibians after I spend the next month or two of this summer researching them. Zev allowed me to bring my notebook so I can sketch the light-bender in your pond tonight."

      As she spoke, Tala’s hand moved in animated gestures, the passion she had for her subject evident in her bright eyes and eager tone. A smile spread across her face and her heart grew happy as she spoke about her work, her love for nature, and her determination to uncover the secrets of the light-bender hellbender.

      Larentina smiled warmly, her eyes shining with genuine interest. "It sounds like you truly love what you do, Tala. That's a rare and beautiful thing. So, what brought you to our part of the woods? These mountains are huge."

      Tala took a moment to chew on a piece of bread before responding. "Actually, it was mostly by chance. I received a grant to study the local amphibians, got a ride from a lovely gentleman centaur to the base of these mountains, and I just started up the trail. I let my heart lead me until I found a perfect campsite next to a winding stream, the one that feeds your pond."

      As the conversation flowed, Tala felt a genuine connection forming between her and Larentina. They chatted about everything, from her life in the city to her favorite animals, and even shared a few laughs over Channing's antics. It was one of the most enjoyable meals Tala had had in a long time.

      After a while, Channing stated fidgeting beside her, pulling on her hand and demanding her attention. Tala indulged him, letting him play with her fingers as she continued to engage Larentina.

      Suddenly, she felt a sharp pain. Looking down, she found Channing's small teeth sinking into her finger. She yelped in surprise, pulling her hand away.
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            JUST A SMALL NIBBLE

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment seemed to stand still as they all stared at Channing, his innocent face a stark contrast to the silence. Larentina quickly recovered, her brow furrowed as she chided her son. "Channing! We do not bite our guests," she said, her voice firm but gentle.

      Channing's face fell at his mother's words. His bottom lip stuck out in a classic pout, and a soft whimper escaped him. Tala, despite her initial surprise, couldn't help but chuckle at the toddler's display of remorse.

      "No harm done, it was just a little nibble," she assured Larentina, trying to lighten the situation. She flashed Channing a forgiving smile before turning her attention to her finger, where a tiny bead of blood welled up.

      The sight seemed to shock Zev into action. "Let me see," he said, concern furrowing his brow. His large hands, rough and calloused from years of work, gently enclosed her smaller one. His touch sent an unexpected tingle up her arm.

      Seeing the small droplet of blood, he shook his head. "He got you good," he murmured, his voice carrying a note of annoyance — at Channing or himself, Tala wasn't sure.

      Despite the situation, she couldn't help but laugh at his overreaction. "Really, it's nothing," she said, pulling her hand back from his grasp. Yet, even as she spoke, she couldn't ignore the lingering warmth of his touch, or the way his proximity seemed to have shifted her focus from her insignificant wound.

      Larentina quickly bustled over, a damp cloth and small jar in hand. She applied the cloth to Tala's finger, cleaning the tiny wound. Then, she opened the jar, a sweet herbal scent filling the air. With gentle fingers, she applied the salve to the wound, her brows furrowed in concentration.

      "This isn't really meant for bites," she admitted, glancing at her brother with a worried look. "But it's the best we have."

      Tala found herself laughing again, a sense of warmth spreading through her. "I promise I'll be careful," she said, her eyes dancing between the concerned faces of Zev and Larentina. "I won’t get dirt on this finger, I swear."

      With a furrowed brow, Zev suggested, "Perhaps you should stay here for the next week, Tala. We can keep an eye on you." His words were lined with a hint of worry that Tala found both endearing and unnecessary.

      Rolling her eyes, she chuckled and countered, "I've been caring for myself out here for the past weeks. Trust me, I'll survive the next one, even with this tiny scratch."

      A glance through the cottage window told Tala the sun was beginning to set. She quickly rose from her seat. "Oh, it's getting late. I don't want to miss seeing the light-bender again. Thank you for the wonderful meal, Larentina. And Zev, thanks for inviting me. It was lovely to meet you too, Channing." Tala gathered her notebook and charcoal.

      As she turned to leave, Zev was only a few steps behind her. His shadow loomed over hers, and she had to fight off a moment's irritation at his sudden overwhelming attentiveness. Wasn’t he trying to get her to leave just a few weeks ago?

      As they stepped out into the dimming evening, he proposed something that made her stop in her tracks. "What if I could show you one of the most amazing and elusive amphibians you've ever seen, would you consider camping with me for the next week?" His voice was filled with anticipation, as if he couldn't wait to share this secret of the wilds with her.

      Tala halted, turning to look at him. She searched his eyes, trying to fathom what had prompted this sudden proposition. A whirlwind of emotions swept through her. Was it concern for her safety that motivated him, or was there something more? An electrifying shiver of excitement ran down her spine at the latter thought. Maybe he felt drawn to her as she was to him.

      Her mind churned. She'd be leaving in a month or two, so anything beyond a professional interaction would probably end badly. But on the other hand, this was about her work, her book, her dream. She could possibly uncover more about the elusive amphibians of the forest, and ultimately, make a difference in the world. If a week in the wild with an enigmatic, handsome shepherd could aid her mission, then why not?

      As they ambled back toward the pond, Tala tilted her head toward Zev, her curiosity piqued. "What is it that you want to show me, Zev?"

      Zev's lips twisted into a teasing smile, and he shook his head. "It's a surprise. You have to agree to come with me first."

      The shadows of the approaching dusk were lengthening, prompting Tala to quicken her pace. Zev kept up easily, his long strides matching hers effortlessly. "I can't tell you what it is, but it's definitely worth it. Tala, will you come with me?"

      They crested the hill, the last rays of sunlight throwing their elongated shadows across the path before them. "You sure do like your surprises, don't you?"

      Zev chuckled, a half-smile creeping onto his face. "Surprises make life interesting, don't they?”

      Tala frowned; she felt like she was missing something. Why did he suddenly want to show her something, what was the catch? "What do you get out of showing this ‘surprise' to me? And what about your sheep? Will they be safe without you watching over them?"

      Zev shrugged but avoided making eye contact. “You have a fire inside you, Tala. It's something rare and beautiful. I just want to help you with your research, is all. As for the sheep, Larentina will watch over them for me. And, to be honest, predators generally steer clear of this meadow."

      Before Tala could press him on his cryptic last statement, they were close enough to the pond for her to see the light-bender in its full, beautiful form. But the magic was short-lived. As they approached, the amphibious creature was startled, giving off a quick flash before it vanished. A small ripple in the pond was the only proof of its sudden disappearance.

      Tala sighed, a bit disappointed, but also filled with a thrilling sense of anticipation for the surprises Zev promised were to come. Taking a deep breath, Tala tuned to Zev, his broad shoulders silhouetted against the rising moon. It was almost full, at least they would have lots of natural light at night.

      Tala took a deep breath, her mind made up. She glanced sideways at Zev, her eyes twinkling with excitement at the upcoming adventure. "Alright, shepherd and guide to unseen wonders, I'm in. But remember, if this surprise of yours turns out to be a new breed of grass, I'll make you eat your wool vest," she joked, a playful grin spreading across her face.
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      The next morning Tala met Zev at the meadow to begin their trip. The land sloped upward, the incline increasing steadily. The meadows gave way to dense woods, the underbrush rustling beneath their feet. The air was crisp, carrying the earthy scent of damp leaves and pine.

      They walked side by side in companionable silence, the only sounds the rhythmic crunch of fallen leaves under their boots and the distant call of night creatures.

      As they climbed, Zev broke the silence. "This mountain's full of legends," he said, his voice a soft rumble in the quiet forest. "Once we get to the cave near the top of this very peak, I’ll tell you one."

      Tala nudged him with her shoulder. “Now I know you are trying to be mysterious on purpose.”

      Zev chuckled, far more relaxed in the woods than he was last night. Tala continued to follow Zev as they explored the Briarhaven wilds together. The sound of birdsong filled the air, accompanied by the gentle rustle of leaves in the canopy overhead. As they walked, Tala couldn't help but notice the way Zev's muscles flexed beneath his shirt, a testament to his hard work as a shepherd. It was just one more thing she found herself appreciating about him.

      In the light of day, the mountain presented a different kind of beauty. The lush greenery was highlighted by the sun's rays, causing the leaves to shine with a radiance that the moonlight could not provide. They made their way upward, the dense forest around them filled with the songs of birds and the rustling of small creatures in the undergrowth.

      "Look there," Zev motioned toward a cluster of vibrant blue flowers that grew near the base of a towering pine. The flowers shimmered, their petals seemingly absorbing the sun's light. "Those are daydream lilies. They bloom only during the day, believed to symbolize the sun's journey across the sky."

      Tala marveled at the sight, her fingers itching to sketch the unique plant. "Really? Do they have any other properties?"

      "The folktales say they can predict the weather," he explained, a light chuckle echoing in his voice. "Supposedly, if their petals close, it means a storm's on the way."

      "Wow," she breathed, unable to tear her gaze away from the enchanting blossoms. She could feel the thrill of discovery coursing through her veins, igniting her passion for learning even further. "I never knew the wilds held so many secrets."

      "Neither did I, until I started exploring them myself," Zev admitted, his eyes meeting hers for a brief moment before he looked away. "There's always something new to discover out here."

      Their journey continued, sunlight filtering through the thick foliage overhead, casting shadows on the forest floor. Suddenly, Tala's foot snagged on a protruding root, causing her to stumble. Quick as a flash, Zev's hand shot out, gripping her arm and steadying her.

      "Alright there?" he asked, the corners of his eyes crinkling with concern.

      Tala laughed. "Just paying my dues to the forest. Seems like a small toll for such a beautiful journey."

      The rest of their journey was filled with light-hearted conversation, shared laughter, and the growing sense of camaraderie. The sun's rays warmed their backs as they ventured farther up the mountain, each step bringing a new discovery, a new story, and a deepening bond between them.

      As they continued to talk and connect during their outing, Tala felt a growing sense of possibility and excitement. Her attraction toward Zev deepened with every shared laugh, every heartfelt story, and every moment of vulnerability. And yet, she remained unsure of how to proceed. She knew there were still secrets hidden behind those captivating blue eyes, pieces of his life he had yet to share. For now, she would simply enjoy this shared adventure, reveling in the connection they had forged amid the beauty of the Briarhaven wilds.

      As they continued their trek, Tala noticed a sudden pause in Zev's stride. He sniffed the air, an oddly serene look on his face. An infectious smile tugged at his lips, piquing her curiosity. "Come on," he beckoned, "there's something over here you might like."

      With him leading the way, they veered off the path they were following, crunching through the undergrowth to the foot of a majestic tree. There, clinging to the thick bark, was a tiny, vibrant green creature. The sight of the little frog had her eyes lighting up with fascination.

      "This," Zev whispered, as if not wanting to startle the creature, "is an odora tree frog."

      Confusion knitted her brows as she turned to Zev, her gaze flicking between him and the minuscule amphibian. "How did you find this little guy?" she asked, incredulous. "I can't smell anything."

      His shoulders moved in a dismissive shrug, his attention fixed on the frog. "Years in the wilderness have fine-tuned my senses," he explained. "My nose is a bit more attuned to the subtler scents of the forest."

      Tala was left even more intrigued by his response. The way he navigated the wilderness, the connection he seemed to have with it—it was a side of Zev that was wholly captivating. They were both well-acquainted with nature, yet he had a bond with the wilderness that was far beyond her understanding. And as their journey continued, Tala found herself yearning to uncover more of these unexplored layers of him.

      As the sun began to dip low in the sky, painting the forest in a warm tapestry of oranges and reds, Zev turned to Tala with a grin. "I think this is a good spot to camp for the night. What do you think?"

      Tala glanced around, assessing the spot. They had found a small clearing, where the ground was relatively flat, and trees offered both shelter and wood for a fire. "I'd say it's perfect," she agreed, returning his grin.

      They split tasks, Tala taking to the task of gathering firewood with vigor. She found herself scrutinizing each piece of wood she found, discarding the damp ones with a grimace and selecting the dry, sturdy branches. The light-hearted tone from earlier still lingered as she called over her shoulder, "I hope you're better at finding food than I am at finding dry wood!"

      "I'll do my best. Let's hope we're not having a vegetarian dinner tonight." Then Zev disappeared into the forest.

      In his absence, Tala turned to foraging. She remembered spotting wild leeks near the stream. The leeks were plump and fresh, their strong aroma filling the air as she dug them out. After washing them in the cool, babbling stream, she returned to camp, her excitement growing at the prospect of a well-earned meal.

      She was not disappointed. Zev had returned, two plump rabbits skewered and roasting over a crackling fire. Tala's eyebrows shot up in surprise. "Zev, they will be delicious. How did you catch these so quickly?"

      His response was a sly grin, eyes gleaming in the firelight. "What can I say? I've got a knack for hunting. Hope you like rabbit." He set to cleaning the rabbits while Tala got a small fire going.

      As the sun fully set, they enjoyed their meal in the comfortable bubble of their camp. The rabbits, subtly flavored with the wild herbs Zev had collected, were delicious, and the fresh leeks provided a welcome contrast. Their conversation flowed easily, light-hearted jokes and shared laughter echoing in the forest.

      When it was time to sleep, Tala looked around the camp, the dying embers of their fire casting flickering shadows. She caught Zev's eye. "Zev," she said, her voice serious. "I wanted to say thank you. Today has been... one I will always remember."

      He simply nodded, a warmth in his eyes that wasn't from the fire. "Tomorrow will be even better."

      They retired to their bedrolls on opposite sides of the fire, the nocturnal chorus of the forest lulling them to sleep. Tala watched Zev through the crackling fire as he got himself settled and wondered what it would feel like to have those strong arms wrapped around her as she slept. As Tala closed her eyes, she found herself anticipating the next day, wondering what other surprises the forest — and Zev — had in store for her.
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      The journey upward, winding through the rugged mountainous terrain, was serene. The morning air was crisp, thinning as they gained altitude, filling their lungs with the purity of untouched nature. The vista below unfurled in a breathtaking panorama. From their elevated vantage point, the city of Briarhaven spread out in a patchwork quilt of diverse architecture, nestled comfortably in the cradle of a lush valley. While she couldn’t make out any details from this distance, she imagined the  busy streets, brimming with a bustling populace..

      Beyond the rolling emerald expanse of the forest, the sea glittered under the radiant sun, resembling a sheet of molten silver. It was dotted with the adventurous silhouettes of ships that had successfully braved the perilous currents and elusive sea serpents. The serenity of the scene belied the inherent dangers lurking beneath the surface.

      "Look at that view, Tala," Zev said, his voice filled with a subtle awe. "It's humbling, isn't it?"

      Tala nodded, unable to formulate a response worthy of the majestic view.

      Their journey led them to a hidden cave, its entrance nearly concealed by the verdant moss and a natural overhang of jutting rock. The interior of the cave was a stark contrast to the warmth of the summer day. It was cooler, dimly lit, and the reverberating echoes of dripping water provided a somber rhythm to the silence.

      After unpacking his water skin and taking a long drink , Zev retrieved a small trowel from his pack and started to dig into the damp, fragrant earth. His focused expression held a spark of anticipation.

      With a triumphant smile, he straightened, revealing a slimy, elongated creature nestled in his palm. Its glistening skin caught the limited light filtering through the cave opening, its body writhing subtly.

      Tala watched it with a mix of curiosity and uncertainty. She tilted her head, scrutinizing the creature. "Zev," she began, her voice filled with a teasing skepticism. "Unless my studies have failed me horribly, that's a worm. You do know worms aren't amphibians, right?"

      With a dramatic flourish, Zev heaved a sigh that echoed slightly in the confines of the cave. "Tala," he said, his tone mock-chiding, "this isn't a worm. It's a magical healing caecilian."

      His proclamation gave her pause, the words "magical" and "healing" causing her brows to knit together in bewilderment. "A caecilian? I know them. They're amphibians, limbless, and adapted for a secretive, burrowing lifestyle. But a magical healing variant?" She glanced back at the creature squirming in Zev's hand, her intrigue piqued.

      Zev nodded. "As far as I'm aware, they are unique to this mountain. Larentina painstakingly gathers the shed skins these creatures leave behind to incorporate into her healing salve. She never disturbs the caecilians themselves. The skins alone possess remarkable restorative properties."

      His gaze turned sober, his voice taking on a graver note. "My concern is that if word were to get out, these humble creatures might be overexploited, possibly leading to irreversible consequences."

      Tala's mind spun. This discovery was beyond anything she could have anticipated. With her scientist's instinct taking over, she began constructing a makeshift habitat for the caecilian inside a large glass jar she'd brought along, layering it with moist earth and a bit of moss. The sight of the creature navigating its new home, seemingly unperturbed, had her absolutely fascinated.

      Chuckling, Zev broke her concentration. "I'll let you study your new friend. Meanwhile, I'll finish setting up camp. We can stay here for a few days, giving you plenty of time to study these magical creatures."

      Tala flipped open her worn notebook, the once crisp pages now filled with her neatly penned notes, sketches, and observations. As Zev busied himself with setting up camp, she devoted herself to the task of observing and cataloguing these incredible creatures, the healing caecilians.

      She set to work, mapping out a patch of the cavern floor roughly three strides long and three strides wide. The edges marked with small stones, she crouched down, her fingers gripping the handle of a compact trowel.

      Upon his return, Zev halted at the entrance of the cave, a bundle of firewood cradled in his arms. He studied her diligent work, an amused grin dancing on his lips. "You know, Tala, I never figured you for a treasure hunter," he quipped, his eyes twinkling with mischief.

      Ignoring his jest, she continued with her task, methodically sifting through the cool, damp soil. By the time the fading light turned the cave into a world of shadows, she had uncovered three more caecilians. She carefully examined each, noting their size and physical characteristics, before returning them to their earthen home.

      As she leaned back on her heels, cleaning her dirt-streaked hands on her pants, she cast a thoughtful gaze around the cave. While it was a substantial size, her rough estimate concluded that fewer than a hundred of these unique creatures resided here. The implications of that realization weighed heavily on her as the evening deepened, the flickering fire casting dancing shadows on the cave walls.

      As darkness deepened around them, the soft glow of the fire lighting their faces, they sat quietly, savoring the roasted grouse that Zev had caught. The meal was simple, yet delicious, a testament to Zev's skill in wilderness survival. The stillness of the cave was interrupted occasionally by the crackling of the fire and the soft hoots of an owl somewhere in the distance.

      "I'll show you how Larentina collects the casings tomorrow," Zev broke the silence, his voice a soft echo in the cavernous space. Tala nodded, her mind already formulating questions she'd ask the next day.

      With a furrowed brow, she finally voiced her concern, "Why did you bring me here, Zev? You know I'm trying to share the knowledge of magical amphibians with the world through my book. And yet, you showed me a creature whose existence could be threatened if word about them gets out. Why?"

      Zev was silent for a moment, the fire reflecting in his eyes as he looked at her. Then, with a shrug, he said, "I wanted to spend some time with you, Tala. And I figured this was the only thing that could convince you to come with me. But more than that..." He paused, looking away into the fire. "I trust you. I believe in your dedication to these creatures and their conservation. I leave the future of the healing caecilian in your hands."

      His words hung in the air, the weight of his trust sinking into her. She stared at him, taken aback by his honesty, her heart pounding in her chest. And in that moment, under the soft glow of the fire, she knew she would do everything in her power to protect these unique creatures.

      As the conversation around the fire began to dwindle, Tala's curiosity about the healing salve Larentina created from the magical caecilian remained. "How powerful is the salve, Zev?" she asked, her voice hushed in the stillness of the evening.

      "It can heal any wound overnight, provided it's only skin deep," he replied, his voice deep and soothing as he settled into his own bedroll across the fire from her.

      Unable to sleep, Tala lay in her bedroll, her mind ablaze with the enormity of the discovery. This magical healing caecilian was an invaluable find, something that could solidify her place in the annals of scientific discovery. She imagined herself as an inspiration for the younger generations, an ordinary human who made an extraordinary discovery. But with it came the dilemma — how to share this discovery without leading to the extinction of these wonderful creatures. The promise of a powerful healing salve would indeed drive people from all walks of life, human or not, to these mountains in search of this precious resource.

      Caught in the whirl of these thoughts, Tala watched Zev, his chest rising and falling rhythmically as he slept, the flickering firelight dancing on his exposed forearm. There was something incredibly grounding about his presence, his calmness a stark contrast to the storm in her mind.

      The next thing she knew, she was groggily waking up to the light of the early dawn. She felt cold dirt underneath her, she must have gotten hot in the middle of the night and thrown off the top of her bedroll. She tried to cuddle closer to the warmth, when she realized her bedroll wasn’t that furry. Eyes flying open, she stared at an enormous black wolf sleeping next to her. Her heart pounded in her chest, a mixture of confusion, surprise, and fear coursing through her veins.

      The worst part, she was naked.
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      Every instinct in Tala told her to stay still, but the naked vulnerability she felt was too much to bear. The enormous black wolf lay mere inches from her, its massive form radiating a heat that made her sweat. It was asleep, at least she hoped it was, and she had no intention of stirring it awake. As quietly as she could, Tala began to move, her muscles protesting in fear and caution.

      She wriggled her toes first, slowly and cautiously, testing the reaction of the beast. When nothing happened, she inched her foot, then her leg, away from the wolf's body. Each tiny movement was a calculated risk, taken in the hopes of slowly putting some distance between herself and the sleeping predator.

      The confusion of how she ended up in this situation swirled in her mind like a thick fog, obfuscating rational thoughts. She had no memory of leaving her bedroll, much less undressing and cuddling next to a massive wolf.

      A slight smoky scent filled her nostrils, the remnant of last night’s fire, grounding her in reality. She was indeed still in the cave. Her eyes flitted to the space she remembered Zev lying, now noticeably vacant. She felt a rising panic clutch at her throat, the cold reality of her solitude adding to the fear.

      She wanted to call for Zev, his name sitting on the tip of her tongue. But fear clamped her mouth shut. One wrong move, one loud noise, and the peaceful sleeping beast beside her could turn into a killing machine. A creature this size could snap her in half without a second thought. The fear tasted like metal on her tongue, the chill of it spreading through her veins.

      After what seemed like hours, Tala was far enough from the wolf that she decided to make a run for it. She made her way to the cave entrance with as much speed as she could muster, but before she got there, she heard Zev's voice cry out, "Tala, wait!"

      Tala's heart pounded in her chest like a wild drum, her eyes darting from the entrance of the cave back to where Zev stood. It felt as if time had stopped, the silence of the cave punctuated only by the echoes of Zev's call. The wolf had vanished and in its place was Zev, as bare as she was. His masculine form was highlighted in the dim light, causing a different sort of blush to warm her cheeks.

      The realization hit her like a punch in the stomach; Zev was a werewolf.

      Her mind raced, trying to piece together the impossibility of it all. Werewolves were rare and, from what she knew, decidedly smaller than the wolf that had just been lying next to her. She had a thousand questions, the foremost being why she was stark naked in the first place. The shock left her rooted to the spot, her gaze locked on Zev, who seemed unperturbed by the entire ordeal.

      In a motion that was smooth and deliberate, Zev moved toward their dwindling fire, his muscular back glistening in the flickering light. From his pack, he pulled out a fresh set of clothes, adorning himself in a strangely comforting display of normalcy. The fire roared back to life under his hands, casting long shadows across his bedroll where he finally seated himself, looking somewhat less imposing.

      "Tala," he said gently, his voice echoing softly in the cavernous space. His gaze was steady, an invitation more than a command. "Why don't you put on some clothing and join me. We have a lot to talk about." The words hung in the air between them, filled with the promise of revelations, and perhaps, a semblance of understanding.

      The sensation of moving in a dream overcame Tala, as she stepped hesitantly toward her scattered belongings. The stark reality of the torn bedroll sent shivers down her spine. Had some predator attacked her last night? Was Zev's monstrous form a defense against an unseen threat? Pieces of the puzzle floated around in her mind, but they refused to fit together into any sense-making picture.

      Her hands shook as she gathered her clothes, forcing her eyes to stay focused on Zev who remained unnervingly motionless. With every ounce of resolve she had left, she spoke. It was more of an affirmation than a question, her voice hollow, "You're a werewolf."

      A flicker of something crossed Zev's eyes, but he didn't deny it. Instead, he provided a chilling clarification. "Almost. I'm a dire werewolf."

      At his words, the shadows of her childhood campfire stories came rushing back. Her grandfather's weathered face, illuminated by the flickering firelight, would spin tales of goblins, ghouls, and dire werewolves. They were the beasts of nightmares, creatures believed to have been hunted to extinction. Ordinary werewolves were a fusion of man and wolf, but dire werewolves were an entirely different horror. They were gargantuan, ruthless beasts completely dominated by their wolf form, yet maintaining their human intelligence. This lethal combination made them unfeeling, merciless killers, nigh impossible to fend off.

      A wave of dread washed over Tala, the hairs on the back of her neck prickling in primal fear. Her instincts screamed at her to run, to escape the danger lurking so nonchalantly in front of her. But years of study and survival had taught her one undeniable truth: you never run from a predator. It only incited the chase. Instead, she forced her feet to remain rooted to the spot, staring at Zev with a mixture of fear, curiosity, and a glimmer of desperate hope.

      Zev sat on his bedroll, his gaze fixed on the flickering fire as he began his tale, his voice deep and melodic, carrying the somber weight of a story long burdened in his heart.

      "Once, in a time lost to all but memory, there existed a pack of dire werewolves. They were not mindless killers, but beings of discipline, dedicating their lives to taming their ferocious natures. Each member underwent rigorous training, designed to forge their will and self-control. Not a single one was permitted to interact with the general world until they proved they were the masters of their monstrous halves."

      He paused, a shadow passing over his features before he continued. "However, one young initiate, impatient and brash, decided to venture out before completing his training. In his arrogance, he thought he had everything under control. But the full moon rose and his beast took over, rampaging through unsuspecting villages. He butchered dozens, and those unfortunate enough to survive his attack transformed into dire werewolves themselves at the next full moon, with no memory of the gruesome slaughter they'd wrought."

      Zev shifted his gaze from the fire to Tala. The pain etched in his eyes was as clear as the fire's glow. "Terrified villagers pooled their resources and hired bounty hunters, desperate to stop the nightmare plaguing them. They hunted every werewolf they could find, regardless of guilt or innocence. The one pack that had lived in peace, causing no harm or damage, was caught in the crossfire."

      He swallowed, his throat dry from speaking, but pressed on. "When the dust settled, only two of the original pack remained: a brother and sister. They tried to blend into human society, seeking a semblance of a normal life. The sister even found love, getting married, and they were careful, always vigilant, always on the run. But they lived with the constant fear of discovery, the ever-present shadow of the past looming over their heads."

      With a deep breath, Zev pulled his gaze from the fire and turned toward Tala. His voice was a gentle whisper against the backdrop of the crackling fire and distant night sounds. "Tala, I am so sorry. My nephew, he... he bit you."

      His apology hung heavy in the air between them, an unseen bond pulling at the strings of their shared reality. He quickly added, as if to lighten the weight of his words, "But you should know, you are the most beautiful creature in that form. Your fur... it was a vibrant shade of red I've never seen on a dire werewolf. You appeared as if you were kissed by the flames of the setting sun."

      His eyes shone with a mixture of remorse and fascination, the compliment somehow not feeling out of place in their shared moment of turmoil.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

          
            DEADLY CLAWS

          

        

      

    

    
      Tala sat in stunned silence. Her mind spun, wrestling with the surreal reality unfolding around her. She finally found her voice, shaky and uncertain. "What do you mean, I'm a... a dire werewolf? Why didn't you tell me before?"

      Zev looked at her with soft eyes, remorse etched into his rugged features. "Tala, I couldn't bring myself to tell you unless I was certain. Channing is still so young, his bite so small, I was hoping, praying, that it wouldn't result in your turning," he confessed, his voice straining with earnest.

      "But don't worry," he added quickly, catching her wide-eyed stare. "I kept a close watch on you when you transformed. It was... endearing, really. You reminded me of taking Channing out for his first hunts."

      A soft chuckle escaped him, his eyes momentarily dancing with mirth. "You scared away every game within a mile radius, running around as if you were born anew into a world filled with fascinating scents. It was... quite an experience." His voice softened, the hint of a smile still lingering on his lips.

      Tala’s throat was dry as she softly spoke. “Channing and Larentina, are they dire werewolves too?”

      "Yes, they are," Zev answered, his eyes on the dancing flames of their fire. "Channing is the little wolf cub you saved. He wandered out in that storm, and the rain washed away his scent. Larentina and I couldn't track him, no matter how hard we tried. We were searching all night through the storm in our wolf forms, fearing the worst."

      He paused, his eyes meeting hers. "When I returned to release the sheep late into the morning, I couldn't believe what my nose was picking up. Channing's scent, coming from the ridge overlooking our meadow."

      Tala felt a chill run down her spine. She found her voice once again, barely above a whisper. "Channing is... Little Lobo?"

      Zev nodded, a look of regret shadowing his face. "He was born into his dire werewolf form, so he has pretty good control, especially for a pup. But... I hadn't considered a pup's penchant for chewing on things." He sighed deeply, his gaze filled with remorse. "I'm sorry, Tala. I shouldn't have let you into my cottage, knowing what could happen. I put you in harm's way."

      As the words tumbled from Zev's mouth, Tala's mind was sent whirling, a maelstrom of questions, fears, and uncertainty raging within her.

      "Does... does this mean I'm going to rampage, like the dire werewolves in your story?" she stammered, her voice barely above a whisper. Her eyes searched his for some semblance of reassurance, of hope.

      A fierce determination sparked in Zev's eyes as he vehemently shook his head. "No," he asserted firmly. "I won't let that happen." His voice then softened, the hard edges of his resolve giving way to a tender, somber tone. "However, it does mean something... unfortunate. You won't be able to return home. Not until you've mastered yourself."

      Tala felt a cold shiver run down her spine. The reality of her situation crashed down upon her, shattering her dreams and ambitions like delicate shards of glass. "How... how long does it usually take to master oneself?" she asked, her voice trembling as much as her hands.

      Zev wore an apologetic expression. "It varies. It could take anywhere from a month or two to grasp the basics enough not to be a danger if you have a lot of self-control. It can take several years for someone without that self-discipline. But I must warn you, Tala... there are some who never fully master the dire wolf within them. You must be prepared to potentially never leave this mountain, for the safety of us all."

      Rising to his feet, Zev towered above her. Tala instinctively shrank back, her heart pounding. He sighed loudly, his gaze heavy with regret. "Take some time to rest, to process all this. You must be as famished as I am, after all the running you did last night. I'll hunt us something to eat."

      Tala’s stomach growled. She watched as Zev turned his back to her, slowly undressing. A wave of fascination washed over her as she watched the transformation. The air around him rippled, much like the surface of a pond being disturbed. His form blurred and shifted as he transformed. Soon the skin of his muscular human form was swiftly replaced by a thick pelt of black fur. In a matter of moments, he was on all fours, his size having tripled.

      Frozen in place, Tala could only stare, her mouth agape. The wolf turned to her, its deep blue eyes – Zev's eyes – held her captive. He let out a playful yip before bounding away, disappearing into the dazzling daylight outside the cave.

      Driven by a sense of helplessness, Tala mechanically gathered her belongings. Each item she packed was a reminder of the life she had planned, a life that now seemed cruelly out of reach. The realization was as sharp as a knife, cutting through the numbness and bringing a fresh wave of despair.

      She had been poised on the brink of discovery, on the verge of fulfilling her dreams. The idea of spending the rest of her life in seclusion, hidden away from the world, was almost unbearable.

      When she finished packing, Tala sat back on her bedroll, a feeling of emptiness enveloping her. She was lost, unsure of where to go. Returning home would mean risking the safety of everyone she loved.

      The sense of isolation was stifling.

      Tala's hand found her notebook, the pages filled with her detailed sketches and notes about magical amphibians. Tracing the charcoal outlines of the creatures was strangely soothing, a small comfort in the midst of chaos. But as she flipped through the pages, a wave of bitterness washed over her.

      For a moment, she considered throwing the notebook into the smoldering remnants of the fire. After all, what use would it be now? The aspirations that once fueled her work now seemed utterly futile.

      But something stopped her. Instead, she shoved the notebook back into her pack, the rough texture of its cover a cold reminder of her plight. Silent tears traced a wet path down her cheeks, the only indication of the storm of emotions roiling within her.

      Tala closed her eyes, trying to acclimatize to the disorienting symphony of her new senses. She attempted to take a mental inventory of her heightened awareness, her thoughts echoing eerily in the empty chambers of her mind. There was an onslaught of scents that were foreign yet oddly familiar, piercing her nostrils with their intensity, but underneath it all, her mind felt untouched, remaining as it had always been.

      Just then, she heard the gentle rustling of leaves and the crunch of underbrush under heavy paws growing steadily louder. The soft padding of Zev's footfall echoed through the cave as he returned, a limp rabbit dangling from his mouth. His blue eyes were still warm, still human, but the sight of his huge form crouched in the mouth of the cave was unnerving.

      The sight of the rabbit triggered something within her. It was as if a switch was flipped, and she felt a strange sensation begin to ripple beneath her skin. To her terror, Tala could feel her body reacting to the sight and smell of the raw meat.

      Looking down at her own hands, her heart pounded in her chest as she watched her skin begin to change. Thick, lustrous hair sprouted, covering her fingers and palms in a rich hue of auburn red, matching the color of her own hair. Her nails thickened, hardened, and elongated into deadly claws. She stared in wide-eyed horror as her once-human hands transformed before her eyes, a living testament to the monstrous change within her.

      A low, deep growl rumbled in her throat, the sound foreign and feral. It resonated in the cave, the sound sending cold shivers down her spine. The sensation of the growl, the vibrations echoing within her, filled her with dread. Her human consciousness recoiled at the reality of her transformation, a prisoner within her own changing body. She was no longer just Tala — she was something more, something other, something she had yet to understand or accept.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

          
            THE SWEET ALLURE OF RABBIT

          

        

      

    

    
      Zev dropped the rabbit in front of Tala. The sight of the raw meat induced an inexplicable hunger within her. Before she had a chance to consider her actions, she lunged forward and sank her teeth into the succulent flesh. The sensation of blood and meat, the raw power of her new body felt... thrilling. Primal. The coppery taste of blood mixed with the tender meat was not as repulsive as she would have thought. Instead, it felt... right.

      Once satiated, she raised her head, her snout smeared with blood. Zev rubbed against her, his enormous size a comforting presence. His coarse fur brushed against hers, causing an odd sensation to ripple through her. An instinctual growl reverberated from deep within her throat, but it didn't deter him.

      Zev, unfazed by her warning, snapped his jaws playfully in the air, making a strange yipping sound. It was almost like laughter. His wolfish grin was infectious. It somehow pierced through the confusion and fear she was wrestling with, momentarily drawing out the playful animal within her.

      Confused but intrigued, Tala watched as Zev darted out of the cave, his long strides easily covering the distance. He came back, yipping and bounding around her, beckoning her to follow. A surge of energy jolted through her, causing her to launch herself after him.

      Her once two legs, now four, moved with a fluidity she could never have imagined. Her body, no longer merely human, was now a well-oiled machine built for speed and endurance. As she tore through the underbrush, she was intoxicated by the scents that washed over her. The scent of a groundhog burrowed deep in its hole, a cluster of turkeys huddled together in a clearing, were distinctly discernible.

      Zev was beside her, their strides in sync. They ran through forests and across meadows, their powerful bodies devouring miles. Their run was a dance of strength and grace. Despite the fear and uncertainty of her new existence, the simple joy of the run, of the wild, was undeniable.

      Feeling a sudden surge of energy, Tala increased her pace, darting off through the dense foliage, leaving Zev in her wake. There was a moment of victory before she heard the heavy thud of Zev's pawsteps closing in on her. The sound caused her heart to race with excitement and anticipation.

      With a playful growl, Zev pounced, catching up with Tala and sending her sprawling onto a soft patch of moss. He positioned his larger body over her, pinning her down with ease. His growls echoed through the silent woods, the sound reverberating in the spaces between the trees. He let her wiggle free and stood still, as if waiting to see what she would do.

      Tala tried to retaliate. Her bright red fur stood on end. She lunged, her teeth bared, aiming for Zev's front leg. It was a playful snap, meant to mimic a real attack without causing harm.

      However, in the heat of the moment, her control wavered. Her jaws closed too tightly around Zev's leg, and she felt the brief resistance of his flesh giving way under her fangs. A sudden metallic taste spread across her tongue, the unmistakable taste of blood.

      Zev yelped in surprise and pulled away, a thin trickle of blood staining the black fur of his leg. He looked at her, not with anger, but with a hint of surprise in his deep blue eyes. This was a sudden reminder of the real power that lay within them, a power that was just as capable of causing harm as it was of playful frolicking. For a moment, Tala saw herself reflected in his eyes, her red fur dappled in the sunlight, her eyes wide with shock and realization.

      Tala took off into the forest and ran, this time trying to escape herself. This was not what she'd planned her life to be like. This was not who she was meant to be. She heard Zev keeping pace with her but ignored him for the moment.

      Eventually, Tala tired, her breaths coming out in short pants. Zev must have noticed her lagging pace because he attempted to guide her back toward the cave. She did not want to stop, she needed to work off her fears, and the adrenaline and newfound freedom was just too intoxicating. She nipped at him, a playful warning, and darted off into the wilderness once more, leaving him to give chase.

      This time he passed her with ease. His longer limbs extended to their full length as he nipped at her while he passed, causing her to chase him. The dense foliage became a blur of green as Tala chased Zev, their panting and pounding pawsteps the only sounds that echoed in the forest. The game was thrilling, but her exhaustion was beginning to creep in, her limbs aching with the strain of the relentless chase.

      Slowly, the unfamiliarity of the woods began to dissolve, replaced by recognizable landmarks etched in her memory. The gnarled old oak tree with its thick twisted roots, the small bubbling brook they had crossed, the moss-covered boulders lining the path; they were all markers of their journey up the mountain.

      Without her realizing it, Zev had skillfully led them back to their cave, weaving a familiar path through the forest. But by the time they reached their destination, Tala no longer cared. She was spent. The adrenaline of the chase had long since faded, leaving only exhaustion in its wake.

      As they neared the cave, they instinctively veered away from the still-smoldering fire, an unspoken agreement between the two creatures to maintain a respectful distance from the threatening heat. The glow from the dying embers cast long, wavering shadows across the cave floor, painting the interior with a soft orange light.

      With a final burst of energy, Tala made her way to a cool patch of earth a safe distance away from the fire, her body collapsing onto the ground. The dirt felt wonderfully cool against her heated fur, drawing out the remnants of the day's exertions. She spread herself out, her paws splayed, her breathing slowly returning to normal as she basked in the comfort of the earth beneath her and the protective walls of the cave surrounding her.

      Zev, too, settled down nearby, his larger form casting an imposing silhouette against the cave walls. He silently watched her from a distance while his own panting slowed to gentle breathing. His relaxed posture and tongue rolling from his mouth made her think that he enjoyed the run just as much as she did.

      Tala must have succumbed to the sweet allure of sleep at some point, for when she next stirred, the transformation had passed, and she was once more in her human form. The coolness of her bedroll, now draped over her as a comforting blanket, was a stark contrast to the fur that had covered her body just hours before.

      Through the haze of slumber, she could make out the figure of Zev hunched near the fire, which crackled merrily, casting flickering shadows on the cave walls. Above the flames, on a makeshift spit, two large turkeys were roasting, their sizzling fat filling the cave with a tantalizing aroma.

      Her body protested as she sat up, aching from the exhaustive run and the subsequent transformation. Zev, hearing her movements, turned from his task at the fire. He approached, carrying a pair of clothing in his hands, and offered them to her.

      "I'm not sure how much clothing you brought," he began, his voice taking on a gentle tone. "But Larentina and I make our own from the sheep's wool. It's a practical solution to... our unique problem. While you're still navigating through your transformations, it's better to use these. They're easily replaceable up here."

      His words brought Tala back to the reality of her situation, causing her eyes to widen. "Why did I change again? It's not a full moon anymore," she asked, her voice shaking slightly with the confusion of it all.

      Zev avoided her gaze as she quickly slipped into the offered clothes, providing a semblance of privacy in the confined space. "Unfortunately," he started to explain, his voice tinged with regret, "a full moon only triggers a change for a new wolf. After that, it's up to you and your wolf instincts when you change. How much of that last run do you remember?"

      Tala paused, a faint smile creeping onto her lips despite her situation. "Running felt good. There were so many things I smelled... I don't even know what half of them are," she admitted, finding some comfort in the memory.

      Zev nodded, the relief evident in his features. "That's very good that you are at least remembering your change. Would you like to have some turkey with me?" he offered, gesturing toward the spit. "Your training has just begun, and you're going to need the sustenance."

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

          
            KNITTING DIRE WEREWOLVES

          

        

      

    

    
      The days that unfurled over the course of the next week brought forth a new rhythm in Tala's life. Zev, her unexpected mentor, became a cornerstone in this bizarre reality she found herself navigating. Their existence teetered between the familiar realm of humanity and an intriguing world of primal instincts.

      As the sun dominated the day, they carried their human forms. They would sit by the entrance of their cave, the cool mountain breeze kissing their faces, sunlight spilling over the lush green landscape in front of them, creating a picturesque backdrop to their lessons. Zev's hands would often be busy, knitting together clothing from sheep's wool, creating garments that were practical and easily replaceable. They talked, Zev sharing tales of his experiences and guiding Tala through the complexities of her wolf existence.

      The moonlit nights, on the other hand, were the playground for their lupine selves. Their nights were full of frolics and chases through the ethereal moonlit woods. The call of the wilderness sang in their veins, propelling them through the forest, their strides in perfect harmony with each other. The thrill of their wild gallops, the euphoria of the chase, the shared joy as they ran as wolves, all contributed to strengthening their bond.

      With each passing day, Tala found herself being drawn deeper into this new world, where primal instinct danced with reason, and nature sang the most alluring symphony.

      One evening Tala smelled a tantalizing scent drifting through the forest. To Tala's newly heightened senses, it was still hardly discernible, a mere whisper on the breeze. But to her wolf, it was a symphony of aroma, an irresistible pull that reached deep into the primal parts of her.

      Before she even realized it, her wolf was in control. Her legs, stronger and faster than she'd ever been as a human, propelled her toward the enticing scent. She moved with grace and agility, dodging through trees and jumping over rocks with the prowess of a natural predator. Her heart pounded with exhilaration, her senses buzzing with the thrill of the hunt.

      Suddenly, a large shadow emerged from the undergrowth. Her eyes widened at the sight of the colossal creature. It was a moose, its towering form accentuated by its majestic antlers. She'd seen these creatures in textbooks, but their true size was lost in those static pages. Here, in the flesh, it was a formidable adversary, its dark eyes staring her down, its muscles taut and ready.

      Despite its size, Tala's wolf didn't hesitate. Her wolf knew she was large and powerful. She lunged, a growl rumbling in her throat. But the moose was not easily taken. With a snort, it swung its massive head, antlers glinting dangerously in the fading sunlight. Tala was quick, but not quick enough. She felt the hard push of an antler against her side, the force of it sending her sprawling.

      Fear gnawed at Tala's human mind, but the wolf was relentless. She was about to pounce again when a blur of black fur intercepted her path. Zev. His size dwarfed hers, his presence a dominating force against the moose. He growled, his hackles raised, his teeth bared. It was a standoff, two titans locked in an intense gaze.

      With a final grunt, the moose backed away, disappearing into the thick foliage. Zev turned to Tala, his eyes softening. He nudged her with his snout, checking for injuries. His touch brought her back, her human consciousness wresting control from the wolf.

      "Thank you," she thought, though it came out as a low whine. She knew then, more than ever, how much she had to learn. And that she was lucky to have Zev by her side.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, she woke to see Zev's hands dancing expertly over knitted wool. Instead of chastising her for her mistake the night before, he ignored it and took upon the task of explaining the intricate art of lupine communication.

      "Wolf communication goes far beyond mere sounds," Zev began. He paused in his knitting to gesture, indicating different postures. "Body language carries a lot of weight. The tilt of your head, the positioning of your tail, the bearing of your teeth, they all convey different messages."

      He returned to his knitting, his fingers deftly maneuvering the wool. "Then there are the sounds — yips, growls, howls, each serves its purpose. Yips often indicate joy, or they help keep in contact within the pack. Growls...growls are for assertion, a statement of dominance or displeasure."

      He paused again, glancing at Tala with an intensity that held her captive. "And howls, they're more than mere cries to the moon. They're a declaration of our presence, a call to others of our kind. A mourning of our losses, and at times, they're a melody of longing, an echo of the wild within."

      Tala walked over to the fire and pointed to Zev’s busy fingers. "At the rate I'm going through my clothing, you might as well teach me how to knit my own. At least then I'll spare you the constant knitting."

      Zev chuckled, his hearty laughter filling the cave, bouncing off the stone walls and warming the cool mountain air. "That, Tala, is a wonderful idea. It's high time you learned to be self-sufficient in the wardrobe department. I will teach you the basics, but honestly, my supply is running low. I only brought a few rolls of spun wool in my pack, and even with trying to stitch the parts of your clothing that was salvageable back together, soon our lack of supplies will send us back to my cottage."

      Zev handed Tala his pair of knitting needles and his last ball of spun wool. She held them awkwardly in her hands, her inexperience evident in her tentative grasp. But with Zev’s guidance, Tala began to transform the raw wool into something practical, the rhythmic click-clack of the needles becoming a comforting background noise to their continued discussions and shared silences.

      As Tala grappled with the knitting needles, she fought frustration when she dropped yet another stitch. Zev broke the silence. He leaned back against the cool stone of the cave, observing her with an unreadable expression.

      "Tala, I've noticed you've not brought out your notebook since that first night. You remember, the one with all the sketches of amphibians?" he said, his voice as soft as the distant rustling of the forest leaves.

      Tala paused, the clacking of the needles ceasing. She turned to look at him, her green eyes looking into his blue ones. The question hung in the air, her grip around the wool tightening.

      "I... I haven't felt the need to," she said, her voice holding a tremor. "I used to dream about discovering new species, about contributing to science...but now..." Her voice trailed off. The world she had known, her dreams and ambitions, they all seemed far away.

      Zev nodded in understanding, his gaze not wavering. "I understand. This new life...it can feel like it's taken everything away from you. But remember, Tala, it can also give you things you never imagined."

      Tala let out a humorless laugh, dropping the knitting supplies onto the ground. "What, like the ability to turn into a wolf? To rip apart clothes and scare off moose?" she retorted, her voice hard.

      "No, not just that," Zev said calmly, unperturbed by her outburst. "Like a new way of seeing the world, of understanding creatures in a way no human could. You just have to figure out how to use your wolf as an asset."

      Tala shook her head, a bitter laugh escaping her. "What's the point, Zev? I had my life all planned. I was going to make a difference. But now? I don't even know what tomorrow will bring. Let alone what I will do with some magical casings."

      Tala watches as Zev's face softened. "Change is hard," Zev began, his voice gentle. "What you're feeling right now is normal. The life you dreamed of may seem unreachable now, but it's not lost forever. You're more than what's happened to you, Tala. You're a talented, smart, and resilient woman. Dire wolf or not, nothing can take that away from you."

      Tala went quiet, her eyes distant as she took in his words. She picked up the unfinished woolen garment, her fingers tracing the uneven stitches thoughtfully.

      "I understand if you don't feel like hunting for amphibians right now," Zev continued, "but don't let your dreams wither away, Tala. Your research doesn’t have to be over. We are working on you finding harmony between the human and wolf parts of you; it would be a shame to let your wolf take your passions from you. Besides, healing is something everyone needs to know. Let me tell you, the legends of dire wolves having super-speed healing are all false. Dire wolves are just too big and stubborn to give up no matter how injured they are.”

      The notion sparked a flicker of interest in Tala's eyes. It was an angle she hadn't considered before. Her research wasn't just academic; it had the potential to aid all people, including the new community she now belonged to.

      Zev was right. She had to adapt. It wasn't the path she'd initially chosen, but it was the one she was on now, and she had the power to make something meaningful out of it. She couldn't let her dreams be buried under the weight of her circumstances. As a human, as a scientist, and now as a dire wolf, she had much to contribute.

      With a newfound resolve, Tala turned to Zev, her gaze steady. "Alright," she said, determination coloring her voice. "Show me how to collect those caecilian casings."

      As Zev started to carefully dig through the soil, Tala pulled out her notebook, feeling like she had recovered an old friend. She watched Zev attentively, her brows furrowing as he unearthed a plump, wriggling creature, a magical healing caecilian.

      Zev delicately rubbed the worm between two fingers until he was able to remove a layer of shed skin, his movements deft and precise. Tala couldn't help but marvel at his finesse. He was a large man who could transform into a beast in the blink of an eye, but in this moment, he was a tender scholar, teaching her with patience. Zev held it up for her to examine before depositing it into a glass jar. “Even a little bit of these goes a long way. When we get back to my cottage, I’ll have Larentina show you how she makes her healing salve out of them.” Tala sensed his eagerness to return to the cottage.

      Tala wasn't ready. Maybe she should spend the rest of her life in this cave. Living off the land as a lone dire wolf. A wolf hermit. The previous night replayed in her mind, the thundering rush of adrenaline as her wolf had sought to take down a moose. Her heart pounded in her chest at the memory.

      "Zev," Tala began, her voice wavering a bit. "About going back... I'm not sure if I'm ready." She looked at him, her eyes conveying her concern. "Last night... what if I attack your sheep? What if I hurt Channing?"

      Zev shook his head. “I’ve seen you frolic in a field chasing butterflies and you didn’t once snap at them. You will be fine, and if your wolf urges become too much, I will be there right beside you.”

      Despite her inexperience, Tala reveled in the level of control she was already developing. She was not merely a bystander in her new life, but an active participant, learning and adapting, shaping her own future one stitch at a time. The dire wolf within might have been a force of nature, wild and untamed, but the human in her was resilient, adaptable, and full of determination. As she continued to knit, each stitch became a testament to her resolve, a tiny victory in her journey toward self-mastery.

      Under Zev's guidance, she felt a burgeoning connection with her wolf identity, an understanding that transcended the boundaries of her previous human existence. Her heart thrummed with anticipation and a strange sense of belonging, and as the days melded into nights, she found herself eager to explore this new life, to run wild under the moonlight, to truly embrace the wolf within.
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            DIRE WOLF PREGNANCY SYMPTOMS

          

        

      

    

    
      Tala and Zev prepared to leave their temporary abode. The cave that had been their home for a week felt like the only safe place in all of Briarhaven to Tala. As they began to walk away, Tala turned and saw as it stood behind them, its entrance gaping like a mouth in silent farewell.

      With the weight of her pack on her shoulders and the taste of uncertainty on her lips, Tala stopped in her tracks, turning her apprehensive gaze to Zev. "Are you sure going back is a good idea?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper, carried away by the light breeze.

      Zev paused, turning to look at her. His eyes, mirroring the bright blue skies, were steady, patient, and understanding. "Tala," he said softly, his deep voice blending with the rustling of the leaves around them, "part of our journey is learning to coexist with our human side and our wolf side. I’ve enjoyed our romps in the woods immensely, but I don’t think it would be best for you to learn up here long-term. You are beginning to understand what it means to be a dire werewolf, but in order to gain control, you do need to be where restraint is needed. My cottage is about as remote as one can get while still having human rules and boundaries your wolf instincts need to abide by. That’s part of the reason it’s such a perfect place to raise Channing."

      He moved closer to her, his gaze never leaving hers. "And yes, there are risks. There's the possibility of losing control, but it's part of the process. We have to face our fears, control our instincts. You won't be alone. We'll help you navigate through it."

      His words hung in the air between them, filling the space with the assurance she desperately needed. Tala listened, her heart pounding in her chest as the gravity of his words washed over her. She knew he was right. She didn’t really want to hide in the wilderness forever. If she ever wanted a chance at a semblance of normalcy, she needed to face her fears, confront her new reality.

      Summoning the courage she didn't know she possessed, Tala nodded. "Alright," she said, her voice stronger now, laced with determination. "I'll go back. But promise me, Zev, promise me you won’t let me hurt Channing."

      Zev's response was instant, his eyes softening. "I promise, Tala. I'll be there, Larentina will be there. You won't face this alone." His words were a soothing balm to her fears, grounding her, filling her with a hope she had thought lost. She wouldn't face her new life as a lone wolf lost and afraid, but as part of a pack.

      As Tala and Zev continued their trek through the thick wilderness, a comfortable silence fell between them. The afternoon sun cast shadows on the forest floor, and the chirping of unseen birds filled the air. Tala, her mind swirling with thoughts and questions, finally broke the silence.

      "Do you remember the story you told me once?" she asked, her voice soft, almost hesitant. "About the brother and sister dire wolves that had to run for their lives. Is that... is that how you ended up here?"

      Zev halted in his steps, his gaze drifting over the emerald canopy above them. He was silent for a long moment, and Tala almost thought he would not answer.

      Finally, he spoke, his voice quiet yet firm. "Yes," he admitted, his eyes reflecting a distant sorrow. "It's a story that's close to my heart, Tala. The wolves in that story, they were me and Larentina."

      His confession hung in the air between them, and Tala found herself processing his words. She looked at him, the man who had so willingly taken her under his wing, who was willing to teach her the way of the wolf, and felt a newfound respect for him.

      "I'm sorry," she murmured, reaching out to touch his arm. "I can't imagine what it was like... to be chased from your home, to be forced to start anew."

      Zev gave her a small, appreciative smile, laying his hand over hers. "It was a difficult time," he conceded. "But it's also what brought me here, to this place, to this life. It's what led me to you." He cast a glance back at the path they had trod, his gaze thoughtful. "Life, Tala, it's full of unexpected turns. Sometimes, they lead us down difficult roads, but they also lead us to places we never imagined we'd be. It's all part of the journey."

      Tala nodded, digesting his words. She couldn't deny the truth in them; her own life had taken an unexpected turn, leading her down a path she had never envisioned.

      Zev broke the silence when he started a tale that seemed to carry the weight of a thousand memories. "Briarhaven," he began, the name rolling off his tongue with a bitter sweetness. "It seems like a lifetime ago that we lived near the city. Larentina and I carved a quiet life for ourselves in the human district, unnoticed, unremarkable."

      He paused, a wistful smile playing on his lips as he looked at the horizon. "Larentina was even married then. She was so in love, and we thought we could make our lives work as perfect little humans who took a camping trip once a month to run as wolves.

      "But then, everything changed." His voice dropped lower, and the words spilled out, each one heavy with regret. "We didn’t realize that Larentina was expecting, but one day, she couldn’t stop herself, she changed. She normally had excellent control, but that day... She changed into a giant dire wolf right in front of her husband."

      The silence that followed was almost deafening. Tala looked at Zev, her heart aching for the pain etched in his eyes. "I have learned since then that’s a common symptom in pregnancy for werewolves, but we were young, and we didn’t have a pack to guide us anymore. Of course, her husband, Jack was his name, was frightened, confused. You know the horror stories they tell about dire werewolves." Zev continued, "He ran out of the house calling for a bounty hunter, ranting about a black dire wolf in his house. He didn't see Larentina, the woman he had claimed to love. He saw a monster.

      "What followed were a few days where I nearly lost my life several times, but... I couldn't let them take her, hurt her." His voice was laced with determination. "I traded places with Larentina, one black dire wolf for another, sending her to hide in the mountains. Neither of us knew what was going on yet, but it ended up being the perfect place for her to have her cub in safety while I led the hunter on a wild chase."

      Tala could hardly believe what she was hearing. Zev had risked everything to protect his family. "How did you escape?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

      Zev laughed, but it was a hollow sound. "I ran. I went the opposite way as Larentina in the wilds, hoping to lose him out there. Weeks passed, but he was determined, and despite every trick I could think of, eventually I would find him hot on my trail again. At one point I accidentally consumed some meat he poisoned. It slowed me down, and I thought I was done for. It was in that condition that the hunter caught up to me, I threw myself over a cliff into rushing water and finally lost him. The hunter must have thought he finally killed the last dire werewolf."

      He paused, a distant look in his eyes. "I don’t remember much of that time, but I do remember having strange hallucinations while the poison coursed through me. I thought I had shrunk to a miniature size, and there were tomatoes being lobbed at me. It was a confusing, terrifying time. Fortunately, I eventually managed to slip away, make my way back to Larentina. The rest, well... the rest is history."

      Tala took a moment to absorb the tale, feeling a mix of awe, admiration, and sorrow. Zev had endured so much, had made unimaginable sacrifices. It was a testament to his strength, his courage. And Tala felt a swell of gratitude knowing that he was by her side, guiding her through her own journey.

      "We all have our stories, Tala," Zev said quietly, his gaze meeting hers. "Our pasts, our scars, they shape us, make us who we are. But remember, they don't define us. It's our choices, our actions that do. Right now, you gained a scar, but I hope someday you can see past it to how truly beautiful you are inside and out."

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

          
            A TASTY NOTEBOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      The lush scenery sprawled around them in a dizzying array of green, leading to an enormous plant that erupted from the earth in a display of predatory grandeur. Tala’s breath hitched as she looked up, her gaze tracing the leviathan contours of what seemed to be a colossal Venus flytrap.

      "Look at that thing!" Tala exclaimed. The plant was a behemoth, its leaves unfurling like the jaws of some mythical beast, serrated edges gleaming wickedly in the dappled sunlight.

      Zev nodded, equally captivated by the sight. "That's a giant Venus flytrap," he explained, his voice holding an undertone of respect. "Beautiful, isn't it?"

      Tala was about to respond when one of the heads of the plant quick as lightning reached to snap at her. With her new wolf instincts making her reflexes faster, she jumped out of the way, but not before it grabbed her pack containing all of her notes for her Practical Guide of Magical Amphibians. She could see her bag as it entered the mouth of the plant. "No!" she cried, but it was too late. The flytrap snapped its monstrous leaves shut, swallowing the bag except for a single strap that was stuck on one of its rigid leaves that looked like teeth.

      "Stay back!" Zev shouted, but Tala had already acted. In the blink of an eye, her form shimmered and contorted, her human figure replaced by that of a large, red-furred wolf.

      Swift as lightning, Tala lunged at the plant, her sharp teeth catching hold of the strap of her pack that was still hanging out of the flytrap's mouth. She pulled back with all her might, the primal strength of her wolf form allowing her to wrench her bag free from the clutches of the predatory plant.

      Tala's human form reasserted itself as she fell back, clutching her retrieved pack close, ignoring the sticky residue on her bag. Immediately she moved far out of reach, panting heavily from the exertion. "Well," she managed to say, shooting a glare at the giant Venus flytrap, "I don't remember reading about those in my botany textbooks."

      Zev, his eyes wide with admiration, turned to Tala. "That was close. You're full of surprises, aren't you?"

      Tala, taking a moment to regain her breath, grinned back. Tala was thrilled. She'd changed back and forth under her own control. "You haven't seen the half of it, Zev."

      Tala jumped up as her arms started to turn red where the sticky residue from the plant touched her. “Oh, Zev, it burns!”

      Zev moved toward her but stopped his hands short of touching her. “Quick, Tala, change. It won’t make the burn go away, but your fur might help insulate against the acid. Run back the way we came, there was a stream only about a ten-minute run from here. I’ll be right behind you.”

      Tala changed and took off like hare. When she saw the stream, she picked the deepest part in sight and dived in. It wasn’t deep enough to submerge her larger dire wolf form, so she rolled around, allowing the cool water to soothe her burns. She was still in the water when she saw Zev pad up in his own wolf form. He carefully carried her pack in his mouth, avoiding the sticky parts. A shock of panic went through her as he dropped it into the water, until her rational mind reassured her that her journal couldn’t be inside with the way it looked so floppy as he carried it.

      She watched as Zev swished the bag back and forth in the water, then retrieved it to lay it on shore. Then she swore she saw a glint in his eyes as he focused on her. His gaze and formidable form made her shiver, but in anticipation instead of fear. The next thing she knew, he launched himself from shore right on top of her in the water.

      Tala tried to run out of the stream, but Zev’s paws caught her, and his jaws clamped onto her in mock battle. She batted at him with her paws, splashing them both, and used the distraction to take off from the stream, running at full speed. While her skin felt sensitive, it wasn’t actively burning anymore, and at that moment, she was much more interested in the dire wolf chasing her anyways.

      They ran, Zev chasing her for a while and then side by side. Tala knew this was their last night truly alone together. She wasn’t ready for it to end, and it appeared neither was Zev.

      Under the vast canopy of trees, Tala's senses were awash with the explosion of scents wafting past her as she ran. A cacophony of sounds blended together — the rustle of leaves, the scurry of small creatures, the gentle whispers of the wind. Yet, it was an extraordinary scent that caught her attention, an enticing mix of musk and wild berries, unfamiliar yet irresistible.

      Her wolf instincts kicked in. Her ears perked up, her eyes narrowing into slits as she locked onto the source of the intriguing smell. She padded softly toward it, her movements silent, fluid, akin to the dance of the moonlight filtering through the dense foliage.

      Suddenly, a large shadow emerged, even bigger than Zev in dire wolf form. It was a creature of ebony velvet, striking against the twilight backdrop. It was a cat, but not like any cat Tala had ever seen. This creature was enormous, with eyes that glowed like twin moons, illuminating its sleek, black fur with an ethereal sheen. The majestic creature, in its sheer size and luminosity, exuded an aura of magical allure, a powerful presence that demanded attention.

      A spike of fear might have gripped her human heart, knowing the legendary tales of dangerous creatures lurking in the wilds. But Tala in her wolf form felt a strange thrill instead, a playful curiosity dancing in her veins. Beside her, Zev seemed to share her sentiment, his eyes gleaming with excitement, a low growl vibrating deep in his chest, not out of aggression, but anticipation.

      And so, they gave chase, their powerful limbs carrying them with ease and speed. The black cat, mystical and agile, darted through the undergrowth with an elegant grace, a blur of midnight fur against the vibrant palette of the forest. It wasn't a hunt, it wasn't a test of strength or dominance, it was simply a celebration of their wildness, their freedom, their primal joy.

      The chase was a dance, a thrilling game played under the watchful eyes of the ancient trees and the silver moon above. Tala and Zev, their laughter echoing in their joyful howls, were the dancers, and the wild was their stage, encouraging them to embrace their wild spirits, to revel in the sheer delight of their existence.
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        * * *

      

      As Tala and Zev finally neared the quaint stone cottage nestled against the hillside, a familiar cry of joy reached their ears. Bursting from the open cottage door came a whirlwind of youthful energy, Channing, his face alight with excitement. With a jubilant unintelligible shout, he launched himself toward them, his form shimmering and shrinking mid-leap into a small, black wolf cub.

      The sight of the cub — her Little Lobo — was enough to trigger Tala’s instincts. Her world tilted as she once again felt the shift, her form twisting and contorting until her human frame was replaced by that of a wolf.

      She bounded forward, her large, red-furred form a stark contrast to Channing’s small, black one. The cub yipped with joy as she nuzzled him gently, her wolf’s instincts flooding her senses with a sense of familiarity and affection.

      In his wolf form, Channing was a ball of ceaseless energy, darting around her, his tail wagging furiously. Suddenly, a new scent wafted through the air, and both wolves' heads snapped toward the source — Zev's flock of sheep grazing peacefully in the nearby field.

      Tala felt a primal urge surge through her. The scent of the sheep was intoxicating, triggering a predatory response. Before she fully comprehended what was happening, she found herself stalking toward the flock.

      Her whole focus was on the most delicious smelling sheep until a familiar figure stood in her path. Zev, in his human form, stood with his arms crossed, his gaze stern. "Tala," he called, his voice firm and authoritative.

      The call of her name, even in his human voice, was enough to pull Tala from the grip of her predatory instincts. She skidded to a halt, blinking as she took in Zev’s stern face and the sheep beyond him. Realization dawned on her, and she hung her head, a low whine escaping her throat as she acknowledged her near mistake.

      Tala turned and saw Larentina standing beside the cottage, her arms crossed as she eyed her warily.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

          
            DIRE WOLF HERPETOLOGIST

          

        

      

    

    
      After borrowing a comfortable dress that Larentina had kindly lent her, Tala followed Zev and his sister into the dining area for lunch. Although not her outfit of choice since she preferred britches for catching amphibians, it was comfortable and covered all of the important parts. A large wooden table stood at the heart of the room, laden with a few simple dishes that filled the air with a tantalizing aroma.

      Zev, his eyes twinkling with anticipation, took a seat and invited Tala to do the same. "You're going to love being part of our pack, Tala," he said with an enthusiastic grin, his gaze moving between Tala and his sister. "Larentina’s an incredible cook."

      The word "pack" felt foreign in Tala's mouth, like a piece of a puzzle that didn't quite fit yet. She was comfortable with Zev, their shared experiences in the mountains had created a bond between them. But Larentina was a different story. Tala had no idea where she stood with Zev's sister. There were moments when she wished she possessed the empathic abilities of a briar lynx to decipher the woman's feelings.

      Throughout the meal, Tala noticed Larentina's gaze moving back and forth between her and Zev. Yet, the woman remained mostly silent, her expressions inscrutable. Tala couldn't help but wonder about the thoughts swirling in Larentina's mind.

      Over plates of fresh vegetables and roast meat, Zev filled the silence with his stories, excitedly describing their journey through the mountains, the playful chase after the mystical black cat, and their successful collection of caecilian casings. Larentina listened, her eyes lighting up at the mention of the magical healing components.

      As the day gradually gave way to the soft hues of the evening, Tala announced her decision to head back to her camp. "I should fix things up at my place. It's been left alone for a while," she explained, standing up from the table. A soft smile tugged at her lips as she added, "And I guess, I want to spend the night there."

      The air between them hummed with an unspoken tension as Zev made his case. His eyes, dark and sincere, met Tala's, his words resolute. "Tala, you're part of our pack now. You should stay at the cottage with us. I can look after you."

      Tala couldn't help but release a peal of laughter at his words, her eyes shining with amusement. "Seriously, Zev?" she questioned, still chuckling. "I've been spending weeks out there as a human. Now that I can transform into a ferocious beast, you're worried for my safety?"

      Zev opened his mouth to retort, but she continued before he could speak. "I appreciate the offer, Zev, truly. But where would I sleep?" She gestured around the cottage, her gaze falling on the small, cozy bed on the first floor where he slept, then drifting to the loft where Larentina and Channing slept. The space was intimate, filled with the essence of the family that lived there, but it was not her space.

      While she did find comfort in the idea of her newfound pack, she also felt a twinge of claustrophobia creeping in. She was accustomed to her solitude, her freedom. The thought of surrendering her personal space, of sleeping under the same roof with "her pack" felt stifling.

      Zev remained silent, his gaze thoughtful as he considered her words. His desire to keep her safe was evident, yet she hoped he understood her need for independence, for space.

      After a beat, he finally spoke. "Alright, Tala. If you think that's best. But remember, the door's always open. You're part of our pack, whether you're sleeping under our roof or not." His words rang true, reassuring, reminding her that she was not alone in navigating this new life.

      The path Tala walked back to her old camp was intimately familiar, every twist and turn etched into her memory. Yet, now it felt different, seen through the prism of her newfound senses, the enhanced connection with nature, and the transformation that lurked within her. Tala could feel the pull toward Zev, an unfamiliar yet comforting tether that drew her closer to him. It made her second-guess her desire for independence when what she really wanted was to be closer to him. The camaraderie and warmth they'd shared atop the mountain was something she'd never experienced before, an inviting glimpse into a different life, a wild and free life.

      But it wasn't her life.

      She had painstakingly sculpted a vision for her future, building it brick by brick with perseverance and sheer will. A life in the city of Briarhaven, standing as an ordinary human amongst extraordinary beings, earning admiration for her skills and intelligence. Her dream was to instigate change, make her mark in a world that so desperately needed it.

      Her camp appeared in view, the lean-to a testament to her self-reliance and tenacity. She felt a wave of relief wash over her, returning to the familiar, grounding space. But then, an unfamiliar scent wafted into her senses — sweet, citrusy, and entirely out of place amidst the wilderness. Intrigued, Tala followed the tantalizing aroma, guided by her enhanced sense of smell.

      It led her to a tree, where an odoro tree frog the size of her pinky sat, as if waiting for her. While her senses in human form were not as strong as while she was a wolf, she could smell the magical tree frog now. Tala stared at it, an idea forming in her mind. Could there be a way to integrate her old life and her new one? To maintain her identity as a herpetologist, while also embracing her existence as a werewolf?

      She had worked tirelessly on her practical guide, a compilation of her knowledge and findings about the magical amphibians that roamed Briarhaven. The BEAST grant that was supposed to get her work published and distributed would be gone if she didn’t show up at the end of summer, but that didn't mean her efforts were in vain. She could still share her knowledge and contribute to the understanding of these magical creatures.

      A spark of hope ignited within Tala.

      She was more than a werewolf. She was a researcher, a scholar, a woman with a fierce passion for the amphibian world. Her circumstances may have changed, but they didn't erase her identity, her ambitions, or the unique qualities that made her who she was. In that moment, standing before the odoro tree frog, she saw the possibility of a new path — a blend of her human pursuits and her wild instincts. She felt a sense of purpose reignite within her, fanning the embers of her dreams into a burning resolve to carve out her own path, to make her mark in both worlds she now straddled.

      Returning to her camp, Tala found Zev bent over her fire, deftly cooking a meal for her. The dancing flames cast a warm glow on his rugged features, softening the lines of his face, making him appear even more magnetic.

      "I understand you need some space, Tala," he began, his voice gentle against the crackling of the fire. "A lot has changed for you in just a few days. But I thought we should continue with your training."

      His smile was genuine, warming her from the inside out. As he looked into her eyes, she felt an inexplicable pull toward him. It was as if an invisible thread connected them, a bond that was somehow both exciting and terrifying. He was a part of her now, a part of this whirlwind transformation she was still struggling to comprehend.

      Tala sighed, taking a seat near the fire. Zev continued cooking, his focus alternating between the slightly charred rabbits and her.

      In the quiet that followed, she pondered her predicament. She was a herpetologist, a scholar passionate about the study of amphibians. But now, she was also a dire wolf, a mystical creature of the wild. How could she reconcile these two very different identities? Could she truly be a dire wolf and a herpetologist at the same time? The idea seemed almost absurd, ludicrous even.

      "Dire wolf herpetologist," she muttered to herself, a wry smile tugging at her lips. She looked at Zev, her eyes dancing with mirth and challenge. "Now that's a combination you don't hear every day, isn't it?"

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

          
            A SPECTRUM OF GRAYS

          

        

      

    

    
      Over the succeeding weeks, life fell into a new rhythm for Tala. Every evening Zev would train her in her human form, and then they would turn into wolves and train some more. He taught her to hunt. He also taught her to occasionally release her prey to show that she was in full control of her wolf instincts. They would usually fall asleep near her campsite after hours of running and playing in the woods. Then Zev, faithful to his duties, would depart each morning to attend to his flock of sheep, leaving her free to return to the research she held so dear.

      A familiar sense of purpose welled Up within her as she delved back into her studies. Every rustling leaf, every chirp, every ripple in a pond was a clue, leading her to her beloved amphibians, both magical and mundane. The forest, a place she had once viewed with a weary pleasure, now felt like an extension of herself.

      Her heightened senses, a gift from her transformation, significantly enhanced her research capabilities. Her keen nose, tuned to the rich tapestry of scents the forest offered, could now distinguish the subtle differences between species, guiding her to previously undiscovered habitats.

      Her enhanced reflexes were a boon in her interactions with these nimble creatures. In her past human form, catching a quick-moving amphibian was a task requiring immense patience and precision. Now, she could track their movements with remarkable accuracy, predicting their hops and leaps with near-perfect timing. With the ease of a practiced hand, she was able to safely collect and study specimens, careful to minimize disturbance to their natural habitats.

      Her study sessions were punctuated by visits from Zev, who always arrived bearing food, a warm smile, and inquiries about her findings. He would sit with her, listening attentively as she shared her observations, occasionally sharing tales of his own encounters with magical creatures. Through these shared moments, they grew closer, their bond strengthening with every passing day. She couldn’t imagine her life without Zev anymore, or at least she didn’t want to, but she wasn’t going to throw herself at him. If he was interested, he could pursue her. Like their playful chases through the woods, she wanted him to want her so badly that he focused all of his power on trying to woo her. She hoped he chased her, because she was ready to run.

      One afternoon, she found herself crouched by a cliff, mesmerized by the playful antics of a group of air salamanders on a wind stream. One drifted close, and with a swift, fluid movement, she managed to scoop one into her hand, marveling at the vibrant patterns on its skin that seemed to shift and shimmer under the sunlight. The experience was intoxicating; the newfound intimacy with the natural world felt like a dream she was afraid to wake up from.

      Even as a dire wolf, she remained a herpetologist at heart. Her life had certainly been altered dramatically, yet she was finding a way to merge her old identity with her new one. And as she sat there, her fingers gently tracing over the enchanting patterns of the salamander in her hand, Tala realized that she was living a life that was truly unique, a life that was all her own.

      As the evening drew closer, Tala perched by the pond in Zev's meadow, her eyes peeled for any signs of movement in the waters. Memories of the first time she met Zev flitted through her memory as she sat there waiting. It was high time that she finally finished her sketch of the magical amphibian she only got a few glimpses of, the light-bender hellbender.

      The sun set, casting long, orange-tinted shadows across the landscape. As dusk fell, Tala noticed her view of the world change around her. While she was starting to get used to it, the change was no less remarkable. She could see the world around her in greater detail than ever before, even as the light faded. The meadow, once a dimming vista of greens and browns, was now alive with a rich spectrum of grays, blacks, and whites. The sharp clarity of her vision was astonishing. She could make out individual blades of grass swaying in the breeze, see the subtle ripple of the pond's surface as a dragonfly skimmed across it, and discern the tiny pebbles lining the water's edge.

      Just as the last sliver of sun disappeared over the horizon, she spotted it. A faint outline moving gracefully beneath the water's surface, glimmering in the fading light. It was the light-bender hellbender, its form almost glowing against the dark water. Even after darkness enveloped the meadow, Tala saw the creature with a remarkable level of detail. Its undulating movements, the shimmering aura that enveloped it, even the occasional air bubbles that broke the water's surface — every detail was evident to her keen eyes. She took out her notebook and took her time sketching the perfect replica of the light-bender with barely any light to see by.

      It was a revelatory moment. Being a dire wolf, a transformation she had once dreaded, was turning out to be one of the biggest boons to her research. Her heightened senses not only allowed her to discover and track elusive species more efficiently but also observe them in their natural habitats without disturbing them, even under the cover of darkness.

      As she watched the light-bender hellbender gracefully traverse the depths of the pond under the moonlight, Tala couldn't help but marvel at the serendipity of her situation. She was not just a dire wolf, not just a herpetologist, but a seamless fusion of both. Her transformation hadn't taken away her old life; it had enhanced it, breathed new life into her research, and provided her with a unique perspective that only she could offer.

      In the quiet tranquility of the night, with the magical hellbender gliding through the water in front of her, Tala was filled with a sense of contentment. She was living a life that was wholly unique, one that straddled two vastly different worlds. And for the first time since her transformation, she felt a deep sense of peace and acceptance.

      She was truly a dire wolf herpetologist, and she was better for it.

      As the euphoria of her realization about her new abilities began to wane, Tala's attention was diverted by the sudden arrival of Zev. She had a feeling that only her improved senses were able to detect him at all with the quiet rustle of foliage and soft thuds of large paws against the ground. She looked behind her to see Zev padding over to her, his black wolf form almost impossible to see in the dim moonlight. The first thing she noticed was the warmth of his body as he nuzzled against her, an intimate gesture that was so natural to his wolf side.

      Before she could dwell too much on it, the enthusiastic bounding of Channing and the more reserved approach of Larentina broke their solitude. The pair greeted Tala and Zev with a nuzzle and a yip before they dashed off, their black fur contrasting starkly against the moonlit landscape.

      Without a moment's hesitation, Tala transformed into her wolf form. Her senses instantly heightened, and she reveled in the rich symphony of scents, sounds, and sights the night had to offer. Zev was at her side, his blue eyes glowing in the darkness as they took off to join Larentina and Channing, their powerful bodies moving with grace and speed.

      As Tala ran alongside Zev, playfully nipping and dodging him, a sense of contentment washed over her. However, amid the joyous frolic, a question gnawed at her. Her relationship with Zev was a source of comfort and companionship, but she couldn't help but wonder about the nature of his feelings toward her.

      His wolf self was constantly seeking her out, rubbing against her, his attention unwavering. But was this because he held affection for her, or simply because she was the only other female dire wolf within the boundaries of Briarhaven, barring his sister?

      In his human form, Zev was always caring and protective, offering her a level of comfort that she had come to cherish. Yet, his interactions were chaste, devoid of any flirtatious touch or suggestive comment. There were moments when she'd catch him staring at her, a softness in his gaze, a hint of something more. But did that signify something deeper, or was it merely the concern of a mentor watching over his protégé?

      As the night wore on, and as the sounds of their frolicking echoed through the mountains, Tala found herself lost in a whirlwind of thoughts and emotions. She knew one thing for certain, though — she cared deeply for Zev. But whether her feelings were reciprocated remained a mystery, one she was keen to unravel.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

          
            A LOSS OF CONTROL

          

        

      

    

    
      Under the canopy of the forest where dappled sunlight filtered through, Zev stood, his human form stark against the wilderness. Clad in his usual worn trousers and loose tunic, his gaze was locked on Tala, her massive red dire wolf form a vibrant contrast against the brown and green of the woods.

      "Alright, Tala. Let's get started." Zev's voice rang out clear, echoing in the quiet of the forest.

      Tala, attentive, nodded her wolfish head, her green eyes fixed on him. The beginning of the course was marked by a series of logs, their varying sizes and distances creating a challenging path.

      "Remember, it's not just about speed, but control and precision. Let's go."

      Tala took off, her powerful legs propelling her over the logs with an ease that spoke of her growing comfort in this form. Her red fur rippled as she moved, a striking sight against the muted colors of the forest floor.

      "Good job!" Zev encouraged, watching as she deftly navigated the rocks, her paws finding purchase where most would see none. His chest swelled with pride, his eyes bright with satisfaction.

      "Now, for the real challenge. I want you to retrace your steps, going backwards." His voice held a note of challenge, the corners of his mouth curving into a small grin.

      Tala stopped, looking back at the path she had navigated. Her wolf’s sense of wrongness began to rise, an instinctual discomfort against moving backwards. Yet she steeled herself, focusing her attention on the remembered path.

      "I know it feels unnatural, Tala. Your wolf side won't like it. But remember, you are not just a wolf, you are also human. And humans adapt. You can do this." Zev's voice was soothing, grounding.

      Taking a deep breath, Tala started moving backward. It was awkward, her movements hesitant as she grappled with the unfamiliar task. Her progress was slow but steady, a testament to her determination and tenacity.

      "See! You're doing it. Keep going." Zev’s voice was filled with pride, his eyes never leaving Tala as she continued her backward trek. Even in the face of difficulty, she did not falter. His heart filled with a mixture of admiration and affection as he watched her overcome her challenge.

      A few hours later, the mountain air was brisk against Tala's skin as she dressed and sat down next to Zev after the grueling training session.  Forcing her own will over an animal instinct was exhausting, but Zev's presence was a comforting anchor amidst the vast wilderness.

      Yearning for his touch, Tala took advantage of the casual intimacy that had become second nature between them during their weeks together. Tala leaned against Zev's side, the warmth of his body a welcome reprieve against the cool wind. The scent of pine and earth that clung to Zev was a soothing lullaby, luring her into a relaxed state of contentment.

      Without breaking their comfortable silence, Zev's arm slipped around her shoulders, pulling her closer into his side. His touch, though familiar, sent a ripple of electricity through her, igniting a spark she was only beginning to fully acknowledge. She looked up to see Zev’s piercing blue eyes studying her with a predatory hunger.

      Before she could react, Zev leaned down, capturing her lips in a kiss that was as unexpected as it was intense. Her body reacted without thought as she arched her back in order to return his kiss and her arms slunk around his muscular waist. She clenched at his shirt as her whole body became alive and focused on him.

      He pulled her onto his lap, giving him a better angle to fervently kiss her like a man dying of hunger. His ardor grew and his caress became more urgent as she felt his heart beat wildly, matching her own. His lips moved with a passion that threatened to consume her, his warmth seeping into her, replacing the cold mountain air. The world around them seemed to fade into insignificance, leaving only the sensation of his lips against hers. She never expected such passion from a man who maintained an iron will of self-discipline, and she never wanted it to end.

      But just as abruptly as it began, Zev pulled away. He set her down, and to her shock, he stood up, putting physical distance between them. Tala stared, wondering why he changed his mind when his body obviously wanted more of her.

      Running a hand through his hair, he took a few moments to calm his own breathing, an apology already forming on his lips. "I'm sorry, Tala," he said, his voice a hoarse whisper against the mountain's silence. "I lost control...it was inexcusable."

      Tala could see the conflict in his eyes, the struggle against his emotions etched across his face. "Ever since I saw you, so independent, passionate, and...well, soaking wet," he admitted, the faintest hint of a smile touching his lips, "I've been holding back, trying to keep my distance."

      His voice softened as he continued, "I didn't want to risk dragging you into my life, my reality as a dire wolf, and risk putting Larentina and Channing in harm's way. But now...now I need to give you space. It's easy for a newly turned wolf to confuse pack feelings with romantic ones, and the last thing I want is for you to regret anything."

      Zev's confession hung in the air between them, a testament to their journey and the complexity of their intertwined lives. Tala, still reeling from the impact of his kiss, gazed at him with new eyes, the lines between her human heart and wolf instincts beginning to blur.

      Tala felt a sudden urgency, a compulsion to respond. Her heart hammered in her chest as she turned to Zev, words tumbling out in a breathless rush. "Zev, I... I have feelings for you too," she confessed, her voice barely above a whisper, carried away by the wind.

      But Zev just shook his head, his gaze softened with a mix of regret and concern. "Tala," he said gently, reaching out to squeeze her hand. "It's not that simple. What you're feeling... it's the pull of the pack. The pull of me being the alpha. It's hard to distinguish, especially for someone new to our world."

      His words struck her like a physical blow, the hope that had sparked in her heart quickly replaced with a cold knot of uncertainty. But before she could muster a response, Zev shifted, his body quickly changing into the majestic form of a dire wolf. Without another word, he sprinted off into the dense forest, leaving Tala alone with her thoughts.

      Her heart ached as she watched him disappear among the trees, his powerful form swallowed by the dense foliage. The silence of the forest was deafening in his absence.

      The wind picked up, rustling the leaves around her and chilling her skin. But it was nothing compared to the cold emptiness spreading through her chest. Zev's words echoed in her mind, a constant reminder of the complexity of her new reality. Despite the warmth of the day, the forest felt colder without Zev's presence. His absence was a gaping void, one she wasn't sure how to fill. And for the first time since becoming a dire werewolf, Tala felt utterly, completely alone.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

          
            LIFE AS AN EXPERIMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      Clutching the colorful book in her hands, Tala approached Zev’s cottage. She tried to make her nerves undetectable as stepped up to the door with a peace offering for her new pack. She knocked, and Larentina opened the door, stepping aside so Tala could enter. The woman was so warm when they first met back when she was human, and she hoped they could become friends. While always courteous, now Larentina barely spoke to her, but always watched. It was unnerving.

      She held up the children’s book, The Light-Bender Hellbender. It held a place close to her heart as a treasured memory from her childhood and was one of the things that spurred her to begin researching magical amphibians. Larentina went back to cleaning up the young Channing after his breakfast, her eyes full of warmth and pride as she looked at him.

      Clearing her throat, Tala gestured to the book and asked softly, "May I read this to Channing?"

      Larentina's eyes, always watching, never revealing, met Tala's. A moment of silence hung in the air before she responded with a simple but significant nod. “Of course.”

      With her heart beating a little faster in anticipation, Tala settled down onto the cozy rug in the middle of the cottage. Channing ran over with bright curious eyes and immediately nestled into her lap, looking up at her with a sense of excitement of what was to come.

      Tala opened the book and began to read, her voice filled with the kind of enthusiasm and emotion only a true storyteller could convey. She made the characters come alive, her expressions mirroring those of the characters in the story, her fingers tracing the beautifully illustrated images as she recounted the fictional origins of the light-bender hellbender.

      Once upon a time, in the magical kingdom of Briarhaven, nestled inside a vast mountain range, lay a quiet, lush forest that was a world of its own. In the heart of this forest lived a creature so remarkable that tales of its magic echoed through the land.

      This creature was called a hellbender, but not just any hellbender. No, this one was special. He had the unique ability to bend light around himself, making him invisible to the eye, which earned him the name, "The Light-Bender Hellbender."

      This little hellbender wasn't always magical, though. As a young salamander, he was the smallest of his siblings, often overlooked and unable to catch as many insects as his bigger, stronger siblings. But what he lacked in size, he made up for in determination and a heart full of curiosity.

      One day, while exploring the deeper parts of the stream, the young hellbender stumbled upon a stone shimmering with an ethereal glow. It was the Luminary Stone, a magical stone that was said to grant one special ability to the creature who discovered it.

      Intrigued and excited, the young hellbender touched the Luminary Stone. As he did, a soft light engulfed him, entering his little body, filling him with warmth and energy he had never experienced before.

      When he returned to his part of the stream, he realized that he had gained the ability to bend light. He could make himself invisible to everyone. With this newfound power, he no longer had to compete for food, he could simply become invisible and catch insects without being noticed. This ability also helped him evade bigger predators, making him one of the safest creatures in the forest.

      As she narrated, Tala noticed how Channing was completely absorbed in the story. His little eyes widened in awe as the plot unfolded, his tiny fingers reaching out to touch the vibrant illustrations. It was a sight that warmed Tala's heart and made her voice swell with affection and pride.

      As he grew older, the Light-Bender Hellbender used his magical power to protect other small creatures in the forest. He would bend light to hide them from predators, becoming a guardian of the forest.

      Word of the Light-Bender Hellbender spread throughout Briarhaven, making him a legend. The small, overlooked hellbender had become a hero, proving that no matter how small or ordinary you may seem, there is always something special within waiting to shine.

      And so, the Light-Bender Hellbender continues to live in the heart of the forest, bending light, protecting the small, and reminding everyone that being different is what makes us special.

      That, my dear ones, is the tale of the Light-Bender Hellbender. Remember, even the smallest among us can shine the brightest!

      

      When she reached the end of the book, Channing's face lit up in a huge grin, his tiny mouth opening to form a word. It was a small, imperfect utterance, but to Tala it was the most beautiful sound she'd ever heard.

      "Ben-der," Channing gurgled, his tiny voice brimming with delight and excitement. It was his first word.

      Larentina, who had been observing from the side, watched the entire scene unfold with a quiet, unreadable expression. There were no words from her, only the intense gaze of her eyes on them, taking in every moment. The room was filled with a tangible silence as the significance of Channing's first word sank in, a sweet reminder of the bond that was growing between Tala and the little cub.

      Tala spent a good portion of the day trying to determine how Larentina felt about her. It was disconcerting that Larentina was so reserved. Did Tala do something to upset her? Then it dawned on Tala, was Larentina jealous of her relationships with Channing and Zev?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      That evening Tala found her heart heavy despite the fact that she was seated in the meadow, a canvas of wildflowers spread before her. The warm glow of the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows that danced with the gentle sway of the tall grasses. Zev finished putting away his sheep before joining her, their shoulders lightly touching, their hearts in sync with the tranquility around them.

      Zev turned toward her, his gentle gaze reflecting the melting hues of the setting sun. His rough hand came up, tenderly lifting her chin, inviting her to meet his eyes. His touch was like an electric current coursing through her veins, warming her heart. The space between them grew charged, filled with anticipation and the memory of their kiss. She thought for a moment he might lean in and kiss her again. She hoped he would. Instead, he spoke, his voice deep and soft. "Why the long face, Tala?"

      She felt a flush of heat rushing up her cheeks, embarrassment creeping up on her. She averted her gaze, letting it fall onto the sprawling meadow. "My notebook is full," she confessed, her voice barely above a whisper. "And summer is nearing its end. I was supposed to go back to the city of Briarhaven, to turn my observations into a practical guide. What will everyone think when I don’t return? I have an entire life back there... my boarding house, my belongings..." Her voice trailed off, the weight of her situation settling heavily on her shoulders.

      Zev’s response was instantaneous. His strong arm snaked around her shoulders, pulling her into the comfort of his broad chest. His heartbeat, steady and reassuring, echoed in her ear. They stayed that way for a while, Zev not letting go and Tala not wanting to pull away.

      Then, like a rumble against her ears, Zev began to speak. "You're a scientist, Tala," he said softly, his words weaving a cocoon of comfort around her. "You're used to experimenting, learning, growing from your observations. Let's approach this as another experiment."

      His words held a promise, a beacon of hope that lightened her heart. He continued, "You've been doing far better than I expected, controlling your transformations, aligning with your wolf instincts. So, why not test it? The Thornwood Farmers’ Market is not far, just a two-day journey if we travel by wolf. We can bring clothes, transform into humans, and observe the market from a distance."

      His eyes met hers again, this time glowing with determination. "If you feel ready, we enter the market. If not, we retreat to the safety of the mountain. No harm, no foul. What do you say?"

      The thought of returning to civilization, of merging her two worlds, brought a mix of fear and excitement. With Zev by her side, she felt the courage to face her fears. She might be a dire wolf, but she was also Tala, the herpetologist, the city dweller. And maybe, just maybe, she could find a way to be both.

      Zev’s sad story about how he and Larentina tried to live normal lives in the city flitted through her mind, but she squashed it like a bug. Didn’t Zev say she was doing phenomenally well? She could do this.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

          
            A DIRE WEREWOLF TEST

          

        

      

    

    
      On the day of departure, Zev and Tala stood together in wolf form wearing woolen packs filled with lightweight clothing, carefully designed to be put on and removed easily even in their lupine forms. They looked over at Larentina and Channing, who watched them from the cottage's doorstep. They waved, and Zev let out a yip.

      With a final nod and a deep breath, they were off. Zev and Tala bounded down the mountain, their bodies streamlined and fluid, matching strides with an ease born from weeks of training. The forest blurred around them, a kaleidoscope of green and brown hues, the rush of wind in their ears punctuated only by the occasional snap of twigs under their powerful paws.

      They ran for hours, their long legs eating miles beneath them, much more purposeful than the playful frolics Tala had grown accustomed to. When the sun set, painting the sky in hues of red and gold, they found a small cave nestled between towering trees and overgrown bushes. With the dwindling light, they didn't bother shifting into their human forms or building a fire. Instead, they curled up together in the cozy confines of the cave, the earth beneath them providing a surprisingly comfortable bed.

      Tala lay down, but instead of sleeping on the other side of a fire like he did in the past, Zev laid down beside her. He nuzzled her, and soon Tala found herself nestling into Zev's warmth, his massive form a protective barrier between her and the unknown of the forest. She pressed her back into his furry chest, his breathing rhythmic and soothing. The world seemed to shrink around them, their tiny cave becoming a universe unto itself, where nothing else mattered but the feel of Zev's fur against her own, the steady thump of his heart against her back, the sweet smell of him mixing with the damp earthiness of the cave.

      As she drifted off to sleep, lulled by the comforting presence of Zev, she felt a sense of rightness she couldn't quite put into words. And when she awoke the next morning, tucked safely against Zev with the first rays of the morning light filtering into the cave, she never wanted a fire to separate them again.

      After a swift morning run under the golden rays of the sun, Zev suddenly slowed his pace, his wolfish eyes scanning the dense woodland around them. With confident determination, he led Tala into a tucked-away nook amidst a curtain of thick undergrowth. His actions carried a purpose, a sense of certainty, and Tala found herself anticipating the transformation.

      Zev shook the pack he carried off his back and stepped out of the straps, then turned away from her slightly, a silent request for privacy. His silhouette morphed, muscles ebbing and flowing like liquid, while fur receded to reveal sculpted, sun-kissed body. Her eyes were glued to his skin that she desperately wanted to touch.

      Feeling her own cheeks heating up, Tala quickly turned away, diverting her gaze to the dense canopy overhead, her heart thudding against her chest. She took a deep breath, focusing on the intoxicating scents of wildflowers and damp earth to steady herself before she too began her transformation. The magic rushed through her, warm and inviting, working in tandem with her will to mold her shape back into her human form.

      Her heart pounded in her chest, and her body thrummed with residual magic energy. She was back to being human, back to being Tala, the herpetologist. She quickly withdrew her garment from her bag, drawing the cotton dress over her head. She relished the comforting feel of fabric against her skin after the fur that adorned her wolf form.

      Finally, Tala turned to Zev, his transformation complete. She took in the sight of him, a strong, resilient man in simple but well-made clothes. He looked like any other marketgoer, but Tala knew the truth of what lay beneath. A spark of anticipation fluttered within her at what the bustling market of Thornwood would bring. Zev stashed their packs under a gigantic fern, the lush fronds providing a natural shield from prying eyes. It was time.

      Zev turned to Tala, an encouraging smile pulling at the corners of his lips. "Ready for this, Tala?"

      Tala hesitated, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. "I think so," she replied, meeting his gaze with her own, searching for that familiar reassurance in his blue eyes. "It's just... it's been a while."

      "I know." Zev moved close to her and wrapped his arms around her, his voice gentle. "But remember, you're not alone. I'm right here with you."

      Tala wrapped her arms around Zev, her head against his chest. She reveled in his closeness, his woodsy scent, and protective presence. She was glad he was finally feeling comfortable enough around her to show physical affection in human form. This was not a quick reassuring hug, because he wasn’t letting go. Could he be enjoying this as much as her?

      Taking a deep breath to steady herself, Tala asked, "Do you think they'll notice anything different about me?"

      Zev chuckled at her question, leaned down, and kissed the top of her head. "What, you mean beyond your improved sense of style and the fresh mountain glow?" He winked playfully at her, a mischievous glint in his eyes.

      Tala rolled her eyes but couldn't hide her smile. Zev had always had a way of diffusing her anxieties with his humor. "Very funny, Zev. I'm serious."

      "So am I," he replied. Without letting her go, he placed a calloused finger under her chin and raised her head so that she could look at him eye to eye. His smile softened into a sincere expression. "Tala, you are one of the most amazing women I have ever met. You have unbelievable self-discipline, and you've grown so much since our times in the healing caecilian caves. I'm confident that you can handle this. More importantly, you need to be confident in yourself too."

      She took a moment to consider his words, finding comfort in their truth. "You're right, Zev. Thank you."

      Zev nodded, his smile warming at her determined response. She thought she heard a small groan escape the back of his throat as he finally released her. "That's the spirit. Now, let's see what the Thornwood Farmers' Market has to offer, shall we?"

      As they moved toward the bustling market, Tala felt a surge of newfound courage. Yes, she was different, but she was still Tala. She was ready to embrace this part of her life again, and with Zev by her side, she knew she could handle anything that came her way.

      The Thornwood Farmers' Market was bustling with activity, a riot of colors, sounds, and scents that assaulted Tala's heightened senses. A string of brightly colored tents and stalls stretched out before them, vendors peddling everything from fresh produce to handcrafted trinkets. People milled about in vibrant attire, their animated chatter weaving into the cacophony of squawking chickens, braying goats, and the distant melody of a lute player.

      Tala took it all in, her heart pounding in her chest.

      The scent of freshly baked bread mingled with the more pungent aroma of livestock, and the sweet smell of ripening fruits. Laughter rang out, the clatter of dishes, the hushed whispers of people haggling over prices, all melded together into a symphony of human life that was both familiar and yet so distant.

      As they stood there, overlooking the cacophonous scene, Zev gently touched her arm, drawing her attention. His eyes were soft, filled with understanding and a hint of apprehension. "How do you feel, Tala?" he asked, his voice steady amidst the tumultuous market noise.

      Tala took a deep breath, her senses drowning in the myriad sensations. "It's... overwhelming," she admitted, casting a sidelong glance at him. "But not entirely in a bad way. It's like walking into a room you haven't been in for years. It's familiar, but everything is not quite as you remember."

      Zev's smile was gentle, comforting. "It's a big change from the mountain," he acknowledged, his gaze scanning the lively market. "The world didn't stop while we were away. It continued, just as we did, each in our way."

      "Zev, what do we do now?" she asked, her voice barely a whisper against the noise of the market. "I feel like I'm standing between two worlds, not fully a part of either."

      Zev turned to look at her, his eyes brimming with understanding. "Maybe that's because we are," he said gently. "We're not entirely human, not entirely dire wolf. We're a blend of both, Tala. And it's okay to feel torn between the two. Are you ready to talk to someone?"

      Tala nodded her head. Guided by Zev, Tala found herself amidst a small crowd of people animatedly inspecting a wagon filled with glossy apples right at the entrance to the market. Though their chatter was jarring, a stark contrast to the tranquility of their mountain retreat, Tala found herself easing into the rhythm of human interaction.

      Zev's voice, always calming and familiar, punctuated the cacophony with a lightness. "Can you believe the price of apples these days?" He glanced at Tala, and she could feel him watching her carefully.

      Grasping the conversational thread, Tala joined in, her voice steady despite the flutter of nerves she felt. "It seems like gold would be cheaper," she quipped, earning a smattering of laughter from the surrounding people. The tension she had initially felt began to ebb away, replaced by a growing confidence.

      A weathered old woman, haggling with the apple merchant, turned toward Tala. "So you agree? These prices are outrageous for a common apple."

      Taking a moment to find the right words, Tala replied, "Well, a good harvest depends on many factors. Weather, insects, and even the health of the soil all play a crucial role. If those conditions are not optimal, the apple harvest suffers. So, if these apples are as sweet and crisp as they look, then perhaps the price is fair." Her explanation was met with nods of approval and thoughtful hums from the crowd.

      The vender shook his head. "Indeed, this harvest has seen hardly a splattering of rain. Sounds like you know your apples, young lady. Are you looking for a job? My hired help took off on some grand adventure. As if apple picking would make you better at wielding a sword."

      Chuckling, Tala replied, "No, I prefer studying reptiles and amphibians, but I won't deny that knowledge of plants is beneficial in understanding any ecosystem." The mention of her unique profession sparked curiosity and drew more people into the conversation, their questions becoming a welcome challenge rather than a threat.

      With every word she spoke and every interaction she had, Tala felt her unsteady nerves dissolving. She was not just surviving the bustling market, she was thriving, seamlessly weaving her unique experiences into her conversations.

      The crowd around the apple wagon thinned as Zev steered Tala away, their path leading toward the heart of the market. A chime seller’s melodious notes wafted in the air, each tinkling sound resonating with the heartbeat of the market. It was a vibrant orchestra of interactions and negotiations, mixed with the clatter of horse hooves, the shuffle of feet, and the constant hum of spirited conversations.

      They were only a few stalls deep into the market when Zev leaned in close to her ear, his voice a low rumble in the hustle and bustle. "You're doing great, Tala," he encouraged.

      The market was teeming with life, an array of stimuli that could overwhelm even the most seasoned human. Yet, here she was, holding her own amidst the lively crowd.

      Emboldened by Zev's praise, Tala took a moment to take in the scene before her. The colors seemed more vibrant, the noises less jarring, and the scents a medley of the known and unknown. She could feel her two worlds merging, the primal senses of her dire wolf form enhancing her human experiences.

      "Are you up for exploring deeper into the market? We could check out the artisan stalls." Zev’s suggestion hung in the air between them, a gentle challenge mingled with reassurance.

      "I think I'd like that," Tala responded, a newfound confidence seeping into her voice. She offered him a small smile, her acceptance met with Zev's approving nod. She felt so in control. Nothing would go wrong, right?

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

          
            A JOURNEY TO MANY MAGICAL FROGS

          

        

      

    

    
      The enticing aroma of spiced meats and fresh bread wafted over them as they moved farther into the heart of the market. Colorful stalls of fruits, vegetables, and fresh flowers lined their path, punctuated by merchants peddling beautifully woven textiles and handcrafted trinkets.

      "Are you hungry?" Zev asked, gesturing toward a food vendor whose stall was wafting with the enticing aroma of roasted chestnuts. Tala glanced at the vendor, noting the warm glow of the fire roasting the chestnuts and the vendor's jovial expression.

      "Yes, actually," she admitted, the scents of the market stirring her human appetite. Together, they approached the stall, exchanging warm greetings with the vendor.

      Zev procured a paper cone filled with steaming chestnuts, their sweet, nutty aroma permeating the cool air. As they continued their exploration, they shared the treat, the warmth and familiarity of the food a comforting contrast to the vibrant hustle of the market.

      "I'm surprised by how well I'm handling all this," Tala confessed as they strolled. She glanced at Zev, curiosity dancing in her eyes. "Did you know it would be like this? That I could handle it?"

      Zev gave a small chuckle, the corners of his eyes crinkling in amusement. "I had hoped," he admitted. "But, Tala, it's not just about what I thought or believed. You are showing incredible strength and adaptability. That's all you."

      A sense of warmth washed over her, Zev's words resonating with her burgeoning confidence. "But it does help to have you by my side," she added softly, nudging him with a playful elbow.

      Zev met her gaze, his eyes softening. "And I wouldn't want to be anywhere else," he replied, his voice carrying an echo of the wild mountains they called home. The noise of the market seemed to fade into the background, the two of them momentarily lost in their own world.

      Amidst the cacophony of haggling vendors, crying babies, and clattering dishes, the Thornwood Farmers' Market started to become an assault on Tala's heightened senses. The scent of freshly baked bread mingled with the tang of pungent herbs and ripe fruits, the bitter aroma of brewed potions, and the underlying musk of humans and creatures alike. The bustling crowd of people, shifting colors, and a whirlwind of motion sent her pulse racing.

      Feeling the onset of her overwhelm, Zev pressed close to her side, his arm draped protectively over her shoulders. His solid presence served as an anchor amidst the disarray, and she drew deep, steadying breaths, matching her rhythm to his. She leaned into him, the warmth of his body reassuring against her own.

      As her senses recalibrated, a familiar face began to emerge from the crowd. The sight of Oreadon, the jovial satyr from her early days in the forest, was a comforting balm. He stood in front of a pile of neatly stacked firewood, his goat-like legs kicking out rhythmically as he strummed a lute, attracting prospective buyers with his melodic charm. "Oreadon!" Tala called out, greeting him with a broad smile, the familiarity of their interaction helping to ground her further.

      As Oreadon turned, his strumming ceased, and his bearded face broke into a grin, revealing a row of slightly crooked teeth. "Tala!" he boomed, his voice sailing over the chatter of the market. "It's been moons and more. How have you been?"

      Tala smiled, stepping forward to give the satyr a quick, friendly hug. "I've been well, Oreadon," she responded, her tone laced with the warmth of reunion. She then gestured toward Zev, who'd been standing a little ways off. "This is Zev."

      Zev moved forward, taking Oreadon's offered hand and shaking it firmly. "It's good to meet you, Oreadon," he responded, a cordial smile on his face. He then glanced at Tala, an eyebrow raised in intrigue. "Where did you meet this intriguing fellow?"

      Tala chuckled at Zev's surprise, the sound light and carefree. "Oreadon and I crossed paths during my early days in the mountains," she shared, her gaze meeting the satyr's. "I was in search of magical tree frogs then."

      A hearty laugh echoed from Oreadon, his hooved feet tapping rhythmically on the dirt. "That she was," he corroborated, his eyes crinkling at the corners. "I thought she was lost when I first spied her, but she was cheerfully gathering those little paralyzing buggers as if she did it every day of her life."

      As laughter erupted around them, Tala noticed a group of young men walk up to Oreadon’s stand and start to ask him questions. Tala gave him a wave. “It was good to see you Oreadon.”

      Oreadon gave her a bright smile before turning back to his customers. “You too, beautiful Tala. May you journey lead you to many magical frogs.”

      Adjacent to Oreadon's stall, a vibrant display of black-and-white braided unicorn’s hair drew her attention. They shimmered in the afternoon sun, a rainbow of hues catching her eye. Nestled beside them were plump tomatoes, their juicy allure reflecting meticulous care.

      Tala glanced up at the seller who smiled broadly. Are you looking for some magical goat products? I also made goat cheese from my levitating goat. It’s smooth, creamy, and tingles in your mouth as you eat it.”

      With a last glance at an intricately braided black unicorn braid, Tala shook her head. “It sounds delicious, but no, thank you.”

      As they moved farther into the market, Zev's curiosity was piqued by an ogre vendor's unusual confectionery — candy teeth, yellowed and worn to mimic age. With a chuckle and a shake of his head, Zev purchased a handful from various humanoid species. "These are too peculiar to pass up," he declared, offering one to Tala.

      As the bizarre candy dissolved in her mouth, the sweet taste was oddly delicious. Tala popped a few more in her mouth, trying not to look at what appeared to be candy moss growing on a very detailed but fake troll tooth. She relaxed into the ambiance of the market, the overwhelming sensation transforming into an exhilarating sense of being alive. Yes, it was different, and yes, it was daunting, but it was also incredibly fascinating, an aspect of her old life meeting with her new.

      The edge of the Thornwood Farmers' Market was marked by the encroaching Briarhaven forest. Tala let out a sigh of relief, letting the stress of the last hour flood out of her. She did it! This opened so many possibilities for her future. She smiled broadly as she watched a few bustling merchants packing their unsold goods and children chasing one another in a lively game of tag. Zev and Tala stood near a vendor packing up intricate wind chimes made from seashells, their soft clinking a melodic serenade in the hubbub.

      "I'll be back in a moment and then we can leave. I would call today a huge success!" Zev's voice rang out, breaking through her focused gaze on the wind chimes. He disappeared back the way they came, leaving Tala alone momentarily.

      As she turned to watch him go, a sudden jolt hit her shoulder. A burly farmer, his attention engrossed in an animated conversation, bumped into her, his heavy sack of potatoes causing Tala to stumble back. The jostle sent her remaining candy teeth scattering on the dirt floor, a few disappearing under the crates of wind chimes and more getting tramped by feet of passersby.

      The sudden disarray, the sensation of being alone amidst a crowd, however small, sent a wave of panic through Tala. Her breath quickened, and she could feel her heart pounding in her ears. Her surroundings started to blur as the adrenaline surged, the boundaries between human and wolf beginning to blur. Her vision narrowed and the sounds of the market seemed to fade into the background, her senses hyperfocusing as the last shreds of her control started to slip.

      Just as the first tingle of transformation sparked at her fingertips, her eyes met Zev's across the market. He was on his way back, but still too far to help. His gaze was intense, worry evident in the lines etched around his eyes. Tala used all of her focus to try and stay human, but she felt her body fighting her and claws starting to sprout from her fingertips. She couldn’t stop herself from changing into a giant red dire wolf, right there in the farmers' market. She was going to be the death of them all.

      With a quick, purposeful swing of his arm, Zev knocked over a stack of sturdy wooden crates that a merchant had been meticulously arranging. The crates crashed onto the ground, a cacophony of echoes reverberating throughout the market. Apples, oranges, and an array of other produce rolled in all directions, turning the edge of the market into a sea of vibrant, tumbling colors.

      Zev did not miss a beat as he began to belt out a local folk song — "The Bard of Briarhaven" — with a theatricality that could rival the most flamboyant of performers. His voice, usually a pleasant baritone, now grated against the tune, hitting notes far off-key. His rhythm was erratic, a jumbled mix of rushed lines followed by overly slow verses, but it was undeniably loud.

      He twirled around with a grandeur that left no one in doubt — he was the source of the spectacle. "'Oh, the Bard of Briarhaven, he played his lute so sweet,'" he bellowed, adding a dramatic flourish of his hand. "'His melodies filled the air and made the maidens' hearts skip a beat!'"

      A ripple of laughter passed through the crowd, mingling with a few snickers and some openly annoyed grumbles. The group of children near the edge of the market clapped and cheered, clearly amused by Zev's antics, while a cluster of elder marketgoers huffed and grumbled about "youngsters" and "drinking too much."

      This provided Tala with the opportunity she needed. Without missing a beat, she turned and slipped into the edge of the nearby forest, the dense underbrush providing enough cover to transform into her red wolf form, her secret secure. Once in the safety of the trees, she turned to look back, her wolf eyes finding Zev in the crowd. The connection between them was strong, even across the distance, but she hung her muzzled head. She had failed.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

          
            HERMIT HERPETOLOGIST

          

        

      

    

    
      Tala, in her wolf form, nestled amidst the undergrowth near their packs. She was lost in her sulky thoughts when Zev found her. Staying a wolf, Tala wiggled back into her pack in silence. Then followed Zev as he began the uphill trek back to their mountain sanctuary.

      Zev shifted into wolf form and tried to engage her in a little chase, nipping at her heels with a wagging tail. However, Tala was far from being in the mood for games, her growl a clear indicator of her vexation. He seemed to understand, his playful demeanor receding as he paced alongside her, his gaze constantly fixed on her.

      As they reached the familiar shelter of the cave they had previously inhabited, they transformed back into their human forms, and Tala dressed in spare clothing from her pack. The cave was a welcome reprieve, its quiet atmosphere soothing her frayed nerves. Although the cave was devoid of fire, the moon's silver light painted everything in an ethereal glow.

      Tala's voice, barely a whisper, echoed in the silent cave. "I failed." Her gaze lowered, her heart heavy with shame.

      Zev was quick to refute, his words tinged with vehemence. "No, Tala. You didn't fail. You held your own amidst the chaos of the market, that's not a failure, it's a testament to your strength."

      Her rebuttal was a quiet murmur, "But I lost control." The words felt heavy in her mouth.

      Zev's gentle squeeze on her shoulder and his comforting words did little to assuage her fear. "You're learning, Tala. These things take time. What’s important is no one saw you. You’re safe."

      The cool air of the mountains wrapped around them, adding weight to Tala's resignation. Her words emerged from her lips, half-hearted and filled with uncertainty. "Maybe I should just stay up here, in the mountains." Her voice wavered, echoing softly against the stony walls of the cave.

      Her next words were tinged with a sad dramatic flair. "You can start calling me the hermit herpetologist of the Briarhaven wilds." Her lips curved into a weak smile, a meager attempt at injecting some humor into the tense atmosphere.

      Zev's arms encircled her, pulling her close to his chest. The warmth of his body felt comforting against her own, a steady reminder of his unwavering support. She could feel the thumps of his heartbeat, a soothing rhythm that lulled her turbulent thoughts. "Tala," his voice was soft, almost a whisper against her ear, "you're not alone in this."

      He pulled back and reached into his pack to reveal an intricate braid of black unicorn hair, shimmering under the moonlight. "I bought this for you, at the market." His apology was sincere, his eyes reflecting a twinge of guilt. "I'm sorry I left you alone, even for a minute."

      Tala found her fingers tracing the delicate patterns of the braid, her mind momentarily distracted from her previous train of thought. "It's beautiful," she murmured, the gratitude evident in her voice.

      His gaze was unwavering, a solid pillar of resolve. "We'll figure this out, Tala. Together."

      His words, however, seemed to resonate hollowly against the walls of her resolve. Her mind had started painting a different picture, one filled with the quiet life of a shepherd. "Maybe I could become a shepherd," she reasoned aloud, the words floating in the air between them. "It wouldn't be so bad, living up in the wild mountains, with a pack." Her gaze drifted toward the entrance of the cave, toward the undulating beauty of the mountains before them, the silent witnesses of their shared journey.

      After a while of sitting like that, Tala started to ask questions. If she was going to be a shepherd, she should probably have some basic knowledge about the animals other than the fact that they produced wool.

      As the flickering shadows of their cave danced upon their faces, Tala turned toward Zev, her expression serious. "Tell me about the sheep, Zev. Why aren't they scared of us?"

      Zev chuckled lightly at first, but when he saw the earnest curiosity in her eyes, he cleared his throat and adopted a more thoughtful expression. "It starts from birth, Tala. I purchased the first few as newborn lambs, and I've been around them for as long as they can remember. As the flock has grown, I helped their mothers birth the next generation, fed them when they were hungry, kept them warm when the mountain winds blew cold, protected them from predators. They know my scent...our scent now. They trust us."

      Tala's eyes widened slightly, her interest piqued. "So, how often do we need to take them to graze in different parts of the meadow?"

      A soft smile tugged at Zev's lips as he observed Tala's enthusiasm. "The mountain provides us with rich pastures throughout the year, Tala. We move them around so they can have a varied diet. We also need to ensure we don't exhaust the grass in one place. Usually, we rotate the areas every few weeks."

      "And in the winter?" Tala asked, her brows furrowing slightly.

      "Well, in the winter it gets a bit tricky," Zev admitted, a hint of concern slipping into his voice. "The grass is scarce, and the snow makes it harder for the sheep to find food. So, we store hay in the warmer months and ration it out in the winter."

      Tala nodded, taking in the information. "And shearing them? When does that happen?"

      Zev’s smile returned, full of warmth and fond remembrance. "Once a year, usually in the spring. We don't want them to be cold in the winter. Their wool grows back just in time for the colder months."

      Tala listened attentively, taking in all the information. With a newfound determination, she looked at Zev. "I need to be part of this, Zev. If I’m not going back to my old life, then I need to find a purpose. I need to be a part of the shepherding process, to fully live this life."

      Her declaration, so firmly stated in the quiet cave, was met with a nod and an encouraging smile from Zev. "You already are a part of this life, Tala.

      As the last of Zev's words echoed down the hollows of the cave, Tala felt a heavy realization settle in her chest. She looked away, her gaze landing on the distant flicker of the cave mouth against the darkened mountainous landscape.

      "I guess I am," she murmured, her voice barely audible against the rustling of the wind outside.

      A new chapter had begun in her life, and while it was far from the dreams she had once nurtured, it was something she could come to terms with.

      With a heavy sigh, she pulled her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around them as if to fortify herself against the gusts of change that life had thrown her way. The future was uncertain, the path unwritten, but for now, she would embrace her role in this new life. Maybe she would find a new passion if she embraced this way of life.

      "I suppose I am one of the dire wolf shepherds of the Briarhaven wilds now," she said with a hint of resigned humor, forcing a small smile as she glanced at Zev. He cocked his head as if he was going to say something, but ended up just responding with a grin.

      But even as they shared this moment of levity, the weight in Tala's heart did not entirely lift. The contrast between the bustle of the market and the serene solitude of the mountain cave seemed to symbolize the chasm between her old life and the one she now faced. The echoes of market chatter and the clatter of stalls would forever be replaced by the soft bleating of sheep and the whisper of mountain breezes.

      "I'm not the same person who came to these mountains all those months ago," she admitted, her voice quiet and somber. "But I can be this...this shepherdess, living with the pack, leading a simple life."

      She wasn't sure if she was trying to convince Zev or herself. But as she spoke, she could almost see it, a life not dictated by academic pursuits or constant human interaction but by the seasons, the needs of the sheep, and the rhythms of the mountain.

      Despite the tinge of sadness that clung to her words, there was also a reluctant acceptance, an understanding that while her path might have diverged wildly from her initial dreams, it still held the promise of a life filled with unique experiences and meaningful connections.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

          
            A LIFE THAT COULD HAVE BEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      With the resolve of embracing her new life as a dire werewolf shepherd, Tala found herself moving into the quaint little cottage nestled in the heart of the mountain with Zev, Larentina, and Channing. The simplicity of the dwelling and the warmth of its occupants breathed life into her decision.

      Stepping inside the modest wooden structure, Tala was hit by a rush of homely scents. The robust aroma of stew bubbling over the fire, the earthy scent of wood, and the underlying hint of wildflowers, likely from the blooms Larentina gathered every morning. It was domestic, comforting, and it signaled a change that both excited and scared her.

      "Welcome to our humble abode," Zev said, a soft, encouraging smile playing on his lips. He led her to a corner of the room where a makeshift cot had been arranged. Laid with soft furs and warm blankets, it sat before the crackling fire, inviting and cozy.

      "Channing loves sleeping by the fire during the winter, so eventually you'll have to fight him for the spot," Zev teased, an amused sparkle in his eyes. His humor felt like a soothing balm to Tala's tangled nerves, his easy-going nature reminding her that she was in a safe space, amongst her pack.

      Embracing the spirit of the moment, Tala mustered a smile. "Well, Channing will have to learn to share, won't he?" she replied, playing along with the gentle banter.
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        * * *

      

      The following week became a blur of relentless training for Tala, with Zev as her persistent guide. Every morning, before the first light of dawn hit the peaks of the Briarhaven wilds, she would rise and submit to Zev's instruction, trying to view him as a mentor and nothing more. On this morning he had her transform back and forth three times in a row and then run a lap around the field. She hadn’t realized how much energy a change took out of her because usually she was too busy focusing on the exhilaration of her heightened senses.

      She sat beside him now, tuckered out. Her earlier ignorance of this new life had given way to a resigned acceptance, and her protests about the pace of their training now held a bitter edge.

      "Why rush my training?" she said, her voice tight with repressed emotions. "I'm not going anywhere. I’ll be on this mountain indefinitely, right?"

      Tala regretted her sharp words, but sometimes the hurt of Zev referring to their kiss as a loss of control was just too much to bear. While in wolf form he was still as playful and attentive as ever, but it all changed when his fur was replaced by clothing. She stuffed her broken heart deeper into herself as Zev, the master of self-control, never made any more "slip-ups" again.

      Zev stared at her for a few moments, and she wished she could understand what was going on behind his impassive face. She couldn’t help but study every longing glance and tingling touch from him. A part of her wondered if he was holding himself back and waiting for her to gain an unspecified level of dire wolf control before vocalizing repressed feelings for her, but no matter how proficient she became, those words never came.

      Instead of responding to her comment, he started back into their accelerated training.  "You see, Tala," he began, pointing at a small lamb that was straying from the rest. "Even in a flock, there will always be one that wanders off. It's the same with your instincts, they'll often want to wander and do what comes natural to a wolf. It's your job to guide them back, just like it's our job to guide that one back to the flock. I want you to turn into a wolf and gently herd that lamb back to its herd."

      With a sigh, Tala turned her back to him, slipped off her simple wool dress, and felt the familiar pull, a call from deep within her, urging her to surrender. A breath of relief escaped her lips as she acquiesced, her human form melting away like wax under a flame, replaced by the strong, robust form of her dire wolf self.

      Her body stretched, elongating in the blink of an eye, the transformation as smooth as a quiet river under the moonlight. Tala marveled at the fluidity of the change, at the feeling of power and raw strength coursing through her veins. It was like awakening from a deep sleep, stepping into the world anew, a world painted in sharper, vivid colors and filled with countless scents.

      Her fur rippled against the cool mountain breeze. Muscles coiled under her luxurious pelt, ready to spring into action, every fiber of her being alert and focused. In this form she felt powerful, a spectacle of raw, untamed nature, a perfect blend of power, beauty, and grace.

      Her keen eyes zeroed in on a tiny lamb, separated from the herd, fear radiating from its small form. She felt the pull of her wolf instincts saying one bite would make that lamb dinner, but her human mind stayed fully in control. She pulled upon the sharp pang of empathy that tugged at her heartstrings, an echo of her own fear when she found herself lost in a new world. Gathering herself, Tala padded softly toward the lamb, each step a deliberate dance of power and control, her massive body moving with an uncanny grace.

      As she neared the lamb, Tala tilted her head slightly, her soft growl rumbling through the quiet afternoon, more soothing than threatening. She lowered her snout, nudging the trembling creature gently, her massive body forming a protective barrier around it. Slowly, she guided the lamb back toward its mother, her movements patient and comforting.

      The reunion was a tender sight, the mother lamb nuzzling its baby as Tala backed away, her mission accomplished. As she trotted back to the pack, a sense of satisfaction bloomed within her.

      She was growing confident in her ability to control her impulses. Zev's methodical, patient training was taking root. Not only could she transform completely at will, her human form giving way to the sleek power of the dire wolf with an ease that was both terrifying and exhilarating, but most importantly, now she had control over her wolf instincts while in wolf form.

      But with every successful shift, the stark reality of her new life was underlined. She was not an ordinary woman anymore. She was something more, something wild and elemental, and that change came with its own set of risks.

      While a mistake up in the mountains might go unnoticed, she didn’t trust herself to return to the city. One wrong move, one moment of lost control, and she could expose not just herself but Zev, Larentina, and Channing to unimaginable danger. Her transformation wasn't just about her anymore. It was also about protecting the pack and making sure no one knew that dire wolves were still around, hiding their identity under the guise of simple shepherds.

      Through it all, she couldn't help but feel the sting of isolation. The mountain, once a sanctuary, now seemed more like a gilded cage. A place of refuge, yes, but also a prison keeping her from the world she used to know. The work with Zev was different, and it was challenging, and she hoped it was enough to keep her mind off her life that could have been.

      She carried on with her training, accepting her new reality with a strength she drew from deep within herself. She was a dire wolf now, and she would have to learn to live with that. Each day, with every task and every lesson, Tala found herself not just living but thriving in her new reality. It just didn’t bring her joy.

      After helping in the fields, Tala made her way back to the cottage to help Larentina with her evening chores. After putting bread in the oven to start preparing for dinner, Tala broached a new subject with Larentina. "After dinner, can you teach me to make that medicinal cream from the caecilian casings?" she asked tentatively.

      Larentina stopped her rhythmic spinning of the wool. She looked at Tala for a moment, her face inscrutable, then agreed.

      Larentina collected supplies from a weathered wooden shelf. Assorted jars of dried herbs, a mortar and pestle, and a few sheets of parchment were neatly lined up on the wooden table. Tala watched Larentina's methodical movements, a feeling of guilt washing over her. "You don't need to do this right now," she started. "You were in the middle of something..."

      Larentina simply shook her head. "It's okay," she said, offering Tala a fleeting smile. "I can take a break." As if to prove her point, she explained the process of making the cream, her voice soft but firm. And as soon as she was done with her impromptu lesson, she returned to her spinning, the rhythmical whirl of the spinning wheel filling the room once again.

      Yet, Tala could not shake off an inkling of unease. "Did I upset you in any way?" she found herself asking. "If I did, I'm sorry." Her words hung in the air, the spinning wheel slowing down as Larentina paused to consider them.

      "No, Tala," Larentina reassured her, her gaze softening. "Knowing you as a human was one thing. I guess I was getting lonely and was glad to see another female face, but now that you’re a dire wolf… Let’s just say you're going to make a good mate for Zev, and all I want is for him to be happy. I was just giving you space to find your footing as a dire wolf, to claim your place at the head of our pack."

      Tala let out a surprised laugh. "Mate for Zev? We've spent weeks alone, and he doesn’t show any romantic interest. We've barely shared a kiss, and he regrets it deeply."

      A knowing smile tugged at the corners of Larentina's lips. She tilted her head, an eyebrow arched in silent query. "Are you sure there's nothing between you two? Your wolves have already claimed each other. Maybe it's just your human selves that are lagging behind.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

          
            WEAVING WOLVES

          

        

      

    

    
      Tala watched as Larentina's skilled hands moved fluidly, spinning wool from the small pile of soft fleece resting in her lap. Her hands danced, spinning the wheel with precise control, drawing the fleece into a thin thread, her movements graceful and practiced. A sense of tranquility filled the air, punctuated only by the soft clatter of wooden needles and the occasional bleating of sheep from outside.

      Feeling Tala's curious gaze, Larentina chuckled. "Want to give it a try?" She patted the empty spot next to her. Tala let out a sigh of relief. Larentina seemed different, more open and welcoming now that they talked openly to each other.

      Tala nodded, moving closer as Larentina patiently explained the process. She guided Tala's hands, demonstrating how to hold the fleece, how to feed it into the spinning wheel, how to maintain the right tension, and how to create a consistent yarn. It was a simple yet delicate task, Larentina's expertise making it seem effortless.

      Tala was clumsy at first, the thread either too thin or too thick, but Larentina was patient, her instructions kind and encouraging. Eventually, Tala found a rhythm, the thread in her hands becoming more consistent, her movements more confident. A sense of accomplishment filled her, the mundane task turning out to be surprisingly therapeutic.

      As the morning passed, Larentina surprised Tala further, offering to help her with knitting, a task that Zev had previously tried and failed to teach Tala. When Tala heard tales of dire wolves attacking villagers as a child, she certainly never pictured them sitting around knitting. Larentina's offer was accompanied by a teasing glint in her eyes. "Maybe you'll have better luck knitting with a woman's touch," she said, her voice light.

      Tala found herself smiling, gratitude swelling in her heart. Not only had she learned a new skill that day, but she also felt a bridge being built between her and Larentina. It was a bridge of understanding, of acceptance, and of companionship that she had been yearning for. It was a sign that she was no longer just an outsider; she was becoming a part of the pack.

      And it felt like home.

      With the spinning wheel stilled and the soft woolen strands now neatly wound into balls, the lesson had come to an end. Tala was just pulling away when a burst of movement caught her eye. Channing, with his wide, curious eyes and chubby cheeks, was toddling over to them, his small feet making a faint thud on the wooden floor.

      Suddenly, his tiny frame shuddered, and his clothes seemed to burst at the seams. In the blink of an eye, the cherubic toddler was replaced with a playful, black-furred cub. His dark fur was like the shadow of a leaf during strong wing as he tumbled about.

      An amused chortle escaped Larentina as she opened the door for him to run outside. Instead, the cub began to nip playfully at Tala's feet, his bright eyes twinkling with mischief. His little barks were invitations, challenging Tala to a game, to chase him, to be part of his world.

      Caught up in the spirit of playfulness, Tala let herself transform, her human form melting away, replaced by her towering, red dire wolf form. The living room suddenly seemed smaller as she towered over the little black cub. But Channing didn't seem to mind. He yipped excitedly, bouncing on his tiny paws, his tail wagging so fast it was almost a blur.

      In a playful pursuit, they wove through the furniture, a delightful spectacle of red and black darting in and out of sight. The room echoed with their playful growls and the thud of their padded paws against the floor, a testament to their joyous interaction.

      Despite their size difference, Channing managed to give Tala a run for her money, his nimble movements making him a challenging opponent. He would nip at her heels, jump back, and then dart off, his little barks echoing through the room.

      The small cottage filled with playful growls, the sight of the giant red dire wolf and the small black cub playing together a heartwarming sight. For Tala, every moment spent with Channing, her "Little Lobo," was a moment of pure joy, a testament to the bonds she was forming, a bond stronger than any magic — the bond of family.

      Tala, her towering red form dwarfing the small black cub by her side, almost knocked into the spinning wheel. Taking that as a cue to move their play outside, she padded toward the door, the soft thud of her massive paws muffled by the woven rug. Channing was quick to follow, his small form a blur of black against the dimly lit interior, his paws skidding on the polished wooden floor in his excitement.

      The chill of the outside air was a bracing contrast to the cozy warmth of the cottage. Channing was the first to break the tranquility. With a lively yip, he nipped at Tala's bushy tail, his tiny teeth barely making an impression on the dense fur. His excitement was palpable as he darted off, his small form cutting a path through the grass, his tiny tail wagging with unadulterated joy.

      His next trick was to disappear into the underbrush, his black fur providing a perfect camouflage against the shadowy foliage. The faint rustle of leaves and the muted, joyful whimpering served as his only betrayals, echoes of his presence that broke the meadow’s silence.

      Tala played along perfectly, feigning ignorance of his poorly concealed hiding spot. She noticed the tip of his bushy tail sticking out and his whimpers echoing louder than they should have. Yet, with an exaggerated growl, she'd lumber off in the opposite direction, only to whirl around in a swift motion to "discover" him, her massive form creating a red blur against the green landscape.

      Channing’s response was always a joyful yowl, his small form bolting from the underbrush, his mad dash carrying him away from his erstwhile hiding spot. Tala always maintained a watchful eye, her graceful strides carefully controlled to match his pace, ensuring the chase was never too daunting for the cub.

      The climax of their play always resulted in Tala "catching" Channing, her massive snout nudging him gently, and he nuzzled her back with an unmistakable affection. Channing then tumbled over, his tiny paws reaching out to bat playfully at her face.

      Their playful growls, their shared joy, echoed through the serene forest, their harmonious melody merging with the gentle rustling of the wind, painting a vivid picture of what her life could be like in the mountains. It was a good life and one that might feel right someday, but right now, she couldn’t shake the feeling of unfinished business.

      Larentina yelled toward the woods from the cottage. “Channing! Your lunch is ready.” Tala watched as Channing took off like a flash without so much as a glance backwards. Food was a big motivator for him right now.

      Tala stretched out, enjoying the solitude while Zev was busy watching his sheep and Larentina was busy with Channing. She was getting used to spending so much time with her pack, but it didn’t give a lot of time for thought and reflection.

      While being a dire werewolf seemed to help her to find and catch magical amphibians, it was also taking her best chance at sharing her research and making a difference. She could still write The Practical Guide to Magical Amphibians, but she seemed to have lost all motivation at the thought of losing her BEAST grant. She would squander the opportunity to make a hundred copies on their printing press that was to be distributed throughout Briarhaven. Unfortunately, that grant was hard to come by, and if she backed out now, there was no way they would award her another chance.

      Tala’s stomach grumbled, and she stood up to start padding back toward the cottage for her own lunch. In the distance she saw Zev’s outline as he herded the sheep, and she felt her stomach flip. She cared about him, and it made her heart ache.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

          
            DIRE WOLF SHEPHERDESS

          

        

      

    

    
      Under a vast, clear sky, Tala sat quietly on a gentle hill, wearing a wool dress made from her charges. Her keen gaze followed the slow movement of the flock scattered below. They grazed in the lush meadow, their woolly bodies a mix of creamy whites and grays that dotted the vibrant green like fluffy clouds had settled on earth. The sheep moved unhurriedly, their occasional bleats adding a soft melody to the otherwise quiet afternoon.

      The sun, perched at the apex of its daily journey, cast a warm, golden light that bathed the landscape. Shadows were short and stubby under its midday rule, huddled close to their bearers. The soft hum of insects filled the air, blending seamlessly with the gentle rustling of the grass and the distant burble of a creek, creating an orchestration of natural sounds.

      Her sense of smell, now heightened beyond a normal human’s, picked up the familiar scents of the meadow — the unique aroma of each sheep, the fresh scent of grass, the subtle notes of wildflowers and the underlying scent of the rich, damp earth. Zev went down the mountain to the small rural town of Thornwood to get some supplies. He left her in charge of the sheep as if trusting her with his greatest treasure, but Tala wondered if he just didn’t trust her in town with him.

      Growing bored of the inactivity, Tala quickly drew her dress over her head and shifted. She shook out her large, auburn, furry form, and took the opportunity to stretch. The sheep ignored her, used to the transformation. Tala’s nostrils twitched, drawing in a deeper breath, sifting through the layers of scents. In wolf form she was always on the lookout for anything unfamiliar, anything that posed a threat.

      The tranquility of the afternoon was comforting, yet the dire wolf was alert, her duty unwavering. In the peaceful serenity of the pastoral scene, Tala the shepherdess held her post with steadfast dedication, maintaining the delicate balance between her two worlds — the human and the dire wolf.

      The peaceful afternoon was interrupted by rustling in the underbrush, Tala's body instinctively tensing up. She stood stock still, her attention now completely focused on the potential threat to her flock.

      The quiet was soon shattered by the appearance of a skinny-looking common gray wolf, its sharp eyes focused on the unsuspecting lambs grazing nearby. Its presence was a palpable intrusion, a dangerous disruption to the tranquility she was tasked to maintain. Tala reacted instantly, the protector within her ignited. Zev assured her that predators usually gave their meadow a wide berth due to their scent, and it was broad daylight. This wolf must be sickly and desperate.

      Her growl echoed through the surrounding trees, a harsh and jarring sound against the serene backdrop of the mountains. Rising from her position, her massive form made her a daunting sight. The sheep, alerted that something was wrong, clumped together and started to make their way back toward the cottage. As Tala charged, the predatory wolf quickly recognized that it was severely outmatched. It turned and darted away, abandoning its hunt under Tala's intimidating threat.

      Tala gathered her sheep and returned to her original position, watching over the sheep that were beginning to settle down before her and graze. She should have felt victorious. She had safeguarded her flock and used her training effectively. Yet, instead of a sense of accomplishment, a heaviness pulled at her heart.

      When a small common toad, brown against the bright green grass, hopped into her line of sight, she barely registered it. Her past life as a herpetologist, her love for these small creatures, seemed distant and meaningless. She cast a glance at the frog, then dismissed it with a forlorn sigh.

      Her eyes, now softened from their earlier intensity, reflected a deep melancholy. Laying her head on her front paws, she stared out at the flock with a faraway look. Even amidst her success, a longing for her old life, her old self, persisted.

      She had adapted to her new life as a dire wolf shepherd, molding herself to fit into the unexpected turns her life had taken. But in this quiet moment, with her longing laid bare against the backdrop of her responsibility, the solitude of the mountains and her resignation to her simple life struck her with an unexpected pang of melancholy.

      Zev had once told her he admired her for the fiery spirit she embodied, the vivacious passion that illuminated her eyes, that made her who she was — Tala. Yet now, she felt like a dimming flame, the vibrant part of her slowly fading into obscurity under the weight of her new life. Dire werewolf shepherdess might be a role she'd learned to play, but it wasn't a role she was born to inhabit.

      Tala was not just a dire wolf. Within her, there was a soul that was much more — a curious herpetologist, a determined researcher, an explorer who reveled in the wonders of the natural world. She was a woman who had come up to these mountains with a resolve unbroken by naysayers or threats. And even though the chains of circumstance had altered her path drastically, that core of her identity remained unchanged.

      However, Tala was also falling, irresistibly, for Zev. His strength, his kindness, his dedication to their pack had woven a web around her heart, pulling her in deeper with each passing day. It hurt, the way her feelings grew in the face of his reluctance to acknowledge them. It seemed that while she was envisioning a future with him, he was merely seeing a fellow pack member and protegee. The disparity between their feelings felt like a gaping chasm, one she wasn't sure she could bridge.

      She'd come to these mountains fearless and ready to confront the unknown, driven by her research and an insatiable thirst for knowledge. That part of her was still very much alive, however subdued it may have been in recent times. She realized it was time to rekindle that flame, to seize control of her life once again. Her destiny was hers to mold, and no circumstances, no matter how dire, could take away her right to chart her own course.

      Carrying the weight of her decision like a millstone around her neck, Tala began formulating her departure. Her escape from this mountainous fortress, from the man whose presence stirred feelings she'd never known, and from the pack she had come to love as her own.

      The thorny question of how Zev would react lingered in the backdrop of her thoughts. But she dared not voice her intentions, fearing the force of his persuasive appeal, his desire to keep her safe, might deter her from the path she had to tread.

      The lingering breath of summer was starting to fade, giving way to the crisp anticipation of autumn. It was now or never. If she didn't seize this moment to resume her work on The Practical Guide to Magical Amphibians, she feared she would be left with a lifetime of regret, a haunting specter of what could have been.

      Like a chess player meticulously plotting their next move, Tala pondered her strategy. Zev's senses were finely tuned, his physical prowess a challenge she couldn't underestimate. But her departure had to be in human form; her treasured notebook, the lifeline to her past and the beacon to her future, wouldn't fit in the compact woolen wolfpack Larentina had given her. It was designed to house a light set of clothing or two, nothing more. Despite the added difficulty, it would all be for not if she left her precious notebook behind.

      With each thought of Zev, an ache pulsed in her heart, a pang that promised to deepen into a chasm with her departure. But the call of her destiny was growing stronger, and time was fast slipping from her grasp. As painful as it was, Tala knew she had to answer the call. For she had learned the hardest way that destiny didn't wait; it didn't pause for fear or hesitation. It was time to move, time to step out of her cage, time to embrace the future that awaited her.

      Tala knew she had to hurry. She was already late.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

          

          
            HAUNTING HOWLS

          

        

      

    

    
      It was time.

      Zev had still not returned to the cottage when the sky became a tumultuous canvas of roiling gray clouds. Tala slipped her light-bender hellbender children’s book behind a chair for Channing to find and fingered her most prized possession, the black unicorn braid Zev had gifted her. She carefully slipped it into her journal before wrapping them both extra well in an oiled cloth. Confident that her prized possessions would be kept safe and dry, she walked out the door of the cottage toward her old lean-to where she'd stashed the rest of her things.

      Larentina and Channing were in the meadow guiding the sheep back to their field near the cottage. She called, “Tala! Did you see the storm coming?”

      Tala plastered on a smile. It hurt not telling her new friend the truth, but she was Zev’s sister first, and Tala could not risk Larentina trying to stop her from leaving. Tala watched Channing, her Little Lobo, rolling in the grass as a little wolf cub. Her heart ached.

      She would miss her pack.

      Tala shouted back, “Just feeling antsy, I’m going for a walk, and if I get stuck in the storm, I’m sure my wolf can handle it.”

      Thunder rumbled in the distance, echoing the turmoil in her chest, while a biting wind whistled through the air, carrying the scent of rain and change. The mountain stood silent and imposing, indifferent to the drama about to unfold. Her heart pounded in rhythm with the storm brewing overhead, each beat a ticking clock marking the dwindling seconds of her time in the wilds of Briarhaven.

      Tala made it to her lean-to when the downpour started. She secured her notebook deep in her pack making sure there were several measures to keeping its precious contents dry over the next few hours. Taking a last, lingering look at the home she was leaving behind, Tala steeled herself against the pangs of regret threatening to surface. The future was waiting, and no storm, no mountain, no pain was formidable enough to hold her back.

      Her eyes braved the stormy horizon one last time before she turned her back on the only life she had known since becoming a dire wolf. With a heavy heart and a determined step, Tala stepped out into the rain, leaving behind more than just a place, but a piece of her heart and a chapter of her life she would always remember with a bittersweet smile.

      The sky was a dismal blanket of oppressive gray when Tala began her treacherous journey, the furious rain blurring the world into a chaotic watercolor painting. The stream near her lean-to, once a soothing murmur of life, had transformed into an undulating serpent of white water, its venom a chilling bite that cut to the bone.

      Tala approached the stream. She paused momentarily, steeling herself for the bone-chilling plunge. With a deep, shaky breath, she stepped into the water, her gasp swallowed by the thrumming of the stream. Determination fueled her, and she waded in, her boots sinking into the squelching mud with every step.

      The rain came down in sheets, each droplet an icy needle against her skin. Her clothing, once dry and warm, soon clung to her body like a second skin, heavy and soaked. The current was strong, tugging at her boots, and the icy touch of the water was like shards of glass against her already frigid skin. As she walked, the water level rose with the storm.

      Every stride was a struggle, a battle against the elements and her own physical limits. She considered walking along the shoreline, but quickly discarded the idea. Zev was a shrewd tracker. Even though she was counting on the storm hiding her scent, he would spot a row of muddy footprints easily. She trudged on, the howling wind a symphony of turmoil that echoed her inner conflict.

      The rain was relentless, and every step seemed to drain her warmth, her vitality. As the hours passed, her breaths became ragged as she pushed herself, the cold creeping into her bones, her feet numb and unresponsive in her sodden boots. Her body yearned for the freedom and warmth of her wolf form, aching for the sleek coat of fur that could withstand this onslaught. But she resisted, clinging stubbornly to her human form, understanding the price of surrendering to her dire wolf now. If she didn’t keep going, there was no way she could get down the mountain with her notebook before Zev returned and realized she was missing.

      With a deep, shuddering breath, Tala steeled her resolve and pushed on, the weight of her decision sinking deeper with each chilling step.

      This was the path she had chosen, the treacherous journey she was willing to brave. And so, beneath the retreating storm and the shadow of the mountain, Tala trudged on, a lone figure against the raging elements, bound by a purpose greater than her fear.

      As the storm retreated, it took with it the last vestiges of daylight, leaving the mountain blanketed in an inky, unfathomable darkness with only a sliver of moon to see by. While her sight had improved since she became a dire wolf, she could only see in the dark when fully transformed. As she walked along, each shadow seemed to extend into eternity, making the sopping-wet wilderness before Tala a mystery. Exhaustion had wrapped its merciless grip around her, her every muscle screaming out in protest against the day's ordeal.

      Her weary eyes spotted salvation — a generous tree, right on the edge of the stream, its branches weaving a dense canopy that had thwarted the rain's persistent onslaught. Underneath, the hope of a pocket of dry ground beckoned, its invitation too compelling to ignore.

      With shaking hands, Tala unfastened the straps of her saturated clothes. Each layer discarded was a small victory against the cold that had been her constant adversary, a token of her defiance against the elements. Her pack, containing the precious and irreplaceable notebook, was placed carefully at her side, its contents secured against the elements.

      Finally free of her sodden attire, she embraced the change that her body had been pleading for all day. Bones shifted, skin stretched, and within seconds, Tala was a wolf. Her fur, thick and luxurious, provided warmth that the woolen clothes had failed to offer. With a final glance at the raging stream, Tala curled up under the shelter of the tree, her tail neatly tucked around her. The cold was still present, a biting whisper against her fur, but it was a battle for tomorrow. Tonight, under the watchful eye of the moon peeking through the canopy, she was safe.

      The silence of the mountain enveloped her, its solemn hum a testament to the day's struggles. As slumber beckoned, her thoughts drifted to the journey ahead.

      The rest of the mountain still lay in wait, a looming challenge to her resolve. But tonight, she was a dire wolf, and the wild was her domain. With that comforting thought, she let the gentle rhythm of the nearby stream lull her into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      As the first tendrils of dawn began to stretch across the sable sky, the eerie silence was shattered by Zev’s anguished howl. The melancholic lament, while distant, echoed through the lofty peaks, carrying a weight of sadness that tugged painfully at Tala's heartstrings. The mournful sound, so primal and filled with despair, echoed, as if the mountain itself cried out its sorrow and loneliness.

      Listening to that plaintive howl, Tala felt an intense longing creeping into her soul, weaving its irresistible allure. A part of her yearned to go back, to lose herself in his powerful embrace, to let the comforting familiarity of his presence wash over her. But she couldn't, she reminded herself. She had to remain steadfast, had to continue her journey of rediscovery. This was her fight, her quest to reclaim her identity that was on the brink of being overshadowed by her new reality.

      Quickly, she turned human and slipped into a set of dry clothes, her fingers trembling slightly from the lingering cold and the emotional turmoil within her. She fastened her wet belongings to the outside of her pack, allowing the cold morning air to start drying them. The icy stream, once a tumultuous entity, was now reduced to a gentle, ankle-high watercourse. Undeterred by its chill, Tala waded through it, the icy sensation a stark reminder of the arduous journey she had embarked on.

      Zev’s heartrending howls continued to reach her ears throughout the morning, each one a cruel reminder of what she had left behind. At one point, overwhelmed by the hauntingly beautiful sound, she found herself turning back, her feet retracing the path toward the mountain, toward Zev. A part of her yearned for him, needed his presence, his touch, more than anything else. The temptation to return was powerful, a magnetic force tugging at her resolve.

      However, memories of his rejection and the emotional distance he had maintained hit her like a cold wave, shattering the momentary weakness. Drawing a deep breath, she managed to turn herself around, her back toward the mountain, her heart echoing her determination. Her footfalls resumed their journey downstream, each freezing step a painful reminder of the choices she had made. But she knew this was her path, her destiny, and as much as it pained her, she had to keep going. With Zev's mournful howls fading in the distance, Tala soldiered on, her heart heavy yet resolved.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

          
            THE CHASE IS ON

          

        

      

    

    
      Tala continued her journey down the mountain. Each step was an act of will, the water swirling around her ankles, attempting to pull her back, as if the mountain itself resisted her departure. She trudged on, the icy stream serving as a deterrent to a dire wolf tracking her scent.

      As Zev’s mournful howling ceased and silence descended again on the mountainside, Tala took a deep, shuddering breath, straining her ears for any sign of Zev's presence. She listened for the sounds she was so accustomed to now. The rustle of leaves under powerful paws, the snapping of twigs under his weight, the heaving of breath as he dashed through the undergrowth, but she heard nothing save for the regular rhythm of the forest.

      Her mind began to churn with thoughts and theories. Was it possible that Zev might abandon his chase? After all, he was a creature of the mountain, his heart resonated with the high peaks and the quiet valleys, not with the bustling human world at its foot. The stories he'd told her made the city sound like a place of pain and sorrow for him. Could the pull of his mountain home and his responsibility to the pack be greater than his determination to find her?

      Tala mulled over this idea. Briarhaven City was vast and teeming with life. There was an entire kaleidoscope of scents and sounds that she herself struggled to make sense of at the Thornwood Farmers' Market. The city would multiply those scents and sounds a thousand times more. A shiver ran down her spine as she once again considered if she would be able to handle the city, but she pushed it away.

      She had made her choice.

      The cacophony of urban life would surely mask her scent from Zev, turn her into another anonymous figure in the crowd. If Zev did follow her into the city, he would never be able to find her amidst the uncountable smells of countless humans, their food, their pets, their cars, and the general grime of urban living.

      Her heart gave a painful throb at the thought. While she was desperate to escape, the prospect of Zev relinquishing his pursuit felt oddly distressing. It was a testament to the complexity of their relationship, a reflection of the deep bond they had formed. She wondered if she would ever stop wanting him, needing him. Would her choices cause her to live with an empty hole in her chest for the rest of her life? It felt more gut-wrenching the farther she got.

      It felt like her life had no good choices. With a determined shake of her head, Tala decided to focus on the path ahead. She needed to continue her journey, get to the city, and from there...only time would tell.

      Tala felt a sense of profound relief as the sun made its way higher into the sky, casting radiant beams that wove through the dense canopy of the trees overhead. While the sun's brilliance was somewhat diluted by the leafy filter above, the heat it provided was a welcomed sensation against her cold skin from yesterday. It seeped into her bones, dissolving the persistent chill that had taken residence within her. With the warmth came a renewed surge of optimism, replacing her initial gloom with a hopeful sheen.

      Tala would make it back to the city. She would not allow the scents and sounds to overwhelm her but would finish The Practical Guide to Magical Amphibians. Tala was determined that she would make this work and finish what she'd worked so hard for, even though a dire wolf in the city meant a dire wolf in hiding.

      With each passing hour, she made progress down the mountain, her pace steady and resolute. If she continued at this rate, she would reach the base of the mountain by nightfall. Tala let herself dwell on this promising thought, her mind starting to map out potential routes she could take to escape Zev's anticipated search. The main road to Briarhaven was the obvious choice, but it was also the most predictable one. If she wanted to outsmart Zev, she would need to go off the beaten path, stick to the less-trodden trails.

      Lost in her planning, Tala jolted back to reality by the familiar sound of Zev's howl. The hairs on the back of her neck stood at attention, a primal reaction to the ominous nature of the howl. It was a triumphant, assertive howl, one that she had heard countless times before whenever Zev was on the verge of a successful hunt.

      This time, though, it filled her with apprehension, not admiration. His proximity was unsettling, his call a chilling reminder of the chase that she was now a part of. It echoed around her, rebounding off the trees and the narrow gorges, a triumphant declaration of the impending climax of this chase, and Tala knew she had to continue her descent faster than before.

      From Zev’s patient tutelage, Tala was now skilled at discerning the nuances in the sounds of the wild, the whispers of the wind, the rustling of leaves, the songs of forest creatures. Yet, there was a howl that echoed within her bones, making her shiver with anticipation, and resonating with an intensity that surpassed everything else. It was the call of Zev, and it was closing in on her.

      In response, she quickened her pace, moving as swiftly as she could down the stream. The cold, clear water lashed against her ankles and the small, smooth stones underfoot made her footing precarious. Every step was a calculated risk, a gamble she had to take to keep ahead of Zev.

      As his howls echoed closer, determination tightened in her chest. She knew she needed to do more than just run; she needed to outsmart him. Glancing around, she spotted a hollow log lying near the stream. Its insides were dry and sheltered, a perfect hiding spot.

      With a last, lingering touch, she slid off her pack containing her precious notebook and secreted it within the hollow. She hoped the scent of damp wood and musty earth would help mask the scent of her belongings.

      After stowing her pack away, she transformed. Her form shrank and reshaped until a lithe, red wolf stood in her place. With one last look at the hollow log that held her treasures, she launched herself into a frenzied run.

      She ran back upstream a ways, then darted in confusing circles in and out of the steam, making her scent hard to follow. She took off up an overhang, her paws pounding the moist earth, purposely churning up leaves and soil in her wake. Then she leaped onto rocks, and back into the stream before taking off back up the mountain, but far from his howls, hoping to confuse his human mind that would be convinced she was still headed to the base of the mountains. She continued to weave her way across logs and stone, up streams and in circles in a confusion maze of a path. The terrain was a labyrinth that she wove through, a tapestry of wild freedom and desperate evasion.

      Despite the pounding of her heart and the frantic rhythm of her run, Tala couldn't help but marvel at the ethereal beauty of her surroundings. The forest was a tangle of green, awash in the golden light of the setting sun. The patter of rain was a soothing accompaniment to her flight, the drops falling like a glistening veil around her.

      Every step she took was a part of her dance with fate, a dizzying waltz that took her deeper into the unknown. Yet, there was a part of her that welcomed this challenge. It reminded her of who she was, of the strength she held within herself, of the freedom that came with embracing her wolf form. She was Tala, the woman and the wolf, and she was running for her future.

      Every rustle of leaves, every snap of a twig seemed magnified in the deafening silence of the night. Her heart pounded in her ears, matching the thunderous rhythm of her paws against the ground. With Zev’s hunting howl spurring her on, she ran for the life of her choosing, the fleeting moonlight her only guide through the ominous forest.

      The chase was on.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

          
            A SONG OF DELIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      As Tala darted through the underbrush, her heart hammering in her chest, she heard the rustling sound of Zev closing in on her. The normally comforting, playful tone of their interaction was replaced with the tension of the chase, the tangible manifestation of their conflicting desires. What would he do if he caught her?

      Deep down, she knew a part of her wanted to be caught. She missed him.

      Suddenly, he was beside her. His black form blurred by her side, his strong limbs keeping pace effortlessly with hers. Instead of the teasing nips and playful nudges that characterized their usual chases, Zev used his bulk to try and guide her back in the direction of the mountain. His body language was assertive, a clear signal for her to turn back, to retreat to the safety of the heights.

      But Tala was resolute. She feinted left then darted right, her nimble form sliding past Zev's larger one. She remembered all the games they had played, all the mock fights they had, and used every trick she had learned from them to evade him.

      She zig-zagged between trees, ducked under low-hanging branches, and even leaped over a fallen log. Her heart pounded in her ears, adrenaline fueling her desperate sprint for freedom.

      Tala ran down the mountain. She was determined to make it to the base, no matter what. After a while, Zev wasn’t as hot on her heels, so she focused her energy on speed more than evasion. As she bolted through the forest, she risked a glance back and noticed Zev was still trailing not too far behind. He just looked different.

      This time, he was no longer trying to redirect her, his pursuit less insistent. The sight of him, his tongue lolling out in a canine smile and his breath heaving in exhilarating pants, struck her oddly. His eyes no longer held the stern command of an alpha but glowed with an almost jubilant light.

      The realization hit her like a wave, Zev was no longer chasing her to steer her back. He was running with her, not as an alpha, but as a fellow wolf embracing the pure joy of the run, the freedom it entailed.

      It was a silent acknowledgment of her decision.

      Tala made it to the base of the mountain feeling a sense of success and slowed slightly to let Zev keep pace with her. Despite the tumultuous emotions roiling within her, Tala couldn't help the faint stirring of joy at the sight of Zev running alongside her, their wild spirits mirroring each other under the dim forest canopy.

      As the mountain's imposing shadow began to shrink behind them, a solitary farm came into view, sitting on a gentle incline at the foot of the mountain. The structures looked old, weathered by time and countless storms. But it was a living place, a homestead with fields and fences, a barn, and a small house with smoke curling up from the chimney.

      Zev held back, as if waiting to see what Tala would do, and then followed her as she approached the farm. As wolves, they were naturally stealthy, their padded paws making little noise on the soft earth. They slipped undetected up to a clothesline where Tala picked out a loose dress, the fabric soft from years of use. She used her jaws to quickly pull it from the line and watched Zev find a shirt and pants. Clothing held tightly in their jaws, Zev followed Tala back the way they'd come until she found a private spot where they could change and dress.

      They quickly changed into their human forms, slipping into the borrowed clothes. The garments were a little ill-fitting, the pants a bit snug on Zev and the dress slightly too large for Tala, but they would do. Tala decided she would stop by the farm and leave a few copper coins to repay for their borrowed clothing after she collected her things.

      After dressing, Tala turned to see Zev staring at her. She waited for him to say something, anything about her leaving like she did, but he was silent. No berating, no words of wisdom or guidance. Just his eyes watching her with a need that made her heartbeat quicken.

      Tala broke the silence first. “I’m sorry I ran off like that. I saw everything I worked so hard for as a human slipping away, and I was afraid you would try and convince me not to go.”

      Taking a step closer to her, Zev cleared his throat, his voice rough and hoarse as he began to speak. "When I returned to the cottage to find you were gone," he started, the tremor in his voice betraying his suppressed anxiety, "I felt like I was being ripped apart. The mountains, the forest, they were a void without your presence, Tala. It was as if the very life had been drained from them."

      He moved closer, his hands instinctively reaching out to hold hers. His eyes were filled with deep regret and his words were sincere, honest. "I couldn’t think clearly... I just ran... Ran like a crazed beast, desperate to find any trace of you. But I found nothing. The wilderness...it was empty... silent."

      Tala took her hands out of his and wrapped them around his waist. She laid her head upon his chest and murmured, “I missed you. I didn’t want to leave you, I just needed to go back and finish what I started as a human so I can fully accept being a dire werewolf.”

      After Zev paused for a moment, Tala felt a shiver running through him despite the warm night air. “When I caught a whiff of your scent. It was like a punch to the gut because I knew you were leaving, but it also filled me with relief and joy.” His voice trembled as he confessed, “I couldn't contain it. I let out a howl, a song for delight. It meant you were alive, you were close."

      Zev's grip tightened around Tala. "If you can't be on the mountain, Tala, I can't be there either. I can't, and won’t, return to tending sheep, to the simple solitude of the mountains...not without you. If you want to go back to the city of Briarhaven, then I'll follow. If you want to leave Briarhaven altogether, then I will too. Because, Tala, wherever you are...that's where I need to be."

      As Tala lifted her head to murmur a heartfelt thank-you, the words vanished, swallowed by the sudden warmth of Zev's lips against hers. She had been ready for words, but this — this unexpected intimacy — stole the breath from her lungs, replacing it with a rush of sensation that made her heart thrum wildly.

      Zev's kiss was all-consuming, a mixture of tenderness and raw hunger that rattled her senses. His lips moved in a fervent dance with hers, exploring, tasting, seeking. It was a dance she found herself drawn into, her own lips responding to his with equal intensity.

      His arms wrapped around her, pulling her flush against the hard planes of his chest. The solid muscular wall of his torso was as unyielding as the mountain itself, yet he trembled subtly under her touch, betraying the intensity of his emotions. His strong embrace was a safety net, a silent promise that she wasn't alone in her feelings.

      Zev's lips left hers only to explore the tender expanse of her neck, brushing softly against her sensitive skin. The sensation was electric, sparking a rush of pleasure that rolled down her spine in intoxicating waves. Her fingers found their way into his hair, her grip tightening instinctively as he focused on the most sensitive spots, drawing a soft moan from her.

      Everything she wanted was coming together. She was heading back to the city to finish her practical guide and the man she desired was willing to chase her to the ends of the world to be with her.

      Tala placed her hands on Zev’s chest and pushed back, her own lips lingering, not wanting to part from his. With monumental effort she said, “Zev, we need to talk.”

      Tala’s borrowed garment felt rough and foreign against her skin, the sensation grounding her as she tried to hold back from kissing him again and just forgetting about everything else.

      Zev looked at Tala, his eyes glinting off the moonlight. His posture was relaxed but totally focused on her as, if he was keyed up and would much rather be kissing than talking.

      "I'm going to the city, Zev," she confessed, her voice unwavering. "I need to return to BEAST and complete my work on The Practical Guide to Magical Amphibians." Her hands found his, holding them with a gentle firmness. "I can handle this. You...you need to be in the mountains, with Larentina, with Channing. They need you there."

      But Zev shook his head, his grip on her hands tightening. His green eyes were like mountain moss, steady and filled with resolute determination. "They are more than capable, Tala. Larentina is a dire werewolf. She can handle herself and Channing. She can take care of the sheep. But if you go to the city, then I need to be there too." His statement hung between them, resonating with his unwavering resolve. He continued, "I will follow you wherever you go, Tala, because without you...I'm incomplete."

      Furrowing her brows, a hint of worry seeped into Tala’s eyes. "But if I make a mistake...I'm only endangering myself. But if you're there too, I...I can't risk your life too, Zev."

      His thumb gently brushed over the back of her hand, his touch a soothing balm over her worries. "Then we'll take it one day at a time, Tala," he promised, a sense of calm determination echoing in his words. "But we'll do it together."

      In the dim light of the lingering dusk, Tala nestled into Zev, the firmness of his chest against her cheek offering a soothing comfort. The faint rhythm of his heart echoed against her ear, their shared silence a testament to their unspoken connection. Tala whispered softly, "Thank you for believing I can do this." She felt his chest rumble with a quiet laugh.

      "Like I could hold you back from anything you’re determined to do! I admit I liked the idea of you staying in the mountains where I could keep you safe, but I believe in you, Tala. You can do this." His voice was deep and soothing, a contrast against the quiet rustle of the leaves around them. "When you were fully human, you looked like you could take on anything, including a dire werewolf. You have an amazing amount of self-control, and now you are more with a wolf inside you, not less. Whatever comes our way, we will figure it out."

      His assurance fanned the flame within her heart, courage and determination flooding her veins. The intensity of Zev’s gaze was burning like the embers of a dying fire.

      Arching her neck, Tala leaned in to meet his lips once more. His lips found hers in a deeply passionate kiss that swept them into a whirlwind of emotions they had yet to explore. Tala enjoyed the feel of his taut body against her own and kissed him with fervor like her life depended on it. Her need for him was only growing, but they had time for that later.

      Right now, she had a journal to collect and a race to the city before she lost her grant. Pulling back just enough for their foreheads to touch, his eyes held hers captive, a storm of emotions swirling within his depths.

      As the taste of their kiss lingered on her lips, Tala moved away from him, her transformation taking over as she changed into the giant red dire wolf that was now a part of her identity. She mouthed the borrowed dress and took off toward her stowed treasures. As the moon bathed the landscape with a silvery hue, Zev took on his own form and chased her across the vast open landscape, their howls resonating through the stillness of the night. Tala felt like she was on the cusp of something new. Like destiny was just beginning, but at least she wouldn’t have to face it alone.
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        If you plan to continue with this series, there’s an epilogue…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue.

        Thanks for reading!

      

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE: I SMELL A WOLF

          

        

      

    

    
      After stretching from a long nap as a wolf cuddled up next to Zev, Tala dressed and bent down to retrieve her pack, which was still hidden within the hollow of an ancient log. The protective leather covering was damp from the morning dew, and she prayed it had served its purpose well, shielding the precious contents from any harm.

      She unclasped the top flap, pulled out the extra layer of leather covering and unwrapped it. A rush of relief washed over her as she noted the dry state of her journal and the untouched, delicate unicorn braid nestled within. Each page of the journal, filled with her meticulous notes and sketches, seemed to silently narrate her struggles and triumphs, a testament to her resilience and determination. And the unicorn braid, a symbol of her connection to Zev, gleamed serenely against the rough fabric of the bag, its enchanting aura undiminished.

      She turned to see Zev watching her as she fingered the unicorn braid, his gift to her, and she gave him a thankful smile before packing everything back up.

      Together, they began their descent, the remaining journey down the mountain unfolding before them like an uncharted map. They traversed through the dense foliage, the sharp scent of damp earth and thick undergrowth teasing their senses as their feet crunched on the litter of fallen twigs.

      Soon they arrived at the farm, the rustic homestead nestled at the base of the mountain they'd borrowed clothing from. In silence, Tala carefully folded the borrowed dress and left it on the porch, along with a small pile of copper coins as a token of gratitude. Zev, on the other hand, retained his new attire. The tight-fitting garments, although an unusual choice for his mountainous lifestyle, were all he had since he had raced down the mountain looking for Tala with nothing more than his wolf's fur to shield him.

      Walking side by side, Tala and Zev began their journey along the main path leading from the craggy peaks of the mountains into forests dotted with small farmsteads. The wide road, well-worn from years of travel, meandered beside fields of golden wheat, lush orchards, and quaint homesteads, each humming with life and activity.

      Encounters were frequent as they treaded the path, the narrow trail bustling with a variety of travelers. Men on horseback, clad in faded shirts and dusty trousers, would nod in acknowledgment as they trotted past. Hand-drawn carts, piled high with produce and the occasional livestock, creaked and rattled on the uneven ground, the cart-pullers huffing with exertion.

      Every so often, they would also see the odd vehicle, their simple, boxlike shapes rumbling and chugging along. The sound of their engines echoed through the peaceful valleys, a stark contrast to the quiet mountain air they had left behind.

      "Good day, sir," Tala would greet the occasional passerby, a warm smile illuminating her features as she sought to ease herself back into the rhythm of human interaction. Her voice, gentle yet sturdy, held a resonance that seemed to echo the vibrancy of life around them.

      "Fair journey, miss," replied a grizzled farmer, his rough-hewn features softening into a warm grin, as his cart rolled past them.

      "And you as well," she responded, her eyes sparkling with shared camaraderie.

      As they descended further, the countryside began to morph, the rural quiet replaced by the increasing bustle of more populated areas. The soundscape began to change, the chirping of birds and the whispering wind giving way to the hubbub of conversation, the clip-clop of hooves, and the occasional honking horn.

      The path broadened and the buildings grew closer together, the low farmhouses replaced by more elaborate structures. The sights and sounds of civilization swirled around them in a kaleidoscope of color and noise, marking the end of one chapter of their journey, and the beginning of another.

      The landscape of stone and wood slowly morphed into one of brick and metal as Tala and Zev made their way toward Briarhaven City. They reached Tala's boarding house complex, a mid-rise building that offered a grand view of the Briarhaven Elite Academy of Science and Technology. Its iconic spires and arches piercing the skyline, a symbol of the academy’s focus on innovation and progress.

      Her heart fluttered at the sight of her home after being away for so long. As they ascended the staircase, the familiarity of the worn-out steps beneath her shoes stirred a mixture of comfort and apprehension within her. The seemingly mundane sounds of the city — distant chatter, the hum of traffic, and the clatter of footsteps — served as a stark contrast to the whispering wind and rustling leaves of the wilds. Thankfully, she was having no problem keeping full control over her wolf instincts.

      Just as she was about to push open the door to her boarding house, a voice echoed down the hallway, causing her heart to leap in her chest. It was Mrs. Patts, her next-door neighbor, who emerged from her own boarding house in a flurry of motion, her face a mask of relief and concern. The smell of her signature floral perfume wafted toward Tala, mingling with the familiar scent of wool from Mrs. Patts's shawl.

      “Oh, Tala! My dear,” Mrs. Patts said, her arms wrapping around Tala in a warm, familiar embrace. “I thought you'd be back weeks ago. I’ve been so worried about you, being out there in the wilds all alone!”

      Tala chuckled, her heart warm at the obvious concern in her neighbor's voice. “I apologize for the delay, Mrs. Patts. There were… unforeseen circumstances,” she said, avoiding the older woman’s probing gaze.

      “I’m just so glad to have you…” Mrs. Patts stopped mid-sentence as her eyes flicked from Tala to Zev, a flicker of confusion crossing her face. She leaned in a bit closer, her nose twitching. Her gaze darted back to Tala as she uttered a phrase that hung in the air, heavy and foreboding. "I smell a wolf."

      
        
        The End
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      My father's voice is like a gunshot from the queen's cavalry, cutting through the icy night air. He’s running after me, and I’m struggling to get away. I topple onto the ground, my body sprawling across the uneven stone floor.

      "You're a cad and a scoundrel, and I want you out!" A red-faced Sir William Kane yells, emphasizing his anger at me with the shattering of a heavy bottle of whiskey against the wall. The pieces spray out around us, splinters of glass ricocheting against my arms as warm blood trickles across my skin.

      I fight to get up on my knees, trying to get a foothold. With no bottle in my father’s hand, I know my face will be his next target. Backing away, I raise my arms up defensively to block him. Afraid to absorb the impact of my raging, drunken father’s fists. I’m not strong enough to fight him and I’ve no defense so he's free to land blows as much as he pleases, and I only hope that I can escape before he does actual damage. My head dodges out of the way, and his fist lands solidly on the brick wall behind me.

      He lets out a yelp, and it’s his turn to stumble back. Sweet revenge. I may not have strength, but my reflexes have gotten quicker over time. Now's my chance. I make a speedy run towards the door, hitting my shin on a small ornate table my father had brought back from one of his elaborate visits overseas, and almost trip. I grab my shin and hop forward trying to keep momentum.

      My only thought is to get away from him, quickly as possible. "I'd rather be a cad and a scoundrel than end up like you," I yell back, gaining my footing as I hurry to get away.

      I fight to keep my voice steady. To my father, I was weak and most certainly not his equal. He didn't know the man I'd become in the dark hours of the night or how I'd educated myself. I'd taught myself about banking and politics and learned anything and everything I could about the world around me.

      The knowledge I gained only fueled the fires of hatred I had for him. It shocked my father that at just eighteen; it didn't take much for me to figure out that he was skimming money from the banks he managed. The night I found out, as I studied his books—my fingers going over the dried ink on the aged pages, he caught me in his study.

      I let him know in no uncertain terms that I was going to his superiors about it. I didn’t care what it cost me. He gave me the beating of my life that night. Perhaps I shouldn't have done it when he was bloody sodden drunk, but I just couldn't stand to know that my father was dishonest.

      I couldn't stand how he womanized and lavished his attention on any pair of legs that crossed his path, while my poor mother waited on him hand and foot, putting aside her interests to care for him.

      A philanderer, a coward, and a dad-blamed thief?

      How could I have come from such a man?

      My mother was a saint and deserving of so much more than this life she'd been cursed to, all because she fell in love with the wrong person.

      Now, a week later, I was finally getting my strength back and the bruises had started to yellow up. I packed a bag and headed down to the Queen’s Savings and Loan Bank. He stopped me, grabbing my shirt and yanking me back.

      “Where the dad-blamed hell do you think you’re going!?” He was drinking again, the smell of whisky poisoning the air I was breathing.

      “To the bank! I’m going to let everyone there know what kind of man you are.” That was when the next fight ensued, and how I found myself here now. I force open the front door, tumbling down the steps into the freezing London fog, and run out into the street.

      “I’m never coming back, you drunken bastard!” I scream as he gains on me. “Nor would I want to,” I finish.

      I take off into the cold evening, feet carrying me as fast as they can. The more I think about what will happen if he catches up, the harder I run. I realize that the decision I’ve made, means his drunken outrages will find another target.

      I've left my poor mother in his clutches. Possibly for dead, and for that, I'll never forgive myself. I know I won't return here until my father has found his home underground.

      As my thoughts race, I feel a decade-old pang in my arm. I look down, noting the familiar bump where my arm didn't heal right. This... this is what happens when he gets angry. I was ten years old at that time. A child. There was no escaping then. So many times since that I couldn’t escape. I was too afraid, but not anymore.

      I take one last look back, expecting him to be panting after me, his rotund belly from his lavish lifestyle weighing him down. He's not there. I will never see him again.

      I feel a weight lift off of me, as the doors to my childhood seal. I am now a man and a stranger to these streets. As I realize that he will never raise his hand to me again, I slow my pace. The night air has set in, and the fog is cold. The clothes I wear aren't thick enough to keep me warm. I open my bag and grab a worn wool jacket to slip on.

      It's not enough. The mist reaches through the threadbare spots. This won’t do. I need to find a warm place to sleep for the night. Tomorrow will come with its own set of worries.
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        * * *

      

      I lost track of how long I walked through the icy night, with only the low-hanging London moon to guide me. My clothes are damp. I try to shake off the chill, but it bites at my skin like pinpricks of a cactus.

      "Copper, coppers for the poor," a weary, ragged face calls to me from the night. An aged man on his hand and knees crawls out from the alleyway, reaching for my clothes, and tugging at my clothes. I yelp and hit his hand away from me before I take off running. The sudden realization that could happen to me causes fear to course through my veins.

      That’s going to be me; I should go home. I can still go home.

      My mind argues back. Was his abuse worth clothes on your back, food in your belly, and a warm place to sleep?

      The throbbing in my body says ‘no’ but fear of dying on the streets begging for coppers has me turning back.

      Only I've walked so far, I don't know where home is. I don't know how to get back. All I know is forward. I look around at the towering buildings, praying that my memory will bring them back to recollection, but I know that I've never been to this part of London.

      A part that had escaped gentrification. Here the buildings still hold their run-down appearance. Wood shutters hang on one hinge, and babies crying in the night can be heard from behind walls in critical need of repair.

      Desperation creeps into each step I take... I need to sleep. I need to eat. I'm starved. Why did I take off? I was so foolish.

      I wonder for a moment if I can just retrace my steps. Only I didn’t know how long I’d been walking. If I could just find a place to sleep tonight, things would be clearer in the morning, and then perhaps I could go home and beg my father for forgiveness, suffer whatever wrath he would force on me. My fingers instinctively reach up to rub the offset bump on my arm. My reminder that my father would shatter me if I were to come back.

      My mother's lovely face haunts my mind. Her flowing gold locks, her brilliant sapphire eyes. I had left her to the mercy of that man, and whatever happened to her would fall on me. I knew that, and I knew that when she died, I wouldn't even know because at this moment I know I can't return to him.

      He'd kill me. Whatever life I can find for myself here would be better than death suffered at his hands. I would rather starve—or be murdered, then put myself into his calloused, soulless hands.

      I trudge onward, letting the cobblestones guide me. Waves of pain shot through my feet, my shoulders slumped forward, I’m barely able to keep my eyes open at this point. On the horizon, I see the faintest peek of the sun over the hills. Just enough to whisper that day is coming, even as night keeps its murky, dark shadow.

      I fall to the ground, knees hitting hard against jagged gravel. I want to lie here on the ice-cold ground and pray for death to come. I want to beg for it to just take me, but raucous laughter momentarily distracts me. A man and a woman wander half-hazard across the streets into the night. The man is drinking a golden liquid from a thick glass bottle, and I don't need to smell the gin to know that he's drunker than my father.

      The man can't catch his footing; he's practically tripping over his own feet as he walks forward while groping the chest of the woman on his arm.

      "Charles, please stop, you're drunk." She forces away his hand.

      "Awww, now don't be like that, milady. I thought you wanted to have a good time?" He tries groping her again, and her eyebrows furrow angrily. She aggressively shakes her head, pulling away from his grasp. "I did until you got so slobbering drunk you got yourself thrown out of The Leaky Barrel." She’s loud but doesn’t sound afraid.

      "Olivia, my pretty lady," he sneers into the night, gripping her around the waist, forcing her into his thick frame.

      “Charles, stop!” She says again, angrier than before.

      Olivia tries to shove him off, but she's half his size, and even sober as a priest, there’s no way she’s as strong as him. Anger courses through me, fresh and untethered. I cannot stand by and watch this happen. A wave of adrenaline brings me to my feet, and without a second thought I rush them.

      Olivia is gripping his arms, head tilted as if she were going to headbutt him or bite him. It’s an odd position to say the least, but I assume she’s not thinking clearly. She just wants to protect herself. Charles still has her firmly pressed against him.

      I can take him. I can at least get him off of her, so she can escape.

      “Charles! Back off, you drunken fool!” Olivia yells again, which only causes him to jeer louder.

      He grips her tight, and she slams her head against his face.

      “Whore! You started this.” Charles is slobbering drunk, and I can’t take another second of his hands on her violently. I have to protect her.

      Olivia tilts her head to the side again, angling her face oddly. I take off running towards the couple, unable to stand another minute of this grappling ape trying to have his way with her.

      "Leave the lady alone!" I yell at the top of my lungs, forgetting how my entire body is on the brink of exhaustion and sore from the punches I’d absorbed earlier. My blood is pumping in my ears, and all I can do is run towards them.

      Charles must not have heard me, he drops his bottle of gin and grabs both of her arms, planting a slobbering kiss on her face. She's yelling for him to stop, but it only spurs him on. I can't seem to get to them fast enough, and as I get closer, she opens her mouth, grabs his head, and forces his face away. It looks like she’s going to—bite him?

      "Whore!" he yells. Charles is the one forcing her away now. Olivia falls back, stumbling onto the cobblestone ground. He kicks her, mostly missing, as he can barely stand on his own two feet, which just spurs his anger. She spots me, hey eyes widen in surprise. I see her scrambling backward to get away from Charles.

      The cold of the night is no longer a factor, as I see the sweat on Charles' brow, I imagine how fearful Olivia must be. Every thought I have is about protecting her. Watching him stumble, red-faced, and cursing is like a wave of heat, and all I know is that I want to stop him.

      If it were my mother, I would kill the man who touched her like that. A white-hot river of rage pours through me, and I launch myself at the man, latching onto his back, and hooking my arm around his thick neck. He reeks of cheap gin and whiskey, and the smell is so strong it makes my head swim. Bile swirls in the pit of my stomach.

      I see the stupid drunkard’s eyes widen momentarily before I latch onto him, and now he's stumbling around with me latched onto his back.

      "Get off of me, you buffoon, this has nothing to do with you," Charles yells out, trying awkwardly to grab at me, but he's rotund like my father, and his arms flail without direction. He can't reach me, and he's too drunk to think clearly. I cling tight, and he trips and falls on the ground, taking me with him.

      I can hear sobbing coming from the girl he had just tried to take advantage of, and I wonder if it's his wife or if they're friends. It doesn't matter; I have to make sure this man never does this to another woman.

      He rolls over on me and gets a loose grip on my neck, but his bulging red eyes and sweating face tell me he's overexerting himself. I don't care what happens, I just care about protecting Olivia. I swing my fists at him, missing his face, and he laughs. I'm not a fully grown man. I haven't filled out completely, it’s why I could never fend off my father.

      I’m still quick, and my lack of fighting skill doesn't stop me from giving it all I've got. His weight cuts off my breath. I gasp for air, but I can't suck in or breathe out.

      My fists pummel his massive form, hitting the folds of flesh. I hope I land a hit hard enough to get him off of me, but he's laughing like a maniac. His grip around my neck loosens as his laughter increases; it helps but not much. I see a flash of movement out of the corner of my eye. Olivia is back on her feet; it appears that she’s heading towards us.

      No! Stay away! Protect yourself!  I think. Fearful that he’ll catch wind of her and stop attacking me to finish what he started with her. I suck in a small gasp of air, but it's not enough to stop me from losing consciousness. Everything is fading fast. Charles won't get off of me or stop laughing.

      The world around me starts to go black, white spots peppering my vision. His laughter becomes like white noise for my consciousness, and the world fades away.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      In my barely conscious state, I hear a loud thumping that echoes around me. I can't decipher what it is or where it came from. Immediately following it, Charles groans loudly, and his weight shifts, he slides off my body and lands with a solid thud on the cobblestone ground.

      As his weight lifts off of me, cool night air floods my lungs. It takes a moment for my lungs to take in enough air that the world around me becomes clear again. I can breathe!

      I lay there for a moment, absorbing my surroundings. Ribs aching from the weight of the man. My eyes drift up to the night sky and the heavy smattering of stars that twinkle across the expanse. Dark and lovely.

      "Are you okay?" Olivia’s face appears before me, brows wrinkled as she twists her hair nervously in her fingers. She towers over my crumbled body, and I feel like a fool. So much for protecting her.

      "Shouldn't I ask you that?" I question, blinking quickly, absorbing her beauty. Her long brunette hair hangs over her shoulders in messy waves. There's a kiss of freckles across her nose and cheeks, and her eyes are dark as chocolate. As I recover, I sit up and she takes a slight step back.

      She laughs, and the sound hits every nerve inside of me like a spark lighting a fire. “Need a hand?” Olivia says with a smile, extending her fingers to me and easily helps me to my feet. I’m slightly put off by her strength, but I'm suddenly reminded of how tired I am. Every muscle in me aches.

      "I'm okay, thanks to you," she softly replies with a smile on her face. My eyes linger on her lips, mesmerized by her voice, and her eyes. I find myself wanting to know everything about her.

      "Stupid whore," A familiar, angry voice yells. I hear solid steps to the right of us and turn in time to see Charles lumber to his feet and come staggering after us. He's wobbling badly, and I don't waste a second. I turn away from Olivia, quickly ball up my fist, and run towards him, stopping him in his tracks.

      “Get out of my way, you mangy git,” he hollers at me, his expression like an angry bulldog.

      “No!” I yell, I wind my arm back, hold my ground and as he stares me directly in the face, I let my fist fly. For the first time, I'm not afraid. I have to protect Olivia.

      Charles' drunken, red eyes don't stray from me, and he raises his fist to block my blows. I'm grateful the alcohol has impeded his aim, and my knuckle lands directly in his nose. I hear a satisfying crack, and he lets out a girlish scream before grabbing himself and stumbling back. I see blood trickle to the ground.

      It only takes a moment for him to recover, and then he’s lumbering towards me again.

      “Charles don’t!” Olivia cries out behind us.

      He rolls his hand back. I see the sloppy blow coming, and I quickly dart out of the way, returning it with my own. He lets out several swear words while staggering away from us.

      “Come on!” Olivia takes my hand, and in the next moment, we're off and running. I've no idea where we're going, but I don't care. I care only about protecting her, and I'm not even sure why. We dart through the night, down streets I've never seen before, for what feels like forever, then we stop. At the base of a hill looking up, she puts her index finger to her lips in a shushing motion, and I nod in agreement.

      I don't know why she does that; the house ahead of us is far from earshot.

      We slow to a walk coming up the hill, Olivia remaining silent the entire time. She holds my hand as if we've known each other always, and I don't pull away. The feel of her cool skin against mine is intoxicating, and I never want it to end.

      In fact, I find it hard to want to do anything but follow her every step and listen to her every word.

      As we come near the house with its large political-looking columns that hold up the elegant awning overlooking the front porch, I feel sure she's going to take me inside.

      Only we don't ascend the steps; instead, we turn towards a dirt pathway that leads to a lavish barn, with gold trim and ornate lettering spelling "Mackleby" above it.

      Mackleby? Jesus! Olivia Mackleby? Only the wealthiest family on this side of London. I can feel the color draining from my face. What was she doing in a tavern like that? With a man like Charles?

      "My god. Mackleby?" I can't even hide the shock from my voice. The cold has started to seep into my skin again. I didn’t belong with her, here.

      Olivia stops and turns to face me. "You act surprised. Didn't you know my father was Kenneth Mackleby?"

      I shake my head. "How was I supposed to?" I’d never seen her before in my life. I would never forget a face like hers. Or the perfect waves of her brunette hair and sweet kiss of freckles.

      "Everyone knows who I am," she says indignantly. Her mouth falls open slightly, Olivia is speechless. Her flawless curls bouncing with the gentle bob of her head.

      I shrug my shoulders. "I'm sorry, I had no idea."

      "So, that's not why you saved me?" Olivia raises her eyebrows, her eyes widening at the realization.

      What was so hard to believe? Was she that well-known?

      "Olivia! Of course not! That man was going to…" I couldn't finish the sentence; I could only stare at her in awe. She seemed untouched by the whole event. Her waves of glorious brunette hair, her cinched waist, and the pale blue gown that adorned her silhouette. Our eyes met. "I couldn't let him… you didn't deserve that. No one does."

      It's her turn to pale; she drops my hand and steps away from me, taking me in. "You really didn't know who I was when you saved me?" I shake my head again. "You don't get out much, do you?" Olivia questions. I shrug my shoulders, still bewildered that she was a Mackleby. Her eyes dart from side to side. The sun had come up. She grabs my hand again. "Come on!" Then we're off and running again. I don’t know why, and I don’t care.

      Olivia leads me inside the barn, and before I can take a step towards the champion horses that had earned the Mackleby’s their prestige, she dropped my hand and in the next moment, she's directly in front of me. Her slender fingers running up my chest, her eyes holding my gaze, and I freeze to the spot. My throat goes dry, and I struggle to find words to say. "What... er... what are you doing?"

      Her delicate lips form words I swear I must have dreamed. "I want to pay you back for saving me."

      "Olivia, I would never. I didn't save you for you to pay me back."

      "Nonsense," she says, flipping her hair over her back. "I want to..." I can barely breathe as she brushes her chest against mine. The soft warm curves of her breasts beneath the fabric awaken every inch of my eighteen-year-old male form. Is this how I wanted this night to end? In a dream, yes. Only in reality, I could never deflower the wealthiest family's daughter known in London.

      "Olivia, no matter how badly I want..." my hands shake and lips tremble at the thought of having her. I’d never been with a woman. Perhaps I should have been put off by her, but I wasn’t. We were like magnets connecting to one another. I struggle to find the words. “I mean, of course I want to—"

      "Shhhhh…" she stops me by placing her finger over my lips, her thickly hooded lashes brushing her cheeks as she stands on her tiptoes, wrapping her arms around my neck to pull me down to her level.

      I don't fight her; I can't. Her body is everything, and as our lips meet, I feel nothing but the cool of her lips and the way our bodies spark together. In her arms a gentle hint of lavender wraps around us.

      My gods, is this what heaven feels like? I can't breathe again, only this time it's from fear that this angel that stands before me will fly away.

      Olivia moans, causing my heart to quickly palpitate. My hands drift to her waist, and she leans into me, her arms clinging tighter around my neck. In my father's sight, I was always a child, but in her embrace, I’m a man. I feel protective and strong. Her lips fervently seek mine, and the warmth I feel from her heats me to my core.

      I close my eyes and follow her wherever she wants to go. I know it's improper, but well-behaved and proper never got me anywhere, before now. We walk to the opposite end of the barn, up a ladder that leads to a wooden loft where a gaslit lamp and mattress wait for our arrival.

      She’s giggling and motioning for me to follow, and I can’t help myself. Seeing the mattress, my heart drops a little. Maybe this was something she does?

      Almost as if reading my mind, “Don’t worry, this is for our stable boy.” A feeling of jealousy courses through me at the thought of another man here. Olivia smiles and follows up her words with, “Don’t worry, you have nothing to be jealous of.”

      She places her finger on my mouth as if to silence me for good. Then steps away. A large window overhead allows the sunshine in. The light dances across her alabaster skin, embracing her body as if she were some sort of goddess and I watch every glorious movement of her, as she undresses. I don't know what I'm doing, and every nerve is on edge. I feel as I imagine one would feel in the presence of royalty.

      As her clothes fall to the floor, she motions for me with her finger, and we get lost together.
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        * * *

      

      The heat of a bright afternoon sun reflecting through the window wakes me. I sit up, trying to recall where I am, until I see my clothing in a pile nearby and remember the night before. I close my eyes just to picture Olivia as she guides me, showing me what she wants. How to move, how to touch. The curves of her hips, the soft caress of her fingertips. I store it all in the memories of my mind.

      I relish every moment of our night like sweet chocolate melting in my mouth.

      When I finally get enough energy, I dress, only to hear voices below me, and my heart pulses quickly.

      The voices grow louder, as if they are right below me. I lay low to the floor, crawling a crossed the wood, careful not to make a sound. I try to peek over the edge of the loft to get a look.  Who is it? What if it’s her father and he finds out what we did? What if he tells my father? I'll be dead.

      I think back over the night and realize that for as many times as I called her name, she never asked for mine. She didn’t know who I was. I let out a deep sigh of relief, and the voices below me quiet. Shit. I'm caught. For the next several seconds, I hear nothing, as if they're waiting for a hint that I'm still around. I lay on the warm planks, unmoving, barely breathing.

      After a moment, the voices continue. It's clear they're discussing business, the sale of a horse. A champion thoroughbred stallion for breeding. Whoever it is, is asking an exorbitant price. The response is angry, not to be fooled. Where is Olivia? I don't know what to do. I know I can't go anywhere, at least not until they leave. My stomach growls… of course I'm starving.

      Sleep. Sex. Now I need food. I hear those are three needs of a human, but some days I wish I wasn't human. Carefully, I roll over on my back and lay there until the voices dissipate and I hear the barn doors close. After a long moment of silence, I quickly yank on my clothes and peek over the edge. Coast is clear.

      Gods. What would Mr. Mackleby do to me if he found me here? A hundred ideas come to mind, and none of them are pleasant. I shake them away and climb down the ladder. Just as my feet hit the floor, the barn doors glide open again.

      "Who the hell are you, and what are you doing in my barn?" A voice barks at me. I turn around to see a six-foot man, with a handlebar mustache, pin-striped suit, and a tall hat looking me up and down.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      "I, uh…" I struggle to come up with an answer that doesn't land me in a moldy cell, where I'll be left to rot. I can’t think of anything except Olivia.

      "Well, son, better come up with something, and it better be good," he growls. His face gets redder by the moment, but not from drinking. His fists clench at his sides, and I cower away, afraid he'll come for me. I haven’t eaten in a while, and while I’ve had a good night’s rest, I’m still weak.

      Mr. Mackleby practically drips the smell of wealth and privilege; I see it in the way he carries himself. In the expensive threads he wears. My family was certainly middle class, but they'd never known the level of wealth of The Fair Shires. Very few stepped foot here.

      Mr. Mackleby steps towards me, reaching inside his suit jacket, and briefly I see the hand-crafted handle of the colt sticking out of his suit. It shimmers and looks expensive. The sun reflects off the pearl handle as he aims it at me.

      Shit. He's going to shoot me.

      "Sir, I apologize, I…" my palms are sweating and shaking. I can feel all the blood drain from my face.

      Mr. Mackleby cocks the pistol and lifts it up, aiming it directly at me.

      "Daddy! What are you doing?" Olivia strolls through the open barn doors, calm as you please. Glorious brunette waves kiss her shoulders, rich chocolate eyes drifting over my form as if I were a meal. The feeling is unsettling, even as I remember the things we did in the early dawn of morning.

      The most delicate of emerald gowns encases her petite frame. Every bit fitting of a lady of wealth. I can't take my eyes off of her, but I know I must, so as not to alert her father to our relationship. My eyes drift to the ground, and I don't dare make eye contact with him.

      "I found this stranger sneaking about in our barn," he says colt unwavering as it’s pointed toward my chest, in plain sight of Olivia.

      "Daddy, knock it off. That's our new stable boy," she says, not missing a beat. I almost laugh out loud, considering our conversation last night.

      It's Mr. Mackleby's turn to be shocked, taking a step back from me, as his hand holding the gun falls to his side. "His modest attire would say otherwise. Who hired this man?" He says, unimpressed with me, and everything I stand for in his sight.

      "Father, you asked me to find someone trustworthy. Someone who could handle the horses and wouldn't be after your money?" He nods to her, salt and pepper hair not moving a minuscule out of place. "This is him. If I say he's trustworthy, it's on me if something happens." Olivia is unflinching in his presence. It’s clear he doesn’t intimidate her in the slightest.

      Mr. Mackleby stays silent for what feels like an eternity. I desperately want to know if he’s buying her story, and terrified about what I’ll do if he asks me to prove my knowledge of horses. Gingerly, he tucks the gun back in its holster hidden beneath his suit jacket.

      Olivia offers Lucien a warm smile. "Go ahead, tell my father your name," she walks with the grace befitting of her noble upbringing, and it's hard to believe that our lips had tasted one another just hours before. My cheeks redden as I remember, and even now, I want to go to her, to take her in my arms and kiss her again. The feeling was nothing short of being in the presence of a goddess, and I feel heat creep into every part of my body.

      "Lucien Kane," I say, not thinking twice. Wondering if I should have given a fake name but knowing that if I did and they found out otherwise, it would just give them more reason not to trust me.

      "Welcome to our estate, Lucien," Olivia says, her gentle voice tinged with a hint of excitement. I wish I could read her face, or hear the thoughts that played in her mind, like she was able to do with me, but I had no such luck. "I'm quite intrigued to have you as our stable boy, as is my father," she continues.

      Mr. Mackleby's eyes widen at Olivia's declaration. "I can't say that I'm intrigued to have you here, but I can say that if you wish to remain our stable boy, you will change out of those clothes and set about doing your chores right away. I'll see that you are paid daily wages, as long as you do as expected. Keep in mind, boy, we've had four stable boys come through here and they didn't last long.

      Four stable boys? I wonder if any of them had slept with Olivia. I feel angry jealousy rage through me, again. I hate the thought of her being with anyone else.

      He's threatening me. I don't blame him. I know nothing about stables or this kind of work, only that it's long hours and hard labor. As my eyes meet Olivia's and she smiles so wide it touches the heavens, I realize I'll do anything for the rest of my life to see that again. I don’t care about the hours or how hard it is.

      "Thank you, Sir Mackleby. It's an honor to be entrusted with such noble steeds. Your reputation far exceeds you." I humbly bow. I dare not meet his eyes, or Olivia's, for fear of repercussion from him, or giving away what had happened between her and I.

      For the time being, I have a job. I am grateful for that small mercy.

      "You can sleep up there in the loft, and I'll have some decent clothes brought out to you. I want those rags burned, understand?" he motions to what I'm wearing, and I nod. "The servants have their own house further out on the property; you are to shower there, and leave your dirty clothes at the front in the buckets for washing. You will carry yourself with dignity at all times and use the servant's house to stay clean-shaven. Understood?"

      I nod again, "Yes, Sir."

      "Very well, Olivia, give him a list of duties, and then see to your schooling. If you are suspected of any misconduct, or lay a finger on my daughter in any shape or form, you will be thrown from this house and no one within all of London will hire you, understood?"

      I nod, respectfully.

      Without another word, the man exited with a stomp of his feet, kicking up a cloud of dust as he stormed angrily out of the barn.

      After he's disappeared, Olivia runs to my arms, immediately locking her lips onto mine. We know nothing about each other, but this is how we always end up. Her arms wrap around my neck, and in the next second, we are tangled up together.

      "Lucien," she moans against my lips. She tugs at my hair, and before I get lost in her again, in broad daylight, I make the difficult choice of pulling away from her.

      "Olivia, you heard your father! If I lay a finger on you and he finds out, any hope of a life I’m searching for will be lost. We can't risk him catching us," my voice says, but my body says otherwise. All I can think about is touching her. She's the first woman I've ever been with, and even though it didn't happen how I wanted, I can't seem to get enough of her. "How old are you?" I ask, worried about her purity, praying to the gods I haven’t done something I will regret.

      She lets out a laugh that sounds like church bells, "Old enough to know what I want, older than you." Her eyes swirl with mischief, and now I'm afraid I've done something I really shouldn't have. How young could she be?

      "How old?" I ask again, genuinely worried. Even as I’m concerned about what will happen if her father finds out about us.

      "You needn't worry about my age, I promise you. Or my father doing something to you. Things aren't really as they seem." She flashes her pearlescent teeth at me, and for a split second, I swear she has fangs.

      What the hell? I think, blinking quickly. I shake my head, wiping away what I thought I saw. She’s still smiling, and her brilliant teeth bright as the sun. Olivia laughs again. "Also, about the job. I chose you. My father wouldn't dare mess with someone who was my choice." She seems so sure of her statement.

      "What the hell does that mean?" I ask, feeling confused than I've ever felt in my life.

      "Never mind that. Just make sure you do your duties here, and don't give him a reason to be angry, or the barrel of that colt he carries around will be the least of your worries. Understood?"

      “Least of my worries?”

      She nods.

      “Do I dare ask what that means?”

      She giggles, kissing me, before putting her finger over my mouth to silence me. “I asked, if you understood, do you?”

      I nod. "Fine. Will you teach me what I need to do?"

      Olivia nods, and for the rest of the afternoon, she teaches me everything I need to know about caring for the prize-winning steeds that her father owns. How to groom them, feed them, and clean their stalls.

      I am honored and surprised that she would stoop down to such a level for me. Her hands had been like silk on my skin, and I couldn’t imagine them having done a day of work in her life. To have her next to me, working as hard as I am in her delicate emerald gown.

      “Olivia, please, let me do this,” I beg her, as I watch her with the shovel.

      The goddess of a woman laughs, “Lucien, don’t worry about me, I can carry my own, darling.”

      She seems put off that I don’t want her shoveling horse manure. I can only shrug my shoulders and find myself lost in her world. We spend the rest of the day and well into the night together.

      When our work is done, she leads me back to the servant’s house. Upon entry, the servants bow and hide their eyes from her.

      “Here,” she leads me to a bedroom, where clothes are folded into a dark, aged, cherrywood dresser. “Find some clothes, and I’ll have the servants draw you a bath.”

      I nod to her, noting the hay and dark spots on her once-stunning dress. Who was this woman, and why had she chosen me? Not that it mattered, I didn’t know if I would have been able to turn her down had I wanted to.
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        * * *

      

      Days turn into weeks as I diligently tend the horses, muck the stalls, and learn the world of champion breeding. I feel connected to them. Their strength and beauty reach me in a way that my father never could. Olivia taught me to ride, and after I do my work, I take them out. The pure freedom I experience on the back of a well-bred stallion is unmatched by anything I have ever felt.

      The Mackleby property stretches for miles, and for the first time in my life, I feel uninhibited. I've saved up a bit of copper, and I know soon I will need to move on. To do something more, but the idea of leaving Olivia has me chained to that barn, like a prisoner to his cell. I cannot imagine a life without her, and I find that I don’t want. My life revolves around her.

      While I work all day and tend to the stables, there are times I don’t see her for days. She is a young woman of age, and out in society, in the Mackleby family and wealthy circles, a woman of her repertoire is expected to appear at certain social events. I look forward to the nights she sneaks out to see me.

      In our nights together, she is as unchained and free as the horses when they run.

      The very thought of her face causes my heart to palpitate excitedly. In my mind, I see wedding bells and her clothed in a white dress. I see myself standing beside her in the most expensive of suits. I see little future versions of us, running around, laughing. Spilling milk, picking berries, eyes shining with curiosity. A boy and a girl. I keep my thoughts of our future together to myself.

      No matter how little, or how much time I spend with her, I cannot get over her beauty. Or the aura of privilege she carries with her as delicately as a dove. With each day that passes, with every conversation, I find in her a kindred spirit. Someone with shared interests, dreams, and passions. As if the gods themselves had gift-wrapped her and handed her to me. I cannot fight the deep root of love that I feel for her every moment of every day, and I want nothing more than to spend the rest of our life together.

      That night, as she enters the barn, I decide what I want to do.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      "Olivia," I breathe as she glides across the dirt floor, angelic in her movements. The woman always leaves me speechless. Eternity together, that's what I want with her.

      "Lucien," she says softly, immediately tucking herself into my arms. I pull her tightly into me, the smell of lavender floating up from her hair. It instantly calms my nerves. The tighter I hold her and take in her scent, the more assured I am of what I'm about to do.

      "Olivia, I can't live another day without expressing how I really feel about you. I know I must tread carefully, that I am not worthy even to be in your shadow, but I'm in love with you. When I think about a future without you in it, it makes my heart stop cold in my chest. I need you by my side always."

      "Lucien, what are you doing?" she pulls away, but I pull her tighter. If she steps back to look at me, I'll lose my nerve and I can't. I have to say what I need to say.

      No matter what her answer is.

      "What I'm about to say is so selfish, and I know I should never whisper it out loud, but I have to. I have to say it, even if you turn me down. Even though I know I don't deserve you. Olivia, I love you. No matter what you feel or what you think, I love you. For eternity. And all I want is to marry you."

      Olivia gasps, and I expect her to writhe away, to fight away from my arms. She doesn't. Her body remains still against me, and I'm afraid she's dead. That my declaration of love has killed her. For a long time, neither one of us moves, and I should be worried her father will catch us like this, but I also know that I don't care. I want to marry her. Now, a year from now, forever.

      "Lucien," she finally says, as quiet as a whisper. "I love you, too."

      My heart stops. I'm so overcome with what is reeling inside of me that a tear falls, and my arms squeeze around her tighter. After a moment, I let her go, instead gripping her face, months of pent-up emotion making its way to the surface. My lips kiss every inch of her, and our bodies fall to the ground, intertwining. Her legs wrap around my waist, pulling me closer.

      I'm lost in her body. Her mouth. Her skin. In the night, we are one, the two of us. I’m convinced that nothing could ever come between us. It was not my father that drove me out of my house that night so long ago, it was fate driving me to the arms of the one I would love forever.
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        * * *

      

      When I wake up, I ignore the smell of horse manure and hay. The smell is a sign of everything that is home to me now. Elation washes over me. Olivia looks up from the crook of my arm, smiling tenderly.

      "So, what do we do next?" I ask. Knowing that in my now nineteen-year-old head, I've no clue what comes next. Just that I love her.

      "Are you serious about spending eternity with me?" she questions, and a strange expression takes over her face. One I can't decipher.

      "Serious as death," I answer, not missing a beat.

      "And if I tell you there's a way we can spend eternity together, what would you say?" the strange expression remains on her face.

      

      "I'd say take me to the witch doctor who can do it," I'm not kidding, but I'm also curious about where this conversation is headed, because I know there's no way that either of us can live forever, no matter how seriously I would wish for it.

      "Get dressed. I know someone," Olivia says, not stuttering. Her gaze never leaving mine.

      "What?" I ask.

      Olivia ignores my question, and stares down at my male parts, "or you can go like that," a playful smile crosses her lips.

      "You're being coy. Okay, I'll take the bait," I quickly dress, and follow her out into the night. My memories drift back to the first night we met over a year ago. I couldn't believe the events of that night and how they had led me to her. I give a brief prayer of thanks to the gods that I stumbled across her that evening.

      My father would not recognize the man that I'd become. The wealth of muscles I'd earned from long hours of shoveling horse muck, raising a new barn on the south end of the Mackleby property, and caring for the most elite of championship horses.

      I was a new man. A man that Mr. Mackleby had come to respect.

      I shrug on my pants and button up my shirt, brushing off the bits of hay and dirt that I'd managed to get on it from throwing it aside. It wasn't like us to roll around down here. The loft was clean, and I'd built a small table and dresser there. Made it my own, and I kept it clean. Olivia liked things clean, always, which I didn't mind.

      She grabs my hand, and I clasp her elegant fingers. Enjoying the chill of the cool night air on my still sweaty neck. She turns to look at me, and I smile. The perfect upturn of her nose and soft angle of her chin never loses their beauty for me. The way her perfect body fits against me, like a puzzle piece. Like she was made for me. Her wavy hair flows with the gentle kiss of a breeze that swirls about us. We walk together for a while.

      Olivia loves to walk, and we do it often. We journey past The Fair Shires, her father, and many other rich areas of London. We find ourselves in Port Pines after a while, not far from The Leaky Barrel. The tavern where I'd first rescued her, and I have to wonder why she'd bring me back here. I know it must harbor terrible memories for her. I can’t even imagine how that would make her feel.

      "Why are we here?" I ask, trying to make sense of why would come back to this place after what happened before. I look down the street, seeing the spot where I had fought Charles. Remembering everything so vividly, down to the mixed scent of whiskey and gin.

      "I have someone I want you to meet, someone who can help us be together forever. I was waiting until you were ready." The promise in her voice is heavy and strange. She bats her lashes, and I find myself falling under her spell. Perhaps I should have questioned my desperation for her, my unyielding attachment that at times felt so strong I thought it would break me.

      I’d do anything she wanted, even if I don’t know what in the gods she is actually talking about. "Okay," I say. Not sure what kind of response she's looking for, only knowing that she is getting stranger by the minute. But I love her, and I'm willing to follow wherever she leads.

      We head towards The Leaky Barrel, and I feel confused. Inside the tavern, I hear a woman’s voice emanating through the raucous room. Like the voice of an angel, untouched by the jeering me and sloshing of cheap whiskey while she rings out above them. As we enter the room, I'm entranced.

      "Meet Antoinette Dubois," Olivia shouts over the drunken laughing and music. My eyes drift to the raven black-haired woman whose hypnotizing voice makes me feel as if I'm floating in the clouds.

      "Who is she?" I ask, my eyes lingering on the perfect being. I’m unwittingly entranced but I don’t want to be. Looking from her to Olivia, it’s as if they’re sisters. Same perfect alabaster skin and shining glorious hair.

      "A vampire," Olivia answers, eyes shimmering with mystery.

      "What?" I shout, knowing I must have heard wrong. I jerk my head to Olivia’s face, searching her expression for a hint of a smile.

      "She's a vampire, Lucien." She repeats, grabbing my hand tightly in hers, as she flashes her pearlescent smile.

      I look around at the patrons, wondering if any of them have stopped to stare at us. Knowing there's no way Olivia just said what I thought she did. In that moment, Antoinette turns her head to look at us, and we lock eyes.

      Her skin contrasts perfectly with her dark hair, her eyes are like sparkling emeralds, and I can't look away from her. Oddly, I feel a strange sort of attachment forming, though I’ve never met her.

      She's beautiful, like a statue painted by the most talented of artists. I'm intrigued by her beauty and confused by what I feel at that moment. I love Olivia with every fiber of my being, but there's something about this woman that reaches into my chest and threatens to squeeze my heart into pieces.

      What the actual hell is going on?

      "Did you say vampire, Olivia?" I ask, laughing loudly as I say it. Olivia nods, smiling knowingly at me, and suddenly a wave of fear overcomes me. There's something not right about this, and the idea of a vampire just seems too crazy for words. "You're saying she's an immortal being that drinks human blood to stay alive?" I have to put it into words in case Olivia has another definition. My heart has stopped beating, and I can't breathe. I don't know what this means, and I wonder if there was something wrong with the woman I loved. Was there something there that I didn't see the entire time?

      She nods happily, and we both look over at Antoinette. There's something in the cool emerald of Antoinette's eyes that feels like claws reaching into my being. It makes my blood run cold, and I don't know why, but I feel as if I'm in danger. As if what Olivia is telling me is true. Do I actually believe what I'm thinking? If I believe it, though, there’s something else that’s nudging at me.

      If it’s true—is it possible Olivia is one too? I can’t stop looking from one to the other, trying to figure out how they can be related.

      Antoinette smiles wide, and long pointed fangs glisten momentarily.

      My blood runs cold. I have to get out of there.

      I drop Olivia's hand and make a run for the door. I don't know where I'm going, but I know now I have to get out of there. There's something not right. I head down the street, running towards what I'd considered home for the past year. I need to get my money and clothes and leave. Change my name. Become someone new. Someone that never heard the word vampire. Someone who didn’t actually fathom that something like that existed.

      Behind me, I hear loud yelling. A familiar voice calls out. "Hey, you! Come here, lad, why don't ya finish what you started?"

      I turn around to see a balding rotund man, red-faced, with shirt buttons popped. Charles. The man I'd rescued Olivia from was barreling at me, and this time he had friends with him. Several friends. Drink in hand, belly bouncing before him, not much had changed since the last time we saw each other. I should have killed him. The thought quickly crosses my mind.

      I have to wonder how many other women he’d harassed in the time that had passed.

      "This is that sodding boy that kept me from Olivia," he yells to his friends, clearly angry. So many things crossed my mind in that moment. Had he told his friends what he’d done? I couldn’t see that happening unless they were just like him. Privileged men, who drank too much and thought they were charming enough to take advantage of whatever woman crossed their path.

      Moments before I had questioned the existence of vampires, was it such a stretch to believe this?

      Before I know it, Charles and his four friends are on me, beating me with whatever they have in their hands. Whiskey bottles and fists. I go down quickly, and the lightning bolts of agony overtake me so strongly that I black out as they continue to pummel me. The glass slicing through me like butcher meat. I was bleeding out and I knew they wouldn’t leave me alive; I know that for a fact.

      I guess I should consider myself luckier than most. I had found true love, even if only for a short time. I'd learned the value of hard work. I’d found purpose and passion. For a brief moment, my life had been perfect. I focused on that as the pain ran through me like explosions. Parts of me have been broken and cut.

      In my last moments, as I struggle to breathe, the pummel of their kicks and punches still landing, even as my body has grown numb, it starts to rain. Memories of being in Olivia’s arms comfort me as the dark grows closer.

      I feel the pools of my blood gathering around me as my eyes flutter.

      Every intake of breath is more difficult than the last. The pain has numbed, and I know I don’t have much time left. It's dark now, Olivia's stunning pale face a memory before me, as my life force slips out.

      Who knew death would be so painful, and so quick. As I give in my last thought is; Goodbye, Olivia. I love you. I only wish she could hear me.
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      Death is cold. Why am I so cold? Every part of my body feels like ice. I should be in pain, able to feel the wounds. That’s what hell is, right? Eternal pain?  Fire and brimstone? Not this all-enveloping cold?

      I’m afraid to look around. There's a somber veil of darkness hovering, and I feel as if I’m the center of it. I want a blanket. I don’t want to open my eyes for fear of the demons that may be dancing around me.

      "Cold," I manage to croak out, assuming a minion of the dark underworld will laugh maniacally at my request.

      "Really?" a voice asks, amusement playing in the tones of the one word. "Well, let me get you a blanket." I feel something beside me shift, and whoever is there leaves my side. In the next moment, a light pressure lands across my body. Something is different, strange. I don’t like it.

      My throat burns, my mind searches for pain, for the throbbing that I should certainly feel. I feel nothing. Like I’m made of stone. Cold hard stone. Dare I open my eyes? I'm rooted to the spot, and I should be shaking, my human body should be clammy with sweat from fear. Only I’m not; it’s like I can’t. My normal human functions don’t work.

      I finally open my eyes and look around. It’s pitch black where I am, but I can see things with such startling clarity. A sparse room, with a couple of shelves. There are books there, something about vampirism in the new decade. A gas lamp on a desk that’s not lit. A gas lamp? Don't they have electricity? Perhaps they are poor? Hell poor? The thought should make me laugh, but I have no emotion. The normal place where I draw my feelings from is missing.

      Wait. I’m in hell. Maybe hell doesn’t have electricity. Maybe hell doesn’t have feelings either. "Why doesn’t hell have electricity?"

      I hear laughter from the other side of the room. The only way to see who it’s coming from is to sit up, but every part of me is so heavy. "Why are you so convinced you’re in hell?" the female voice asks. I recognize that voice. Why do I recognize that voice? I don’t like the feeling. Death should feel like a stranger to me, not so oddly comfortable. As if I’d been here before.

      I have to sit up. I have to see her. Lifting myself from the bed, I turn towards where I heard the voice.

      A familiar pale face stares back, and I am shocked. "Olivia?" I would suck in a breath, but it doesn’t feel like I need to. "What the hell is going on? Are you dead too? Are we both in hell? Did he kill you?" I reach for her. I need to touch her, to know that she’s real.

      "Huh?" Olivia’s face contorts in deep curiosity, eyebrows raised exaggeratedly. Lips pursed, blinking at me. There's something else. Something I can't put my finger on; she's different. Or the same. She looks similar to my Olivia, except I see every strand of her perfect, shining hair. I see every fleck of green in her blue eyes. I see every eyelash of her large eyes.

      "Poor boy, looks like a deer crossing a lion’s path," another female voice emerges from the black of the room. The woman emerges from the shadows, and I recognize her voice as the one who was there when I first woke up.

      "He kind of is," Olivia giggles, crossing the room over to me. She sits next to me on the bed and smiles. Her pearlescent teeth sparkle vividly. She places her hand on mine, and for the first time, I notice that she's not cold. Whenever she touched me before, her skin was always so cool to the touch, and now—it’s like we are the same. I feel joyful at the thought, though I do not smile.

      My eyes roam over her body, and I want to rip her clothes from her. The primal urge comes from within my core with such startling intensity I feel like I can’t stop myself. I must take her, right now. It is not love; not like I knew before. Merely an urge that goes so deep, if I don’t feed it my body tells me I’ll die. That can’t be true. Everything is so different and strange, and full but empty.

      "Get out," I snarl at the other woman, who smiles suspiciously and winks. "Sorry, Casanova, none of that right now. You have to feed first."

      The word "feed" shocks my mind back into the present and allows me to put aside my ravenous lust for the time being. My eyes take in one long gulp of Olivia before I cast my attention on the other woman, Antoinette! The singer from the bar. The woman Olivia had told me was a vampire. Oh gods, she wasn’t lying. My mind starts connecting the dots, even as my subconscious doesn’t believe it.

      "Feed?" I question, searching her dark eyes, tracing every inch of her perfect form with my vision. If possible, she’s even more picturesque than Olivia. My brain tells me I should feel guilty about that, but I don't. I felt nothing. They could be sisters. I maintain that even more so now, as I compare the high cheekbones and petite silhouettes.

      The woman sits on the other side of me, flipping back her sleek black hair. The scent of her skin floats to my nose, and could I do so, my mouth would water. She awakens my lust, just as much as Olivia and I try desperately to set aside my urges. What the hell is going on with me? You look confused, my love," she states. I can only nod and look towards Olivia, whose smile extends from ear to ear.

      "You do," Olivia says, holding her hand over her mouth as if stifling back a laugh. My brain struggles to take in the details of the situation. I watch the two of them exchange glances. Oddly, my inner core heats, and I fight the urge I have to rip them both apart. I jump up from the bed, stepping way, the urge to kill them for laughing at me overwhelming.

      "What the hell is going on!?" I scream loudly. My outburst sends them both into a fit of hysterics, and they fall into each other’s arms, laughing loudly. In my mind, I see myself rending their heads from their necks and throwing them so far into the night they’ll never be recovered. I fight to control this urge, not because I would feel guilty, but because it’s so ingrained in my mind that killing is wrong. There is something deeply disturbing about all of this.

      I can’t stay here. I turn away and take off running, opening doors, searching for a way out. I discover that I'm upstairs, and as I quickly ascend the rickety wooden staircase, I stumble into the middle of a tavern. I recognize this place! The Leaky Barrel!

      "I’m not in hell?" I whisper out loud, an onslaught of smells attacking my nose. My stomach heaves at the scent of drunk men, drenched in sweat and lust, throwing themselves at women. What the hell was a woman like my Olivia doing here? And who was Antoinette? She was the singer here, the one Olivia claimed was a vampire. The absurdity of the thought almost makes me laugh out loud.

      Maybe this was the afterlife, a confusing mess of urges that are strong and evil. Enough to drive myself mad. I think back to the last few moments I was alive.

      The word vampire had been thrown around. It so bothered me, that I had to get away. I freaked out and ran outside, and that’s where Charles and his goons came after me. I thought I died. I felt my body die. Even now, I feel dead. I ran my hands over my torso and squeezed my biceps. I touched my stone-cold face and put my fingers on my wrist, looking for a pulse.

      A woman of the night bumps into me, her chest plumped up to display the amplitude of her assets as clearly as possible. My eyes rove over them, unbridled lust begging me to follow her ‘come hither’ look and the bend of her fingers as she slyly walks away. I would have, but I'm struggling to find my pulse and to feel. It distracts me long enough that I look away from her and try again.

      No pulse.

      The room starts to spin, and I shove my way through the groups of people, ignoring that I can see every bead of sweat. I can feel every ounce of dirt that rubs off on me as I hurry out into the night. The smells make my stomach heave, only my stomach is empty. I need to fill it. My throat burns with the desire of the desire of something warm, and bitter. Almost as if I wanted blood.

      As I wander out in the street, in the night, I hope to find clarity. I search my memories for what happened after Charles and his gang beat me, but I just remember pain and then just darkness. Then I woke up in the room upstairs with Antoinette and Olivia.

      I retrace my steps to the spot where I was killed. The blood had faded, but I could still see its dark outline. I could still smell it, fresh as if it had just happened.

      "It doesn’t make sense! Where’s my blood? There should be pools of it!" I yell to no one, as I examine the spot, all that was left was dark spots. Like the blood had been soaked up, and its remnants had dried. Only that would have taken days, weeks even. Nothing makes sense. There was a series of dots and lines, and nothing was connecting, and the things that did connect would make me seem like a crazy person. A crazy person with no pulse.

      "Hey, you, I thought I killed you." A weighty, drunken voice says, the sound grating against every nerve in my stone-cold body. I smell his rotten whiskey heavy breath, and the beads of sweat on his face. The body odors he produced. I even smelled the stench of death that lingered about him. My death. He had killed me; my blood was on his hands.

      "Argh! Why can’t you leave well enough alone!?" I turn to face Charles, who must have been in the tavern and followed me into the night. I wanted to rip his neck out.

      "I will, as soon as you and that whore are dead!" he screams at me, his fat wrinkling and shaking with anger as he shakes his fist in the air.

      “I am dead,” I say, and his jaw drops. Hearing him call Olivia a whore sends me into a fit of rage that causes every inch of me to come alive with rage. The primal urge in me, like a ravenous beast ready to tear apart its prey, and I don’t fight it. Something wakes up in me, and I go after him. “And now you are too.”

      He puts his fists up to fight me, and for a split second, I wonder what I got myself into. I’ve fought him twice, and it never ends well for me. Only this time, my rage is fueled by something I’ve got no control over. Instinct leads me directly to his neck, and I jump onto the front of him, grabbing his shoulder and head and ripping it.

      Almost as if directed by something primal, I dive my teeth into his neck, tearing apart his veins and sucking the blood from his being. The action is quick, without thought, just urges. I drain him within moments, and after feeding, stand to my feet to observe my work. Not a drop of blood has been spilled on the ground. Just the cold lifeless sack of skin that once held his empty soul. How quickly his ashen form already smells like death.

      "Shit!" I glance around, wondering if anyone saw what just happened. "Did I dream this?" I look at his lifeless body, fat belly already deflated slightly in death. Then I look at the tavern, and back at his body. I don’t know what to do. I’ve just killed a man. Not only killed him but sucked him dry of all his blood. Or did I? Or maybe I really was in hell? I have to get out of here and never come back.

      What in the bloody hell is happening to me? I take off running away from the tavern, away from Charles, and toward the thick line of trees at the edge of town. I’m an animal; it’s where I belong. My mind is swimming with what just happened. With what it felt like to drain the warmth from his veins. For a second, I tilt my head back and revel in it.

      Inside, his blood ignites a calming fire that eases the strength of all the urges I'd felt. My mind is clearing, my stomach feels something I never felt in life. Satiated. As if I'd had a deep craving my entire life that had just been filled. There is no guilt, just sweet relief. Sweet calmness that overcomes me, and I feel as if I could do anything now.

      How can I feel so horrified and so magnificent at the same time? It was like galloping on a horse at full speed over the hills. In one instant, there's a glorious rush in the pit of my stomach, and in the next instant, I feel like I’m going to die.

      I killed a man. I ripped him apart and drank his blood.

      To be fair, he deserved it.

      I know my conscience is right. I know that as I drank his blood; I was drinking away the evil that this man was capable of committing. I was saving future women from his disgusting behaviors. I was saving Olivia from being further harassed. There was an odd sensation of knowing how truly evil this man was, as if I could see his past victims. It made my stomach churn.

      Also, he murdered you in cold blood, with the help of his comrades. So, in hindsight, he killed me first.

      My conscience is right again. I slow from a run to a walk and continue to head towards the trees, towards the woods. Though I no longer feel like an animal. I feel justified in my actions. I feel justified that in death, I was finally able to save women from his continuous monstrous behavior. Only, it’s wrong to take a life. Innately, I know that, but I continue to feel no guilt except in a false sense that my human form would have expected.

      "Lucien! Where are you going?" Oh no, Olivia. Go away! I turn around to face her, expecting to see pure horror on her face. "I killed a man, Olivia. In cold blood. I tore him apart," I immediately confess, expecting her face to drain of all color and expecting her to run away.

      "Who?" she asks calmly. "Do you know who he was?" She doesn’t blink, only waits expectantly. Her lavender smell still lingers somewhat, only now I can hear that she has no pulse, just like me. Vampire. She had been right.

      I sheepishly rub the back of my neck, unable to look her in the eyes. "Charles." Only, I’m no longer afraid of what she’ll think of me. I realize now that she took me to Antoinette on purpose, only I can’t figure out why she didn’t turn me herself.

      Olivia laughs, and it makes my anger rise. Only this time, I have more control over it. "To be honest, I couldn’t have thought of a better first victim for you. He deserved it. He’s harassed and haunted women this side of London for years. You’re not the only man he killed. Anyone who gets in his way ends up six feet under."

      "Olivia, why haven’t you or Antoinette killed him before this?" I ask, unable to process what she’s saying to me. "Why does he get to walk around, doing as he pleases?"

      "Because he’s too powerful and too prominent. There are people who will notice he’s missing, and ask a lot of questions," Olivia looks toward the Tavern. "Where is he? Where did you leave him?"

      "He’s right where I was murdered. I tore him apart and left him there. Right outside the tavern." I point down the street, not far away from the tree line, where I stood.

      "Hmmm… I smelled the blood. I didn’t see anyone, though." We exchange glances, and I feel as if I need to run back and find the body, to hide it. I have to cover up what I’ve done.

      "I took care of it," Antoinette appeared from out of nowhere.

      Olivia laughed, "you’re quicker than I am," clearly impressed. I watch the interaction between the two, struggling to figure out the relationship. Wondering who had changed who. Were they related?

      "Oh, you know that I’ve had lots of practice. I followed him out while you tended bar for those few moments. The body has been tossed in a ravine. The animals and elements will get to him before he’s found. There’s more than one person who’ll be glad about his disappearance. I doubt anyone will look for too long," the woman, Antoinette, finishes with a smile.

      "Good, then we’re home free." Olivia says flippantly, playing with a tendril of hair between her fingers.

      "And Lucien fed, which is what he needed. He’ll be better able to control his urges and we can tell him what’s going on." Antoinette finished, giving me the once over as if to size me up.

      "What exactly is going on?" I ask angrily. Slowly realizing I wasn’t in hell. I am a vampire. I am a vampire. The phrase repeats itself over and over, before it finally settles in as truth.

      "We found you on the brink of death," Olivia explains, that catches my attention and now it’s my turn to give someone the once over.

      “How so?” I ask.

      “Lucien, you were literally a few drops of blood and a couple raspy breaths away from death.

      "Yes, and Olivia had already asked me to turn you a few days ago, so the timing was perfect. I barely got to you in time. We weren’t even sure you’d come back to us." Antoinette continues, her matter-of-fact explanation comes off so flippant, I find myself raging inside.

      "Turn me?" My head is swimming. I was a vampire. I had accepted that. “You turned me? Why didn’t you do it, Olivia?” I asked, my mind jumping from one urge to another. Now I wanted to be angry.

      "Yes, I turned you. As you drifted away from us, I bit you, sucked the rest of the blood from your body, and then gave you mine. When you died, we weren’t sure you’d come back. You were under for a long time." The woman finishes with a swirl of words, as if what she said was perfectly normal.

      I stumble back a bit, trying to wrap my mind around what she said. Trying to process.

      "So, you’re saying that…" I didn’t really know what Antoinette was saying. She still hadn’t told me what she was trying to turn me into. I should have linked the two, but it was a scary story what she was telling. Something my friends and I talked about to freak each other out.

      "You’re a vampire, Lucien, and I’m a vampire, and Antoinette is a vampire!" Olivia yells gleefully, dancing around and smiling as she sings the words over and over. She still hadn’t answered why she hadn’t turned me, why she had allowed someone else to do so.

      Antoinette smiles again, and I see the tips over her sharp pearlescent teeth. I hadn’t imagined that earlier.

      I look down at my arms, noting that for the first time the lack of color in my flesh. Truly seeing it. With the realization, my body finally starts to understand what it truly is. Suddenly, the cold I felt when I woke up made sense. Oddly, I didn’t feel it now, I just felt normal. The lack of pain made sense. I was no longer human.

      The most startling realization, the one that should have hurt the most was the love I had felt for Olivia. It was gone. I suppose that should have made sense, as the place where my human feelings once lingered was gone. There was only animal urges. Basic instincts. To feed. To mate. To kill.

      Olivia’s eyes caught mine, and she grinned wide. "So, do you feel any differently about me?" She asks, walking towards me, coyly staring me up and down. Once she’s close enough, she grabs my hands, and holds them tight. Our eyes lock for a moment, and she searches my face expectantly. She’s looking for the emotion I once felt, only I don’t have anything left. When I died, it took my humanity as well my love for her.

      I feel like a bear stuck in a metal trap. I can’t move, and if I do, one of my most important limbs will be damaged. What do I do? Do I lie? I know that I should feel guilt that nothing remains, but part of me hopes it will come back. That this is just some side effect of death that will rectify itself over time.

      "She’s waiting for an answer, Lucien. What’s the problem? Is it too overpowering to put into words? The vampire connection will either make the bond so strong and irreversible you’ll feel like you can’t live without her. Or you’ll feel nothing, so which is it?" Antoinette asks me, and I can’t meet either of their eyes.

      Olivia gasps, dropping my hands, stepping away from me. "My god, you don’t love me, anymore? How is that possible? We were bonded in life. My soul felt it, you felt it. What happened?" Her rich brown eyes search mine, but I have nothing to offer. I can only come back empty.

      Even in mortal life, I hadn’t been able to lie, and I didn’t want to start now. "Olivia, whatever we had, it was real and deep and one of the most beautiful things I’d ever experienced. I didn’t know why people gave up so much for love, until I met you and now, I know."

      "But you don’t feel it anymore?" Olivia’s voice breaks, and I know that if she had been human, there would be tears streaming down her face. I can’t figure out what’s wrong with me. I had to love her; she was my universe as a human. She was life. I remember the attachment, the loyalty, everything I felt.

      "Olivia, of course, I do…" I step towards her, but even as I do so, she turns away, running from me. I know I should go after her, but how do you chase someone you feel nothing for? "What the hell is wrong with me?" I yell out, turning to Antoinette. "Turn me back! I want to turn back! I don’t want to be a vampire!"

      Antoinette looks down at the ground, her lips turned downward as if she truly cared about the situation that just took place. "Lucien, I…" she struggles to find the wording. "Lucien, I can’t do that. Your mortal body is dead, and this is what’s left. She’ll come to terms with it, eventually. Don’t feel bad. Vampires mate for life, and if that bond is gone now, it means it was never there to begin with." She speaks matter-of-factly. I hate her for it. I don’t feel the hate, I just know it exists.

      "Antoinette, no. I know I loved her. I want it back. I don’t want to be empty.” Gods, I hate being empty. I’m lost, uncertain of everything. "I want that love back." Anything was better than knowing that I had hurt Olivia.

      The woman steps towards me, skin like porcelain in the shadow of the full moon. She touches my hand, and there is a shot of lightning that rushes through me. It’s like I’ve harnessed thunder within my body, and in the next instant, I want and need her and never want to be out of her sight. Shit. What was that?

      Antoinette smiles seductively, batting thick lashes against pale cheeks. She’s untouchably stunning. "Well, well, well… now you know the truth." Her voice drips of narcissistic pleasure. She’s reveling because I’ve lost my feelings for Olivia.

      "What’s the truth?" I yell, jumping as far back from her as I can.

      "We’re bonded, Lucien. You don’t love her because your vampire being knows that you're mine," she answers without an ounce of irony.

      "It’s not possible!" I feel rage boiling inside my stone-cold body, and I do the only thing I can think of doing in the moment, and that’s running. I need to run fast and far away from this strange woman who claims that I’m her vampire soulmate. I won’t do that to Olivia. I can’t. I may be dead. I may be empty. But in my heart of stone-cold-dead hearts, I know that I belong to Olivia and Antoinette isn’t going to tell me otherwise.
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      As I sprint away, my immortal body unveils its capabilities. My feet carry me swiftly across the ground, akin to soaring through the air. I'm untouchable. The ethereal moon hangs high in the sky, my only watchman for the distance I would go that eve.

      I vow to myself that whatever happens, I will never go back to this place. I cannot bear the thought of hurting Olivia again and seeing that look of absolute devastation across her face. More importantly, I don’t want to see Antoinette, or feel what I felt in that moment with a stranger. I will go until my immortal body finds a way to die.

      My memories of the stable haunt me as I run. The toil I endured to earn my place with the Mackleby family. The way I felt every time Olivia smiled at me. Only, the feelings I had felt in that moment—the heart-pounding joy that had coursed through me as a human, felt like a dream now. Like a made-up memory of a life I never actually lived.

      I run for two days, until a burning sensation wells within me, a fire pit ready to erupt. The hunger is back. I can't escape it’s gnawing at me. It dominates my thoughts, denying rest to my immortal soul, which yearns to run, feast, and indulge its primal urges. My veins ache, demanding to be replenished.

      I know that if I don't feed soon, I'll perish. Or maybe I won’t. How did you kill a vampire? And if starving myself could do it, how long would it take?  I don’t really know anything about being a vampire except I must feed on blood, and I’m bonded to some stranger I didn’t even know. I didn’t know any actual truths about who I was except that it had taken Antoinette draining me of my blood and giving me hers to change me. I had been on the edge of death. Could I get there by starving myself?

      My hunger was all I thought about. At night, I tried to sleep, but my immortal soul didn’t want to rest. It wanted to run, to feast and feed its urges.
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        * * *

      

      For nights, I had been following a road, but I take this moment to go off the path. I’m too hungry, too blood deprived. I need to figure out what I’m going to do or allow myself to dry out completely. I wander awkwardly like a drunken beggar, until the scent of humans and animals makes its way to my nostrils.

      I find myself in a quiet country town, day turning into night again. The raging fire in me grows stronger, and I pray that no human crosses my path. I know I won’t have the strength to turn away from them. I’m at the point that I’m ready to satiate my hunger at any cost.

      A gentle gust of wind billows about, and with it the scent of human blood reaches my heightened senses. I close my eyes, focusing on the aroma. It's less than five kilometers away. The scent is fresh, unmasked by the mingling of other human smells. This person is outside, an outlier among slumbering humans.

      I can't entertain the thought, despite my sharpened senses. I have learned to decipher many things in my past couple days. Children and adults give off unique smells. Though I could determine an innocent human, from an evil one. There were a great many evil humans. I had discovered other scents too but had been unable to place them. My instincts didn’t recognize them yet. I don’t like the unsettling feeling I have about the scents I don’t recognize.

      A human approaches and I'm gripped by an uncontrollable urge. Panic sets in—I must get away. I race back, searching for an alleyway to hide in, relying on the stench of decay to mask my presence. My instincts battle my hunger. A war rages within me. The human passes, and I fight the urge to pursue. But the hunger prevails, and I lunge, grasping the man.

      Like a feral wolf, I tear into his tender flesh. The taste of blood filling my mouth like an intoxicating wine, slowly rippling through my body, extending to every inch of me. It’s like breathing after feeling like I was being suffocated for two days.

      I gulp it in, my “air” taking deep, long draws, sucking his body until every drop is gone. It’s over too soon, and while I’ve been able to ‘breathe’ for the moment, I know it won’t hold me over for long. I can’t dwell on that thought, or it will overtake me, and I will hastily take another life just as I’ve taken this one.

      It's over too soon. As I toss aside the dead body, I retreat, clutching myself against the moldy wall. Guilt for the innocent being I've taken fails to materialize. I'm a predator now, untethered by morality. Unchained by emotions and feeling. I am soulless.

      This is why vampires are so terrifying. There is nothing to stop us from doing what we do.

      Shit. I am a monster. The idea doesn’t bother me as much as it should, only cements a certain thought process in my mind. I look over the dead man, trying to figure out the details of his life. Does he have a family? Children? I need myself to feel, to give myself a reason to have boundaries. My cold immortal heart disagrees, and the fire in my stomach, what I recognize as my hunger, is still burning bright, dampened only slightly by the body I just drank.

      I know that if I have any hope of finding some shred of my humanity again; I have to find a way to not be okay with what I need. Hunger is a basic need, a need that was satiated as a human by eating of the earth, and certain animals.

      A human was no animal. Well, they were, but capable of love and kindness and generosity. I had seen that in Olivia. It was one reason I fell in love with her as a human. Now, I had to find that as a vampire. Perhaps I could go back to Olivia and fall in love with her again.

      She was the purest human I had ever met, though she had confessed to being a vampire. How could an immortal creature be so innocent?

      Although our first night together would have suggested otherwise or her purity, only now that I know she’s a vampire I’m challenged to think of her as anything close to innocent. However, I know that if anyone can bring me back to my humanity, she can. Olivia had held onto her humanity. She knew me better than anyone did. Why did I run from her? There had to be some shred of love in my being for her. I just had to find where it had hidden itself in my vampire being.

      My thoughts run away with me, but I know I can’t stay here tonight. There are too many humans still awake. I smell more approaching. I cannot trust myself. When it comes down to it, my urges will win out. I just cannot live with myself knowing that I am an emotionless monster.

      

      Days pass as I grapple with my evil nature. I take off towards the woods, eager to find a way to survive until I can get back to Olivia. I hear the crunch of leaves, and cracking of branches that break, as the animals smell me and take off. I am a predator. Probably the worst of all of them, and they know it. There are no humans here. I am left to my own devices. Perhaps I can live off animals as a vampire?

      The thought of animal blood coursing through me, almost makes me gag, but I don’t know why. I’d never had animal blood. I’d only been this way a few short days. My sharpened senses tell me there are several woodland creatures nearby. Of the ones I sniff out, there’s the scent of something large and wild. It’s blood calls to me, but not like a human. I feel as if I could tolerate it, but I won’t know until its close enough.

      I stay statue still, unmoving, waiting for it to amble near me, but it seems to have caught my scent and I hear heavy footsteps running away. I lithely follow in the shadows, chasing after it, catching its colossal form in the moonlight, and see that it’s a bear. There is a tinge of guilt as I think about bringing it down, draining it of blood. Of course, no guilt killing a human, but mention an animal and suddenly, I have my humanity back. I’m starved, but I stop myself.

      I can’t kill a bear. I’ll have to settle for something smaller. I want to sleep. I want to close my eyes and not wake up. I fall to my knees on the ground. Everything is wrong. This entire existence is wrong. There’s a pain in my chest and I know had I been human, I would hurt. I would feel a pain that would be overwhelming. I guess it’s better that it’s this way.

      I finally give in and drink the blood of animals, my body rejecting their essence before finally acclimating. The larger and wilder the animal, the more I can tolerate it. The smaller, the more rodent-like, the more I feel like I’ve eaten a bad meal, and I’m going to be deathly sick.

      As I drain the life from a rat, I decide that I’m going back to Olivia. She’ll keep me human. She’ll make this inhumane existence humane.

      I will find her, and we will be happy again. Only I don’t know which way to go. Or how far I’ve gone, since leaving. I can only head back in the general direction that I remember coming following my scent trail. It’ll be slower going; my vampire senses will have to guide me. I keep to the woods, drinking the blood of small animals and rats along the way. They’re disgusting, and my body rejects them for a few days before it finally accepts that I have to take it for what it is.

      Another encounter with a human reveals my humanity's absence. Even as I’ve kept my hunger at bay with the small animals, when I encounter a human, I can’t stop myself. I’ve drained him before I’ve had a chance to think. My victim's innocence doesn't stir guilt, unsettling my recognition of my own monstrosity. I run, conflicted by my potential for ruthlessness.

      I return to the forest, where I battle my instincts and search for a balance. The anguish of my dual nature consumes me. Olivia's love is my salvation, my path to rediscovering my lost humanity. I must find her and become the man she deserves.

      I’m going on day three now, going back in the opposite direction. I had taken my time, allowing my senses to guide me. Searching for familiar scents, searching for my scent. I recognized it now, but the problem was that it wore off so quickly. As I come closer to another town, there’s a familiarity. I feel like I’m close, and then I realize why it’s familiar. I’m home. Where I grew up. My instincts had betrayed me, and I was near my childhood household. I had only been gone a little over a year, but it may as well have been decades ago.

      In my human memory, the hint of whiskey circles around, and the smell of my father comes back as if I had just left his presence. I know I shouldn’t, but I miss my mother and I want to see that she’s safe. I take off toward my house, my feet traveling the streets as if I were just here yesterday. I’m a child again, just barely eighteen, being tossed out on the cobblestones by a man that didn’t deserve anything good.

      An abusive man who beat my mother and cheated on her. Inside, a warning bell goes off. Tells me not to visit. It tells me it will end up badly, but I swear I won’t do anything to him. As a vampire, I know I’ll never see my mother again. I just want to hug her one more time and let her know I’m alive. She won’t have to worry about anything happening to me. I’m strong now, so much stronger than I could have ever hoped to be. The steps to my home come into sight, and I’m transported back to that night.

      Memories and regrets flood my mind. As a young man, I was still so gangly. I didn’t have enough muscle to fight him off. Much less stop him from hurting me or my mother. I feel like a coward leaving her with him this past year. In my heart of hearts, I know the real reason I’ve come back is that I need to know that she’s still alive. I ascend the steps and knock on the door.

      I'm welcomed inside by a woman who I don’t recognize. She’s young, wears a bonnet, and a faded dress that hangs to her feet. A ragged apron is tied around her waist. “Hello sir, may I be of service to you?” She has a kind face and a look of fear in her eyes.

      “Yes, I was wondering if Mrs. Kane was here,” I ask, afraid to know the truth. Afraid I’m too late.

      The woman looks startled and then gives me a long look over. “Sir, Mrs. Kane is not well. How long since you’ve last seen her?” Her eyebrows raise slightly, and I know she’s curious about who I really am. I read her demeanor, and I know that my father has abused her. I just can’t figure out why she stays.

      “It’s been a long time. How bad off is she?” I shouldn’t have asked. I know that I don’t really want to know, but it doesn’t matter because I’m going to find out anyway.

      “Afraid she doesn’t have long, is she someone important to you?”

      Her words would have caused my human heart to stop, but instead, my entire body turns to ice. I’m afraid of why my mother is not well. Afraid to ask what happened to her. “It’s been over a year. I’m her son, Lucien.”

      The woman gasps again and immediately opens the door, directing me inside. “Quickly sir, come see her. Mr. Kane is out but is expected back soon. He’s warned me that if you ever return, to turn you away immediately, but Mrs. Kane needs you. She begs for you day after day. Hurry, you don’t have much time.”

      I don’t know what to say, but I follow her. She leads me to a room that has been redecorated. It used to be my room, but the curtains have been changed. The nightstand has been replaced, and my mother’s books have been brought in here. Her frail form lies on the bed, and a hint of death hangs in the air. Whatever happened to her, she won’t be around for long. I walk slowly over to her, knowing that my movements now are faster, more direct, and I have to fight to be gentle.

      “Mother,” I say softly, tenderly grabbing her hand in mine.

      She shivers, opening her eyes to look at me. “Lucien? My son, can it be? After all this time, can it truly be?”

      “Yes, mother, I’m here. Tell me, what happened?” I say quietly, fighting to keep the rage from my voice, as I’m sure my father has something to do with this. She looks like she hasn’t eaten in weeks, and the death feels like it’s sitting in the room with us, as I stand by her side.

      “I caught the consumption,” my mother rasps out. As if to emphasize her point, she sits up slightly, haggardly coughing into a handkerchief, and when she pulls it away, there’s a lot of blood.

      “Mother!” I wrap my arms around her, pulling her frail form into me, fighting the injustice of it all. Hating that I hadn’t been here to care for her. Knowing that this was my fault, that if I had just stayed, she would be okay, and things would be different.

      Her breathing is raspy, and with every intake I can hear her lungs, as if they’re made of glass, shattering with each inhale. I look towards the housekeep and she stares on sadly. I read that the housekeep had a great affection for my mother. My mother treated her with great kindness, and that was the reason the woman stayed, even though my father had raised his fist to her more than once.

      “Lucien, why did you leave?” My mother asks me, and even in her state, delicate tears drop from her eyes.

      “Momma,” I say. Surely, she had to know why. Surely, she had to understand that my father’s abuse was too much. Only my mother was on her death bed, I knew I couldn’t bring that up. “I’ll never leave again, I promise.” I turn to the housekeep, “Can you please give us a moment? I need to talk to my mother about something.”

      The girl looks unsure, but in the end, my order wins out and she leaves us, shutting the door behind me.

      I have a wild idea, and I know it’s a long shot, but as I thought about Antoinette and how she changed me. I remember something from folklore that I had read about vampires, about their blood being healing. I don’t know how much truth there is to it, but even without my human heart, my mother is still important to me.

      If there was any spot of humanity, I have it because of my mother. I just didn’t know until I sat on her deathbed. I know it’s a big leap what I’m about to do, but I’m willing to try anything to save her.

      I bite the flesh of my wrist and force it into her mouth.

      Her eyes widen momentarily, but she has no strength to fight me or question what I just did, and as she gargles my blood down, I feel her breathing grow shallower. I don’t know how much to make her drink; I don’t want to change her; I just wanted my blood to heal her. I had no instructions to make this work.

      I hear her gulp a few times, and then her insides shatter completely. She falls back against the pillow and breathes her last.

      Shit. Shit. SHIT!!!

      “Mom! Mother!” The remnants of my blood are still visible on her lips, and she lays unmoving. I hear her heart’s last soft beats, even as she’s no longer breathing. Come on, Mom! I beg her, lifting her up, holding her against my chest, the beat of her heart so faint that I know it’s just a matter of seconds before she’s gone forever. Did I condemn her to death?

      

      Bom bom. Bom…. Bom……. Bom. Her heartbeat stops. It’s over. She’s gone, and I wasn’t able to save her. Immortal life, and I vampiric powers and I was unable to help the one person I cared about.

      In that next moment, the door swings open behind me, slamming hard against the wall.

      “What are you doing here, you little bastard?” My father yells, his voice reverberating the room.

      “You son of a bitch!” I scream, not thinking, before I turn around and fly towards him, attacking. I don’t think twice as I pin him to the ground. “You let her die, you son of a bitch!”

      “No, I didn’t. She got sick. I couldn’t help her.” My father states simply, as if it were the most normal thing in the world.

      “All that stealing, and you could steal a little extra money to help save my mother? To get her well? She’s dead. She’s dead because of you!” I scream at him, and unlike a year ago when I left. I’m not afraid. He can’t hurt me. I far outweigh his strength now.

      “Get off of me, you little bastard,” he spits at me. Brows furled angrily; lips turned in a snarl like a rabid dog. He is a dog. A worthless dog, only at least a dog is loyal kind, loving. There is no love or loyalty in my father, and he deserves to die like the monster he is.

      “No, you coward. I’m going to suffocate you slowly so you can feel the pain she felt as she died. As the air was eventually taken from her lungs. I’m gonna make you can suffer, just as you’ve made me suffer. Just as you’ve made everyone in this house suffer at your hand. You deserve to die. You think I don’t see the bruises on her body? What were you doing? Beating her until she was sick?” I could only see red. I couldn’t think clearly. He had to pay.

      “She deserved it, just like you!” my father spits at me.

      My anger has no boundaries. I know only how to follow my urges. My mouth opens and I rip open his throat without a second thought. I don’t want to drain him, but my rage won’t let me stop or waste a meal. I suck out every ounce of blood, just like he sucked every bit of life from me and my mother.

      When I’m done, I stand up, looking at his cowardly form on the faded rug. I’d taken him so fast. His mouth was still frozen in a small “O” of shock. I feel someone’s eyes on me and look up to see the housemaid standing in the hallway, blood drained from her face, shaking. I see the beads of sweat on her forehead. I read that she’s terrified. I don’t blame her, but even though the bloodlust never goes away, I’ve no desire to drain an innocent.

      At least not someone that innocent. For the moment, I’m thankful I don’t have guilt. I know that even as a human, there would have been some guilt for killing my father, no matter how much I believe he deserved it.

      “Lucien!” a gentle female voice exclaims.

      I flip around to see my mother sitting up in bed. Her cheeks flushed red with blood, her heartbeat strong. Heartbeat! I didn’t kill her! “Mother!” I yell out, rushing to her side, and she flinches away. The action brings to the surface the first genuine human emotion I had felt in nearly five days, and if I had a heart, it would break. “Mother, you have nothing to be afraid of. I would never hurt you. I saved you.” I plead, desperate to get her to see that everything I’ve done was for her benefit.

      

      She flinches away from me. Then proceeds to touch her arms and feel her chest. I smell her blood; she is fully human. However close to death she had been, she must have tottered on the edge without going over. Life has returned to her entire body, and the hint of death is gone.

      What I had read in folklore was right. Vampire blood can heal a human. It seemed like a wild goose chase, but I’m so thankful she’s alive. That I didn’t accidentally turn her, I would never have forgiven myself if I had condemned her to the same curse I was forced to live out. I wouldn’t want this for anyone, somewhere in my being I knew that.

      Now, I could leave here, knowing that she was safe. I don’t care if she hated me. I could leave here knowing she would never be hurt by that man ever again. No matter what she thought of me.

      I glance at his dead body again, willing that I would have guilt. My mother’s sobbing distracting me from the victory I feel in the moment. “I wish you’d never come back,” she states, and it feels like a dagger to my heart.

      “Mother, he was hurting you. He was always hurting you. You can live a full life now and fall in love with someone who deserves you.” I struggle to find every ounce of humanity that I remember, to show feeling.

      “Pain is only pain to those who know it hurts. It doesn’t matter what you think. I loved your father. Even with his philandering ways and wandering eyes. Even though I know he was dishonest. I loved him. You have no right to come in here and take away a life.”

      I stand up, shocked by her words, struggling to grasp why she could love someone who was abusive to her. I had given her a way out, and she hated me for it. “Mother you would have died! I did it because I love you!”

      “I would have died knowing that the man I loved was alive, and could go on to be happy,” she shot back.

      “He hurt everyone in his path, do you not see that even now he was hurting your housemaid? How can you justify that?”

      “You’re a goddamn monster! Get out of here! You’re not my son!” My mother screams from the bed, and pain, throbbing, unyielding pain, rips through me as if someone had torn out my heart and run away. I’m convinced that was the last hope for humanity that I had within me, being torn from my soul.

      I run from the house again, just as I had a little over a year before. Only, this time, I wasn’t afraid. I was broken. Lost—an orphan with nowhere to go. No one in the whole world loved me. I had officially completed my transition to Monster.

      A tornado of anguish that courses through me is so strong, I fear nothing will ever make it go away. In the cover of night, I run out into the street. Attacking the first human I come across. I don’t drain him, but I leave him with so little blood that their heartbeat is weak. I bite my skin again, feeding him from me to help him heal before I disappear into the dark.

      My mother's rejection shatters me. I'm a monster, unworthy of her love. Broken, I flee, propelled by the need to escape my own existence.

      Underneath it all, something drives me to make sense of it all. To find who I am. To prove that I’m not just a senseless beast of the night. I must find Olivia, it’s my only hope. With a sense of purpose, I vow to return to her, to regain my humanity and fake the love she deserves. To do it so well, she never questions my feelings or loyalty to her. My path remains unclear, but I understand I must conquer my vampire urges to become the man I aspire to be for her.

      For now, all I can do is run, and that’s what I do.

      I can’t ever let down another person I care about for as long as I live. I vow it.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I lost track of time while I roamed the Earth, endlessly pursuing and killing rats and other small animals to satisfy my insatiable hunger. If drinking blood was a vampire's necessity, like breathing, then consuming the blood of animals instead of humans was like drawing breath through a pinhole. It sustained me, but it wasn't an easy way to survive.

      Over the weeks that turned into months, and the months that turned into years, I discovered my strengths and weaknesses. I had gained control over most of my urges, though it was a perpetual struggle. Always hungry, always lonely, always angry—none of these desires could be fully appeased.

      On the night of another full moon; I walked cautiously, guided by an unfamiliar scent. Sometimes my heightened senses led me into perilous situations where I ended up being a savior, while at other times, they led me astray. Tonight, however, they led me to a graveyard, an unusual destination that should have set off warning bells.

      The cold, dewy grass brushed against my shoes, dampening the cuffs of my pants. A trace of fog rolled a crossed the ground, caressing the earth's greenery. In that moment, amidst the tranquility, I felt safe, despite my uncertainty about where I was headed. Humans typically avoided graveyards, especially during the late hours of the night.

      Whether it was a foreboding or a hint of impending danger, I couldn't tell, but I sensed that whatever lay ahead wasn't human. Perhaps it was a new type of creature that could temporarily satiate my unending hunger. As I drew closer, the scents intensified. There were multiple beings present, and if I were human, the hairs on the back of my neck would have bristled.

      Whatever I was headed into was giving me an overwhelming sense of imminent peril as I advanced. I couldn't explain how I knew, but the feeling was rooted deep within me. The unfamiliar scents didn't register as human or animal, offering me a clue to flee, to run as far and as fast as I could without looking back. Yet, I was weary of running.

      I slipped into the shadows, slinking toward the source of the scents. They remained a considerable distance ahead, leading me to a hilltop within the cemetery, illuminated by the large, radiant moon. The moonlight revealed a group of figures, which at first glance appeared human, but my heightened senses screamed for me to delve deeper. As I did, the moonlight unveiled their true forms.

      Horns, wings, scales—the creatures from legends materialized before me. Demons, angels, griffins, satyrs, and others I couldn't identify stood together in silence, encircling a central figure obscured by the crowd. A weighty atmosphere hung in the air, and the central being wept. Why was it crying? Struggling to peer through the gathering, I strained to comprehend their dialogue in languages foreign to me, which intensified my feeling of danger.

      Driven by curiosity, I cautiously moved closer, striving to remain hidden in the shadows. My approach brought me near the edge of the circle, where I noticed the creatures on the perimeter. Shapeshifters in various forms, witches, and even elusive fae beings adorned the outer rim, their petite bodies glittering in the moonlight. They were enchanting, and an irrational desire to touch them welled within me. My humanity diminished, replaced by instinct.

      

      Suppressing the urge, I fought to keep my distance. I crouched low, inching closer. Then, I recognized a familiar face, and all reasoning fled. "Antoinette!" I called out impulsively. Instantly, every gaze turned to me, and terror gripped my insides. I knew little of these supernatural creatures' powers, but their collective presence showed potency.

      "Lucien," Antoinette's demeanor remained composed, unlike my own. "Fashionably late, as always. I told you to arrive earlier. We need you for the ceremony." Her scolding tone echoed in the air, and the other creatures mirrored her disdainful expressions. Amidst my confusion, I understood she might be protecting me at that moment. I traversed the cemetery, stepping carefully to avoid disturbing the graves.

      Taking my place beside Antoinette, she grasped my hand as if we were old companions.

      "Apologies for my tardiness," I said, as her chilly fingers enveloped mine. A familiar surge of electricity coursed through me, a connection unbroken by years of separation.

      "You'd be late to your own funeral," she quipped, eliciting laughter from the supernatural assembly. In the moonlight, she radiated ethereal beauty, rekindling memories. If I had a heart, it would have raced. Suppressing the instinct to withdraw from her touch, I recognized the necessity of maintaining our facade. Jeopardizing it would endanger us both.

      With the participants now convinced of our presence, the collective chant began. Though I couldn't fathom its purpose, Antoinette's grip on my hand tightened, and I felt the energy flow between us. Suddenly, a voice echoed in my mind, a soothing female presence that calmed my initial startle.

      Lucien, don't flee. I know you're tempted. Our souls are linked, allowing us to face this together. Stay composed and listen to what I have to convey.

      This assembly of supernatural beings had convened to create a portal. Following their demise, they found themselves trapped on Earth, separated from loved ones, unable to traverse to the other side. The creature before us had volunteered to die, becoming the key to unlocking a portal for all supernatural beings. This portal would enable them to cross over once their existence ended.

      Stunned, I don’t know what to say. Everything she’d said she had placed in my mind. How can I hear her?

      Do you understand, Lucien?

      I nodded my understanding. The creature in the center wept because it was about to die. As the chant swelled, radiant lights intertwined in a mesmerizing display. Different shades of light converged on the chosen being, lifting it from the ground. Wracked with agony, it screamed, prompting my impulse to act. I lunged at it, halting its suffering but transferring the magic to myself.

      "Lucien!" Antoinette's cry pierced the air, my body convulsing. Agonizing fire spread through every inch of me, an anguish I hadn't felt since becoming a vampire. The night resonated with my screams, my desire for death overpowering me. If Antoinette's words were accurate, my demise would complete the portal’s opening, releasing me from this existence.

      The chant continued, haunting and persistent. Each wave of magic cracked and fractured me, and as my body disintegrated, I wondered how much longer I would have to suffer. “Please let me die!” I cry out. Just as I feel as if I can’t take another second, warmth enveloped me.

      “Continue creatures, this portal must be opened,” A tall being steps forward, his voice authoritative, and it’s clear to me he’s the leader, but I don’t have time to think about it. All I can do is feel the pain I’m in. I accept my fate, floating above the earth, death just within grasp, as energy continues to course within me.

      I’m still floating, but gradually my pain subsided, and my fractured form mended. A blinding light erupted, seeming to radiate from within me. Hovering, I witnessed the emergence of a portal, its watery surface shimmering. The portal fused with me, spanning the gap between realms, an avenue for supernatural beings to pass through.

      Exhausted, I sank to my knees, my energy humming. Beings approached one by one, each passage sending a jolt through me. As dawn approached, I yearned for sleep, a century of rest. Antoinette was by my side, her touch conveying a deep connection, a source of strength that I clung to.

      Amidst the aftermath, I realized I could not permit my death. I had become a conduit, a beacon for lost souls seeking passage. As the remaining few hesitated to use me for their journey, the tall, dark creature approached. My strength waning, he knelt before me. His presence was unsettling, a darkness emanating from him that defied categorization.

      "A vampire sacrificing himself for a supernatural being—I've never encountered such an audacious act. Ingenious. You're the only true immortal. It's logical." he turned his gaze to Antoinette, an icy chill in his demeanor that left me baffled. "If I find any treachery in this, nowhere will suffice as a hiding place. I will find you and savor your demise."

      He departed, leaving me perplexed about his animosity. Lacking the energy to question Antoinette, I succumbed to exhaustion. Collapsing against her, I closed my eyes, unable to say the simple words allowed about desperately I want to sleep.

      She can read my mind. Antoinette holds my hand, caressing my head. “I know you do, Lucien. I know you do.” She bends forward and kisses my forehead despite the unfamiliarity between us. Our bond offered solace, a lifeline that enabled me to endure.

      I feel as if I’m betraying Olivia, but I also feel such deep gratitude that she’s there with me at that moment. I know our bond gave me the strength I needed to survive. I collapse into her lap, closing my eyes.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Her gentle fingers caressing my head provide a level of comfort to my weary body. Supernatural creatures passing through my being brought me to a level of exhaustion I could never have imagined. She brushes the hair from my eyes, and someone else passes through me as she does.

      My senses are too new, too unrefined. I don’t like this feeling, this blindness to who is entering me. I grip onto sleep, reaching into my soul to pull out every bit of myself that clung to humanity. I need whatever small amount of sleep I can get.

      I don’t really sleep, but I feel my body relax enough to release the tension of the day. Antoinette continues to brush my hair, and even though I don’t sleep, I keep my eyes closed. We stay there until the sun peeks over the horizon, and she urges me up.

      “Come on, Lucien, it’s time to go.” Antoinette gently runs her fingers through my hair, stirring me awake.

      “I don’t want to go anywhere,” I gently argue.

      “I understand,” she says, her voice as calm as lake water.

      Against my better judgment, I sit up and look around. In the light of morning, the graveyard reminds me of what it is, and as I look out from the small hilltop across the sea of tombstones, there are hordes of ghosts. Some of them linger near what I assume is where their physical bodies are laid to rest. Large grey tombstones scattered across the decrepit cemetery, some moss-covered and in desperate need of upkeep.

      I stumble down the hillside, approaching the first ghost I see, standing in front of him expectantly. He glances up at me, not saying a word, and I wonder how long it will take for him to use me to cross over. “Do I need to do something?” I ask, but he doesn’t acknowledge my existence. “Sir, don’t you need to cross over?” Again, he says nothing to me, and doesn’t reply. “Antoinette, do you know what’s going on?”

      She gracefully strolls down the hillside until she reaches me, and her pale fingers reach out to touch the man. He glares at her, his face reddening as she touches him. “Get your hand off of me, demon.” He states plainly, taking a step towards us both.

      I sense something from him, a heaviness that taints the air and forces me back. “What’s the matter with you, mate? Don’t you want to cross over?”

      “If I wanted to cross over, arsehole, don’t you think I’d know how to?” He tips his worn top hat to me and quickly drifts away.

      I shake my head, rubbing my forehead, trying to figure out why there is such intense rage towards me. I was trying to help him.

      “They’re called malevolent spirits,” Antoinette states, reading my mind.

      “And what does that mean?” I question, wondering what I’m supposed to do.

      “They’re so angry that they didn’t complete their life, they carry that into death. They refuse to cross over and instead use their anger to stir up fear in the living. They’re the ones responsible for hauntings across London and the world, I suspect.” Antoinette brushes a stray strand of hair out of my face. A simple, delicate touch that ignites a fire in the pit of my belly that I’m not ready to acknowledge.

      All I want to do is get back to my Olivia, have her wrap her arms around me, and tell me she’ll help me through this. Perhaps my lack of emotion towards her when I was reborn was due to my new vampire blood, and now that I’ve reigned in my urges, those feelings I felt as a human would be there again.

      “It’s not going to change, Lucien.” Antoinette smiles knowingly at me.

      “What’s not going to change, I say?” stumbling back across the mist-laden grass, the damp blades of lawn soaking through my worn boots.

      Antoinette steps towards me, icy fingers reaching towards my face, tracing the edges of my chin and jawline. A faint wisp of lavender floats through the air to my nostrils, and I suck it in like a fine wine that’s aged for years. “You and I are fated, Lucien.”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head, stepping away from her. “How can that be possible? I barely know you.” The imagery of ghosts drifting past us, the cool fog rising around me. It all disappears as she steps closer. I’m paralyzed.

      “Yes,” she breathes, and the word mixes with the mist and seems to chain me to her in that moment.

      “I love Olivia,” I state simply, knowing they are words. Knowing that feeling that once accompanied them, died with my human soul. It is a fight to say the words as Antoinette presses her body against me. My urges are raging at war, this is not one I’ve learned to control. “Give in to it, Lucien. Your body recognizes that we are soulmates. Just give in to it.” She unbuttons my wool shirt, now damp from the early morning dew. Her lips find the nape of my neck, and she bites into my flesh.

      It's not painful. Instead, my vampire lust is unleashed. Instinctively, I grab her arms, and without thinking, without fighting, I give in to my carnal urges with her there in the cool grass. Forgetting the undead that wander, not caring what they see or hear, only knowing that I must have her.

      She fights back with equal animal hunger, and I forget who I am, what I am, as we tear into each other. It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt. Nothing I’ve ever tasted. Her skin hints at the taste of freshly picked cherries, and all I can do is give in.
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        * * *

      

      “Well,” Antoinette whispers into my ear as we struggle to pull on our clothes. It’s well into the night, my eyes are focused back on the ghosts. The lack of shame that I feel is not lost on me as I look around. They glare angrily at the two of us as they drift about. “How are you going to tell Olivia about that?”

      There should be a heavy feeling of remorse. I should beat myself over the head for what I’ve just done. Only the emotions are not there; all I can think about is how badly I want Antoinette beneath me, or the fiery desire in my stomach for blood. I want blood as badly as I want Antoinette. “Gods, this is not the afterlife I hoped for.”

      “You’ll get used to it,” she says coyly, running her nail across my chin as her sashaying form bids me to follow her.

      I do. It’s inevitable that I must. Whether we are fated, as she says, remains to be seen. However, I know there is an unseen connection there. I don’t know how, as I know nothing about her with the exception that she’s a singer and the one who turned me. I’m indebted to her. As I stumble along behind her, Antoinette glides across the grass like a porcelain angel. Like a magnet, I find myself following after her as if some unforeseen magnet connects us.

      Time disappears, and Antoinette has no qualms about killing. I feed with her, enraptured by her spell. Forgetting that I don’t want to live this life with no regards to humanity. All I want is to make her happy. I’d do anything to make her happy. I suspect that I don’t have a choice in that matter. It’s my fate. Perhaps that is what she means, that because she turned me, I am hers forever. Only time will tell, I suppose.

      As we enter back into Port Pines, my senses immediately pick up on The Leaky Barrel. With each passing night as an immortal, I have learned to decipher human from the supernatural. The ones who want to cross over have a distinct scent, and I’ve still yet to understand how so many creatures exist in the mortal world without detection. Every single one that uses me takes so much from my being. I find myself tired nearly all the time, the only break from that when I feed on human blood.

      The thick rust-flavored liquid coated my throat like some type of glaze, and the feeling of it hitting my stone stomach is like pure magic in my being. I feel myself pulse to life. With each drop, I know I can continue ahead. That even amidst the overwhelming electric current that seizes my body, blood gives my body a strength I’ve never experienced in life.

      Antoinette guides me into the tavern, and immediately I lock eyes with Olivia. She rushes towards me; the brilliant smile she held fades away as she comes closer. “She got to you, didn’t she?”

      I shake my head. “What do you mean?”

      “Please don’t play me for an idiot,” Olivia states simply. “Don’t think you’re the only one; she’s done this to me before. She only wants the men that I love. I hoped we were strong enough to overcome her hold, but I was stupid to think so.” Olivia’s eyes scrunch, and I suppose were she human this would be another instance she would tear up, and the guilt I was unable to find earlier comes unbidden.

      I struggle to find the words to tell her how deeply apologetic I am, even though I know it will mean nothing. In the dimly lit tavern, amidst the raucous laughter of drunken men and women, I literally hear her heart shatter into a million pieces. I’m a cad, a rogue scallion. “Olivia, I do love you…”

      “No, you don’t,” she says. I know she’s right. I don’t fight her as she shoves me out of the way and disappears into the street. How does she have humanity, even as an immortal?

      “Don’t mind her, Lucien. She’ll get over it, and no, I haven’t done this to her before. If she was truly in love with the men she brought to me, she wouldn’t bring them. Olivia would have turned them herself.

      She knows that if they are not truly connected in life, turning them will make them connect with me no matter what I do. It’s because we are vampires, much like a sire bond when a werewolf turns a human, and a human feels indebted to them to stay a part of their pack.”

      I step away from her, feeling my dead stomach heave. “No, so these urges, this feeling I have for you, is because you turned me?” I’m disgusted with myself. Sick that I could allow myself to do something out of urges, that I didn’t have enough control to remain faithful to Olivia. I loved her with my entire being before I was turned.

      “No, Lucien. Don’t let her get into your head. What we have is so much more than just a weak connection because I turned you. I think in your innermost immortal being, you know that. You know that there is something there that you could never have had with her, and perhaps the feelings you felt when you were alive were simply because you’ve never loved another woman?”

      I think back over my time in the barn, the endless nights that Olivia and I fell asleep talking on the hay of my loft. It felt real. As I think over the words, we spoke and remember what she said. It was always her hopes and dreams. Her life she looked forward to. Perhaps I only loved the idea of her. It enraptured me with her beauty and her enigmatic nature. As a human, the power she held had ensnared my mortal heart and made it impossible for me to imagine a life without her.

      “You’re right, Annie.” I say, rubbing my temples, trying to wipe out the past year. Had all the things I felt been false? “I thought I loved her; I really did.”

      “She has that kind of effect on men, but trust me, you’re not the first.” Antoinette flips her dark hair over her shoulder and then closes the gap between us. Her hand brushes my cheek, and she places a soft kiss on my lips. Had we not been surrounded by mortals; I would take her right here. Had I a heart, it would have stopped for her, for that moment. “Lucien, trust your vampire urges. The longing you feel for me, in your being. Do you not understand that if you truly loved her, you and I would never have connected?”

      “I just don’t understand because I don’t know you. We’ve barely met and yet now I feel as if my soul would separate from my body without you. That if I had a mortal heart, it would shatter like stone if we were separated.” I explain, trying hard to understand what was happening.

      

      “That is the vampire soulmate bond, Lucien. Do you think it was just coincidence you met her that day and saved her life? It was fate, were it her, or another damsel in distress, or simply us colliding, you and I would have eventually crossed paths. It was meant to be,” Antoinette stresses, pressing her lips against mine, again. Were we not surrounded by mortals; I would take her right here.

      “Still, I’d like to get to know you amidst all these dad-blamed urges,” I say in frustration.

      “I promise that will come in time, my love,” she promises. “In the meantime, I have a tavern to run. Do you want to start there by learning what your part will be here?”

      I look around and know that I can’t commit yet. I don’t know who I am as an immortal and I need to figure that out before I sentence myself to this life of being with her forever and helping run her bar. Surely there was more to the afterlife than this?

      As I say this, I feel a jolt catch hold of me. A malevolent being, the smell is one I don’t recognize. Its vile energy overtakes me, and I fall to my knees in a room full of foul-smelling beings. I have the strongest desire to destroy this one, but I don’t think it’s within my power. I can only hope that whatever it was, and wherever it was going, it would be served the justice it was due.
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      “It’s okay, my love. Go, do what you need to do. You will be back in time, and I will wait,” Antoinette says. I don’t explain myself. I don’t say a word. I simply turn tail and take off into the night. The first time I left, I needed to find myself, to get my urges under control. Killing my father should have destroyed every desire to kill humans I had left, but Annie had awakened all of my dark vampire cravings.

      I ran from her, deep into the darkest alleyways of London. For a vampire like me, it was a playground of secrets waiting to be unraveled. As I wandered the gas-lit streets in the darkest hours of the night, searching for those who sought my being as a portal, I trained my senses to recognize every hint of a supernatural being. I lost track of time and bodies, as I stayed away from Antoinette.

      How had I lived all my life as a human and never discovered the fact that other beings outside of the mortal realm existed? Were humans really that daft? Had I been so caught up in myself that I hadn’t noticed the subtle differences between me and the creatures of the night?

      Now, as a vampire, it was a heavy burden to know I was not the only supernatural being lurking in the shadows. In those days, as I crossed paths with other vampires and traced the false tales of our existence between humans. I understood why we were feared and revered by mortals.

      Among the cobblestones and alleyways, I met ancient and mysterious creatures, of all kinds. Ones I had never heard of before, not even in folklore.

      The first time I encountered a werewolf, the sheer raw power and ferocity took aback me. It was a moonlit night, and I had wandered into the outskirts of the city, away from the human populace. A chilling howl pierced the silence, and then I saw him—a hulking figure, half-man, half-beast, his eyes glowing with untamed savagery. We locked eyes for a moment, and an unspoken understanding passed between us. We were both denizens of the supernatural, living in the boundaries of a world the humans could never comprehend. His scent was raw and captivating. Separated from other supernatural creatures, it gave me a feeling of warmth, like sitting before a fire near the holidays. I couldn’t describe why, but I wasn’t afraid.

      It was only moments in the presence of this creature that I noted he had a partner, a female I could only assume. She had been shot, her ethereal form begging me for peace. She wanted to cross over, and while I knew the male could not see her, as I was the only being that could, I sensed that because of his strong wolf senses that he must have smelled her or recognized her there.

      I nodded to her as I braced myself for her to transfer through me. Time had given me more control over my body, and I no longer became so tired when creatures passed through. I felt the burden of what I was doing for them and knew that it was of the utmost importance. Perhaps I would never understand why I had been chosen, but I know I had saved another creature that night, and with as many lives as I had taken, if I could save one, I could hold on to a tiny shred of humanity.

      Any time I came across a coven of witches and warlocks, I did what I needed to do quickly. I did not like the arcane magic rituals and powerful spells they divined. I wanted nothing to do with it and simply stayed long enough for them to pass through before I was off and running through the deep heart of London.

      Among all the beings I encountered, perhaps fairies were my favorite. Their energy was full of light and mischievous whimsy. Even those who passed through me felt like the shimmer of a snowflake sparkling its way to the other side, leaving a bit of their laughter lingering in the air. They made the world feel light and full of good magic. They were the loveliest and most unusual of all the creatures, almost untraceable in their mortal form. Their translucent wings were undetected by human eyes, though I could see them glimmering as they walked about.

      With each encounter, I learned to decipher one supernatural creature from another by their scents. Many hid in human form, either by a magic spell or talisman. I questioned the limits of my understanding of the supernatural. There were creatures on the Earth that no human could have dreamed, and no god could have created.

      Dark and malevolent forces were at work, just as there were good and pure beings, and it was a fight for me day in and day out as I learned to recognize the difference. I had thought that as a vampire; I had uncovered all the hidden corners of the night, but these encounters taught me that no matter what I learned, I still knew nothing.

      The more I fought between helping them pass through to the other side, the more I developed another kind of sense. Often, as they exited from this life to the other, they left behind a kind of imprint on my soul. Scents often marked a memory or feeling of days gone by and over time I read these on the humans and supernatural beings I encountered across London. It was like opening the pages of a book and reading about a storm, but also feeling it brew and smelling the rain that came with it.

      

      I got very good at reading the scents and smells of every being I came across. Evil was much easier to sniff out than good, and malicious intentions were as loud as a tornado. I found the strength to stop killing humans and developed my strength eating animals. There was a tremendous difference between the two, and I found myself needing to rest from time to time.

      As the decades passed and London modernized, the supernatural world remained steadfast, hidden from the mundane human realm. I found myself yearning for a companion, and I suppose it was that deep yearning that drew me back to Antoinette. While humans reveled in their advancements and societal changes, I moved through time and city like a phantom, feeling imprisoned in the shadows.

      It was during this time, while feeling locked in the darkness, that I finally returned home. The memory of betrayal I had seen on Olivia’s face had kept me away long enough. I hoped she was long gone by now, and that whatever life Annie and I could have would be a good one.

      I knew London like the back of my hand. I knew every alleyway, every housing development, every new architectural feature. Once I had returned to her tavern, I was there within the hour.

      I stood on the wet cobbled streets for a long moment, staring at the tavern which had been updated just as everything around it. It’s swinging sign, freshly carved and no longer hanging off one hinge.

      Standing alone in the dark of the eve, I could almost feel her calling to me, and I took one weary foot forward, my long trench coat billowing in the breeze as I made my way to the door. I had no need to breathe, but I sucked in a deep breath of air before opening the thick oak doorway and passing inside.

      Annie’s perfect silhouette tending the newly built bar counters felt like a comforting hug. I’d spent decades away from her, and yet still there was this deep intuitive yearning for her the moment she was in my sight. Perhaps she hadn’t lied about our bond, that we were indeed vampire soulmates.

      At any rate, I was tired of running and feeding. As of this moment, I didn’t want to take another human life. I wanted only to live out my purpose as a portal to the other side until another could be found.

      Another portal could be found? The thought had never crossed my mind before. I’d spent so much time resigned to my fate that I didn’t think about the fact that perhaps this didn’t have to be my fate for the rest of my eternity. Perhaps Annie would know something.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I lower my head slightly as I enter the tavern. New gas lamps line the walls, dispelling the darkness and grime that once lingered here. I wonder how Antoinette avoided suspicion and questions during her over forty years here. Surely, some locals must have wondered how she remained youthful and beautiful.

      "I knew you'd come back when you were ready," a smile lit up her face, and it's as if I left just yesterday. Images of our encounter in the graveyard when I first became the portal flash in my mind. The hunger in the pit of my stomach awakens, and I struggle to suppress it. I've only just returned, and I want to know her first.

      "Sorry I left you. I needed... time," I mutter, my eyes drifting to the stone-covered floor now overlaid with new planks of wood. "The place looks good," I add.

      Her hand brushes my arm, trailing from my elbow to my shoulder. "You have nothing to be ashamed of. You needed time to learn how to carry the burden that was placed on you," she says, her voice soft, almost tender. I lift my gaze to meet hers, and we share a lingering moment of connection. She takes my hand and brings it to her lips, treating it with a gentleness reserved for a long-lost love.

      "How can you be so gentle, so tender, when you know so little about me?" My gaze shifts around the tavern, and a wave of guilt washes over me for leaving Annie for so long. The shame I felt for breaking Olivia's heart now compounds as I realize I abandoned Annie as well.

      "Our bond is unbreakable," Annie states simply, turning on her heel and returning to the bar, where she resumes her tasks. I follow her, understanding that it's time to stand by her side and help tend to the tavern.

      "I may have found myself, Annie, but I've yet to comprehend our vampire soulmate bond. I suppose I have time to learn, though," I say, attempting a smile.

      "As you wish, my love." I position myself near her, watching her every action. Eager to learn about how she manages her tavern and interacts with its patrons, hoping to gain insights into her personality and motivations. I can't help but wonder what drives her to maintain a place like this when her beauty could grant her anything she desires.

      I watch as she serves frothy drinks to customers, men with smiles on their faces as they eagerly exchange coins for their drinks. Using my supernatural abilities, I read the patrons, identifying them by their scents. The air is thick with the mingling aromas of ale and the warm, metallic tang of blood. Annie stands beside me, her dark eyes shimmering with an otherworldly allure as she observes my movements.

      The scent of warm blood wafting through the air unsettles me. There's only one other reason this place would carry such an aroma, and a growing unease fills me.

      "There are other vampires here, aren't there?" I inquire, my voice hushed.

      Annie nods, a smile playing on her lips. She glides over to me, wrapping an arm around my neck as she stretches and stands on her tiptoes to kiss my lips. The familiar scent of lavender envelops me, and I relish it.

      "Does this have anything to do with how you keep this place operational?" I press further.

      

      A mischievous grin appears on her face. "What do you mean?"

      "I've often wondered how you manage to run this establishment without arousing suspicion. Surely, after all these years, someone should have questioned your perpetual youth and beauty. Tell me the truth." I hope this will give me the chance to get to know the woman who will be my soulmate for eternity.

      "Oh, Lucien, my handsome man. You're not the first vampire I've turned, and you won't be the last. Transforming those who grow suspicious ensures that I remain undiscovered, and that inquiries are kept to a minimum. I either convert them or feed from them," Annie responds, a smile gracing her lips as she wipes her mouth, as if having just partaken in a meal.

      I scan the room again, viewing the scene with fresh eyes. The tavern is filled with the usual assortment of lost souls seeking an escape from their ordinary lives. Laughter and the clinking of glasses create an enchanting facade that masks the truth behind the scenes. Annie has crafted a perfect illusion, portraying herself as a charismatic tavern owner, but now I am aware of the reality.

      After spending years taking lives and embracing a solitary existence, I realize that even amidst the scent of fresh blood, my appetite for humans has waned. A growing sense of guilt and unease replaces it. Somewhere along the way, these beings who have passed through me have left traces of their humanity. I now understand that I'm weary of preying on these unwitting souls, draining them of their life essence to sustain myself.

      

      In the dim glow of her eyes against her pale skin, I sense Annie reveling in the power and control she possesses over these patrons. "You're not the woman I believed you to be," I remark, my voice tinged with disappointment.

      "Sweet Lucien, I'm not sure what you're so concerned about," Annie replies casually, turning away from me to attend to the tasks at hand. I ignore her as I pour another drink for a man sitting at the bar, his pulse throbbing in my ears. I felt a surge of revulsion. I could not bear the thought of her taking whatever life she deemed worthy of taking. I had to confront her about it, to find a way out of this dark spiral we would no doubt descend into. I bide my time for the evening, waiting until every supernatural creature and human had left.

      I’m hallucinating, but the beautifully fixed up tavern is drowning in my blood, in my eyes. In the eerie silence of the tavern, I can almost hear the shrill screams of every victim she had taken.

      "Antoinette," I began cautiously, "we need to talk."

      She turned to me, her eyes dark pools of mystery. "What is it, my love?"

      "You can't keep doing this," I said, gesturing at the empty glasses before us. "I can't stay here, knowing that you’ve spent decades draining the life from these people. There has to be another way for us, for you to survive. I’ve lived off animal blood. Can you do that too?"

      Annie's expression remained unchanged, her composure unyielding. "This is our nature, darling. You know that as well as I do. We're vampires, and blood is our sustenance."

      

      "But does it have to be like this?" I implored. "Are you so opposed to changing your way of life to stop killing? Are you not tired of it?" I step closer to her. If we’re soulmates, as she says, surely, she can feel the depth of my guilt. The guilt I now carry for her as well. If my death count shames me, I can’t even imagine how many lives she’s taken over the years.

      Annie’s lips curved into a sardonic smile. "And what do you propose, my dear? Shall we go back to hiding in the shadows, preying on rats in the darkness?"

      "No," I said firmly. "I'm saying we can coexist with humans without causing them harm. Animal blood keeps me just as strong, just as virile."

      Isabella's eyes narrowed, her demeanor growing colder. "Animal blood is for animals. We’re not animals. We are immortals. Like gods, and if you don’t recognize that, then perhaps you don’t deserve this life. Perhaps you’re too soft, my love. You reveled in the power of the night, to embrace our nature."

      I shook my head. "No, Antoinette. I refuse to believe that this is all we are. We can be more than monsters. We can find redemption, find a way to be together without causing suffering to others." I pace the newly laid wooden flooring, rubbing the back of my neck aggressively.

      Annie stares at me, her gaze intense and unyielding, and for a moment, I fear she will reject my plea, or perhaps rend my head from neck.

      Then, unexpectedly, her expression softened, and she sighed.

      "Very well," Annie said finally. "We'll try it your way. But if it fails, don't blame me for the consequences." She looks around the tavern, her shoulders slumping softly as she resigns herself to a fate. I never asked of her.

      “You don’t have to leave your tavern; I know that it’s important to you. I only ask that you try to give up taking lives for a time, try to live off the blood of animals.” Would she do this for me? Her soulmate, that she barely knew.

      “Lucien, we are fated to be together forever. If you insist on us taking this new unchartered road, then I must start fresh. I may be willing to convert to animal blood, but there are many more vampires in this town who will not take kindly to vampires with a conscience. It goes against everything in our being to be mindful of human life.

      “What are you saying, Annie? Are you saying that the vampires here would insist on killing humans no matter what path you choose?” I step around the other side of the bar and sit on the stool. I’m not tired, but I need to talk to her. I need to look her in the eyes and ask the questions I’d been afraid to ask.

      “Lucien, this town, this country, is strong because strong beings run it. Most of them, not human. The majority are vampires. If we wish London to remain as it is, with the luxuries it provides, and hierarchy it has, it’s pertinent that the right people remain in place. Most of those are immortal, lest London fall to her knees and lose her strength as a country.”

      I’m glad at the moment that I’m sitting. The information is like a blow to the stomach. “Do you mean to tell me that the queen…” my voice trails off, and she nods to me. I don’t ask anything more about the royalty that lives in the palace, as I’m barely able to process what she’s just said. “Was that your doing?”

      

      Annie laughs, and the sound is like music. I’ve never heard anything like it, and for the moment, I forget the information I’ve learned. “No, dear Lucien. Vampires have existed on this earth long before most of humanity.”

      “No, no, no, let’s not go down that road yet,” I say, brushing aside the conversation.

      “Very well,” she agrees. “So, back to the subject at hand. The vampires in this town, do not respect human life as you seem to do. Most of us seek fresh blood, fresh humans, on purpose.”

      “To feed?” I ask, like a schoolchild who knows nothing. “That’s the only reason, right?” Perhaps my curiosity will kill me, but I have to know that there’s more to it than just the desire to seek humans for more than just killing.

      “There are many vampires in this town, in leadership that believe that human’s destructive nature doesn’t belong among the immortals or the supernatural beings.”

      I catch the drift of what she’s saying, but I don’t want to comprehend it. “You’re telling me, if there wasn’t a single human left here, that they would seek them out anyway to kill them? On purpose?”

      Annie nods her head, and the weight of everything finally hits me. “So, the humans that were here tonight?”

      “They only exist in this town until they make a wrong move, and the others were lured here by the sirens,” Annie flips her luxurious hair over her shoulder, smiling her famous pearlescent smile.

      

      “Sirens?” I ask. “Mermaid women who sing to lure men to their death?” I’d yet to encounter one, but up until that moment I thought they only could live in water.

      “Oh Lucien, real siren women mated with men a long time ago. I wiped the whole species of sirens out, and the result of that was children who were born with human legs, able to live on land but also spend copious amounts of time in the water. Most of them have left London, but we have a few who still stay and work here, and they help us out.”

      My mind is reeling with the amount of information I’ve taken in. “Humans still have value,” I say simply.

      Annie doesn’t say a word, only turns her back to me and begins cleaning her tavern. I know at that moment that we have to leave. I have to get away. I have to escape before I do something I regret to one of my kind.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I sit at the bar, drowning in my thoughts, wondering what I’m going to do. I Know I don’t want to spend my eternity alone, but I also know that what I’m asking of Annie is selfish. This life is all she knows.

      “So, Olivia—how was she a vampire?” I ask. I have to know once and for all.

      “What are you asking?” Antoinette looks taken aback by my question. How can she be my soulmate? She’s so different than Olivia.

      “I mean, she has emotion…feeling…she cried. How would she have done that as a vampire?” I ask, searching Annie’s face.

      “You can get bits of your humanity back as a vampire. It takes a long time, and the emotion must be strong.” She answers, watching my face.

      “What?” her honesty catches me in my tracks. Had I breathe, I would have lost it. So, Olivia truly loved me. Had Annie lied to me?

      “So—Olivia truly loved me, and you—” I didn’t want to finish the sentence. You lied to me. “She was my soulmate, and you—you’re not. You took me away from her.”

      “Lucien, had I told you the truth, what would you have done? You would have stayed here and tried to make yourself feel something when she was never meant for you. I AM your soulmate. Why do you think after all this time you came back? Was there not something calling you back to me? Do you not feel some essence of love in your being, even though you know nothing about me?”

      I searched for myself and knew that what she was saying was true. Even though I could not rectify that, I had broken another vampire’s heart. Even with the knowledge that I had caused someone I love, pain, I could not find a part of me that still loved Olivia. I wanted my humanity back. I hoped it was as Annie said, that I could get it back if my emotions were strong.

      In this moment, I could feel hatred stirring in the pit of my stomach. I may have an unexplained reason for connection with this woman, my maker. I also could feel a rage bubbling in the pit of my stomach. She had taken me from Olivia and led me to believe that Olivia would be all right without me.

      How was I to build a future with this woman when I could no longer trust her? My human body would have felt sick from betrayal. Perhaps time would heal this wound, but I doubted it. For now, I just wanted out of this town. I wasn’t selfish for wanting to get away from this woman and live a life free of murder. I didn’t choose this, I had chosen a human life, but it was stolen from me. For all of eternity I would be living a life I was never meant to know.

      “Lucien, you’re not upset I lied to you, are you?” Her eyebrows furrowed, and she stopped cleaning the glasses as she turned her attention on me. Her eyes widened; her lips pursed together in a pout.

      “I hurt her, I really hurt her, and you made me think it was no big deal, that she’d been down this road before.” I shot back angrily.

      “Can I ask you something?” She dries her hands and steps forward, touching my arm, drawing my attention with a blink of her dark lashes. I nod. “Did you feel guilty for leaving her? Think about it, really think about it. If I had told you the truth, would any part of you feel guilty?”

      I think back to that day which is etched in my mind like a tattoo. The way Olivia looked at me as I left her there. It was too much, but only because I knew I didn’t feel the way I should have felt. I knew as I looked over that memory, I didn’t feel guilty. Not even a little. I shake my head. “So, I didn’t truly love her, I suppose.”

      The recognition hits me in my stomach like a ton of bricks.

      “Don’t worry about that now. I will get my affairs in order, and hand over the deed to the tavern and we can be on our way,” Antoinette reassures me. I step out into the night, peering up at the moon and the smattering of stars.

      It was a cool night in 1893 London. I stare up and down at the gas-lit streets of London, time may have caused change, but the streets of London hadn’t lost any of its mysterious allure. For me, the world had changed. My immortal existence had become a dance of shadows and secrets and guilt. Guilt that I should have felt, but didn’t. If I were ever to get my humanity back, it is certain that I would never be able to live with it.

      I paced outside the tavern for a bit before going back inside.

      “You all right?” Annie asks. I nod, “Come on, let’s head to bed.” I’m powerless to go against her. She grabs my hand, cool fingers intertwining with mine as she leads me up the winding stairs. I recognize the room immediately. There’s the smell of something faint in the air, it’s me. An old, nearly faded scent, but it’s almost like my humanity had waited here, begging for me to return. This is the room where Antoinette turned me.

      I can almost smell the old blood. Everything else had been updated, but not this room. I don’t know how I feel about that. I almost wish it had, so that I wouldn’t feel any connection to this place.

      Annie stops at the foot of the bed and turns to face me. "It’ll be okay, Lucien. I promise.” “My past is drenched in blood, but I can choose a different path for my future."

      I nod. Could she be saying what I’m hearing? I feel an odd sense of relief wash over me. Even as a sense of trepidation sets in. "Where should we go, then? Where can we find peace?"

      Antoinette smiles at me, her fingers intertwining with mine. "I've heard whispers of a hidden sanctuary in the far reaches of Eastern America," she says. "A place where vampires and other supernatural beings coexist without harming humans. It's a haven where we can learn to control our thirst and embrace our true selves."

      “A haven for other vampires?” I ask, and she nods her head. “This is exactly what I’m trying to escape here.”

      “Yes, but the ones here want to see the eradication of humans. The ones in America are like you. They don’t want to spill unnecessary blood.” I don’t know why, but even though I don’t trust her completely, I believe what she’s saying. “Now come to bed.” Her eyes call to me, and she undresses, her gaze never faltering, and I can’t help it. Something in me is irrevocably drawn to her, and while I may have learned to control my blood lust, I could control this urge.

      Naked, she presses her body to mine, pulling me onto her, and I give in. I Hope that tomorrow will bring a new day and a new start for us.
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        * * *

      

      Though we don’t sleep, as the light passes into the windows in the early light of morning, Annie is up and bustling about. I expect her to be angry with me. I’m taking her away from this life. Annie seems chipper, unbothered by the sudden change, as she dresses and packs her luggage. “I could use a change, honestly.”

      Sitting up in bed, I watch her move about. “Really? But this is all you’ve known. This is your whole life.” I pull on my wool pants and shirt, buttoning up the front as I smooth out the wrinkles.

      “All I’ve ever been is the daughter of a tavern owner, condemned for eternity to give drinks to its patrons. While it’s a life, I’ve never really lived. You’ve given me a reason to get away. To start over, and to start over with you.” She stops what she’s doing, and bounces to me. She kisses me again, and I wonder how long it will be before my immortality will allow me to feel for her.

      “So, this tavern was your fathers?” She nods. “Hmm—” I say. I realize then, she’d had a family just like I did at one point. My heart softens towards her. Perhaps there was some humanity left in her being, after all.

      “I need to feed,” I tell her. It was the one downside to feeding on animal blood. The hunger was always there and never satiated, so I found I had to feed more often.

      She nods. “Do as you must. I will tie up my loose ends and be ready once you get back.”

      I nod to her, kissing her forehead. Exiting the room, I come down the stairs and note for the first time the number of ghosts that linger about here. I’m sure they were here last night, and the smell of copper and blood lingers heavily in the air. They eye me angrily as I head out the door into the street.

      I move quickly towards the woods, searching out any small animal I can find. I try not to hunt close to town, but I want to feed and get out of here quickly. Today, my unsuspecting victims are a few squirrels and an oversized rat. It’s not a lot, but it will hold me over until we decide where we’re going.
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        * * *

      

      Back at the tavern, Annie is waiting for me. She’s packed one bag, and aside from the clothes on her back, wears a smile that stretches from ear to ear. The tavern is empty except for a lot of ghosts that weave in and out of the table placements and turn to give us a dirty look from time to time.

      “Are you bringing anything?” Annie Asks.

      “I have you and the clothes on my back. What more do I need?” I ask, kissing her forehead. No matter what I don’t feel, I know that won’t change until I attempt to be her mate. She nods in agreement, grabbing my hand as we take to the streets, walking towards the seaport to a new life for the best of us. Neither of us looking over our shoulders at what we’re leaving behind. I have many questions to ask her, and I suppose they’ll come in time. Did she leave the tavern to someone, or will it stand there, unused until it falls into disrepair? What will become of the vampire leadership that wishes to see the end of humanity? Will our travels bring us back here one day?

      There are many things I question, but for the moment, the stunning woman at my side is my mate, and we are sailing into the unknown waters searching for a new land where we are not known, and we can begin new.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      We pay our way onto a luxury boat, and for a moment, I feel the allure of hope in the pit of my stomach. I've only seen the soft green and rolling hills of London. I've only known its churches with their tall steeples and the dirty alleyways of its seedy underground. I saw how the rich overtook the poor, buying up the areas meant for lower-class citizens and gentrifying the towns to their liking.

      I was excited about a new beginning. I had heard that America was the land of opportunity, and I had to wonder what Annie and I would face there. We are led to our suite, and I am in awe of the stunning display that lies before us. Hand-carved wooden posts on our bed, silk sheets and a blanket. Lovely ornate gas lamps, an extravagant vanity.

      Antoinette immediately rushes to it, using the silver-handled brush that lies there to comb out her dark curls that shimmer in this light.

      “Oh Lucien,” she gasps, “In all my years, have you ever seen such beauty?”

      I nod to her, crossing the room, embracing my role as her mate, “Indeed, I have.” I grab her chin, gently tilting it up to me as our lips press together.

      “If blood flowed through these hardened veins, I’d be blushing,” she whispers. I can do this; I can live this new life with her. Allow myself to love her. “What are you thinking?”

      “Antoinette,” I search the darkest corners of my heart. “I confess I’m afraid to let you in, to allow myself to love you. My trust is broken, but I don’t want to spend the rest of our lives resenting you. I want to love you.”

      

      “As you will, Lucien. Don’t fight for it, just allow it to come. It’s already there, as your soulmate; we have no choice.” Her fingers trace my jawline.

      “Perhaps my walls are too high in the moment, and the allure of a new world will allow this pain to not hold me captive.”

      Annie presses her corseted body against me, stone against stone. “Lucien, I know that I’ve betrayed your trust, but it does not have to define our future. We have eternity to forge a path together. If you’ll allow it.”

      “Show me,” I whisper, begging that her arms will take away the memories of lives I’ve taken and the heart I broke. Begging that my vampire lust for her will eventually drown out my anger and turn to love so that we can be happy together.

      Annie nods, her fingers intertwining with mine, free hand placing a finger over my lips. “Come with me,” she states, a bewitching smile on her ruby red lips. She leads me to the bed, and I allow her to make me forget the memories I’m sure will haunt me for all time.
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        * * *

      

      As the day turns into night, Annie and I find ourselves enraptured by the live entertainment, opulent ballroom, and delicious foods served to us as we make the best of our time on the ship. Antoinette’s natural charm wins over anyone who speaks to her, and even I fall under her spell.

      By nighttime, she had charmed her way so deeply into the crew that they had invited her to sing in the lounge as their guest for the evening entertainment. She agrees, of course, and I find myself as her arm candy as she beguiles every individual on board. There are moments amidst the witty banter and her charming smiles I see our life together. Annie would always be the center of attention, but I don’t mind.

      I was never one to want eyes on me for long, so her desire to have attention was perfect for me. It meant I could slither away to the shadows, unnoticed, unnecessary in her company.

      Annie had long since disappeared to get ready for the stage, and I find myself a lovely curved ornate seat at a table, alone. The alcohol flows freely and for the time being I nurse a glass of gin, as I watch the people around me.

      Her absence gives me time to people-watch, to take in the sights and smells and read the surrounding people. I had already sniffed out two sirens. As I learned their identity, my eyes had grown attuned to noticing the gentle shimmer of scales on either side of their face. Something only visible to me.

      We’d also introduced ourselves to a few other vampires, but it had been hard to determine their intentions yet. They didn’t smell of fresh blood, but that wasn’t necessarily a reason to believe they didn’t feed off humans; as far as I knew, I was the only vampire who’d willingly chosen to feed on animals.

      “Well, hello stranger, is this seat taken?” I glance up briefly to see a striking blonde taking her seat next to me at the table. Perhaps I should have sat with someone.

      “Uh, I’m waiting for someone, actually,” I answer quickly, hoping that the leggy blonde will get a clue and saunter off.  Annie wouldn’t be happy about me spending time with another woman. I could sense the stunning blonde’s desire for me, and as I read her movements, I know immediately that though she is here alone, there is something very wrong.

      “Oh, come on… whoever she is, can’t care too much, if she left a catch like you sitting her all alone.” She scoots her chair closer to me, and seductively leans in, her cleavage drawing my attention as I’m sure she intends.

      “It’s not taken, but it will be when my Antoinette sees you sitting here.” I take a small sniff; she isn’t fully human. Not fully supernatural, either. There’s something wild and wonderous about her, and I vaguely remember smelling it before, but I can’t place where.

      She wasn’t fully magic, though. Still enough human that Annie could feed on her, but it’s lost on me why this woman has chosen to sit with me, in an elaborate setting full of well-off men and women.

      “I’m sure Antoinette won’t mind my presence.” The stunning blonde leans her head across the table slightly, extending her neck to show the delicious throbbing of her vein. “Are you hungry? You can have a drink if you like.” She states matter-of-factly, and my stomach flips. She knows what I am. Why does she know what I am? I suddenly feel nervous, untrusting. I look around us, studying to see if anyone was watching the two of us.

      I stand up, scooting the chair away from the table, taken aback by the statement. “What exactly does that mean?” I say, I have to play it off, pretend like I don’t know what she’s talking about. Her emotions are powerful, practically glowing, and I can read her loud and clear. She is alone, searching for something she lost, and she wants me to help find it, but I can’t place my finger on why.

      The woman laughs melodically, her eyes running me up and down as if she wants to devour me. She stands up, stepping close to me as she runs her hand down my chest. I read that she’s excited and fearful, but there’s something else. Anger? “Listen, vampire…” I divert my eyes the moment she calls out what I am. “You’re going to do exactly as I say, or I’m going to stake you while you sleep—and that pretty dame you’re with.”

      I would have sucked in air if I were human.

      She’s threatening me. What kind of supernatural beast threatens a vampire? All of my senses are on end.

      “Okay, calm yourself. Just tell me what you want, and I’ll do it,” I agree. I know I can rip her throat in seconds flat, but I don’t want to take an innocent life.

      The piano music starts, and Annie appears on stage. I try to catch her eyes from across the crowded, dimly lit room, but she’s enamored with the cheers at her appearance. Her voice immediately fills the surrounding air, and I am hypnotized by it. For a moment I forget that my life has been threatened. I’m proud Annie’s the woman I’m here with. Then my captor reminds me where I am, and that she wants something from me.

      The blonde reacts with lightening quick reflexes, pulls a revolver from her small handbag, and presses it into my stomach.

      “Doll, what are you doing? You know I’m immortal. You can’t kill me.” I say, sure that my furrowed brows have to portray my confusion.

      “Exactly—and when you don’t die, all these passengers will want to know why. There’ll be questions. Too many for you to answer, and then what? All they need is the suggestion of what you are, and they’ll stake you themselves. So, you best do as I say. I don’t have a problem shooting you in front of all of these people.”

      I nod, “All right, all right. Take it easy. I’m sure we could have made a deal. No need for you to get forceful.” I say carelessly.

      The blonde presses the revolver deeper into my stomach, and I allow her to guide me out of the room and into the velvety carpeted hallway.

      Other passengers pass us by, not in the slightest distracted by the gorgeous blonde in a dress and a dark-haired man in a suit, pressed too close together. She makes it seem that she’s flirting, giggling, and touching my chest as she guides me to the upper-level rooms. Surely, one of them will have recognized me, as I belong to Annie. I can only imagine what they might be thinking.

      “Go inside and don’t say a word,” The blonde states. I follow her instruction as I stand outside the thick oak door of what I assume is her quarters. What I wouldn’t give for Antoinette to be here at this moment. She would tear this woman apart without a thought. Then again, we don’t need unnecessary death following us around.

      As the blonde shoves me into the room and slams the door behind us, her eyes flash red.

      “Okay, so why the show? What do you want from me?” I ask, turning around to face her as she locks the door. I feel no fear, only curiosity as I try to decipher what she is. Her scent is becoming more familiar, but I still can’t latch onto it.

      Her red eyes flash again, “Shut up, bloodsucker, and don’t speak until I tell you.” She has the revolver aimed at my chest. “My name is Isadora,” she growls, her eyes specked with golden hints of brown. “You are not only a vampire, but you’re also the portal to the supernatural underworld, correct?”

      “How do you know that?” I question, taking a step back.

      “Because I’ve traveled a long way to find you. A warlock told me you lived in London. I went to London and asked around. You weren’t good about hiding your victims, and it wasn’t long before I followed a trail back to Port Pines. My travel led me to a tavern there, and the human I killed squealed like a pig before I cut him open and let him bleed out. He led me here.” Her face never falters, and never changes emotions. She’s so angry.

      “Okay, so since you clearly have some hidden agenda against me, care to tell me what it is?” I say with a charismatic smile. The blonde is off her nut, and it's best for me to get to the heart of the matter as quickly as possible. Only she doesn’t have a chance to answer.

      I hear a loud bang cut the air, like someone had taken a hammer to the door. My eyes travel to the source of the noise, but I don’t have time. Something ice-cold hits me in the chest, and I fall back hard on the bed. “Ow!” I yell, hitting the bed, realizing the blonde has pulled the revolver.

      “Now you’re going to have a hole in your suit that's front and back. How are you going to explain that?” I look down at my clothes, putting a finger into where she shot me. It’s already healing, but I’m still shocked at her actions. I lift my head up and stare into her eyes, knowing I won’t say a word until she finishes her story. “My husband, my sire, and soulmate were killed by a supernatural creature, and I haven’t been able to find him.”

      I sit up on the bed as she continues with her story. She knows that I’m the portal, so I can only start to imagine what she wants from me. I want to ask her what she needs me for, but looking down at her trembling hands, back to the hole in my suit. I suspect it’s not a good idea. Her hands drop to her side, and her entire demeanor changes.

      “How can I help?” I softly ask, hoping we’re getting to the heart of why she led me here.

      She doesn’t bring her eyes to mine. “I just need to know if he crossed over.” I’m reading her better now. Isadora has been looking for her love for years. She’s so full of anger, and emptiness. The darkness has consumed her from the inside out, and she’s spent years prowling through darkness, questioning other supernaturals. She is no ordinary human; she is a werewolf shifter, cursed to transform into a beast under the full moon. It’s why I couldn’t figure out what she was.

      The blonde was partly human, her werewolf scent masked by human blood.

      “My love, Sebastian, vanished mysteriously years ago. At first, I was heartbroken and desperate. I spent so much time seeking answers, and rumors led me to believe a vampire held the key to his disappearance. I don’t know if it’s a vampire responsible for his death, but now I just need to know where he is. Does he still search for me, or has he passed through?”

      Now, I understand. She wants to kill me because she thinks a vampire killed Sebastian, but she wants to know if I remember him. She’s afraid and broken and doesn’t know why she’s here and what she’s doing. I can help.

      “Do you have something intimate of his?” I question, knowing that scent would be the quickest way to determine if he had passed through.

      “Yes,” she states, crossing the room to a vanity much like the one in Annie’s and my room. I sit unmoving on the edge of the bed, watching her cautiously, wondering what her next action will be. She grabs something shiny and round from the top drawer and comes back, placing it in my hand. I feel wildness and warmth cross from her fingers to my hand.

      “A pocket watch?” I question. “An unusual thing for a werewolf to carry around, don’t you think?” I ask. Wondering the significance.

      “It was his father's, and like me, he was half human as well. He carried that for decades, it should carry his scent well,” she says.

      “Very well,” I nod, tipping my hat. I lift the watch to my nose, taking in a deep whiff. I smell years of running, late nights spent talking and laughing. A camaraderie with others so deep that it’s unbreakable. It’s peaceful, patient camaraderie. Fathered by the sire bond but watered with devotion. Sebastian was a good man.

      Faint images come to mind as I revel in his smell. Long wavy locks, smiling. He was always smiling. He loved the woods and the lakes, but he loved Isadora more. I’ve never encountered this man in my life, not in living or dead. “Isadora,” I say with all the kindness I can find. “He was a beautiful man, but he has not crossed over yet. I never forget a scent.

      Isadora stares at me for a moment before she yanks the pocket watch out of my hand. Her eyes brim with tears, and she falls to the floor, sobbing.

      “He’s still here. I don’t know where, but he’s still here. Supernaturals can only use the portal to cross over. That means he’s still looking for me.” Her voice is full of relief, she had been so convinced that a vampire had killed him that when I confirm he hasn’t crossed over, she is awash in all array of emotions.

      I nod to her, “Indeed. So, maybe—if you’re done with me, I can go back to the lounge?” I ask. I have to get back before Annie notices I’m gone, or there’s going to be a werewolf crossing over tonight.

      Isadora doesn’t say a word to me, and I take that as my cue that it’s time to go. I hadn’t been able to help her. She would have to start all over in her search, but at any rate, this part of her journey ends now. I have redeemed myself, her shoulders slumped forward. I read that she doesn’t know where to go from here.

      I turn to go, but before I exit the room, the door flies open, the lock splintering off, and pieces of wood go shooting in all directions.

      Antoinette stands in the doorway, ravishing and beautiful in her sparkling gown. Only there’s a look in her eye that I know will haunt me for eternity. I get just a whiff of the anger coursing through her and what she intends to do with it, I rush to protect the blonde, but I’m not quick enough.

      Annie’s across the room, tearing out the throat of Isadora and sucking her dry before I have a second to defend the woman or myself.

      Annie was not one to be reasoned with.

      And now the blood of another being was on my hands.

      “Annie! No!” I shout, rushing to her, trying to pull her off the girl, but the werewolf shifter in her arms is already dead.

      “Hmph,” Antoinette says, dropping the girl’s body to the floor. I stare on shocked into silence. I feel the tiniest sting of humanity invade my being. Guilt. There it is. I finally feel it. I had cost this girl her life.

      “Let’s go, Lucien,” Annie says forcefully.

      “Why did you do that?” I look from the dead girl to Annie, reminded once more why she and I don’t belong together. She has no care for human life in any sense.

      “Let’s go,” she repeats, not looking me in the eye.

      Antoinette walks out of the room, leaving the body, and I’m helpless against her power. I follow, knowing that this will only expose us.

      As we leave the room, I look to the freshly dead werewolf shifter on the floor. Another innocent life on my hands. I had to carry it because I knew Annie wouldn’t.

      The sooner we get to land, the better. I needed to distance myself from her as much as possible.

      Annie doesn’t speak to me, only heads back to our room. Without a word, she slips into the bathroom and draws us a bath. When she’s done, she strips down naked and steps into our room, her eyes demanding that I follow. I know this is her way of putting the woman’s death behind us, but it leaves me uneasy.

      I know that her continuous disregard for life will eventually get us caught.

      I struggle to rectify the woman that I adore during the day and this one which has a complete disregard for humanity. I can only hope that the new world, without its leadership that craves blood, will help her see that she doesn’t have to live this way. If I have to leave her behind until that happens, then so be it.

      “Are you coming?” Annie motions for me to follow. I know she can read my thoughts, but she makes no comment.

      As the empty pit in my stomach grows, I nod, undressing as I join her in the bath.

      Antoinette would be the death of me.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I can only count the hours as the hull of our luxury liner glides smoothly across the bumpy waters. Annie and I continue with the ruse that we are a wealthy couple amidst unsuspecting humans and uncaring, supernatural creatures. I take effort not to make eye contact with any of the female passengers as I stay glued to Annie’s side.

      I don’t want the blood of anyone else on my hands. I have enough regret to carry. Regret that has brought to life just the tiniest piece of my humanity. Night after night is the same. Antoinette sings from time to time, and I, among the other passengers, enjoy the opulent décor and luxurious surroundings. Annie continues to enthrall and entertain the well-heeled passengers, as we mingle in lavish ballrooms and exquisite lounges, enjoying the extravagance of our voyage to America.

      As the days go on, I find myself captivated by her, once more. Annie carries a timeless elegance, and the shifter’s death is never mentioned aboard the boat. Which allows me to put it behind us, and for the time being it seems that Annie has herself under control, which I consider improvement.

      My thoughts fill in the blank at times, wondering why the girl’s death had never been mentioned. I wonder if the captain and his mates covered it up. After all, the word of such a messy death aboard a luxury liner would be terrible publicity if this ship hoped to continue its voyages. The more time that passes, the more I distance myself from the memory of the dead woman.

      I know eventually she will cross over, and then I’ll have to deal with it, but until then it appears the blonde has decided to stay behind.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve lost track of the weeks we’ve been at sea, and I've run out of rats. It’s been days since I’ve had a drink, and I know I must find a solution soon. Everything in me has started to ache, and the blood thirst in my stomach has grown to ravenous heights. Each human that passes by me presents an almost unsurpassable temptation.

      I’m fighting myself, afraid I’ll lose control. I’m terrified to ask Antoinette what she’s done to survive. I only asked her she not kill another soul. I thought she had honored that, but I was getting desperate. How long can a vampire survive without blood? How has Annie survived?

      I button up the long-sleeved shirt I’ve chosen for the night’s escapades. Antoinette sits in front of the vanity, brushing out her perfect tendrils of hair and smiling at her reflection. This evening she’s chosen a stunning turquoise gown that contrasts elegantly against her pale skin and dark hair and eyes.

      “My Annie,” I whisper as I finish dressing, adding my top hat.

      “Yes, dear Lucien? My, but you look awful. You’re showing your hunger, my love. You need to feed.” I look in the mirror, but only see the colorless chalky skin I’ve grown to loathe since I was first turned into a vampire.

      “How so?” I ask. I have to wonder what she sees I don’t.

      “Your colorless skin has turned blue, as it does when one is dead and loses pigmentation. Your sullen good looks are a bit terrifying, with eyes as lifeless as yours. You need to feed soon. The blood gives you color,” she brushes my hand. “I know you don’t feel it, but if a human were to touch you, your icy skin would scare them. Without the warmth of blood flowing through you, you’re a corpse walking the earth.”

      “I am a corpse,” I argue.

      “Maybe so, my love, but you told me you don’t want to draw attention to us. If anyone suspects you are undead, there will be attention on us, I’m afraid,” she says sweetly, grabbing my hand and pulling it onto her shoulder as she kisses my fingertips. “Come, let us feed.” Her voice was low and sultry.

      “I do not want to spill innocent blood,” I argue, eyebrows furrowing in anger as we lock eyes in the mirror.

      “Oh, darling, so many things you don’t know. We don’t need to kill a single soul. Come, dress down. Tonight, we feed with the commoners,” she encourages me. I've no clue what she's speaking about, but I look for my most comfortable clothes. She takes off my top hat and musses up my hair, taking a step back to look at her handiwork. She nods in approval. “That will have to do. Give me a moment.”

      Annie takes off the stunning turquoise gown and pulls on a simple cotton dress that slips over her head easily. She quickly weaves her perfect locks into a thick braid over her shoulder and takes off her heels to replace them with high-top boots that lace up.

      “Annie, you look so simple and beautiful,” I say, gasping in delight. “Almost innocent.” It’s a side to her I haven’t seen. She grabs my hand, and there is no air of pretense or falsities. We travel the hallways to a door I'd never ventured to and take a staircase spiraling down below the ship’s decks. “Where are we going?”

      She doesn’t answer and doesn’t look back at me. She just squeezes my hand tighter as we delve deeper. Here, there are poor folk, their clothes aged and dirty. Children yell and run up and down the hall, throwing a thick leather ball back and forth. One hits me square in the back. I turn around to face the rosy-faced child, guilty of hitting me. Her messy red braids hang wildly at the sides of her face.

      I pick the ball up, gently tossing it to her. She smiles as she gleefully runs away, and somewhere inside, something pangs. I will never bear a child; that was taken from me when I died. I look at Antoinette, and we lock eyes. I wonder if she knows what I’m thinking. She offers me a sad smile, and I realize she does.

      “Where are we going?” I ask again, wanting to get away from the children playing about, not liking that it reminds me of a life I’ll never have.

      “You’ll see,” she says. Annie continues leading me down the hall and towards the farthest end, we enter a dark room. There are smells in the air that spark my bloodlust and cause my vampiric urges to grow. What is happening? I’ve worked hard to keep myself in control. What I feel in the moment confuses me.

      The room reeks of whiskey and gin, both smells that I’m unhappily familiar with. Then another scent floats in. The familiar coppery rust smell of fresh human blood, it flows as freely here as the alcohol, and I find myself suddenly ravenous. My teeth unsheathe themselves, and I fight to hold back the desire to follow the scent and quell my bloodlust for the night.

      “Why did you bring me here, Annie?”

      “You asked me how I was surviving,” she says, with a seductive bat of her lashes. “I’m going to show you.” Still holding my hand, she pulls me deeper into the room. Lust fills the air around us as couples ravage each other. I turn my eyes away, not wishing to see such debauchery. The scent of unwashed bodies makes me want to flee to the glory and grandeur of the upper deck. I want to wash the dirt of the night off my skin.

      As I walk by, whispers of desire and longing float through passionate moans and raucous laughter, where vibrant music sets the stage for passion. Women adorned in body-hugging gowns cast sultry glances at me as I pass by.

      I know they think they want me; it’s the draw of my vampiric powers. I have this effect on most human women.

      As we pass them by, we reach the back of the room and are met by another door. Antoinette knocks, and the door swings open to the flicker of candlelight and a room full of humans drinking from cheap metal goblets. The smell of blood is thick here, as is the smell of something else.

      My kind.

      There are other vampires here. Their eyes turn to me as Annie, and I enter the room. I smell their bloodlust and see the desire written on their faces as her perfect form crosses in front of them.

      “Annie,” one male says in a low, sultry tone. “You’ve returned,” he asks. His eyes travel from her to me. “And who is this?” he asks, looking me up and down, clearly unhappy that I’ve accompanied her this night.

      “Back off, Stavros. This is my life mate,” she hisses at him, crossing the room and sitting next to a human male who immediately leans into her, showing his neck. Annie doesn’t hesitate to bite into him, and I fight the urge to yell at her not to kill him. In the next moment, she stops, wiping her mouth, and the man she drank from gets up and comes to me. He offers his neck just as he did to Annie.

      “What the hell is this?” I ask, as Stavros shoots daggers at me from across the room. His perfectly coiffed hair, and high-end suit, scream wealth. Antoinette had made me dress down to be here, but it was clear Stavros didn’t care about how he was viewed.

      

      “Lucien, my love,” Annie begins. “You asked how I was surviving, and I assured you I wasn’t killing anyone. There are willing humans aboard this ship who offer themselves as sacrifices for us. They see us as gods. In return, we don’t take their life, only drink what we need and make them forget.”

      “Make them forget?” I knew about being able to read people, their feelings, their emotions. I knew about hiding my vampire teeth and eyes, but making people forget I’d drank from them? In this moment, I was so ravenously hungry I didn’t know how much longer I could go on. Not with a willing victim standing in front of me, waiting for me to feed.

      “My love, drink. Once you’ve fed and regained your strength, I’ll show you how to make them forget you were ever here. How do you think I’ve been able to remain undetected? How do you think any of us were?” I look around the dark room, worn wooden chairs, and the smell of mold assaulting my nostrils, among the blanket of blood and cheap perfume. There were at least fifteen vampires here, and I had no idea how many more roamed the ship. I’d smelled the supernatural creatures, but none of us had desired to be discovered.

      I had no reason to sniff them out, to find out who was who. Now, standing in this room, a pale lamp cast a dull glow across the undead faces of my kind. The hunger in their eyes only deepening. As I stood there, the humans revealed themselves as they sauntered around the room, one by one offering themselves up to be fed on. Man and woman alike. The scene disgusted me, but as much as I wanted to run, to tear my stomach and throat out to quell the desire for blood, I knew I couldn’t go another night and not feed.

      

      I drank as little as I knew would give me strength, immediately detesting myself. Knowing that I had no choice, without blood, my body would continue to take on the look of the dead, until I solidified. I would become a man made of stone.

      As I drank, Annie’s eyes lingered on me lustfully, her heart pounding with desire as I finally gave into my natural tendencies. I had not thought about the alternative of killing humans. I had not thought that I could only drink what I needed and leave them alive. All I knew was the hunger I felt, and when I fed the desire to drink until my prey was drained dry.

      All my time in the woods and on the run, only drinking the blood of animals had given me a bit of self-control. I was almost giddy at the thought of feeding without murdering, even if I hated I had to feed at all. Annie seemed to revel in it, finding joy in the fact that I was feeding.

      Antoinette loves being a monster. She loves the power it brings, being a vampire.

      Everything was finally making sense. I wouldn’t join her. I wouldn’t accept that I was a vampire, even as I had lost all of my human emotions. I would spend the rest of my eternity learning how to get them back. If I fed, I would not kill. I would be as human a vampire as they come. It was the only way I could live with myself. The only way I could excuse who I was.

      That night was the first night of many where I found myself in the bowels of the extravagant ship. The mirror revealed I was getting my color back; I was young and virile once more.

      I could do this; I could exist and not kill. The realization made me more hopeful than I’d ever felt, even when I was alive.
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      True to her word, Annie taught me how to use my powers to make the humans forget they’d been fed on. The more I learned from her, the more I learned how to use my powers of intuition to read people. I noted that mortals and supernatural beings alike gave off certain scents and pheromones that I could use to detect things about them.

      My heightened vampiric senses allowed me to perceive more than mere scents. I found myself drawn to learning how to strengthen this particular power. I could read their sorrow and trauma. I could discern their emotions, their histories, and the burdens they carried deep within their hearts. The deeper the hurt, the easier to read. It was not a power that Annie carried readily, even as she could read my mind.

      I found myself in the opulent ballrooms and lounges. The facade of gaiety and laughter masked the hidden pains that clung to the passengers like shadows. With every encounter, I delved into the depths of their souls, reading their experiences etched into the very essence of their being. With my ability to smell out the humans willing to give themselves to vampires, and my new power to make them forget, I could keep myself fed just enough to exist.

      Annie urged me to come with her into the bowels of the ship night after night, but I wanted nothing to do with what went on down there. I could only hope that our new life in America would give us the relationship and connection that I wanted with my soul mate. Annie was two people; on one hand, she had the voice of an angel and the charm of a thousand kings. On the other, she was pure evil, manipulating anyone within distance to her will to get what she wanted.

      

      All I could do was embrace both and hope for the best. Hope that she didn’t take another life, hope that she didn’t spill any more innocent blood. My hope quickly fizzled out as a cloud of unease descended upon the ship. Whisperings of mysterious deaths, the captain and his crew trying to cover up something for fear of rumors reaching land.

      A growing feeling of terror descended on the humans as loved ones and relatives went missing. There were only so many times something could be covered up before it was clear there was something very, very wrong. I tried to ignore the feelings and the rumors, until one of them reached my ears that Annie was the last person to see one of the victims. I couldn’t ignore that, and I knew I needed to confront her.

      Annie carried on as usual, spending her evenings in the lounge and her nights underneath me. She knew how to wrap every person she came across around her finger. She’d won over the entire ship, and that was exactly why I had more than an inkling that she was guilty of leaving more than one body in her wake.

      “Annie,” I asked her one night as we hung up our clothes. Our time aboard the ship growing to a close as we’d seen the shorelines that very day. I wanted to ignore the hushed whispers, to pretend that she had nothing to do with it.

      “Yes, Lucien?” She says sweetly, batting her lashes as she crosses the room to me, taking my hand in hers.

      “Has drinking from willing victims been enough? Have you now resorted to taking a life?” Annie appears shocked at my accusation, her face paling as she trails her free hand down my chest.

      

      “Lucien, why would you ask me such a thing? I made you a promise. I showed you how I was feeding, and I’ve not wavered from that. As long as I can feed, I’ve no desire to kill.” I search her hauntingly dark eyes. I want to believe the words that she’s said. I want to believe that she loves me enough to not go against my desires, but the pit in my stomach tells me she’s lying. “Don’t you believe me?” she asks, opening the buttons on my shirt as her icy fingers trail down my skin.

      “I don’t know what to believe. In any case, we’ll be on land tomorrow or the next day, and I’ve begun to wonder if I should stay with you.” I look away from her, fighting my vampiric lust to take her on the bed, as I have the many nights before. She knows exactly how to distract me. I know I can’t go on this way, wondering if she’s continuing to kill, if she’ll continue to do so on land.

      “Lucien,” she whispers honey sweet, standing on her tiptoes, mouthing my name against my lips. “I made you a promise.” Annie smells like honey, and in spite of the suspicions I have, I give in to her again.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, I make a vow to myself to find out who is guilty of the deaths aboard the ship. We ready ourselves as usual, and the feeling of excitement I once found, waning. I’ve grown tired of the luxury of the ship and the drinking and laughter. I’ve honed my skills to read humans and supernatural beings alike.

      There were only so many beings where suspicion may fall, and charismatic as Annie is, passengers have started to talk and confirm that she was not the last person seen with one of the victims, but several more.

      I feel a rage coursing through me, causing me to heat up. Annie lied. I knew she was guilty. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that more than one person saw her with the victims. As we go about our day, and Annie prepares to sing that night, I can feel the thick tension in the atmosphere. All eyes are on us as we enter, and she makes her way to the back of the lounge.

      I’m well-aware of the accusing stares, but Annie seems barely fazed. She smiles and flirts her way through the humans as normal, and when she sings, her voice fills the air like the song of a siren calling to her people. The captain has announced that we will be on land midafternoon the next day. The news seems to bring some sense of relief, but not enough that anyone will relax around her.

      When she finishes her performance, I take her hand and we hurry back to our room that night. One more night.

      We just need to get through one more night.

      "Lucien, this is becoming intolerable," Annie said, her voice tinged with frustration. "We need to defend ourselves before things spiral out of control."

      "I agree, my love, but we only have one more night." I respond, gritting my jaw with determination. "We must find the true culprit behind these deaths before more lives are lost." I look her up and down at the statement, searching for any sign of guilt.

      She nods her head exaggeratedly, “I agree. I could not walk land knowing that you still think I’m the one who did this.”

      

      Antoinette tries to touch me, her passionate eyes hungry for my embrace, and it’s the first night that I fight off her advances, even though it takes every single ounce of my being to do so.

      “If you’re truly innocent, then I need to find out who did this, so we do not leave this ship with it etched in everyone’s mind that you’re a killer.”

      “Lucien, my love, why do you care what the humans think?”

      “Because I do not wish us to live our lives in such a way, in fear, with senseless accusations pointed at us, or you. Especially if you are innocent.” I enunciate the last part, making direct eye contact with her, still waiting for her to give away a sign that she’s guilty, but she remains unfazed by my words.

      I spend the night questioning as many people as possible, and then making them forget. Certain comments strike me as unusual, and there are several coincidences. Unable to sleep, these humans and I have one thing in common: we are unable to close our eyes so close to hitting land.

      My conversation with the captain yielded very little, as I pieced together several things that were similar to each death. The killer left no discernible traces. Each victim appeared to have died of natural causes, yet the timing and circumstances were too coincidental to be ignored. Could they have possibly died from an illness? There were many rumors of such a thing happening at sea.

      Had I seen the bodies myself, I could answer that question, but they’d already been wrapped in cloth and sewn shut, only to be buried at sea. I still had no proof if Annie had been the one to kill them, but morning had come, and with it, the end of my investigation. There was nothing more I could do in the moment and reaching a dead end with the captain and crew members, I decide the best thing I can do is reach land and keep Annie within my sights.

      I head back to our room. Antoinette is sitting on the edge of our bed, waiting for me to return.

      “Did you find out anything?” She asks me, face curved in genuine concern, though I don’t believe it for a minute.

      I shake my head, immediately going to my closet. I now realize there’s nothing I can do, and without a confession, I cannot continue to accuse her of something I have no proof of. With the exception of knowing that she was seen with a few of the victims right before they were discovered dead. “For the most part, the consensus was that they died of natural causes.” I simply state. I don’t understand why I can’t read her as I can about other supernatural beings and humans. It’s as if she has a shield up around her.

      “See, I told you I didn’t kill them!” she exclaims, smiling wide. Annie doesn’t understand it’s not enough for me to believe that she’s innocent. With no proof of her innocence, and no way to read if she’s truly not guilty, all I can do is go along with it.

      I have nothing to say, and all I can do is prepare for our arrival in America.
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        * * *

      

      The captain announces early morning that we are almost at our port of arrival in Louisiana, a city called New Orleans. I know nothing of the states, but I hope it gives us a much-needed new beginning.

      “Lucien, talk to me?” she pleads.

      “Annie, I’m exhausted. I eagerly await arriving on land and starting a new life. I want nothing more than to forget Olivia, the blood I’ve shed, and this ship.” I have nothing more to say to her, and work quickly to fold our clothes. We are leaving the ship with more than we arrived with, and I thought nothing of it. She had brought with her a great deal of coin, and I assumed she purchased them.

      As she got dressed that day, I saw her put on pearl earrings that I’d never seen before. I realized I had all the proof I needed of her victims. Where else had she gotten her jewelry and stunning loungewear? Where did you get those things? I wanted to shout, but pure exhaustion stopped me.

      I knew I would never sleep fully through the night again. I assumed that this depth of tiredness would be mine for the rest of eternity.

      It didn’t matter anymore; all I could do was make sure that she never harmed another soul. Our arrival on land would aid in that.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I found the heat and humidity of New Orleans welcoming. It was a pleasant change from the ice-cold nights at sea; the nights wrapped in Antoinette’s arms. I stayed by her side every second I was able, and we soon found a small house on the outer edge of the city of New Orleans. The family that owned it rented us half of the upper floor, which was much like an apartment. They provided us with a nice rural home and often hosted friends and drank whiskey.

      We became fast friends with the family and their older children, with Annie charming them with her voice and undeniable charisma. Living with a well-established southern family provided us with a coat of protection where we didn’t have to explain ourselves.

      Annie promised not to harm them, for my sake, but it didn’t take her long to find willing victims to offer blood. In this, we found solace together—we fed together, and I was always the last. I had to know that they were alive when they left our presence, and that they had no memory of what happened. It wasn’t the life I had hoped for, but she didn’t go anywhere by herself. Even as I saw her grow restless, we found a quiet little lounge for her to sing at.

      The Blue Sapphire. Whiskey and gin flowed freely here, and we both made friends. For all intents and purposes, our life took on some sense of normalcy.

      New Orleans was a city pulsing with life and mystery, welcoming us with open arms. Annie played into my wishes, embarking on a new chapter in our immortal existence, seeking to create a life that embraced both our vampiric nature and my newfound desire for redemption.

      As we settled into our cozy home on the edge of the French Quarter, the scent of magnolia and the distant melody of jazz filled the air. It was a city that resonated with history, embracing us as if we were long-lost spirits returning to our roots. In no time, we found others like us and, with their guidance; we fed on willing humans. More often than not, I sought animals to feed on, freeing myself from Annie’s shackles and the grip of drinking human blood. In New Orleans, I faced a slew of new supernatural creatures and had to learn how to live and interact with them.

      The humans I met at The Blue Sapphire were complex, full of emotion. They made me long for a time when I was human, when my heartbeat for another, and when I lived to breathe for her. What I felt for Annie was not the same. It was a bond linked by chains, but we were happy. Her passion for music and natural abilities made her a lounge favorite. Here, the spirits of both the living and the undead mingled in a dance of forgotten desires.

      Ghosts here surrounded me, and night after night, the supernatural passed through me. It was on those nights that animal blood didn’t give me quite enough strength to keep going.

      Tonight, The Blue Sapphire was alive with the sounds of laughter and clinking glasses. Amidst the revelry, I saw a young man alone at the bar, nursing a whiskey with a mixture of nervousness and hesitation. Whatever was on his mind was heavy enough to cause his hand to shake as he drank from his glass, swirling it from time to time. This man wore his anxiety on his sleeve, and it was clear he needed someone to talk to.

      I couldn’t place my finger on why I could read his scent so strongly or why my stone-cold heart went out to him. Perhaps it was because I needed someone too. Only, this man, who was clearly human, could not be much of an aid to me. I assumed only a supernatural creature could offer some solace.

      From where I sat, I could see the sense of isolation that hung over the man’s head. He was clearly uneasy, and I knew that could easily be absolved by the use of my powers. My senses, attuned to the supernatural, detected not only the living souls but also the spectral apparitions and supernatural beings that drifted through the veil of existence, unnoticed by the mortal world. I ignored the ghosts heckling me from time to time, and right before I steeled my nerves, a supernatural being used me to cross over.

      Dammit, I sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. When I had mostly recovered, I stood to my feet and headed over to the young man. With a silent grace, I approached the man, my presence unexpected. "Mind if I join you?" I asked, keeping my voice soothing and calm.

      Startled, the man glanced up, eyes widening slightly at the sight of my enigmatic appearance. "Uh, sure," he stammered, gesturing to the empty seat beside him.

      As we exchanged introductions, he let me know his name was Teddy, and I gave him my name, Lucien. I sensed his guarded demeanor and the heavy weight of secrets burdening him. The ghosts that passed through me acted as a conduit, sharing fragments of their stories, but I ignored them, my attention remaining focused on Teddy's own struggles.

      "Is there something on your mind, my friend?" I inquired gently, using all of my vampiric powers to calm him and ensure that he felt he could trust me.

      Teddy hesitated for a moment, then let out a heavy sigh. "I’ve been courting a lady for some time, and I want to ask her to marry me," he confessed, his voice tinged with vulnerability. "But I'm nervous. I’m not sure that her parents will give me their blessing, or that she’ll even say yes if they do.”

      I offered Teddy a genuine smile. “I can certainly relate to what you’re carrying. I once loved a girl whose family didn’t approve of me.”

      “What did you do?” Teddy questioned.

      I thought back to the look on Olivia’s face after I came back as a vampire. I remembered that moment when my human emotions were gone, and I had nothing to offer her anymore.

      “I broke her heart,” I answered truthfully.

      Teddy didn’t ask me anymore about that, but only asked, “do you regret it?”

      I turned to the barstool to look at Annie, who was singing onstage. “I do.”

      “What do you suggest I do?” Teddy asked, as if we’ve known each other for years and not just the few moments we’ve spoken.

      “Don’t break her heart, Teddy. If you think for a moment that she loves you and you love her, then do right by her.” I’d never been surer of anything in my life. "Love can be a daunting journey, but it's also one of life's greatest joys," I reassured him. "Perhaps all you need is a friend to lend an ear and offer support."

      Surprisingly, Teddy’s shoulders relax, and he turned to look at me, a genuine smile on his face. “Thank you, Lucien. I’ve never really had a friend until this night. Thank you for listening to me.”

      I nodded and motioned for the barkeep to come over so I could order us another drink. As Annie sang, Teddy shared the plans he had for his life, and how he hoped to be a police officer.

      “I think that’s a noble cause; we had many great constables in London,” I share, finding myself wanting to talk with the human.

      “What do you do, Lucien?” He turned to ask me, abruptly.

      I rolled my fingers on the countertop, tapping nervously. I hadn’t really thought about getting work when we came to America, and the only thing I really knew was horses and stables. Though I was sure Annie would be against any man or vampire soulmate alike working in stables.

      “Well, to be honest with you, Teddy, my lady, and I have just arrived here from London a fortnight ago. We’ve secured housing, and with her musical talent, I’m sure we’ll be okay for a while. I hadn’t really thought about what I wanted to do.” Another being passed through me, and I steeled myself against the effects so as not to alert Teddy that anything was going on.

      “You’ve not secured work? Are you married?” he asked, eyebrows raised. He stopped everything to hear my answer.

      “Well, where we come from, Antoinette managed her own tavern, uh, lounge, and I helped her. We don’t know a lot about America.”

      Teddy laughed and gave me a once-over. “Have you ever worked a day in your life?” I finally understood the look in his eyes—he thought that I came from money.

      “Oh, I see. I’ve worked from the day my father threw me on the streets. I used to work as a stable hand for the richest ranch owner in London. He taught me how to breed and sell champion bloodline horses. I raced them, cleaned the stables, and took care of them.”

      “Ah, so you’re not some wet-behind-the-ears son of a wealthy inheritance?”

      “Not at all,” I laughed. “I’ve worked from the time I was thrown on the streets until I met Antoinette, and if you know Annie, you’ll learn that anyone she chooses for herself doesn’t do anything she doesn’t agree with.”

      “Is she your wife?” Teddy gave me another look over. I’m sure he was trying to figure out my age, but I’ll never discuss it.

      I pointed to the woman on stage and shook my head. “She’s my soulmate.”

      “That’s intense,” he stated.

      I nodded, and we both drank from our glasses.

      As we laughed throughout the night, Teddy's anxious demeanor softened. We both found solace in the unexpected friendship we’d formed, as if the veil between the mortal and the supernatural worlds had become thinner in my presence.

      The Blue Sapphire became my haven that night, a sanctuary where a vampire and a young man forged an unlikely bond. Amidst the ghosts and supernatural beings that continued to drift past, we found a connection that transcended the boundaries of both the living and the dead.

      As the clock struck midnight, Teddy thanked me for listening, his heart now filled with newfound courage. He stood taller; his once-nervous aura replaced by an air of determination.

      "Thank you, Lucien," he said with a grateful smile. "You've been a true friend tonight, and I won't forget it."

      With a nod of acknowledgment, I watched as Teddy bid farewell and walked into the night, the whispers of ghosts and the touch of the supernatural trailing behind him like echoes of a world unseen.

      In the quiet aftermath of our meeting, I couldn't help but ponder the intricate dance of existence that surrounded us. The living and the dead, the mortal and the supernatural, intertwined in a web of secrets and shadows, and in that fleeting moment, Teddy and I had become kindred spirits. I hoped that our friendship would continue. If Annie would allow it.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      My Annie was well sought after, and for good reason. Her voice could carry the tunes of lively jazz songs better than any siren in the sea.

      Not long after she started singing at the Blue Sapphire, a man named Julien bought it. Julien transformed the lounge, bringing in more singers and providing Antoinette with her own dressing room. He lavished her with dresses and jewels, and she devoured his attention like she had devoured her victims not long ago.

      I found that both of us spent more time here than in our own home.

      Julien was quite handsome and charismatic, and I should have been more protective of Antoinette. But despite everything, I trusted her, even as I saw his eyes burn like embers for her. He wasn’t the only one with eyes for my Annie.

      This night, as Annie and I entered through the swinging doors, my fedora tipped low over my brow and a cigar perpetually dangling from my fingers, I saw Julien watching us like a hawk as we entered. Teddy was already there, a huge grin on his face.

      “Teddy,” I said with a smile as I made my way over.

      Julien emerged from around the bar, extending his elbow to Annie. He carried an air of undeniable charm and intrigue, but there was one thing about him I knew she would never go for. Julien was a human, and she could crush him without notice. This place was a haven for us, and she only relished his attentions and nothing more.

      I knew her well enough to understand, and after a time or two of them being together, I smelled his blood on her lips. He was a willing victim. Annie would never give up a fresh meal. Tonight, was no different. As they walked away, I read he was willing to allow her to feed this evening. Anything that would allow them to be closer. He had his men on the stage and his girls working the room. The lights danced across the polished floors, and the music hung heavy in the air.

      The other barkeep had a glass of gin already poured for me, and I could tell that Teddy had something important to tell me. I took one last look at Annie as she and Julien disappeared into the back, headed for the privacy of her dressing room, Julien not making eye contact with me.

      “Lucien! I’ve been waiting for you for hours!” Teddy exclaims with a look of—happiness? Was this human glad to see me?

      I slid in next to him, grabbing my gin and drinking it down. “So, what’s your big news?”

      “How did you know?” Teddy questioned, one eyebrow raised as he gave me a once-over.

      “Teddy, you look like you’re about to fall off your stool. So, give me the skinny.”

      He laughed. “You’ve always been more intuitive than most. All right, I asked Marielle to marry me, and she said yes! I want you to attend my wedding. Will you come?”

      I smiled from ear to ear, patting his shoulder. “Well, isn’t that the bees’ knees, Teddy?”

      “Can you believe it? She agreed to tie herself to the likes of me?” He couldn’t stop grinning, but he was tapping the counter and drinking his whiskey in short, nervous sips.

      “Why wouldn’t she? Teddy, you’re a good man. You’re the cat's pajamas, Teddy, and one of the best coppers I’ve had the pleasure of knowing. Of course, I’ll come to your wedding.” As I answered him, my attention was drawn to a singular presence—a sultry lounge singer whose voice seemed to weave a spell over my soul. Her every note was a siren's call, a melody that tugged at my heartstrings, and I found myself entangled in every note she sang.

      Turning on my stool, my eyes were blinded by her beauty, and I immediately sensed something else. She wasn't human. Siren? I wondered, but I didn’t have time to investigate. That would have to wait for another day.

      The mysterious woman finished her song, and the spell she wove over me dissipated with her. Julien had returned and poured me another drink without asking.

      “Who’s that, Julien?” I asked. Julien looked hopeful. I could read right away that he hoped I’d leave Annie for this new singer so that he could have my soulmate for himself. Humans were so predictable.

      “I’m just curious. A voice like that, she’s headed straight for the stars. Just like my Annie. Then they’ll both be gone.” I said with a smile and a swirl of my drink.

      He frowned at that but answered me. “That’s Madame Jesse Lockeheart. She’s a friend of mine.”

      Since I knew what he was thinking, I decided to put it to rest right now. “Look Julien, I know that you’re carrying a torch for my Antoinette, and even though your friend Jesse is pretty keen, I’m not some cake-eater. Annie’s my girl, see? And I’m not going to be dizzy with any other dame, while that’s the case.”

      “Hey, hey, hey—listen Lucien, I don’t mean any harm. I’m not trying to steal that dame right from under your nose; she’s a gem. And quite the canary. This place wouldn’t be the same without her.” Julien ran his fingers through his greased-back dark hair.

      “I know, I’m just letting you know she’s my gal, and whatever you think you got going on, she’s just using you.” I fought to control my anger, knowing that my eyes flashed red when I was angry, and if I wasn’t careful, my teeth would unsheathe.

      Julien placed both hands on the bar, shaking his head, not meeting my eyes. I could read that he felt shame; he knew he should never have gotten mixed up with the likes of her. “I’m sorry, Lucien. I tried not to let my feelings get in the way. I just—” his voice trailed off, and I didn’t ask him to finish. I knew exactly why he thought he was in love with her. I knew she had led him to believe it. So, I figured it was on me to ask her to make him forget.

      “It’s all right Julien, she’s a pretty remarkable woman. Almost inhumanly so,” I offered, knowing he wouldn’t pick up on it. He’s a chucklehead.

      “Here, on the house. I hope this doesn’t affect our relationship,” he offered as he filled my drink.

      I shook my head. “You’re not the first man to be smitten with her, and I’m sure not the last.” I tipped my glass to him, turning my attention back to Teddy.

      “So, you’ll come to my wedding?” Teddy asked eagerly. I nodded to him, smiling and happy for his good fortune. We talked into the evening as Annie sang. I was surprised by how well I got on with a human; it was unique, if not unforeseen. I could only hope he did not suspect my supernatural origin.

      From that night, as days turned into weeks, we became great comrades. He often brought his open cases to me, and we discussed the details. I could see things he didn’t see, and it wasn’t long before I discovered that at the heart of most criminals were evil beings who craved the death and destruction of humankind. Helping him with his cases gave me a newfound sense of purpose and belonging.

      While I found innocent companionship in the presence of a human, Annie continued leading Julien into her lair of desire. Draining him of his blood and finances, I gave up trying to stop her or convince him she was using him. They both seemed comfortable with their arrangement, and Annie had kept her word to me not to take the life of a human.

      What did surprise me was the growing sense of jealousy I got from Annie. It became a shadow looming over my friendship with Teddy.

      “Why must you spend so much time with that human?” Annie demanded one evening, as we readied ourselves to go to the Blue Sapphire.

      “Do I sense jealousy in your tone, my love? You are my vampire soulmate. You’ve no reason to be jealous of my friendship with him. What about your relationship with Julien?” I asked.

      Annie ignored my comment, flipping her hair as she turned to her mirror and put on her necklace. The jewels glittering against her skin, like stars against the night sky. “I wonder how every man at the Blue Sapphire can’t keep their eyes off me, but you can.”

      It never ceased to amaze me that a woman so achingly beautiful could yearn for my undivided attention.

      “My Annie,” I said softly, crossing the room. “You know that my heart longs only for you. You are my mate.”

      

      She turned around, fingers tracing my stone-chiseled chest, eyes unblinking as she stared into mine. “You only want to spend time with Teddy. He’s a human; what can he offer you I can’t? If I’m your soulmate, why do you need anyone else?”

      “My love, how else will I spend my time while you are singing night after night? He is a brilliant companion, that is all.” How many times must I reassure her? I knew we were headed to the lounge, but I also knew she needed my touch, so I lifted her dress off her porcelain skin, running my fingers over her as passionately as I could.

      I tilted my head down, the ice of our skin heating as we intertwined together. My mouth didn’t miss one inch of her as we collapsed onto the four-poster bed of our charming abode.
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        * * *

      

      We were late arriving at the Blue Sapphire. Julien was pacing as we arrived, and Teddy had my drink ready for me.

      “We have a date for our wedding,” he told me as I sat down. I nodded, urging him on, and he launched into a diatribe about the day, rehearsal, and how many people would be in attendance. “You will be there, right?”

      “Of course, Teddy. I promise you I will.” I knew that my lack of humanity prevented me from showing my excitement to him, so I must feign it outwardly. Even as I cannot present genuine emotions, something inside me awakens. A wedding was a human tradition, and I witnessed many. I knew the importance of the ritual to humans and thought about my relationship with Annie. I had wanted to marry Olivia; I knew that was true more than I knew anything else.

      Perhaps it was because Antoinette and I were vampires I did not desire the same. I tried to shrug off the unwelcome thoughts, but the reality of my immortal existence made me uncertain of how I could fit into his world. It made me question why I did not push for the human ritual with her.

      "I’m honored to be a part of your special day," I said sincerely, "but Teddy, there's something I must confess. I'm not entirely sure where I belong in this world." I couldn’t look him in the eye, so instead, I watched the liquid swirl in my glass.

      Teddy’s eyes landed on me, and I read his compassion in his stance and movements. Did he know how lost I felt in this new world? How long would we be friends before he noticed I didn’t age? It's okay, Lucien," he reassured me. "You'll find your place, just like I did with the police force."

      His words struck a chord within me. His new life as a police officer had always intrigued me, but I didn’t realize until he said that I had a desire to be one as well. As Teddy joined the police force, he became my anchor, and in our working together to help him solve cases, I realized I wanted to put a stop to the supernatural creatures bent on killing humans.

      I knew I could never tell him that, and wondered if I would have to resign myself to helping him piece together clues from his cases.
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        * * *

      

      As Teddy's wedding day approached, the atmosphere became charged with emotions. He was a nervous wreck, and I did everything I could to help calm his nerves. We worked cases together, and I occasionally took one home to try to figure things out on my own.

      Just as Teddy became obsessed with making his new bride happy, I became obsessed with solving every case he would allow me to. I knew the wedding would be over soon, and he wouldn’t allow me to keep taking his work home with me. I also knew I didn’t want to let go of this newfound pleasure.

      In between the supernatural’s using me to crossover, I was putting a stop to the supernatural beings who were going after humans for pleasure. I know I’m going to have to let Teddy take over again soon. Time after time, I have to shrug it off. I would deal with that when it was time.

      On the day of the wedding, I stood amongst the guests, feeling a mix of joy for Teddy's happiness and uncertainty about my place in this world. It was a curious thing, watching Teddy exchange vows with Marielle. The exchange between them was heavy with emotion, and for just a moment, I could read the depth of human love between them. It was something of incredible beauty.

      I realized I did not know such love, and if I did, it was so brief that I didn’t recognize it. What I had with Annie was not love, for its chains ran far deeper. Keeping me enslaved to her side, and I knew I could never break free from her.

      At that moment, I decided. If I were to be truly happy for eternity and be with Annie, I needed to do something that would bring joy to me. I would embrace my desire to continue working on cases for Teddy, but not on the force. I could not risk being discovered. I believed it was Teddy’s genuine good heart and kindness that prevented him from seeing me for what I really was. When he got back to policing, I would ask him to help me figure out a way I could continue working on cases without joining the New Orleans police force.

      A fortnight passed before Teddy was back at the Blue Sapphire and seeing him made me experience the first hint of authentic emotion I had felt since becoming immortal.

      “Teddy!” I said joyfully. “A round of drinks for my friend, Julien!” I said, smiling wide.

      “Lucien, how’ve you been?” He said with a pat on my back. In his absence, I had become painfully aware of how overrun this place was by angry ghosts of dead lovers and dark entities alike. Her presence seemed to bring a light to the place that no one else had. I was at peace for the first time in two weeks.

      I had so many things I wanted to say, but I didn’t want to take away from the newlywed glow in his eyes. “Don’t worry about me! Tell me about you! How was your honeymoon?”

      Teddy, true to who he was, wouldn’t allow me to dwell on him for even a moment. “Something has changed Lucien? What happened?”

      “No, no, tell me about Marielle and—”

      “Lucien, I haven’t seen my friend in two weeks. We can talk about that later, what changed?”

      I couldn’t stop the smile that spread across my face. “I want to be a police officer, but not on the force. It’s all I can think about.” I drum my fingers nervously on the counter, fidgeting purposely. More conscious of my lack of humanity than I’ve ever been, now that Teddy’s back.

      “What do you mean?” His eyebrows furrowed tightly; lips pursed.

      “I mean, I want to keep helping you with cases. I just don’t want to join the fuzz. I work better off alone. I’m good at it, and I suppose, like Annie loves to sing—this is what makes me happy.”

      “So, like a detective? A private detective?”

      “Is that what you do?” I asked, wondering what the difference is.

      “Yes, a private dick goes into business for himself, does all his research and detective work and questioning. It’s best if you have police connections and an in with some government officials.” Teddy said, tapping his fingers on the counter while he drank his whiskey. I read he was deep in thought, eager to help me.

      “So, you think I could do this?” I don’t know why, but having his faith that I’m capable means a lot to me. Perhaps being in his presence had helped me regain some of my humanity.

      Without missing a beat, he nodded his head. “Lucien, if anyone could, you can. You’ve helped me solve at least twenty cases already. You have a head for this like no one else I’ve ever met. You could make a pretty good living at this if you set yourself up with a little office in the heart of the French Quarter. In fact, I think I know a place. I’ll put you in touch with a friend of mine who can help you!” He sounded more excited than I was. His eyes almost sparkled with pride. "You'll be an outstanding detective, Lucien," he said with conviction.
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        * * *

      

      True to his word, he brought a friend of his to meet me, and with a little money, I could purchase a small office space near Bourbon and Royal St. The police precinct threw out some old desks as they grew and hired more officers. Teddy made sure he saved me one.

      Between Annie’s long nights singing at the Blue Sapphire and my work as a private detective helping Teddy, I felt that perhaps she and I could coexist happily as immortals in this human world. I lost track of the time, and Antoinette and I were closer. I felt the essence of love and realized that perhaps it was just my immortal soul adapting to life without my human emotions.

      One night, as the crescent moon hung low in the sky and I had grown weary working a case for Teddy, I took a stroll along the moonlit streets. The sound of laughter and music filled the night air, while the scent of Creole spices wafted from nearby restaurants. New Orleans was truly a magical place, and I was eager to help make it safer for all life, mortal and supernatural.

      "I never imagined my life could be like this," I said out loud. Looking up at the sky, knowing by the peak of sunlight on the horizon that Annie would go home soon, and she would expect me there. I couldn’t help but smile to myself. This city had given me a chance at a different existence, one where I could find joy and purpose amid my immortality.

      I dared to think that I was finally happy. It was not something I had ever hoped to attain. There was a rich animal life here, and I stayed away from feasting on humans as much as possible. That was Annie’s thing, not mine. Here I could feast on small animals and, in desperation, rats. Though the thick foliage provided me more than enough forest creatures as I needed. Annie and I had even talked about exploring the city, frequenting other jazz lounges where she could use her voice to mesmerize anyone willing to listen.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      As I enter the Mason’s humble home where our apartment is located, right outside the heart of the French Quarter, I smell her scent filling the house. Perhaps it’s the excitement of the case I haven’t solved yet, or the joy I feel in finding my place in this city, but I want her more than ever.

      I make my way up the stairs to our half of the house, where she waits for me in our room. Her perfect naked body is draped in moonlight streaming in through the curtains. The window is slightly open, and the sounds of music and crickets chirping flow through our window.

      “Come to me,” Annie says, patting the bed next to the seductive curve of her hips. I quickly slip off my wool suit jacket and unbutton my shirt.

      As I slide in next to her, she giggles as she takes off my fedora. The only article of clothing that remains.

      I can smell that she’s fed, but I don’t care. All I care about is that we’ve found a way to coexist with other humans. We’ve made connections and friends. More importantly, we’re not the only vampires in this city who’ve chosen this path. I bite at her skin, grabbing her hair as our lips explore one another. Eternity together could be a beautiful thing with her.
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        * * *

      

      As the sun shines through the window, Antoinette rolls from her back to her side to face me.

      “What do you want?” She asks, her perfect locks of hair falling down across the rise of her breasts. “What do you really want, Lucien Kane? Because I’m not some floozy that you can use as a warmer when you get cold. I’m a commitment-type girl, and I can’t keep spending the night with you if it's not leading anywhere. You got me?” Antoinette says, her perfectly shaped fingernails tracing down my chest.

      She’s my soulmate. I sigh contentedly. What more could there be? What we have is perfect. I have a fairly successful detective agency of one, and I am good at what I do. She is a blossoming singer, and people come for miles to hear her sing.

      “What we have is perfect. What more is there?”

      Antoinette inhales an icy intake of breath, her hand slipping from my chest as she sits up and looks me in the eye with dead seriousness.

      “What more is there?” I know Annie would cry if she could, but that was the problem with vampires. Our bodies didn’t work like human ones, but I can tell I’ve hurt her. “What about marriage? Do you honestly never plan on marrying me?” I still remember the rage in her voice, and I know that whatever I say could end up costing me.

      We’d never talked about marriage. It wasn’t necessary. “Antoinette, baby, I love you. We have eternity. We’re vampires. Why cheapen that with a human ceremony that’s only important in the human world?” It’s not that I’m not willing to commit to her; we are vampire soulmates. Isn’t that enough? It’s not like I could ever want anyone else. But I don’t say that.

      “Cheapen? Cheapen? A paper that symbolizes our eternal commitment cheapens what we have?” She gets up from the bed and crosses the floor, covering her naked form with a robe. “I need you to leave, Lucien. I need you to think about what you’re saying, and if you really think that marriage is a cheap human ceremony, and it's not worth it for us, then you and I are different people. Don’t come back until you’re sure you know the answer to that question.”

      I am utterly gob-smacked by her sudden defensiveness and her sudden desire to be married. It makes little sense. “I never want to be apart from you,” I say out loud, reaching out to touch her, but it’s too little too late.

      “Right, but you don’t want to prove that to anyone else,” Annie says.

      It's not about that for me, and I want to argue, but she opens the door while I stand there still undressed. “Get out and figure out what you really want. I don’t want to see you again until you do.”

      “Can I get dressed first?” I ask. I can’t wrap my mind around what she’s doing. We are soulmates; what is happening?

      “No, get the hell out of my apartment, now!” she yells. I stumble over myself to get out of her apartment into the hallway, where I hastily try to wriggle my legs into my pleated pants. I buckle the belt just as the oldest human girls walk past to their room, giggling.

      “Sorry, I’m sorry,” I say, but I read their scent, and they aren’t offended by my physical form. Even though I am mortified that they saw me naked, struggling to cover my male parts with my hands.

      I try to justify in my mind the relevance of marrying her, but it just feels unnecessary. It had been different with Olivia; I was still human. As a vampire, I have no wish to be with anyone else. I know we will live for eternity; there is no reason to stand before a room full of near strangers to make that commitment when they will be dead long before we will.

      I can’t bring myself to tell her the truth, so I stay away for a few days, find an apartment closer to my Detective Agency. When I go back to the Blue Sapphire, Annie is fawning over Julien, and it’s more than just her reveling in his adoration. He is fondling her and kissing her neck. Only he isn’t the only one. Another man sits on her other side, also kissing on her and offering his neck to her.

      I am crushed, as much as a vampire with no emotions could be. I thought I meant more to her than that, that our connection as vampires meant more to her than that. I know I can’t go back to the Blue Sapphire after that night.

      So, I decide to leave for good.

      I wonder how long it will take me to find new stomping grounds. Night after night, I explore the city until I find a little speakeasy called Club La Fleur.

      Teddy stays by my side during it, not knowing the depth of Annie and my connection, only knowing that the separation was a broken link in a chain that was supposed to be unbreakable. I can’t explain it to him, but his human empathy makes him more understanding than I ever thought he would be.

      He keeps me busy with cases, and over time I make new friends for however long they last and fill my nights with whatever lonely female wanders into my clutches.

      As the years pass, I wait for Teddy to question why I never age, but he doesn’t. Even as he grows thick facial hair, and he and Marielle have two beautiful little girls. His wife is as beautiful in spirit as he is, but I read quickly that I make her uneasy, so I try to stay away from their house as much as possible. I don’t want to do anything to jeopardize my friendship with him or give Marielle a reason not to like me.

      I shake off the growing fear that something will happen.

      Teddy is my only friend, and I vow to myself that I will protect him from any supernatural or mortal darkness that may befall him. Day after day he helps me hone my investigative skills, and my ability to read people proves to be a valuable tool.

      Occasionally, I pass by the outside of the Blue Sapphire, but as the city's landscape changes and more restaurants open. Shops are shut down because of the prohibition. I can’t bring myself to step inside.

      I spend my time with Teddy, exploring the city's libraries and archives. He doesn’t know that I can see the level of immortal creatures goes all the way back to the 1800s here. As we solve cases, I soon learn who I can trust. Teddy and I share countless hours discussing cases and deciphering clues, one of our cases leads me to an injured werewolf.
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        * * *

      

      “Lucien, are you busy? I have a situation at the bank.” Teddy’s face is pale, beads of sweat break out across his brow.

      “No, just working on this case.” I push some papers I’ve been looking over back into a folder and slip it into the drawer of my desk.

      “Grab your jacket. I’m going to need some muscle. Are you okay with that?” Teddy says, holding the door to my agency open.

      “Yeah, of course.” I grab my suit jacket and topper off the stand. We hop into his car, and he speeds across town. The air smells of gunfire and smoke. There are several police officers already here, and an ambulance wagon.

      “There’s a robber in there, holding the manager hostage, along with a few others. No idea how many. He’s been firing at will, and we don’t know how many have been injured.”

      I nod, knowing what I have to do. I can smell the man inside. There are five humans with him, and a werewolf. I bust the lock off the back door and head inside. I hear a round of gunfire and stay low to the floor, using my scent to lead me to the hostages. As a vampire, I can move quickly without making a sound.

      I approach the man, and before he reacts, I grab his hand, bending it behind his back, and knocking him to the ground. I am surprised to find that he is human, but the werewolf is injured. The moment I pin the man beneath me, I urge the hostages to get outside and alert the police.

      Seconds later, they’re running out the door—two males, two females, and a child. I am grateful they seem to be in good spirits and safe. The coppery smell of animal blood in the air tells me that if we don’t get to the werewolf soon, he isn’t going to make it.

      “Lucien! Are you all right? How did you get in here? How are you not shot?” The robber is pinned, but at the sound of Teddy’s voice, he struggles to get away. I have his wrists and hold them until he cries out in pain.

      “Maybe we should get this guy cuffed and locked away.” I say.

      Two officers rush in behind Teddy and immediately take over so that he and I can tend to the werewolf. He’s bleeding badly, his heartbeat growing weaker. “Let’s go, Lucien, we need to get him to the hospital. He’s not going to make it!” I know Teddy is right, but my gut tells me it wouldn’t end well for our werewolf friend if we took him to a regular hospital. As I cover the man with my suit jacket, he grabs the front of my shirt and pulls me to his level.

      “I know who you are,” he whispers, his voice cracking as he struggles for breath. “Listen—” he wheezes, “Please take me to the Hospital of the Angelic Wings. She’s the only doctor who can save me.” Then he closes his eyes, his heavy breathing raspy and weak. I’m not sure how the werewolf transition works, but I fear he will show signs. I have to get him to safety.

      I hadn’t gotten over the guilt about Annie killing the werewolf woman on the ship who had died because of me. I had to save this man.

      I don’t know what he means when he says that he knows who I am. Is it possible he can smell my vampire scent? Why have both werewolves I met known who I am? My questions will have to wait. He needs us. At that moment, two medics rush in, pushing me out of the way.

      “Let’s go, let’s go,” one says to the other, who nods in agreement. They have a gurney that they load him onto.

      “Gentlemen, he’s requested to go to the Hospital of the Angelic Wings.” I sternly tell the medics, bent on doing as the werewolf requests. I had one innocent creature’s blood on me, I didn’t want another.

      The main medic shakes his head. “We don’t have that kind of time.”

      “I know,” I say, “but the doctor there is one of the best. She’s trained to deal with gunshots,” I lie. I don’t know why the werewolf has requested that hospital, but I know he has to have a reason. So, I come up with the best lie I can, spur of the moment.

      “Fine,” he mutters. I decide to accompany them so I can meet the doctor myself, and as the ambulance wagon bounces along, I realize why they didn’t want to bring him there. The hospital is small and on the far side of the French Quarter.

      “If he dies, this is on you,” the medic tells me.

      I fight to control my anger, which will inevitably reveal my fangs, and when it’s in control, I speak again. “This doctor is the best in New Orleans. She can help him.” I hope that I’m right, because truth be told, I don’t know anything about this doctor or the hospital. The men shrug at me, parking in front, and carrying the gurney inside.

      We are immediately met with nurses and a beautiful Creole woman with high cheekbones and dark, thick locks. Her scent differs from anyone I’ve ever met. I know she’s not human, but I can’t read her. Around her neck swings an onyx stone with a silver symbol. I have to wonder if that’s why I can’t read her. If so, then it’s clear I’ve brought the werewolf to the right place.

      “What ‘appen?” She immediately asks, looking me up and down, and I know she sees me for who I am. Even though I can’t read her, I feel the wisdom in her eyes.

      “He was taken hostage, shot by a robber. He’s lost a lot of blood.”

      The doctor nods to me, shooing away the medics who have brought the werewolf man here. “Ay, get out, I see ta’ him,” she reassures them.

      For whatever reason, they don’t argue; they simply exit the hospital, leaving me and the werewolf in her hands. I’ll have to call Teddy later, when this is all over.

      I follow the doctor and her nurses to a pristine room, where they connect the werewolf to a saline solution. She immediately gets to work on his wounds, ignoring that I’m standing there watching her intensely.

      When she finally speaks, I fight the urge to run from the room.

      “It’s been ta long time, since I seent the likes of ya in my hospital,” she says out loud.

      “Huh?” I ask.

      “Don’t be treatin’ me like I stupid. Ol' Claudette, she sees all. That animal blood doesn’t really do ya well, does it?” I’m shocked, afraid to speak, afraid to interrupt the rich accent she possesses. I’m also wondering what else she knows. “All right, den, stay silent. I tell ya what I know. Ya lost someone, someone very important to ya. Ya don’t feed on ta humans because ya have a conscience. You have a good heart but cha don’t know it because yer afraid, and ya-yer the portal for da supernatural. Ol' Claudette Marcelle wouldn’t wish dat on anybody.” Her eyes fill with compassion, which surprises me.

      I like her immediately, even though I can’t read her at all. I can tell she’s a good one. That’s what matters to me.

      “Claudette Marcelle, I’m Lucien Kane,” I offer.

      “Ay, dat was the one ting I didn’t know. It’s good ta meet ya, mein cher,” she says lovingly.

      I nod to her, watching as she works. “I think the pleasure is mine, doctor. Though I’m surprised to meet a doctor who knows about the supernatural. What are you?”

      Claudette laughs, and her voice fills the air like a fine jazz melody. “Ah no, love, Ol' Claudette doesn’t be giving away her identity that easy.” She fingers the black stone around her neck, and I realize I was right about it protecting her.

      It doesn’t matter. I like her immediately, and she knows I’m a vampire.

      “Can I help you?” She nods and hands me gauze and bandages.

      “You can start wrapping dees wounds while I make him someting special, ya got it?”

      I nod. Then I understand why he asked for her. She knows that to heal the supernatural; you have to use all means necessary. Is she a witch?

      It doesn’t matter. I just want the man to live.
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        * * *

      

      When I’m sure that he’s going to pull through, I decide to take my leave. Dr. Marcelle and I have talked long into the night, and there is a magic to her that is entrancing. I know now I could never trust another doctor like I trust her. She has a gift.

      As I go to leave her office, she gets up from her chair, where it’s clear she’d been busy writing her notes on a patient chart. Her head of short, curly, dark hair bounces towards me.

      “Claudette, you are an amazing doctor. To think he was near death when we came in.” I nod towards her office door, knowing that the man is resting peacefully across the hallway. I smile at her, and she grins wide, her smile lighting up the room.

      “That tis true,” Dr. Marcelle says. “Try ta bring them in a little faster next time, oui?”

      “Of course, love,” I say. I mean it.

      “And stay outta trouble, ya understand?” Her Creole accent makes me smile; no one makes their words sound like music more than she does.

      “You have my word,” I promise.

      “Ay, get on yer way, he’s gon’t ta make it,” Claudette reassures me, her smile lighting up her entire face.

      I nod. “Thank you for everything,” I say, genuinely grateful.

      “Mon cher, you’ve got nothing ta fear wit me. Okay? I be safe for ya.” Claudette comes out to meet me, placing a soft hand on my arm.

      “Thank you,” I kiss her cheek, the smell of sage and frankincense whirling about her. “I’ll be back.”

      “Dat you will, cher. Dat you will.” She smiles at me as I exit her office and head home to my apartment. I carry her scent with me, and I have to wonder what else I don’t know about the city. For the night, I am grateful to have made a new friend and trusted ally.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      As I approach the steps, I notice Rosalie, a woman who lives a flight up, sitting outside, soaking up the warm night. A delicate trinket dangles from her fingers, and the scent of loneliness embraces her like the humidity of the night hugs my cold skin.

      “Hello,” she says as I approach, flipping her hair over her shoulders. Rosalie doesn’t steal my breath like Antoinette did when I first saw her, but the flush of pink in her cheeks, and her willing eyes entice me enough.

      “Hi,” I reply. Her gaze lingers on me a bit too long, and I catch the aroma of her desire. Everything about her radiates the notion that she has thought of me far too much and for far too long. I don’t despise the idea; most nights I feel more alone than I care to admit. “I’ve noticed you out here before,” I offer.

      “Yeah, you live below me, right?” Rosalie responds casually. I can tell she’s feigning indifference, but it's clear that she’s been observing me for quite a while, and this is the first time I've acknowledged her. I feel a twinge of guilt about that.

      “I haven’t eaten yet, and I know it’s late. Would you like to come up for some coffee?” I ask, not entirely sure how to proceed.

      “My son is asleep. Why don’t you come up, and I can make us something to eat?” Rosalie's enthusiasm was palpable.

      I offer her a smile, knowing that food won’t be on the agenda. She has been waiting for this moment for far too long, and the look in her eyes shows that I'm the main course. The notion doesn’t trouble me, especially considering I haven't been with a woman in several months. While Rosalie doesn't possess the exquisite perfection of Annie’s appearance, she is undeniably attractive for a human. There's something about the way her hair cascades imperfectly and the freckles adorning her cheeks. The unapologetic embrace of her humanity makes her even more appealing.

      Tonight, I will seek solace in her arms, and that will suffice.
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        * * *

      

      Nestled in the embrace of the human's bed, I discover a comfort that has eluded me for too long. My memories of Olivia have gradually faded, and all I can do now is hope that she has found happiness with someone who genuinely cherishes her. With Antoinette no longer in the picture, Olivia is unburdened, free to pursue a human lover and initiate their transformation when the time is right.

      It should comfort me Annie was not around Olivia to sire the humans Olivia loves and steal their devotion after they’re changed. This realization should offer me some solace, but peace has remained elusive since my transformation. Guilt, was my only companion, is the only semblance of a human emotion my vampiric existence seems to acknowledge. I cling to it as if it were my last tether to humanity, for it is the sole emotion I've come to know.

      Except, perhaps, for my friendship with Teddy.

      My desire to protect him rekindles a different sense of humanity within me, a glimpse of my long-forgotten human self, buried beneath layers of darkness. I don't yearn for weakness, but I understand the importance of preserving the fragile remnants of humanity I've managed to unearth.

      Rosalie stirs softly beside me, her neck bearing no trace of the bite marks from earlier—already healed by the supernatural power coursing through my veins. When I revealed my true nature, she willingly offered herself to me. This newfound connection could prove advantageous in my current predicament.

      I inhale her tranquil sleeping scent, sensing her contentment. No fear lingers within her regarding what I've done. This should raise concerns, yet, strangely, it doesn't. In this fleeting moment, I am grateful. Antoinette's influence will continue to haunt me, but who knows what the future holds for us? If our connection is indeed that of soulmates, fate will ultimately guide us back together; I know that for sure.

      Gently, I brush a stray strand of hair away from Rosalie's peaceful face. I’m aware that she’s not the only human in New Orleans willing to offer herself to a vampire; such is one of the benefits of residing in this city. Nevertheless, she remains the only person in our building who yearns for my attention.

      My path forward remains obscured. My existence has been a relentless cycle of abuse from my father, unrequited love for Olivia in my human days, and the suffocating bond I formed with Annie after my transformation.

      Rosalie presents an opportunity to satisfy both my primal instincts and my longing for a semblance of a normal human life as I navigate this unfamiliar world. She nestles closer to me, and I fake sleep, closing my eyes. Tomorrow will bring fresh challenges, and I must learn to navigate these uncharted waters, just as I once mastered the art of being a man and then a vampire.
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        * * *

      

      There are many things I've come to realize, and I must come to terms with them.

      I must accept that my vampire soulmate only craves me if I can provide her with human experiences. Marriage was not something I was willing to do for anyone, it was too fleeting. It minimized what we were.

      I must reconcile with the fact that my human best friend will never know of my true nature as a vampire. If he finds out, it may change the way he feels about me, and I cannot risk losing the one friend I’ve ever had.

      Moreover, I must navigate the challenges posed by an unusually high number of supernatural beings targeting humans and an unusual influx of ghosts that refuse to cross over, especially in New Orleans.

      I hope that being a vampire detective here during the height of the prohibition will eventually prove helpful.

      For now, I have Teddy.

      In my arms, a sleeping Rosalie who will provide a cover to my vampirism.

      That will have to be enough.

      

      The End
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re late,” Miss Granger’s voice ran harshly over my spine as she stared up at me. Her arms folded across her body like a brick wall as if she wasn't going to let me enter the building. I knew better but I still had to play her game. I brushed aside my purple hair, still covered in sweat from running through the underground, and tucked it behind my ear.

      “I’m sorry. My MMA class ran late.” I unzipped my backpack. “It was belt testing day.” I grinned as I pulled my brand-new black belt out.

      She didn’t even glance at it. “Well, I’m late for lunch and the children are screaming for you.” She pulled her scarf tight around her neck, preparing to enter the chill Brooklyn air.

      The children’s clambering came through the old wooden door. They could already smell the sweets I had in my bag for them and their steps were racing towards the door. I might have had my magic stripped, but there were some physical traits that simply couldn’t be removed from a fae. My hearing was one of them.

      “I’ll be back in an hour.” Her cheeks jiggling as she grabbed her purse and headed to the front door. I knew she’d only be going around the corner to her favorite deli, but Miss Granger didn't mess around with showing up late. She was worse than most of my professors at Columbia.

      “I’ll be here.” My smile was genuine. It’s not like I needed the part-time job for money. In fact, my anonymous donations had helped keep the doors open and had moved the orphanage to this location, but I needed some type of social life. Even if they were human and kids at that.

      The doors to the common room burst open and screaming kids came running towards me.

      It lifted my heart. I needed this.

      They gathered around me, some hugging, some asking questions about my belt test, some trying to get into my backpack to grab the candy they knew I had brought for them. The sweet fae pollen could be smelled from across the room.

      “I saw the belt..” James’, one of the taller boys’ eyes lit up. “You got it..”

      “I did indeed.” I pulled it out fully and snapped it at them. “Back ye awful beasts.” I gently fought them off one at a time, but there were too many and they knew I had tiante, the sweet fae treat I got from Bruta.

      They searched for it like a pack of ravenous kittens. Soon they were pulling the sweet treats out of all the hidden places in my clothes and retreating, unwrapping the goodies and shoving them gleefully in their mouths.

      “How does your candy taste like a million rays of sunshine?” A chubby little blond thing, her eyes closed in delight murmured as if under a spell.

      “Magic.” I ruffled her hair and helped the other kids empty my pockets until each child had a piece of tiante.

      It wasn’t far from the truth. Their bodies calmed, and they all moved to the cozy corner and relaxed onto the cushions.

      “I don’t know how you do that.” One of the older kids stood, her stick-like arms over her chest a.

      I stared at her impassively. Waiting.

      “Aw…give me some.” She held out her hand and I chucked some at her.

      I wasn’t about to tell the human that fae candy wasn’t like their candy. We didn’t worry so much about the flavor of the sweet, but more the result. It was made to interact with the children’s endorphins and to cause a mild feeling of euphoria that relaxed them and made them ready to learn or listen. I never showed up for work without it.

      “Now get yourselves in the corner.”

      They settled themselves into the chairs and bean bags that filled one corner of the common room. This hour was one of the happiest of each day.

      After school and MMA practice, I came here to spend time with these kids, kids without homes, without parents. It was probably the closest I came to having a family, well anymore, and the safest. An Unforgiven fae couldn’t afford to have friends, but if they decided to track me down, a part-time job should go unnoticed.

      “Tell us a story,” one of the tall boys called. He had sad brown eyes that looked like he was never going to make it in New York once he left the sanctuary of this orphanage. It was hard to think about sometimes, but I knew, like me, these children had nothing else.

      I had spent a pittance of my inheritance to improve the environment. Miss Granger never knew I was one of the primary funders of the house and I wasn’t about to tell her. All I wanted was to bring some joy to these children but there was no way it could be traced back to me. I needed to remain invisible.

      As an Unforgiven, I had been stripped of my magic and thrown out into the human world. Something I was just fine with. I didn’t want to spend another minute with those assholes anyhow. I felt lucky to get away with my inheritance and my life. Now if I could just stay invisible and do some good in the world, life would be okay. Staying invisible was the key though. Because if the fae decided they wanted to find me, well, there was no way that was going to be good.

      “Which story do you want to hear?” I starred around at the kids soaking in their sparkling human energy. The fae had it so wrong. These beings were so alive with excitement. My people were just too snobbish to recognize it.

      “Grim Raven..” Talia, a girl in the back lying on a green bean bag, rested her arms behind her head.

      “No.. No.. No.. Do Grim Snow,” Jacinta called out, her lisp making the word rose delectable.

      “Oh, come on.” James waved his hand dismissively at the girls. “I like the tower where the hero saves the girl.”

      “The girl who’s a curse on the kingdom,” scoffed Talia.

      I grinned hearing the names of the tales I’d grown up with. These kids thought I made them up as fairytales, but the tales of the dark fae were so much more than that. They were dark and real. Somehow, they’d passed through the veil and been softened for human sensibilities.

      But I wasn't feeling the room was really in the mood for any of those stories. “Grim Rose,” I grinned at the kids. “Because today I got my black belt and Rose Red was bad ass.”

      “Ohhhhhhhhh,” a chorus of laughter went up from the kids.

      “She gets her black belt and all of a sudden, she’s breaking Miss Granger’s rules,” James called.

      Shit. I wasn’t supposed to curse around them. I shook my head. “Shush, you know how hard I worked for this.”

      “Girl power..” Talia called out.

      “Defos.” I nestled down onto a cushion and crossed my legs. I pulled my bright purple hair back into a ponytail quickly so it wouldn't get in the way. Kids still thought I dyed it. They didn’t know that was my natural color. Dark fae could come out of the womb a million different shades. Mine had just happened to be shocking purple. Fortunately, humans didn’t seem to care. They just seemed to think I was another teenage rebel trying to find my style. They had no idea I was already twenty-three and would probably live well over another two hundred years.

      I leaned forward my gaze serious as I slowly looked around the circle of kids. “It was in the time before the separation of the clans. When all the faierie were one. Before the Tuatha Dé Danann and Sleagh Maith had separated and become known as the dark fae and the light fae. It was before the faierie of the frost knelt to the Tuatha Dé Danann and before the red fae fled to the Sleagh Maith for protection. It was long before the seemingly never-ending Fae Wars ripped our world apart.”

      “She makes it sound so real,” Talia whispered to Jacinta.

      “I know, I love it.” Jacinta nodded back.

      They didn’t know how real it was. The wars had destroyed our people and all the bullshit mending they were trying now, well, it was never going to work. I was sure of that.

      “They don't really exist," James said to the girls.

      I shot him a look with a sideways grin. "Of course, not,” I said, denying my entire people with a single cast-off sentence. “This is just a tale.”

      “Get back to the story,” Jacinta begged.

      “In this time,” I said, “people’s lives were simpler, and they often lived at great distances from each other under the care of a single laerd or king.”

      “So, New York didn’t exist?” James asked, cracking all the kids up.

      I laughed, too. For the fae, New York still didn’t exist, even though Crown Academy was only five hundred and thirty miles away in what the humans called Quebec. Fae rarely crossed into the human world. It was too crowded, too noisy and, well, too full of humans.

      “Right.” I shook thoughts of the fae out of my head and returned to my story. “In a forest in the farthest corner of the Laerd Hefeydd’s realm there was an old lady who lived in a cottage. She was as ancient as the tallest mountains of the region and seemed as much a permanent fixture of the forest as the trees themselves. Only, she had one very, very important job. She was raising two daughters.”

      “If she was so old, how’d she have kids?” asked a new kid who was sitting right up front, eyes wide and full of wonder.

      “They weren’t her kids,” Talia called out.

      “Shush, let Gaia tell the story,” Jacinta swatted Talia.

      “Talia’s right,” I agreed with a smile. “The two girls were sisters, daughters of the great laerd of the realm who had heard something bad would happen to them if they were raised as children in his castle. Their names were Rose Red and Snow White,” I whispered their names because they were sacred names. They were the sisters who had given birth to the light fae and the red fae and the terrible wars that followed.

      “Did he pay child support?” James asked, for a laugh.

      I gave him the stink eye. “Snow White grew up docile and sweet working around, while Rose Red grew up a huntress, running wild through the forests.”

      A hyena shriek startled both me and the kids.

      “What is that?” The new girl shrank back in fear.

      Shit. My phone. I hadn’t shut it off. “Nothing,” I soothed her, digging my phone out of the depths of my backpack where it had slipped beneath my textbooks. The hyena cackle ran unnervingly up my back. I had to answer it.

      That was the special ring I’d given my asshole of a landlord.

      “Just a second,” I said to the kids and, despite their moans, I clasped my phone and jumped up to go into the entry hall.

      “What the hell is going on in your loft?” My landlord’s voice was worse than the ring I’d given to her calls.

      I ripped the phone away from my ear.

      “I’m not there,” I said. But I could hear the caterwauling in the background. It was Tat, my werecat. And I had never ever ever heard her scream like that. Not even when she’d watched them rip my magic from me.

      “You've got to get home immediately.” The strain in my landlord’s voice ripped at my ears. “That cat of yours sounds like it’s dying.”

      Or being killed, I thought, judging by the thumping and crashing and hissing I could hear even from the landlord’s loft, which was just below mine. My heart caught in my throat and my palms went sweaty. I could barely breathe.

      Tat, my werecat mockingly named after the light fae High Princess Dayna, was the last gift my parents had given me, and something was attacking her.

      I touched my hand to my forehead trying to get in touch with her, but the signal was weak. Even though I didn’t have any formal magic left, Tat and I were bonded. Her magic should have been enough to connect us, but all I could feel was pain and agony. I ripped my fingers from the pressure point at the side of my skull.

      “Is everything okay?” Talia had followed me out into the entry hall.

      “No,” I said. There was no way I could hide my concern. “You and James have to watch the children until Miss Granger returns.”

      Talia swallowed hard. “Okay. Alright. We can do that.”

      “Just have them read books,” I said, glancing at my phone. “It’s only twenty minutes left until she’ll return. Don’t do anything. Don’t get into trouble.”

      James stood at the door holding out my backpack as if he knew I’d need it. I nodded at him. “Thanks.”

      I grabbed the bag and headed for the stairs, feeling their gaze staring quizzically at me. It didn’t matter what they thought. I had to get home fast. One thing was clear, the fae had found me and Tat was paying for it. I knew they were punishing her to trap me, but there was no way I was going to let anything happen to her. The fae had taken my parents, my sister, my magic, and wanted to turn me into an assassin to serve the crown.

      I’d be damned if I was going to let them take my werecat.
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      Parkour wasn’t what we called it in the fae world. For us, it was just getting around. We’d done it for millennium in trees, rocks, mountains and it seemed well suited for the rooftops of human cities also. It gave me two advantages; less obstacles and a greater ability to use my innate speed. That’s why I raced up the stairs instead of out the front door.

      I strapped my backpack on as I took the stairs two at a time, bursting out onto the roof of the seven story Brighton Beach building in record time. I didn’t pause to gauge my location, even though I rarely did parkour to get home. My building was only ten blocks away. Most of the time I walked it, trying to be as human as possible, but now Tat’s life relied on me arriving in minutes.

      I took a running leap towards the next building. Most of the Brighton Beach buildings weren’t that high, but the red brick building next to the orphanage was a pretty good hike up. I squatted down at a running pace using all of my strength to push off, sail through the air and grab at the next roof, my fingers barely making the red brick ledge, my legs swinging up in a curving arc and I landed in a crouch on top of the adjacent roof.

      Without pausing, I was off and running again. I’d timed this distance before, just to make sure if an emergency arose, I’d be able to know exactly which steps to take to get home. The fastest I’d ever done it had been four minutes and forty-five seconds. This time I was landed on the roof of my warehouse in a breathless three minutes and twenty-three second.

      But I wasn’t very smooth about it. I landed with a thud that made the screaming and crashing inside my loft suddenly stop. Breathing slowly to steady my body and balance my nerves, I stalked quietly towards the nearest skylight. There was no way I could barge through the front door, but at this stage, whatever was in there attacking Tat knew where I was coming from. There’d be no element of surprise.

      There was a hissing sound as I approached the nearest skylight and by the time, I tried to look through it, it was glazed over instead of clear glass. It was so cold to the touch, it tore skin from my fingertip as I ripped my hand back.

      A fucking light fae.

      Things were about to get ugly.

      I didn’t even bother trying for the other skylights. I snatched my black belt out of my bag, wrapped it around my hand and smashed through the window with all my strength. I let my body follow my fist, twisting through the air, anticipating the icicles that would be shooting at me as I entered.

      I knew every nook and cranny of my loft and instead of plummeting to the floor as the light fae would expect, I did a double twist and perched at the top of a massive bookshelf that lined one section of the wall. I hadn’t just rented the loft for chic looks. I’d furnished it for battle. The massive vases at the top of the bookshelf gave me ample coverage to move as the light fae hurled ice shots at me. They were dangerous as fuck. Of all the fae, these were the only ones that could throw a weapon from their palms, stab you in the heart, and leave no trace of the dagger once it melted.

      Someone wanted me dead without a trace.

      Crouching low, I raced behind the vases, which shattered with each light fae frozen dagger. Scanning the room, I saw the enemy. A classic white-haired light fae dressed in all black leather with gold threads. There was some insignia, but I didn’t take the time to figure it out. I needed to find Tat.

      She wasn’t hard to miss. Clearly, she’d put up a fight. She was on her hind legs, teeth bared, claws outstretched but she was still in her cat form. There’s no way in hell she’d be a match for a light fae, and she hadn’t been. She stood in a frozen block in the center of the room. Her Russian blue coat was almost turquoise in the ice that surrounded it and her piercing blue eyes were open and staring wide-eyed as if she were truly dead.

      But I knew better.

      That cat had the devil in her, and it would take more than one light fae to wipe her out. She might be held down and immovable, but there was more to that cat than met the eye, and werecats were so rare, that the light fae who had bound her, probably had no idea of her capabilities. Tat and I did, though.

      Now I had the position. The light fae was in the far corner of the room, her back to the brick walls. Frost fae weren’t afraid of being cornered. They could blast their way through anything. I reached the end of the bookshelf. The light fae smiled, her lavender lips lifting cruelly at the corners. She thought she had me. She was right. There was nowhere further to go away from her.

      I had to go towards her.

      With a massive leap I did a double flip in the air landing hard on the ice block that held Tat. The ice was sleek, and my boots slipped, but I struck my nails into it hard for the briefest of seconds until my balance stabilized. I grinned up at the light fae, my eyes as black as any true dark fae’s would be in battle.

      But the light fae had stopped firing at me.

      “Do you know how long it's taken me to track you down?” she asked, her gaze flicking to Tat. “If it wasn't for your stupid werecat, I’d never have found you.”

      “That’s a lie,” I said, knowing it was the truth. Tat was the only being left in my life that linked me to the fair world. Well, her and Bruta, but everyone in fae thought Bruta was dead, so no one was looking for her. “What do you want?" I asked.

      Her ice blue eyes narrowed, her pale white skin slightly tightening. “I thought that’d be obvious,” she said. "I am here to kill you.”

      I swallowed hard and assumed a fighting stance, but I knew it was mostly hopeless. I had been eighteen when I left the fae world. I had refused the Crown Academy, accused them of killing my parents, and in a fit of well-plotted out anger left them no choice but to name me Unforgiven. I had tried to keep up my fighting skills, but a black belt in MMA and my fae physicality still wouldn’t withstand a trained assassin with ice magic.

      I was screwed.

      But I wasn’t about to go down without a fight. I slammed the heel of my boot hard into the ice block that held Tat. I did it again with the other heel. Again, and again.

      The light fae gave a frigid laugh. “Are you trying to dance? Because you can’t be stupid enough to think you can break a block of light fae ice. Or, wait, your memory would have been erased, wouldn’t it?”

      I didn’t respond. There was no way I was about to let her know that somehow it hadn’t worked on me. Somehow, I’d retained my most important memories and what I couldn’t remember, Bruta had filled in for me.

      “Well, if I’m going to die, I might as well go out dancing,” I said, hitting my heels again.

      Her eyes narrowed. “You don’t seem too shocked, by my presence in your home,” she said. “Is it possible you didn’t lose it all?”

      I wasn’t going to entertain that conversation. It didn’t matter. She’d made it clear this was a fight to the death so what I knew or didn’t know hardly seemed to matter. I swiftly hit my heels two more times, creating just enough of a dent in the ice to know I could get a grip again. Crouching low, arms outstretched, body like a plank, I flew backwards through the air and tore two spears from where they were clipped vertically into the bookshelf. My feet barely touched the top of the bookshelf as I sprang forwards, repeating the move and landing my heels in the grips I’d made on the ice block.

      The light fae cocked an eyebrow. “Not bad,” she said with a slight smile, “but how’s it going to protect you against this?”

      Ice daggers shot from her palms. I deflected them with the head of each spear in a blinding motion.

      “Oh, you’re going to make this fun, darky.” She grinned, stepping forward out of her corner.

      “Well, you’re sure as hell not going to kill me hiding.” I smiled back. “Why don’t you come out and try some real action.”

      Her eyes paled at the challenge. “You don’t even know who you’re dealing with.”

      “I’m dealing with the asshat who froze my cat,” I said.

      “He’s not going to be the only thing to die tonight, Unforgiven,” she said.

      “Tat is a she.” I refrained from letting her know the cat was far from dead. Clearly, this fae hadn’t studied her werecats that well. She had no idea what Tat could do. I just needed the frozen bitch a little closer. “I haven’t broken any rules,” I said, doing a quick back flip off the ice block and landing on the floor. I was going to need to entice her into a bit of cat and mouse.

      “The fact you know there are rules means you’ve broken them,” she sneered. “You’re Unforgiven, darky, which means you've had your memory wiped. But you’ve done something to get it back.”

      “You have a damn good point,” I said. “But it doesn’t explain why you wanted to hunt me down and kill me.”

      My chest tightened as I watched her blank expression. I didn't think she even knew why she wanted to kill me either. Was I just an assignment?

      “You talk too much,” she said, leaping nimbly onto the ice block and staring down at me, her hands raised as she prepared to blast ice daggers into my heart.

      Shit. This had better work.

      I pressed the buttons in the handles of the spears and jammed them with all my force directly into the ice block. Bruta had made these weapons for me specifically in case a light fae came for me. The metal tips heated up instantaneously and sent fracturing heat through the ice block, but I knew that wouldn’t be enough.

      The fae leapt in the air as the ice began to shatter, but she wasn’t fast enough. I dove to the side, throwing my body behind my black leather couch as Tat shifted in all her fiery glory.

      A burning ball of flames rose up into the air, catching the fae on fire as her head flew back and she screamed in agony.

      Tat rose up, her dragon wings pulling her out of the shattered ice block as the light fae fell, landing in a pile of her own frozen work.

      I rushed forward, putting out the flames as I dug my knee into her chest.

      Tat landed next to me her green eyes glaring at the fae, her mouth open, ready to burn the fae at my command.

      “Who sent you?” I asked. “Who sent you?”

      “Nice dragon,” the assassin murmured, her breath labored, her stomach heaving. Her hand reached out and before I realized what she was doing she shoved her hand inside Tat’s mouth and blasted every last bit of ice she had in her straight down Tat’s throat.

      “Fuck no..” I screamed. My gaze met with Tats and I watched as frost instantly engulfed every part of her body from the inside out and she shattered into a million broken beads of ice. “Tat..” I screamed, but it was too late, and I knew it. I shoved my grief down and pressed the blade of my heated spear against the light fae’s throat.

      “Who the hell sent you to kill me?” I ground the words out, wanting nothing more than to ram the blade deep in her. She was just a tool though and I needed to find the real one who wanted my head.

      “That’s something you’ll never know,” she muttered, her head turning to the side as she pressed a palm against a spike on her belt.

      “No..” I cried. “Damn it, no..”

      But the poison acted instantly. Her skin grew warm, her taut face slack and bloody foam trickled from the corner of her mouth. She lay there dead in a puddle of freezing water that was once my beloved werecat.
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      The core of my body shook but I couldn’t crack. There was no way I could deal with the pain ripping through my body. I couldn’t believe Tat was gone. My werecat, my dragon. My only true companion for the last four years. The only being I had left to love. Dayna was gone.

      No.

      Stop.

      I couldn’t think about Tat right now. I had to deal with what was in front of me. This fucking light fae, some sort of assassin sent to kill me for no damn good reason. Since when had I interfered with the fae world? Hell, I was the one who wanted to leave it. I’d gone to great lengths to become Unforgiven.

      I needed to figure out who she was and where the hell she had come from.

      She started to melt.

      Damn it.

      I twisted her hands over and saw the mark on her wrist. The crown with the A in the center point.

      Crown Fucking Academy. She was a light fae from the same place my parents had worked. The same place they were sent on assignment and shipped off to who knows where with some flimsy excuse that ‘your parents were killed in the line of duty.’ The lie of duty more like.

      And just like that, the light fae was gone. My stomach heaved as her watery remains mixed with those of my beloved werecat. There was nothing left of either of them. Not a hair or a scale. Just one blended clear puddle of water.

      And floating on top of it was the light fae’s clothes. Must be some new school uniform. Though all black with gold trim was a little grim, even for the dark fae king Oren. Last time I’d beenthere for an interview, they’d wore proper school uniforms. Not leather armor.

      A pounding on the door startled me to my feet.

      Fuck. The landlord. There was no way in hell I had the energy to explain this to her right now. Even if I knew what lies to make up she would believe.

      Forget it.

      I picked the frost bitch’s uniform out of the water and shoved it, dripping and all into my backpack. There was no way I was going to solve this alone.

      My face reflected in the puddle. It was all angular lines and determination. When my parents hadn’t come back from “Academy Business,” I’d been told to leave it alone. Told by my own sister.

      So, I had.

      Well, not this time.

      The pounding on the front door kept going but I wasn’t sticking around. I bounded to the top of the bookshelf and ran along it until I got close enough to the shattered skylight. Like an arrow, I shot through the opening and raced along the roof leaving behind the nosey landlord and the remains of my werecat.

      Bruta owed me a favor and today she was going to pay it back, no matter what it cost her, or me.

      The label of Unforgiven wasn’t easily earned. There weren’t so many fae in the world that a clan could just get rid of one of its members. But we did have clear laws. Killing one of our one of our clan was one way to earn the title.

      They wouldn’t kill me, but I’d be banished. Forever. There was no coming back from the label.

      So, I had killed Bruta, the oldest dark fae I’d known in my entire life. The glee I’d felt when I’d been accused and found guilty was shocking. I had found a way out. I wouldn’t have to go to Crown Academy and be trained as an assassin like my parents before me.

      It had been my career path for so long, I had never known or expected anything else. Even though I knew they just used assassins for the king’s own ends, it had always seemed the right thing to do. We were meant to live in service of our dark fae king, King Oren.

      He needed all the help he could get against those sparkly light bastards. Even after killing Bruta, the king had tried to pardon me, but I’d told him in no uncertain terms and in a very formal public court that he could take his Crown Academy and shove it up his ass. They were crazy to think that after everything the fae had been through we were all going to be able to come together in a single institution of learning and build a bridge of peace between the different fae.

      That was never going to happen. We’d already been fighting for millennium after millennium. Now just because the dark and light kings thought it was a good idea to marry off their two offspring to form an alliance and end the wars?

      Well, feelings didn’t go away that quickly.

      And I didn’t care how hot those two royals were rumored to be, I bet they didn’t get on all that well either.

      Crown Academy these last few years would have to have been an epic fail. There was no way I’d have anything to do with it.

      My sister had stayed, though. She watched my trials and believed I killed Bruta and she’d willingly let them wipe her memory of me. No matter how much I begged her to leave, she’d refused. They had promised her a great future there and she had fallen for it hook line and sinker.

      And to be fair, what did I know? Maybe she had met the man of her dreams, was doing great at the academy and never had a sense of missing something… like her only living relative. I ground my teeth together. I wasn’t sure I could ever forgive her for not coming with me.

      More than that, I didn’t think I would ever forgive her for believing I would kill someone of our clan.
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      Bruta owned a massive brownstone in Brooklyn. That’s one thing I had to give the fae. We knew how to live stylishly among the humans. I bounded up the stairs, resisting the urge to look over my shoulder. No one had followed me. If they had, I would have known. I would have smelled them, light fae or not.

      But it worked both ways. Bruta knew I was there before I arrived, and the door opened as I raised my hand to the devil-headed knocker. Bruta was so old, she remembered when the Tuatha Dé Danann became labeled “dark” by the Sleagh Maith who claimed they channeled the “light.” She wasn’t as offended as everyone else had been.

      She had simply embraced it. If the light fae had wanted an enemy, Bruta was happy to oblige. Stories around her activities were legendary. She had grown horns, changed her skin red and had magically implanted fangs.

      But it wasn’t all just looks. She had been at the forefront of the dark fae army, leading hordes of rabid followers into battle against the light fae and their subordinates, the red fae. So many had died under her rage, but she had kept going, bringing the light fae to heel and to join her forces in a way no other general had done before or since.

      I stepped through the threshold of her home and knew exactly where she was. Not because of my fae senses, but because she almost always spent her time in the atrium at the back of her house. The house itself gave no hint of her fearsome fae heritage. It was, in fact, the most human house one could imagine. She had designed it with a modern flair that kept a sleek red, white, and black pattern going through the house. I passed through the pristine white kitchen and paused at the counter, leaning against to peer into the next room.

      She stretched up and prune a kiwi vine that was twisted around the white columns.

      Sometimes I forgot how different fae really were from humans. In general, we looked the same, two legs, two arms, a head with hair growing on it, but I’d been living amongst humans now for a few years and, compared to fae, they were clumsy, awkward and basically inadequate.

      Unlike fae though, this made me like them more. There was something gentle and naïve and unpredictable about humans. Fae were lithe and graceful with every movement measured with accuracy and precise intention.

      As I watched Bruta’s hands move with inhuman speed across the kiwi vine, trimming it with her fingernails, I couldn’t hep smiling. No matter what she did, she was a master. And secretly, I was glad she had shed her warlord appearance. The horns, the fangs, the red skin had all been replaced with the handsome features of a middle-aged human, even though she was ancient even by fae standards.

      “They found you,” she said, finishing her work and turning towards me, her high cheekbones and thin lips drawn with serenity and grace.

      I plonked my dirty backpack onto her sparkling white quartz counter. “I don’t know if they did, but this one tried to kill me.” Hell, I wasn’t even sure if I knew who ‘they’ were, and I had learned better over the years than to ask her too many questions. Bruta only shared the information she wanted to when she wanted to. I untied my backpack and dumped the light fae’s wet uniform onto the pristine island.

      Bruta cocked an eyebrow as water dripped from the uniform onto the floor. “I see you got your black belt.” She smiled, coming over and lifting the bedraggled strip of cloth up to inspect it. It clashed with the intricate patterns of white braids that piled high on her head. “Congratulations, my girl,” she nodded. “I know you have worked hard for this.”

      “The bitch killed Tat.” My tongue felt swollen as I choked the words out.

      Bruta’s fine white eyebrows knit together and her hand clasped mine. She knew what Tat meant to me.

      Everything.

      I marveled at Bruta as she gently stroked my hand, the delicate rings on her fingers clinking together in a musical pattern. For someone who was rumored to have killed more than five hundred fae on her own and led the battles that destroyed thousands more, she was the most sensitive fae I’d ever known.

      And she still had magic.

      Her touch was calming and a relief to my anxious system. My breath slowed to match hers until calmness had almost enveloped me.

      “It was a light fae.”

      She nodded slowly. “Yes, this is clear, but the question is why?”

      “I kept asking her that. And I asked who sent her, but she wouldn’t tell me. She used the last of her magic to kill Tat and then she pressed her hand against this.”

      I carefully maneuvered the belt around so she could see the poisoned spike that had instantly killed the light fae.

      Bruta frowned, sniffing at the spike. I held my breath nervous that she would come too close and it would poison her too, but she put it down after one deep inhale.

      “A squaddie,” she said.

      “Squaddie?” I repeated stupidly. I knew about the soldiers who had fought in the legions. They were also known as legionnaires, but they were outlawed with the new accords and the peace the dark and light fae kings were trying to make. “Shouldn’t they be illegal?”

      “Very,” Bruta said, slowly laying out the young woman’s uniform and inspecting it for further signs. “Doesn’t look like you got any shots in.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It was a little difficult with ice daggers shooting nonstop at me.”

      She shrugged. “Well, at least you managed to avoid them.” She glanced over me and noticed my jeans and t-shirt were dirty and damp, but not torn.

      “I want to find the group that sent her after me,” I said.

      Bruta looked at me in surprise. “It’s instant death if you attempt to return to the fae world.”

      “She had the Crown Academy markings on her wrist.”

      “Crown Academy? Are you sure?” Bruta paused and then nodded silently. “Why would a legionnaire be at the Crown Academy?”

      “You know just like I do that place is corrupt as all shit,” I said with a growl.

      A low, disapproving sound came out of Bruta’s throat. “Have you learned nothing?”

      I scowled. “They killed my parents. What am I supposed to think?”

      “Your parents died on an assignment they chose to undertake,” Bruta said calmly. “That is all we know.”

      I pressed my lips together. We were never going to agree on this point, but I had no proof to back up my theory and she was right about the fact that they chose their own paths. I had to accept that at least.

      “What is more curious,” she continued, “is why the legion is active and why they’re recruiting members of the Crown Academy to do their dirty work.”

      “I want to find the viper’s den.”

      Bruta’s fine face creased. “I had thought this might happen. In fact, I had suspected it might happen sooner.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “The light fae believe you murdered me,” Bruta said. “There was always a chance they would seek retribution for my death.”

      “I was punished for your death.” I held up my hand. Not even a puff of smoke came out, much less the blue energy bolts that used to erupt from my palms.

      “You know there was always a chance the light fae wouldn’t accept the judgement of King Oren,” Bruta said. “If the legion is back in force, it means there are deeper problems going on in this so-called peace of theirs. It’s a pity.”

      I glared at her. “You hated their peace.”

      “This is not true. I just saw no place for me in it.”

      “You were a professor of strategic battle at the Crown Academy.” I held my hands out helplessly. “You had it made.”

      “My child, we were striving for peace. There was no place for strategic battle. There was no place for an old warrior and frankly, I never believed in this melting pot peace they were trying to create regardless. Too much blood was shed.”

      “Much by you,” I murmured.

      “Yes,” she nodded.  “And you know as well as I do that if I can’t have that life, then I shall not have another in the fae world.”

      I did know this. Masterminding her death had been an effort. But it had been a solution that had suited both of us. Bruta had many enemies in the light and red fae and many followers in the Dark and light fae. The only way they would ever let her live in peace was for her to die.

      It had taken months of planning. She had made many trips to the New York, found her home and even rented and fitted out my loft.

      We knew she would not be there for my trial and banishment, but she made sure I would have a warded safe haven to go to immediately upon my release. She had taken on the transfer of fae money into human banks and the responsibility for my sister and I once it was discovered our parents were dead. The only thing she had done I was never comfortable with, was making me swear to not tell my sister. She said we would have to trust her to know the truth or not.

      Unfortunately, my sister, who had always been high strung, was not able to see the truth. She had believed I could be a cold-blooded murderer.

      The Council would know that I would be unable to beat Bruta one-on-one in a duel, but we also needed Bruta’s heart to stop. We had searched for the strongest poison and most careful measurements and before the day of the duel, we had covered my arrow tips in it.

      I had been scared shitless.

      “What if I hit the whole blade in you?” I had asked.

      Bruta had just smiled. “Then that would mean it is my time to go. I have never been afraid of death.”

      Still, I had practiced and practiced until I h sure I could carefully nick just the edge of her arm. Then I hoped it would be enough.

      The match had taken place in the arena at the Crown Academy. It had been the summer solstice and Bruta had claimed to be making a show of her young wards and our skills. Ostensibly, it had been to make a point that with hard training one could master great things. It was also my supposed ‘entrance’ exam into the Crown Academy, even though it had always been assumed I would be accepted there.

      When the arrow  had flown true and nicked her shoulder, I had stood silently watching her. The crowds in the arena, my sister, the royals, all the upper fae classmen had grown hushed as Bruta looked at her arm, touched the blood, and smiled at me as she crumpled to the ground.

      The arena had erupted in chaos and I’d been in custody in no time. I hadn’t cared. I’d hated that place and had wanted out as fast as I could.

      “I need to get in,” I said.

      “Get in?” Bruta stared at me calmly.

      “I helped you get out of the fae world, now I need you to help me get into the Crown Academy. I’m going to find where she came from and why she wanted me dead.”

      “And you think she was a student there?” Bruta asked, lifting the broach that was pinned to the front of the young woman’s shirt.

      “She had to be,” I insisted. “She still carried the mark. That mark doesn’t disappear until you graduate or die.”

      “No student kills themselves just to avoid telling the truth,” Bruta said. “You will find more than the Crown Academy behind this woman. But you are right. If you want to find out what she was doing in your house, you need to find out who she was.”

      Bruta’s touched the amulet with her fingertips and pulled on one of the turquoise blue side baubles. A needle popped out of the amulet.

      “What is that?”

      “Strong and ancient magic,” Bruta said. “We created them for war. If a light fae died in the battlefield, you would take the broach to the family, but this needle, well, it holds the person inside it.”

      I shrug. “So, we can stick that in something and it’ll tell us everything we need to know?”

      “Perhaps,” Bruta twisted the needle around delicately looking at it in the light that reflected blue.

      “Well, what do you stick it in?” I ask, anxious to get this underway.

      “The last person to see them alive.” Bruta’s violet eyes pierced me.

      A deep chill enveloped my body.

      “In this case- “

      “Me.”
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      I held out my hand for the needle. “Let’s do this. Where does it go? My arm, my chest, my ass? If all it takes to figure out what was going on in this woman’s head is sticking this needle in me, I’m all in”

      I was a black belt and a fae. No stupid little needle was going to put me off from finding out why Tat died.

      Bruta’s laughter was low. “It’s not that easy, young one. Don’t leap before you understand the repercussions. Sometimes in this world, you need to know what you’re doing and make sure you can pay the price. There is more than just gaining access to her memories. You will become her.”

      “What?” I asked, not sure I’d heard correctly.

      “It was one of the more masterful weapons we had in the wars,” she said. “I could turn at entire legion of dark fae into light fae for a certain offensive, and then switch them back to dark fae when they had to slip into the shadows.”

      “The wars are over,” I said. “But someone is still after me. Maybe it’s because they think I killed you and maybe it’s because of my parents, but regardless, Tat is dead, and I need to know why. If I take on her look, I can return to Crown Academy as her and find out what is actually going on.”

      “You need to be singular of purpose if you do this. You need to aim for exactly what you want and attack it,” she said.

      I tried to look like I was hesitating, but I wasn’t. I had already made my decision. I had spent years avoiding the fae and the Crown Academy and had paid a heavy price to avoid it. Now I would go back and finally find out what had happened to my parents.

      “Where do you stick it?” I asked.

      Bruta’s hand reached gently around my neck and tapped the spot just above my top back bone.

      “Do it,” I said, turning around and bowing my head.

      A light chuckle fills the air. “You would have made the most formidable officer in my army,” Bruta said and I could hear the wistfulness in her voice.

      “Do you miss the wars?” I asked.

      There was a long pause as her fingers stroked my neck. “One must always be able and willing to adapt to new conditions. But more importantly, you must find a way to make this adaptation suit you.”

      Her fingers gripped tight on my shoulder and a sudden sharp pain pierced my skin, searing me down deep into the tissue of my neck until the hard metal of the needle scraped against my bone with a clicking sound.

      I clenched my teeth hard, tensing every muscle in my body but not uttering a word. It was as if my entire body was dissolving and disappearing into this point where the needle had dug down into my flesh.

      I couldn’t have breathed if I had wanted to.

      Pain shot out from the base of my neck, pouring through every vein of my body, a pulsating sting that ripped through me. My body tried to collapse, but Bruta’s grip was strong on my shoulder. It was the only thing I could feel that didn’t hurt, the five points where her fingers and thumb touched me.

      Suddenly a cool sensation slid across my skin. My body began to grow and my skin turned a pale white. My long purple locks hanging limp around my face looked as if white paint poured over them.

      I was turning into her. The bitch that killed my werecat.

      My hands gripped the counter. My nails turned a pale blue. I was repulsed, but at the same time mystified. Had I been away from the fae world so long I had forgotten the wonders of its magic? How a being could be one thing one moment and appear as something else.

      “How long will this last?” I gasped as my breath returned.

      “Until someone removes the needle,” Bruta said. “I suggest you wear your hair down, so the blue bead doesn’t show. Most people won’t understand what it’s for, especially at the academy, but some will know, and it will make them suspicious.”

      She turned me to face the floor length mirror leaning against the wall facing the sun.

      Holy fuck.

      I wasn’t me anymore at all. My nose was longer, my cheeks fuller, and my eyes a shimmering light-fae blue.

      “I’m her.”

      “Well, you carry her form for now, but remember if you show who you truly are, well, everyone has King Oren’s own permission to kill Gaia Blackstone on sight.”

      “So, I’ll make sure I’m not seen,” I said.

      “Your life depends on it,” Bruta nodded and in her gaze, I saw the love and caring she had always approached me with, even when she’d been a fearsome war general.

      “I understand,” I nodded.

      “What is your name?” she asked.

      “Gaia Blackstone,” I shrugged. It used to be Gaia Pehtala, but every Unforgiven is stripped of their birth name and given the name Blackstone.

      “No, the name of the light fae,” Bruta clarified.

      My brow creased together, and I turned away from the mirror to look at her. “I have no idea.”

      “Nothing? There’s no awareness of who this woman was?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “This isn’t going to work, is it?”

      Bruta paced the atrium, her fingers stroking the leather cuffs of her billowing white shirt. “You aren’t truly fae anymore.”

      “How can I not be fae?” My stomached roiled at the thought. I mean, okay, I didn’t want to be in contact with any fae and I didn’t have any magic, but I couldn’t just change what I was. Being fae was part of my DNA. It’s what I was born.

      “That’s not what I mean,” Bruta turned her attention on me. “Yes, of course you’re fae, but your magic was removed. It’s like a surgical procedure when they remove a body part. It’s literally just not there anymore.”

      I shuddered remembering the feeling of loss I’d experienced during the procedure. It had been painful and dark. As if they had been taking the core of each one of my cells and vacuuming it out of me. “I still have all my fae traits.”

      “Yes, but this tool we created works on a very special system that isn’t just hooked up to the nerve endings. It needs magic to engage the memories and, well…”

      “I don’t have any anymore.” I let out a sigh, for the first time in years wishing I had my magic back. I stared in the mirror at the strange light fae young woman who stared back at me. My stomach churned. As long as I had this needle in my neck, I was going to be looking at the face of the one who’d killed Tat. “What are we going to do? You still have your magic. There must be something you can do.”

      Bruta was already walking around the atrium, her leather pants silent as she brushed fingertips along the leaves and began plucking a leaf here and a leaf there. “There isn’t much I can do, to be honest. That needle will keep you looking like her, but it isn’t going to give you her memories. If you’re going to go through with this, you’re walking straight into the lion’s den. You’re going to have to be pretty nimble to navigate a world where she is known, and you know no one.”

      “I’m familiar with Crown Academy,” I said. “I lived there my whole life.”

      “Yes, but you don’t know where she fits into it.” Bruta turned to the counter and dropped the handful of leaves she’d collected into a pure white mortar. She slowly ground the moist green leaves into a pulp. “And you don’t know what it’s become since you left. Neither of us do.”

      “You don’t have any contacts with anyone there?” I asked, mildly surprised.

      Bruta chortled. “I’m dead, remember? Best thing that ever happened to me. No one bugs me at all anymore.”

      “What is that?” I asked, nodding towards the green mash.

      She scooped a small piece out of the mortar with her fingers and rolled it into a pea-sized ball. She held it gently in her hands, murmuring an incantation over it. Her hands glowed red briefly and then faded. She held her palm open to me. The small pea was now brown.

      I took it between my thumb and forefinger. Bruta had never used magic on me or even potions. Even when I was sick. I had insisted that if I was going to be human, I was going to live as humanly as possible. But now everything had changed. “Will this fix the problem?”

      “Place it under your tongue and let it dissolve. It will take a while to have any impact, but it should allow some of her memories to drift to you, probably in your sleep.”

      “But what about her name?”

      Bruta nodded. “That’ll either be the first piece of information you get, or you won’t get it at all.”

      “Smashing.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” Bruta said.

      “Yes,” I said. “Yes, I do. I ran away one time and lost nearly everything. Now I have lost the last thing that mattered to me, well, besides you. But I can’t stay here. If they are stalking me and successfully finding me, I need to leave you, too.”

      “Just remember, Gaia,” Bruta held a hand on my shoulder. “If they discover who you really are, they will kill you. Even if I tried to save you, I would not be able to.”

      “I know.” I gripped her hand. “I wouldn’t want you to. We got you out for a reason, besides, you look much better without the horns.”

      We both turned to look into the ornate mirror, smiling at each other with a sad determination.

      Bruta didn’t say a word, she just reached forward and touched the glass. I only watched it for an instant before I took a firm step through and back to everything I hated.
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      It didn’t take but a second to get my bearings. Bruta’s mirror led to the main portal in the front courtyard of Crown Academy. It was a common entryway for people to arrive. The biggest danger was standing there too long. It was kind of like a human escalator there was always somebody coming in behind you, so you had to move quick when you got in.

      The shock of the portal wasn’t nearly as harsh as the shock of finding myself back in the middle of Crown Academy. I never thought I’d see this place again.

      “Get the hell out of the way, Frosty.” A shoulder bumped me as a bulky dark fae guy came through the portal behind me.

      Right. I was a light fae now. No one knew I was Gaia Blackstone, Unforgiven outcast of the fae world.

      I still stood out a bit odd. Unlike the other students milling around I didn’t have any bags or books, but I quickly stepped to the side and with my back against the wall. I surveyed the scene.

      The café and restaurant were just to my left nestled in one of the massive patrol towers that marked one side of the entrance to the courtyard. That matching tower on the other side was the home of the café lounge. The only real difference between the two places was one had couches and the other had tables and served food.

      Early on when the Crown Academy had first started allowing anyone to attend, the lounge had been the territory of the dark fae only, but King Oren put an end to that. This new brand of academy was supposed to be a melting pot for the clans that had been at war for more than a thousand years. Having one segregated meeting place didn’t really help the cause.

      Fortunately for King Oren, Prince Tallon had carried out his every wish. He’d immediately started inviting the light, blood and light fae into the lounge and had thrown parties, making them feel at home. This had been all when Mae, my sister had just started attending. She had been so enamored with Prince Tallon, she would have done anything, even spend time with a blood or light fae just to get his attention and approval.

      I turned away from the lounge and thoughts of my sister. Any thoughts of her were going to throw me off my game and that was the last thing I needed to get through this. I was singular of purpose. Find out why the light fae were tracking and attacking me and, despite what Bruta said, find out if it had anything to do with my parents’ death.

      The courtyard itself was beautiful. And as much as I had never wanted to stay after my parents died, my breath caught in my throat.

      The gold, red, and yellow autumn maple leaves fell lazily from the trees and created a gilded carpet encircling the main tower where the light and dark fae dormitories were. The main center tower was surrounded by low-lying, three-story row buildings that made up the dormitories for the light fae on the north side and the red fae on the south side. All the professors’ residences and administrative buildings were in the east wall at the back of the complex.

      The center building was forty-stories tall complete with a penthouse reserved for the royal family and an apparently exquisite set of suites that Headmistress Lucinda inhabited. She had been at the school for as long as I could remember, the most suspicious and disapproving fae I had ever met. She’d kept a strict code of ethics at Crown Academy, one of the reasons I was pretty sure Bruta hadn’t been interested in taking up residency there any longer.

      Assassins had a private lounge up there also on the thirty-first floor. I’d only ever been there a couple of times, but my parents had gone up there a lot to get briefings on assignments and to discuss some of the greatest dangers threatening the fae world.

      But my family had lived at the back in a small townhouse just big enough for the four of us. I was sure Mae didn’t have that now.

      We’d lost everything.

      Everything except the opportunity to serve the crown as assassins or accountants or jewelers or designers or prison guards or scouts for the rest of our lives. And fae lived a long, long, long time by human standards. Whatever the royal family needed, any graduate from the Crown Academy was at their beck and call. I’m not sure if the blood and light fae understood that yet. The melding of the school was still so new. And the light fae thought they were going to get a say in it.

      It’d be interesting to see how that turned out. As devious and sparkling bullshit as the light fae were, my money was on the dark fae king having something up his sleeve to destroy the peace or gain control of all Fantom.

      It didn’t matter how much he put people together, the dark fae were always going to consider themselves better than the light fae and vice versa.

      The archways at each corner of the low-rise buildings lead to the room where the actual classes were held. All the working classes were specialized and, in all honesty, I’d never been in those. They weren’t meant for younger kids. I went to local fae primary, secondary schools and high schools dispersed near the campus in Quebec. One of the few places where the fae didn’t mind mingling a bit with humans. I’m not sure what it was about this place, but I loved the quiet peace about it, and as much as it strained every muscle in my body, the place still felt like home.

      It was bittersweet to be standing there in the courtyard now. At twenty-one I should’ve been entering my third year of the academy, but instead I was an outsider dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt with a quilted vest pulled over to keep me warm. I hardly looked like the fashionable fae sauntering around and chattering in groups like they owned the place, like they owned my home. I pulled the woolen cap down a little farther over my white hair. I wasn’t cold. It would have been weird for a light fae to be cold, but whoever’s visage I’d taken on, I didn’t change anything about me on the inside. It just changed the way I looked to others.

      I started walking towards the main building probably out of habit more than anything else.

      “What you suddenly think you’re a darky or something,” a voice startled me. Three light fae stood there grinning at me. One was extremely petite with a perky little nose. With her dark blue sparkling eyes, I bet she had some pixie blood in her.

      She was shaded out by a towering man who pulled me close in a giant hug. “You’re a week late for the start of term, babe,” he said nuzzling my neck. “And you didn’t contact me all summer.”

      “She’s been gone so long she can’t remember where she’s supposed to go.” A nasty high-pitched voice from a stick-like light fae made the guy pull back off me.

      “I was busy tracking something,” I muttered, guessing that at least had to be true.

      Fuck. If I could only figure out who these people were, life would be a hell of a lot easier. Clearly, they knew me, and this guy seemed to know me pretty well.

      “So how you guys been?” I asked, casually sticking my hands in my pockets and trying to look as normal as I could.

      “You know the usual,” the guy said, “skipping class, hanging out in the lounge, pining for you.”

      He got a swift elbow in the side from the ultra-slick light fae with her long white hair in braids. “Give it a rest, Oisin,” she said. “Eyla’s never been into you. She’s never going to be into you.”

      “You can never blame a guy for trying, Rhia.” he shrugged, unbothered by Rhia laying out the facts.

      But I could tell there was more to this. If my sensibilities were correct, Rhia really did like this guy. And he really did like whoever the hell I was. Great. I don’t even know who I was and was already caught in a twisty love triangle. But at least I now knew two names. Oisin and Rhia. Though Rhia looked like if a strong wind came along, she might be blown away with it.

      “We were just headed back to the dorms,” said the tiny pixie-ish one. “Why don’t you come and tell us about, you know, where you were and what you were up to.”

      I glanced at her sideways. This one knew something. But at this stage it’d been a long day and I wasn’t quite ready or on top of it. I need a little time alone to try and gather my head and my heart. I’d spent so many happy memories with my parents here, coming back was like a dagger in the heart. I needed space. I also needed facts. Like, who I was pretending to be.

      “I need to rest,” I shook my head. “Maybe we can meet up for dinner or something.”

      The pixie shrugged like it was no big deal, but I could tell she was a little put out. I fell into step next to them listening to them chatter about school. It’d only been in session for a week but there already seem like there was plenty to gossip about. They were all mostly excited it was their final year.

      Shit.

      Eyla was in her fourth year.

      How the hell was I ever going to fit in to fourth year classes at Crown Academy? I was in school at Columbia, which was seriously no joke, but, well, it was a normal human school. She’d studied books, took exams, wrote papers. Crown Academy was harsh. You could die in some of the events and if you didn’t cut it in your discipline, you were screwed for life. Made a servant of the royal household. Like a janitor type servant or a maid.

      My parents had always told me not to worry, that there was no way I was going to mess up and not become an assassin. But what they had never understood is that I hadn’t wanted to be an assassin. I didn’t want to hunt daeva, criminals, or people who the royal family thought were threats. Hell, for all I knew, King Oren himself or at least the Crown Prince had sent Eyla after me.

      No wonder I hated this place.
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      A group of students moved towards us and I was surprised to see the frost shrink back. I stopped and held my ground. Glancing over my shoulder quizzically.

      Oisin just watched me his eyebrows raised.

      Then I smelled him. It was the scent of a lion in the sunlight of the forest lying in the grass ready to pounce. I’d smelled it a few times before when my parents had been alive and there had been big events at the Academy that we had all been required to attend. It still made my knees weak, but I couldn’t stop from inhaling deeply.

      Prince Tallon. Crown Prince to the dark fae throne.

      He walked directly in our path. I suddenly wanted to step back and stand with the other light fae. He was the most gorgeous golden fae I had ever seen in my life. And that was saying a lot. Fae were by nature perfect looking creatures. But he had something exotic about him that was hard to understand.

      While most dark fae were in fact, tan skin and dark eyes with varying floral hair colors, he was golden blond like a wheat field in the summer time and skin so tan it looked like he did nothing but lie out all day soaking in the sun itself. His hair was wild like the straw blowing in the fields.

      He made my skin hot and I just wanted to roll around in his warmth. As he sauntered towards us his hair moved around his face and his green eyes stared straight at me.

      I glanced over my shoulder and the pixie fae squinted at me, making me feel stupid for standing still. I took a step back, remembering I wasn’t dark fae here. I was a light fae and needed to show my subservience to the dark fae, but Prince Tallon’s voice halted me.

      “Freezer,” he growled.

      I scowled. Freezer? What the fuck sort of an insult was that. I bit my tongue, clearly aware he still was the Crown Prince and pissing him off in my few minutes at the academy wasn’t going to be very helpful. Still, he already seemed a bit irritated with me.

      “We missed you this first week in the assassin’s academy,” he said his voice deep, dark and still warming. Even though he wasn’t pleased with me something about his voice made me very happy.

      “Um, yeah,” I muttered. “I had some stuff going on with my… with my family… a sick relative.” I stopped speaking suddenly because I didn’t know any of the facts. I had no idea if Eyla had a mother, father, sister, brother, or even an uncle. I had no idea who this woman was or what excuse she could have for not being at the academy the first week. I just had to remember to speak in generalizations.

      Then I had to remember what I told people. Shit. This was going to be harder than I thought.

      Okay. She’d missed the first week of school because she had a sick relative. Now I’d have to figure out who her relatives were because judging by the look on Pixie Girl’s face, she was going to start asking questions soon.

      “Well, you’re behind so you better get in there early and start training before class starts tomorrow,” he said.

      What a dick.

      This guy was going to be the king one day. Keeping tabs on where everybody was in class. Seems like he’d have more stately things to do than monitoring class attendance. I was about to say as much when a group of girls surrounded him.

      The sparkling redhead who sidled up to him and looped her arm through his was the light fae princess. It was surprising those two were so cozy. I couldn’t think of a worse mix.

      But apparently, she was territorial in all her dainty flowing red gownness. She shot me a glare as if she wanted to light a fire under my ass and burn the frost off me.

      Little did she know I cared nothing for the prince, nor did she frighten me in the slightest. She could have her power and her prestige. I just needed to find out some information, stop people from trying to kill me, and I’d be on my way. I missed the kids at the orphanage. And even worse, I hadn’t even said a proper goodbye.

      Then I saw her.

      I had to put my hand over my mouth to hide my gasp. Mae stood there, right next to Dayna like they were best friends; my sister and the light fae Princess. My skin flushed hot and my palms grew clammy. Now I wanted to slap the princess.

      Hard.

      Worse than that, Mae was looking at me and I don’t know if it was just the way that she looked at everybody now, but it was exactly how she looked at me when I’d been on trial; with a look of pity.

      That was enough. I was out. I turned on my heel and walked away heading towards where I knew the light fae dorms were. My supposed fae friends ran to catch up to me.

      “Did you seriously just turn and walk away from the royal couple?” Pixie Girl asked a slight tone of awe in her voice.

      My lip curled. “I have nothing to say to them. Why wouldn’t I? They’re not worth my time.”

      Oisin grabbed my elbow and leaned into me as we kept walking. “Hey, I don’t know what happened this summer. I don’t know where you’ve been this last week but be careful what you say. You can’t have anyone hearing you talk badly about the royal couple. Not in mixed company at least.”

      I wanted to shrug him off, but that wasn’t really the best way to go about figuring out who this girl was and who these people were that she friends with. Besides he really did sound like he cared and was trying to help. I let him keep a grip on my elbow.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I’m just a little tired. Would you mind walking me to my room?” I asked ignoring the glares from Rhia.

      “Yeah, of course.” He sounded happy at the opportunity and I almost felt bad that I was just using him to figure out which room was mine.

      It didn’t take us long. He led me by the elbow up a narrow staircase to the top story of the three-story building. Apparently Eyla had an apartment.

      “Here you go,” he said, bowing graciously as we got to the door.

      I started putting down my pockets. Holy crap. I didn’t even have a key to my own room.

      “Everything okay?” He asked, looking at me quizzically. “You really don’t seem yourself.”

      “I’ll tell you about it later,” I said. “I’ve just got a lot on my mind. I can’t seem to find the key to my room.”

      “You probably haven’t even picked up your welcome back packet yet have you,” he smiled kindly at me. “Listen, I’ll go down and pick all that stuff up and slide it under your door. But if I’m not mistaken, I saw your new roommate here.”

      He reached past me, twisting the door handle. It opened. I looked up at him as he leaned over me. I was completely confused.

      “You’re really nice,” I blurted out. It’d been a long time since a fae other than Bruta was nice to me.

      “It’s part of my charm,” he grinned. “But seriously go in and get some rest. I’ll slip your envelope under the door, so you’ve got everything you need. If you don’t make it out to dinner tonight, I’ll see you in the morning our usual table.”

      He turned and bounded down the steps.

      Our usual table.

      This was gonna be a lot harder than I thought. I needed to be on my toes and quickly figure this shit out. I sure as hell hoped he wasn’t one of the assholes because so far, he seemed to be the only friend I had here.

      It’d been a ridiculous long, full day and I was desperate for a rest. I’d toured the third story apartments before so I knew what to expect. A small two-bedroom apartment with a tiny living room. All I had to figure out was which bedroom was mine and I could lay down. I stepped in and shut the door. My mouth gaped open and I leaned against it breathing heavy.

      “What the actual fuck?” I couldn’t stop the words from coming out of my mouth.

      A black winged demon was casually draped across the sofa like she owned the place.
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      I’d have sunk to a squatting position to catch my breath, but my legs were frozen stiff. There was a freaking demon in my room. I reached for the dagger that rested in the scabbard on my hip.

      “I’m not a freaking demon,” she said, raising her perfectly arched eyebrows. Her shoulder length brown hair fell flat against her shoulders, but even though she sprawled across the couch in a tight corset, her lengthy body and lithe muscles don’t hide the demon wings folded behind her.

      And apparently, she could read minds.

      I reached behind me and grasped the doorknob. I was exhausted, had no magic powers, and had only brought a dagger with me. Campus rules required no weapons larger than six inches outside the classroom. It had made for some petty jokes when we had been kids. Now I just wished I had a sword. There was no way I was facing this thing alone.

      I turned the doorknob as the creature stood up and its wings outstretched like a giant bat in the cramped space, its claws nearly scraping the ceiling.

      “Relax,” she said, her voice decidedly casual. “I’m your new roommate.”

      “Those look like demon wings to me,” I said, staring at them rather than taking her outstretched hand.

      “Onyx Nightshade.” She dropped her hand, her head cocking to the side.

      “That’s a pretty dark name.” I was still trying to gauge her. She actually didn’t seem that dangerous.

      She smirked. “I’m a reaper from Hell.” Her shoulders rose and fell in a careless shrug. “We aren’t known for being light. Those are the other reapers.”

      We stared at each other for a good solid minute.

      “And you’re my roommate?” I asked.

      Onyx nodded. “Exchange student. Apparently, I suck at Reaper Academy so they thought I should come here for a year and quit being an embarrassment to the Hellions.”

      She was new here. So, she had no idea who I was either. Suddenly, I felt a little safer with her in my light fae disguise. Like I wouldn’t have to be on my guard and remember shit I never knew in the first place.

      I grabbed her hand in a firm shake, unable to stop the smile forming on my lips. This could work out quite well in my favor.

      Except, she was suddenly frowning at me. And, as beautiful as she was with her angular features and high forehead, a frown on a reaper just looked fucking scary.

      “Your skin is pretty warm for a light fae.” She raised her chin at me. “What’s your name?”

      “G-.” I cut my words short. I’m not Gaia. I’m definitely not allowed to be Gaia right now. “Eyla.”

      “Mmhmm,” Onyx nodded with a look of doubt. Her hands crossed over her chest as her wings folded at her back. “Your last name?”

      For fuck’s sake. I actually didn’t know that yet. Where the hell was that welcome packet Oisin promised me?

      “Didn’t you see it when you checked in?” I countered, stalling.

      “Why, yes I did,” she said. “It’s just interesting that you don’t seem to know what it is.”

      Great. I was there like thirty minutes and I was already going to die. I opened my mouth to find some other excuse.

      She held up her hand. “It’s Friese. Your name is Eyla Friese.”

      “I’m dead,” I muttered.

      She shook her head. “Look, I don’t have any idea why you’re impersonating a light fae, but I sure as hell am not going to turn you in. I’m no friend to the fae. And if you’re impersonating one, I’m guessing you aren’t either.”

      I couldn’t stop the reflex of looking over my shoulder. The door was shut tight and there was no one else in the room. “How the hell did you even know?”

      “Well, besides the fact I can read your mind?” She smirked as she fully retracted her wings and sat down at the small table in the corner.

      “Right. Can you read everyone’s mind?” I asked, suddenly realizing how useful that could be.

      “Only when they’re shouting or in a state of near panic,” she said.

      “I wasn’t panicking,” I retorted.

      “Oh, you were totally scared.” She laughed.

      “Screw you.” I flopped down on the opposite chair.

      “No thanks,” she said with a laugh. “I like dudes. Demon dudes.”

      “What?”

      “I’m kidding.. I like any hot guy with wings. Doing it in the air.” Onyx threw her head back and let out a heavenly sigh. “Now that is where it’s at.”

      My eyes must have bulged out of my head. I suddenly felt ridiculously sheltered, even though I shouldn’t have. I had been raised here, damn it. Crown Academy had been my home, but the years away from the supernatural world had certainly made me forget some of the things they took for granted.

      Onyx shook her head. “You are going to have to chill out if you’re going to pull this off.”

      I looked at her cautiously. “I thought you didn’t like fae.”

      “I don’t,” she said. “But I do like it when someone is up to no good. And you most definitely are. So, I’m all in.”

      I frowned. What did she think? I was just going to spill my story? By the way she leaned forward in anticipation, that was exactly what she was thinking.

      “Look,” I groaned. “You have to understand if they find out I’m here, I’m dead. Like dead dead. Not sent off to fae prison, the arena or anything. I’m just killed on sight.”

      “You make death sound like a bad thing,” Onyx said.

      Right. Reaper. “Well it generally is to those of us who still want to live.”

      “Don’t worry, I know some reapers of the fae. I could hook you up with a nice ride to the afterworld.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re missing the point, Onyx. I’m not here to die. I’ve got to get something taken care of.”

      “So, you came here voluntarily?” She looked incredulous.

      I burst out laughing. “Yeah. I worked so damn hard to get out of here the first time, then I just came fucking back.” I rubbed my fingers against my forehead.

      “With a pretty big effort, too.” Onyx looked up and down at my light fae body. “What is it? A charm? A spell? How long is it going to last?”

      “Like I’m going to just tell you?”

      “Like you have a choice?” She smiled.

      The reaper had a point. She already knew enough to turn me in. I bowed my head down and showed her the ball of the needle in my neck. “It’s from a fallen fae.”

      It was her turn to look shocked. “You killed a light fae?”

      “I tried.” I shrugged. “But it was self-defense.”

      “Mmhmm.”

      “No, really,” I said. “She came and attacked me and killed my werecat.”

      “She killed your cat?” Onyx looked skeptical.

      “Tat was my fucking werecat,” I growled. “She turned into a dragon. Don’t they teach you anything at Reaper Academy?”

      Onyx shook her head. “Not that. But I’m a Hellion so we don’t deal with animals. Just assholes.”

      I laughed. “Maybe that Eyla bitch is on her way there now.”

      Onyx shook her head. “Not the fae. I deal with human jerks.”

      I nodded like I understood, but I seriously didn’t know much about the reaper world and right now I had more than enough issues dealing with the light fae. “Anyhow, she took poison before I could get any information out of her.”

      “So, you decided to impersonate her and find out why she was trying to kill you.” She nodded. “Seems completely illogical.”

      “I have history here.”

      “Yeah, I guessed at that. You’re not going to tell me who you really are, are you?”

      I shook my head as a large white envelope with the Crown Academy seal slid under the door. I purposefully kept my mind blank as I got up to retrieve Eyla’s welcome packet.

      “Look,” I said as I tore open the envelope and dumped Eyla’s papers onto the table. “I appreciate your help and the truth is, I could use a friend, but if you know who I really am, it isn’t going to just be me they execute.”

      Onyx’s laughter filled up the room.

      “Which bit of ‘I’m a reaper’ didn’t you understand? I’m celestial. I can’t be executed. At least, not that easily.”

      “Okay, fine. I’m still not telling you my real name.”

      “Suit yourself.” She shrugged. “What classes do you have?” She reached over and dug through the papers until she found my schedule.

      “Eyla Friese,” I murmured, reading over my welcome letter. “And my family comes from Sirkka in Lapland. Shit. That’s a prison outpost.” I made a mental note to find out more about the Friese family and what crap they were up to. If she was at Crown Academy, her dad probably ran the prison there.

      “Sweet.. We’re in Assassins 401 together.” She grinned. “You’ll see how much I suck.”

      “You can’t be that bad if you made it to 401.” I encouraged her.

      She shrugged. “It’s not even like I’m really supposed to be assassinating people. I’m just supposed to take souls out of their bodies. But…” She shrugged.

      “I don’t have any magic,” I said.

      “Yeah, I sensed that. Were you born like that?” Onyx asked, her dark eyes sympathetic.

      “No.” I shook my head. “I had them strip me of it.”

      “Burn me in Hell, you did what?” She sounded like I’d just told her I’d killed my best friend.

      “I’ve been living with humans for the last four years.”

      “Living with humans? Holy shit. You’re hard core.” She nodded her head at me with respect.

      I shook my head as I stood up. “I don’t know about that. I’m just exhausted. Which room is mine?”

      She pointed at one of the three doors down the short hallway. I walked into the cell like room without even turning on the lights and laif down on the single bed, falling fully dressed into a fitful slumber.
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      “Get your ass up, lady.” Onyx’s pounding on the door startled me awake.

      I sat up completely confused for a good minute. How the fuck did I end up back at Crown Academy?

      I leaned forward, stretching my back out as I touched my toes and groaned over my knees.

      “Are you alive in there?” She pounded on the door again.

      “Yes, I’m fucking alive,” I growled, bounding out of bed and jerking open the door to stop another bout of loud thumping.

      Her fist almost landed on my face, but I tipped backwards nimbly avoiding her fist, and she fell forward.

      I caught her, but my laughter rang loud in the small room. “You might want to use a little less force when knocking on a door.” I pushed her upright, stabilizing her on her feet.

      “I thought you were dead in there. There wasn’t a sound all night. No tossing no turning, no nothing.”

      “I was tired.” I shrugged.

      “Well, shake it off.” She grabbed my shoulders demonstrating the action on me. “You’ve missed the first week of school. You need to get in there and show them what you’ve got.”

      “You’re a little too enthusiastic for me just opening my eyes,” I commented. “Maybe let me catch my breath?”

      “I’ve been knocking on your door for the last half hour.”

      “It wasn’t locked why didn’t you just come in?” I asked.

      She looked like I had suggested sticking burning coals in my eyes. “You don’t go into someone’s private room. Are you crazy? What if that big light fae had snuck in here in the middle the night and you two were doing the nasty?”

      “Ew.” I scrunched my face up. “That’s disgusting.”

      “What do you mean it’s disgusting? It’s one of the best things ever. It’s like… No. Forget that. It is the best thing ever. Sucks I’m not going to get anything around here. Not with the place crawling with fae. I mean, I wouldn’t turn it down if the topic came up. It might be a drink of water in a drought and I may have to take what I can get.” She paused on her rant and noticed I was just blankly staring at her. Her hand flew to her hands flew to her hips have you actually even ever done it?”

      “I’m not a child. I’m twenty-one. Of course I’ve done it.” I used air quotes to make her realize how ridiculous she sounded. I didn’t mention it was stupid fumbling with human boys who had no idea how to engage with precision. But still it’s not like I was a virgin. I just didn’t know what all the fuss was about.

      “Well, come on. We have to grab breakfast and then get to class. I looked at your schedule and you’re totally late.”

      “Can I at least wash my face first?” I asked.

      “I actually have the shower running for you,” she said, stepping out of my way. “I don’t mean this in a bad way, but you kinda stink.”

      Oh, for fucks sake. I suddenly realized I hadn’t taken a shower in forever. Not since the night before I went to class, worked at the orphanage, fought Eyla, watched Tat die, and raced over to Bruta’s house. My head swam a bit at everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours.

      “Thanks.” Gratitude seeped through my voice. “A hot shower is exactly what I need.” I took the two steps towards the bathroom.

      “Great.,” called Onyx. “You have two minutes and don’t forget to put on the uniform..”

      Damn. Having Onyx around was almost like having a personal assistant. I jumped in the shower and after a quick full body scrub, I toweled off, avoiding looking in the mirror. It was still too weird seeing me with pale skin, blue eyes, and white hair.

      Then, I saw the uniform hanging on the back of the bathroom door. I stared at it for a good minute, frozen in time. As a young child this is exactly what I had aspired to, but once I had realized what it had meant, servitude to the royal house, well, I’d hated it. I’d spent my entire freaking teenage years planning how not to put on that goddamn uniform. The gray and maroon. Plaid skirt, the gray shirt, and narrow maroon tie. The waistband corset to store weapons and, later I realized, to show we were bound to the royal house.

      Onyx pounded on the door again. “You’re two minutes is up and you’re thirty seconds overtime.”

      “I’ve got this,” I said, irritation rising in my voice. “Back off a second.” It was one thing to have a personal assistant. It was another thing to be pressured all the time. Even though I knew she was right. I didn’t wanna be late for class at the Academy.

      I pulled up my knee-high socks, slipped on my loafers and we were racing out to the cafeteria.

      “You start with history,” Onyx told me as we ran. “Can’t be late. It’s taught by Professor Ironspring and she’s the worst. Super strict. She might like you because you’re a light fae. But she definitely does not like me. I have that class Wednesdays. She hates me. I sit in the back and give her the death stare just to make her angrier.”

      “How’s that helping your grades?”

      “What do I care about grades?” She laughed. “This doesn’t even count as part of my academy. It’s just a place they stuck me for a year so the people who didn’t like me wouldn’t have to see me at the reaper academy. Once they graduate, I have to go back and still do another full year.”

      “Lucky you,” I said “I don’t plan on being here one year. Not at all. I think a good few weeks and I should have this thing figured out.”

      She frowned. “But you’re the only friend I have here.”

      “We just met last night.” I tried to laugh it off, even though my heart warmed at her words and I knew I felt exactly the same way.

      “Fair enough,” she conceded, “but we are roommates. That counts for something.”

      “Don’t get used to it,” I said. “We’re not going to be roomies long.”

      “Well if you don’t get your ass through breakfast quickly, you’re not going to be in the academy long,” she retorted.

      There was almost no one left at the food counter when we got to the cafeteria. Everyone else had eaten already. You’d think it would’ve been something spectacular and magical, but it was just a cafeteria serving crappy food. The academy wasn’t trying to raise spoiled kids or make us feel special. They were here to toughen us up. We didn’t live in some peaceful world of dancing faeries like the humans all talked about. We lived in a war-torn world. The academy wanted to teach us how to sit down, shut up, and follow instructions.

      I grabbed a roll, a banana, and a massive cup of fae coffee. Thank God they served that. There was nothing like it in the world. It was like human coffee on steroids. It gave more than just an energy boost. It was like the world was brighter and happier once you drank a single cup.

      I grabbed two.

      We walked through the large hall, looking for a table.

      A voice called out, “Eyla over here..”

      At first it didn’t register that it was calling to me.

      Onyx elbowed me in the ribs.

      “There’s your Frosty the Snowman,” she said, pointing out Oisin who was waving me over.

      “How do you know about Frosty the Snowman?” I asked. “That’s pretty human of you.”

      “Spoiler alert,” Onyx said, “I’m a reaper. I reap humans. I know a lot about them. It’s one of the topics I was actually good at in school.”

      “I keep forgetting you’re a reaper,” I commented.

      “No one else does,” she said.

      I glanced around the room suddenly realizing everybody in the cafeteria was staring at us. I raised my chin. Fuck them.

      “Come on,” I said and led her towards Oisin’s table.

      Rhea was glued right to his side and Pixie Sirl sat at the head of the table. I sat down without thinking about it.

      Onyx just stood there.

      I motioned to the bench next to me. There was plenty of room. But then I realized everybody at the table was glaring at her.

      “You guys haven’t met?” I asked, feigning naivety. “This is Onyx Nightshade. She’s my new roommate.”

      “We’ve seen her around,” Rhea said with a crisp tone. “She can’t sit here.”

      I stood up. “Fine. Didn’t want to sit with you anyhow.”

      Pixie Girl looked startled. “You’re going to pick a reaper over us?”

      I shrugged. “What about if I pick somebody who doesn’t have any other friends on this entire campus over three people that seem to be getting along just fine? What about that?” I grabbed my tray.

      Pixie Girl’s eyes were wide. “What happened to you out there? You’re like really weird.”

      “I like this new Eyla,” Oisin said. “Sit down Onyx. You can’t be any worse than the rest of the assholes who go to this school.”

      “Well thanks,” Onyx raised her eyebrows at him. “That’s one hell of a complement.”

      I was surprised to see him blush. Maybe Oisin was going to find something attractive other than a light fae.

      “We haven’t met,” Onyx said, leaning forward and holding out her hand to the Pixie Girl.

      I silently thanked her. Damn she was good. She knew exactly how to help me out.

      “Maura,” the Pixie Girl said.

      Check. One more name on my list. “This is Rhea and you’ve met Oisin,” I said. “Guys, this is Onyx. Get used to her. I don’t care that she’s a reaper. She’s pretty cool.”

      Maura’s look of shock didn’t escape me, but a small pack had gathered behind me. I could sense them.

      “Yeah she’s pretty cool if you like dead things.” That voice was full of sparkles and darts which made it pretty damn obvious who I was hearing. It was the light fairy princess and apparently her posse.

      I glanced up and wasn’t planning on saying anything, but then I saw my sister, disdain written all over her face.

      “What the hell is your problem?” I glared at Princess Dayna.

      “Excuse me?” The sparkles in her voice were like bullets spraying over me.

      But my temper was up, and I wasn’t having it. “We’re just sitting here having breakfast, princess. I don’t think we need your commentary on my roommate.”

      Oisin kicked me under the table.

      Rhea looked startled but Maura had an evil little grin on her face as if she was enjoying every single second of this.

      Dayna didn’t look amused at all. Her light fae skin turned bright red and she was clearly pissed. “You show up to this academy a week late and dare speak to me like this?”

      I knew I needed to shut up, but I couldn’t stop myself. “I wasn’t the one visiting your table to make snide comments. I don’t know what your damage is, but just leave me and my roommate in peace.”

      “Oh, I’ll leave you in peace,” she said, as the class bell went off. “I’ll watch you get expelled before your final year even really starts.” She reached out and a spark flew from her hand, hitting the corner of my tray, knocking it off the table and spraying my two coffees all over me.

      Oisin, Onyx, and I all rose at the same time. I was lunging at the princess, but Oisin and Onyx held me back.

      I wasn’t as pissed about the dirty uniform as I was about losing my coffee.

      “See you in class,” giggled Dayna.

      My gaze flew to my sister who looked down her nose at me. She flipped her purple hair over her shoulder in complete agreement with what Dayna had done and they sauntered off with their posse.

      There was no way I was gonna let them see me cry. Not a single damp eye. I clenched my teeth so hard I thought they were about to break. It wasn’t Dayna that bugged me. I didn’t give a shit about her or her Crown Prince liaison. I just couldn’t stomach that look from my sister.

      “Looks like you’re a little more heated than I am,” Onyx said with a smile. “This year might be a lot more fun than I had anticipated.”

      “You’ve got to stay away from her,” Oisin said. “She’ll get you kicked out of the academy.”

      “Yeah even your parents won’t be able to keep you in if Dayna has it out for you,” Maura agreed.

      “Forget her. ” Rhea stood up. “We’re all gonna be late to class if we don’t get our asses out of here. Just leave your trays. Take a demerit point and let’s get the hell to our classes.”

      I stood up, my body shaking with nerves. I smelled like coffee, my uniform was stained brown, but I had to go straight to class and sit there.

      “Anyone else got history?” I asked.

      They all shook their heads.

      “Whatever.”

      “You’ve got this.” Onyx gave me two cheesy thumbs up and a smile.

      I rolled my eyes in response. I didn’t know what the hell I had been thinking, but things were spinning out of control rapidly. The only good thing at this moment was that I knew exactly where the history class was. It had been the class my mother had taught when she hadn’t been on assignment as an assassin.
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      When I decided to come to Crown Academy to find out who this frost fae was and why she had wanted me dead, I had no idea all the emotions it would bring up. I thought I had healed and had come to accept my parents’ deaths. I had imagined I was fine about my sister forsaking me. But now seeing her and being back here left an aching loneliness inside me.

      I would never get my life back again. It was tearing at my soul and there was no one I could talk to about it.

      I crossed the threshold to my mother’s classroom and remembered so often sitting at the back of the class doing my homework while she had finished teaching the Academy students.

      It hit me then like a sandbag in the face. Maybe one of the things I’d been doing was running away from the academy because the pain here was too great. It had been easier to be alone and forgotten in the human world than to be here surrounded by memories of things I could never have again.

      I stood at the door so long, the second bell went off and Professor Ironspring stared at me, her prim pencil skirt and short cropped hair not giving an inch. I glanced around but couldn’t immediately see where I was supposed to sit. Everyone in the class turned around to see what the teacher was staring at.

      Me.

      There were a few chuckles, but I kept my head down. All I wanted to do was sit and get through this. I needed to stay singular of purpose. Find out what was going on with the light fae and why they were attacking me. I wasn’t here to learn history. Hell, I could probably teach the class after all the times I sat in my mother’s classroom. But I wasn’t going to find my solution if I wasn’t able to stay at the academy.

      “I do believe there is an empty seat right there.” The crisp tones of the professor directed my attention to the empty desk at the back of the room.

      It now looked like a gaping hole that I should have noticed immediately. I didn’t even look at who was around. I just scurried over to the seat and plonked in it. I didn’t have books or anything. How did I not realize what I was getting myself into when I decided to come back to the academy? Suddenly I realized how solitary my life out of the fae world was.

      The professor stared at me. “This term’s book is on the shelf there. Please take one.” She pointed to the shelf where my mother used to keep all her books.

      My heart caught in my throat and my body ached as I stood up and went to the shelf, taking the first book that was there, Fae Formations and Institutions. This book was on the coffee table in our house growing up. One of my mother’s greatest prides. I stared at the cover showing the marks of the four fae clans combined on a single shield. My fingers traced down the cover.

      Written by Professor Layke Pehtala.

      My mom.

      And my real last name. I barely recognized it anymore. I’d come to identify with Blackstone so well.

      Professor Ironspring had her back to us, writing notes magically on the wall with her finger. Apparently, something we were supposed to copy down. But I didn’t have any pen or paper.

      “Pst, you better start taking notes,” the guy sitting next to me said. “If you don’t, it’ll be worse for you than it already is. You’ve shown up a week late.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know,” I muttered. “I keep getting reminded of that, but it couldn’t be helped.”

      “Sick relative” The guy asked.

      I round on him. “How did you know?”

      He shrugged his shoulders. “People talk. And it’s not like the absence of Eyla Friese doesn’t get noticed around these parts.”

      Great so I was some sort of a celebrity. Shit. Well, I wasn’t but the dead woman was. That wasn’t going to help my case if I was found out. Though, I supposed it couldn’t be worse than already being accused of killing the most vicious general in all of Fantom.

      “I’m Charlie.” The redheaded guy held out his hand like I wanted to be friends.

      A blood fae. It wasn’t just his bright red hair that gave him away. I could feel the heat coming off his body. It was like he had a fire burning in him. I just stared at his hand, not taking it.

      I don’t know if it was because I was a dark fairy or not, but the red fae freaked me out more than anything. They could read the essence of people’s blood. How do they do that? The last thing I needed him doing was reading my blood. Because if he had half the skill that I knew red fae to have, he’d be able to figure out I was an imposter. How had I ever decided to do this? Somehow, I had naïvely forgotten all the powers of the fae since I didn’t have them anymore.

      “How do you get a name like Charlie,” I asked.

      “Beats the hell out of the name my parents gave me,” he shrugged.

      “Which was?” I asked

      He shook his head, handing me a notebook and a pen.

      “I just need a page,” I said.

      “Keep it,” Charlie motioned it to stay on my desk.

      “It’s pretty clear you came prepared for history,” I smiled. I didn’t trust him, but I didn’t need more enemies.

      “Well, with your fighting skills it’s not like you’re ever going to be a historian,” Charlie whispered back.

      “Don’t be too sure about that,” I said. “There used to be a professor here who was the best historian they ever had, and she was also a member of the Assassins’ Guild.”

      “Professor Pehtala,” Charlie enthused. “She was incredible. She prided herself on not using magic to make her kills.”

      My eyes grew wide as I watched him talk with rapture about my mother. Pride swelled in my chest as he continued.

      “It was rumored she killed three fae with nothing more than an abalone shell. An abalone shell. Can you believe that?”

      I laughed. “No. No I can’t believe that.” If that had happened well, I would certainly have known.

      “Is something funny, Miss Friese?” Professor Ironspring asked.

      “No, ma’am,” I said politely “I was just admiring your handwriting and trying to keep up.”

      The professor looked pleased as she turned back to the board and begin moving her fingers in the air again.

      “Nice one,” Charlie said. “Carltonsmuth.”

      “Huh?” I asked.

      “Charlie is much better than Carltonsmuth, don’t you think?”

      I stifled a giggle. “Your parents gave you the name Carltonsmuth?” I asked incredulously.

      “Yeah. Apparently, it’s some type of historical family name, like where we first came from. But I mean, it’s one thing to come from that place, it’s another thing to be naming your kids after it. Like you’re going to forget where you come from.”

      I tapped the pencil on the desk. “People forget where they come from all the time.” My breath escaped me. I was getting downright dower and thinking about my sister didn’t help. “But imagine if they’d done that with the Crown Prince.” I giggled. “He’d be named Prince Hefligaanger.”

      Charlie rolled his eyes. “Not you, too?” He wrinkled his nose, so his freckles bunched up.

      “What?” I asked. “Does it offend you I mentioned the great prince?”

      “No, it just sucks for me and every other guy in this entire school. How is anyone going to get a date with Sir Wonder Guts around all the time.”

      “I thought he was all hooked up with the light fae princess. Aren’t they meant to be betrothed or something?” I asked. A hot flush moved through me remembering how he looked in the golden courtyard. What a waste of a good dark fae man, giving him to sparkle darts.

      Charlie shrugged. “He’s polite to her, but no formal announcement has been made. She’s downright crazy over him, just like every other woman around here. I don’t know. She’s gorgeous and all, but it’s not like you wanna trust her.”

      “Isn’t she your liege lady?” I asked. “I mean, one day she’s going to be your queen.”

      “One day she’ll be all of ours queen if she marries Prince Tallon,” Charlie said. “I don’t know which is worse. Having all the ladies want him or giving her ultimate power over all the fae.”

      “Well, no matter what happens you’re stuck with her,” I said.

      “Don’t remind me,” he groaned. “You know how much it sucks. You’re stuck with the darkies.”

      It was strange how I suddenly felt a little offended by that. He was talking to me as a light fae. I never really thought about our clan through the eyes of others. But I also didn’t think I still had it in me. I mean, I’d ditched the royal family myself, but suddenly I felt a bit sad that the light fae and red fae were all hating on the other two clans. There was a glimmer of a memory of my mom’s. It was something she had talked about in the book we were studying in this class. How all the clans needed to be equal.

      “Well I guess we all have to serve someone,” I said

      Charlie checked furtively to make sure Professor Ironspring was deep into her lecture. His eyes flashed yellow red as he leaned in conspiratorially to me. “Is it true what they say?”

      “What who says?” I asked nonchalantly.

      “That there’s a light fae movement,” he hissed. “I mean if anyone was going to be in it, you would be. You’re one of the most bad ass assassins in this entire academy. Are you guys really going to bring back the hoarfrost? Are you trying?”

      “The hoarfrost?” I asked incredulously. “That would wipe out all humankind.”

      He looked confused. “So?”

      Right. Fae didn’t give a shit about humans. They only cared about their own asses. It amazes me sometimes. We’re outnumbered like one to ten million or something insane like that. But most fae just saw humans as a plague. As a species we were more powerful and could do much greater things. Yet that just made us consider ourselves elite and above them.

      The only thing we cared about in terms of the humans was not being discovered. That’s why we’d ended up with such an intricate prison system. Any fae who stepped out of line was immediately locked up so as not to put the rest of us in danger of discovery.

      It was crazy.

      Our prison system, the arenas, the wars. All of it was just to make sure the dark and light fae stayed on top of the fae food chain and hidden from humans. There was never a thought or concern to help the humans. In fact, by the look in Charlie’s eyes it seemed like he would almost appreciate a hoarfrost to wipe out humankind.

      “Well there are a lot of humans living on this planet,” I said casually. I needed him to think I was part of the deal. “A hoarfrost would protect the earth and create less danger for fae.”

      “Exactly.” He leaned towards me enthusiastically. “You know the red fae can survive a hoarfrost much better than the sparkles fairy or darkies. We could actually tap into light fae powers using blood magic and survive with you.”

      “Who did you hear all this information from?” I asked.

      “Oh, hey now,” he retracted, waving both his hands towards me. “Don’t worry. I’m not telling anybody. I just want you to know I’m with you guys and I know a lot of red fae would be.”

      “Would be with who?” I said glaring at him.

      He wasn’t about to tell me another word.

      I grabbed the hilt of the dagger tucked into my corset. “I’ll find out one way or another.” I shrugged. “I get it you’re on our side. But I want to know who you’re talking to.”

      Charlie glanced nervously at my hand on the hilt of my dagger. He looked at the ground. “I didn’t hear it from anybody. It was just an accident that I heard the pixie friend of yours, Maura, talking to someone. It was in the shadows. I couldn’t see who she was talking to, but they were talking about plans for a council meeting.”

      “A council meeting?” I asked. “Like the light fae council? The Frostberg? That’s outlawed.”

      “Of course, it is,” Charlie smiled at me like we were sharing an inside secret.

      The Frostberg had been banned by the dark fae long ago AFTER ONE HAD LED TO A PROTEST AND RIOTS AND NUMEROUS FAE HAD DIED in order to control any organized light fae uprisings.

      I didn’t know Charlie from anybody else in this entire academy and I wasn’t about to show any part of my hand. He’d given me enough information, but I wasn’t about to give him any.

      “Thanks.” I turned with a smile to the front of the room, pretending to take avid notes during the rest of the class. But my mind was racing a million miles an hour.
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      I didn’t pay any attention at all in history class. I was trying to put the pieces of the puzzle together. Were the light fae really planning to start a hoarfrost? If they did, it would give them more power than all the fae combined. It would free the red fae from their subordination to the light fae and it would destroy the royal families of the dark and light fae in favor of the light fae. The light fae were the only ones who could easily live in such an environment. The last time they had done that, well the humans called it the Ice Age and it had whittled humanity down to practically nothing. They’d been forced to live in caves having to hunt off the land. It had taken all the dark and light fae forces combined to shake the earth and move the tectonic plates to re-establish an inhabitable world for fae and humans alike.

      Were the light fae so desperate? Could they really hate the dark fae royalty that much? I had hated them enough to fake a murder, lose my magic, and be labeled Unforgiven; an irrevocable title, but that was just me acting alone. How could the light fae really be creating a hoarfrost movement?

      And seriously, what the hell did that have to do with me?

      I didn’t have much time to think about it, though. History class ended and I had to race through the archways and out to the massive stone chamber where the Assassins Guild held classes. This was going to be interesting.

      “There are you are,” Onyx said as I arrived in class. “For a second, I thought you were going to be late.”

      “I’m not always late,” I argued. I was never late.

      “If you’re having trouble finding your way around the Crown Academy, I can give you a map,” she said.

      “I don’t need a goddamn map,” I said. I knew this campus like the back of my hand.

      Fortunately for me, the teacher wasn’t in the class yet and Onyx liked to stand at the back of the room. There were no chairs in this class. Assassin training was a hands-on group exercise where skills were tested against each other. Various obstacles surrounded the large stone room. There was a staircase, a trampoline, various blocks and pillars. Even ropes hung from the ceiling. It hadn’t changed from when my parents had trained here or when they had trained us here.

      Like walking into the history class, it felt like coming home. Only my parents weren’t there.

      Instead, at the front of the room a burly dark fae with a scar across his cheek stood with his hand on his hips. Laerd Kaan, the head of the royal assassin force. “There’s a good chance at least one of you will die in this class. It happens every year.”

      Onyx and I exchanged a glance. “Sure, as hell isn’t gonna be me,” Onyx muttered, twisting her hand towards herself. “Celestial don’t die.”

      “Lucky you.” I rolled my eyes. “This guy is no joke. He’s the leader of the Royal Assassins Guild. If the royal family wants someone to die, this is the guy who takes charge of the hit.”

      “If he’s so important, what the hell is he doing teaching a bunch of college students?” Onyx asked.

      “This is the top-level class. He probably needs to evaluate new recruits,” I said. “By the time you get to this level, you better be able to assassinate anyone the king wants. Even if it’s the light fae king himself.”

      Onyx raised an eyebrow at me. “You sure seem to know a lot about the inner workings of the academy. Are you sure you aren’t being missed somewhere? You know, the real you?”

      “No,” I snorted. “No one misses me.”

      “Well, what about from wherever you are from?”

      I stared straight ahead my lips pressed tight. This conversation was over.

      “Today we’re going to spar,” Laerd Kaan said. “Take partners. Pick anyone next to you and just show us what you’ve got. Show us your magic, your weapons, whatever. We just want to see your basic capabilities.”

      “You got me, fae,” Onyx gripped my wrist with a single finger.

      “You think you’re going to beat me?” I asked giving her a malicious grin.

      “No, not at all. I just think you might go a little easier on me than these other assholes have been.”

      “Not a chance,” I grinned as we marked off our circle and took a stance on either side. I pulled my dagger from my scabbard.

      We began to circle each other. I twisted my wrist and she glanced at my blade. That was my chance. I moved forward with lightning speed bringing my leg and swiping hers out from under her. She fell to the mat with a thump and I was on her with my blade at her neck in seconds.

      “Seriously?” she asked. “You couldn’t have let me make a bit more of a show of it?”

      I laughed, pulling her to her feet. “It’s not my fault you’ve got no speed.”

      “Oh, I’ve got speed,” Onyx said. “It’s just they don’t let me use my wings here.”

      “Let’s do it again,” I motioned her to come at me.

      We set up again and this time as we circled each other, and she suddenly popped out her wings. And with a whooshing gust of wind she ripped towards me, her wings reaching out like they had minds of their own. The tips grabbed me and pinned me down while the claws on top pressed against the points on the side of my forehead.

      “Not bad,” I said but in seconds I had my arms free, grabbed her head and twisted her wrist moved her arms to her back. Her wings lost their focus and collapsed uselessly behind her. My dagger pointed at her throat as I pushed my knee in her lower back and dropped her to the ground. Again.

      “Well you really do suck at this,” I said with a grin.

      “I told you,” she said.

      “Don’t you have any magic or anything that you can use? I mean like you’re a celestial. Can’t you do anything?” I asked.

      She pulled me in close, whispering in my ear, “Yes, but you don’t have any magic to respond with. It’ll raise suspicions.”

      The words were barely spoken when Laerd Kaan stood over us. “Nice moves, freezer.”

      It took me a moment to realize he was talking to me. I never knew how insulting the offhanded word ‘freezer’ could feel. It was weird. I didn’t care when they called me a darkie. “Thank you, sir.” I spoke crisply with respect. This guy was no joke. It didn’t matter what he called me.

      “Where were your ice daggers?” he asked. “You should have had this reaper down in two seconds flat and her wings pinned to the ground like an entomology assignment.”

      My eyes went wide. Was he calling Onyx a bug?

      She shot me a warning look and I took a deep breath.

      “Just trying out my hand to hand combat,” I responded.

      “I don’t even understand why you’re fighting her,” he continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “You’re supposed to be one of the best in this class. Come over here.”

      Great. I was in the shit now. I walked to the front of the room and entered the circle there, facing my opponent, none other than Prince Tallon.

      Shit.

      His arms were carved to perfection and it didn’t take any imagination to know his chest and stomach were carved in hard rippling waves of lusciousness. A shiver went through me. For the first time in years, I wished for my magic blue flames. How could I seriously touch this guy and not just go weak in the knees?

      He clearly did not feel the same. He looked at me with a malicious grin. “You ready to step up your game, freezer?” oming from him it didn’t sound as insulting as when Laerd Kaan said it. Sounded more like Eyla and Tallon were regular sparring partners. Still, I got the sense he didn’t like me, or her, very much but found a worthy opponent. Only, Eyla had magic and I didn’t.

      Shit, he was going to destroy me. The royal family didn’t get to their position harmlessly. They had fought their way to royalty a millennium ago using the most powerful dark magic that any family had. The black electric flames they were renowned to have could destroy an entire army unit. Like one guy against a unit. This wasn’t going to be good.

      “Used to relying on your magic, Prince?” I taunted him, stalling.

      “Did you give up using yours?” he asked, cocking his head to the side to size me up.

      “No, I just developed a few more talents. Care to test those out? Or you just wanna bash magic?” I asked.

      He raised his eyebrows and my skin went bright red as I realized how that sounded. “Fine. No magic,” he said. “I know it’s intimidating.”

      I was still mentally stammering as he lunged at me. Even though he was almost too swift to see, I made a guess, dodged at the last second and kicking out with a high straight leg. I whirled around to put my full body into it and landed on the side of his head. It snapped back and for a moment I thought he was going to fall, but he stabilized himself as the class let out a collective groan.

      “That’s gotta hurt,” someone said.

      “No shit.” I recognized Onyx’s dark tone.

      Tallon wiped the blood off his chin. “Nice move,” he said, but I wasn’t waiting for his commentary.

      We were still in the circle.

      I took a running jump and landed my foot square in his chest. He fell back as I took the other leg and wrapped it around his neck, and he landed on his back with his neck caught in the vice of my crooked leg.

      “Holy fuck,” someone murmured.

      “Nice move.”

      He grabbed at my waist to lift me off, but I had my blade out and was jabbing it up under his ribs, pointed right at his heart.

      “One move and you die,” I whispered, looking down at him, my white hair falling in front of my face.

      “Well, you got better over break,” he said, glancing at where my thighs were wrapped around his neck. “Not a bad position.”

      My skin burned hot.

      “Enough.” Laerd Kaan’s voice boomed across the room. He slowly walked forward with a questioning side look at me. “Eyla has just shown us the benefits of developing more skills than just the use of magic. Magic can only take you so far. Sometimes when you are in battle, you may have to deal with hand to hand combat. You won’t always get to stand back in a duel of power. There will come a time when you must get your hands dirty. And it appears Eyla has spent the summer or even longer perhaps studying hand to hand combat.”

      “Mind if I get up?” Tallon looked at me with those green eyes that twisted my guts.

      I swiftly jumped off his body. He stood up, dusting himself off and slowly applauded me. His clapping brought the rest of the class to heel and they joined in.

      I glanced around. I’d been away from fae for so long, I forgot they did anything the royals did.

      “Good fight, freezer,” he said, nodding at me. “Next time I’ll be better prepared.”

      “We’ll have to wait a few years then for the next time.” I smiled as I turned and walked away from him.

      I returned to Onyx who was shaking her head and grinning at me. “I don’t think they’re gonna let you be my partner,” she murmured. “You way out class me.”

      “Well,” I said, “I guess we’re gonna have to work on that.”
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      I tried to find Maura during lunch, but I only caught a glimpse of her walking off with Rhea at a distance. They weren’t headed back to the dorms. They were going through one of the archways towards the forest. Somehow, I had to find out more about her. More about what she was up to. More about what the light fae were doing. Under the circumstances, I would have thought she and Rhea would be including me in what they were doing, but it she seemed to have a sense that there was something off about Eyla.

      “I made us a picnic lunch, today,” Oisin called out to me and Onyx as we strode across the courtyard.

      We both looked at him with surprise. “A picnic lunch?” I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a lunch outdoors lounging on grass.

      “Yeah who wants to eat in the stinky cafeteria every day?”

      He had a good point. A cool breeze flitted through the air and the start of winter pressed fresh against my skin. I enjoyed being outdoors much more than being inside and the fact Oisin actually got lunch set up for us was really quite lovely.

      I frowned, unless he was set up by Maura and Rhea to distract Eyla. I chewed on my lower lip. This impersonating someone else was going to drive me crazy. Onyx was already sitting down, though, so I joined them.

      As we lay in the sunlight, snacking on cheese and the lightest rolls I’d tasted in forever, I stayed super quiet.

      Oisin was asking Onyx questions about being a reaper. He seemed quite curious about what they did and how they did it.

      For her part, she didn’t seem to mind explaining what she knew, and the typical dark tone of her voice seemed to lighten up in conversation with him.

      My gaze fell on Mae, sitting with Dayna and the posse who always followed her around. The prince sat nearby, with his own group of fae guys. One hulking dark fae who sat closest to him was clearly his bodyguard. Though with his physique and dark magic, I’m not sure he needed one.

      Every now and then he glanced over at me as if still sizing me up. I wasn’t sure if it was because I’d bested him earlier in the day or because I was doing something that was decidedly not light fae-like. I had been watching all the frosties and for the most part, I thought I had it right. A little stiff, a little cold, a little stand-offish. They didn’t meld well with other clans. Really it wasn’t far off my natural bent.

      Unfortunately, Dayna noticed Tallon kept looking at me, too. I twisted my gaze away and focused on Oisin and Onyx. The last thing I needed was more run-ins with the  princess.

      “So, you guys have dates for the Samhain Ball?” Oisin asked casually carefully moving his eyes between the two of us. Looked like he wanted to keep his options open.

      Onyx laughed. “Like anyone’s going to invite a reaper to the Samhain Ball.”

      “I’ll invite you.” I grinned.

      Oisin’s face fell.

      Onyx’s smiled warmed my heart. “Just no hanky panky and I’m all yours.”

      “Seriously?” I asked. “Did I just hear a reaper of Hell say the words, hanky panky?”

      She shrugged. “Told you I’m not cool.”

      “Well who’s going to go with me?” Oisin asked.

      “Rhea seems like she’d be pretty keen,” I commented.

      “She does,” agreed Onyx. “And she’s not gonna look as freaky as I do at one of your beautiful people parties.”

      “You’re pretty beautiful for a reaper,” Oisin said.

      “You know you had that going pretty well until you got to the ‘for a reaper bit,” she said. “You should have shut up a smidge before that.” Onyx stood up and I followed suit.

      “What the hell did I do?” Oisin asked.

      “Like most men,” I said, “you kept talking.” I chuckled as I went after Onyx.

      She was pissed. “Pretty for reaper? What the hell does that even mean? Can’t I just be pretty no matter what?”

      “Just forget about it.” I waved my hand behind us. “Some people are just tactless. You’re gorgeous. How long until your next class?”

      “Next class?” she asked. “We’re seniors Eyla. Or whatever your name is. We don’t have a next class. We end at noon.”

      I ignored her jab about my name. There was no way I could tell her who I really was. “Are you kidding me? I have two classes a day? History and assassin training?”

      “You didn’t even look at your schedule, did you?” she asked with a sigh. “I don’t know where you come from, but I have no idea how you get through life.”

      “Barely without you.” I grinned, clutching my heart.

      She smirked. “Look, you have a different like book class every day and then assassin’s training every day. It’s not that complicated.”

      “Hey, don’t take your ire out on me,” I said. “You just got an invitation to the Samhain Ball today.”

      Onyx looked askance at me. “Excuse me, I received two invitations to the Samhain Ball today. One from some bozo and the other one from, well, the hottest chick on campus. And probably the deadliest, too. Well, come to think of it, I don’t know what you actually look like.”

      I clutched my hands over my heart. “Oh, your words just hurt so much,” I laughed. “Come on, lighten up.”

      “You don’t know what it’s like,” she moaned. “I don’t know who my best friend actually is.”

      “And you’re not about to find out,” I said.

      “And I haven’t had sex in like a month.”

      “That’s a long time?” I asked.

      “Damn straight it’s a long time,” Onyx said. “And there’s no help for it here. Not like I’m going to shag any of the fae skanks around here.”

      “Excuse me? Not all fae are skanks,” I said.

      “You are by far the exception,” she muttered.

      “Well I can’t help you with that, but I can help you get some energy out,” I said. “And give you a leg up in training tomorrow.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything you can do in one day that’s gonna make me look like less than an idiot in assassin class,” she said. “But I’m game if you wanna wrestle.”

      “Let’s do it,” I said. We were already almost at the archways that would lead to the forest. This was going to serve two purposes. I was following in the steps of Maura and Rhea but also, Onyx honestly needed some help.

      We found a meadow that made a perfect arena and I started slowly showing her some strikes and kicks I knew from studying mixed martial arts with the humans. I made her repeat them until we were dripping sweat in the cool afternoon sun.

      “Enough,” she said after I dropped her for the hundredth time. We were covered in dirt and grass. Our hair was a mess covered in leaves and twigs. “Let’s take showers and grab dinner.”

      “We only have one bathroom. You go back and get started,” I said. “I’ll jump in when you’re done. I just want to sit here for a few minutes and relax.”

      “Yeah, yeah, you sit out here and commune with nature,” she muttered, shaking her head. “Frikkin fae and your love of nature. I’ll see you in the room or dinner depending on if I even make it to dinner.”

      I waved her off. There was somebody watching us, and I had a pretty good idea who it was. That little pixie, Maura, had a distinct tang of lemon and sugar about her.

      It didn’t take her long to approach me. I just laid back in the grass watching the clouds moving through the blue sky above the trees.

      “For a half pixie you’re not very quiet,” I said as she approached.

      “I’m a light fae just like you.” Her voice was cold. Guess she didn’t like the half pixie label.

      It also sounded like this was a conversation we had before, so I decided to leave it. “I know, I know, girl,” I said. “Relax. Frost fae. It’s cool. I was just teasing you.”

      “What happened?” she asked. “Why were you gone so long?”

      “You know why,” I said, leading her to give me an answer.

      “Well, did you find her?” she asked.

      “I was on her trail,” I said, “but lost it at the last minute. The best I could do was kill her damn cat. Hardly anything to brag about.”

      “We better come up with something a little bit better when the Frostburg meets in two weeks.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be ready,” I said, trying to hide my shock that the Frostburg really was meeting. Where the hell did they meet? “Just make sure you come with me,” I encouraged with a smile, trying to appear friendly, but still a light fae. “We haven’t spent any time together in a while.”

      “Since when do you want to spend time with me?” she asked.

      Alright, I guess Maura and Eyla weren’t the best of friends.

      “I don’t know. Guess summer just got a bit lonely being out on the hunt,” I shrugged.

      “Whatever,” she said, shaking her head. “Two weeks from tonight I’ll be at your place. Just make sure that thing isn’t around.”

      The way she said “thing” made me want to punch the fuck out of her face. But I bit my tongue.

      “Sure,” I said shaking my head and waving her off.

      Despite the fact I’d stayed in the forest to talk to her, it was true I didn’t have much time alone and it had been a long time since I’d been in the forest. At least now I had a real lead.

      The fucking Frostburg.

      A group banned by the dark fae for more than five hundred years. They still existed. They shouldn’t exist.

      And they sure as fuck shouldn’t be active.
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      Onyx got better in our afternoon training sessions. She put a lot of effort into it and in a matter of two weeks she was almost matching me blow for blow. I’d told her about the Frostberg Council, and we were both researching that and the Friese family, but we don’t find much on the latter. The light fae had sworn to the dark fae so long ago and the Frostberg had been expunged from the records as they were considered no longer valid as rulers of the light fae. The light fae gave that up to the dark fae royals. There wasn’t much more on the Frieses. As powerful as they were, they kept to themselves. They stayed up in Lapland and had been prison warders for the king for a long time. You’d think they had it good, it was odd they were looking to stir rebellion.

      At least it was to me.

      But most would think I’d had it super good, too. I’d been a child of esteemed professors and assassins living in the Crown Academy. Sure, my parents had died, but I could have had a steady job killing daeva for the king.

      And I didn’t regret it one bit.

      Charli, tried to find me a couple of times, but I made a point of avoiding him. There was something about that guy that didn’t seem right. He was too eager to get in with the light fae. To nosey about Eyla. And frankly, I didn’t have many answers about either the light fae or her, so it was best to leave well enough alone. If he was right about the light fae bringing the hoarfrost to the planet and he wanted in on it, well, he really was a bastard anyhow. Every time I saw him, I made some simple excuse, and even though it became apparent I was avoiding him, I didn’t care. I still sat next to him in history, so he whispered all he liked in there, but thankfully it was only once a week.

      I’d grown used to being at the school again. I found ways to avoid my sister and Dayna and kept my focus with the prince on fighting rather than staring at his tan skin and chiseled muscles. His smile could still strike me stupid, but I just didn’t make eye contact. His dark masculinity brought up such a tight wire of frustration in me, I took it out by beating on him as hard as I could in assassin training.

      It was weird. He seemed to like the challenge. How on earth could he be marrying Dayna? Other than her piss poor attitude, she hardly seemed like a challenge at all. She certainly wasn’t in the assassins’ class. She was probably focused on design or professional party throwing. Apparently, she had some of the most decadent parties in the academy, none of which I was invited to, of course. Even though I’d seen my sister all glammed up and heading to one once. It had tensed every muscle in my body. But my heart was cold to her. She had abandoned me when I’d really needed her.

      It was Tat I missed the most. I longed for her cuddles and her swift transformations into the wily dragon who would willingly give me a target to practice on with my blade throwing.

      How could she be dead? I glanced at the pale white hands that were both mine and Eyla’s. Magic was a powerful thing. These hands had killed my beloved pet. I clenched my teeth.

      I couldn’t even discuss her death with anyone. Light fae were notoriously hateful of animals unless they happened to be maybe an arctic fox or a polar bear. But in general, animals weren’t their thing. Little wonder considering the environment they liked to live in was covered in snow and was barren. I tried mentioning Tat one night to Onyx. She just looked at me like I was crazy.

      “You’re missing a rodent?” she asked.

      “She wasn’t a rodent. She was a cat. A cat that turned into a dragon.” How could she not see that was the coolest thing ever? “She had wings like yours. You should think that was pretty cool.”

      “No one has wings as cool as mine,” Onyx responded. “Not even in the reaper world.”

      “Fine,” I said with a smirk. “You’re missing the point, but whatever.”

      She seemed to take pity on me then. “Aren’t cats supposed to have nine lives or something?” she asked. “I heard that once from a human who was about to die. She asked me if she would have nine lives like a cat.”

      I shook my head. “That’s just an old wives’ tale.”

      “Yeah, that’s something like what I told her,” Onyx agreed.

      Onyx knew about the meeting with the Frostberg, and she also knew that she couldn’t be anywhere around. As much as she wanted to follow me, I insisted she couldn’t. It was dangerous enough that I was going to an illegal meeting. She couldn’t get caught there also. Much to my relief, she made herself scarce that night.

      I didn’t ask where she was going, but I had a sneaking suspicion she might be seeing Charlie. They had been having almost every meal together and seemed quite chummy. Maybe she was finally warming up to more than just me. Regardless, I was too nervous and preoccupied with the Frostberg gathering to ask. I sat in my room watching the clock tick and staring at the snow globe. No one had tried to contact Eyla. She was on her own here.

      At precisely 7:45 Maura knocked on the door. I was pacing and nearly ripped the door off its hinges at her first knock. She looked me up and down frowning at me.

      “You can’t wear your school uniform,” she said. “What are you thinking?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I wasn’t thinking. I was just tired from the day and still wearing it.”

      “Tired from two classes a day?” she asked shaking her head. “Go change. You’ve got like thirty seconds.”

      I dashed to my room and slipped into jeans, a Crown Academy hoodie, and my quilted vest. I didn’t have any other clothes on campus.

      “That’s better,” she said, swiveling on her heal and walking down the stairs.

      I followed her silently through the courtyard, under the archway and out into the forest. There weren’t many students around. I guessed it was another princess party night.

      We walked far out into the forest. Much farther than I’d been before, and even though it was only autumn, the farther we got away from campus, the colder it got until I could see the glistening of frost on the foliage. Finally, we stepped into a clearing where about twenty light fae stood in a half circle. I glanced around recognizing some of the kids from school, including Rhea, but Oisin was noticeably absent.

      “Is Oisin coming?” I asked

      Maura looked at me like I was insane. “Not unless you recently converted him. You know his stance.”

      “Of course.” I shrugged. “Actually, just thought Rhea might have changed his mind.”

      “Oh, she’d like to,” Maura smiled.

      “Yeah, I noticed.” I scoffed a bit and stifled a yawn.

      “Why are you so tired lately?” Maura asked. “You shagging someone?”

      I wasn’t telling her about the extra training sessions I was doing with Onyx or the late-night research we’d been carrying out.

      “I wish,” I laughed a bit hollowly. “There’s just been some stuff going on with my parents.” The one thing I had figured out was that I was an only child and my parents were notoriously harsh, so hopefully that excuse would fly.

      “Well, you’ll see them tonight so maybe that’ll help,” she said.

      I gulped. “Um, yeah, it’s actually one of the reasons I wasn’t that excited about coming.”

      The muttering crowd grew quiet and everyone brought their left hands forward, touching their index fingers to their thumbs. I wasn’t sure exactly what they were doing, but I knew I had to follow the motion. Hopefully no one would notice I didn’t have any magic. Blue light poured from their hands as snow and icicles fell to the ground. A woosh of cold air flew into the glen and suddenly ten light fae stood in white flowing robes before us, their faces pinched and severe, their hair in various patterns of braids representing their different houses. I recognized Eyla’s parents. They glanced at me, but their blue eyes were cold.

      A chill approached me on my left, and I glanced up to see a hulking light fae guy next to me. He looked about twenty-five with a broad round face and the whitest skin I had yet seen. All his hair was in loose braids falling forward and brushing against my cheek.

      “I’ve missed you,” he whispered coolly in my ear, kissing me on the neck and turning my face towards him. I wanted to pull back. The last thing in the world I want to do was kiss this fucking cold beast, but I was Eyla. I wasn’t about to get discovered because I wouldn’t kiss a snowman. I stood on tiptoes and kissed him solidly on the lips.

      He grinned down at me. “I’ll see you later tonight,” he murmured.

      Oh, hell no he wouldn’t.

      It wasn’t surprising to me when it was Eyla’s father who took the lead. “Welcome, faithful,” he said. “We are so close to success, but yet, we are not there.” His gaze fell on me. I tried to stop the burning of my skin and stay as cool as possible.

      “Something’s happened,” he continued. “And we can’t quite figure out what it was. Eyla, you were sent to engage Gaia Blackstone so we could track her. But she has disappeared off the grid.”

      Holy shit. Seriously? I tried to hide the shock on my face as Eyla’s mother scrutinized me.

      “There are markers that she still exists,” Eyla’s mother said. “Only her energy is scarce, and we can’t locate the source. So,” her gaze drilled into me. “What happened?”

      “It took you three weeks to ask me what happened?” I asked.

      A wave of shock passed through the council. “Eyla, you know the abundant trust and faith the council gave you by giving you that assignment. You are to be instrumental in fulfilling our great purpose.”

      “I didn’t get her this time,” I said. “I’ll get her next time.”

      Eyla’s mom nodded at her dad. “Prodigious activities take time, and this is not one to rush. We must be exact.”

      “And singular purpose,” I said.

      “Precisely,” Eyla’s father said. “So, what happened with Gaia Blackstone? Where is she?”

      “She escaped,” I said as simply as possible. “All I managed to do was kill her cat.”

      “Nobody cares about her cat,” Eyla’s mother hissed.

      “Look,” I said. “I know how important she is to this operation.” I was lying through my teeth, but I had to say something. I had no idea what I was talking about.

      “Do you have any idea where she might be now?” One of the other clan members with flashing green eyes asked.

      “No,” I said. “But I am still actively tracking her.”

      “You did the right thing daughter,” Eyla’s mother said.

      “I still have a few good leads.”

      “Why don’t you give some of those leads to me?” Eyla’s boyfriend asked. “I’ll track her down while you finish school.”

      “That won’t work,” Eyla’s father said. “And you know exactly why it has to be Eyla who takes her out.”

      Well I liked the sound of that. Eyla was dead. So, if it had to be her who took me out, I was pretty safe. Still what the hell were they up to?

      “We have the Samhain Ball coming up. When that’s over there’s a two-week break, I’ll go out and find her and  bring you her head,” I said. I thought it sounded kind of dramatic and cool, but my father looked at me a little quizzically.

      “It’s not her head we want. We need her heart. Don’t forget that. We need the heart of Gaia Blackstone.”

      “Understood,” I said, and the clan dissolved. Eyla’s parents disappeared in a cloud of freezing air. Without so much so much as a goodbye. A twinge of sadness moved through me for Eyla, the girl who worked so hard to please her parents and still had to make the ultimate sacrifice.

      It wasn’t Eyla who was the threat.

      It was the Frostberg and all the light fae fell under their control, whether they wanted to or not.
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      My walk back to the apartment was slow and steady as I pondered their final words. What the hell did they want with my heart? And why the hell was it Eyla had to be the one to kill me?

      I needed to talk to Bruta. This wasn’t an assault on me for “killing” her. This sounded like they needed my body part for a magic spell. Why hoarfrost magic involved me, I had no idea. Unless they needed the heart of an Unforgiven.

      I was still deep in thought as I walked up the stairs to the apartment. It wasn’t until I stood in the living room that I noticed a musty chicken scent in the air. My chest warmed up as if I were receiving a cozy cuddle and…and…

      I looked around the room. The scent wasn’t just my imagination. There was something here. It wasn’t until I heard the sound that my gaze rivetted to the corner of the couch.

      “Tat..” I screamed as I ran towards the gray beast, who was lounging in our living room is if she owned the place. I fell on my knees at the edge of the couch cradling him in my arms, rubbing my cheek against his nose as he purred loudly and brushed his rough my tongue against my cheek.

      “How did you get here, you crazy beast?” I asked, ruffling his fur so hard he let out a plaintiff meow. “How did this even happen?”

      And then my gaze fell on Onyx who sat at the small table a big grin lighting up her face.

      “What did you do?” I asked.

      She just shrugged. “Told you cats had nine lives. But you might want to take better care of him here on out.”

      “I don’t believe you,” I said. “You did something.”

      “What could I possibly have done?” she asked. “I’m a reaper of human souls I take people to hell, I don’t bring animals back.”

      But I could tell by the way her eyes were dancing in the dim room light that she had done something, something wonderful.

      “I love you, you big furry sausage,” I said my eyes tearing up as I rubbed my nose against Tat’s. “And you too, you big fat liar pants.” I gazed at Onyx.

      She looked so pleased with herself, I knew she’d done it. “Let’s just say I actually do have a few friends.” She raised her shoulders. “Not here, but at the reaper academy. Well, I know a few people.”

      “You have a friend here,” I said, throwing a cushion from the couch at her. “Don’t ever say you don’t.”

      She laughed as she plucked the pillow out of the sky.

      “Not bad, grasshopper.” I grinned. “You don’t suck quite as much anymore.”

      “Yeah with friends like you I’m definitely going places at this academy.” She smiled back, tossing the pillow at my head.

      Tat’s claw was in the air in an instance knocking the pillow to the ground before it came close to me.

      Onyx raised her eyebrows. “Not bad for a cat.”

      “He’s a werecat,” I crooned. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

      A loud knocking at the door startled both of us.

      Onyx looked at me.

      I shook my head. I motioned Tat to go to my room. “You can’t be in here, dude. Everyone knows light fae hate animals.”

      “You invite someone over?” Onyx asked, dislike plastered on her face.

      “Hell no,” I said. “I haven’t even had a chance to tell you what happened tonight. I’m still trying to process it.”

      “Well, whoever is at the door it’s definitely not here for me,” Onyx said. “But I’ll get it for you.”

      I didn’t really want her to get it at all, but the knocking was so insistent, and the lights were on, there was really no way around it. Tat’s tail disappeared into my room and I nodded at Onyx to open the door. She casually leaned against it looking the hulking light fae up and down.

      “It’s some guy.” Onyx threw over her shoulder.

      I groaned inwardly. The light fae from the meadow was standing there. This was the last thing I needed right now. Apparently, Eyla had a boyfriend who was comfortable making booty calls.

      He walked in like he owned the place.

      Def wasn’t his first time here. He glanced at Onyx. “Nice roommate you got, Eyla,” he sneered.

      Onyx and I exchanged glances over his shoulder as he glanced around the room, inhaling deeply. “Why does this place smell like… I don’t know… like a dead animal or something?” he asked.

      “Oh, that’s me,” Onyx grinned “You’ve probably never met a hell reaper before. We give off a great tang. I just love it.” She lifted her arm and took a deep sniff of her armpit.

      I stifled a chuckle.

      But this guy didn’t think it was that funny. His nose wrinkled as he turned towards me. “Damn the ice gods it’s good to see you.” He reached out and entwined his fingers through mine. “Let’s go.”

      Shit. I didn’t even know this guys’ name.

      But Onyx could read minds in distress. She stood up and held out her hand. “My name is, Onyx,” she said. “what’s yours?”

      He glared at her. “What the fuck?” For a moment it didn’t seem like he would even shake her hand, but in the end he did it. “Haas,” he said looking down at her.

      Onyx’s rings twitched, but I motioned a ‘don’t do it hand’ behind his back. This was my issue to deal with not hers.

      “I’m not up to anything tonight, Haas,” I muttered, looking at him squarely. This guy didn’t need any encouragement, that was for sure. “I’ve been doing a lot of heavy training and tonight, the thing, was very grueling.”

      “The thing?” Onyx asked.

      Haas shot her a death stare. “Eyla,” he said, his gaze swiveling back to me his hand lifted my hair from in front of my eyes. “I’ve come all this way from the prison to see you,” he said. “I missed you.”

      “No dinner and a date?” Onyx called.

      “Mind your own business, reaper,” Haas said. “Eyla and I have a thing, don’t we baby?”

      He approached me and grabbed my hand, pulling me closer and sliding a hand firmly under my ass. He tugged me closer to him and his erect penis pushed against my stomach.

      How was I going to get him to take no for an answer?

      “Haas, I really don’t feel good tonight.” I looked up at him with irritation, hoping he would take the hint. “Can’t we just hang out and watch a movie and eat pizza?”

      “That sounds great..” Onyx plopped herself on the couch right next to where we were standing.

      Haas pulled me away. “Oh no. Not going to happen. It’s been way too long. Scram, reaper. I want some time alone with my girl. Unless, of course, you wanna watch us. That could be interesting.”

      “I’m not your girl,” I growled.

      Shit.

      I don’t know if Eyla was his girl or not, but I sure as hell was not going to let this jerk near me, light fae façade or not.

      He glared at me. “You been sleeping with someone else?”

      “What?” What idiot jumps to that immediate conclusion? I yanked at my wrist, but he held my arm in an iron grip. “No..” I considered kneeing him in the balls.

      A whoosh filled the room and Haas jumped back taking me with him. We both spun around and Onyx stood there, wings unfurled, eyes glowing red and the wickedest double-headed scythe I’d ever imagined being spun by her agile hands.

      Holy fuck. That girl is a bad ass.

      But Haas just started laughing. “Put your little toy away, Hellion,” he said with a sneer. “We both know you can’t reap a fae.”

      “It could hurt if I try, though,” she snarled.

      “Just get out.” He flicked his head towards the door, and I swore flames were going to start coming out of Onyx’s wing tips.

      “The only one getting out is you.” Onyx glared.

      “You can watch, demon girl,” he said, unbuttoning my shirt and lowering his mouth to bite at my neck. “But keep your bat wings well away from me.”

      I guess nice wasn’t going to work. In one swift move I cracked my elbow down onto the side of his ear, hitting him so hard blood spilled out.

      His head snapped up, a gruesome leer on it. “You want it dirty, Eyla?” he asked slapping me harshly across the face.

      A screaming heat scorched the room as Tat leapt on Haas’s back, searing her claws into him.

      “What the fuck.?” he screamed, whipping around and throwing the cat off him.

      She arched her back hissing at him, her eyes turned yellow. She was going to transform into a dragon any second.

      I shook my head at her.

      Haas looked back and forth between me and Tat. “Where the fuck is Eyla,” he said.

      “I’m right here,” I tried to stand my ground, but my voice shook a bit as I spoke.

      “Eyla hates animals. Like every other light fae. She would have eaten that thing.”

      A low growl rose from Tat’s throat.

      I held up my hand. There’s no way she could shift. They’d kill her for sure or send her to work as a prison guard. Dragons were outlawed on academy grounds.

      “Where did we meet?” Haas asked me.

      Fuck.

      “Here,” I said, “at the academy.”

      His hand cracked against my face and he grabbed me by the neck pushing me down to the couch, face down.

      Onyx jumped towards him, but he shot ice daggers at her so fast with his free hand that she was blasted across the room.

      “Don’t..” I gave a muffled yell at Tat, knowing what she was about to do. I couldn’t lose her again.

      Haas yanked my hair up and bared my neck.

      Fuck. He knew exactly what he was looking for. For such a big guy, his fingers were shockingly nimble as he clasped the blue bead that marked the head of the needle. With one swift yank, he pulled it out of my neck.

      Even as I crumpled to the ground, the world darkening, I saw my hair turn back to purple and my skin darken.

      “Gaia fucking Blackstone,” he growled. “You little fucking bitch.”

      A massive heat bomb exploded in the small apartment and Haas’ scream was the last thing I heard before the world went black
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      The room was dark and damn cold when I opened my eyes. My body throbbed in a million places. And not in a good way. It was like every muscle I had was screaming at me. A piercing ache seared through my arm as I lifted my hand. Shackles clinked around my wrists. My hands blended into the shadows around me. I was dark fae again. My light fae façade was gone.

      They hadn’t killed me yet.

      I guess that was a bonus. Maybe they just wanted to wait until I was awake so I could see them do it.

      Back in the early days, the buildings that were now the Crown Academy had served as a castle for the dark fae Praecepto who had led King Oren’s armies. By default, it had one hell of a prison.

      It wasn’t my first trip here. This is where they had taken me after I’d “murdered” Bruta. The first time, I’d been shocked but based on the research we’d been doing on Eyla, seemed like this one was the Ritz. Her parents governed a frozen prison where rooms were just stripped bare, with stone cold benches for the prisoners to live on. But even though this room was dim with just a small light coming in from the top corner, it still had a proper bed. Of course, I was currently lying on it shackled to the wall. But at least there was a mattress.

      Go me.

      Not sure why they shackled me. They knew I didn’t have any magic. And it’s not like there was anyone here to fight. Hell, there wasn’t even a door to the cell. Doors were so human when it came to prisons. Dark fae magic could bend bars in seconds for someone to come in or out of a cell.

      My head pounded as I turned it to the side. It felt like I’d just spent the last thirty hours sparring with the prince. This was ridiculous. I had to at least sit up. If they hadn’t killed me yet, I wasn’t just going to lie down and die.

      Though, damn, my body felt like it.

      I hobbled over to the wall, stretching out to touch the bars. Pain shot up my hand, through my arm, and across my entire body. Fucking magic. These fae wouldn’t last two seconds in the real world without it. I gripped the bar as if I could use my willpower to make it to bend.

      How the hell was I going to get out of this?

      I sat back down on the bed. Everything looked like it was going to shit but I still needed a plan.

      A new plan. My first plan, not being discovered, had just failed miserably. My second plan, escaping if they discovered I was Gaia Blackstone, had also failed. It had never entered my mind that I would go unconscious and be captured. I’m sure they weren’t about to let Onyx down here to help me.

      Tat.

      Tat could’ve at least escaped. Hopefully Onyx had encouraged her to. The damn werecat was incredibly loyal but having her captured wasn’t going to help either of us. Even if she’d had to shift into a dragon, she could have flown back to Bruta’s house. If she were caught on academy grounds, she didn’t stand a chance any more than I did.

      “So, you’re Gaia Blackstone,” a quiet voice came to me out of the shadows as a hooded figure step forward. He didn’t need to remove his hood for me to know who it was.

      “Oisin.. How did you get down here?” I asked, watching him warily as he approached.

      He stared quietly at me, his blue eyes studying my new dark form. My purple hair was strident in the dim shadows of the dungeon cell.

      “How did you kill her?” he asked.

      “Kill her?”

      “Eyla.” The name slipped like a cold chill between us.

      “I didn’t,” I insisted.

      “They aren’t going to let you out on self-defense,” he said. “They don’t have you in here for murder. They have you in for-”

      “Being an Unforgiven in the fae world.” I shrugged. “But I didn’t kill your friend.”

      “She wasn’t much of a friend,” Oisin said. “Well, she was. We grew up together. But in the last couple of years she changed a lot. Barely had time for me. The minute you walked in I knew you weren’t her. Or I thought she had changed. It was confusing.”

      My dry laugh scraped off the walls. “You think it was confusing for you? Try being someone else and having no access to their memories.”

      “They’re out for blood,” he said.

      “I know it’s a death sentence.” I nodded. “Can you get Onyx in here?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “It’s too dangerous for her. Besides, I’ve got her distracting the guards. Did she—did she take the poison?”

      I nodded silently, not making eye contact with her him. “I was trying to find out more information, like who sent her to hunt me. She stuck her hand on a needle and killed herself. Why would somebody that young do that to themselves?”

      He blinked his eyes furiously. “I told her not to,” he said. “She showed me the poison. It’s insanity. But she was turned. She’d become a fanatic.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I know you cared for her.”

      “What in the name of hell made you think it was a good idea to impersonate her and come to the academy?” he asked. “You were lucky to get out of it alive the last time.”

      “You know what happened?” I asked.

      “I know the stories,” he said. “Who doesn’t know the story that you killed the most famous and fearsome general in all of Fantom in front of everyone? Takes balls to do something like that.”

      “Desperation, more like,” I said.

      “Look, Eyla made her bed,” he said. “I told her not to join. That it was all nonsense. The world is growing together, not becoming more separated. The idea of separating the frost fae from the dark fae is ludicrous. She argued so hard against me, but it was more because she didn’t have a choice. Her parents were involved and so she was already on the hook. She was an amazing tracker. The greatest the frost fae ever had probably. A hell of a fighter, too. If you beat her, you must be pretty damn good.”

      “Why are you down here?” I slowly took a step backwards. The frost fae wanted me dead. Oisin had always been friendly enough, but then, so had Rhea and Maura, and they were planning to overthrow the dark fae.

      “Onyx wanted me to talk to you. She knew you must be scared.”

      “It’s not my first time in this position,” I muttered, folding my arms over my chest. “Doesn’t she think I know what’s going to happen?”

      “It’s not gonna be that easy this time, Gaia,” Oisin said. “You’re not going to get out of here with a slapped wrist.”

      “Being Unforgiven is hardly a slapped wrist.” I glared. “I gave up my magic and went to live away from the fae. Now, why are you really here?” My gaze pierced his blue eyes.

      He stared at me silently.

      I took a step towards him. “I don’t think having a thing for Onyx is enough to get you down here,” I confided.

      His gaze dropped to his hands as he twisted a large gold ring on his index finger. His white hair fell forward against his cheeks as he looked up at me. “My family swore allegiance to the dark fae,” he said. “Everything that Maura’s, Rhea’s, and Eyla‘s parents are doing stands against my family’s vow. It strips us of our honor, respect, and duty.”

      “But if you know so much about their plans for the hoarfrost why haven’t you gone to the royal family and told them?” I asked.

      “For a few reasons,” he said, sounding pained. “I didn’t think Eyla would find you.”

      “Well she did.”

      “Clearly.”

      “And now?”

      “Look, you think the dark fae royal house is going to believe the light fae are trying to bring back the hoarfrost?” He asked.

      “The prince might,” I said. Not sure if I even believed that, but he didn’t seem all that unapproachable.

      “Even if he did, I don’t know how to stop them. I’d be outted as a traitor to my own people and all the light fae would turn against me.” He looked down at me, his eyes wide. “It’s a double edge sword and one that I was a coward not to handle. Not everyone can step out like you did and leave their whole world behind.”

      “You’re not a coward,” I insisted. “Listen, I don’t think there is any right way to handle this. We’re all running from something or towards something or trying to avoid something. I’m no different.” I bit my tongue and pressed my lips together. There is no way I was going to tell him I didn’t really kill Bruta. My life was forfeit, there was no point in outing Bruta.

      “You have to tell them what you know,” Oisin said. “What the frost fae are planning.”

      “What makes you think they’re going to believe me?” I asked.

      “More to the point,” he said, “is what do you have to lose?”

      I cringed at the reality. “They’re going to kill me for returning to Fantom.”

      “Yes,” Oisin said, making perfect eye contact.

      My skin grew cold at his one word. It suddenly became very, very real. It had made sense at the time. Slip in, find out why someone wanted to kill me, and slip out, making sure I could sever the viper’s head. But it had all gone terribly wrong. I took a risk and instead of stopping people from killing me, had offered up my own head.

      “When?” I whispered.

      “They’re just waiting for the king to arrive.”

      “What about Eyla’s parents?” I asked.

      “They arrived late last night.”

      “But they aren’t coming to see me?” I chewed on my lip, hoping seeing me was the last thing they wanted to do.

      “They petitioned the headmaster, but he refused based on the prince’s command.”

      “Thank the moon for that,” I said. “The last thing I need is to see the parents of the dead girl.”

      “They won’t make much of a fuss. They will just want you to pay the price for killing their daughter.”

      “And they’re going to want to make sure that no one finds out what they are planning. But, Oisin, they want me dead.” I frowned at him.

      Oisin shook his head. “You have to convince them not to kill you.”

      I snorted. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

      “Look, they will give you a chance to speak before the execution. You must tell them about the plans for the hoarfrost. The truth must get out. Even a whisper of it. Even if they don’t believe. There is great power when one voice speaks.”

      “A dying voice,” I murmured.

      “You risked your life to uncover this plot to usurp King Oren’s dominion over the light fae. It has to count for something.” His hand gripped the bars so tightly that his knuckles turned white. “There may be the slightest chance that this truth could save you.”

      “Pretty sure I’ve cashed in all my chances,” I said.

      Oisin pulled back from the blackened bars. “I’ll leave you to think about it overnight,” he said. “But it’s the one thing I would ask of you. Start the story that puts an end to this nonsense.” His hulking body began to melt into the shadows as he turned to go.

      “Oisin,” I called.

      He stopped and swung his gaze over his shoulder.

      “Why do they need my heart?”

      His brows knit together, and he shook his giant head gently. “I don’t know,” he said. “Where did you hear that?”

      “I went to one of their meetings,” I stammered. “And they said they needed the heart of Gaia Blackstone.”

      “It must have something to do with the spell for the hoarfrost, but I don’t know why your heart would specifically be so important.”

      “Neither do I. But I’ll make you a deal. I will tell the king and all who will listen about the hoarfrost conspiracy, but I need you to make sure my heart is destroyed before any light fae can take it to create the spell.”

      “Destroy your heart?” He cocked his head sideways.

      “They said they need that,” I insisted. “They were very clear about it. You have to promise me they won’t get it.”

      “How?” he asked.

      “You’re the one with magic,” I said. “Use it. The minute they severe my head, freeze my body so deeply it shatters.”

      His face cringed visibly at the thought of destroying my remains.

      “You have to,” I urged. “If I’m the key to the hoarfrost, we have to stop it.”

      Slowly he nodded. “You have my word, Gaia Blackstone,” he said softly. “I will destroy your heart.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I had been expecting a stale piece of bread and a cup of dirty water for dinner, but I guess that’s not how they did it here at Crown Academy. Instead I was fed a proper slab of steak and fresh vegetables along with a cup of mead. In the human world, they had this thing about last meals so maybe that’s what it was about. Maybe you only got the stale bread and dirty water if they were expected to keep you alive for a while. Regardless, it’d seemed like forever since I’d eaten, and I wasn’t about to spend my last night listening to my stomach grumble.

      I demolished the steak and laid back on the narrow bed, staring at the ceiling. My parents were dead. My sister must know I was here by now, but she hadn’t come to see me. It really didn’t matter anymore. All this would be over soon.

      It was first light when I woke up. There was a clanging at the bars and a cup of water appeared in my cell.

      Open and shut case. That’s how they were treating this. I had already been on trial for Bruta’s murder. This was simple. I had agreed to never return to Fantom, but I was here.

      Time to die.

      Not long after I drank the water, the guards came to get me. The sun was just rising over the top of the towers as we made it to the top of the stone stairs and stepped into the courtyard. The tinkle of the leaves on the trees that had once seemed like the joyous sounds of tiny fairies, were now an irritating rattle of metal against the inner core of my ear.

      I was here to be decapitated.

      The academy was a former military tower. I wouldn’t be the first person to be executed here. The courtyard’s most famous dead fae was Duke Amberfrost, who was said to have been caught having an affair with a member of the dark fae royal family. While fae affairs were par for the course, the duke had attempted to claim paternity to a royal heir and gain rights to the throne. His lover, who had been the queen, had wasted no time in having him beheaded here, but it had never stopped the rumors that light fae blood flowed in the veins of the royal family.

      The murmurs of the crowd quieted as they parted and made way for me. It was standing room only. Every student on the campus must have come out that morning to watch the spectacle. I don’t know if I would’ve wanted to see a fellow student murdered. It was one thing to watch kids fight, but to see one walk willingly to the blade was too much. Though, there was the Gaia Blackstone factor. One of the most notorious young murderers in Fantom.

      The guillotine loomed as a silhouette on the scaffold. A dark chill rippled under my skin. Each step crackled against the fallen leaves beneath my feet. My gaze twitched nervously around until it landed on Onyx.

      I had to hand it to her. Despite how much she hated being around the fae, she stood in the front row, tears glistening in her eyes. Standing next to her was another winged creature. It took me a moment to realize, it was a reaper. A reaper who had come for me. He wasn’t a reaper of Hell. He didn’t have black demon wings like Onyx. He was tall, thin, with beautiful bright blue butterfly wings flowing out from his back. They rippled in the gentle morning breeze.

      A reaper of fae.

      His green eyes stared intently at me as I mounted the creaky wooden stairs.

      A reaper.

      I had no idea what to expect when I died. I had no idea where my parents were. Reapers were forbidden from telling anybody what came in the afterworld. They couldn’t share where souls were taken. I’d even tried asking Onyx about my parents, but she’d remained tight-lipped. The children of Lilith followed their own tenants and never broke them.

      My body sagged. I would soon follow my parents. Part of me didn’t even mind giving up at all.

      But the larger part of me wanted to unbind my hands and kick the shit out of everybody in the courtyard that was willing to stand around and watch me die. What morbid jerks.

      Oisin stood on the other side of Onyx staring me down.

      I glared at him. We better have an agreement. He better make sure my heart was destroyed after they killed me.

      He nodded as if he could read my thoughts.

      Maura and Rhea stood next to him, not realizing he had completely turned on the light fae’s mission. They glared at me. I was absolutely their enemy and they were clearly keen to take my heart. Maura had a look of triumph as if she already held my heart in her clutches.

      Strangely it was Charlie, the red fae who stood near them. I couldn’t quite understand the look on his face but if he had been impressed I’d been Eyla, he was doubly impressed that I was Gaia Blackstone. He looked like he wanted my autograph. He’d probably collect some of my blood to sell later.

      The royals stood in a makeshift box that was covered in velvet drapes and centered on the portable grandstand. They were surprisingly rustic human for what I would have expected, but maybe they had to drag them from the nether regions of the dungeons.

      The king dressed in military regalia, his dark hair flowing over his black leather clad shoulders. His gaze didn’t waver from the book in his hands as if he was just waiting for the butler to call time for tea.

      He was flanked by Prince Tallon on his left and Princess Dayna on his right and their entourage, which of all things included my sister. As I stared at her, I could suddenly see the strain beneath her laughing exterior. Lines of tension spanned her entire body from her crinkled fake laughing eyes, to her arm, angled awkwardly out, pushing against another member of the entourage. She looked like a chick surrounded by foxes.

      And suddenly, in that instance, I saw her clearly. Possibly for the first time in my life. No longer was she my strong older sister who blazed the trail for me to follow. She wasn’t just tough and strong. She was a survivor.

      I had always thought it was me. I was the warrior, the would-be assassin, the one who would survive out in the human world without her magic powers. But I had been wrong. Here I stood on this block about to be decapitated. It was my sister who was strong. Mae was the survivor.

      We made eye contact.

      She stood slightly behind Princess Dayna and there was no disdain in her eyes like there had been before. There was just a blank stare. She had built such a wall around herself that there was no way she would ever let me see how she really felt. More importantly, she wasn’t about to let any of the royals see how she really felt.

      But I could see it. She was my sister. I knew every line in her body, and she was stressed.

      The light fae king didn’t show. Maybe she wasn’t even invited. Though it was more likely that she didn’t concern herself with such trivial items as the decapitation of some Unforgiven’s head. It was basically a routine execution.

      Oren, the dark fae king was all that was needed to witness my death. It was rare that he was at Crown Academy even though the property belonged to him. Our melting pot agenda had been his brainchild. He had spent a lot of his reign, two hundred years of it, trying to keep peace in the hinterlands. Working to make sure all the peasants were secured, and all the noble families were satisfied. The school was his legacy for the future. His attempt to stop the wars and develop an integrated approach to society. It meant more than just this school, though. It meant he had to take on all the noble families of the light, frost, and red fae.

      But looking closer at him standing there, I realized he wasn’t reading the pages.

      His black eyes were slicing into me. He snapped the book shut with a swift motion of his fingers and took a step forward. The headmaster swayed backwards before moving clear. There was no greater authority in Fantom than the dark fae king. He was judge, jury and executioner in all things, the final word on the law. I had seen him during my trials, but that seemed so long ago. A different lifetime where I had been trapped and had strugged to be free

      “Gaia Blackstone, you have been found guilty of breaking your oath. When you committed murder on these grounds, you were underage and your prison sentence was commuted to banishment from the fae world. And yet you have returned. By breaking this oath, you have sentenced yourself to death.”

      Not a single cry went up from the crowd. Their gaze swayed to my sister, who’s skin flushed a light pink, but she kept her eyes on her hands.

      “Have you any last words?“ King Oren asked.

      My skin was cold as the sun broke across the towers and glowed warm on my face. I breathed in the last sunrise deeply. “My king,” I said, allowing my voice to carry across the air to everyone in the courtyard. “I arrived back at Crown Academy in the guise of the light fae, Eyla Friese. Eyla had tracked me down in the human world. She assaulted me and killed my werecat.”

      “She lies,” Haas said. “Her werecat was in her room last night before it disappeared.”

      The King’s gaze narrowed on him. “Unless you stand on the execution block,” he said, “now is not the time for your words.”

      Haas’ eyes glowed a dark, angry blue, but he kept his mouth shut.

      “I came to Crown Academy to find out why Eyla Friese and the light fae were hunting me.”

      “And, did you discover this reason?” King Oren asked.

      “Yes.” My voice was loud and strong enough to be heard throughout the entire courtyard. “I uncovered a conspiracy. The light fae are attempting to bring back the hoarfrost to our world to overthrow the dark and light fae courts.”

      A gasp escaped the crowd.

      Maura’s skin burned bright red.

      Oisin didn’t move a muscle.

      Haas laughed out loud. “That is a desperate plea.” His voice was light as it traveled over the audience. “Light fae loyalty need not be put in question or connected to such a sordid affair as an Unforgiven’s execution. But what on this green earth do you have in proof of your ludicrous claim?”

      My gaze connected with the king’s. “In the guise of Eyla Friese, I was invited to a meeting that was run by her parents. It was at this meeting that they spoke of the hoarfrost.”

      “She lies,” Rhea stepped forward. “I was at that same meeting.” The King cocked an eyebrow at Rhea. “We hold clan meetings every quarter,” she continued, “as is expected and approved. How else can we ensure the loyalty of the light fae if we do not have these scheduled meetings and ask the representatives how their constituents are.”

      “That’s not what was going on,” I growled. “You were talking about taking my heart and causing a hoarfrost. With no consideration for the humans who inhabit this planet.”

      But all through the crowd the light fae were shaking their heads, the light fae were looking dubious and the red fae were outright laughing.

      Only the dark fae were staring at me somberly, clearly trying to discern if this was the lies of a murderer.

      The King’s skin went pale, but his gaze didn’t waver from me. “These are quite harsh accusations,” he said. “Even if they were to be proven accurate instantly, it would not free you from your death sentence.”

      “I am aware,” I said. “But I could not go to my death knowing that billions of humans and most of the fair folk would be made extinct by a hoarfrost.”

      “Thank you for your final words,” King Oren said, still puzzled, but not willing to let himself waiver from the task in front of him.

      I lowered my chin and took a deep breath. This was it. Oisin stood like a statue, but his gaze was soft and strong. He would uphold his side of the bargain.

      I didn’t need to look at my sister. Her expression wouldn’t have changed. Onyx’s wailing was loud enough for me to hear, but I knew I couldn’t look at her. I would have lost my composure.

      Instead I stared at the fae reaper next to her. He would be my journeyman on the rest of my voyage.

      To my parents.

      “Kneel before your executioner,” King Oren said.

      Despite all the fae magic, we still liked to cut off people’s heads with guillotines. I had never thought much about it as they were so rare, but now it was clear, it was the best way to ensure the victim or culprit was dead. There was no chance of magic reanimating the body or bringing a dead prisoner back.

      The executioner, who didn’t bother to wear a mask, was the darkest fae I’d ever seen. Long black hair pulled back into twin braids. He wore only black pants and a bare chest. Guess he didn’t want to get blood on his shirt. He stepped back and motioned me to kneel.

      It wasn’t hard, my legs trembled. A raging pit of fear engulfed me. My throat went dry as my hands began to sweat. It’s good they hadn’t fed me breakfast. I would have vomited.

      I desperately craved the touch of someone’s hand, skin, one final human moment. But there wasn’t one. My hands were shackled behind my back, my fingers gripping each other for some comfort. I knelt and rested my forehead in the rarely used dent of the block. The world spun silently around me. The only sound was the tinkling of the golden leaves falling from the trees in the courtyard.

      They crashed around me.

      I knew from the history books King Oren’s hand would now be raised. The drop of his hand would control the blade and drop it on my neck. It floated above me now ready to sever my head from my body. I stared into the bucket my vision blurring as I furiously blinked back the tears.
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      The world was silent as we waited for the blade to drop.

      But instead of a blade whooshing towards me, a voice rang out, staying King Oren’s hand. “I claim servitude rights..”

      My head jolted up. Prince Tallon stepped forward.

      “You claim what?” Princess Dayna’s voice was full of disgust.

      The King just looked at his son with one eyebrow raised.

      “I claim servitude,” Tallon repeated loudly.

      “No.,” I cried.

      This got King Oren’s attention. “You would rather die than serve the royal prince, who will one day be King?” he asked me.

      “N-n-no,” I stammered, trying to engage my brain.

      “You can’t keep her like a pet,” Dayna hissed at Tallon.

      My mouth gaped open. The prince was going to own me.

      Mae’s expression was blank, but I imagined there was a glow of hope in her eyes. My stomach tightened. Chains of servitude. Black thin bands that would forever keep me at his beck and call. It was ten times worse than simply serving the royal family as an assassin. I would live out my days doing whatever he pleased with no life of my own.

      “That’s a very rare law you claim,” stated King Oren. “You understand that even as the monarch or a member of royalty you can only save five lives in your entire life. You truly wish to use one of those before you even ascend the throne?”

      There was no doubt in Tallon’s eyes as he looked up at his father. “I do.”

      “She killed one of the most decorated generals in all of our wars.” The King’s irritation dripped in his voice.

      I knew from Bruta’s stories that she and the king had been good friends over the years, perhaps even lovers, which was not unusual among the fae. But sometimes I had the suspicion her feelings for King Oren were one of the reasons she had wanted to leave.

      “Father, I believe this is even more of a reason to keep her alive and indentured to me,” the prince said. “If she was clever enough to kill such a great general, she should make the greatest assassin ever. She beat Eyla Friese, who was known as one of the most talented young assassins in all Crown Academy. And she did all this without magic. I think it would be a gross waste of talent to simply kill her when we can keep her alive.”

      “And you trust her?” the king asked.

      “Not in the slightest,” Tallon said. “She will be a challenge to tame but in the end, she will have no choice but to serve the royal house or kill herself.”

      The king turned to me. “You do not seem too keen on being in my son’s service,” he said. “Despite the fact that you are a dark fae who should want for nothing more than to serve our family, the same way your parents served so faithfully until their untimely deaths.”

      I clenched my teeth, grinding them together to avoid taking the bait.

      “You have one option now,” King Oren said. “You will serve my son faithfully as an indentured slave or you will die.”

      “How can you trust her?” asked Dayna. “She gave her oath previously to never return. Yet here she stands.”

      “There are fate worse than death,” King Oren said. “Are you familiar with our prison system?”

      “Only in general passing,” I said.

      “Trust me they are places you don’t want to be a prisoner in. You were given a reprieve to go to the human world. It saved you from being beaten, raped, whipped, humiliated and in the end, forced to fight for a life that is barely worth living. You were spared that. Now you have no options. It is be enslaved to our family or die.”

      I frowned.

      “And you will serve him well,” King Oren said as if reading my thoughts. “If you don’t, you will be sent to the prison run by Eyla’s parents in Lapland. Now tell me, child,” he asked, his face mask of irritation and anger it was clear he would rather I chose death right here and right now. Like he could sweep me under the rug.

      And that pissed me off.

      There were one million places I could’ve looked because truly death did not seem such a bad idea compared to being enslaved to the prince for the rest of my life. But my gaze went to Mae, her lavender eyes begging me to choose the prince. She chewed on her lower lip, her eyes welling with tears.

      My heart fractured. The truth was I had no idea what lay behind my sister’s ability to survive.

      I stood up, bowing my head. “I accept enslavement to Crown Prince Tallon.”

      The King nodded slowly, not even bothering to look at me. “Very well,” he said to Tallon. His gaze turned to encompass the crowd. “Gaia Blackstone will remain shackled, but alive, indentured to my house for the remainder of her life. She will be in direct ownership of Prince Tallon.”

      A loud murmur went through the crowd. This wasn’t the spectacle they had come to see.

      Onyx had a huge grin on her face and the reaper who had stood next to her was gone.

      My eyes connected with Tallon’s, his arms were folded across his chest, but his eyes smiled at me.

      I scowled back. If he thought this was going to give me undying gratitude for saving my life, he was sorely mistaken.

      His father’s shadow passed over him as King Oren turned to leave, his entourage following in his wake. The executioner grabbed my elbow, roughly pulling me away.

      Tallon’s voice carried across the platform and trailed me down the stairs. “Wash her off, change her and bring her to me.”

      His words should have repulsed me, but instead a thread of excitement shot through me.
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      As I stepped off the platform, Onyx hurled herself at me in a mass of flapping wings and whipping black hair. “I don’t know what just happened,” she gasped, “but I think I’m going to have a heart attack..” She pushed me away, looked at me, and then pulled me close again.

      I clenched my jaw. “I just became a slave,” I said. “That’s what happened.”

      “A live slave,” she enthused, as I was extricated from her grip by the executioner.

      I had just escaped certain death. My skin was warm with relief, even though I could see what was about to happen. The executioner motioned me towards a bulky, older, formal looking man. He looked like the headmaster, if the headmaster hadn’t gotten out in the sun for a while. In his hands dangled the thin black chains that would mark me as a slave. Apparently, they weren’t going to waste any time in putting those on. A crowd circled around us to watch the spectacle. There weren’t that many slaves in Fantom, just the odd debt repayment and a few Unforgivens who had dodged death to live their life in service to some overlord. I had always felt sorry for them, but right this second, as I watched my sister, Mae, pushing her way to the front of the crowd, a look of concern fresh on her face, I realized it was something different. I may be enslaved, but I was going to survive.

      I gave my sister a tentative smile and relief washed through her eyes.

      “Well you have to go and live with him?” Onyx asked, clearly not about to leave me alone for a second.

      “I don’t know,” I said shaking my head. I had no idea. All I knew was that he could ask me to do anything and I would be required to do it.

      Anything.

      The crowds around my sister parted, not for her, but for Dayna, who stepped gracefully into the open space created for her. “You’ll be kept out in the stables with his other animals,” she said as she slowly looked me up and down.

      “What do you think he’s going to ride her?” Rhea asked with a smirk. Members of the crowd let out cat calls, but Dayna’s blood boiled red in her face.

      Maybe enslavement wasn’t such a good idea. But it was too late now. The warden held out the chains as the executioner raised my wrists to him. It only took him a second to bind my wrists. Gone were the prisoner chains. Now I wore the thin, barely noticeable chains of a slave. They draped loosely over my wrists looking like a couple of delicate matching bracelets.

      If I did everything Prince Tallon commanded me to do.

      The second I didn’t…. Kapow.. They would burst into red force field and crack pain through my body. The chains would make it impossible for me to do anything other than the will of the one who they were magically bound to. In this case, Prince Tallon.

      The warden slipped his finger over the latch, muttering a few words and the latch completely disappeared. There was no way out. The chains were unbreakable.

      Dayna was facing off with Rhea in a heated exchange I couldn’t quite hear. I watched my sister.

      She was stared straight at me, but now her eyes were guarded. I had thought she was encouraging me to take the bondage, but now there was no telling what she felt. Her face was hard and grim.

      The princess delivered her closing line, turned and stormed off away from the light fae. In the blink of an eye, Mae leaned into me, her lavender hair brushing against my shoulder. “Don’t screw this up, little sister,” she hissed at me. “I lost you once. I cannot lose you again, no matter what circumstances we have to live under.”

      I blinked, scared it would show in my face how desperately I wanted to throw myself in her arms and sob and remember our parents and talk about our childhood here. But she had already turned her back, flicking her hair over her shoulder like the Crown Princess had done. Her words were etched in my brain. “…no matter what circumstances we have to live under.”

      She was as much a slave to Dayna as I would be to Prince Tallon. It just wasn’t as apparent because she didn’t have the chains of servitude on each wrist.

      “You missed history,” Onyx said, “but don’t be late for assassin’s class.”

      The crowd was dispersing already. Guess all the excitement ended when the royals left. I frowned at the executioner, but he waved me away. “You heard the prince. He wants you in assassin’s class.”

      It was almost odd the freedom I suddenly had. Freedom even though everyone could see I was Gaia Blackstone. It wouldn’t matter where I went now. I was compelled by the bracelets to do my master’s bidding. There would be nothing I could do now that would not be known to Tallon.

      “Two minutes left to get to class.”

      I whipped around at Tallon’s voice, but he was nowhere to be seen.

      “You alright?” Onyx asked, her brow creasing as she looked at me and then down at my wrists.

      I rubbed the chains, but they were cool to the touch. “Mmhmm,” I murmured but I was still looking furtively around the courtyard. The Prince really wasn’t here.

      There was just me, everyone else, and his voice in my head. It let out a low chuckle. “One minute and forty-five seconds. Don’t be late.”

      “By all the reapers in Hell,” I muttered, gripping Onyx’s wrist. “Let’s go..” I burst off running towards to training warehouse, not sure if I was running to follow the orders from the prince, or to escape his voice in my head.

      Surprisingly we didn’t get to class late at all. Laerd Kaan was there glaring at all the students.

      Tallon watched me as I walked in the room, the corner of one side of his mouth upturned as if it was of great amusement he could speak inside my head. I didn’t find it so entertaining. Fortunately, he didn’t do that now, just gave me a single forward motion with his hand, indicating I was to come to his side. I hesitated, but even in those few seconds of hesitation, my bracelets heated up and my body was compelled forward towards him.

      This was going to suck.

      “Come on,” I hissed at Onyx as I started making my way to the front of the classroom.

      “I’m not going up there,” she said with a glare.

      “Yes. You. Are.” I insisted. “Price of being roommates with a slave.”

      “I’m not good enough yet,” she cringed as I dug my nails into her wrist.

      “I don’t give a shit,” I said. “You can’t make me go up there alone.”

      “Urgh.” She let out a groan but fell into step behind me.

      Tallon glanced over my shoulder at Onyx. “You’re bringing the reaper up here?” His voice smirked in my head.

      “Yes..” I shouted back silently and watched with some satisfaction as he cringed at my volume.

      “Fine,” he said the words out loud to the room, shrugged and stepped aside to make room for both Onyx and me.

      “You’ve been working hard on your combat skills without using magic,” Laerd Kaan said, “but today we need to start bringing magic into your newfound combat skills.”

      Tallon step forward. “Great suggestion,” he said. “I was also thinking they need experience against other types of creatures, not just fae.”

      I looked at him harshly he was staring straight at Onyx.

      “You can’t have everyone just attack her,” I said.

      He arched an eyebrow towards me. “Why not? She’s in the assassin’s class.”

      “Because she’ll get hurt,” I said.

      “Show some faith in your friends,” Tallon said.

      I swallowed hard. It was hard enough getting used to the idea of having friends, much less putting a bunch of trust in them. I wasn’t used to that.

      “I think that’s a very good suggestion, Prince Tallon,” Laerd Kaan nodded in agreement. “Why don’t we set these two up against each other in the first instance.”

      I rolled my head back. Great so not only do I become a slave, now I have to fight my best – no, my only – friend in front of everybody.

      And she’s not even that good.

      “I’m not that bad,” Onyx said, glaring at me.

      Shit. She can read my mind, too. Suddenly my brain felt a bit like Grand Central Station. “I didn’t mean it like that.” I said. But before I could say another word, she lunged at me, pushing me out of the circle.

      “Point, Onyx,” Laerd Kaan’s voice boomed across the warehouse and a laugh went up from the crowd.

      “We hadn’t started yet..” I exclaimed.

      “Is that what you’re going to tell opponents in the field?” asked Laerd Kaan. “Could you just wait until I powder my nose?”

      I pulled my hand back, the only thought in my head being to punch Laerd Kaan in the face, but Onyx was in my peripheral vision and I could see her preparing to lunge at me. I planted my foot squarely on the ground, but instead of striking out at Kaan, I pivoted, ducked, and threw my body into Onyx’s midriff as she sailed over my body. I rose up and pushed her through the air and out of the circle. She landed with a resounding “oof” as the wind was knocked out of her.

      This time I backed up. I was going to give her plenty of time to get up, back in the circle and prepared. I didn’t care what Laerd Kaan said. I’d like this to at least be a fair fight.

      “Stay low,” Tallon’s voice was in my head again. “Keep your center of gravity as low as possible, you’ll be harder to knock out then.”

      Onyx stalked sideways on the inside edge of the circle.

      “Shut up,” I said.

      Onyx squinted at me. “Excuse me?”

      Shit. I said that out loud. “I was talking to the prince,” I hissed.

      Onyx’s gaze shifted towards Tallon.

      “Now.” His command was simple and direct, but I couldn’t stop myself even if I had wanted to. It was a direct command. I hurled myself low and fast at her upper thighs, wrapping myself around her waist and using all my body weight to bring her backwards. Her wings shot out and started beating frantically, but it was too late, we sailed into the air and my weight brought her crashing down onto the floor beneath me.

      “Good job.,” said the prince, striding over and holding out a hand to help me up.

      I looked up at him, frowning. “I don’t need your approval, or your help in fighting. I was going to attack right then anyhow,” I said.

      “Right,” Tallon said.

      “I don’t.” I insisted, brushing his hand away as I stood up. But he didn’t move to give me space, so instead of standing and being away from him, I found myself pressed up against him.

      His hand moved around my waist holding me in place. “Look, Gaia,” he murmured an inch from my face.

      My whole body flashed hot and I tried to step back, but his grip was firm. Any movement I made just rubbed my body against his firm muscles. My breath grew shallow as I became very still just hoping he would let me go.

      “I know you don’t need my approval or my help. But I need yours. You are the best assassin I’ve seen in these rooms ever. And now you are bound to me. You think I’m going to let all that talent go to waste? I need you to get used to fighting with a partner, because you are going to be right by my side through every battle I find myself in for the rest of our lives.”

      He stepped away suddenly and my knees started to buckle. But there was no way I was going to give him the satisfaction of knowing he made my knees weak. I snapped them to attention and turned to pull Onyx off the floor.

      “Hot, much?” She gave me a sly grin.

      “Shut up,” I said, gripping her hand tight to steady myself.

      “Looks like you don’t have to just make it through class.” Her grin had cracked wide open. “You’re going to have to make it through the rest of your life chained to him.”

      I didn’t know if I should scream in excitement or throw up. Either reaction would have accurately expressed the turmoil that raged inside of me.
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      Sweat littered the floor as my classmates made their way out of our stone dojo. It had been a harder than normal workout for all of us. Something was stressing Laerd Kaan out and he had worked us over because of it. Pushing us harder and harder with every command. I secretly wanted to ask Tallon what it was about, but his demeanor had been anything but friendly during class. Whatever was bugging Laerd Kaan seemed to have rubbed off on Tallon. He was deep in conversation at the front of the room as I stood hesitant watching Onyx as she headed for a hose down and then lunch.

      Tallon didn’t seem to care what I did, so I moved towards Onyx. I hadn’t gotten more than five steps when my black bracelets glowed red and started to burn. “Fuck,” I whispered under my breath, grabbing the bracelets and pulling them off my skin. I scrunched my eyes shut trying to ignore the blazing pain in my fingertips.

      Onyx glanced over her shoulder, took one look at my face and her eyes darted to my wrists. The shackles were still erupting in bright crimson flares. My face clenched tight as searing shots of electricity shot up my arm. But I wasn’t about to flinch. I wouldn’t give him that satisfaction. Slowly I turned on my heel towards the person who controlled the shackles. I absolutely had to submit to the royal family, especially to the one who had saved my life and now owned me. But I didn’t have to show him how much it hurt.

      “Did you forget something?” Tallon asked, interrupting his conversation with Laerd Kaan.

      I inhaled a tight short breath keeping my arms awkwardly in the air. My gaze scorched him as the thin iron chains returned to cool black. I bowed my head in relief. “I’m going to eat.” I said. We both knew I had to do whatever he asked. I didn’t see any reason why I had to do it willingly.

      “Those hurt a lot?” he asked curiously.

      “No shit,” I said through gritted teeth. “But how the hell would you know?”

      Onyx stepped to my side and elbowed me in the gut. “It’s the prince, girl,” she reminded me unnecessarily. “Let’s play nice. Assassin class is over.”

      I just couldn’t help it. He was totally annoying. And I had to do everything he said. That was going to take some – a lot of – getting used to.

      “It’s important for the future king to know everything about the kingdom,” the prince said.

      His arrogance sent a ripple of irritation down my back. “With a bit of luck, you may be the dead king of the hoarfrost,” I growled.

      His eyes brewed dark as he strode across the room. He paused right next to me.

      Onyx pulled away.

      I leaned into him. There was no way he was going to scare me. He was going to have to get used to it.

      “Have you ever put these things on?” I asked.

      “As a matter of fact, I have,” he said. He lifted my wrist and traced the line of red that appeared on my dark skin.

      I chewed my lower lip as goosebumps trickled down my arms.

      Onyx smirked next to me. But I didn’t dare withdraw my hand. Or maybe the truth was I didn’t want to.

      “Call me Tallon.” He glanced at Onyx, giving her a toss of his head towards the door. She raised her eyebrows but moved towards the door.

      “Seriously?” I hissed at him. “You just dismiss people like that?”

      He looked at me with surprise. “I was just letting her know we needed a private conversation.”

      I hated how my skin burned when he said private conversation. “You can’t you speak to people like that.”

      “Like what?” His eyes opened wide.

      “Like everyone is your servant,” I said. “She’s a foreign exchange student. She’s not beholden to the dark fae court.”

      His eyes focused happen to space for a second as if he was thinking about what I said. Then his gaze shot back to me. “She’s on dark fae soil. I’m responsible for everything here.”

      “What’s her name?” I challenged him.

      “Her – Her name?” It was as if I’d asked him her shoe size. He had no idea.

      “It’s Onyx,” she grinned from the doorway.

      “You’ve been sparring with her for a month and you don’t know her name?” I asked.

      “I – I don’t have a memory for such things,” Tallon said, looking to his credit a little embarrassed. “Usually when it’s important somebody just tells me quietly the person’s name. So basically,” he shot me a dark look with a big grin that melted my thighs, “I blame you for not whispering her name in my ear.”

      The way he said “whisper” didn’t do anything for my melting thighs, but I couldn’t help smiling and Onyx was outright laughing.

      “Oh, to be royal…” She grinned, making a slight courtesy to Tallon. “And super shit ass hot.” She chuckled as she moved down the walkway. “Catch you two later.”

      I kept my gaze aimlessly on the doorway because, well I was alone in a room with Tallon and I don’t think that ever happened before. “What so is this going to be a thing?” I laughed awkwardly into the silence. “You and me hanging out all the time?”

      The prince cleared his throat. “I didn’t mean to hurt you,” he said. “I just wanted to stop you without shouting your name across the room.”

      Oh, good Lilith was he going to be nice? I don’t think I was going to handle that. “What do you want?” I asked.

      He folded his arms across his chest, fixing me with a steely gaze. “Listen, I get you’re rebellious and you don’t want to be the subject to the royal family and you probably would rather die than be in servitude to me. But it was the only thing I could think of to save your life.”

      “Why did you even wanna do that?” I asked.

      “Why do you wanna die so bad?” He countered.

      “I – I don’t.” It was the truth. I didn’t. “I definitely don’t want to die. I —”

      “You thought you could get away with it,” Tallon said and strangely enough he wasn’t irritated. He was kind of laughing.

      I’m not sure if that made me more or less nervous.

      “Listen,” he said, “I know Bruta is alive.”

      My whole body went stiff and I glanced quickly over both my shoulders as if someone would hear us. “How?”

      “I told you I made it my business to know everything in my kingdom.”

      “Your future kingdom,” I corrected him instantly slamming my mouth shut. What was wrong with me? Why do I have to correct him every second?

      But he just gave a nod of his head. “Yes. My future kingdom,” he agreed.

      “Who else knows?” I asked.

      “Whoever Bruta wants to know,” Tallon said. “I trained with her since I was born. Even before I could walk, she was muscle training me to fight. When I watched her supposedly die, there was no way I believed it. So, I started doing some research and tracking.”

      “You were able to find her?” I asked. That was a pretty impressive task.

      “No, I came I really close a few times,” he shrugged.

      “Then how?”

      “Bruta keeps tabs on the fae world even though she is no longer amongst us,” he said. “The news of your capture made ripples, apparently even to where she now lives. No one would’ve expected an Unforgiven to return to the fae world. It’s unheard of. Everyone’s talking about it and trying to understand why you did it.”

      I clasped the back of my neck and stretched it upward. Great. Doubly infamous. First, I “kill” the greatest warrior the fae have ever known and become Unforgiven, then I break the Unforgiven laws and return in disguise of a dead light fae. But why I had done it was never in question for me.

      “I won’t live my life being hunted,” I said. “I didn’t know who was hunting me and I didn’t know why. You can’t outwit an enemy you don’t understand.”

      “Right. So, you didn’t come here with an ideal to save the fae or even the humans from the light fae,” he said. “You came here to save your own ass.” His blond hair swayed around his sharp cheekbones as he glared down at me

      My back stiffened. “Are you calling me selfish?” I wanted to slap him. “I gave everything to the fae. My parents are dead because of your family. My sister —” My voice caught in my throat. Things had shifted somehow with her, but what they were now, I didn’t know. “Well, it ruined my relationship with her. So, don’t you lecture me on saving my own ass. I think I’ve given enough to the fae.”

      “I don’t believe you,” he said. “I think you came back for a reason. A reason you may not even know yet.”

      My throat clenched how did he understand? It’s like he could see inside me. “I came back here to find out why Eyla was trying to kill me,” I said.

      He nodded. “We have Maura and Eyla‘s parents for questioning based on what you said from the stand, but basically it’s their word against yours and, to be perfectly honest, the wardens of the north are going to have a little more believability then a lone Unforgiven.“

      “No one’s going to be able to prove how she died,” I said. “They’ll make it a witch hunt and call for my head.”

      Tallon raised his brows, nodding. “Yes, quite likely. That’s why I had to put you in servitude.” His fingers brushed against my wrist as he lifted one of the thin black chains. “They have no right to a slave of mine. So, even when they ask for your death, I will be able to prevent it. They cannot touch crown property.”

      “What the – crown property..” I pulled away from him.

      “It’s a figure of speech.”

      “A wretched one,” I growled.

      “That little wretched figure of speech is also a law that ensures no fae can lay a single hand on you. Ever. It means I can keep you safe.”

      I frowned and took a step back, my fingers worrying each other. I didn’t want to think about what would happen if he ever decided not to keep me safe. But now wasn’t the time to question the future. “Why do you believe me?” I asked.

      “Bruta trusted you with her life,” he said. “It makes me think that what you said from the stand, well there’s some truth in it.”

      “Some truth in it? Do you think I’d use my last words to lie to everyone?”

      “That is what they will say when they are asked about it and we will have to believe them. But I want to show you something.”

      We walked out of the cool stone warehouse and back towards the main courtyard. The air was crisp with autumn. As we stepped under the archway and into the courtyard, the place went silent and it felt like every gaze in the courtyard landed on us. The Prince was used to it. His chin was its typical regal self, while I clenched my fists and stared straight ahead.

      I would not be diminished by the chains on my wrists.

      “This way,” Tallon said, his voice was gentle and kind as his hand fingertips pressed against the small of my back.

      A ripple of energy moved through my spine and I bit my lips. My body needed to stop reacting to his touch. It seemed to be fine we were sparring but this casual closeness was betraying me.

      We approached the main building, open only to dark fae. I was too embarrassed to even look around the courtyard but through my peripheral vision I saw Onyx having lunch with Oisin. Rhea and Maura were glaring at me from the light fae tables.

      Dayna and my sister were nowhere to be seen.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      As we stepped into the cool interior of the main building, my chest tightened. My parents had come to events here when the royal family had been in town. Mae and I had joined them sometimes and now—

      Now here I was walking alone with the prince. “I’m not moving in here.”

      “Where do you think I’m taking you?” he asked his eyebrow raised and a slight smile on his face.

      The implication was clear. “Nowhere,” I stammered. “I’m just saying that I’m good friends with Onyx and well she’s an exchange student —”

      “Yes, you’ve mentioned that before,” he said. “And we should be generous to the exchange students.”

      “So, I’d like to stay living with her.” I stood my ground. “Not in some slave dormitory you have.” I threw the last sentence in quickly so he understood I wasn’t suggesting I would share his apartment or his bed.

      His laughter rang loudly through the echoing foyer of the building. “I don’t have a slave dormitory. I don’t even have slaves. My staff are paid well for their work.”

      “So, I’m your first?” I asked, cringing as he laughed even more. Why did everything I say sound like I wanted to go to bed with the guy?

      “Yes, you’re my first, Gaia,” he said, his voice rumbling low in the dark hallway.

      My breath caught in my throat and I took a step back. His blond hair looked brown in the dim light and his eyes had an iridescent glow as he looked me over slowly.

      “I’m really hungry,” I blurted out. A little too loud for the cavernous room.

      He immediately stiffened and strode to the elevators, pressing the button to the top floor. Not a word was spoken as we ascended the tower.

      When the doors opened, we were greeted by a massive hall that took over the entire level. The floor was smooth, polished wood. Tall windows were opened to view the expanse of Quebec laid out before us. I walked over and pressed my fingers to the glass, staring out at the peaceful city below.

      Humans were so ignorant to what was really going on around them. They carried on their lives in the world unaware of the battles and wars that raged in Fantom. I had tried to escape and blend in there. I had failed miserably. Something had drawn me back to this place, to these people.

      My people. I sighed as the chain pressed cold against my wrist.

      There was no escaping now.

      Tallon’s heat radiated from him as he stepped next to me, placing a hand on my elbow. “We aren’t here for the view,” he said, motioning me towards the corner of the room.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      “The ballroom,” he shrugged. “The Winter Ball will be here in a couple of weeks.”

      “What’s all this stuff then?” I motioned to the glass cases on exhibition along the walls.

      “Artifacts,” he said.

      “Trophies from war.” I frowned.

      “Gifts from our banners,” he corrected me. “When clans and tribes yield, they give us gifts to show their loyalty.”

      “Yes,” I said. “I know.” My voice came out a little harsher than intended, but we had just been studying this and between another history lesson and lunch, I wanted lunch.

      “Right,” he said. “Here I thought you were sleeping in class all the time.”

      I smirked at him. “You realize it’s lunch time? I’m no good to you if I die of hunger.”

      His laughter rang through the hall. “No one is dying here, miss. I just want to show you this.”

      He led me past display cases with wooden stars, gold crowns, and even a full suit of armor.

      “The spoils of war,” I murmured, imagining all the death and desperation that surrounded the acquisition of these artifacts, fae screaming in retaliation and ultimately defeat as they handed over their prize possessions to the royal family.

      “Tokens of fealty,” Tallon said.

      “That’s dark fae armor.” I nodded towards the filigreed metal work standing in the corner all burnished black and gold.

      Tallon shrugged. “I don’t know if you know the tales of the first precept, but he was rather a flashy guy. But I didn’t come up here to show you the dark fae items.”

      “This room kind of goes against everything your dad is saying about, you know, being one with all the people, right?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you guys be giving all of this back?”

      “You would think,” Tallon said. “There’s just a few problems about that.”

      “Your father still wants to rule all the fae,” I said with a snort. “He’s paying lip service to the idea of equality among us.”

      I thought my words would make him mad. In fact, I’d kind of aimed them that way, but he took them easily. “Perhaps,” he said. “But we aren’t here to discuss my father’s politics with you.”

      We stopped in the far corner where a decrepit wooden trunk sat locked and covered in dust. It looked like it had been here before the building had been constructed. The lock was rusty, and the hinges broken, like it would disintegrate at any moment.

      “Doesn’t seem very well cared for,” I pointed out.

      “Open the lid,” Tallon invited me, his fingers reaching out as if I couldn’t see the box in front of me.

      I gripped the lock and tugged at it, but it didn’t give an inch. Wrapping my fingers tighter, I yanked it harder. No movement. I reached back towards the broken hinge, but as I touched it purple sparks flew from the hinges and the lock. I jumped back, startled.

      “Cute trick,” I grumbled. “You blocked it with magic. I think we everyone knows I gave up my magic. So, what’s your point?”

      Tallon didn’t respond. He just waved his hand over the trunk and a purple glow emulated from it as the lid opened.

      The royal seal. Okay. That was kind of cool. I’d heard of the royal seal but never seen it in action. It was a unique lavender imprint that only the royal family had. When we were little, Mae and I used to make jokes about my purple hair saying how it made me look like I was royal, but now that I saw the actual iridescent color of royal magic, it was nothing like my hair.

      The lid of the wooden chest rose.

      I stood unmoving, not willing to intrude on the darkness inside. It seemed like Tallon had expectations that something spectacular would happen, but I wasn’t feeling it.

      There was more to him saving my life, and this crate had something to do with it. That much I could feel.

      “Look inside,” he said motioning me forward, his gaze curious.

      I took a tentative step forward.

      There was something deep and dark and strange in the wooden chest. It called to me, asking me to touch it, but my stomach tingled with fear, just like it used to when I would reach for my magic.

      The rush of exhilaration I used to get just before I used magic drenched every vein in my body as if I was a sponge soaking up power and getting ready to explode it from my hands.

      Tallon’s hand pressed against my back. It wasn’t pushing me forward, though, it was pumping energy into me.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed, already being overcome by the magic stirring in my bones.

      “Just infusing you a bit,” he said quietly. “You’ve been a long time without magic.”

      There was something in his voice that resonated with me and made me want to sink back and let him wrap his hands around me. The magic pulsated in hot waves from his hand. I was drawn to lean forward, carefully looking into the crate.

      Down at the bottom was a shield but it was fixed by metal clasps on either side, and floating beside it was the most stunning sword I had ever seen in my life.

      It was long and lean with an intricate handle that curled delicately around. A beautiful blue stone was set centered in the hilt. It was so bright even in the dusty darkness, it almost seemed to glow.

      Tallon’s breath was warm on my shoulder as he peered past me.

      “Hm,” he grunted. “It isn’t glowing.”

      “No,” I said, trying not to care about the disappointment in his voice.

      His hair fell across my shoulder as he shook his head. “No,” he agreed. “But I’ve never seen more responsiveness from the stone.”

      “It hasn’t done a thing,” I said.

      His chuckle was low and warm. “The stone isn’t glowing,” he said. “But you are.”

      I’d been so busy checking out the sword I hadn’t noticed my own hands. I held them up and a faint blue light, the same color as the stone emanated from them.

      “What the hell?” I murmured holding my hand up in awe.

      “Can you feel that?” he asked.

      I nodded silently, twisting my hand around in the air as I watched the blue light dance around it. Tears stung at my eyes and I blinked them back furiously.

      This shouldn’t be happening. I had been stripped of my magic.

      I clenched my fist and the light fizzled out and disappeared. “No,” I whispered, turning my hand around, spreading out my fingers and trying to catch the light again, but it didn’t come back. “It’s gone.” It was like a black vacuum of nothingness filled me. All the electricity disappeared and Tallon’s hand dropped from my back.

      I whirled on him. “Did you do that?”

      He shook his head. “The Sword of Athyrius did it.”

      “But I don’t have magic anymore, how —” I looked from him to the sword. “You were expecting something weren’t you?”

      His eyes were dark and for a moment I thought he wasn’t going to respond, but finally he sighed. “It was wishful thinking,” he shrugged. “Curiosity.”

      My laughed filled up the empty hall. “I’m not a science experiment. What are you playing at?”

      He ran a hand through his blond hair, pulling it out of his eyes. His hand flicked towards the lid of the crate and it slammed shut, enveloped in a purple glow of the royal seal. “The sword is the pledge of the light fae,” he said. “It was given by a light fae knight in fealty to a dark fae princess.”

      “Um, I don’t think that’s how it’s described in the history books.” I looked up at him. “We were told the light fae, recognizing the superior magic of the dark fae, swore fealty to unite forces against the light and blood Fairies?”

      He raised his shoulders, letting them drop. “Consider the history books artistic license written by the winners. Regardless, we know the frosties haven’t been too happy with us lately, so it was best we kept the sword hidden.”

      “How long has it been going south with the light fae?” I suddenly realized I had direct access to the prince. He could tell me anything about the politics of the fae I wanted to know.

      Oh, for fuck’s sake.

      I wanted to slap myself. Since when did I give a shit about the politics of the fae?

      Maybe since they started trying to kill me.

      My gaze fell onto the black chains encircling my wrists. I guess enslavement is a good reason to care also. Who knew what would happen to me if Tallon’s family was overthrown?

      “Something went wrong when they were giving their oath,” Tallon said. “Only my father knows what really happened. The truth gets handed to each king when he takes the throne. What I do know is that the Sword of Athyrius was once one of the magical treasures of the light fae, but the minute it was dedicated to the dark fae, it lost all of its magic.”

      “Okay,” I said. “So non-magical frosty sword sitting in a box in a ballroom… has what to do with a non-magical dark fae?” I was starting to lose patience. After the time I’d spent working out, I was ready to just take a shower, get some food, and relax.

      “The hoarfrost, the thing you talked about this morning, it is said the last hoarfrost started using this blade,” he explained.

      I stared back at the box. “If they need the sword and they don’t have it and based on the royal seal, I assume they don’t even actually know where it is… Then what is their whole thing about needing my heart? Why aren’t they looking for the sword instead of trying to kill me?”

      “I don’t know,” Tallon shook his head. He motioned me back towards the lift. “That’s why I brought you up here. You did feel something, right?”

      “Mmhmm,” I nodded, trying to puzzle out the answer for myself. “It was almost as if I had magic again.”

      “Maybe they don’t need your heart to bring on the hoarfrost,” he mused. “Maybe they need to do a locator spell to find the sword.”

      “But why in the name of Lilith would I be helpful in finding a light fae artifact?” I asked.

      “Not you,” Tallon said. “Your heart. Maybe your blood. Maybe there is some light fae blood in you that would spark the sword or something. I don’t know.”

      I started laughing. “You know who my parents were, don’t you?” I asked.

      He bowed his head slightly and then looked me straight in the eye with such respect I was taken aback. “Yes, Gaia, I know exactly who your parents are, who they were, and how they gave their lives for the dark fae.”

      “I don’t know what they gave their lives for,” I said. “All I know is that you guys sent them on assignment and they never came back. I don’t even know what the assignment was.”

      “They were hunting a light fae assassin who it escaped from the northern prison,” Tallon said.

      “I was told they were in Los Angeles dealing with the arena,” I frowned.

      “All assassins are given covert assignments,” Tallon shrugged. “What I’m telling you is the truth. I started looking at your files a while ago. It took some digging, even for me, but that’s where they were; in the north hunting a light fae.”

      “Did they catch him?” I asked.

      “Her,” Tallon corrected me. “No. When their bodies were found, it was considered too dangerous and we withdrew our efforts.”

      “So, there is a light fae assassin on the loose still?” I asked.

      “There are a number of fae we have lost track of over the years,” Tallon explained. “While our numbers are not great, it is still possible to escape Fantom.”

      “But what if this assassin hasn’t left Fantom?” How could an assassin just be left to roam the world like that?

      “There’s been no sign of her since we found her marks at your parent’s murder site.”

      My blood ran cold and I shivered as we stepped onto the lift. “So, you’re just waiting for her to turn up?” I asked. “She killed my parents.”

      “We have someone still looking for her,” Tallon said. “But she isn’t important. You are.”

      “Fine.” I could see the set of his chin. He wasn’t going to talk about this assassin, but my blood was boiling. My mother’s and father’s killer was still on the loose and no one was doing anything significant about it. “Well, if you know of my parents, you know they didn’t have a drop of light fae blood in them. They are from two of the oldest dark fae houses. My father was a direct descendant of the principle who used to own this building.” Even though my parents hadn’t talked about it, my dad had worn the signet ring of the Warren clan. He had been the last survivor.

      Irritation raged beneath my skin. Generation after generation my family had given their lives for the dark fae. To fight their battles and wars. To die forgotten and unavenged.

      “You could always have a drop of other fae in you,” Tallon shrugged, completely unaware I was ready to explode. “Most lines aren’t completely clean.”

      “Well I’m sorry to disappoint you. I’m not some long-lost heir to the magic of the sword. And if you think your sword is safe here, you’re mistaken. This place is crawling with frosties who hate us. They don’t need my heart or a locator spell. They’re a lot cleverer than you give them credit for and a lot more devoted, too. That girl killed herself to protect their secrets. Committed suicide. Do you know how crazy that is? They’ll find the sword. It’s just a matter of time.”

      The doors to the lift opened and I strode into the foyer. I didn’t regret my harsh words. The royal family was full of the same arrogant people who had ruled the dark fae forever. As annoying as the two-faced light fae were, I wasn’t sure the dark fae weren’t any better.

      I glanced down at my chains as I approached the door. Fuck. The last thing I wanted was that searing pain again.

      “So, can I go now?” I threw the words over my shoulder.

      Tallon’s gaze grew dark and his eyebrows furrowed. He waved his hand carelessly towards the door.

      “Of course,” he said, with a stilted body. “I’ll walk you out.”

      I held up my hand to stop him. “If you don’t mind, I’ll see myself out. I get enough unwanted attention without being seen in your company.”

      I kept walking, not caring that I could sense his gaze boring angrily into my back. I waited for the chains to burn into my flesh, but nothing happened. I had gotten away this time.

      This time.
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      “What the fuck?” Onyx’s voice cut at me as I stepped out of the keep and into the courtyard. Gold, silver, and bronze leaves crushed beneath her heels as she stalked towards me. “What’s he got you doing for him? He realizes you’re not actually going to be like a slave, right? I mean, that’s just not going to happen. If that happens, I’ll find a reaper to take you now and get you out of this mess.”

      I cracked my first smile in days. “You’re going to suck as a reaper of Hell.” I shook my head as she looped her arm through mine and hugged me towards her. I hadn’t felt so close to someone in years. I’d had no idea how much I missed it.

      “I already do,” she shrugged. “No academy is going to fix all this.” She motioned to her unruly uniform and knee-high black boots. The girl couldn’t keep to the status quo if her life depended on it. She leaned in and whispered in my ear, “So, did he have his way with you?”

      I elbowed her in the side, gesturing towards the students who were all sitting in their clusters with my head.

      Conversations stopped as we walked by.

      “Do you mind?” I whispered. “I barely fit in before. I positively suck at it now.”

      “Don’t fight it,” Onyx said with a laugh. “Come on. Out with it. Did he enslave you? Tie you in chains and —”

      “No.,” I exclaimed a little too loud.

      Any head that wasn’t already turned in on direction did so now.

      “He just wanted to show me something.”

      “Mmhmm and was that something…” Her voice trailed off as she wiggled her finger in the air.

      “Would you stop?” I couldn’t hold back the burst of laughter that erupted with my words. “Don’t gross me out. Let’s get something to eat.”

      “There is nothing gross about that prince,” Onyx nodded her head in his direction.

      He’d come out of the keep himself and now had his arm draped loosely over Dayna’s shoulder as he carried on a conversation with a couple of the nobles wh were always swooning around him.

      Damn, she was so right. His chiseled body stood out even in a crowd of fae, who were naturally gorgeous beings. Tall, lithe, and fit for life. Even losing my magic hadn’t taken away those natural fae attributes.

      “It’s not like that.” I shook my head, irritation rippling over my skin. But it wasn’t from Onyx’s heckling. The princess and Tallon made a stunning couple and that irritated me. “The dude has a princess. He’s not about to go for an Unforgiven.”

      “He just chained you to him for life.” Onyx wrinkled her nose as she pursed her lips. “I’d say that’s as good as a marriage proposal. Signed. Sealed. Delivered.” She gestured to the chains that adorned my wrists.

      “One minute you’re going to rescue me from slavery. The next you’re marrying me to the prince.”

      “Well, why not make the most of a wretched situation?” She grinned.

      “We have to get me out of this.” I gripped her arm and leaned in so intensely, it wiped every bit of mirth from her face. “There is no way I can be chained to him for life as a slave. That’s like a million times worse than being a court assassin.”

      “Grab your food and let’s figure it out. Brains don’t work on empty stomachs.” Onyx grinned as we stepped inside the cafeteria.

      By the time I’d picked up my spaghetti and found Onyx at the booth in the corner, I had almost come to terms with the fact that this was going to be useless. I was going to live under his control and influence for the rest of my life. No matter what I did.

      “You just have to uncover the light fae conspiracy,” Onyx said as I slid into the booth.

      “We uncovered it..” I placed my tray down a little harder than I’d planned. A metal clang rang through the cafeteria. I ducked my head and picked at my noodles. “I don’t even think I have to convince him it’s real.”

      “Him? Is that how we refer to the prince now?” Onyx asked.

      “Just stop,” I growled.

      “Kidding,” Onyx smiled, breaking off a piece of meatball and poking it in my mouth.

      The savory meat warmed me up and I suddenly realized how hungry and exhausted I was. “Sorry. It’s been a rough twenty-four hours.”

      “Gaia, you’ve had a rough four years.” Onyx’s gaze was sweet as she rested her hand on my wrist. “Now isn’t the time to give up. You came here to find out why they were coming after you. I think this current situation could work out in your favor. One, you’re not going to get killed under the prince’s protection. Two, he can help you find out what is going on and may have more access to information than you do. He’s got more resources. And, three, he’s not bad to look at.”

      This time, I smiled. “So, if we bring down the conspiracy, do you think they’ll pardon me and release me from bondage?”

      “We could try to barter a deal.” Onyx nodded. “Just don’t fall for him or we’ll get you free and you’ll be all melancholy and pissed for the rest of your life.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” I said.

      “I just think you really need to have the terms worked out before you uncover anything else. You need to have leverage,” Onyx pointed out.

      “I don’t have any leverage now,” I disagreed. “How am I supposed to find out anything while everyone knows who I am?”

      “Well, they haven’t killed you yet,” Onyx said.

      “Correct,” I said with a smirk.

      “That means they’re probably going to come at you again.”

      “Great.”

      “It means you have opportunity to be the bait.” Onyx grinned.

      “You’re going to sell me out?” I snorted.

      “I’ve seen you fight,” Onyx insisted. “I’m not worried about you holding your own. But look, he somewhat believes you, right? He’s going to want to make his mark on council and the world before he ascends to the throne. So, sell him on the idea of catching a light fae conspiracy. It’ll make him a modern hero and you’ll get your freedom and be able to go back to being a normal Unforgiven. With plenty of time to hang out with your reaper BFF.” Onyx took a big bite of her bread roll and leaned back like she’d solved some string theory equation.

      The thing is it made sense. “It might not be impossible. He believes I have something they want. And he does want to protect his people.”

      “The Samhain Ball,” Onyx said.

      I shook my head. “How long have you been hatching this plan?”

      “I started the second he claimed you in servitude. There’s no way I’m leaving you to be locked up with this guy and under his beck and call. No way.” She grinned.

      “Look.” I leaned forward and lowered my voice. “He showed me the Sword of Athyrius. It’s in the keep.”

      “The sword Laerd Rooker surrendered to Queen Sadira when he swore all the light fae into fealty to the dark fae. That sword is here?”

      I nodded. “You’ve been paying attention in history class.”

      Onyx shrugged. “It was a pivotal moment in fae history and set the stage for the wars that followed.”

      “Two thousand years of them,” I said. “Well, Tallon thinks the sword has the power to cause the hoarfrost.”

      “He needs to lock that shit away if he can’t destroy it.” Onyx shook her head.

      “It’s under a royal seal, but it’s in the room where the Samhain Ball is going to be.”

      “The perfect trap,” Onyx grinned as she wolfed down the rest of her bread roll.

      “They cannot get near that sword,” I said. “He has to move it.”

      Onyx frowned. “But if they know it’s there and you go then they have the sword and your heart and—”

      I shook my head. “Tallon doesn’t think they know it’s there. He thinks they want to use my heart for a locator spell. It’s a bit crazy, but he thinks I have light fae blood in me.”

      “Which you don’t?” Onyx asked.

      “Not that I know of.” I shrugged. “But if they think that and he’s right about the locator spell, then we can nullify the death threat to me by just telling them where it is.”

      Onyx’s looked like a deer in the headlights with a piece of spaghetti hanging out of her mouth. “You can’t just tell them where it is.”

      “It won’t be there,” I said. “I’ll get Tallon to move it.”

      Onyx raised her eyebrow. “Is that how it is now with the Crown Prince? You just get him to do things?”

      I shrugged. “He seemed nice enough today.”

      “Right. Today. He put you into servitude today,” Onyx hissed. “You’re in the honeymoon phase. He is a dark fae prince. You’re not going to just get him to do things.”

      “It’ll be fine,” I said.

      Onyx looked dubious but spun some pasta around her fork as she thought out loud. “Okay. So, he moves the sword. We use you as bait to get them to kill you, but before they do, you tell them where the sword is. Only it isn’t there… but they are caught red-handed trying to break into the crate or steal it or something. That’s the plan?”

      I grabbed my glass of water, trying to fill the sinking feeling in my stomach. “It sounds ridiculously impossible when you put it like that.”

      “Not impossible. Just a challenge.” Onyx grinned. “First order of business though is to get you a date to the Samhain Ball.”

      “I don’t need a—” But I broke my words off.

      Onyx was up and across the cafeteria calling out to Oisin.

      I’d been through enough for one day. Dating humiliation and rejection was not something I was up for.
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      Professor Ironspring looked positively uninterruptable as he sat at his desk grading papers. He had given us class time to begin outlines for a paper we were supposed to write on fae diversity and conflict during the Otraasjian era, one of the bloodiest periods in our history. But writing a school paper was the farthest thing from my mind.

      The sword of Athyrius.

      I needed to find out more details about it. Was I connected to it? If so, how? Could it really start the hoarfrost? I didn’t even know where to start. The textbook I had for the assignment, Service and Sacrifice: Fae Institutions, was way too general and focused on providing a list of the key events and groups who had provided support to the current hierarchy of both the dark and light fae. The more I had skimmed through it, the more it became clear it was an item of propaganda intended to underscore how much had already been given to both the dark and light fae courts, but all with the intention of supporting their leadership.

      I scanned the publishing date. They’d put it out this summer before school had started. It had probably been written as exactly that.

      My gaze fell on Professor Ironspring. I was going to have to suck it up and talk to him after class. Maybe he would have some suggestions where I could look. Even the title of a book would give me more of a lead than the nothing I had now. I knew they had a library on campus, but I hadn’t been able to make it there yet.

      My chains rattled against the desk.

      Charlie glanced over at me, but then hurriedly returned to his outline.

      I flicked the tip of my pen with my thumbnail. Who knew what that guy was thinking? He’d been all up in my business when he thought I was Eyla and planning a revolution, but now I was Gaia Blackstone. An Unforgiven. A Slave. A dark fae. A murderer. And he wanted nothing to do with me…no idea why.

      I snorted out loud, drawing a few looks from around the room.

      It didn’t matter. I was mostly beyond caring.

      When the bell rang, Charlie scurried out of the room.

      I sat head bowed, waiting for the room to empty. Then I made my way up to Professor Ironspring.

      He didn’t look up from the paper he was grading until he had finished the page he was on. Pushing his glasses up his nose, his silver eyes peered at me. “Gaia Blackstone.” He pursed his lips as if he’d just bitten a lemon.

      I swallowed. When they’d first given me that name, I’d been horrified. Blackstone was a secret word whispered as an insult or a curse when we were young, never one to be said out loud. Yet when I had joined the human world, I had kept the Blackstone name. It had represented what I had lost. My family. I had clung to the name as the last vestige of my connection to them and the fae who had torn them from me.

      It had a completely different ring coming from a fae than coming from a human. The way Professor Ironspring said it, I could tell he was channeling his inner youth when Blackstone was a swear word and an insult, even if he didn’t mean it to be. “Don’t expect me to let you slide on this paper just because you’re a slave to the prince.”

      “No. No, sir.” I hated how clammy my palms were. “I wanted to ask about the Sword of Athyrius.”

      Professor Ironspring squinted. “Why?”

      I nervously stroked the back of my textbook. “My roommate was talking about Laerd Rooker today at lunch and I was just curious about what had happened.”

      The professor grunted. “Yes. All the girls swoon over the light fae who gave his sword to the dark fae queen. But there’s little of historic value there, Blackstone. Focus on the diversity paper.”

      He turned back to his paper. Clearly, I was dismissed. But I wasn’t ready to give up on the professor yet. “I’m sure you’re absolutely right.” I spoke quickly, trying to get the words out before he got stuck into his paper again. “I’ve made good progress on the outline and was going to head over to the library to get some research books. I just thought I’d pick up a couple of extra books while I was there. You seem to know everything about everything, so I thought you’d have a recommendation on a book I could get, not on Laerd Rooker, but specifically about the sword. Maybe something on the weapons of the light fae?”

      I tried to look as curious and innocent as possible without playing it up too much.

      “Weapons and Artifacts of the Dedannan Period,” he said without even looking up to recognize my pathetic acting skills.

      Quickly writing the name on the inside cover of my book, I bobbed my head. “Thank you, professor.”

      As I rushed toward the door, late for Assassin’s class, I scribbled “Laerd Rooker” next to the title of the book. If there was an interesting book on him, even if it was a love story, it might contain something about the sword that others hadn’t taken notice of.
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        * * *

      

      Despite my best intentions, I didn’t make it to the library until mid-afternoon. The hall that housed the academy’s collection of books was in the far corner of the rows. I could have sworn it used to be a stable. It had huge, vaulted ceilings, a loft and small booths off to the sides. They looked liked they used to be horse stalls, but now served as chambers for bookshelves and sitting areas. I stared around in awe at the creative use of space but had to wait for the librarian to finish helping another student.

      Assassins class had been brutal. Tallon hadn’t been there at all and I’d been left to fend off every single member of the class at Laerd Kaan’s command. The only one who’d gone easy on me had been Onyx. I wasn’t even sure if she’d meant to go easy on me. Thanks to our private practice sessions she was getting much, much better, but she was still a far cry from making me work for the win.

      After class, I had wolfed down a meal and had opted to soak in a deep bath before heading to the library. Now, staring at all the books, I wished I’d arrived sooner. Like, much sooner.

      It was such a big part of being home.

      My mother had taken me to this library ever since I could remember. She had sat in nooks reading to me. Not the typical children’s books one reads to young fae, but epic poems and novels that told of our valiant heroes.

      But I hadn’t heard one of Laerd Rooker.

      Life had been much easier when I’d had magic. I would enter the library, think about the book I wanted to read or the topic, and I’d be guided to that section. Running my hands over the spines of the books, I’d be drawn to the one that contained precisely what I was looking for, whether it was factoids on armor or a heroic love story. But that didn’t work for me anymore. I knew because I’d tried that technique in libraries in New York to no avail.

      The librarian, a recruit from the light fae with epic green hair and bright red lips, had curled up her nose when she realized I couldn’t find a book on my own.

      I’d stared her straight in the eye when I had asked for help. I was done with shame.

      Yes. I was Gaia Blackstone and I didn’t care. I was a slave to the prince. So, what? Just get me the books.

      Of course, I didn’t say those word out loud. I just gave her the look that conveyed as much.

      It didn’t take her long to bring me two books. One was the massive leather-bound book Weapons and Artifacts of the Dedannan Period and the other was a well-worn, softbound book entitled, For the Love of the Queen, based on true events.

      I sat on a cushion in one of the former stalls, the massive book resting on my knees, and slowly turned the crisp, delicate pages. It took me hours to work my way through it, partly because I became distracted by some of the amazing weapons that were documented. On one page, I found a reference to the Fire of Edana, which at first didn’t seem like a weapon at all, but apparently it was a sword that erupted in flames prior to every battle.

      It wasn’t until the sky was dark and I had missed dinner that I found a small mention of the Sword of Athyrius on page one thousand and sixty-four. It was right there. Drawing and everything. Reputedly forged in the ice flames of Frosset Sted by a frost giant, it was bound to Laerd Rooker’s family through blood. According to this, it had not only been mixed into the metal as the blade had been forged, but the handle of the sword was said to have a vial of actual blood in it from the first light fae to wield it, Laerd Rooker’s ancestor. The sword wasn’t just a sword. It was a blood athame, tied to the family.

      I chewed on my lower lip. It would have been wrong to give that sword away at all. It was bound to Laerd Rooker’s line. There was a small footnote in the margins. I had to squint to see the number and check it with a tiny paragraph at the bottom of the page.

      There were rumors that said the blood in the vial in the handle of the sword was not simply given by the alchemist of House Rooker. It had been the blood sacrifice of his child on an alter to the frost giants that had imbued the sword with so much power.

      There had never been evidence found to support this information, so it was provided as an addendum to the content. But the indication was clear. If this sword had been forged on the sacrifice of a child, it contained access to the darkest, most powerful magic there was.

      I pulled my hands off the book and quickly closed it with my knees, letting it slide down to the floor.

      Blood of a child?

      Dark magic?

      Something like that would be powerful enough to destroy life on earth as we knew it. The information left my stomach churning and I wasn’t sure I would make it back to my room to lie down until the feeling passed, but I had to try.

      I lurched up, grabbing the romance book with Laerd Rooker and made my way to my room.
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      I couldn’t put the book down. Onyx was out when I got back to the room, so I slid quietly into my room and started reading in bed. It wasn’t until the next morning that I realized I hadn’t slept. When I fell into a fitful sleep in the morning, the first thing I did when I woke up was grab the book again.

      Typically, I wouldn’t think I would be charmed and enchanted by a romance, but Laerd Rooker’s love for the dark fae Queen seemed to know no bounds. The book was full of quiet moments where they talked and touched and fought as they worked out their relationship in front of the backdrop of warring factions.

      

      Now they know it’s at the academy. They send a spider to steal it. Vampire Spider - after Gaia knows where it is. She hears a sound an follows it, being attacked by a Vampire spider. Charlie loves spiders. Spiders have always been favorites of the red fae. They have bred a special species to take blood out of their victims. It's red fae's senior project.

      

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Onyx asked as she unceremoniously came into my room and flounced on my bed, wings and all.

      “Fold those things up,” I groaned, pushing at the leathery aside.

      “Right.” She grinned and the wings disappeared. “What are you reading?”

      “Nothing.” I jammed the book to the side. “Just catching up on rest.”

      “Nonsense. You’re reading something,” she grinned, hurling herself at me and snatching the book from my hands. “Cold Steel of Arhus.”

      “Give it back.” I lunged at her.

      She escaped by twisting around and unfurling her wings. “This is the sappiest love story ever told,” Onyx said with a grin, rifling through the pages.

      I stopped grabbing for the book. “You’ve read it?”

      “All the girl reapers I know read it,” Onyx said. “Best. Book—”

      “I was – um – just reading it for research.” I could feel my skin burning. A sappy romance was hardly the type of book I imagined myself reading, much less losing sleep over. “Wait. Best book?”

      “Research?” She looked up at me, honestly confused.

      “You know… the light fae.” I shrugged.

      “Oh.”

      “Laerd Rooker…I mean, this is the story of how the Sword of Athyrius fell into the hands of the dark fae,” I said.

      Onyx shrugged. “I never really thought about that, but yeah, I guess you’re right. It’s just – I mean this is a romanticized version. I mean, does it even mention the sword actually?”

      I ripped the book out of her hands. “Yes.. What were you and your friends doing? Just skimming to the sex scenes.”

      A sly grin slid across her face. “Is that so wrong?”

      I shook my head, my gaze turning to the ceiling. “Well, it is if you’re trying to find some information on a sword. I mean, a metal sword.”

      “Cold steel,” Onyx murmured.

      I couldn’t suppress a giggle. “Stop. Look, read this passage. Oh, forget it. I’ll read it to you. Don’t need you drooling on the pages of a library book.”

      “Oh, my Laerd Rooker.” Onyx camped a moan as she flopped on to the sofa. “Read away, Lady Gaia. This isn’t what I thought we’d be doing tonight, but I like it.”

      Shaking my head, I traced the lines with my finger I read.

      He knelt at the hem of the Queen’s brocade skirt, his head bowed, black hair skating along his shoulders. In his raised hands, he held the Sword of Arhus, the representation of all his worldly position. Its metal shone cold and glinting in the pale morning light.

      “This cold steel is the pride of my family, of my people. It bears all the weight of my ancestors. All their hopes and dreams. All their power and resources. None other may wield it or commit it other than me, for the blood of my ancestors runs true in my veins.” His words were as firm as his voice.

      I tapped the page with my finger. “That’s it.”

      “Don’t stop,” Onyx said. “You’re about to get to the good bit.”

      “Focus, Onyx. I just read the key point.”

      She sat up on the sofa frowning at me. “What key point?”

      “Do you think the prince has read this book?” I asked.

      The reaper burst out laughing. “The Prince? Read a romance? Um, no. No, I do not.”

      “He seemed to think there was power to wield the sword in the descendant’s line, which is exactly what it says here.” I defended my question. “‘None other may wield it or commit it other than me, for the blood of my ancestors runs true in my veins.’”

      Onyx leaned forward. “The descendant of Laerd Rooker must wield the sword.”

      I nodded. “So, only a descendant can use the sword to cause the hoarfrost.”

      “That should narrow down the list of suspects who could create the hoarfrost,” Onyx said.

      “Did you find out anything about the spell?” I asked.

      “I can’t find a single thing on the hoarfrost, so I started looking into other weather spells like tempests or tornados. I couldn’t find a single one that requires blood to ignite.”

      “But wouldn’t hoarfrost be black magic?” I asked. “I mean it’s powerful enough to wipe out most of the earth’s population.”

      Onyx waved her hand through the air, her rings causing a trickle of light bells to dance through the air. “You would think, but no. Dark magic requires something unnatural to be created or impacted. Like an untimely death or creatures coming to life or, you know, something unnatural. But a hoarfrost is, well, although it’s rare, it occurs in nature. If there were a spell, it would be some type of a weather spell. And I didn’t find one of those that required blood to ignite.”

      “And the locator spell?”

      “They require the blood of the owner of the object,” Onyx said.

      “Or the person who can wield it…” I murmured. “’None other may wield it or commit it other than me, for the blood of my ancestors runs true in my veins.’”

      “So, to locate the sword, you would need to be a descendant of Laerd Rooker.” Onyx nodded. “Which is pretty much what your prince was saying. But we still don’t know what it can really do.”

      I frowned. “Right. It’s clear it contains great magic, but nowhere are we able to learn it’s power.”

      “Unless you’re the direct descendant of Laerd Rooker,” Onyx said.

      But it had reacted to me. “How could I be? Even if I had light fae blood in me, which I don’t, Laerd Rooker died without children.” I closed the book and set it on the table.

      Onyx shrugged. “You know, not everything can be found in books. Maybe stuff happened that wasn’t written down.

      “Fair enough,” I said. “But if it isn’t, we’re no closer to figuring this out and we’re not going to be able to find it.”

      “Don’t worry,” Onyx said. “The only thing you have to handle is getting the sword moved. We’ll handle the rest at the Winter Ball. Did you get the prince to relocate it?”

      I shook my head. “I haven’t seen him today. He’s been busy with his father.”

      “Right,” Onyx said. “I heard Eyla’s parents came in. I’m sure he’s got his hands full with the light fae whining in his ear.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. What I didn’t tell Onyx was that my stomach had been aching all day and I was strangely at a loss without him. I was going to have to do something about that. Like, shut my feelings down. There was no way I was going to start mooning after Tallon. No way whatsoever.

      It didn’t help that Oisin was making himself scarce. The bulky light fae couldn’t be seen speaking with me. I grimaced, not wanting to ask Onyx the question I’d secretly been harboring. When she’d gone to speak with Oisin in the cafeteria, had he thought being her escort to the Samhain Ball was ridiculous? It wasn’t like he’d hunted her down trying to ask her on a date.

      “Are you sure I can’t go to the Samhain Ball on my own?” I asked. “You know it’s positively medieval that I should have to go with a man just to get in.”

      “It doesn’t have to be a man,” Onyx said. “It’s just we can’t do everything alone. And if you are really going to confront the light fae at the Samhain Ball, we should have some muscle.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Girl, I don’t know anyone more equipped to provide combat strength than me.”

      She raised her eyebrows at me. “Suddenly the prince is dead to you?”

      I shrugged. “Well, he’s pretty good. But we can hold our own just fine.”

      “Correction. You can hold your own. I need all the backup I can get.”

      As if on cue, there was a knock on the door.

      “Is that your back up?” I asked.

      “Something like that,” Onyx said, raising her chin towards the door.
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      “I’ll leave you two alone,” Onyx said with a grin as she opened the door wide, slipped out and left a very awkward looking Charlie standing on the threshold.

      “Hi, Gaia.” His lip twitched a bit as his fingers gripped his thumb.

      By Lilith, Oisin had said no and now Onyx had forced poor Charlie to invite me to the Harvest Festival. Awkward much?

      “I was wondering if —”

      “Stop. You’re about to invite me to the Samhain Ball?” I interrupted.

      “Um, um, yes,” he said.

      “Don’t,” I said, shaking my head. “Look, you should invite Onyx instead. I know you guys have been hanging out.”

      “No.” He stepped into the living room, resting his butt on our small table. “She told me you have to be there.”

      “I’ll figure it out.”

      “You can’t get in without a date,” he insisted. “And…” His voice trailed off.

      “And no one is going to ask me.”

      His eyes shifted to the ceiling. “I mean, you’re super pretty.” He back pedaled.

      “Thanks.” Sarcasm dripped in my voice. “If I wasn’t a slave to the prince, an Unforgiven, and… you know… a general outcast, then that should be just fine for me to hook up.”

      “It’s not what I meant, Gaia.” He rubbed his cheek with his hand. “Look, you don’t really go to school here.”

      “I do.” I glared at him.

      “You know what I mean. You haven’t gone to school here the last three years.”

      “I grew up here,” I said with a growl.

      “It’s not the same as being a student at the Crown Academy,” he said. “This shit is real.”

      “You don’t think I’ve been living in reality?” I asked. “I’ve been living in the human world without magic. It doesn’t get much more mortal than that.”

      “Calm down.” He held his palms out towards me like he was patting me down.

      I folded my arms across my chest. “You realize that is like the singular worst thing you can say to someone who isn’t calm, right? It’s super annoying.”

      “I’m trying to help you here,” Charlie said.

      “And I’m trying to help you,” I countered. “It’s obvious you like Onyx. And if you hadn’t noticed, she’s a reaper. If you don’t ask her to the Samhain Ball, it’s going to take her ten seconds to get another date. You know as well as I do that all the boys here are curious. All she has to do is give one permission and they’ll be all over her.”

      He groaned. “I don’t think she’s realized that yet.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “Which is why you should grab her before someone else does.”

      His expression fell. “She really wants me to take you. She said it’s important you’re there. I think it’s not a bad idea.”

      “What else has she told you?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Not much. Just mentioned you might be looking to do some blood magic.”

      “No,” I shook my head. “Why would I need that?”

      “She said you were having some questions of your lineage. She didn’t say much more than that. I think she thought she shouldn’t say anything at all.”

      “Yeah, probably she shouldn’t have.”

      “But well, you know I can determine components of blood.”

      “Components?” I asked.

      “You know, bits and pieces of your ancestry.”

      “Like DNA testing?”

      He shrugged. “It’s not that crude. It gives a little more insight than just what your genetic traits are.”

      I frowned. “But you’d be able to tell me if I was pure dark fae or not?”

      He nodded still not looking happy. “Yeah.”

      “Okay, that sounds like something I do need, actually. What does it take?”

      “I have to put a few things together,” he said. “Then we can do it.”

      “How long will that take?” I asked, suddenly excited about the idea of answering this question once and for all. I was pretty sure there was no truth in it, but if there was a way to be certain, it was worth a shot.

      “I can be ready tomorrow night,” Charlie said. “Meet me in the forest by the well.”

      “At midnight?” I asked with a grin.

      He chuckled. “That did sound a little creepy, didn’t it?”

      “A little,” I said with a smile. “So, are you going to ask me to the Samhain Ball or what?”

      His gaze fell on my nervously, his red hair fell down his cheek. “Ok. Gaia, will you go to the Samhain Ball with me?”

      “Thank you for asking, but no.” I grinned at his blank expression. “Now piss off and go find Onyx. Ask her if she wants to go with you. I’m not going to say yes.”

      A smile dawned on his face as he realized he’d honored Onyx’s wishes but been turned down. “Okay..” He grinned, pushing himself off the table and moving towards the door. “Thank you, Gaia.. See you tonight..”

      “Mm-hmm,” I murmured as I shut the door behind him. He was a strange guy, but Onyx seemed to like him and there was some usefulness in his blood magic. I didn’t know much about the red fae, but if he could answer a question for me, I was going to take it. I closed the door gently behind him and leaned on it.

      Now how the hell was I going to find a date for the Samhain Ball?
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      “What the fuck?” Onyx asked as she dodged a left hook I threw at her.

      “Good job,” I commended her, slicing through the air with an upper cut.

      She grabbed my fist and twisted it. It took a moment, but I slipped out of her grasp and pulled away to the edge of the circle.

      “Shit you’re getting good.” I bent over and rested my hands on my knees as I panted for air. Sweat dripped from my forehead onto the leaves and mulch we were sparring on.

      “You can’t do a blood spell,” Onyx shook her head, flopping to the ground and pulling her knees to her chest as she caught her breath.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “Blood magic is some serious shit,” she said.

      “You’ve seen it?”

      “Yeah, sometimes the red fae show up when someone dies. It’s better to do on corpses,” she explained.

      “Better on corpses? That doesn’t sound good.” My brow furrowed.

      “It’s not physically painful,” she said. “At least it’s not supposed to be. I’ve never done it. Reapers aren’t allowed to.”

      “What is it then?”

      “He’ll be able to see all your memories, desires, hatred… stuff like that. It’s tapping into your emotions and experiences that your blood remembers.”

      I shrugged. “So what? My life is an open book. Especially now. Everyone knows who I am, what I’ve done, and who I’m enslaved to.”

      Onyx shook her head. “You have private feelings that you may not even recognize yet. Feelings he’ll be able to tap into.”

      “Isn’t he just going to be looking to see if I have a drop of light fae blood in me?” I asked. “It can’t be all that.”

      “He won’t be able to filter immediately. Your most dominant feelings will be the first thing he encounters. Then he’s going to have to sift backwards to find your lineage. Are you sure you want him to know everything about you?” Onyx asked.

      “Like, everything?” I countered. My thoughts turned to Bruta. What if he could see she was still alive and we’d faked her death.

      “He will have that opportunity,” Onyx said, reading my mind. “Whether he takes it or not, I don’t know.”

      “But he’s a friend, isn’t he?” There was speculation in my voice as I asked the question. “He wouldn’t talk about what he found out.”

      Onyx shrugged. “We don’t know that. We’ve only known him a few weeks.”

      “But I thought you liked him?” I asked. “That’s why I was trusting him.”

      Onyx bit her lips. “You turned him down for the Samhain Ball, didn’t you?”

      “Did he ask you?”

      Onyx nodded.

      “And you said?”

      “Yes,” Onyx said. “But I still don’t think you want to trust him with all of your inner most thoughts and feelings. I mean look, the light fae must be pretty sure you’re important to their cause if they’re willing to go all suicide over you.”

      “She didn’t suicide over me. She suicided so she wouldn’t reveal that light fae conspiracy,” I said.

      “Sorry,” Onyx stood up. “I know.”

      “Besides, what if Eyla didn’t die?” I asked.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Well, in Cold Steel, there was a light fae who was trying to destroy the relationship between Laerd Rooker and the Queen.”

      Onyx looked at me with a blank stare.

      “You really did just read the saucy bits, didn’t you?” I shook my head.

      She shrugged. “It’s a good read. Laerd Rooker is a spunk.”

      “Romanticized, I’m sure for the book,” I said.

      “Don’t ruin it for me..” Onyx threw a handful of fallen leaves at me.

      I threw them back, laughing. “Look, in the story of the sword, there is a light fae who disappeared into a puddle of water.”

      “She melts when she dies?” Onyx asked, chucking a few sticks at me.

      I plucked them out of the air, not even bothering to dodge them. “Well, she turns up later in the story, so she didn’t die.”

      “She just turned into water and dripped away?” Onyx laughs, chucking a rock at me.

      This time I ducked. “Stop. I’m serious. What if Eyla didn’t suicide? Fae have all sorts of crazy magic. What if she just turned to water and will reform later?”

      “That’s a little far-fetched,” Onyx said. “Even for you.” But she looked up from the base of the tree trunks, staring at where the light penetrated the forest.

      “What?” I asked. That look had been on her face every time she had a thought, particularly one she didn’t want to tell me.

      “You know mirror magic?” she asked.

      I nodded. Every fae learned how to transport themselves through a mirror when they were in their first year of school. It was how most kids got to school.

      “What if it’s like that?”

      “Like what? The water is a reflective surface?” I twisted my lips, trying to remember the exact details of the moment Eyla died.

      “Maybe.”

      “No.” I looked at her. I was sure. “She disappeared and then the puddle formed.”

      “She didn’t melt into the puddle?” Onyx asked.

      “No,” I said.

      “Alright,” Onyx rubbed the back of her neck. “Let’s say she disappeared somewhere instead of died. So, the light fae know Eyla is alive. How do you walk on campus and get accepted as the real Eyla? They would have known you were false. Why haven’t they killed you yet?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they don’t know she disappeared and is actually alive?” It was a far-flung conjecture, but one that should be considered. At least for a minute.

      Onyx shook her head. “We’ll just have to watch them and see if that comes up, but I’m pretty sure it’s not the case. And you need to accept Charlie’s invite to the dance.”

      “Not going to happen,” I said.

      “You have to go with someone,” Onyx said.

      I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t come here to date. I came here to stop the light fae from killing me.” I held up my wrists with the black chains draping off them. “I seem to have done that, but it’s out of the frying pan and into the fire.”

      “We have to get those off,” Onyx said.

      “Just say yes to Charlie,” I said.

      “Only when you get a date for Samhain Ball,” she countered.

      “Fine,” I said. “I’ll let you know when I have that sorted.”

      “What does green mean?” Onyx asked.

      “What?”

      “The green,” she repeated, pointing at my wrists.

      I looked at them. Both black chains were glowing a deep forest green. A deep breath filled my lungs. “He’s summoning me,” I said with a sigh.

      Onyx’s eyes grew wide. “Under no circumstance are you to go to the Samhain Ball with the prince.”

      “Don’t worry. Never going to happen,” I said. But I hated the sinking feeling in my stomach at the thought of not being able to dance with him. Not only was that never going to happen, if it did, it would break down fae society and the bonds they were trying to form.

      “I’m telling you, don’t do it,” Onyx said.

      I waved her off and headed out of the glen. “I’m not. I’m not. But if I don’t show up, he can just as well have me killed.”
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      The bracelets guided me back to the keep at the center of the academy. I’m not even sure how they were doing it, but it felt like a subtle impulse shooting warmth up my arms as the bracelets emitted the forest green color. Instinctively I knew where he was. It was vague at first as I was guided step by step. First to the courtyard, then to the keep, then to the elevator. Instead of pressing the floor for the great hall, my hand was guided to press the button that would take the lift to the penthouse.

      The prince’s private quarters. I wasn’t even sure how I knew that was where I was going, but the thought was in my head and it felt right. As a child I had never been allowed in this part of the keep, but I had always known the royals had full use of the penthouse at the top of the keep.

      The lift opened and I stifled a gasp. Seriously? This was the interior of this cold stone façade?

      The entry way itself was magnificent. Smooth, blond wood, polished perfectly, vaulted ceilings, and archways every so often up the wide broad expanse of the entry. There were a total of five archways. I went toward the one in the center, passing rich, brocade tapestries that must have told the stories of the Moonshadow family, but I was too nervous to inspect them.

      The prince waited for me.

      Through the archway, there was a sleek modern room, almost the exact opposite of the imposing fortress that stood around it. Like the entryway, the room had a pale, wood floor, and sleek modern furniture. The massive fireplace along one wall was enclosed with an insert. Despite the chilling of the weather outside, this room was warm and cozy with an intense heat radiating from the fireplace. Paintings dotted the walls, but they weren’t the heavy portraits I expected for a castle. These were light, whimsical, half-finished flowers and woodland scenes that faded into mist or back into the paper. As I moved through the room following the impulse from my chains, the flowers and landscapes seemed to grow intense and more detailed as I approached, only to disappear as I stepped away.

      How did they do that? Magic and illusion, clearly, but it was such a dizzying effect as if the room itself grew with plants, flora that was stimulated by my presence.

      Tallon wasn’t here, though. I sidestepped the willowy furniture and went through a small doorway next to the fireplace. Behind it were narrow steps leading presumably to the rooftop.

      In moments I stood beneath a turbulent sky, rich with clouds and wind. I breathed the fresh air in deeply. It was colder up here than down in the secluded courtyard, but I loved it. I stretched out my arms and felt the crisp air nip at my skin.

      “Don’t jump.” The prince’s voice startled me.

      I whipped around to see him standing there, shirt off, sweat dripping from his torso.

      “You work out up here?” The top of the keep, at least the section I could see, was flat like a terrace, but he had mats on the ground, making it possible to train.

      He nodded, but he wasn’t smiling. His walk towards me was a prowl.

      I stifled a nervous chuckle. For the sake of Lilith. Of all the people to enslave me, I got the hottest fae guy in all of Fantom. He could make me do whatever he wanted. I wasn’t sure if the idea thrilled me or frightened me more. Except…he hadn’t done anything. For the last few days, I hadn’t even seen him. And he was about to have his engagement to the light fae princess announced.

      I clenched my teeth.

      Whatever the prince was going to do with me, it wasn’t going to be anything sexy. So as hot as he was, I needed to focus on the annoying aspects of him and get my mind out of the gutter. This guy was as clean as they came and there wasn’t anything he would do to mess up the Moonshadow dynasty or upset his father’s plans to unite all of Fantom under their banner.

      A thread of guilt jabbed at me as I saw the strain in every visible muscle of Tallon’s body.

      “Spar with me?” A hungry need ached in his eyes as he ran a hand through his hair.

      This guy was totally stressed out and needed a workout.

      “No.” I shook my head, but moved towards the mat, meeting him halfway and centering my stance, prepared for an attack. “I could use some exercise.”

      “I’m sorry I’ve been so absent for the last few days, but there has been a lot of effort to smooth things over with the light fae.”

      “Are you seriously apologizing to me?” I asked.

      “I am your master. I assumed you would notice my absence?” He tilted his head sideways, trying to gauge my response.

      I shrugged. “I’ve been busy.”

      “Of course.”

      “How are the light fae, then?” I asked.

      “Like a den of vipers,” he laughed. “I have no idea who to trust.”

      “It is a complicated point of discernment,” I said. “But Oisin can probably help you some, as long as it’s not seen to publicly.”

      “What is your relationship with him?” he asked, every muscle in his body growing taunt.

      “Relationship?” I eyed him quizzically. “I don’t have a relationship. With anyone, really. Not even my sister.”

      “Mae, right?” Tallon asked. “She’s your sister?”

      “Yes. Dayna’s BFF.”

      Tallon nodded but didn’t say anything. Instead, he moved to a bar at the corner of the exercise mat and grabbed a couple of small glasses. “La Fee Verte?” he asked, pulling a decanter from a collection of them and holding it up.

      The bright green spirits glowed inside the glass.

      He must have seen the look of doubt on my face.

      “It’s not as strong as it looks.”

      “Okay.” I shrugged and moved to the counter with him. The cut crystal glasses were beautiful in the sunlight.

      Tallon took two sugar cubes from a gold urn and placed one in the bottom of each glass. His long fingers carefully pulled the stopper out of the decanter and he poured a small amount of the green liquid over each sugar cube.

      I watched it melt in fascination. The leaves of Artemisia absinthium made the most delicious drink when fermented with green anise, sweet fennel, and a few other herbs. Who would have thought wormwood would have such a potent effect. Everyone in Fantom drank it and I used to love watching my parents prepare it, much in the same way the prince was, less the gold and priceless crystal.

      Once the sugar cube was dissolved and a small amount of absinthe was in the bottom of the glass, Tallon added sparkling water on top of it, so the glass filled with bubbling green liquid.

      “That’s literally exactly the way my parents prepared it,” I said as he handed me the glass.

      “Heavily watered down?” he asked with a smile.

      That smile was going to kill me. It was all teeth and lips and warm and one damn dimple on the right side of his face.

      He was marrying Dayna. The future of Fantom depended on it.

      “How did the light fae arrive?” I asked.

      “Via the portal,” he said. “The administrators and council portal.”

      “A mirror, I suppose?” I asked.

      He shook his head but didn’t elaborate.

      “No, really, what type of portal is it?” I asked.

      “We aren’t allowed to divulge the council portal,” Tallon said.

      I started laughing. “For the love of the angels, you are such a rule follower, aren’t you?”

      “And that’s a bad thing, because?” He raised his glass in a quick “cheers” before taking a sip.

      “Because you’re going to get stuck doing every single little thing your father wants you to do and you may not get a chance to live your own life.” I explained what I thought was obvious.

      “This may come as a surprise to you,” he said, “but some of us like responsibility and being part of the greater good.”

      Infuriating. What a jack ass. It wasn’t what he said, but the slight condescending tone he used to let me know I was not part of the greater good.

      “I’ve been plenty responsible,” I said.

      “I didn’t mean it that way.” He looked at me with shock.

      “Sounded like you meant it exactly that way,” I countered, taking a long drink of the absinthe. It was warm and gave me the fuzzies as it slid down my throat to settle in my stomach. “What did you want of me, anyhow? I’m assuming you didn’t summon me to have a drink and apologize.”

      He looked perplexed for a moment, but quickly recovered. “My father is sick. I’m trying to put people around me to help me govern this world. I will inherit the throne sooner than I ever wanted and I must ensure my father sees peace made before he dies.”

      I drew my breath in sharply. “You seem to be doing fairly well at that,” I said, implying the future nuptuals.

      Seeing the pained expression on his face and the underlying stress throughout his body, I knew I should go easy on him. It couldn’t be easy with his father dying, the light fae planning a rebellion, and the fate of the Fantom world resting on his shoulders.

      “Thanks,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I need your help. We need to find out more about the light fae and who’s involved. I have Eyla’s parents here and I don’t even know what to do with them. But you tell me they are conspiring against me. Have you proof?”

      “Do you count my word about something I saw and heard as proof?”

      The prince’s gaze took in my Unforgiven appearance. “I do. But we need to have something that would hold up in the high court. And that, unfortunately, would not.”

      “So, you want me to try and collect something?” I asked.

      “You have more time and more freedom,” he said. “It would be easier for you to do than me.”

      “I can maybe arrange something at the Samhain,” I said.

      “No,” the prince said a little too suddenly. “Samhain is the start of our year. It needs to be a good, uninterrupted event. I will be engaged to Dayna that night.”

      I nodded, trying to ignore the bile in my throat and the sickened sinking in my stomach.

      “Besides,” he shot me a quizzical look, “you’re not going, are you?”

      “What? Did you think I wasn’t?

      The prince looked at me his gaze surprised. “Well, yes.”

      “Well I am.”

      “Who is your date?”

      Oh, good angels. I don’t have one. Now what? Shit. “I’m going with Oisin,” I said, the lie sliding quickly and easily off my tongue.

      “Oisin?” he asked. “The light fae? Is there a shortage of dark fae men?”

      “Apparently,” I murmured, “or maybe just all the good ones are taken.”

      “So, you’ll have the perfect opportunity to ask Oisin more questions about the light fae rebellion,” he pointed out.

      I squashed the feelings of irritation. Of course, he would meet his needs and not care that I was going to the ball with someone else. Why would he care? He was going with Dayna. And why shouldn’t he go with her? She was going to be the queen.

      “So, we’ll solve this together?” he asked.

      “Sure,” I said. “But you’ll have to be my sidekick.

      His hearty laughter rang out loudly.

      I could hear the click of her heels on the stairs before I saw her. Fae are fast and Dayna was at the edge of the mat while I was still trying to enjoy the moment with Tallon.

      “What the hell is she doing up here?” Dayna asked, her nostrils flaring.

      The prince closed his eyes briefly, turning towards the princess. “She was just preparing to leave,” he said.

      Dayna looked me up and down, judging much more than my outfit and haircut. “Three is a crowd,” she said with a smile.

      “May I go?” I asked Tallon.

      “By all means,” he smiled.

      I couldn’t restrain myself from shooting Dayna a glare that would have burned her if I still had my magic. I needed to get past that. I needed to find Oisin and convince him to go with me to Samhain. If I could.
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      I rushed out of the keep, not even looking where I was going. Why had I kissed him? Why had I let him kiss me? What in the world was I thinking? Not only was he a Moonshadow and someone who represented every reason I had left the fae world, he was a guy that was spoken for. Like really, really spoken for. Even if it wasn’t public or official. King Oren had been very public about his need to establish peace between all the fae and stop the warring that had destroyed our numbers in the last one hundred years.

      And now he was dying.

      Despite my best intentions, my heart tightened. Poor Tallon. I knew what it was like to lose a parent. It completely sucked. The world was never the same again. Even though it had been three years since my parents had died, the wound still felt raw, like it would never heal.

      Except, when Tallon had wrapped his arms around me, I had felt comforted. For the first time in the years since my parents had died. What the hell was that about? My sister and I had mourned my parent’s passing together, but it had always felt like something missing and irreplaceable had been ripped from me.

      But the warmth that enveloped me when Tallon had embraced me had suddenly and expanded my chest and made me feel like I could finally lay down my sword. Like it was all going to be alright.

      Like I was…complete.

      My heart raced with my feet as I kept my head down and moved through the crowds of people that were just coming down to the cafeteria for dinner. There was a thrumming in my ears as I tried to make sense of the turmoil inside.

      How could the very reason I was an orphan be also the one thing that made my life okay? How was that possible?

      “Oof..” I gasped for air and reached out to steady myself as I knocked into something hard. My hand locked with someone else’s and I steadied. “Oisin.” I breathed out what remaining air I had.

      “In a hurry?” he asked, glancing around nervously.

      I pulled my hair off my forehead, getting the purple locks out from in front of my eyes. “Um, yeah. No. I just— Look, I know you don’t want to, but can you be my date for Samhain?”

      He stepped back, staring down at me, his jaw tightening. “I can’t.”

      “Oisin, I need a date to go,” I explained.

      “I know, I thought you were going to go with Charlie,” he said.

      “I can’t dip in on Onyx’s crush,” I said.

      Oisin glanced around the room and I realized the prying eyes of all the light fae were staring at us. They were starting to elbow each other and motion our way. It was like a ripple of chill moved through the room.

      “Come here.” He gripped my elbow and pulled me into the hallway, away from the nosey onlookers. “Did you just come from the prince?” he asked.

      “What does that have to do with anything?” I responded.

      “Nothing. You just look a little hot and flushed,” he said. “Did he do anything to you?”

      I bit my lip and hoped the heat on my face had nothing to do with the cringing embarrassment that was burning up my spine. “No, of course not. Will you go to the dance with me.”

      “You realize that will out me to the light fae?” he asked. “They’ll realize I’m on your side.”

      “It doesn’t have to be like that,” I pointed out. “Just tell them you want to keep a closer eye on me. You want to help in their cause.”

      He looked doubtful, his gaze a bit troubled. “I’m not the best at subterfuge, Gaia.”

      “Look, I have a plan to uncover the light fae publicly. I just need to get to the ball..” My hand flew to my forehead.

      “What?”

      “I didn’t tell him to move the –” I broke off my words. I trusted Oisin. He’d already saved my ass a ton, but I still wasn’t about to tell him the light fae sword was hidden at the school. How could I have gotten so distracted by the prince to not deliver the one message I had to tell him?

      “Are you okay?” Oisin’s concern penetrated me with its sincerity.

      “Mm-hmm,” I said, but I could feel my body sagging. I was exhausted. The last few days had been too much. “It’s just been a lot.”

      Oisin folded his arms across his chest staring down at me. “You can’t fall for the prince,” he said.

      “What?” My gaze flew up at him. “I’m not..”

      “It’ll end in tears,” he said.

      “The Moonshadow family is responsible for the death of my parents,” I said with a growl. “Do you really think I would grow attached to their unavailable prince?”

      He tilted his head to the side, weighing my words. “He’s pretty hot, according to all the ladies.”

      I shook my head. “Look, I’m not an idiot. I’m a slave.”

      “I bet Dayna likes that a whole lot,” Oisin smirked. “Tallon’s first slave is the hottest girl on campus.”

      “I’m not the hottest girl on campus,” I argued.

      “You’re not the ugliest.” He shrugged. “And I think you’re the hottest.”

      “Really?” I was completely taken aback.

      He nodded staring at me silently as he weighed something up in his head.

      I gazed at him hopefully. Was he really going to be willing to do this? “So, you’ll go with me to the dance?”

      He shook his head. “That’s actually not the way it’s done around here,” he said. “You’ve been away awhile.”

      “Can you keep your cover with the light fae?” I asked.

      “Slow down, Blackstone,” he said. “Let me remind you how this works.”

      In all truth, I didn’t know what he was talking about. I had left Fantom when I was eighteen and certainly hadn’t attended the academy before. I had no idea what their protocol for going to balls was.

      Oisin held out both his hands palms up towards me.

      An ice flower appeared in his hands, crystalizing and sparkling even in the darkened hallway. “The flowers of summer are dying, and we will celebrate the end of the year in a few days. Will you join me in celebrating the start of the new year, Gaia Blackstone?”

      I sucked in my breath. His crystal blue eyes were so sincere and deep, it took my breath away.

      “You are really inviting me on a date?” I asked taken aback.

      “How you do anything is how you do everything,” he said with a smile. “And I don’t half-ass things.”

      Wow. Not what I expected at all.

      “Didn’t you have a thing with Eyla?” I asked, suddenly wondering where his heart lay.

      He shook his head. “No. Even if she hadn’t been seeing that guy, Eyla was always someone I felt sorry for.”

      “Eyla was a killer,” I pointed out.

      “She was trained that way. Just like you were,” he said. “Being trained as a killer doesn’t make you a killer at heart. It just means you are trained with a specific set of skills for a job.”

      “I suppose so,” I pondered.

      “Honestly, I felt sorry for her. To be raised as a prison brat up in the north? Who wants to live like that? She was always forced to do what her parents asked her to do.”

      I held up my wrist. “So, you have a thing for trapped girls?” I asked, mostly just trying to probe his sincerity.

      His gaze never wavered from my face. “No, Blackstone. I have a thing for you. Are you going to go to the dance with me?”

      I nodded, staring up at him silently.

      “You sure?” he asked with concern.

      “Yes. Of course,” I said. “Isn’t it what I just asked you a minute ago?”

      He shook his head. “I’m going to pretend that never happened. Men need to ask women to Samhain.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You are so archaic.”

      “It might be a little old fashioned,” he shrugged, “but it’s the way our ancestors have been doing Samhain for more than five thousand years. Men claim a woman to start the year with. But you have to pick the flower.”

      “Oh..” I was startled as his hand proffered the frozen flower again. I grabbed it in my hand. In seconds he waved his hand and the flower disappeared, just leaving a trace of cold dripping into the center of my palm.

      “Good,” he smiled. “Now we are bound together.”

      “Bound together?”

      “Relax, Blackstone. It’s just for the one night,” he said.

      Shit. This was going to be a real date. “What can you tell me about light fae magic?” I whipped the subject around to one that didn’t feel so awkward.

      “Was there a specific magic you were curious about?” Oisin asked.

      “Water magic,” I said. “Is it possible for you to travel through water pools? Like puddles?”

      He shook his head. “Not that I know of.”

      “And you would know if it was possible?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “You would think, yes. What’s the reason for the question?”

      “I’ve just been thinking over the moment Eyla disappeared and I thought maybe she didn’t die.” My words trailed out. I didn’t know exactly how Oisin would respond to that news.

      “You think she disappeared instead?” Oisin asked. “It seems like her parents would know about that if it were true.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I just heard somewhere that light fae could use water as portals.” I made a point not to mention the book I had found that information in a romantic novel.

      “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “Well, I saw her prick her finger, so I assumed she had poisoned herself,” I said.

      “Do you have what that was?” Oisin asked. “I’d like to see it. May make it easier to explain what happened.”

      I was about to respond when Charlie sauntered up. “You ready Blackstone?” he asked.

      Oisin glanced from me to Charlie. “What are you two doing?”

      “He was going to help me with my history homework.” I rattled out hurriedly.

      Oisin didn’t look like he believed us, but his gaze had moved to glance at the cafeteria where all the students were milling around.

      “Go eat,” I said. “I’m not hungry.”

      “Yeah, I just ate,” Charlie said. “Let’s go work on our homework.” He winked at me.

      I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes. Winking gave me the creeps.

      “You’re okay?” Oisin ignored Charlie and asked me.

      “Mm-hmm,” I said, nervous, but knowing that we had to carry out this blood test.

      “Alright then,” Oisin said nodding at Charlie. “I’m out.”

      I watched his back disappear into the crowded cafeteria and a feeling of dread overtook me as I turned towards Charlie. I wasn’t sure I was okay or ready for this. Not at all. Who knew what Charlie was going to discover about me? And I wasn’t completely sure I wanted him to know my inner most secrets. Up until recently, I hadn’t thought I’d had any. But after that kiss with the prince…well that was something I didn’t think I wanted anyone to know about, certainly not another student. Especially one whose tribe was allied with the light fae.

      All I knew so far was that the light fae were trying to rebel against the crown. I had no idea about the inner politics of the light fae court or what they really felt about the dark fae rule. I was not sure this would be the best way to find out.

      “Coming?” Charlie was already halfway down the hallway motioning me to follow him.

      I chewed on my lower lip. It was a risk, but one I had to take if we were going to figure this out. With a bit of luck, I could put a stop to the revolution and free myself from the dark fae prince.

      “Yeah,” I said, ignoring the feeling of trepidation that played like a creepy xylophone down my spine. “No time like the present.”
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      Yet here I was, willingly allowing a guy I didn’t really know to breathe in the particles of my blood, the essence of it, and see things about me, my passions and my history I didn’t even know or admit to.

      The doors to the elevator slid open and I was face to face with Dayna, who apparently was unable to ever be alone. My sister and the light fae ladies in waiting encircled her.

      “Oh, it’s the Unforgiven,” Dayna grinned, glaring at me maliciously. “Is the prince sending you out on an errand?”

      They light fae burst into laughter. My gaze darted to Mae as I stepped out of the way. She was silent, watching me. Her gaze was direct as if daring me to break under the mockery of the light fae court.

      I wasn’t going to do that. Especially not now. I needed to uncover what was going on and find out who was behind the attacks on the school and why the light fae wanted me dead. The best thing I could do with Dayna was ignore her.

      Or maybe not.

      The green-eyed princess stepped out of the elevator and right up to my face. The lines of her face were drawn tight. “I don’t know what you think you’re playing at,” she said. “But I see through your stupid game. All this drama you’ve created around yourself coming back to the very people who banished you four years ago.”

      Yellow sparks erupted from her fingers as she brought her hand up to my shoulder and clasped it hard.

      “Ahhhh..” An involuntary scream erupted from me. Stabbing pains burned through my skin. I tried to pull back from her, but she held me tight with formidable force. Who would have thought the dainty light princess would have such a grip.

      “Stay away from the prince,” she said. “You are less than a dog here.”

      “Dayna,” Mae’s voice pierced the air, grabbing the princess’ attention. The minute she loosened her grip I snapped my shoulder free of her grasp and rubbed my burning skin. If I still had my magic, I’d be able to soothe the ache.

      My sister motioned towards the prince’s quarters. Tallon stood silhouetted in the doorway, arms folded over his broad chest, his shadow cast long in the hall. “Leave her alone,” he rumbled, his voice like a thundercloud in the small space.

      Dayna wrinkled her nose and shrugged. “Just inspecting the merchandise,” she said.

      “She is mine,” he said darkly.

      Dayna looked fit to explode, but she clamped her mouth shut. Even she wouldn’t go against the Crown Prince; at least not yet. “Of course, my prince,” she said with a slight curtesy.

      My sister and I exchanged a glance over her briefly bowed head.

      These two were doing a power dance. Two privileged children brought up to rule their worlds, both having to compromise and share the throne. It was hard to tell if they even liked each other they were both so committed to fulfilling their royal parent’s wishes, they probably hadn’t even thought about it.

      For King and Clan

      The ancient creed of Clan Moonshadow, the dark fae royal family, rang now in my ears. Tallon would do whatever his father, the king, told him to do.

      I stepped into the lift just as the doors were sliding shut. The last place I wanted to be was with Tallon and Dayna. Suddenly going to the well in the forest to meet a red fae for blood magic didn’t seem like such a bad way to spend the evening.

      The place where Charlie told me to meet him was part of the original human settlement on this land.

      The trees around the well were gnarled and massive, overgrown apple trees whose oversized fruit now grew at the ends of dark twisted branches. I ducked beneath the branches, avoiding touching anything. I’d known since childhood that the orchard was haunted, or at least that’s always what Mae and I told each other. We used to dare and double dare each other to go and pluck an apple, but neither of us had been willing. The risk of awaking the evil spirits that inhabited the orchard had been too great. Even now, I wasn’t going to risk it.

      My eyes adjusted quickly to the dim light. Charlie is already there, leaning against the crumbling walls of the stone well.

      I rubbed my damp palms on my black jeans, trying to press my nerves down. “So, how does this work?”

      “All business,” he grinned.

      I shrugged. “It isn’t the warmest night. I also have to get back to the prince.”

      He nodded. “Of course. I came earlier and found a place to do it.”

      I followed him around a couple of trees to a patch of earth covered in thick moss.

      He splayed his fingers out towards it. “It will be more comfortable if you lie down.”

      That didn’t sound like the greatest idea. The air was cold and damp, and I was sure there was a layer of moisture on the moss that would easily seep through my jeans and sweatshirt.

      But he was a step ahead of me, reaching back to the wall and grabbing a strip of folded cloth that rested there. “I brought a blaincéad.” He unfurled it and laid it over the moss.

      I hesitated, starring down at the yellow and orange woven material.

      “No need to be scared, lassie,” he said. “I’m sure the tales you have heard are much exaggerated. The experience is painless.”

      “Blood magic is used on corpses.” I rolled my eyes at him. “There’s no telling if it’s painless or not.”

      “Well, it won’t be painless with that attitude,” he said, grabbing my hand and moving me to lie down on blanket. “Just close your eyes and relax. I have actually done this on living people before.”

      I looked at him askance. “Isn’t it outlawed.”

      “Do you want to not do it?” he asked.

      “I didn’t say that,” I countered.

      “Then I suggest you lie down and let’s do this.”

      He was right. I was stalling. Shaking my body briefly to get out the willies, I laid down on the blanket and closed my eyes. I could sense Charlie moving around me in a circle as light powder fell in a circle around me. The binding circle would help contain the magic and hide it from any nosey parties who were looking for trace magic to prove a point.

      When the binding spell was complete, he began chanting the blood magic words. My body grew heavy even as my blood became light and sparkling.

      For the first minute, it felt great. It was as if the most joyous and happy parts of myself, my memories, were rising to the surface and filling the air. I wasn’t getting any single distinct image, but I could feel the trace energy of every experience I’d ever had.

      But it was a fleeting moment. Those light-hearted moments rose but he quickly sifted through them and turned them aside.

      Instead it felt like my blood droplets were rising out of my body, stinging me as they pierced through my skin and left me. I cracked open an eye and watched as he breathed in the blood essence that floated in the air.

      My eyes stung with tears.

      His head was flung back as he inhaled the particles of my blood and stretched out his arms in rapture.

      But my body cramped, my mind aching. My heart thrummed with the sense that everything it had ever loved was being violated.

      I couldn’t move. I could just lay there in abject stinging pain as I watched him soak up my essence.

      I had no idea how long it lasted, but it felt like forever that I was in torment, every bit of me being rung out of my body and absorbed by Charlie. There was no way I’d be able to put myself back together again.

      I closed my eyes and drifted into an odd twilight sleep where I seemed conscious, but my mind wandered. Memories came up. The day I was told my parents were dead. The trial of Bruta’s “murder.”

      Charlie was going too far.

      I gasped. He wasn’t supposed to be wandering around in my memories aimlessly. And suddenly I realized he wasn’t. He was categorically going through my memories. What he was looking for, I had no idea. But if he stayed any longer in this area, he would discover the truth about Bruta.

      “Stop,” I mouthed the word, but no sound came out of my mouth. My fingers cramped as I tried to move my hand. “Stop.”

      He was enraptured, though. Completely oblivious to my lame murmurings.

      By the angels, I wished I had magic still. I would have cast off this blood spell in an instant. Now, I just had to rely on brute strength. I focused all my energy on my hand that was closest to him. Sweat beads formed on my forehead as I strained my muscles to move. It took every ounce of strength I had, but finally I was able to lurch my arm against Charlie’s leg and wave a feeble finger when I saw I finally had his attention.

      “Stop,” I whispered.

      He sagged forward, his body laying over mine.

      I was spent, my body sinking into a peaceful dark slumber.

      

      “You took too much blood,” Onyx’s voice roused me from my slumber.

      “I did not,” Charlie insisted. “She had some traumatic memories. She shut me down as I approached them and then fell asleep.”

      “You shouldn’t have been anywhere near her memories,” Onyx hissed. “All you needed to do was determine if she has light fae blood in her.”

      “And just how many times have you done blood magic?” Charlie asked.

      “None,” Onyx shrugged.

      “Precisely. Now, how do you think I get to the dim memories of her dark past if I don’t go through the more recent memories first?”

      “I don’t know,” she muttered in frustration.

      “Did you find anything?” I asked, putting on my best smile.

      Onyx and Charlie both looked up. Onyx was with me in seconds. “Are you okay?” she asked, her gaze saying more about her concerns than anything else.

      “I think so,” I murmured, grabbing her hand as I stood up. “What did you determine about my heritage?”

      “You have light fae blood,” he said, his forehead creasing at the implications, “but there is no telling what your lineage is.”

      There was something in his gaze that made me nervous. He knew too much and…

      It looked like he knew something he wasn’t telling me. He had absorbed the essence of my blood through magic. He had to know so much more about me than, well, anyone else on the planet.

      I was not comfortable with that. I was no comfortable with that in the slightest.
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      “So, are you actually a frosty?” Onyx asked as she dropped the clothing bags in my room.

      “Seriously?” I asked. “I just returned from a traumatic event that you called invasive and you just cut to the punchline?”

      “I’m a reaper, fae bae,” she said. “We don’t have a reputation for being touchy feely.”

      “You know, that’s not what I heard about some of your kind. In fact, some of you have a reputation for being quite gentle with a great bedside manner.”

      Onyx shrugged as she began unpacking the bags onto my counter and bed. “Pretty sure that was never said about the reapers of Hell.”

      “Probably not,” I agreed.

      “So you are,” Onyx stated it like it was already fact.

      “It’s not definitive,” I responded.

      “You sound like a damn doctor at a dying man’s bedside,” Onyx shook her head. “Either you are or you’re not.”

      “I have frost fae heritage,” I said. “But it was so little, the blood was unable to give Charlie the memories for him to see my lineage.”

      It was still startling to me that I was anything but pure dark fae. I didn’t have a problem with the other fae, but the idea that I had frost fae in me was just nothing I’d ever considered.

      I began to sort all the make-up Onyx had brought. Since I’d come here unexpectedly, I hadn’t brought much of anything. No make-up, no change of clothes, and definitely no ballgown.

      But Onyx had that sorted out in spades. She started unzipping five different garment bags.

      “This,” she held up a black and red leather corset with an evilish grin, “is what I’m wearing.”

      “You planning to get arrested tonight?” I asked. “I mean, it’s stunning—”

      “Shh.” A tight, short hiss from Onyx silenced me as she unzipped another of the garment bags that seemed to explode in black bunches of fabric. “The skirt…” Onyx’s voice trailed off as the black frothy skirt billowed across the bed.

      “Eeeee..” I couldn’t stop the squeal that erupted from my mouth as I buried my fingers in the lengths of sumptuous fabric. “It’s divine.”

      “Isn’t it?” Onyx grinned. “And look.” She pulled a layer of skirt off the dress and held it up as a separate cloth. “My Samhain offering.”

      “Amazeballs,” I said, swatting her arm.

      “I brought you three to choose from.” As if she was unveiling a national treasure, Onyx carefully removed the garment bags from around the three black dresses that were my selection.

      Samhain was a black holiday. We would burn the old year and build the new one on its darkened ashes. The bonfire they had to symbolize the burning of the old year had always given me a thrill. This year, no matter what, it was my turn. I would be dancing at the ball under the full moon in the glen.

      I just had to pick a dress. In the end, it was no contest. I quickly excluded the strapless bands of material that looked like they would barely cover my butt. Next was a black cocktail dress of velvet with fake fur cuffs on its long sleeves. It was lovely but looked like I could be going to tea rather than a ball. It was the last dress that captured my heart. A long ebony sheath dress that looked like the universe of stars had fallen on half the skirt.

      Cocking my fingers like a gun, I shot at it. “That’s the one..”

      Onyx wasn’t a squealer, but she slapped me on the butt. “Exactly the one I thought you should pick.”

      Two hours later, we stood dressed and ready for the ball. I had curled my purple locks, so they hung in long loose ringlets over my shoulders and down my back. With smokey gray eyes and deep plum lips, I barely recognized myself in the mirror.

      Onyx had even added a wave to her hair but stuck to her bright red lip stick that contrasted dramatically with her deep black hair. She pulled my hands in hers. “Listen, I know there is a lot going on.” Her gaze drifted to the black chains resting on my wrists. “But tonight we both need to cut loose a little and have some fun. Put everything out of your head as much as you can and let’s enjoy the Samhain.”

      I bit my lip, not sure how possible that was going to be, but the sparkly dress and curls certainly helped.

      When the guys knocked on the door five minutes later, my heart raced. Technically, this was my first real date, even though I’d practically had to beg Oisin to take me.

      His blue eyes lit with a blaze as I stepped out the door. “What did I do to win a date with you?” He shook his head and ran his fingers through his white hair.

      My skin heated up as he took my hand and led me down the hallway. There was a light in his eyes tonight that I’d never seen before, and something about the way he looked at me made me extra grateful we’d spent the two hours getting ready.

      Charlie had bowed and kissed Onyx’s hand, then greeted me with an intense look that brought heat to my face.

      What did he really know about me? It had all seemed like no big deal when we had decided to do that, but now, when I realized what he had done, it was almost unbearable. I didn’t give a shit if he thought I had a crush on the prince, what girl at the academy didn’t?

      But what I had seen him doing with my blood, absorbing the rapture…he had soaked in me. He’d pulled out the absolute truth of my blood and every dumbass belief I held. He has extracted them from me and left me floating like the dredges of cold tea leaves. I gripped Oisin’s arm tighter. I was really going to need him to help me get through this evening.
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      It didn’t take us long to get there. We followed the twinkling lights that flew around the courtyard, out the archway and into the forest.

      We joined the laughing, chatting crowds of students walking through the woods. I couldn’t stop the excitement brewing in my chest. Despite everything, I was glad to be home.

      A flurry of lights danced around the glen, creating spirals of sparkles above the dance floor. The students who were already gathered in revelry. Thin gold webs draped the trees and emitted an effervescent glow. It warmed my heart until my gaze fell on Tallon and Dayna.

      They stood surrounded by courtiers who were laughing and chatting and trying to get their attention. Tallon was listening politely and nodding, but I could tell by the set of his shoulders he was not relaxed. Something was troubling him.

      “Maybe don’t stare so much?” Onyx startled me with a gentle ribbing in the side.

      “I’m not staring.” I whipped around to look at her.

      “Liar,” she said with a smile. “You looked so hard you got his attention. “He’s now staring at you.”

      “Really?”

      “Don’t look..”

      “I’m not..”

      We burst into laughter together. “You’ve got it bad,” Onyx said shaking her head. A fleeting look of sadness moving across her face.

      “Stop,” I said. This wasn’t the time or the place for us to divulge my secret indulgence. Especially when we both knew it wasn’t going to end well. There was only one way this crush was going, into the crushing bin. I couldn’t stop myself from glancing back to him, just as he draped his arm over Dayna’s shoulders. A knife cut into my heart. Ouch. Right.

      “Don’t look,” Onyx stroked my shoulder. “Just dance, have some absinthe, relax already.”

      “I’ll grab us some drinks,” Oisin said, glancing nervously at the dance floor.

      “Thanks,” I grinned at him. I was going to need some “loose juice” myself.

      Charlie held out his hand to Onyx. “Care to cut the rug?” he grinned.

      “Indeed. I may not be able to fight so well,” she winked at me, “but I’m hell on the dance floor.”

      I watched them as they walked out to the dance floor, but Charlie wasn’t looking at Onyx.

      I followed his gaze. Princess Dayna.

      What the fuck did he want with her? Unless it was just what any red-blooded fae would want.

      But there was something about his repeated furtive glances that made me think it wasn’t about lust. My guess was he was interested in position with the royal family.

      But what was more surprising is that Dayna, the snobbish royal heir, was making eye contact with him.

      What were those two up to?

      “Where’d they go?” Oisin asked, returning with four shots of absinthe clustered in his massive hands.

      “Dancing.” I motioned to the floor and took the opportunity to glance at Charlie again, but this time, he had eyes only for Onyx.

      “Looks like you’re drinking for two.” Oisin proffered the absinthe shots towards me.

      I took two of them to make his clutch easier. “This isn’t a good idea,” I said, eyeing up the luminescence green liquid cautiously.

      “Come on, Blackstone,” Oisin grinned, toasting me and shooting one of his drinks done. “You’re already a known murderer and slave. Why worry about getting off your face and making a fool of yourself.”

      I smirked. “I don’t think two drinks is enough to make me crazy.”

      “Prove it.” He raised an eyebrow at me, a sly smile tickling his face.

      I shot the sweet bitter liquid in one gulp, throwing the sugar spun glass into the bushes where Oisin had thrown his.

      “That’s the spirit,” Oisin grinned raising his second glass.

      I couldn’t keep the smile off my face as I clicked my glass against his.

      He had a super good point. I was already a social outcast. A few drinks weren’t going to make a difference. It’d been a long time since I’d been relaxed and in the company of friends. As much as leaving Fantom behind and created space for me, it had also left me with no true friends other than Bruta. There wasn’t a single person in the human world I could relate to on the level of the fae.

      “Dance with me, Blackstone,” Oisin crooned, gripping my hand and guiding me in a long loop towards the dancefloor.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” I smiled, giving him a small curtesy.

      The absinthe created a warmth in my center and the greens of the glen were starting to bleed out of the shadows and through the lights. I raised both my hands and swayed onto the dance floor. The band was playing a raucous driving beat overlaid with a lilting melody that touched my body in all the right spots. I was going to get my groove on, for sure.

      I spun around on the dance floor and Oisin caught me in his arms as the music instantly changed and the band switched tempo into a crooning ballad.

      “You planned that,” I grinned, swatting Oisin on the chest.

      “I wish I was that clever and organized,” he shrugged, gripping my waist and pulling me firmly towards him.

      My eyes grew wide as our hips pressed against each other and I glanced up at him. Damn he was hot. But we were supposed to just be friends. Last time I checked, I only had two and I couldn’t afford to lose any. Certainly not because of blood lust.

      Oisin swayed me back and forth, smiling, his eyes closed, listening to the music and letting it carry our bodies through the crowd. He was so big, he wasn’t worried about running into anyone.

      I leaned my head against his chest and let him guide me in graceful circles around the floor.

      “My turn.” Tallon’s voice cut through the music and Oisin jolted me to a halt.

      “That’s polite.” I glared at him. “I’m in the middle of a dance.”

      “I’m cutting in,” Tallon said.

      Oisin looked from me to the prince and back again. “This is the point where you say ‘charmed,’” Oisin said, taking my hand and placing it in the prince’s outstretched one.

      “You can’t abandon me,” I pleaded to Oisin.

      “Don’t worry,” growled Tallon. “I promise to give you back when the song ends.”

      “I’ll be watching, Blackstone,” Oisen winked at me. “From the bar.”

      I rolled my eyes as Tallon pulled me towards him and swayed us to the music. He was super formal, keeping me at half an arm’s length from him in a measured grip. It was like dancing with a stiff grizzly bear.

      “Was there something you needed?” I asked Tallon, shaking my wrist slightly so the chain rattled.

      He clenched his jaw, his gaze darting to the chain, before he stared out across the room.

      I glanced around, not clear what he was looking at. All I could see was a whir of other dancers moving around us. A few people were looking and whispering, but for the most part people were just doing their own thing.

      “I was having a perfectly good time.” I glared up at him. “Until you came in to brood all over my parade.”

      “The light fae need to remember who you are,” he said. “They are treating you like they own you.”

      “What?” I asked, coming to a halt and pulling away from him. “You need to back up. I don’t care if you are the prince. Oisin is a friend of mine and he’s been a hell of a lot more friendly than you ever have been.”

      He looked startled. “Keep dancing,” he hissed.

      “No.” I shook my head, but didn’t spring away when he reached for me and grabbed my hand. “I may be your slave, but you don’t own me.”

      He sighed. “Don’t draw attention to yourself.”

      “Well technically, I guess you do own me,” I said. “And how do I not draw attention to myself? I’m Gaia Fucking Blackstone, infamous murderer and slave.”

      He tugged my hand, pulling me through the crowd until we reached the edge of the glen.

      The world spun a bit, but it was pleasant, like I was on a tilt-o-whirl.

      “But it doesn’t mean that you get to treat me like shit,” I said, shocked but happy with my audacity.

      “I do not treat you like shit,” Tallon glared at me.

      “Then take off my bracelets,” I said dangling my wrists in front of his face.

      “I can’t do that.” Tallon frowned.

      “But you want to.” I grinned at him. “You’re as sick of being tied to me as I am to you. You’d much rather be getting on with your light bright fae bae. I bet she—

      “Shush..” Tallon’s voice was harsh as he commanded me to be quiet. His hand still gripped mine and he pulled me forward with it, lurching me into his chest. He steadied my forward motion with a hand around the back of my neck, bringing his face towards me.

      And….oh by the angels he was kissing me.

      His full lips pressed urgently against mine. His tongue pressing open my mouth as he explored the moistness inside. He wasn’t gentle. He was hungry.

      And so was I.

      I leaned up on tiptoes, wrapping my fingers in his hair and feeling my shackles pressed cold between us. But I didn’t care. Pressed against his body was like a world of firm urgent pleasure waiting to be explored. Every fae lustful instinct was screaming inside me that I had to have this one. Right now.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Dayna’s voice cut me to the quick.

      Tallon lurched away from me and I almost fell at his absence. I crashed back to reality as I steadied my stance and straightened my dress and hair. By the screaming heat in my body I was sure I was bright red.

      “It’s bad enough you were dancing with a slave in front of everyone. Now you’re off here in the bushes about to rut her in the dirt?”

      Tallon turned on her, anger exploding across his face. “You do not speak to me like that,” he thundered.

      Mae was next to Dayna, looking at me with the worst mixture of sadness and embarrassment. Looking exactly like I felt.

      Dayna instantly changed her tactic, sidling up to Tallon, her hands on his chest. “I’m sorry,” she cooed. “It’s just, look I know you can do what you want, but tonight?”

      “I’m not doing what I want,” Tallon cooled quickly. “I just got carried away by the absinthe.”

      It felt like a splinter of glass shattered my heart and spilt it into a million fragmented pieces inside my torso. Each piece screaming as it sank. Tallon didn’t look at me.

      “Of course, it did,” Dayna said. “But this is the most important date of our life so far and well, I need you to stay with me.”

      Tallon closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He was so trapped. I could sense every muscle in his body aching to escape.

      Dayna’s shrill voice had attracted a small gathering around us. The prince and princess were keenly aware of the onlookers. Dayna played to them. “Tallon, think about her feelings,” she said, raising her voice so it carried across the crowd. “You are the prince after all. This girl is besotted with you.”

      Tallon’s gaze shifted to me.

      What the fuck was she doing?

      “You know,” Dayna continued, “she actually thinks that she is your cupla croi, your twin heart.”

      Laughter went up from the fae gathered around and a ripple when through the crowd as they started telling the story of the dumb little slave girl in love with a prince.

      “Leave her alone, Dayna,” Tallon said.

      But I had heard enough. I pushed through the crowd, just trying to find a space to get out.

      The fae parted for me. I felt like a pariah as I moved through the empty space.

      A blazing fire exploded in front of me.

      “For fuck’s sake,” I cried as I jumped back.

      Screams went up from the crowd as two more fireballs came soaring through the air. They were headed straight for me and I had nothing, no magic to shield myself from them.

      “Gaia, move..” Onyx’s voice soared over the crowd as she rose above us, her black wings beating furiously in the air, causing the fireballs to catch light in the wind. Sparks fell on the crowd below.

      I lurched to the side, but it wasn’t enough. The fireball was still going to hit. At the last second a dark shadow covered me as Tallon threw himself in front of me, taking the fireball to the chest.

      He fell to the ground and didn’t move.

      I was almost at him when Dayna pushed me out of the way, kneeling by Tallon.

      “Get out of there, Gaia..” Onyx shouted. “He’s aiming at you..”

      What the fuck? I turned from Tallon to focus on the creature who stood on top of the bonfire, channeling its flames through its own body and out its hands.

      A fucking daeva.

      How the hell did that even get on academy ground? Even though we were on the outskirts, it was still hallowed ground. That thing should never have made it through the wards.

      It launched three more fireballs from its burning hands as flames licked up the outside of its body and through the tips of its horns.

      It was after me. I had to get clear of the crowd.

      Oisin and Angus were already leading a group of students in an assault on the daeva.

      I moved forward. If it was attacking me, then bring it. I would provide them a distraction.

      But someone was missing. I looked around and the defense line. Rhea and Maura weren’t there. Where did they go? I’d seen them earlier in the evening.

      The sword. The daeva had to be a distraction for the sword.

      Shit.

      [She must know swords location prior to this scene, and she must keep it secret. She convinced Tallon to move it. Tallon allowed her to place it somewhere. She chose a catacomb.]

      How did they figure out where I had put the sword? No one, absolutely no one knew except me.

      And the man who had absorbed the essence of my blood and could see my activities over the last seventy-two hours.

      Fuck.. Fuck.. Fuck..

      I was going to kill Charlie later, but right now, I had to get to the sword. Ducking to miss an incoming fireball, I stayed in a crouched position and ducked into the dark shadows on the outskirts of the glen.
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      The winding corridors of the catacombs seemed endless as I raced through them. Why on Earth had I chosen the deepest, darkest spot as the hiding place? I clearly hadn’t considered the effort it would take to get there should anything go wrong.

      And something had gone wrong. There was an urgency in my bones that seared through me. Like my marrow was on boil.

      I was late. So, fucking late.

      I made it through the gallery, down the twin corridors, and then through the winding snaking passages that led to the forgotten alley where I had stashed the sword. The catacombs were dim with bones and skulls staring at me from every corner, their gaping maws laughing at me, telling me I was too late.

      But I wasn’t. I was late, but not too late. I could still feel the sword. I didn’t know how I knew it, but the sword was still in the here.

      I rounded the final corner and stood in the archway, cold rage rippling through every muscle in my body. I barely even recognized myself.

      “Leave the sword..” My voice erupted in a frenzy from me, startling Eyla’s parents, as they were trying to pry the sword from the knight’s hands. “It is not yours to take.”

      Fio Friese, Eyla’s father grinned. “I told you she’d come, Niam,” he said to his wife. Both wielded magic, focusing it on the sword.

      “We need it,” Niam said, smiling at me, but I could see the rigidness of her request.

      “No..” The wave of anxiety that had been building in me as I’d raced from the glen to the nether regions of the catacombs was at a frenzy point. I pressed into the chamber, pushing past Fio and Niam and laying my hand on the hilt of the sword. “It is mine.”

      Blue light erupted in the small chamber, pushing Fio and Niamh away from me. They were hurled across the room, slamming against the far stone wall before they slid to the ground.

      “It is mine,” I repeated.

      Stunned as the sword fell free from the statue and stayed in my hand.

      Maura and Rhea raced into the room, hurling light magic at me.

      I held up my free palm and the power of the sword blasted through me and out my hand. Blue lightning bolts tore through the air, knocking Maura and Rhea down.

      Eyla’s parents stood up, pulling themselves together.

      “The sword is yours,” Niam whispered.

      I stared at the hilt in my hand. The royal seal was broken. How the fuck did that happen and how much trouble was I going to be in?

      That’s when it hit me. My gaze swayed from the liberated sword in one hand to the blue lightning bolts in the other.

      I had my magic back..

      More light fae raced into the room.

      “Back,” I murmured, holding up my two instruments of destruction.

      “We need to get the sword out of the academy,” Niam said, quieting her voice so I had to strain to hear it.

      “You must give it to us,” Fio nodded.

      “Not going to happen,” I said shaking my head. But no sooner had I said the words when a fireball erupted in the small cavern, reverberating the room and causing my ears to ring.

      Fuck. They hadn’t been able to kill the daeva.

      But now I had magic and a bad ass sword.

      I planted my feet firmly on the ground and brought the sword down in front of me.

      “Bring it, you daeva bitch,” I muttered.

      Maybe encouraging it wasn’t such a good idea. Half of the small room erupted in an explosion of fire and dust.

      I was knocked to the ground with my shirt on fire, but I flipped and bounced to my feet, holding Athyrius above my head.

      The daeva wasn’t pulling its punches though. It landed in a giant leap right in front of me, dropping fireballs on me as I swung my sword around, aiming at its head.

      But it had moved. The daeva was like liquid fire, moving heatedly through the space around me. But there was no way I wasn’t going to get this kill.

      We circled the room, watching each other.

      It was just a mindless demon sent to kill. Daeva were intelligent, albeit single-focused, beasts. This one was looking for any sign of weakness.

      I wasn’t showing any though. I let out a banshee scream as Athyrius erupted in blue lightening bolts. I tore a circle in the room until it connected.

      The daeva fell to the floor, blood dripping past its fiery skin.

      “Gaia..” Oisin skidded into the room.

      I slammed the blade into the deva’s head, right through its mouth. The beast shrank, disappearing before the eyes of Onyx and the royals.

      “Thank goodness you’re here,” Fio said to Tallon when he saw the prince enter the room.

      “That was nothing like I was going to say,” I sneered.

      “We have been working to stop the daeva from taking the sword. Now Gaia needs to hand it to them. It is their right as the leaders of the light fae.”

      “This sword will never be used for the hoarfrost.” I spoke, but even I did not recognize the deep demigod-like tones of my voice.

      Who the fuck was I? Lighting shot from my hand as I zapped Fio and Niamh.

      “Gaia.. Your magic..” Tallon was as shocked as I was.

      “We need to arrest Fio and Niam Frieze,” I said. “Eyla’s parents were attempting to steal my sword.”

      I held the sword out to him.

      Tallon looked at me askance. “I don’t want it.”

      “How can you not want the Sword of Athyrius?”

      “It’s your sword, Gaia,” Tallon said softly, eyeing the burning light in the palm of my hand. “It’s crazy to have it anywhere else. Clearly, you are the only one who wields it, and if the light fae want it, they will have to go through me.”

      “Fine,” I said, “but it’s a bit too dangerous for the sword to be clunked around like a common blade.”

      King Oren’s shadows dimmed the chamber. “I will take the sword for safe keeping,” he said. “Arrest those two for trying to take crown property and bring about a massive destruction of the earth.”

      A wave of relief passed over the prince’s face. I wanted to shout at him. But the truth was, he would never listen to her anyway. What was a prince going to do with the word of a slave?
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      It was colder up here than down in New York. And now, with autumn ending and winter coming on, I could feel the bite of the cold. Pretty soon the courtyard and the forest that surrounded Crown Academy would be blanketed in snow. This was one of the reasons our ancestors had established the Samhain in our homeland. It was a time to close out the old year, to shed ourselves of things from the previous year, and to grab onto new ideals for the coming year.

      We had been ritually throwing objects on fires on Samhain since beyond living memory. Considering how long fae lived, that was a long time. I pulled the necklace tighter around my hands. I was going to burn my mother’s necklace. I had made the decision the night before. I know if I told anyone they would try and stop me but I also knew that it was something I had to do. I had to stop clinging to this idea of my parents.

      But the truth was, I hadn’t found a home among the humans. I had just found a way to survive. And though I was enslaved to the very family I believed was responsible for my parent’s death, there was still something here I needed.

      A place to stay.

      If holding onto my mother’s and father’s memory was keeping me from doing that, I needed to shed some of it. I needed to start out a new year in a new life even if it was enslaved to the prince.

      Regardless, I was home. I couldn’t live permanently in the human world, away from my sister and other fae. The reality was, there was no place in the world I could be more truthful than amongst the people who knew who I was. They knew I was banished. They knew I was a slave. They believed me to be a murderer. Here, I had nothing left to hide.

      We arrived at the clearing. It was hard to believe the Samhain Ball had been just the night before. Every magical decoration was gone. The glen was crisp, clear and green with only the bright blue sky as a cloak.

      A somber pall laid over the gathered students. We stood in a complete circle around the fire, which had been burning all night. Even with the attack of the daeva the night before, everyone came out for New Year’s Day. This was a ritual no self-respecting fae would ever miss.

      Dayna stood next to Tallon on the other side of the fire. I hated how I was checking in with him in public situations. Seeing if he needed anything. The chains compelled me and if he had needed me to do anything, they would have urged me on.

      As I stepped out of the trees and surveyed the students in the bonfire, I knew he wanted nothing of me in that moment. This was his big day with Dayna. She was glistening white and bright in a tiny winter dress and knee-high white boots. There had to be a magic spell keeping her warm.

      I headed to Onyx and Oisin. My small circle of friends was getting smaller. Charlie stood in a group of red fae, near the light fae princess.

      I had his number now.

      He wasn’t a friend. Instead he had used some crazy idea to fuel and posture his position with the light fae court. I needed friends like that like I needed a blade in the eyeball.

      Not fucking at all.

      I couldn’t stop my gaze from falling on Mae, standing next to Dayna as if they were sisters instead of us. There was no doubt she was surviving well and would continue to do so by keeping her distance.

      A ripple went through the crowd as I entered the clearing. Someone whispered that I had defeated the daeva. I had freed the Sword of Athyrius and given it to the prince.

      That made me smile. I had stopped the hoarfrost. I had brought the Friese family in, saved the earth, all the humans and most of the fae. There was some niggling thought in the back of my mind that gave me discomfort, but I pushed it away.

      New Year’s Day was not the day for reflection and questioning. It was the day for decisions. The day for throwing away that which no longer serves you and grasping your vision.

      Even though I couldn’t have a closer relationship with my sister, I did have Onyx. She filled a void in my life. She reached out her hand and wrapped her warm fingers around my cold ones kissing me on both cheeks and pulling me in.

      I glanced up at the sky. Tat couldn’t fly in public, but that had never stopped her.

      Oisin smiled warmly at me as I slid into line beside him. “You were amazing last night,” he said.

      I burst out laughing. “I’ve never heard that said in that context before.”

      “I never want to meet the man who said that about you,” Oisin said.

      Onyx laughed. “Why would you say man? Don’t you think it was probably men? Have you seen this lady’s hot butt?”

      “Onyx shut it,” I said with a laugh.

      Oisin squinted at me before turning away. His jaw hardened as his arms folded over his chest. He glared back towards the fire not saying a single word. He was beautiful, powerful, and a good fae, but even as I thought that, my gaze drifted up to the prince.

      Tallon stood there surveying the crowd as he leaned in to hear something Dayna said. He was all dirty blonde and brooding even as he fulfilled his royal duties.

      I sighed and gripped Onyx’s hand tighter. What was it that made me crave something I couldn’t have? There was no scenario that would ever put the prince and me together.

      Even if that spark of excitement and passion made me think we had more than just chemistry. I chewed on my lower lip.

      That wasn’t gonna happen either.

      At least I hoped not. If he chose to take his conjugal rights of ownership, it would destroy me. If he forced himself on me, my desire for him would show.

      “What are you setting your sights on in the new year?” Onyx asked

      “Freedom,” I whispered. It was like an unattainable goal.

      Onyx nodded, her face a serious mask of intention. Her thumb stroked the black chain on my wrist. “We will get you out of those,” she said. “I promise.”

      “That’s the goal,” I said I just couldn’t tell her why. Watching Tallon marry Dayna…having to be around them until, well until whatever time in the ridiculously distant future one of us should die-just an impossible thought.

      I had destroyed the daeva and discovered Eyla’s parents trying to steal the sword from the crown. That was done. And now it was time for my new life as a return fae. Sparks of blue crackled between my fingertips.

      I had my magic back.

      My parents had informally trained me to use it, but only the basics. I needed some training so I could wield it well. Then, I would have the freedom to use my magic properly. I had no idea precisely how I had gotten it back, but I didn’t care. The fact that I even had it was enough.

      The headmaster broke off from his conversation when King Oren entered.

      The king bowed to Dayna and her parents before taking his place next to his son. Once the king gave him the nod, the headmaster turned to the gathering.

      “Many of you students,” he said, his nasally voice carried across the entire circle. “Are aware of the events that took place last night here at Crown Academy. For those of you who are not clear on the background of this, it is important that you all know now. This is a safe place. The Crown Academy is a place made up of all from the fae world. Sometimes in those different clans there are those who wish to usurp the powers that rule our world. This is not unusual. Those of you who take the history class or who understand our history know the fae have long been a warring people. The purpose of this new established Crown Academy is specifically to stop these wars. It does not mean there will not be those who wish to change the way things are. The recent plot to destroy this earth home that has become our refuge was diabolical.

      “I stand here now speaking to you, our students, with the permission of the King, so you understand there is no clan who supports this idea. The hoarfrost shall not be brought around. And we will continue to strive at the Crown Academy to bring together a harmonious future for all Fantom. We move into the new year together building a new world. With this knowledge close to our hearts we are prepared to make the public announcement today that we were unable to make last night at the Samhain. In many ways I believe this is fortuitous. For truly today is the start of a new year and this announcement will create a dynasty that shall lead all of our people into not just this new year but into the next thousand years.”

      Students were beginning to shift their stance as he kept talking.

      Onyx slipped her hand into mine as King Oren, his impatience obvious, stepped forward and held up a hand, signaling the headmaster to stop talking.

      Headmaster Wattyr stuttered to a halt, his gaze flying to the light fae king and queen.

      They stood like perfect statues next to the dark fae royals; their stiff stature belying their soft facial expressions. The light fae were masters at appearing friendly and good while stabbing you in the back. A barely perceptible flicker of the light fae King’s hand calmed Headmaster Wattyr and he stuttered to a halt.

      King Oren, his dark gaze taking in the entire group of students. “Today, we announce the betrothal of my son, Prince Tallon, to the daughter of my esteemed friends King Kreig and Queen Jas, the princess Dayna. My girl,” he turned warmly to her offering his hand, “I’m a delighted to welcome you to my family as the daughter I never had and I look forward to the start of a new dynasty that honors our people and paves the way for peaceful unity among the fae.”

      My stomach sank so far down, I thought I would fall over or puke.

      Onyx’s grip tightened on my hand.

      Prince Tallon was stared into the bonfire, Princess Dayna’s hand elevated in his.

      The king nudged him, startling him back to the moment.

      He nodded to something his father said to him and held out his hand to Angus.

      The dark fae looked reticent, he paused questioningly looking at Tallon.

      My heart clenched in my chest. Would Tallon defy his father? For what? For a stolen kiss with a slave. I already knew the answer, even though my heart didn’t want to admit to it. But it was there in plain sight.

      Tallon motioned his hand insistently to Angus.

      With a slight frown, Angus placed the ring in Tallon’s palm.

      The collective students gasped. Anyone who could see the prince could see the massive gold sparkly in his hand. The diamond was ridiculously huge. Definitely not of this world. It was a golden diamond about an inch in diameter glowing with an internal light.

      Oisin let out a low whistle. “Nice to be King.”

      “That diamond is straight from Tir na nÓg,” Onyx whispered. “That shit should not go on her finger.”

      “Isn’t it the Moonshadow family ring?” Oisin asked.

      “That’s what they’d like you to believe,” Onyx muttered. “The queen, King Oren’s wife used to wear it. But they stole it from the light fae.”

      “Well, I guess they’re giving it back today,” I said, hating how it made me feel nauseous. What was wrong with me? I mean, okay, the guy was hot. But kissing him was a major mistake. He was always going to marry this princess. That was his job. Marry the princess. Rule the fae world. I shook my head.

      “You need to leave?” Onyx asked.

      I realized I was clenching her hand so hard the bones were rubbing against each other. I bit my lower lip, shaking my head. “No. I’m fine.”

      “Mm-hmm,” Onyx murmured. She glanced at Oisin, who was surveying the crowd and didn’t say anything else. Just as well. I was going to have to get used to this.

      

      [THROWING THINGS IN THE FIRE CEREMONY]

      

      Finally, the burning was complete, and the crowd disapersed. The students moved past us, heading back to the academy. I took a deep breath watching the flames lick at the crisp air.

      It was over.

      I was back. My magic was back. I held out a finger towards my chains and zapped them. The damn chains zapped back, shooting the magic sending burning heat up my finger.

      “Ouch,” I murmured shaking my head.

      Stupid fucking chains.

      “I wouldn’t try anything on those,” Oisin said.

      “I know. I know. Royal magic and all that shit,” I said. “It’s just, it’s been so long since I had magic at all.”

      “It’s going to take time to get used to it again, I imagine,” Onyx said. “Take it slow.”

      I smiled at her.

      Charlie glanced at Onyx as he walked by, his arm around Helene, the red fae girl I’d seen him talking to at the dance. That guy was a piece of work.

      Onyx hissed at him and unfurled her wings.

      I stifled a laugh.

      Damn.

      “You pull off the demon-from-Hell thing perfectly,” I said.

      “It’s not supposed to make you laugh.” She glared at me.

      “I know.” I grinned. “Sorry. It’s just, you’re so cute when you’re angry.”

      She rolled her eyes at me.

      Oisin threw his arms around both of us. “Looks like I get you both all to myself,” he grinned down at both of us.

      “That’s just because you can’t get anyone else,” Onyx grinned.

      “Seriously?” Oisin laughed. “I thwarted the light fae plan to overthrow the king.” He brushed some invisible lint off his shoulder. “I’m straight up bad ass.”

      “Listen to it,” Onyx laughed pushing him away. “Did you forget that one destroyed the daeva?” She pointed a single long finger at me.

      “Pft,” Oisin said. “Anyone can smash a daeva back to Tir na NÓg. It takes a special power to unravel a plot for revolution.”

      “Right,” Onyx folded her arms over her chest. “And you figured that out all on your own? Or is that just what you’re telling everyone?”

      I couldn’t stifle the laughter. “Stop it you two. You’re the only friends I have. Can’t have you guys fighting. Besides, the last thing in the world I need is more notoriety. Oisin can so take the credit for thwarting the—.”

      My words caught in my throat.

      Mae was there. Like right there. Like she wanted to talk to me. I stared dumbfounded at her.

      My sister.

      She stood awkwardly in front of me, her fingers tugging at the long draping sleeves of her dress.

      I glanced around, but Dayna had already left with the other royals.

      “When are those being removed?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Possibly never?” I laughed uncomfortably shrugging my shoulders.

      “Good,” she said.

      “What the fuck?” I asked.

      “Well,” she said, her face lighting in a gentle smile, “If you’ve got those chains on…you won’t be running off now, will you?”

      I smiled back. “No, Mae. No, I won’t.”

      Tears glistened in her eyes. “I’m so, so happy about that.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Onyx groaned. “Would you two just hug it out?”

      Mae’s laugh sounded a bit like a sob as she lurched towards me, grabbing me in her arms and hugging me tight.

      My body filled with light and warmth, melting my rigidity.

      “I missed you, little sis,” Mae whispered in my ear, her breath warm against my hair.

      I had completely forgotten what it was like to be around family. My breath choked in my throat as I wrapped my arms around her tight.

      “Don’t ever leave me again,” she said. “I don’t care what you have done. You’re my sister and I will always, always, always love you.”

      The truth burned in my throat, but I knew I couldn’t tell her Bruta was alive. I needed to simply be in this moment. This second. I was reunited, finally, with my family. “I love you, too,” I murmured.

      She pushed me out at arm’s length, her brown eyes piercing into mine. “Just promise me you won’t leave me again. No matter what.”

      I laughed. “I won’t leave you again,” I smiled, gripping her fingers tight in mine, the black chains pressing cold against my wrists. It didn’t matter what happened at this stage, I was here for the long haul.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      My eyes snapped open in the dark room, a hand pressed hard against my mouth. What the actual fuck?

      “Don’t make a sound,” a woman’s voice whispered close to my ear.

      I strained against her, but she was straddling me just beneath the hips. I had no leverage. Her full body weight pressed me down. A sharp prick in my neck told me there was a blade pressed against it.

      For fuck’s sake. What good was it being in the keep if people could just enter my room?

      Or was it Dayna?

      The woman moved her head in front of me so I could see her. Holy crap. I strained my eyes, trying to make sure I was seeing this right.

      “Eyla?” The word was a muffled sound that didn’t escape her hand.

      “You have to not scream,” she said. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      I calculated quickly. If she had wanted me dead, I would already be dead. But her parents were locked up two days ago thanks to me. The previous day had been New Year’s Day. Tallon had ignored me, all caught up in his new engagement and the festivities around the announcement. The academy had been closed all day, so I’d just hung out with Oisin and Onyx, quietly sulked, watching reruns of Breaking Bad.

      “You won’t scream if I lift my hand?” she asked.

      I shook my head.

      Eyla looked confused. “Wait. Does that mean no you won’t scream? Or, no you won’t do as I’m asking?” Eyla asked me.

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Will you scream?” Eyla asked.

      I shook my head again. I might kick her ass, but I wasn’t going to scream.

      “Are you going to attack me?” she asked.

      Shit. No. I sighed and gave a swift head shake. Fine. I wouldn’t.

      Her grip lessened on my mouth.

      “Everyone thinks you’re dead.” My words were still muffled, but she heard me.

      “I need your help.”

      “You have really poor judgement.” I frowned. “I just had your parents locked up in one of the prisons they used to be wardens of. I should be the last person you are coming to for help.”

      “They’re innocent.”

      “They didn’t look very innocent breaking into the academy and trying to steal the Sword of Athyrius,” I said. “Can you get off me? I’m not going anywhere. You may not have heard the latest, but I’m the prince’s slave.” I held up my wrists and dangled my chains in front of her.

      “Crazy, right?” Eyla asked, swinging a leg off me. “That law hasn’t been invoked in like hundreds of years. Not since King Oren saved that light fae from execution.”

      I had no idea what she was talking about. “That light fae?”

      “You didn’t study your history?” she asked with a smile.

      “I must have missed that class with the other three years of Academy I missed,” I muttered.

      “Well, it’s super rare,” Eyla shrugged. “No idea what the prince sees in you.”

      “Thanks.” I raised an eyebrow at her. “Did you just break in to tell me I’m crap?”

      “No. Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Forget it.” I waved her to just be quiet. “Why don’t you tell me what you need, so I can tell you no and go back to bed?”

      “My parents are innocent,” she said.

      “Right. I found them trying to steal the sword, Eyla.” I almost felt bad for her. Must be rough knowing your parents were in prison. “There’s no way they’re innocent.”

      “Okay,” she said. “I get they were trying to steal the sword.”

      “Breaking and entering, damage of crown property, endangering student lives by releasing a daeva onto school grounds. Eyla, there are a lot of valid charges against them,” I pointed out.

      “Right, I know, I know,” she responded. “I don’t mean they didn’t do them. I mean they didn’t do them on purpose. No. I mean they had to do them.”

      I squinted at her. “Had to?”

      “My brother was taken,” she said. “The kidnappers gave them the assignment to deliver them the Sword of Athyrius and they would release my brother.”

      “You’re shitting me,” I said. “How old is your brother?”

      “Twelve,” she frowned. “But he’s okay. I just went and got him out.”

      “Got him out of where?” I asked.

      “He was being held in the Arena,” she said.

      I couldn’t stop the gasp that erupted from me. “The Arena? A twelve-year-old boy?” The Arena was a massive fighting ring in Los Angeles where the dark fae royal court sat. Slaves could fight there for their freedom if their master permitted it. Some slaves were required to fight in there so their masters could bet on them. While the practice of slavery had hugely diminished in Fantom, some fae chose to become Laoch or at least Trodaithe who aspired to reach warrior status. The prize purses were decent for either the Máistir or the Individual. There was no way a kid could be in that environment.

      “He wasn’t made to fight,” Eyla said. “And I got him out.”

      “Is that where you’ve been?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “Damn.”

      “I just made it back,” she said. “And you have to help me prove my parents’ innocence.”

      “What makes you think I can help?” I asked.

      “Well, it’s about the sword, right? Whoever did this wanted the sword and you are the one who can find the sword. So, if we find the sword, we’ll find the fae responsible for kidnapping my brother, blackmailing my parents, and who is trying to really start the hoarfrost and rebel against King Oren,” Eyla explained.

      “Ok,” I said, “But what does that have to do with me?”

      “Well, you can find the sword,” Eyla said with a shrug. “It belongs to you. You are the heir to Laerd Rooker.”

      “That’s impossible,” I said with a laugh.

      “It’s why I attacked you,” Eyla explained. “We did the lineages and figured out it would be drawn to you. So, I was sent to flush you out. And then when you did combat around it, it gave you back your magic powers.”

      I shrugged. “That doesn’t prove anything.”

      “It proves everything. Your magic could only come back through your family’s talisman.”

      “My family’s talisman is the Fire of Edana,” I said.

      She shook her head. “Look, do you want to find out the truth or not?”

      I frowned. Okay, what if I didn’t know everything? The sword definitely gave me back my magic. But could I really trust this light fae woman whose parents I’d just had incarcerated? Probably not. Still, there was something about Eyla that made me want to agree to this. I felt for her. She had one sibling and her parents were gone. “Why should I help?” I asked a little harsher than I had intended.

      Eyla startled, a bit taken aback by my tone, but after a moment’s pause, she explained. “Well, first, you had the wrong people locked up. So, you need to take responsibility for that and make it right.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Next.”

      “Second,” Eyla continued, “the people who want to destroy the earth as we know it are still out there and they may or may not have access to the king and the sword, now that it’s been rediscovered.”

      I frowned. That was a frightening thought. The ease of the last twenty-four hours disappeared. What if the conspirators were actually closer to the sword now?

      “And third,” Eyla said, “as the heir to Laerd Rooker…whoever wants the sword will need to control you to gain control of the sword.” Her gaze landed on my wrists where the black chains rested.

      Fuck. I was already under complete control.

      “Or kill you.” She finished with a flourish.

      I still wasn’t safe. “How can I trust you?” I asked, piercing Eyla with a stony stare.

      “I haven’t killed you yet.” Eyla shrugged with a smile. “There is that.”

      “Same.” I folded my arms against my chest and glared at her.

      “Look, I wasn’t trying to kill you before,” Eyla said. “We was just trying to get you out of hiding. We knew you’d be drawn to the sword, so we wanted you to bring us to it.”

      “You were always going to leave the scene, weren’t you?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” Eyla said. “It was the best shot I had to go and save my brother. I wanted Fantom to think I was dead.”

      “Even your parents?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Especially my parents. They still think I’m dead.”

      “Harsh,” I murmured, suddenly realizing the sense of loss and sadness her parents were operating under. “Do you have any leads?”

      “There is a light fae assassin who escaped the northern prison. She had a tattoo of the sword on her arm and used to ramble about the hoarfrost and we were all going to survive, but everyone else would die. She was considered super dangerous, so they called your parents to capture her.”

      “Their last assignment,” I murmured.

      “Yeah,” Eyla said. “After your parents died, the hunt for [light fae] was suspended.”

      “I begged them to let me go after her. No one would let me go,” I said.

      “Not going to happen.” Onyx pushed herself off the door jam.

      “What the fuck?” I asked. “Is this Grand Central Station?”

      “I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by,” Onyx shrugged.

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. Reapers had some weird ass powers.

      “Look, Eyla.” Onyx moved into the room. “Gaia just got full permission to finish off her final year and graduate as an assassin, she isn’t leaving Crown Academy.”

      “You’re hanging with a reaper?” Eyla asked, looking Onyx up and down.

      “Yes,” I said. “Yes I am. Got a problem with that?”

      Eyla shook her head. “She doesn’t have to leave the campus,” she explained to Onyx. “She can stay here next quarter and use the records to research her parents’ last case. If we need to use mirror magic to get off campus for a bit, well there is no one better in all Fantom than me.”

      She definitely had a point there. My mind was already racing. My parents’ last case. There’s no way I can say no to that and if it led to the people who were actually trying to start the hoarfrost, even better.

      “I’m in,” I said, reaching my hand out to Eyla’s and clasping wrists with her. There was no way I was going to miss this opportunity. No way at all.

      

      
        
        THE END
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      Emeline has lived for hundreds of years and has finally found some quiet solitude to endure her eternity. The only companion she’s had is a cat that recently found her and comes and goes as he pleases. She tells herself she’s fine with it, but when her powers tell her someone has crossed her boundaries and entered her forest, she knows she must do something about it. No one can know she’s here, but more important than that, she can’t let herself want to know another human ever again. Only heart break can come from that.

      Liam doesn’t know why he feels the urge to return, life after life, to the same place he keeps dying with the hope that he can finally find answers. All he knows is he was cursed with endless deaths by a witch who was responsible for the death of his beloved wife centuries ago. If he can only make it to see the woman who haunts his dreams, he might finally discover a way to break the curse.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeline stepped outside her front door and breathed in the cold October air. She opened her senses to feel what was out there. The animals all went about their normal routines and the trees were still. As far as she could tell, only the woodsmoke from her own fireplace indicated there was a human in these deserted woods. That was just as she liked it. She stepped off the front porch and took a few hesitant steps to the right. The pond in the secluded clearing to the east held a pull for her. She’d almost drowned in it ages ago but had fought to remain alive.

      At times like this, she wasn’t sure it had been worth it.

      With the strength she constantly had to exercise within her soul to fight the longing to go back to the icy depths, she turned to the left. A storm was coming, and she needed to finish preparing for the long winter ahead.

      She walked deeper into the forest where she could gather her herbs and a few of the rarer plants that would be needed for her healing salves and concoctions that helped her maintain at least a little bit of humanity. A long-haired, smoky-gray cat followed behind, acting more like a dog than a cat. Emeline wasn’t even sure if it was male or female since it never stayed still long enough for her to check, but she’d decided to refer to it as male. She’d refused to name it, not wanting to feel the connection to him in case he ended up dying and leaving her just like everything always did.

      Cat was all she could bring herself to call the creature.

      The cat seemed to be fine with that. Most times, he just lay, sprawled out by her fireplace. He never required her to feed or water him. Cat took care of all of that on his own. Emeline didn’t want to admit it, but she was happy the cat had found her.

      Emeline pulled her threadbare shawl around her shoulders a little closer to her neck when the cool autumn breeze picked up. She listened to the wind, picking out the whispers it might say, but she heard nothing unexpected.

      Her forest was still her own.

      Emiline lifted the hem of her skirt as she stepped over the small stone circle she’d erected around her cabin. It wasn’t really a fence, but it did deter some creatures. The charm she’d placed on it also alerted her when something approached it. Not that many things did in the secluded forest. Cat was the only thing besides small rodents that regularly crossed it. Thankfully Cat took care of the mice that tried to make a home in her storage room.

      As she put her foot down on the other side of her rock wall, before dropping the hem of her skirt, Emeline looked at the fabric. It was about time to make a new one. The sheep she had penned up not far from her stone cabin had produced ample wool that she had spun into yarn last winter, and more wool she could do this winter. She would weave it into a heavy fabric during the coming cold winter months.

      There was an easier way, but she would never make that mistake again. Moving down into the valley where time continued to march on only reminded her of everything she’d lost and everything that had changed while she remained the same.

      No, it was best for her to remain here, away from everyone and everything. Here, no one could hurt her ever again.
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        * * *

      

      Liam parked the car at the base of the mountain near the hiking trail. He hadn’t been there before. At least not this time around, though the place was as familiar to him as if he’d hiked this trail yearly. He reached into the back seat and grabbed his hiking backpack and the waterproof jacket with a nice wool lining on the inside. It would get colder the higher he climbed and the deeper he went into the forest.

      Liam unzipped his backpack’s front pocket to be sure his important gear was there. No one in their right mind would begin a hiking trip just as fall was transitioning into winter, but Liam had never really been in his right mind. He had a small, but sturdy tent, and a lightweight, but warm sleeping bag. With his waterproof fire starters and lighters, his water filtration straws, and the protein packs and ready to eat meal pouches, he could last a while. Hopefully it would hold him over long enough that he could get the answers he sought.

      He locked the car, wondering if he would make it back to it. If he didn’t, someone would find the car and have it towed to town. They might find his body. He wasn’t sure what happened to his body every time he died.

      Hopefully his foster mother wouldn’t be too upset when she received the bad news.

      Liam shook himself, trying to be as positive as possible. Just because every other attempt had ended badly didn’t mean this one would as well.

      He could always hope the woman in his dreams would remember him this time.

      As he walked the trail with bits of sunlight streaming through the dense trees, he tried to remember the pathway from his dreams and shattered memories. The further he got into the forest, the more he wondered if he should have just stayed in the psych ward. At least this time, they had tried to cure him with medication and counseling instead of shock therapy or a lobotomy.

      No one ever believed him, and after years of working with a psychiatrist, a part of him wondered if he really was delusional, or schizophrenic. His biggest mistake this time around had been telling his foster mother he could remember all his past lives. She’d gotten him counseling as soon as possible. Therapy after therapy was attempted, but the more things they tried, the more memories came back. Eventually, he’d been admitted to the psych ward.

      Liam had tried fighting it for a long time, but eventually began to realize they would never let him out if he kept insisting it was all true. He had agreed to take the medication, even though it made him sick and drained him of most every emotion.

      Eleven months ago, he had been released from the psych ward to his foster mother’s care. Of course, she wasn’t really his foster mother anymore. He had aged out of the system years ago. But she was a kind woman and had insisted she would be someone he could come to when he needed help.

      Once she was sure he seemed normal enough and that he would continue to take his medication, she had helped him get an apartment and a job. Things had been going great, and he’d found he enjoyed his job and felt a bit of hope for his future. Then he’d woken from a dream a week ago with a vivid image of this trail and a sense of urgency.

      Her face came to his mind again. He could remember so much about this woman in his dream. But not her name. For some reason it was gone. Maybe buried beneath all the hypnosis and medication, and therapy sessions.

      She was out there somewhere. He had to find her. This time he would make it to her before he was killed again. There had to be some way to break what he was sure was a curse and he would find it. Some attempts only ended in death without finding her. Other times, he’d gotten so close. He’d found her nearly a dozen or so times already, that he could remember. She had never remembered him. Once he had found her and was less than twenty yards away before he’d been ripped apart.

      Out of all the memories he had, he wished he could forget that bear. Some memories came and went. There were too many lifetimes of things he’d done. All of his childhoods blended together, but each time around, when he reached the age of sixteen, he started having nightmares about it all.

      Liam closed his eyes. He didn’t want to think about his past. Any of his pasts. He could remember a few of the ways he had died. None of them were pleasant. Most involved extreme pain. The first one was the most painful, lasting hours as he absorbed all the vileness from the woman who’d cursed him.

      Liam pressed his palms against his eyes, trying to push the memories and flashes of images out of his sight. Instead, Liam watched again with horror as his past self stood frozen with a knife pressed against his throat. In front of him, half the community stood at the edge of the water witnessing his wife’s murder. He’d screamed with rage as her body had been lowered into the icy pond to prove her innocence.

      The horrid magistrates knew full well that if she was innocent, she would drown. If she’d managed not to drown, she would’ve been guilty in their eyes, and they would have burned her at the stake.

      Of course, the truly evil witch had gotten away while Liam’s wife had been murdered by the courts.

      When Liam had gone after the woman who had accused his love of being a witch, she had tried to seduce him, telling him they could now be together with her gone. Mary had done everything she could to convince Liam she was acting in his best interest. That she had saved him from a horrible wife and that she was so much better for him.

      Liam’s rage had burst from him in a way he hadn’t expected. Memories of meeting out justice on Mary for her betrayal of his wife flooded his mind.

      As Liam stood in the forest, looking at the trail he knew would take him back to that same pond where he’d lost his wife, his fists tingled in the same way they had when he’d wrapped his hands around Mary’s neck. He had squeezed until there was no more breath in the evil woman. When he released his hold on her, he feared retribution from the magistrates when they discovered the murder he’d committed. Before he could even move away from her, Mary’s eyes had gone black, and she sat up and reached for him. That sent fresh terror through him but gave him the fear-induced strength to keep going as he lunged for the knife he used for skinning the wild game he snared.

      “One death is not enough for you!” he’d shouted as he plunged it into her heart. Instead of dying, Mary had slowly gripped the knife’s handle and pulled it out, covered with black blood. He stared at her in shock that she wasn’t dead and was frozen in place as she thrust the bloody knife into his own chest.

      “So say you,” she’d wheezed out, somehow sounding louder than possible. “Your hatred gives me power. With my immortal blood now flowing in your own veins, I curse you with endless deaths.” Mary’s last words echoed in his skull once again as if she’d just pronounced it on him.

      Liam knew what was coming since he’d relived this death in his memories over and over again. He placed his hand over his heart, wishing he could prevent the remembered pain, but it didn’t help, and he felt the same as when he’d first died.

      All those years ago, Liam had tried to push himself away from the witch. It hadn’t worked and his chest had cracked from within as he fell flat to the floor, dying with agonizing slowness as her blood poisoned him. He couldn’t even turn his head to look away as he stared into Mary’s heartless eyes.

      Before death finally overtook him, Liam felt his body moving. He caught sight of his dead wife, covered in white frost. She knelt to his side, tears filling her eyes and then she’d laid her head on his chest. Hope blossomed inside as he realized at least in death, they could be together.

      The next thing he remembered was learning to walk as a young child in the same village next to the pond where his wife had been put to death. Mary had somehow given him a form of immortality, but he always died before finding his answers.

      Liam stopped for a moment on the trail and looked in the distance toward the east. That pond was somewhere in that direction. He was certain of it. Even without the maps he’d studied online before heading out here, he knew this was where he had to be. Where he had to come looking for his wife. Why he felt drawn to this location life after life was beyond him. Perhaps it was all part of that curse Mary had placed on him.

      No matter how hard he tried to fight it, he still found himself marching toward where his life had ended the first time. If he was lucky, perhaps this time his death could be the last.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeline kept her eye out for any kind of plants that might be important to harvest before the winter frost wiped them out. She’d already gathered most of what she needed, but it was good to be prepared. She wouldn’t have long before the harsh winter weather overtook the area. She bent down and took a small cutting of a root. She only needed a part of it. Most of the power from this plant was kept within the seed, but she did need a touch of the root in order to make her salve the strongest it could be.

      She tucked it into a fold of her handkerchief. There was only one more plant on her mental list, and she was almost certain she knew where a patch of it had been growing. Of course, she could have found it easily by the pond, but she hated going there. She could feel the wrongness of that place deep in her bones and avoided it as much as possible.

      It would take a half hour longer to get to the other place and back, but that was still better than going to the pond. When she reached the place she had expected to see the needed plant, it was gone. The wretched critters of the forest had eaten it all.

      If she wanted this root, her only option was to go to the pond.

      Emeline contemplated the entire way back to her small cabin about what she wanted to do. She could always add to her stores some of the other herbs and plants as well and they were all easily found growing around the edge of the water. After all, she did have the entire winter to get through.

      Knowing it would be best to just get it over with, Emeline put the few things she had gathered on her small wooden table to dry. She would take care of them properly when she returned, but if she didn’t hurry, the storm she felt coming would overtake her and she’d miss the opportunity to gather what she needed.

      Emiline took a slow and steadying breath, then headed down the unused path. A brief smile crossed her lips when Cat got up to follow her. At least she would have some company as she returned to the place she knew deep down had been the end of her happiness.

      She had blocked all the painful memories some time ago. Unfortunately, her spell had unexpected side effects. She could no longer remember exactly what had taken place. She just felt the pain and emptiness and remorse without the reason behind it.

      Emeline had long ago given up trying to find a way to reverse the spell and regain her memories. There was no one to talk to about it either. She was the last of her kind as far as she knew. Alone in every way possible.

      Part of her knew that was how she had wanted it. If only she could make the other part of her mind and emotions follow blindly. Keeping her senses open and more alert than she usually did, Emeline worked her way toward the pond. Her mental stock of all her herbs, spices, and the food in her root cellar allowed her to keep her mind occupied enough as she walked that she didn’t focus too much on the concern she felt approaching the pond.

      None of the smaller animals seemed to mind her walking down the path. They skittered and scurried around as they did their final preparations for their own winter hibernation. She couldn’t fault them too much for taking her roots from elsewhere. They felt the same need to survive that she did.

      As she got closer and closer to the pond area, the smells were the first things to trigger the memories she had lost.

      The expected anguish surfaced, and she pushed it away since nothing was tied to the anguish. She’d been a fool to think she could use her magic to solve her problems. It had been always understood among those of her kind; magic had to be given to another. She walked deeper and deeper into the thick trees that hid the pond from view. This was the price she paid, and if the pain of the memories was bad, at least she didn’t have to relive the memories that could cause it.
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        * * *

      

      Liam was on high alert. His utility knife felt heavy in his pocket, but it wouldn’t be helpful against danger. He had contemplated bringing a rifle with him, but the last time he’d brought a weapon like that, it had done him no good. Instead, this time, he would just try to absorb as much information as possible. With the ability to research things online, he might be able to find out what had happened. To do that, he had to have a little more to his memories than he currently held. If he survived this attempt to find her, he would be able to use the information to research. If he died, then the next time he was reborn and got his memories back, he’d have even more to go on.

      This area had been a settlement around the time of the colonization of America. Even before that when the Puritans had arrived, but there wasn’t a lot of written history. This area was a lot further inland, but he’d learned in school about the Salem witch trials that had taken place in Massachusetts. He could remember even then that it had seemed familiar on a personal level. When he’d read about it again in the last few weeks after his strong urges to come up the mountain, it had struck him with incredible force. There had been at least one trial here. His memories proved it.

      He’d only been able to find hints in some of the books that there had been some hardship experienced by the early settlers around here. Someone had heard news of the witch trials in the nearby town and then one thing led to another, and folks there started to talk about the what ifs. What if there was a witch that was causing issues with the harvest? What if a witch was the one to make the fish stop biting? What if a witch had made the poor little boys sick? Was it a witch that had cursed the cow and caused her to give less milk?

      In his now enlightened mind, he could see how ridiculous it all sounded. But he could remember parts of his memories in the early years after his first death by Mary. Back then everyone had believed the gossip and speculation. If the storyteller was persuasive enough, folks would believe anything.

      Though he hated reliving those memories of Mary’s curse against him, he had searched his thoughts for any proof Mary had cursed simple things like crops, fishing, or cattle. No, those were just normal and natural ebbs and flows of nature. But Mary had still used them to her advantage as she’d spoken lies and started rumors, somehow convincing people that Liam’s wife was a witch.

      Liam’s gaze darted from place to place, searching the hidden undergrowth for any signs of danger. He listened to the birds chirping on occasion in the trees. At least that meant they didn’t mind his presence there. It also meant there weren’t any dangerous predators that would worry the birds. Hopefully that would keep him out of harm’s way for now.

      He wondered if maybe he should get his small ax out of his backpack. It might be helpful as a weapon. No, if he was meant to die again, it would happen, no matter what he did to avoid it. He adjusted his pack and continued walking directly toward the pond. Being terrified of what might happen would only prevent him from finding out what it was all about. Liam was more concerned about never finding the truth than he was about dying.

      Dying was easy. It was the unanswered questions and broken memories that were difficult.
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      Emiline stepped out from behind one of the larger trees and took her first look at the dreaded pond while keeping one hand on the tree, as if it could give her support. The water didn’t look dangerous or anything, but she still hated what it represented.

      The unknown.

      The fear.

      White hot anger.

      Trying not to let the past or the lack of true memories cloud her judgment, she studied the pond for a while, not wanting to step out of the safety of the trees.

      Not even a small breeze disturbed the surface of the water. A few birds that hadn’t flown south for the winter flitted around. Out toward the center of the pond, a small fish jumped, and the ripple worked its way to the shore.

      Emeline stared at the water’s surface, and the suffocating pressure she’d felt there before now threatened to overwhelm her. It wasn’t exactly like drowning, but it was definitely a sense of finality. She could remember nothing about the actual event, or why she thought she might have almost died there. That she had taken from her mind. If only the pain could have been removed as well.

      She nearly turned around to run back to the cabin, but the cat rubbed against her leg, then walked out into the clearing next to the pond and took a drink from the edge. The complete ease and comfort of the animal helped calm her worries, and Emeline just watched the creature for a moment.

      Cat started to stalk an insect that flitted from plant to plant, and Emeline smiled. Whether the cat had broken her transfixed state, or if she’d realized there really wasn’t anything to be frightened of, Emeline took a few of her own steps toward the water.

      Instead of approaching it outright, she did look around the edge to see if her much needed plants and roots were there.

      She could spot a few of the obvious plants, but with some of them having gone to seed, or beginning to wither away in the cold nights that neared freezing levels, it would take some serious searching to find the rest of what she needed.

      Emeline put the basket she’d brought with her on the ground near the bush that was protecting some of the small and delicate seed pods of one of her needed herbs. She could start working on these plants and slowly make her way over to the water’s edge after she got used to being here.

      The quiet sounds of nature helped soothe her troubled mind and she soon found herself lost in the work. Maybe being at the pond wouldn’t be as traumatic as she’d feared.

      The sun on her back helped ease some of the aches she’d felt. When winter finally did overtake the mountains, she would miss the warmth from the sun the most. Of all the seasons, spring and summer were the easiest for her. She was able to replenish her life force more easily, just by being out in nature. Fall and winter were easy enough to survive as long as she prepared well. And she’d been doing it for so long, she knew exactly how much food and supplies she would need to last until spring again. She wasn’t worried about it. Her cabin was well made and nicely weatherproof. Not even the harshest winds could come through the cracks anymore. She also had enough firewood to last the entire winter. Her food stores were well stocked and with the gathering of these last plants, she could make her salves, balms, and tinctures that would stave off any illness. Yes, she would be fine.

      The only thing she lacked was company, but Cat might do fine for that.

      Emeline paused and rested her bottom on the back of her feet as she remained kneeling in front of the plants. Her sudden desire for company was odd. She’d never wanted anything like that. At least not for ages.

      Cat should have just stayed away. She couldn’t afford to develop feelings or any sort of interest in him or his wellbeing.

      Unable to help herself, Emeline looked to one side, then the other to see if Cat was still close by.

      She could see no sign of Cat, but even more worrisome than that was the sudden lack of any kind of bird or insect sounds.

      It should have been impossible given how many wardings she’d set up. But something, or someone was in the woods nearby. Emeline touched the tree nearest her and opened her senses to the world around her.

      “Stop the threat,” she intoned, imbuing her words with power.
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        * * *

      

      Liam felt a tingle of anticipation as he got nearer and nearer to the pond. He hadn’t made it this far before. He watched the underbrush and the shadowy places between the trees for any signs of large or dangerous animals.

      Wolves or mountain lions weren’t common in this area, but the National Park service website had indicated bears had been spotted off and on through the years.

      Liam checked his coat pocket to make sure the utility knife and the bear spray was still there. Though an angry five-hundred-pound grizzly wouldn’t be stopped completely by pepper spray.

      He wasn’t a religious man, but Liam sent out a prayer to whatever kind of higher power might be listening. If he could just make it a little farther this time. He needed to get answers to the questions he had. He wanted a chance to talk to the woman instead of only seeing her from a distance.

      Liam was certain that if he managed to talk to her, things would fall into place, and he’d know a lot more just by speaking with her for a few moments than from all the flashbacks of those previous lives’ memories.

      It had to work this time. It just had to. Liam wasn’t sure how many more times he could go through this whole process only to wind up dead right before he got the answers he needed. He could smell the water in the air, though he couldn’t see the pond quite yet. Liam slowed his breathing, hoping to calm his heart rate. If he died of a heart attack as he panicked at what he might find, he’d be really miffed. Though it would hurt less than some of the other ways he might go.

      He waited for a moment, listening to the sounds around him. No sign of any large or dangerous animals. There also wasn’t much by way of water sounds since from what he could remember, the small stream that fed the pond was on the other side.

      The insects and birds had quieted down, and he hoped they would soon grow accustomed to his presence and start their normal chatter again.

      Liam took a few more steps and kept searching.

      He had always been stopped before he could reach the water, and his pulse quickened again. Whatever reason he had to find her was related to this pond and his arrival at a certain time of year. He wasn’t sure if it was always the same day each time, or if it was just in the fall toward late October. Things like exact dates hadn’t really stayed in his scattered memories.

      Either way, he was here to find her. He took another slow and steadying breath. Perhaps, if he remained super calm and extra slow, he’d be able to get past the creatures that roamed the mountain.

      He looked around again. Still no sign of a bear, mountain lion, or wolf. Not even a large deer or elk or moose or anything. Even the birds and insects had gone still.

      Maybe he wouldn’t experience death by animal. Unfortunately, that might mean it could come from the woman herself. It had happened before in one of his earlier rebirths.

      He sent another prayer to any higher power out there close enough to hear him.

      “Let me just talk to her. Let me find some answers and get closure.” It wouldn’t do him any good to pray for deliverance from death. Everyone died. He just happened to do it more often than anyone else.

      Liam took a few more steps toward the pond, moving some branches of a tree before getting to where he could see sections of water through the leaves remaining on the bushes close by the pond. He didn’t want to step through and be there at the water’s edge. Yet he knew he had to. That same urge he’d felt a week or so ago to just drop everything about his life and head up here was pushing him again.

      His pack was too heavy and bulky to get through the trees right there, so he took it off and propped it against the log. He’d get it after he studied the pond. If he didn’t die first, at least. If he did die, he wouldn’t need his pack anyway. Liam put his hand out to move the leaves and branches of the bushes, then let his feet move him forward.

      As he stepped onto the pebbly beach of the small pond, he sighed in relief. He’d made it this far. That was good news. A quick scan of the open area didn’t reveal anything dangerous looking. To his left, about thirty feet away, a large dark gray cat seemed to be stalking some kind of insect. The cat pounced, then looked down at its paws only to find they were empty.

      Liam chuckled at the way the cat looked so disappointed. “I feel the same way, buddy. Each time I try to catch what I’m looking for, it just slips away like smoke.”

      The cat looked up as if surprised to see him there. Instead of skittering away in fear like Liam expected, the cat slowly began to approach until it was finally close enough to rub himself against Liam’s leg. The pleasant purr helped ease Liam’s concerns. Not that he’d expected the cat to suddenly jump up and attack him, but Liam had been so worried about the potential dangers, that until he realized he was currently safe, he hadn’t been able to relax yet.

      He watched the cat for a few minutes, thinking it looked well taken care of for a wild critter up here in the wilderness. The sound of crunching pebbles made Liam look up.

      The woman from his dreams or memories stood there in front of him, only ten feet away. She took a step backward as if surprised to see him, and impulsively, Liam stepped forward.

      “It’s you,” he whispered.

      A flash of pain seared through his ankle and when he looked down, Liam cursed at the sight of a snake slithering into the bushes. He wasn’t sure what kind of serpent had struck him, but as the pain spread through his entire leg, Liam knew without a doubt, it was venomous.
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      Emeline stared at the handsome man in front of her. She hadn’t seen another human for more than a quarter of a century. Not since she’d gone down to the small town at the base of the mountain and had been reminded of how horrible humanity could be to each other. After the last time someone had come near her sanctuary and had been quickly taken care of by a grizzly, she’d been curious to know how life had changed in decades she’d been secluded up here.

      It had only taken her a few days to decide she was better off alone as she’d always been. She’d only taken some time to gather up a few supplies that she couldn’t create on her own before returning to her cabin. She had placed even more wards to prevent people from wandering the mountains. Apparently, over time her spells had lost their potency. It would be time to refresh the magic. Now, as she looked at this man who had suddenly appeared in front of her, she felt as if she knew him. But that was impossible.

      “It’s you,” he said.

      She took a step back. How could he know her? No one in the town should have known she lived up here. She’d been extremely careful not to reveal anything about herself when she’d gone down there years ago. Besides, he was too young to have seen her then.

      When he made a move to come after her, he suddenly stopped then cried out in pain. As he looked down at his feet, Emeline looked as well.

      The snake was huge, the largest she had ever seen. Something that size could provide a lethal dose of venom. She had not specifically sent the snake, but it had done exactly what she had requested the wild creatures of the area to do. Stop the threat. The man would not survive the bite, and that eased her mind. Her presence and solitude here would remain a secret for a while longer.

      That thought lasted only a fraction of a second before she knew she had to save this man. Something about him just called out for her to help so she moved forward, searching her mind for a way to counteract the venom.

      The man tried to move away from the snake, but as he yanked back his leg, he stepped on Cat and fell backward, hitting his head on a rock with a sickening thwack.

      Cat jumped up onto the man’s chest and hissed as he glared at his face. Cat’s head cocked to the side and Emeline could just picture him taking a swipe at the poor man.

      “Get off him,” Emeline muttered as she rushed over to the man to check his head and breathing. He was still alive, but she wasn’t sure for how long. Cat still hadn’t moved so Emeline pushed at him to move him away from the man’s chest so she could feel for his heartbeat. “He didn’t mean to step on you. It’s your own fault for being under his feet, especially with a snake around. I’m surprised you hadn’t noticed the snake and hid yourself. You’re not clever enough to take on a snake like that, no matter how much you like hunting things.”

      Cat turned his head to look at her for a moment, then hopped off and padded away into the underbrush. Once Emeline was sure his heart was still beating and his breathing was mostly regular, she looked at his leg. Blood had seeped through the strange fabric that his trousers were made of. She pushed the fabric up to get a better view of the bite marks, and then shook her head at the strange footwear. His boots had odd lacings and weren’t any higher than just above his ankle. If he’d been wearing longer boots, the snake likely wouldn’t have gotten him.

      Emeline immediately went to work, checking the bite and trying to determine the best course of action. She could use her magic on him, but she couldn’t do enough to completely heal him. She’d have to use a combination of both her magic and her salves and potions.

      She pulled out her knife from her belt at her waist and cut across the bite marks. She sucked out the venom that was still near the surface. That would slow things down a little, but there was enough venom already coursing through his veins that she’d need to neutralize it with her crystals.

      She rummaged through her belt pouch and found the smooth amber that was good for purifying and placed it directly in the center of the gash she’d made.

      She closed her eyes, and pulled from the surrounding area any source of life force she could easily take from. The few shrubs and tufts of grass that were still green soon began to turn brown as Emeline felt the power flowing into her. She then transferred that into the man in front of her by placing one hand on his chest to funnel it directly into his heart in order to strengthen his blood as it spread throughout the body. The other hand was over the snake bite, and she pulled the venom out until she felt it was mostly all gone.

      Any venom that had found its way into the main tissues of his body would have to be fought off by the man’s own defenses. She’d done what she could. The venom would not immediately kill him now. Depending on how strong he was to begin with, he may survive, as long as the head injury wasn’t bad. Until he woke up, it would be impossible to tell.

      She ripped off a section of her shawl, it was threadbare anyway, and used it to wrap around his wound to stop the bleeding. Once she got him to her place, she’d have to sew up his leg. That cut she’d made would not heal on its own.

      Emeline stood up and looked down at him. He was almost twice as large as she was and would be nearly impossible to carry back to her cottage even if she tried to use her strengthening spells.

      She would have to make a litter and drag him back to her place.

      Emeline lifted her head and smelled the air. It was changing. A storm would be here within the next twenty-four hours. She’d better get to work.
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        * * *

      

      Liam burned and wondered if this would be the thing that killed him this time. When his mind wrapped around that thought, he wondered why he was on fire. The last thing he remembered was standing by the pond. He hadn’t fallen in and drowned. He was mostly certain of that.

      As he woke a little more, he remembered the snake and suddenly felt pain deep within his leg. It was almost as bad as the throbbing in his head. He slowly raised his hands to his head and gingerly felt around, trying to figure out why his head hurt so bad. There was a bandage wrapped around it, and as he explored, he realized he had a huge lump on the back of his head.

      Liam opened his eyes and tried to sit up, but his head pounded fiercely, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to continue living. He lay back down, trying to let the pain subside enough that he could so assess his situation.

      Why had he not died?

      He opened one eye, hoping it wouldn’t increase the pounding in his head. Once sure that was doable, Liam opened the other eye, but it didn’t help much. The area was dimly lit and his eyes were blurry.

      As his eyes began to focus, he realized he was no longer outside. He was in a cabin of sorts. Dozens of different kinds of plant bundles hung from the rafters. He could smell woodsmoke, as well as comfrey and mint and other earthy scents.

      The only light was from the fireplace, and he felt as if he were alone. But someone had brought him here. There was no way he would have made it to the cabin on his own after that snake bite, let alone whatever he’d done to his head. He shouldn’t have survived it in the first place.

      Liam gritted his teeth against his pounding headache and tried to sit up. It was torture, but he needed to see the damage to the leg. His pants had been cut up the seam all the way to his knee. When he finally made it into a sitting position, he lifted the cloth that was on his leg where he was sure he’d been bit.

      Under the cloth, a pile of wet and smelly leaves or plants of some kind were right over the top of the bite.

      He hesitated a moment, then reached for the leaves to remove them but the front door opened, and a woman shouted. “No!”

      Liam couldn’t see her face since she was silhouetted from the brightness of the newly fallen snow.

      She closed the door and hurried over to him. When his eyes adjusted to the change in light again, he looked at her face, but it was partially hidden by her hair as she looked down at his leg.

      “You mustn’t touch this. It must have time to keep pulling out any remaining poison. And it will help the wound heal so it doesn’t fester. You wouldn’t want to lose your leg, would you?”

      Liam shook his head.

      “Good. Now lay back down and don’t hurt yourself any more than you already have.”

      “Where am I?” Liam asked.

      “In my cabin.”

      “Who are you?”

      She tilted her head to the side to study him for a moment. Eventually, she responded, “My name is Emeline. What’s yours?”

      Liam paused for a moment. His name was right there, on the tip of his tongue, but he was struggling to put it into words. He reached up and touched his head. “I’m not sure. I know it. It’s right there. I must have hit my head extra hard. What happened exactly?”

      “I was walking by the pond, looking for some plants when you came out of the bushes. You stepped on a snake, lost your balance because of Cat, then fell back and hit your head.”

      Liam nodded, then grimaced at the pain that brought. That part seemed familiar. He couldn’t really remember the cat though.

      “You can’t remember your name?” Emeline asked.

      “I think it’s L…  Liam?”

      “What made you come to my mountain, Liam?” Emeline asked.

      “I don’t know,” Liam said. “I don’t remember much of anything.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeline looked at Liam and wished she knew whether she could trust him or not. Why had he said, “It’s you” when he’d first seen her? And did he truly not remember much of anything? Would that be short term, or last forever?

      She could understand the frustration he would go through with the lack of memories. But this was something that might come back once his head healed more. For her, she’d always feel as if something was missing.

      “Do you live here alone?” Liam asked, sounding surprised.

      Emeline nodded. “I enjoy my solitude.” No use going into any more details about it.

      “How do you manage?” Liam asked. “Where do you get your food from?”

      “I grow it or kill it.”

      Liam looked at her for long minutes as if trying to process that.

      “What if you get hurt or sick?”

      “That’s what my plants are for. Besides, I took care of your injuries, I know how to survive on my own.”

      Liam nodded, then reached for his head. “I suppose you do. Thanks for fixing me up. I still don’t know how I survived. I feel like I should have died from that snake bite. I’m glad you were close by to help.” He leaned back against the head of the bed and closed his eyes.

      Emeline just looked at him. She wasn’t sure what she felt about it all. She could have let him die. It would have been mostly painless for him since he was already unconscious. And the cold winter weather would have taken him soon if he’d managed to survive the snake venom.

      She’d lost all connection to humanity years ago, but now that she had spoken to him, she knew she could never let him die. Not just because she wanted to know why he had said, “It’s you.” She wanted some connection to another soul. She needed a reminder of why she kept going through the motions.

      Besides, if he had someone back home that would come looking for him, her life here would be exposed, and she’d have to leave for a while. She’d been forced to go into hiding before, though that had been before she’d managed to set up redirecting spells for people who wandered the mountain. Though why he hadn’t been distracted by it and gone on some other trail was an issue. She’d need to check her spells.

      Once he was healed enough that she could trust he’d make it back down the mountain, she could use one of her forgetting spells on him to erase the memories of his time up here with her. She just needed to know how much time she had to get him on the mend.

      “Do you have family that will come looking for you?” Emeline asked.

      Liam looked up at her, his expression filled with concern, and she hurried to explain. “You’ve been asleep for a full day. A storm came in and there is now a lot of snow. I’m not certain how easy it would be for anyone to search for you until the snow melts.”

      “Where is my coat?” Liam asked. “I have a phone in it.”

      Emeline frowned. She wasn’t sure why he would have a phone in a coat. From what she could remember of her brief trip down there, phones were inside houses. She moved over to the side of the room where she had folded up his coat and placed his boots. She brought it over to him and Liam searched through the pockets. She watched curiously as he pulled on some metal tabs that held the pockets closed. She’d seen a few fascinating things when she’d gone down into the town at the base of the mountain but hadn’t brought anything frivolous back with her. She preferred her simple existence.

      Liam pulled out a small rectangle and started tapping on it. He frowned and held it up higher, looking at it with a strange expression, then brought it down to his lap.

      “No bars.”

      Emeline cocked her head to the side.

      “No signal. You probably knew that, though. And the battery is almost dead.” He looked around the cabin and then frowned. “You don’t have electricity?”

      Emiline shook her head. Everything she’d seen in the town had been so foreign to her and she’d been happy to leave it and live her life as she always had. Besides, for her to have any of those conveniences, she would have had to interact with people, and that was one thing she couldn't bring herself to do. People caused pain.

      She studied Liam for a moment, knowing he would cause her immense pain, yet she still couldn’t bring herself to regret saving his life.
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        * * *

      

      Liam stared at his phone trying to make his head think clearly. He couldn’t call his foster mother to let her know he was all right, so hopefully she wouldn’t worry too much. No one would be looking for him for a while most likely. He’d taken time off work, so he had until the middle of next month before he was due back.

      “How much snow?”

      Emeline shrugged. “So far, at least three feet.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Of course,” Emeline said. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Never mind.” Liam powered off his phone. He would need to save the battery for when he could get to an area where he might pick up a bar or two. “I have been unconscious for how long?”

      “A little more than a full day. It’s nearing dinner time and I found you before noon yesterday.”

      Liam placed his hand on his stomach. “No wonder I’m so hungry.”

      “I tried to feed you a little broth, just to keep you hydrated, but you couldn’t manage to swallow much.”

      “Thank you again.” Liam looked down at his leg. “How did you manage to keep the snake bite from killing me right away?”

      Emeline’s expression changed slightly, as if she was nervous, and Liam wondered what he’d said that caused her to respond that way.

      She took a slow breath. “I have a few remedies and poultices I have perfected over the years to pull out impurities.” She turned away from him and headed over to the fireplace where she had a small black pot sitting on the edge of the hearth, just outside of the main coals. “I suppose you can try eating again,” Emeline said.

      As she lifted the lid off the pot, Liam could smell the wonderful scents of vegetable soup. His mouth watered and his stomach rumbled loud enough that Emiline must have heard it because she laughed as she stood up with a bowl in her hands.

      The simple homeyness of the look set his heart to longing. He wished he could have something so basic and wonderful as a woman to care for him and he couldn’t understand the sudden influx of emotion as she passed him the bowl. When she placed the bowl in his hand, her own hand touched his and he knew she was a special person. Someone he wished he could come to know more.

      There was an intense longing that made no sense for him to have toward a perfect stranger. He hadn’t even been awake long enough for him to feel gratitude for her nursing him back to health. No, this emotion went much deeper and more primal than anything he’d felt before and he wished he knew why he was so drawn to her.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeline sat at the edge of the bed once she’d handed him the bowl. She wasn’t sure how weak he’d be and if he’d need help eating. At least that’s what she told herself. As she studied him, she knew there was more to it than wanting to be helpful.

      She enjoyed his presence. Now that he was awake, she could feel something about him. Before, as he’d laid there unconscious, she had argued with herself on whether she should continue to heal him or just let the venom and head injury take its course.

      Now that he looked at her with those light blue eyes, she knew she’d seen them somewhere before. Or ones just like them. It was impossible for her to have seen this man before. He was only in his mid-to-late twenties, and she had not seen another person for nearly that long.

      There must have been someone in her past that he reminded her of. If only she could remember. But such was the curse of her own magic spell.

      “This is delicious,” Liam said. “I can’t remember ever eating anything this amazing.”

      “It’s just soup.” Emeline studied him again.

      “I don’t know what you put in it, but it’s great. I usually just eat soup from a can. Nothing homemade like this.”

      “Canned soup?” Emeline asked. She bit her bottom lip. She’d have to be careful about what she said in response to his comments. She wanted him to think she just liked living on her own in the mountains, not that she’d been doing it so long she didn’t really understand a lot of what was going on down in the world below her.

      “Yeah,” Liam said. “I can’t cook, so it’s all canned or boxed or takeout for me.”

      Emeline just nodded, and Liam took another few spoonfuls, then put the bowl down, still half full.

      “You don’t have to eat it all right this moment,” Emeline said. “It would probably be better on your stomach if you took it slowly. I can give you more in a while, once you’re sure this settles well.”

      He passed the soup bowl to her, and she was still surprised that the touch of his hand on hers was so fascinating. She shouldn’t be this stunned by his touch. It was completely innocent. Yet it was human, and she had missed the connection a simple touch could provide.

      “Thank you,” Liam said. “I do feel as if I should rest again. Which is crazy since I’ve been sleeping so long.”

      “Healing takes a lot of energy,” Emeline said, then wished she had phrased it differently. “The body has to work extra hard to return things to their proper functioning.”

      “Makes sense,” Liam said, trying to stifle a yawn. “I hope I heal quickly though so I can get out of your way. I didn’t mean to intrude on you. I’m sure you would like to return to normal as soon as possible.”

      “I welcome your presence, actually,” Emeline said, then wondered why it was so true.

      It didn’t take long for Liam to fall asleep. She listened to his breathing and was pleased it sounded stronger than while he’d been sleeping before. Once she was sure he was fully asleep, she placed her hands on his head to feel his temperature as well as to allow some of her own healing energy to flow into him.

      If he could regain his memories, she could find out why he was here and if he was a threat. His surety when seeing her still made her nervous, but there was nothing she could do about it until she knew more. For now, she’d just be sure to keep her guard up and pay close attention to his actions. She wasn’t worried about defending herself if it came to it. She knew enough life-ending curses she could immediately put him down. But she didn’t want it to come to that.
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        * * *

      

      Liam was tired of waking up groggy and confused. It had been a long night, and he hadn’t slept well at all. His head still hurt, but not nearly as bad as it had the last time he’d woken. And this time he wasn’t alone.

      Emeline sat in a small rocking chair near the fire, knitting something. He wasn’t sure how she’d known he was watching her, but she looked over at him the moment his eyes fell on her.

      “Are you hungry again?” she asked.

      “I am.”

      Emeline placed the knitting in a small wooden bowl on the floor at her feet then moved over to the fireplace and grabbed the pot again. For the first time, Liam wondered why she cooked in the fireplace instead of having a wood burning stove or something like that. He knew gas or electricity was out for this area, but a wood burning stove just made more sense than a fireplace.

      The moment she passed him the bowl of soup, he forgot all about the way it was made and just enjoyed the deliciousness and the warmth that filled his mouth and stomach.

      “Go slowly,” Emeline said. “If you finish this, I can give you more, but only if you eat it slowly. I will not tolerate you vomiting on my floor.”

      Liam slowed down and felt as if he’d heard something like that before. He wondered when he’d been chided about eating carefully but couldn’t really remember much about his childhood. That was odd since he could remember his foster mother. Just nothing about growing up or anything more than the last few years as an adult trying to find work and fighting off some kind of mental illness. The more he tried to remember, the harder it was. Though he felt as if the memories were right there, just out of reach and that over time they would return.

      When he finished the soup, he looked at the bowl. As much as he wanted more, he knew he should wait until he had time to digest this and see how his body handled it.

      Emeline took the bowl and must have agreed with his unspoken thought because she cleaned it out in a basin of water then dried it and set it on a shelf.

      There wasn’t much in the cabin. Along the far wall, some shelves had been built directly onto the logs. He could only see one bowl, one plate, one cup, and likely very few utensils since he’d seen at least one spoon. She definitely lived alone. There were a variety of pots and cast-iron looking things. Not quite like a Dutch oven, but similar. The thought of a cauldron came to mind, and he smiled at the idea.

      Emeline sat back down in her chair and picked up her knitting again.

      “What are you making?” Liam asked.

      “A shawl. This one is wearing thin.”

      “You make your own clothes as well?”

      Emeline looked at him and he knew his tone of voice sounded incredulous, and even possibly a little rude. She didn’t respond other than just shrugging and looking back at her work.

      “I mean,” Liam said, hoping to fix his blunder. “That is amazing. You know all these incredible skills from the past and don’t even seem to mind not having the modern conveniences. Where did you learn all this? How long have you been living on your own like this?”

      “I learned from my mother.”

      He waited to see if she’d continue, then realized she wasn’t going to offer any more information. He could understand her reasons, a bit. It was rather intrusive and none of his business on why she lived alone or how long she’d done so. Though given her young age, he knew it wasn’t too long. If she was mid-to-late twenties now, which she very much looked to be, then she could have been here ten years maybe. But even then, she should have been in high school or college, not beginning a life of living in the forest on her own. Where were her parents? Did they approve of her being like this? Or did she have parents anymore?

      Everything he wanted to ask was just too personal and he knew he would have to go about any further questioning carefully if he wanted to learn more. And if he was going to be trapped here until the snow melted enough for him to leave the area and attempt to return to wherever he’d come from, he would have to be sure not to upset her.

      He needed her knowledge to survive up here, and if he wore out his welcome too soon, it would make for a very uncomfortable stay.
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      Emeline could feel him watching her, and it was a strange sensation. Not unpleasant, just odd. She’d only been watched by Cat recently, and that had seemed mostly uninterested. For a moment, Emeline wondered where Cat was, but since he came and went as he chose, she would just wait for him to show up again when he wanted to.

      Liam’s observation of her was so different and she wanted to look over at him to see his expression. Was he curious about the process of her making the shawl, or was he still wondering why she made her own clothing? Hopefully, he would be long gone before she started the process of working the loom to make more of her wool cloth for sewing a skirt or dress. That would just open more questions about why she chose to live like this all alone.

      Emeline had gotten so distracted with thoughts of Liam that she’d missed a loop and had to undo her knitting to fix it. She would have to pay more attention to what she was doing instead of thinking about the man in her bed. She sighed heavily. That thought had brought all kinds of unwelcome thoughts. He was not hers and never would be.

      She was strong enough to live alone. She would send him away when he was healed enough to leave. It should be easy to tuck her heart and emotions inside while he was here and not let him change the way she existed. The loneliness she’d feel once he was gone would be easier to handle than the pain and sorrow of growing to like him then losing him as time passed and he grew old. His being here would be a good reminder on why she didn’t interact with other humans.

      She would use the time he was here to find out more about how things were in the modern world. Though it wasn’t likely, given how terrible it had seemed when she’d gone there before, maybe it had improved. It might be time again to go explore what other ways of living would be like. If humans down there were still as angry and spiteful and judgmental as she’d experienced before, she could always return here to her mountain if she wished. The wards and charms that sent others on their way could be renewed.

      She wanted to ask him if he had felt anything as he passed certain areas, but that might raise suspicions. She still couldn’t understand why he hadn’t been turned away by them. After the last traveler had wandered into her area, she’d created more of them and refreshed them yearly. Even if he had managed to get past one of them, he should have been turned back by the other ones.

      Emeline looked at him once again. He seemed so different than what she’d expected any stranger that might have wandered into her forest to be like. He seemed nice, and not vicious or selfish like humans often were.

      Liam stopped looking around the cabin and met her eyes. He motioned to his leg. “Do you mind if I look at it now?”

      “Why do you want to see?” Emeline asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Curious, I guess. I’ve never been bit by a snake before. At least I don’t think I have.” He studied his leg for a moment, then looked up at her again.

      “I was going to change the dressing before bed, but I suppose I could do it now.”

      “Thank you,” Liam said. While she gathered the new bandage and herbs, he looked around the cabin and noted the single bed and the chair where she’d been sitting. Shame filled him when he realized he’d inconvenienced her in so many ways. “I’m sorry I took your bed. I can sleep in the chair or on the floor tonight.”

      “Why?” Emeline asked.

      “So you can have your own bed.”

      She came over and sat on the edge of the bed and looked at his leg. “I slept fine last night without my bed. I’ll be fine tonight. Besides, you need to keep the leg straight and not on the floor like would happen in a chair.”

      “But I feel bad.”

      “I don’t care,” Emeline said. “You’ll feel worse if the swelling starts up. Now hold still and let me take a look.”

      Liam sat up straighter and watched her as she worked on removing the bandage and cloths she used to hold the poultice down.

      “You changed things from the first time I saw it.”

      “I didn’t want you to remove it or cause it to shift too much as you slept now that you’d regained consciousness. This held it in place better.”

      Liam only nodded as she worked on removing the layers. As she pulled back the cloth, then lifted off the concoction of leaves and herbs she had resting on it, she hoped he could handle what he would see.

      “Oh,” Liam said. “That’s not as bad as I’d expected.”

      “Truly?” she asked.

      “I’ve had worse.”

      Emeline looked at him. “Worse wounds than this?” She hadn’t seen all of his body, but there weren’t many scars on the skin she had seen when she’d treated his injuries and got him into the bed. He was a well-made man, with strong muscles, and solid mass. Perfect for working and was exactly what she’d admired in the past. At least that had been her initial thought when she’d first seen him.

      Liam looked confused as he stared at his injury. “I think so.” He didn’t elaborate, just looked at his leg again in fascination.

      That was a good sign. At least he wouldn’t be squeamish as she removed the plant material and cleaned it off with hot water and a tincture. Though the alcohol in it would burn something fierce. She was mildly curious about how he would handle that. She’d used medicines like this on people in the distant past. None she could really remember clearly since she’d destroyed her memories, but she did know it was not pleasant and not many could handle the pain.

      As she looked into Liam’s eyes, she had a feeling he would endure it stoically. She didn’t know anything about this man, not really, but for some reason she felt as if she knew him well in the short time she’d cared for him.

      “You cut across the bite?”

      Emeline nodded as she looked at the slash across it. Her cuts were healing well, but the fang marks had some necrotic tissue around it. That was a problem, and she’d need to address it right away, so it didn’t turn gangrenous.

      “Did you suck out the venom too?”

      “Yes.”

      “They don’t really do that anymore. It doesn’t actually help pull out the poison.”

      She just looked at him and Liam cleared his throat. “Though, it seems like whatever you did managed to save me. So, thank you for that.”

      “You’re welcome,” Emeline mumbled as she studied the wound. She couldn't really do any of her healing while he was awake, so she’d have to just use her medicines. “You’ll likely have a rather nasty scar, but it should heal to the point where you won’t have trouble walking or anything.”

      “I hope so.” Liam leaned back against the head of the bed again carefully like he was worried he’d hit his head. He looked worn out and exhausted, and even a little in pain.

      “This next part will not be comfortable at all. I must irrigate the wound and the alcohol in the medicine will hurt.”

      Liam only nodded. “I figured. Go ahead. If I’m lucky, maybe I’ll pass out.”

      Emeline hoped for his sake he really would. She gathered her materials and got to work, carefully wiping the outer edges with a cloth dipped in her tincture. Liam hissed in pain and Emeline felt sorry for him.

      She set things down, headed over to her table where she kept her supplies and brought over a wooden stirring spoon she used.

      “Bite down on this if you’d like, but try not to break it in two.”

      Liam cautiously took the wood from her and placed it between his teeth.

      “You ready?”

      He shook his head but mumbled around the wood. “No, but no use putting it off. Go ahead.”
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        * * *

      

      White hot pain was the only thing he could think of. His vision went through all the colors of the rainbow as his mind exploded in pain. Sting or burn didn’t even begin to cover the sensation. He’d broken bones before, as a rambunctious kid and daredevil teen, but those paled in comparison to the torment he now felt. Not even being torn apart could compare to this pain.

      Liam caught hold of that thought, which was enough to help him cope with the pain as Emeline cleaned out the wound. Why would he flash to a memory that wasn’t his? He’d never been ripped apart by a huge monster, as evidenced by his being in this current situation. Yet that was all he could compare this to.

      Then, once he thought the pain couldn’t get any worse, she began to dig at the wound. Mercifully, he drifted in and out of consciousness. Though that didn’t do anything but relieve the pain for a time. Each time he passed out, he would have dreams or visions filled with pain and death. He wasn’t sure how, but he had died time and time again. Some were less violent than others, like sudden illnesses or long drawn-out diseases, though not many. Multiple times he’d been killed by wild animal attacks, once he was stung by hundreds of bees. He’d been buried by an avalanche, fallen from a cliff and broken his neck, but the worst was when he’d been stabbed in the heart by an angry woman.

      As he endured Emeline’s wound cleaning process, he saw and felt things he knew he’d lived through before. It was as real to him as the cabin he was in and the woman torturing him as she tried to clean his wound. There was no way to explain it other than he’d been reincarnated or reborn nearly a dozen times.

      So why was he alive now? Why had this not actually killed him? And would it eventually lead to his death anyway? He’d died from infections and diseases before. With her here to help him recover, there was a chance he really would survive this. In all his other deaths, there had been no one to save him.

      Eventually, the torture on his leg began to lessen and he realized she had finished cleaning the wound. He removed the wooden spoon from between his teeth as his breathing and heart rate began to return to normal. The pain remained for a while until she reapplied the plants and coverings she’d had on it before. She held her hand there, keeping the stuff in place and she seemed to focus hard on it. Her lips moved a little, like she was talking to herself or something. Soon, his leg felt immensely better than before. Something inside the mush she placed on him must have had a numbing agent in it. Of course, she was no longer digging at it and pouring alcohol on it, so that had to help as well.

      After she tied off the bandage she’d wrapped around the leg, she patted his other leg.

      “You handled that better than I’d expected.”

      “Really?” Liam said, finally breathing normally enough he thought he might manage to rest. “All I did was scream.”

      “You did, but only a little,” she said. “You also held still through most of it. I was able to clean it well and quickly. I most likely won’t need to do that again for a while. If we’re lucky, there won’t be as much debriding of the flesh the next time.”

      Liam shuddered, glad to know it was over. “Thank heavens for that.”

      “You should rest now,” Emeline said. “I can add something to your drink to help you sleep if you’d like.”

      Liam shook his head, unwilling to allow her to purposely make him unconscious. “I’ll try without.”

      “If you change your mind, let me know.” Emeline returned to her knitting. From out of the shadow, a black figure appeared, startling him. It took a moment for Liam to realize it was the cat he’d seen near the pond.

      “There you are,” Emeline said reaching down and rubbing the cat across the back a few times before it moved nearer to the fireplace.

      “Is that cat yours?” Liam asked.

      “I don’t own Cat. He comes and goes as he pleases. Since Cat helps keep rodent issues to a minimum, I don’t mind him hanging around.”

      “You named him Cat?”

      Emeline chuckled. “I honestly don’t know if it’s male or female. Cat won’t let me check. So, I just call it Cat and picked a gender.”

      Liam shrugged. Made about as much sense as anything else lately.

      Emeline placed her knitting in her lap for a moment, then arched her back to stretch, putting her hands on her spine and pushing until he could hear pops. She sighed in relief, then returned to her knitting. Something about that seemed so familiar, but he couldn’t place it. He didn’t have a girlfriend or even know many women to be that accustomed to those actions, let alone be acquainted with the way it made his heart race with longing.

      Liam looked away, not wanting to be some creepy guy having inappropriate thoughts about the woman that had saved him. He looked around the room, pausing to watch the cat for a moment. Cat hissed at him, then moved to the left just enough to be hidden behind Emeline’s chair as she worked. That only left Emeline to look at again. After a while, as he watched her, a sense of dread filled his chest. She looked so much like the woman he’d seen in one of his deaths. The pain in his heart and the look of hatred and anger from a woman with dark eyes nearly overwhelmed him and he had to look away from Emeline.

      It wasn’t possible. She couldn’t have had anything to do with one of his deaths. But deep in his soul, he knew she was connected to it somehow.

      Emeline lifted her head and turned to look at him. The rage he’d felt when he had died that very first time returned, and the only thing Liam wanted was to flee. But he was trapped. There was no way he’d have the strength to run, and he wouldn’t get very far in the snow that covered the mountain.

      He would have to be vigilant and watch for any signs she was dangerous. If he was in full health, he could probably defend himself from any attack, though given how many times he’d died, there was no guarantee. She had somehow managed to bring him back to her cabin and get him into a bed even though she was half his size. For her to do that, she was obviously stronger than she looked. And if she knew how to make sleeping drugs to add to his food or drinks, who knew what else she might be capable of.
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      Emeline felt a cold chill and she looked at the fireplace. It was still burning well. Cat was just lying there staring at Liam and not seeming to notice the draft. Emeline looked over at the door and then the window. The curtain wasn’t moving, but it was possible some cold outside air was making it through her mud and clay she’d used to fill in all the gaps in the wood. That didn’t make any sense because she had checked the sealant all around the cabin as autumn had progressed.

      Emeline moved over by the fireplace to see if a downdraft was happening. Without meaning to, she stepped on Cat’s tail. The angry beast squalled like he’d been mortally wounded before he rushed out of the main room and into the storage area where Emeline kept her food.

      Hopefully Cat would take out his anger on any rodents that might be setting up their nests there. Emeline walked around the room, feeling around the door and windows, but could not detect any cold air coming in. Once she was sure the house was still well insulated, she returned to her seat. She glanced at Liam and frowned at the look of dread in his eyes.

      “Are you alright?” she asked, hurrying over to him.

      Liam shrunk back, as if trying to get away from her.

      “Are you hurting? Is there something wrong? Do I need to loosen the bandage? Is your heart and breathing normal?” She reached for him but before she could put her hand on his chest to feel his heart, he pushed it away, and cleared his throat.

      “No, I’m fine. I just had a sudden flash of pain. It’s gone now.”

      He spoke so quickly that Emeline was sure he was lying, but there was nothing she could really do to make him tell the truth. Not if she wanted him to eventually leave here under his own power. She wasn’t sure how much magic she could use on him without causing issues. She’d lost some of her knowledge of magic when she’d taken her own memories, and she worried doing too much would be dangerous. Even using healing magic on him could be a problem. She couldn’t risk anything else.

      “I could make you a tea to help you sleep. It will also ease the pain.”

      “No,” Liam snapped. “I mean. No thank you.” He adjusted himself in the bed a little, as if trying to convince her he was fine. “The poultice thing you put on has helped numb things. I think I’ll let that do what it can and just close my eyes to try some of the meditation tricks I learned.”

      “As you wish,” she said. She would keep an eye on him and make sure he eventually eased into some restful sleep. If he wasn’t out within an hour, she could always chant some of her suggestive spells in disguise as a song she would hum. Maybe she’d just get started on that slowly right now. That used a small amount of mental magic. It was different than physical magic so it shouldn’t be a problem for him or too taxing on her.

      She leaned back into her rocking chair and brought her knitting up a little higher in her lap.

      The humming was soothing to her as well, though it would not take effect the same way it did to Liam.

      Within minutes, he was asleep. She waited another solid ten minutes before she got out of her chair and moved over to his side. Without touching him, she held her hands out over his body, feeling the energy waves that radiated off him.

      The wound was healing, though it was still not as far along as she’d hoped. His head no longer seemed to have any swelling from where he’d hit the rock and that pleased her. She’d be able to focus more of her healing energies on his leg.

      The venom was rather nasty and was still trying to eat away at the tissue right around the bite marks. But at least it wasn’t in his system anywhere else.

      It was rather odd that a snake of that type had even been at the pond this late in the year. Normally they preferred much warmer climates. Hopefully her spells for protection hadn’t been what had brought that thing here in the first place. With how hard the winter was setting in, the snake didn’t have much of a chance of surviving here. Why was she so destructive? Everything around her suffered, including Liam, though he hadn’t deserved her wrath. At least she’d been right there to help him immediately or he wouldn’t have survived.
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        * * *

      

      Liam couldn’t believe how much better he felt after a long night's sleep. The headache that had plagued him for the entire time he’d been in Emeline’s cabin was now mostly gone. He was still tired, and his leg hurt fiercely, but without the constant pain in his head, he knew he would begin to improve even more rapidly.

      As he rolled to his side, he bumped the bandaged leg, and that sent a jolt of pain through him. It was enough he made a noise, and from the floor beside the bed he heard movement.

      “Do you need assistance?” Emeline asked, her voice husky from sleep.

      He hated to admit it, especially since she had helped him with his bathroom needs yesterday but wouldn’t let him get up and had given him some kind of weird leather bag. Today he would need more than that.

      “I uh…” He didn’t have a clue how to ask for what he needed, especially since he knew there was no indoor plumbing. But he had seen her disappear into a side room, and there was another doorway besides the front door. Maybe it led to an outhouse or something.

      “I would like to get up and perhaps go outside.”

      “Outside?” She sat up and shook her head. “Absolutely not.”

      “I need some privacy. A bathroom or privy or outhouse or something.”

      She looked at him for a few moments until understanding lit her eyes. “I see. Well, I won’t let you go outside, and I don’t think it’s wise of you to stand for long since that could increase the swelling, but I have just the thing.”

      Liam’s face burned with embarrassment, and he hoped and prayed whatever it was she was going to suggest would work and that she really would give him some privacy.

      She got up and headed into the side room, then returned with a wooden bucket. There was a seat on it. She handed it to him without a word, then went back into the side room and came out with a blanket and some large wooden clothes pins. She hooked the blanket to the wall, though he wasn’t quite sure how and said, “There you go.”

      “I really would like to go outside.” He tried to protest once more, knowing that she would have to take the bucket and do something with it.

      Emeline fisted her hands then placed them on her hips. “You’d rather make more work for me by having to dress you warmly and hauling you outside forty feet from the house so you can use the privy out there instead of doing what I’ve asked?”

      Liam shook his head. “This is so embarrassing.”

      Emeline looked at him and narrowed her eyes. “Why is the human body and its needs embarrassing?”

      She seemed genuinely surprised that he was so bothered by this that he couldn’t really come up with a reason. Everything was so down to earth and matter of fact to her. She didn’t seem bothered by anything and had cleaned and cared for his wound without any sort of distaste or disgust.

      “I’m sorry. You’re right,” Liam said. “I shouldn’t give you more work. I apologize for my behavior.”

      “Good. Now take care of it so I can take it outside when I go to the privy.”

      Liam pushed all thoughts of everything out of his head. For a moment, he wished the snake bite had actually killed him so he wouldn’t have to be in this situation. But, since he was very much alive at the moment, he would just push through the mortification and never think of this again. He would also do everything in his power to heal up to the point she would let him leave the house when he needed to.

      All his worry and embarrassment were for nothing since she merely took care of the bucket and left him resting on the bed, exhausted and lightheaded from sitting upright for as long as he had. He definitely wouldn’t have made it very far going outside.

      When she returned, she had a different bucket, filled to overflowing with heavy white snow. She dumped some of it into a basin on the table, and the rest, she placed into one of her pots. It was fascinating to watch her live as if in the past, but still make things comfortable and almost normal. It should’ve felt incredibly foreign to him, but as he watched her move about the cabin, preparing breakfast and cleaning up the bedding she’d slept on the floor with, it reminded him of something he couldn’t fully remember, but he knew he’d experienced before.

      Perhaps it had been in one of his previous lives. Though he still wished he knew why he could remember living before. As he contemplated it, he realized he was beginning to remember a little more of his past before he’d arrived here. Any time he’d brought up things like this to his friends or family, they’d all thought him crazy. No one else he’d spoken to had ever experienced memories of past lives. His therapist and psychiatrists gave him all kinds of academic mumbo-jumbo to try to explain his over-active imagination. Religious people he’d spoken to thought he was interesting at first until he started to recount the ways he’d died and could remember very little about the experiences of living.

      So why was he here now, and not dead on the forest floor by the pond? Why had he survived this time? Other than the fact that she had been there to help him. But why this time and why did she feel so familiar?

      He wished he could reconcile the different ways he’d felt toward her. Currently, he was beyond grateful for her help and nursing abilities. Yesterday, he’d been terrified she’d meant him harm. The ice-cold fear in his chest was undeniable and he was sure he’d be dead before morning. Then she’d ignored him as he fell asleep, and she hadn’t killed him while he slumbered. Though his fear of her murdering him didn’t make any sense either since she had saved him from a sure death.

      The best thing he could do was to heal quickly, pray for some warmer weather, and no more snow so he could head back down the mountain. He never should have come up here in the first place and he wished he knew what had possessed him to do it.

      It was so strange that he could remember parts of other lives, but not his reason for coming here or much about his current past. The only thing he was sure of, was that if he were to try to explain any of this to anyone when he finally did return home, they would admit him into a psych hospital and keep him there forever.

      He couldn’t say he blamed them at all since he knew he was crazy.
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      Emeline was impressed with how quickly Liam’s health improved over the next two days. The leg still had some issues, but it was less often that she had to do the cleaning and debriding. At least he was up and walking with the help of a crutch she’d made from a tree branch.

      As he sat across from her at the small table she had in the center of her cabin, she looked into his eyes. Her heart fought with her mind. She should send him away as soon as possible so she could live in her own private section of the past. She could do nothing to change the way time passed in the remainder of the world, but she had loved making this one place her very own. Of course, now that she’d spent a few days with him, she didn’t think she’d be able to ever live alone again.

      She could convince him to stay, she was certain of that. It would only take a little magic to make him forget his past and the life he’d had before. Especially since he still claimed he could remember very little of it.

      “I am still amazed at how good this food tastes,” Liam said.

      Emeline looked at the soup in her old dish that she’d pulled out of storage now that there were two of them. She stirred the soup in her bowl and took a spoonful of it. “It’s all right,” she said, then put her spoon in the bowl and watched him.

      Liam tore off another section of bread and dipped it into the liquid. The way his hands moved sent a jolt of familiarity that was immediately lost in her mind. Why did he set off those feelings of memories? Even his sigh of pleasure as he bit into the bread again was something she knew she’d heard somewhere in her past.

      She was so lost in thought that his next words surprised her.

      “Please tell me there is something I can do to start helping you now.”

      “Not yet,” Emeline said. “You still need time to regain your strength and to be sure the leg is healed completely. Then, I might put you to work chopping more wood into smaller bits for use in the fireplace.”

      “I hope it’s soon,” Liam said. “I’m beginning to get antsy, and I feel like a useless blob.”

      “You aren’t useless,” Emeline said. She stopped herself from saying he was keeping her company. She wasn’t sure if she wanted him to know how much his presence meant to her. She’d never wanted company for as long as she could remember. Part of her was sure the reason she’d erased her own memories was because she needed to forget someone who had been close to her before.

      Though she wished she could remember if it was a former husband, or child, or family. She had told him she’d learned all of this from her mother, but the truth was, she couldn’t remember anything about her parents, or where she’d learned what she knew. That had disappeared with the other memories she’d ripped from her mind.

      The touch of Liam’s hand surprised her. She needed to stop allowing herself to get so distracted or she might end up in danger. Though his touch wasn’t threatening at all. In fact, it felt incredible as the warmth from his fingers enveloped her hand. His hand was large enough that he was able to wrap his fingers around hers and give her a gentle squeeze.

      “I can’t thank you enough for all you’ve done for me,” Liam said, his voice soft and tender. It sent more of those crazy familiar shivers through her, and she squeezed his hand in return.

      “You’re welcome,” she whispered.

      Their eyes met and they just looked at each other for long moments. She felt so comfortable and safe with him. It was strange to think she could enjoy being with another person after all her long years of being alone. While she wasn’t certain what his thoughts were, he looked as if he felt somewhat the same. He looked to be at peace and as if he enjoyed the quiet simple existence they shared now.

      A pop from the log in the fire broke the spell that she’d been under, and she sat up straight. “I’ll clean this up and you should do a few laps around the room to help build up your strength. Then we’ll look at your leg’s progress to see if we’ll need to clean off any more dead skin.”

      Liam frowned. “I sure hope not. Though it’s been a lot easier to handle the last few times. Your concoction is rather amazing. You could probably make a lot of money selling your recipes and things if you were to go back down the mountain sometime.”

      Emeline shook her head. “I’m afraid that won’t happen. I prefer my quiet life and the solitude I have here.”

      “Just the fact that you’ve done so much without the use of antibiotics and modern medical technologies is amazing. I’ll have a scar, but it won’t be nearly as bad as it could have been. You really are quite talented.”

      “Thank you,” Emeline said. “Now stop sweet-talking me and go do your laps.”

      “All right, you meanie.” It wasn’t quite a pout, but it made Emeline smile to hear him complain about her command.

      Liam used the table to help himself stand and then adjusted the crutch that had been leaning against the table until it was positioned under his arm. He grunted at the first few steps, then began to walk slowly around the room, building up his stamina as he went.

      His strength and resilience impressed Emeline and she once again wished she knew why everything he did seemed so familiar. Even the way he smelled brought flashes of emotions to her. Emotions she didn’t know what to do with. Especially since just his presence and physical appearance made her heart flutter and her belly tingle.
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        * * *

      

      Liam could feel her eyes on him as he worked his way around the small cabin. She was busy tidying things up and then she started mixing up the herbs that she would use to clean his wound. Even with all her work, he still knew she kept watching him. Though he never did catch her looking each time he glanced her way.

      The cat sat in the far corner and kept watching him as well.

      “Why does Cat hate me so much?” Liam asked, hoping to start a conversation. He didn’t like the strange feeling he got when it was this quiet.

      “Probably because you stepped on him.”

      “I did?” Liam asked.

      “At the pond. Right after the snake bit you, you stepped back, and Cat was in the way.”

      “I don’t remember that at all.” Liam walked a few more steps until he was closer to the cat, but not to where it would hiss or swipe at him.

      Emeline chuckled. “Cat remembers well enough for both of you.” She looked at the cat and shook her head before turning back to focus on her work. “I told him it was his own fault, but he still blames you.”

      If Liam’s leg wasn’t so tender, he would have tried to crouch down and beckon the cat toward him. Maybe he could find a treat or bit of food or something to make a peace offering. Though Cat didn’t usually eat the food that Emeline offered.

      “He’ll get over it eventually,” Emeline said. “Just keep your distance. I’d hate for the two of you to be sworn enemies. That would make things very uncomfortable for me.”

      “How long have you had Cat?”

      Emeline looked up from the herb she was crushing with her rock mortar and pestle. “I don’t know for sure. A few years. Just showed up one day. Comes and goes for differing lengths of time. Sometimes I’m not sure if he’ll come back when he’s been gone exploring, but then he shows up again.”

      “I’d imagine that would be an odd way to have a pet. Probably why you didn’t give him a better name than Cat, too.”

      Emeline only shrugged. “Didn’t seem my place to name him. I have no claim to him, he has no claim to me. Just a passing acquaintance as circumstances permit.”

      Liam frowned. What a sad and lonely life. He wouldn’t say that out loud, of course. It was obvious she liked living as she did. He knew his own presence here disturbed her peace, though she hadn’t said anything specific about it. Hopefully it wouldn’t be too long before his leg was healed enough that he could venture out and try to make it back down the mountain. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been hiking to get up here, or even what trail to take to go back down.

      “Did I have things with me when I came? Like a hiking backpack or supplies?”

      Emeline nodded. “I found it not far from where you’d been bitten by the snake. It did get snowed on a little, though. I put it in the storage room. Do you need it?”

      “Not right now. I was just trying to remember more about my arrival. I might have had a map in my things.”

      “I’d like to know more, too,” Emeline said. “That way I can help you figure out how to get back home when you’re strong enough.”

      “Thank you,” Liam said. “I’ll look through the pack later, once you’ve finished treating my leg again.”

      Maybe there would be a search party looking for him. He hoped that they wouldn’t try too hard and put themselves in danger from the weather. He was safe here. Safer than he’d been in a while. Though he wasn’t sure why he felt that way. He was still in danger of infection if her medicines didn’t clean it all out like she thought they would.

      Cat continued to stare at him, so Liam began moving once more, slowly making laps around the room. Before he’d reached the same spot where he’d paused to study the animal, Cat slipped away through the small hole that led to the storage room.

      With Cat gone, Liam relaxed a little. He wasn’t sure why the critter put him on edge, but it was nice to be free of the constant watching. He’d never been a cat person, though he didn’t really dislike. Cat, on the other hand, would not be missed by Liam if he decided to stay away for one of his longer explorations.

      “How many laps is that?” Emeline asked.

      “I didn’t keep track,” Liam admitted. “I got distracted by Cat’s constant watching.”

      “Do two more if you can, then we’ll take a look at the leg.”

      Liam did as she told him, not looking forward to her cleaning out his infection, but he knew the sooner he got better, the sooner he could go. That didn’t sound like a good plan though since he really was enjoying spending time with her. For some reason, he felt as if he belonged here instead of the life he’d been living before. But that meant it was all about him. He’d been a burden to her, so she probably didn’t enjoy his company. He walked more slowly than when he’d started, noting the pain was returning more with each step. She had asked for two more laps, and he would give her those.

      As soon as he reached the table, he was glad the exercises were complete. He was worn out and gratefully eased himself onto the seat, then looked up at her. “Do you want me to sit here, or should I return to the bed?”

      “This will be fine.” Emeline had already set a few of her supplies on the table, then brought over a bowl with the dried plants she would wet with her tincture that burned. His raw open skin had healed immensely since the first time she’d cleaned it out when he was conscious. It probably wouldn’t hurt nearly as much this time, but he was sure it would still be rather terrible.

      He picked up the wooden spoon she’d placed on the table and set it between his teeth, giving her his best attempt at a ferocious grin. She gave him a long-suffering smile then began peeling off the soiled bandage.

      “It’s already smelling a lot better. Not nearly as much dead tissue.”

      “That’s good,” he mumbled from around the stick in his mouth.

      “It will still hurt, so make sure you don’t fall off the chair. Hold onto it and keep still.”

      He nodded and closed his eyes, not wanting to see when she began cleaning. He’d feel it well enough, and the less he saw, the better he could imagine it looked. Besides, with his eyes closed, he could focus on the different flashes of light that his brain’s pain response shot through him. The rainbow of colors had muted a little, but they were still there as she cleaned his wound. He felt lightheaded and wished he’d gone to lie on the bed, but he had hoped he’d seem stronger by sitting at the table. By the time she’d finished, the only thing he could think of was how proud he was of himself for not screaming out as much as he had the first time.

      “You can stop biting on the stick now,” Emeline’s distant voice broke through the fog in his mind.

      Liam reached up with shaky hands and pulled the spoon from his mouth. He looked at the wood, seeing new, clear teeth marks.

      “Sorry,” he whispered as he placed the spoon on the table. From the corner of his eye, he saw Cat return to the room. He hoped the stupid animal would stay as far away from him as possible when he made his way to the bed. He’d hate to trip on him.

      “At least you didn’t bite through it. That’s all I ask.” Emeline finished wrapping the new bandage around his leg.

      His breathing was still ragged, but since she was no longer inflicting fresh pain on him, his heart began to return to normal. Eventually, he got to the point where he thought he might be able to stand and walk to the bed without passing out.

      Emeline stood and leaned toward him, looking into his eyes.

      “I don’t know how you managed to not pass out. Good on you.”

      “It was a close call,” Liam said. “I was hoping it would have been a lot easier than last time.”

      “Each time we clean it, you’ve done better. It won’t be long now.”

      Liam nodded wearily, then after taking a few moments to gather his strength, he stood to make his way to the bed. Before he took two steps, he felt the blood drain from his head and black spots flickered across his vision. He didn’t even have time to utter a word before his knees buckled under his weight and he went down.
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      “Blast it!” Emeline grumbled as Liam began to fall. She reached for him, shoving her shoulder into his chest and managed to keep him from falling to the floor, though the weight of him made her grunt with effort.

      She chanted off one of her strength spells, hoping to bolster up her own power enough to stand upright with him and walk him over to the bed. She’d had to use magic to get him to the cabin in the first place and that had worn down her personal reserves to a point she didn’t like. Then, she’d shared some of her own strength with him each time she cleaned his wounds, or checked his aura and felt it was too weak. She couldn’t keep doing this without the risk of discovery. It would take her days to replenish her own strength by just resting and eating well. With him coming out of his own weakened and fevered stupor from when she’d first brought him to the cabin, he would likely notice a lot of difference in her when he woke up again.

      She stumbled forward, his lifeless body draped across her back. He was more than a head taller than she was, so she grabbed hold of his arms and wrapped them around her shoulders. Emeline held tight to them in the center of her chest as she took slow and laborious step after step toward the bed. As she moved, his arms went rigid, and she hoped that was a good sign. Maybe he was regaining a bit of consciousness.

      “Liam?” she asked.

      He didn’t respond, so she kept working her way to the bed. She turned so his back was facing the bed, then stood up straighter to lean him back and set him down, but her own weakness took over and she fell back with him.

      Luckily, she’d gotten close enough that his entire body, save his knees and legs were on the bed. Somehow his grip on her had not released even though she’d let go of his arms.

      He groaned in pain and rolled to the side, keeping her tucked into him.

      Emeline was frozen in shock at the way it felt to be cradled against him. She knew he was completely unconscious by the way his breathing and heart felt against her back. He wasn’t holding her like this on purpose, but it felt so natural. Her body hurt from expending so much energy so suddenly that she felt she would be justified in lying still for a few moments longer. Being held to his warm body helped ease some of the ache she felt.

      When she woke sometime later, she was stunned to see the fire had burned down to only ash with no sign of embers remaining. She had slept for at least three hours in the same position she’d been when he first rolled them to the side.

      Emeline carefully extracted herself from his embrace before pushing and pulling Liam into a better position for sleeping in. She checked his leg to make sure the bandage hadn’t been disturbed in the whole ordeal, then tucked him in with the blanket before walking over to the fire to rekindle it.

      Even without the heat from the fire, she felt a warmth she hadn’t known in ages. Her body was satisfied in a way she didn’t know she needed. She’d been held by another human, and as much as she wanted to deny her need of another person, she knew she had been more than blessed by the earth when she’d stumbled upon Liam there at the pond.

      Once the fire was burning again, she turned around to study him. A strange longing enveloped her, and she wished for a moment she could climb back into the bed and snuggle up next to him. Nothing sexual at all, just the touch of another human.

      Yet as she looked at him for long moments after that first thought, she knew if she didn’t get him healed up and out of her house, she’d have trouble keeping things chaste and wholesome. She knew, deep within her soul that she had sworn off men and had decided to become celibate. Even with that sure knowledge, she was also certain she had known the love and touches of a good man. Her body remembered it, even if her mind did not.

      Emeline spun around to stop looking at him. She caught sight of her shawl and large overcoat, grabbed them both, and walked out into the cold night air.

      She would freeze her body into forgetting Liam’s unconscious embrace. Besides, she had wood to gather and maybe while she was at it, she could go find some still living bushes or trees not too far from her cabin that she could pull some life forces from and replenish her stores.

      As the thought registered, she realized she wasn’t nearly as worn out as she’d expected to be given how much power she’d pulled to move Liam over to the bed. She reached up and touched her face, surprised there were no obvious wrinkles.

      Maybe she hadn’t used as much power as she’d thought.

      Or maybe, by lying in his arms, she’d pulled more of his life force from him. Emeline pivoted and rushed back to the cabin. She was to his bedside reaching out to him and feeling for his aura before the door had even fully closed. Her rush seemed to waken him, and Liam looked up then grabbed her by the arm as she frantically felt at his chest and neck.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Are you well? Tell me if you hurt more than usual.”

      Liam’s eyes flittered from her face to her hands, then back to her face again. She wanted to hide her face in case her appearance had changed with her use of magic, but he didn’t focus on it long. Instead, Liam looked around the room in confusion for a moment.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I need to know if you’re well. You passed out, and I have to be certain everything is all right.”

      “Help me sit up.”

      Emeline placed her hand on his chest to keep him from moving. “Are you sure you feel strong enough to sit up?”

      “I… I think so.”

      Liam adjusted his hand to clasp hers and she helped him sit up. “How do you feel?”

      “Sore, but not bad.” Liam looked down at his leg, then seemed to notice he was on the bed. He looked toward the table where he’d been before. “How did I get here, though?”

      “You were a little woozy, so I had to help you walk over here.” Hopefully she could confuse him enough that he’d think he had walked here under his own power. She didn’t want to answer any questions about how she managed to move him on her own. “Are you sure you feel fine? Your heart and lungs and everything are fine?”

      “As far as I can tell.” Liam placed his own hand on his chest. He looked down at his leg again. “In fact, my leg feels better than before.”

      Emeline knelt beside the bed and touched the bandage around his wound. She could feel a difference in his leg, and she was certain that if she took the bandage off, there would be very little sign of infection and that his flesh would be nearly healed.

      What was going on? Why was everything so different? She couldn’t remember ever healing a person like this before. Nothing about the healing should have gone like this. Somehow, she had shared energy with him, but he hadn’t drained her, and she hadn’t pulled from him either. She wished she could remember more of her past, but she’d destroyed that option years ago.

      Since she knew nothing of how it all should work, she might run the risk of accidentally killing him without even knowing how to prevent it. The thought of him dying struck her hard again and she sagged under the weight of it all.

      “Are you alright?” Liam asked softly, placing his hand on her shoulder.

      Emeline looked up and into his eyes feeling something in her own eyes that she hadn’t experienced in a long time.

      Before she could reach up to wipe them away, Liam brushed the tears with his thumbs.

      “Don’t cry, dear one.”
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      Liam didn’t know what had upset her so much. He felt better than he had since he’d been bitten by the snake, and he knew it was all because of her. After wiping her tears, he pulled her up and had her sit on the bed next to him. Liam put one arm around her shoulder and pulled her close to his side. He loved the way she felt next to him. So natural.

      She sagged against him and took slow, deep breaths. Unfortunately, she didn’t stay snuggled against him for as long as he wished she would have. Emeline wiped away her tears with the palms of her hands then sat up straighter and sniffed a few times.

      “I’m sorry if I somehow worried you,” Liam said. “I know it has to be very stressful for you to have someone in your home that you have to take care of. You have been so kind to me. I wish there was some way I could repay you.”

      Emeline shook her head. “There is no need for any kind of payment. Your progress is payment enough.”

      She turned to face him, then lifted her hand as if she were going to check him for something. Maybe his heart rate, or pulse, or something. Instead, she just dropped her hands into her lap. He was surprised at how disappointed he was that she didn’t reach for him.

      “You should get some more rest, if possible,” Emeline said. “I didn’t mean to wake you. The more your body sleeps, the better you’ll heal.”

      “I feel as if sleeping is the only thing I have been doing,” Liam said.

      “Good.” Emeline stood up. “That means you’re healing. And you haven’t even needed any of my sleeping aides to help you, so your body is doing it all on its own.”

      Liam was pleasantly surprised when Emeline placed her hands on his shoulders, then pushed him back onto the bed. It felt so intimate, but the only thing she did was rest her hand on his chest, just above his heart. “Sleep.”

      He kept one hand on hers where it rested on his chest. He didn’t want her to let go or move away. With his free hand, he covered his yawn, feeling annoyed that he was so tired. Of course, he was healing from some serious injuries, and it made sense that his body needed time to recover.

      “You should rest too,” Liam said. He wanted to ask her to lie down beside him, but that would probably upset her.

      “I will.” Emeline nodded, though he was sure it was just to placate him.

      She pulled her hand out from under his. He was too weak to keep hold of it, as much as he wished he could.

      When sleep overtook him, dreams began to flow through his mind. Emeline took center stage in all of them. In those dreams, she was his wife, and though they lacked any kind of personal wealth or social status, he was happier than he’d ever been. Even Emeline seemed happy in those dreams. Sometimes they both wore even more old-fashioned clothing than the dresses he’d seen her in now. Other times, her clothing looked more recent and like what he’d expect to see on anyone back home. Those dreams seemed to be of a future and not his past.

      When he woke the next morning, he was surprised to see Emeline sitting on a chair next to the bed. She normally was up and working before he ever woke up, yet this time she sat by him and was even holding his hand. He watched her for a while, enjoying the quiet moment with her.

      “Good morning,” Liam said when her eyes eventually opened.

      By the way she jerked more fully awake, Liam was certain he’d startled her. He watched as she looked around the room as if confused or even a little lost.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      “Of course,” Emeline said, rubbing her eyes to wake herself more fully. “I’ll head out and check the animals to give you some privacy. Make sure you move slowly enough that you don’t end up hurting yourself. We don’t want a repeat of yesterday.”

      Liam nodded.

      Emeline disappeared out the door, and he felt the immediate chill from the cold air that entered the room. As he pulled the blanket off his legs and moved to sit up, Liam caught sight of Cat’s eyes, staring at him from the far corner of the room.

      If looks could kill, he’d be dead. Liam was certain the cat hated him. Hopefully it wouldn’t hold the grudge too long.
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      Emeline checked all her chickens, goats, sheep, and pigs. The small shelter she’d built for them years ago was still doing rather well. She gathered up a few eggs, glad there would be more protein for their breakfast. She would need to go check her snares along the trails where the deer and rabbits often wandered. She’d been so busy caring for Liam that it had been too long since she’d walked the route she’d established. If any had been caught, they’d be dead now and she wouldn’t be able to pull from their life force to replenish her own. Though she was once again surprised that she hadn’t really felt as drained as she’d expected.

      She should have pulled out her mirror from the chest she kept at the end of her bed. That would have allowed her to see how things were, but she’d remained sitting next to Liam after he’d gone to sleep. He had begun to toss and turn at first, making her worried he’d injure himself again. It was obvious he’d started having nightmares, so she’d taken his hand in hers and he’d calmed down immediately. She should have let go and laid down on her own temporary bed, but instead, she had sat next to him and held his hand as he slept. That kind of behavior was past ridiculous.

      What on earth had possessed her to do that? She’d even had odd dreams, though she couldn’t remember any of them now. Only the feelings of longing and familiarity. In the living daylight, it was just as elusive as taking hold of a whisper.

      Emeline turned to look at the cabin. For as long as she’d lived there, she’d been safe. Now, with Liam inside those walls, things felt as if they were on the edge of a cliff and one stiff breeze could knock everything into the foggy abyss below.

      The most terrifying part of it all was that she had no idea what the future might hold. Her life had always been the same. A simple existence with predictability.

      Nothing about Liam was predictable. Especially the way he made her feel. She had wanted him gone as soon as he was able to walk again. Now, she wasn’t sure if she could handle the loneliness if he left. She would have to be more on guard and make sure she didn’t allow him to become any more important to her. She’d tuck away her humanity and leave no room for feelings.

      With that decided, she made her way to the front door and opened it up. She’d expected to see him in the bed, or at least sitting on the chair near it. Instead, he was walking around, looking down at his bare legs.

      He looked up and met her eyes. “How is this even possible?”
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        * * *

      

      Liam stared at the skin that looked as perfect and healthy as that on his other leg. He had stopped walking as soon as Emeline had opened the door. The look of shock on her face made him stand up straighter and he let go of his pant legs.

      She moved quickly from the door to him, then placed some eggs on the bed, leaving her hands free. She touched his skin, sending shivers through him that were more than just from her cold hands after being outside. Her touch always caused a variety of sensations to wash over him.

      “This is impossible,” Emeline said, her voice as stunned as his own had been when he’d first seen the difference a day had made.

      “What did you put on it?” Liam asked.

      Emeline shook her head.

      “Your concoction completely healed my injury. It’s like magic or something.”

      Emeline’s face lost all color and Liam stared at her. He’d meant it as a joke, or to express how amazing her stuff was but after seeing her reaction, he knew something was very odd about this all.

      “What is going on?” Liam asked, taking a step back. Emeline’s fingers fell away from his leg. She sighed and placed her hands on her knees before pushing herself up into a standing position.

      “I have no idea,” Emeline finally said. Her voice sounded defeated.

      “You did something though, didn’t you?” Liam asked.

      Emeline nodded. “I used some very specific plants and herbs known to help healing, but they shouldn’t have done it like this. I am not sure why it healed completely. I don’t understand why this is happening.”

      Liam knew by the way she looked and how she spoke that she was telling the truth. It was also clear that he was still missing something important. It was obvious she didn’t fully understand why he’d been healed like this. But she knew more than she was telling him.

      He studied the room, looking for any signs of something that might fill in the blanks of what he was missing. He looked at the herbs, tied up in bunches. The knots on the strings were very specific and detailed, not just hurriedly done. There was purpose in each of the knots. Along a window, more than a dozen stones rested and a few reflected some light.

      He thought about everything she’d done while he’d been under her care, and he remembered her mumbling things, and sometimes even chanting things as she worked. She’d placed her hands on his injury, leaving it there as she whispered things and he’d immediately felt better each time. She lived alone in a forest with only a cat for companionship.

      “What is going on?” Liam asked. “Who are you really?”

      Emeline shook her head. “I’m just me. I have no idea why your leg healed like this. I didn’t do it. I mean I cleaned it and used my medicines and tinctures, but how could I have done more than that?”

      Liam studied her. She was scared. Did she worry he would do something to her? Or was she just as freaked out about how he had healed?

      A sudden thought struck him. What if it was something he did? He had a strange feeling that he’d lived multiple lives. Those odd dreams and crazy partial memories that were becoming more and more clear as his head injury healed, seemed to indicate he’d died before. But how was that possible?

      Liam stumbled over to the bed and sat down, then immediately jumped up when he realized he’d sat on top of the eggs she’d placed there.

      He reached back and felt the gooey mess then hurried to pick it up off the bed before it could ruin the bedding.

      “I’m so sorry,” Liam said at the same time Emeline cried out, “Oh no! That’s my fault.”

      With his hands full of cracked and dripping eggs, he hurried over to the fireplace and tried to decide what to do with them. He could have put them in the pot, but it was too large and there was already something in it. He looked around for a skillet or something. He hadn’t really watched her cooking to see how she’d done it, so he was completely useless as he held them and felt the whites begin to ooze out between his fingers.

      Suddenly, Emeline was next to him. She held an aluminum mess-kit type pan he hadn’t seen her use before. She took the eggs from him and placed them in it. She removed the shells from the mostly broken eggs then finished cracking those that had kept their shapes and quickly stirred them around with a fork.

      Liam stared at the fork she was using. It was larger than a normal kitchen fork and looked like it belonged to the mess kit she was cooking with. It was old, and well-worn so it was obvious she’d had it a long time. So why did it seem so familiar? He was certain that if he turned it over, he would see an engraved initials of K. R.

      Every sound in the room was drowned out by the rushing of blood in his ears as his heart pounded in his chest.

      When she finished cooking the eggs, she set the pan back on the table. The fork lay on top of the eggs and as he picked it up, he hesitated before turning it over. Just as he’d expected, the K. R. was on the back. A flash of memory hit him. K. R. were his father’s initials. Or one of his fathers. Just not the most recent. In one of his past lives, he had taken his dad’s camping gear and headed up the mountain, searching for answers to why he kept having strange dreams about a woman he couldn’t remember.

      Liam looked at Emeline who was once again bending before the fireplace doing something with flour and lard. Was she the woman he kept having flashes of?

      Liam moved the fork around in his hand. It was impossible. It had to be a coincidence. He held up the fork to study it once more, and was once again certain it was the one he’d taken from a father he didn’t know in this lifetime. The last time he’d seen this was when he had been sitting at the campfire, eating his own cooking… right before a grizzly charged him.

      Liam dropped the fork as he felt the flash of pain from the first slash across the chest when the bear swiped at him. The pain was so real, he lifted his shirt to double check that his skin was still intact. The fork clattered on the edge of the table before falling to the floor. Emeline turned around, her eyes wide. He knew his own face had drained of color, and when Emeline met his eyes, she took a step forward like she wanted to help.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Liam raised his hand to stop her. She froze in place as he bent down and picked up the fork.

      “Where did you get this?”

      Her brows furrowed as she studied him. Liam pointed the fork at her, knowing it wouldn’t be much of a weapon, but still feeling better about having something in his hands. He looked around the room again, his gaze falling upon the metal cooking frame that had been with his camping gear those many years ago.

      “Where!” Liam shouted.

      Emeline flinched as if he’d struck her. She took a step back and Liam wanted to drop the fork again, and apologize for scaring her, but he had to have answers.

      “Why do you have this?”

      “I found it in the forest.” Her voice was meek and hesitant, which helped him calm his own fear and anger.

      “When?”

      Emeline shook her head. “Years ago.”

      “At the scene of a bear attack?”

      Emeline’s eyes widened. “How did you know that?”

      He put his hand on his chest, knowing he wasn’t truly bleeding out, but remembering the pain all the same. “It was me.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeline sat hard on the floor. Liam still stood poised for a fight, but she would do him no harm. If he chose to attack her, she wouldn’t fight him off either. She wasn’t certain if she could die. It was highly probable, since she did have to treat illnesses and infections in herself from time to time. But in many ways, she was immortal. Right now, she would have gladly given up her life to not have to learn anything more about Liam or herself or why things seemed to be so connected between them.

      He had died before and was now back. She had been the one to send the bear after him when she’d felt his presence in her forest. She had done nothing to investigate or find out why he had come. All she knew was that she needed her solitude and would not allow anyone to interfere with the way she wanted to be.

      She put her head in her hands and just waited. Liam didn’t move from where he stood next to the table. He remained frozen in place, and she couldn’t blame him. Though she didn’t know what exactly was going through his mind, she knew he was confused.

      Having gotten to know him, Emeline was glad she had chosen not to let him die this time. Horror at the realization that she had sent animals or natural things to deal with other intruders over the centuries rippled through her. If he had come back this second time, was it possible he was the same one who had tried to break through her wards other times?

      She tried to remember how often they had come, and it seemed as if it were every twenty to thirty years. She couldn’t be sure since she didn’t track the time as closely as she once had.

      After what seemed like forever, Liam took a step forward. She braced herself for pain, just in case, but nothing came. Eventually, she looked up.

      Liam lowered himself to a crouch in front of her. He met her eyes, looking confused and yet not angry like she’d expected.

      “What is going on?” His voice was just above a whisper.

      Emeline shook her head. “I really don’t know. But I think we need to find out what you remember.”

      “It’s all a bunch of flashes of images, but everything is just a jumbled mess.”

      Emeline sighed. “Well, that’s better than nothing. Believe me, I know.”

      He offered her his hand, and she hesitated a moment before placing her hand in his. When he pulled her upright as he stood straight himself, her body instinctively wanted to be held against his. Why did she feel such conflicting emotions? She shouldn’t want to be embraced by him only moments after she thought he might try to kill her.

      But given how she had so heartlessly killed his former incarnations; she couldn’t blame him if he did want to end her life. She had almost killed him again this time, but for whatever reason had helped him live instead. It must be time to find out more about why she had removed all her memories. He might not be connected to the original reason, but he most definitely was connected to her in the last few decades.

      Emeline moved away from him, knowing they would need their space as they talked. She sat at the table and looked at him. She could have saved herself from all this trouble if she’d just let him die like all the others. But after seeing his face, she hadn’t been able to. Maybe, just maybe, she could find an ending to this everlasting torment, whether by the sweetness of her own death, or the possibility of remaining with him.
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        * * *

      

      Liam joined her at the table, sitting across from her. He reached down to touch his leg, still not believing it was completely healed. There was nothing to indicate he’d just gone through multiple days of recovering from a venomous snake bite. Not even the cut where she’d tried to help drain the wound had left a mark.

      He’d accused her of doing something, but the more he thought about it, the more he worried it was something wrong with him. The memory of his death at the mercy of that bear that had attacked him while camping years ago was as clear in his mind as when he’d been bit by the snake less than a week ago. As sure as he was standing here right now, he knew that had been him.

      He looked over at the camping gear he’d had on that trip with the bear then shook his head. He was positive that had been his as well.

      “Were you the one that found this? Or was it someone else?”

      “I did,” Emeline said. Her voice was soft and weak.

      “You said it was near a bear attack?”

      Emeline nodded.

      “Fresh?”

      Emeline nodded again.

      “How is that possible?” Liam asked. “You don’t look old enough to have found this more than twenty years ago.”

      Emeline cocked her head to the side, then looked him over from head to toe.

      Liam chuckled. “I guess I don’t look dead from a bear attack either.”

      “No,” Emeline said. “You don’t. And I saw the body after the bear attacked it. You don’t look the same.”

      “How old are you?” Liam asked. He immediately wanted to take the question back. Yet this wasn’t the normal kind of asking a woman her age.

      “I have no idea,” Emeline said.

      “How are you still alive?” Liam asked. “And why do I keep returning to life?”

      “I have no answers to that either,” Emeline said. “There was no way the body from the bear attack could have returned to living. It was too damaged. Besides, I always bury the bodies.”

      “Are there more bodies?” Liam asked. He looked around the room to see if anything was close enough to use as a weapon. She’d admitted to hiding bodies. To keep her secret, she might try again. Liam forced himself to relax. His concern about her being dangerous didn’t make any sense because she had just worked so hard to save him.

      “Every once in a while, someone comes up to the mountain. I don’t know how they pass my barriers I set up, but they do.”

      “So, you kill them?”

      Emeline sighed heavily. “Not me, exactly. Though I am responsible for the deaths.”

      “How?”

      Emeline looked at him once more, studying his eyes. He wanted answers but he couldn’t force her to give them. He wouldn’t even be able to give her clear answers about himself.

      “I have a connection to the earth,” Emeline said, her voice almost imperceptible.

      “What does that mean?” Liam asked.

      “I know how the different plants and animals work. I can sense them and have created a network of alerts to let me know if someone is nearing my area. I have kept this place hidden from intruders to the point where I haven’t seen a living human in years. Only when I went down to the city on my own terms to find out if anything there was worth being a part of.”

      “Did you know I was here?” Liam asked. “Is that why the snake attacked me?”

      “Not exactly,” Emeline said. “I knew someone else was nearby, so I sent out my wishes and desires to the animals in the area. I let them know I wanted to be left alone, but that was before I saw you. Before I realized how lonely I was.”

      “That’s why you tried to save me from that snake bite?” Liam asked.

      Emeline nodded.

      “You saw me, and thought I was handsome?” Liam spoke before he’d meant to, and he wished he could take that back.

      Emeline laughed, though not as if she was trying to mock him. “I did. But that wasn’t the reason I helped.” She paused and Liam wondered what she was still hiding.

      “Then why?” he asked.

      “You seemed to know who I was.”

      “I did?” Liam asked.

      “You said, ‘It’s you.’ Like you knew me. But I had never seen you before.”

      Liam felt as if the words were true, but he couldn’t remember saying them. They did match the way he felt off-and-on throughout his time here as he watched her or had flashes of other memories.

      “It seems as if we knew each other, but neither of us can remember why or how.”

      Emeline only nodded.

      “And to add more strangeness to it all, I keep being reborn, and you seem like you never die.”

      Emeline nodded again.

      “How is this even possible?” Liam asked.

      “There are many things that are unknown, some are even unknowable. It might take us some time to figure it all out.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeline and Liam sat quietly for a while, both lost in their own thoughts. She wished she knew what he was thinking, and how best to go about finding answers to their questions.

      “I'd like to go outside,” Liam said. “Maybe being out there can give me more clues to why I came up here.”

      “All right,” Emeline said.

      She had no reason to stop him from going outside now that his injury was completely healed. She wouldn’t let him go alone though. She didn’t want him to go too far, just in case the animals still felt her initial command to stop the threat. Yet she didn’t feel he was a threat anymore. Not to her, but it was obvious he was a threat to her way of life and the peace she had once felt.

      Liam moved over to the front door and opened it up, stepping out into the cold air.

      “Do you want your coat?” she asked as she saw him begin to shiver.

      Liam looked at her then sighed. “Probably.”

      “And should I give you something to wrap around the pant leg to keep the wind and snow from getting to you?”

      Liam looked frustrated, and she couldn’t blame him. But she was practical and needed to be sure nothing happened to him that would set him back or cause more injury.

      “I have a change of clothes in my backpack. I suppose I should go get them. Besides, it would be nice to change out of these since I’ve been wearing them for a while now.”

      “How far do you want to go when you leave the cabin?”

      “I don’t know,” Liam said. “I was hoping to spark some memories. Maybe just looking through my backpack will do that.”

      Emeline led the way to her little side storage room. She opened the door and found his backpack had been knocked over.

      “Probably Cat,” Emeline said.

      “Yeah, I’ve noticed he still seems rather peeved at me.”

      “He’ll get over it, I’m sure.” Emeline picked up the backpack, then handed it to Liam in the main room of the cabin. It was odd that Cat was still so picky about what had happened. Of course, Liam was not a small person, so being stepped on by him would have been rather traumatic for the cat.

      She did a quick inspection of the storage room to make sure nothing else had been knocked off shelves or gotten into. As far as she could tell, the place looked normal, so she turned back to the main part of the house and studied Liam as he looked through his backpack. He had a few wrapped bundles that were attached to the outside of the backpack. Things she thought looked like bed rolls or a tent of some kind, though the fabric was a lot different than what she was used to.

      There were obvious things for cooking with, some that looked like what she’d gathered up from the other explorers who’d come to her mountain. She looked at Liam again and wondered if it really was true that it was him over and over again.

      He continued to pull things out of his backpack. Some things that looked like small packages wrapped in bright papers or foils. He soon pulled out a small white box with a red cross on it.

      “This didn’t do me much good. But your things were more effective anyway.”

      “What is that?” Emeline asked.

      “A first aid kit. For when you get injured.”

      “Does it have something for snake bites?”

      Liam shook his head. “No, that’s usually something that has to happen at the hospital. Or by someone with your gift for healing and plant usage.”

      He looked back into the bag, then pulled out a folded paper.

      “Here’s my map.”

      She moved closer but couldn’t tell much of what anything on it meant. There were hundreds of lines, some close together, others further apart. Many were in oddly shaped circles or ovals and there were lots of different colors.

      “That’s the pond.” Liam put a finger on a place on the map where something had been written by hand.

      “My pond?” Emeline asked.

      “Yes. It’s not marked on this map, and I’m not positive, but I think when I was trying to look for this place, it didn’t show up on the Google Earth images very well. I wonder if you somehow managed to mess that up.”

      “Mess it up?” Emeline asked. His words were a little odd sometimes and hard to follow.

      “Didn’t you say you use some kind of warding? Maybe when you tried to hide this place from outside influences, you somehow managed to even hide it from technology.”

      She could only shrug since she really didn’t know if it had been her or not. She didn’t fully understand what he was talking about.

      “I was worried about hiking up here, since I couldn’t get a clear idea on where the pond was. But all my memories and gut instinct told me where to find it.”

      “When you started hiking up here, did you feel any urge to go somewhere else?”

      Liam shook his head. “Not really. I mean I was worried about what kind of animal would attack me this time. I’d been watching for bear, mountain lion, or wolf. Even a possible angry deer or elk. Didn’t even think about a snake since the weather had started turning cold.”

      “Can you tell on your map the place where you started from?”

      Liam looked at it again. “I marked a bit of the trail. If I start from there, I could make my way back down.”

      “How soon do you plan to leave?” Emeline was surprised at how much the idea of him being gone hurt.

      “I want to find out more answers first. This map just lets me know I made a lot of plans for coming up here. I packed food for a few days. I had warm clothes, a tent, and a sleeping bag, though I never had the chance to use them. I didn’t bring any weapons with me, except this pocketknife and ax.”

      He kept looking at his supplies, and Emeline wondered again why he had been so driven to come up here to her pond in the first place.

      “Do you remember much of your reasons for coming?”

      Liam looked at her. “Honestly, the only thing I’m remembering was this sudden urge I had to come up here so I could finally get some answers. With all the little flashbacks and partial memories, I’m getting, I’m mostly certain I needed to come find you. Though I don’t understand the reason for it. I just knew I had to come up here. I wasn’t even scared of dying. In fact, I think I was expecting it, and that didn’t bother me. I just needed answers.”

      “And now that you’re here, we’ve got even more questions.”

      “But I can’t seem to remember exactly what question it was I was going to have answered.”
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        * * *

      

      Liam watched Emeline as she first looked at the map then studied the things he’d unpacked from his bag. She seemed fascinated by a lot of it.

      She’d told him when he had first seen her that he’d said, “It’s you.” He wished that would spark more memories.

      Emeline was the reason he had come up here, but he still had no idea why. He didn’t even think she looked all that familiar in appearance. But it was almost as if his soul felt connected to her soul. If she hadn’t taken pity on him when he’d been bit by the snake, he would have had to wait another entire life cycle before getting another chance to learn more.

      Now that he was here in front of her, he didn’t know what he should ask. They were both very odd specimens of human. Or were either of them actually human? He was definitely mortal since he could die, but coming back to live life after life was a very odd thing to do.

      Her living for years without showing signs of old age was another impossibility. Yet she was living proof right there.

      Her ability to communicate with nature, and the way she had healed him using some plants and potion type things made him wonder if she might be a witch. He knew he’d learned about the Salem Witch Trials in his schooling, but he was almost sure he’d done extra research on it sometime on his own. This area wasn’t too far from Salem so it would make sense they’d heard of the issue. Yet he couldn’t ask that question out loud. At least not until he was sure she’d handle it well.

      If she’d lived through the time when witches were burned at the stake, she probably wouldn’t like being reminded of it.

      Though how she could be anything else was beyond him.

      Emeline looked up and met his eyes. She’d caught him staring, and he tried his best to own up to it without looking away.

      “I know this is a personal question,” Liam said. “But do you have a name for what you are? You seem immortal, we’ve already established that. Are you magic or something? Fae…” He paused then decided to just push on with it. “Or maybe a witch or goddess or something?”

      Emeline shook her head slowly. “I honestly don’t know if I have a category. I can use magic, so I must be something. But many years ago, I used it on myself to erase my memories. Something traumatic happened to me, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I blocked out those memories and that included whatever I knew of myself.”

      “Wow,” Liam said. “That’s sad.”

      “I remember feelings and emotions. No reason behind them, though. That’s the most frustrating part.”

      “Have you been alone this whole time?” Liam asked. “After you took your memories away?”

      Emeline nodded. “I don’t even have anyone I can ask to find out if there is a way to get them back. Not that I truly want them. They would have had to be horrible enough I purposely chose to cut them out.”

      “I’m sorry,” Liam said.

      “As am I.” Emeline touched the map where he’d written the word pond. “I do know it had something to do with the pond. I loathe that place. It was very unusual for me to even be there. That’s another reason why I feel as if there is something bigger than us happening now.”

      “That is strange,” Liam said. The pond definitely played a big part for both of them. He wanted to head there immediately, but after hearing her say how much she hated the place, he couldn’t ask her to go right away.

      “Do you remember any people? Any family from your past?”

      Emeline shook her head. “No. I think a part of why I took my memories away was because of the hurt I’d felt from others. I created wardings to prevent people from coming up here so I could avoid human interactions.” She looked him in the eyes, and Liam felt completely exposed.

      “I’m sorry about that too.” He wished he could remember more clearly his reason for coming up here.

      “While we’re both apologizing, perhaps I should apologize for being responsible for your deaths. However you managed to be reborn so many times, yet still reach the same fate each time, breaks my heart. I have no idea if I’ll ever be able to atone for that kind of action.”

      Liam reached across the table and placed his hand on hers. “You didn’t let me die this time. That’s a good start.”

      “I suppose. Though there is no promise you won’t still end up dying while up here. You’ve died over and over while on this mountain. Whether my curse or whatever it is could cause it again is unknown. You won’t be leaving the cabin and exploring anything without me.”

      Liam didn’t know what to say. He was pleased to think she’d come with him if he went exploring. She was quite handy to have around if he got injured. But he wanted time to explore without being watched. If she didn’t like the pond, it would be hard to get her to agree to stay there long enough to find any answers. And having her always with him made him nervous. He wasn’t sure what to think of her since there had been times when he’d looked at her and had felt terror at the thought of what she might be capable of. His mind knew it was illogical, but his gut reactions to the fear from looking in her eyes the other day made him worried she might not be a good witch.

      Yet as he sat there, still holding her hand in his, he couldn’t reconcile the two emotions. Right now, all he felt was love and peace. But the memories of those flashes of black eyes and white-hot rage and destruction were all too real.

      “Are you willing to go to the pond? Liam asked.

      Emeline looked at him, and he hoped she’d say yes. Instead, she deflected. “We need to eat a little first. Part of what makes you heal faster is having enough food, and it’s a long walk.”

      Liam wished he could skip lunch and just go, but it was out of the question. She grabbed some of the flat bread she’d made then pulled down some of the goat cheese she had on the shelf. It didn’t take her long to make some sandwiches for them to eat.

      “Should we get you dressed warmer so you can go outside and get a feel for things there? See if it will help restore some memories?” Emeline took her hand from his and reached for the clothing he had set to the side.

      Liam stood up. “That’s a good idea.”

      He took the clothes she passed to him and walked over closer to the bed. She’d still left the curtain hooked to the wall, though it was currently tucked out of the way. As he closed it and then looked at the bed he’d been sleeping on, he knew he had to give it back to her. He had his sleeping bag, so he’d take the floor. There would be no arguments about it now that he was fully healed.

      For a brief moment, he wished he could share the bed with her, but that was completely out of the question.
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      Emeline was bundled up and dressed warmly before Liam had changed out of his damaged pants and into his other clothes. “That’s much better,” Liam said once he’d stepped out from behind the blanket she’d hung for privacy. He sat by the table and quickly laced up his boots.

      He put his coat on again, and she was curious what the material was made of. It was so different than anything she could make with wool. Even the fabric she’d bought years ago when she went down the mountain couldn’t compare to this.

      “Are you ready?” Emeline asked.

      “I am.”

      “What do you want to see when we go out?”

      “I’d like to see where the snake bit me. I’m hoping the pond and area where we first met will help spark some memories.”

      Emeline gritted her teeth but wasn’t going to argue.

      “If that will be too hard on you, we don’t have to do it today.” Liam patted her shoulder, and she was sad when he took his hand off.

      “It’s a bit of a walk,” Emeline said. “I think we should save it for tomorrow, if you’re willing. That way you can have more time to really explore it.”

      She could tell he was disappointed by the suggestion, but he didn’t argue it. It was kind of him to be so aware of her wants and needs. She was sure it wasn’t something she’d experienced from very many others in her past.

      “What if I show you around the cabin. Give you an idea of where you’re staying until you can make your way back home.”

      “That would be nice,” Liam said.

      “It probably won’t spark any memories of your reason for coming here, but you wanted to help outside once you felt better. I may as well show you where you’ll be cutting wood, and then how to take care of the animals.”

      “I’d like that,” Liam said. “And I’m all for chopping wood. I don’t think I’ve done it this time around. You might have to show me how you want it done.”

      “It’s easy enough,” Emeline said. “I rarely cut down a large tree. My long saw is useless without a second person on the other side. So, I take down trees that I can manage to cut with my ax. Then I chop it into smaller sections, and then split those into parts.”

      As she approached her wood pile and the place she’d stacked some of the larger logs, Liam gave a slow whistle.

      “You did all this yourself?”

      “Of course,” Emeline said. “No one else is here.”

      As she spoke, he reached out and touched her arm, giving the bicep a squeeze. “You are a mighty woman. And I never really thought of it, but you had to somehow carry me back to the cabin from where I dropped.” He looked her over. “How did you manage?”

      Emeline looked up into his eyes. Normally, she’d keep all those kinds of things secret, but with Liam, it was different. He already knew she could use magic, so it wouldn’t hurt to tell him the truth.

      “I built a litter with some poles and ropes lashed around them. Then I rolled you onto it and dragged you back here.”

      “How far away is the pond?”

      “A few miles.”

      “Goodness!” Liam gasped. “You pulled me a few miles?”

      “What else was I supposed to do?” Emeline put her fists on her hips. “I had decided to not let you die. I had to get you back to the cabin.”

      “It’s just quite extraordinary.” Liam looked her up and down once more. “I don’t know how well I’d be able to pull anyone two miles. You had to drag it across the ground, too. No wheels or anything, I’m guessing.”

      “Just the ends of the sticks rubbing against the ground.”

      Liam took a step forward and wrapped his arms around her. She couldn’t understand why he was so physical and willing to touch her. She couldn’t remember being embraced by another person, especially not a man. That was unheard of and part of her felt as if it were inappropriate. Until she let herself actually feel his arms as they held her close.

      “You are incredible. I know I have likely ruined your life by showing up in it. And with all the strange things surrounding the two of us, I’m sure things will never be the same for either of us. But I have to tell you over and over again how thankful I am to have stumbled upon you this time. Thank you for not killing me.”

      Emeline stiffened and he must have felt her response.

      “I didn’t mean it that way. I don’t blame you for any of the other deaths. You didn’t do it on purpose to hurt me. You were protecting yourself.”

      “But I was the one that killed you. Either by neglect or by sending things after you.”

      She took a few steps then looked back at him. “You know, I’ve changed my mind. We need to head to the pond right now. I must know why you came here. I have to see if my own memories can be returned.”

      “Are you sure?” Liam asked. “You said it’s like two miles. Won’t it be dark soon?”

      “We’ve got about three hours. I’m sure you can manage two miles at a fast pace, now that your wound is completely healed. We’re going.”

      Liam caught up to her before she’d gone more than twenty feet.

      “Whatever you say, ma’am.”

      “Don’t call me ma’am.” Emeline couldn’t tell why that bothered her so much. It wasn’t the meaning behind the word or anything. It just felt wrong coming from him.

      “Okay,” Liam said slowly. After a moment, Liam turned to her. “Have you ever gone by the name Emma?”

      As the shortened name washed over her, Emeline was sure she’d been called that before. The warmth of the memory was fleeting before it disappeared, but she liked it. “I think I have.”
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        * * *

      

      Liam didn’t know why, but Emma felt like a better name for her than Emeline. He wouldn’t call her that, at least not yet. If they got closer and developed a long-lasting relationship, maybe he’d use that pet name for her.

      Liam tried to push the distracting thoughts of a relationship with her out of his head. He was on his way to the pond where he’d first seen her, with the hopes that it would remind him of the reason he’d come. Yet the only thing he could think of now was getting bit by the snake. Hopefully there would be no snakes around. It was a lot colder than where he’d come up a few days ago. Even the sunshine seemed muted, so there likely wouldn’t be any snakes out sunning themselves to get the last bit of warmth they could before hibernating.

      Emeline walked briskly, but she seemed very alert and aware of her surroundings. Liam tried to follow her lead and watched for things that were out of the ordinary, but he didn’t really know what to expect here. The small clearing she’d had around her cabin had given way to more densely growing trees and that made the walk a little slower. Though she didn’t seem hindered by it at all. In fact, she looked like she belonged here. Her feet glided across the forest floor, stepping over small bushes, and side-stepping the trees or branches that jutted out.

      Liam, on the other hand, kept getting caught up and tangled in some of the branches or smaller bushes that she was able to pass without even a snag on her skirt. As they continued to walk, it became more obvious he was the only one having trouble.

      “Emeline,” Liam said a few minutes later.

      “Yes?” She paused and turned around. “Oh!” She hurried back to him, pushing at the vines and branches from the larger bushes they had started passing.

      He looked more closely at the branches that had caught hold of his clothing and frowned. “I didn’t think these kinds of bushes had thorns on them.” The leaves had mostly fallen, but a few remained. He was sure this kind of bush was not an actual acacia tree with two-inch thorns. No, those were usually native to Africa and more arid regions. But there was no denying he was stuck with huge thorns snagged into his coat and pant legs.

      “Did you do this?” he asked.

      Emeline shook her head. She began to pull the thorns out from the fabric of his clothes, mumbling something under her breath as she broke them off the branch. “Not on purpose. But like I said, I sent out a request for nature to stop anyone who isn’t me. I suppose it’s just doing what was commanded.”

      “I never saw anything like this as I was coming up. At least I don’t think I did. If you wanted things to stop me, why was I able to make it up here?”

      “I didn’t feel you in the forest until you were closer to the pond. I don’t know how you did it, but you were able to pass the barriers I’d put up to send travelers in a different direction.”

      “Why didn’t it work on me then?” Liam asked.

      “I don’t know,” Emeline said. “It is possible the magic has faded over time. I hadn’t gone down to refresh the barriers. Perhaps we were fated to meet.”

      Liam nodded. “It makes sense.”

      “There,” Emeline said, as she finished untangling him from the branch. “Let me try to soothe the plants so they won’t attempt that again.”

      She placed her hand on the bush in front of her and mumbled more words he couldn’t quite hear. She then reached down, and pushed some of the snow that covered the soil out of the way so her hand touched the dirt directly. He wasn’t positive, but he felt as if there was a vibration in the air. If it was magic, then he knew he wouldn’t understand it, but he was fascinated at the idea she could use it.

      “This should be better. Stay closer though. Perhaps I should take your hand.”

      Liam smiled as she reached for him. “I like that idea.”

      Emeline’s cheeks blushed a little and Liam liked that even more. She was beautiful, and he didn’t care how old she really was. If she was some kind of magical being, it wasn’t like a normal age gap. There would be nothing wrong with him finding her attractive. Besides. He knew without a doubt she was the reason he was here. He couldn’t remember why he’d been searching for her, but he’d found her, and he would stay with her until he could find the answers he needed. Or the questions that would lead to the answers.

      The remainder of the walk to the pond was uneventful, in terms of not being attacked by vicious plants or wild animals. He did, however, discover that he was completely fascinated by and enamored with her. His body remembered this connection and the closeness he was feeling now as they held hands walking in the forest.

      He was almost certain, that once upon a time, she had belonged to him, and he to her.

      He would have to be careful about it all, since whatever had happened when they’d been together in the past had been so terrible that she’d removed all recollection of it.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeline hated the way her heart began to pound in her chest as they neared the pond. Though, it wasn’t nearly as bad as it had been only a few days ago. Having Liam right there with her and holding her hand gave her more courage and comfort than she’d expected.

      His presence was a buffer against the echoes of horror she’d come to expect each time she came near the pond.

      “Do you hear that?” Liam stopped suddenly and Emeline froze.

      How had she’d gotten so caught up in thoughts of him that she’d not been paying as close attention to their surroundings as she should have?

      “What is it?” Emeline asked, after long moments of silence hadn’t given her any clue to what he’d heard.

      “I can’t tell,” Liam said. “It was off to the left of us. Far ahead. But it’s gone now.”

      Emeline reached out to the air around her, trying to feel for sound vibrations that might give her a clue. She could feel nothing unusual in the air. She sent out a feeling of request, hoping perhaps a bird or rodent or something was there that might pass on any news.

      “Nothing seems amiss,” Emeline said. “There are no indications from any creature that there is something out there.”

      Liam let out a breath and she looked at him. “That’s good. Now that I’ve gotten this close to finding answers, I would hate to think I’d get eaten by something.”

      “Yes,” Emeline said. “Let’s avoid having you get eaten. You might be the key to helping me find out why I destroyed my memories.”

      “Do you think you could do some kind of magic thing to reverse that spell?” Liam asked.

      “None that I know of,” Emeline said. “I’ve tried. But I have no one to guide me, and I either removed the memories of how to do something like that, or there is no way to reverse it.”

      “I hope that’s not true,” Liam said.

      “I don’t know,” Emeline said. “I do remember bits and pieces of the anguish those memories gave me. Enough to know I was happy to have removed them. Maybe instead, I should focus on making new memories to replace the old.”

      Liam nodded. “That sounds like a good idea. I hope the memories you have with me here will be good ones.”

      “They already are,” Emeline said. “I don’t remember feeling this comfortable with who I am, or what I can do, my entire life. I’m having a hard time believing you aren’t bothered by the fact that I am capable of using magic.”

      “I’m just glad you don’t want to send me to some mental institution because I’ve been talking about my former lives and deaths.”

      Emeline laughed. “Yes, I suppose your past was hard for people to accept as truth as well. Do you remember all of your deaths?”

      Liam shook his head. “Most, but not all. I don’t know how many lives I’ve lived.”

      “Do you remember your first?” Emeline asked. “That might help us figure out how everything started for you.”

      Liam closed his eyes. She could feel some anxiety building up inside him, but nothing more than that.

      “No,” he sighed. “I remember flashes of pain in my chest. I remember black eyes and the feeling of pure evil.” He glanced at her, and she hoped he didn’t think it was her. But it could have been. She didn’t know what she’d done in her past, and since she’d been responsible for many of his deaths, it wasn’t beyond reason that she had done it.

      “I don’t think it was you, though.” He squeezed her hand.

      “How can you be so sure?” she whispered.

      “The way I feel when I’m with you. When I’m touching you, I know you wouldn’t hurt me.”

      “But I did.” Emeline said, taking her hand out of his.

      “You didn’t,” Liam insisted. “You were protecting yourself from danger. I was a threat those other times I came near. I don’t blame you. Stop blaming yourself.”

      “But how can we hope to make things work?” Emeline asked. “I can’t die, and you die all the time. I don’t want to risk getting close to you. I couldn’t let you die, but now that you’re here, I can’t let you stay. Not with me being the cause of your death. But I don’t think I will ever willingly let you leave.”

      Her brutal truth surprised her, but when he met her eyes, he just smiled sweetly.

      “I know how you feel,” Liam said. “I don’t know why, but I was meant to come find you. And whether I live to become an old man, or die tomorrow, I will never regret the time I got to spend with you.”
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        * * *

      

      Liam took her hand in his again and began to lead them toward the pond. She allowed him to set the pace, but he could tell she was more attentive and alert to what was out there. He never had a problem with anything as they walked. They were both quiet, since they wanted to listen to what might be out there. He wished he could have figured out what had made the noise he’d heard earlier.

      It wasn’t something that he’d expected to hear in nature. Yet, it was so foreign to him he couldn’t even begin to describe what might have caused it.

      “We’re almost there,” Emeline said after they’d walked for close to twenty minutes according to his watch.

      “Do you want me to go alone?” Liam asked.

      “No!” she snapped. “You will not approach that pond without me.”

      “Do you have any idea of why you hate this place so much?”

      She shook her head. “Only the feeling that it was the end of everything.”

      Liam wished he could say something to lighten the mood, but her words seemed to settle over him, and he could only agree with her assessment of the place.

      They both stepped out into the clearing near the pond and stared at the still water. There was snow on the ground near the water’s edge, but he felt as if it should have been covered in ice.

      Long minutes passed as they both just stood there, waiting for some kind of memory to return. Liam looked to the right then pointed to where he thought he remembered stepping out of the bushes.

      “Is that where you found me?”

      Emeline nodded.

      “Can we go over there?”

      She didn’t speak, just began walking. Liam kept an eye out for any sign of another snake, but Emeline didn’t seem concerned about anything dangerous.

      “Where was I standing?” Liam asked.

      She pointed to the spot, and he could see there was some hint of the soil being disturbed by the makeshift litter she’d built to haul him back to the cabin.

      “Where were you?” he asked.

      Emeline let go of his hand and moved over to where she’d been standing when he’d stepped out.

      He looked at her for a moment, willing himself to remember everything that had come before that caused him to come up here looking for her. She looked away for a moment, as if some sound distracted her. When she turned back to him, something about her mannerism must have sparked the first synapse because suddenly, a flood of memories washed over him.

      “You really are her,” Liam said.

      “Who?” Emeline asked, sounding scared to hear the answer.

      “My wife.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeline’s jaw dropped open as she stared at him. She shook her head, not wanting to believe it, but also knowing it made about as much sense as everything else they’d recently discovered.

      “How can you be sure?”

      “I remember.” He closed his eyes again, remaining silent for long moments. Then he shook his head and looked at her. “There are still parts that are blank, but I remember the reason I came up here. I remember the hike, where I left my car. I put my hiking backpack over there, like twenty feet away before coming through the bushes and standing by the pond. Cat was tracking something, then came over to investigate when he saw me.”

      Emeline nodded. He was right about the backpack, and what Cat was doing.

      “You came out a few minutes later. When I saw your face, I knew your name. I knew who you were, who we had been. That’s why it felt so right when I called you Emma today.”

      Emeline’s eyes stung as tears filled them. In her heart, she knew he spoke the truth, but she could remember none of her life with him. Nothing about having been married or having been called Emma.

      “When I first started getting flashes of my previous lives, there was always a woman that I knew I needed to find. I couldn’t remember who you were, or very much about you. Yet I do remember watching you be drowned in this very pond. It was covered in ice, and they cut a hole into it. Then they lowered you in while holding a knife to my throat.”

      She’d always felt as if the pond was dangerous. A suffocating and closed off feeling overwhelmed her each time she’d come near it. “Who did it?” Emeline asked. “Do you know?”

      “The village leaders. They said they’d heard it was the best way to test a witch.”

      “So, I was killed?” Emeline asked.

      “I watched you die,” Liam said. “They pulled you out, and you were lifeless.” He took a step toward her as if he wanted to hold her again, but she stepped back. She had to understand this more fully.

      “Am I like you then? Did I return to life after death?”

      “I don’t know,” Liam said. “I remember my deaths, and then I am reborn as a baby. I live a full new life each time. Before I died that first time, I went after someone. I think her name was Mary. She’d been the one to claim you were a witch.”

      “Another woman accused me of witchcraft?” Emeline asked. “Did she know? Did I use my magic freely?”

      Liam shook his head. “I don’t think so. I didn’t know you could do anything. Not until now. So, I guess you really were a witch. Did the drowning actually kill you?”

      “Maybe,” Emeline said. “I don’t remember, though since I hate this pond so much, it is reasonable my hatred for it came from being drown here. I just don’t understand why I survived it or why I came back.”

      Liam looked back at the pond, then took a few steps toward it until he was close enough that he could squat in front of it and reach down to touch the water.

      “What happened to the other woman?” Emeline asked, feeling the anger at the accusation bubbling up within her.

      “I…” Liam paused then looked back at Emeline. “I think I killed her.” He stood up quickly, then before Emeline knew it, he was right in front of her, putting his hands on her arms. “She had powers. Dark and strong. She fought back, though couldn’t beat me physically. I’d had my hands around her throat, but before she died, she shoved a knife into my chest.”

      He let go, and placed his hand over his heart, making Emeline hurt for him. She gently placed her own hand over his.

      “As I was dying, I remember seeing black eyes, and hearing her voice echoing through my skull.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She cursed me with endless deaths as she breathed her last breath.” He closed his eyes once more, as if remembering it all. “Then, a flash of this strange dark light or power or something blasted out from her and slammed into me as it rattled the small hut we were in.”

      “She was a witch, then, too?”

      Liam nodded.

      Emeline wished she could remember any of this. If she’d lived through the loss of her husband because he’d been killed by another witch, that did explain why she’d been so devastated. But he had killed the witch who’d betrayed her.

      “Before my heart stopped, I saw you. You were covered in white frost, just like the early morning. I thought I’d found you in heaven.” He reached up and touched her face, sending shivers of longing through her. “Then the next thing I remember was learning how to walk again as a young child.”
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        * * *

      

      Liam pulled his hands away from Emeline’s face. The confusion and pure shock at all the memories he’d just bombarded her with was probably too much. He would have to give her space and time to come to terms with it all.

      When she caught hold of his hand before he could completely step away from her, his heart swelled with joy. The sure knowledge he had of how much he had loved her and how destroyed he’d been when they’d taken her from him washed over him. Now, she was standing there in front of him. Impossible as it was, he was reunited with his wife from three hundred or more years ago.

      Liam wrapped his arms around her, and she embraced him tightly around his back, burying her head into his chest.

      “I can’t believe it,” Emeline said. “Not really. I know it must be true. Just the way it feels, but there are no memories of you. How could I have taken those away from myself?”

      “Shhh.” He kissed the top of her head, a surge of protectiveness coming over him. He would do anything he could to stop her from feeling any more pain or heartache. But what could he do? If he’d been cursed with endless deaths by a witch he was sure had immense powers, how could he stop it? Was it even possible to break a curse? Only another witch could have told him how, but the one in his arms quite possibly removed all her knowledge of things like that.

      “I…” Emeline looked up at him but didn’t release her hold on him. “I’m glad you came back to me. That you persevered enough to keep coming even though you died with each attempt.”

      “I had no choice,” Liam said. “The urge to find you and get answers was too strong to deny.”

      “But how do we stop you from dying again. I may have saved you from the snake bite, but there are all kinds of dangers in a place like this.”

      “I don’t know,” Liam said. “I’ll just have to be as careful as possible. And we'll try to find out a way to break the curse. You have to know something about magic. How it might work.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know much. Most of what I do is instinctual. Sometimes, I have no idea how it’s done. It’s tied with nature, and the earth.”

      “So maybe keep asking your plants and animals here to not purposely kill me. Then we’ll take it one day at a time.”

      “All right,” Emeline said. She looked up as if studying their surroundings. “I do think we should head back to the cabin. There are storm clouds gathering again. We might not make it back before it begins to snow.”

      Reluctantly, Liam let go of her, but he took her hand and smiled. “Just in case the plants and animals haven’t figured out I’m not a threat. Gotta give them as many clues as possible.”

      “I like that plan,” Emeline said. “And I’ll do what I can to pass the message along that you are safe. That I want you alive. Hopefully they’ll listen to that. I’ve asked them to protect me for so long, they might not know how to do something different.”

      “Well,” Liam said. “If I do end up dying before we figure out how to break the curse, at least you’ll know to expect me to come looking in a few decades.”

      “Don’t even joke about that,” Emeline said. “I can’t lose you again. We will figure this out.”

      “I hope so,” Liam said. “I truly hope so.”
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      Emeline kept an eye on the clouds as they hurried down the path they’d taken to reach the pond. She wished she would have been paying better attention to the weather all along. It was a strange storm, coming in a lot faster than most that visited the area, though it wasn’t unnatural.

      As the wind picked up, it yanked at her clothing and the back of her skirt was plastered against her legs. With Liam right to the side of her, she managed to stay steady on her feet, but her clothing practically acted like a sail, trying to move her faster down the path.

      The tree branches and bushes whipped them as they passed, and she knew her own clothing was getting caught on them. At least the thorns that had grabbed Liam before were on a different section of the trail that they’d already passed.

      “Ouch!” Liam grunted as a branch hit him in the face. She looked up to see a long scratch that had begun to bleed freely. She pulled out a handkerchief from her pocket. “Hold this on your cheek.”

      He took the cloth, placed it on his cheek, then pulled it back to look at it. “Glad it didn’t get my eye.”

      Emeline wanted to run, but didn’t dare go any faster, in case something else happened to Liam. With the curse, he might be crushed by a falling tree, or even be struck by lightning.

      As she thought that, a bolt of electricity slammed into a tree not ten yards in front of them. It didn’t fall, but she screamed. It had to be a coincidence; she couldn’t have been the cause of it. A thunderstorm always had lightning with it, and trees were a common target.

      “We should hurry,” Liam said.

      “Yes,” she agreed. “But go carefully.”

      He looked at her for a moment, then nodded as if understanding.

      Even with them rushing, it still took forever to get close enough to the cabin where Emeline could see it through the trees.

      A clap of thunder slammed against her skull as a result of another flash of lightning, this time just behind them as they ran through the sudden downpour that came with it. The rain seemed to come from every direction, and her top layer of clothing was soaked. She’d be wet to the skin within minutes. Emeline looked at Liam as they hurried through the rain. The water didn’t seem to be soaking into his coat, but his pants were completely wet.

      She’d have to make sure he didn’t get too cold and fall ill because of it. Hopefully, her fire would be easy enough to rekindle and get going. If the coals had managed to keep going, they’d get the cabin warm in no time.

      She was so relieved that they’d reached the open area around her cabin, that she wasn’t as cautious as she should have been. Her foot hit a rock or root sticking up in the path. As she stumbled, her forward momentum was knocked off kilter and she bumped into Liam, taking him down with her.

      They slid for a few feet in the mud. When they came to a stop, Emeline sat up quickly, checking Liam for harm.

      He was face down in the mud, his arms outstretched, and he wasn’t moving.

      “Liam!” she shouted, terrified she’d somehow killed him. He didn’t move as she shook him. She crawled forward to get a better look at his head and neck. There were no rocks that he could have hit his head on, and his body didn’t look misshapen. She prepared to use her healing powers to examine him more closely when she heard a grunt that sent relief through her.

      He groaned and pushed himself up, looking whole and mostly uninjured underneath all the mud. “Don’t worry,” he said, then took a few breaths. “I’m still alive. Just got the wind knocked out of me.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Emeline said. “I should have been more careful.”

      “Let’s just get out of the rain,” Liam stood and held his arms out as he looked down at his front. “I think I’m gonna need a shower.”

      Emeline took the hand he then offered her and stood as well. The lower half of her was covered in mud, but she’d partially fallen on top of him, so her upper body was only wet, and not soiled.

      He looked up at the rain. “Or maybe I should stand like this for a bit longer and let it wash most of it off.”

      The flash of lightning that hit again behind them lit up the sky so brightly that she could see every bit of muck on him.

      “Yeah, maybe not.” He took her hand, and they started moving quickly again, careful to avoid anything that might trip them.

      When they reached the door of the cabin, Cat was sitting under the small wooden bench, somehow managing to avoid the water that fell. He hissed at Liam as if personally offended by the rain and blaming Liam for it, not even looking at Emeline.

      She opened the door and Cat skittered past the two of them and disappeared into the house.

      “Crazy cat,” Liam said. Emeline could only nod in agreement.

      “Should we take this muddy mess off before we go inside?” Liam asked.

      Emeline shook her head. “It’ll be better if we go in. We can stay closer to the door.”
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        * * *

      

      Liam was relieved they were able to get into the shelter of the small cabin and shut out the storm. Immediately, the remaining warmth of the building eased his concerns, and he was glad she’d had the fire still burning low. He unzipped his coat, glad it was able to keep most of the water out, but his lower half was wet to the bone.

      Emeline peeled off her outer coat, then pulled off the shawl from around her neck and shoulders. She reached behind her to untie the skirt. The soaked fabric looked heavy and as she struggled with the lace that held the skirt together, he wondered if he should offer to help. Though that felt a tad inappropriate.

      He couldn’t look away as she finished untying the skirt. But instead of removing all of it, she only took off a top layer. Beneath that, she still had a second skirt, lighter in color, but still looked to be of the same fabric as the other. She then undid the lacings on the front of her bodice at the top. His chest tightened at the sight of her removing it, but there was still another layer underneath. She was completely dressed still. Modest beyond most current standards, but he was stunned at how turned on he was.

      He felt ashamed by his sudden lust toward her. Even if she had been his wife once upon a time, they were practically strangers now, and he couldn't expect anything from her. He would have to earn her trust and her willingness someday.

      Emeline didn’t seem to notice his lecherous observations as she took off the wet clothes then hurried over to the fire to build it back up.

      He took advantage of that to remove his coat the rest of the way then looked for something to clean off the mud from his pants.

      Since her skirt’s outer layer was muddy, but he could tell the inside was still rather clean, he used the clean parts to wipe at the mud on his own clothes for a moment. He hated the way they felt, plastered against his skin, but he didn’t have a second layer beneath his own pants. It didn’t feel appropriate to take them off the same way she’d removed her outer skirt.

      Once most of the mud was off and he was no longer dripping onto the floor, he undid his boots and took them off. They would need to be cleaned thoroughly as well, then dried. He wondered if he should take them outside for a moment to wash them in the rain, or just put them by the fireplace to let them dry. He could brush off all the mud and dirt tomorrow.

      He looked at his socks. They looked a bit soiled, but not filthy, so hopefully the insides of his shoes hadn’t filled with mud through the whole ordeal.

      When he looked up from his assessment of his appearance, he caught Emeline studying him. He lowered his boots to his sides and shrugged. “It’s too bad you don’t have indoor plumbing for a hot shower.”

      She shook her head, but a sweet smile tugged at her lips. “I briefly thought of staying down in the town when I learned of such things. Too many people though, so I gave that up. I do have a bucket we can fill with warm water once I get some heated. You’d have to clean up in sections. But if you stand in front of the fireplace as you do it, it’s quite comfortable.” She motioned for him to move closer to the fire and he did as she asked. The warmth from the building blaze felt nice.

      A sponge bath would not compare to a shower in any way, but that would be fine. He had lived like this before. He could do it again.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeline gathered the things she’d need to get some water heating; glad she still had a bucket in the room that was full of water from when she’d gathered snow. The rain had been a surprise since she had thought it would be cold enough for snow. It would likely turn to snow before morning if it kept raining. She poured it into her large pot that she kept in the front corner of the fireplace. It wouldn’t take long for the water to come to a boil with how nicely the fire was burning. This would be enough for them to clean with, but she’d probably need a bit more for rinsing and then washing the clothing.

      She could also go outside and get water from the rain barrel she’d set up to catch the runoff from her roof if she needed more.

      Liam was likely used to cleaning with a lot of water, but he would just have to make do with what they had.

      Emeline put her finger in the pot of water to check the temperature. It was good enough they could get started with the cleaning. She poured out some of the hot water into the bucket she’d filled her pot with in the first place then passed it over to Liam.

      “This is for cleaning with. But you’ll need to rinse out the cloth in this smaller bowl for the first few times so the water can stay clean longer. Once all the mud is gone, you can use the bar of soap and some new water.”

      “Thank you,” Liam said, looking at the bucket and cloth she’d handed to him.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “You’ll get used to it.”

      “I suppose,” Liam said. “Doesn’t mean I can’t still miss a shower.”

      Emeline smiled. She did remember showering a few times when she’d gone exploring. She’d gone to a campground and stayed there, observing the people and seeing how they went into a small building. She’d been astounded at the easy way of cleaning and had tried it with delight. It had been cool water at first and she’d loved how convenient it was, but when the water began to heat up after she’d stepped into the stream, she had been amazed.

      Too bad all the people and hectic lifestyles of everyone around had been more than she could handle.

      This quiet life was definitely what she needed. She’d been so afraid someone might figure out what she was, and it was impossible to guess what they might have thought of or done to her once they learned she could use magic. The fear of discovery was real, even though she couldn’t fully recall having been oppressed because of her abilities, she still knew she needed to hide what she was.

      Emeline brought over the crockery pitcher that had some cool water, then took her ladle and began putting some of the now boiling water into it. She stirred it around for a moment, then put her hand into it. This would be perfect for her to clean with.

      She took it over near the bed. She would be able to close the curtain she’d placed there to give them both some privacy.

      “I’ll wash up over here, and you can stay there to clean up. I put a towel on the edge of the table for you. Take your soiled clothes and put them in a pile near the fireplace. I’ll clean them up once I’ve washed off the mud from myself.”

      Liam nodded. Before she moved behind the curtain, she noticed him turn the chair around backward and he placed the towel on it. That blocked her view of him from the waist down, which was a smart move on his part in case she finished before he did.

      No matter what their history was before, they were still strangers, and needed to give each other space and privacy.

      She was glad to get out of the wet clothes, but the only thing that was currently dry was her night dress, and it was rather thin since she’d worn it for years and it was becoming quite threadbare.

      She should have been doing laundry while Liam was getting better. She’d been too distracted with everything else that she’d neglected her clothes, and now she would pay the consequences of her laziness.
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        * * *

      

      Liam turned around to make sure Emeline was no longer where she could see him as he prepared to undress. He didn’t want an audience, but the tiny cabin was not built for privacy. He could see only slight movement behind the blanket she’d hung near the bed, but he knew he’d have to hurry in order to get cleaned up the way he wanted to before she finished.

      She was much more efficient at all of this rough living, and he needed to get moving.

      His T-shirt was one of the longer ones, which gave him some coverage over his boxers as he took the wet pants off and began to wash off his legs and feet. He was still amazed that the snake bite had completely disappeared. If Emeline was somehow powerful enough to heal him from something like that, there had to be a way for her to help him break that curse.

      As he cleaned himself, he tried to recall all the details about the curse and how it had happened in case it would be helpful for Emeline to work a way around it. Once he had washed off all the mud from his legs and feet, he would have to do his upper body. He glanced behind him to be sure she was still hidden behind the curtain then stripped off his shirt and quickly washed his arms and chest and neck. He hoped there wasn’t much dirt on his back, because he wasn’t sure how well he’d managed to reach every bit of his back.

      His clothes looked too dirty to put back on, and he reached for his backpack, glad he’d had a few extra shirts and some exercise shorts that he had planned to sleep in.

      Finally, feeling cleaner than he had since he left home a week ago, he looked at his muddy clothes and wished he knew how to clean them.

      He really wanted to hang them out in the rain, maybe draped across a limb or something, but knowing his luck, it would be stolen by some critter, or blown away in the wind.

      “Is it all right if I come out now?” Emeline asked.

      “Yes,” Liam said. “I’m clean and dressed.”

      He turned around just in time to see her move the curtain aside and she stepped out from the side of the bed wearing a long, white dress. He was almost certain it was a nightgown, and though it didn’t look like the lingerie he’d seen in stores, this was arguably the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen.

      Her hair was completely undone and freshly washed. It glistened in the firelight and Liam was entranced.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeline could feel the difference in Liam as she approached. There was a buzz about him that she didn’t know how to handle.

      He was dressed, but his clothes were odd looking. His pants were only halfway down his legs, stopping just at his knees, and the shirt was similar to the undershirt he’d worn when she’d first found him. This one had an image on it that she didn’t really understand. The odd thing about it all was how handsome he was, even dressed so strangely.

      “What should I do with the dirty clothes?” Liam asked.

      “Don’t worry about them,” Emeline said. “If the rain continues, there will be enough water in my barrel outside so I can rinse them off well tomorrow. If not, we can gather up the snow, or even take them back to the pond, or go to one of the streams not too far from here. For now, we’ll just move them over by the door.”

      Liam picked them up, and as he passed, she noticed the scratch on his face was still bleeding just a little. She followed him a few steps, then decided to wait until he turned around and came back to the center of the room.

      “You’re still bleeding. I should look at it.”

      Liam’s expression was confused, then understanding lit his eyes and he reached up to his cheek.

      “I forgot about that.”

      Emeline picked up a clean cloth, then dipped it in some fresh water from the boiling pot. She dabbed at his cheek, watching his response as she cleaned it. He winced a couple of times but didn’t do more than that.

      “I think it will likely heal well on its own once the bleeding stops. I probably won’t need to make any paste or anything to put on it.”

      “Will it scar?” Liam asked.

      “Very likely.”

      “Cool,” Liam said. “I’m kind of weird and actually like scars.”

      “Are you sad the one on your leg is gone?”

      Liam looked down at his leg, making it a little harder for her to continue wiping away the dried blood. “Only a little bit. I am glad I don’t have to keep taking things easy or stay in the bed and do nothing while I regained my strength.”

      Emeline chuckled. “Don’t worry, now that you are feeling better, I’ll put you to work. We’ll still have to be careful. Don’t want any other accidents. I’m not sure how much more your body could take.”

      “How did you do it anyway?” He touched his cheek, then met her eyes. “Can you heal this completely? Just to see if it works?”

      “I don’t know,” Emeline said. “I can aid healing by touch, but I don’t know if I’ve ever done anything big before. I take some of the energy and life forces from the air around me, then put it into the things I want to heal. I don’t have a lot of reserves currently, so I’m not sure if I can make any difference on this cut.”

      “You don’t have to,” Liam said. “I really don’t mind letting it heal on its own. I just wanted to know how your magic worked.”

      Emeline leaned a little closer, moving the candle she’d set on the table to where she could see his face better. “With your leg, I had been doing it little by little. While you were unconscious, I only had a bit of energy since I’d had to bring you back to the cabin. When I’d replenished my energy, I would try healing each time I cleaned the wound. Once you woke up, I had to continue the healing more slowly. I didn’t know how you’d react if you realized I was capable of healing you like that. It was better to make you think the plants and herbs were doing it all. But I have never healed something like that completely. I don’t think it was all me.”

      “Do you think it was something about my whole thing of being reborn after dying? Maybe my body thought it was dead, but the curse brought me back to health.”

      “It’s possible,” Emeline said. She put the cloth down then went to move away, but Liam took hold of her hand.

      “Thank you for this.” He kissed the knuckles on her hand then met her eyes. “You didn’t have to do any of this, but you helped me find answers to things as well as taking care of me each time I hurt myself.”

      Emeline couldn’t speak. His intense gaze sent butterflies into her belly, and she had to look away. She liked the way her hand felt where he’d kissed it and wondered if she might dare try kissing him for real. When she raised her head to look at him again, she knew she’d seen that look before. She could read the question in his eyes, but she couldn’t give him that answer. As much as she wished she could, it was too soon.

      She couldn’t let her heart be lost completely if something happened to him. And with the curse threatening his very existence, there was no way to know if she could do anything to help break it. Whoever had cast the spell had been powerful enough for it to continue for more than three hundred years, and dozens of life cycles.

      Whether Liam was intuitive enough to know she wasn’t ready for anything, or she had hesitated too long, he cleared his throat and let go of her hand.

      “I can help you make dinner if you want. I know you’ve got things down to a science, but if you’d like me to do anything to help prepare the food, let me know.

      “It will be fine,” Emeline said. “I put some dried jerky in another pot of water and added some potatoes and carrots to it. It’ll be ready in no time.”

      “Incredible,” Liam said. “I was so busy just being in your way, and you still got food cooking while getting things ready for me to clean up. Is there anything you can’t do?”

      “Oh, there are plenty of things I’m incapable of.” Emeline turned away and moved back toward the fireplace to check on things. She wished she was brave enough to turn back around and kiss him.
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        * * *

      

      Liam wasn’t sure what to think about her actions. At times, she seemed so open and readable, other times she closed herself off and he was left guessing. Knowing he would never be able to guess the thoughts of a woman who’d lived for hundreds of years, he decided he’d just see if he could change the direction of his thoughts.

      That was difficult to do, now that he knew she’d been his wife in the past. But he was no monster. His foster mother had taught him to have respect toward women, and that was what Liam would do. He would look away and not focus on the curve of her hips. Even though it was so visible through the thin fabric of her night dress as she stood in front of the fire.

      He turned around so his back was to her and decided he’d head over to the front door and clean up a bit of the water that had leaked from their shed outer clothing. He used his old and partly dirty shirt to wipe up the mud that had been tracked in when he’d walked into the room with his boots still on.

      “You don’t have to do that,” Emeline’s voice from behind him spoke.

      “Sure I do,” Liam said. “I made the mess. I should be the one to clean it.”

      “I appreciate that, Liam,” Emeline said. “You are very kind.”

      “It’s the least I can do. Everything else is done by you.” He turned to look at her for a moment, and she was setting things on the table with her back to him.

      “I’m used to living on my own and doing everything by myself, anyway. I’m glad you’re here to keep me company now. So don’t go do anything stupid and get yourself killed somehow.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Emeline wiped her eyes as she turned then looked up at him. “I’m serious, Liam. I couldn’t bear to lose you now. If I robbed myself of memories of my past because of you once, I don’t know what would happen if I lost you again.”

      Liam moved close and pulled her into his arms. “I will do everything I can to stay alive. And I’ll help you in every way possible as we see if there is a cure to the curse. But even if I do die, I will come back. I always do. And this time, you’d remember me.”

      “But I’d have to live twenty plus years before you came back. I don’t want that. I don’t know how much longer I can keep others from coming up here. If what you say is true about them using maps and taking pictures in the sky, then how can I hide this area long?”

      “Maybe you’d move down to the city. Or go to another place.”

      “Then how would you find me again? If all your dreams or visions or memories tell you to come up here to the pond, how do I find you again if I’m forced to leave?”

      “Somehow, it will work out. We found each other again. It will be possible.”

      “But how can you be sure?” Emeline asked. “This curse has never allowed you to get this far.”

      “No,” Liam said. “But being with you feels right. I was supposed to find you this time.” He lifted her chin just a little so she would look up at him. “I remember bits and pieces of things, and each time, I knew that if I could only find you and talk with you, things would work out. Now, here we are, standing and talking and remembering things. We can figure this out together.”

      Emeline nodded, then closed her eyes. She looked so frightened. Very different than any other time he’d seen her. When she buried her face against his chest, his heart ached for her. She'd always been so strong and capable, seeming to be made of iron and unbreakable. As he felt her trembling in his arms as she cried with worry, he hoped he wasn’t lying to her. They had to figure things out. Because if he did abandon her again after promising it would be all right, then he probably deserved the curse of death.

      But she didn’t.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeline didn’t want to let go of him. She felt complete as she stood there, wrapped in his arms. His heart beating strong and steady helped create a calm that washed over her. She hadn’t known this kind of warmth and safety in so long. She knew he had held her like this before, though she couldn’t remember it in her thoughts. All she knew was that it felt right.

      Liam’s arms around her back eased up just a little, but instead of letting go or pulling away, he began to rub her back. His hands were firm and strong, knowing exactly where to touch, and how much pressure to apply. Her entire body began to tingle, and she lifted her head to look up at him.

      Liam’s hands slowed on her back. One stopped completely and held her close to him. The other slowly inched up to rest on the back of her neck and cradle her head, ever so gently.

      His eyes never left hers, and she stared into his gaze wishing she could just fall into him and be fully wrapped into his soul.

      Liam’s head lowered a little, but not completely, and she wanted to beg him to hurry. At the same time, she was glad he was taking things slow. Agonizingly and tantalizingly slow.

      Without her knowing how it had happened, Emeline realized she’d brought her own hands up to cling to him with one arm around his back while her other hand gripped his shoulder. She pulled on his neck, urging him to come closer, and when he dipped his head enough that his lips finally reached hers, she gasped in pleasure.

      It had been so long. His lips fit her perfectly, just like they always had. She remembered this, with every part of her soul and body. The memories were almost, but not quite in reach. If she could just break through the block she’d placed there to prevent memories, maybe she could find a way to get them all back.

      Liam’s moan of pleasure sent a spark of light into her mind.

      She made certain her hold on him didn’t ease up as she began to take a step back. Her mattress was so close. They would be there in less than ten steps. He didn’t hold back but came without argument or hesitation. Their lips and hands still explored and as her fingers found their way under his shirt, he gasped again, then kissed her even harder.

      A crash of pottery in the storage room was followed by the squeal of a rat, and then Cat’s hisses as the predator chased its prey.

      Liam stepped back, cursing in pain as Cat slammed into his leg in pursuit of the rat. It all happened so fast that it took Emeline a moment to realize that Cat had banged into quite a few things while hunting the largest rat she’d ever seen.

      Liam hopped a few times then limped over to the chair by the table and grabbed the cloth Emeline had used for cleaning his cheek. He pressed it against the top of his foot and hissed a bit himself.

      “Did Cat scratch you?”

      “Yeah,” he grunted, and lifted his foot a little to get a better look. “The rat tried to climb my leg, so they both kinda clawed me up a little.”

      “We'd better clean it quick, so you don’t get some kind of crazy infection.”

      “Guess that curse is still out there, lurking in the shadows and waiting for a chance to strike.” He looked at the cat, and Emeline was sure if he had the ability to cast a curse, he’d have done it to Cat right then.

      Cat, who had caught the rat and was holding its dead carcass in its mouth, just stared back at Liam. A shiver ran through Emeline. Cat was ruthless, but she couldn’t fault him on his excellent hunting skills. Too bad it had happened right now.

      She glanced at the bed and wondered if maybe it was a good thing that they’d been interrupted. She couldn’t let herself be completely at ease and remember what it was to love him so completely until she was sure he would live long enough to survive the winter.
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        * * *

      

      Liam focused his attention on the issue with his foot and was glad he could keep his head down and not have to look at Emeline. He couldn’t believe he’d almost taken advantage of her. She’d kissed him willingly, but that didn’t mean he had permission to do anything else. And she’d already told him she couldn’t bear to get any closer to him if the curse would just end up taking him away from her.

      As much as he was irritated about the way Cat had distracted them both, it was probably for the best that they were no longer kissing. He had started walking her toward the bed and that was just way out of line.

      Liam pulled back the cloth, needing to distract himself from thoughts of beds and kissing. A pool of fresh blood filled the deep gash on the top of his foot. Cat must have been moving incredibly fast to do that much damage while chasing the rodent. There were only a few scratches that were on his legs where the rat had started climbing.

      At least Cat had stopped the rat from making it up any higher on his leg. He looked over at Cat to find him staring with the rat still in his mouth.

      “Are you looking for praise or something?” Liam asked.

      Cat dropped the rat on the floor with a heavy plop, then sat down directly behind it and placed a paw on the rat. For a moment, Liam thought it looked as if Cat was posing for a trophy hunt photo, but then Cat just walked away.

      “What?” Liam said. “You aren’t going to eat it?”

      “Cat rarely eats the rodents he catches.” Emeline moved over to it, grabbed it by its rope-like tail, then opened the door and flung it far outside. “But I don’t mind the clean-up especially since Cat does the capturing and killing for me.”

      It was hard to watch Emeline look so casual again after those intense moments of kissing, but her changing back into the strong and capable woman was exactly what he needed to see. She could do what she needed to do, and together they would figure out a way to break the curse. This was the first time in his many lives that he really didn’t want to die again. Before, it had always felt inevitable. This time, he knew there was a chance at closure since he’d finally found what he was looking for. Now that he had her, he would find a way to survive.

      “How’s the bleeding?” Emeline asked.

      “Nothing life threatening, but I am surprised at how deep it is. There is a constant ooze if I don’t keep pressure on it.” He waited until she was right there next to him before lifting the cloth so she could see.

      “I’m sorry,” Emeline said as she looked at it. “I think we’ll need to keep this on for a bit, until the bleeding slows more, then we’ll need to clean it with the same tincture I use.”

      Liam nodded. “Figures.”

      “I will also see if somehow, I can heal it by touch. Maybe, if I’m paying close attention and watching how it works, we can see if it has to do with your body, or my healing powers.”

      “I suppose it’s a lucky thing we have this new experiment to do.” He looked over at the cat, who was now sitting near the fireplace, just watching the two of them.

      “Do you want to eat first, or wait until after we clean this?”

      “Maybe we should eat after. That way I won’t puke it up if the pain gets bad.”

      “I’ll gather my things. Let it bleed a little. That can help get out any impurities that entered when you were first scratched.”

      “Do you know that’s how modern medicine would do it too?” Liam said. “Like puncture wounds and animal bites. I love that you already know all the right ways to do things.”

      “You told me I did it wrong by sucking the venom from your snake bites.” Emeline tilted her head to the side and Liam tried to remember when he’d told her that. Probably when he’d first woken up and looked at it. Apparently, she’d known what she was doing, especially since everything was all healed up perfectly now.

      “Goes to show you how much my advice or comments are worth.” He gave her a smile, hoping she’d forgive him for his poor judgment from before.

      Emeline brought the bowl she’d used to mix her plant-based paste or mush stuff, and the stone bottle she’d had her alcohol tincture in. He watched as she did her work, wondering if there was any way to see how magic worked. He looked at the wooden spoon she’d placed there, and he debated whether he’d need it or not. Since this wound didn’t look as bad, he decided to tough it out.

      The alcohol stung painfully, just as he’d expected, but not as bad as when she’d had to clean out the more infected area of his leg.

      “Hey,” she said. “You didn’t even need the stick this time.”

      Liam smiled, but hoped she couldn’t see the beads of sweat on his forehead from enduring the pain anyway. “You’re just really good at this.”

      Emeline smiled as well. She turned her attention back to the scratch and started putting her paste on it, then held her hand over it and began chanting something quietly under her breath.

      He could feel a difference, especially in her vibe, or maybe she would call it an aura. There was nothing visual he could see, but she felt peaceful and in tune with him. It was hard to describe but it felt as if she was a part of him for a moment.

      With the first aid treatment now complete, Liam relaxed against the back of the chair. Constantly needing to be healed was going to be a problem. He’d never been accident prone before, so it was clear this was all related to being close to Emeline and the curse he’d been given.

      “Are you hungry now?” Emeline asked.

      “I am.” Liam tried to stand up, but she put her hand on his shoulder and pushed him back.

      “Stay put and keep your foot elevated. I’ll bring your food over.”

      Liam lifted his now wrapped foot and put it on the wooden stool nearby. That left her a chair so she could eat at the table with him.

      She placed a bowl of soup and some hard bread that she’d made yesterday in front of him, and Liam was once again impressed with her abilities. Instead of sitting down next to him at the table, Emeline moved back to the fireplace and put a bowl of soup down for the cat.

      “Your reward for the rat.”

      Cat turned his head to look at the bowl for a moment, then slowly stood and stretched as if it didn’t even care there was food. Emeline then brought her own bowl and sat down at the table with Liam. She was further away than the last time they’d eaten together. He told himself it was so he had room to put his leg up, but she could have easily arranged her chair toward him, instead of pulling it further.

      Yes, she was likely also regretting their kisses. It was best to keep distance between them.
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      Emeline kept herself busy with the serving and clean-up of dinner so she wouldn’t have to focus on what had happened. Her racing heart and tingling belly had calmed down and now that she was thinking clearly, she tried to look at the options ahead of her.

      She watched him as discreetly as possible, trying to see if he’d be willing and receptive to anything like that again. But he kept his head down, or looked away quickly each time she turned her attention to him. He was probably relieved nothing had happened, and that meant she needed to be as well.

      They were strangers still. Legally, she was no longer married to him, since he had died and was a different man this time. But how did any of that really work? What was a legal marriage in the first place? No one here was a legal authority. And she would never go to the city below and become a legal citizen there.

      No, marriage was out of the question. Besides, her marriage to Liam all those years ago had been a hand-fasting.

      Emeline sat up straighter. How had she known that? She turned to Liam. “I may have remembered something. Do you recall much of your first life? With me I mean? Were we hand-fasted as our marriage?”

      Liam cocked his head to the side, as if trying to jog a memory loose. “I think so. Hand-fasting is where you both cut yourself on the hand or wrist, then your hands are tied together?”

      Emeline nodded. “I don’t remember the specifics, but I am sure that’s how it worked for us. If I can get little bits of memories back with you here, it might be possible for me to access some of my other memories.”

      “That’s good,” Liam said. “Do you remember there being any books or anything you learned your magic from? Or did you have a teacher?”

      Emeline shook her head. “I don’t remember any books. I remember some things about being shown different things. I probably had a trainer or mentor. I don’t know who it was, though.”

      “At least some things are coming back. For me, it helped when I went to the place it happened. I know you said you hated going to the pond. We know you were drowned there. Or they tried to drown you, whether it actually happened or if you somehow faked it and they left you for dead. We could go there again and see if it will trigger more memories. But can you remember anything else. Some other place that might have strong emotions tied to it as well?”

      A flash of vision hit her mind’s eye. Darkness, cold and wet. Flickering torchlight and hanging stalactites. In the distance, toward the back of the cave, Emeline knew she’d seen movement and a warm glow. That would be where she’d get her answers.

      “Did you remember something?”

      Emeline nodded. She didn’t want to go, but maybe she’d have to.

      “It will take us some time to prepare to go there. We’ll have to hike for a few days, and possibly wait for the weather to stabilize a bit more. It would be deadly to get caught in a snowstorm as we make our way to the cave.”

      “There’s a cave nearby?”

      “Twenty miles or so.”

      “You weren’t kidding about a hike.”

      Emeline shook her head. She didn’t want to admit it, but after mentioning the cave to him, she had a sinking feeling that they really did have to go there. She’d find the answers she needed to help Liam, but she would also find what she’d never wanted to know again. She was certain it had the answer to why she’d ripped away her memories.
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        * * *

      

      Liam could feel the difference in Emeline’s emotions when she mentioned the cave. It was as if the room had suddenly gotten dark and cold. Though the light from the fire was just as it had been. Cat was staring at him, but then turned away to look at teh bowl of food it hadn’t touched yet.

      “Are you alright?” he asked when he saw Emeline rubbing her arms as if cold too.

      “I will be fine. I don’t know why that place frightens me so. But I know it is where we must go. There will be answers there.”

      “What will we need to do to prepare for the journey?”

      “I’ll gather up the food. Pack it carefully so it’s easy to carry. I’ll need to get something for a shelter.”

      “I have the tent. It’s a small one, but I think the two of us could fit inside. We’d only use it for sleeping in, and with the blankets and my sleeping bag, we should be able to stay warm and dry at night. I also have some travel food we could take as well. Then things for lighting a fire.”

      “That will all be helpful,” Emeline said.

      Liam didn’t want to bring up the uncomfortable topic of sleeping arrangements while in the tent. Given the size of it, they’d have to lay close to each other. Which would be good for keeping warm, but not for staying platonic. But they’d sleep fully clothed and wrapped in warm blankets. He’d keep his hands to himself. They were going to find out an answer to their problems. Not to create new problems.

      “I don’t know for sure about how the weather will play out, but tomorrow, I’ll spend time studying the air and plants to see if I can make a prediction for what’s to come. I do hope we can leave soon. Not tomorrow, but by the day after.”

      She looked at his foot and Liam looked as well. “It’s already feeling pretty good. Only a small stinging sensation with my heartbeat. I think I’ll be able to walk just fine. Especially since it’s on the top of the foot, and not the bottom.”

      “That’s good. I’ll try to do more healing right before bed. I’ll do as much as I can, then sleep and work to recover my energy tomorrow while studying the weather.”

      Liam nodded. It sounded like a good plan. And while he had no idea how things would turn out, it was nice to have a companion this time as he searched for answers to a way to break this curse.
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        * * *

      

      Emeline spent most of the next hour going through her storage room, both to make sure the rat hadn’t done any damage to her supplies as well as gathering what she’d need for their trip. She’d taken Liam’s hiking backpack to him so he could recheck it all and then repack it better for their trip.

      Besides the food and things to stay warm, she needed to gather some of her small satchels. She rarely needed to use them, but if something came at them, she would need to be prepared. Not a weapon exactly, but it could momentarily freeze a threat in place so she and Liam could have time to flee.

      She looked at her charms and the various items she’d put away in a wooden box. She ran her fingers across the engravings on the box, knowing she’d carved them herself. The symbols meant something, but she couldn’t remember exactly what they stood for.

      It hurt her soul to think that she’d destroyed her heritage, but at the same time, she knew she’d had a reason for abandoning it so thoroughly. Emeline sorted through some of the charms, mostly made of rock or wood. There were a few made of gold and one that was silver. She gingerly poked at it, and it felt hot to the touch. With further digging, she saw a silver chain and she used a small piece of fabric to pick it up.

      She wouldn’t be able to wear it, but she’d give Liam the silver chain with a locket on it. That held a powerful talisman that would hopefully protect him from whatever kinds of evil spirits might be out there. If he’d been cursed by a dark witch, there might be nothing Emeline could do to stop it, but she would try to be as prepared as possible.

      If only she knew how to do more magic and protect him. But to know that would mean she’d have to go to the cave and find out why she’d removed it in the first place. She looked at the box with her charms and wondered if she’d put them away before or after removing her memories. How long ago had she done that? As she looked through them, she could remember the uses for some, but not all.

      Most felt familiar as she picked them up and touched them, but she couldn’t recall the last time she’d used them.

      “Emeline?” Liam called from the other room.

      She stood up after placing the box on the floor and closing the lid to it. She’d have to come back and pick which of her charms she’d need to take.

      “Yes?” she asked as she stepped into the main room.

      “I had some bear spray when I came, but I can’t seem to find it. Do you remember seeing a canister about this big, with bright orange and yellow on it? I think I had it in my coat pocket when I was hiking.”

      Emeline shook her head. “That doesn’t sound familiar. I removed your coat once we got here, but there was nothing like that in a pocket. And I don’t remember seeing anything like that when I found your backpack when I made the litter to carry you back here.”

      “That’s too bad,” Liam said. “It would be handy to have against a bear. At least I think it would be. I never had a chance to use it the first time.”

      “I’ll see what I can come up with to keep the animals away. I know they don’t all listen to my requests, especially if it goes against their nature, but I’ll do my best.”

      “That’s all we can do,” Liam said. His words were almost cut off by a yawn and Emeline realized it was incredibly late.

      “You should go to bed,” she said. “I have to sort through a few things still.”

      “I’ll be sleeping on the floor, this time.”

      “No,” Emeline said. “You are injured again.”

      “Not badly,” Liam said. “Besides, you will need a nicer place to rest since you were going to work on healing me a bit more. You will take the bed. No argument there.”

      Liam grabbed his sleeping bag, and unrolled it closer to the fire. It was a much better place for him than where she’d placed her blanket to the side of the bed. She’d done that in order to be close by to help if he needed it. Liam didn’t need to be close to her. In fact, it was better if he wasn’t. Then she wouldn’t be tempted to reach down and touch him.

      “I think I have something in my box of charms in there that might help me focus my powers. I put all kinds of things away since I never had to use them. I must have forgotten I owned them. I’ll be right back.”

      Emeline hurried back into her storage room and picked up the box. She put the box under her arm and returned to the main room to find Liam sitting on his sleeping bag with his shirt off.

      She almost dropped the box in her rush to turn around.

      “Sorry,” Liam said. “I had something in my shirt that’s been itching my back, so I took it off in order to reach it.”

      She heard rustling behind her and could just imagine how is arms looked as they were shoved into the shirt, and how his head would be hidden for a moment as Liam pulled the shirt back down over his muscled chest and flat abs.

      “I’m decent.” Liam cleared his throat, and Emeline slowly turned around, partly wishing he’d left the shirt off, but knowing it would have just been torture to see it.

      She made sure her face was as expressionless as she could make it, then walked over to him and knelt beside him on the floor. She turned her body so she was mostly pointed at his foot, but he’d brought his knees up to his chest so he could look at it as well. That meant she had to stay closer to him than she’d intended.

      But with the healthy and robust energy he gave off, she thought it might help her keep things focused as she tried to direct the healing. She wasn’t going to really pull his life force from him, but she could sort of redirect it into his own injury rather than let it float in the air around him.

      Emeline opened the box and used her fingers to sort a few things until she found a stone, carved in the shape of a heart. That would help her focus her healing as well.
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      Liam wished he hadn’t removed his shirt to find that stupid bit of weed he’d picked up somehow. After seeing her turn around so quickly at the sight of him, it had crushed his ego just a little. Of course, that would help him remember to keep his hands and thoughts to himself.

      Maybe, if they could find a way to break the curse, he could slowly try to gain her trust, and someday he could earn her love.

      She’d brought up the hand-fasting and it had not really sparked his own memory of it, but he knew it was a common thing early in the settling of the colonies. She was probably trying to remember her past and if she remembered him at all, that was a good thing. Had the kiss been what brought those memories to mind? Perhaps he could suggest some more of it to help jog her memory. As soon as he thought that, he felt like a creep again. She didn’t need him to act like a horny teenager. He was a grown man, and he could handle his desires without pressuring her to do anything.

      He watched as she bent forward to study his foot closer. She had cleaned off the plants she’d put there earlier. Now, her hand rested directly on the cut. In the other hand, she held something by a rope cord, but he couldn’t tell what it was.

      Where her hand rested on him felt comfortable at first, but soon, heat began to build. It wasn’t a painful heat but reminded him of when he’d had infections before and he worried something might be wrong. The thought of sudden infection or more damage made him worry and he tensed up.

      Emeline’s muscles tightened, and she took slow, deep breaths as if trying to calm herself. Her breathing was intentional, and loud enough that he began to copy her, hoping it would help him chill out enough he didn’t make things harder on her. He looked at his foot, knowing it was being taken care of by the healer in front of him. He looked back at Emeline and studied her, to see if he could tell what was happening.

      Her eyes were closed, and she looked completely at ease. She probably didn’t sense any kind of problem or infection, so he relaxed a little. As he did, Emeline relaxed a bit as well.

      It was almost as if she was mirroring his emotions as she worked on healing him. He closed his eyes, trying to open his senses the same way she said she did. There was nothing definite, or magical that he could feel. All he knew was that he felt peaceful and whole again.

      He couldn’t wait to look at his foot when she finally finished, but he would not rush her. The way his body felt as if it was working hard, even though he wasn’t doing anything, made him think she was probably telling it to heal itself. Perhaps that was what happened before. Though as he tried to focus on that event, he could almost remember lying next to her, his arms wrapped around her.

      Had that really happened, or was it just a nice and wishful dream? After the whole embarrassing kiss and the way she’d looked away from him just a few minutes ago, he would not ask if they had slept together... or napped, or rested, or whatever the correct term was.

      That would just bring up too many other questions and unwelcome thoughts again.

      He wasn’t sure how long Emeline continued to work on healing him, but eventually, she pulled her hand back and set the stone she’d been holding over his foot on the floor beside her.

      She sagged heavily as if she was exhausted.

      “I think I might have overdone it.”

      “Did you use too much of your energy?”

      Emeline nodded, then collapsed against him.

      Liam barely managed to get his arms around her before she could fall to the floor. He pulled her onto his lap, extending his legs out so he could adjust her position and keep her from falling.

      As he moved his legs, he caught sight of his foot, and there was no sign of the nasty gash. She’d completely healed him again. But at what cost?

      He looked her over, checking to be sure she was still breathing. He felt warm air against his cheek as he leaned closer to watch for the rising and falling of her breathing. He placed his fingers along her neck to check for a heartbeat. She didn’t seem to be in distress or anything, just unconscious. He needed to get her to her bed so she could sleep and recover. Hopefully that would be all it took. He should have asked what she was planning to do, but she had seemed surprised by it when she’d finished.

      He struggled for a moment to get his legs under him so he could first kneel, then stand up with her still in his arms. He carried her over to her bed and laid her on top of the blanket. He tried to smooth out her night dress to cover her legs, but not before he caught sight of her perfect skin just above her knees.

      Once her dress was straightened and her legs and arms resting comfortably, he pulled the blanket carefully from underneath her as he lifted first her upper body, then lower body. Finally, he got the quilt over the top of her and pulled it to her chin.

      He touched her forehead, not sure if he was trying to check her for fever or just try to give her a comforting touch. He realized it was mostly for his own benefit as he wished he could help her recover as repayment for what she’d done to heal him.

      He bent down, kissed her forehead, then moved back to the sleeping bag where he gathered up the things she’d used and placed them all on the table.

      He made sure the fire was fine, and that there was wood nearby so he could add to it if it burned out too quickly. He’d watched her move some of the pieces further apart from each other to slow the rate of burning. Hopefully, it would last the night. If not, he’d get a quick lesson in fire building.
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        * * *

      

      Emeline’s dreams were jumbled and frightening, but when she woke, she could not recall anything about them. All she knew was a sense of urgency and as much as she didn’t want to go, she knew they would have to start out for the cave today.

      Liam was already awake, and she looked around the cabin. It was late in the afternoon from the way the sunlight entered the windows.

      “How long did I sleep?” she asked.

      “Oh, good,” he said, “you’re awake.” Ignoring her question, he hurried over to her, then touched her forehead and pulled his hand back quickly. “Sorry. You’re the healer and don’t need me checking your temperature. You’re fine.”

      “What are you doing?” she asked, looking around the room and seeing more clearly that there were a lot of clothes hanging around on the tables and chairs and on the walls.

      “I tried doing the laundry. I’m not sure if I did it right. Probably isn’t very clean, but I used some of the soap you’d given me before and got some water from outside. There was some in a big bucket next to the house. I think it came off your roof. So, I brushed off the dried mud as much as I could, then washed it, then rinsed. I had to repeat it on a couple of things. I only got them sort of wrung out, so it’ll take a while for them to dry completely, but with me moving them in front of the fire on occasion, that is speeding things up a little.”

      “You really did the washing?”

      “Since you were sleeping and recovering from the miracle you did on my foot, I needed to do something to earn my keep. I have a few eggs I got from your chickens. I can fry them up if you want me to. I didn’t know how to milk your goat, though. Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Emeline said. “I’ll go do that.”

      “How are you feeling?” Liam asked.

      “I am a little tired still. Not weak, but not fully myself.” She reached up and touched her face, hoping it didn’t look old and wrinkly. She hated feeling vain. Before she hadn’t wanted him to notice because of the questions that would come up. Now, she didn’t want him to think her unattractive.

      “So let me fry you some eggs, then I’ll cut some of the bread you made. It’s about time someone brought you breakfast in bed.”

      The smile he gave her sent shivers of delight down her spine. He seemed genuinely happy with the idea of caring for her. What a strange and delightful turn of events.

      She watched as he busied himself with cooking and admired how competent he was. He seemed at ease with the pan as he set it on the metal frame she’d found, but that made perfect sense. It had been his, one life ago, but still, he knew how to work it.

      When he brought the food over and placed it on her lap, Emeline smiled up at him.

      “Thank you, Liam.”

      “My pleasure, dear one.”

      She wondered why he called her that. Not that she didn’t like it, but it didn’t make sense really. It was a term of endearment and should have been saved for a married man and his wife. Of course, if his memories were right, they had once been married. But he’d grown up in a completely different time and culture. He was making her food and taking care of her needs.

      “Eat up,” Liam said. “Then maybe you can tell me if you think the clothes are clean enough. I wanted to make sure we had enough warm clothes for when we go to the cave.”

      “Good idea,” Emeline said. “And I think we should leave as soon as possible. Today even.”

      “Only if you are strong enough to do it. Don’t forget you were going to see what you could determine about the weather.”

      “It doesn’t matter if the weather is bad. We have to get there soon. I don’t know why. We can’t wait for good weather, or we’ll never get the answers we need. My dreams from last night are lost to me now, but I know we have to go immediately.”

      Liam nodded, then headed back to the clothes to move some off the chair near the fireplace and replace it with some that were still wet.

      She was glad he was thoughtful and knew to plan ahead. The warm clothes would be important as they traveled.

      As she ate her food, she wished she could remember what it was in her dream that she’d been so worried about. How could she prepare for the trouble ahead if she didn’t know what it was?
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      Emeline was surprised at how quickly they were packed and ready to go. Liam had done most of the work, since she still felt as if she needed to replenish her energy stores. Hopefully she could find some plants she could pull from on their way.

      “We probably have around three hours of good light. The first few miles are mostly flat, but we’ll eventually start needing to climb. I don’t want to be going through that rough terrain in the dark, so we won’t make it too far tonight.”

      “I’ve got a good flashlight,” Liam said. He pulled out a large black cylinder and clicked the back of it. A bright beam of light came out of it and illuminated the wall.

      “That’s quite powerful. It will be helpful in the cave, or at night while we’re setting up camp. I also have an oil lamp, but with the moon nearly full, we might not need extra light.”

      “I think going as far as we can tonight safely is a good idea. We’ll want to get the tent set up before it’s too dark. We don’t want to run the risk of getting too cold. That would be dangerous, especially since you don’t seem up to full strength yet.”

      “I’ll recover soon. It takes a few days to rebuild my strength on my own, but I can gather energy from nature as we travel.”

      “Just be careful,” Liam said. “I won’t be able to fix you if you get hurt. And I’m kind of dependent on you for a lot of things.”

      Emeline nodded. “You be careful as well. I don’t know how much more strength I’d have for healing anything. If we want to end this curse, you have to survive long enough for us to figure things out.”

      Liam took her hand, and she appreciated the comfort. They walked at a brisk pace, but nothing too strenuous that would deplete them of energy or run the risk of hurting themselves by tripping. As long as the curse didn’t cause him to have a highly unusual accident, they would watch out for trouble from wild animals.

      The first hour was uneventful, and Emeline was able to find a few plants she could pull from. They weren’t enough to return her to full strength, but they did help. When they stopped at one, Liam pulled out a small package and handed it to her.

      “Do you want an energy bar?”

      “What?” Emeline asked as she took it and looked the package over. “How does this have energy?”

      “It’s a protein bar with some caffeine and some vitamins. It’s not quite a meal but has a lot of nutrients and good stuff in it.”

      Emeline opened the package and looked at the unappealing sight. She slowly brought it up to her mouth and nibbled on the corner. It was odd, to say the least. Very sweet and had a strange texture. She didn’t hate it, but it was not something she would ever wish to have easy access to.

      Liam handed her a container of water, and she took a drink, then passed it back to him. He tucked it in one of the pockets of his backpack, pulled the large pack onto his shoulders, and turned to face her. “How much longer do you want to go tonight?”

      “Two more hours of walking?” Emeline asked. “Do you think we can do that?”

      “If we keep up this same pace, I’m sure we can,” Liam said. “I’m impressed with the distance we’ve covered. The light is still good.”

      A sound behind Emeline made her turn around. “Something is following us.”

      “Is it dangerous?” Liam asked. She could tell he was worried, as he had a right to be, given how prone to injury and possible death he was.

      “I can’t tell yet.” Emeline took a quiet step to the side, hoping to get a peek at whatever it was. “Just be cautious.” She reached into her pocket to pull out a small cloth bag that she’d filled with things to make a warding charm. If she needed to, she could throw it at the threat, and hopefully distract it enough they could put some distance between them.

      A quick rustle of bushes caught her eye and she turned more to face it straight on.

      She peered into the shadows under the bush and when she saw what it was, she couldn't help the laugh that escaped her.

      “It’s just Cat,” Liam said as he caught sight of him at the same time.

      “Why did you follow us?” Emeline asked. “You should have stayed at the cabin. You could keep watch for more rats or mice. You’d be warmer, and you could rest easy while we were gone.”

      Cat just stared at them for a moment, then without taking his eyes of Liam, Cat walked past them for a few steps before turning his head to the side and rushing off into the bushes again. The sound of crashing and a squeal of something small but careless reached her ears.

      “Poor critter,” Emeline said.

      “Does Cat follow you around a lot?” Liam asked.

      “I’ve never gone too far from home,” Emeline said. “Cat will sometimes wander the forest in the same area I go. I hope he’ll change his mind and head back. I really don’t want to worry about him going all the way with us. Who knows what we’ll find when we get there.”

      With Cat no longer visible, Emeline and Liam began walking again, both at a slightly faster pace than before. The short rest and the energy bar must have worked better than she’d expected. Maybe there would be options down in the current world that could help her regain her magic energy sooner.

      No, it wouldn’t be worth it to go search for something like that. She had stayed up here, hidden from the world for this long. She would continue to live her life the way she always had.

      Though she wouldn’t be sad if she could remember more about Liam. She wanted to remember what it had been like to be married to him. She wanted to have her memories back, but only if she could withstand the trauma she knew they’d bring.

      She studied him as they walked, they’d reached a part of the hike where the path had narrowed, and Liam walked just a few steps in front of her. It was basically just a deer trail that made it slightly easier to walk through the bushes, but it was becoming denser with all the trees and shrubs. The incline was also slightly steeper, but nothing they couldn’t handle at a slow and steady pace.

      To her left, she could hear a rustle every now and then and she caught quick glimpses of Cat through the underbrush. Perhaps he was still hunting small animals.

      Cat hurried forward, as if he caught sight of something ahead he wanted to investigate. It likely wasn’t small enough to be cat prey, but it made Emeline curious, and she looked up the path.

      She opened her mouth to caution Liam to be careful, but before she could form the words, a large deer bolted out from hiding a few feet in front of Liam. The massive antlers were only inches from his head, and Liam dodged out of the way, but was still knocked off balance as the deer rushed past him and disappeared into the bushes, then immediately dropped out of sight.

      Emeline rushed forward, grabbing Liam’s pack just in time to keep him from falling down the steep slope.

      “Thanks,” Liam said, after he regained his footing and stood up. He put a hand on a tree and leaned forward to look at the small cliff and gave a slow whistle. “That would have been bad.”

      She looked at the slope that went for a few feet before it ended in a drop off. Through the trees, she could see it was at least a forty-foot drop.

      “We have to break this curse as fast as we can,” Emeline said, her heart pounding fiercely in her chest. “I don’t know if you’ll survive much longer if even a simple hike like this could end so suddenly.”

      “Maybe we should find a good spot to set up camp.”

      Emeline nodded. “I think you’re probably right.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time they found a good spot where they felt they’d be safe from potential threats, the light had dimmed enough that Liam was glad it was time to set up camp.

      He put his heavy metal-framed hiking backpack down and unhooked the rolled-up tent that had been strapped to the bottom of it. As he unzipped the bag it was stored in, he glanced at Emeline. She had lit the lantern she’d brought and set it up on a rock to help give them more light. She then turned to watch him.

      “That is a very interesting bit of metal.” She tapped her fingernail on the zipper teeth. “It is quite impressive what people have come up with over the centuries.”

      “I agree,” Liam said. “I can’t remember everything about my past lives, but I do love the cool things I see. And this tent is awesome. I don’t have to do a whole lot to it to make it take its shape. It’s light but still more weatherproof than other versions. This can’t do much against huge wind gusts or torrential rains, but it will keep us warm and dry for the night.”

      He put the poles through the loops, attached the anchors on the corners, then raised the tent in one smooth movement.

      “Oh my,” Emeline said. “That is amazing.”

      “I know, right?” Liam said, thrilled to see how much she liked the ease of it.

      “I would have spent twenty minutes or longer trying to put up a shelter, and it would have been so much heavier to carry all the supplies.”

      “All we have to do now is put our blankets and things inside. I’ll probably need to leave my backpack out here in order for us to both fit more comfortably.”

      “Should we light a fire at all? Either to get warm, or to cook a meal?”

      He noticed her eyes were looking at his pack and the tent. She looked tired and he himself wanted to curl up and go to sleep. Especially if she wanted to get hiking again before first light.

      “I have a meal packet. It even has its own small little warmer. We can climb into the tent right now, use the food warmer to help heat up the enclosed space. It won’t poison the air or anything, it’s non-toxic and a clean burn, plus the tent isn’t airtight so we don’t have to worry about that either. So, if you want to prepare for bed right away, that will be easy to do.”

      Emeline nodded. “I am still not as strong as I’d like to be, so resting sounds like a good idea.”

      “Climb in first and tuck your boots into the corner there. I have a sleeping pad to lay out on the floor. It will pull in some air through this little valve, then I’ll close that, and the pad will help keep rocks from poking us as we sleep.”

      Emeline smiled at the idea. “Sleeping on air.”

      After he put the thin pad down, she climbed into the tent and laid down on it. He peeked inside and gave her a smile as she sighed with delight. “Not as soft as a real bed, or lots of blankets, but definitely better than lying on the hard ground.”

      She sat up quickly, then untied her boots and put them where there was space near the door. She didn’t take up the whole tent, but it would be rather cozy to have the two of them in there. His belly tightened at the thought of lying next to her, and he had to remind himself nothing was going to happen. Except sleep.

      A tent in the wilderness on the way to some mysterious cave where they would learn the reason for all they were going through was not the place for him to ask her if she’d be willing to play the part of his wife.

      They were partners in this adventure. That was all.

      If they both survived, then he could ask her what she thought of being together.
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      Emeline took the items Liam passed into the tent, and spread out the blanket, then unrolled the thing he’d called a sleeping bag. It was incredibly soft, and surprisingly light, yet as she draped it across her legs where she was sitting on the thin mat, she could tell it would hold a lot of warmth.

      This tent would not be as comfortable as her cabin, and they could not have a fire to keep them warm, but she wasn’t too worried about freezing to death tonight.

      “Here,” Liam said. “This will be for making dinner.”

      Emeline reached up and took a silver pouch with a picture of food on it, a water bottle, and a small metal canister that had a strange lid in the center. He then handed her a strange contraption with metal wires that were hooked together, and as she handled it, she was able to unfold it. He stepped to the side, out of view of the open tent entrance, and she could hear him doing something with his pack.

      “You know, I don’t really want to leave this outside tonight since I don’t trust the weather. It seems likely to rain or even snow. Do you think it will fit inside?”

      “Yes, we can make room for it.”

      “Let me pack it all back up first.” It took him a few more minutes to do whatever it was he was doing, then he opened the tent flap again, and put it inside and toward the corner. He disappeared from view again for a moment, and she could tell he was doing something to help secure the tent.

      “All done.” He poked his head into the tent first, then lifted his feet to look at his boots. He stepped inside crouched low. As he entered the tent, it immediately felt too small.

      She knew he was a large man, but with him bent so low, and then on his knees and crawling toward her as he pulled himself all the way into the tent, Emeline wondered how she would manage to pass the night without losing her mind.

      All she wanted to do was curl herself up against him and feel his arms wrap around her. He didn’t seem to be aware of how close he was, and his cheek and jawline were right there. If she moved an inch forward, she could kiss it.

      The smooth, bare skin under the cheekbone was vibrant and healthy. His stubble, coming in dark and lush, made her long to reach out and run her fingers along it. She could almost feel the smoothness that would end in tantalizing prickles on her fingertips. How would it feel on her cheek, or against her lips?

      Emeline turned her face away, so she wouldn’t do something foolish. He was here only to find answers. She would leave him alone. There wasn’t a lot of space in the tent, but she would sleep as close to the one fabric wall as she could, while he took the other. Maybe they could even put his backpack between them, so his legs would have enough room to stretch out fully. It would also fit on her side, at the bottom of the tent.

      No, she’d still suggest he put it between them if things seemed too close when they lay down after eating.

      “All right,” Liam said, as he got into a seated position. “If you’ll pass me the food stuff, I’ll make sure we can have some warm stew before we sleep.”

      Emeline passed it to him and watched in fascination as he got to work. He took off the lid from the metal canister, then pulled out something from a pocket, and with a quick motion of his thumb, a small flame appeared.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s a lighter.” He held the flame against the top of the canister, then something inside it caught fire, but remained low, yet she could feel the warmth of it.

      “Incredible,” Emeline said.

      Liam smiled, then passed her the lighter and she turned it over in her hands. It was a bright green with some metal on the top, and some very small gears. She looked up to watch him with the next part of their meal preparation. Liam tore off the top strip of the silver pouch, then he poured some water in it. He placed the pouch on top of the metal contraption he had unfolded to make a small frame thing to put over the can of flame.

      With the tent doors closed and the small cooking fire in a can, she could feel the warmth beginning to fill the area.

      As she looked up and caught him looking at her, she suddenly felt on fire herself.
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        * * *

      

      Liam suddenly felt trapped, and it was an exquisite torture. He didn’t want to move away from her, but being this close was exactly what he had worried about. They were so close there was no place in the tent he couldn’t reach her from.

      She was still dressed in her heavy skirts, and thick woolen coat and shawl. He still had his coat on, but with the small cooking stove it was warming up nicely.

      “This will take a few minutes for the food to heat up enough for eating. Normally, it’s enough to feed one, but I thought it would be best to save the last few I have for tomorrow's lunch and dinner, then we’ll have some for one more day.”

      “I might be able to find some roots or things we could gather to help. And though my food isn’t this quick, I have some dried meats, and some corn meal and flour.”

      “Good to know we won’t starve.” Liam said it as a joke, but he wondered if that would ever be a death he’d experience. Most had been sudden, like what would have happened if he’d fallen down that slope and sudden cliff when the deer had startled him.

      It was a good thing Emeline had been right there to keep him from going over.

      “Do you think we’ll make it to the cave tomorrow night?” Liam asked.

      “It’s possible, if the weather is good. I am hoping that a good meal tonight and a long rest will help make it easier to move faster tomorrow.”

      Liam nodded. “This is almost ready. I don’t have a bowl or anything, but we could share from the pouch. I do have two spoons.” He passed one of them to her and when she took it, his fingers itched to take her hand in his. Instead, he stirred the stew in the pouch to make sure it had heated equally, then took a taste of it.

      “Here you go,” Liam said, handing her the pouch. “If you hold this top part, it’s cooler to the touch.”

      Emeline peered into the food pouch then brought it closer to her face and sniffed. “This smells delicious. I am impressed that something like this only needed water and heat to make it a meal.”

      “They can do some pretty cool things with dehydrating or freeze-drying food. It makes it so much easier to eat while traveling.”

      Emeline took a few spoonfuls, then passed the pouch to Liam. They took turns, eating a few bites, then passing it back. She still looked worn out and Liam knew it was all his fault since she’d overdone it while healing him. He hoped she could get a good night’s rest and be fully restored to her former energy levels. He took one last spoonful, then passed the remaining portion to her.

      “You finish this. I just remembered I have a couple of bags of trail mix. I’ll get one and we can use that as dessert.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want more?” Emeline asked.

      “I’m sure. Go ahead. I finished off your protein bar, remember. You need this, and I have had plenty.”

      Emeline didn’t argue, for which Liam was relieved. He turned to dig through his pack and saw movement at the side of the tent. He looked closer, hoping it wasn’t anything dangerous, then heard Cat give a low meow before he settled down in front of the doorway.

      “Silly cat,” Emeline said. “You should have stayed home. We’re not letting you in here.”

      Liam was glad to know she wasn’t going to ask him to let the horrid animal inside. He found the trail mix, then ripped off the top of the package while Emeline finished eating the rest of their dinner. He passed her the bag, and she poured out some peanuts, raisins, and chocolate candies.

      “Do you eat them one by one?” Emeline asked.

      Liam shook his head and poured some out into his hands, then tossed them back in one smooth motion. “Nope, you do it all together. The blend of flavors is quite fun.”

      Emeline didn’t look sure about it, and only put a third of what was in her hand over to her other hand and then into her mouth.

      The expression on her face made Liam smile. It was fun to watch her experience something for the first time, and to remember what it was like to try new things and marvel at the novelty of it.

      “Hmm,” Emeline said. “Not bad. Kind of unusual, but I enjoyed it.”

      “Here,” Liam said, holding the bag out to her, then pouring more into her open palm. He poured a little more into his hand, just to make her think he was still having some, then passed the rest to her.

      As Emeline finished eating her trail mix, Liam cleaned up the cooking equipment, and rolled up the now empty meal pouch and tucked it into a part of his backpack. When he’d finished, Emeline looked as if she could just lie down and fall asleep instantly.

      “How about I scoot over to give you some more room. You can lay down and rest right away.”

      “No,” Emeline said. “I’m fine. I can help you clean up things.”

      “Not much to clean up,” Liam said. He zipped up the outer pocket of his pack, then tucked it into the corner. “See, pretty much all done.”

      Maybe she was nervous about lying down, since he’d be lying there next to her. He looked at his pack, it would make it difficult for him to stretch his legs out, but he didn’t want to put it on her side.

      Emeline must have been thinking about the pack as well, because she said. “You won’t be able to fit on your side if that bag is there. You can put it in…” She paused as she looked at the space between them, then she looked over at the opposite corner. “You can put it in my corner. My legs aren’t as long, and I often curl up as I sleep anyway.”

      “Are you sure?” Liam asked.

      “Of course,” Emeline said. “Here, pass it over.”

      “I’ll just put it there,” Liam said, grabbing it and hefting it to where she’d pointed. “Okay, now prove that it won’t be in your way if you lay down.”

      Emeline turned onto her side, then lay down and stretched her legs out. “See. Plenty of room. Now you should get to sleep soon too. We’ll need to leave at first light.”

      Liam glanced at her for a second. Her back would be toward him, and he wondered if he should lay on his back, or facing her, or with his back to her. Whichever way he chose, something would be touching her. He decided to put his back to her so he wouldn’t be tempted to pull her close and cuddle her against him or reach for her hand or touch her even accidentally with his arm lying next to her.

      When he finally laid down, he pulled the unzipped sleeping bag over the top of them both, then pulled the other blanket she’d brought to their shoulders. The two together would keep their body heat in, and with the way he was so hypersensitive of her presence, he knew he’d be rather warm all night as his interest and adrenaline coursed through his body.

      “Sleep well, Liam,” Emeline said, her voice sounding sleepy.

      He waited for a moment, then said, “You too, my Emma.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      As Emeline drifted off to sleep, she heard Liam’s voice. She smiled as she registered the name he’d called her before. Though she wasn’t fully aware of it, and whether it had something to do with being between awake and unconsciousness or not, the name Emma sounded so right. She had called him by a different name, something similar, but not quite the name he went by now. It was a strange sensation to have no solid memories of him, but she knew she’d loved him deeply.

      She wasn’t quite in lucid dreaming, but her subconscious mind knew enough to tell her this was going to be something she would enjoy if she let the thoughts and emotions flow through her without trying to prevent them from coming.

      Her dreams were full of color and light, none of those horrid nightmares like she’d had before. Over and over, the dreams would evolve, and she could remember what it was like to be happy. Most of the happy memories involved Liam, but she couldn’t hold them long. They would slip away, and she’d be left with nothing for long stretches. Then he would return in her dreams, and she would feel the utmost joy at being in his presence again.

      The majority of the night passed that way, and she could feel herself regaining strength. She felt as if they could finally find the answers they both needed, and put this whole torturous experience behind them.

      With Liam right beside her, she felt as if she were safe and free. It was a thrilling sensation and she embraced it. He had been hers once, in body and soul. She had shared everything with him, except for her secret. He couldn’t know what kind of creature she was. It wasn’t allowed and if he were to discover her deception, he would likely banish her. If anyone of her kind found out…

      Emeline felt herself push at that thought, and for a moment she wondered why she was against it. She reached out, thinking maybe she should pull it back and examine it more closely. Everything about this trip was to learn more. As Emeline tried to find the slippery thought, her sleeping body reached out and touched something solid.

      The warmth and strength there called to her. She wanted it. That was so much better than whatever had disappeared from her thoughts. Liam was what she wanted. They had shared so much love and she wanted it again. She moved closer to the warmth, wishing she could just pull it all inside herself and fill in all the empty and missing pieces. Liam would make her whole. His body could wrap around her, protect her from harm, and make everything all right.

      She grabbed hold of that thought and pulled him to her.
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        * * *

      

      Liam fought against an unknown enemy in his dream, feeling as if he were wasting away into a living skeleton. A stabbing pain behind his eyes evoked the image of an empty and bare skull. Somehow, he knew the skull was his and he woke with a start. His chest hurt and breathing was difficult, as if something heavy was pressing down on him. It was darker than he’d expected, given the former moonlight, and he could see no sign of anything on him. He tried to sit up but couldn’t move. Not even his arms would obey his command to flail around for help.

      If this was a heart attack, when he was this close to finding answers, he would scream. Of course, that would do no good since when he tried to shout for help, or even gasp for air enough to fill his lungs to make a sound, he could do nothing.

      Mustering every ounce of strength he had, Liam fought against the darkness. Finally, something broke free in his chest and he pulled in a deep, raspy breath.

      That allowed enough oxygen in his lungs that he was able to feel a touch of life returning to him. His physical sensations returned, and he knew someone had a hold of his arm. Where he was touched, he felt whole, and strong. He used that arm to reach up and try to push the evil off his chest.

      Another raggedy gasp of breath managed to make its way into his lungs, and he groaned.

      To the side of him, he felt her move, and suddenly she sat up, releasing his arm. “Liam!” Emeline said. “What’s wrong?”

      All at once, the warmth and wholeness from his arm disappeared, but so did the darkness and evil from his chest.

      He took gulping breaths to return oxygen to his body and give himself time to return to full mental clarity.

      “I don’t know,” Liam said after he’d managed to get enough air. “I just couldn’t breathe. I felt as if something was on my chest, pushing out all my life force.”

      Emeline yanked her hands back, then scrambled backward, moving away from him, which surprised him since he thought she would immediately reach for him to check if he needed healing of some kind.

      He sat up and put his hand on his chest, checking to see if there was any physical proof or clue that he could use to explain why he’d felt that way. His heartbeat was only a little fast, likely because of the recent scare, but there was no pain or even any discomfort now.

      In fact, he felt incredible now that he was sitting up. From the corner of his eye, he could see a hint of light around Emeline. He looked over at her, but there was nothing that would have caused light. Of course, it was a little brighter than when he’d first opened his eyes. The moon was either still out, or it was nearing dawn. He pulled out his flashlight and looked at his watch. It was just past four in the morning.

      “I’m sorry I woke you,” Liam said. “I know you needed your rest. You should lay back down.”

      Emeline shook her head. “I… No. I don’t need to sleep anymore.” She looked at the door of the tent, and Liam was afraid she’d try to leave.

      “What’s the matter?” Liam asked.

      “Nothing,” Emeline said. “I slept very well actually. I think my energy is restored enough…” She looked at him, then away.

      “Did you have a nightmare?” Liam asked, knowing she was upset. “Or did my panic just now scare you?” He touched his chest, and then reached for her with his other hand. “I feel completely fine now. Whatever you did when you first woke up and reached for me did something to help.”

      Emeline shook her head. “I didn’t fix anything. I don’t think… I mean I’m afraid I might have been the one hurting you.” She looked at her hands and then up into his eyes. “I could have been pulling energy from you. Like I do the plants and things when I replenish my energy stores. It was probably me.”

      Liam grabbed her hand and held it tight when she tried to pull back from him. “That can’t be it. Where your hand touched my arm was the only place that felt alive and usable. Everything else was dark and heavy.”

      “But what if it was me?” she asked, still trying to tug her hand back, but not nearly as hard as before.

      “It wasn’t,” Liam said. “Even right now, as I’m touching you here, I feel completely fine. I feel better in fact because you are touching me.”

      “But that’s because I am awake and in control of my power. We must be careful, so it never happens again.”

      She pulled her hand from his, and he let her this time. She grabbed the backpack at her feet and placed it on the mat between them. “We’ll keep our distance while we sleep so I won’t be able to accidentally pull from you again.”

      “It wasn’t you,” Liam said. “I’m certain of it. But there are still a few hours before it’s light enough to continue our journey. We should both get more sleep.”

      Emeline nodded, and lay down, turning her back toward him again. He lay on his side, facing her and wondering why she was so adamant it had been her fault. As he studied her, all he felt was goodness and light from her proximity.

      No, whatever it had been was still out there, in the dark. If the curse was a tangible or living thing, it wouldn’t surprise him. That had felt so real and so solid.

      He would do what he could to hurry them along and get to the caves as fast as possible. If Emeline could find the answers she was sure would be there, he could finally put an end to this curse, once and for all.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeline couldn’t stop the tears from filling her eyes. She could have killed him. They were only a day’s journey from the cave, and it wasn’t even a certainty they would make it there alive. If he died on this trip, she would never be able to continue on. She’d already removed her memories once, it wasn’t likely she could do it again.

      He had to survive, and she would do everything she could to keep him that way. Even if it meant keeping her distance and not turning to beg him to hold her and take away all her sadness.

      After a few minutes, Liam’s breathing returned to a normal and very subdued, almost sleepy breath. She listened closely, wanting to be sure he was asleep before she would turn to her other side to keep watch over him.

      If he looked at her, with those tender eyes and gave her any clue that he would accept or welcome her closeness, she would have such a hard time staying away from him.

      But his life depended on her strength and willpower.

      A soft snore let her know he really was asleep, and she turned over to look at him and watch his chest rise and fall, slowly but steadily. She looked closely, trying to open her vision to see more of his aura and make sure that he wasn’t in any danger of breathing or heart troubles.

      Nothing looked wrong, but she still felt as if there was danger surrounding him. Most of his deaths had been from accidents or animal attacks. This could have been a heart attack, or it really could have been her beginning to take his energy.

      He’d insisted she hadn’t done anything to him, and part of her wanted to believe that. She had fallen asleep next to him that one day when he’d collapsed on her bed when she’d dragged him over there. Nothing bad had happened to him then, and she’d been fully replenished. He’d said he felt fine, and she couldn’t tell if she’d pulled from him or not. But she just couldn’t trust this to be true. Not until she knew more about his curse. She couldn’t even learn of that until she figured out whatever it was she needed to do at the cave when they reached it.

      She was only going there because she’d felt she must, from whatever dream she’d had. All she could do was hope there would be answers or more flashes of inspiration or instructions when they got there.

      Liam shifted a little in his sleep, his hand moving closer to hers. She wished she could take it and hold it because it just felt like it would be right. But no. She would withstand the temptations and keep him safe.

      It wouldn’t be long until the sun rose, and they could pack up their materials and get on the way to the cave. She would just keep watch over him, making sure if there was anything outside, it would not catch them unaware.

      She opened her senses up and stretched them to outside the tent into the surrounding area. She could feel the presence of Cat, and a few small rodents deep in the ground beneath them. A few plants that hadn’t fully gone into their winter dormancy could be felt, but there was nothing large out there that might pose a danger.

      She stretched her awareness out further but could still feel nothing dangerous. She sent out a request to the land and air around them to pave a path of safety so there would be no dangers as they traveled. Hopefully the earth would listen.
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        * * *

      

      Liam woke and felt well and rested. He opened his eyes and was surprised to see Emeline lying beside him, looking at him.

      “Good morning, beautiful.” Liam reached for her hand, but she pulled it back. He knew it was because she worried that she might hurt him, but it still disappointed him. It would take a long time to win her trust.

      “Good morning, Liam.” She sat up then pushed the backpack to the side a little. “I think if we just ate some of my dried meat as we walk, we can get an early start.”

      Liam nodded. It would do no good to argue with her or suggest anything else. She exited the tent rather quickly, after picking up her own bag she’d had in the corner near his.

      Liam slipped off the mat, then unscrewed the valve to let the air escape as he rolled it up to the more compact size. Then he gathered the other things, folded up the blankets she’d brought, and cleaned out the tent enough he could take it down.

      He stepped outside of the tent and saw her coming out of the trees. He’d need to go out there for a bathroom trip as well, but he could wait until he got the tent put away.

      Emeline watched him collapse the tent and repack it in the small case then shook her head. “Still amazing.”

      Liam smiled. “Give me just a moment, then I’ll be ready to get walking.”

      Emeline nodded, then reached into her pack while he slipped into the trees for some privacy. When he returned, she passed him a strip of jerky and a hard biscuit and started walking. He fell into step beside her and slowly chewed on the food. It was hard and tough to chew, but it did have a pleasant taste to it.

      “Keep your eyes open for danger,” Emeline said. “And let’s make sure there aren’t any ledges or steep cliffs to fall off.”

      Liam gave her a half-hearted salute. She was so different than she’d been yesterday, and he didn’t like the change. Something had happened last night, and she seemed to feel as if it were her fault. He would need to somehow convince her that she was good and full of light, while whatever had gripped hold of his heart was completely the opposite.
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      The further they traveled, the more Emeline felt the danger and oddness of the place she was headed to. She hated how confused and unsure she was as she got closer, but she knew that something in her dream had been adamant she return to the cave. They walked for a few hours, paused briefly to prepare lunch and rest for a few minutes, then continued their journey.

      The higher they hiked, the quieter it got. As if the animals had all gone into hiding, or were frightened by their presence.

      “Are you feeling a change in temperature?” Liam asked.

      Emeline turned around to look at him. He’d pulled his jacket close and even had the hat attached to it covering his head.

      “I hadn’t noticed until you said something,” Emeline said, shivering with a sudden awareness of it. “Perhaps it’s just that we’ve gained altitude.”

      “But the sun is still shining as brightly as before,” Liam said. “It was just after we passed those boulders.”

      Emeline looked to where he pointed, then nodded. “I think you’re right.”

      “Does it mean anything?” Liam asked.

      Emeline studied the boulders for a moment, trying to see any writing or carvings on them. She could see nothing with her natural eye, so she shifted her focus and looked for other deeper clues.

      “I can’t tell for sure,” Emeline said. “I feel as if there should be something there, but nothing is standing out to me.”

      Liam stepped closer to her, and she looked at him, seeing the healthy aura around him and knowing she should be able to see things in nature like she could back home by her cabin, but it was muted here. Almost like something had tried hiding it from the world. Maybe that was the way redirection spells worked.

      Emeline turned around in a circle, studying the terrain with more focus. Yes, things were definitely different here than they’d been a quarter of a mile before. “Something is off. I think we’re getting closer to it.”

      “You don’t know the exact location?” Liam asked.

      “I did once,” Emeline said. “All I know now is that it’s this way, and that I’ll know it when I see it.”

      “How?” Liam asked.

      Emeline shook her head. “I can’t explain why or how I’ll know.” She placed a hand on her chest, knowing for a certainty that it would be obvious to her when they arrived. “I’ll feel it.”

      Liam’s head jerked up and he turned around. “Cat’s following us again.” Emeline looked to where Liam was pointing out the animal. Liam took a step closer to Emeline, as if trying to shield her from danger.

      “I can’t believe he’s come all this way. I’ve never gone much farther than a mile or so from the cabin, and I’ve always been back home the same day.”

      “I don’t like this. The stupid animal should have stayed back at your place. Why would he come all this way?”

      Emeline looked at the cat, who was just watching them as they stood in the pathway. The cat’s behavior had always been odd, but she didn’t have anything to base it off of.

      “Is Cat different than other cats you’ve seen before?” Emeline asked.

      “I’ve never owned a cat,” Liam said. “But I’ve never seen one behave like this. Must be a weird wild animal thing.”

      Cat slipped off the trail and into the bushes. Emeline and Liam stood there for a few moments, watching to see if he’d reappear, or if there were any sounds of Cat stalking some prey or if he’d spook another deer or something.

      “Should we continue?” Emeline asked.

      Liam nodded. “The sooner we get to the cave, the better.”

      “Agreed,” Emeline said.

      She almost reached for his hand as they walked, but stopped herself before she could actually do anything so foolish. She needed to keep her senses open and pay more attention to things that were odd or out of place. She should have noticed the temperature difference, but she’d been so distracted by Liam walking to the side of her that she’d missed it.

      She couldn’t afford to lose focus and run the risk of putting him in danger.
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        * * *

      

      Liam couldn’t pinpoint what it was that had him on edge, but everything felt different. He hated not knowing what to expect. When he’d come searching for Emeline earlier, he’d resigned himself to the thought of dying, knowing it was a high probability. That hadn’t bothered him before. Now, he was terrified to die because he finally had something worth living for.

      Emeline looked cautious, and they had slowed down a little as they walked. She scanned the area, constantly moving her head back and forth. Her hands were held out in front of her, like what he’d done over an open fire to feel the heat radiating off it. She also slowed at times to take deep breaths before beginning to walk again.

      “How far are we from the cave, do you think?”

      “I feel it close. I don’t remember exactly, but it could be just over this rise, or the one past that.”

      Liam looked ahead of them, noting the terrain did indeed rise up. Nothing steep, but a sloping rise that would only take twenty minutes or so to crest.

      If the cave really was that close, it might be the reason he was so on edge. He didn’t understand magic much at all, but if this place had a lot of power to it, maybe it was strong enough someone like him could feel it.

      “When we reach the cave,” Emeline said, “I have no idea what to expect. I don’t know how large it is, what’s inside it, or even what I will have to do there.”

      “We’ll face it together,” Liam said, taking her hand in his. She even let him keep hold of it and seemed to appreciate the contact. Liam wanted to bring it to his mouth and kiss it, but he just gave it a squeeze. “For whatever reason, everything we’ve suffered is connected, but we’ve been kept apart from each other. If we do this together, all will be well.”

      Emeline met his eyes and gave him a grateful smile. “I am glad you’re by my side. I’m sorry for whatever it is I did that caused you to suffer. I’m sure it was because of me.”

      She tried to pull her hand from his and continue, but Liam stopped her from moving forward and turned her to face him. “It was not your fault. I’m almost certain Mary was the cause of it. She was jealous and wanted what you had.”

      “She may have tried to have me killed to get me out of the way, but you still suffered because of me.”

      Liam shook his head. “This is all on her. I think she might have been able to use magic, like you. But she was evil. She had a blackness to her when she cursed me. It felt dark and wicked. Any time you’ve used your magic, it has felt good and wholesome.”

      Emeline looked at his chest, and Liam placed his free hand on it. “Whatever happened last night was not you. It could be the curse she’d cast trying to take over again. You probably saved me, just by being close and touching me as we slept.”

      “If her curse has lasted all these years, she must have been powerful. I don’t know what it will take to break her spell.”

      “We’ll figure it out. And if not, just remember that I found you once. I’ll do it again.”

      Emeline’s tough outer shell crumbled, and she sagged against him. Liam pulled her close, wrapping both arms around her and tucking her head against his shoulder.

      As Emeline’s crying became stronger, and turned into full-body sobs, Liam wondered if he had misunderstood. Maybe she didn’t want him to return to her.  She’d been so strong and capable for so long, that she was likely overwhelmed by it all. Now here he was, just making things worse by being there. If he hadn’t come to find her, she’d have just gone on living each day the same as the last.

      “Emeline,” Liam whispered after a few minutes, as her crying began to lessen. “If this is too much for you to bear, then maybe if I die this time, I will try to remember how much it hurt you and not come back. I have had flashes of memories from the other lives. I could stay away if you wish.

      Emeline looked up and stepped back from him a little but kept a hold of his arms. “Don’t you ever say that again. We’ll break this curse. One way or another, we’ll break it and there will be no more dying and rebirths for you.”

      She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him. Nothing as passionate as the other night when he’d almost taken her to bed. This was full of love, not lust. He hugged her close, and kissed her in return, then reluctantly released her. They had so much to do, and unfortunately, kissing wasn’t the most important thing at the moment. But he hoped they could revisit the kisses soon.

      “No matter what happens,” Liam said. “I am glad I found you. Just these last few days have been worth all the other lives I’ve lived to get back to you.”

      “I’m glad you found me, too. I wasn’t living at all before you returned. There was no meaning to my life, and I’ve felt more since you’ve been here than in decades put together.”

      “So, let’s go find a way to stop this curse. We can’t be far from the cave now anyway. Things feel differently up here.”

      Emeline nodded. “We are close. I feel vibrations that I haven’t felt in a long time. Something powerful resides in the cave, whether it’s living or just a force of nature. This is where we’ll find the answers.”

      Liam turned to begin walking but took her hand in his. “If anything dangerous happens, then you know it has to be me who dies. You could work on finding a way to end the curse for when I come back the next time. We don’t know what would happen to you, and if you can die. You’ve lived hundreds of years, but that only means you’re ageless. We don’t know if you are immortal. And until you get all your memories back, there are too many unknowns.”

      “Just don’t do anything stupid,” Emeline said. “It doesn’t matter if you’ll live again. If you die, some part of me will die with you now that I know you hold my heart.”

      Liam’s own heart swelled with joy at her admission, but that just made him more terrified. Not of death, but of losing her.
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      Emeline kept a tight hold on Liam’s hand as they walked. The cold air here seemed different than just the early winter cold, and she shivered from deep within. Whatever guarded this area was strong. She wanted to turn back, but knew it was likely just the magic’s warning to keep any random person from crossing into dangerous territory.

      She had to keep going. Now that she had been reunited with Liam, she had to find answers. Why had she ever chosen to take her memories away if she had known him before? He was everything she’d been missing in her life. With Liam by her side, she felt braver, and stronger.

      Emeline looked up at him. His strong jawline and proud face held determination and his own bravery shone brightly for her to see. He had gone through so much to return here. No matter what she’d done before, she would find a way to end this curse. He shouldn’t have to suffer anymore.

      She looked forward again and continued to walk. The trees along the path were larger and closer together, slowing their progress. The trees seemed different than what she was used to near her cabin, and she studied the flora to see if maybe she could pull some energy from them, but she didn’t think that would be a good idea. It felt wrong somehow. One cluster of trees looked as if the four trunks were all from the same root and had grown together with their branches intertwining. At least the denseness of the forest meant not as much snow had reached the ground and they were unhampered in their walking.

      Large rocky out-croppings and some sheer cliff faces indicated they were getting nearer to the cave. Nothing looked familiar, and she couldn’t remember ever walking this path before, but she knew they were on the right trail.

      The center of her chest felt as if there were a magnet pulling her toward the cave. For a brief moment, she wished she could turn around and run as far from here as possible, but then a warm comforting flow of energy passed from Liam’s hand into her own. She looked at him again. He was watching her.

      “It will all be okay,” Liam said.

      “How do you know?” Emeline asked.

      “Because we’re facing this together.” He squeezed her hand, and she immediately felt better. His bravery impressed her, and she hoped he was right. But even if he wasn’t, she took comfort in the fact that she wasn’t going into this alone.

      They had been hiking for hours, and the sunlight was fading, making it more difficult to see. She slowed her steps and looked ahead, searching for a clue to how close they were. Her chest still felt as if she were being pulled forward, but there was something different about it now than before.

      “What’s the matter?” Liam asked.

      “I’m not certain,” Emeline said, “but does that set of trees look familiar?” She pointed at four trees that were growing close enough together that their trunks looked almost as if they were the same tree.

      Liam took a few steps toward it, and placed his hand on the tree. He then turned around and looked at the other trees and the path they’d just come on. He bent down and looked at the leaves and dirt at their feet.

      “It’s possible we’ve been walking in circles.”

      Emeline sighed heavily. She should have been aware of the possibility of that distraction spell. If she’d been more focused on her searching, she would have noticed, and they could have been to the cave already. Instead, they had likely wasted hours just walking in circles.

      Liam looked up at what little sky they could see through the trees. “It’s getting late, and if the magic that is guarding this area doesn’t want us to find the cave, the darkness would only help it. Perhaps we should set up camp for the night.”

      “I think you’re right,” Emeline said. Her frustration at being misdirected and not capable of detecting the magic made her angry, but she was hungry and tired and just wanted to rest.

      “I saw a flat spot over there near some large pines. We could even set up the tent under the pines. The needles below will help make the ground softer and we won’t have to worry about sleeping on rocks or roots.”

      Emeline followed him to the flat area and took off her own pack. Liam removed his camping backpack, and they began preparing the area for sleeping.

      “I’ll get the tent set up, then we can do the meal inside like last time, if you’d like. It will help warm things up enough we could sleep better.” He passed her the backpack after unhooking the tent from the bottom of it. “Or we could light a fire and cook some of your things so we can save the meal pouches for later. I’ll let you decide, though.”

      Emeline looked at his pack, marveling at all the things inside it. “We should use your little cook stove and warm up the tent. I want to be up as early as possible so we can have a lot of time to find the cave entrance.”

      Liam nodded and Emeline stood up, then moved over to help him straighten out the base of the tent. Once he’d placed the poles in their holes, she helped him raise it, and they quickly set out the bedding and put their packs inside. Emeline entered the tent first, then Liam climbed inside, and they were once again sitting across from each other over a small cooking stove. She wanted the warmth inside the tent, but truth be told, she would be even happier to skip the meal and just curl up close to him and feel the warmth of his body next to hers.

      Everything Liam did just warmed her soul and she knew she would never regret saving his life and knowing him. He’d been her husband before and if the earth and powers were willing, he’d be her husband again.
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        * * *

      

      Liam felt a difference in Emeline that hadn’t been there before. She was practically vibrating with power, and he wasn’t sure if it was coming from her specifically, or if it was because they were so close to the source of magic of the cave that he could feel it from that too.

      All he knew was it would be so hard to spend the night here in the tent with her and not do something stupid.

      She watched him as he prepared the meal, and asked questions on how things worked and where the food came from that he’d packed for his trip. Emeline held her hands out over the small flame as the foil pouch was warming.

      “It is rather amazing that you can carry fire in your pocket. Can you show me how it works?”

      Liam pulled out the lighter and placed his thumb on the top, then showed her how to make the spark. “There is a little reservoir of flammable liquid inside this, and when you push the button, it opens the hole to let some out, then this gear thing here will make a spark, so it will catch the gas on fire.”

      Emeline took it from him, and he watched her fingers as they caressed the lighter case. She adjusted it in her hands, flicked the striker on the lighter. Her eyes lit up with fascination and Liam could practically feel her enjoyment at the novelty of a new object.

      It was a good thing the food was directly between them so he couldn’t lean forward and try kissing her. He tested the food to make sure the temperature was right, then passed her the pouch and watched as she took a spoonful.

      He had to look away because everything she did was so tempting. Her soft smile when she passed the food back to him made him stare at her lips.

      Her fingers brushed his as he took the food pouch from her. He took a few bites then passed it back to her. Instead of staring at her while she ate, he decided to pick up the water bottle he’d refilled at a stream they’d passed and take a long drink.

      When his eyes met hers as he lifted the bottle to his mouth, her own gaze seemed to be directed at his lips before coming back to look at him.

      Was she watching him the same way he looked at her? Or was he pushing his own emotions onto her and wishing she was interested the same way?

      The tension in their small space was so tight, he worried that if he spoke the mood would be broken. The dim light from the small cooking fire was enough to see her clearly, but also added a romantic overtone to it.

      “Do you want more?” Emeline asked.

      Liam wished he could tell her what he really wanted, but instead he just reached for the food and peered into the pouch. There were a few bites left, but he wasn’t hungry for that. He wanted something much better.

      He took a bite for himself, then with the last spoonful, he held it out to her. “Last one?” he whispered.

      Emeline met his eyes, then leaned forward and opened her mouth a little. Liam slipped the spoon between her lips and felt his chest tighten at the sight. Oh, he was in trouble.

      “Thank you,” Emeline said, as she wiped the side of her lip. He wordlessly passed the water bottle to her and when she tilted her head back to drink from it, Liam had to look away.

      He busied himself with cleaning up the now empty food pouch, and turned to the side, hoping that by not seeing her directly, it would help him catch his breath and calm his heart.

      “Are you feeling okay?” Emeline asked.

      “Yeah,” Liam said, and had to clear his throat before saying anything else. “I’m good. I’ll have this put away in just a minute, then we can go to sleep.”

      Emeline’s hand touched his arm and he felt on fire where her skin touched his.

      “Can I ask you something?” she whispered.

      “Sure,” Liam said, then shoved the things into his backpack to get them out of the way.

      Emeline didn’t say anything for a moment, and Liam turned to look at her. The light from the small cooking flame was enough to let him see the soft glow of her face, but he wasn’t sure if he was reading her expression right, or if it was his own wishful thinking.

      “Will you hold me as we sleep tonight?” Emeline’s voice was soft, and shy as if she was afraid to ask it.

      He wanted to immediately answer yes, but he wasn’t sure if he could keep it to only holding her. Everything in his body screamed at him to be with her. He would have to be careful of what he did or said next. He couldn’t scare her away, but he didn’t want to pressure her for more than she was ready to give.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeline knew she was asking a lot, but he hadn’t said anything yet, so she continued. “I know it could be dangerous. It’s possible I could pull energy from you, but after all the walking we did, and how you holding my hand at times made me feel more sure and clear headed, I’m hoping some contact would be a good thing.”

      Liam put his hands on his knees and met her eyes. “I don’t think you’d pull energy. And it might also help keep me from having something like what happened last night occur again.”

      “If you begin to feel off or sick or anything, you have to let me know right away,” Emeline said. “I still don’t understand how things work between us. Healing you fully from the snake bite was accidental, but then trying to fix the gash on your foot from Cat took a lot of energy.”

      “I’m pretty sure you healed me while sleeping,” Liam said. “Maybe if we sleep together, we’ll both feel better.”

      Liam’s expression suddenly changed, and his face turned red. “I mean. The sleeping — and the resting — will make us feel better.”

      It took Emeline a moment to understand what his other words had meant, and when they registered in her mind, her heart warmed, sending delicious shivers down her spine that settled in her belly, giving her a feeling of longing.

      It was such a familiar reaction, but one she couldn’t remember feeling in the last few decades. She met his eyes, watching to see if he wanted her as much as she wanted him. He had turned to the side and finished moving his backpack out of the way, then removed his coat and shoes before adjusting the blankets for them to pull over themselves.

      Emeline would take things slowly so she could find out how he felt about any chance of intimacy. She didn’t think it would be wise to say it outright, in case he really didn’t want her that way. It would only make things awkward or uncomfortable between them forever.

      Emeline removed her boots and coat as well, then loosened the lacing on her dress so she could lie more comfortably. From the corner of her eye, she caught Liam watching her, and that gave her hope.

      He pulled the blanket up to her, and passed it over, then lay down on his back. Emeline lay down beside him, and reached for his hand. Their arms touched the entire length because she lifted hers over his in order to take his hand. Her leg rested against his from the knees down, and she was tempted to rest her foot against his. She closed her eyes and just took a few slow breaths and let her muscles relax. As they lay there, just holding hands and staring up at the tent ceiling, she felt at peace. Something she hadn’t felt in a long time.

      Maybe she didn’t need him to hold her. Perhaps this would be enough.

      Then as Liam shifted a little, to adjust the hand that held hers, sparks of hope flickered inside, reminding her of the lighter she’d used.

      The little flame had been ignited and she wanted more.

      “Do you have enough blanket?” Liam asked, his voice low and husky.

      “Yes,” Emeline said. “How about you? Is there enough room on the mat?”

      “I’m good,” Liam said.

      The contact of their arms, and part of their legs was not enough for Emeline. It was pleasant, but she longed to be held by him, the same way she’d been tucked up against him when she’d carried his unconscious body to the bed in the cabin.

      Hoping he’d be alright with her movement, Emeline let go of his hand, then turned to her side and nudged her backside against his hip. He smoothly turned onto his side, then slipped his arm around her, pulling her close and then just as suddenly, his hand was gone from her belly. It briefly brushed against her hip, then he even moved it from there and she only felt his chest against her back.

      She wondered where he’d put his hand, then realized he’d probably put it on his own leg or hip to keep from getting too close to her. Emeline sighed.

      At least he’d turned with her. Emeline pulled her arm up to rest her head on her bicep since she didn’t have a pillow. Her hair must have gotten in his face, because he brought his arm up, and smoothed the hair down. She felt him lean away from her for a moment, then he moved closer again once he’d gotten settled. Unfortunately, his hand didn’t come around to hold her.

      She could remember nothing about him, other than what had happened in her cabin the last few days, but she knew her body remembered everything. She knew if she leaned back, or arched her back even a little, she could get a response from his own body.

      Did she dare?

      “Emeline?” Liam whispered, his voice was deep and gravely, and that sent shivers up her spine.

      “Hmm?” she responded, unsure if she’d be able to say anything either, without her voice being just as raspy.

      “I…” He turned silent, and Emeline wished she knew what he was thinking. She could feel his forehead at the back of her neck as he was curled around her.

      It wouldn’t take much to change the whole course of the night. She knew what to do but wasn’t certain she was brave enough to take that first step.

      As his chest behind her vibrated against her back with each breath he took, and she felt the heat from his breath against her neck, she knew he wanted this as much as she did. Gathering her courage, Emeline reached behind her to find his hand where it rested on his own hip.

      She pulled his hand to her chest, then splayed her palm against the back of his hand to hold his hand in place directly over where her heart beat erratically.

      “Please?”

      “Are you sure?” Liam whispered.

      “Yes,” Emeline said. “I need to remember you completely. I know, deep in my soul you’ve always been mine.”
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        * * *

      

      Liam couldn’t believe she was right there in his arms, ready and willing. He didn’t want to move too fast or rush through this miracle. He had no idea if he would survive the next few days, so he had to make as much of his remaining moments as possible.

      He couldn’t take this lightly either. Liam knew what to do, but hadn’t had a lot of experience in this lifetime. As he held her against his chest, and felt her heartbeat under his palm, he knew her. He could remember all the love he’d felt for her when they’d been married in his first life.

      He had moved her hair to the side before she’d made her offer by taking his hand. Since her neck was exposed, he kissed the nape of her neck softly, and heard the sharp intake of breath from Emeline. Her skin was warm and soft, and he couldn’t wait to experience more of it, but he would take his time. He hadn’t been with her for hundreds of years. He could wait just a few moments longer to make it that much better.

      Emeline stretched her legs out, causing them to brush against his own. If she kept moving, it would take a lot of willpower to last very long, but he would do it. For her.

      She released her hold of his hand, and he allowed himself a moment to caress her gently, which made her breathing change again. Oh, how he had missed this.

      Emeline rolled in place to face him, and brought her lips to his. She was slow and hesitant at first, then as they began to remember what it was like, the kisses grew in intensity and passion.

      Liam brought his hand up to caress her cheek. “Let’s take our time. We have all night.”

      Emeline chuckled. “We won’t get much sleep if we take all night. I thought you said the sleeping and resting would make us feel better.”

      Liam laughed, and she tucked her head against his chest.

      “I think I loved you from the moment I first saw you,” Emeline said. “I just didn’t know why.”

      “We were meant to be together,” Liam said. “I will always be yours, and you’ll always be mine. No matter what happens, it will work out in the end. And if it doesn’t work out yet, it’s not the end.”

      Emeline looked up again, bringing her fingers up to run her nails through the rough beard that covered his jawline.  “I’m glad you came back. Thanks for not giving up after each time. We’ll figure this out now that we’re up here, I just know it.”

      Her touch was so tantalizing that he leaned forward and kissed her again. They stopped talking and instead spent forever relearning everything about each other.
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      Emeline woke many hours later, her head resting on Liam’s arms and feeling as if she were full of magic and power. She had been extra cautious not to pull any of his life force from him, but as they had completely opened themselves up to each other, his energy flowed into her body and hers to him in an ebb and flow like the waves on a sea she could vaguely recall.

      Her thoughts had been so full of Liam that she hadn’t had the mental strength to sort through all the images that flashed briefly in her memories as his touch sent sparks of their past to her mind. She could remember him and the times they had spent together. Everything about it had given her joy.

      Now, as she thought of what she and Liam had shared, other memories began to creep in. She had been keeping a secret. In the past she had felt that she would lose everything if he found out, but even now she couldn’t recall what the secret was.

      She had a brief flash of the image of another woman, but all Emeline knew of her was hatred. It was probably the woman named Mary that Liam had mentioned. The feeling of anger and betrayal was so strong that it blocked out everything else about the woman and any circumstances surrounding her.

      Maybe once they reached the cave, Emeline could find out why she’d removed her memories, or if there was a way to get them back. She didn’t know how, she just felt that it was the way it would be.

      Emeline tilted her head to the side, and smiled at the sight of Liam, lying so peacefully beside her. He was everything she needed in her life, and she had to find a way to save him from the curse. Now that she knew what it was like to love him so completely, body and soul, she could not let him be taken from her ever again.

      She placed her hand on his chest to feel the strength of his heartbeat. He was strong and full of goodness. Emeline closed her eyes and thought of the charms she’d brought with her in the pack, and those she had tied on her cords to hang around their necks. She didn’t know what they could do, but it helped her feel a little more prepared. If they were important, she would need to find the right way to use them in order to break past the wardings that would try to send her and Liam away.

      Liam shifted just a little in his sleep and reached for her to pull her close to him. His presence dispelled the fears she had. He didn’t wake, but just held her in his sleep and peace washed over her.

      She would sleep for a few hours longer, then they would set out on the last part of their journey. Everything would be decided tomorrow. For the rest of tonight, she would be wrapped up in her tiny cocoon next to her husband and not worry about a thing.
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        * * *

      

      Liam hadn’t wanted to pack up the tent. He hadn’t wanted to even leave the tent and the intimacy they had shared there. But now that the sun had risen, it was time to go face their future. Emeline approached him with the bag for the tent held open and he slipped it inside, then pulled the zipper closed. He wanted to take her hand and tug her over closer so he could kiss her again, but they’d get nothing done if he just kept kissing her each time he had the urge. That had led to more pleasant activities this morning when they’d first woken up.

      She must have seen the look he’d been giving her because she stepped into his arms, kissed him quickly but thoroughly, then turned away to continue cleaning up the camp spot.

      “It’s good we haven’t had to light any fires out here. Your cooking stove has been very helpful. There are no other signs of our presence to hide other than our footsteps.”

      “Do you think anything will be looking for us?”

      “I don’t know,” Emeline said. “I just like to leave as little trace of my comings and goings as possible.”

      “Probably a good practice,” Liam said. He turned to look around the area. Good trackers and people who spent a lot of time in the forest would likely know someone had been here, but overall, it looked just like the rest of the forest.

      The call of some birds that hadn’t gone south for the winter yet made him wonder about the other animals that might be around. He turned to Emeline when a thought popped into his head.

      “Have you seen Cat lately?”

      She shook her head. “Maybe he went back home.”

      “Hope so,” Liam said. “I didn’t like the way he’d show up out of nowhere. And having him startle that deer was no good.”

      Emeline nodded. “Here, put this on.” She pulled out a thread from her pocket and handed it to him. Tied at the end of a loop was a crystal with a hole drilled into it. He wasn’t sure how she would have made the hole, but it was just the right size for the wool thread. He draped it around his neck, and immediately felt different.

      “What is this?”

      “Quartz is known to help with mental clarity. I hope it will help you be alert and notice where there might be danger.”

      “Why didn’t you give it to me before?” Liam asked.

      “It doesn’t last a long time, and the body can become immune to it if used for too long. Now that we’re so close, I think it would be a good time for you to have it.”

      “Do you have one?”

      Emeline pulled at the cord from around her neck. Another crystal, similar to what he held peeked out at him from her neckline, and all Liam could think of was where it had been nestled just moments before. He gripped the crystal she’d handed him in his own fist. He was very aware of the danger he faced when he looked at the beautiful woman in front of him. But now was not the time to get off focus. He would have to direct his mental clarity on the danger of their task ahead. They would be facing something unknown to both of them, though he hoped Emeline would understand it when she saw it again.

      “Do you think your memories will come back when you go to the cave?”

      “I hope so,” Emeline said. “I didn’t dream of them last night, but this still feels like we’re on the right path. Going to the cave will give us answers. I only wish I knew what question it is we’ll be asking out of all those I have.”

      Liam took her hand and squeezed it encouragingly. “Well, let’s go find out.”
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        * * *

      

      Emeline struggled to keep her focus as the magic surrounding the cave tried to send her elsewhere. Liam walked along beside her, his hand in hers and as he began to lead her to the right, she felt the urge to follow, but it felt off somehow.

      “I think we need to keep going this other way.”

      “Is it the magic?” Liam asked.

      “It feels wrong, which makes me think this is the right way to go. The other way feels too easy.”

      Liam nodded. “Hang on a minute.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his knife then stepped closer to the tree. “We should make sure we don’t go in circles again like last time.” As he reached out with the blade open, Emeline grabbed his hand and pulled it back.

      “Don’t mark the tree,” she whispered. “It wouldn’t like it.”

      Liam looked at her as if she were strange, then looked back at the tree and touched it with his hand instead. “I think you’re right.”

      “Here,” Emeline said. “We can tie something onto a branch to see if we pass this same area.” She pulled out one of her shorter cords and tied a bow around a branch near the animal trail they were walking on.

      “Good idea.” Liam took her hand again, and they continued walking on. She felt him give her the lead and she searched the area for any signs of magic. Anything that would either give her a pull or a push to go a certain direction.

      When she was sure of her path, she began walking with more purpose and certainty. The sun had only moved a little way in the sky when Emeline paused and pointed at the face of a cliff in the distance.

      “There it is.”

      “The cave?”

      Emeline nodded. “It’s hidden from sight, but it’s right there.” She turned to him. “I’m afraid of what I’ll find.”

      “I’m here with you. I’ll help you with anything you need.”

      Emeline didn’t know how to tell him she was afraid that he would learn of her secret. The secret she didn’t even remember herself. She had ripped out her memories because of this thing. Would he discover it and then abandon her? He’d given her everything last night, made her feel human again, and know what it was like to truly live and love. If what they would face now was as terrible as she feared it would be, how could he possibly stand beside her?
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        * * *

      

      Liam watched Emeline as they continued walking toward the face of the cliff. It wasn’t more than forty feet high, but there was nothing there to make it look important. That was probably by design from whatever creature or entity had first established it as a place of magic.

      Emeline slowed down more as they neared it, and he watched her to see if there was any indication of distress from her. He could see no signs of danger, but that meant nothing. He had rarely seen the things that had ended his previous lives early enough to do anything to stop it.

      He hoped the charm she’d given him would help, but there was nothing he could do to prepare. He would just have to react and hope for the best.

      Emeline released his hand and took a few steps forward, holding her hands outstretched in front of her as if reaching for something he couldn’t see.

      When she touched the rock face, it shimmered before his eyes, and the entrance to the cave was suddenly obvious. He blinked, half expecting it to disappear again, but it remained, and he could feel the movement of air through the opening.

      The strangest part of it was the humidity and warmth that came from the hole in the cliff face.

      “Do you see it?” Emeline asked, her voice just above a whisper.

      “I see an opening. Everything is dark within. Should I get out my flashlight?” He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out the flashlight. It looked like a normal cave to him, with stalactites and rock walls. But there was definitely something odd about it that he couldn’t place.

      Emeline shook her head. “It’s got a soft glow, but I can see. There are plants in here I’ve not seen in forever.”

      “What kinds of plants?” Liam asked, leaning a little closer to the opening, hoping he would be able to see what she did.

      “Tropical vines, full of bright leaves. There are ferns and fruits and all kinds of vegetation that doesn’t grow here.”

      “What does that mean?” Liam asked.

      Emeline shook her head. “I don’t know, but I remember seeing it before. We’re in the right place.”

      “Do you have any memories coming back to you? Do you know why you felt you had to come here?”

      Emeline looked at him, her eyes suddenly filling with tears. “All I know is that when you learn the truth, I fear I will lose you forever.”

      The fear in her eyes was obvious, but he wasn’t afraid. Not anymore now that he had found her.
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      Emeline felt the strongest pull to move forward and deeper into the dimly lit cave. She looked up at Liam, knowing he was confused at what she’d said, but she had to come to terms with it all. Somewhere in there, she would find her answers. She would be able to remember everything that had come before, but she knew, deep within her heart, that there was terror and pain tied to it all. She didn’t want Liam to have to suffer because of what she would discover in there.

      Liam took her hand in both of his and stepped directly in front of her, with his back to the cave opening. “I don’t care what it is you have to tell me. I’ve lived dozens of lives without you. I will never give you up, no matter what.”

      “I hope that is true,” she whispered. She looked past him, and he turned around.

      “I can see it now,” he said. “Probably because we’re touching.”

      She pulled her hand out of his. “Can you still see it?”

      Liam nodded. “Huh. I guess it wasn’t that.”

      “You’re within the cave’s threshold. I think that’s why.”

      Liam looked down at his feet, then back to her. “Should we do this?”

      She placed her hand in his again. “As terrified as I am to revisit my past, I think we must.”

      The two walked into the cave together, and she glanced behind her to see a wall of vines hide the entrance, cutting off the light from the sun. Even so, the light from within was still there, as if somehow the plants were able to create some on their own.

      The stone walls of the cave were dark and gray, but mostly hidden behind the vines and plants. Interspersed throughout them were large crystals, shining with an ethereal light. It warmed her soul as much as the heat in the cave had warmed her body.

      “This is incredible,” Liam whispered. “Why did you fear this place?”

      Emeline didn’t answer, just walked toward the far wall of the cave where she felt the strongest pull. A large tree growing from the solid rock floor looked like a weeping willow, but the leaves were larger by at least double. She parted the curtain of leaves and stepped beneath the canopy. Liam was not far behind her, but he seemed distracted by what he was seeing.

      All Emeline could focus on was the trunk. In the center of it, about six feet from the base of the tree was a hollowed-out section.

      A deep purple glow pulsed inside and Emeline knew this was what she had come for. She lifted her hand to reach up into the small hole but pulled her hand back. Sudden fear seized her heart, and she didn’t want to know. When she glanced back at Liam, he stood still, watching her. His look of trust and encouragement gave her the needed push and she reached up inside. When her fingers touched a small box, smaller than her fist, she wrapped her hand around it and pulled it out.

      It was another carved box, similar to what she’d had in her cabin, but this one had different symbols on it. She felt they were familiar, but she still couldn’t decipher their meaning.

      She turned it from side to side, not sure what she was looking for, but there had to be a seam or something that would make it open.

      “What is it?” Liam asked.

      She only shook her head, unable to speak. Emeline sat on the floor and closed her eyes, hoping to remember the way it worked. She just ran her fingers along the edges, feeling for anything that would help. On the opposite sides, she felt small depressions that were deeper than the other carvings. She pressed on them, and the box opened.

      Emeline placed it in her lap. Liam had squatted down to watch her, and she looked up at him for a moment, then back at the box. Inside, a shimmering cloth made of some kind of fabric she was sure she’d seen before was wrapped around something else. She touched the cloth with her finger and felt a pulse of energy.

      “This is what I came for.” She pulled her finger back and just stared at the box for a few minutes, unwilling to take out the cloth and find out what it was hiding.

      “It’s all right,” Liam said. “You can do it.”

      As she unfolded the cloth, it was obvious what was inside. What she didn’t know was why she had wrapped a simple, unpolished stone. It was rough and jagged but definitely solid, and heavier than any other rock she’d held of its size. It was also incredibly powerful, and once she touched it with her bare hands, she knew why. This held pain. Just the short contact with it was enough to make her yank her hand back.

      “I placed my memories in here.”

      Liam reached his hand out, as if he wanted to touch the stone, but pulled back instead. “Can you take them back?”

      Emeline didn’t know how, or if she even dared try. She completely unwrapped the stone from the silky cloth and held it in her cupped hands. She stared at the stone and felt tiny pin prickles in her hand where it touched. With each prickle, a small flash of memory filled her thoughts.

      Her hands began to burn, but there was no way to let go of the stone. She felt frozen in time, and though she could hear Liam screaming her name, it was all just background noise as memory after memory flooded her and she was surrounded by a golden cloud of light.
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        * * *

      

      Liam tried to reach for Emeline, but he was thrown back by a blast of light. His impromptu flight was stopped by the tree trunk where Emeline had gotten the box. As he struggled to stand, he caught sight of a dark shadow in the distance past Emeline. His movements were futile until he realized his pack had become tangled up in some vines and plants at the base of the tree. He struggled out of the straps, then stood up and peered into the darkness to see what was out there.

      It moved like a predator. “Great, just when I almost get the answers, the curse catches up to me.” He got to his feet and took a few steps to the side to see it more clearly.

      “Cat?” he asked, feeling a sense of relief. “How did you find this place? How did you get in?”

      Cat cocked his head to the side, then stretched his front legs out, making his claws obvious. Impossibly, the cat began to enlarge until it was the size of a panther.

      “What are you?” he asked. “Some kind of shape shifter?” He dug into his pocket, searching for the pocketknife. He looked toward his backpack, so he could grab his small ax, but it was gone. He could see vines and branches surrounding the tree moving slowly. Somehow the plants had taken his pack, leaving him practically defenseless.

      Liam looked at Emeline. Was she in danger? Could she help, or would he need to protect her from the giant cat and strange magic cloud surrounding her? He took a step toward her, wanting to keep Cat from attacking Emeline while she was so exposed and vulnerable.

      Cat hissed and swatted at him, making him jump back to avoid the claws.

      “Don’t hurt her,” Liam shouted. “Take me instead.”

      Cat arched his back, then moved to the side in an attempt to begin circling Liam. He turned with the cat, keeping his knife in his fist and facing his opponent at all times.

      Cat looked at Emeline, then hissed again before screaming unlike any cat he’d ever heard before. It sounded more human than feline and Liam recognized the anger inside the voice.

      “It can’t be,” Liam said. “You’re dead. I killed you.”

      Cat stood up on his hind legs and began to change shape, right before Liam’s eyes. The darkness that surrounded the woman Cat had become was exactly like what he remembered seeing as he lay on the floor of his very first home he had shared with Emeline.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Emeline wished she could scream to relieve the pain she felt as memory after memory bombarded her. She couldn’t stop them any more than she could return water up a waterfall. She could remember finding this cave with her sister Mariah, but their entrance had been in another realm. They had somehow broken through the barrier between this world and their own and found themselves trapped inside this cave.

      They had lived here for years, unable to leave or return to their home. It didn’t matter much, since they were well cared for by the plants and stones in the cave. Each stone passed powers into them that Emeline knew had come from their realm. The plants and fruit trees fed them, and Emeline developed an affinity toward them. Neither girl knew sadness or disappointment in their new home and were content enough to remain there playing with the magic that was innately born into them.

      Then one night, a hole in the opposite wall of the cave opened up and they stepped out into this world. In the sky above, Emeline and her sister could see a perfect row of three bright stars they would later learn were planets.

      They ventured out into the world, learning about it by observing, yet always keeping their distance from any of the creatures that looked like them. They learned they were called humans but didn’t have the types of powers or abilities Emeline and Mariah had. The girls were happy to be together and explore new things. They lived among the indigenous people off and on, blending in rather well using Mariah’s ability to alter their forms. After a few years with one group, they would move on when the humans began to notice things were different about them as they didn’t age.

      Sometimes they would live on their own or even return to this cave to practice their magic and learn new things with their powers. Eventually, they watched as other people with lighter skin came to the land and began to spread out. Sometimes Emeline and Mariah traveled together and lived among the groups for a while. Other times, they branched out and tried things on their own, always coming back together after a dozen or so years.

      Mariah seemed content enough to come and go among the different people and blend in where she could. Emeline happily followed her for years, until she met Liam.

      She shouldn’t have let things get personal between them. Emeline was not of his kind and would outlive him, only to suffer loss when he was gone, but she’d watched over the years how couples had fallen in love and had devoted their lives to each other.

      She wanted that. It was different, and more pure than what she had with her sister.

      While Mariah had gone exploring another part of the world, Emeline had stayed where Liam was and had grown to love him. She hadn’t known something like that was possible, and she couldn’t wait to tell Mariah about the new joy that could be found in loving someone.

      When Mariah arrived to find her married to Liam for more than two years, Emeline had been happy to see her sister. She’d asked if she thought there might be a way to give up her immortality. “I truly love him and want to have the same thing that others have had. I believe I have found the reason I came to this world.”

      Yet her sister had been angry. “You are a fool!” Mariah had thrown her hands in the air and shouted at Emeline about her betrayal and selfishness until she ran out of breath. When she finally understood Emeline wasn’t going to change her mind, she shook her head. “Even if I knew of a way for you to give up your immortality, I wouldn’t tell you. You’ll only end up suffering more pain and anguish than you can imagine.”

      “It’s my choice what I do with my life.” Emeline had said. “You are free to do what you wish with yours.”

      Emeline had mourned the loss of her sister’s love and missed her dearly when Mariah had left without another word but had taken solace in the life she started to build with Liam. Within a year, a fervor of witch hunting soon struck the land and someone began to spread rumors. When Emeline had been accused, she’d only been momentarily afraid they might actually end up killing her. Somehow she knew their attempt to drown her would not work. They had taken her away from Liam and locked her in a jail, refusing to let her talk to him. She wouldn’t have a chance to tell him what she was or to try to convince him to accept her true form.

      Her plan was to pretend to drown. Once all the villagers had gone, she would make her way back to their cabin and convince Liam to run away with her. She was certain of his love for her and that he would accept what she really was. She would find a way to make him live forever or a way to give up her immortality.

      Yet when she reached her home, a darkness had settled over it. She’d entered the building only to find Liam there, a knife in his chest and her sister kneeling beside him, bent over in tears.

      “What happened?” Emeline asked, rushing over and placing her head on Liam’s chest, listening for a heartbeat.

      “He was so distraught at your death that he came here and killed himself.”

      Emeline had been so devastated at the loss that the next few months were a blur. She allowed her sister to take her away from the cabin and far from where she’d lost her love. Mariah had been her only companion and support for a few hundred years after Liam’s death. They had agreed to live as just the two of them and stop interacting with the humans of the world. For years afterward, they had wandered the area aimlessly until the community they had lived in was gone and the two returned to the cabin where Liam had died.

      “Are you sure you want to live here?” Mariah had asked.

      “It is the only place that gives me any peace. I remember the love we shared, and it soothes my soul. Mariah had seemed reluctant to stay here, but eventually agreed and they had lived in quiet peace for years. Every few decades, Emeline hurt deeply for the loss of Liam, feeling as if he were there again but then suddenly, she could feel his presence no more and she would eventually be able to carry on once again.

      Emeline and her sister would take a trip to the cave every year, hoping to find a way to return to their own realm.

      During one of their visits to the cave, while they had been in a potion-induced trance that Emeline had concocted to help them remember how they’d even crossed over the barrier between worlds, Mariah admitted to what she had done to Liam.

      Emeline screamed in torment as she absorbed that memory. She wished she could drop the stone and take no more memories in, but they kept coming faster and faster.

      Mariah had betrayed her own sister by changing her appearance in order to stay close by and watch Emeline. During one of her travels, Mariah had heard things from a settlement she had visited and decided to have the people accuse Emeline of witchcraft. With Liam thinking she was dead, Mariah had planned to show Emeline how easily humans moved on. She was certain there was no such thing as romantic love and that it was just a human’s lust that had caused Liam to be with Emeline. What Mariah hadn’t expected was Liam’s rage and attack on her, or how she had cursed him by accident from her own rage when he’d stabbed her in the heart. She’d revealed that each time Liam had been reborn and come to find Emeline, Mariah had made sure he never made it there alive.

      Emeline remembered the anger and the betrayal she’d felt toward Mariah, but even more painful was her own part in it all. She couldn’t forgive her sister for what she had done, but if she had never fallen in love with a human, he would have been safe.

      Emeline had tried to kill her sister in a fit of rage but had changed her mind at the last minute when she had seen the pure terror in her sister’s eyes. Relenting, Emeline let Mariah go after making her promise she would never come near her again. But her sister had one last demand.

      “Remove your memories of me and of Liam. Only then will I stop interfering. He stole you from me, and I stole him from you in retaliation. If you want to live without me and have a chance to find him again, you have to do so without the benefit of your memories of him. This is the only way to prove you truly love him and he loves you. If you can find each other again you will know it is meant to be.

      Emeline had removed her memories of everything besides her ability to live and survive in this world. She vividly recalled how much it hurt to tear them out of her soul and tuck them away in this stone for safe keeping.

      As she woke from the dream of it all rushing back to her, she looked down at her hands to see only dust remaining of the rock.

      She sagged in exhaustion, then looked up to see Liam facing a huge black panther with only a small knife in his hand.

      Emeline struggled to stand. She had to save him from this danger. The curse had to end. Before Emeline could get her feet underneath her and come to his aide, she watched in horror as the cat changed its shape into a woman.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Liam stared at the woman in front of him. She was breathing heavily and looked as if the transformation had caused her pain. He wondered if he should attack right then, but the knife wasn’t large enough to really do anything serious. Besides if she could shape shift and was still alive after he thought he’d killed her, she was likely more dangerous than anything he could handle.

      “Who are you?” Liam asked. “Why are you here and why did you curse me?”

      “You took her from me,” the woman hissed. She glanced back at Emeline, and Liam noticed the swirling cloud around her had disappeared and Emeline was watching them from the floor of the cave as she struggled to regain her strength.

      “Mariah,” Emeline said. “Don’t do this.”

      Mariah turned toward Emeline, and Liam prepared himself to stop her if she tried to harm Emeline in any way.

      Emeline took a few gasping breaths as she placed her hand on her chest as if it hurt. “You promised to leave us alone. You swore you wouldn’t interfere and that if we found each other again, it would be proof enough.”

      “But I can’t bear to be alone,” Mariah said. “I can’t return home, and I can’t live here without you.”

      “You’ve been without me for years,” Emeline said, then studied her for a moment. “Wait. You have been taking the forms of animals and staying nearby this whole time?”

      Mariah glanced at Liam, then moved closer to Emeline and squatted close to her. “You’re my sister. No matter what has happened or what you think I’ve done, I love you. I couldn’t leave you.”

      “But you have hurt me over and over. That isn’t love.”

      Mariah nodded. “I know. I didn’t understand anything about emotions until I saw how things were after you lost Liam. I never felt anything like that, and it angered me you had someone to replace me. I feel nothing towards these humans. But I love you dearly.” Mariah reached her hand out and placed it on Emeline’s cheek. Even Liam could see the flow of power moving between them.

      Emeline gasped then shivered before standing up and reaching for Mariah to do the same. “Thank you.”

      “I know I did everything wrong. I am sorry for the pain I caused you. I was angry that you’d chosen him over me, and I didn’t think his death would affect you that much. I thought if he was gone, then you would return to your normal self, and we’d be whole again.”

      “But I love him,” Emeline said. “I will always love him.”

      Mariah sagged visibly. She looked at Liam for just a moment, the hatred still in her eyes, but not nearly as strong as what he’d felt from her before. Mariah reached her arms out and hugged Emeline close. “I see now that I could never make you. I watched as the two of you fell in love this time, and while I wanted to kill him, almost did a few times, the more I watched the happiness filling you, the more I realized I couldn’t do it.”

      “You tried to kill me?” Liam asked. “Was the snake your doing?”

      Mariah nodded. “And the lightning, the deer near the cliff, and the other night in the tent. Only Emeline’s presence there kept your heart beating.”

      Emeline pushed Mariah away. “You would have destroyed me again.”

      Mariah nodded, looking remorseful, but still not as if she could fully understand what she’d done. Liam didn’t know if it was because of whatever kind of creature or being she was, or if she was just completely heartless.

      Mariah looked back at Emeline and took her hand. “We should have never come here. It’s my fault we got trapped in this horrid place. I was the one who convinced you to go exploring the caves with me. I can’t go back home and face Father without you.”

      “I doubt Father even cares we’re missing.”

      “We can fix it now,” Mariah said. “I think I may have found a way to get back home. But it would take both of us.”

      Emeline looked at Liam and he felt his heart stop for a moment. Without looking away from him, she said to her sister, “I am not leaving him.”

      “I know. That’s why I left you two alone last night so you could have some privacy. When I watched you this morning as you cleaned up your campground, I knew I had lost you completely to him. I could see the joy radiating off you. And while I will never understand it, I have come to accept it.”

      Mariah turned to look at Liam. “I cursed you with endless deaths. I don’t know how I even did it, and how it stuck, but I think it had to do with the fact that you had stabbed me in the heart then I stabbed you and my blood mixed with yours. Each time I’ve watched you return, I have come to understand you aren’t quite mortal anymore. You have a bit of us in you. A bit of me, I suppose. So, while I cannot keep my sister, she can keep you, and the small part of me that would reside in you would mean I have a bit of her as well.”

      Liam reached up and touched his chest, not sure he wanted to have anything of the woman in front of him who was so odd in her logic.

      “Lady, you are nuts.”

      Mariah didn’t even acknowledge his words, just turned back to her sister. “I feel a difference in the cave today than any other time we’ve been here apart from when we were first able to leave it and enter this world.”

      Emeline nodded. “I feel it too. I think the planets aligning is the reason.”

      “Help me open the barrier so I can return home. You can remain here with Liam if you desire.”

      “I don’t know how to change the barrier,” Emeline said.

      “We’ll figure it out together.” Mariah looked at Liam once more. “I know my apology will mean very little to you, but I am sorry for what I put you through. I truly did not understand the power of love.”

      Liam looked at Emeline and flashed through the memory of meeting her for the very first time. He had known right then she was meant to be a part of his life forever. It had been so powerful and had been what got him through each time he’d been reborn and searched for her again. He reached for Emeline’s hand, and she put hers in his.

      A vibration unlike any he’d felt before built between them and the far wall behind a small trickle of water began to shimmer until it turned translucent.

      “What’s happening?” Mariah asked.

      “I think the door back home may be opening.” Emeline took a step forward, causing Liam to move with her. She grabbed Mariah’s hand with her other and the three of them walked toward the wall.

      The doorway opened wider until it was nearly five feet across. Through the opening, Liam could see a beautifully foreign world.

      “It’s home,” Mariah said, the awe in her voice palpable. “Are you sure you won’t come with me? You could bring him.” It sounded as if she were suggesting Emeline might bring home a stray dog. Mariah truly thought nothing of him and still had no remorse for all the pain she’d caused.

      Emeline looked at Liam, her eyes questioning. He would do it. He’d go through and live in her world if she wanted, even if it meant being near Mariah again.

      “No,” Emeline said. “I think it’s best if we stay here.”

      “You may never have another chance to return home,” Mariah said.

      “I don’t need to go home,” Emeline said. She squeezed his hand tightly. “I’m already home.”

      Mariah turned to hug Emeline and she let go of Liam’s hand. He hoped she wouldn’t change her mind or that Mariah wouldn’t try to do something like yank her through the opening to force her to go back. He prepared himself to intervene if needed.

      Then Mariah just released her sister, kissed her forehead then walked through the doorway and turned to wave as the opening began to close until all that was left was a solid rock wall.

      “You stayed.”

      “Are you alright with that?” Emeline asked. “I didn’t even ask what you wanted.”

      “All I have ever wanted was to be with you. I would have gone to your world with you if you’d wanted, but after knowing Mariah, I’m glad it will just be us now.”

      Emeline laughed. “Me too. I did love my sister, but I have changed by being here. I would never fit in that world again. I am meant to be here with you. Always.”

      “Should we head back to the cabin?” Liam asked.

      Emeline looked around the cave. “I’m not in any rush. In fact, I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night. Perhaps we could lay out the blankets here on the ferns beneath that tree and spend a while.”

      “I can’t promise you’d get any sleep if you’re inviting me to lie there next to you.”

      “Thats exactly what I was hoping you’d say.”

      Emeline wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and pulled him close to kiss him softly before he lowered her down to the soft ferns beneath them. Maybe they wouldn’t even need the blanket.
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